
        
            
                
            
        

    
INFECTED


[image: ___]

A Click Your Poison book

by
James Schannep


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental


Copyright © 2012 by James Schannep

All rights reserved.

Second Kindle Edition

www.jamesschannep.com

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Schannep, James, 1984—

INFECTED: a Click Your Poison book / James Schannep

COVER ART BY NIKKI JANSEN


For Michaela, who makes the Zombie Apocalypse worth surviving.



Table of Contents


Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Acknowledgments

How It Works

Start


Acknowledgments


Special thanks to my crack team of zombie survivalists: Chris Boyes, Damon Bosetti, Mike Beeson, Kelli Mears, Jon & Tara Black, Kevin Hullihan, Brian Yoakam, Justin Jones, Lanette Hastings, Nathan St. Pierre, Colin Merrin, Ross Wichard, Richard Young, and Matt Sarda—thank you for your notes, expertise, encouragement, friendship, and ability to endure my inability to talk about anything other than this book.

To my copyeditor: Linda Jay Geldens, cover artist: Nikki Jansen, and to Paul Salvette and the team at BB eBooks. Thank you all for your generosity and professionalism.

And to my family, for your unyielding enthusiasm and support.


Here’s how it works: You, Dear Reader, are the main character of this story. Live, die, and rise again—based solely on the merit of your own choices. The rules are a little different than the print gamebooks of the 1980s and 1990s; as an ebook, you simply click the links to progress through the story. Each link represents a choice, and there’s no going back, so choose wisely. Will YOU survive the zombie apocalypse?


CLICK HERE to begin. Good luck.


You’re not very good with directions, are you? You’re not supposed to go through the pages in this book. Stop when you see the links and click your choice. So, go back and begin the proper way. Don’t ruin it by progressing page-by-page; you’ll just turn something potentially fun into something certainly stupid.

Congratulations on finding this book’s only Easter egg. Go ahead onto www.jamesschannep.com to brag about how outside-the-box you think. Seriously though, there’s nothing else in here, so don’t bother looking for it. Scout’s honor.


INFECTED
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Immortality can be yours.

That’s right. After successful testing on lab rats, Gilgazyme ® is now ready for public consumption. It’s a revolutionary new gene therapy, invented by Dr. Richard Phoenix and Dr. Lewis Deleon, which promises to end aging after only one dose. Simply use the patented inhaler, and let science take care of the rest. Your flawed genetic code will be removed, and replaced by a new and improved stream in which you’ll never age another day (this statement has not been evaluated by the FDA).

Stay young and beautiful forever with Gilgazyme ®.

[image: •]• “Stay this age forever? I’ll sell my house, my kids, whatever—Sign me up!”

[image: •]• “Does anyone else think this is a bad idea? No freaking way I’m going anywhere near that poison.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Airing the Dirty Pawndry


[image: ___]

Death hangs in the air like a bad pun. Despite the clumsiness of the individual zombie, the swarm has proven to be adroit murderers. The proof is in the pudding-like substance that coats the walls and streets.

You immediately notice a flaw in your plan: several undead wander the street around the pawnshop. None has seen you yet, but with this many out in the open, it wouldn’t take much to call in the horde. Then you’d become fresh pudding.

Guns are priority one, and you’re sticking to that plan. You hide behind a nearby bus stop. It doesn’t provide much protection, but it’s better than standing in the middle of the street. You remove your binoculars, and reconnoiter the storefront.

A sign, prominently placed, reads, “CHEAP GUNS—NO BACKGROUND CHECK!!!!!!!” Beyond this is the brick-and-mortar building. Odds are the door is locked, but as Jack Nicholson proved in The Shining, it only takes one maniac with an axe to make short work of a locked door.

Behind you, a husky voice mutters something akin to, “Hey.” You turn around to see some punk skater kid, with dried blood on his broken teeth and your mortality locked in his eyes. He masticates, his jaw chomping his own tongue, like some kind of craven cow chewing its cud, then lets out a moan.Oh goddammit. The other undead snap their heads over to you like feral hounds that’ve just caught the scent of mutton. From as far as three blocks away they are coming for you, each adding its own moan to expand the radius of the call exponentially.

Time to run.

[image: •]• Screw it, go back to that corner market. It should be far enough in the other direction.

[image: •]• Time to go underground. Literally. Into the sewers and out of the open!

[image: •]• Right to the pawn shop! You’ve got a good head start—my kingdom for a firearm!

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Alarming


[image: ___]

“Fine,” you say, hands raised in the air. You jog toward the back of the warehouse, the twenty or so hungry ghouls watching your movement like cats seeing a mouse come out of its hole. They moan in chorus and come toward you with outstretched arms.

You pull the alarm on the far wall, which was intended to be used in case of an industrial accident. The machinery shuts down and in its place, a flashing light and wailing alarm shine and sound above you. The commotion brings other zombies out of the woodwork, as well as those who were congregating by the entrance.

The cop hides near the hall that you walked through to come in, waiting as the undead march in a steady stream toward you. You’ve got no way out; you’re trapped. What did you think would happen?

His plan works perfectly, and you see him slip out of the warehouse, just before the crowd tears you limb from limb.

THE END


Another Way
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As you run around the side of the building, you find yourself facing an HVAC system—the building’s air conditioning unit. On the other side of this wall, guns wait like ripe crops ready to be harvested. Fortunately for you, this pawnshop’s owner was too cheap to install professional central air and instead purchased a shoddy knockoff. You slap your axe against the unit only once before the plastic cover breaks free.

The blade waiting within is a different story. The large metal fan swings quickly in a deadly arc. The undead amble toward you. This may be your best shot, so you shove your axe into the air duct like a knight spearing a dragon—the fan roars appropriately for the metaphor—metal screeching painfully upon metal. Your axe is destroyed, but so is the fan.

Just as the punk zombie arrives, you’re ready to enter the vent. In a near-comedic twist of luck, the zombie’s baggy pants slide to his ankles and trip him. This gives you just enough time to pull yourself into the vent before he arrives. But you must move quickly, for the whole neighborhood will surely follow your trail.

You tumble into the pawn shop, clattering into heirloom jewelry and ornamental faux samurai swords alike. There’s just so much junk in here. But there are also guns. The sound of a shotgun pumping, the shell sliding into the breach, greets you.

You stand up with hands raised and see the greaseball proprietor pointing the business end of a weapon at your face. His hair is slicked back, face pockmarked and angry, and he wears enough gold rings to look like brass knuckles.

Then the first zombie falls out of the air duct behind you. You move away, and the shop owner turns away from you to blast the zombie. “Goddammit!” he says. “Go grab a gun and make yourself useful, fucktard.”

He tosses his head back toward the counter, where several firearms are locked and loaded. Grabbing an AK-47, you turn back to kick some ass. The air vent grumbles and rattles with the oncoming flesheaters. Their moans echo throughout the aluminum system, giving the impression that the building itself is calling for your blood and brains.

The cheap, particle-foam ceiling tiles lurch and give way. A dozen undead fall into the pawnshop at once, and for the moment that they’re lying prone on the floor, it’s literally like shooting fish in a barrel. The deafening roar of the shotgun erupts once more.

You crack off shots from the AK, surprised at how little recoil there is, and blast chunks off zombie faces. It’s harder than the movies would have you believe to get a direct headshot, but the holes you leave show you how to adjust so that your next round scores a cranial explosion.

