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      Riley was peering out the building window, Henry had padded up beside her. “I’m worried about the two-leggers,” she told him. “I think they’ve lost their minds.”

      “They are a difficult species to understand. They have food, they have shelter, they have the most comfortable places to lie down, yet somehow that is not enough for them. Perhaps if they all had a dog to lean on, they would be less likely to quarrel with others,” he told her.

      “That is not always the case.” Riley shuddered as she thought of the men in the desert that had all those dogs in cages. “I fear that soon we may need to defend our pack, either against other two-leggers…or the dead ones.”

      “I wish I could tell you that you were wrong.”

      “How do you think Chloe and Holly will react?” Riley was watching Henry intently as he thought.

      “They are survivors; that is without doubt. I think that they will stay with the pack—if that is what you mean.”

      “I’m concerned about Holly,” Riley said.

      “Why?”

      “Her priority is Chloe; she watches every move the other makes to ensure that she will be safe.”

      “Do you not watch out for Ben-Ben in the same manner?”

      “Yes, but he needs it.” She smiled.

      “Henry, Riley.” Patches had made an impressive leap from a footlocker to the makeshift television stand now used mostly for video games.

      Henry nodded.

      Riley responded in kind. Chloe was adamantly watching, her tongue hanging out as she followed, thinking they were playing a game.

      “I wish she’d go away,” Patches said.

      “She likes you,” Riley told her.

      “The feeling is most definitely not mutual.”

      “I saw you snuggling up with her just yesterday.”

      “She’s warm,” Patches replied before hissing and displaying her claws to Chloe, who smiled, thinking the game was being escalated. “Dogs are clueless, I mean, present company excepted, of course.”

      “Of course,” Henry echoed. “I’m going to take a nap.”

      “Wait, I found something a while back…didn’t think much about it until the dead ones surrounded this area. I’d like to show it to you.” She hissed at Chloe, sending the dog skittering back toward Holly.

      “In this building?” Riley asked.

      “The next one over.”

      Henry walked to the door and barked.

      Mike got up. “I cut out this dog door, big dog, so you can open it by just pushing on the flap.”

      “I would not deny you the pleasure of fulfilling my every need,” Henry told him, lifting his head so the man could scratch behind his ears.

      “Don’t go far; it’s getting dark,” Mike told him as he looked down the street. Riley and Patches pushed past before the two-legger could let the door close. “What are you three up to?” He watched for a moment before Corporal Stenzel called out to him.

      Patches took them past the edge of the building they were living in and took a quick left before ducking into a small hole in the next.

      “Um, Patches,” Riley called out.

      After a moment, Patches stuck her head back out. “Right, right…I forgot how stout Henry is. You’ve put on a bit yourself since we got here, Riley.”

      “Is this why we’re here? You wanted to prove that dogs are bigger than cats?” Henry asked.

      “Smarter, too,” Riley added.

      “Funny.” Patches answered. “I was chasing a rat through here, but there’s another way in. Be careful, lot of broken sharp pieces.” She was referring to the glass that littered the walkway. The doorway had been broken and was sitting askew on the frame; none of the animals had any problem getting through.

      They walked around piles of both animal and human debris.

      “Smells like wet Ben-Ben in here,” Henry said.

      “He wishes he smelled this good.” Patches smirked.

      “I’m glad the two-leggers decided not to live in this place. I don’t think they would have ever been able to get that smell out.” Riley’s nose was crinkled.

      “Probably not. It’s mold.” Patches was guiding them to a staircase leading downward.

      “Like a Jell-O mold?” Ben-Ben yipped. Patches jumped and hissed; Riley’s heart raced as she had been surprised. It was stoic Henry that had not reacted. “I love Jell-O! You squeeze it in your teeth and it starts to press out and you can eat it again! It’s awesome!”

      “What are you doing here, Ben-Ben?” Riley was beginning to calm down.

      “I was out pooping, oh and it was a grand poop, maybe my finest ever. I was about to roll around in it so everyone could enjoy the aroma when I looked up and saw you three. So here I am!”

      “Here you are,” Henry replied.

      “You guys want to come and see?” Ben-Ben was heading back for the opening. “There’s a hint of bacon, mixed in with sweet potato and kibble.”

      “Descended from wolves. As if,” Patches said.

      “Little busy, Ben-Ben, maybe later,” Riley told him.

      “Can I come with you guys?” he pleaded.

      “Would you go home if I asked?”

      “Riley, you’re so funny,” Ben-Ben said as he pushed to the front.

      “Then I guess you can come,” she sighed.

      “Are we ready?” Patches was perturbed.

      “He’s been like this since the day he came to our home. You’d think you’d be used to him by now,” Riley told the cat.

      “If I had a thorn in my paw, it would always hurt, no matter how long it remained there,” she replied.

      “Cat’s got a point,” Henry said.

      “Who’s got a thorn? I’ll bite it!” Ben-Ben said.

      “Let’s go.” Patches was leading the way. She started down the set of cement stairs and into an old boiler room.

      “Wow…smells like Patches’ poop box after we used to have fish-taco night.” Ben-Ben’s eyes were watering, partly at the remembrance of the smell, but mostly at the nostalgia of the lost family traditions.

      “What were you doing in my litter box?” Patches was indignant.

      “You never know when you can find a nugget of goodness,” Ben-Ben said proudly.

      “Tell me you did not eat her refuse,” Riley pleaded.

      “I had to, Riley! It even had a crunchy topping on it.”

      The usually unflappable Henry gagged. “Don’t you ever drink out of the same water bowl as me again,” Henry warned.

      The small pack followed down the dark and wet passageway into a vast underground utility room. Fallen insulation from the pipes overhead was strewn on the ground.

      “I know I shouldn’t have to explain this…Ben-Ben, do not eat any of the…oh for the love of Bast.”

      Ben-Ben had a smile on his face and a mouthful of stained yellow material in his mouth.

      “Spit it out,” Riley told him. “Now.”

      “I thought it was candy. Tastes terrible.” He had long lines of drool coming from the sides of his jowls as he did his best to purge the substance.

      “I’m going to save you some trouble,” Riley stated. “If you find it in here, do not eat it.”

      “But…”

      “But nothing, Ben-Ben. Do not eat anything in here.”

      Patches was doing her best to avoid the accumulating moisture on the ground. Eventually, she had to give up hopping from dry spot to dry spot, as the floor ahead of them was soaked.

      “Here it is,” she said as she led them into a huge room at the far end of the corridor.

      “I see large two-legger machines. Do they do something special?” Riley asked.

      “Not the machines…where the rat went. Oh, you can’t see it from here.” She led them around to the other side of the room, where there was a pile of pallets and bags of trash, along with empty beer bottles and long ago used-up cans of spray paint.

      “I’m missing a nap for this?” Henry asked.

      “Come over here,” Patches told him.

      “The two-leggers checked this place out, wouldn’t they have found anything worth finding?” Riley asked.

      “They didn’t look past this pile. If not for the rat, I wouldn’t have either.”

      Riley seemed dubious, but she trusted Patches. She went to where the cat was pointing; she saw light coming through a small opening in the floor.

      “It’s bigger than that,” Patches told her.

      “How big?” Henry placed his shoulder against a pallet and grunted as he pushed, Ben-Ben got next to him to lend assistance, though he was pushing a mostly empty bag of trash in circles. There was a loud scrape and more grunting, now Riley got next to the other dog and together they pushed the pallet stack just far enough that the opening was adequate for Henry to fit his broad shoulders.

      “What’s down there?” he asked.

      “It’s kind of steep at first and then levels out.”

      “How steep?” Riley asked. “Something you can climb easily might be difficult for us.”

      “Let me bring Ben-Ben down first. If he gets stuck, no one will miss him,” she replied.

      “Going first!” Ben-Ben said proudly as he hopped in. “Whoa!” His bark echoed as he splashed the water at the bottom of the large pipe.

      “Should I go get, Mike?” Riley asked Henry.

      “Ben-Ben!” Henry called out.

      “Hey, Henry, are you mad I got to go first?”

      “Not at all, but, would you be able to come back here if you wanted to?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be able to?”

      “Humor me.”

      “What did the dog say to the tree?”

      “Huh?” Henry asked.

      “Bark!” And with that, Ben-Ben was laughing hysterically.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Henry asked.

      “To be fair, you did ask him to humor you, and that was his version of a joke.” Patches was amused.

      “Oh, I get it,” Henry said though he didn’t. “Just come up here, if you can.”

      Ben-Ben’s lolling tongue was the first thing they saw as he scrabbled up.

      “Well, if he can do it with those stubby little legs, I should be able to. Go back down,” Henry told him.

      “I just got here.” Ben-Ben was clearly confused.

      In a few minutes they were at the edge of the large drainage pipe. It poked out from the side of the hill some twenty feet above the lazily drifting river below.

      “It’s a way out.” Riley was looking around. “Outside the gate, past the zombies. This is brilliant, Patches.”

      “I thought you’d like it.” Patches was preening herself.

      Ben-Ben lifted his leg and peed on the side of the wall; he watched in fascination as the liquid ran down and into the trickle of water then plummeted to the stream below. “I have got to do that with a poo!”

      “No!” the other three shouted in unison.
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      “Got another observation, if you’re interested.”

      “I’m not,” BT answered quickly. “Can’t we just enjoy this game of chess in peace and quiet? You do realize that you don’t need to fill in every silent moment with noise, right?”

      “I…I think I do,” I told him. I was so uneasy with those quiet, introspective times.

      BT looked up from the game. He had sacrificed a bishop and a pawn to gain position; I’d jumped at the opportunity to take the pieces and position-wise, I was in trouble on both fronts and had lost interest in the game. Now he could see it in my eyes, the quiet desperation. The fear of what we’d all been running from, finally catching up and dragging us down with it, into the depths of hopelessness. He sat back, the chair maybe not protesting his bulk, but definitely letting him know how it felt as it creaked.

      “I’m listening.”

      “Are you ever lying in bed…”

      “Let me stop you there. Before you say another word, I want to make sure there are boundaries. Because that seems to be something you are severely lacking in. I’ve never seen someone so totally willing to hop people’s fences and get up in their business.”

      “How in the hell could I know you were doing what you were doing? Maybe lock your door if you don’t want people to find out things.”

      “It was two fucking a.m.”

      “I’m never going to be able to get that sight out of my mind. I thought the Speed-O was bad. Where do you even find something like that?”

      “Mike, let’s move on.”

      “My therapist says that a lot, but I really feel like I need to power through the problems, not dance around them.”

      “Can you imagine how many billable hours it would take for him to go through each of your issues?”

      I snorted.

      “Poor bastard would just about drown in them. My guess is he’d have to seek out his own counseling after.”

      “You done?” I asked. “I’d hate to have to bring up what I saw that night.”

      “What would I see, Mike, if I walked into your home at two a.m.?”

      I had to think about that for a moment. “Yeah, maybe we should just move on,” I told him.

      “I want to be abundantly clear. When you do start anew, in your bed, you’re clothed?”

      “Yes.”

      “There’s no strange fetish thing going on?”

      “With clothes on? What kind of fetish is that?”

      “Okay, then, no strange fetish thing about to happen?”

      “There is nothing sexual of any sort about to happen in this story. Shit, man. Why are you so fascinated with what I do with my dick?”

      He sat forward, his head dropped and he covered his forehead up with his hands. “I hate you, Mike.”

      “I know, buddy. So, I’m lying in bed, there’s no whips, chains, rubber accessories, restraints of any kind, lube…”

      “Mike, your sister is making me lunch right this very moment, and I would rather go downstairs and choke down whatever the hell she’s trying to pass off as food than sit here and listen to whatever it is you’re about to say.”

      “That’s harsh, man, oh, and just so you know, I saw her grabbing for the pickled beets and diced eggplants.”

      “Give me one of your MREs. It’s the least you owe me for having to put up with you. Hurry up, so I can eat it fast.”

      “Twenty-five years ago, I knew this girl. Had a crush on her, really. And this thing happened.”

      “Oh no, no, no, you don’t get to start a story and then edit out parts that don’t flatter you.”

      “But that’s not the point of the story.”

      “It is now.”

      I looked straight at him. “Not gonna let it go?”

      “Not a chance.”

      “Fine, she’s a table over from me, we’re in the cafeteria—pizza day, by the way.”

      “So, a Friday?”

      “Sure, if that’ll let you let me continue.”

      “What kind of anti-American school did you attend that did not serve their cardboard pizza on Fridays?”

      “I don’t remember what day it was.” I was getting exasperated. Trying to tell him a story was like trying to get a cat into a bathtub. Who am I kidding? Had a couple of dogs over the years that weren’t big fans of the water, either. “Can I continue?”

      He waved me on.

      “Did I tell you I had a crush on her? Name was Deirdre. She’s looking my way just as I take a bite of the pizza. Unlike every stupid thing I’d ever eaten at that high school, this thing was piping hot, like cheese-bubbling, Hot Pocket, straight out of the microwave, hot.”

      BT winced, “not many people don’t know that kind of heat.”

      “Instantly seared the roof of my mouth, my tongue, and most of my bottom lip. A piece fell out of my mouth and latched on to my chin, burning through the skin and falling on to my shirt. I stood up and am furiously wiping this chunk of lava off of me before it can burn completely through.”

      “She was watching?” BT looked aghast as he asked.

      “Every last second of it. The look of disgust that was on her face…. Eventually, she had to look away; it was that cringeworthy. Up to that point in my young existence, I’d never been more fucking embarrassed. Not something a teenager can overcome very easily.”

      “I love the visual, but where are you going with this? And why are you, at all, the least concerned with something that happened another lifetime ago?”

      “You ever just remember shit like that? Regrets, embarrassments?”

      He thought for a moment. “I think it’s a natural state of being human.”

      “This is where my strange idea comes in, that sometimes these random thoughts come up because the other person involved in the event is thinking about it, at the same time. Like a link has been created. Does that make sense? And how even now, after all these years, does something like this have the power to keep me up? Dude, my heart was pounding as I thought on the spectacle I created that day.”

      “Mike, I wouldn’t worry about it too much, think of the positive aspects.”

      “There are positives?”

      “If what you think is true, then that means this woman, Deirdre, she’s alive, and you just gave her a smile. I bet she very much needs one right now.”

      “Thanks, man, that helps. Not sure how I’m going to spin the other thousand random embarrassing things I’ve done.”

      “You can figure it out after this game. Checkmate, by the way.”
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      “That ought to do some damage.” Staff Sergeant Plankard was watching as the attack helicopter began blasting through the densely packed field of zombies.

      Charlie was watching intently. It did appear that Etna was more than capable of defending itself, especially with the machinery they were employing. The trip up from Texas had been difficult, but nothing untoward had happened. Could he go home now knowing he’d at least checked up on his friend? He was angry for even thinking about it. He’d not seen Talbot, had no idea if he was there or even alive, for that matter.

      “You seeing this?” Plankard elbowed his commander.

      “What am I looking at?” Charlie was focused on the zombies being blown apart.

      “Birds.” Plankard pointed and handed over his binoculars.

      They both saw the flare-out as an engine failed. “It’s going down. What fresh hell is this?” he asked as they watched the helicopter get swarmed and the tank, sent out to rescue it, fall into enemy hands.

      “What is going on here?” Plankard asked. “How are they doing this?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s coordinated, and that means there’s command, and command only works with a force able to not only understand orders but act on them.”

      “What can we possibly hope to accomplish here?” Plankard asked.

      “Not much with who we have here. Call up the rest.” He was referring to the unit they’d kept a few miles back, in reserve. Charlie turned his head, took off his hat and wiped his brow. “I hope I’m doing the right thing.”
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      So much going on, it’s almost difficult to sum it up nice and tidy in this newest journal, but I always worry I’m going to lose a previous version, and like to have my thoughts straight for that seeming eventuality. We had Deneaux and a lackey as prisoners, had to have their cell sound-proofed because just hearing the I love you, you love me song piped in, even in passing, is ultimately too much. I thought I’d start to feel bad about the psychological warfare, but I didn’t. Hardly even thought about it. Deneaux seemed impervious to the looped tune, but her cohort, Lieutenant Petersen, had broken. Most times, when someone went in to give them food, she’d be rocking on the floor, crying. It was strange to be that hardened to someone’s suffering, but I was. She’d played an instrumental part in killing one of our own, and was willingly in on a plan to sabotage the base. For her, I had a very large unfurled middle finger.

      The zombies were deep in the midst of recruiting an entire major city’s worth of combatants. Estimates had been pushed to a million. As far as I knew, only Bennington, those closest to him, myself, and those closest to me knew. That meant I’d told Tracy, BT, and my squad. For the time being, I’d decided to keep the information from my family. There was no point in needlessly worrying them. A force of zombies, unlike anything ever before, would descend upon our haven and would destroy it; that was a known fact. Bennington still had a nuke but had not deployed it. BT and I were talking about how, most likely, he did not want to use it because the major cities, where the zombies were coming from, in all likelihood, still had some hidden human populations. It was Tracy that struck the truth with pinpoint precision: Bennington was planning on handing the reins of the base over to Deneaux, knowing full well she would become known for all time as the Evil Queen that Ruled for a Day. Once the zombies attacked, his shitty plan entailed vacating with as many of his military personnel as he could, leaving the rest, including the vast majority of civilians, to their own devices, or rather, to Deneaux’s.

      Not only that, but Tracy theorized that once he was gone, he would detonate that bomb, taking out two turkey vultures at the same time. If you’ve ever seen a picture of a turkey vulture, you know why I picked that bird. Closest thing to a zombie, albeit with wings. It made sense—the nuke thing, not the birds, well, not as much. He’d be killing his two biggest enemies in one fell swoop. It had been my plan all along to stay, to fight. Just vacating and leaving all those people without any defense sat like a stone in my stomach. Yeah, I knew without a doubt that it was a losing endeavor, but when has that ever stopped me? There was always hope that something miraculous would happen, help would arrive from a previously unknown quarter…the cavalry, a heavenly host…. It could have happened, but now it would not ever get the chance to save the day, not under this particular scenario. We’d be setting up for the fight of our lives and then poof, we’d be shadows splashed against a wall, something for generations down the path to marvel at. I could only hope my pose was something dignified, and not sitting upon the home throne. I could pretty much guarantee that when tourists came and visited the old battle site, that particular image would be the most well preserved; if memes were still a thing in the distant future, it was sure to go viral.

      Not sure of the divergence; I do that when I don’t want to face reality, which is frequently. Has been since I was a teenager, only I used illegal drugs to do that very thing. This war was rapidly becoming a damned if you did leave and a double damned if you stayed. Staying meant death was a certainty. I was still very willing to do it, if I knew Tracy would evacuate everyone. We’d faced this very same situation with different variables a dozen times over already, and she’d said the same thing every single time. It made no sense to do it again, but, yeah, I did ask. It’s what I do, and she’d responded in kind. I knew the definition of insanity meant doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different result, still I at least hoped for different results every time I tried.

      Went something like this:

      “Hon, there’s a nuke.”

      “I realize that; you’ve told me a half dozen times already.”

      “You and the kids need to leave.”

      “Are you leaving?”

      “You know I can’t.”

      “What makes you think I can then?”

      “You have to get the kids to safety.”

      “No, Mike, we need to get the kids to safety.”

      “What are you proposing?”

      “Make it safe.” She touched my cheek tenderly and walked off.

      “Make it safe. Yeah, I’ll magically wave my fingers around and do just that.” I even made the flourishing hand gesture to accentuate my point, and lo and behold, this time an idea came to mind. I turned around without thinking; I needed to let the rest of the squad know what was going on.
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      “So, there you have it.” Ended up having the meeting on the roof, just in the off-chance that Deneaux could hear even a tenth of our conversation.

      “I vote to leave.” Kirby had raised his hand.

      “We weren’t voting,” Rose told him. “And put your hand down.”

      “We can vote. In these situations, I don’t want to be the absolute power,” I said.

      “Bennington is seriously going to pull out and leave this place undefended?” Winters asked. I nodded. “Doesn’t sound like him.”

      “His back is against the wall.” I wasn’t defending his stance, merely acknowledging that I understood. “If I’m being frank.”

      “Don’t be Frank.” Where the hell Trip had been hiding, I don’t know. “Frank drinks milk straight from the container and he doesn’t like pickled pigs’ feet.”

      “Um, okay. Bennington knows we can’t beat the zombies, and especially not when we’re having a conflict inside, too. He saves who he can.”

      “But the civilians….” Winters was at a loss.

      “I hate that he’s making me somewhat side with him, but how can he possibly know who is in Deneaux’s camp? If he starts a withdrawal and she finds out, no one makes it out of here alive,” I said.

      “Morrison was right,” Trip intoned. He paused when he saw all the confused faces staring back at him. “Jim Morrison? American poet?”

      “So, we’re going to fight a million zombies and be at ground zero for a nuke? Sounds exactly like why I upped in the Corps,” Kirby said sarcastically.

      “Rose, let’s say we were able to locate this bomb…” I started.

      “Sir, I’ve ridden in a plane, doesn’t mean I can fly one. I can set-up munitions with the best of them, maybe even diffuse an IED, depending on complexity, but this is a whole other order of magnitude.”

      My “A” plan was getting shredded before it even came off the printer.

      “Have you talked to Major Overland?” BT asked. The SEAL team was now residing within our walls.

      “Not yet, I wanted to get all of your takes on this. I want to leave, get my family and this squad away from this madness, and let Deneaux and her cronies and all of those zombies go up in a massive fireball. The problem is those people that have no clue, the innocent kids.”

      “I’m going to state the obvious,” Tommy said. “Even if we somehow found this bomb and Rose figured out how to stop it, that does little against that horde, and these walls will not hold them back. Whoever stays here is still doomed. Our staying or leaving will not change that. Guilt is a terrible thing, and I know that it will eat at all of you constantly, should we vacate, but it serves no purpose.”

      He was right, he was absolutely right. Yes, we would put up a hell of a savage defense, and we had, arguably, the strongest bunker on the base, but it would fall. What would have been accomplished, other than absolving our remorse? Tough to feel bad about anything when you’re dead.

      “I have to think about this. You’re dismissed. Grimm, could you send Overland up here?” I sat in my chair while the rest went about their day. Henry nudged his head into my hands, no doubt he could sense my unease and it’s a well-known fact that the best way to overcome this is with the petting of a good dog. He let go of some gaseous emissions, I think as a way to assert his dominance. “My god, dog! Truly thankful we’re outside.”

      “Holy shit Talbot! Now I know why you’re up here.” Overland was holding his nose as he approached.

      Henry lay down contentedly.

      “Smells like boiled broccoli and old fish.”

      That was a very accurate description.

      “You ready for this?” I asked as I offered him a seat.

      “If I can survive that, I’m ready for anything.”

      Ten minutes later, Overland hadn’t said anything, his face looked impassive.

      “Ah, you knew. Makes sense. When were you going to tell me?”

      “I was under strict orders.”

      “You and your men are just going to go out for some bread and cigarettes and never come back?”

      “It was not going to go down like that. When we got the word that it was go-time, I was going to usher everyone out.”

      “We need to stop that nuke.”

      “There is no one here, or on this base, that is even remotely qualified to take on that task.”

      A dim bulb in the corner of my mind was flickering, doing its best to shine bright and illuminate a path. “This bomb, how’s it going to be detonated?”

      “I would think remote control would be the preferred method, but that would require a military satellite. It will have to be by a timer. And I see that demented gleam in your eye—no, once the timer is on its countdown, it cannot be stopped again, not by anyone here. Tinkering with a nuclear device is not OSHA approved.”

      “What if the timer is never set?”

      “Then it's just a giant radioactive paperweight. I want to make sure I understand what it is you want to undertake.”

      “Go ahead; he loves when people point out the multiple flaws in his ideas.” BT had come back, he tapped my shoulder and handed me and the major a beer. “Cheers to the end of the world.”

      “To the end of the world,” Overland and myself echoed, clinking our bottle tops together before taking a large swig.

      “You don’t know where this bomb is, correct?” Overland asked.

      “Correct, was hoping you might.”

      Overland shook his head. “If and when you find it, the bomb itself will be heavily guarded.”

      “Without a doubt.”

      “Should you overpower the guards, what are you going to do? Guard it yourself? You’re not going to do that.” He was watching my reaction. “Bennington would be able to take it back. You’re going to move it.”

      “You in?”

      “Look at him. Like a dog that just got a fresh bone,” BT said, sighing as he sat down slowly.

      “How long before Bennington starts his evac?” I asked.

      “Already started. He wants to get some of the key elements in place before handing the kingdom over. All those flights heading out are coming back much lighter than when they took off. We have about two weeks until the zombies are in place.”

      “This makes zero sense. I know he wants to flush out Deneaux’s people, but he could fill those troop transport planes and haul everyone out of here. They could take, what, a couple of hundred folks a load?”

      “This is something I’m not supposed to know. Eastman let me in on it, so it goes without saying you shouldn’t tell anyone either.” He looked sternly at BT and me.

      Trip was leaning in, hand cupped around his ear, he looked like the most obvious eavesdropper.

      “Trip, you want to get us another round?” I showed him my empty beer.

      “Ponch, how am I going to hear what the walrus has to say if I leave?”

      “Walrus?” BT asked.

      “Seal, walrus,” I explained.

      “Go get me a beer, hippie man or I’m going to give you a high and tight.” BT stood menacingly.

      Trip stepped back and began to mutter.

      “And the top better still be on mine!”

      “Yeah, um, mine too!”

      “That a problem?” Overland asked.

      “Trip has a habit of slipping extra-curricular drugs into random beverages,” I explained.

      “Mine too!” Overland shouted just as Trip got to the door. “We’re almost out of fuel.”

      “How is that even possible? There’re airports everywhere,” I said.

      “We have already been pushing the limit to how long aviation gas is good for. All fuel, really. There’s a shelf life; most gas begins to gum up in a year, two max. You can squeeze a little more life out of avgas, diesel, and non-ethanol gas, but then moisture becomes your biggest concern, contaminating those stores. No refineries are running, no new oil being pumped. The day of modern man is coming to a rapid conclusion. We’ll be able to keep some amenities because of solar panels, maybe even some transportation with electric cars, but those batteries, at best, are only good for five to seven years. All of us here will be on horseback before this is through.”

      With all that was going on, it was that thought that disturbed me the most. Fuck riding horses. “This is like the Titanic letting the lifeboats leave at half-full,” I said.

      “Not really; every flight out is packed. Even if Bennington had designs on a mass evacuation, he couldn’t do it,” Overland stated.

      “I never thought I’d hate this place.” I’d stood and walked toward the edge of the roof. “I guess it’s not the place so much as the situation.”

      “Captain…Mike,” Overland stated, “I think you should reconsider your stance. Even if you somehow gain control of that bomb, it does nothing to change the trajectory of events. This base still falls, these people still die, and all you would be doing is adding to the body count.”

      “That feels like a pessimistic portrayal,” I told him.

      “It’s not pessimism if it’s rooted in realism. This ship is sinking, and there is no rescue boat on the horizon. Leaving now is the only way to ensure everyone you care about survives.” Overland grabbed the beer out of Trip’s arms as he came running back up.

      “What’d I miss?” He was out of breath, a lit joint magically hanging from his bottom lip, rising and falling as he spoke.

      “The short bus, apparently.” BT took his drink and headed off.

      “He looks pissed.” Trip handed me my beer and sat down next to me.

      It was my bus; I drove the damn thing. Where it went, so did the rest of my team, family, and friends. My strongest allegiance belonged to them. I wanted to convince myself that I didn’t know those nameless, faceless people in the base. Like Mrs. Fields, the woman that stocked the shelves at the commissary. Mr. Alberts and his two children that were always walking around the base, thanking every military person they saw. Or Gretchen Seethers, the woman that helped teach at the makeshift school with Tracy. I didn’t know them, so what did it matter if they died? People did so every day, whether or not I interceded. That was as close to a Deneaux justification as I was willing to get. We sat in silence, Trip occasionally humming, What A Long Strange Trip It’s Been. It was not unwelcome, and he was surprisingly on key.

      I finished my beer and stood. “See you in a bit,” I told them.

      “Ponch.”

      “Yeah.” I turned.

      “The world isn’t yours to save; not yet.”

      I tried to decipher what he was talking about, but he was like a Rubik’s cube as far as I was concerned. Once it was out of the box and had more than two turns to it, it would forever remain a collage of random colors. And Trip, he’d been turned a few thousand times, no putting that one back in the box. I went from the roof to my rack, thought about getting some sleep; I wasn’t overly tired, but it would give me the retreat from my thoughts that I so desperately wanted. Didn’t work. And even if it had, it wouldn’t have lasted for long; kids were running around, having a blast, playing hide and seek. Did I have any sort of right to cut that short? I had the chance to get them away from here, to again start over. But I had some culpability in this entire shit show. I’d brought the devil into the convent; it wasn’t too much of a surprise that she’d been able to lure a few away into corruption. So did Bennington, though. Bringing Dewey here was the final nail. We would have been able to weather Deneaux’s storm; in fact, an argument could be made that it may have never manifested without the initial wave of zombies. Deneaux needed an opportunity, a catalyst, and once she’d got it, boy, she rode that thing into the night. She’d used fear-mongering and strong-arming and when that didn’t work, she’d used murder. All age-old tactics, true, but without the zombies, everything would have been fine in our little corner of the world and drastic change would not have been needed.

      “Again, with the justification.”

      “You know I don’t like it when you talk to yourself.” Tracy had parted the dividing curtain.

      “I was going to say I’m the only one that listens, but even then, it’s not always the case. I’ve made a decision.”

      “Go on; I’ll let you know if it needs to be changed.”

      I was going to tell her that wasn’t how it worked, but it did, it most certainly did. “We’re leaving.”

      She stood there. She didn’t say anything, I didn’t say anything. It didn’t get awkward, it was just strange.

      “And?” she finally asked.

      “And nothing. We’re leaving.”

      “I don’t trust you.” Her eyes were squinted, I suppose looking for signs of deception. Typically, if I was hiding or withholding, this is where it would be flushed out.

      “We are flat-out leaving. Me, you, the kids, the squad, the animals. We’re out of here.”

      “I’m sorry we have to leave; I’d hoped this would be our forever home.”

      “I know I’m not the best at reading people, especially you, which makes no sense since we’ve been together for a minute now, but it seems like you have a bit more to say. Am I wrong?”

      “Please don’t take this the wrong way, and I don’t want you to cycle through your thoughts again. I’m happy with the decision but…”

      “I know…I’m leaving these people to their own devices. Every time I roll the thoughts around in my head, the dice come back with snake eyes. It’s a no-win situation and I cannot, no, I will not risk everything on something I have no odds at.”

      She was watching me like a seven-year-old might watch their younger sibling as they approach the newly constructed Lego tower. I understood why; it wasn’t the first time I’d implied one thing while concealing information regarding my true intentions. It was a lesser degree of a lie, in my eyes, anyway, but it still got me in plenty of trouble when the truth invariably came to the light of day.

      “Stop. You’re going to make the glue on my boots melt with that look. That’s it. No ulterior motive, no plan hidden within the context of my words. I’m going to Bennington and get us signed up to be evacuated, plain and simple.”

      She stood there longer, like her operating system had locked up. I’d thrown her a curve by simply being straight forward, and she’d yet to figure out how to react to that. “Um, well, okay, we’ll get ready. You just let us know when.”

      “Am I doing the right thing?”

      “Protecting those you love? Yes, absolutely.” She kissed me.

      Went to see the Old Man; it was getting late in the day, but I had no doubts where I’d find him. He was mostly where I thought he’d be, though he was out in front of his office, smoking a large cigar.

      “Ah, Captain Talbot. What can I do for you?”

      “I want on the evacuation list.”

      “Done.”

      “Thank you, sir.” I’d made the decision, I’d informed all those that needed to know about the decision, and now I wanted to be left alone with it. I turned to leave.

      “That’s it? Do you want to tell me what changed?”

      “I can’t figure out how to win. There have maybe been a handful of times in my life where I couldn’t spot even a potential path to victory. I thought, sir, that even then, I might stay if I could convince my wife to leave. She won’t, but if the possibility arose, I figured I’d at least try. Then I started to think: what could be gained by the sacrifice?”

      “These most difficult of choices and decisions are ones that are carried forever. I have hundreds of them that I have tucked away into the folds of my mind; sometimes I pull them out to peruse, turn them in every direction and think what I could have done differently. Then I tuck them away, knowing that at that time and with the information I had at hand, I made the best decision I possibly could. And, Captain, that is what you are doing here today. We will regroup, we will become stronger for this, and we will find a way to win.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. May I ask a question?”

      “Of course.”

      “I know the evacuation is in process.”

      He said nothing, but that his command had sprung another leak had not gone unnoticed.

      “Is there a permanent destination in mind?”

      He waited a moment to respond; I’m guessing he was wondering if I could be trusted with the information. When he told me, I thought I was going to be sick, and this new factor might have drastically changed my decision-making process, had I known yesterday.

      “Fucking Overland. Didn’t mention that little tidbit,” I said as I hoofed my way home.
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      Had an entire week where not much of anything happened. It was not a lighthearted respite full of parties and good times. It was more like sitting in jail, waiting for the executioner to make his appearance. I once read something about Japanese prisoners on death row. Unlike their American counterparts, they were never given the day of their untimely demise. The authorities would randomly show up, pull them from their confinement and snuff their life. The constant terror would make the eventual end almost desired. Every rustle of keys, every approaching footstep, every meal dropped off, not sure if it was something mundane or a personal extinction event. This was exactly like that. We were waiting for an alarm that signaled the end, constantly on edge and becoming increasingly chippy with each other. BT, more times than not, had the squad doing push-ups to burn away the frayed nerves we were all suffering from.

      I was again sitting on the roof, doing my utmost to stay away from all of it. Grimm was out of breath as he came through the doorway.

      “Old man is here, sir.”

      “And so it begins.”

      “Sir?”

      “Sorry, being dramatic.” I stood and headed down. Bennington was already inside and having Kirby get Deneaux out of her office/cell.

      “And shut that infernal noise off.” He was referring to the Barney theme song we had blaring.

      Petersen was a faded, slobbering shell of her former self. Heavy, black circles hung under her eyes; if she tried to get on a plane with them, she’d be charged for extra bags.

      “And her, sir?” Kirby was pointing to the lieutenant. I can’t say there was hope in her eyes to get out, but something, a desire, a longing? A wispy wire of a wish?

      “She’s not my concern anymore,” Bennington said. He looked exhausted, bone-weary. Tough to tell if this was an act for Deneaux’s benefit or the weight of it all finally bowing his back and slumping his shoulders. “Take the damn cuffs off her.”

      If he was playing a part, it made sense that I did as well. No way I would let Deneaux go without a fight—she’d be on high-alert looking for the reason why.

      “What are you doing?” I asked of Bennington. “She’s my prisoner. Kirby, under no circumstances, are you to take those handcuffs off.”

      “I umm, don’t know what to do…” He was holding the keys but had not moved closer to or farther away from Deneaux.

      “What the hell is she doing out?” BT had thundered down the steps when he’d found out the colonel was there.

      “For the time being, I am still in command of this base. What I say is more than the law.” Any of the fatigue Bennington had previously displayed was burned away with his anger. “I am taking your prisoner, Captain. I had hoped to do this without further incident, but you should be aware that I have an entire platoon outside.”

      “Stenzel?” I asked through my headset.

      “That would be affirmative,” she replied.

      “Don’t want trouble, but bring forty armed forces to my doorstep?”

      “Better to have a weapon and not…”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard that one before. I don’t give a shit, Colonel. She’s my prisoner. If you want to have a gun battle, we have superior position.”

      “All this fighting over little ole’ me.” Deneaux even went so far as to add a southern drawl.

      “Kirby, anyone storms this place, you kill her first. Still fucking funny to you?” I asked when he had trained his rifle on her head. “Stenzel, keep me informed about the colonel’s back-up. Rose, are you ready?”

      “To what end, Captain?” the colonel sighed.

      “Hers, preferably.”

      “And if I push my perceived rank on you?”

      “I can’t say what would happen would be the best for either of us, sir.”

      Tracy came in from outside; it was the end of her day at the school. “Mike, why are there a bunch of jumpy looking military people outside?”

      “Bennington wants Deneaux,” I told her, stone-faced.

      “To execute?” she asked.

      “Lovely. Good to see the two of you have rubbed off on each other,” Deneaux sneered.

      “Listen, you two-faced lying bitch. You have singularly been the biggest problem this family has faced since the zombies came. You deserve a bullet—actually, you deserve a dozen of them. Most times, I wish for my husband to employ restraint, but when it comes to you, I have no qualms whatsoever, should push come to shiv.”

      “It’s shove.” Kirby thought he was correcting her.

      “Not in this instance,” she explained coolly.

      “Oh.” He gulped.

      “Colonel, what are your plans for the prisoner?” Tracy had her hands on her hips.

      “This is not something I wish to discuss in this setting. It is imperative that no further bloodshed is created.”

      “You’re giving in to her demands.” Tracy didn’t ask the question. “I did not realize you would add spineless to your ineptitude.”

      I inwardly winced. This scene was for Deneaux’s benefit, but we weren’t working off a script; that one stung me, and I wasn’t the target.

      “Get her the fuck out of here. Not one more person I know and care for will die because of her.” Tracy was ripped, got to imagine each of those words uttered were true.

      “No,” I told her.

      “Fuck me.” BT had inconspicuously moved a step away from me.

      “Are you seriously going to have a gun battle with all the kids upstairs? Is she in any way worth it?”

      “Her death means everything to me,” that was sincere on my part, “but not more than them.” Tracy and I had not unlocked our gaze.

      Deneaux stepped in between. “That’s a dear boy. I’ll remember to return the hospitality you have given me during my stay when the chance arrives.” She almost tenderly stroked the side of my face. “Boy, get these cuffs off of me.” She held her hands up to Kirby, who looked over to me. I gave him the slightest nod of ascension that I could.

      Once that was done, she turned to Tracy. “Lovely home you have here; I would hate to see something happen to it.”

      If I thought Autumn had laid a stinger on Deneaux with her slap, it couldn’t hold a candle to the solid thwap that Tracy delivered. Even saw a slight buckle in Deneaux’s legs before she righted the ship. Anything witty she may have wanted to add was left inside her rattling skull as Bennington escorted her out.

      “Mother fucker!” Tracy was dancing around and shaking her hand, once we heard the truck pull away. “That hurt!”

      “Kirby, the music.” I used my chin to motion toward the stereo.

      “Oh, dear God, please, not again!” Petersen cried out.

      “Good work, all of you. Damn, woman, you should have been in the movies, maybe get a stunt double when it comes to the punching parts though. We all know what this means: tomorrow we leave. I want everyone to stay tight to this building until such time as we head out. Clear?” I asked.

      Head nods all around.

      “God, that felt good.” Tracy was still shaking her hand around. “Maybe I punched the devil out of her.” She forced a smile.

      “Can’t force out what she is,” BT replied.

      “Going to be a tight window. The second Deneaux is running this place, she’s going to assault this area. No way what we’ve done to her doesn’t cause reprisals,” I said. A part of me wanted to watch Deneaux melt under the power of a thousand suns, but, for obvious reasons, being here wasn’t an option. That thought brought back the harsh reality that a lot of good people were going to die.

      “You think Bennington is going to be able to pull this off before she catches wind?” BT and I were outside.

      “We’re betting everything that he does,” I told him.

      “You’re stating the obvious, not answering the question.”

      Bennington is wily, we know this, but Deneaux? She lives for this shit. Even if nothing was going on, she’d be suspicious. It might even be worse with Bennington acquiescing. She’s used to taking things, not having them handed over. Not going to be able to sleep tonight, and I’m already pissed about it.”

      “What do you want to do with Petersen?”

      “I was thinking about just letting her go, but I want to run it past Harmon before I do.”

      “Let her go?”

      “She’s not going anywhere.”

      It was about a half-hour later. The compound was busy as everyone packed up the gear and got ready to go, when Eastman showed up.

      “Gentlemen.”

      “Major,” BT and I said.

      “I’m taking off at 0200. The colonel wants you all on that flight.”

      “I hate the red-eye. Will there be a meal choice?”

      “Just be on the plane, Captain,” Eastman said.

      “How do you feel about all this?” I asked.

      “Don’t.” BT was shaking his head. “Don’t go down this path; we’re all feeling it.”

      “I need to know how to reconcile this in my head. I understand the basics, the logistics, the why and how of it. How do you come out on the other side?”

      Eastman was contemplative, obviously somewhere else in his mind. “I was on a bombing run in Afghanistan, a few years back now. We were told the opposition had enriched plutonium, enough to make a few backpack nuclear devices, dirty bombs. It was our job to bomb that place into the stone age, which, given the country at the time, wasn’t all that far. The thing about it was, where they were housing and working with the material was in the middle of a village. Surrounded by a local hospital and a school.”

      I knew where this was going, my chest tightened as he continued to talk. This wasn’t like Vietnam; he wouldn’t need to carpet bomb the entire area in the hopes that one found its way to the enemy. We had lasers and guided smart bombs. I didn’t have intimate knowledge of how these things worked, but I was under the assumption they could drop the things on a dime if need be. BT looked like he wanted to be anywhere but here. If he left, I hoped he’d take me with him.

      “I put that bomb straight down the smokestack of that building. I wanted to believe that the collateral damage wouldn’t be extravagant, and, for once, intel was dead on. The explosion that resulted from the strike was indeed laced with radiation. It wasn’t a particularly large blast, but nothing from that village survived. Eight hundred and forty-two men, women and children died in the blink of an eye, by my hand. Yes, I was ordered to do so, but that didn’t make it any easier. It’s something I carry with me every waking moment and most sleeping ones.”

      “Where are you going with this major? Because if you’re trying to make me feel better, you are falling far short of the mark.”

      “What I’m saying is, if I hadn’t done that small evil, a greater evil would have been unleashed.”

      “Fighting fire with fire.” BT sounded distant as he spoke.

      “This is like that, how?” I wasn’t drawing the same conclusion.

      “A lot of good people are going to die; that’s true either way, Captain. A lot of good people are going to die. But now, hundreds of thousands of zombies will join them. This will be a victory on an unprecedented scale.”

      “That lets you sleep at night?” I asked in all seriousness.

      “I sleep fine. It’s my dreams that are haunted.” And with that, he left.

      “Wow, feel better already,” I said as his Hummer pulled away.

      “You holding course?” Naturally, BT was concerned I was going to jump ship into the shark-infested waters in the hopes that I could pull the plug on the ocean and drain the swamp. A few clichés jumbled together…not sure if they made a valid point; didn’t care. My mind was tumbling, much as my stomach was.

      “Mike.”

      “Holding course. I don’t see any other path. And that drives me nuts. Not having another option is infuriating. I know what Bennington has planned is for the best, but not to be able to deviate…it’s frightening. I don’t like this feeling of having no control whatsoever.”

      “No free-styling, Mike. Deneaux is going to wake up tomorrow, she’ll be in charge; she just won’t know that it’s of a ghost town.”

      “Or a cemetery,” I added
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      “You’ve had weeks, Colonel. Yet you left me in the care of that infernal idiot.”

      They were in the private rooms Bennington had made above his office, sitting in the makeshift den upon large, tan, leather chairs imported from Italy. Bennington was smoking a cigar, Deneaux her ever-present cigarette, and they both had a snifter full of cognac.

      “You know, Vivian, if I had taken you out any sooner, he would have realized something was wrong. I had to get all of the pieces in place and make this look like a natural progression of events. You know Talbot better than I do; I had to force him into a corner and then pull the far walls in close so he had no way to turn but the direction I gave him.”

      “And, pray tell, how did you manage to do this? That man is like a rat; he has the uncanniest ability to chew through anything to escape an impossible situation. And because of your inaction, I’ve been out of the loop for so long I don’t know what’s happening.”

      “He believes that the base is about to be overrun with hundreds of thousands of zombies. We doctored the satellite imagery,” he answered before she could form the question. “I’ve been running empty recon flights, so he believes we are slowly evacuating. I am to hand over control of the base to you and escape myself.”

      “Ingenious, Colonel. I remember the first time I heard you speak at that congressional hearing; you were never going to allow yourself to be trapped by my husband’s questioning.”

      “It would have been nice at the time had I known your husband was in on it.”

      “Your testimony had to come across as believable.”

      “And if it hadn’t, or I slipped up?”

      “There’s always a fall guy, Colonel; it just wasn’t you. Not that day.”

      No, it wasn’t, he thought. He’d watched his friend, Brigadier General Adams, take the fall. He’d been stripped of his commission and his dignity. His wife, realizing she was no longer going to be invited to the parties of the inner circles of elites, left him shortly thereafter. Adams hung himself less than three months later.

      “So, what happens?” Deneaux was nearly giddy; she would have giggled, if she were alone, screw being dignified.

      “Eastman’s plane takes off at 2 a.m. along with Talbot’s entire squad and family, and, unfortunately, there will be a cataclysmic accident. The bomb is in the cargo hold and is set with an altimeter. It will explode at eighteen thousand feet; there will not be much left. I can guarantee none will survive.”

      Deneaux wanted to believe that, but if either Tommy or Mike survived that crash, her life was forfeit. No force on earth would be able to stop them from exacting revenge, and, with absolutely zero leverage with which to threaten either, her end would be messy and painful.

      “And where do they believe themselves to be going?”

      “This is almost the best part.” Bennington had to suppress a smile. “Devil’s Tower.”

      “In Wyoming?”

      “That’s the one. They think they’re going to start a new base atop the mount.”

      “I would pay to see his face when he realizes what has happened, but I don’t think he’ll have a face once he knows it’s happened. Shall we celebrate like we did in Washington?” Deneaux asked.

      Bennington rose, grabbed her proffered hand, and they walked down the hall to his master suite away from home.
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      “Okay, people, let’s make sure we’re not pulling a Home Alone. I want checks and double-checks, especially on the kids and the animals.” It was a little after one and we were moments away from heading to the airport. It was an organized chaos, Tracy, along with her pugilistic skills could have doubled as a drill sergeant, she had a checklist and she was penning each person as they entered. The sadness was palpable, as was the fear. The unknown always carried a specter of unease, but everything was amplified now. Leaving someplace thought to be safe was downright terrifying.

      We were close to gone, so of course, this was when everything went to shit. I’d talked to Harmon; she was unsure about what to do with Petersen, keep her in the cell, let her go, or flat out put a bullet in her. Since she’d been the one most impacted by Petersen’s actions, I left it up to her. In hindsight, perhaps that wasn’t the best idea.

      I was looking over Tracy’s checklist and was about to go and check on my squad when “motherfucker!” was screamed, this was followed immediately by the slamming of a bullet into the truck I was standing next to about head high. I ducked and turned to see a psychotically snapped Lieutenant Petersen wrestling with the cylinder of a pistol.

      “That’s my gun!” Sorrens shouted.

      Can’t even begin to say how glad I was that she’d lifted Barney Fife’s gun, if she’d had more shots, I’d be lying on the ground bleeding out at that point.

      “Fucking bitch!” It was Meredith. She slammed the back, neck and head of Petersen with a folding chair, of all things, it was like watching Saturday Morning Wrestling. The woman’s head snapped back as her body was pushed forward, she fell in a heap as Meredith stood over her. “I’ve got your back, Uncle,” she said as she tossed the chair to the side. Petersen was out cold.

      “Thank you,” I told her. “Grimm, Kirby could you drag her back into her cell? I’m gonna go out on a limb and say the rehabilitation didn’t hold.”

      “I’m so sorry!” Autumn said as she came out of the building. I could already see the beginnings of a shiner on her right eye. “She punched me and took off. I was just trying to see if she was sorry at all before I made my decision.”

      “No blood, no foul.” I wanted to be able to blow the thing off entirely, but being shot at takes a minute to get over.

      “Mike.” Tracy had come up to me. “Ben-Ben ran when he heard the shot, Riley took off after him.”

      “Shit.”

      “What are you going to do? We don’t have much time.”

      “I have to look. I’ll keep my headset on.”

      “Do not miss that flight.”

      “Could you point me in the direction of the way they went?”

      “Around the side of the building.”

      “You want me to come with you?” BT asked.

      “No, you get everyone on that damn plane. I’ll be right behind you.”

      “You’d better,” he told me.

      “I already have Tracy to deal with; you don’t need to make it any scarier.”

      “True. Good luck.” We bumped fists and I was on my way.

      Ever been driving in your car and you drift off, like, fall asleep for a tenth of a second and then you realize you're driving a two-ton machine at speed, your head rockets up, adrenaline blasts through your system, and you get this strange sensation like bugs crawling on your skin, a metallic taste in your mouth, and a healthy shock of fear jolts through your skull? When I heard that truck pull away, that was precisely what I felt. It was as if I was prescient and knew that I was never going to see them again.

      “I’m going to die out here.” I was looking in the direction the truck had gone and I was as sure of those words as I had been of anything I’d ever given voice to. Didn’t mean I was right, I’d also told myself that the 1986 Red Sox were going to win the World Series and that Chik-Fil-A would never catch on. Who sells just chicken sandwiches?

      “Motherfucker!” About jumped out of my skin when the drag of a joint illuminated Trip’s face.

      “Hey, Ponch, what are you doing here?”

      “Trip, what the hell are you doing here? I watched you get on the truck.”

      “This is all just an illusion.” He waved his hands around in front of his face. “None of us are really anywhere, man. Plus, I snuck off. I remembered one of my stashes and I couldn’t just leave it behind.” He took his backpack off and pulled out a tin foiled object, roughly the same size and shape of a red clay brick.

      I was convinced that was exactly what it was until he peeled back a corner and I was looking at a light tan color. “Where did you get so much hash?” I shook my head. “Doesn’t matter. I’ve got to find Riley and Ben-Ben, then we need to get to the plane. Trip, I need you to stay close to me.”

      “Stephanie has been teaching me about boundaries, so how close should I be? Like this?” He thrust out his pelvis to the point it was nearly touching my thigh.

      “No. Look, Trip, we don’t have time for this. You stay close enough that you can reach out and touch my shoulder but not close enough that if I stop suddenly, we are officially dating.”

      “I don’t even know what that means.”

      “That’s all right because I do. Ben-Ben!” I yelled out.

      “Why are you yelling?”

      “Ben-Ben and Riley are missing.”

      “Oh.” He took another puff of his joint, licked his fingers and snubbed it out before looking at me. “Let’s go find them.” The words were wrapped in a haze of smoke.
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        * * *

      

      I’d called out until my voice was raw. Trip had helped, although, every time I had called out, he had immediately followed, like he was my personal traveling echo. It would have been more helpful if it wasn’t directly into my ear.

      “Shit.”

      “Shit,” he replied.

      “Okay, you don’t need to say what I’m saying anymore.” I put my finger over his lips just as he was preparing to speak. He let the meaning of what I’d just said soak in then nodded, letting me know he got it. “We have to get back to that plane; we’ve got just enough time.”

      “We haven’t found the dogs.”

      “I know.”

      “Don’t like this at all; are these the types of choices people need to make?”

      “All the time.”

      “Fuck adulting.” He sparked his joint up again.

      “Fuck adulting,” I echoed.

      “Talbot, get your ass here now!” It was BT.

      “What’s going on?” I thought that maybe Deneaux had found out the plan and was having her troops attack the plane.

      “The flight has been pushed up. We’re in pre-flight right now.”

      “Delay them! We’re on the way!”

      “Oh good, you found the dogs.”

      “No, I found Trip.”

      I was thankful he didn’t ask for a recap.

      “Mike, I can’t hold the plane. Eastman is locked in the cockpit and they have guards. And no, we can’t start a firefight here. First, we had to stow all our gear, and second, there are kids on board.”

      “I’m still in the Barrows, BT. There’s no way we’re going to be able to make it. We’ll make our way to the rendezvous point.”

      “You’re just going to waltz out of a hostile base and past the open mouths of thousands of zombies?”

      “What choice do I have?”

      “I’m not telling your wife that.” I could hear him handing the headset off.

      “Mike?”

      “Aw, honey, I am so sorry.”

      “I’d like to say I’m surprised, but we’ve been married long enough that I never am. I wish you were here.”

      “I’ll be there. I’ll find my way back.”

      “You always do, so that won’t be a surprise either.” Her voice was tremulous as she tried to make light of the situation. “Make sure Trip is all right.”

      “Stephanie knows?”

      “She said he told her he had to stay behind to help you through this difficult time.”

      “More like he had to pick up his kilo of hash, but, however he wants to spin it.”

      “You’re going to make it, right?”

      Hesitation was not something I could afford right now. If she thought I had the slightest doubt, she’d make BT force a way to get her off the plane.

      “Of course. The dogs, Trip and me—we’ll be there soon.”

      “You’d better.” There was a hitch in her voice. My stalwart rock was cracking; if I heard too much more, I would follow her. “I’ve got a bad feeling, Mike.”

      “I’ll be there, Tracy, I swear it.”

      “Okay. I love you.”

      “I love you too, woman, with all my heart.”

      “I know.” She quickly handed the headset back to BT in an effort not to let me hear her cry. Too late for that.

      “You don’t make it, man, you’re going to have her to deal with,” he said. Funny how a threat from my wife, should I succumb to death, still carried weight. Not sure how that would play out, and honestly, I didn’t want to find out.

      “Yup.” I could only manage a one-word answer, as my throat began to constrict.

      “You’ll make it, man. I’ll see you there.”

      I got out one more “yup” before I ended the transmission.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” I lightly banged my fist on the wall I was next to.

      “Ready to go?” Trip asked.

      Weird to think it, but thank god for Trip. My best came out through action, not contemplation. I could have potentially stood there for another hour, letting the crazed hamster thoughts in my head run rampant. “Yup,” I told him, the tremor in my voice had only eased up marginally; the shake of my hands picked up the slack.

      There was more than a good chance that a dog was going to be the death of me before the apocalypse was over. I’d risked everything for Henry at the beginning, and here I was again with the other two. History repeats itself, they say. Always hated that subject in school. Who am I shitting…the only subject I liked in school was gym, and that was only when it rained and we played dodgeball. Nothing like taking out your teenage frustration and angst on someone’s face with an underinflated red rubber ball.

      Now that the plane was leaving, the timer above my head wasn’t counting down with quite as much enthusiasm, but there was still a clock ticking. I had until early morning when the Lemon Queen awoke to her new throne, and at that point, the standing orders would be to shoot on sight, and those left were more likely to be on her side than mine.

      “He’s a small dog! Short legs! How damn far could he have gone?” I asked as we quickly walked the entire length of the Barrows. Ben-Ben was the problem, Riley would bring him back as soon as she cornered him. I didn’t yell out quite as loud when we got to the edges of the industrial area, as we were beginning to intrude on housing, and stealth would soon need to be our top priority.

      “Good luck, Captain, and I’m sorry,” Eastman said as Trip and I paused to watch the massive plane take flight. It was large and seemed to be moving so slowly that a part of me thought we could still catch it. I didn’t watch for long; what was the point?

      “I wonder if this would work?” Trip had again pulled his pack off and was rummaging through.

      “You getting more baked isn’t going to help,” I told him.

      “Says you. But I’m talking about this,” he said as he pulled out a fistful of cooked bacon.

      “Are you kidding me right now? Should I punch or kiss you?”

      “Make gloves, not war, man.”

      “I don’t think that’s how that goes, and let’s not get ahead of ourselves. You could have told me you had bacon on you. There’s not much Ben-Ben wouldn’t do for that.”

      “This is for me; I’ve got the munchies hard.”

      “Hand it over.”

      “I mean, I was going to let you lick the grease off my hands—no need to be greedy,” he said, handing it over.

      “Come on, let’s see if he headed back home.”

      We were halfway back when Trip stopped.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked just as a crackled message came through my headset.

      “Some…wrong…” then the sky lit up at the same moment my heart went dark.

      “What—what am I seeing?” My mind refused to see what my eyes were taking in. There was the heavy whine of engines as they fought a losing battle with gravity; the tail section of the plane was plummeting toward earth in a fiery spiral—the front was mostly intact as it nosedived toward the unyielding earth. The ground trembled from the collision.

      “This…this isn’t happening.” I could not tear away from the nightmarish horror I was watching unfold. I dropped to my knees, my head falling until it was touching the ground. Heavy sobs wracked my entire body. In one fell swoop, everything I had to live for was gone. There was no longer a point to this world; it had decided it did not want me and I felt the same. I grabbed my 1911 and thumbed the safety off.

      “No, Ponch.” Trip gently laid his hand upon my shoulder. I would have shrugged him off if I’d had the energy to do so, but everything, including my will, had been sapped free.

      “Trip, they’re gone,” I wailed. “Tracy, the kids, Henry…” I couldn’t breathe. “My best friend.”

      “I’m right here.”

      I was angry at everything. Did the stoner not realize his wife was aboard? I was angry at Ben-Ben because he’d saved my life, whatever that was worth right now. A life at the expense of hope is not a life worth living.

      “This can wait,” I mumbled, looking at the 1911. “Business first. I’m going to kill her in the worst way possible.” I stood, my eyes gleamed, my teeth elongated. Hatred coursed through my system, momentarily burning through the grief, blocking it from view. It was a dark path I was heading down, one which I wasn’t sure if I could return from, but I didn’t care if I did. I put the pistol back, realizing that would be an entirely too easy ending for the person that had taken everything away from me. I started in the direction of the headquarters; I knew the bitch would have slept there in preparation for her coronation.

      Then came the distant bark of a dog. It was Trip that had to let me know what and who it was.

      “We can save them, Ponch.”