In a moment of stillness, the pawnshop owner reloads his shotgun and you take the cue to inspect your rifle. But more zombies drop in—a lot more. You pop off round after round, and your killing rate goes from one in five shots to one in four, after only a few minutes’ experience.

The flow of undead is unending, but your ammo supply is not. The AK clicks empty and you rush back to the counter for more. There’s a few more banana clips at the ready, but the influx of hellspawn is such that you’re better off just grabbing another firearm. The wall where the vent was collapses under the weight of twenty-five zombies. How the hell did that many fit in at once?

The closest weapon is an old WWII surplus Lee-Enfield bolt-action rifle. That’ll do. You crack off a shot at the nearest zombie’s head; the caliber is such that a headshot allows you to see clean through the ghoul. With a satisfactory slide of the bolt, you chamber another round.

The pawnshop owner tosses down his shotgun and removes dual nickel-plated pistols from the case. Desert Eagles. What. An. Asshole. He lets loose his hand cannons and tears apart everything except brains. One shot hits the ceiling and the next the floor. Looks like the onus is on you to defend this pawnshop.

You’re able to kill a zombie about every three or four seconds. That’s pretty good, and you’re getting better. They say bad news comes in threes, and this situation is no different: 1) the pawnshop owner isn’t doing shit; 2) the zombies are arriving at an average rate of one per second; and 3) available ammo is finite.

It’s time to grab the next weapon. Black and deadly, a Vietnam era M-16. Your first shot pumps out three rounds in short succession. That more than takes care of the fiend in front of you, but you’ve got the wherewithal to switch the firing mode from “burst” to “semi” and make each round really count.

Unfortunately, the rifle clicks with a jam on your next shot. You toss it and grab a hunting rifle. The pawnshop owner runs behind the counter and removes an UZI 9mm. Letting out an impressive spray, he downs half a dozen zombies in three seconds. Then his ammo is gone.

The supply of firearms is starting to run out! The situation is desperate. There are now fifty healthy zombies coming at you. Your lever-action cowboy rifle cannot possibly take out that many. The pawnshop owner knows it too. He comes around from behind the counter and hands you something small and round: a grenade. In his other hand; one of his own.

“Thanks for letting them in, asshole,” he says as he pulls the pin of his grenade.

It was a valiant effort. The pair of you, after the resultant explosion, will have taken out in excess of 200 zombies. The world needs more people like you if humanity is to have a fighting chance to survive. You pull your own grenade pin and in a few seconds, you’re blown to smithereens in stereo.

THE END


“Anybody at Home?”
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The doors on this house aren’t just wide open; they’ve been ripped off their hinges. Still, it couldn’t be less inviting. You don’t need to be a Sioux tracker to piece together what happened here: the zombie horde was intent on making it inside, excited more than usual(probably by the hysterical screaming coming from within), and they converged en masse.

Just as a school of fish is more than the sum of its parts, so is a throng of undead humanity. 10,000 pounds of motivated flesh, unrestrained by the pain of organic tensile limitations, can accomplish a lot. The evidence is all over the foyer of the home. Smeared blood and gore coat the entryway, caught on the splintered doorframe.

Inside, it’s not much better. Violence and viscera, that’s the new fall fashion in the undead apocalypse. There are the remains of furniture, probably an antique sofa table, now ground into dust underfoot from the multitudinous undead.

Finger-grooves are almost worn into that fireman’s axe, so often do you strangle its handle. As you move into the house, you get the feeling you’re entering some sort of cavern. All the accoutrements have been pushed to one side and are coated with a fine patina of innards. Well, odds are the zombies skipped the cupboard, so that’s good news for you.

Heading toward the kitchen, you hear a faint rummaging. Do you go in?

[image: •]• Nope! Curiosity ate the survivor.

[image: •]• Nothing ventured, nothing gained. What could a peek hurt?

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Area One


[image: ___]

The hallway lights buzz and flicker like a fluorescent nightmare. Evidently, Sims’ power re-route was only partially successful. The entry is completely dark; there’re no lights whatsoever around the barricade. Tyberius shines his flashlight over the rubble pile; no sign of tampering or entry by the undead.

“Area One, clear,” Tyberius reports in.

“Copy that, come on back. Hefty, are you in position?”

“Area Two, clear,” Hefty calls.

“All right, Hefty. Bring it home.”

“Sims, what’ve you got?”

“Area Three, clear.”

“Copy area three clear, hurry back.”

[image: •]• Head to the cafeteria.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Area Two


[image: ___]

The hallway lights buzz and flicker like a fluorescent nightmare. Evidently, Sims’ power re-route was only partially successful. The entry is completely dark; there’re no lights whatsoever around the barricade. Hefty shines his flashlight over the rubble pile; no sign of tampering or entry by the undead. “Area One, clear,” Tyberius reports in over the radio.

“Copy that, come on back,” Deleon’s voice chirps in. “Hefty, are you in position?”

“Area Two, clear.”

“All right, Hefty. Bring it home.”

“Sims, what’ve you got?”

“Area Three, clear.”

“Copy area three clear, hurry back.”

[image: •]• Head to the cafeteria.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Area Three


[image: ___]

The hallway lights buzz and flicker like a fluorescent nightmare. Evidently, Sims’ power re-route was only partially successful. The entry is completely dark; there’re no lights whatsoever around the barricade. You shine the flashlight over the rubble pile; no sign of tampering or entry by the undead.

“Area Three, clear,” you report over the radio. As you turn to leave, the crunch of broken glass underfoot gives you pause.

You turn the flashlight to the floor. Where did that broken glass come from? Something moves quickly in the shadows. You react by turning your flashlight at it, but it’s on top of you before you can do anything else.

You press the large flashlight up against the fiend’s neck, keeping him just far enough away to evade his bite. “Copy Area Three clear, hurry back,” Deleon says over the radio. A second zombie—a crawler—paws and bites at the radio.

Mustering all your strength, in one burst you roll the ghoul away and sprint off. After a few steps you turn back, your hatchet-axe raised. The flashlight beam is perpendicular to the school entrance and a pair of legs walks through. Then another, and another. They’ve broken through, and they’re filing in at regular intervals.

[image: •]• Run back to the cafeteria.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Armed and Dangerous
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Before leaving, you stop by the armory. Though there’s an actual armory within the prison, this secure room has been gutted and transformed for a different use. Instead, the armory of Salvation is an Army trailer that may not be much to look at, but is filled to the brim with firepower.

There’s a US Army soldier ready to greet you; he’s slim, his hair is short-cropped in the Army’s high-and-tight fashion, and he has a thick, ruddy handlebar mustache. “Well, looky here,” he says. “The Three Musketeers, ready for their first mission. Well… you came to the right place to get outfitted. I see you got the sword already, how ‘bout the muskets?”

Rosie holds up her rifle. “I’m sticking with this. But if you have any .22 long rifle, I could use a refill.”

“Coming right up, ma’am. Would you like fries with that?”

“I must respectfully decline your wares, sir,” Lucas says. “I know my blade, and that makes it more valuable than any other weapon.”

“You might be right, sensei. But take a couple of these just in case.” The soldier tosses him a grenade belt. Lucas Tesshu nods and accepts with a smile.

“Umm… can I have some of those?” you ask.