      I warred between exacting some measure of prolonged revenge and ending it now. I loved the dogs; that was without question. But this was like finding a quarter as you headed to the elevators after dropping thirty grand at the craps table. I was standing in the middle of the roadway; Trip was sitting on the curb, his head down. I thought maybe the weight of what had happened had finally hit, but he was just rolling a joint. Ben-Ben was walking toward me, Riley right behind him in a herding manner. I could barely see either of them through the haze of tears and the blistering electrical storm in my mind. My mind, with no conscious input from me, flipped back and forth between this can’t be real to the horrific realization that, indeed, it was. I was lost; I had lost. What was the purpose of doing anything? Even revenge seemed pointless.

      It’s no great secret that, even though I grew up Catholic and attended services through the greater part of my teens, I still doubted the presence of an omnipotent God. This, even though I had witnessed the fields of Heaven and may (or may not have) spoken directly to the One. I could not imagine a scenario He could have created that would make me, and me alone, live through this. If He desired a higher purpose for me, He’d failed. For I was nothing without them, I would do nothing, if not for them. I lived for them and would have died for them. With them gone, there was no need for me.

      I went to my knees; it was not a conscious act, I just could not support my weight any longer. I dropped the bacon onto the road, not even realizing I had done so. Ben-Ben sniffed at it, he could not resist the pull, though he did nuzzle his head against my arm before diving in. I had my weight on the back part of my legs and my head hung low. Riley came up and rubbed her head against mine. I cried until my ribcage hurt; I cried until my head pounded. Maybe technically, one can’t die from a broken heart; I was on the threshold of proving that wrong. It ached to breathe; the weight of the pistol in my holster was comforting, there, reminding me I had a way out. Would the suffering diminish in the afterlife? I again pulled it free. I took a moment to look over to Trip; his joint was lit, but his eyes were fixed on me. He didn’t move as I flipped the safety off. Didn’t blink as I placed the barrel against my temple. There was a part of me that was ashamed for what I was about to do; I’d heard so many times it was a coward’s way out. I did not at all like that I had an audience.

      Riley lightly tugged on the arm holding the pistol. Both she and Ben-Ben were watching too. “Stop,” I told her gently. “There’s nothing left for me.”

      She barked to let me know that she was right there, that Ben-Ben was right there, that even Trip, who, generally, was barely there, was right there. Most of my early life, I had been a wayward drifter, always causing trouble and on an express road to being an asshole. It was Tracy who had seen something different in me, that had shown me another way, our life together, the kids we’d brought into the world. I was better for it, for them. Sure, I’d had a few slip-ups through the years, but she’d always been there, sometimes gently guiding me back, sometimes ripping at my ear until I figured it out. Even with the loss of my soul, I’d not been set as adrift as I was now. And it wasn’t rationalizing to say I’d be doing the world a favor if I offed myself; I was a monster in the making. Everything and everybody would become fair game in my worldwide retribution tour. If I traveled down that dark path, there was no limit to the atrocities I might perform. Deneaux was dead, anyone that had anything to do with her was dead, and then what? Would I rip throats out due to a sidelong glance? Would I find satisfaction in the deaths of others? I already knew I’d never travel to the land of milk and honey; maybe I would now pave my road to Hell.

      “Petersen,” I said as I stood. I’d pulled the gun from my head, though I had not put the safety back on or placed it in its holster.

      “Whatcha doing, Ponch?” Trip stood as I headed back to where we had all lived.

      I said nothing, though my steps began to falter as I approached the entryway. Not more than an hour ago, this place had been filled with all I loved. The emptiness was now a void, a black hole, just an abandoned movie set where nothing had ever been real. How could it be so empty? How could they all possibly be gone? It made no sense. It doesn’t happen like that, right? I stepped over the threshold, convinced I’d caught a ghostly sight of my wife holding Wesley in her arms and cooing gently at him. A choked sob escaped my mouth. I slammed open the door to Petersen’s room. I stood looking at her with my gun in my hand. I don’t know what she saw when she looked up at me, a haggard man with nothing left to lose, I suppose. I slowly raised my gun hand. She didn’t ask what I was doing or why I was doing it. She didn’t beg or cry out. Her look told me that she was abundantly aware that would have no effect.

      “You killed Jerry; you were in league with Deneaux, and you tried to kill me.” I was listing off her charges with no more inflection that a computer reading text.

      “Ponch.” Trip was behind me. “Don’t do this.”

      “Don’t kill those responsible for all of this? Where’s the justice in that? There must be justice!” I yelled the words, Petersen flinched.

      “Killing her won’t bring them back.”

      “No, it won’t. But she’ll no longer be able to inflict harm on others. No one else will have to go through what I am, what we are.”

      Petersen’s eyes darted back and forth between the voice of reason and the voice of ruin.

      “Look at me,” I told her. “He’s not going to save you.” Her gaze met mine. There was no apology forthcoming. If anything, she looked defiant, that maybe she was happy that whatever had happened to me had. My guess, looking back, was rampant fear, but at that particular moment, everything I viewed was through black lenses.

      “Ponch.”

      “Don’t, Trip. If I wanted a voice of reason, I’d talk to Riley.” I wanted to kill her—I needed to kill her. Instead, I shut the door and locked it, blasting Barney through the speakers. Yes, there were worse things than death, and I was going to make sure she lived them. I turned to the trio before me. Riley and Ben-Ben would be fine; they’d traveled most of the way across the States, and Trip, in some way, would outlive us all as he stonedly danced his way through existence. Even though I fundamentally knew this, they were still ultimately my responsibility. That fact had not changed. There would be no room for their safety if I decided to kill everything around me. It was still Tracy, it was always Tracy, that turned me away from that path. I could not bear the thought of her watching me from on high and shaking her head in sadness at who I had become.

      “We need to go. If we hurry, we can still make the rendezvous point.” I didn’t even have the slightest clue upon how I was going to make good on that. We were still surrounded by thousands of zombies, and having whoever operated the gate open it was not an option. I had to do something; sitting around would only give me time to think, and I’ve proven over and over again that is far from a good idea. Riley cocked her head and growled; a second later I heard the sound of an approaching engine.

      “Trip, we need to hide. Can you be quiet?”

      “Can I be quiet? I didn’t even cry when I was born.”

      Not sure how he knew that or why it was relevant but okay. We’d taken most of the worthwhile supplies; the furniture had remained. There were two large desks near to each other that would provide plenty of cover. I had Riley and Ben-Ben hide underneath the one I was behind; Trip opened a drawer and tried to get in.

      “Oh, for the love of…” I could not finish the statement, I was not feeling much love in that department. “Trip, just sit down.” I motioned with my hand, he sat in the chair.

      “The floor,” I hissed as the vehicle stopped, there was the closing of a couple of doors and talk amongst the people coming in. I couldn’t hear much, but this wasn’t a tactical approach; they felt very confident in their movements.

      “Knock, knock, anyone home?” This was said jubilantly.

      “Not going to miss that prick,” another said.

      It looked like my supposed demise had spread rather quickly. That gave me some insight. If it had been an accident, the ensuing confusion would have been too great for any reliable details to have leaked out this quickly. Sabotage…it would be easy to pin this on Deneaux, but she couldn’t have possibly known and put something together this quickly. Bennington. I almost said it aloud. I thought it likely my guests might be able to see the red glow from my eyes.

      They opened the door to Petersen’s room, Barney’s theme song blared out. Then came the smashing of a radio against the floor.

      “Holy fuck, Petersen. You look like shit. How long you been listening to that crap?”

      “Green? What are you doing here?” Petersen hadn’t batted an eyelash when I’d shown my face, but I could hear the tremor in her voice now. I took the quickest of peeks over the desk, could see the outline of a man that kept himself fit, not with the traditional gym muscles, but the kind that came from hard training. He had that SEAL look to him, and the Bowie knife down by his side did little to alter that opinion. They all seemed to be fond of blades, for whatever reason. I suppose when you’re generally working with a small group of men and women, you want to be as stealthy as possible as you hand out death sentences.

      “I’ve been sent to deal with you.”

      “Deal with me? What have I done?” she asked.

      “Boss considers you a loose end.”

      “I did exactly what I was supposed to!”

      “Getting caught wasn’t something you were supposed to do.”

      “I didn’t say anything!”

      I was waiting for her to give me an “aha moment,” when she would spill the beans about everything, how Bennington and Deneaux were in on every sordid detail. Instead, this was like watching that old SNL skit about “Pat,” as his/her colleagues attempted to figure out which sex she/he was and were constantly thwarted as Julia Sweeney would use a unisex bathroom or go out to ladies night because the nachos were cheap. That kind of thing. I’d found the whole thing mildly amusing back then; now it was infuriating.

      “How…how’d you get in here? Didn’t Talbot’s squad stop you?” she asked, I suppose hoping help might come from that quarter, weird assumption.

      “I guess you wouldn’t know,” Green told her.

      “Can we just get this over with?” the man next to Green said. The other two that had come in had gone upstairs.

      “You’re not getting squeamish, are you, Welker?”

      “Not squeamish, just uncomfortable. She’s not an active-combatant.”

      “Didn’t stop you in Nigeria.”

      “Fuck you, Green.” I could hear Welker’s footsteps; I thought he was approaching, but he headed out instead. Trip was loading his slingshot. That told me right there we weren’t going to be able to get out of here without a fight.

      Green laughed at Welker’s departure; it was a cold, mocking thing with not a lick of humor in it. “Talbot and his merry band of idiots are all dead. The plane blew up. It was glorious; haven’t seen fireworks like that since Iraq.”

      “Why are you doing this?” Petersen was close to begging. I was surprised she didn’t rat us out. She could have, but I don’t think anything she told Green would have helped at this point. Whatever had happened on his missions had changed him. He was actively enjoying this, and that he’d brought a knife only punctuated my feeling regarding that.

      “Things are going to be different now. Deneaux is in charge, and she hates those who fail her.”

      Trip stood without saying a word. The sound of a metal marble striking the back of the skull is one of those nails on a chalkboard kind of thing. It’s grating—the twang of stretched rubber and leather immediately followed by a loud crack and a wet smacking sound. I popped up quickly enough to see Green fall over sideways, bashing his head against the doorframe. Petersen looked to us, her eyes almost as wide as her mouth in surprise. She was confused; hell, I was confused. Trip had just saved her; did I kill her now? I motioned for her to get out. Spirit-wise, we might have broken her a bit, but she still wanted to hold on to her life.

      “Where am I going to go?” She had tears in her eyes. If Deneaux was indeed running the show, she was screwed. Sometimes it is challenging for me to feel sympathy for those who, through deliberate actions of their own, put themselves in shitty situations and this definitely qualified.

      I was going to tell her I didn’t care; Trip, again, acted before I did. Or spoke, in this case.

      “You can come with us,” he told her.

      I was about to tell him the hell she can, just as I heard footsteps and talking coming down the stairs.

      “Greenie, nothing up here.” The man rushed down once he saw Green crumpled in a pile. My guess was he wished he hadn’t when he took in the rest: Trip holding his unloaded slingshot and my rifle leveled at his chest.

      “Don’t,” I told him as he moved to get into position. I put a trio of bullets into his stomach and sternum. The one with him retreated further up the stairs. Welker, thinking that Green had opted for a cleaner kill, came back in.

      “What the fuck?” he asked.

      “Get in here.” I motioned with my rifle. “You won’t make it.” He had stopped and was halfway through the door. I could see why he would hesitate; two of the men he’d come in with were down, one dead, the other might be—the blood leaking from his head was a red-water river. Welker came in a few more steps. “Gently put that rifle down.” He undid the harness and bent to place it on the floor. His hands rose into the air.

      “Petersen, check him for more weapons,” I told her.

      She hesitated.

      “Pick a side, Lieutenant. They came to kill you. They’re not going to stop because you did them one solid. And since I’m dead, Deneaux will make you priority one.”

      “You’re Captain Talbot?” Welker looked confused. “But…you’re dead. We were told you were dead.”

      “I’m a vengeful wraith. On your knees, hands clasped on top of your head.”

      He was reluctant to move.

      “I don’t think you understand what’s going on, Sergeant. You don’t do as I say, I’m just going to kill you. If you want to live through the night, it’s all on you.” Hard to consider something like that an idle threat when half of your team is down. He did as I asked. Petersen pulled two pistols and two knives from various parts of his uniform.

      “That it?” I asked her.

      “Unless he’s got something in a darker spot, yes.” She had the pistol in her hand, I hadn’t thought this out particularly well. If she could bring me to Deneaux, she might be able to curry some favor and get herself out of this jam. Could see all of that playing out in her mind as she looked down at the weapons. She walked over and placed them on the desk I was standing behind.

      “How many of you came on this little tidying up mission?”

      “Why should I tell you?”

      “Am I missing something? Are you not assessing your situation correctly? Two of your men are dead. I just lost my entire family. If, for even the briefest of seconds, you don’t think I’m going to send as many of those responsible to early graves, you’re wrong.”

      “Why would you let me live then?”

      “Fuck it.” I aimed in at his head. I can’t actively remember if I meant to pull the trigger. My mind was so cloaked in pain and grief it was difficult to think clearly. The back of Welker’s head exploded outward, painting the wall behind him in a color Sherwin Williams had, thankfully, never suggested to homeowners. I didn’t have a coherent thought until his body thumped on the floor.

      “Trip, see if there are any more of them.” I was breathing heavy; I’d yet to take my gaze from Welker’s still-twitching body. In my peripheral vision, I could see that Petersen’s eyes had grown to anime-size as she looked on in horror. Trip looked at the side of my face for a moment before wordlessly heading to the door.

      “Just the one truck, Ponch.” His voice had a tremor and his hands shook as he sparked a joint.

      We had time—as long as the soldier upstairs didn’t have a radio. Eventually, a check-in would be missed, but that could be more than an hour from now, or even in the morning. Nobody was going to be overly concerned with the ability of four men to kill one captive.

      “What…what about me?” Petersen asked.

      I didn’t even care enough about her to ask what about her. “Leave.”

      She looked at the weapons.

      “Not a chance.” I shook my head.

      “Where should I go?”

      “I would imagine Hell, once they kill you.”

      “Ponch.”

      “Trip, she’s still the enemy. Just because they’re cannibalizing their own doesn’t make her our friend.”

      She headed for the door.

      “Petersen, I suggest you hide. I’m going on my base-wide revenge tour soon, and if I come across you, I’m not going to be quite so gracious a second time.” Maybe it was my tone or the look in my eyes, but I had a good feeling when they found her it was going to be in some crawl hole where the sun didn’t shine, and I was perfectly all right with that.

      “Ponch, I thought we were leaving?”

      “Watch the pups. Still got something to take care of.” I didn’t wait for a reply as I headed up the stairs. I thought about going for stealth; changed my mind. “You’ve got one chance at this. Come out now without a weapon and you can make it through the night.” Would that sound hollow to someone who had seen two people on the ground bleeding out? Probably. Got to imagine it had struck a bit of fear in his heart, that I was emboldened enough to announce my presence. Maybe not the smartest thing. Trip could handle himself, but I didn’t want him facing off against an M-4. I had to keep myself between the man and the bottom floor. This would have been difficult with a fire team; alone, it was almost as impossible as winning a disagreement against my wife. A sob stuck halfway in my throat. Then it crystallized and I swallowed it down hard, where it sat coldly in my stomach before spreading to my heart.

      As I scanned the second floor, my shin hit a footlocker and knocked over a couple of empty beer bottles, the sound was very reminiscent of something I heard in a movie long ago. I felt the need to say what I had.

      “Warriors, come out to play-ay!” It was in a sing-song voice. Maybe that was the final slide against a rough surface, and the frayed rope finally let go. The man stood; he was on the far side of the spacious room. I could see his barrel wavering as he sought to shoot me. My mind went blank. It might have been the wish to die, the desire so strong it was able to obscure my reasoning ability and any instinct to live. I was making myself a more substantial target as I raced toward him. He fired four or five shots, I’d lost count. None had struck. I didn’t shoot until I’d halved the distance between us. It was high up, between the neck and sternum. He didn’t cry out, as he no longer had the air to do so. I slowed down, and by the time I got up to him, I was at a stroll. He had one hand over the wound and the other in a pleading gesture for me to help him.

      “No one is going to help you here,” I told him as I watched until he took his final breath. When I went downstairs, the dogs were out from behind the desk and Trip was watching Green.

      “He’s starting to move.” Trip looked torn. We couldn’t leave the man; he was too dangerous, but he was also defenseless. My bloodlust was far from sated, and I’d already shown that I was more than willing to step over the line, but I wasn’t quite ready for this kill. I found some rope and tied his arms and legs together. It was going to be extremely uncomfortable until somebody came looking for him.

      “Who are you?” His eyes were glassy and unfocused as I dragged him into Petersen’s old haunts. “My head hurts so bad. Why am I tied up?” He struggled, but there was not much coordination or strength to it.

      “I wouldn’t move around like that too much. Weird thing about these knots is the harder you fight with them, the tighter they get.”

      “I need to get back,” he said as if those were the magic words for me to set him free.

      “Do you now? You realize you were sent here to kill Peterson because she failed in her mission. Hate to tell you, Greenie, old pal, but now you and her are in the very same dinghy.” I slapped his back hard before walking out and shutting the door.

      “What’s that, Lassie? We need to find Timmy?” Trip was looking down at Riley.

      Got a quick shiver up my spine as Trip said the name; had no idea why.

      “Ponch, Lassie is talking to me. Timmy’s stuck in a well!”

      “She told you all that?” I wasn’t as convinced about his interpretation, but there was no doubt she wanted him to go somewhere as she grabbed some of the material of his pants in her mouth and tugged. Riley was as smart as dogs come; probably had a leg up on Kirby—shit, who am I kidding? I could count myself there as well. If she wanted us to see something, it made sense to follow.

      “Go ahead, girl, we’re right behind you,” I told her.

      She let go of Trip and bounded to the front door then waited until she was sure we were going to follow. Ben-Ben, Trip and myself were on her heels as she ran. She went to the building next to ours and went right through a hole in the wall where the plywood covering had begun to come free. I had to pull it further loose before I could fit. She ran straight across the littered floor and toward the stairwell. I wasn’t sure about this, as there were things I wanted to get done, people I wanted to kill. But her movements were so purposeful, I was starting to believe Trip’s interpretation, maybe Timmy wasn’t in a well, but someone might need help. I thought perhaps she would venture up and was surprised when she went down. Trip had his lighter out; I decided the light on my rifle might be more practical.

      Riley bounded down a long corridor with a variety of different sized pipes above that I was sure were wrapped in asbestos; I was mildly concerned but from habit only, as I realized the odds I survived the night were marginal. She stopped in front of an old, defunct heater. The rusted door hung to the side, and any paint that had been on it had oxidized and fallen off another lifetime ago.

      “I bet I could make a bong out of that.” Trip placed his hand against the boiler.

      “Riley?” She cocked her head when I asked the question. She moved to go behind, looked like a tight fit. I followed; kept the light trained on her back. I’d not been expecting her to disappear down a hole. “What the hell is this?” I had to twist a bit to fit, but was looking down a small dip. Wasn’t so sure I wanted to follow, but she barked and then reappeared at the bottom of the slope to inform me that she wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

      “Told you Timmy was in a well…or was it Hell?” Trip was looking in from the other side.

      It wasn’t a well, but some sort of outlet for the heater—though it was big, bigger than it needed to be. I’d have to crawl, and I wasn’t a fan of the slope, but it wasn’t more than a couple of feet. Riley barked again; it was clear she wanted me to come inside.

      “Trip, you stay here in case I get in trouble.”

      “Oh good, right. I’ll think up an alibi.”

      “Not that kind of trouble.”

      “What other kind of trouble is there?” he asked.

      “Just wait here.” As I was about to head in, Ben-Ben wriggled past and followed his friend. “Don’t let me get in your way,” I told him as his ass darted out of my line of sight. I’d no sooner slid down when I saw what Riley wanted to show me. She was a few dozen yards up, but it was what I could see past her that made all of this interesting: moonlight. I shut the light off, cinched up the rifle as best I could, and crawled after her, thankful that there were only a few pockets of puddle water, which I was doing my best to avoid. Still ended up with two soaked knees before I got to her.

      “Holy shit, Riley.” I absently petted her as I looked down upon the river. “A way out.” The black light went on in my mind. Here was the way I offloaded Trip and the dogs as I went about my dark business. Part of me worried about their fates, but each one of them was a true survivor. They’d proved that long before they’d met me. I could get them to relative safety and be unencumbered as lessons were taught.

      “Thank you,” I told her. Ben-Ben sat on his haunches, his front legs pawing at the air as he awaited his gift of bacon for the discovery.

      “Sorry, little guy, fresh out.” He wasn’t a fan of that answer as he got back down on all fours and snorted. I turned to go and get Trip, almost ended up with the lit cherry from his joint in my eye. “Dammit.” I shook from being so thoroughly startled. Echoes alone should have alerted me to his presence, that or the sweet smell of the leaf he was burning. Trip could be like an elephant in a bubble wrap factory or like a mouse with padded feet walking on a yoga mat.

      “Where’s Timmy?” he asked.

      “Trip, I need you to focus for a second.”

      “Literal or figurative second? Pretty sure I can pull off the literal,” he told me in all seriousness. “There. Just did it.”

      “How long could I get if we went with figurative?”

      “Hard to say. Back in the summer of aught nine, Benny the Loon was running late, so I went for fifteen minutes without weed.”

      “Your weed man delivered?”

      “Ponch, I’m rich, remember?”

      I nodded, made sense. And since I’m sure Trip was a repeat customer with an unquenchable thirst for drugs, it was quite possible that Benny the Loon only had one client and this kept him extremely busy. Guy probably never got any sleep. Might have even rued the day he’d given Trip a free sample of something.

      “Okay, pretend it’s 09.”

      Trip shivered. “Nightmares, man, causes nightmares…but it seems important to you, so I’ll try.”

      “I have to go back.” I was debating how much I told him or how much time I had before this devolved into a conversation about Hot Pockets fillings. “I have things to do. But I need you to take the dogs to safety, for you and them to get as far away from this place as possible.” I wanted to tell him to go to the rendezvous point but now I was convinced the entire thing had been a ruse, no more real than Deneaux’s empathy.

      “Want us to wait until you come back?” It was one of the first times I’d seen something resembling fear upon Trip’s features. It might have been the moonlight creating shadows—I didn’t think so, but I wanted to believe that because it helped to take me off the hook of watching out for them.

      “You can wait, but if I’m not back soon, you need to go. You need to leave before the sun comes up.”

      “What you’re planning on doing, Ponch, it won’t bring them back.”

      It was safe to say that my heart was now firmly lodged in my throat, but the fire of retribution had already been lit, and fuck serving revenge on that cold dish. I was going to mete it out one hot bullet at a time.

      “I have to do this Trip. I can only promise that I’ll try to get back.” I grabbed Riley and kissed her head, then did the same with Ben-Ben. Trip looked at me until I kissed his head too. I was able to finagle past him then; it wasn’t the easiest maneuver because he didn’t budge an inch.

      I had traversed most of the pipe when Trip’s words washed over me. “They’re not really gone.”

      I didn’t want to hear that feel-good psycho-babble that they tell you. Oh, as long as you carry them in your heart, they’ll always be with you. How about carrying them in your arms? I liked that scenario a whole shit-ton better. I clamped my lips to keep me from saying anything I’d regret and pressed on.

      “Want a Pop-Tart?” I would imagine Trip asked the dogs as Ben-Ben barked. I found it telling that he never willingly shared with me, but he was all in cahoots with the dogs. I loved him even more for that. It was relatively easy getting back out, and with each step I took away from those I’d left behind, the grimmer my determination got to get what was owed. I knew the debt could never be paid back in full, as no one would mourn any I ended. Still, it was going to sting mightily to those I collected from. And there was one who had shot up to the top of the ladder.

      “Coming, Bennington. Really do hope you have your affairs in order.” Getting out of the Barrows was easy enough. It had barely been populated when we were here, even less so now. I completely disregarded why that was, or I would have needed another hour to compose myself. It got trickier as I navigated toward HQ. There were patrols out, which was normal enough given the circumstances, and, whereas that was usually a comforting thing, now I could only imagine that they were looking for me, which made no sense, because tiny bits of me should be spread out over a few square miles. Even so, I made sure to stay deep in the shadows as any drove past. I was across the street from where Bennington spent the majority of his time; he’d even had one of the offices upstairs cleared out and a bed placed in it.

      He was either here or his home, but the small light I could see shining from his window was all the confirmation I needed. I took one step out of the shadows when I saw movement from the front of the building. A guard had opened the door and out stepped the Lemon Queen. I brought my rifle up. She was right there, larger than life, in my sights. It would be so easy. I was shaking with the need to do just that. But somehow I had a bigger fish to reel in, and if I took this shot, getting to Bennington would be that much more difficult. And though I’d thought of this as a one-way venture, if I did kill Deneaux and still somehow got to Bennington, I’d never be able to escape. I’d have an entire army on me. Reluctantly, I lowered my rifle and was still shaking. I blew out a ragged breath and waited until she got in a car and was driven away. The odds I was ever going to get another golden opportunity at her were slim. It was then I realized my potential for a huge and fatal mistake. Deneaux’s face. Why I hadn’t taken into account that smug, almost content, visage, I will chalk up to overwhelming grief.

      She’d just left Bennington’s office and looked as if she was the countess of all she surveyed. She’d killed him. I was as sure of that as I was that, even now, Trip was lighting a bone. Not only had Deneaux denied me my due, but she’d also slipped through my fingers while I’d had my hands around her throat. Angry wasn’t the right word. I marched, uncaring who saw me, to the front of the building. I cracked a surprised guard with a right hook that dislocated his jaw and sent him sprawling unconscious to the ground. A person I’d never seen before stepped out of a side office just as I reached the staircase. I wasn’t sure if they were surprised to see me personally, or just anybody. He lost some of the coffee in his mug before he asked me what I was doing there. I didn’t bother answering.

      “You can’t go up there.” He was following.

      I turned my rifle on him. “I have an invitation.”

      He lost the rest of his drink as the cup fell away from his hands as he raised his arms. Hindsight is one of those words I wish we’d never given definition to. We’ve all wrestled with it, wishing that we’d done something completely different from what we’d done, and if we could only go back and fix it. Can’t, though; can’t even pretend you can. All it does is cause damage. So many people caught in that endless loop of could have, should have. If I was granted three times that I could go back in my life and fix or stop something from happening, this wouldn’t have made the top ten, but looking back, I should have knocked him out or just outright killed him instead of letting him run back to his office. Hindsight and all that shit.

      I didn’t bother even checking if his door was unlocked as I kicked it in. He was lying in bed, a folded down book in his lap. He was startled awake from the noise and very much not dead.

      “Talbot? What the fuck are you doing here?”

      I had my rifle pointed at him. If I was shaking when I had Deneaux in my sights, I was quaking now. Here was the man responsible for the unimaginably horrific losses that I had suffered. One bullet was too quick; I needed his death to be visceral.

      “You were supposed to be on that plane.” Something clicked in his head the moment he said that and acknowledged the rifle I had somewhat trained on him. “Hold on, son.” He put a hand up.

      “I’m not your son, and if I was, you’re about to wish you’d pulled out by the time I’m through with you.” I let my rifle drop as I pulled my knife free from its sheath. He sat up and looked to his nightstand and a 1911 I had failed to see. Considering I was blinded by hatred, I’m not going to beat myself up about it. He had a good chance of getting to it before I got to him; I was surprised when he didn’t do it.

      “Wait, just wait half a minute, let me talk.”

      “What could you possibly say that’s going to make me not want to carve your eyes out?” I halved the distance between us, taking away any chance he had of shooting his way out of this.

      “They’re alive.”

      Pretty sure my heart stopped beating as I struggled to catch a breath. It felt like there was a massive static discharge going on through my brain; I couldn’t manage a coherent thought, much less speech. I might have motioned for him to continue talking.

      “I had to make it look like you were dead, that all of you were dead, so that Vivian believed all of this.”

      “Vivian? Awfully informal.” I took a moment to think about what was going on. Deneaux had just left; he didn’t have a shirt on, and without checking under the covers, it was a reasonable assumption to think he was nude. “Sleeping with the enemy?”

      “Talbot, whatever you think is going on, I can tell you that you’re wrong.”

      “Educate me.”

      “Did anyone see you coming in here?”

      “Help’s not going to make it in time.”

      “You fool. Everything I’ve done was to protect you, your family, my personnel, and you’re risking everything! I’ve never met a more pig-headed Marine, and that’s saying a lot. The plane that blew up was a decoy. Your family is safe and should be landing soon, as a matter of fact. If Vivian, for a second, believed you’d escaped, she would use the weapons here to hunt you down.”

      My legs were wobbly; I sat down on the corner of the bed. “How…how do I know you’re not lying?”

      “Jesus, you’re thick. I can’t call them; Eastman is under radio silence.”

      “Convenient.”

      His hand came up to his head. “I radio them and everything I’ve done to ensure your safety comes unraveled. We blew up a drone. The plane was remotely operated, and the bomb detonated when it reached a certain altitude.”

      I wanted to believe him, I needed to believe him because that would shine a light upon my being, dispelling the blackness I now wore like an oversized cloak. “Wouldn’t the radar operator have seen the two planes?” I’m not even sure why I was trying to disprove him. Even if it was a lie, I could die thinking they were fine.

      “I’m going to give you the quick version because I’ve got a feeling your time here is short. Radar is only so good as the operator. There’s a lot of technical information: the distance of the plane to the tower, return pulse efficiency, scattered energy. Our planes are coated in anti-radar paints; without a transponder on it is extremely difficult to track one. The drone and your family’s plane flew close together. When the drone blew up, the other was able to escape undetected.”

      It sounded plausible; if not, he sure had come up with something viable on the fly. No way he would have thought up a cover story, he wouldn’t have had the need. He couldn’t possibly know that I was going to have to chase down a frightened dog.

      “I can see by your slack-jaw reaction that some of what I’m saying is beginning to seep in.”

      “They’re alive?” was all I could manage.

      “They’re alive, Talbot, and if you want to go and see them, you’d better get your ass out of here.”

      I stood, still dumbfounded, which immediately turned back to suspicion. “Why aren’t you leaving?”

      He frowned. “This is my ship, Captain. I will not abandon her.”

      It made sense, but could I trust him? This wasn’t giving him the keys to my home so he could water the plants while we were on vacation. If I left and somehow made it to where I needed to be and found that he had indeed lied, I’d never be able to make it back. He’d use those very helicopters he was concerned about Deneaux using, to hunt me down. I seriously weighed out how my hindsight would feel if I didn’t kill him and I should have, against if I killed him and I shouldn’t have. I should have been aghast by how close the internal tally was. I heard a truck, maybe two, pull up outside. It seemed that my visitor’s pass was expiring.

      “Fuck.” I was looking out the window as two teams of commandos were exiting vehicles.

      “Is it too much of me to ask why you never listen to me? Why were you not on that plane?”

      “I had to chase down a dog.” I stepped back from the window.

      “You risked everything for a dog?”

      I wasn’t ashamed to admit it. “I did, and not for the first time. Get some clothes on, you’re going to be my hostage.”

      “I officially handed over control after…” He thankfully left that statement uncompleted. “How valuable do you think I’m going to be? She loathes you. Her words. She’d have me shot a dozen times if she thought even one bullet would go through and into you.”

      “If what you’ve told me is true, I’m sorry for all I thought and all I was going to do, and my respect and admiration for you and your sacrifice is beyond reproach. If this is a lie, I will find a way to finish this. Goodbye, sir,” I told him as I poked my head through the doorway.

      “Good luck, Captain.”

      That was the last time I saw Bennington. No one was in the hallway. I had to figure they were getting into position. They knew I was armed, had to figure I was dangerous, and it was quite possible I had the colonel as a hostage. Just because Deneaux wanted me dead in the worst way, didn’t mean others would want to see the colonel become collateral damage in that quest. I had a window of opportunity here, or a cracked pane, anyway. Now I just had to figure out what I was going to do with it. I decided on taking the far stairwell down. I poked my head into the area, pleased as punch when I didn’t get shot at for my troubles. I was grinning, my spirits buoyed by what the colonel had said. I didn’t think he was lying; his words sounded so genuine, and to make a cover story that quick and convincing seemed like long odds. I plunged down the stairs, knowing full well there was a squad heading here even now. The echoes of my jump from the fourth step had just died down as the light bleeding in from the small safety window was blocked by a peering face.

      I’m going with “he couldn’t see in,” otherwise, his face would have registered as much surprise as my own. I quickly moved to the side, figuring I’d rush the first one through. I was not expecting the door to open a crack and something not much bigger than a can of soup to be tossed in. Flash grenade wouldn’t kill me, but I’d be severely disorientated. I didn’t plan on sticking around for the explosive finale. The good thing about one of those devices is that the person that tosses them tends to turn away and cover up their ears. That was, indeed, the case. As I shoved the door open, I sent the unfortunate bastard to the ground. If all he had was a broken nose, he would have to consider himself lucky. I was two steps out of the stairwell when it exploded. Now I had to decide how I dealt with the three soldiers that were in front of me. It is shockingly easier to kill someone than it is to knock them out. I had fractions of a second to determine their fates; didn’t matter whether they were protecting their colonel or were in leagues with Deneaux, wasn’t like I could take a poll.

      Got my first indication I wasn’t going to have to think on it too much as a bullet whizzed by my ear—it wasn’t so much as I heard it but rather felt the heat of its passing. My hearing had taken a hit from the grenade; by not covering up, I’d left my ears vulnerable, although, it had put me in a much better position to deal with the squad that was now actively attempting to kill me. I didn’t wait for the second incoming as I released a trio of my own bullets. I’d put one in the knee and two in his thigh. If he survived, he’d never walk without aid. His knee had been sufficiently torn apart that it bent to the outward side as he collapsed. It was a grotesque injury, but the dark arterial blood coming from his thigh was what was going to do him in.

      “Save him or die,” I told the two still standing. The female, a lieutenant named Averly, according to her name badge, seemed all for saving him; the other woman was a staff sergeant, and by the look on her face, I could tell she was the all guts and glory type.

      “Put your rifle down,” Lieutenant Averly told her staff sergeant. Where her name should have been prominently displayed was only a black patch of Velcro.

      “Now,” I said forcibly, the lieutenant was startled; the staff sergeant not so much. “I don’t have time for this.” I had my rifle raised and trained on her head. Not sure what concoction of Kool-Aid this one had been drinking, but she wasn’t going to comply. Wasn’t like I was asking her to surrender; I wasn’t taking prisoners. I just needed a few seconds to make a getaway attempt.

      “Don’t!” Averly shouted, her hands up as the staff sergeant with delusions of grandeur, began what had to seem to her the achingly slow process of turning her weapon to get at the right angle. Put one center mass. Had to have shattered her sternum; you wouldn’t need a coroner’s exam to know what had killed her. The lieutenant got herself together quickly enough to drop her weapon.

      “On your knees, hands on your head,” I told her as she got down. I kicked her weapon away.

      “I’m going to kill you.” The hatred on her face was twisting the features into a mask better suited for Halloween.

      “Good luck with that,” I told her as I took a glance outside. The whole drama hadn’t taken more than fifteen seconds. The second squad had heard the commotion; the question now was, had they had enough time to get into position? The only thing I knew for certain was that waiting around to figure out if they were ready yet was only going to become a self-fulfilling prophecy. I raced out the door, a rifle shot striking the door frame from the inside. Averly was trying to make good on her threat. I’d not expected it so soon. That’s what happens when you leave hostiles behind. I could hear people running my way from the left; right seemed like a good direction, even if it took me further away from where I wanted to go. I deduced that dead would be even further. It was dark, but the moon was bright. I’d make a lovely silhouette for about twenty yards. I made a slide to the base of an oak. The trunk wide enough to hide behind.

      “He went that way!” I saw Averly pointing down the roadway as she had a quick meeting with the fire team that got to the exit. “Sanchez, get the truck.”

      The rest I couldn’t hear before they broke up, and Sanchez turned to get the vehicle. The four there fanned out and weren’t running. Somehow, they knew I’d gone to ground. The only way that could have happened was Averly had seen me. I was going to be flanked on both sides, caught in a crossfire, while Sanchez and who knew how many others came up from behind. The only thing that made sense was to run, which is a lot easier to say that than do. Haven’t met a bullet yet that’s slower than a person. I stood, making sure to keep the tree between myself and those approaching. I had one hand on the rough bark and was about to make a go at an escape. A bullet ripped into the side of the trunk inches from my hand. My face was sprayed with an earthy wetness as the tree bled. Safe to say I hadn't been wrong about Averly seeing my all-star slide. I could hear more men coming from up the street.

      “Shit.” I was surrounded. My only hope now was that they all killed each other in a confused crossfire. It could happen.

      “It would be wise of you to come out now, Captain Talbot,” Lieutenant Averly said.

      “Fair trial?” I asked.

      “Not likely. Quick death, though,” she replied.

      My position sucked, and it got exponentially worse when I was illuminated like the Times Square Christmas tree as Sanchez swung the truck around.

      “Fuck me.” I’d learned a valuable lesson. Too bad I wasn’t ever going to be able to apply it. Never, I mean never, leave a combatant behind. I undid my rifle and left it on the ground. “I’d like to die on my feet.” I had my hands positioned over my head.

      “That can be arranged,” Averly told me.

      “Decent burial?”

      “We won’t parade your body, if that’s what you mean.”

      “I’d appreciate that,” I told her as I got to my knees and pushed up, making sure to keep my hands up high.
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      “I told you, Riley, I’m not sharing.”

      The dog was sniffing around his stockpiled cheese puff snacks. She nudged his arm and a handful fell into his lap where Ben-Ben anxiously awaited his windfall.

      “That’s not fair! You can’t just take other people’s food—there are laws against that.” Riley licked his hand as he squeezed, making a cloud of orangey dust. “See, now I’m just ruining them. You happy now?” He opened his hand and Riley quickly gobbled up all she could.

      “Not cool. Now I’m going to have to take an extra Xanax to calm down. You realize they’re not making cheese puffs anymore, right? These things are like cheesy gold.” He pulled out another bag. The crinkling noise as he opened it completely masked the approach of the scout. Trip looked up just as his face was bathed in the beam of a flashlight.

      “Hey, thanks, man. Was having a hard time seeing.” Trip continued to open the bag. Riley had moved to Trip’s side, her teeth bared, and she was growling at the stranger. Ben-Ben forgot about the snacks momentarily and joined his friend in warning the interloper off. “I’d give you one, but I’m down to my last fifty bags,” Trip said as he pulled out a long puff and admired it in the glow of the light.

      “Who the hell are you, and could you call your dogs off?”

      “My name is Trip, and these are not my dogs; that would imply ownership. I believe them to be independent entities, masters of their own fate, so to speak. But I can ask them, person to canine, not to attack you. I don’t quite have the rapport that Ponch does with them, but they might listen.” Trip made a series of low growls and high-pitched yips. Ben-Ben turned and cocked his head. Riley stopped growling but kept an unwavering gaze upon the other.

      “Ah, thanks.” The man was clearly confused. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m not sure anymore; do you know which reality this is? No, how could you know? The one you’re living in is your reality. Can’t see the Waldo for the crowd type of thing. Did you know I’m a wizard in one of them? Tryptophan the Wonderful, they call me.”

      “Who’s Ponch, and is he anywhere nearby? Maybe I could talk to him.”

      “You don’t know Ponch? Everyone knows Ponch. He swirled his fingers around the teapot of a vengeful demigod and now he’s been woven through the fabric of existence. She thought she was causing immeasurable chaos, but what she didn’t know was that her actions were being manipulated by others farther up the hierarchy. The intrigue is baffling. Stuff that us mere mortals can’t completely comprehend, I mean, unless you medicate yourself correctly. Amazing what a dose or two of MCD will do for your understanding of the other realms.”

      “Is Ponch this other person’s street name? Is he your drug dealer?”

      “Talbot, a drug dealer? Not likely. He’s stolen more of my drugs than these two dogs have my snacks.”

      “Michael Talbot?”

      “Sounds about right. Did you know he’s a va…”

      “This is Retnor, we have a situation here.” Corporal Retnor spoke into his throat microphone. “Seriously?” he asked as Trip blew a huge cloud of marijuana smoke his way.

      “Go, Retnor,” Staff Sergeant Plankard said.

      “I’m by the outlet pipe. Got somebody here says he knows Talbot.”

      Charlie was listening in next to his Staff Sergeant. He grabbed the handset. “What’s this guy’s name? Is Mike there?” he asked.

      “His name is Trip, and no, not in the immediate area. I can’t get a clear answer out of the person I’m dealing with. Safe to say he was pivotal in the recreational marijuana laws getting passed in the state; his name seems fitting.”

      Charlie turned to Plankard. “Who gets high in a war zone?”

      “Don’t know, sir. Might be the best course of action,” he responded.

      “Um, sir, he says we might want to send a squad or two. He thinks this is the timeline that Mike gets in trouble. Correction, gets in more trouble.” Retnor was relaying the information as fast as Trip was giving it to him.

      Charlie pulled his wide-brimmed hat off and ran his hand through his hair, a sure sign to his wife, Laura, that he was confused about something and needed time to think upon the situation. She came over as soon as she saw.

      “Everything all right?” she asked.

      He looked over. “We have an unverified, potentially unreliable, source saying they know Mike and that he is most likely in trouble and that we should send help.”

      “Sounds like a trap to me,” Plankard said.

      “Honeybuns, start from the beginning.”

      “Retnor is scouting by the outlet pipe and he came across a man.”

      “Stoned man,” Plankard interjected.

      “Stoned man, that says he knows Mike.”

      “Did Retnor bring his name up first, or did this other person?” Laura asked.

      Charlie relayed the question.

      “Definitely him, sir. Called him ‘Ponch’ then Mike.”

      “This would be one hell of a coincidental trap,” Charlie said. “No way they could possibly know we were looking for Mike. Even Mike doesn’t know we’re coming.”

      “What about the other end of it?” Plankard asked. “I mean, the odds that someone that knows the one person we are looking for meets our scout.”

      “We can sit here and play this game all night. We came all this way for just this reason. Get a squad together—we’re going in.”

      “You’re going too?” Plankard asked.

      “I started this whole thing in motion. I can’t imagine sitting on the sidelines when it gets messy.”

      “Sir, this whole situation is an unknown. I think you should reconsider.”

      “Thought about it. Now get me a squad.”

      Twenty minutes later, sixteen men and women were crowding around the outlet pipe.

      “Whoa, what time does the show start?” Trip asked.

      “How do you know Mike?” Charlie asked.

      “Ponch? We go way back. I saved him after he got burned in a cat fire; wouldn’t have survived if he wasn’t part vampire. Then we dosed pretty hard on some acid, did some reality hopping…you’ve never really partied until you’ve brought angels along for the ride.”

      Charlie turned to his scout. “Retnor, are you sure you didn’t bring Mike’s name up first? Because this guy is off his rocker.”

      “Blaylock?” Trip blurted.

      “How do you know my name?” Charlie wasn’t wearing a name patch; none of his personnel were. “Retnor?”

      “Not me, sir, I swear.”

      “Mountains of Afghanistan, Blaylock?” Trip asked Charlie, although his eyes were focused elsewhere. “You saw it, right? The bleed?”

      “Sir?” Retnor was confused. Charlie, Laura, and Plankard were not.

      “Where’s Mike now?” Charlie asked as Trip seemingly came back from a trance he was under.

      “He went to kill Deneaux, maybe Bennington.”

      “Trip…you said your name was Trip, right?”

      “Mostly. It depends on where I am. Or is it when I am?”

      “Wait, the smell, that voice—you were the one in Colorado!” Charlie had an accusatory finger pointing at Trip. “You were there, but you weren’t.”

      “And here we are.” Trip was smiling. “I told you, Mike was going to be in trouble. But if I’m being candid, that is more likely the case in every reality than the alternative.”

      “He definitely knows Mike.” Charlie was grinning from ear to ear. For years he’d half-convinced himself he’d hallucinated the entire event. Even after the apocalypse started, he still harbored doubt, and that increased as he’d traveled farther from Texas. The base had been there, just like the crazy man had told him, but that could still be considered coincidence. But now, here he was, the messenger in the flesh.

      “He’s at the center of the base. If you get lost, just listen for the gunfire.” Trip lit up another joint. “Wait,” he said, taking another puff. “If you have someone to take the dogs, I’ll show you.”

      Laura was looking at her husband as she gave a terse shake of her head.

      “No time for doubt.” Trip whipped his head back around and was looking straight at her.

      “Retnor get the dogs back to camp,” Charlie told him.

      “Make sure the little one gets some bacon. He gets real testy if he doesn’t.” Trip started to head back into the base.

      Charlie climbed in next but made sure to keep some distance, lest he get too much of a contact high. Trip gave him a hand up at the end.

      “You can keep the light on; we’re in a basement,” Trip told him as Charlie was looking for the switch on his rifle. It was a couple of minutes later they were heading up the stairs. Charlie motioned for them to all go dark.

      “Not too far from here,” Trip told them as they walked along the roadway, making sure to stay on the sides and in the shadows.

      Charlie held up his fist to stop the squad when he heard the first muffled reports.

      “Gunfire…sounds like it’s inside,” Plankard said softly.

      “That Mike?” Charlie asked Trip.

      “Don’t need to travel to an alternate dimension to know that,” Trip replied. He started jogging. Plankard looked over to his captain, wondering if he was going to follow. Didn’t have to wait at all for the answer as Charlie was already off behind him.

      Plankard didn’t like it one bit, and certainly disapproved of his captain leading this mission. “If it’s all the same, sir, I’d appreciate it if you’d let me stay ahead of you.”

      “Holy shit,” Charlie mumbled when he saw his old Marine Corps buddy bathed under the lights of a truck, his hands in the air and eight rifles trained on him. “Trip—what’s going on here?”

      “The French call it a coup,” he said as he loaded up his slingshot.

      “Who’s trying to take over?” Plankard asked.

      “Not Ponch. He likes authority as much as he likes me slipping hallucinogens into his drinks. It’s one of the few things we agree on.” Trip was lining up a shot.

      “What are you going to do with that?” Plankard asked as the marble was sent flying.
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      “I told you I was going to kill you.” Averly was walking closer. She had her finger on the trigger; I wanted to tell her that her finger discipline was for shit, and I would have, too, if I hadn’t seen a tuft of hair on the side of her scalp fluff up a moment before her eyes rolled into the back of her head, her knees gave way, and she collapsed onto the ground. The way her skull smacked loudly off the pavement, if she wasn’t outright dead, she would have a concussion that would make her loopy for a while.

      “What did you do?” a man was yelling as he approached.

      “I didn’t do shit; my hands are over my head.”

      “I’m going to kill you just for that.”

      “Listen, asshole, I have a laundry list of transgressions that you can kill me for, but I’m not taking a bullet for something I didn’t do.” Made about as much sense as pissing into a stiff breeze.

      Another thwack, another brain addling road concussion. It seemed that everyone who verbalized the threat to kill me was rendered unconscious. I was starting to feel like I was possibly doing this psychically; I would have let that go a little further, too, if I hadn’t seen the steel marble roll away from my latest potential assassin.

      “Oh, Trip,” I moaned, sure he could probably plug up a gopher’s ass from twenty yards with that slingshot, but he was still no match for all those fully automatic weapons. And if he was here, it was likely Riley and Ben-Ben were going to get in the mix.

      “Everyone, drop your weapons!”

      The voice was familiar. Green lasers were bouncing all over the personnel that were surrounding me. This wasn’t just Trip; no way he could have rigged something like this and then been able to point it to multiple targets. Whoever it was had concealment due to the bright truck lights. A couple attempted to try their luck; they were not met with ball bearings but with suppressed rounds. Must have been a sub-sonic load because it wasn’t extremely loud and did not travel far. A suppressed 5.56 sounds a lot like a 22, or two, two by fours being slapped together. This was like those pieces of wood had been wrapped in wet towels first.

      “Last chance, put your weapons on the ground!” this by yet another voice.

      Watching others die tends to make you more willing to follow instructions. Had the SEALs again saved my ass, I was thankful, but they’d never let me hear the end of it. I was debating grabbing my weapon, but I had yet to identify who had done this, and whether or not we were, indeed, on the same side.

      “Mike, you all right?” the initial voice from behind the truck asked.

      “The rest of you scurvy lot hit the deck!” That was Trip; don’t think the word scurvy had been spoken since 1860. They listened, at least. He was the first out in front, his slingshot tucked away as he ate a meat stick. “Brought Custer,” he said around a mouthful.

      “What?” The word had no sooner left my mouth when I saw Charlie. With the smoke from the rifle fire swirling lazily around, he looked more like a specter than the man I knew. I’d seen and done some things, a lot of things, actually, that defied all rational explanation, yet somehow this was where I drew the line. “It can’t be; how…how are you here?”

      “Good to see you, too. You can thank me later. Plankard, get those people restrained before we have any more incidents.”

      “Fuck me.” I bent and grabbed my rifle before walking over and grabbing Charlie’s hand and pulling him in close for a brief but intense hug. “I, uh, I don’t even know what to say. Thank you,” was the first thing I could manage, even if it sounded trite, given the circumstances. “We should get going.”

      “I came all this way. You’re not even going to invite me over for dinner?” He was smiling as we separated, I was still having a tough time understanding what was happening. “There’s a somewhat logical explanation for all this. I’ll tell you about it later.”

      “Definitely later. This entire base is now enemy-occupied.”

      Charlie most likely had as many questions as I did, but they would be best answered somewhere safer. In less than five minutes, the man called Staff Sergeant Plankard had all of Deneaux’s troops restrained in zip ties and the weapons collected. It was a good thing because, from the sound of it, the assault team that had nearly taken me out was getting reinforcements.

      I needlessly told Charlie I knew a way out; it dawned on me that he’d entered in that very same way. We were double-timing toward an escape.

      “How quick can they mobilize?” Charlie asked.

      “They’ve lost key personnel, but no doubt the woman in charge will have lit a fire under everyone’s ass, especially as soon as she finds out I’m alive.” I didn’t need to see his face to know I had to answer that. “You saw the fireball earlier?”

      “Hard to miss.”

      “I was supposed to be on it.”

      “She’s not a fan of yours?”

      “No. We used to be neighbors.”

      “Well, that explains everything.” Should have been sarcasm, but it trended toward realism.

      I took a glance around. Charlie had a squad; I didn’t know what forces Deneaux could muster, but it was guaranteed it would be more, as she would press civilians into action if need be. That, and I had no doubt she had pilots at her disposal, which meant the Apaches.

      “Charlie, we have a problem,” I began just as we reached the Barrows. We had a few moments as our adversaries figured out what had happened and where we were most likely to go, then it would be open season.

      He took a second to catch his breath. We weren’t the kids we used to be, but, considering he’d run to save me and run to get back, he might be in better shape than those days when we used to smoke and drink like tomorrow would never come, and, in an active war zone, that is as likely an outcome as any.

      “They have attack helicopters.”

      “I know.”

      “The second they realize we’re not on the base, she’s going to put those birds in the air, and you know as well as I do their capabilities.” The weaponry alone was sufficient to wipe out hundreds of people, but its ability to hunt its prey with high-resolution cameras and infrared would mean we’d never get far enough away to hide from that deadly bloodhound in the sky.

      “Shit. Plankard, tell Laura the package is in hand and to stay at the base. We’ll be there shortly.”

      I hadn’t wanted to ask him about his wife because, in this new world, odds didn’t favor the happily ever after. I was thrilled to know she was okay.

      “How far is base camp?”

      “About five miles. Ten story apartment building. Bird won’t see them there.”

      “She’ll do as you say?”

      “On military missions, without question. Anytime else, not so much.”

      “Must be nice.” The base was bustling with activity now, as I’m sure Deneaux had been informed of what had happened. She couldn’t possibly know about Charlie’s team, which worked wonders in our favor. She would most likely believe that it was people she’d thought loyal to her who had turned or were never really on her side. That would make her even more suspicious of everyone, and I hoped that it would make her more cautious. Overly cautious led to hesitation, and as my old driving instructor told me, hesitation kills. A mantra I had used often when I’d cut off more than one car in a stream of traffic.

      I was doing my best to get into that sinister head of hers. By now she had to know about Bennington’s plans to remove as many of his people as possible, which meant his life was forfeit even before this latest incident. The people, the supplies…it would mean her authoritarian grip would need to be squeezed even harder. No, she wouldn’t think Charlie's group was a rogue unit; as soon as she found out that I was alive, she would have to think this was my squad. She’d either assume that the blown-up plane had been a false flag operation all along, or at the very least that they hadn’t boarded. I didn’t even want to spend a second on what she was going to do to the colonel; it mattered not at all that they had just shared a bed. In fact, that would most assuredly work against him. No women that I know of liked to be lied to in the most intimate of settings, especially the Lemon Queen. Had to think she was the only one allowed to do the lying.

      Thought about telling Charlie that we should head over to the other side of the base and take care of our biggest problem, then I heard the substantial cutting of air as massive rotors began to turn. I was racing for our living quarters.

      “Please, Rose,” I said half a dozen times right before I entered our home.

      “Shit, Talbot.” Charlie was huffing and puffing. “We used to PT together; you were never that fast.

      “I’ve done Beach Body,” I told him as I headed upstairs.

      “What are you looking for?” he asked from the bottom.

      “Party favors. Got a feeling we’re going to need them.”

      “Big ones? Fuck—now I’ve got a stitch.”

      “Knowing my sergeant, they’re too big.”

      “Well, they say size matters.”

      I had a small footlocker in my arms as I came down. Charlie was leaning to the side, his hand pressed firmly against his ribcage as he rubbed.

      “You should see a medic about that,” I told him.

      “Got anything for pain?” he asked.

      “The usual,” was my response.

      “Yeah, can’t wait to get a thousand milligrams of Motrin.” That was the preferred treatment for ninety-eight percent of the cases presented to them. Busted appendix, Motrin. Broken femur, Motrin. Hangnail, yup, Motrin. No injury too great or too small for the wonder drug. “Find what you need?”

      “Then some.” I put the locker on the floor. “Shhhit…” Charlie had his light trained on a variety of remotes and two claymore mines. “None of it’s labeled.”

      As much as I wanted to set the mines up, time was running short. We could already hear the approach of motors and rotors. Air and land approach; wouldn’t doubt if Deneaux had a PT boat coming up the river even now, making sure she covered all the assault bases.

      We got over to the escape building. I hastily set up a claymore by the entrance we had used, rolling out the wire for the remote as we descended the stairs into the basement. I finished just as the first of the trucks rolled in. Besides the claymore remote, I had three radio-controlled remotes with four switches each, and no way of knowing what any of them did or if they even did anything. There was always the chance these were extras, and I’d completely missed the active ones. I thumbed the power switch on and was rewarded with a red light, which I am positive was a warning to keep people like me away from explosive devices.

      “Mike, you can’t just start randomly flipping switches,” Charlie said.

      “I know,” I told him, even though I had my finger on one of them.

      “Does your sergeant have explosives set in this building?”

      “Pretty sure.”

      “Pretty sure?” He seemed incredulous.

      “I would imagine. She was the expert; I didn’t pay much attention.”

      “Any idea where these potential explosives might be?”

      “Going to find out soon enough,” I told him.

      “I am not going to have saved your ass just for you to blow it up.”

      “And us,” Plankard added.

      “Anyone care for a Slender Joe meat stick wrapper? They’re pretty delicious, although I don’t recommend swallowing them. They feel funny on the way out and don’t look nearly as appetizing. It made me stop eating them for almost a whole four minutes once.” Trip shivered as he thought about the traumatic experience of digesting a sleeve of plastic.

      The helicopter was nearby; we could hear the heavy percussions of the air being chopped into bite-sized nuggets by the flying blender. Then, because it wasn’t shitty enough, and I wasn’t even talking about Trip’s recycled wrapper, there came the loudspeaker-voiced Deneaux. It was amazing how clearly I heard her. The floor above us was acting like a cupped hand over an ear, directing the sound down the stairwell and depositing her words directly into my head. I wasn’t a fan.

      “Michael, you’re supposed to be dead.” I think she wanted it to come off as light and flippant; maybe it was the addition of the helicopter or the amplification process, but it came across as strained, slightly angry, even. Didn’t matter what she sounded like, I knew she was pissed. She’d be angry at Bennington, thinking he’d crossed her; she’d be pissed off that I still dared to draw breath, and throw into the mix that she had to be a little bit afraid. She’d never show it or say it, unless it benefited her in some way, but, yeah, she knew who I was and what I was capable of.

      “This the neighbor?” Charlie asked.

      “I liked it better when she merely beeped her horn at me for no apparent reason.”

      “Not apparent to you,” Trip mumbled.

      I gave Trip a look that should have sent him scurrying off into a corner; instead, he proceeded to pull the plastic sleeve apart from his snack and lick the inside, all the while looking straight at me. It was unnerving.

      “If you come out now, I can take care of this situation,” Deneaux’s voice boomed.

      “She serious?”

      “It’s a game we play. She tries to kill me, and I, so far, deftly avoid her attempts.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a very fun game.” Charlie was looking over his gear.

      “It’s not,” I answered truthfully.

      “I’ll spare your squad if you give yourself up.” She was making it look like she was sweetening the pot.

      I gave her words a one-percent chance of being honest, and then only because very few things in life are a guarantee.

      “Should we take her up on her offer?” Charlie was joking.

      “Sure. I mean, you can, it just means I have a head start to wherever the afterlife leads.”

      “I’m going to count to ten, Michael. When the time is up, there will be no quarter. Not for you, for your squad or for your family.”

      “Jesus Mike, what did you do to this woman?”

      “Maybe once or twice Henry crapped in her yard, and I didn’t pick it up…but other than that? Just saved her life a few times.”

      “At any point did you think you might be better off letting her die?”

      “Every fucking minute,” I told him, and I meant it.

      “Ten…nine…eight….”

      I had my finger up. “Wait for it.”

      At six, the helicopter let loose a volley of ammunition that I’m sure was tearing through my old residence. Deneaux couldn’t even be trusted to keep her countdown forthright. Fucking bitch. The damage was so substantial to the building next to us that dust was raining down upon our heads. Could hear walls falling in, ceilings collapsing. Hadn’t spent a ton of time there, but it had been home for a while. And though the threat of war had hung over our heads the entire time, we had shared some laughs and fun there as well. I wouldn’t miss it as much as I’d miss some of the other places I’d parked my ass for a while, but it still stung to hear it demolished, and in such a dramatic way. One more nail for the coffin I was going to build her. At this point, the box was going to be comprised of more steel than wood.

      The more bullets that flew, the angrier I was getting. If I for a second thought Deneaux was in that chopper, I would have run out and done my best to put a few rounds in the cockpit before the small cannon did me in. I looked to my hands and the remotes; none of them had been set for an aerial attack. Couldn’t reasonably expect that sort of assault from zombies, and the thought that one of our own would be blowing skylights into our roof had seemed, not so long ago, pretty far-fetched. With the barrage of bullets, I figured the helicopter had done all the damage it was going to—until the very foundation we were hiding in was rocked as he or she put a missile into the building. I can say with a fair amount of certainty that, had he done it here, we’d all be gone. Nothing like getting buried alive under tons of building material.

      “What’s in this?” Trip was holding his joint out in front of him. “Stuff is rocking my world.”

      “Damn, Mike! How big were Henry’s shits?” Charlie was trying to make light of the situation, something we’d often tried to do together under some of the worst times.

      “That should delay them,” Plankard said. “Going to take them hours, if not days, to sift through that wreckage looking for us.”

      I wanted to believe him, as this would give us plenty of time to make good on our escape, but Deneaux was thorough and would leave little to chance. Would she take down the entire block? It was possible. First, she’d send in ground troops, and that, with the air support, meant we were stuck here.

      “I’ve got an idea.” I headed for the stairs.

      Charlie followed.

      “Is nobody going to stop him?” Trip asked.

      I raced up to the first floor, grabbed the claymore and headed for the roof. I’d just gone through the door when my mind finally caught up to my actions and was debating the merits of them. The helicopter was parallel to me, looking over the smoking ruins of a building that looked as if it had succumbed to a massive earthquake.

      “Mike, we’ve had each other’s backs a great many times, but what the hell are you doing?”

      I bent and adjusted the claymore then stood in front of it. “Stay inside, and hold the door open.”

      “You’re taking on an Apache with a mine? That’s not how it works.”

      “What’s the effective range?”

      “I don’t know…a hundred yards, maybe? Never stopped to measure.”

      “How far away are they?”

      Charlie poked his head out. “About that. Get in here! At that range, ball bearings are going to bounce off the fuselage.”

      I shouldered my rifle. Maybe there was a chance I could shoot it down. Not likely, but worth a try. I popped off a few rounds, even shattered the pilot’s safety glass. He peeled off and away from my rifle fire; I chased him with bullets, but hitting a fast-moving flying object is almost impossible without laser guidance.

      “They know we’re here, Mike. Even if the chopper doesn’t come back, there will be troops soon enough.”

      I had a feeling the pilot would swing back around—I’d made this personal. Although in reality, I guess he’d started it by fire-bombing my former home. I knew pilots, though, they were pretty full of themselves, bordering on or surpassing arrogance as they delivered justice from on high. I was hoping that he, or, again, she was going to want to see my face as they unloaded munitions. I had to hope this because, I mean, really, the pilot could stay a pretty far distance away and unleash hell. I hated gambling in a situation like this because the odds were so stacked against you, but here I was, doing just that, shitty odds and all. The helicopter flew out a bit.

      “Mike.”

      “Hold,” I told him.

      “This isn’t Braveheart.”

      I appreciated the reference. The helicopter turned; here was the moment of truth. He could just start shooting from there or…oh, I had happy feet…like a mediocre quarterback with a horrible offensive line against the number one rated rushing defense, and I’d already been driven into the dirt seven times and most likely had a concussion. The nose of the Apache dipped down as he came at me as fast as his machine would go. The timing was crucial because no matter who or what I was, dodging a bullet wasn’t an option. He started firing early, not because he was impatient, but, rather, I’m pretty confident he wanted me to see death charging full-force like a pack of wild horses. I felt the rounds as they hit the side of the building; the roof shook from the force. Then rounds punched through the retaining wall and began their murderous march toward me. I started to move toward the door, fearful I’d waited a second too long. My brain had sped up so fast, processing all the information I was inputting, that I could hear each bullet being fired, the cutting of each rotor through the air, even my footfalls on the surface. Charlie was moving in slow motion, waving his hand and telling me to hurry the fuck up, though it was dragged out so long, it was as if he was screaming it from the back of a fast-moving motorcycle.

      I was maybe ten feet from the mine when I dove headfirst. I wasn’t going to make it to the door, that was clear enough, wasn’t the intention, anyway. Landed awkwardly atop my rifle, but considering it was hanging from a tactical harness, there was no escape from that. Not sure the exact sequence of events, but this was as close to the truth as I could infer, as I hadn’t witnessed it firsthand. The bullets had not stopped firing, although, my guess was the jackass pilot had seen and registered the surprise I’d left him. He’d veered off just as I depressed the trigger. I determined that it was because my brain was operating at speeds far greater than I was used to, because it seemed like a half-hour had passed between my pressing of the button and the actual detonation. The pilot had gone in the same direction I had, the bullets following along in my path. One blew a fist-sized hole not an inch from my left knee; it would have sheered my lower leg off in a tangled mess of flesh and liquified bone, had it struck.

      Somehow, through it all, the claymore was louder than everything else going on, as if the blast itself had cleared all other sounds from the vicinity. It was almost through the calm of a lazy Sunday morning that I heard the first of the ball bearings punch through the relatively soft aluminum of the flying craft. I won’t swear this on a stack of Bibles or even a singular Bible, but I’m reasonably positive I heard an “Oh shit.” It could have been me or Charlie, but damned if I didn’t think it was the pilot. This was followed by the rapid trilling of an alarm and the cessation of bullets. I rolled over just in time to see the shredded underbelly of the beast fly overhead. I wanted to race to the wall and watch it crash and burn; instead I got the low budget movie version where the downed helicopter always blew up behind an obscuring hillside. Thought better of it and headed back inside. My feet bounced as the building shook from the impact as the helicopter crashed and burned.

      Charlie looked pissed. “Fuck, Mike! We talked about this shit in Afghanistan! Did you not learn anything?”

      “Love you too, man.” I knew his anger sprang from fear of what had just happened and what could have happened. If he hung around long enough, he would understand that I generally operated at a foolhardy level all the time. We’d solved one problem, but we were far from free of this place. Ground troops would be here in seconds, and whereas we could go out through the tunnel, we would still have a lot of ground to cover that would be visible from the wall. What had been lightly manned, if guarded at all, was sure to have a much larger presence now as they scoped out every avenue of escape. Charlie’s squad was guarding the entrances to the building, which had not been breached or even tested. I was wondering what they were waiting for. Deneaux wasn’t famous for her patience. Sure enough, bullets started peppering the building. Most were stopped by the bricks, but more than a few punched through boarded over windows.

      “Down,” Charlie told his squad. We’d just placed boots in the basement when a rocket, or something equally as destructive, blew through the main floor. Dust flooded the stairwell like a dirty tidal wave. I quickly closed the door, keeping the majority of the lung-choking dust away.

      “Who else knows about this exit?” Charlie asked.

      “No idea. Until today, I didn’t know it existed.”

      “Sir, lot of radio chatter.” Sergeant Kendal had a small radio that she was listening to. “They suspect we’re in the basement but are getting ready to sweep the building.”

      “Michael!” Another loud-speaker broadcasting of Deneaux’s delightful voice. It was clear, though muffled by the door and distance. “I have your beloved colonel here.” Charlie placed a hand upon my shoulder, aware that I was going to, at the minimum, go and see if what she said was true.

      I was thrumming. “You know it’s a trap, right?” he asked.

      “Never stopped him before.” Trip was munching on a pickle. I couldn’t even fathom where he’d got that, or how long it had been collecting lint and other undesirable, non-edible things from his pocket. It looked like it had been purposefully rolled in debris, like a pistachio ice cream cone dropped on the floor then sprinkled with crushed Oreos to cover it up. I wanted to tell him not to eat it; it would have been easier to get Ben-Ben to drop a chicken wing; I didn’t bother.

      “I can’t imagine the harm that would befall him, should you not give yourself up.”

      She let that sink in for a moment before continuing. Her dramatic pause was just enough to ramp up my blood pressure. “Now, I realize you would never turn over your family, so I’ll make a deal. If you, Tomas, and BT surrender, I will allow safe passage for the rest of your group.”

      “Of the hundred and twenty pounds she weighs, a hundred of that is shit,” I said to no one in particular.

      “So, you’re not the only one whose dog took liberties in her yard?”

      “Long story.” I was stuck. The colonel was in trouble; for me to go it alone was suicide, for me to ask Charlie’s squad to come along was both irresponsible and mass suicide.

      “What makes the grass grow, Captain?” That was shouted from Bennington, this was followed by what sounded like him being struck—and hard.

      “Last chance to save your friend.” Even through the distance and obstructions, it would have been impossible not to hear what amounted to glee in her voice. She knew exactly how this was going to go down and was loving every minute of it.

      “Nothing? You’d leave him out here to die? Callous, even for you, Michael, and you’re the king of crass. It is unfortunate that I am being forced to do this. Colonel Prescott Bennington, you are hereby charged with treason, and since this is a time of war, I sentence you to death.”

      Charlie had no sooner finished saying, “What the hell?” when we heard the shot. I imagined Bennington on his knees and Deneaux standing to his side with her pistol mere inches from his head as she punched a .45 slug into and out of him, his head drilled into the ground, and a spreading pool of blood and brain making a rose-colored corona.

      “Fuck you, Deneaux.” It was a whisper. I picked up all the remotes.

      Charlie knew where this was going. “Everyone in the pipe, let’s go!” He was shoving any that were slow to react.

      I had a song, or a line, anyway, by Drowning Pool looping through my head as I flipped switches. “Let the bodies hit the floor.” The building quaked around me as I tripped Rose’s explosives; I had no way of knowing the devastation they were creating above me, but by the sound of it, the carnage was both terrible and awesome. I could only hope that Deneaux had found her way smack dab into the middle of the killing maelstrom.

      Charlie had not left my side, even when it appeared that the building above us was on the verge of imminent collapse. It was shaking, much like it was sitting on the epicenter of a strong quake. I had nothing left to detonate.

      “This is our window,” he said almost gently, though he had to yell to get past the ringing in my ears.

      He was right, of course. Those still alive in the general area were going to be far more concerned with finding cover from the explosions around them. It would be long minutes before order was restored and any attempt to find us was underway.

      “Move and through,” Charlie was ordering his men. The drop from the end of the run-off pipe was only a few feet; it was the steep embankment to the river that was proving troublesome. More than a few men and women went for a tumble; those that attempted to help, more often than not, found themselves adding to the problem. I almost slid on the wet pitch, but was saved by Trip, who wasn’t even looking at me. He had his left hand up to his mouth, doing what came naturally to him with a joint, and the right shot out and grabbed my arm.

      “Thanks,” I told him.

      He turned with glassy eyes. “For what?”

      We followed the group that had taken the express route down to the banks of the river. So far, no bullets had come our way, nor any cries of surprise; it would have been difficult to hear them over the sound of the base siren. I looked back, realizing I would, in all likelihood, never see that place again. A nostalgic wave of sadness passed through me like the ghost that it was. Even from my spot, I could see the lick of flames rising above and thick black clouds of smoke billowing up and away. There was no telling how long that would burn. Then I felt the first fat raindrop splash across my nose. I looked up to see that the sky was nearly the same color as the smoke.

      “Must be pouring upstream,” Charlie said as we looked at the swelling river. “This was knee-deep in the middle when we crossed over.” He wasn’t more than a few feet from shore and it was already halfway up his calf. Could just about watch it rising.

      “Form a chain. Everyone grab hold of the person ahead and behind you.” I had Riley on my chest, she had the scruff of Ben-Ben’s neck in her mouth and her front paws wrapped around my neck. It was much slower going than any of us would have preferred, and, with none of us in defensive postures, we were easy pickings if any decided to look this way. More than once, a grip was lost as those in the middle were under the most pressure from the rushing water. I was near the end with only Charlie behind me; most of the squad had made it to the far shore, and we were just about to join them when the heavens decided to open up. I found it strange that I was getting wetter from the deluge than I’d been when I was submerged up to my belly button in the river. The only positive thing about being so damp and cold and on the verge of some severe shivering was that we were invisible to all but the most prying of eyes.
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      A lone set of eyes watched as the armed group made their way across the moving water and away into the darkness of the storm. He thought of perhaps filling some of his need by culling their ranks, but he could smell the vigilance upon them. The quarry would not go down easy just now. By the sights and smells, he knew those in the walled area would be easier hunting; fear was an alluring scent. He moved swiftly up the banks and to the lip of the drain, his nostrils flaring as he took a deep breath of the intoxicating smell of man.

      “People out. Iggy in,” he signed.
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      An hour later, I found myself in a relatively spacious apartment. Besides the accumulated dust, it was easy to deduce two things. First was that the person that had lived here had left before the zombie apocalypse had started, and second, this general area must have been hit hard and fast, as these living quarters had not been ransacked for supplies. There was some art on the wall, Ansel Adams prints, a few photos of family, what I suspect was a joke in the form of a velvet rendition of dogs playing poker. A bookshelf in the corner was peppered with some horror but leaned heavily towards the romance department. The bed was made, which, I realize is somehow the key to success…one I haven’t figured out yet. There had to have been a dozen or so pillows on the bed; on what I figured was the guy’s side was an R2D2 pillowcase, on hers a Princess Leia. I liked them already, even though odds were heavily against either of them still being alive. Charlie’s people had already prepped the place—thankfully, they’d taken all the rotten food out.

      The fridge was empty. Why I’d felt the need to open it and get a whiff of that musty smell verging on moldy, I don’t know. The cabinets were heavy with dry and canned goods. It had been far too long since the apocalypse started that I would dare try canned anything; botulism was not high on my list of must-haves. The ramen, on the other hand, sounded like exactly what I needed to warm my chilled bones. I went to start the stove, forgetting that I’d once again left the land of ‘lectricity.

      “Dammit.” I was looking at the package I’d just opened, I was debating sprinkling the flavoring packet over it and eating the brick like a biscuit. That was until Charlie knocked on the door and came in carrying two steaming bowls of somethings in his hands.

      “Brought you some food. Mind if I eat with you?”

      It smelled pretty good, but unless I was on the brink of starvation, I wouldn’t eat unidentified food.

      “What is it?” I asked, taking one of the bowls from him.

      “Stew,” he managed around a mouthful. “Hot.” He had his mouth open, hoping the relatively cool air would keep his tongue and roof of his mouth from melting.

      So I had a name, but even as hungry as I was, I still needed clarification. Like, what kind of protein was it? Seen a decent number of squirrels in the area, never thought about eating one.

      “Texas beef,” Charlie said proudly. “We travel in style.”

      “You’ve kept it refrigerated?”

      “Holy shit, Mike. I would have figured that in all the time we’ve been apart, you would have worked through some of your issues. Looks like you’ve gone the other way. Just eat it—it’s fine.”

      I watched him for a moment. Partly to let the molten lava in the bowl cool down and partly to see if he cramped up. Trip came in with two bowls and a sleeve of crackers. I couldn’t fathom how they would be fresh, but the crunching sound coming from him proved otherwise. After we finished, there was a comfortable silence before I started to talk.

      “I don’t think I properly thanked you,” I told him.

      He was smiling. “You still haven’t.”

      “Thank you,” I told him in earnest. “I’m having a tough time wrapping my head around all of this.”

      “You? I followed directions from a crazy man, years ago, in the mountains.” We both looked at Trip.

      He looked up. “So good…is this possum?”

      I shook my head, another knock on the door saved me from hoping that Charlie hadn’t been pulling my leg and that was what was actually in the stew. Charlie’s wife, Laura, came in.

      “Laura! Oh, man, is it good to see you!” I raced over and hugged her. We caught up on some small talk; she asked about the family. My heart stuck for a bit; I didn’t think Bennington had been lying to me, but as of yet, I didn’t have confirmation to disprove it, either. I felt that they were alive; I did. Deep down where my soul should have resided, I knew they were. It would have been impossible to suffer that kind of loss and not be fundamentally aware of it, unless I was doing a bang-up job of pouring cement into the void. Either way, it kept me functioning. I had true joy as I sat down with some of my nearest and dearest friends.

      “How’d you end up in Washington?” Charlie asked a seemingly easy enough question.

      Two or so hours later, I’d run through our flight of the bumblebee journey since the z-poc had started, minus a few significant low lights. There were a few glaring holes in the narrative; thankfully neither pressed me on it.

      “Wow, I thought we had it tough,” Laura replied, sitting back as I wrapped up.

      “And you guys?” I asked.

      There was a knowing look between the two, some pain-filled, tight lips. I’d not seen their son, Dusty. I knew he was an active Marine; I thought he’d come stateside, but that by no means ensured his safety, and when they didn’t bring him up, I didn’t ask.

      “After Colorado and my strange encounter,” Charlie paused to look over at the man that was licking his bowl, “I mostly forgot about it. Probably even actively suppressed it thinking that maybe it was some fallout from PTSD.” He looked to me. We both had demons we had to punch down on occasion. “Didn’t think about it much for years, really. It was when I met Laura, we got married, had Dusty, that it started to resurface. Mostly dreams. I didn’t do much about it at first, didn’t even tell Laura until about a year before the zombies came. Was halfway through a twelve pack before I worked up the courage to talk about the whole thing.” He grabbed her hand.

      “I thought it was the booze. But he sounded so sincere,” Laura said. “Figured once he woke up the next morning, I’d never hear about that strangeness again. I mean, hearing voices in the mountains, zombies, it was…well, unlikely.” She was being kind.

      “Nuts, she means to say I sounded nuts. Luckily, she didn’t want to have me committed right then. I hadn’t talked about it with anyone, you know? Then it seemed once I did, I couldn’t stop. I didn’t pester her too much, though, I hope.”

      “So, you say.” She grabbed his hand.

      “It started to become all-consuming. At first, I bought a box of MRE’s, then two, then ten. I started to do the same thing with ammunition. Laura seemed all right with everything until I started to make some modifications to the house to make it more secure.”

      “It was good to see him throw himself into something that didn’t seem destructive.”

      It was well known that Charlie and I, along with thousands of other military personnel, had seen and done too many things that haunted our every waking moment. Many of us plunged into detrimental habits, even going so far as to take one, final, extreme step. If not for the love of a strong woman at our sides, that fate may have held sway over both of us.

      “But then it was getting to be too much. I harmlessly mentioned that he should talk to someone about this, I meant professional help, he thought I was talking about like-minded individuals.” She let out a small melodious laugh.

      “When I initially put myself out there, I attracted some, um, let’s say, unique individuals. Made Trip over there look like a Wall Street lawyer.”

      “I was once,” Trip said in all seriousness.

      Charlie had a look of confusion.

      “It’s very likely he’s telling the truth,” I told him. “But I understand where you’re going with this.”

      “I don’t.” Trip pulled his chair closer.

      “No offense, just making a comparison,” Charlie told him.

      “Habeas Corpus.” Trip made the sign of the Holy Trinity.

      I wanted to palm my forehead; I refrained.

      “Umm, okay.” Charlie turned back toward me. “It was so bad I almost scrapped the whole thing. I knew from an outside observer my hoarding of supplies and preparation might look crazy, and I didn’t want to go from seeming to actual. Laura was accepting about the whole thing, patient, and I didn’t want to see how far I could push her.” She squeezed his hand.

      “I get that.” I was thinking about some of my own prepping.

      “Then I met Plankard, my Staff Sergeant, a former cop, ten years with the State Police before he decided he’d had enough, and maybe it was time to live with less violence. He was sick of seeing people at their worst. Said it was making him jaded and ruining all of the relationships in his life.”

      I could understand that. I couldn’t imagine nearly everyone you encounter on your shift either being inebriated, violent, or flat-out lying constantly. That would give you a warped sense of humanity. It wasn’t like we were earth-bound angels even in the best of times.

      “We met at a pub; had a few of the crazier ones there as well. After about an hour or so, I noticed that once Plankard and I started discussing real-life obtainable plans, the conspiracy theorists and those that just wanted for anarchy, begin to drift off. It was just us two for hours. We talked about how we could attract more folks like us and less like them.”

      I envied Charlie that he’d taken that step. I wished I’d had the courage; would have been nice to have a prepared group right from the get-go. If not for my HOA nemesis, Jed, it was very likely the Colorado Talbots wouldn’t have made it through the first few days.

      He continued, “Wasn’t a month later we formed the Texas Initiative Militia.”

      “Tim?” Trip asked. “Interesting.”

      “We’d mostly go to the range and practice shooting. Qualified everyone at the range just like the Corps. A part of me still thought this was all nuts, but for the most part, it was a decent bunch of folks. I liked hanging out with them, and it got me out of the house—something I’m sure Laura appreciated.”

      “For the most part?” That piqued my interest.

      “Had a small faction broke off when the zombies first struck; they decided they wanted our stockpile for themselves. Even tried to hole up in our bunker.”

      “You had a bunker?”

      “Have. Plankard’s grandparents owned a huge farm in Abilene, back in the sixties and seventies; the government leased a decent portion.”

      “Missile silos?” I asked.

      “Close, those are nearby. This was more of a control and observation post, but it was underground and fortified. It was easily big enough to house the three hundred that we were, and comfortably. But the four that broke ranks decided that was too many people. I’m not entirely sure how they got advanced warning, never got the chance to get that clarified, but they went to the facility the night before any of the rest of us heard news reports about mobs of psychos killing and eating people. If Plankard hadn’t been doing some routine maintenance on the solar battery packs, we would have been locked out of our own enclave with no way in, and guaran-damn-teed we wouldn’t be here.”

      Strange how the largest events hinge on some of the smallest occurrences. He proceeded to tell me the story.
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      Troy Plankard had just finished his monthly monitoring of the station, shut off the main lights, and was about to head out into the mild Texas winter, when the steel-reinforced outer door opened. It wasn’t the wind; nothing short of a tornado could do that, and besides, he was sure he’d locked it tight. Everyone in their group had the code to get in, but it had been decided that there would be no unapproved visits. A secret was only as good as the people that knew about it. Troy had to work overtime at his plumbing job; a kid on the outskirts of town had decided he wanted to see how many Legos you could flush down the toilet. It was determined that, ultimately, about a dozen, tops. Being that it was ten o’clock on a Tuesday, and no one had informed him of a visit, he was slightly intrigued, but the instinctual cop part of him threw up a red flag.

      He always concealed carried, but until he knew more about what was going on, he was not going to pull his Glock 26. He withdrew quickly, back to the bank of batteries that were hidden behind a faux wall. He was going to feel especially weird if one of his squadmates had decided to “use” the less-than-romantic bunker as a getaway for an amorous evening. That potential for awkwardness was quickly dispelled as he heard two men laugh, although, now that he thought about it, that was still a possibility; there were those that would always hide their proclivity. Troy didn’t care one way or the other what others did, but he sure didn’t want to bear witness, either. He was just getting ready to come out from behind the wall when he heard two more voices. If it ended up being an orgy, he was going to be angry he hadn’t been invited, and that, he would bear witness to. The smile he was wearing froze on his face as he halted his steps at the next words spoken.

      “Roger, make sure you get in the system and change the code first.”

      Troy knew that voice; it was one of the newer members of the squad, Dave Hawkins. He’d seemed to be a good fit at first, but Charlie and Troy were going to get together the next weekend and discuss showing him, and those he brought with him, the door. Some of his actions and words had made others feel uncomfortable.

      “I’m on it,” Roger replied.

      “And you’re sure there’s no back door into this place? A way to hack it?” Dave asked the man. Troy could hear the clacking of a keyboard being worked.

      “I read that manual twice. Once I change this and wipe away the master code, nobody can get in here unless we let them.”

      “And that ain’t happening.” Dave laughed. “I can’t believe this shit is actually going down; can you? Gotta love the darknet. Find shit out hours before the news starts broadcasting.”

      Troy was intrigued; what the hell was he talking about? But more importantly, what should he do? There was no doubt they were armed, and even if they weren’t, there was a closet full of weapons and ammunition. Although, he had to figure that they would let their guard down in here; no reason to be vigilant amongst yourselves. Troy pulled out his phone and made sure to put it in silent mode. He checked his signal strength and thanked the stars they’d voted in favor of installing a signal booster as he looked at four bars. He began to text.

      “Charlie, I’m in trouble. In bunker. Dave and three others have taken control. Changing code.” He hastily added, “Something bad is happening outside.”

      He looked at his phone intently, knowing full well a watched pot never boils. Less than a minute later, Charlie responded.

      “You safe?”

      “Hidden, safe so far.” Troy felt a little better that someone knew about his predicament, not that Charlie could do much to help him, but still.

      “Assembling team, we’ll be there soon.”

      Troy was startled by Dave’s voice; he was uncomfortably close, sitting on the couch that abutted the wall he was hiding behind.

      “Hey, where’s the remote? I want to see if CNN has caught wind of what’s going on.”

      “You really think there’re zombies?” It was Teddy Woodland; he was the youngest member of the militia. He’d been in the original group almost from the beginning, but he was impressionable and had been drawn to Dave, who sometimes seemed to want to force an apocalypse as opposed to waiting for one.

      “You guys are great and shit, but don’t you think we should have brought some women down here?” It was Roger; he’d finished his sabotage.

      “Five minutes of fun is not worth five months of them yapping,” Dave said, and Teddy dutifully laughed.

      Troy had listened to ten minutes of the news. It was political bullshit, each side spewing crap about the other, sounded like business as usual. Even Dave must have got sick of it because he changed the channel.

      “What if nothing is going on?” It was the fourth member of the group, Nick Georges, and, arguably, the most dangerous of them all. It wasn’t just that he was an imposing figure at 6’ 4”, it was that he was a fourth-degree black belt and used every opportunity he could to display his superiority over others. He was not of the silent warrior variety.

      “It is. I saw it on the darknet,” Dave said.

      “So it has to be true!” Teddy parroted.

      “But if it isn’t?” Nick asked.

      “It is!” Dave yelled. It was a strange relationship those two had. Nick, for some reason no one else could discern, consistently deferred to what Dave said, without question. After a few moments, Dave apologized. “I’m sorry—I know something is going on. If, for whatever reason, it ends up being false, then Roger over there switches everything back and we go home. No one’s the wiser.”

      “I’ll have to erase the CCTV footage; might raise a red flag or two, but shouldn’t be too big a deal. If nothing happens in thirty days, it will get recorded over anyway.”

      “See, nothing to be worried about,” Dave said just as a small buzzer went off and a red light turned on.

      “Proximity alarm.” Troy heard Roger get up and head over to the monitors. “Shit, Dave, we have a problem. It looks like half the group is here.”

      Dave rushed to be next to Roger. Sweat had formed on his forehead, which he quickly wiped away. “How could they know so fast?”

      “Maybe they were on the darknet too?” Teddy offered.

      Dave knew it was possible; he wasn’t the only one that bought illegal weapons from the overseas sites.

      “Shit, it’s the captain.” Roger was watching Charlie exit his truck.

      “You sure he can’t get in?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Charlie pressed the intercom button. Dave could only stare at the device sitting on the desk.

      “Dave, I know you’re in there. Come on out; we’ll talk about this.”

      “How could he know?” Dave licked his lips.

      “Dave.”

      “I heard you,” Dave said, a touch of frantic in his voice. “I’m not coming out. Teddy heard you and Troy talking; I know you were going to kick me out. I’m the best soldier you have and you were going to kick me out.”

      “Open the door and we’ll talk about it.”

      “Because I’m that stupid.”

      “We’re a unit, Dave, you don’t turn your back on your people like this. I don’t know what Teddy thought he heard, but yes, we did want to talk to let you know that some of the things you do make people uncomfortable. All we were looking for was an adjustment.”

      “Don’t need an adjustment now, Captain. I’m in charge. I think I’m going to make myself a General; I’ll rule the world.”

      “A general in charge of who, Dave? You have three people down there with you, all of them male. Going to be difficult to repopulate with that configuration.”

      “He’s right,” Roger said.

      “Shut up, Roger. The only way you get laid is to pay for it,” Dave shouted.

      “It was one time!” Roger shot back.

      “And how many times have you had sex?” Dave asked. Roger didn’t reply.

      “How does he know who's down here?” Nick asked. He’d walked over to one of the tables. “Hey, is this jacket any of yours?”

      “Shit,” Troy mumbled. It was his.

      “Give me that.” Dave swiped it from Nick’s hand. There was a jingling of keys as he shook the jacket. He reached into the pocket and pulled out a leather bi-fold wallet and opened it up.

      “Hey, it’s Troy’s.” Dave read the driver’s license and looked up. “He’s in here. Everyone get your guns.”

      “And do what?” Teddy asked.

      “We’ll ask him to leave nicely,” Dave replied.

      “But then we’d have to open the door? I thought we didn’t want to open the door,” Teddy said.

      “Shut up. Troy, we know you’re in here! You should come out before one of us does something stupid.”

      Troy quickly texted Charlie about his predicament.

      “It’s going to be worse if we have to find you!” Dave yelled out.

      Charlie looked at his phone. “Shit. Kendall, you in position?”

      “Say the word, sir.”

      “Go.”

      Kendall pulled the pin on a tear gas canister and dropped it down the air intake. Charlie could only hope that the quartet in there hadn’t been smart enough to shut off the flow. The bunker was designed to be completely sealed when necessary, but there was no reason to use the CO2 scrubbers until needed, and, as such, the bunker was supplied with outside air during non-emergency times.

      “What’s burning?” Teddy asked, pointing to the far side of the room.

      Roger was panning one of the cameras. “Fuck, Kendall is dropping tear gas down the vents.”

      “There are gas masks in the weapons locker—get them,” Dave told Teddy.

      “Now or never,” Troy whispered, psyching himself up. Nick was on the far end of the room, Teddy was at the locker across and to the left of him, and Roger and Dave were busy at the monitors. It was unlikely they wouldn’t notice him, but if he had a bit of luck on his side, he’d be quick enough to open the door. Didn’t need a code to do it from the inside.

      “Getting bad.” Nick was coughing, but hadn’t thought to move away from the intake.

      Troy’s eyes were beginning to water as trace amounts of the gas started to reach him. Just as he stood, Teddy had turned to ask Dave if he had the keys to the locker. Troy had his pistol leveled on the boy. He put the pointer finger from his left hand to his lips as he moved quickly. He was directly behind Dave when Teddy shouted out a warning.

      “Don’t.” Troy had his weapon pointed directly at Dave, as the two men at the monitors turned around.

      Dave’s eyes narrowed. “There’s four of us. What are you going to do, kill us all?”

      “I can kill him!” Nick was running their way, his handgun out in front of him. He fired twice before anyone could respond. Both shots ricocheted off the cement walls.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Dave yelled, he had ducked down and was reaching for his sidearm as Troy took off for the doors. Dave fired over Roger’s shoulder. A bullet sliced neatly through the muscle on Troy’s side, high up on his rib cage. He hastily fired back. The bullet blasted through Roger’s chest and into his heart, rupturing the organ. He was dead before his brain could register the pain. Bullets were slamming off the inner door, shooting sparks as they careened away. An alarm bleated as Troy slammed his hand down on the emergency exit. Nick ran toward the door so fast he didn’t stop until the muzzle of Charlie’s weapon was pressed against his chest.

      “Drop it.”

      Nick let the handgun drop to the floor. It had no sooner hit when he brought his arm up to grab the rifle away from Charlie; the shot in the enclosed area was deafening. Blood sprayed from the fatal wound. Nick stood there, looking at the plume of blood forming on his shirt. He put one hand on the wound and the other on the wall to support himself.

      “Gimble, help him,” Charlie said. “Troy, you all right?” Charlie could see the blood.

      “Just a scrape; I’ll be fine. Roger is down. Teddy isn’t going to do anything. Dave’s not going to give up so easily.”

      Charlie, Troy, and five others streamed through the door. Teddy went to his knees, his hands above his head and a spreading puddle of urine soaking the ground around him. Dave was busy at the keyboard. He made a few more keystrokes before looking over and raising his hands above his head. He had an unjustified smile upon his face.

      “Careful,” he said, “you don’t want to shoot the only person that has access to all the controls of this place.”

      “Move away from there.” Charlie motioned, Dave complied without further incident. “Let’s go. Everyone out until the gas clears.” Two of Charlie’s men roughly pulled Teddy to his feet and outside. Dave went under his own power, with an armed escort.

      A half-hour later, when the air filtration system had taken care of the gas, Charlie sent in some men to retrieve the bodies and to have his resident expert on computers, Sergeant Kendall, see if Dave was bluffing.

      She came out fifteen minutes, shaking her head. “Locked out. It says I have two more attempts before it will completely lock down.”

      “And if that happens?” Charlie asked.

      “You don’t want that,” she replied.

      “Definitely don’t.” Dave was grinning even wider at this point. His value had sky-rocketed.

      “Unlock the computer, Dave,” Charlie told him.

      “Seriously?” You just dragged Nick and Roger out in body bags, and my sources tell me that zombies have started eating people.”

      “Are you hearing yourself?” Charlie asked. “Zombies?” He sneered, but his heart started pumping wildly at the word. Had the voice in the mountains been right? Was it possible? “You’re talking crazy. Zombies are on television and books, not roaming the streets. Unlock the computer.”

      “Or what, Cap? Can’t just up and kill me. As it is you’ve got two dead bodies; police are going to be all over this place come morning. The secret will be out then. Or…if zombies are out there, like I said, and you lock the brains of the bunker up for all time, gonna be kind of fucked. You need me more than I need you.”

      “Is that so?” Charlie asked.

      “It is, and since that’s the case, I think I want to run the show from here on out. If the bunker is mine to command, so should the people be.”

      “Secure the prisoner,” Charlie told Gimble.

      “With pleasure.” She pulled his arms behind him and zip tied his hands together.

      Dave’s smile was still there, though it had lost some luster.

      Troy got some first aid in the form of an anti-bacterial and a wrap.

      “You okay?” Charlie asked, moving away from the prisoner.

      “Yeah. A little shaken up—I was expecting to go home and eat a good meal, not be in a fight for my life.”

      “It always happens like this. One second everything is just fine, and the next you’re experiencing what it feels like to get shot.”

      Troy reflected on the words. “Any truth to what Dave was talking about?”

      “If there is, it’s not national news yet. Either way, we’ve got to get that code from him. He locks up the system and we’ve got a huge underground paperweight. What I’m about to do is going to be…” he hesitated, “distasteful.”

      “Are you talking about torture?”

      “Get two people with you that aren’t squeamish and bring them inside. I’m going to have calls made and get the rest of the team here, just in case there’s any validity to what he’s talking about.”

      Ten minutes later, Troy, Charlie, Gimble, Kendall, and a seated Dave were inside the facility.

      “I already told you, I’m not telling you shit. This place is mine, and you all work for me!” Dave was pissed. “Now, let me go!”

      “As soon as we get the code, that’s exactly what I’m going to do,” Charlie told him evenly.

      “Did you not hear me? There are reports all over the globe that people are eating other people. Countries are falling, militaries are failing. This is it. This is exactly what we’ve been prepping for.”

      “And yet you took it upon yourself to lock out all but three of your friends. Why would you do that?” Charlie asked. Dave was silent. “I’m going to ask you once, nicely, to give me that code.”

      “Then what? You going to beat it out of me?” He wanted to sound defiant; it came across more as frightened. He had begun to realize the seriousness of the situation he found himself in and how poor his position. “I was in psyops. There’s nothing you can do to me here that I haven’t been through twice as worse.”

      “Psyops? You lying piece of shit. You were kicked out of the National Guard for failing to do the physical training requirements. I’ve seen guys do those tests with tires for stomachs.” Kendall told him.

      “How…how do you know that?”

      “Everyone here is vetted, dumbass,” she replied. “Just so we’re clear, I voted not to let you in. Just so happens your skillset in diagnostics was needed, otherwise none of us would be here.”

      “You’re lucky, I’m here. I’m telling you, it’s the end of the world.”

      “Are you going to give us the code?” Charlie asked.

      Dave pursed his lips and shook his head like a four-year-old might when they are being presented with a dinner of beets and lentils that they want nothing to do with.

      “Troy, will you get the shop vac please,” Charlie asked.

      Troy looked at him questioningly but did as he was asked.

      “If you were truly in psychological operations, you’ll be familiar with what’s about to happen.”

      Dave struggled against his binds. “What…what are you going to do?”

      “You want me to take his pants off?” Kendall asked.

      “What?” Charlie mouthed to her above Dave’s head so he couldn’t see.

      “I once read about this guy, was on a flight to LA. Big guy. He sat down on the toilet, basically sealed himself tight to the rim. When he was done, he flushed but because he had created such a solid connection, the vacuum created by the flushing action pulled his sphincter and anus completely out. Had to divert the flight and remove the entire toilet apparatus with him on it. Had more than two feet of interior parts marinating in…”

      “I get it,” Charlie told her, putting his hand up for her to stop.

      “You can’t! You can’t suck my ass out!” Dave begged.

      “What the fuck?” Troy asked, wheeling the cleaner over.

      “No one’s doing that,” Charlie told him. “Although, after I’m done, you may very well wish I had. Last chance.”

      “Go fuck yourself!”

      “You know, after we’re through, there’s an excellent chance you’ll be able to do just that.” Kendall laughed. “I wouldn’t want to watch, though.” She shivered.

      Charlie turned the machine on and placed his hand over the end to check the suction. Dave jumped as Charlie moved closer. Just as he was about to place it against Dave, Charlie’s wife, Laura, came in.

      “We’ve got a problem!” she shouted to be heard over the cleaner. He quickly shut it off.

      “I’ll be right back. This isn’t a reprieve from the governor,” Charlie told a clearly nervous Dave.

      Charlie and Laura were between the inner and outer doors. “We’re starting to get reports that something is happening. It does appear to be global, but we can’t get a clear picture of what it is exactly.”

      “Make sure everyone knows this isn’t a drill; I don’t want anyone sleeping in.”

      “Lovebug, what are you doing with Dave?”

      “At first, just making threats. But if we really are circling the drain right now, then I’m going to do whatever it takes to make him give me what I need.”

      Laura wanted to say something, but how could she? It was Dave, in his selfishness, that had driven her husband to this point, and now they had to factor in the safety of the entire group.

      “Ha!” Dave cried out. “I can tell by the look on your face that you know what I’m saying is true. Let me out of this, and I just might let you stay on as a janitor or something.”

      “Hold his head steady,” Charlie told Troy before turning the vacuum cleaner back on and placing the end of the hose up against Dave’s ear, forcing it tight. The machine whined loudly, as if it had a clog. Dave began to thrash around, his feet kicking out wildly as he tried to escape. The chair was hopping around as he bounced his entire frame in a desperate bid to be free from the harm being inflicted. He was screaming in pain as his eardrum was ruptured, and it felt as if his brain was being pulled through the resultant tear. When Charlie pulled the vacuum cleaner away, he wasn’t surprised to see a fair amount of blood pouring down Dave’s neck.

      “What the fuck, man! What did you do to me! I’ll kill you!”

      Charlie leaned over and spoke calmly. “That’s not going to happen, Dave. We’re just getting started. I can do things to you with ordinary, harmless-looking objects that you couldn’t dream of. Things you wouldn’t want to even know about. By the end, you’ll be begging to give me the code. I have the lives of nearly three hundred people resting on what happens right here, right now. You are nothing in that equation. I will do whatever it takes to make you give me what I need. The choice is yours; how damaged do you want to be when I’m done?”

      Dave shook his head, sending droplets of blood spraying. Charlie turned the vacuum back on and was moving toward the other ear.

      “Wait! Wait!” Dave yelled.

      “Don’t waste my time, Dave,” he said as he switched it off.

      “I’ll...I’ll tell you, but I get to stay.”

      “Not a chance. You’ve proved just how disloyal you’ll be in a crisis situation. I can’t trust you, and I will not endanger the lives of those around me—not for the likes of you. This is what’s going to happen. You give me the code, I let you go. Your ear will heal up in a few days, a week, possibly. Or we continue. Can you imagine how vulnerable you are going to be during a zombie invasion if you can’t hear or see? Unlike what I did to your ear, once I apply this to your eye, that’s it. You’ll be stumbling around in a never-ending blackness, not able to hear what comes up behind to eat you. And Dave, if you’re still having second thoughts, I want you to know the pain you felt in your ear is not even on the same scale as the unimaginable agony you are going to feel when your eyeball blasts through your eyelid, and no matter how hard you try to clamp them down in the hopes I’m lying, you’ll be wrong. This will suck everything down the tube, the eye, the optic nerve, and whatever else is attached. It’s a hideous thing. And as much as I don’t want to be witness to it again, I will absolutely do it.”

      Dave wasted no time giving up the code. He even went so far as to confess to a half dozen other crimes he had committed against the unit, including theft of supplies.

      “Kendall, check it out,” Charlie intoned.

      After a minute, she gave the thumbs up. “We’re in.” She hadn’t turned from the monitor. “Resetting now.”

      “Plankard, get him out of here. I’m sick of looking at him.”

      “You can’t just let me go! The zombies are here! Please—I’ll do anything.”

      “That’s the thing, Dave, you’ll do anything to protect your own ass. Get him out of here.”

      They’d made it to the door when Dave spun, his earlier fear turning to anger. “I know about this place, man. I’m going to pour gas down those intake pipes, light it up! You’ll all burn, and I’ll be up top laughing my ass off!”

      Charlie looked to Gimble, who knew the place better than anyone.

      “As long as the vents are closed up, it shouldn’t be a problem,” he replied.

      “What about the dynamite I lifted from my construction job?” Dave asked before realizing he may have gone too far and backtracked. “I mean, I wouldn’t use it, just that I have it…and now you need to keep me here, so, you know, I won’t be tempted into using it, that kind of thing, I mean, not that I would. All those kids dying—that would be horrible.”

      If he was trying to recant his earlier statement, Charlie couldn’t think of a worse way to do it.

      “Gimble?”

      “Tough to say, sir, we’ve never really tested anything like that. This is a bunker designed for a nuclear attack; I’d be more inclined to say it would hold up just fine, but those ducts are designed to stop contaminated air from coming in, not explosives. Now, I realize dynamite doesn’t qualify as a nuclear explosion, but shoving it down a tube? Sorry, sir, I honestly can’t say.”

      “I think, should this not be an apocalyptic event, Dave, we are really going to have to improve how we accept people into our ranks. You can add ‘stupidity’ to your resume along with cowardice and selfishness. Wonder what other shitty traits you have hidden in that body of yours,” Charlie said. “I guess you’re going to get your way, after all. Can’t let you go now.”

      “What? We’re going to let him stay?” Troy did not appear to be happy about that.

      “Not exactly.” Charlie pulled out his sidearm.

      “Whoa!” Troy and Dave said at the same time.

      “Charlie, you can’t do that. It’s murder. We’re already going to have to deal with the fallout from Nick and Roger; luckily we’ll be able to use the Castle Defense, but this is cold-blooded murder.”

      “By tomorrow night, millions, perhaps billions of people will be dead, Troy, not one person is going to miss or be looking for Dave.”

      “And if this apocalypse isn’t happening?”

      “Then I alone will answer for the crime.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Holy shit, Charlie—did you kill him?” I asked. Just then, Sergeant Kendall came in. I couldn’t help myself. “AL!” I said, louder than I should have.

      “Excuse me?” she asked.

      “Anus lady,” I clarified, although she had no clue what the hell I was talking about, and now I’d guaranteed another visit to HR.

      “What?” She looked on the verge of angry—most undoubtedly confused.

      “The captain here was relating the story of Dave Hawkins,” Plankard told her. When the veil of bewilderment didn’t raise, he continued. “Vacuum cleaner.”

      “Oh.”

      I was expecting a smile; this was when I realized that things didn’t end well for Dave.

      “Sometimes you need to do what is right, and sometimes you need to do it right,” Trip said from not even left field but somewhere outside the stadium, maybe from a bar across the street from the venue.

      “Umm, okay.” Charlie felt he had to acknowledge the man; I’d learned that sometimes it’s better to not. Once you go down that hole, it can end up being fairly deep and challenging to climb out of it.

      “The vacuum thing…will that really suck out an eyeball?” I was somehow simultaneously disgusted and intrigued by the idea. Not that I’d ever want to do it and it should never be tried at home or anywhere really, but I was wondering if, during the Spanish Inquisition, they had a Dyson, how many of their countrymen would have been blind?

      “Sir, outpost four has spotted zombies.” Kendall didn’t look like she wanted anything to do with the present conversation, or maybe she lived more in the now than the past. It was a smart way to exist. The past offered nothing now except pain and a deep nostalgia that burned holes into your heart.

      “Heading this way?” he asked.

      “No, but he said they were in a hunting configuration. Had shriekers.”

      “I wonder if this is normal, or if we were spotted leaving Etna.” Charlie was thinking.

      “I’m not big on coincidences,” I told him. “Not anymore.”

      “Now.” Trip had moved forward, so his face was between Charlie and me.

      The word made zero sense until I added it to his previous sentence. He’d known Dave’s fate before I had. I didn’t like it when he made sense; threw my world askew.

      “Do they have tin foil?” Trip was lighting a joint.

      “No, he’s right.” I was heading everyone off before they went down the incredulous road. “For some reason, tinfoil on your head scrambles the screeches. Listen, I know.” I put my hands up in defense. “It works. Doesn’t always completely cut the signal, but it keeps you from rolling around on the ground and trying to pull out the icepicks lodged in your brain. Strange how difficult it is getting other people to use it.”

      “Why is it so damn weird up here?” Charlie asked. “Staff Sergeant, search the apartments, send runners with tin foil to the outposts.”

      “Three sheets, line their hats,” I told him.

      Trip had got up and was rooting through the kitchen drawers. “Oooh…SlimFast shake packets! Anyone got some vodka?”

      My stomach did an involuntary flip flop at the thought.

      “You know what I’m going to do. What are your plans?” I asked Charlie. As soon as it was light out, I intended to go and meet up with my family. There was still one nagging little fucking piece of me, that I wanted to toss into a blender and then run over with a steam roller, that didn’t believe Bennington. I needed to see them to confirm everything with my own eyes and with my arms enveloping every one of them.

      “I wouldn’t feel like a true rescuer if I didn’t get you to where you needed to go.”

      “You’ve already done and risked so much. I know you and me have the bond of fighting men, but your wife is here, and these people with you, they don’t owe me anything.”

      “That’s not the way it works. We’re on a mission; we will follow through to the end.”

      “Listen, man, I can’t thank you enough for saving my ass back there, and I can’t believe I’m doing this, but I’m telling you, you need to take your people and go. When we did missions back in the day, it was for the betterment of us all, or anyway, that’s what we told ourselves. But this, it’s not helping your people, and if they lose anyone, they’re going to blame you, maybe not at first, but it will start to erode morale.”

      “I’ll think about it. For now, get some rest.”

      I wanted to tell him “as if,” but I was exhausted. Now if I could only figure out a way to get Trip out of my room. Laura hugged me before she followed her husband.

      “You heading out?” I asked Trip in a not so subtle way.

      “I like it here.”

      “I’m going to try and get some sleep.”

      “Good thing it’s not trombone Tuesday then. Wait, what day is it?”

      “Trip, head to your apartment, get some sleep. We have a lot of traveling to do tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, get what you can. Tonight is going to be a long night.” With that he left. It wasn’t until a few hours later that I fully understood the meaning of his words.
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      I tossed and turned for a solid two and a half minutes and then was dead to the night. If I dreamed, it wasn’t anything spectacular enough to hold onto upon awakening. And then I had to wonder why I was awake. It wasn’t daylight, wasn’t even the beginning of dawn. It was dark, the dark of no moon and cloud cover hiding the stars, dark. I could just make out my hand in front of my face. When I was a kid, I used to watch Little House on the Prairie, and there was an episode where Mary Ingalls wakes up blind. To my young self, it had seemed so sudden and terrifying that still, whenever confronted with all-encompassing darkness, I tend to go right to that fear.

      “No Scarlet Fever for you, Mike, so why are you up right now?” This was no drowsy “going to roll back over” type of wakefulness. I was up and alert, so much so that I sat up on the edge of the bed. “Come on, man! It’s, like, four in the morning.” I was angry.

      My heart about popped through my chest at the flicker of light across the room. Trip was sitting in a reclining chair and had just sparked one up.

      “Hey! Want a hit? Nothing better than a wake and bake session.” That last part was muffled through the intake of smoke.

      “Should have locked the door. What are you doing in here?”

      He’d let the flame go out; the room was once again dark. “I’m holding a finger up, in case you can’t see it.” Again this muffled, but spoken through the exhale. “I’ll let it down in three…two…”

      There was the sound of a gunshot, far off in the distance. Now I was up, getting dressed. There was an urgent knock on the door.

      “One,” Trip finished.

      “I hate when you do that shit.”

      “Sir?” Kendall asked as she poked her head in. She was carrying a battery lantern.

      “Not you, sorry. What’s going on?”

      “Outpost three hasn’t reported in, and two is being engaged.”

      “Enemy?”

      “Unsure. We’re assembling in the lobby in five.”

      “I’ll be right there.” I turned to Trip. “You staying or coming?”

      “Like my joint, this place is burnt,” he said as he stood.

      “What do you know?”

      “What don’t I know?” he said, and his words sounded laced with anguish.

      I didn’t ask him. I didn’t want to know. Plus, by the looks of personnel running down the hallway, things were heating up. I didn’t think Deneaux would launch an offensive, not with the zombies piling up around her gates, but it was never wise to underestimate her.

      The lobby was crowded as they waited for more information to trickle in.

      I worked my way over to Charlie, who was talking to Gimble.

      “Drone is up, should have a feed soon.” He had the picture fed to a TV set up on a table, a small battery generator supplying power. I’d give Charlie this, he traveled prepared.

      The picture was dark until Gimble flipped a switch and went to infrared. We could see three people approaching. One would lay down suppressive fire while two ran and set up to offer cover while the third caught up. It was a tactical withdrawal; that what they were shooting at wasn’t lit up in brilliant hues was all the information I needed to know that Deneaux wasn’t behind this attack. What was coming for them didn’t register as individuals, but rather a purplish blob. Their minimal heat signatures melded into each other to create one giant beast.

      “Give them some help,” Charlie told Gimble.

      I had to turn away from the television as the image burned white-hot into the screen. From now on, if anyone ever used this set, they would detect a faint, ghostly white hue to everything. Drone launched rockets can do that.

      “Base kilo, this is outpost two. Thanks for the help,” an obviously out of breath woman spoke quickly into her radio.

      “What’s your sitrep, over?” Kendall asked.

      “Jeps is hurt, twisted knee, slower than usual. Other than that, our withdrawal is without incident. We left before we could get overrun. Fifty or sixty of them—couldn’t get an accurate count.”

      “Sir.” Gimble was pointing to the screen, he’d turned the drone around and was looking at a fair part of the area we were in.

      “Tell them to go to rendezvous point two and await further instruction,” Charlie said.

      Kendall relayed the information. Fifty or sixty would have been a welcome number to what was bearing down on this apartment building.

      “How secure is this place?” I asked.

      “Steel door in the back is locked. One set of stairs and the elevator and then that.” Charlie was pointing to a set of glass French doors. “Drop the locking pins. Fourth squad, start piling up furniture. I want first squad set up by the stairs. The rest, get into your first-floor apartments. When I give the order, we start fighting—nothing before then. I’m holding on to the slim hope that they don’t know we’re here.”

      The lobby quickly began to empty.

      “Kendall. Let the other outposts know to head to point two, and do not come back here.” Charlie pulled me aside. “Anything I should know? We’ve never had a position discovered so quickly; my people are trained in the ability to melt away and not be seen.”

      “Like I told you. We’ve severely screwed up. These zombies are nothing like what you’re used to. I’m sure they’re adapting where you’re at, but these ones have been fast-tracked on the evolutionary scale.”

      “Limits?”

      “I don’t think so. We both watched them take down a helicopter and a tank.”

      “This can’t be happening. Is there any way to stop the spread of this virus uptick?”

      “You mean like we did the initial outbreak?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Doubtful. We just don’t have the manpower left to do it. And with them being smarter, I couldn’t even imagine how it would be done.” Now that I’d said those words, it struck me just how dire our situation was. Maybe not tonight’s, although that was still up in the air, but just in general. It would be tough to say that what we had been doing would be classified as “hanging on by our fingernails.” It now appeared that the fingernails we were holding ourselves up by were not only embedded in rotten finger holds, but the nails themselves were beginning to break and crack.

      “We’ll make it, Mike. We never thought we’d get out of Afghanistan, managed to leave that shithole behind.”

      What I didn’t say to him was, back then, we had somewhere to go to. That wasn’t the case anymore. And yeah, maybe we made it out physically, but mentally it was unlikely I’d ever leave the horrors behind. “You’re right.” I gave him my best thumbs up smile.

      “Don’t go to Hollywood,” Trip said quietly as Charlie’s attention was diverted elsewhere.

      “Blow me.”

      I had a marijuana cloud around me as he blew.

      “Didn’t mean literally, Trip.”

      “Let’s barricade the doors,” Charlie said.

      “Dressers and bed frames. We’ll make a huge doorstop.” I was looking from the doors to where the wall bumped out by the mailboxes. It was twenty feet, doable, though I wasn’t sure how strong it was going to be. Still beat the hell out of glass. I showed Charlie what I wanted to do; he was on board. We were moving quickly, rifling through apartments, gathering what we needed. Had just about everything when Trip came down, carrying a plastic kids’ bed shaped like a car.

      “You need to pick your apocalypse buddies better,” Charlie said as we shoved an old Victorian dresser into place; it must have weighed three hundred pounds.

      “You’d think that, but I’d have a hard time telling you how many times he’s saved my life.”

      Charlie paused. “Seriously?” We watched as Trip placed the small bed upon a much larger, heavy-duty metal-framed bed. I shrugged.

      I wasn’t sure how long this would hold. It seemed everything I’d done lately had amounted to nothing more than stalling tactics.

      “Sir, zombies are coming down the street, number in the hundreds,” Kendall told Charlie.

      “They looking around?” he asked.

      She relayed the question. “It doesn’t appear so.”

      Now it was a matter of, did we hope we’d gone unnoticed and they’d go about their merry eating way, or, did we fire when we had great lines of sight and attract everything in the city? There was no exit strategy. We could hole up here for a while, but any prolonged siege would see us rapidly depleting supplies. If the hundreds grew to thousands, we’d never get out. Charlie was going through all of this.

      “Stay out of sight until I give the order,” he said.

      Trip, at some point, had got the mattress that went to the bed and was lying on it, knees bent to fit, and staring up at the ceiling. “Now, we wait,” he said to one of the voices in his head.

      It was quiet in that lobby; nobody was talking. We could hear the low growl-grumble of zombies and the shuffling of their clothes and footsteps on the pavement. They weren’t in any particular rush. Either this was a patrol or they already knew we were here, like fish in a barrel, and weren’t going anywhere. Then came a thump against the front door. I was sincerely hoping one of them had stumbled and fell into it. Then came a creak as the door was pushed on. Our makeshift barricade was working, against this limited attack, anyway. The creaking got louder; we could hear the glass being flexed in its frame. I was looking around the room at the tense faces. Charlie was staring at the doors—or the back of a couple of dressers, anyway.

      “Kendall, if that glass breaks, give the order to open fire, in front only,” he whispered. Didn’t have to wait long for that scenario to unfold. We’d gone from a hushed silence to full-on war cacophony in under ten seconds. The shots were coming from the first floor, so it was somewhat muted from our position, but normal conversational tone was out of the question. Wood groaned and metal flexed as enormous pressure was being exerted. It was a concerted effort happening on their part to get in. A bed frame squealed an inch out of alignment as our whole array was being squeezed like a teenager might a giant pimple. Had to make sure it didn’t burst, sending a gooey filling splashing across the room or, in this case, a bunch of flesh-bags flooding into our space. It eased up as the squad blew holes into the enemies’ heads. I tried to push the bed back into place, but it was impossible to move. I even noted that one of the rails had a slight twist in it. Possibly, it had come downstairs that way, but I doubted it. If metal was bending, how much longer would the wooden furniture last? It was already groaning like the deck of a sailing ship built in the 1800s in a horrendous storm. So, I am, in a wordy way, saying it didn’t sound good.

      The push inward had stopped for the moment, but I knew what was going to happen. The zombies, instead of fighting through the dead and mangled bodies of their brethren, would merely pull them out of the way and start anew. I would be okay with this tactic, if they had finite numbers, but that never seemed to be the case. Either the noise would draw more or the new field marshals would call in reinforcements. This was not a game we could win. I hate to admit it, but I pondered for a second what I could offer Deneaux that would compel her to airlift us out of here to safety. Then I figured unless we were sitting on a warehouse full of unfiltered cigarettes, she’d just as likely put a missile through the roof. I would, if the roles were reversed.

      “How many rounds you have?” I asked.

      “Enough,” Charlie answered, though I saw that his lips were tight as he said the word.