He tsks his tongue several times with a shake of his head. “From each according to his ability, to each according to his need.” Then he steps back into the shade of the trailer. A moment later, he reappears with a combat shotgun and an ammo bandolier. “You’ve got your marksman and your grenadier, and you oughta complement them well with this.” After passing the weapon off to you, he adds with a wink, “Besides, you look like you’d be handy with one of those.”

Going back to formalities, he hands off a set of jeep keys and a map of the route to the airport. After ensuring Lucas can read it correctly, he escorts you to the vehicles. You’re to take lead.

“Whelp, thassit,” the soldier says. “Either don’t get bitten or don’t come back—good luck!”

[image: •]• Continue to the farm.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Armored
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You follow the map route around the recreation courtyard, past the walking track, outdoor bench presses, and basketball courts. At the far end there’s an open trailer—from this far away it looks like a roadside fireworks stand. As you get closer, you see a uniformed US Army soldier sitting inside; the trailer walls are lined with guns. The trailer itself is marked PROPERTY OF US ARMY. The young man, probably no more than 20, looks up from a porno magazine, slides his feet down from atop the rail, and releases thick brown spittle into an empty beer bottle.

“Well, we got a newcomer, huh? Here to check out the wares?” Although his hair is short-cropped in the Army’s high-and-tight fashion, he has a thick, ruddy handlebar mustache. He rises from his rolling office chair and opens a gate to let you in. “Take a good look around, Newjack. This is Salvation’s only art gallery.”

The armory is meticulously organized, the firearms segregated by breed: shotguns, scoped rifles, assault rifles, semi-automatic pistols, and revolvers. Your gaze lingers over a large, nickel-plated revolver the likes of which would make Dirty Harry proud.

“You know the old saying, ‘God created man, Sam Colt made them zombie slayers.’” The soldier smiles at you. “I take it the old man will have you going on missions soon, huh? I stock everyone going on missions, so make sure you swing by beforehand.”

Marveling over the large ordnance stash—boxes of ammunition in the corner—you ask, “Where’d all this come from?”

“That’s everybody’s first question. The short answer is me. My convoy was coming to resupply the National Guard unit, but that didn’t end up so good for us. The rest of it comes from leftovers in the prison after the riots, and one or two are extras that refugees brought with them. You’d be surprised how many people think it’s a grand idea to travel with a half dozen firearms.”

The trailer is spotless, save for the sunflower seed-laden sitting area used by this young master-of-arms. There’s even a couple of mortars and rocket-propelled grenades, not that anyone but him would be able to use them.

“If you want to get some trigger time, we do range passes from time to time. We have to go offsite, though, because gunshots attract the zombs. Whaddya say? I need an excuse to go squeeze a few off.”

[image: •]• “Only if we use the undead as targets.”

[image: •]• “I think I’ll go check out the ‘Happy Room’. I could use a break from violence.”

[image: •]• “No time, sorry.” Straight to the “Command Post”. I bet Lucas and Rosie are already there.

[image: •]• “I’m just looking around—which way to the ‘Fitness/Power Room’?”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Asylum


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

As you roam the halls, a sad revelation proves true: a paltry few patients remain alive and uneaten. Hospital food is the worst. Enough with the sick and the dying, you’re ready for the healthiest stag in the herd. And who might that be in a hospital? The staff.

It’s hard to keep your footing when so many innards coat the linoleum floor, but you make do. Persistence is the name of the game. You make your way through the wing where the administration keeps house. Despite the “Staff Only” warning signs, others like you prowl the area. When you’re a god, human rules no longer apply.

There’s some scuffling and a scream around the next corner, and naturally you rush in to see if you can help. A group of immortals is chasing a wounded janitor, and they’re coming your way.

While he flees, his access badge gets close enough to unlock the secure door to an office.

[image: •]• Chase the janitor. I’ve got the lead on him!

[image: •]• Green light means go. The receiver chirped at me, and I want to investigate.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Away We Go


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

You’re sitting on your own jet, watching the sunset above a blanket of clouds. It’s probably still half an hour till dusk for those pissant mortals earthbound below. But for you and your puissant friends, things are getting dark.

Your drink sits on the tray next to you, ice melted and untouched. You’ve been staring out of the window for… how long? It’s been about six hours since you took the Gilgazyme ® and you’re feeling the worst kind of melancholy. You’re dead inside. Did you make a mistake taking the drug? No, that’s not it, you just feel incomplete.

Then a hand touches your shoulder. The pressure is very light, but the effect shoots through you like a live wire. Everything inside you pulses, better than any high you’ve ever experienced.

“I’m sorry to disturb you,” your assistant whispers. You turn toward her slowly, soaking in the feeling that builds deep within the cockles of your heart. She leans in. Stacy, her necklace dangling just in front of the cleavage of her perky breasts. She catches you looking down her shirt, something you’ve never done during her entire employment, and clears her throat.

You look up. She’s so vivacious, so painfully young and pert. Despite having seen her daily for years, suddenly you’ve never seen a more beautiful sight. “Since the other passengers are sleeping, will we be serving a meal?” she asks.

A sound comes from your throat. You open your mouth as if to speak, but the noise coming out is barely audible and barely human. Stacy’s face is filled with with concern. Your face tingles with excitement. And suddenly, you know what you must do to become whole again.

You reach out, grabbing Stacy’s blouse, and bring her in close. But not for a kiss. You bite down on her sweet and supple neck. She wants to scream, but her throat is in your mouth. She falls to the floor of the plane, her life pooling out around her body.

No one wakens. Between the hum of the aircraft, the effects of your top-shelf alcohol, and the best noise-cancelling headphones money can buy—your guests don’t hear a thing. Time to share your gift with them.

The lap belt holds you in the seat. You feel like there must be a way out of this trap, but you can’t remember what it is. Your hands are dumb and useless. You scratch at the belt, but that does nothing. So you growl out in exasperation and shake violently. You beat the window with your fist, desperate to be free and to share immortality with your friends.

Your fit finally gets the attention of your fellow passengers. “Oh my God, what’s happened?” shouts the woman in front whose name you used to know.

“Is it a seizure? Does anyone know anything about epilepsy?” a guy you want to eat asks.

“You’re supposed to spread them out on the floor and let it pass,” another mortal says. He rushes in to help. Not that you intend it to play out this way, but you’re fortunate enough that he unbuckles your belt just before you bite the side of his face.

He screams. The others, confused as to what just happened, stand in awe as he falls back to the far side of the plane. You rise and step toward your closest friend with arms high. Your mouth opens and something falls out as you moan. Your friend looks down at the object: it’s an ear. He looks back up at you with horror just as you grasp his shoulders and bring him in for a bite.

The five other passengers instinctively step away. “What the hell are you doing?” one asks. You answer her not with words, but with actions. Those speak louder anyway, right?

Your friends have apparently had enough and decide, finally, to attempt to restrain you. A guy comes around and holds you in a bear hug from behind. This close contact excites you even more. With a thrash of your head, you bash into his nose over and over again. That does terrible things to your scalp, but you don’t feel any pain.

At last, he drops to the floor.

“Get some straps, something!” one survivor yells to another. Two bodies lie in a pool of blood, one man cowers in the corner, and four others look for some way to restrain you. This is fun; like cat and mouse. You chase the nearest one. She tries to distance herself from you, keeping a seat between the two of you, while the other three look for supplies.

The cabin door pops open and the copilot steps out. “What the hell is going on?”

“This…psychopath attacked me!” says the man with one ear.