      I took a gander at the steps leading up, saddened that they were formed from concrete and weren’t going anywhere without a healthy dose of what Rose could offer. Once the doors failed, which they would, it would be a hard press on the stairs, and the landing was only ten steps up, It was too short of a distance to make any sort of prolonged stand. At that point, we’d be barricaded inside apartments, cut off from the majority of others. A slow, methodical, B and E would ensue, although, the “E” in this instance stood for “eating” as opposed to “entering.”

      Our only hope, again, resided in escape. To run from here. How and where we were going were the top questions swirling around in my mind.

      “Sir, you’re going to want to hear this.” Kendall handed Charlie the radio as the rifle fire above us slowed considerably, to the point there was only some sporadic firing.

      Charlie’s eyebrows furrowed as he listened. He motioned for me, and we quickly went upstairs. We went into an apartment; a trio of shooters were staring and pointing out the window. We were looking at fifteen zombies carrying a covered, bus stop station. It was fairly ironic that on the plexiglass wall coming toward us was an ad for Summit Dental, their slogan: Eat What You Want To; an older lady had a much too large, and far too bright, smile as she gazed longingly at the food on her plate.

      “They going to use that as a battering ram?” one of the men in the apartment asked.

      “Covered corridor,” Charlie answered grimly.

      “But it’s plastic,” the private said.

      “It’s the fact that they’re even trying it,” I added.

      “Blow them back to the middle ages,” Charlie said before turning to walk away. We got out of the room just as the shooting began.

      “What the fuck, Mike. What aren’t you telling me? How are they employing Medieval fighting tactics?”

      “Charlie, what could you possibly think I’m not telling you?”

      “I don’t know, I don’t know. It’s just, I like my zombies slow and stupid.”

      “Don’t we all.”

      “Are you being flippant?”

      “Are you kidding me? If I’d known they were going to mutate and adapt the way they have, I would have more embraced those early days of the z-poc. Who the fuck would have thought I’d be looking back on those days fondly? I initially fought against the magic bullets, but that cat was out of the bag before I even stumbled across it. And bud, I’m telling you, when you’re in a hot spot and you don’t need a headshot to kill, that changes everything. And if I need further justification, the bullets were merely an accelerant to what was already happening.”

      “Know what happens to a fire when you douse it with an accelerant?”

      “This a rhetorical question? I sometimes have a hard time differentiating.”

      “A lot of times when we were in the middle of some shit, I appreciated your sense of humor—not always, but most times. Right now isn’t one of them.”

      I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to answer because I had been serious with my question.

      “It’s done, Charlie. Nothing is going to change that fact. What we both need to do now is get out of here and back to where we need to be. You in Texas, and me with my family. Can’t you use that drone of yours to blast a hole?”

      “Not big enough,” he answered almost as if by rote; his thoughts were elsewhere. “Kendall!” he yelled, leaving me to wonder what was going on. I figured best to follow him and get it straight from the source instead of letting my mind run wild, which is never a good idea, as many a witness can attest.

      Charlie had beat me downstairs by a few steps. Even so, I heard Trip shout out, “Two thousand eighty.”

      Just as likely to be the number of times he’s dosed on acid as how many zombies there were outside, except it wasn’t either.

      “Kendall, how far away from our home base are we?” Charlie asked.

      “I’ll check, but over fifteen hundred miles,” she said.

      I was looking over to Trip. “I’m going to say two thousand eighty,” I repeated Trip’s figure.

      “We’ll go with that.” Charlie had a gleam in his eye. “Where’s Gimble?”

      “Roof.”

      “Does she have a radio?”

      A couple of seconds later, Charlie had his sergeant on the line. “Gimble, what’s a Reaper’s range?”

      “It specs out at eleven hundred. I don’t think it’s a good idea to go much over a thousand. Make sure you can get it turned around—five out, five back.”

      “Thank you, Sergeant. Kendall, get me the base.”

      “Valhalla, this is Bifrost. Again, Valhalla this is Bifrost.”

      “Read you nine by nine Bifrost, this is Valhalla, go.”

      Kendall gave the handset to Charlie. “Valhalla, this is Thor.”

      “Copy Thor.”

      Charlie had his finger to me to shut up, as I was about to question the mythological references, especially the part about him being a Norse God. I wonder what Laura thought of that.

      “Scramble a Valkyrie team, full load.”

      Now it was getting interesting.

      “I need them stationed within a maximum of five-hundred miles of our location. Meili will give coordinates. Let me know when they’re close to the perimeter.” He gave the set back to Kendall, who was giving coordinates.

      “What’s going on?” I asked when he was done.

      “How long do you think we can realistically hold out?”

      I didn’t answer, hoping this was one of those rhetorical ones. How could that be answered? He kept looking at me.

      “Shit, man, you know as well as I do that a battle can turn in the span of an eye blink, that darkness in between open and closed that your brain compensates for by filling in the blanks. So…you’re never really aware that you are blinking until you, for some unfathomable reason, think directly upon it, and then can’t stop thinking about it.”

      “A straight answer, that’s all I’m asking for. You know these zombies better than I do. How long is a reasonable amount of time we can stay here?”

      “There are so many factors. Number of bullets, fatigue, morale, what the enemy brings to bear. This barricade. It holds until it doesn’t.” That was the best I could give him.

      He pulled me to a small alcove to make sure none could hear us.

      “Just you and me, Mike. Best guess.”

      I looked at him with what I’m pretty sure were pleading eyes. I didn’t want to answer the friggen question. One of those “fuck reality,” type of things. He pressed on.

      “Fine, man, you want an answer? If we’re here twenty-four hours from now, I’ll be somewhat amazed.”

      “Like you won a round of Jeopardy amazed or won Wheel of Fortune amazed?”

      “Win Jeopardy? What fucking miracles are you trying to play at? Every once in a while, I got the hundred dollar question right in a category I was familiar with. Never once got Who are French Impressionist artists for eight hundred.”

      “Two hours to load up, fifteen-hundred miles to drive, that’s close to thirty-two hours right there. Top speed around two-fifty, another three and a half hours. What do you think, old friend, can we make it for close to thirty-six?”

      “Is Vanna going to be here?”
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      Rifle fire kicked on and off like a bored kid playing with a light switch. Sometimes the zombies pressed the attack, other times, they stayed away. I don’t know if they were testing our fortifications, our resolve, or just plain waiting for the big guns. I didn’t think anything short of a bridge pylon would stop a group of bulkers if they charged headlong into the doors. The day had come and gone, shadows were once again getting long.

      “You have NVGs?” I asked as I noticed it was beginning to get dark.

      “We’ve got some,” he responded. “I already have the front-facing personnel donned with them.”

      I was pacing in the lobby, or a condensed version of it, considering that the piled furniture was making it difficult to get any long strides. “I’m betting they’re waiting for the cover of darkness, but something else is going on. They’re not pressing the attack. I’m just talking out loud; let me know if anything strikes a chord. I’ve seen zombies retreat in the face of overwhelming losses, even early on, so that’s a possibility. But that’s usually a herd mentality type of thing; I’m fairly certain these ones are being directed by one of our advanced superstars. But they seem less concerned with the well-being of their charges, so that’s probably not it. Could be waiting on some bulkers to waddle their fat asses up here, shriekers, some as of yet unknown beasts, or, well, we’ve already seen a rudimentary display—I’m leaning toward siege machine.”

      “Like a trebuchet?”

      “I doubt they’re working on catapults, but I wouldn’t be overly surprised to see some sort of improvised ladder. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised to see an actual ladder.”

      “Please tell me you’re spit balling here.”

      “Charlie, I hope so. But they had what they hoped was covered concealment. The ideas are already in their heads; it’s what they do with it we have to watch out for.”

      “Kendall, let all sides be on the lookout for anything unusual. Make sure there’s at least one pair of night vision per side.”

      “On it, sir,” she told him. “On a side note, we’re hours closer to some help.”

      “About that, you never really told me your plan.”

      “And spoil the surprise?”

      “I’m not much for surprises these days, or really, any day, ever, unless it involves my wife and some cool whip…forget it.”

      “Speaking of, I’m going to check on Laura.”

      “Tell her I said hi.” I stayed in the lobby. There were four others, but we avoided each other much like strangers will in the confines of an elevator. Amazing how, when our personal space is severely encroached upon, most of us retreat further in, perhaps in an attempt to maintain distance. I was alone, in my head, anyway, where most of us that feel alone dwell. I was thinking about going up and seeing the dogs. Trip had gone up a couple of hours ago to have a heart to heart with them; I thought that maybe they would welcome the rescue. I couldn’t, though—something was up, I could feel it. I can’t say I’m psychic, if I ever boarded a plane that ultimately crashed, I could be like, “I knew that was going to happen,” but only because I always had it in the back of my head it was going to crash. I think this comes from having been a Red Sox fan early on, when you knew, no matter what the season looked like, they were going to choke and lose. By the time they’d won the World Series, this particular trait was already engrained.

      Where the hell was I? Right, my gut was roiling, and it had nothing to do with the tuna casserole MRE, okay, maybe a little bit, but this was more profound. The reptilian survival instinct within me could tell that something was wrong or soon would be. I did not like the feeling at all, especially when I could do nothing but wait for the hammer to swing. I debated going to the first floor and checking out the perimeter that way, but that was maybe the last thing that a squad wanted—some unknown officer intruding. I’d been in enough hostile situations to know this. I decided on the roof. I could walk unimpeded and look around the entire perimeter without bothering anyone while staying completely isolated within my dour thoughts. Seemed perfect.

      Charlie had people posted up here, a couple per side, thankfully it was wide open, and we could actively ignore each other without making it weird. The first loop, I did the obligatory greetings and noticed nothing overly unsettling. The second time, not having to worry about pleasantries, I looked more intently. There were zombies, they were in the distance and becoming difficult to see as the sun was calling it a day, but not doing much besides marking time. Just as an FYI, that’s never a good thing. Zombies are like gang members or politicians, they’re great at just waiting for an opportunity to strike their unsuspecting targets. Although with all of those groups, we’re expecting something to happen; it’s just a matter of how savage the beating to your person, or your checkbook, as the case may be, will be. Make sense? It made sense on the fourth loop around. By now I was making the personnel uncomfortable. I’m thinking they could pick up on my nervousness; I was concerned I was distracting them from doing their jobs. It didn’t stop me from doing what I was, though.

      I was focusing so intently as darkness descended, it was like I wasn’t seeing anything. Forest for the trees, bigger picture type of thing. Overplayed cliché, but the easiest way to explain.

      “Sir,” a Corporal Dendrum said as I approached. I thought maybe there’d been a shift change, and he’d yet to greet me.

      I gave him a half-hearted “hi” in return.

      “Sir?” he questioned.

      “Sorry, lost in what could pass for thoughts.”

      Not that what I said was particularly funny, but he didn’t even pretend.

      “Can I help you, Corporal?”

      “We’re seeing something strange but can’t tell what it is, wasn’t sure if I should wake the captain or not.”

      “How long have I been up here? Forget it. Show me.”

      He handed over a pair of NVGs, then pointed down the street. “What am I looking at?” I asked more of myself than him. I could see some purple blobs spaced more or less evenly out in a line. There was a darker patch running down the middle of the line. It was a formation of some kind, but for what purpose I did not know…until it started to move.

      “Dendrum, call Captain Blaylock.” I was watching as the zombies looked like they were bending over to pick something up, figured it out soon enough. “Then, get me the first floor.” It was ten bulkers, not sure where they’d got what they had or how they did it, but they were placing a two-ton telephone pole on their fucking shoulders. This made any sort of headshot a problematic proposition, and they now carried arguably the world’s largest battering ram. Maybe in the 1600s, this would be considered on the small or average size, but right now, it was the Godzilla of rams.

      “The captain is on his way. First floor, Sergeant Sanchez, on now, sir,” Dendrum said.

      “Sergeant, you see what’s coming your way?”

      “We see it, haven’t identified it, sir.”

      “It’s bulkers,” I clarified. “Giant zombies carrying a pole big enough to break out half a wall. Body shots will be ineffective—blow their legs out!” I tossed the handset back to Dendrum so I could aid in the defense of the building. Thought I’d have a relatively clear shot from this vantage point, until zombies I hadn’t seen began pouring out from side streets. They were going to use themselves as cover for the bulkers. It got to the point where it was packed so densely with zombies, that, even with night vision on, it would have been impossible to distinguish one from another. And all I had was starlight.

      “Looks like the zombies bet on the under,” Charlie said as he joined me on the roof.

      “I wish that wasn’t funny,” I told him. “Did you get some sleep?”

      “That would have been nice.”

      “You?”

      “I’ve been walking the roof the whole time.”

      “The whole time? It’s been hours.”

      “No wonder my feet are fucking killing me.”

      “Plankard, get the 203s up here,” Charlie told his staff sergeant.

      “Grenade launchers? How many of those do you have? And can I have one?”

      “Yes, grenade launchers. We have six, and not a chance in hell. You almost killed us the last time you fired one of those. Or do you not remember when you shot at a piece of mountain and the grenade came right back at us? If not for the hundred feet it takes for them to arm, they’d still be scraping us up.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you I got shot?”

      “I’ll admit you had a hole in the side of your jersey, but it looked more like wear and tear than a bullet hole.”

      “I was shot…at.”

      Wasn’t a couple of minutes before we had the six M203s, their respective operators, and a crate of grenades. We were at a détente of sorts. The zombies were somewhere around a quarter of a mile away, and that was the very far end of the effective range of the weapon. Made about as much sense to shoot them now, as it did telling your self-conscious wife who had borne your child just a month previously that she’d be better off with a salad. Hey, hey—I’m not saying I did that, I’m just making an analogy. I’ve got my problems; requesting death by nut punches is not among them.

      “What are they waiting for?” Charlie asked.

      “Dramatic effect,” that from Trip. He’d brought the dogs up to take care of some business. He’d even brought up some plastic shopping bags to pick up the mess with, which he gladly handed over to me.

      “Gee, thanks,” I told him. I did pick it up, mainly because the roof was most likely going to be swarming with people soon enough. I had a moment of guilt as I hurled the trash off the roof. Scared the shit out of someone on the first floor who heard it splat. I spent a few calming moments with the dogs; wasn’t sure when I’d be able to do that again. I grabbed Riley’s face in my hands. “When this goes sideways, you make sure to take Ben-Ben and get the hell out of here. Will you do that for me?” She licked my face. I took that to mean she understood and would do exactly as I asked.

      “Mike, they’re moving,” Charlie informed me.

      “Trip, will you take them back down before the shooting starts?”

      “On it, boss.” He shuffled over quickly. His pants were down around his ankles; luckily, he had on drawers.

      “Please tell me you weren’t planning on going up here too?”

      “No! Uh…I thought I had an extra Quaalude in my pocket, and I jammed my hand too far down, and pushed my pants off.”

      “That’s not half bad, fairly believable. Don’t get too stoned. Chances are we’re going to be running soon.”

      “What’s ‘too stoned?’”

      “Stay awake, how about that?”

      “I got just the ticket!” He pulled another wonder pill from his pocket; I didn’t ask.

      The zombie formation was beginning to pick up steam. Charlie was watching like a football coach trying to burn as much time off the clock before calling a time out. In this instance, he would be commanding them to fire. Me, personally, I would have started a hundred feet prior, but I’m like that. I get super nervous when zombies, carrying something that will breach our defenses relatively easily, are making their way toward us.

      “Charlie,” I said softly when they were halfway.

      “These have to count, Mike. Don’t have an unlimited supply.”

      I wanted to tell him it would suck dying and still having them all. Can’t take them with you. Heaven frowns on explosives; Hell might get a kick out of them, but it was more likely they’d use it on the carrier as opposed to letting us play with them. Another hundred feet, now the gunners were getting nervous. Every once in a while, one of them would look back at their commander in the hope that maybe they’d missed the order. If he didn’t do it, I was going to. At this point they would have taken the command from Trip.

      “Fire!” he yelled. There was a series of whooshing sounds as what I hoped were M433 high explosive grenades were launched. Four explosions ripped apart a healthy chunk of zombies. It was impossible to tell through the debris flare and concussions of the grenades, but I thought a bulker had gone down.

      “Reload, fire at will.”

      There were six shooters, yet I’d only counted four explosions. It was doubtful they’d messed up and were using training rounds, which meant that this batch was faulty, somehow. That was dangerous in its own right. If one of those exploded in the tube, well, game over. Might not be the worst thing that could happen, though, as this game sucked. Most games you wanted to play as long as your quarter would allow; right now, I wanted a refund and maybe a reboot of the machine. Another series of whomps, and this time, pay dirt with six building-rocking explosions. The damage was immediate and devastating. We all heard the heavy thump as the telephone pole fell to the ground. At least half of the bulkers had spilled their immeasurable guts onto the pavement. A loud cheer went up as we’d logged our first victory in defense of our building. It was short-lived. By now, most of the group on the roof was watching what was happening on our side; it was good to know that not all had abandoned their posts.

      “Sir, we have zombies!” someone shouted from the far side of the building. “Another pole!”

      “What?” I turned.

      “Here too!” came from the left; it was only a couple of seconds until a guard on the right reported the same thing. It had been a ruse, a distraction from their real plan.

      “You know what you can do with your smart zombies?” Charlie left that question to me, as he divided up his grenadiers.

      This was far from my fault. I’d done what I could to stop the mutation. Too much was going on to worry about hurt feelings. By now, the group had dispersed to their assigned areas. I stayed where I was, grabbed someone’s NVGs and kept a look out on the road below. Just like I figured, there was another group of bulkers, and they had a zombie escort heading to the downed pole. Four sides being attacked at the same time; the odds we could stop them all were rapidly approaching nope.

      “Charlie! We need to prepare for entry! Get your people out of the lobby—another group is coming this way!”

      I could only hope that the anger on his face wasn’t directed at me. Yeah, of course, I appreciated the hell out of the rescue, but I’d not asked for it. I was never much for anyone risking all for me. Grenades were being fired all around the building; it was like tossing cracker snaps at an anthill. You can pretend you’re doing incredible damage, but that’s all it is, make-believe. The roof, or more correctly, the building, shook as one of the groups made contact. Even over the din of war, I could hear a high number of windows shattering and showering glass. Once they were inside, all that was going to stand between them and us were the fire doors. I raced to the access door and took half flights at a time until I was in the lobby. There was an extremely nervous group of six people looking at me. Charlie must not have heard me, for they’d not been given the order to leave.

      “Everyone out! Now! I need help keeping this door shut.” I was looking around, grabbed a bed frame. “Seriously, people, this place is about to be flooded with zombies.”

      They looked to each other; a strike to the wall sent the entire mailboxes assembly to the ground and jolted them into action. That, and the crack of bricks and mortar tends to do that to people.

      “How are you going to do this?” a corporal asked as she helped me to the door leading up.

      “Let's break the wood off; we just need the steel part.”

      She leaned it up against the wall and kept it steady as I kicked it. The splintering of wood was far less loud than the crumbling of the building. We worked the headboard back and forth until it ripped clean then followed the same routine with the footboard. By now the lobby was filling in with dust and a fair amount of fallen ceiling. The door swung out into the lobby; we maneuvered the rail so that it was underneath the push bar with either end resting against the door frame and surrounding wall. Because of the angle and length, it was not a tight, snug, hold itself in position, fit. We stepped back to look at our handiwork, and just the assault on the building was enough to make it move. We grabbed it before it could fall entirely out of place.

      “I’ll hold it, sir,” the corporal told me.

      If you’re easily offended, skip the next couple of sentences. She looked as excited about that prospect as a lesbian might be holding her first penis. Hand held away from the body, head turned away in disgust, maybe fear, definitely some loathing.

      The door was solid, no safety glass to see if anyone was coming, might be a code violation, but just this once I was willing to look past the oversight. I thought about busting off the handle on the outside, but I wasn’t sure how that would affect the mechanics of the door, and we didn’t have the luxury of a trial run. Well, we kind of did, could have done the same thing on the second and third floor, which, now that I was thinking about it, was exactly what I was going to do. Still, there was no sense in breaking one of the three failsafes. I was abundantly sick of getting stuck on rooftops.

      “This even looks like it’s going to fail, you leave here. Do you understand me?”

      She nodded.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Judy Amesbury, sir.”

      “Okay, Judy, I’m going to send you some back-up, okay? Will you be all right for a couple of minutes?”

      “I’m good, sir. It was worse in Syria.”

      I nodded. “I’ll have someone here in a minute.”

      Trip was sitting in the corridor on the first floor, Riley and Ben-Ben with him.

      “Might be a good idea to head up to the roof,” I told him.

      “Are you real?” he asked, his eyes glazed over. His hand was reaching out in a questioning touch, if there is such a thing. Like I was most likely a mirage, and he needed to feel me to see if I was factual.

      “Real enough.” I moved closer to help him stand.

      “So much going on, Ponch. You’re close.”

      “I know, man, I’m right here.”

      “No, not this reality. Another, starker place. You’ve endured some…” He hitched. “Hardships. Things I’m sorry for.”

      “Trip, we’ll talk about it later, or maybe we won’t, but you’ve gotta move.”

      He was lost in a faraway fog. I’d warned him not to get too stoned, but I didn’t think that was the case here. He seemed lucid enough, considering the person. This was different; part of him walked through a different world. I led him up; the pups followed. I deposited Trip, who had yet to journey all the way back, against a wall far from all the bustling activity going on. I found Charlie and told him what was going on. He immediately got a group together and told them what needed to be done. I did a quick survey. Two of the battering teams were completely out of the picture, dozens, perhaps, hundreds of zombies were blasted into pieces, surrounded by pitch slathered splinters the size of Zulu warrior spears.

      The bulkers at the front were reduced to two. They would have been better off abandoning the pole and slamming their great bulk against the door. It was good to know, at least, that the Field Marshal was not so savvy at making in-fight adjustments. Rifle fire was peppering down on them and their covering zombies like angry, softball-sized hail on a husband’s mid-life crisis: a two-door sports car that his wife hated and had prayed to any listening deity that they would destroy it. It was withering fire, and within a few moments, the entire group had been subdued. The same could not be said for the remaining sides. The building shook violently as a portion of the wall on the first floor succumbed to the offensive. Charlie kept up the barrage of firing, but zombies were bleeding through. Our hastily applied bandages not enough to stem the flow of the hemorrhage.

      Charlie didn’t look so good. It may have been the lighting, but I was betting on the fact that he’d never been so completely befuddled by a zombie attack. It’s a gut punch the first time you realize that the brainless brain-eaters have one-upped you. Luckily, I’d long since gotten over that hump. Better to swallow a little pride than get swallowed.

      “How much ammunition do you have?” I was watching ammo cans being hauled up and opened.

      “Decent shape.”

      “Not sure what ‘decent shape’ means in terms of numbers, but maybe we should yield the lobby, horde our rounds until your back-up plan comes.”

      “Do you think the doors will hold that long?”

      I locked up. I was frozen somewhere between a flippant answer, a hopeful answer, and an outright lie; couldn’t manage to get any of the choices verbalized.

      “You always did know the right thing to say.” He clapped my shoulder.

      Charlie got questioned by Plankard regarding the ceasefire order. The Staff Sergeant was concerned that the zombies were going to demolish the building. He changed his stance when I told them this wasn’t an enemy bent on our destruction; they were looking to eat. Wouldn’t do any good if we were buried under tons of rubble. Far from the answer he was looking for, sort of like telling a heart attack survivor he no longer had to worry about his faulty ticker because he had inoperable stage four cancer.

      We had the same bed frame set up ready to go, when and if the lobby failed. If. What a funny word that was turning out to be lately. There weren’t many times that the balance scale with when on one side, and if on the other, hadn’t dropped the latter heavily into the shitty muck the entire set-up rested upon. If was right up there with all-time words I hated, just ahead of “surprise quiz” and behind “accidental shart.” Debated changing that last sentence, who would intentionally shart? But, well, there used to be people that licked public toilet bowls, so who can tell. I’m about a hundred percent certain there was someone who overate street tacos and downed it with probiotics and laxatives in the hopes they could go gallivanting down the street playing the dirty trombone—one wet raspberry at a time.

      We watched as the zombies came into the building; it wasn’t as many as could come in. Usually, the zombies crowd an area, making it look like Times Square at any given noon. Wasn’t sure of this particular tactic. They immediately went for the door leading up, but our bed frame lock was doing its job. For the moment, we were in a noticeably quiet stand-off.

      “What’s your plan with the drone?” I asked Charlie when he was done giving orders and had sat to get a bite to eat.

      “Besides blowing great numbers of zombies to hell?”

      “Yeah, besides that.”

      “I’d hoped it would clear an entire street and we’d make a run for it. Now, we’re going to have to fight through the lobby. The timing is going to have to be dead on. Sorry about the pun, wasn’t intentional. If we don’t get out when it’s clear, the red tide will rush back into the vacuum created.”

      “What if we let them up?”

      “Finish that thought, otherwise I’m going to think sometime between Afghanistan and now, you lost your mind.”

      “Let them up and we go out the windows to the street. I have experience in rope sheets.”

      “Let me guess. You were sixteen, and her father came home early.”

      “No, that had more to do with a radiator on my ass. Still hurts when I think about it.”

      “How are we going to get this many people out of windows that quick?”

      “Ten windows on the street, even number of your personnel per window. Two seconds to slide down the ten feet. Shit, man, can’t be talking more than a couple of minutes. A lot quicker than fighting in close quarters.”

      “I like this idea about as much as I like your idea of stealing a munitions truck to get back to the barracks. We were less than a block away. A block, Talbot.”

      I didn’t say anything. That wasn’t one of my finest hours; couldn’t really defend it.
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      The zombies turned the handle in that lobby continuously since the moment they entered. Never got the door open, and, looking back, it was a half-hearted attempt. Something more along the lines of keeping us distracted, again. Whoever was running the show was a big fan of those diversion tactics. Must have been a magician in another life. Dawn had come, and with it the vivid 4k display of mangled and mutilated zombie bodies. A red, dry riverbed of crusted bloody sand had stained the roadway as it sought out storm drains. What was more unsettling than that, were the thousand-ish zombies standing stock still, though each one of the bastards was looking up to the roof. I did my usual, I fart in your general direction derision and flipped them off. Had not been expecting a pre-teen zombie of indeterminate gender (due to the layer of filth that covered it), to return the gesture. It was quite possible that he or she was the leader and had quite literally just shown its hand. I put a nice pencil-sized hole squarely in its forehead, snapping the head back as the knees gave out and it fell over sideways, adding its fluids to the mixture. Maybe I’d been hoping that with the eagle-giver gone, its hold over the zombies would be removed, and they would revert to their more natural state of brainlessness. Attack first, think later, stuff-themselves-into-the-lobby like a 70’s phone booth world-record attempt. Nothing. None even looked to their fallen comrade.

      Got a few stares from Charlie’s people, though. Other than that, they continued to eat, mill about, or try and get back to sleep after they were so rudely interrupted.

      “You think maybe you can give a little warning before you go and pop off a round?” Charlie asked, handing me a canteen. “Lukewarm MRE coffee—just how you like it.”

      “Almond milk and Reeses peanut butter cup creamer?”

      “Powdered white chemicals and shit. You’ve gone soft.”

      “Powdered white chemicals?” Trip was interested.

      I took the coffee; it wasn’t half bad, like getting a cavity filled isn’t half bad when compared to a root canal, type of half bad.

      “Can I sniff that?” Trip was reaching.

      Charlie handed the mostly empty creamer foil packet to him. Trip wet his finger and swirled it around inside, then proceeded to rub his gums with the residue.

      “High-quality stuff,” he told us.

      “Yeah, nothing like corn syrup solids to start your day off,” I told him as I read the list of ingredients. That was the only substance I had even a clue to what it was. Then I remembered it was from an MRE; the makers weren’t overly concerned with your long-term health. Shove as many calories as possible into a meal so the eater can continue to fight. “Any updates on your drone crew?”

      “Nothing in the last six hours. They missed a check-in.”

      He looked worried, of course. My first questions were going to be: did he try to call them or his base and have them call in, but I already knew the answer. The sheer number of things that could have gone wrong made using the “I’m sure they’re alright,” platitude the absolute wrong thing to say. The sheet brigade was all ready to go, but without a street sweeper, we weren’t going anywhere. The zombies were up to something. They had us penned in like cattle, and it was clear they understood our situation. The question was, when were they going to open up the killing chute. Then I started to do some math. Counting the zombies was out of the question, but some quick figuring put the number around twelve hundred. Charlie had two hundred and seventy-eight people in the complex, and that could be a ton of directed fire. It was rare that the human numbers worked in our favor.

      “You see what I’m seeing?” I asked.

      Trip framed his hands like a Hollywood director of old. “Probably not,” he said after a moment.

      “What have you got?” Charlie asked.

      “I say we create our own street cleaner.”

      “We’re pretty low on grenades.”

      “Don’t need them. Well, I mean, that’d be nice to add in, but you’ve got enough people and rounds we can just take them down.”

      “And make a run for it?”

      “Nope. By the time we’re done, we can stroll out.”

      Sometimes when you have an idea in your head that pleases you, it’s difficult to immediately let it go. Like, it dominates your entire mind. Something equally shiny has to come in through a side door, and, if it can take root, then you can finally push the old thought out.

      “And if more show up?”

      “Not in any worse shape than we are now,” I told him.

      “Huh. I’m going to give my drone team another couple of hours to call before we take that measure.” He walked away, meaning that it wasn’t open for discussion. I thought the sooner we got the battle going, the better. Better to be out of here, with plenty of time to find a zombie-free dwelling, before night came. I can’t blame Charlie; he was fixated on the safety of the team sent to bail our collective asses out. And much like me, he hated to endanger others. I also hated sitting around, especially since my number one priority was to once and for all find out the well-being of my family. I believed Bennington, I did, but this wasn’t some inconsequential scheme, the outcome of my discovery either made me completely whole or wholly empty. There was no middle ground.

      I sat down next to Trip. Ben-Ben was asleep in his lap and Riley was checking on the troops, offering tail wags of encouragement.

      “They’re fine,” Trip said the moment my ass made contact with the roof.

      “Who’s fine, Trip?” You never quite know with him. And he didn’t disappoint.

      “My pills. I bet you were wondering if the dog crushed them.”

      “Nailed it. My biggest concern of the day is your supply.”

      “It should be; you don’t want me unhinged.” His conversation did an abrupt one-eighty, so, about normal. “You and your family have a special bond.”

      “Most families do, or, I hope they do,” I told him. “But what we’ve been through, I think, has even elevated what we had.”

      “The bond; you need to focus on the bond.”

      “Trip, if you’ve got something on your mind, I’d appreciate you being straight forward, this circumvent stuff hurts my head.” Then all the pieces fell together like I’d tossed a puzzle into the air and somehow, it came down in its complete form. I had a link to Tommy; I tended to keep that door shut tight. To open it meant exposing a part of myself I was unwilling and unwanting to accept. Sure, a link could be established when I had been more normal, but with the blood I had coursing through my veins now, I’d gone from a ham radio to a bona fide AM station. I needed to find a more private location, somewhere where it didn’t look like I’d had a live wire dragged across my body. Plus, there was a possibility I’d have some side effects, like elongated teeth and a lust for blood that would be difficult to explain away.

      “Be right back.”

      “I’d take a cupcake when you come back.”

      I went down to the third floor and found what I hoped was an empty apartment. Did a once over to make sure before locking the door behind me. I wasn’t sure exactly what to do, other than placing my hands against the side of my head like rabbit ear antennas and blurting out Tommy’s name, in my skull; I didn’t need anyone walking by and wondering what the hell was going on. I think I ended up looking more like one of the villains from a campy sci-fi flick called Scanners, where they make heads explode. Shouted a few more times and waited, got nothing, not even the static of an empty television station. I had a feeling range might be playing into this; there had to be a thousand miles between us, could have been infinity—but I wasn’t going to think on that last part.

      I wouldn’t swear it on a stack of Harry Potter books, but off in the distance came the faintest echo of a reply. There was a decent chance it was my imagination playing into the outcome I desired, but I didn’t think so. The conversation, such as it was, I hoped, would be enough to buoy me through the day.

      “Might as well look.” I went into the kitchen and in the first cupboard I opened was a Big Bob cupcake. I shouldn’t have been surprised. Other than never having heard of the brand before, that it was there made me feel even better, and who knows? Maybe it was from Little Debbie’s big brother. I went back up to the roof and found Trip, who was now on his side, sleeping, Ben-Ben curled up in the crook of his arm. I went to put the snack next to him; the crinkling of the cellophane was loud enough to wake him like a dinner bell to a ranch hand roping cattle in the fields.

      “That for me?” He eyed it greedily. I handed it over. It was a race, his hands doing everything in their power to get the wrapper off before his arms could swing up and toss the whole thing into his expanding mouth. If I had super slow motion, I’d be able to definitively say he just made it, but it did look as if he ended up eating a piece of plastic.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’d been sitting on the roof, not doing much of anything, much like the rest of Charlie’s squad. It wasn’t too hard to miss the increased activity on the far corner. A runner blazed by me and headed down the stairs; a moment later, Charlie came running back up.

      “Shit,” I sighed as I stood and followed. Couldn’t wait to find out what this new crappy development might be.

      The corporal on guard duty handed over the binoculars, but they weren’t needed to see the helicopter. It didn’t look like an Apache, maybe a Huey, I didn’t remember Etna having any of those, but I can’t say I’d ever looked.

      “That yours?” I asked Charlie.

      “Do I look happy?” he asked, still looking through the optics.

      I had been behind him, I went to the side. “Nope.”

      “Etna?” he asked.

      “Never saw one, but way too big of a coincidence for it not to be.”

      “It has mounted fifty cals. That’ll tear a new asshole through this building.”

      We could hide, and that would be the wise thing to do, but the zombies surrounding us were basically painting a huge bullseye on us. My guess is the Huey would keep us pinned down, take a few thousand shots just for fun, and wait for the Apaches to roll in with missiles. Those were something we could not hide from.

      “I hope there’s a lesson in this for you, Mike,” Charlie said, handing the glasses back to his corporal.

      “Huh?” was all I could think to say.

      “Maybe pick up your own dogshit from now on. Plankard, get the anti-aircraft weaponry up here.”

      We hadn’t been spotted yet. The helo looked to be working a grid; it was way too much to ask to go undiscovered. I could hope Bennington had disabled the satellite feed, making it more difficult, but that was all it was, hope. But if it was up and running, it stood to reason that this gathering would merit being checked out. Zombies don’t generally have mass assemblies, no flash crowding for social media likes.

      The anti-aircraft weaponry was not quite as impressive as I’d hoped, and yet it was. What would have been fucking fantastic was a Phalanx CIWS. On first appearances, it doesn’t look much more dangerous than a rogue oil drum, or its affectionate nickname of the droid R2D2. But it’s a dragon wrapped up in sheep’s clothing. A radar operated, 20mm cannon that shoots 4500 rounds per minute used to take down artillery and missiles, and, in this case, one Huey. What we got was a Barret M82. Sure, it shot an impressive .50 BMG round, but it was a semi-automatic rifle, and that was only as good as the sniper that fired it. I would have given my right butt cheek for it to be Stenzel. Sure, I would have had to walk around in a fairly clumsy way for the rest of my life, but I would be assured of a rest of my life.

      “Trust me,” Charlie said as he saw the look on my face.

      I’d in no way been prepared for the next surprise. Laura had come onto the roof. She was adjusting her uniform, then putting on a pair of gloves with her trigger finger exposed.

      “Couldn’t believe it myself the first time I brought her to the range. I wanted to chalk it up to beginner's luck, Mike. She was drilling the center out of quarters from three hundred yards.”

      I had no reason to doubt him, but that is world-class shooting. Hitting a quarter at twenty-five yards is impressive; three hundred starts to travel into the realm of mythical. Sure, it can be done, but not by many. I think Stenzel might have given Laura a bow of respect.

      “What’s the range?” I asked as she nodded to me before sitting down and adjusting herself and the rifle.

      “The bullet can supposedly go five miles,” Charlie said. “But by then, it would bounce off the hull. It can reach out and give a mighty howdy at fifteen hundred, but generally, you want your target within six hundred yards.”

      Six hundred yards was a hell of a shot. In the Corps, we trained out at five hundred, used the upper silhouette target of a human and steel sights. From that far, the objective wasn’t any bigger than the front sight post, so, about a pencil lead thickness. Obviously, a helicopter was much bigger, but at six hundred yards, I couldn’t imagine it would look any bigger than a beer can. Even if she took the chopper down, which was far from a certainty, there’s a big difference between shooting a quarter on a target range and pegging a flying machine that can shoot back. If she was successful, we would then have the Apaches to deal with, and they’d be coming in a lot quicker and hot, meaning they’d be firing first without asking any questions, and in much larger volume. I was having doubts about the wisdom of this maneuver.

      “Charlie, can I talk to you for a sec?” I led him away; I didn’t want to question him in front of his personnel. We walked to the center of the roof where no one was.

      “Not a fan?” he asked preemptively.

      “Yes and no.” I held up my hand so I could explain as the thoughts formed in my head, without him interrupting. “Anything we take down of Deneaux’s works out to our benefit, but hear me out. We let the Huey come in, sniff around, maybe pop off a few thousand rounds, it calls the find in to the big dogs. We then start praying to the gods of war that your drone shows up before they can get here. The drones make an opening for us, and we escape to parts unknown before the attack helos can raze the building.”

      “We still got a few hours.” Charlie was looking at his watch. “Do you think Deneaux is going to sit that long?”

      “No, not really, no,” I said dejectedly.

      “Best course of action is offensive. We give them something to think about.”

      I didn’t say anything; his mind was made up. I was usually of the spirit of a good offensive-minded mission myself, but it helped to have something substantial to back it up with. We were showing our one and only card right at the beginning of the hand. I liked that it was an ace but ace-high rarely won a poker hand. The chopper wasn’t moving very fast. It looked much like a falling leaf on a calm day as it lazily swung back and forth. Not sure what finally got its attention, but it turned abruptly and was heading straight for us.

      “Okay, everyone off the roof except for the shooter and the spotter,” Charlie ordered. The spotter, in this case, was a PFC Dennison. I think Henry was older than him; it looked like he’d gone right from delivering newspapers to enlisting in Charlie’s army.

      “Twenty-seven,” Charlie told me as he escorted me off the roof.

      “Bullshit. Looks like you raided a grade school.”

      “Liquor stores wouldn’t even let him buy when they saw his ID, said it was a forgery—a good one—but still a forgery. He used to have to bring his mom in. She was forty-two at the time, looked like she could be twenty years younger than that. She had her own troubles buying. The mother, Sheila, used to work with Laura. My wife took the kid in once this started.”

      He didn’t need to explain the why of it. One of those self-explanatory answers. Charlie and I were right behind the mostly closed door; it was cracked open wide enough that we could see Laura and Dennison. I could only imagine what Charlie was going through. Of course, we’d be through the door in a heartbeat if they got in trouble, but it could be hundreds of rounds later before we could be of any assistance, and a lot could happen in that time and not much of it good.

      I noticed the bird turning; it had seen something it was eager to check out. The nose dipped down as it was flying straight toward us with speed. Laura and the kid were pretty well camouflaged, but they weren’t invisible. Eventually, that pilot was going to see them. I could only hope that he was entirely too busy looking at the zombie horde, but why would he? Once you’ve seen one horde, you’ve seen them all. It was right about now that I wished I hadn’t killed Dewey, the Bird Whisperer. Have the fucker send a couple of pterodactyls straight into that copter.

      “Do you mind?” Charlie asked. I had damn near crawled up and over him watching. “You’re lucky my backside is puckered shut right now.”

      That backed me up pretty quickly. “Sorry,” I mumbled.

      The helo wasn’t more than fifteen hundred yards away and showed no signs of slowing. I’d gone from not wanting it shot to wishing she would hurry up and do it. At somewhere around half that distance, it pulled up and began to hover before turning broadside to us. Better position for the mounted machine gun, but also for a reconnaissance flight around the building.

      “Fuck.” I think I said it out loud, or meant to, and Charlie did instead. It was a little too far away and once that chopper was on the far side of the building, the small fire team was going to be exposed.

      “Call it off, Charlie.”

      “Laura,” he said into his microphone.

      “Concentrating, honey buns.”

      “I think we should call it,” he told her.

      “Refer back to my original response.”

      He looked back at me. “She shut her radio off.”

      “Fuck.” That time it was definitely from me. The helicopter wasn’t moving particularly fast, hard to gauge airspeed. Figured the pilot was radioing back the find and asking for instructions, the gunner busy looking for targets and or threats. What could Laura do from that distance? Something in the air and moving, plus hitting in a vital location? I’m not saying it’s impossible, it’s just highly unlikely. My eyes snapped to Laura when I heard the heavy report of a fifty-caliber round being hurled through space. I saw a puff of smoke from the barrel of her rifle before my eyes immediately went to the helo. Nothing obvious happened; it wasn’t looking for that nearby hill to crash behind like they usually do.

      Even from this distance, I could see the gunner pull back on the heavy charging handle of his machine gun; he was definitely planning on lighting the neighborhood up. His first few rounds were entirely too close to Laura’s location. If he’d had a couple more seconds he would have cut them into ribbons while we watched helplessly. This was when the helicopter canted violently to the side. I thought maybe the pilot had veered away quickly to avoid any more shots, but the movement was too quick—jerky would be a better word. It wasn’t the fluid movement of a pilot under control but of a machine malfunctioning. Thick, black smoke was pouring from the engine. Instead of continuing to shoot, the gunner had opted to hold on to something, as the helo was making haste to get away from the area.

      Laura stood up, pulled her gloves off, and turned to smile at us. “Fuel tank,” she said triumphantly. Charlie ran across the roof like any concerned husband would for the safety of his wife.

      I was happy she was safe, I was happy the helicopter was gone. It wasn’t going to be long before that happiness was snuffed out, just like when a child discovers Santa isn’t real and the Easter Bunny is a jerk. The sniper stuff was not going to work against a wary Apache pilot. He was going to fire missiles from an extremely safe distance, and we’d get front row seats to an inferno ending. I was pacing around the roof, continually scanning the sky for either the helo or, more likely, the wisp of smoke that would signal an imminent strike.

      “This is taking too long.” I hadn’t said it waiting for a response, as I thought I was alone.

      “In a rush?” Charlie asked.

      If all the adrenaline in my system hadn’t already been at full throttle, I probably would have jumped from being startled.

      “Not at all, but I wouldn’t mind getting it over with.”

      “Doesn’t make much sense, Mike.”

      “I know, I know…I’m much better at dealing with urgent situations, as opposed to waiting for problems to arise.”

      “Good news. We’re going to have some help soon.”

      “How soon?” I turned to look at him. I knew in my bones this was going to be close.

      He looked at his watch. “Twenty minutes. It’s all right. We’re going to be all right.” He placed a hand on my shoulder. I was as taut as a bungee cord stretched past its rated breaking point. He had much more confidence in the timetable than I did. I wasn’t quite so optimistic. He’d saved my ass, and I knew he and his personnel had been through their own versions of hell, but if we did an apples to apples comparison, he’d done the relative cakewalk through Hades while I’d been forced through Tartarus. (For a quick and most likely inaccurate reference, Hades was where souls went after they had been tortured for their sins in Tartarus.) Whatever transgressions I’d done in this life had assured me an extended stay in the lower realms.

      “She’s not done.”

      “The neighbor lady? Maybe she is. She took her shot and missed.”

      “She’s singular in purpose, Charlie; please always remember that. If you are in her sights, she will shoot until she has exhausted her ammunition, then she will throw the gun at you or beat you with the handle. I’m afraid she’s just getting started.”

      I was not dampening Charlie’s mood, and I could see it on the tip of his tongue: he wanted to tell me to lighten up, or a variation of that, though he kept the sentiment to himself. It wouldn’t have worked, and there was a good chance I would have launched into a tirade. He, instead, made himself busy elsewhere.

      Ten minutes had passed, and rather than any easing to my apprehension, it was ramping up. We weren’t ten minutes from a stay of execution, we were ten minutes from a short drop and a sudden stop.

      “Where the fuck are you, Deneaux? I can smell your fucking cigarettes from here.”

      “Smoke!” a lookout on the far corner of the building shouted. I debated whether to run over there or just staying put and wait for the building to give way underneath me. After a few seconds had passed and I wasn’t falling around tons of material, I made my way over. The smoke was drifting up from street level, though it was impossible to tell what type of vehicle was causing it, at least, at first.

      “Tank.” Charlie’s lips were pressed tight as we heard the squeal of tank treads grinding up the roadway.

      “Plural,” I added.

      Charlie was again looking at his watch. My internal timer had us at nine minutes from salvation or four minutes to slaughter.

      “Got anything that can deal with that?” I asked.

      “Weren’t planning on dealing with armored vehicles, Mike.” He sounded pissed I’d even asked. He would never say anything, and I wasn’t entirely sure of this—it could have been my own sour spin, but it was feeling like he was seriously ruing his decision to come on this quest. People were beginning to crowd around to get a look at what was coming. I moved toward the center of the roof, knowing full well at least two M1s were approaching. Trip came over, I was not happy for the company.

      “Why, Trip? Why did you involve him in this shit? And don’t you pull that stoner crap on me and go down a psychedelic rabbit hole and start talking about how you can’t milk a turtle or something. He and his wife, his squad…they could be secure where they were, away from this fucking madness.”

      I don’t know if I’d ever seen anything like the transformation in Trip I was witnessing. His red-rimmed, glazed-over eyes cleared, his eyebrows furrowed; he was angry.

      “This is war, Ponch. All hands on deck war, and they are going to play their part.”

      I matched his anger with that of my own. “Play their part? This a fucking TV drama for you? Something you can drag pieces in and out of, discard when they’re all used up?”

      “To say you were ignorant would imply you even knew there was more going on, which clearly, you don’t. I don’t want one person here to die, but some will. It is a necessary sacrifice to what needs to be achieved. We are all playing supporting roles, to think otherwise is to ignore all history’s lessons. It is just that some of our roles are reoccurring, while others are onstage but a moment.”

      “What the fuck do you know!?” I wrapped up his shirt in my fists and had him a few inches off the ground. Trip’s failsafe kicked in, and he was once again the unaffected, happy-go-lucky guy. It wasn’t an act, and that was infuriating. Fate and her fickle minions spoke through him, and whenever he treaded onto ground he wasn’t supposed to cover, they veiled his third-eye vision.

      “Careful, man! I got this shirt at Walmart, cost me a dollar fifty.”

      I put him down.

      “This isn’t a fucking game, Trip.” I was in his face, talking softly, anger thrummed in my limbs. “You tell the fucker that’s writing this script that eventually we’re going to meet face to face, and I’m going to exact some payback.”

      I might as well have been scolding a puppy for eating the fried chicken off the counter the previous evening because she wouldn’t have a clue as to why I was mad either. I went over to Charlie; he was on the radio, I would think to tell the drone operator to squeeze a little more speed out of the high-priced toy.

      He gave the handset back to his radio operator. “You know, up until two minutes ago, I was always a fan of tanks. The Abrams, anyway. I’ve since changed my mind.”

      “Any news?”

      “We’re going to have to survive for a minute or two without help.”

      Without all the data at your disposal, that seemed like a relatively easy thing to do; what’s two minutes? When you began to throw in those pesky facts, like zombies, tanks, incendiary rounds, it became more like your brother holding your head underwater.

      “I don’t know much about drones, usually crashed and burned the ones my kids would get as gifts. Will this Reaper be able to take out those tanks?” I asked.

      “Easily enough, actually. The problem is the amount of munitions it will have left once it deals with our more pressing issue. If we somehow make it out of this, and the drone needs to go back to rearm, do you believe this Deneaux would risk more of her arsenal?”

      I knew it would be about six or seven hours for the drone just to do the flying; I had no idea how much time to add to that estimate to get fitted with weaponry. Eight hours was a long time to wait.

      “She won’t stop; the cost is secondary,” I told him. “Equipment, personnel…she’ll sacrifice all of it to get what she wants, if the zee’s don’t get us first, that is.”

      We watched as the columns of smoke separated. It looked like they’d got their playbook from the zombies, as the tanks were in full surround mode. I got a glimpse of the first one as it traveled between two buildings. Personally, I’d never wanted to be part of a tank crew, too claustrophobic, and on a battlefield, there were far too many weapons that made those into death cans. Typical jarhead position, feeling safer in my own skin than surrounded by tons of American armament. At this moment, those rolling war machines were a hot commodity; there wasn’t much we could do with what we had. A shrieker or two helping out would be a welcome surprise, and it wasn’t an unreasonable request to think they might do just that. Those tanks destroyed this building, they lost out on brunch. Zombies did begin to react, moving toward the sound. Wasn’t much your garden variety zombie could do with teeth and nails as their only weapons. Of course, they could make some fleshy speed bumps and eventually, the blood and gore would begin to corrode parts of the tracks, if not cleaned, but none of that was going to help us in the next few minutes.

      I wanted to tell Charlie that we might need to start an evacuation, but there was no clear avenue. A great many zombies had turned their attention away from us but more hadn’t, and people sliding out windows on ropes made from sheets would be easy pickings for the machine guns, the main cannons, or the flesh eating monsters.

      It was the far side of the building that was rocked first. The shell so destructive, windows and bricks blew out onto the road below us. A few zombies were crushed under the debris. It was nice to see our two enemies trying to kill each other; it was unfortunate we were caught in the middle. I didn’t think structurally the building would crumble after one hit, but that my legs were still swaying, was leading me to believe otherwise. The tank that had shot first, repeated. I couldn’t be sure why, could have been a variety of reasons, but the building was on fire. I figured they’d used an incendiary round. Being in this building was now like being on a burning yacht out in the open seas, surrounded by bloodthirsty sharks. Which poison pill do you swallow?

      The tank to our front, not wanting to miss out on all the action, opened fire with its machine gun. Maybe the driver was getting sick of having his line of sight obstructed. Zombies were being torn apart in horrendous fashion. While most were transfixed with the action happening below us, I was scanning the southern sky for anything resembling a flying machine. Charlie was on the radio; I turned my attention away when I heard the first muttered, “Oh fuck.” Found the reason quick enough. The tank to our front was done mowing the street, and had turned its attention to the roof, the main cannon was elevating to our height. People were moving away from the parapet. It wasn’t going to help much in the overall scheme of things, but we’re the same people that believe a blanket will stop an axe-wielding monster sneaking out of our closet at three a.m.

      I saw one brave soul standing tall, painting the target with a laser; that meant either the drone was close or he was very hopeful. We had seconds, and not many of them. It was going to be close, who am I kidding, everything was close and happening at a thousand miles an hour. I felt the wind and the heat of the exhaust as the projectile blew past us. The Hellfire missile slammed into that tank, I couldn’t see much because of the flash of the initial strike, but the turret flew some ten feet up and fifty feet back. Fire and roiling smoke blew out of the gaping wound, as the tank limped to a stop. Whoever had been in there had died so quickly my guess was their spirits were still trying to pull the trigger on the cannon. There would have been cheers of celebration, but this battle was far from over.

      I grabbed someone’s arm, might have been a corporal, but I didn’t even look his way. “How many missiles can that thing carry?”

      “Four,” came the terse reply before he pulled free. If he was looking to head to a safer place, I had no idea where that may be. The three remaining tanks, instead of hightailing it out of the area, picked up the pace. This building would be rubble in under a minute. The laser operator ran to another side, another missile—thankfully, not as close—ripped through the air and made another pile of molten slag in the middle of the road. I was following the laser guy around as he was the most valuable player on our team, and I was going to make sure he didn’t trip and fall. The third tank looked to have said: “fuck this,” as they were heading away from us as fast as they could roll. Come to find out, a missile is way faster than a speeding tank. What was left of the tank smashed into the front of a bank. My thoughts went to if it had destroyed the vault and was there any gold in it. That thought beat out anything that was going on around us.

      Just when I figured the tides of war had shifted, I was given a grim reminder of how fickle a battle can be. The fourth remaining tank appeared to be waiting for our laser pointer. The kid had no sooner got into position and placed the laser on target, when machine gun fire ripped through him and the tool he was using. Both were ruined beyond repair. The missile was close to striking its target, but as the old saying goes, close is only good with horseshoes and hand grenades and sometimes missiles, but not in this case. Falling bricks and utility poles were not going to be enough to stop the behemoth. I checked on the kid, but he had passed before I could get to him. The laser was gone, and even if it hadn’t been, it was useless, as there was nothing left to shoot at the tank. Our only chance was to ask for a ceasefire, but even that wouldn’t work as the building was burning, smoke pouring up from all sides.

      “Yeah, I’m sure goddammit! Do it!” Charlie was shouting into the radio. Found out soon enough what he’d wanted done. The drone streaked high overhead; we all watched as it did a quick turn. “Everyone down!” he commanded. The drone was coming in our direction while also dropping in altitude. I caught on quick enough what was about to happen and, somehow, so did the people in the tank. All of its weapons swung toward the approaching kamikaze. Not sure if a drone can be called that, but that was exactly what was happening.

      “Is that going to work?” I asked. Charlie and I were the only two who hadn’t heeded his order and were watching what was about to happen.

      “It’s almost two and a half tons traveling at two hundred miles per hour. If it hits it’ll work just fine.”

      “If?”

      “Wingspan is over sixty-five feet.”

      I sucked in some air. Threading a needle by candlelight in a moderate breeze would have been easier. Utility poles, cars, buildings, flak, there were all manner of things that could hamper its progress before it struck. The tank was rapidly firing shells along with the entirety of its machine gun ammunition. The drone was nearly at a nosedive; it seemed to be moving significantly faster than the stated two hundred. I hoped it wasn’t due to mechanical failure, induced by steel-jacketed lead.

      “Get ready to evacuate! Now! Move, move!” Charlie was ordering.

      People were heading off the roof in droves. Trip handed me a backpack, Ben-Ben’s snout was poking through. Riley was close by. I’d just clipped the belt around my waist and looked up to watch the drone screaming down the roadway, not more than ten feet from the ground and still dropping down. Whoever the pilot was, he or she was a master of their craft as they deftly avoided the majority of the obstacles presented to them, the wings dipping or rising as the need arose. The collision and resultant explosion, were louder than anything that had happened thus far that day. I pulled Charlie down as something the size of a car engine blew over our ducked heads. Charlie gave me a quick nod for saving his life. When we stood to look, there was a crater in the roadway, everything was gone, including the zombies. I’d been wondering where we were going to evacuate to; now I knew.

      “Riley, you stay close. Trip, you too.” We were heading for the door on the roof. We’d just got to the first landing when we were met by Staff Sergeant Plankard.

      “First floor is a no go.” We followed him to the second floor, where people were quickly tying sheets together or laying out the few ropes we had. If the first floor was a fiery inferno, the second floor was a lung-choking fog bank of smoke. Time was of the essence. Charlie was sending people out the windows the moment the egress was secured. Hastily tied sheets or wracking coughs sent more than a few to the ground prematurely. Twenty feet doesn’t sound all that particularly high, but no part of a human is made for flight. Even with the roaring of the fire and the groaning of the dying building, I heard more than one ankle or leg snap.

      Dozens had escaped and were helping their injured comrades. Charlie and I were running room to room, helping where we could, urging people to hurry up. Sure, some of it was altruism, the desire to help people that needed it, but to say that was all it was would be a lie. There was also a lot of self-preservation mixed in there: the quicker they got out, the sooner we could follow. Charlie again raced up and down the floor, checking every room. When we were confident the place was empty, we made for our hasty escape. Riley scrabbled onto my back, wrapping her front legs as best she could around my neck. Probably not the best experience for Ben-Ben, as he was being mildly squished, but it was temporary. Trip was waiting at the bottom for me, not too close, as the building was throwing off waves of heat as it burned. I put Riley down and we began to run, following the rest of the people that were avoiding the wreckage of the drone hit and the dozens of fires that had sprung up from it.

      The rumble of the building made me momentarily turn to see as a large section collapsed to the ground—if only that was the worst thing I’d seen that day, but, far from it. On the street parallel to us were zombies, keeping pace with our escape run. It wouldn’t be long until they ran down the streets toward us and, potentially, cut us off. I didn’t know if we could outpace them. We had a lead, but we also had injured personnel that we were helping along.

      “Charlie, we have company!” I had weaved my way toward him. I was pointing as we passed a side street. Some of the zombies had decided to try their luck and were coming toward us, but the majority raced ahead. I needn’t have looked, knew the answer, but did it anyway. I turned slightly so I could look over my shoulder, got a great view of Ben-Ben’s head and lolling tongue; I had to twist the other way to see that we had a contingent of zombies trailing us. I honestly don’t know what I would have done in this situation if these people were mine to command. Get into a defendable position, take cover in another building, or just keep running—they all had advantages, and all had one serious disadvantage, and that was death, either by zombie or Deneaux. Charlie had made up his mind, we were going to run for freedom or die trying.

      Zombies were coming out ahead of us in dribs and drabs, and they were being dealt with accordingly, but soon they would be in numbers that would slow us even further, thus allowing more to catch us from every side. There was no winning this rigged sprint. We’d been hampered with injuries, faulty starting blocks, and the zombies had begun to run before the gun went off and weren’t being penalized or called back for it. It was a full, panicked withdrawal. Charlie’s unit was losing cohesion as some peeled away and looked for buildings to hide in. Most were still holding strong and defending their squadmates as best they could, but it wouldn’t be long until this became a free for all. Once the screams of those being eaten alive reached their ears, it would be chaos. There’d even be the secondary danger of friendly fire, as bullets were fired recklessly. If this had merely devolved into a clusterfuck, I would have appreciated that. Not sure what comes after that description, but we were close to finding out.