“Is she okay?” he asks, pointing at Stacy. Oh, she will be. In a few short hours, she’ll be immortal. Figuring out the situation, he says, “Enough of this bullshit.” He turns back into the cabin.

“Wait!” the woman fleeing you calls.

Then the copilot returns, fire extinguisher in hand and heads toward you. You move toward him. He hits you with the bottom of the cylinder, aiming to incapacitate you. With a metallic ping, your head bobs back under the blow. He doesn’t expect you to come back at him so quickly, and your lunge at his arm is successful.

“Fuck!” he shouts as you sink your teeth into his forearm. He hits you again, harder. You lose your balance and fall to the floor.

“Did you…?” the woman you were chasing asks, coming close to check on you. Big mistake. You grab onto her ankle and bite firmly onto her gym-toned calf.

The copilot rushes in and now beats the fire extinguisher into your head repeatedly, until your skull bursts in. He bludgeons your brain into the carpeted floor. That’s it for you. But guess what? That’s four humans you shared your gift with—five, depending on how much of your scalp got into that one guy’s nose—and they’ll be up and continuing your legacy in just six hours. Good work, patient zero. Paris won’t see what’s coming.

Sadly, your friends will have to paint the town red without you.

THE END


Bang


[image: ___]

You put the firearm up to your head and pull the trigger. The nightmare is over.

THE END


Bare/Arms


[image: ___]

“Sorry, compadre, no can do,” he says, resting a hand over the sidearm. “I mean, how do I know I can trust you, ya know? No offense, but I’m a cop. You’re just somebody—know what I’m sayin’? Besides, you get to drive.”

He gets in the car and waits for you to do the same. When you’re inside, he pats his weapon and says, “Oh, man—I’m sitting shotgun! Get it?” He then laughs uproariously at his own joke.

You start the engine and draw out, back to the main road. “I’m not from around here; where to?” you ask.

“There’s like a warehouse not too far up the road. We should probably look there, you know? Not another thing for miles and miles,” he says.

*     *     *

The roads are surprisingly devoid of traffic. Granted, there’s an overturned car every mile or so, and plenty of deserted vehicles, but at least they had the decency to head into the grass before abandoning their transportation. You’re just about out of gas too.

You pull off the highway to the warehouse exit. It’s a major potato chip processing plant and shipping facility. That may not be the healthiest snack, but it’ll feed you for the time being. As it’s the only thing around “for miles and miles,” you notice cars clustering around. The parking lot is nearly full. Several RVs are here as well.

“Shit, looks like people had the same idea, homie,” your partner says. “We better be on the lookout. Do a lap around first.”

As you drive around the building, you pick up a tail—three zombies, on foot. You lead them slowly, allowing them to stumble after your car until they lineup at the back of the building. Once they’re as far from the entrance as possible, you gun the engine, taking the vehicle to the front, far ahead of the ghouls.

“Hey, that’s smart,” he says, tapping his head. “That’ll buy us some time. I like the way you think.”

You follow the hulking policeman from the parking lot to the warehouse. There’s a large set of automatic double-doors at the front, and as you arrive, the doors prove that electricity is still working in this area. That’s a good sign—maybe you can phone or radio for help once you’re inside.

The lights are on inside, and you breathe a brief sigh of relief that the entry isn’t thick with the undead. You know better than to fully celebrate, though; there could be more of them around any corner. The entry splits three ways: a hall on both sides, and a wider hallway leading you forward.

As you near the first turn ahead, you hear scraping on the linoleum behind you. You both look back—a zombie in a convict-orange jumpsuit crawls along the floor. The ghoul is badly wounded; his legs are all but worthless.

“Fucking pendejo!” your companion yells as he pumps his shotgun.

“Wait!” you call out. “The gunshot will attract them from every last room. This one’s too slow to be a problem.”

“All right, let’s just get some food and get out.”

You’re thinking more of the control room and the radio than you are of potato chips, but you nod and continue on. The zombie moans at you, but he’s slow enough that he’s only calling the other corpses away from you. Might make escape tricky, though, should they stay clustered at the entrance.

You and your cop buddy wind through the hall, eventually coming to the main room. It’s wide open, with hundreds of pallets of potato chips. The conveyor belts are still running, and the low hum of the equipment prevents the zombies from hearing your footsteps. There are maybe half a dozen ghouls visible in the large room—three in convict orange and three in warehouse uniforms with hardhats. Evidently there was a large-scale prison break, with many inmates choosing this warehouse as their sanctuary, possibly bringing the scourge with them.

Wrought-iron stairs lead up to the control room above, and there’s a large glass wall overlooking the floor of the warehouse. This must be where management oversaw the day’s shifts; it’s your best bet for radio communication.

Still, you can’t help but feel this endeavor is foolhardy. The place is crawling with corpses, and you can easily imagine yourself trapped, the way the workers were when the inmates arrived. The cop ravenously digs into a nearby pallet of chips; he must not have eaten for days. The crunching and crinkling of the bags of chips alerts a nearby zombie. His moan alerts the rest of them.

“Look, homie, I can kill all these Diablos. Then we can just stroll out, you know?” He pumps his shotgun in preparation. Then, almost as if their shift has begun, a dozen zombies walk out of the break room. Goddamn unions. Other workers emerge from behind pallets and crates.

“Shit, man. We gotta get out of here. Let’s push one of these carts out. Maybe we can steal an RV?”

You shake your head. There will be other chances for food. “We need some kind of distraction,” you say, looking around for other exits.

He slings the shotgun over his back, takes out his sidearm, and picks up a box of chips with his free hand. “Look! There’s an alarm on the back wall. Go pull it!”

“No way,” you say. “I’d be trapped.”

“I knew you were a smart one,” he says. He pulls back the hammer on the pistol, cocking it, then aims the weapon at your chest. “You’re my ticket out of here, homie.”

[image: •]• “You’ll have to shoot me.”

[image: •]• Sprint for the control room!

[image: •]• Listen to the guy with the gun and pull the alarm. Maybe there’s another way out?

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Biker Gang


[image: ___]

The horde of a hundred undead swarms the entrance to the store, filing in one by one. They’re hungry and anxious, and throngs more are arriving from the surrounding area by the minute. Something shoots out from behind the crowd: seven figures on bicycles are leaving by the service entrance, speeding by in the background. It’s your group, escaping like a wily cartoon character slipping out from under a pile of animated foes.

You speed away from the danger on your bicycles, but your daring attempt is by no means foolproof. You bob and weave through the stragglers, who are quick to realize their meal is trying to escape. Ahead there’s a body-builder zombie so large it puts 1980s Schwarzenegger to shame. It moves to tackle you with its enormous meat hooks, but you veer away. With a furious roar it tries to stumble-run after the group, almost like a gorilla, but they split around him like a flock of birds and the zombie has no chance to catch up.

For a time, you ride in silence. The only sounds are the zombie moans and the airy whirring of tires. It doesn’t take long until you’ve escaped the thick of them. Feeling victory, Deleon rings his handlebar bell with a smirk.

*     *     *

What would’ve taken an hour if you were walking whizzes by in less than twenty minutes. You’ve stopped on your bikes and are looking up at the school entrance. It’s not extra-large or glamorous, but to you it’s beautiful because it’s exceptionally pristine. No broken glass, no sign of forced entry. Evidently, there’s been no struggle here. A school isn’t the first place people think to go when the dead start to eat the living, and the odds are that most people died wherever that place was.