      Then zombies broke through our thin lines and began dragging people down. Screams echoed off the buildings as people hopelessly cried for help. A few of the injured were left to their own devices, as the person or persons aiding them were either incapacitated themselves or had succumbed to fear, leaving the other to fend for themselves. Some tried to grab fallen comrades but were usually slammed into from another frenzied runner. Riley was nimbly avoiding getting run over, Trip, in his frustratingly seemingly ignorant insight, was spot-on with placing Ben-Ben in a backpack—the dog wouldn’t have survived the maelstrom of pounding legs and feet. As a group, we were being pushed toward the left as more zombies streamed in from the right side. Our group was becoming more densely packed, making it that much more challenging to keep speed.

      I was half-dragging, half-helping a woman that had fallen. I’d watched as her ankle had been broken; she’d stepped awkwardly off a curb as she was watching the zombie that pulled down the man next to her. She was trying to run, but even the fear of being cannibalized cannot override a broken bone. I was very much in danger myself, trying to save her. I want to lie and say that I never had any intention of letting her go, but I can’t because I did. I had plenty of that intention. The whole scenario was insane; I’d never been witness to anything like it, and I hoped I never would be again. We were like a pack of stampeding gazelles, getting dragged down by packs of lions. It was blind fear that drove us on. There was no thinking, no destination, just escape. The horror of the event was palpable. It became its own entity, paralyzing some into inaction. I was struck from the side and was somehow able to keep my balance as the zombie fell away and into my somewhat passenger.

      I didn’t even have enough time to turn my firearm on the zombie before she bit into the woman’s neck. Blood shot out and sprayed across my face. I let her go; her eyes pleaded with me to either end her suffering or not leave her there to die. I did not have the ability to give her either option. Trip was ahead of me, running with a single-minded determination. He, at no time, swiveled his head, choosing instead to not look upon the living and dead nightmares. His arms were pumping, his strides long and purposeful. I did not know where he was going, but I chose to follow him. Charlie and Laura were off to my left; she looked like she was fighting through a stitch in her side. A zombie smelling blood in the water homed in on her; I flattened a bullet inside its skull. It skidded to a dead stop, wiping out two of its brethren as it fell.

      They were beginning to drift away. “Follow Trip!” I shouted over the chaos. Our herd had been thinned, but it wasn’t enough for the ravenous predators. Once again, something I’d never seen—they were killing for the sport of it, another human trait they’d decided to adopt. They weren’t stopping to enjoy the kill, and they knew exactly where to bite to cause immediate incapacitation. They ripped the carotid artery, or chewed through an Achilles heel, sometimes pulling a hamstring completely free from a body before leaving the person and going for another. They’d never done anything like this, not on this scale. This was being done like it was personal. Had Dewey passed on the knowledge of who had killed him, and now it was payback time? Not out of the realm of possibilities. A few of the people were peeling off and seeking shelter in whatever building they could get into. I watched a trio run to the front of a hotel, only to be thwarted by locked doors. Their rifle fire was quickly swallowed up by the twenty zombies that slammed into them, never slowing down to attack, just causing bones to break as they were forcefully driven into the heavy glass doors.

      We’d run about a half-mile at an unsustainable pace. Anybody that even had the most minor of leg injuries had long ago been stopped; not all were dead, not by a long shot. Their cries for help followed us as we continued. It was heartrending to leave anyone behind and, later, I had to wonder if this also had been done on purpose (though I desperately hoped it hadn’t been), for the psychological warfare. The need to help someone that needed it was deeply engrained in us, even now as we struggled to survive. The damage to our minds from leaving so many behind would never heal; there wasn’t enough time left to us.

      I didn’t know the area enough to say with any certainty, but another two blocks up I could see greenery. Either it was a park or we were on the outskirts of the city. Nothing about where Trip was leading us gave any indication that it was a sanctuary. I guess the only thing decent about it was once you were tackled, you’d land on the relative softness of earth instead of asphalt and concrete. Didn’t think it would do anything to soften the blow of a bite, though.

      I wanted to question Trip; I needed to, but using air for anything other than supplying oxygen to my lungs and muscles was ridiculously stupid, and I had to believe he knew what he was doing. BT would think I was crazy for that type of faith, but it was all I had. My legs burned, my chest was pulled tight as I struggled to get in a greater lungful. I occasionally looked to a building…just a minute, that’s all I wanted, a minute to catch a normal breath. It was a trap, and I knew it, my body fighting against my mind to just stop. But anywhere I stopped they would follow. Maybe I’d make it to an office, lock myself in, then what? I continued to run, though I let the fantasy work through my head on a repeating loop. Much like a struggling person with a dead-end job will fantasize about winning the lottery and the numerous ways they will tell their boss to piss-off or how they’ll spend the money. I stumbled as the toe of my left foot caught the curb as we left the buildings behind—I wasn’t the only one not able to lift my legs high enough. Zombies swarmed over those not able to right themselves.

      Trip abruptly turned to the left, and, like a school of fish, we followed, as did the trailing sharks. Or maybe we were lemmings, and we were about to be forced off the cliffside. Right now, it didn’t make a difference. I could see a playground; I hoped Trip wasn’t planning on stopping to get a swing ride. By now, we’d been sprinting for over a mile, and even highly trained athletes would be looking for a finish line. We blew past the playground, which, at one time, had been a wonderful place for parents to let their kids burn off some energy while using their imagination in the cool pirate ship fort connected to a curly slide and a massive set of swings. Now it was merely a rusted out reminder of things we’d never enjoy again. We were on a gradual slope that was leading to a concrete culvert. Everything already ached; I was not looking forward to the punishment the unforgivable surface was going to give to my joints—such a strange concern, given the circumstances. I’ll blame it on the lack of oxygen reaching my brain.

      It started as a wide, broad surface then gradually it narrowed, and walls began to creep up on our sides. I did not like it at all that we were being funneled together. We were pressing ourselves closer while also elongating our group. I felt falsely secure when the walls to our side crept up taller than ourselves, that was right up until zombies started jumping in. They didn’t have any particular target; any body would do. Most times, it wasn’t even a bite that did a person in as a zombie crashed down from above. Necks, collar bones, arms and legs all snapped as bodies collided. I was staring straight down a large, steel-barred dead end. Whatever escape avenue Trip had thought he’d picked was going to be our undoing.

      “There’s a door!” he managed to say. If there was, I’d yet to see it, and what would it matter? Not very likely it was going to be unlocked, not this close to a playground. Way too big of a temptation for any wandering kids. But if he’d somehow known about this, didn’t it stand to reason he also knew whether or not it was open? The door began to take on shape the closer we approached; it blended pretty well with the rest of the bars. It was a standard sized door, meaning, only one person at a time, in an orderly fashion, were going to be able to make it through.

      “Defend!” I yelled out with the small bit of air I had in my lungs. Of course, a lengthier description of how we needed to defend the rear and sides as the rest evacuated, was what I was going for; I was happy that Charlie understood. When we were twenty-five feet from the entrance, Charlie pushed Laura along like a parent would their child as they take their first bicycle ride sans training wheels. She tried to look back as someone grabbed her hand and pulled her forward. I moved to the wall as quickly as I could, my legs thrummed, my heart labored—I wanted to bend over and suck in air. I was urging people to move faster to get past me so I could start shooting. Some stopped where I was, knowing what was about to happen; others, already in motion, could not stop their exhausted bodies until they hit the finish line or they’d never get started again. A lot of sweat, a lot of tears, and far too much blood was on the bodies of all those that passed. I undid the straps to my backpack and pulled Ben-Ben free.

      “Riley, Ben-Ben, go.” I pointed toward the gate. Riley whined but urged the smaller dog to go with her; I watched until they were safely inside.

      The retreating group had sufficiently thinned out to the point where I could hold my rifle up without fear of having only friendlies in the sights. I had to brace it against the wall to get any sort of stability out of it, and even then, I was cautious about shooting with refugees still running past. That changed as zombies were hauling down the ones in the back; at that point it was better to be hit by friendly fire. The edges of the runoff drain were coated in all manner of organic material—it could have been a cattle slaughtering sluice, it was that bad. My first shot went wide of its mark, still found a home in the thigh of a zombie. The woman I’d been trying to save had her face driven down into the concrete, her nose was a shattered mess and she’d lost both her front teeth, but she was still alive and I hoped to keep her that way as I fired into the zombie that was swooping down to bite into her skull. The zombie collapsed on top of her, momentarily pinning her to the ground; she scrambled to get free as three more zombies piled on. I shot all of them, but not before she had suffered at least one bite. I didn’t see it, but the scream she let forth was all the indication I needed.

      I spared a glance behind me toward the gate. There was a line and it did not appear to be moving. I wondered if it was indeed, locked. There was nothing I could do about it now. I wasn’t sure if I could make it to them anyway; the lactic acid in my muscles made them feel as if they’d been chiseled from marble as opposed to living tissue. We had a line, eight shooters across, blowing zombies back to the hell we’d sprung them from. At first, they were close enough to swipe at our barrels; more than once I had to push one away with my rifle. With continued firing, we’d made a cushion some ten feet deep when we heard Plankard yell for us to make a slow withdrawal. That meant the gate was open and most were through. It was a damn good thing as far as I was concerned; I’d popped in my last full magazine fifteen seconds previous. I was making careful, well-aimed shots, but was still less than ten seconds from running dry.

      “I’m out!” I yelled as my bolt popped open. I wanted someone to hand me a magazine. Instead, Charlie told me to run. I was momentarily hesitant; leaving an ongoing battle was not something I was wired for. There were two dead people, not five feet from where we were shooting. I knew if I could reach them without being shot, they would have spare mags on their bodies. Not sure what Charlie or his people would think if I began to scavenge from their dead. I decided retreat was the better part of valor. I turned to go when I was pushed hard into the ground by a flying, or more aptly named, falling zombie that had come over the edge. And he wasn’t the only one. We were in a twelve-foot-deep cavern—didn’t stop any of them from jumping in. The zombie was like a monkey on my back, and it had bit hard into my rifle strap. I stood and tried to shake it free; when that didn’t work, I built up as much speed as I could going backward and launched into the wall. I’d never, up until that point, heard an entire rib cage get dislocated, and it still wasn’t enough to be rid of the giant parasite. It had gone for my shoulder, to my new favorite underwear made from chainmail. This thwarted the exchange of bodily fluids but didn’t do a whole lot to lessen the crushing force of its teeth. I kept ramming its head into the wall until I was rewarded for my efforts with a geyser-like explosion of brain. I was again heading for the door when another zombie launched, pushing me hard against the wall. My head was ringing from the concussive strike. I stumbled two steps forward; my vision was blurred, my stomach churned like a washing machine, and my knees wobbled. It was pure luck that the next leaping zombie missed me as I lurched forward and had to brace myself before I completely collapsed. Laura was urging me on; she had one hand on the gate and was getting ready to close it as Charlie and his firing team were doing their best to make a controlled withdrawal.

      I turned my head; I don’t know what it particularly was about me that the zombies wanted, but I seemed to be on all their to-eat lists. In a daze, I turned to look up—a half dozen of them were looking down, focused on me like I was the dessert cart as they prepared to take an Olympics worthy dive. I wasn’t sure how many more hurtling body strikes I could take. One took his missive entirely too seriously and came in head first; he didn’t even have his hands out in front of him to break the surface tension. Not that it would have mattered much in this case, but still, it was not something I would soon forget seeing. His head cracked open like an egg struck against the side of a frying pan. I was thankful there were no accompanying sizzle sounds as the contents spread out across the ground. With one hand against the wall for stability, I kept moving. When the next zombie bounced off the top portion of my back and rolled down my right shoulder, I felt something give way in my lower back. A burning heat radiated out from the spot, and my left leg went entirely pins and needles numb. I wasn’t sure if that beat the sharp pain that seared down my right leg or not.

      I still had locomotion, but a drunk Russian sailor on a three-day vodka bender taking two steps forward and one back would have beat me in a foot race. I was doing my best to keep an eye out for any leaping eaters and get to that damned gate. Suddenly, Trip was next to me, and it was he that defended against the next one. He got into a ready squat like a catcher guarding home plate, waiting for the throw from the outfield as the runner rounds third base. I don’t know if Trip was a pound over a buck forty, but he caught that zombie mid-air and twisted his body, deftly crushing its skull into the wall from the force.

      “Let’s go,” I croaked out, now using that same wall to support my weight as my left leg was nothing more than a booted stump. I had no more control over it than I did my daughter Nicole from fifteen to eighteen. I wished for handholds to pull myself along, or a rope tow. Like a bad Twilight Zone episode, Laura and safety appeared to be moving further away. Trip was in a classic martial arts pose, swatting zombies away. Charlie and his group were no more than ten feet off and coming at a decent clip; there was a chance we could make it out of here. I looked over to Trip. He gave me a look I’d not seen before, a small smile, maybe melancholy, with a slight tilt of his head, followed by a pressing of his lips. I didn’t know what the hell it meant until I did. I pushed away from the wall the best I could to get to him.

      “NO!” he yelled, putting his hand out to stop me. “This is the part I play!” he said as two zombies collided on top of him.

      “Trip!” I fell to a knee, my leg betraying me in the end. It was Charlie that wrapped a hand underneath my arm and dragged me away. Someone else had grabbed my other side; I was being pulled quickly, too quickly. I turned to see the zombie that had crashed into Trip raise his mouth in a victorious, full-blooded roar. The next few minutes were a blur; I was pulled in, the gate was shut, a chain was wrapped around the doors. The lock had been broken, so a piece of discarded steel was shoved through the links to keep it in place. I wasn’t sure how long that deterrent would keep them at bay, and Charlie must have thought the same thing as we quickly moved through the underground catacombs. My mind could not even begin to comprehend how bad this day had been, the Serengeti-like chase and the loss of Trip, it was unimaginable. Then the echoing sobs of those that had survived from Charlie’s group, they’d lost nearly a quarter of their squad in one day—sixty-five men and women, but more importantly, friends and family had perished today. The pain I was in, both externally and internally, was on a level I’d yet to have ever experienced. I’d lost a dear friend, and I was also responsible for the loss of so many of Charlie’s people. My mere existence had caused this; how does one deal with that realization?

      The more we walked, the more feeling came back in my leg only to be replaced by an intense, stabbing pain. I was familiar with the feeling; my sciatica had come galloping back to say hello, though, honestly, I barely noticed it through the fog of war and the pain of aftermath. I had my head down the entire time we walked, only following because if I didn’t, I held up those behind me. Judging by the soft cries of pain and exhaustion around me, that was what most of us were doing. It was Laura that had been leading us away with Charlie bringing up the rear, making sure no one else was left behind. We would have been hard-pressed to be any more solemn of a group. Ben-Ben and Riley stayed close, one on each side, but so lost in my grief, I could find no comfort in their presence. What little light had filtered in from above had begun to dwindle, making it difficult to see. Laura called a halt to our retreat. I sat, my back against the cold concrete cylinder, though getting any restful sleep seemed an impossibility. I dozed, occasionally waking to the screams of those reliving the day in their dreams. That had to be what it was because a typical nightmare would have been welcome, a reprieve, even.

      I awoke the next morning, somehow in more pain than the previous night. I understood part of it was trying to sleep inside a concrete tube, but I still had figured that me being who I was would have taken care of a great many of the things that ailed me. For whatever reason, that had not been the case. Perhaps the despair had been too great to overcome. Charlie roused the group just as a little sunshine bled through. I was handed what I think was a piece of granola; I absently ate it, having no more thought to the food than I did each individual blink. This was followed up with a canteen cap’s worth of water before we started marching on. The inflamed nerve in my back pulsed angrily. There was no gait, no step I could take that didn’t rub it raw. I wished it would burn out the memories in my brain, make some charred remnants out of them. Ashes that would be swept away in a breeze. It was hours later when we stopped. Charlie was on the radio. I looked to the floor and thought about sitting, that no one else was doing it let me know this was a short stop, and if I sat, it would take me long minutes to get back up. My legs and back begged to ease the burden; I ignored them, knowing how loudly they would protest when I arose.

      When the group began moving again, I pulled up close to the wall and let most of them pass by. I was going to stay with the walking wounded, those with twisted ankles, hairline fractures, pulled muscles; there were a few of us there. Charlie was herding us along at the end of the people-drive.

      “I’m sorry about your friend,” he said after a while.

      A sob stuck in my throat. “I’m sorry for all of it,” I told him.

      He said it wasn’t my fault, but I didn’t feel a lot of conviction behind the words. My guess was that my perception played into this some, but then again, maybe not.

      “Not too much longer,” he said as a man in front of me stopped. He’d been crying for an hour straight; he could barely walk, yet I’m not sure if that was the reason. It sounded more of anguish than injury.

      I occasionally caught a glimpse of brightness ahead when the people in front of me were aligned just right. We were coming to the end of our underground march, and I hoped, with the light, we could chase some of the shadows in our hearts away. As we came out, we were greeted by Laura and a small caravan of trucks. I took this to be the drone operating crew. I was given two MREs and a canteen.

      “One’s for the dogs, sweetie,” Laura said tenderly to me as she wiped away a tear that had been falling down my cheek.

      I hobbled to the side and sat down slowly. I gave both of the dogs a healthy drink before I took my own gasping gulps. I grabbed my knife and sliced open the nuclear-proof MRE packaging. Ben-Ben had crawled up my chest at the smell of the ham casserole. I knew Riley would share if I put it down on the ground; the same could not be said for the small dog. Maybe he’d feel bad about eating all his friend’s food, but not until it had all been devoured. I used the discarded plastic to make a small bowl for Riley and squished out some of the less than savory meal for her. Ben-Ben was so fixated on me he didn’t realize I’d done it. When Riley was nearly done, I ripped the bag open and put it down for Ben-Ben, who pounced on it like an arctic fox a tasty mouse.

      The sun, the food, the water, sitting down, it all helped the physical ailments, but that was always the easy part of the equation. The only thing that was going to soothe the pain in my mind was self-medicating, “better living through chemicals,” a quote Trip and I could agree on. And that was all I needed to think about before I broke down completely. If every time I thought about drugs I was going to break down, I was in for a long, rough ride. I held my breath; I was not alone in my suffering.

      We’d been sitting for half an hour when Charlie came over and was looking down at me.

      “Now what?” I asked him.

      “Going to get you to your rendezvous point and then we’re going home, do some healing.”

      I thought about telling him to go now; I couldn’t bear the thought of any more of his team dying. But regardless of whether or not they agreed with what they were doing, if they left now, they would not have completed the mission, and they would consider this all for nothing. At least, at the end of the day, they could say their sacrifices accomplished something. Hollow fulfillment, perhaps, but then, we were of the same society that bought designer sneakers and dropped a grand on the newest smart phone to temporarily fill the void within us. Ironically, it only made the void more profound; people were all that could fill it, and they were almost all gone. I thought with deep shame the number of weeks that would pass without my speaking to my brother, or, just yesterday how I’d dismissed Trip’s insights as drug addled nonsense. Getting to my family had cost dearly; it meant something.

      We rested for the majority of the day, my body making great strides to put me back into fighting shape. Just as the sun was heading down, I saw Charlie off to the side, arguing low with Laura. I didn’t need to hear what they were saying to know what they were fighting about. He wanted her to go back to Texas, and she wasn’t having any of it. It was nice to watch someone else lose an argument with their wife.

      One of the trucks was full of equipment, the other two supplies. Charlie filled up the two with anyone suffering from any sort of physical injury, and a few that had simply checked out. Battle shock had taken more than a couple dozen souls. Charlie, Laura and I were standing together as the trucks rolled away. I was left with a thirty-man escort detail.

      “How’s the leg?” Charlie asked.

      “Better. Just a flare-up, but it’s settling down,” I told him somewhat honestly.

      “Want to help me secure a couple of rides?”

      “All for it.” Anything that involved not sitting around and brooding worked for me.

      “Plankard, you’re in charge until we get back.”

      “Sir, perhaps it would be for the best if you sent….” He stopped when he saw the glare from Charlie.

      Can’t say I liked that. Did Charlie, much like myself, just want to get away from his responsibilities and thoughts for a moment? Or did he want to give me some harsh words away from the others…or, on the extreme edge of reasoning, did he want to put a bullet in me, thus effectively ending the mission and nullifying any debt to get me to safety he felt he owed? The night was clear, the moon, half-full, giving us the ability to travel without light.

      “Riley, do not let Ben-Ben out of your sight.” I gave them both a quick kiss. I looked at Ben-Ben; his running away had put all of this in motion—no that wasn’t fair, not fair at all. If I had killed Petersen, she would never have been able to take that shot, startling the dog. Standing in clear sight and range of Deneaux crossed my mind…why did I feel the need to get to Bennington first? He was dead now anyway. No single do-over would fix this fate, and what good did shifting blame do anyway? There was enough fault for all of us to eat heartily and still, all those good people would be dead.

      “You ready?” Charlie was checking his gear. He handed me four fresh mags, and the weight felt good in my hands.

      “As I’m ever going to be.” We headed off into the night.

      Walked about a mile, not a word was spoken. It’s hardly ever a good thing to let your imagination run amok, or to court trouble. I kept waiting for him to tell me to stop. He’d be pointing his rifle at me, he may or may not tell me he was sorry before he pulled the trigger. I don’t think I’d do anything; if he didn’t put one in my skull, there was a good chance I could walk away from it. He could go back to his unit and say that I’d died in some honorable way and they could quickly follow the rest of the group home. Seriously, I don’t even think I’d be mad. Betrayed, to a degree, but I already felt like I deserved the bullet, so, no, there wouldn’t be anger.

      “You think we should get a bus?” Charlie asked.

      “Might work,” I said.

      “Might?”

      “I don’t like how unfortified they are, hardly more than a rolling beer can. A couple of Strykers would be nice, unlikely, though. Bus sounds as good an idea as any.”

      “I let them down,” he said after another ten minutes of silence.

      I carried plenty of that type of guilt with me. If you were the leader of a group, you were responsible for the safety of everyone. If anything happened to them, it was a personal blow.

      “You can’t save everyone, Charlie,” that I said aloud, the rest, I did not. Fuck, I had to watch out for one person, and I couldn’t even do that. Oh, Trip. I caught the sob before it could well up.

      “Mike, stop for a second.” He grabbed my shoulder, I didn’t hear his safety click off, but this would be the perfect opportunity. I turned to look at him. “What do I tell their friends, their families? How can I ever justify any of this?” His eyes were glistening with threatening tears. “I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, and even if you do, I don’t care. But I don’t think this was worth it.”

      I wasn’t sure if there was a right way to take that. I left my thoughts to the wayside. “It wasn’t worth it, Charlie. How could any one person be worth that type of loss?” Maybe I should have lied, come up with something grandiose like I was the key to ending this, that I had the cure that would bring us back from extinction. Something, anything, that he could hang a hat on. But I couldn’t lie convincingly when I’d prepared for a question; anything I said to attempt it now, would be a cowardly insult to all those that had perished.

      “How did it seem so much easier in Afghanistan?”

      “We weren’t in charge. When all you have to do is follow orders and not die, that makes everything cut and dried.”

      We said nothing as we entered the small town of Ritzville, population stated sixteen-hundred and forty-nine. I’d be surprised if it was even that last number now. Funny how you can be so wrong and wish you’d been even more so. It was fewer, and it was worse.
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      Ritzville was everything you’d expect from a small town, which wasn’t much. The center of town was lined with low buildings, most in the two to three-story range. It would have been slightly whimsical, if not for the feeling of desolation. Now it was just a sad reminder of the way things used to be. Hadn’t seen anything yet large enough to transport a group of people, and now that we were at the so-called hub, the odds of stumbling upon a vehicle were diminishing rapidly. The longer this took, the more likely something shitty happened; we’d both been thinking this in regards to the personnel left behind, not ourselves. That changed pretty quickly. I pulled up short when I saw a lone figure standing in the middle of the road towards the edge of town. It was still, quiet, not so much as a slight stirring, yet her hair and dress were windswept, flowing in a storm of her own making. The scenery was monochromatic under the shine of the moon, except for the woman’s hair that shown a brilliant, fiery red.

      “Payne.” I gripped my rifle tight at the uttering of her name.

      “What’s up?” Charlie had been looking to the windows of some of the shops for any threats when the only one that we needed to be concerned about was directly in front of us. I reached a hand out and gripped his shoulder.

      “Stop,” I told him. He followed my gaze to look upon what I was.

      During normal times, a lone person against two armed soldiers is not a cause for great concern. These were far from normal times.

      “She armed?”

      “In more ways than you can know.”

      “You know her?”

      “Michael,” she said in a conversational tone. She was over a hundred yards away, and her voice came to us easily enough. “So glad to see you.”

      “That answers that,” Charlie responded. “Does she want to kill you too?”

      “In the worst way possible.”

      “Are there any women that don’t?”

      I spared a glance his way.

      “Does she have tanks at her disposal? Are we walking into a crossfire? And how are we hearing her so clearly?”

      It wasn’t that I ignored his questions; it’s just that at the moment, I only had eyes, ears and thinking capacity for her. “Payne, what do you want?” I didn’t shout, I figured whatever voodoo she was doing to talk to us she could most likely use to listen, as well.

      “Preferably your soul, but since that’s not likely to happen, I will take your shrieking screams as you fade into the darkness.”

      “Bad one-night stand?”

      “Charlie, you’re going to want to take this one seriously.”

      “Is she alone?”

      “Most likely.”

      “I don’t see a weapon; what am I supposed to take seriously?”

      Much like her voice, Payne projected her image so she was standing directly in front of us. Her beauty would be undeniable if not for the cold, black eyes that she used to gaze upon the world.

      “What the fuck?” Charlie stepped back and shouldered his rifle, pointing it straight at the phantom.

      “How quaint. Does he not know about our kind?” she asked, turning that blood-icing gaze upon me.

      Charlie was, thankfully, too focused on the apparition to notice the inclusive nature of her question. I aimed in on the thing at the other side of the square, and I took a shot. Both the original and the ghostly figure were now gone from view.

      “Mike?” Charlie was noticeably and understandably shook up.

      Hell, I was, and I knew what was going on, for the most part.

      “How is she doing this? Where did she go?”

      “We need to get off the street. I’ll give you the shortened version.” I pulled him into an antiquated five and dime, the precursor to the dollar store. I loved one, loathed the other. Hint, it was the one that was selling steaks for a dollar that I don’t care for so much. “This is going to sound crazy—”

      “Try me,” he interrupted. He was looking through the large glass window for any sign of Payne.

      “She’s a vampire.”

      “Bullshit,” came out of his mouth as fast as you would have expected it to.

      “We’re dealing with zombies. Why is it so hard to believe that vampires exist?”

      “Because…because they can’t.”

      “That’s hardly a valid argument, Charlie. Just because you don’t want something to exist doesn’t mean it can’t.”

      “A vampire? That’s right out of a story.”

      “Zombies are right out of a story.”

      “But these zombies…they’re just people, people infected with a virus.”

      “A vampire is pretty much the same thing.”

      “Wait, no.” He was not being very accommodating to the foreign and alien fact. “What’s next, you going to tell me werewolves are real too?”

      “To the best of my knowledge, they don’t exist, but I don’t think I can completely discount them either. Not after everything I’ve seen so far.”

      “Were you going to tell me about this?”

      “When? We were a little busy, and it didn’t pertain.”

      “Well, it sure fucking pertains now, doesn’t it?” He was on the verge of explosive anger. It wasn’t so much that I’d let this small fact go unmentioned, it was just another piece of straw added into the culmination of a hay-fever filled day. He was walking around the store, heavy-footed. He somehow refrained from shoving what remained off the shelves and onto the floor. “Okay, okay, I’m not saying I believe you, but if it was a…you know, how do we kill it?”

      “Headshot seems to do the trick.”

      “Seems to do the…? How many of these have you encountered?”

      “Seven, if I include a delirious episode,” I added myself in the number, but I reserved that nugget.

      “Seven vampires? This can’t be happening.” I was keeping an eye on the storefront while he worked through his shock and disbelief. He was doing surprisingly well, considering. A blur flashed past the front; she moved so fast I barely caught sight, however, it would have been difficult not to hear her as she dragged a nail across the plate glass; the ear-cringing noise of scratching followed in her wake. The cat was having a little fun with the mice. I had my rifle up, but I wasn’t sure if I could react in time, and if I did shoot and miss, I was going to take out that barrier between us. She screeched by again; she was gone before I could even send the thought to my finger to pull the trigger.

      “What is she doing?” Charlie’s attention had been forcibly pulled to the front.

      “Screwing with us.”

      “She doesn’t care about our weapons?”

      “Not enough.”

      “What’s she going to do?”

      I suppose because I had experience, I was the resident expert on vampires, but the logic didn’t always hold true. I’d been married for a great many years and had yet to decipher women of any species. “I figure when she thinks she’s scared us plenty good, she’s gonna try and kill us.”

      “I’m already plenty scared.”

      “Yeah, me too,” I told him honestly.

      The next time Payne blew past, she punched the window hard enough to shatter it. I was startled to the point I had that feeling I had jumped, yet my feet had not left the ground. (It’s called a hypnic jerk, and I don’t have the foggiest notion of why I know that.)

      “We need to get in a corner, minimize her avenues of approach.” I was backing up but keeping my eyes forward. Charlie was guiding me to the far corner. We’d no sooner got into position when a gust of wind strong enough to move some debris on the floor, signaled that she’d entered the store.

      “Who’s your friend?” came in a sing-song voice; it was impossible to locate its point of origin. I shot a bullet in response. She laughed.

      “So powerful, and yet you fall back to rudimentary weapons. Shall I fetch you a stick?”

      “What’s she talking about?” Charlie asked.

      “He doesn’t know? Interesting. How many others are in the dark to your…predicament?”

      Fear of dying, fear of anything happening to Charlie, and fear of being found out all warred within me. I wasn’t quite ready to come out of the monster closet.

      “Fuck it.” That statement was for me, sort of a psyching myself up precursor. “I’m infected.”

      “You’re a zombie?” Charlie was defaulting to what he knew; he did not look over when he asked.

      “Other kind of…infection.”

      This time he did spare a glance.

      “Long story. We make it through this, I’ll tell you—if you’re at all interested.”

      “Trip said something about it, I blew it off.”

      A crescent wrench whistled past my head and stuck deep into the drywall behind me. Charlie and I both took a shot in the general direction. We were not rewarded with any indication we’d succeeded in hitting her. I knew what she was doing. She was hesitant about the rifles, so she was either going to make us run out of ammunition or cause death by hand tools. A screwdriver thrown like a dart as opposed to a knife, meaning, end over end, struck and popped straight through the radio I was wearing and right into my shoulder. The chainmail shirt I was wearing took the brunt of the blow, but that wasn’t to say it didn’t penetrate and cause quite a bit of pain. That she’d taken out our only means of communication could not be construed as a coincidence.

      “Motherfucker,” I said as I pulled it free. I wasn’t thrilled I’d been hit, but I was glad it wasn’t Charlie. That would change soon enough if something wasn’t done. We had both got lower, to make smaller targets of ourselves. I was wishing for some riot gear, but, well, if I was going down that route, I wished I was in a log cabin alpine retreat. Dream big, I say.

      “Hey Payne, how about you and I finish this?”

      There was nothing for a long while. I was worried that she’d left, thinking that she had paralyzed us with fear into a corner and had followed our trail back to Charlie’s people. Without knowing what they were dealing with, she could perhaps kill dozens, quickly.

      “You would dare to put the toy down that defines your masculinity?”

      “It doesn’t define my masculinity.” No idea why I thought I needed to defend against the dig.

      “Whatever you say.” She sounded amused. “I will meet you out on the street, if you so desire. Both of you must come out; neither may have a weapon.”

      “If I do this and you win, you let Charlie go.”

      “When you are dead, Michael, these small, earthly troubles will no longer be your concern. Either way, you would not be able to enforce any agreement we may strike here.”

      “Are you saying you’d agree to something and then not honor it?”

      “I am not bound by human honor. I will spell this out for you because you seem exceedingly slow. When you die, so does Charlie. Perhaps I will be done with your line, perhaps not. There is a certain satisfaction in revenge. I can understand why it drove Eliza as it did, but I’ve never had much sense of purpose beyond feeding. When I was much younger, I traveled, but even that lost its luster after a while. There’s a beauty in mortality, to know that any breath you take may be your last.”

      “Fuck me. You done with the waxing poetic? Go out to the street, we’ll meet you there. Who the hell wants to hear a gloomy vampire?”

      “You seriously want to go out there? She seems pretty badass.”

      “Well aware. If we stay, she’ll kill us here; more importantly, she’ll kill you.”

      “We’re two Marines with rifles.”

      “And we’ll still lose.”

      “So, what are you going to be able to do out there without a weapon?”

      “While I’m fighting her, I’m going to hold her off long enough for you to run. To get the fuck as far from this place as possible.”

      “Not a chance.”

      “What do you mean, not a chance? I’m trying to save your life.”

      But I got it. I’d already touched upon it before. On some level, he’d sacrificed so much to save me, that to lose me now would make everything else seem pointless, and, oh yeah, he was a Marine, so he was fairly bull-headed.

      “Charlie, get out of here. Get your beautiful wife and your people and just get the fuck out of here.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Jesus.” Exasperated begins to describe how I felt. “I finally have an idea of what Tracy puts up with.”

      “Let’s kill this bitch,” he stated. It was the first time that day I’d seen anything but bitter defeat in his eyes. We were going to die, but by God, we were going to die trying. It’s the little distinctions in life that make it worthwhile.

      “You can’t bring a gun; she’ll kill us instantly. The only chance we have is her flaunting her ego around and hopefully make a dumb mistake we can capitalize on.”

      “Hopefully?”

      “It’s not often I get in the ring with a homicidal vampire.”

      “This has happened before?”

      “Just once.”

      He wanted to question me on it, but Payne was in a hurry.

      “It’s getting lonely out here. Are you two done with your needless conspiring?”

      I undid my tactical harness, placed my rifle on the ground, followed by my 1911. Maybe Payne was on to something, because I felt awfully naked with neither of those firearms on me. Charlie followed suit before we headed out. The sun was shining bright, I could clearly see Payne fifty yards down the roadway. If we could get a tumbleweed to roll across the road, it would be very much like the climactic scene in a Western, I mean, except for the flowing dress-wearing vampire and the two Marines in camouflage clothing. Plus, none of us had a gun. If an outside observer were to stumble across this display playing out, the obvious advantage would seem to be the two physically fit males against the petite woman. It would not take an untrained eye long to realize just how wrong that first impression was.

      Payne was standing with her hands upon her hips, her feet slightly apart, her hair and dress cascading in the wind. A sinister smile and predatory eyes followed our every movement. Charlie and myself were hesitant and unsure of what to do. I was outside the store, though I stayed close to the door. No way I was going to get into the wide-open with her, that left too many angles to protect. I could see her sigh at my decision.

      She casually walked closer. I got into a fighter’s stance, for all the good that was going to do. Charlie looked more like a boxer from the roaring ’20s, his fists held in that awkward, upside down position. For a moment I thought he was going to tell Payne to “Put ‘em up.”

      “What the fuck are you doing, Dempsey?” I asked, comparing him to the famous William ‘Jack’ Harrison Dempsey.

      “Huh?”

      The blink of an eye that I’d spent looking at him ended up costing me a tooth. The punch that struck my jaw drilled me to the ground. I may have done a complete three-sixty before I landed. By the time I dusted the cobwebs from the periphery of my mind, Payne was close to the same place she’d been originally. I was left wondering if she could direct psychic energy like she could her voice. If that was the case, the rest of this exercise was pointless, to our side anyway; I’m sure Payne had plenty of points still left to make. Charlie helped me stand; I was thankful I was not going to be a one-hit-wonder.

      “I barely saw her.” Charlie was in awe. “Can you do that?”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m just holding back, giving her a false sense of security.” My words had barely finished vibrating the airwaves when a bloody tooth fell to the sidewalk.

      “I think she’s secure enough. You should probably do something.” He sounded serious, too fucking bad I’d left my bag of tricks behind. I crashed through a plate glass window, as something close to a rhino had hit me in the solar plexus. I didn’t even care when a piece that could have easily removed my head stuck into the wood floor five inches from my neck. I was wheezing like a three-pack a day asthmatic who had just climbed a flight of stairs.

      “Leave him!” She was talking to Charlie, who was coming in to help me get back in the ring for round three. I didn’t know what day it was when I finally got enough breath back in my lungs to roll over and get on my hands and knees. In a typical, rigged, boxing event, I figured Payne and I had split the rounds. I spat up a decent-sized chunk of bloody something. I didn’t think you could cough up a kidney, but they say you learn something new every day. The thing I should have learned was to never fight a psychotic vampire.

      “This is very disappointing, Michael,” Payne said as I came back outside, one hand on the wall and my head hanging down. I’m not entirely sure if muscles can be broken, but it sure did feel that way.

      “She doesn’t look disappointed.” Charlie felt the need to let me know. “How are you holding up?”

      “With one hand, thanks for asking.” He had yet to look over.

      I wasn’t sure if I could take another hit like that. I surprised myself when, after two more concussive strikes, I was still able to stand, though any decent trainer would have thrown the white towel in after the first one. It was easy enough to see I was standing on pure instinct—nothing to do with being hearty. Any chance of dodging blows was long ago out the window.

      “Mike, if you’re going to do something besides absorb blows, now might be the time to do it.”

      It’s not so much a switch that I can throw off or on at will. It’s a part of me, purposefully locked away deep in the recesses of a mind designed to trap and isolate some of the more unsavory moments of my life which I have no desire to ever revisit. Far from a healthy way to deal with past events, but, so far, it kept me in an operational mode. Sure, I knew you could only ignore the warning lights for so long, but sometimes a piece of tape over the display panel will give you a false sense that everything is okay. I had to root around for something I didn’t want to find. It was a lot like looking around in the disaster of your garage for a shovel because your wife wants to spend the beautiful Saturday planting flowers, and you’re the designated hole man. I mean, it doesn’t matter to her if you dig the holes with a shovel or a screwdriver, but at least you could argue that it can’t be done because you don’t have the proper tools.

      It was Payne that shined the flashlight to help me find my way. She must have got sick of kicking the shit out of me and wanted to change up the rules. She wielded a haymaker for Charlie though she ended up pulling her punch, knowing he was a full-blooded human, and he would likely die from it or be broken beyond repair, then what would be left to torment me with? He was rattled for sure, but he was still conscious. I reached a hand down to help him up.

      “Leave him!” she yelled.

      “Fuck you,” I told her as I bent down. It was the blood that flowed from his nose and lips, a smell I, for some reason, used to associate with gunmetal, a holdover from my early Marine Corps days. Now because I was actively looking to embrace my dark side, it was a sweet ambrosia, a field of fragrant lilies after a harsh and deadly winter. Roasting meat, after a forced fast, the sweet smell of your wife after a year in combat. Indescribable in its ability to overwhelm the senses. My head vibrated from the effect, so much so that I forgot to finish picking Charlie up off the floor.

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” The muffled voice was coming through a broken nose.

      Payne was coming; I could feel the vibrations of air as she moved. I looked to see her approaching, and this time the difference was my eyes could track her movement. She threw a punch hard enough to cave in my orbital sockets, the portrayed hatred on her face was enough to let me know she was about done with this game and was planning on finishing me off quickly. She was a punch too late. I moved just enough to watch her tightly wrapped fist blow past my nose. The look of astonishment on her face when she realized she’d missed was priceless; too bad I would have needed a high-speed camera to pick up the reaction. I was so wrapped up in the moment that I’d avoided a strike, I almost missed my opportunity for payback, almost. I nailed her with an uppercut that lifted her off the ground and forced her head back to the point I think the back of her skull touched her shoulder blades. She was somehow able to move away quickly enough that I could not press the issue.

      She was across the street looking at me, blood dripping from the corner of her mouth, her arms hung low by her side, fists clenched. The only thing I’d accomplished by hitting her was making her mad.

      “I’m going to kill him first, and there will not be a thing you can do to stop me.” She didn’t bother pointing to Charlie, we all knew who she meant. Somehow everything appeared to be moving in slow motion, although it was happening at a pace the human eye could not detect. Payne put her head down in preparation to launch, I grabbed Charlie and pushed down, his body folding nearly in half as I applied forces it was not designed for. He was probably going to be sore after this maneuver, but it beat dead. I wasn’t fast enough—close—but not quite. He had blood flowing from his right arm, it was the last part of him I was able to whip out of the way. Payne, having mostly missed her mark, had momentum working against her as she took an extra step, I made her pay dearly for that. I punched the top of her head, her knees buckling as she absorbed the impact. She was not quite as spry as she again moved away.

      “How you feeling, champ?” Always a good idea to goad a vampire; they love that shit. Charlie must have thought I was asking him.

      “I’ve been better,” he told me.

      “How does it feel to embrace that part of yourself?” Payne asked. I don’t think it had anything to do with us bonding over the unholy aspects of ourselves but rather, she was stalling. I’d fucked her up royally. Normally, this would be where I felt some guilt for striking a woman, but she was as much an orc as she was a woman.

      “Now that she knows I can hurt her, she’s going to try and kill us fast. You ready for this?” I asked Charlie.

      “I’d rather shit in my hands and clap,” he responded.

      If a vampire wasn’t standing mere feet away with all manner of murderous intent, I would have bowled over laughing. As it was, I still managed to smile. I think this infuriated Payne, as she came at me with everything she had. She’d found another gear I was not capable of matching. I was blocking a fair number of hits, but also receiving quite a few. This was no rope-a-dope tactic on my part; this was just about trying to survive. Every time I was somehow able to block a hit, she would redouble her efforts for the affront to her pride that I’d so dared to defy her death-dealing. I could feel blood dripping from a half dozen spots on my face, arms, possibly my legs…she was so fast I had no hope of stopping the entirety of her attack. My head felt like a speed bag, rocking violently back and forth and side to side. My eyes were watering so bad from my broken nose, everything I looked at appeared as if through refracted light.

      Defense wasn’t going to work. I’d live a little longer, but that would be all I’d accomplish. I got in two solid thumps; she’d not been expecting that. She cried out—I hoped it was in pain, but more likely just surprise. I felt the side of her face slide past mine. I knew what she was trying to do; this was the kill shot. She was going to rip my neck wide open then she’d either drink me dry or let me bleed out on the streets of Ritzville. I vaguely wondered if that would make a good title of a country song.

      I reached out and grabbed her tight, doing my best to crush her against me. It was like hugging a steel I-beam. She was so strong and fighting so hard, my entire body was vibrating from the effort of her trying to get away. I don’t know when she’d grabbed my head, but it was wrenched back and there wasn’t a thing I could do to stop her. There was no up-side here: I let go, I died. I held on, I died. Then the scream came that burst my eardrum. Blood flowed down the side of my head as she increased her bid for freedom, but I could not let her go. I clung like she was somehow a life-ring in an ocean of death. Her struggling began to slow, I couldn’t imagine she was tiring, perhaps a ruse of some kind, but for what reason? I was already near my breaking point, and she had to know that. She sagged against my arms until I was supporting her entire weight. I kept pulling her tightly into me; something broke, her ribs, maybe mine, and still I made like I was a trash compactor. Somewhere distant, I heard yelling.

      “Talbot!” That cut through the haze of the fight and the ruptured ear. I kept crushing her. Payne had gone from an unimaginably powerful wild beast to a small, fragile bird and I was determined to splinter every single one of those hollow bones. “She’s dead! She’s dead!” I only heard Charlie say it twice, though he told me later he’d said it over twenty times. I didn’t believe him—the part about her being dead, that is, not until my vision began to clear and her head was lolled back, blood poured from her mouth and her eyes were flat, devoid of even the hate she carried for me. I saw the K-Bar stuck hilt-deep into her temple, the point probing the far side for an exit.

      “What?” I shouted as I let her drop like a heavy bag.

      “She’s dead.” He placed a hand upon my shoulder. I was leaning over, breathing heavily. “She’s dead.”

      I wanted to ask him how, but the glint of American steel that had scrambled her demented mind was all I needed to see. I stood up slowly and staggered back, thankful for the wall I fell into as I let my body slide down. Charlie toed the body; neither of us wanted a horror movie trope to come to fruition where the villain makes one last hurrah. She didn’t move or react to the indignation, but that’s what they do, right, pretend? He grabbed the handle of his knife and instead of merely pulling it out, he twisted it around, severing any synapses that still dared to fire. The scrunching sound as bone matter and steel scraped together was oddly comforting, at least, in this scenario. He finally pulled the knife free and wiped it clean on her dress. He then stumbled out into the middle of the street, dropped down onto all fours and threw up. I closed my eyes. I’d used up every available store of energy I could harvest from my body. I had nothing left to give; I needed rest. When I awoke, Charlie and Payne were gone. My heart pumped wildly for a moment, fearful that she had somehow risen from the undead and taken my friend. Then I noticed the blood trail where her head had been; he’d dragged the body away. Didn’t question it at the time, figured he didn’t want to look at his handiwork anymore. Payne, from all outward appearances, looked like a young woman, no matter the monster housed inside.

      He came out of a store across the street, had a box of granola bars and our rifles. “They only expired six months ago,” he said as he handed me one. I reached for it then pulled back when I noticed my hands were coated in blood. Most likely my own, but still.

      I stood up, my body stiff like I’d been in a car accident the previous day. “I’m gonna clean up a little.” There had been a few boxes of bleach wipes on the store shelf. Weird the things you notice even when someone is trying to kill you. I used the door, not trusting myself to step over the sill of the broken-out window; a fall there would lead to the insertion of glass in some very tender bits. My hands were shaking as I scrubbed them raw with the astringent wipes not designed for this particular use. Two canisters later and a lot of irritated pink skin, I emerged. Charlie was sitting on the curb. He reached up and back, handing me the granola bar I didn’t want but needed. I took a bite of the oats and rocks.

      “You sure it wasn’t six years and not six months?” I was looking at what I was trying to eat.

      “It gets better. Leave it in your mouth for a minute. It begins to dissolve, tastes a lot like the desert.”

      “Find anything to wash it down with?” A bottle of vodka was handed back; I noticed it was already half gone. I didn’t know what to think. Charlie had quit drinking a few years back. I didn’t say anything because if there is ever a time in your life where you could justify needing a drink, this was right up there with the best of them. I’m not much of a straight liquor type of drinker, but I pulled in nearly a quarter of what was left. It burned as it went down, but it was worth the warmth that spread out. I tapped him on the shoulder to hand it back.

      “Don’t bother, I have another.”

      I took another pull just as vigorous as the first. I don’t recommend chugging vodka; I wiped my mouth from the spillage. Charlie tipped his head back and drank, I watched as bubbles burped up inside the bottle. It looked like he was going to try and make up for all the days he’d missed drinking in one sitting.

      “We killed a vampire.” he said when he finally let the bottle down.

      “To be fair, you did. I was just holding on.”

      He held his bottle up and I clinked it in toast. I thought about matching his guzzle, but decided I liked breathing better and bowed out about halfway through his drink.

      “How’s your arm?” I asked, remembering he’d been bleeding at one point.

      “Just a scrape, already wrapped it up.” He didn’t show me, which I didn’t think anything of at the time.

      “We should maybe find that ride, get back…they’re going to get worried.”

      “Yeah,” he answered as I helped him stand. He finished the bottle before humming it inside the store where it shattered against the cash register. He was quiet as we walked, well, that’s not fair; wasn’t like I was even attempting idle chit chat. There was no way in hell we wanted to discuss what had happened, and small talk seemed like it would have somehow belittled what we’d been through, so we dealt with it in the only manner we knew how, in silence. It was twenty minutes later we were staring at a Walmart tractor-trailer.

      “Shit,” was all I could manage to say.

      “Not a fan of cheap Chinese goods?” he asked.

      “Nailed it. I hate the large conglomerate that helped out-source all of America’s production in an effort to maximize profits, thereby plowing under small business owners that could not compete with the wage disparity. Or, maybe I can’t drive that thing as well as I wish I could, and I don’t want to slosh this vodka around inside of me any more than I need to.”

      “Yeah, I’d rather you didn’t drive either. Last time I was in a truck with you I got banished to Okinawa.”

      “Good times.”

      “I didn’t think so, and I can drive a rig.”

      “This going to be a payback type of thing?”

      I went to the back and opened up the doors, it was packed to the ceiling with goods. “Fuck, it’s going to take us a couple of hours to push all this shit onto the road.” I grabbed a box of DVDs and tossed it away.

      He watched me take out another five boxes.

      “You just going to watch?” I asked.

      “I’m just wondering how long it’s going to take until it dawns on you.”

      “Until what dawns on me?” I wasn’t in the mood for guessing games. Each box I tossed out, I was getting angrier. He was now leaning up against the truck.

      “You think everyone will fit in here?” he asked, looking at his fingernails.

      “Not with all this shit in here.” I tossed another box out, making sure it was close enough to him to garner his attention.

      “You know what would help?”

      “No, Charlie, I don’t know what would help. Why don’t you enlighten me.”

      “If we only had more people here to help offload.”

      “What good is that? They’re back waiting for us!” I got down from the truck and sheepishly closed the doors. “Don’t say a fucking word,” I told him.

      “Well, certainly not now, but when we get back, all bets are off.”

      This might be the first time I’d ever wished for a vehicle not to start. It took Charlie a good twenty minutes with minimal help from me, but he got the beast turned over. I think he would have opted to push it back just so he could have proof of his story. It was a day later and many miles traveled before I remembered I’d left my 1911 behind, I blamed it on the vodka but still, how does one forget something that has saved their ass on numerous occasions?

      “What took you so long?” Laura asked, running up to the truck as we came over. “You couldn’t even radio back?”

      She was not happy. To look at us, you would have to know that we’d been in a fight and that the other guy looked worse would be in serious doubt. My clothes were covered in a fair amount of blood. My face was healing, and a new tooth was already busting through my gums, but by the tightness of my lips and the difficulty in blinking, I knew I was still pretty swollen. Charlie had fared better, but, again, he had torn, blood spattered clothes and a deep, raking scratch that dragged down the majority of his face.

      Charlie and I could only glance at each other; this was not something we wanted to discuss, not here, not in front of these people—and maybe never.

      “Got the truck,” he told her brusquely.

      In all the time I’d known them, I don’t think I could ever recall them having a knock-down, drag-out screaming fight. Yeah, they disagreed, and when Charlie realized the error of his ways, he would relent and graciously admit defeat. Shit, I even think Laura acquiesced a time or two just to make him feel like he stood a chance; I wondered if she could teach my wife that. Right that very moment, Laura looked as if she was going to fly against the face of their traditional way of working out their differences. She let it go when she noticed me and at least two dozen of her people watching, but I knew this was far from over.

      I had been offered a ride up front, but when I realized Laura was going to be there too, I’d felt like I’d had enough of conflict for the day, and this one was even more lopsided than our fight against Payne. The rear of the truck was packed, uncomfortable, and dark. Some light bled through, but only enough to let us know how shitty our conditions were. We were using flattened boxes as cushions; it wasn’t overly effective, about the only thing it helped do was slow down the cold seeping in from the metal bottom of the trailer. Every time I contemplated dozing, I would catch an errant elbow, foot, head drooping to my shoulder, or a coccyx shattering bump in the road. That, and Ben-Ben pegged me as his personal pillow. If not for any of those reasons keeping me awake, there were the constant sniffles and cries of those in mourning. Nobody said anything to me, but for me to believe they weren’t thinking it would be ignorant on my part. I was alive, while so many others weren’t. I was ruing my decision not to have withstood the marital battle going on up front.

      I don’t know how long we’d been driving when we finally stopped; torture has a way of suspending time or at least the passing of it. It was dusk when the back doors opened. Some stood, waiting the indeterminable time it was taking people to off-load. This was worse than a packed cross-country flight filled with children and senior citizens. I don’t have a problem with either group until it’s time to deboard, then I just want to scream, “Get your shit and get off the fucking plane!” They seem to take great pleasure in the delaying of the rest of us. Maybe it’s the cynic in me, but I don’t think I’m alone in this notion. I stayed sitting down. I wasn’t sure my numb ass would support me, and I had a feeling that if I began to fall over, no one would lend a hand.

      “Where’s Charlie?” I asked Laura when I finally got to gingerly hop out.

      “He’s not feeling too good. Fever and chills. We’re going to make camp here for the night.” She still seemed pissed. Maybe she hadn’t been able to unleash her fury; it’s difficult to berate someone when they’re sick.

      “Do you have antibiotics? He was cut.” I had that icy finger drag up my spine. I wanted to ignore it, but my subconscious had an inkling of dread.

      “Are you talking about the scratch on his face?”

      I shook my head.

      “He didn’t say anything to me.”

      “He will. Laura, we were fighting for our lives, and for most of the battle, we were on the losing end.” If I hoped that would get some slack cut for Charlie, the set of her jaw let me know just how mistaken I was.

      “Good one, Talbot.” I was reprimanding myself as she walked away. I was looking for my friend, to warn him of my faux pas, but I was told he was lying down and wasn’t to be disturbed. I wish something had clicked then, but between the worry of my family and the stress of the battle with Payne, I continued motion without much thought. We were in an RV camping ground which bode well for finding some new, more comfortable rides, and it would also give us some shelter from the elements and zombies, if the need arose. We spent the better part of an hour knocking on doors and doing a standard search and clear before we were truly able to relax for the evening. By now, night had come. I found myself alone, sitting next to the truck. Nobody, including sleep, was going to visit me tonight. Lost track of how many times I thought about climbing up into the cab and grinding gears to keep moving. The main reason I didn’t was there was no way to be sure any of the RVs here would start, and I’d already caused enough harm. Leaving the rest stranded would be the corn kernels atop the shit sundae.

      You’d think the last place I would try and catch some zees would be in the back of the truck, but there I was, rearranging cardboard, doing my best to pretend. When that no longer worked, I decided to walk the perimeter. There were guards set up, so I went past them and then further to make sure I wasn’t mistaken for a hostile, or even recognized and shot—that was just as likely. I was probably making two-mile-long loops around the park. Every once in a while, I would catch a whiff of something foul, but it was so faint and inconsistent I wasn’t sure if it was garbage wafting through or just an overactive imagination on my part. Never saw anything or heard, for that matter. By the time I started to tire, the sun was thinking about making an appearance. Isn’t that about the way of it?
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      I felt like chopped liver the entire day, a heavy case of battle fatigue and regular fatigue. I didn’t do much, and I didn’t help much, as the group got five behemoth RVs up and running. And still feeling like a pariah, I wasn’t sure which one to get into. No one would actively tell me no, but I sure as shit wasn’t getting any invites to join them. I thought about hopping in with Laura and Charlie, but I’d seen enough hard glances from my wife to know that the stink-eye Laura was giving me meant I should seek transportation elsewhere. In the end, I did the most reasonable thing I could think to do, and that was grab the eighteen-wheeler. Riley, Ben-Ben and I had the whole thing to ourselves. At least they hadn’t abandoned me. Maybe when the group stopped for the night, and if I hadn’t fallen asleep at some point during the day and crashed, I would just keep rolling along. I let them all pull out ahead of me because I didn’t want anyone to hear my butchery of shifting. Only stalled twice (fine, four times) before I got rolling. I read once that to get rid of kidney stones, they used ultrasonic waves to shatter the pieces for easier passing. Anyone afflicted with this condition would have been miraculously cured in the trailer of my vehicle, had they decided to ride in it. I mistakenly thought that once I was out of first gear, it would be smooth sailing, but I could not find a gear to stay in as the convoy would speed along when they could, but we were slowed continuously by abandoned traffic or debris, as the earth went about its business without the influence of humanity.

      We’d been driving along for a few hours when we came to a complete stop. It looked like the perfect beginning to an ambush: an entire forty-foot pine tree was laying across the roadway. Usually, this wouldn’t be a huge cause for concern, but the tree line was recessed more than a hundred feet back; how that thing got to where it was looked mighty suspicious. Had to do the old heave-ho with twenty people to clear the path; it wasn’t like military units traveled with chainsaws. Charlie was still under wraps, so I ordered a guard detail. Plankard didn’t look overly thrilled that I’d assumed command. I wasn’t really, but that they hadn’t seen the same danger here as I had made me a little leery. Yeah, nothing happened, which was good, but I saw absolutely zero problems with wanting to be warned if it had amounted to something. Just because you didn’t want something to be dangerous didn’t mean it wouldn’t be. Everyone always thinks pandas are so cute and cuddly. I agree they’re cute, but they have privacy issues, and if you break their personal space bubble, they’ll fuck you up. They’ll even give you what-for if they’re irritated. And never roll up on one before their morning coffee.

      Once the tree was moved, Plankard overrode my recommendation that we should get moving and called for a break to stretch and eat some food. I thought maybe we should go a few miles down the road first; he decided he could piss farther than I could, and we stayed there. I ate in the cab, mostly because it looked less like I was eating alone, and partly because I kept getting those off-whiffs I had been during the previous evening's stroll. I was worried that I’d either burnt that smell into my nose, or I was getting whiffs of my corroded insides. Although, if it was the latter, it wouldn’t matter where I went. Well, actually, either. Fuck, I hate overthinking. I was watching as Plankard approached my truck. I figured this was where he would tell me we were going to part ways; the relief for both of us would have been palpable. But you hardly ever get what you want in this world. He waited until I rolled down my window.

      “Going to look for some gas in the next few miles.”

      I nodded and rolled up the window as he turned and walked away. This was always the tricky part—finding gas, I mean. Generally, depending on the type of fuel, it was only good from three months to a year. And we were well past that benchmark. If we could find a storage tank that had fuel additives placed in it, that number was pushed to three years. Winning the Power Ball would have been more likely. It was going to suck riding out the apocalypse on a ten-speed because I, for one, was not going to adopt riding horses. Fifteen minutes later, we were off the highway and at a gas station. As far as I was concerned, these were the new watering holes, where predators laid ambush to prey. Plankard must have felt the same way as he set up a perimeter. They hand-pumped a few gallons into the lead RV and were getting ready to do the same to the second.