Cooper breaks the reverent silence. “Let’s get inside, find a secure room, take shifts guarding, and get some rest.”

“Amen,” Hefty replies.

[image: •]• Get some rest.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Black Swan Dive


[image: ___]

You leap off the building, hoping the mosh-pit below won’t hold you up and stop your fall. Good news! You lawn-dart your way through the crowd, your head smashes on the pavement, and you snap your neck. The bad news? You’re paralyzed but not dead, so you get to hear and see the crowd tear you apart and devour your flesh. Soon everything goes black forever. The nightmare is over.

THE END


Blood Is As Thick As Blood


[image: ___]

Lucas pulls the jeep around in a U-turn and parks it opposite where you saw the zombie girl. You exit with Lucas and Rosie, but the engineer stays in the vehicle, exhausted from the tower climb. The young girl meanders by the woodline and shuffles toward you as you walk toward her. She’s in much better condition than most, but clearly no longer among the living.

“Is that her?” Rosie asks.

Lucas Tesshu nods his head, his eyes thick with tears. “Imouto,” he says, his voice cracking with emotion.

The girl responds with a raspy moan, her arms stretched out for an embrace. Lucas actually stretches his arms out to greet her, not seeing her for the fiend she is. You stop him with a hand to his chest, and he stays put, but his arms continue to reach forward. “Please,” he cries.

“You have to kill her,” Rosie says. “You owe it to her.”

“No, she’s okay. She won’t hurt me. Please. Imouto…”

[image: •]• “Rosie, help me get him back in the jeep. We can leave his sister be—what’s only one more zomb?”

[image: •]• “Rosie’s right, Lucas. This is the only way to move on. Your sister’s suffering, living like this.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


The Brave


[image: ___]

No hesitation—you lunge forward and pull her out. The zombie stays latched onto her hair, but somehow she doesn’t scream. The weight on that ponytail must be immense; the ghoul was probably 180 pounds in his pre-corpse days, and now he’s loaded down with swamp water as well.

She gasps for breath and holds onto your forearms helplessly. The expression on her face is that of someone who thinks they’re about to die, but can’t admit it. Lucas was moving before you, though you were closer, so he arrives just after you pull her out. He slices at the hand, severing it at the wrist, and with the same move, dispatches the zombie.

Rosie hacks out wet coughs full of swamp water. She finds her rifle and her composure. “That wasn’t smart, coming after me like that,” she says to you. “You could’ve been bit.”

“Are you all right?” he asks.

She nods, coughing still. “I swallowed some swampwater, but other than that…”

“No bites?”

Rosie moves her rifle defensively between her and the man. “No bites,” she says, all business.

“Then I’d say we’re even,” Lucas replies. “There’s supposed to be a sanctuary just outside these marshes—”

“So you’ve heard of it too!” She’s wide-eyed and excited.

“We’re supposed to reach it in only an hour or two!” You reply, sharing the return of her youthful vigor.

“Then let’s walk!” She sets off, not waiting for an answer.

Lucas hangs back for a moment, then whispers to you, “Bravery is acting when you should be afraid. I have been practicing Bushido the whole of my life, so doing right comes easy for me. What I am trying to say is…Well done. You make me proud to be your companion.”

He smiles, shakes your hand, then heads off to fall in line behind Rosie.

[image: •]• To the compound!

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Bravery’s Reward


[image: ___]

You bash the zombie attacking Sims, splashing its brains all over his face. Sims fumbles to get his slingshot back out, but a man and a woman take his arms and do their best to pull him apart. You kill these two as well, but now the hall is nothing more than shoulder-to-shoulder undead.

Like a human ant colony, they swarm upon you and Sims in a coordinated effort of flesh-eating frenzy. Sims won’t go down alone, so at least you die with honor. And there won’t be enough left of you to rise again, as the hellions scramble to get a taste.

THE END


Bring Me My Brown Pants


[image: ___]

You shove the unisex bathroom door open, only to be greeted by an undead girl lunging at you. Like a rabid dog on a leash, chained to the toilet’s handicapped rail, she slams backward under her own momentum. She falls just short of your face with her bite.

Well, at least you don’t have to go to the bathroom anymore.

[image: •]• Close the door and explore the other hall.

[image: •]• Kill her and keep going.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Brutal is the Survivor


[image: ___]

You tug the rope, releasing the cluster of heavy furniture from the nets above. The slam upon the landing is so forceful you don’t hear the crunch of Tyberius and the zombies. At least you’re granted that small mercy.

Cooper rises to her feet, still nursing the bruised flesh of her neck. “Goddamn, Newbie. Didn’t know you had it in you.”

[image: •]• “Let’s just go find the others.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Buy (or Loot) Local


[image: ___]

“Close, quick, easy in and out. I like the way you think,” Deleon says, a finger tapping his lip as he muses. “Low inventory might be a problem, but it should at least tide us over. Let’s do it.” He stabs his finger at you with approval before he starts walking. “There’s a really nice market a couple of blocks away. Well, the mini-mart is closer, but the other place stocks organic, so I usually—”

He stops at your look: Really? “Right, let’s just go to the gas station pharmacy.”

As you walk down the streets behind Deleon, you’re consumed with the eerie feeling you’re being watched. Shadows move about behind windows—survivors or undead? You don’t feel like waiting to find out. You’re overtaken with panicked thoughts. Where will you sleep tonight? What if everyone is already dead? What happens when all the canned food is gone? Is anyone still farming? Maybe a fishing boat…

“Get down!” Deleon whispers forcefully. You slide behind a wrecked and overturned car. Your backs are hot against the cool blue metal. “Another infected, next intersection.” Another infected? Is he referring to himself as one of them?

You peer under the inverted hood of the car. There is indeed a zombie not fifty feet away. He looks unharmed and well-dressed. A pot-gut, wears a cowboy hat, sequined shirt, and boots. Maybe a country music producer or an oil tycoon; he could be from the original strain, having dosed himself with the drug in search of immortality only to receive it in the most ironic form possible. There’s none of the I-just-got-off-a-horse swagger you know he exuded in life. In death, he shuffles.

“If you used the cure on him, would he…?” you ask.

Deleon shakes his head. “As of yet, I can’t reverse the trend. I’ve only found pause. Not even stop, much less rewind.”

The zombie ambles toward you. Has he made you out? Deleon peers over the underside of the car. “Look how he moves. A pure automaton, like Boris Karloff as Frankenstein’s Monster, but real—flesh and bone, living and yet not.”

The ghoul’s mouth drops and his arms raise like bars at a tollbooth letting cars go through. His moan permeates the air. Another undead rounds the corner toward the call, this one a mother with a baby zombie strapped to her chest in a Babybjörn. The two reach out and moan in unison, stumbling toward you. The little bundle is the spitting image of momma.

“Umm, Doc?” you ask, more than a little worried. You strangle the fire axe.

“Look—communication! Primitive as it may be, but… they seem to be alerting one another, perhaps as they find prey.”

“That’s us!” you say, shaking him out of his impartial observations. You stand, axe in hand, prepared to do battle. The mom and tot come around to your side, while Tex heads toward Deleon. Do you attack the baby or the mother?

[image: •]• Baby zombie gives me the creeps. I’ve got the ultimate pacifier, time to use it.

[image: •]• Mom. Why would I take out the one that’s only ten pounds two ounces of terror?

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Bystander Effect


[image: ___]

You watch while she sinks beneath the mire, but Lucas does not. He flies over to aid her, practically skimming across the water’s surface.

He locks in on the commotion in the moor and sinks his blade into the water right where Rosie went down. With quick, clean movements he cuts at something beneath the surface. “Here!” he shouts, tossing you his blade. You look at the sword, its fine edge coated in viscera and algae.

From beneath, the man pulls up Rosie; she coughs up water and holds onto her hero with panic. Her eyes are wide and black sludge pours out of her mouth.

“Are you all right?” he asks.

She nods, coughing still. “I swallowed some swampwater, but other than that…”

“No bites?”

Rosie moves her rifle defensively between her and the man. “No bites,” she says, all business.

“Then I’d say we’re even,” Lucas replies.

She nods. “Fair enough. There’s supposed to be a compound north of here. Civilian-owned, but paramilitary-run. They were broadcasting before the networks went down.”

Lucas smiles. “We’re headed there ourselves.”

“Then let’s get going!” she says, her youthful spunk completely back. She begins walking out of the marsh.

Lucas hangs back, claiming his sword from you. He whispers, “How could you just stand there? Her life was… I don’t think she knows, and I won’t say anything, but you need to reassess your priorities. We’re about to join a community and you’ll be expected to help.”

He shakes his head in disappointment and falls in line behind her.

[image: •]• To the compound!

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Cabin Fever


[image: ___]

Gas is running low, and the only service station you passed was on fire. This cabin had better be stocked. There’s a big sign on the road: “CABINS – Turn Here.” You’re wondering how many people already had this idea.

You turn down the dirt road, your car rising and falling with the grooves in the trail. It’s twilight, and your bobbing headlights probably look like a lighthouse beacon to anyone—or anything—nearby. Soon you make it to the first cabin. You park, turn off your engine, and claim your weapons: a knife and a hammer.

Moment of truth: time to find out who or what’s in there. With a deep breath, you step out into the open wilderness and walk over toward the cabin. It’s that perfect time of evening where you can’t see anything. Just enough light so your eyes haven’t adjusted to the darkness, but not enough to see the details.

You go around to the passenger side of your car and claim a flashlight from the glove box. You don’t want any surprises. Being deliberately cautious, you step gingerly toward the cabin door. There’s a padlock on the outside; that’s a good sign. You should be safe, unless someone locked an infected family member inside. It takes a bit of leverage, but by using your hammer, the lock finally breaks loose.

You push the door open, scanning with your flashlight and weapon at the ready. It doesn’t take you long… no one is here. The cabin is small, with a kitchen connected to the main room and a bedroom/bathroom off to the side. Time to look for supplies.

The kitchen has a few nonperishables: kernels for popcorn, chicken bouillon cubes, and three packs of gravy mix. There’s also a sack of marshmallows, a box of graham crackers, and a chocolate bar. You slide all of this into a backpack.

There are several implements with which to light a fire sitting on the mantle above the fireplace. You take these too. Iron fire poker? Could come in handy. On the wall, there’s a mounted first aid kit. You’re in the middle of raiding it when you hear the door creak open behind you.

You turn around to see a man wearing a fishing vest. There’s dried blood around his mouth and more bodily fluid flecked across his chest. He’s happy to see you.

[image: •]• Time to try this new fire poker out.

[image: •]• That hammer worked so well on the lock, why mess with a good thing?

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Cafeteria á la Command Post


[image: ___]

Deleon spreads out a blueprint of the school across one of the tables. He holds a walkie-talkie in his right hand and waits, studying the blueprint, soaking in the details. “The barricades should hold, but who knows for how long?” he announces. “We should push the tables up against the cafeteria entrance when they get back.”

Cooper unfurls a blanket filled with tools from shop class. “Newbie, help Guillermo and me out. Board up the windows.”

You nod and claim a hammer. There are a lot of windows. Why’d the planners have to give these kids so much goddamned sunlight? You hammer away, listening with one ear as Deleon communicates with the guys.

“Area One, clear,” Tyberius reports in.

“Copy that, come on back. Hefty, are you in position?”

“Area Two, clear,” Hefty calls.

“All right, Hefty. Bring it home. Sims, what’ve you got?”

“Area Three, clear.”

“Copy Area Three clear, hurry back.” Deleon sets down the radio and scours over the blueprints once more.

[image: •]• Finish boarding up the cafeteria as the guys head back.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Call in the Cavalry


[image: ___]

Back out on the platform, you take turns slaying whatever undead make it to the top. They start to arrive in thicker numbers, and your ammo supply dwindles quickly, making you question the merit of trapping yourself atop the tower of terror. There’s no fighting your way down now; that option has long expired.

Just as you think your demise might be nigh, the thick rumble of an engine purrs in the distance. You make out a single vehicle speeding down the road toward you. That’s it? That’s your rescue, one vehicle? As it gets closer, you make out that it’s a military Humvee and something on the back is… moving.

Then the tail erupts with life, a bright light bursting forth followed momentarily by a supersonic roar. That “something” on the back is a turret, and the machine gun blasts apart the undead in droves.

“That’s our cue!” Rosie says, jumping with excitement.

Lucas lets out a massive roar, and you’re unsure if it’s just a battle cry or an actual word in Japanese, but you’re shocked nonetheless to hear such a sound boom forth from the normally calm and collected swordsman. He runs forward and leaps at the nearest zombie, flying at it through the air and delivering a powerful kick squarely on the ghoul’s chest. The undead man lurches backward, knocked off his feet, and careens into the line behind him. They fall back and down the spiral staircase like dominoes.

Using the momentum, the three of you pound down the stairs. You take the lead, blasting the faces off of the stragglers. Rosie reaches the end of her ammunition supply just as you hit the ground. The Humvee does donuts on the airfield, Colonel Arthur Gray in the driver’s seat, the armory’s master-of-arms in the back hollering with joy as he blasts apart the undead with his massive .50-caliber weapon. Irving Grey snaps pictures from the front seat, catching the cranial explosions with crystal clarity.

Seeing you arrive, the colonel skids to a stop. “The doctor?”

You’re about to shake your head, when a window bursts out from the terminal. A woman leaps out and sprints hard toward you. She’s an attractive black woman in her late thirties, and she’s remarkably clean. The nearby zombies do their best to grapple her, but she’s athletic and runs around them. Despite the terrified look on her face, she moves with the determination of a survivor. “Wait!” she yells.

Colonel Gray takes an assault rifle from within the Humvee and cracks off shot after shot to keep the fiends at bay. The gunner in the back chews the crowd apart from the rear. Without wasting a moment, you go to your jeep, let the doctor in, and peel out to escape. The shambling forms have no chance of catching you as you speed away.

[image: •]• Return to Salvation.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Camping is Intense


[image: ___]

You did the best you could to hide your tent away from the road and used the landscape to shelter yourself. You’re not within eyeshot of your car—an obvious human container—and you’re hoping against hope no one will find you tonight. You set up around the crunchiest of leaves, a kitchen knife and hammer by your side.

Sleep isn’t coming easy; this is worse than going camping right after watching Blair Witch. Even the wind sets those infernal leaves to dancing. You left the bottom portion of the zipper undone; just in case you need to make a quick escape. You also—something you’re proud to have thought of—rigged the top zipper with a bell to alert you when anyone tries to get in.