      “Hold off.” I had my hand up and was coming toward the small group.

      “We know what we’re doing.” It was a Corporal Belford that told me this.

      “I would imagine that whole up-down motion—good for you.” I was feeling a little salty. “Start the RV you just filled first.”

      I heard him mumble something about minding my own fucking business, or maybe it was just fuck off, who knows, but he did what I asked. The RV turned over without a hitch. He turned to look at me as if to say: why are you wasting my time, then he immediately turned to the front when the RV began to shake and black smoke belched from the back. It sputtered a few more times and decided this was as good a place and time to die as any.

      “Fuel’s contaminated,” I said though we all knew it.

      Plankard wasted the next hour draining the fuel and pumping some from another vehicle, it didn’t work. I wasn’t a master mechanic, but I think short of replacing the entire fuel line and pump, it wasn’t going anywhere. Even with one vehicle down, the group decided to mash-up in the remaining four rather than get in the trailer, still a smart move. A Corporal Cambria decided she wanted to ride in somewhat luxury as she climbed into the cab with me.

      “Do you mind?” she asked, although she was already seated and had pulled the door shut.

      “As long as you don’t talk much,” I told her.

      She must have heard the exact opposite of what I’d said. I kept expecting her to pass out; so many words plummeted from her mouth without an intake of air, I couldn’t figure out how she was doing it. Her name was Dallas. She was the daughter of Earl and Lily, who were here with her. She was twenty and had worked at a pretzel stand to earn extra money as she attended Texas State, before the zombies came. She hadn’t seen her boyfriend, Gabe, since that first day. She loved Taylor Swift and pizza. She missed her cat, Cocoa; he had died when she was ten. She’d switched out her combat boots for hiking Skechers because blisters, yuck. And she wasn’t a fan of Texas heat. I got all that before I got the truck started, and it didn’t stop. It never stopped. I wondered if she was a Terminator sent back in time from the future, but instead of killing you outright, she drove you nuts to the point you took yourself out. The Bothersome Bot 2000. I couldn’t even imagine a conversation between her and my niece, Melissa. Would either let the other speak, or would they both talk continuously, not even hearing the other out?

      It’s weird how, more often than not, first impressions are wrong, though we are stubborn to let those notions go. Like the book and the cover type-deal. What you see, whether flashy or plain on the front, hardly ever accurately portrays the words within, yet you keep expecting it to. And so it was with personalities. She rambled on for another full twenty minutes. Most of it as I relearned how to drive the rig, and not once did she mention how horrendous I was at it, and for that, I gave her props. After that she became quiet; I figured she was listening to the lyrics of MMMbop in her head. Probably just did some dating of myself on that reference; I couldn’t even remember when Hanson was a thing. Whatever she was thinking on, I was happy for the quiet.

      “Captain Talbot, you realize you drive for shit, right?”

      I thought about giving her a hard time. I wasn’t in much of a decent mood, went with the truth. “Well aware.”

      “Want me to drive?”

      I looked over at her to see if she was serious.

      “Gabe used to drive a truck. He taught me.”

      I figured she was talking about his Ford. She recognized my look.

      “International, LoneStar series, Eaton Fuller Advantage ten-speed.” She then listed off a manual’s worth of specs. By this time, I was already slowing down and coming to a stop. I noted that the RV convoy did not follow suit.

      “Thank God,” we said to each other as we passed by at the front of the truck.

      “I just couldn’t stand to see you butcher this poor machine anymore,” she said as she buckled in.

      “Beforehand? Or just since you’ve been in the truck?”

      “I was watching you make this poor baby look like a bucking bronco.” She tenderly caressed the dashboard.

      She was right; she could drive. We were almost purring down the highway. “You mind if I get some sleep? I haven’t been getting much lately.”

      “It’s not your fault,” she said without looking over. “None of it is anybody’s fault. You get that, right?” Now she looked.

      I was worried my eyes were going to water. Just what I needed to do, break down in front of a kid, and not only a kid, but a stranger for the most part. Or maybe that was why she’d bothered to tell me about her entire life, so she wouldn’t be. The kid was light years beyond me.

      “I know some of them blame you, but they’re wrong. They just don’t know how to deal with their grief, and sometimes anger is better than sadness. It pushes everything else away.”

      I didn’t say anything for a while, too concerned that my constricted throat would make my words sound like I’d taken a hit of helium, or I’d swallowed a frog, or a frog that had taken helium.

      “Let me guess, psych major?” I asked when I could finally speak.

      “You’re funny. Molecular engineering.”

      “Holy shit, Dallas. What the hell were you doing at a pretzel stand?”

      “I got to eat as many as I wanted for free. I would have gone broke if I had to pay for them. I’ve got a thing for the cream cheese stuffed ones. Looking back on it, I now wished I’d gone into chemistry; I think I would have been better able to work out this virus. I’m trying to book learn, but some of the questions I have, it’s difficult to find answers for. Is there even a remote chance you know anything in the field?” She looked hopeful as she gazed over.

      The only thing I knew about chemistry was the effects of certain drugs on the mind, and I didn’t want to give her such a flippant answer; she didn’t deserve that.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t.”

      “What about any of the people you’re going to meet?”

      I got a feeling that if Mad Jack were still around, she would leave her group in a bid to learn all that she could.

      “Not anymore.”

      “That’s the thing of it, isn’t it?” she asked.

      “What is?”

      “It’s the academics that go first. Theoretical physicists aren’t suited for survival and combat situations.”

      “That may be mostly true, but you’re here, and if that’s the case, maybe there’s more.”

      I got a smile, but it wasn’t a lasting happiness. There was truth in my words, but coming across someone like that…well, you can refer back to my Power Ball scenario.

      “Get some sleep, Captain. I’ll keep us safe.” I knew she was mostly referring to the truck, and I was okay with that.
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      I don’t even know how long I’d slept, but the drool in my beard and the crust in the corners of my eyes let me know it had been an extended stay in dreamland, which, thankfully this go around had been vacant. I don’t think I could take one more appearance from a lost friend or family member. The only reason I’d woken up at all was it felt like Dallas had gone to the Talbot School of driving, as we rattled around. The source was thousands of cans of tomato sauce strewn across the roadway. There was no part of me that liked that it looked like a Medieval battlefield after a prolonged engagement.

      “Looks fairly fresh,” I said as I sat up and wiped away the lingering sleep.

      “Few days at most.” She was looking around for what had caused the accident. Ben-Ben jumped up in my lap to look out the window; he must have caught the scent of spaghetti. He didn’t seem overly interested to get to it, which was strange, considering some of the things I’d had to pull from his reluctant mouth. He had looked at the road, and now his gaze was further off. It was far enough away I had a difficult time making out what I was looking at.

      “Dallas, slow down a bit…look out my window. What do you see?”

      “An entire wasted crop of tomatoes.”

      “No, further out.”

      The truck was slowing as she looked over, then she was leaning. If she went any farther over, she would usurp Ben-Ben’s position. “An animal of some sort?”

      It was in an animal’s pose, that was true, on four legs, I mean. Other than that, I couldn’t peg it. It was flesh-colored, but the slope of the back wasn’t right; the ass was too high. I would have thought it a dead human or zombie in an unnatural pose. A kiss my ass, defiance at the end, but it was moving. Loping, I’d say. Back in YouTube’s heyday, I’d watched a video of a woman that either believed herself to be a horse or wanted to be one, gallop around an obstacle course on all fours, she was very fluid in her bizarre locomotion. She’d either been practicing for years or had some genetic abnormality that allowed her to do it so equine-like. It was disturbing to watch on a fundamental level; it was something she should not have been able to do. I was getting that same discordant feeling now, as I had then.

      Dallas saw exactly what I did. “That a human?” Not sure how she was keeping the truck on the road, I don’t think she’d looked ahead in a quarter-mile or more.

      “How fast are you going?”

      She turned to look at her gauges. “Little over twenty-five miles per hour.”

      The aberration was keeping pace. “What fresh hell is this?”

      “How is it moving so fast?” She was again looking at the train wreck.

      I was wondering the same thing until I saw another two trailing the lead…what? Dog? Dombie? Whatever those things were, they weren’t human, not anymore—they were moving too fast and for too long. They had been keeping pace for nearly a mile.

      “Gonna go out on a limb and say I know what caused that accident back there.” The animal-thing was a hundred yards off and we were both moving, it would not be an easy shot. I looked at Ben-Ben and Riley, it would also be deafening in the cab. “I need to shoot that thing.”

      “I have a bunch of foam plugs,” Dallas said as she saw me looking at the dogs. “Think they’ll wear them?”

      “Riley will; Ben-Ben will want to eat them.”

      She handed over a couple of packs before undoing one herself. “Can’t be too careful with your ears,” she said as she scrunched them up and placed them in. I was wondering where that message had been for most of my life.

      “Riley, tell Ben-Ben not to try and take these out.” I placed them in Riley’s ears first, hoping that leadership by example would be helpful. When I went for Ben-Ben, he kept turning his head back and forth, not in protest, but rather to see what offering I had in my hands. He kept doing this until Riley barked at him, then he thought the next best course of action was to do a little bladder leaking in my lap. “Just great. I was hoping to get pissed on today.” He let me put the ear protection in, and I placed him on the floorboards. “Little slower,” I told Dallas.

      As we slowed, the thing began to take an intercept course, coming in at an angle. I took a look forward as I thought the RVs were pulling further ahead; for the moment, we were on our own. I rolled up the window a bit to rest the front half of my weapon on. Dallas had slowed further, so any bumps in the road would not throw my aim off. I sighted in.

      “Wish I had a scope.” Generally, in a combat situation, those aren’t the greatest thing to have. They get banged around so much you’re in danger of breaking it or just as bad, throwing off the sights. Can’t zero a weapon when you’re fighting for your life. At fifty yards I took the shot. It was a direct hit in the side—lung shot, it had to be. I saw the plume of blood spray into the air as the beast rolled over to the side, doing two complete revolutions on its back, kicking up sod and dirt. I looked up from my sights at my deadly handiwork.

      “Uh, oh,” was all I could manage as I watched it shake off what should have been a fatal shot. Before it began the chase anew, it turned its head skyward and howled. I could definitively take animal and human off the board. The sound was haunting; it was so alien to anything I’d ever heard before.

      “Did you hit it?” Dallas was again watching.

      “Straight in the side.”

      She didn’t question me as she got the truck back up to speed, and thankfully we were able to leave the nightmare behind us. There was a comfort as we caught back up to the convoy, but I could not stop staring in my rearview mirrors. Either the zombies had once again adapted, or I’d just seen a werewolf in mid-transformation, but those weren’t real, right? We pulled over, not five minutes later. One of the RVs had gone bone dry. The people inside had split up into the remaining three.

      “You’re pretty popular,” Dallas said as not one came to ride in the trailer.

      “It’s a burden,” I told her absently, still not taking my gaze from the mirror.

      “You think they’re still following?”

      “Think? Laura, you there?” I thumbed my radio.

      “I am,” she said tersely.

      “How’s Charlie?” There was a pause, I could about feel her holding back the answer she wanted to deliver. Instead, she handed it off.

      “Hey, Mike.”

      “Glad to hear you’re up and about. How you doing?”

      “Weird. I feel both better and worse.”

      “You’ll be fine soon enough.”

      “Yeah, I hope so. What’s going on?” he asked. “Or is this just a social call?”

      “Well, you know about all the different zombies.” I began to list them off, “Bulkers, speeders, deaders, shriekers…”

      “Yeah, yeah, I don’t need a recap, already scared shitless and suddenly, I’m drained.”

      “Got another one.”

      “I’m shivering with the anticipation of you telling me.”

      “Is that sarcasm or the fever?”

      “Mike.”

      “Right, looks something like a human mixed with a dog. Lopes along on all fours, face may be a bit elongated, couldn’t get a great look. Runs somewhere in the twenty miles an hour range, might be faster; I didn’t clock it.”

      “You bullshitting me?”

      “I wish I was, and they’re following us.”

      “How close?”

      “Right now, I’d say two miles.”

      “Jesus. We need to find gas soon. Two of the RVs are on fumes.”

      “The truck is still at half a tank.”

      “I think my people are about on the cusp of a mutiny. I don’t want to press them closer to the edge. Next sign for gas, we’re going to give it a go.”

      “Roger that.”

      The radio cut out and we were moving in under a minute. I couldn’t be entirely sure, but I thought I saw movement way back, if that were the case, the reavers, yeah, that seemed like an apt name, the reavers could run faster than I’d initially thought…or maybe we’d been stopped longer. I was hoping for option number two.

      “You on the cusp of a mutiny?” I asked Dallas.

      “Well, I hadn’t thought about it, but now that’s it been brought up, I suppose I could see what’s in it for me. Better living conditions, a better split of ill-gotten booty. That kind of thing.”

      “You’re all right,” I told her. “Can I ask you a serious question?”

      “Am I compelled to answer?”

      “No. Not like this is the Spanish Inquisition.”

      “Ask away.”

      “This mission your captain brought you on, how do you feel about it?”

      She hesitated. Maybe she hadn’t really thought about it, maybe she was finding a way to say what was on her mind without angering me or pissing her CO off.

      “If we had put it to a vote, I would have said no, but this is a military unit. I go where I’m needed.”

      “Very diplomatic answer. I’m not trying to get you in trouble; it’s just, I’m suffering from a ton of survivor’s guilt here. I’m having a hard time with the means justifying the end.”

      “You can’t feel like that, sir. We sacrificed a lot to save you, and for you to feel that it wasn’t worthwhile would make that feel diminished.”

      That didn’t make me feel any better. If the glue that was holding all of this together was me pretending this had been necessary, then we were all fooling ourselves.

      “I’m grateful, of course. I’m grateful, just…”

      “May I offer a suggestion, sir?”

      “Of course.”

      “Stop with the grateful portion. This was a voluntary mission. Everyone volunteered to be here. We were told it was high-risk with little-to-no chance of success. We knew the objective and what it could entail. Charlie, the captain, was extremely specific on the possibilities of casualties. Whether one died or the whole squad, we came willingly. Some wanted to test their mettle.”

      “Like you?” I asked.

      She smiled. “Compared to what’s going on here, we’ve been leading a fairly sheltered life. We have plenty of supplies and are secure in our compound. We’ve fought and killed countless zombies, but even a good many of those have been the slow ones. Yes, we’ve taken losses, and it hurts, but we’ll be stronger for it. We’ll be more prepared for what comes next. The zombies here, they’ll spread, and now we’ll have time to be prepared. If they had just struck, there’s a good chance we would have lost everything. So, was it worth it? Yes, sir. Unequivocally. Those that don’t feel that way eventually will, and a successful mission will make the bitter pill a lot easier to swallow.”

      I knew the sentiment well enough. In football, if you suffered an injury during a touchdown, you felt a hundred times better than if you were injured during a fumble. The mind is a powerful instrument; why I always decided to abuse the thing was beyond me. It wasn’t far to the next gas station; entirely too close to the new predator chasing us.

      “If you get out of the truck, don’t go far,” I told Dallas.

      “You think those things are still following?”

      “I do.”

      “I really could use the facilities.”

      I didn’t dwell on what an untended gas station bathroom might look like after all this time, as I would most likely get sick. It would be a whole new ecosystem within those walls.

      “Just go quick and maybe find a bush.”

      Plankard set up a perimeter, but the people on watch seemed more occupied with eating or chatting or stretching than keeping an eye out for dangers. I made it my mission to continually scan around. I felt like I was getting a whiff of that mysterious odor, but this was quickly drowned out by gas as they pumped out a couple of gallons on the ground. I have no idea if you can visually inspect fuel for contamination. I mean, sure, if it has small pebbles in it or something. I suppose you could look for the separation of water or if it was gummy. I’d no idea how you could judge the combustibility except by placing it in a vehicle and running it. Some brainchild had the grand idea of lighting it on fire; I was glad I didn’t have to step in and say how idiotic that was, considering they had poured the gas out right over the holding tank. Thought Plankard was going to smack the guy upside the head.

      They did the equivalent of Kirby’s worst chemical warfare nightmare and grabbed a volunteer vehicle to be the test subject. They added some fuel additives, but I didn’t think that would be any good after the fact. It had to be mixed in with fresh fuel, was what I figured, but it couldn’t hurt; the RV either ran or it didn’t. Charlie was up, but Laura was hovering over him like a mama grizzly bear. I decided not to test her patience. She seemed to go out of her way to give me the evil eye. Dallas was back in the cab of the truck, eating some lunch; a couple of people that were supposed to be guarding our stop were talking to her. It was too lax. I don’t know if this was a reaction to the devastation the group had just suffered, a desire to return to normalcy, or whether it was that much easier surviving where they were stationed, but that was no excuse. Lord knows they’d just learned an incredibly painful lesson, or should have. Dallas was smiling and joking with her would-be suitors, and the RV had been filled and was about to go for a test drive when I saw them. A pack of ten or more.

      I would have yelled reaver! but that only meant something to me, and now was not the time for confusion. “Zombies!” They might not have been at the highest state of alertness, but that changed quickly enough. They did not take long to assemble into the fighting unit they were. I saw Laura ushering Charlie back into one of the RVs.

      Plankard sought me out. “What am I looking at, Captain?”

      “Today’s the first time I’ve seen them. Gonna call them ‘reavers,’ and they are an evolved, or devolved, zombie.”

      “That’s a zombie?” he asked incredulously.

      “Lung shot one; it shook it off and kept coming.”

      “Everyone mount up, we’re leaving!”

      I didn’t blame him. This wasn’t a fight I wanted either. The reavers were moving fast, their heads hanging low, making it a difficult shot, and that savage, strange clipped bark they made was making me awfully nervous. I figured it was having the same effect on everybody. There was little doubt in my mind they were communicating, probably figuring out the best way to coordinate an attack. At a hundred yards they fanned out. I had just stepped up into the truck; Dallas had shoved the rest of her food in her mouth and was getting us underway. One had got close enough it had taken a swipe at our rear wheels before we were at a speed to leave it behind. They would not give up no matter how fast we were traveling. The rest of the pack had fallen in behind and was following. The test RV was still running, so that was good; the other three we would have to hope for a lot of downhill stretches because they would be coasting soon.

      Some of the edge of nervousness began to dull as we pulled farther away, but would not entirely lose its edge. It couldn’t. They’d been following us for miles and did not seem to be interested in doing anything else. To hope they’d stop was only wishful thinking that could not be dwelled upon. We should have been able to pull away from them, but with having to now keep stopping for gas, we were staying within range. We drove another five miles, this time, thankfully, it was to a rest stop on the highway. It would be easier to get rolling again and less likely to get caught in a trap. It was unfortunate that the gas we pumped was like gum left on hot pavement. The only thing it looked good for was to make napalm. We left another RV, this time, we did get some spillover, as five people got in the trailer. I was done with this bullshit and told Laura that perhaps we should ditch all the RVs and just use the truck.

      “Charlie needs a bed,” was her reply, and it was not open to discussion and certainly not debate. I was hoping that Charlie would say something. He was there, but seemed content with her speaking for him.

      “Bud.” I went for a direct appeal, but she was already getting him back inside. No sign of the reavers, but they were like a mosquito in a darkened bedroom. You knew it was there, and it was going to get its measure of blood. There was little you could do about it.

      “I’ve never seen her like this,” Dallas said as I got back into the truck. I was shaking my head in disbelief at Laura’s unwillingness even to discuss the point. All I could think was that he’d been much sicker than I’d been led to believe.

      “Yeah, me neither.”

      Hadn’t gone more than two miles when another RV went bone dry. It should have been a nice smooth transition of people from it to the remaining vehicles; I couldn’t figure out why they were milling around.

      “Fucking come on!” I was still in the cab, urging people to move with my teeth clenched. Plankard came over a minute later to tell me that he wanted to get some of the fuel from the semi for the RV.

      “Absolutely not,” was what I wanted to say. “Be quick about it,” was what I did say. Laura wasn’t the only one feeling chippy today.

      “Five gallons, no more,” he said, as if that would appease me.

      I got out, as did Dallas.

      “Where you going?” I may have still had some lingering asshole in the tone.

      “Bathroom, if you don’t mind.”

      “Didn’t you go yesterday?” I asked, hoping that would break the tension I was creating.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      She walked farther away than I would have liked, but I’d used up my allotment of words on the subject, and you really couldn’t order someone not to go.

      “Shit,” I heard from the other side of the truck, right before I smelled diesel. I went over there quickly, fearful that someone may have stuck a screwdriver through the tank. At that point, it may have very well been likely I would have started tossing people into the back of the truck. “Broken seal on the hand pump, Staff Sergeant.” There was a private leaning over, a small puddle of fuel by his feet and his hands and forearms were covered in the stink. I hated getting fuel on myself; it never came off with soap and water. Really the only way you got rid of the smell was by getting used to it, and time. The gas can looked to be about half-full. I didn’t think that would be good for much more than twenty miles.

      “All right, you get this into the RV,” Plankard said as he began to disassemble the pump.

      “Could you maybe do that while we’re driving?” I asked him.

      “It won’t take long, we’ll get a few gallons into everything we have, give us more of a chance to keep moving.”

      “Plankard,” I stated.

      “Staff Sergeant.”

      “Fine, we’ll play your game, Staff Sergeant. All you’re doing is wasting fuel. The truck works fine; you’re sacrificing distance for some comfort. There’s also a possibility we don’t find any viable fuel and all we’re doing is wasting time and allowing the enemy to keep pace.”

      “Your reavers, they’re not still following us. Zombies forget when they can’t see their food.”

      It sucked that I didn’t have the opportunity to give him a verbal lesson, as we instead got an up-close teaching experience. There was a series of barks that sounded like a hospital ward with severe cases of whooping cough in quarantine. Tough to tell what came first, the cries of surprise, pain, or shots. Three of the beasts galloped out of the woods between where we were standing and where Dallas had gone. The lead RV was where all the action was taking place, and it was a coordinated attack. I turned to see the ones coming up behind. Thankfully, their timing had been a bit off. I ripped off three shots before I could get my rifle to my shoulder. Two struck the lead animal-zombie in the chest, the third careened loudly off the roadway. When I could finally aim, I put one straight through that ugly muzzle. Now, typically there isn’t a dog I can’t find some cuteness in, even the faces that only a mother could love. That was not the case here, the hybrid-ness of the change was revolting, like it had taken the worst features of man and dog and melded those. I was thankful for the disfigurement the strike had done; it was an improvement.

      Plankard could not get his rifle into position quick enough. The second beast had launched as he was ducking down; they struck shoulder to shoulder. I heard something break, though I didn’t know who had suffered the injury. I wanted to help Plankard, I wanted to help Dallas, wherever she was, but the remaining two reavers were preventing me from doing anything other than taking a defensive stand. I was getting ready to shoot when they split up, one moving to the left, the other right and under the truck.

      “Son of bitch.” If I concentrated on either the other was sure to strike. I heard Plankard’s rifle go off; there was a savage bark then a high-pitched yelp before the thing rolled to the ground, its arms and legs in the air. Not sure if I should have been surprised or not when I saw six nipples. The only reason to have that many was to be whelping reaver pups, which meant that these things had off-spring. That changed everything. Zombies, by their nature, were a finite creature. They could potentially keep replenishing their stock by infecting humans, but with us in diminishing supply, that meant the same for them. But procreating monsters? The sky was the limit. I got up onto the running board and then the hood. I helped Plankard, who had jumped up onto the bumper.

      “I’m sorry,” he offered. Didn’t give two shits about the apology—I was glad he was all right.

      “Be careful…there’s one under the truck,” I told him before I got a bead on another circling us, looking for a way up. I was thinking about checking out its leaping ability, rather see it under a somewhat controlled environment, but when you play stupid games, you win stupid prizes. Death by preventable attack was the most stupidest. My first shot hit it in the forearm. I watched as it snapped in half; it licked furiously at the wound before turning its head and gaze my way. Safe to say I’d pissed it off to no end.

      “What the…” Plankard said as the lead RV sped away. “Has to be Laura.”

      I knew it wasn’t Charlie. He’d gone halfway across the country to save my ass—no way he was leaving me now. But as far as Laura was concerned, nothing else mattered but him. I appreciated the devotion, if not the timing. The reaver coming for us was moving fast, and I had a bad angle. I think I put one in its shoulder, but I couldn’t be sure because I was busy trying to keep my footing. The one that had gone under the truck had come out and behind us. It had leaped and either slipped or been shot, but it hammered its snout into the rise in the hood. If it had got more air under it…well, that goes without saying. Plankard had slammed his buttstock down onto its skull, unfortunately, these weren’t the nine and a half pound WWII M1 Garands with heavy wooden stocks, but, rather, a six and half-pound M4 with a synthetic stock. It just didn’t have the power to crush, seemingly, no matter how hard you slammed something with it. It was kind of like trying to drive nails with a wrench.

      I saw a soldier being dragged away by two of the reavers. He was kicking and screaming as one bit down on his arm while the other had the thick part of his thigh. They were moving fast to the tree line, I would imagine to be able to enjoy their meal in peace. Nothing like dinner for two in a secluded place. I did my best to kill the animals, but they were moving so fast and had their heads down. To go for a kill shot was entirely too risky for the soldier, though I knew he was very likely dead already.

      “Captain!” Plankard yelled to get my attention back to our small portion of hell. We now had three of the animals surrounding us. There were more of the cough-barks and some guttural, throaty noises, growls, I supposed. They were planning something. I put two in the head of the one that looked in charge. Either the orders had already been delivered, or I’d chosen poorly, as the two remaining sprang into action. Plankard unloaded nearly a full magazine into the head and shoulders of one as it jumped. I still ended up on my back, as the thing crashed into my knees. I couldn’t push it off of me fast enough as its over-sized tongue hung down, not more than an inch from my lips. Riley was going crazy in the cab of the truck, barking up a storm. If she had been doing so since the battle had started, I didn’t know. I soon figured out why. I twisted around to see something straight out of a horrible, horror graphic novel. The reaver was scrabbling on the side of the truck, its clawed hands or paws punching holes into the aluminum as it raked across the trailer sideways.

      When in doubt or extreme fear, kill it with fire. In this case, fired bullets. My first went into and through its clavicle; the split bone was protruding and glistened wetly in the sun. It dipped down from the wound, but did not let go. Not only were they part dog, but seemingly part cat as well. No wonder their murderous intent. My rifle picked this most wonderful of times to stove pipe a round, meaning an empty shell casing was stuck between the bolt and the ejection port, effectively keeping me from firing in some sort of cosmic joke of epic and deadly proportions. The cat-dog-zombie took the opportunity to leap. I had brought my rifle up in a defensive measure as Plankard sent it crashing to the ground with a trio of shots, none of which appeared to be the end of it, as it went under the truck for cover. I cleared the jam as I thanked him for his timeliness.

      “I don’t like these things, Captain,” he told me as he went to the far side of the hood to see if it would come out for the completion of its end. Riley had her paws on the dash and was watching me intently. I was hoping to join her soon, but Dallas was still out there. Another RV that I hoped was full of soldiers pulled away, leaving just one and us. More reavers were coming from the woods, as were traditional speeders. I shuddered to think this was a hound and hunter scenario, but it sure looked that way. Time to leave safely was rapidly slipping through our fingers, and still no Dallas. I could not leave until I knew her fate. Then I caught sight of her on the far side of the road. She was moving to our position, staying low in the median, doing her best not to be noticed. The urge was strong to go help her, but all that would do would be to pull the enemy toward her at this point. The best thing I could do would be to offer cover when she needed it.

      “Plankard, can you drive a truck?” I thought maybe we could pull closer to her.

      “My wife always gave me shit about never learning a stick.”

      “I’m going to pull up, brace yourself.”

      He leaned back against the windshield as I climbed down onto the running board. I was swinging the door open when a bloody, clawed hand swiped up. The leather on my boot split as the powerful weapon cut clean through. My heavy wool socks were the only thing between me and damage. It was coming out from under as I swung my body in. I smacked the windshield and pointed to let Plankard know our unwanted guest had returned. The final RV was being swarmed. Shots were being fired from the windows, but they, as of yet, weren’t moving. I got the truck going and lurched forward, nearly tossing Plankard. He gave me a quick, what the fuck? glance. I was too busy grinding gears to respond. Plankard had taken a few shots to the side of me—it must have sent the animal back under because I nearly stalled out as my wheels encountered the fleshy speed bump. I hoped I’d crushed its skull, but I wasn’t going to be picky about it. At fifty-yards, Dallas had finally been spotted. That might have had something to do with her full-on sprint for us.

      “Plankard, help Dallas!” I yelled, trying to be heard through the glass, and over the percussions of the firearms, and the truck engine. Looked like a flock of seagulls scenting a spilled-over hot dog cart as they turned in a swarming fashion. The truck severely protested my shoving of the transmission into second gear. The truck bounded forward, and I scored my second casualty of the day as I went up and over a reaver. Plankard was doing his best to give fire support, but he was basically shooting from the top of a teeter-totter platform.

      “Come on, woman,” I said. She was running fast, but the zombies had the angle. I gunned the engine, not trusting enough in my skills to go for a third gear. I let the engine whine as I rocketed past the suggested RPMs for whatever gear I was in. A demonic farmer in his harvester would have been proud of the bloody crop I was reaping. Some did not make it past my rolling blockade; the rest were going to get to Dallas. Running for your life while attempting to aim and shoot don’t generally go hand in hand, but she seemed to have skill in this department, and she had proximity working in her favor—if you can somehow spin the fact that zombies are so close that it’s harder to miss. A reaver launched. She dipped down; its forearms caught her in the shoulder and sent her sprawling to the ground. I had one hand on the door handle and was just about to ghost-ride the truck as I was ready to jump down and help her, but she was up quick and didn’t even look back to see if she was being followed. The truck stalled as I slammed on the brakes. I pushed the door open and was scurrying to get into the passenger seat. She swung in and pulled the door closed quickly, the reaver slamming up against the window just as she did. Large canine teeth scraped against the glass a moment before Plankard blew its brains out.

      Dallas got the truck started and was heading for the stranded RV. Plankard saw what she was going to do and turned so he could grip the small spoiler above the windshield. She bumped up against the RV; there was the crunch of metal and the screeching of tires as she forced it along. The driver of the other vehicle, realizing what was happening, got the ride into neutral as Dallas was doing her best to push it away. My laboring heart had finally begun to wind down when she slowed to a stop a few miles down the road. The zombies hadn’t quit their pursuit, but we had enough time to get Plankard and those who remained in the RV into the truck.

      “Thank you, sir,” she said once we got underway again.

      “Just glad you’re safe.”

      “How many aren’t?” she asked.

      “Five, maybe six.” I was thinking of that poor bastard dragged off into the woods.

      We’d been on the road for nearly an hour and had yet to see any signs of the two vehicles that had escaped. It was a good guess that they’d pulled off to finish their original quest for gas, but we couldn’t stop at every exit to check. We needed to stay far, far ahead of the chase. At some point during the chaos, we’d lost our radio and, with it, the ability to keep in touch with the rest.

      “Do you think they’re all right?” Dallas asked.

      Your first inclination is to always say, “Yeah, I bet they’re fine,” but that particular set of words did not carry as much heft as it used to. “I hope so.” While not offering an answer, at least it was the truth. With each mile traveled and no sight of those who had gone before, Plankard was getting more sullen and antsy, which was a strange mixture of emotions to watch displayed. Dallas got my attention to show me our gas situation; we were below a quarter tank. I had no idea what that equated to in miles, but it was going to be far short of where we wanted to go.

      “We need to stop and wait,” Plankard blurted out.

      He was right. It was far more likely they were behind us rather than in front.

      “How far have we gone?” I was asking Dallas.

      “What difference does it make?” Plankard was angry.

      “Because the reavers run about twenty-five miles an hour.” I felt like I made my point; he wasn’t a fan.

      “Twenty miles, sir,” she told me. That gave us somewhere in the neighborhood of a forty-five-minute cushion, provided there were no other zombies in the general area.

      “Let’s take thirty.”

      I think Plankard wanted the whole forty-five but was smart enough to realize the danger in that. I opened up the back of the truck. If anyone had escaped the shock from the original chase, they were now pretty scarred from the latest attack. None went more than twenty feet from the back of the truck and all kept their eyes on the road. A lot of nervous cigarette smoking and eating, but it was a chewing of food without any joy behind it, safe to say morale was dangerously low.

      As a CO, I knew it was my job to keep them alert and motivated. Not the easiest things to instill when I wasn’t feeling it.

      “Let’s do a provision check,” I said. Most of the ammo and food had been placed in the RVs when it was thought we were going to be leaving the truck behind.

      “Why?” came from one of the corporals.

      “You’re not our commanding officer,” from another.

      I was one second from telling them: “Fuck it, you’re right.” It was Plankard that got them moving.

      “You heard the captain. Get a tally of provisions!” he yelled.

      Plankard handed me a packet of beef stew. I stayed busy loading a magazine. It seemed more respectful to do that, than to toss the food on the ground and stomp it into oblivion. Had a feeling if I dared to look at the list of ingredients, beef would not be on there, and I didn’t want to guess at the chunks.

      Dallas came around fifteen minutes later. She was just finishing up her food and greedily eyeing the one sticking out of my pocket.

      “You going to eat that?”

      “Tapeworm?” I asked as I handed it over.

      “You always been so funny?”

      “It’s a gift.”

      “Who told you that?” She had the packet open and was shoveling it in. She must have downed the thing in under two minutes. “We’re going to have to leave soon. Plankard’s going to lose his shit.”

      “I’d rather have him angry at me than get into a battle and lose anyone else. Been enough death.”

      “Funny thing about that.”

      “About death?”

      “Yeah, it never really is sated, is it? It’ll take as much as you’ll give it and ask for more.”

      “I suppose that’s true,” I told her.

      When I was a kid, I was fascinated by the destructive power of nuclear bombs—in an abstract way. I didn’t really understand the ravages beset to a population. I’d been told that on average, a person died every two seconds, so I always wondered: if a nuclear device was set off in a major metropolitan area and millions were killed in a flash, would that mean death would stop for a few hours around the world? A reprieve, as the average needed to be worked out. That was naïve of me back then as, of course, it wouldn’t stop. It would never stop. No sooner would downtown Bangladesh become a parking lot, than a man in the Upper Yukon would have a tree crush him as he tried to get wood for the coming winter. It was the way of it. As the last few minutes of the half-hour were ticking by, people began to enter the truck on their own. No one needed to be told what would happen if we missed this deadline.

      “They’re out there,” Plankard said. He was looking back down the road as I came up on his side.

      I didn’t call him out on the obviousness of that statement. Of course they were out there. Exactly where were they, that was the question.

      “Got another couple of minutes,” I told him.

      He nodded and did not demand more time. “He wouldn’t leave you behind.”

      “Plankard, we just lost six people, we have another five injured, we’re low on ammo and food, not to mention gas. What would you have me do? Even if we weren’t low on supplies, these people are running on fumes. Some are a misstep from catatonic; most are still in shock. We are in no condition for a battle, and if we wait or go back, that’s exactly what we’re going to get. We can’t help Charlie if we’re dead.”

      “Is it a concern for yourself or these people?”

      “You know, that’s not the first time someone has sniffed around at my resolve, and I’m fucking sick of it. If there was another vehicle, I’d take a couple of people and head back to look for them. But turn around the way we are now? If you want to call me out for cowardice, look me in the fucking eye and tell me you don’t think I would do everything I could to help one of my best friends. I’m sure you heard a few stories about what happened back in the day. Sure, maybe you’re thinking I’m older and softer than I was back then, but look at me before passing judgment. Then when you’re done determining just how wrong your assessment is, I want you to look at your people, the hunched over shoulders, the silent sobbing, the dull glaze to most of their eyes, not seeing much of anything in front of them as they work through the mind fucks they are going through.”

      He did turn to look at me; if he saw any doubt to the truth in my words, it would be something he had fabricated as I knew deep in my heart I would do whatever I could to help Charlie, Laura, and the rest. Then his gaze did sweep to his personnel. Some could barely get back into the trailer without help.

      “I’m sorry, sir.” He was looking at me again.

      “Save the apologies for when we’re all safe. I want to see if we can replenish our supplies, get these people some rest in a secure place to stay. Then I plan on doubling back to see if I can find any trace of them.”

      “When that happens, I would like to come.”

      “We’ll see. I have to leave someone in charge.”

      “Understood.”

      We headed back to the cab. Dallas had somehow pilfered another food pack.

      “You’re going to screw up the weight limit,” I told her.

      “Har, har,” she said around a mouthful of food.

      “You think maybe you can finish up so we can get out of here? Or do you have another three or four to get through?”

      “No wonder your squad left without you.” She’d thought starting up the big rig would hide her words. It would have, had it started. There was the belching of black smoke and then quiet, absolute quiet, like that before a storm.

      “Dallas?”

      She tried again: another thick cloud and nothing.

      “Uh, oh.” It came out more like Scooby’s Ruh-ro because of the food she’d been shoveling in, but there was nothing funny about it. “The bottom of the tanks might be contaminated.”

      “And?”

      “And it’s making the truck not start.”

      “Can you fix it?”

      “I drive, I don’t fix.”

      “Shit.” I got out quickly and to the trailer. “Anyone a mechanic?”

      Barely got a glance, much less a response. Again, it was Plankard that got them going. Yes, I was appreciative of that and yes, again, these weren’t my people, but fuck. If everything I wanted them to do needed to be enforced by another, sooner or later, we were going to have some severe problems, and it would not be from me.

      “Foster, didn’t you use to work on cars?” Plankard asked.

      “I did pin-striping, Staff Sergeant.”

      I didn’t even know that was still a thing.

      “So, you’ve been around cars? Get out here.”

      By that logic, anyone who had ever flown in a plane could fly one, but I didn’t say anything.

      Foster moved from the middle of the truck and came out. I noticed he had a makeshift splint on his arm and appeared to be in a great deal of discomfort.

      “Anyone else?” Plankard was eyeing his crew. Most were looking down or away, looked like a classroom that had been asked to discuss last night’s homework, and the entire class had been at Angel Ramirez’s wild bash, doing everything but studying. Been in that situation once or twice myself. I was watching for the approach of our enemy. I had a much stronger feeling of their whereabouts than Charlie and the rest. They were coming; they were about as relentless as death.

      “Captain, I think something got sucked up into the fuel filter. But I don’t have so much as a screwdriver; the toolbox under the seat was empty,” Foster said.

      Even if we had a master mechanic, we didn’t so much as have a hammer. You were only as good as your tools; wonder why I was always able to work my magic with my hammer. I couldn’t even cheer myself up. We had two options, run or defend. I did a three-sixty; our best chance was going to be into the woods and, hopefully, out the other side and into the Fort Knox building I’m sure was going to be there.

      “Plankard, get them ready to move. Redistribute the ammo from those too injured to fight.”

      He must have been noodling the same thoughts I had and, surprisingly, come up with the same answer. I ended up with forty-five bullets. I would have felt great with ten times that amount; forty-five wasn’t much more than a minute or two of a conflict. Hadn’t seen our pursuers as we reached the tall grass between us and the woods. I could not shake the scene in one of the Jurassic Park movies where the people were all running in grass taller than their heads, being chased by raptors, and ultimately dragged down and eaten. It was entirely too close to what could happen.

      We’d no sooner entered the tree line when we heard the long, mournful call of the reavers. People that had been complaining about going on foot or were moving slowly had quit their bitching and picked up the pace. The threat of being torn apart tends to do that to people.

      “Plankard, get me two or three people that can shoot—we’re going to watch the rear. Then you lead these people to somewhere other than here. We won’t lose sight of you, just going to have to slow down the pursuit.”

      “I’m staying with you,” Dallas said.

      “Can you shoot?”

      “I know where the trigger is.”

      “Dallas.”

      “I qualified as a marksman on the range.”

      Of the three levels, that was lowest, but still many degrees better than most civilians.

      “Can you run?”

      “I have legs. Sorry, I get snippy when I’m worried about my life. I went to States for long-distance. I run better than I shoot…it’s not going to help I just packed in four MREs but, too late now.”

      “Four? You realize that’s almost five thousand calories, right?”

      “Still a little hungry.”

      We had two more reluctant volunteers. McCabe and Georgson, they nodded to Dallas. I think if I’d asked them for the time of day, I would have been told it’s: go fuck yourself o’clock, or something equally as colorful.

      I got down to Riley’s level. “Listen, sweet girl, I know you want to stay, but I need you and Ben-Ben to watch over the people leaving. Can you do that?” She gave me a lick before she and Ben-Ben took off to follow the rest. I got up, wishing I was going with them.

      “All right, our job is to give as much time as we can to those escaping,” I told my volunteers.

      “Yeah, our Staff Sergeant already told us. We’re not dumb,” Georgson said. “And just so you know, we’re doing this for them, not you.”

      “Good, then we’re on the same page.” Not sure if he was expecting that response. Maybe he figured if he goaded me enough, I’d tell him to leave. Not like I hadn’t punched myself in the nose to spite my face from time to time, but not on this occasion.

      “I don’t even know what we’re doing here. I didn’t want to come and save your ass in the first place. Not like there was anything in it for me—just another officer with a bloated self-worth, if you ask me.”

      “No one asked you, Bennie. Now shut up,” Dallas told him.

      I was planning on keeping Georgson up a pace and to my immediate right. It did not appear that friendly fire would be a moral problem for him.

      “This is fucking bullshit.” Pretty sure me not giving him any reaction was making him angrier. If I didn’t come back at him with anything, it didn’t give him a reason to storm off and away from this dangerous mission. “You get half of us killed, our true commanding officer is MIA, and I’m here babysitting your pathetic ass.”

      “Leave,” I told him evenly.

      “What?”

      “I said leave. You make too much noise, and you’re a distraction. Go catch up with your friends, tell them you were too afraid to watch their backs. They’ll understand.”

      “That’s…that’s not what I fucking said!” He was spitting out the words, literally. I’m glad there was some distance between us, or I would have caught a fair amount of the fluid.

      “Not in those words, but the meaning behind them is clear enough. I get it, I don’t want to be here either. But the wounded and tired behind us, they don’t stand a chance if we don’t do everything we can to slow those things down. So, like I said, leave. And if at some point on your run back to catch up, those tiny, shriveled-up things you call balls hiding out in your belly should crawl their way down, maybe help someone who isn’t moving so good.”

      “Yeah, umm, fuck you too!” But he didn’t stick around.

      “Pansy,” Dallas breathed out. “Can’t believe I let him kiss me once.”

      “You let him kiss you?” McCabe asked.

      The kid looked crestfallen; haven’t we all when we find out our crush is crushing on another?

      “In the end, does Odysseus get back home?” I asked, completely out of the blue.

      “Feeling a little like this is the Iliad, sir?” Dallas asked.

      “Sometimes, yeah.”

      “I wish you’d pick another story. He makes it home but loses all of his men.”

      “You should be fine then; you’re a woman.”

      McCabe gulped.

      The coughing barks were coming closer; they’d seen the truck. “Oh, how I wish I had Rose here to wire that truck.”

      “Sir?”

      “She’s my demolitions expert.” I moved so that I could see farther down the street. There was a pack of reavers, a dozen or more, though it was tough to tell; they were moving so quickly.

      A thought popped into my head. There I was, minding my own business, and the thing came in and just decided to screw everything over. “Anyone got a lighter?”

      Dallas shook her head.

      “McCabe? Come on, kid, you look like you smoke those reefer cigarettes.”

      “Reefer cigarettes?” he asked like I was talking another language.

      “Some Aunt Mary, a blunt, ganja, spliff, whacky tobacky?”

      “I know what you’re talking about. I don’t smoke it.”

      “Your loss.” I was somewhat thankful my suck-tastic idea was going to die in its infancy stages.

      “There’s one in the truck,” Dallas said. I was actively attempting not to hear her. “Are you listening?”

      “Fuck. Where?”

      “On the dash, up against the window.”

      “Does it work?”

      “I’m not a pyro. At no time did I feel the need to grab and light it.”

      “Everyone does. It’s like when you come across a pen, the first thing you do is sign your name on something.”

      “You do?” McCabe asked.

      “This fucking generation. I’m going to see if I can lessen their numbers. If it works, I’ll rejoin you, and the original plan holds. If it doesn’t, the original plan is now a two-person job. You understand?”

      “What are you doing?” Dallas looked concerned. The more around me she stayed, the more concerned she was going to get.

      “I’m hoping to be right back. Do not follow me. If I get in trouble, that will be your opportunity to get out of here, am I clear?”

      Dallas didn’t answer; McCabe had nodded.

      “Listen, kid, I’m doing this for you and the rest. You have a ton of life left to live. Live it. Enjoy it as best you can. I don’t plan on dying, but, like I said, anything happens, use that ensuing chaos to get out of here. McCabe, you drag her away if you need to.”

      “Will do, sir.” He looked like he was about to head out now.

      I hadn’t gone more than ten yards when all those monstrous heads swiveled in my direction. The barking got louder, and, somehow, they picked up their pace. “This is the absolute stupidest thing I’ve done today.” I was hauling ass for the truck. I was presented with my first problem as I looked at the large chrome gas tank on the side. “Please, please, please be a Hollywood thing.” I shot the tank. I figured I had died so quickly from the resultant explosion I hadn’t even realized I’d passed. That happy thought was quickly pushed away as the smell from the liquid pouring on the ground assailed my nostrils and the howls of the predators as they closed in, my ears. I pressed my luck two more times. I closed my eyes each time, like that was going to be enough to thwart face-melting heat, should it ignite.

      I watched the fluid pour out a lot longer than I should have before I got into the cab of the truck. The lighter was exactly where Dallas had said it was. What she’d not told me was it was there for a reason. The thing was wedged so tight down between the glass and the dash it was likely it had been there for years, and the previous owner had purchased another to replace the one lost in plain sight. Probably irritated him every time he walked around the front of his truck. Well sure, he probably couldn’t see it from that angle, but he knew it was there, laughing at his sausage-fingered attempts to grasp it. I punched the glass. There was the sound of a small crack, but it was more likely my knuckle than the windshield.

      I was about to put my rifle down to use a more forceful punch. “Oh, the stupid is strong in this one,” I said as instead of punching, I shot. I did not like that I’d now used four bullets and not killed one enemy. There was a neat hole punched straight through the glass with small lines radiating out, but it had by no means given entirely away. I got in the seat and pulled the door closed so I would have something to grab onto, I was not at all pleased with how close the reavers looked in the side view mirrors. I didn’t see the etched-in words that warned “objects in mirror are closer than they appear,” I even had that going against me. I reared back and kicked out with my legs. The windshield structural integrity must have been much worse off than I expected as my feet blazed through, almost to the point of not being impeded. Expecting a much bigger shock, I had used more muscle then needed, and the pain in my left knee as I hyper-extended it took over all reasoning for a few seconds—a few seconds I did not have. And now, four bullets down and with a slowing leg injury, well, my odds had already been dismal with this gambit, and I’d only made them worse.

      I grabbed the lighter and tried to spin the lighty thing, whatever the fuck it’s called, it was frozen, rusted in place, if I’d taken a second to check. With a grinding crunch, I got it to move, barely. Not enough to make a spark, and if I hadn’t mentioned it yet, it felt light, like the kind of lightness it would have if all the fluid were gone. Made sense. The trucker had probably tossed the thing when he realized it was empty.

      “Odysseus had Athena; who do I have?” I asked as I gingerly stepped out of the truck favoring my hurting leg. I kept grinding the wheel; it never broke completely free, but there was a small sweet spot at about a quarter of the circumference that would generate a spark. That alone was about as useless as balls on a guy with erectile dysfunction; all the parts were there but it was incapable of firing. The barks were so close now, I was about to forego my fireball. The best thing I could do was kill a couple and run in the opposite direction.

      “Jesus, you do have a penchant for dumb things.” Even now, I hated using the Lord’s name in vain, but seriously, what more could he throw at me? Then I took that thought quickly back because it made sense to. I gave the lighter one last go. I got a flame an ant would have been embarrassed about. This was the point I realized I was standing in a huge puddle of diesel and my boots were soaked in it. I needed to move fast, but any wind over a mile an hour would extinguish the tiny fire I had going. I got down onto my haunches just as the first of the reavers got to the back of the truck. It showed no signs of being wary and was coming straight for me, muzzle dripping, teeth bared. I touched the flame down. My gaze was fixed on the reaver to the point I’d not even known I’d created a flash of blue as the fuel caught. It took the smell of the rubber burning on the bottom of my boots to get me moving.

      I jumped onto the running board just as the reaver launched and landed where I had been. All of its paws were aflame, and it almost wasn’t enough. They began to blacken and split from the intense heat. The smell was hideous; spoiled fish dipped in raw sewage would have been preferable. It howled in pain as it spun to get to the prey so tantalizingly close. I think it was the flames that lapped up against its genitalia which finally made him decide there were some things more important than eating. It turned tail and ran. Watching pubic hair burn, along with bursting balls, was about as bad a sight as I had ever seen. I moved quickly to the hood as the fire expanded. Another two reavers were burning. They were running crazily in circles in a desperate bid to extinguish the flames. The rest had fanned out and were watching me. The heat was brutal; I had moved as close to the far edge as I could. It was possible the tank would heat to the point of explosion; how big it was going to be was what would decide my immediate fate.

      The fire on this side was not nearly as big, but it was still spreading out, and most likely heating up the second tank I had not had the chance to purge. I was far too close to the action. I climbed up onto the roof of the cab and made a leap to the tractor-trailer. It had seemed closer when I leaped; I bounced the upper half of my chest off the lip. I was glad I didn’t knock all the wind out of my lungs. The slip up caused at least one of the reavers to risk the fire and try to grab a dangling leg. It was on fire long before it could make a valid attempt. If this was a movie, the explosion was going to be show-stopping, but as the perceived hero of this action film, a helicopter should be coming soon, along with a life-saving, dangling ladder. I’d be a relatively safe distance away when the reavers were blown away, and I would dodge a large chunk of the engine as the ending credits rolled up the screen. Then in the post-credit scene, I could be seen celebrating with my family. The truck dipped to the left as the wheels on that side melted. Even though I wasn’t prepared for it, the movement was slow enough I wasn’t in any danger of being pitched off.

      I hoped Dallas and McCabe were long gone, but I didn’t even want to look in their direction. All the reavers’ eyes were on me. As I moved, so did they. If I looked somewhere, they would be smart enough to follow my line of sight. I wasn’t entirely sure how they tracked prey, but it was likely scent played a significant factor; why else have that elongated snout and broadened nose? The gas should wreak havoc with any chance they had of picking up the survivors’ trails. I hoped, anyway.

      “Got something for ya,” I snarled as I raised my rifle. The confusion that showed on the one I’d shot in the forehead as its eyebrows furrowed was extremely human-like, but the long tongue that lolled out shattered the illusion. The rest, having watched a packmate die, began to move around quickly, making them much harder targets. It took two shots to the next one to slow it down enough that I could drill its thrashing head. Safe to say, it was extremely pissed off it had not received a final meal. I heard a loud whistle, like an extremely volatile tea kettle, and knew where this was going. I got down low as an explosion rocked the driver’s side, the trailer shook violently and I was bounced a good six inches into the air and a foot to the right. Had I been standing, it was a fair assessment that I’d be on the ground, either on fire or running for my life, probably both.

      There was a lot of howling going on, which I took to be a good sign. I peered over the edge to see one of the reavers with a giant chunk of gas tank protruding from his chest cavity. The skin around the impact area was burning, and it was screaming bloody murder. Zombie derivative or not, that thing should be dead. Three other reavers were engulfed in flames and were slowing down as their brains melted. Not sure how or when they had received reinforcements, but there were plenty of reavers in perfectly good enough shape to make for a bad day, and if that wasn’t already enough, as I turned over to stand, I saw their two-legged companions far up on the roadway. I could not stay here; that was a quickly established fact.

      “Really getting sick of this hero complex, Talbot.” Figured that would be a line BT would give me about now, and it fit. I was in the middle of it, all alone. This time, guilt was the compelling factor. Charlie’s team had already suffered so much. If I could do anything to stop the bleeding, I had to. Stop their bleeding, I mean, because it looked like I was about to do some of my own. I had two schools of thought going on. Climb down relatively quickly and hope the reavers didn’t immediately see me, or take a running leap. Both were fraught with inherently large flaws. A rifle shot from the sidelines let me know I wasn’t quite as alone as I’d wanted to be. Couldn’t soak up all the swashbuckling points if I had to share. Of course, I was happy to have help, but I wished that Dallas had left with the opportunity I’d given her. The reavers did not spare a moment, quickly turning their attention toward the threat and food. There was some barking then five bounded away, and the rest stayed.

      I thought I saw movement in the woods, but it was difficult to tell through the haze of heat from the flame. I got into a kneeling position, doing my best to adhere to the one-shot, one kill philosophy. Frustrated did not even begin to describe how I was feeling when, after my third shot, the reaver I was targeting was still up, mobile, and dangerous. The head moved so damn fast, matrix-like. I don’t know if I read it once in a trivia book, or it was during a trivial pursuit game, one of those small tidbits of information that has no real place in ordinary life but that you carry with you forever. It was the otters’ ability to dodge a bullet, though, if my Swiss cheese of a mind remembered correctly, that was in regards to a musket ball and from a distance. How the reavers could dodge a 5.56 from ten yards was beyond me. The reavers were capable of sustaining injuries, though, and I decided that the spine was a much larger target. I nailed it right in the small of the back. Its ass end fell quickly to the ground as it screamed out.

      “Dodge this, fucker.” The bullet hit at the back of its skull and shot out the mouth, careening off the pavement. I was looking for another target before it had completely collapsed. There were more shots from the tree line, but I was too busy trying to find a way off of here before the speeders came. Funny how God works sometimes. The second gas tank blew, shaking the trailer like we’d hit a row of speed bumps at sixty-five miles an hour. I was tossed into the air so quickly I’d not even had time to brace, which is generally a good thing. I landed on my side, hurt like a motherfucker, but nothing felt broken, and, more importantly, I’d not had the air knocked out of me again. The only thing that saved me from reavers jumping in and getting their fill was the resultant confusion from the explosion and the fire. My initial plan had been to run away from where Dallas and McCabe had been, but I heard her yelling—not in panic or pain, thankfully—but yelling, all the same. They needed help, and I was the only emergency services in the area. I was in a semi-circle of fire; the smell of diesel an all-encompassing stench.

      I mistakenly thought I’d be able to run quick enough through the flame not to be touched by it. About as successful as avoiding raindrops during a monsoon. The bottom of my camo top was on fire, and, worse, the reavers had discovered I was no longer on the trailer and were looking for me. Running and fanning the flames didn’t seem like the best course of action, so, at a full sprint, I dove and rolled. I jammed the living shit out of my fingers into the ground as I’d done the fire-extinguishing gesture with my hands gripped around my rifle. I’d scraped a significant amount of skin off my knuckles and the tops of my hands. Good news, the fire was out, bad was the damage done to my appendages. With momentum on my side, I was back up and running quickly, reavers hot on my trail, one taking the idiom one step further and was actually on fire.

      I’d not thought this completely through. I mean, I realize that, at this point in reading my journals, this shouldn’t come as any great revelation. But at some point, things should click though, right? I was being chased, and it now seemed I was chasing the reavers that had gone on ahead. Dallas and McCabe had taken two down, but three were coming for them. And just because variety is the spice of life, every once in a while, a bullet would whizz past because yeah, I was in the field of fire. Dallas and McCabe had taken off with the reavers right behind, but if they caught wind of me trailing, no doubt they’d turn, and I’d quickly be surrounded. Oh, how I missed my trailer. I adjusted my course slightly to the left to avoid stray bullets and to make sure I didn’t catch up to the reavers, should they stop. Wouldn’t that be a surprise if they were taking a break and I just ran right into the middle of them? We’d joke about how crazy it was that I’d just stumbled into their midst for a few moments before they got to the tearing me apart part.

      As I got to the tree line, I debated climbing one, but I’d be just as trapped as if I’d stayed on the trailer. Maybe it’d be harder for the zombies to get up there, but an extended stay on branches? That was going to have to be a hard pass on my part. I already heard plenty of horror stories of escaping zombies by tree climbing, and I did not want to add my own chapter. Couldn’t run much further; they were too fast. I couldn’t even spare the second it would take to look behind me, but I didn’t need to, anyway. I could hear the footfalls of the one right behind me. I swung my hand out and grabbed a small tree, just hard enough to abruptly change my direction. A leaping reaver sailed past my left side. Its shoulder barreled into a tree and sent it spiraling away, but, unfortunately, that collision wasn’t severe enough to do any lasting damage. I was going too fast and in the wrong direction to get a shot off. It was a wasted opportunity, even if it garnered me a few extra seconds.

      The trees were thick enough that I had to slow down somewhat to keep from being impaled or giving myself some blunt force trauma on a tree trunk. It made sense that if I had to slow down, so did they. The only way I knew this to be true was I hadn’t had my Achilles tendon torn out and gone down to the ground like an uncooked boneless chicken wing. When I felt the reavers were getting too close, I would do my abrupt course, maneuver change. It had worked flawlessly three times; it was just as I was about to attempt the fourth go-around that things changed dramatically. The reaver had anticipated my move and had jumped to where it thought I was going to be. Had I made the move, we would have collided with his mouth around my head; that was the good news. The bad was part of the reason I hadn’t was exhaustion. I was tiring, and each course correction expended a fair amount of energy. But this was a chance I could not pass up. It had dinged its head, nothing that was going to kill it, but it had taken a good enough tap that it needed a moment. A moment I used to put a round right in its fucking ugly face. The tree now wore a stain of brain, and on I continued.

      I had more cushion with those trailing, but this was a race I could not win. I had to hope the speeders had not watched my escape attempt and cut into the woods far up the road to wait. If that were the case, they’d be closing in as well. If they went to where the fire was before heading this way, I would have a good lead on them. Making a stand was my only chance, but I had to have a place to do it. I moved toward one of the larger trees in the general area. It was slightly wider than myself and would offer a fair amount of protection and a place to brace my rifle. Trying to take shots while your chest is rapidly rising and falling doesn’t usually work out all that well. The lead reaver was closer than I’d thought, but still far enough away that I had a chance to get a bead on it. This one was female, her large breasts swinging like pendulums as she bounded on. Normally, that might be something the average guy would become hypnotized by, but that muzzle-ine face, over-wide lips pulled back and up, the elongated canines, and the drool leaking down from her snout, took any impure thoughts away. Although killing something had to be considered an impure thought, it was not something I would dwell on.

      Maybe I wasn’t fixated on her bosom, but it seemed my first bullet was. It tore a groove into the soft flesh and pounded into her abdomen. There was a spray of blood behind her, leading me to believe the bullet had exited, though it had done little to slow her down. The only advantage gained by the first shot was it had pissed her off to the point she couldn’t think to evade. The next one ripped right through that distorted mouth and out the back of her skull. She came to a skidding halt not five feet from my location. I had fifty yards on the next, and, for a brief moment, debated starting the chase anew. But I’d finally caught my breath, and I had a defendable position, in addition, it was down to two. Taking them head-on was to my advantage. I don’t know if it was a mating pair or litter bond, but one of the males howled in rage, or possibly the pain of loss, as it looked upon the fallen female. He would be the easy one to kill, as avenging her death would be all it cared about. The other was barking at it, I’m sure with some plan to encircle me, to stay hidden behind cover as they made their final approach, but anger had wholly fogged over the other’s mind. It was making leaping bounds straight for me.

      I opened fire. It was moving so damn fast it was a difficult shot; I was going to lose my Earth Day badge as three bullets smashed into trees sending wet wood pulp into the air. The next bullet hit in its thigh, that changed its trajectory. The next in its shoulder, then it made an impossible leap, fifteen feet or more in the air. The only thing that saved me from getting completely bowled over was the tree I was half hidden behind. The reaver partially struck the tree and myself. I spun to the side from the collision, but not down. The reaver had careened away and was rolling to a stop, its legs working feverishly to get back under it so it could resume its murderous resolve. I put two bullets in its abdomen, blood and bile leaked out. I must have broken its spine as the back legs stopped moving and laid limp. Still, it flipped over and began to drag itself my way.

      “What the actual fuck?” was all I could manage. It was so enraged as to make me anxious. By the time I put it down for good, my barrel was nearly resting against its head. My hands were shaking as I shoved bullets into my magazine. I’d lost track of the final reaver; it was out there—I could feel its eyes upon me, but it wasn’t going to show itself. It was either going to wait for a more opportune time or lead the speeders to me. I was hesitant to move and expose myself, especially since I didn’t have any idea where it was. Dallas’s scream got me moving. I had fifteen bullets and many miles to go, or so the poem went. If I remember correctly, it didn’t work out so well for the subject of that composition. I was making as straight a line as I could toward the plea for help, hoping I wasn’t heading into a trap. I didn’t see it outright, but I felt movement off to my right as the reaver was keeping pace. The chase was afoot once again.

      “Dallas, tell me what is going on!” It took precious breath away to ask, but I needed to know what I was getting into.

      “Three of the dog things! McCabe is gone!”

      I was pissed, thinking he also had bailed, but that immediately changed to a strange gratitude, as he would end up saving my life. It would never have been the way either of us would have preferred for it to happen, though. I was running full tilt. As I went between two trees, I came upon his body ripped to shreds. On my present course, I was about to step onto his entrails. I did everything in my power to contort my body away from his still-steaming carcass, and in so doing, avoided the surging reaver. It would have had me dead to rights. Luck will always play a part in a battle; she dances around uncaring to the outcome, offering chances to some, while completely disregarding others. I’d seen a man, hiding within a cement building, have his head blown off through a hole the size of a quarter by a single shot. By all accounts, a completely impossible death. I’d also seen a man, hiding behind a wooden pallet, spared through a barrage of concentrated machine gunfire. I think Lady Luck gets a serious kick out of making the impossible possible, on both sides of that flipped coin. Maybe she and her sisters lay bets on high odds outcomes.

      Where McCabe had died, the speed I was running along with the direction, the timing of the reaver’s jump, my ability to somehow veer off from my present course—all of it down to a millisecond. One click either way and I’m rolling on the ground with a reaver ripping out my neck. I was going to blow her a kiss when I got out of this; that was right up until the tip of my boot caught an unearthed root. I went down hard and fast, too quickly to even get my hands out in front of me. My face, thankfully, bounced off a thick layer of pine needles, though I had some sticking into my skin like an earthen porcupine. Irritating as fuck, but not on my immediate list of things that needed dealing with, as the reaver that had missed had already got back on its legs and was ready to make good on its threat to end my life. My bell hadn’t been entirely rung, but it had been dinged aggressively. My jaw and teeth hurt from the collision, and my battered hands had taken more damage. All of it together had nothing on the intense pain I felt when the reaver landed on my back, claws trying to burrow deep into flesh wherever they struck. The chainmail was doing an admirable job, but even it wasn’t puncture proof.  Felt like I’d been hit by multiple tasers, shocks of electricity transmitting out from each contact point. Luckily, there wasn’t the intense muscle spasms that often accompany a resisting arrest-level of force. Not that I’d know. I rolled over before the reaver could dip down and start biting and tearing. I had it pinned under me; it had still not let go. I was thinking heavy thoughts and applying pressure, hoping I could somehow crush it under my weight. I had my head contorted to the far side; his jaws were clacking closed as he wildly sought a place to sink his teeth.

      Heavy breath was cascading down my neck as the creature thrashed about violently. I was bouncing up and down, doing my best to shake it free. A hard elbow to its midsection caused it to lose the air out of its lungs; I had it momentarily stunned as it pulled its claws free from me. I had no idea if I was infected; if that was the case, I could still kill this thing and help Dallas before I was reluctantly traded to the opposition. Its eyes had grown wide as it fought to breathe, I brought the point of my elbow down repeatedly into its face, nose, mouth and eyes, doing my best to blind it, destroy its sense of smell, and fill its lungs with blood as I split its lips wide open. Its legs were kicking out, as it was now its turn to try and force me off. It was scraping the hell out of me where it caught, but my elbow was inflicting deadly damage. I heard the cartilage and bones in its face snap and crumble under the assault. Any protuberance was being pushed flat, like a teenager will try to do to an untimely zit, although in this case, I was having success.

      The reavers breathing was labored as with each sip of air it tried to grasp was laced with a fair amount of blood, it was drowning in it, though I was certain this would not ultimately be the reason it died. I got to my feet and made abundantly sure I wasn’t going to miss the shot as I jammed the rifle into its mouth, smashing through any teeth in my way.

      “Fuck you!” I shouted as I blew out the back of its head and it finally lay still. My clothes looked like I’d salvaged them from a woodchipper, and I didn’t have enough fingers and toes to count the number of wounds I now possessed. I could feel a fuzz in my head, something close to the beginning effects of eating a TCH laced edible. The injuries, while painful and oozing blood, by themselves were not enough to kill me by blood loss. There was a chance this was the zombie virus taking over; I’d not thought it would happen quite so quickly. If not for Dallas needing immediate help, I would have sat down against a tree, said my goodbyes to my loved ones, and taken myself out. Promises to keep…and all that…before I sleep. I wondered if Frost had ever been to battle; sure sounded like he knew what he was talking about. I staggered a few steps, my vision blurred momentarily before correcting itself. I caught my shoulder on a tree as I tried to stumble my way past it.

      I saw tracers as my hand swept past my face. This wasn’t the virus; this was something totally new. I was trying to think on it, but my mind was clouding over. There was someone out there I needed to help…but I was having trouble remembering who I was. A toxin, maybe? Something to keep prey immobile? I closed my eyes; it took so long and was so difficult to open them, I thought for a second that whatever it had injected me with had caused blindness. The reaver had gone through an incredible metamorphosis; what might it have developed within its arsenal? Had I been given overdose amounts of melatonin? Maybe dopamine? Some sort of serotonin inhibitor? All of the above? Could be something completely different, some kind of Amazonian forest tree frog poison. There was a rush of sound in my ears like I had dipped my head in a fast-moving river. I had my eyes open, but they were swiveling independent of any action on my part. That, and they kept auto-focusing like a camera that couldn’t decide which aspect of the portrait to make the focal point.

      Been a few times in my life, I had been out of my mind fucked up on any combination of drugs and alcohol, and none of them could hold a lit joint to what was happening now. I was losing my sense of self. I don’t think I was in danger of losing my mind, per se, tough to lose what’s already been lost, BT would quip. I just couldn’t think at all. I was walking because I had already been walking, but now I didn’t know where I was going or why I was doing it. I avoided walking into trees only because my body didn’t want to sustain an injury. Colors became more vivid, taking on a life of their own. In some aspects, this was like tripping. I wasn’t so sure if I’d been injected with something, or some sort of protein within the reaver’s nails was causing my mind to produce an abundance of chemicals to make me incoherent. Whatever it was, was very effective. If it had still been alive, there would be very little I could have done to defend myself.

      I had no idea how long I’d been wandering. Time was irrelevant. Whatever had happened seemed short-lived as I began to come out from under the umbrella of the shade-inducing poison. Dallas was still yelling, bullets were still being fired. I knew she’d had as many rounds as I had, so no battle could be sustained. It made sense, the fast-acting nature of the poison and how quickly it passed. The reaver would typically only need a few moments to finish the process. Might even be a bonus to the drug, as you were unlikely to know you were being eaten; you might not even feel it or care, anyway. It was a hypothesis I had no intention of testing.

      “I’m coming!” I yelled, though it took me long seconds to orientate myself in the right direction. This was like waking too early the morning after a heavy night of partying; it was difficult to find your normal. I stumbled past two dead reavers before finding a treed Dallas. One of the dog-like creatures was watching, doing circles around the base, as another had tapped into its cat-like features and was warily climbing the tree, always keeping an eye on its prey. Dallas’s rifle was on the ground. She had a small blade gripped in her mouth as she climbed ever higher. I brought my rifle up and tried to sight-in on the earthbound reaver, but my vision was still too squirrelly. The idea of just spraying bullets and praying one struck would be great if I was using a belt-fed machine gun and I had a storage locker full of ammo. I steadied the rifle up against a tree, but, again, it wasn’t my hands doing lazy loops, it was my eyes, or at least the receptors necessary for sight.

      “This is so fucking stupid,” I told myself as I stepped out from behind the tree and whistled. The ears on the reaver swiveled like a cat’s to the source, the head immediately following. Safe to say he liked what he saw. He gave one of those savage cough-barks and began to run. Not away, because that would have been too awesome. Can’t have too awesome in an apocalypse; it’d be easier to have bad sex, and unless there’s some rough play that leads to a painful penile fracture, you can pretty much equate the word “sex’” with “great.” If you had a thesaurus, you could look it up. I fired three bullets; I couldn’t tell if any of them struck. None of them were a kill shot, anyway, and that was all that mattered. If there were ever a time I wanted the chemical-coated bullets, now would be it. And maybe a twelve-gauge shotgun with each individual pellet covered in the substance, because that seemed about the only way I was going to hit it.

      I was leery of the beast; I knew now just a passing scratch and I was done for. I’d not yet completely flushed the first strike; it wouldn’t take much to drop me on my ass. I don’t recall when I dropped the rifle down by my side and was hip firing, but it seemed to be working much better. I had more control over my hands than I did my eyes. At no time, ever, was a shooting instructor going to sanction this, but it was like a quarterback throwing a sidearm pass; sometimes you did what you needed to do, and you were either rewarded big with a touchdown or punished with a pick-six. Generally, there was not much that could happen to you between those two extremes. I put two in its right shoulder, which was technically a more difficult shot than its shining dome. Don’t know why, but the baldness of its head made it seem even more alien-like. Its arm/leg dipped down as muscles and ligature were torn apart, its pace slowed marginally as it approached. The reaver kept the injured wing off the ground, but still onward it came. Sometimes you’re good at what you do, and sometimes you’re lucky; I guess this was somewhere hovering around the middle. I somehow missed its giant melon, but put two shots into its left shoulder area. Seriously, this was something I couldn’t have duplicated if I was trying. Its entire front half dropped to the ground and it was plowing the field, muzzle first, as its back legs worked just fine. Dirt, leaves, pinecones and needles filled its open mouth.

      It had slowed considerably, as it pushed earth out of the way. It only took another two shots before I punched a neat hole right where the sun was glistening like a bullseye. I didn’t dare fire at the reaver approaching Dallas. The way I was shooting, it was more likely I’d put all of them into the tree, causing the already taxed trunk to snap, and sending her plummeting to the ground some twenty feet below.

      “Shoot it!” she begged.

      “I can’t! I’ve been drugged!”

      She didn’t ask what I was talking about, so there was a chance that was what had happened to McCabe.

      “Can you climb down past it?” I realized how stupid my question was before it even reached her ears. The reaver was a much more agile climber, and it wasn’t like there were a whole lot of ways to get down besides the main one. The reaver looked back at me, perhaps wondering if I was going to do anything before resuming its climb upward. Dallas kept climbing, but she was running out of real estate. I looked at my rifle, not quite believing how useless it was in my hands, and I still had bullets. I unclipped it and placed it down next to Dallas’s before grabbing the lowest branch and pulling myself up. Nothing quite like climbing a tree in a fucked-up state. With my feet firmly planted on a branch, I not once but twice swiped and missed my target limb. We were off to a grand start. On the third, it wasn’t so much I’d found the range, but as I was reaching and pitching forward, the hand attached to my pinwheeling arm was able to grasp hold. Not the preferred way, but I was thankful just to get the job done.

      I was ten feet off the ground, the duo I was chasing another twenty from me. It looked an impossible distance from this perspective, and it could have been a trick of my eyes, but I didn’t think so; the top of the tree was beginning to bend from the weight high up. Even if I could somehow get there and in time, I was going to be the last piece of straw as we all sailed to the ground. Branches, bark and leaves were raining down all around me, making it difficult to look up without getting debris in my eyes. I kept plugging along, working as quickly and methodically as I could, knowing that a life hung in the balance of my actions. I was doing better, the exertion seemed to be pushing the fog away, not quickly enough, but it was something. At least I wasn’t missing handholds quite as often. I heard something loud crack above me, almost looked up but realized the folly of that, couldn’t dodge anything, so if I did look, it was likely I’d get speared in the eye. Nothing substantial came down, which led me to believe this was the precursor to the big event, the 6.5 magnitude earthquake before the landscape-altering one hit.

      “Can’t go any higher!” Dallas was on the verge of panic; I could hear it in her voice. Thirty feet in the air on a precarious perch with a bloodthirsty monster literally at her heels. How she was still on the verge was a mystery; the most steadfast of people would have succumbed. “Please—help me.”

      My heart ached at the request, and I really was trying. I wasn’t feeling great in my ability to get there in time and do anything useful, except have a great spot to watch her rapid descent. If the reaver was able to scratch her, there would be no way she’d be able to stay aloft. I was halfway there when the branch I’d grabbed gave way. If I’d looked, I would have noticed it was dead, and there was zero chance of it supporting me. I wrapped my hands around that trunk and went for a ride. Every scab that had begun to form was sanded free in the most painful of ways. It had only been a five-foot loss of altitude, but it cost me precious time and now my hands were slick with blood. I did not want to play this level on expert mode, and where the fuck was my save point? I grunted and groaned my way up another ten feet. The reaver was going apeshit crazy, barking, growling, drooling; this I knew by how I was getting continually coated with the substance. Branches and leaves were being shredded like it had its own personal beaver along.

      It knew I was getting closer, and it knew its prey was close. I think it was having an extremely difficult time deciding what to do, and I was going to use that loss of concentration on its part to the best of my advantage. I was just feeling somewhat like I was pushing the odds in my favor when Dallas shouted down to me.

      “Captain!”

      I thought maybe she’d been struck and I was going to have to do my damnedest to catch her before she played Plinko to the bottom, and in this rigged game, there were no prizes at the end. I looked up and watched the reaver do something wholly unexpected: it turned around on the trunk, as nimbly as a great cat of the Sahara, not a lion, my understanding is they’re too heavy to be sprightly climbers, but like a cheetah. It was pointed at me, face first, and coming quickly. It looked like it had finally made a choice, and a smart one, truth be told. Dallas wasn’t going anywhere, and I was a threat. I reached down to my thigh sheath, I nearly screamed in horror when I came back empty. Realized that I had checked the wrong side; I’d like to still keep blaming the poison running through my system, but it might have had more to do with panic. I was doing my best to earn a coveted Darwin award, by dying in the most outrageous way possible, when I released the only hand holding me in place to reach for my knife.

      If I was a Viking, it would be a great comfort to know I’d died with my blade in my hand and that the gates to Valhalla would be open and welcoming. I don’t know what I’d done to Lady Luck that she so favored me; I don’t remember getting her flowers and taking her out for a nice dinner, but all the same, she was once again shining brightly upon me. The reaver had been reaching for me, pretty sure it wanted to scrape its paw across the top of my head—maybe if it dug deep enough it would find an ounce of sense in there. What happened instead was that, in my wild haste to keep myself from falling, I buried that blade hilt-deep into the thing’s forearm, foreleg, whatever the limbs on the fucking thing are called. His flailing kept me from going over backward, and I was able to secure myself with my free hand. I was now doing my best to keep my hand on the blade as the reaver was doing all it could to shake me loose. In so doing, the blade was slicing through all its muscles and tendons as it slid in between the two arm bones. I could occasionally feel the edge stick a little as it would travel too far one way or the other and catch on the bone.

      I had a good grip and, finally, the blade came free—not because of any movement on my part, but rather the reaver’s constant struggle had torn most of the connective tissue apart. The knife came out easily enough, and it flapped the arm ineffectually at me. It could not use the other, as I had cleverly demonstrated during the earlier predicament I had been in, and I wasn’t going to reach out and help stop its fall. All of this, however, didn’t stop it as it climbed down to use its mouth. I was ready, and with a sideways thrust, placed the blade perfectly into and through the soft spot on the side of its head. It stiffened before losing its grip. I should have known the lady had only been shining her light on me to have a ringside view as she pulled the rug out from under me. We hit hard, head to head. I’d once been the unfortunate victim of a headbutt during a bar fight; it was either over a woman or a hamburger, things were a little hazy before the conflict, and definitely after. It had been Charlie and another friend that intervened, as I was on my knees, blood cascading down my face, and had pushed the aggressor away. Where I’m going with this was that past headbutt had been a fond tapping of two friends who had not seen each other in a long time, compared to the smackdown I got laid on me. I kept my grip on the tree just long enough that the reaver passed me by before I joined it in flight. I had about as much chance of stopping myself as I did of making the Rockettes chorus line, strange image, I know, of that audition, but my thought process wasn’t working up to capacity at that moment.

      I had been falling backward and headfirst until I cracked my back on a branch and was forced forward. Maybe I’d broken a rib or the branch had fractured—didn’t matter. Some part of me aware enough about survival had put my hands out to protect my very vulnerable skull, as I was now flipping into position to land on it first. The reaver fell in a puff of leaves and debris. It bounced a few inches just as I landed on top of it and drove it into the soft earth.

      “Oh…God,” I groaned. I was face to face with the disgusting thing, but I was in entirely too much pain to roll away. So many parts of my body were contacting the bridge with damage reports, I couldn’t even catalog them. I was aware of another person a few moments later. There were hands upon me and maybe even some questions asked. I could not get past the static of pain to answer. I was rolled over and was looking up into Dallas’s face.

      “Are you all right? I don’t think anything is broken.”

      I’d learned, through a rough life, that not having anything broken in no way equated to being all right.

      “We have to get going.” She kept looking from my face to somewhere off in the distance.

      I meant to say go, think I coughed instead.

      “I’m going to help you up.”

      I tried to shake my head; felt like I had fused vertebrae. I did manage to tell her to fuck off.

      “Zombies, Captain.”

      I wanted nothing more at that moment than to be left alone. At some point I would either find the strength to continue, or I would die quickly. But I knew if I didn’t go, Dallas would stay with me. Guilt seemed to be driving what was left of my entire, pathetic existence, and now, I was being guilted into living, if there is such a thing…to die trying is more apt. She yanked at my arm. I might as well have been nailed to the ground, for all I was moving.

      “Get the fuck up, Captain.” She was straining to pull me. If I could have reached up with my other arm, I would have punched her in the head for making me somehow hurt more.

      “I dislike you greatly right now,” I told her.

      “Don’t care, get up.”

      I managed to sit up. My head swam, my neck sounded like sneakers in a dryer, clunks and all.

      “How far are they?” There wasn’t a chance in hell I could turn to look.

      “Not far.” I noticed how tightly her lips were pressed and how softly she said the words.

      Another minute passed. I did my absolute best not to gasp or cry out as I got to a standing position, although that’s a bit of a stretch; I was hunched over and listing to the left. It was the position that offered the least amount of pain. That wasn’t saying much, like the difference between being stuck with a spear or an arrow. Each step I took was a halting display of shuffling and groans. If this had been the beginning of the z-poc, I would have blended in perfectly, tattered clothes, covered in blood and gore, my locomotion to seal the deal. I was a hundred percent positive we hadn’t been spotted because we were still alive.

      “Find…someplace to hide,” I wheezed. I could not continue for long. How I was even moving was a testament to her will. From my canted angle, I couldn’t see anything, Dallas kept looking up. Climbing wasn’t an option for me, but maybe she was just looking for zombie monkeys. No reason to think that couldn’t be a thing. We were coming to the end of the woods and the cover it offered. I didn’t think leaving them was a good idea, but by the way Dallas looked around, I got the sinking feeling that the speeders had spread out in a hunting formation. We came out onto a field. The grass was waist-high, might be as good a place to hide as any, and I told her so. She didn’t reply. The hand holding mine squeezed tightly; I creaked as I moved to see what she was looking at. A lone man was standing about fifty feet from where we were. Where he’d come from, I couldn’t tell. Could have sprung up like a Jack in the Box, for all I knew.

      “Come on!” he called, waving us toward him.

      “Captain?”

      I didn’t see any other choice. I started moving before she did. We stopped five feet from him. He was standing next to a trap door and a set of concrete stairs that led into a bunker of some sort.

      “Got food and medical supplies for your friend.” He was talking to Dallas. Even in the state I was in, it would have been near impossible not to see the leer he used to gaze upon her as he spoke. I would have punched him in the head too, if I could have. Seemed to be a lot of that desire going around.

      I was ushered in first. I heard a mumbled apology from the man as Dallas led me down. She had momentarily stiffened but said nothing.

      I wasn’t sure what I was expecting when I got down to the bottom. It looked like those prefabbed bunkers I’d seen advertised, made from a giant piece of cylindrical, corrugated steel. The walls were curved, bunk beds were on the left. On the right was a small table, kitchen counter with a microwave, a full-size fridge sat at the end, next to a washbasin sink. There was overhead lighting and the glow from what I first mistakenly thought was a television; ended up being a security monitor. That was how he’d seen us. Dallas helped me to sit on one of the kitchen chairs.

      “He gonna live?” he asked without even pretending to give a shit. His non-blinking, unsettling gaze never left Dallas.

      “He’ll be fine,” she said without looking up.

      “Right, right, sorry.” He moved past her, I noticed she stiffened again. “My name is Harder. It’s a good Mennonite name, so my parents told me. Unfortunately, we were Protestant.”

      He grabbed a well-stocked first aid kit and opened it on the table.

      “I’m Corporal Cambria, and this is Captain Talbot. I’m in the Texas Militia; the Captain here is in the Marines.”

      “Marines? I thought all you military folks were dead.”

      “Surprise,” I told him weakly.

      “You look like shit. You been bit?”

      “Dog attack and then an unfortunate climbing accident.”

      “You going to name that knot on your head? It looks like you’re going to birth it soon.”

      “Funny. Got any liquor?”

      “I do if you’re not picky.”

      “Try me,” I told him.

      “You sure that’s a good idea, Captain?” Dallas asked. Pretty sure she didn’t want me passing out and being left alone with Pervy Pete here.

      “Just need to take off the edge.”

      “I’ve got some scrubs in the bathroom and a small shower. If you get cleaned up, I can check out those wounds.”

      He was saying the right words, but they sounded off, like the inflection wasn’t right. And no matter who he was talking to or what he was doing, he was always looking at Dallas. There was a worm wriggling around in my stomach about the whole thing, but it was going to have to wait. Anyway, as of yet, he’d done nothing more than ogle a very pretty young woman. It was creepy, but hadn’t yet crossed a line.

      “Shower is going to have to wait. Where and what is the liquor?”

      “It’s an acquired taste.” He opened up a small door in the floor near my feet, a storage compartment filled with Mason jars. “Homemade moonshine,” he said triumphantly as he picked one up. It had a slightly reddish hue, and I figured this was the point he was going to tell me it was cherry flavored. Then I would have to kill him; there could be no other recourse. “Beet-shine, I call it.”

      “Beat? Like, beat you up?” That made sense; his clarification did not.

      “Beets like the vegetable.”

      “Fuck,” I said as he poured a small cup’s worth. Fine, distilled, store-bought moonshine, at the best of times, is like swallowing high-grade gasoline; this was not like that. I’d compare it to lit rubbing alcohol in smoothness with the deep, bitter aftertaste of beets to wash it down with. Sand would have been more refreshing, though, for the briefest of seconds, it did take my mind off of the pain. I could feel the warmth of the liquor as it splashed down into my belly and began to burrow through the protective lining. I downed the glass, hoping it would get me through the worst of my recovery. I sat for fifteen or twenty minutes as he picked up another trap door, this one filled with freeze-dried packets of food.

      “Tonight’s spaghetti night. You two alright with that? I find it helps if I stick to a routine with food.”

      “Sounds good,” Dallas told him. I nodded. I was feeling marginally better; I could almost sit up straight, and the sheer act of surviving no longer seemed like a distant fantasy. Each minute I sat, my body did what it was designed for: recovery. I wasn’t anywhere near a hundred percent, but chances were I could beat up a small kid if it came down to it. I mean, only if he was unruly and trying to steal my last white fudge covered Oreo. I’d been holding on to the glass; I finally pushed it away. Harder immediately grabbed the glass and the bottle and brought them both over to the sink where he rinsed out my cup. I’d seen three-year-olds be slyer as they inched their way over to an object they’d been told a half dozen times not to touch. He poured something powdery into the glass before topping it off with another few shots of the moonshine. He placed the refilled glass down next to me; I needed to see where this was going.

      “Drink that up, and you’ll be right as rain.”

      “I’m going to take that shower. Dallas, can you help me up?”

      She was slightly shaking her head side to side. She must have seen what he’d done and thought I hadn’t. “You should maybe not drink anymore, sir.”

      “Gonna take this with me.” I had one hand in Dallas’s the other on the drink. Harder helped me up a little too eagerly.

      “Yeah, you drink that up, and all your pains will go away.”

      “I’m going to need some help,” I said, referring to getting my clothes off.

      “I’ll get you to your skivvies, but that’s as far as I’m going,” Harder said.

      “Fair enough.”

      “What are you doing? Dallas mouthed over Harder’s head as he untied my boots.

      It’s okay, I told her back. He got the boots off and my camo top and t-shirt.

      “You need help with the pants?” he asked, standing up.

      “Flying commando. I’ll take it from here. Dallas, can you stay close to the door in case I fall?”

      “I’ll be right here, right next to it,” she told me. “Won’t move.”

      “Thank you.” I gently closed the door on her very pissed off face.

      “Oh man, Harder…this is some smooth stuff!” I shouted through the door, the sound of the water running, masked the splash of the liquid as I poured it down the drain.

      “One of my best batches,” he yelled through the door. “Don’t take longer than five minutes or the heat will run out.”

      It took me a good minute of that time just to get my pants off. I was stuck firmly in the middle between pleasure and pain as the warm water sluiced over my body. My sore muscles loved the feeling; the wounds weren’t on the same page. I had my head resting against the shower wall as I watched the pinkish runoff swirl down the drain. Sure enough, entirely too soon, the water began to turn to ice.

      “Son of a bitch!”

      “I told you!” Harder sounded like he was laughing.

      I turned off the water.

      “Towels are to your right, under a door,” he told me.

      I had at least ten cuts that were still oozing a yellowy pus and blood mixture. “I’m going to make the towel and your scrubs pretty gross.”

      “I have a good washing machine—don’t worry about it.”

      Another five minutes later, I had to ask Dallas to move away from the door so that I could get out.

      “How you feeling?” Harder asked the innocuous question, but I knew the answer he was looking for.

      Whatever he gave me supposedly worked pretty fast. “Pretty…tired.” I exaggerated a yawn. I didn’t bother trying to stretch, wasn’t worth the pain to do it, and he didn’t need the overacting anyway; he was buying my performance completely.

      “I bet you are. Get some sleep now. You can use that bunk.” He pointed in the general direction of the beds, again his eyes never leaving Dallas. No idea what disorder he had, but he was completely unaware of it. Or maybe he wasn’t and didn’t care.

      “Sir, before you lay down, maybe I should dress some of those wounds.”

      “Oh, he’ll be fine,” Harder said. He licked his lips.

      “I don’t want him to get an infection,” she said.

      “Fine.” It was the first time I’d seen Harder get angry. He went into the kitchen area and began slamming pots around. In the meantime, Dallas had got some gauze, tape and antibiotic cream.

      “What the hell are you doing, sir? Please tell me you didn’t drink that second glass.”

      “Shit, Dallas, I realize this face doesn’t convey genius, but I’m not quite that slow.”

      “He is the creepiest person I’ve ever met,” she said. “He’s almost a caricature of a pervert, it’s so bad.”

      I was about to tell her that fixating on her looks wasn’t worthy of a beat down and confinement, but there was the little matter of him slipping me a mickey. There was a chance it had been nothing more than a crushed-up aspirin as he sought to help ease my pains. But that was a big stretch on my part. The only reason I was giving him any sort of benefit of the doubt was I was so friggen weak I didn’t think I could last out a fight. Every minute I could stall and rest was time in my favor. With any luck, he wouldn’t try anything for an hour or two.

      “Stay close; I need to rest.”

      She shocked me with her next words. “We should kill him.”

      “Maybe. Now help me lie down.” I fell asleep somewhere between the bandaging of the fourth and fifth wound.

      I slept harder and longer than I’d intended, not enough, but as long as Harder could contain himself, it seemed. I cracked an eye open. The shelter was dimly lit, only enough that a weary riser wouldn’t stub a toe on their way to the bathroom. Dallas was on the bed with me, down by my feet, her back propped up against the wall with pillows, her feet dangling to the floor. She was asleep. I didn’t know why I awoke, certainly not from any prodding from my bladder. That was when I saw a shadow pass by. Wouldn’t have thought much about it except for the glint of light off the shiny steel. Harder had a knife, and he was slowly making his way toward me.

      “We’re going to have a wonderful life together with this asshole out of the picture,” he mumbled. I think he spoke aloud because he’d been alone for so long, it was his way of reminding himself he was still alive. Solitary confinement alters a human, and not for the better. Maybe at one time, Harder had been a decent person. It was possible that these events had found a small, almost insignificant flaw in his mind and had honed it and cared for it until it bloomed into a full-fledged psychotic snap. Or maybe civilization had forced that part of him into hiding and now that there were no longer any social constraints, he let it flourish. Who knew? Either way, it didn’t matter much. There would be no chances for rehabilitation here.

      “She loves me and I love her…you’re the third wheel, buddy.” He was psyching himself up for the kill. I wanted to tell him he sounded so sweet, but I needed him to get closer. I didn’t trust my body’s ability to react, yet. If I failed, there was an excellent chance he had a firearm on him and would not hesitate to use it. His mistake was not using that first. Maybe he thought he could kill me quietly, dispose of my body somehow, and then tell Dallas I had up and left and that they should enjoy their life together. Who can tell the thought processes of the disturbed?

      “We’re gonna have like fifty kids, repopulate the whole planet. New-age Adam and Eve.”

      Seriously, he had to know he was talking out loud, right? He’d at first started in the whisper of a conspirator, but now he was in conversation mode. Maybe he realized the mistake, because he suddenly moved very quickly to bury that blade into me. I was a little slower to react. This was one time I was happy to be in a bunk bed and one designed to fit into the confines of an underground bunker. He brought his arm up and back like Norman Bates had in his classic scene and slammed that knife into the wood frame of the bed above me. He lodged the blade in deep enough he was having a difficult time pulling it free. I put a kick into his stomach that sent him crashing into the kitchen table, where he let out a loud oomph as the small of his back absorbed most of the shock.

      “Don’t fuck this up for me!” he shouted, reaching for his waistband and the weapon I knew he had there.

      I was now regretting my choice of actions. I’d sent him farther away when I should have kept him close. I got tangled up in my blanket and ended up with my top half off the bed; I blame Dallas for this, as she had been sitting atop the covers. She redeemed herself pretty quickly.

      “Don’t,” she told Harder, a pistol pointed at him.

      He raised his hands. “What are you doing?” He had a questioning look on his face that looked genuine. “This isn’t how lovers behave.”

      He’d certainly spent a lot of time building this fantasy; must have already been in place and he’d inserted Dallas into the role upon her arrival. Dallas eased herself up off the bed. The pistol remained steady. It took me another moment to get up off the floor and be in a somewhat respectable pose for a fight.

      “If you kill him, then we can be together forever. If you want, we’ll name our firstborn after him.”

      “Gee, thanks,” I told him.

      “You’re welcome.” He’d not caught the sarcasm even one little bit.

      “What should I do with him?” Dallas asked.

      I moved to the side so as not to block her line of sight. I grabbed the weapon he had hidden. “A fucking flintlock? Are you kidding me?” I asked as I stepped away and took a look at the ancient weapon. “You were going to shoot me with a ball the size of a strawberry? You’re a dick.” I raised the weapon as if I was going to strike. He flinched and pleaded with me not to kill him. I turned the main lights on before easing the hammer down, if that’s the correct nomenclature. “Dick,” I repeated.

      “Sir?”

      “Right. Outside you go, Harder.”

      “What? This is my place! My bunker.”

      “Sure is, and I appreciate you giving it to us. Super decent thing for you to do.”

      “I helped you!”

      “You tried to drug me, and you were about to kill me.”

      “Not to mention what you would have done to me,” Dallas added.

      “I would never have done anything to you, you did not want done. I love you.”

      “I didn’t want you to drug or kill my captain, and there is nothing I would want you to do to me, ever.”

      That clearly began to agitate him. Being spurned has that effect on a lot of us, but the mentally unstable, even more so. He was going to do something rash, I’ve seen the build-up before. I struck him hard on the back of the head with the heavy wooden stock of the colonial weapon I was holding. He collapsed to the ground. Dallas hadn’t put the pistol down yet.

      “What are you going to do with him?”

      “What I said, put him outside. Keep an eye on him; I’m going to see if there’s anything out there.” I went to the bank of monitors. “Son of a bitch.”

      “What is it?” Dallas called out.

      “Zombies followed us. I think we now have our bait to lead them off.” If either of us felt bad about sending Harder off to his doom, we didn’t voice it. I was fine with the decision and the inevitable outcome. I found little pity for those that tried to kill me. “I’d like to see what he was going to drug me with.” I rooted around in a drawer near the sink. I found a large bottle and pulled it out. “Rohypnol and ketamine, powder form,” I said aloud.

      “Date rape drugs,” Dallas told me.

      “Jesus, maybe it was me he wanted,” I badly joked. She looked a little pale at how closely this had gone sour. I grabbed some water and splashed it in Harder’s face before smacking him a few times. He stirred groggily.

      “Need you to wake up buddy. You got some running to do.”

      “Huh?”

      I smacked him again. “Harder, I’m going to give you a chance. You are going outside.”

      “This is my place!”

      “Shut up. You handed the deed over when you buried that knife in the bed frame. Now listen closely because your life depends on it. There are zombies out there.”

      “What?”

      “I’m not done talking. You can ask questions when I’m finished. There are zombies out there, looks like three or four, a scouting party. They’re about fifty yards away. If you slink away quieter than when you tried to kill me, you might get away undetected.”

      “This is my place!”

      “That wasn’t a question, so I’m thinking that phase of the conversation is complete.” I muscled a very reluctant Harder to the inner door, had him turn the submarine-like locking handle, and pushed him through to the stairs that led up. He stopped at the hatch.

      “Please, she’s the love of my life.”

      “I’ll think about it if you can tell me her middle name.”

      “We’re still in the early phases of our relationship.”

      “Open the door Harder, or I’m going to send you on your way with a fifty-caliber enema.” I still had the flintlock pistol in my grip.

      “You just want her for yourself. That’s just selfish! I’ll kill you for stealing her.”

      “She’s a kid, Harder, younger than mine, in fact. All I’m trying to do is keep her safe until I can get her back to her people.”

      “That’s all I’m trying to do. We…we can do it together.” He licked his lips, maybe in a suggestive way, more likely just nervousness, as fear tends to dry everything out.

      I think his definition of “we could do it together” was vastly different from what I intended. “Umm no. Get the fuck out, Harder. The more you talk, the less I want to listen. You make my skin crawl. And before you go thinking that’s a good thing, it isn’t.”

      Harder paused, he was debating his odds of overpowering me if he turned and rushed.

      “It won’t work,” I told him.

      “You sure about that? You were tapping on death’s door not too long ago.”

      “I stepped back after I saw the No Solicitors sign on his door. I’m mostly fine now, and you can die down here if you want. Otherwise, you better make a run for it.”

      He turned the hatch and went out.

      “Jerk.” He went up and out. I quickly spun the handle, locking him out.

      “Was that a good idea?”

      “Shit, Dallas! You scared the hell out of me.”

      “Sorry, but, was letting him go a good idea?”

      “We’ll see. I’m not a fan of sending enemies on their merry way, but this one could help us. Come on, let’s go keep an eye on him.”

      We went to the monitors. Harder was sitting down next to the door, his attention on the zombies.

      “These have audio? It looks like his lips are moving.”

      Dallas found the volume button and turned it up.

      “…would have made beautiful children. I would have made sure she never wore cloth…” She turned the volume back down.

      “Sorry,” I told her.

      “Why are there so many crazy people?” she asked. I knew some of the reasons; constant stress and isolation could break down the greatest of resolve, but come on. It was tough for me to reconcile that so many people were for shit now. I’d always held loosely onto the belief that most people tended toward good. Sure, there were people out there that didn’t have a redeeming bone in their body, doing evil deeds just for the sake of doing them, and, yeah, from time to time good people did terrible things. It was just the way of it. But now it seemed as if everything had flipped, that most people trended toward bad. That didn’t bode well for our continued existence.

      “He’s up.” Dallas shook me from my dour observation. I would like to say it was merely speculation, but I’d seen too much to be convinced otherwise.

      “He’s not the brightest bulb on the string.” I was referring to the fact that he was standing completely up, spending a long time looking toward the zombies, who had yet to spot him. If he hunched over and made a quick getaway, there was a good chance he’d get away scot-free, although, that had never been my intention. I knew he had busted workings inside that head of his, and I was going to use it to our advantage. Not sure where that put me on the spectrum I was just thinking on. This was more down the Deneaux path than I was willing to admit. Using another to further my survival. I could justify it saying he’d meant the both of us harm, but it still had a very loathsome feel to it.

      “They see him,” Dallas said flatly. I think she felt the same way I did about the whole thing, even if she had more at stake. In Harder’s fantasy, I was dead; my problems would be over. She’d be the one that had to suffer a good long while under his rule.

      “I don’t think he knows, and he’s still talking to himself.” I moved to within a few inches of the monitor to see if what I said was true. “Are there two-way capabilities?”

      She turned the knob again.

      “Run, dipshit!” I yelled. No idea how close the camera was to him, but he heard it, looked over toward us, then back to the zombies. The normal reaction would have been to start running immediately. He watched them for a full two seconds. Maybe it was disbelief this was happening, but I think part of it was how long it was taking him to process the information. Then, instead of running in the opposite direction, he took an angle. “I don’t think he’s going to get far enough away. Can’t even die right.” Dallas said nothing; I had enough awareness to realize how that sounded. “You know he had to die, right?” I asked.

      “I suppose, it’s just…”

      “You’re the one that came up with the idea to kill him first,” I said.

      “It was more of a suggestion,” she answered.

      “Yeah, I get it, but we can’t take a prisoner, and we could never leave him to potentially do this to someone else. That bottle of drugs was only half full; there’s no telling how many times he’s done this. If you want, we can look for evidence of that. I, for one, do not. It would be an appeasement we paid for, in years of nightmares.”

      “You think so?”

      “Why would you have tools of the trade if you weren’t plying your wares?”

      Harder might be a murdering rapist, but he was also fleet of foot. Even taking a horrible exit route, he was pulling farther ahead. I was worried he might get away before karma got her turn. It wasn’t the greatest angle to watch from, but it looked like he had stepped into a depression, and the way he awkwardly righted himself, my guess was he had hyper-extended his knee. Not usually a life-threatening injury, couple of days of light-duty and it would heal up just fine. He didn’t have anywhere near that sort of time. He kept hobbling along, but his rate of speed had been greatly diminished.

      “You sure you want to keep watching?” I asked her. What had been in doubt was now a certainty.

      “I was party to this; it’s my duty to watch it through to the end.”

      “You did nothing wrong. You don’t need to do penance, and you certainly don’t owe him anything.”

      She kept looking. He was dragged down from behind. He struggled as two more jumped upon him and feasted. His arms were clawing at the ground as he tried to pull free. It was a textbook NatGeo Channel kill. Unfortunately, it involved humans. Or human forms, anyway. I had my doubts about both of the participants of the hunt.

      “You hungry?” I asked, turning away from the scene.

      “How?” was all she asked.

      It wasn’t that watching the zombies eat Harder had made me hungry. It should have been the complete opposite, so disgusted that I wouldn’t want to eat for a while. I’d hate to say I’d been desensitized to the violent death of others, but that was partly true. So also was the ability to compartmentalize things so that I could continue. And continuing, in this case, involved eating so that I could regain my strength. I checked out Harder’s stash of food and settled on mac and cheese; seemed like the perfect comfort food. Made a giant tub of it. No sooner sat down to eat when Dallas joined me.

      “Thank you,” she said as she sat down.

      “I wasn’t planning on sharing,” I told her as I placed the large bowl down in the center of the table and grabbed her a plate.

      “I meant the other thing.”

      “Eat—don’t dwell on what might have been or even what happened. Revel in the fact that you are still alive. Fuck,” I said when I burned my taste buds on the tasteless food. “I hope he has some hot sauce. That and a chunk of salt is the only thing that is going to make this decent. Should have made the meatloaf.”

      We ate in relative silence. Dallas’s mood seemed to improve with every bite. As it got later, I decided to do a little self-medicating, but not of the ketamine variety. Began to look for some pain killers to go with the booze, something that would make the beet moonshine go down a bit easier. Figured if he’d got a hold of ketamine, there was no reason to think he didn’t have a couple of oxys laying around. There are a lot of things I wished I’d not done in my life, and this became one of them. While I was searching for the king of opioids, I came across what had to be Harder’s trophy drawer. There were multiple lockets of hair in varying colors, each preserved in a baggy with a handwritten description of the owner and a scale of how much he’d loved them. Lost my appetite for the happy inducing drugs and went right for the hard alcohol.

      “You all right?” Dallas asked when I forewent the glass and just started pulling droughts from the bottle.

      “I will be,” I told her.

      “What did you see?” She was heading for the drawers.

      “It’d be better if you didn’t,” I told her. I’d yet to stumble across any young woman who would just do as I asked. Shit. Who am I kidding? Any woman of any age—not unless it lined up with their reasons or long game, and Dallas was no different in this regard.

      She looked for a few moments before grabbing a glass, sitting down next to me, and pouring a few fingers worth of the shine. She tossed it back in one swallow.

      “I’m from Texas,” she offered as I looked upon her with amazement.

      We both got good and hammered that night. How the fuck I ended up on the top bunk I can’t even begin to speculate. The next morning was far from a rise and shine event. The first few minutes I was awake involved pickled-beet tasting burps. I kept an eye on the bathroom door in case I needed to make a run for it. When I was confident I was going to keep my innards where they belonged, I gently shook Dallas.

      “Go away.” She didn’t even bother to raise an eyelid.

      “You’re going to be late for the bus,” I told her.

      “I think I’ve got the flu. I’m going to need to stay home.”

      “Is this because you didn’t do that report or because Jimmy Flounderbits broke up with you?”

      “Flounderbits?” She was squinting at me. “And I broke up with him, if you must know.” She sat up slowly. “Oh, God.” She had her hand to her mouth and brushed past me. A couple of wretches later, I knocked on the door.

      “Nothing quite like two-time tasting beets, am I right?”

      “I mean this with all due respect, but shut up, sir.”

      I was looking for food; pulled out either the Holy Grail or Pandora’s box, I didn’t think there was any middle ground to freeze-dried bacon.

      Dallas came out of the bathroom, looking marginally better after her purging of poison. “I don’t think I’m ever going to eat again.”

      “People usually swear off drinking, not eating.”

      “I’m too young to stop drinking.”

      She changed her mind after I started cooking the bacon. I was wrong; it was straight down the middle in taste. There was the initial flavor of bacon with the bite, that quickly devolved to a flavorless chewing. I could never decide if I liked it or not, though I killed half the plate, and I had to fight Dallas to get that much. The girl had a hollow leg.

      “What now?” she asked as we lounged for the rest of the morning.

      I was feeling much better, but not tip-top shape, and I’ll tell you, being able to just chill out without the threat of something wanting to take your life in the most extreme way possible was invigorating. I’d checked the monitors earlier, and there didn’t appear to be anything in the area.

      “One more day and I should be good to travel.” My body had a general ache to it; I could have probably soldiered on, but I wanted to be as close to whole as possible.

      She didn’t protest. We’d been through a lot in the last few days; being able to decompress was a luxury we could ill afford to turn away. And that should have been the case. We should have napped and eaten at will, both of us ended up pacing laps inside the small enclosure. There was an old video of a Tasmanian Tiger, an animal we had, unfortunately, purged from the planet close to a hundred years ago. In the old, grainy footage, the doomed animal, thought to be the last in existence, does endless circles in its cage. To me, every time I watched that sad little clip, I got the impression the animal knew it was the last of its line and was distraught about it. We, in a sense, had that same vibe going on. It was getting to the point where I was just going to tell her we should get going. By then, it was getting late, and that wouldn’t have served us well. We still had the problem of very limited ammunition. We had about a dozen rounds between us, and, for some reason, we stumbled across the first prepper in the annals of history that didn’t so much as have a pellet gun. The flint gun wasn’t worth the added weight to carry it. And the kicker, the pistol Dallas had was empty.

      “How did that dipshit not have any firearms?” I asked, looking up from another storage compartment.

      “Probably a felon.” Dallas was in the middle of making another pot of mac and cheese.

      That made sense. “What do we have here?” I found a small compartment underneath the beds. It was pistol-shaped, but as far as an effective weapon, flare guns were not something I preferred. It, along with the six shells, was coming with us when we left, though. I got some sleep, but it was far from the rejuvenating rest I would have preferred, though, compared to Dallas, it was like I slept that of the dead. Every time I opened my eyes during the night, she was sitting at the kitchen table, looking off into nothingness, lost in a swirl of thoughts I would imagine she wished she could forget or push to the side. The next morning she looked pretty decent for someone that hadn’t slept for more than a few hours. We ate some reconstituted eggs, which harkened back to my days in boot camp. They were as good now as they were then. I ate them because of the fuel they supplied, not the taste they lacked.

      We both watched the monitors for a good ten minutes. It looked good out there, clear as the day, but something was off, and I think Dallas felt it too. It was quiet. We had the gain on the sound turned all the way up; couldn’t hear anything, to the point I thought that maybe it was broken. No bugs buzzing, no birds chirping. It was an eerie quiet.

      “They’re still around,” Dallas said adeptly.

      “Maybe.” It made sense, though. We’d left a scent up top, and they’d tracked us to this area. Maybe they knew we were underground and were waiting for when we showed our heads, like a gopher from a hole.

      “What do we do? I don’t think I can stay here another day.”

      I understood that feeling. We were safe, but we were isolated, apart from those we knew and loved.

      “We go out and check the area; we’ll be no worse for it. If there’s nothing, we leave.”

      “And if they’re there?”

      “There’s plenty of mac and cheese,” I offered.

      “I need to know if my parents are okay.” She was on the verge of tears.

      I gave her a reassuring hug. The dam burst free, and she sobbed into my shoulder. I did the only thing I could and that was be there. Lord knows I needed to know if my family and friends were okay. Sure, Bennington had said the entire plane explosion was a ruse, and even if that was the case, it had still been a good many days since then, and anything could happen in the blink of an eye. Until I saw them, the doubt, which had taken root, would only expand those tenacious roots throughout my entire psyche until I was riddled with it. After she had gone and snotted up the collar of my shirt, I got another scrubs top to replace it.

      “Sorry,” she sniffled, wiping her eyes.

      “It’s all right. Most women do this in the morning when they wake up and I’m there.”

      She let out a laugh/sob.

      “You done?” I asked before donning the new duds.

      “I’ll wait until you get the clean one on.”

      “And they say kids your age have no manners.”

      She sniffled again, this time through a smile.

      “Not a fan of running around looking like a vet tech,” I said as I pulled the light blue shirt over my head. “No guns, no camouflage utilities…Harder must have been kicked out of the preppers union for all his transgressions.” In hindsight, I maybe shouldn’t have used his name. Yeah, he was a piece of shit, but we’d also forced him out into certain death, and unless you are completely devoid of empathy and maybe humanity, that’s going to leave a mark upon your soul. Well, that’s one good thing about my current predicament, I thought sourly. The kid, though, she was going to remember what we did here for a good long while. You tended to forget what he was going to do or what he had done to the countless victims, because they are, unfortunately, gone, so you’re left dealing with the asshole perpetrator who hid in plain sight in human form, though he was a barren wasteland of any of the better things that make us who we are.

      “I’m going to poke my head out and look around. You stay by the monitors, tell me if you see anything.”

      She looked nervous. I’m sure part of it was for me, but I wasn’t going to stray far. No, she was worried that something would be out there and we would be stuck inside for an indeterminable amount of time. Safety was huge, but the cost of freedom was too high of a price. At that point, what was the point? I had my rifle, loaded with five whole rounds. All I needed was a deputy’s uniform and Barney Fife and I would have another thing in common. I spun the handle to the inner door and stepped through; this part was easy enough, even if, for the briefest of moments, I was convinced that a bloody, ghostly Harder would greet me, demanding to know why I had thrown him to the wolves and stolen the love of his life.

      “Something wrong?” Dallas asked, she must have seen me hesitating.

      Ghosts almost came out of my mouth, instead, I coughed and headed up the stairs. I took a breath, spun the handle, and slowly opened the hatch. I’ve got to admit, having the sun shine down upon me felt invigorating, like diving into a mountain stream after a having a couple of beers and a bowl. I can attest to that particular sensation. I turned my face up and closed my eyes, soaking in the sun much like a flower. Then I wisely remembered I was checking to see how close the monsters waiting for us were to our bomb shelter, and that sobered my thoughts quick enough.

      I ducked my head back in. “Anything?” I asked, hoping that all of my voice went down the stairs and to Dallas’s ears without any leaking around and out.

      “Nothing,” came her response.

      “Heading out,” I told her. I had my rifle gripped tightly as I stepped up and onto the ground. The sun caressed and warmed every part of me it touched, yet I could not shake a cold feeling that I was being watched. I did a quick scan, then a slow one. Finally, I was fairly positive nothing was close enough to launch and take me by surprise.

      “See anything?”

      I jumped as Dallas poked her head up. “Fuck!” I told her. “Nothing,” I answered when I got my rampaging heart back under control.

      “Didn’t see anything on the monitors, either. What do you think?”

      “I think they’re out there. Maybe they’re watching, maybe not. It could be they only know we’re in the neighborhood, but not exactly where. We could stay in that hole another month and nothing would ever change, except the fear and paranoia would grow exponentially.”

      “Is this your way of saying we should get going?”

      “I can’t figure out if I’m for or against. Eventually, if I keep talking, I’ll get to the answer I’m looking for.”

      “Let’s pack up some stuff.” She went back down.

      I followed her. As I was pulling the hatch down, I thought I saw the grass move. I hoped it was a slight stirring breeze, but I spun the lock quickly.

      “I found these.” Dallas held up two very colorful backpacks. “We can fit some supplies in them.”

      “What the hell is this?” I was holding it at arm's length. “Anime?”

      “Hentai.”

      “What?”

      “Hentai, Japanese anime porn characters.”

      “What?”

      “There’s, ah, some people that fall in love with them in a well, strange way.”

      “With a cartoon? I mean, I loved the Flintstones as a kid. Never wanted to date Betty though, Wilma, maybe, it’s a red hair thing.”

      “Well, they take it somewhat further.”

      “I…I seriously don’t want to know. I can’t believe this shit.” I was angrily stuffing things into the pack. “You realize the minute we step out of this bunker, we’re going to run into a group of battle-hardened Navy SEALs, right? And they are never going to let me live this shit down.”

      “There could be worse things, sir.” She was smiling.

      “Oh sure, you say that. They’ll think it looks cute on you. I’m just going to be the weirdo that gets his freak on with a cartoon.”

      “Anime, sir.”

      “Whatever. I mean, how do you…forget it. I’m sorry I asked. Seems like you’d get paper cuts. Nope, again sorry.”

      We’d grabbed a decent amount of food and water, even an extra set of scrubs each. I also had the flare gun. It was weighty; with the water, I was pushing close to fifty pounds, not a disabling amount, but the backpack seemed to be designed with everything except comfort in mind. It was chaffing my neck and shoulders and lacked a belt to go around my stomach to redistribute the weight. We were both hunched over to keep the load on our backs as opposed to the neck area.

      “Going to be drinking a lot of water today.” Dallas was referring to getting rid of most of the weight, and I agreed.

      “Ready for this?” I asked with one hand on the outer door.

      “Nope,” she replied as I spun the handle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

        

    

    







            Mike Journal Entry 11

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “So far, so good.” I looked at her.

      “Sir, we’re not even outside yet.”

      “It’s the little things in life, Dallas, you’ll learn that when you get older.”

      I stepped outside for the second time that day, that feeling we were not alone still present. Smart move on their part would be to wait until we were farther away from the bunker before swooping in for the kill. Felt a lot like a meerkat keeping an eye out for an eagle; I couldn’t decide whether I wanted to head out or back down into the safety of the burrow. I knew that reavers used scent to track prey, but that didn’t alleviate any of the concerns I had regarding our garb; we no longer even attempted to blend in with the environment. Felt like a tropical parrot with the blue scrubs and special backpack. Just one more reason Harder deserved to die, I thought angrily. I adjusted my mindset; that was mean-spirited even for me. I hoped it wasn’t anime that pushed him to do what he had done, but broken minds need minimal prodding to do broken things.

      “How will I know when I see the SEALs, sir?” Dallas asked.

      “Oh, look. She has jokes. You’ll know because I’ll be running toward them. From here on out, hand signals only. We good?”

      The smile she had quickly faded as we were about to be in the thick of it. It was a strange war of emotions that ran through my mind the further we traveled from the bunker. On the one hand, each step away landed us in more danger of an attack, but every step we traveled without being attacked led me to believe there was nothing out there. A loud snort to our immediate right had me raise a fist for Dallas to stop, then I opened my hand and pushed my palm down to signify we needed to get lower. There were more grunts, and we could see chunks of sod being tossed into the air. I was pretty sure it wasn’t a zombie or reaver, unless they were now trying to tunnel their way to us, which wasn’t completely out of the realm of possibilities. I motioned with my hand that we should move out. That was when a tiny piglet decided to run out in front of us. When it saw us, it froze and squealed, well, like a pig. Momma stopped what she was doing and barreled through the underbrush. What crashed through between us and her offspring was a two-hundred-pound, sharp-tusked beast. We had not been threatening her piglet, but she sure didn’t see it that way.

      There was only one way out of this. I put two in the skull of the charging sow before she could tickle me with her ivories. The dust had no sooner settled when we heard the bark-coughs of reavers. Any chance of sneaking past them had been lost.

      “Run, Dallas,” I urged. I scooped the piglet up as I passed; he had yet to move. I don’t know why I did it. I guess a part of me felt bad for killing his mother, even if she had every intention of stomping my existence out. I expected the little guy to be squirming and squealing as I ran, but he was still and quiet. Either it was shock, or he knew just how much trouble we were in, and the only way to make it was to be as quiet as possible. The barks were all around us but were not converging; they’d yet to discover our exact whereabouts, though it was without a doubt they knew we were around. The wind was swirling, which worked out to our advantage—it’s tough to gauge where exactly we were when our scent was coming in from multiple angles. I hadn’t picked up the piglet with the hope he’d hide our smell, but when it shit all down the side of my pants, I figured there was a chance that could happen. Zombies weren’t particular about what they ate, but given a choice, they were going for humans first like a person debating on eating a cheeseburger or a radish. Yeah, you’d eat the radish if you had to, but most were going straight for that sumptuous burger.

      We managed to get across the entire field and were now in an old industrial park. One of those mixed blessing things: happy to have lines of sight and saddened that other things had lines of sight to us. We ran to the back of a large building that appeared to house tractor parts. We caught our breath, keeping a lookout. As of yet, nothing had come out onto the cracked parking lot, which was quickly yielding to the ravages of nature. It was almost fifty percent weeds now; in a couple of years, it would be difficult to tell there had ever been pavement.