Now you’d better not have to pee in the middle of the night. Crunch. Was that just a—CRUNCH. Yep, something’s out there. Maybe it’s just an animal or a branch moving in the wind. Except the wind seems to be… groaning. Jingle, jingle.

Whatever it is hasn’t figured out that it needs to use your zipper. Which means it isn’t human. The groaning and pawing increases in intensity; you know what’s out there.

All your hopes of miraculously finding a government sanctuary unscathed peter out. Your heart pounds with ferocity. The time to act is now!

[image: •]• Slice a hole in the other side and jackrabbit my way to the car before whatever’s out there knows I’ve even left.

[image: •]• Grab my knife and prepare to go psycho on this z-bag.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Caution: Student Driver


[image: ___]

Just a guess, but you haven’t spent too much time driving a military-grade Humvee through a farmer’s field while the dead try to eat you, right? So then the next bit probably shouldn’t come as too much of a surprise.

You plow forward, crushing corn husks like they’re grass and the undead like they’re merely… corn husks. Your gunner blasts away from behind, having the time of his life. You have to admit, this is pretty damn fun. Then he stops shooting.

He yells something, but you can’t hear him very well over the commotion of the vehicle. You turn back and shout, “What?” Suddenly the ride smoothes out significantly. That’s odd, there’s no longer the corn-crushing rumble that’s accompanied the drive thus far.

You turn back, just in time to notice you’re plunging into an irrigation ditch. It’s not terribly deep, but the Hummer cartwheels forward and you slam into the dashboard just as the front bumper slams into the concrete embankment. The momentum carries the rear forward and the vehicle exits the ditch on its roof.

Ouch, that hurt! You look around, getting your bearings from your newly upside-down orientation. The ammo bag crushed the passenger side windshield, so in a sense you’re lucky. You take the bag, along with the assault rifle and shotgun; you’re aware enough to know you’ll need them.

You crawl out of the totaled Humvee, wondering if the soldier was crushed when it flipped. Nope, he’s about twenty-five yards away in the dirt. He hobbles over to you. “I said, look out for the ditch. Goddamn, that hurt. You okay, Newjack?”

Now you get your bearings outside, looking around the field. You’ve got a few moments, but the undead are closing in.

[image: •]• “Let’s do this—put the extra ammo between us and keep the Hummer at your back.”

[image: •]• “Sorry if this makes me a wuss, but I think it’s time to run.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Charge the Ramparts!


[image: ___]

Boom—going for it! You sprint away from the punk ghoul (stay in school, kids—don’t get bitten by strangers) and toward the pawnshop. You get to the door with axe raised, but screech to a halt. Bad news: the security gate is engaged and locked down. The nearby window shows wrought-iron bars that have kept the undead clear this long.

What now?

[image: •]• Locked? What does “locked” mean to somebody hopped up on adrenaline with an axe?

[image: •]• No time! Arrrgh—back entrance, go!

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Cleaning Up


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

You chase after the wounded janitor, hobbling and shambling as fast as your everlasting legs will carry you. He’s got a twisted ankle and a blown kneecap, so he’s moving at roughly the same speed as you. Except you don’t get tired. The man cries while he runs, knowing it’s death for him. You wish you could tell him things are a lot easier once your heart stops beating, but you can’t, so you just snarl and growl and pursue.

An immortal pushes into the staff office doors from behind you, but most of the pantheon of gods and goddesses keep after the janitor with as much intensity as you. Several gunshots go off in that room; probably a good thing you went for the sure thing. A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush, especially when there’s a chance the birds are packing heat.

The “Sanitation Engineer” finally takes a wrong step and collapses under the pressure. You collapse upon him, digging into the nape of his neck just above the collar of his jumpsuit. To the victor go the spoils! You get in one good bite before the crowd behind you joins in. Oh well, guess you can’t have your janitor and eat it too.

[image: •]• This place is dead anyway, time to head outside.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Clean Living


[image: ___]

Not a bad idea, steering clear. Who wants to be a guinea pig, anyway? Not you. You’ve heard about drugs that are produced, only to be banned a year later. And this sounds really, really bad. After all, if God had wanted us to live forever, He wouldn’t have given us a talking snake offering forbidden fruits.

No, you’re playing it safe. Although it would be interesting to see what the world will be like when Justin Bieber is on the cover of One Hundred and Seventeen magazine.

[image: •]• “Exactly. Back to my boring life. What’s on TV?”

[image: •]• “Are you kidding? This Gilga-whatever thing just seems plain wrong! I have to take down the company… from the inside.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


A Closed-Door Policy


[image: ___]

With caution, you walk up toward the house. There’s a ring of dead grass around the foundation, soaked (from the faint whiffs you get) in what could be kerosene. Apparently the home’s owner never got the chance to light the flaming moat as planned. Probably for the best, as that most likely would’ve burnt the house down. Makes you wonder about the razed house across the street.

You proceed to the front door. Maybe someone’s prayers were answered, and this house was spared? Maybe they’re waiting for you inside with milk and cookies? As you push it open, a great blast from a shotgun blows a hole through wood. Or maybe not. You fall to the ground, unhurt, and brush debris from your face and hair. With a quick scramble, you sidle up against the side of the house for cover.

“I’m alive!” you scream. “I’m normal!”

No response.

[image: •]• Should’ve noticed the “no solicitors” sign. Keep low, and run away.

[image: •]• Use a shard of glass as a mirror to look inside.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Club Members Only


[image: ___]

You leave the rippling wake of the pool and head up toward the clubhouse in the large deciduous tree to the rear. The irony isn’t lost on you that this children’s fort, defensible only in make-believe, has stood against the undead surge simply by being a few feet out of reach. Wooden two-by-fours are nailed into the trunk to serve as a ladder. You ascend these rungs hand-over-hand, bringing your feet up in synchronization.

When you make it to the top and pull yourself to floor level, a knife comes to your throat. It’s a large Rambo-looking blade, complete with a serrated spine. The knife’s owner wears a gas mask, Air Force ABUs, decked out with military gear. He’s a little overweight and his embroidered nametag reads “SIMS.”

Behind him, a woman holds a gaudy candlestick over her head, ready to smash it on you if need be. A fake-tanned blonde, she was somebody’s trophy wife back in the world. Now she’s pushing fifty (not that she’d ever admit it) and probably hates that she no longer has time for makeup.

“What do you want?” she asks.

“Food,” you reply, wishing you could raise your hands in supplication, but keeping them firmly on the final rung of the ladder.

The man lifts his gas mask with his free hand, keeping the knife trained on you. “Where did you come from?”

“Home.” You’re not sure what else to say.

“Is this your first day out?” Sims asks, his brow furrowed with suspicion.

You nod. The woman lowers her candlestick, a motherly concern on her face. “This is my fourth.”

“I’m afraid there’s no food here,” Sims says while he stands and tucks his knife into the sheath on his belt. “Name’s Sims. We’re out scavenging too, so…”

“We’re with a small group—just four others—but I bet you could join us if you wanted. I’m sure Cooper would let you. Hi, I’m Angelica,” the blonde comments.

[image: •]• “No thanks, I travel solo.”

[image: •]• “Let’s find this Cooper then.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Coke Fiend


[image: ___]

The cocaine enters your system the minute you take it. Your head’s spinning. This guy spared no expense on his nose candy, either. You get a full-body feeling of warmth, and your extremities tingle as your brain’s pleasure centers start popping.