      “Oh, thank God,” Dallas said. “I thought you had done that smell,” she said as she looked down the stain. “You going to change?”

      “I want to, but for now, I feel like it saved our bacon. Sorry,” I told the piglet. “Just an expression.”

      “What are you going to do with it?”

      “Let it go.” I put it down on the ground. It sniffed my leg then pawed my boot. “Let’s get some water in us and get going.” Dallas turned so I could pull a water bottle from her backpack. She took a heavy pull, as did I. The piglet again scratched at my leg, I poured some of the liquid into his mouth.

      “I think he likes you.”

      “I just killed his mom; I don’t think that’s the case. Plus, if you haven’t noticed, he shit all over me.”

      “I was behind you, trust me, I noticed. And you realize you have extra clothes in your pack? I’m just saying.”

      “Didn’t I tell you how big a fan I am of smelling like runny shit? The reavers use scent to track their prey; they might not be so inclined to hunt for offal.”

      “That sounds good in theory,” she replied. “Could also have the opposite effect. Zombies will eat just about anything, and the pungent smell you’re giving off is like a chuckwagon.”

      “You’re not wrong. Or maybe you are. For now, you stay upwind. If it sounds like they’re homing in on us, I’ll change.” I knew that line for the crock of shit it was. If they were closing in, the last thing I was going to do was change my damn pants; odds were I’d only fill them more. Too graphic? Yeah, wait until you come across this newest monster, and let me know how your sphincter holds up. The piglet was now draped over my boot, fast asleep. “Dammit. I guess I’m taking him.” I bent over and picked him up, letting him rest in the crook of my arm.

      “Want me to stick him in your pack?”

      “He’s already crapped over one set of clothes.”

      “Good point. Gonna name him?”

      I thought about it for a second. “Rasher.”

      “Rasher? Is that, like, something itchy you get?”

      “Another name for bacon.”

      “You could have just named him bacon, sir.”

      “And be just like everyone else?”

      “Not sure how many people carry around a wild piglet with them.”

      I absently stroked his snout; he leaned into it and snorted. “Let’s get away from here—we’re still too close to them.” As we were heading out, I thought that the mother pig had most likely saved our asses back there. The reavers were making a meal of her while we made our escape. The reprieve wouldn’t last forever, but we only needed a little of it. We took off at a jog. Once I felt we were at a decent way away from them, the next issue became where were we going to go. We had no means to communicate with the group. They would have put as much distance as they could from where we broke down, and the odds they followed a straight line to their destination were slim, and even slimmer would be how long they would wait. We’d been gone more than two days; they had to think we were dead by now, no reason to think otherwise. They would, themselves, be heading off to find the rest of their group. So, basically, as near as I could tell, there were three groups out here, blindly walking around, looking for the others. Usually, when you’re aimlessly looking for something, the only thing you find is trouble.

      When we pulled up again for another water break, I could see the anxiety in Dallas’s eyes. She knew as much as I, the unlikely chance of coming across her people. I knew where I needed to get to, and I desperately wanted to get there, but not only did I need to get Dallas back to her parents and squad, I had to find Riley and Ben-Ben. I’d no sooner leave either of them behind than I would my kids. Well, except for Ben-Ben; he would be more like a distant cousin, I’d be able to get over that one after a time. I joked, but family was family. I’d already proved I’d drop everything to get them back and not only that, Trip had sacrificed his life. I would not let that be in vain. The question was, though, how did we find them?

      “Any ideas?” I asked Dallas as I wiped my mouth. Rasher was on the ground this time, thankfully using the outdoor facilities to take care of his business.
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      “This isn’t good,” Riley said as she looked around the bustling camp.

      “Rot rood?” Ben-Ben asked, raising his head from a discarded MRE pouch. “This is great!” His tongue was lolling about as he lapped up the morsels stuck inside.

      “Ben-Ben, do not eat the container…again,” Riley told him as he began to chew on the hard plastic.

      “But, but there’s some left!”

      Riley knew the bag couldn’t have been any cleaner if his two-legger family had placed it in the device that cleaned the dishes, a place where Ben-Ben liked to help out by pre-licking the dirty plates. He was shooed away multiple times while they tried to load it, but even water shot at him from the sink was not enough to deter him from his goal.

      “The human, Mike, should be here.”

      “Bacon-man?” Ben-Ben asked. This was his name for anyone that slipped him his most favoritest treat.

      “He is not merely a food delivery service.” Riley was upset not so much at Ben-Ben, but rather that the person she was in charge of keeping safe had not followed, and she had no idea his status.

      Ben-Ben, sensing he may have angered his packmate, offered more. “He also rubs my belly and, and, he rubs behind my ears!” He was excited just thinking about it; surely this must have appeased Riley.

      “Yes, he does all of those things, but we are a pack, as well, Ben-Ben. We protect each other. He left all our other packmates behind to look for you when you ran off.”

      “I was scared, Riley; the noise was so loud.” He bowed his head.

      “I am not mad that you ran,” she consoled him. “But as a loyal pack member, he did everything he could to make sure you and I were safe, and now it is our turn to ensure the same for him.”

      “Do you think when we find him, he will have bacon on him?” Ben-Ben asked sheepishly.

      “Are you ready to go?” she asked.

      He looked dolefully at the empty container on the ground. “I guess.” He followed closely behind as she headed off, making sure to stay away from the two-leggers, whom she knew would try to stop them.
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      We came upon a small manmade pond surrounded by office buildings. I’m sure it was built so that disgruntled cube workers could look down upon its shimmering surface and wish they were anywhere but there, answering phones in customer service roles or making ill-timed cold-calls to folks just trying to go about their lives. I was on the fence whether it made their plight more depressing or was a small ray of sunshine cutting through the bleakness. Right now, it was about half its intended depth and width and was coated in a thick layer of green. Whatever system had been in place to keep it clean had long ago been shut off. The ducks and geese that would have gladly shit all along the banks had departed as well. And that’s another thing, you couldn’t even go down to the water during your lunch break; it would be so thick with goose feces you’d never be able to sit and avoid getting shit on your suit. And just to be clear, avoid it you would want to. Geese crap is loaded with all sorts of unsavory things, including giardia. So basically, in a life rife with things you couldn’t have, pondering this unfairness by the shores of the shiny pond was just one more. Not even the remotest clue why I felt bad for workers who, like the geese, were long gone and would never return.

      “Sir.” Dallas smacked my arm. She was pointing to the far side of the pond. A lone reaver was staring back at us.

      “Dammit.” If I shot it, its buddies would come. If I did nothing, its buddies would come. The only benefit to killing it was one less reaver in the world. The drawback was the shot was no gimme, and I only had five bullets. I put Rasher on the ground; he snorted in protest before lying down. Then I sighted in. As soon as it saw the rifle come up, the creature broke into a sprint to get away. With only his ass available to shoot, I held off, though it was many seconds until I took my finger off the trigger as I tracked him.

      We had buildings all around us, but I was sick of being stuck inside. We were ill-equipped to maintain a siege, if it came to that. The reavers would pick up our scents easy enough, and we’d be stuck. The longer I was separated from those I loved, the higher my anxiety level rose. My unease needle was already firmly entrenched in yellow and heading toward the red. At that point, it was likely my decisions were going to get much more rash. When you start doing everything with a single-minded determination at the expense of all else, that’s when you began to make mistakes you cannot come back from.

      “He went to get friends, didn’t he.” She knew the answer to the question before she asked it; must have been why it came out more as a statement.

      I looked at the buildings; it was indeed the only option, and I was pissed about it.

      “We should hide.” I turned to the building that looked to be in the best condition. Must have looked good to the reavers, too, because there were two of them coming around the corner. They didn’t immediately charge, which led me to two conclusions. They were wary of the rifles, which was a good thing, and second, they were waiting for back up. That was the bad thing. They were going to stay far enough away that it would be difficult to kill them, but close enough to keep eyes on their quarry. I had eyes only for the two in the way of my intended path. I was contemplating rushing them; it was Dallas doing a slow spin that made me think otherwise. This is exactly the narrow minded stuff I was just alluding to, didn’t think it was going to come to the fore quite so quickly. Now there were reavers all around us.

      “We’re going to have to keep the water to our backs and fight,” I said.

      “Reavers don’t swim?” she asked.

      I had no way of knowing that, but our lives depended on it, so I answered with the only available response that made sense.

      “Of course not.”

      She was smart enough to realize I had no idea what I was talking about, also smart enough to know that if I was wrong, it wouldn’t end up mattering. The reavers were cautious; had to figure they’d filled up on pig roast and weren’t overly hungry. Sure, they weren’t going to forego an easy meal, but they also weren’t in a ravenous need. That would change soon enough. Zombies were voracious eaters, but at this very moment, they were more prudent than eager. With an unlimited supply of ammo, I would have forced the issue; with the way things stood, we had to be content with a sit and wait approach. Not a tactic I was known for or comfortable with, people to see, zombies to kill and all that.

      “I’ve thought a lot about how the end might come; this way was never on the list.” Dallas sounded more calm than nervous. Can’t say you ever make peace with the prospect of death, but after being faced with it so many times, there’s an acceptance, a familiarity.

      “Fat lady hasn’t started singing yet.”

      “Why’s it always a fat lady?”

      “I don’t care if it’s a Butterball Turkey, no one is singing right now.” For some reason, I let out a decent rendition of a turkey warble. Likely it was my subconscious taunting the enemy, and it worked. The reavers paused their pacing and collectively cocked their heads to the sound. “No shit, huh?” I raised my rifle and blasted through the snout of one of the closer animals, as it seemed somewhat frozen by the strange call. That got them good and agitated. A couple went over and quickly sniffed at the downed thing as it convulsed and finally stilled. None came closer except for the ones on the far shore; I didn’t spend too much time looking back, but I did notice one peculiar thing: they were dancing on the beach, but not one waded in. Maybe they did have some feline in them. Cats didn’t like water, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t go in, especially with a meal and some revenge involved.

      “You should do that again,” Dallas said.

      “There’s ten of them.” I was referring to the nine bullets we had left; she did the same arithmetic.

      “I’d rather there was one of them.”

      I was good with a rifle, no doubt, but the odds of nine straight kill shots was about as likely as the wife and I having a quickie in the garage while guests were in the living room. Sure, there was a chance, but not one worth hedging a bet on. I warbled again. They paused, but this time for not nearly as long. They learned entirely too quickly. They did their coughing communication and then, as a cohesive unit, began to probe our defenses. First one darted in on our left and retreated, then the right. They were emboldened when we didn’t fire on them. It was only going to be a matter of time before they realized we were holding back for a reason.

      When one of the reavers in front of us charged, I put one in its shoulder. It was on the ground giving a hellish scream. I yelled as I raced up on it, and the pack pulled away. I got close enough that if it was golf, I could have knocked the ball in with the toe of my shoe, (not that I golfed; I hated the game). I shot the fucker straight between the eyes, screaming like a Viking high on henbane, hoping to scare them off. There was a mournful wail by one of the females, this, followed by some ferocious barking. She bared her teeth and whatever order had been holding them back, she said, fuck it. She moved so friggen fast my first shot went so wide, I didn’t even really see where it ended up. I was alone on an island with one bullet. If she ended up triggering a chase response and the rest followed, I was done for. She jumped. I had my rifle between her and me. I planted that barrel firmly in the middle of her neck, her momentum driving me backward and the barrel upward. I pulled the trigger at the apex, the bullet ripped through the bottom-most part of her skull. I tossed her body to the side.

      “Anyone else!” I yelled. Big words from a man that had nothing to back them up with. When that’s all you have, it’s best to use them. “That’s what I thought.” I slowly retreated to Dallas, making it look more like that was where I wanted to go, rather than where I needed to be. They had three down and were clearly bent on avenging the deaths but weren’t so interested in becoming a statistic just yet. We were in a stand-off of some sort; we weren’t shooting, they weren’t trying to get shot at. We had daylight to burn, but once the night came we were going to be screwed. I had no idea what phase the moon was at, but it wasn’t going to matter all that much, considering the thick cloud cover rolling in. Once it got dark, I’m sure that the feline part of them that would not enter the water would still be able to see perfectly in the murk. They were too close to make a run for it. We wouldn’t make the hundred yards to the nearest building before we were dragged down.

      Rasher had posted up on the reavers; if only he were as big as his mom, he’d be a decent ally. Right now he wasn’t going to be more than a little pork appetizer to the main course, long pig. Dallas had five bullets. I was of the ilk of asking her for one and telling her to save one. Being torn apart while alive was not how I planned on going out. I looked back again; maybe I’d drown myself in the choked up pond. It didn’t look like I was going to be able to go peacefully in my sleep; this was the next best thing.

      “Waiting for some ideas.” Dallas had on a brave face, but if she was feeling anything like I was, she was terrified.

      “We’re going to have to fight our way to that building.” I spoke softly and nodded with my head, too worried that if I pointed, the reavers would know exactly what I was talking about. I was of the understanding that canines didn’t truly understand the particulars of a person pointing, but I had to remember that at the root of these things, they were human. It made perfect sense that they would know exactly what I was doing; they’d probably already guessed our intentions.

      “Next.”

      “Like as in ‘next idea?’” I asked with a hint of incredulousness.

      “It’s too far. You and I both know it. We won’t make it halfway.”

      “We could push Rasher off to the side…use him as a sacrificial lamb.” Not sure if he caught the meaning to my words, but he let go of a steady stream of gas.

      “You really think they’ll chase a five-pound piglet over two people?”

      “Listen, Dallas, you don’t really know me all that well, but the more you get to, the more you’ll realize that I’m not known much for my planning skills. I’m not an idea guy. At best, I have notions, illusions of intention, delusional objectives, even.”

      “We can’t stay here, and you’re in charge, so I demand you come up with something.”

      “Is that how it works? I’ve never had an idea demanded of me.”

      “I’m waiting.”

      “Damn, I’ve never had performance anxiety over telling people what to do. There’s the water,” I said as I looked around.

      “What about it?”

      “We could get in it. Doesn’t seem like they want to get wet.”

      “Neither do I.”

      “Kid, I seriously wish I had something better to offer, but we either make a run for it, or we go swimming.”

      She looked long and hard at the building and gave the pond a short glance. Easy enough to figure out what she wanted to do. What good would getting in the water be anyway? Even if they didn’t come in, they’d have us surrounded. A deadly trap of our own making. She was about to give me her decision when the reavers pressed the attack. One charged in and didn’t look like it was going to stop. Dallas put one in the dirt, one blew off its front paw/hand, and the other ripped through the side of its cheek. I kicked the wounded thing in the side of the head as best I could. Heard its neck snap, but the jaws were still clacking open and closed. The teeth on the right side had been all but blown out.

      “No more shots, save them!” I told Dallas, her rifle wavering as she lined up a kill shot. I brought the heel of my boot down on the bridge of its nose; it took three heavy thumps until it was still.

      “How many did I shoot?” she asked. She looked panicked; I felt panicked, so it made sense.

      “Three.”

      “I pulled the trigger three times? That means I only have two left.” Two bullets and six reavers. The math was getting substantially worse. One more reason to not like math. I wondered if I tried that new math they were pressing on my kids, if this would work out any better. I’d not initially realized our mistake until the reavers began to chatter among themselves. They’d been listening, and not only had they been listening, they understood. They were slowly coming in, their muzzles low to the ground.

      “What are they doing?”

      “They know we’re low on ammo.”

      “How could they know?”

      I picked up Rasher as we backed up toward the pond. I could feel the water seeping into my boots as I went farther.

      “I’m sorry,” Dallas said as we got about knee-deep.

      “Not your fault. Wouldn’t have ever thought they were going to catch on so fast. Well, if that’s the case…” I had one of my lightbulb moments. I gave them the finger. If they cared, they didn’t show it. Probably figured they’d have the last laugh as they chewed through my funny bone. Somewhere between groin and knee-deep put us fifteen feet from the shoreline. The reavers came up to the water line, but not in. The ones that had been on the far side now came to join the party at the front. They were yipping and loping about wildly, laughing. They knew we were stuck. The question now was: what were they going to do about it? I was going to check the boundaries.

      “Will you hold my pig?”

      “He’s your pig now?”

      “I’ve grown attached.”

      “Two minutes ago, you were going to offer him up as bait.”

      “Just hold my pig.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Want to see how close I can get.”

      “Why?”

      “Valid question.” I didn’t answer her as I moved about halfway closer to the shore, the water now below my knee. The reavers had stopped what they were doing and were watching me intently. Still, they didn’t come in, but they couldn’t have been any closer if they tried. They were leaning out as far as they could; there wasn’t much more than five feet separating us. I didn’t push it any further. As it was, I got the feeling that one or more of them were planning on pouncing; they’d dropped their front half down, the ass was wagging somewhat—they were getting ready to jump, regardless of the water. I backed up a moment too late. One of them couldn’t take it any longer; it looked to be a juvenile, and most likely had not been able to fight through the crowd for his share of Rasher’s mom. I butt-stroked the side of his head with my rifle, sending his trajectory off as he splashed into the water. It wasn’t a killing blow; it had been more of a defensive gesture, but I’d made him see the swirling birdies around his head, could just about hear them tweeting.

      His head slipped under the water as he splashed down sideways. He was doing his best to get his legs under him, that was until I put my boot on his neck and drove the full weight of my body down on him. His legs were churning so much he could have been making butter. Weird observation…just what came to me at the moment. I had my teeth gritted as I held him there. Then I realized I was trying to kill a zombie by drowning; I was pretty sure that wasn’t even an option.

      “Dallas, I need you to shoot this one!”

      She was trying to figure out what to do with Rasher; she put the pig down the front of her smock as she lined up the shot.

      “No!” I told her. “You need to put the barrel of the gun up against his head. I have trust issues. And hurry up, this fucker is stronger than he looks.” My body was jerking around as his paws sought purchase; he was trying to get them on my leg for leverage. And if his claws ripped through my fabric, well, that was a path I didn’t want to travel down again. The five on the shore were getting restless watching. “Now, Dallas.” I had a feeling that one or more of the reavers were going to take this opportunity to launch while I was distracted. The water got filthier as Dallas fired and drained his brain into it, the carcass floated to the surface. We backed up to ensure we did not get a repeat performance. We falsely believed the imminent threat was over; it was just beginning. It was Rasher that clued us into this. He twisted his snout around and squealed. Dallas and I were still, yet ripples were forming in the middle of the pond, these were broken up by the occasional bubble of air popping on the surface.

      “What’s that?” Dallas asked.

      “Snapping turtles.” It was the first thing out of my mouth. As much as I didn’t want that to be the case at first, I rapidly changed my mind. The bubbles were getting closer and the water was getting dirtier as whatever it was, was churning up the bottom of the stagnant body of water.

      “Move,” I told Dallas. I wasn’t entirely sure, but it looked like whatever was coming was headed for the chum we’d created. We circled a quarter of the way around, and the reavers kept pace. Wasn’t long until I saw what looked like a black mop pushing up against the surface, then the nightmare took high definition as a bone-white forehead broke through, followed by milky eyes and a corroded face.

      “Zombie,” I hissed. I automatically brought my rifle up, not that it was going to do any good. “Move slowly; don’t make a sound.” The zombie was moving slow, and, like a snail to a garden patch, it only had eyes for the dead reaver. By this time, we had nearly got completely behind it. Its clothes were tattered, and I was getting abundantly sick of looking at nude zombies. It dropped down onto all fours and began to eat the reaver.

      “That’s new,” I said softly.

      “Wh…what is…?” Dallas was shaking so much she was creating an oscillating effect. “I’m c-cold,” she offered as way of explanation as I looked down at the water. “Or I’m pet…rified. Maybe both.”

      “I get that.” If there was one zombie, it made sense there’d be more.

      “And what’s new about that?” she asked again.

      “It’s eating its own. For all the faults of zombies, they, unfortunately, aren’t cannibalistic. Until now.” Just so we’re abundantly clear, this conversation was held at a tone that an ant farm would have drowned out. We could have used some closed captions, as I was having a hard time even hearing myself. I was thinking on this startling development. No doubt zombies were evolving in unique, fascinating, and terrifying ways; had they moved so far from their roots that they were now on the menu of the original shufflers? That seemed to be the case. I was perfectly fine with zombies taking out their own. I was not fine with the three more shufflers that had joined the pool party and were sharing the seafood feast. Eventually, one of them was going to look around and see the rest of the buffet table. Dallas’s teeth began to chatter. The water was cold, no doubt, but we weren’t in that deep, and it was still daytime. If she was this miserable now, in a few hours she was going to be hypothermic, and in no shape to travel or fight.

      “I need to move closer to them. You stay here,” I told her.

      “That didn’t work out so good the last time.”

      “I mean them.” I pointed to the shufflers. “The reavers will follow, and they are more in the line of sight. If I can get those zombies to notice the reavers,” I shrugged, “there’s a chance they might go after them.”

      “Smart,” she said.

      “You being sarcastic?”

      She shook her head.

      “Sorry, been around my family and friends too long. Never can tell anymore.”

      I moved slowly, as a bigger prize, or a bigger asshole, I garnered more of the attention. Four followed me. Two stayed with Dallas, though they were keeping tabs on me. I moved slowly, angling deeper into the water to stay out of the zombies' peripheral vision. By the time I got up to my waist, I wasn’t more than ten feet from the shufflers and fifteen or so feet back. Nothing. The ravenous bastards only had eyes for their feast. I did not like being this deep in the water. Besides the fact that it was filthy and full of the undead, it was indeed cold, and heat was being leeched off of me rapidly. They picked that reaver clean, sucking bones like chicken wing eating competitors. I got to watch in vivid high definition detail as they picked clean every disgusting morsel from its body. The reavers were watching the action, and I noticed something: they were no longer verbally communicating. They knew an adversary when they saw one.

      I don’t know if being under the water for so long had clouded the zombies' vision, but they were not looking up, and it was beginning to get dark. Once that happened, there was no chance the reavers would be seen, and we’d be done for. I moved my foot around until I found what I was looking for. “Fuck.” This more of an internal thought than verbalized, as I had to bend down and reach in. The bottom half of my turned head broke through the surface—I could feel a thick coating of slime adhering to me as I did so. I gagged as I inadvertently took in a mouthful. I had my prize in hand: a half-pound, lopsided rock; now I just had to make it count. I reared back and threw it. I’d misjudged and sent the missile sailing over the heads of the reavers. I repeated the process two more times, got close on both of them, but the reavers easily dodged the throws. Then what I hoped was genius struck. Grabbed the flare gun; did my best to plow that hot rocket into the side of reaver, missed in that regard, succeeded in getting the attention of all the shufflers, though, and that had been the desired outcome all along. Still, I would have paid good money to watch that projectile burn a hole right through one of those horrors. The heads of the zombie trio swung up in unison. I don’t know if they realized what exactly they were staring at, but they began to move toward the source. I wanted to shout and throw my fist up in the air; I thought better of it. The reavers, at first, held their position, but then backed up slightly as the zombies came higher out of the water.

      The zombies hardly looked more than loosely covered flesh-skeletons. Strangely enough, the lone female was still wearing her business-fashionable shoes. Whatever else she had worn to work that day was long gone, and I was sad about that. Her skin was so alabaster; she looked more fish than human. The reavers appeared out of sorts as the zombies came ashore. I moved quickly back to Dallas. She handed me a squirming Rasher.

      “We have to go.” It was our only chance. Soon enough, the reavers would figure out that they could quickly get away from the shufflers or destroy them as they saw fit.

      “Clyde and Boyd still haven’t left.”

      “What?”

      “Two guys in High School I couldn’t stand.” She was referring to the two reavers assigned to her.

      “Makes perfect sense.” I lightly touched her arm and guided her at an angle to the far shore. Clyde and Boyd seemed at a loss. Their packmates were busy dancing and yipping around the zombies and we were trying to make good our escape. “Dicks in high school, dicks in real life.” Clyde and Boyd had decided not to help their friends and instead focused on us.

      “One of them called me fat.”

      “Which one? We’ll shoot him first.”

      “Boyd. Which was stupid; he had to be pushing two-fifty. His hands were always stained orange from all the Cheetos he ate, and he smelled like Mountain Dew.”

      “Gonna go out on a limb, Dallas, and say he probably had a crush on you and didn’t know how else to approach.”

      “Then what about Clyde? He used to make fake accounts on social media and post that I was a lesbian.”

      Even as grim as the day looked, I had to smile. “What better way to fend off other suitors than to tell the competition you bat for the other team.”

      “Seriously? What the hell. If he had just asked me out, I would have gone on a date. Where were you when I was crying uncontrollably?”

      “Probably inserting my foot in my mouth somewhere.” Boyd was waiting exactly where I wanted us to come ashore. Clyde was hanging back, still debating his next move. “Do you mind?” I traded her a pig for a rifle. I wasn’t more than ten feet from Boyd; seems this one had a death wish. He just stared me down as I aimed. Maybe he was getting ready to pounce; I never gave him the opportunity. It was a clean shot into the top of his skull. He fell over, his legs kicking wildly as he made his version of a sand angel; even decided to paint it in muted tones of red and gray. Reaver Clyde seemed as much a coward in this form as his namesake in human form had been. He stayed where he was, neither helping his mate nor attacking us.

      “You ready to run?” I asked, switching our trade back.

      “You sure you don’t want it?”

      “If we get into trouble, I want you to have the last bullet.”

      “If?” We were off. Most of me was soaked as we slogged along. I could deal with the soggy clothes, but in a mile or so, my soaked boots were going to cause world-class blisters. We ran out of the office complex, past some outlying gas stations, then a strange sight when dealing with urban sprawl, there was nothing. We could see a mass of apartment buildings, but they had to be two miles off in the distance.

      “Are they following?” she asked.

      “No. You all right?” Her head was down, looking at her boots.

      “My feet.”

      “Yeah, mine too.” I hated to slow down, but it was necessary. We moved toward the road; when we got there, Dallas sat quickly and undid her boots, much to my protests. She tied the laces together and swung them over her shoulder. Did the same with her now greenish socks. Her feet were pink and had a couple of bright red, hot spots that had not yet developed into the full-fledged blisters that had been promised. “Not a good idea.”

      She sighed. “Feels so good.”

      “Ass.” I unwisely followed suit. I had a two-inch swath of ripped skin on my right heel. Other than that, I had the same pink hue. The warmth of the roadway felt good upon my clammy toes. My back ached at the mere thought of running without arch support. We’d be fine as long as we stuck to the road, but if we had to travel across the terrain, we had no idea what we could come across. The way this fucking day was going, it was not that far-fetched to believe it would be a field of strewn Legos as far as the eye could see. She was right, though, it did feel good. I’m sure somewhere one of my drill instructors was rolling over in his grave about me going barefoot. We got back into a slight jog. All seemed to be decent, but that’s when everything generally turns to shit, isn’t it? The coughing bark was back. Had a mile by road to the apartments; maybe half that, if we went four-wheeling, or two-footing, anyway.

      We were running toward the same problem. If we holed up, we were stuck, but it was the only option available. It’s my journal, so I’m going to blame it on the fact that Dallas looked tired, but it was really me. I wasn’t quite as well off as I thought I was. Maybe there were still some lingering effects of the reaver toxin, my previous injuries or the stress of the entire ordeal, but I needed to take an extended break. I pointed across the field and we veered off. It would have been nice if this were a traditionally manicured suburban lawn, better still, a golf course. It was not even close. Saw grass, briars, and pebbles were a part of the problem, and just because man was now on the endangered species list, that didn’t mean his residue was gone. Lots of broken bottles, discarded trash, and saw a needle once. We were moving so slow now that we would have been better off staying on the pavement. Don’t even know how many times I cursed as I stepped on something I shouldn’t have. Dallas was like a ballerina, deftly avoiding most of the foot assassins; I might as well have been a stampeding rhino, by comparison.

      The coughing was getting closer, but it didn’t sound like it was being answered. As far as shitty scenarios went, if this was just Clyde, then that was the best of the worst case. That discordant yipping was just to our right; we strayed to the left. I slowed up, allowing Dallas to get ahead. I wanted to give her as much a chance as I could to get to safety. Maybe chivalry played a part, sue me. Or maybe it was because she was a good kid that deserved life way more than me. Or maybe, just maybe, my bleeding feet had given me a big old fuck you, and I couldn’t move any faster. I was going to stick to the heroic in my narrative. I turned; Clyde was so close I could smell him. He was wet dog mixed with burnt spam, had a unique odor that was difficult to ignore. I quickly put Rasher down.

      “Follow her,” I told him. We hadn’t worked out the details of interspecies communication just yet. He stood there, waiting for me to pick him back up. He seemed rather fond of public transportation. “Not going to hold on to your figure if I carry you everywhere.” Dallas was making ground. For the moment, all was silent, and I got scared that I’d not sent Dallas off to be safe, but had led her into a trap, and I wouldn’t be able to get to her in time to help. I was about to turn and chase her when Clyde stepped out onto the path we’d made. Don’t think he was thrilled that my back wasn’t to him. Clyde looked me up and down, from the useless rifle to my bloody feet, and to the side snack, Rasher. He bared his teeth and growled. It was an impressive display. I quickly ripped my backpack off and took out the flare gun and reloaded. Rasher wisely decided to get behind me. I stepped back to brace for what I expected was incoming. A shock of pain erupted up the entirety of my leg and bloomed across the entirety of my skull. I didn’t dare look. I knew I’d punctured and sliced my arch, so much so, that my toes were curling under. I must have severed a muscle or tendon.

      Clyde let out a quick burst of coughs; it could easily have been mistaken for a laugh. I was hopping. No doubt this shark could smell the blood in the water; it was doing circles around me. I hopped one-footed, keeping pace. It was when he quickly changed direction that I got tangled up and went down. I saw a blur of motion as I fell, my head whipping toward the ground, I wildly shot the flare. Weird to actually see stars upon impact.
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      “I don’t like the dog pretenders,” Ben-Ben said as they watched the reavers and the zombies from behind a row of hedges.

      “Our two-leggers were here.” Riley had caught a faint scent. “They’re not that far away.”

      “Good thing! I’m about to perspire from starvation,” Ben-Ben sighed.

      “Perspire?”

      “The two-legger that always smelled like sweet smoke said it. I don’t know what it means.”

      “Come on, we find our two-leggers, and I’ll make sure you don’t perspire.”

      “Oh goodness, thank you.”

      Riley retreated from the hedge and went around and behind the building, staying entirely out of sight of the deadly tango happening by the water. When she picked up the scent, she realized one had followed the two-leggers and ran faster, making sure to keep the small dog with her. He did not complain once as he struggled to create speed, his tongue lolling out to the side, his ears pulled back as he made his short legs work overtime. Michael and Dallas’s scents were getting stronger, almost as strong as the reaver’s. She knew the animal was getting closer to its prey. She wanted to press ahead, but she would not leave Ben-Ben behind; she couldn’t. By the time she left the road, the press of smells was so closely intermingled that they could have been overlaid on each other.

      “I think I smell them!” Ben-Ben yipped triumphantly.

      Riley thought that was funny. Her small companion was supposed to be a breed of hunting dog, but unless he could see his food, he was never going to be able to track it down.

      “Almost there,” Riley offered as encouragement. The sharp tang of iron-rich blood caused her to sneeze as she ran. She knew it for Michael’s; she’d been witness to at least seven mishaps of his that had made him leak blood and knew the scent well. She could hear the reaver barking. It was close enough to canine-speak that she knew it for a triumphant sound. Her heart sank, knowing that either Michael or Dallas had fallen. She was going to make that animal pay for what it had done. She could smell more blood; again, it was Michael’s. She raced ahead, knowing that Michael was close enough that Ben-Ben wouldn’t lose her. The reaver was right in front, his hindquarters to her. She saw Michael land on the ground, smacking his head, a small sun exploded above her. It startled the reaver enough that she was able to lunge a mere moment before the reaver did. Her teeth sank deeply into his thigh. The reaver had jumped with enough force that they both left the ground for a couple of feet. The reaver was screaming in anger and pain as Riley held on, shaking her head back and forth, trying to do as much damage to it as possible before it could try and turn the fight against her. Michael shook his head, doing his best to form a coherent thought as he looked upon the scene happening in front of him. The reaver and Riley were battling by his feet. The dog had the element of surprise, but the reaver outweighed her by a hundred pounds, and the tables would soon turn.
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      “What the fuck?” I sat up. I’d been expecting my throat to be laid open, not to hear and see an intense fight happening. “Riley?” There was a blur of movement as the much smaller dog leaped around, making sure to keep clear of the twisting reaver’s jaws. Preserving one’s life is paramount, but defending the life of a loved one somehow takes even more precedence. When you are fighting for your life, you can sometimes be hesitant; there is no such regulator when you jump in to help another. I grabbed my rifle and was up quickly before my foot could even register pain. I hobbled to the fight, doing my best to get to the dogs. I wasn’t sure if I was going to be fast enough. The reaver had nearly broken free, even though Riley had ripped a sizable chunk of muscle from its thigh. I barely saw the streaking blur of brown as Ben-Ben crashed, head to head, with the reaver. The small dog went spinning away from the strike and lay still on the ground some five feet away. The reaver’s tongue rolled from its head and its eyes swiveled upward as it absorbed the blow. The concussive daze it was under offered me enough time to slam the butt of my rifle into its fucking skull a dozen times. I hit it so hard I shattered the bottom half of my weapon.

      “Fuck you, Clyde!” Spittle flew from my lips as I finished up and fell to my knees.
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      Riley was losing her grip and soon ground as the reaver thrashed about. She knew it was only a matter of time before it gained the advantage. She’d not seen Ben-Ben collide with the reaver, but she’d heard and felt it; this was followed immediately by Michael standing and killing the monster. She was exhausted, but concern for her packmate led her over to the other dog, where a small pig was furiously licking his face in an attempt to wake him up.

      “Riley?” Ben-Ben croaked.

      “I’m here Ben-Ben. Thank you, you were so brave.”

      “Am I dead, Riley?”

      “No, little one.”

      “I think I’m dead, Riley, and I’m in the Green Fields.”

      “You’re here.”

      “But, but I smell bacon.”
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      “Oh shit. Riley! Ben-Ben! You crazy, wonderful, mutts.” I hugged them both. Riley only had eyes for her hurt friend, whom I was convinced was hamming it up for the cameras. He would occasionally open one eye to see what was happening and he couldn’t help himself, his small tail was wagging crazily and he had a smile. He was eyeing Rasher the way zombies eye people.

      “You can’t eat him,” I told the dog.

      Ben-Ben groggily stood up.

      “Thank you both for saving me.” I’d never welcomed slobber from two dogs with as much appreciation as I did then.

      The sun got blocked as Dallas came back.

      “Good to see the dogs. Your foot, sir.”

      “Worth it.” I felt it was somehow payment for goods and services received. Dallas ripped some material from her shirt and made a field dressing. I shoved the injured area back into my soggy boot. Traveling was going to be slow for a while.

      “She must know where the group is!” Dallas said excitedly once I was cleared for departure.

      “What do you think, girl? Can you get us back to Dallas’s group?”

      Riley barked. Ben-Ben was making some stuttering loops, not having fully recovered from his head butt. We drank a bunch of water, enough that I had space to fit the less than steady dog in there. I was now a bus for the animal kingdom. I was about to put Rasher back there too, but the way Ben-Ben kept a watch on him, I thought better of it and held him in the crook of my arm. It was dark by the time we came across the impromptu campsite, and I was happy about it. I smelled the blood long before we could verify what had happened by sight alone. Dallas turned and ran back; I could hear her retches punctuated with sobs. The group had been torn limb from limb; body parts stripped of meat were strewn all about. The attack had been savage and must have come as a complete surprise, as there wasn’t one dead reaver, and they weren’t known for carting off their dead.

      “Fuck,” was all I could manage. These people were beyond help, and Charlie and the rest were in the wind. I was at a loss as to what to do. I found Dallas; she was sitting, had her back to a tree. There was just enough light that I could see her eyes glistening from tears, though she was no longer actively crying. I sat down next to her. Nothing I could say would make this better; all I could offer was my company. Riley nudged her way under one of the woman’s hands, and Dallas absently stroked her back. Ben-Ben had hopped down and seemed to be much better; he snuggled up next to Rasher, but I think that he wanted to keep close quarters with his food. The piglet didn’t seem to mind much. There was a chance he might have been getting a little ticked off with the incessant licking. My guess was Ben-Ben was checking to see how long it took to get to the center of a bacon pop.

      We moved about a half mile from the camp before calling it a night. At some point, I’d fallen asleep and toppled over; when I awoke, I was on my back and curled in my right arm was Ben-Ben. Rasher was spread out on my chest. We were snout to mouth. I gently moved the piglet; he gave a soft, protesting squeal before I sat up. Dallas was wrapped around Riley. My foot still hurt, but I knew by now it had already closed up. I was going to need to figure out a good excuse why I didn’t want Dallas to see it.

      “I’m up,” Dallas said without opening her eyes. “Not sure if I slept at all.”

      “What do you want to do?” I asked. “I’ll leave it up to you.”

      “I know you want to get back to your family.”

      “And I will, but this is about you.”

      She sat up and wiped her eyes, her face drawn out. “Do you think we can find my captain and my parents?”

      “We can try.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “It won’t be easy. We need a ride, which will be difficult to find, given the state of gas these days. They’re days ahead of us, and we have no idea where they’ve gone.” I could have added, “and we didn’t even know if they were alive,” but she was smart enough to add that part in herself. “Even with all that stacked against us, I will do whatever it takes to get you back to them.”

      “The smarter move would be to go and rendezvous with your group. They’ll have communications. I’ll be able to get in touch with the base in Texas, track them down that way.”

      “Would have been much better if I’d thought of that, but it sounds like a good plan.”

      “If you had said it, it would have sounded like you just wanted to get back to your people and I was just an afterthought.”

      “Dallas, you’d never be an afterthought. Maybe we should get going, and I sure wouldn’t mind finding a ride and a rifle. As I stood, Ben-Ben fell over in a clear demonstration of over-acting. “You have got to be kidding me. Could you put the ham in my pack?” I asked Dallas.

      “Which one?”

      “Both, I guess. You ready to travel, girl?” I asked Riley, she licked my hand.

      We moved cautiously and slow at first. The reavers were still out there somewhere, my foot hurt like hell, and grief is an unwanted, heavy passenger to carry, as Dallas was finding out.

      Not sure how long we’d been walking. My foot simultaneously felt better and hurt from traveling, but my boots were mostly dry, as were my socks. We were taking a water break and I made sure that when Dallas went to take care of some business, I donned my socks and got my boots back on before she returned. I now had a brand-new puckered scar on my foot, to go with the rest of the collection.

      “You’re going to want to see this,” she said upon her return.

      I was hoping for an armory or a Tesla warehouse, perhaps a tank division; right now I’d even take a Spam factory, I wasn’t choosy. I was so focused on one of those possibilities, I looked right past what she was pointing at.

      “What?”

      She pointed more vigorously, as if that was going to break through my bias. “The bikes.”

      “The what?” I answered just as I finally saw them. The sign read Pat’s Bike Shop: We make all your cycling dreams come true! Got to admit I’d never, not once, had a cycling dream, but this was an oasis I welcomed. The storefront was in good shape. In the early days of survival, this would have been a place much overlooked and, now, well, there just weren’t that many people around anymore. Besides the bikes, it seemed that Pat was promoting healthy lifestyles; there was a whole rack of granola bars. I found some that were safe for dogs and pigs before chowing down five of the stale bars myself. Previously, I would have never thought old cardboard would taste good; how wrong I’d been. When our teeth had taken all they could, we finally looked around.

      “The rubber is still in good shape.” I was squeezing a tire. Not only was gas a huge issue, but dry rot was also going to be a problem soon enough. Rubbers and plastics exposed to the elements would become brittle and break or flake apart, effortlessly. Safe sex was going to be out the window for a while, maybe it was nature’s way of helping to repopulate the world.

      “This is going to help.” Dallas grabbed a bike trailer.

      “I always thought those were the craziest things when I saw parents towing their kids behind them. Pretty hard to think of a more dangerous thing to do. Fine in a park, but on the open road, no way. My wife used to drive those very same roads, and if you tell her I said that, I’ll deny it. Okay, so, Pat, whoever he or she may be, has blessed us with food and a ride; what are the odds we can get a trifecta?” I went behind the counter looking for a protection pistol, found an old stash of weed instead. I grabbed the bag and involuntarily let out a small sob. “Son of a bitch.” I wiped my eyes and put the bag back. “Trip would be in his damn glory right now. I bet one whiff he could tell me the strain and the THC percentage.”

      Pat seemed like a decent person, but one that didn’t believe in firearms. We grabbed two trailers, one big enough for my bike to fit all the animals, and Dallas took one and we filled it with spare tires, parts and a bunch of the granola bars. We left some behind in case some other weary traveler stumbled upon the retreat. The day was beautiful, and when we got on the coast road, so was the view. We were making good time, no zombies, no reavers, no assholes, also no sign of Charlie. It was getting dark when I saw our target off on the horizon, still looking impossibly large, given how far away it was. I was wondering if perhaps we were too late when I heard the deep bass-clipped bark of one of the world’s best dogs.

      “Henry,” I said as my heart surged. I stopped the bike and opened up the trailer mesh so the animals could get out. It didn’t take me long to locate the owner of the bark and the red-haired woman standing next to him. I ran because to go any slower, my chest would have burst. Henry ran a few steps to meet me, figuring it was better for me to cover most of the distance. I gave him a loving pat before I grabbed Tracy.

      “He knew you were coming, and so did I,” she told me before I kissed her. I held her tight and cried. I cried for the loss, I cried for the pain, and I cried for the reunion.
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      I don’t know why I had the dream, just that it was vivid enough that I remembered it in its entirety and thought I would write the words down in this journal: It was a strange mixture of the past, the present, the potential future and the wishful, I suppose.

      BT and I were sitting on the deck of a ship, soaking up some of the sun. He was resting comfortably, my mind was doing the usual sixty miles per hour loops within my skull. I decided for the betterment of us all that I didn’t want to be alone with my thoughts.

      “You awake?” I was looking over, his eyes were closed, and he was lightly snoring, which, given the size of the man, I found suspicious. I had no idea if hippos snored, but if they did, BT and them should sound similar. I wasn’t going to let him in on that observation; it was a long way down to the ocean.

      “YO!” I shouted, moving closer but still out of range of a swinging arm.

      BT did not open an eye when he spoke. “Talbot, I told you when you asked if you could sit down, that it was fine as long as you were quiet, and I could get some rest. You said you’d shut the hell up.”

      “And you believed me?”

      He sighed. “I haven’t had a decent night’s sleep since your nephew was born. And where the hell have you been? You promised you’d watch him whenever we needed you to spell us a break.”

      “That? Oh, I was just overcome with emotion at the time.”

      “And now?”

      “Well, and now I’ve had a lot of time to reflect on how much I hate dirty diapers. I swear once he’s four, I’ll watch him for, like, an hour.”

      “That’s mighty big of you.”

      “I’d like to think so.”

      “Is there a reason you disturbed me? I was having a particularly vivid dream about New Orleans.”

      “Did it involve beads?”

      He opened both eyes and turned to stare directly at me. “Seriously, man. What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      “What? Beads and New Orleans—does that need explaining?”

      “I was not having dreams about breasts.”

      “You say that like there’s something wrong with it.”

      “I was a detective. There was a group of us attempting to stop a terrorist plot. It was very James Bond-like.”

      “Sounds pretty good. Did you stop it?”

      “Maybe if someone hadn’t been yelling in my ear, I would have been able to.”

      “That sucks.”

      “Can you get to what you want so I can go back to my cabin? A wailing baby is preferable to what I’m about to hear.”

      “Did I tell you about that time…”

      “Twice.”

      “The more you interrupt, the longer this is going to take.”

      “This ship is huge, yet somehow you keep finding me.”

      “I guess you’re just lucky.”

      “Yeah, that must be it.” Didn’t need to even add that he served that last part with a thick slice of sarcasm.

      “I was sixteen.”

      “Does this involve girls and being discovered by their fathers in compromising situations?”

      “Shit man, that only happened…” I had to stop and think. I started ticking off the instances on my fingers; I stopped when I got to six. “That’s not the point, and no. I was sixteen.”

      “Already heard that part, move on.”

      “I was sixteen.”

      His lips pressed together tightly, I was pushing my luck.

      “I was with a group of friends; we’d just taken some micro-dot.”

      “Let me stop you there. Did you ever once think that possibly all this drug use is the root cause of your issues?”

      “Are you kidding me? If not for the drugs, there’s no telling how I might have turned out, probably pretty badly. I’ve not told many…. Fuck who am I kidding? I haven’t told anyone, but, I suffered from some severe bouts of depression as a kid.”

      He was looking at me intently for any signs I might be not so much lying but possibly exaggerating. He must have seen something on my face that made him realize this wasn’t made up.

      “At eight or nine, I didn’t know what to do with it. I was just smart enough to realize it wasn’t right, but maybe not smart enough to tell anyone what was going on. By the time I hit my teenage years and we started finding ways to get ahold of booze, I understood self-medicating.”

      “Fuck, Talbot, this isn’t the kind of thing you’re supposed to work through alone. It’s healthier and easier with outside help.”

      “To be honest with you, BT, I don’t think anyone knows my mind as well as myself. The alcohol dulled the sensation; it was weed that pushed it away. But hallucinogens, well, they allowed me to see it in a whole different way. To become truly introspective and understand why I was feeling the way I did. And I discovered ways to cope with it, to live alongside it, as opposed to in direct confrontation. It began to become less of an obstruction. I’m not going to say we went forward in harmony, but I began to realize its value: it was something I could repurpose.”

      “Damn, Mike, I didn’t know.”

      “I know. I just told you I hadn’t told anyone.”

      “Don’t be an ass, I’m sympathizing.”

      “Sorry, man, this isn’t the easiest thing to admit. I spent nearly ten years of my life in as much of a daze as I could to drown the fucker, only to realize it could breathe underwater.” I shook my head, wanting to leave part of that chapter of my life behind, where it belonged. “That’s not what this is about.”

      BT gave me a questioning stare. I think he was willing to let it go for now, but I had a feeling we might circle back around to it again. I couldn’t tell if I was terrified of the notion or happy for it.

      “Whew. Anyway, I took some micro-dot. We called it mescaline back then, but I think it was more of an acid derivative than what came from the Peyote plant. We were out in the woods, giant high school party. Huge roaring fire and chests packed with beer and wine coolers—they were big back then,” I added in defense.

      “Did you have a girlfriend at this party?”

      “What’s that got to do with anything?”

      “You going to answer the question?”

      I had to think about it. “Right then, no. I’m pretty sure I’d just broken up with someone.”

      He kept looking.

      “Fine, she broke up with me.”

      “Think it had anything to do with your beverage of choice?”

      “I should have let you sleep.”

      “No shit,” he replied.

      “We’re partying, having a grand old time,” I continued, ignoring his last comment. “We had a unique class; we had cliques, what high school doesn’t? But the lines were more blurred, not as hard defined. Stoners and jocks were almost indistinguishable. Shit, I played hockey, baseball and football, plus sparked up with most of those on my team.”

      “Is it safe to say you were part of the in-crowd?” BT asked.

      “Maybe not in the center of the tight-knit core group. I’d moved to a small town when I was ten, and those people had been together since kindergarten. But yeah, I was in the extended part of it, I suppose. But what I’m saying is it wasn’t like that shit with the lunch tables that don’t let other groups sit with them.”

      “Oh, I’m betting it was more like that than you realize.”

      “I never bullied anyone; had no desire to, and I never saw anyone being bullied.”

      “I didn’t say that, but there was exclusion, there always is. You just didn’t see it because you weren’t one of those looking in.”

      “Whoa, man. I’m getting way more scrutiny to this story than I was looking for. You think I could just continue without the sidebars?”

      “You tell the story the way you see fit.”

      “Fucking trying to.”

      “Waiting, got stage fright now?”

      “I hope the bomb blew up.”

      “What?”

      “In your dream, I hope the terrorists won.”

      “Cold man. That’s just cold.”

      “It was late fall, not too cold, but you don’t remember the weather unless it’s severe, but the fire was raging, as I said. The micro-dot had started kicking in, and the sounds of all the conversations going on around me seemed to be funneling in all at the same time. Like, I could hear everyone speaking and none of them. Make sense?”

      “You were tripping. It’s doubtful anything you tell me from here on out is going to make much sense.”

      “There’s an adjustment period when you start to trip, like your mind needs to catch up somehow. I’m on my fifteenth or sixteenth beer.”

      “You mean second wine cooler.”

      I gave him the finger. “Memory is a little fuzzy on the actual number.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “This is about to get good, if you’ll let me finish. Then you can go and listen to the developing lungs of your kid. I heard babies can cry for twenty-four hours straight.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “It was on Facebook, so it has to be true.”

      “Just when I think I can’t be any more scared of your thought process.”

      “Relax, I only picked two, maybe three candidates for office based on Facebook recommendations.”

      “Never thought I’d say it, but maybe the zombies coming and wiping the slate clean was a good thing. Especially if it got rid of more people like you.”

      I knew he was joking; we’d all lost far too many good people for this to be spoken in any way except for jest. Someone like Deneaux, though, she most likely did celebrate the break out of the apocalypse, something that was right in her wheelhouse.

      “I needed to piss.”

      Of course, that was when Trip decided to show himself. I felt a strange pang but in the dream I was unsure as to why. “Just go over the side,” he said. That was something I didn’t recommend when on the deck of an Aircraft Carrier, there were no railings. Entirely too far to fall.

      “I’m telling a story.”

      “Oh, like Ben and I? Loved that one. It’s about a little mouse that lives alongside Benjamin Franklin and, in his own way, helps with the American Revolution. The mouse is a little full of himself, if I do say so. Seems to think he was the sole reason the United States was successful in its quest to be an independent nation.” He was explaining this part to BT.

      This was the first time since I’d awakened BT that I had wished I’d let him sleep. Trip placed fists under his chin and was watching me raptly, like a first-grader at story time.

      “Should I start at the beginning again?” I asked. It seemed so long ago since I’d started, but I hadn’t got that far into it.”

      “Mike’s at an outdoor party, drinking sissy wine coolers, doesn’t have a girlfriend, about to start tripping, and he needs to piss. That about cover it?” BT asked.

      “Tripping? I’ve heard this one before.” And with that, Trip moved down a few seats. “Oh man, Ponch I just got the, we’d be dating, joke!” He broke out into wild laughter, even slapped his knee a few times. “Because….because I was so close to your backside, and…and if you stopped!” He broke out again raucously.

      I shook my head. “Piss, yeah, I needed to piss. I wanted to get as far from the fire as I could, obvious reasons.”

      “I know man, you didn’t want anyone to see. I get it, happens to a lot of guys in your situation.”

      I ignored him. Short of pulling it out, what was the point? “My steps began to have a strange echoing within my head—har har, I know you’re going to say because there was plenty of room in there to bounce around in.”

      “Wasn’t going to say anything, actually, but thank you for the visual.”

      I started to walk back into the memory, it was increasing in vividness to the point I was as much the narrator of what happened as the participant:

      “Whoa, that’s weird.” I had my head down, looking at my feet and the strange sounds coming up from them. The crunching of the fall leaves was crisp and loud within my ears. I went further than I’d meant to. I wasn’t in danger of getting lost; it was Walpole, not the Alaskan wilderness. I’d just gotten distracted enjoying the new auditory aberration. When I low-speed smacked my forehead into a tree, I figured I’d found my particular pitstop area. I turned to face the fire; it was mostly obscured by the woods and wasn’t much more than a soft glow from here. I took care of what needed taking care of, getting a little angry that it was taking so long. Like, just hurry up and be done with it so I can get back to having fun. Seriously how fucking impatient must I be that my own piss break is driving me nuts?

      I was fumbling with my zipper, making extra sure I didn’t snag anything essential and also the fact was my dexterity seemed to be suffering, or more like my mind was so extremely distracted from the task, that even muscle memory couldn’t compensate.

      “What the hell?” I looked up as I felt a wave of heat flow down from the top of my head and encompass my entire body. If I were older, I would have figured it was the first sign of a stroke, but at the time, I attributed it to the rush of the hallucinogens. The world around me began to shimmer. Then I was no longer in the woods at night but rather what looked like a park at midday. Can’t even tell you the relief I felt when I realized my tackle equipment was put away and my zipper up as I watched beings stroll by.”

      “You were seriously worried about what people in your hallucination might think?” BT asked.

      “That’s the thing, man. I don’t think it was a hallucination. This is where it gets weird.”

      “Me having to hear about you taking a piss was where it started for me,” BT said. “And why would you say ‘beings’ instead of ‘people?’” I could tell that BT wasn’t a fan of the potential for what I was going to say.

      “I wasn’t then, and I’m not sure now, what they were. Looked human enough from a distance, but as they got closer, I don’t know, maybe the shimmering effect altered things, but they were taller and slimmer than they should have been. Seriously, I would have pushed the whole thing away as a weird glitch in my trip if I hadn’t been noticed.”

      “What?” Trip asked as he looked up from the book he was reading, The Doors of Perception, of all things.

      “I was standing there just watching. It felt like twenty minutes, but the analytical part of my mind wasn’t working so great because, if you had asked, I would have told you that the piss I’d taken had been over half an hour. I noticed that a couple of the things were looking right at me, moving cautiously as they approached. I moved a couple of steps to the right, just to make sure it wasn’t a coincidence, you know, like when someone is waving but they mean the person behind you, but you realize this too late and have already mistakenly waved back. Now the initial person that waved is looking at you strangely like you’re weird.”

      “Had this happen a lot?” BT asked.

      “When you’re as egocentric as him, it’s bound to happen a lot,” Trip added. I didn’t appreciate the fist bump they gave each other at my expense, though it was nice to see BT not want to throttle Trip for once.

      “Done?” I gave them both a stern glance, neither seemed to care. “When I moved, they moved. Now I was starting to freak out, I wasn’t sure if I was having a bad trip or I had somehow got myself stuck in an alternate reality. It’s the stuff you talk about when you’re tripping, but you don’t actually plan on doing it. And the closer they got, the less human they looked. Their noses were nearly flat against their faces, their mouths not much more than a gash, and the eyes…they were enormous.”

      “Sounds like your prototypical alien encounter,” BT said.

      “Was there any anal probing?” Do I even need to say who asked that?

      “If anything, it was a hybrid of a human and an alien. I know what you’re thinking, tripping your ass off, half in the bag on wine coolers, what couldn’t you see? I’m telling you, BT, as someone that has tripped nearly a hundred times…”

      “Amateur,” Trip said.

      “This was like nothing I’d ever encountered before.” I did not add “or after,” because, well, the mountains in Afghanistan had all manner of unpleasantries I could not explain. “A few of them pressed something on the sides of their heads. I didn’t see anything, but I got the impression I was being recorded.”

      “Whoa, you were a ghost!” Trip announced.

      “What? I’m alive; how could I be a ghost?”

      “You got a peek into the future…you were a ghost to them. A memory buried in the forest floor, and they used some sort of technology to release it,” Trip said.

      BT sat back, not sure which of us he thought was more full of shit. “What do you want me to do with that?” he asked.

      “Nothing, man. It was just something that happened to me. I don’t think about it much, almost a self-preservation technique. Never had much of an explanation for it until Trip’s theory.”

      “Not a theory.”

      “Do you think there’s a chance I saw a glimpse of what our world is to become?”

      “Without a doubt. There are a great many timelines that involve extraterrestrials. Some more benevolent than others.”

      “Oh, come on.” BT was having none of it.

      “You know, man, I’m right there with you, but Paul saw it too.”

      “Two tripping people don’t make it a reality, Mike.”

      “He wasn’t. He’d just gotten off work.”

      I continued.

      “Mike, you, all right? Why are you just standing there?” I heard Paul; he sounded like he was half a world away. I turned to where I’d heard his voice, but he was a distant, shimmering thing. Much less substantial than where I was.

      “Dude come here!” I motioned.

      “You sound weird.” He was gaining definition as he approached. Then he was next to me.

      “I noticed that he was standing there, much as I had been, his mouth gaping open.

      “Are you real?” I had to ask.

      “I…I think so.”

      “Are you tripping?”

      “I…I don’t think so. I was waiting until I got to the party. Mike, where are we?”

      “If I had to take a guess, I’d say in the exact same place.”

      “Can’t be.”

      “Different time.”

      The edges of what we were looking at began to blur. The rippling flowed inward, corrupting everything, making it look like we were viewing this world through a patterned glass shower door. And as quickly as it had come, it was gone, replaced by the night sky.

      “I don’t even…” Paul walked away.

      I followed a moment later. “Surprisingly, we never talked about that moment again. I would forget that it had ever happened over the years, but every so often, it would slam into me like a blindside block. One of the weirdest things I’d ever seen.”

      “One of?” BT asked.

      “Damn near everything is weird now,” I told him.

      “True that. Next time you remember something weird, feel free to leave me sleeping.”

      “Noted.”

      “You should tell him about the one where I’m a wizard,” Trip said.

      “No,” BT and I replied in unison.

      “Just as well,” Trip shrugged. “I think BT is a troll in that one. Ponch, when you wake from this dream I want you to look up the word, hiraeth, it’s something you’re going through now, and it is going to haunt you for ages if you don’t find a way to deal with it.”

      With that last sentence I awoke with a start, it wasn’t until much later I was able to find a dictionary and after trying many different spellings I came across the meaning, I don’t know if I’ve ever been struck so hard by one word: Hiraeth – A deep longing for a home to which you can never return.
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