Phoenix makes himself a line of coke on the coffee table and snorts it with labored grunts of delight. He rises from the couch and stumbles over toward the balcony. He slides the glass door open with a pull and staggers onto the balcony with such uncoordinated steps, you think he might fall over the railing.

But he catches himself, throws up his arms, and yells, “Thank you, Lewis Deleon! I’m gonna live forever, motherfuckers!”

Coming back into the skyrise apartment, Phoenix extends a hand to the girl without panties, the bottomless hooker, and helps her to her feet. He turns around to you. “I’m going upstairs with this one. You can stay down here with that one… or come on up with us. It’s up to you.”

[image: •]• There is no bottom to your need to party. So why not head upstairs with that handsome Doctor and the girl with no bottom layers?

[image: •]• “I’ll stay down here, thanks.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Coming Out


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

As you transformed, the urge to get out the door did not wane. In fact, as all other things have fled—memories, hunger, pain—the one thing that remained was the desire to get outside. Why? You can’t recall. You’ve battered your fists, unceasingly in the manner only the immortal possess, until they’re nothing but bloody roots.

Finally, after four days of pounding, you break free. The casting breaks free at the latch. The door opens.

[image: •]• Time to wander.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


The Compound


[image: ___]

As suddenly as it had begun, the swamp ends. It can’t be more than a five-degree incline, but it’s enough slope to rise above the mucky drainage and onto firm ground once more. Rosie squeezes bog water out of her ponytail, her red hair stringy and mottled with algae.

“Can we hold up for a sec?” she asks. Finding a log, she sits down and removes her boots. A gallon of swampwater pours out from them. She wrings out her clothes as best she can, well aware that you and Lucas Tesshu are watching. “That was a close one, huh? Hope that compound has hot showers.”

“This might be a good time for lunch,” Lucas says. “And to dry out a bit.”

“Won’t we be there soon? Can’t we just eat there?” you ask.

The man puts on a smile, though it appears forced. “I certainly hope so,” he replies, the strength waning from his voice.

“Well, I’m all for it,” Rosie says. “Maybe we can swap? I’ve about had it with these MREs.”

Lunch it is, then. You sit and eat, swapping both food and stories. For this brief lunch, it’s almost like a hike out with friends; you almost forget that you’re out in the wilderness, on the run for survival. Almost.

Rosie starts off with her story: she’s a high school junior who works at a gun range. She tells about her father, a Marine combat veteran, and her brother, “the sweetest boy you’d ever meet.” Mom was lucky enough to pass before any of this stuff ever happened. Her eyes go watery when she talks about them, but she clears her throat, pushing any emotion aside. She starts stripping and cleaning her rifle. “Long overdue,” she says. Looking to Lucas, she adds, “So, what about you?”

Lucas Tesshu scoops the last bit of spaghetti from the brown pouch of one of Rosie’s MREs. He uses the napkin to wipe the excess sauce from the corners of his mouth. That stands out for you: his cleanliness and overall genteel attitude despite the fact that it’s the end of the world. Lucas tells all about the kendo dojo he runs in the city, his chivalrous code of bushido, and his strict Japanese upbringing. He ends with a note about his sister, “Her fear was too strong for her. She fled the city before I did, and now… I look forward to finding her again at this compound.”

They both turn to you. You apologize for not having much to share, but you tell about your upbringing and go on to the outbreak and then your journey into the woods. “I’m not a warrior like the two of you, but I had enough sense to get out of Dodge.”

“Do not apologize for who you are,” Lucas replies.

“You’re alive, and that’s more than enough these days,” Rosie tells you.

*     *     *

After lunch you’re up and hiking again. Bonding comes easy in this world of eldritch cannibalism, and the three of you become fast friends. There’s an eerie stillness in the air, like nature has abandoned this valley, but at least it’s not filled with moans of the undead.

You suddenly come upon a road, a welcome element of civilization thrust upon you after days of wilderness. It’s a service road, so you’re hopeful that you haven’t left the beaten path yet. To your right, the road stretches around the wooded corner and out of sight. To your left, there’s a fork in the road. A sign reads, “STATE REFORMATORY,” with an arrow pointing to the right fork.

“A prison?” you ask.

“This is it!” Rosie shouts with glee. “The radio transmissions all said to come to the Reformatory. We’ve made it!”

“C’mon then,” Lucas says with a smile.

Your feet ache with fatigue and sting with blisters, but there’s renewed pep in your step. The three of you trod on with new hope toward the correctional facility. Around the next bend, there’s another sign, “BRIDGE OUT.”

“Damn, we’d better find a new route,” Rosie says.

Lucas rubs his face. “I don’t think so. I’m willing to bet we can pass through. We travel on foot, after all.”

“No way,” Rosie shakes her head. “I’m not walking all that way just to find out we can’t cross. There’s probably a detour.”

“We’ll travel further if we detour. It’s a gamble either way, and detour signs aren’t posted or mentioned on the radio transmissions.”

Rosie scowls. “Seriously? We literally just found the road. Who knows what signs we missed?”

“Exactly. We won’t know what the road holds until we get there.” Lucas speaks to her like a teacher instructing a pupil. “And which way would we go? Left on the fork, or back, the opposite way? One road may lead us to the compound, but the other certainly will not.”

She shakes her head, eyes to the ground. Then both of them turn toward you. Well?

[image: •]• “I’m with Rosie. Let’s take the left fork.”

[image: •]• “No sense in continuing toward a dead end. I say we turn and go the opposite way on the road.”

[image: •]• “Let’s just see. The bridge can’t be far and we can most likely hike around it if it’s out.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Congratufuckinglations


[image: ___]

You can tell that the decision weighs heavily on Lucas; you’ve never seen the man so distant. If you were to find trouble on your way back, you’re not sure if he’d explode with ravenous emotion or just stay put and let come what may. Fortunately, you don’t have to find out. The drive is long and silent, but once Salvation comes into view, even Lucas is forced to smile. You’ve made it; you’re home.

When the four of you make it to the prison gates, the entire population is there to hail your arrival, cheering and hollering. People throw toilet paper-like streamers and sprinkle you with confetti (paper shredder residuals) from the catwalk above.

As you exit the jeep, men and women alike fall on the ground before you, kissing your hands. You share the same What’s going on? look with Rosie, Lucas and the engineer. You notice bottles of wine and liquor bandied about by the three-sheets-to-the-wind populace.

The Colonel’s personal assistant, the smartly dressed woman carrying an attaché case whom you met in the cafeteria yesterday, greets you all with a smile and tears in her eyes. “Come with me,” she says. “The pastor wants to tell you himself.”

Entering the command post, the staffed security personnel rise and give you a standing ovation while Irving Gray snaps your picture. Dr. Celeste Lolani is a sobbing mess and gives you the most genuine hug you’ve ever had.

Arthur Gray’s face is filled with emotion when he sees you. Finally, he throws up his hands and shouts, “You did it!” The master-of-arms soldier gives each of you a mug of amber liquid smelling of whiskey. “Not five minutes after you activated the radio, we contacted a survivor group in the city,” the colonel explains. “They were under attack, and for some of them we’re sadly too late…”

“Dr. Lewis Deleon is alive, and on his way here now,” Irving interjects, allowing his father to clear the emotion from his throat.

“The one who created Gilgazyme?” the engineer asks.

“Yes!” Dr. Lolani shouts.

“He has a cure, and he’s bringing it with him,” Colonel Gray smiles.

“Shouldn’t we go out and pick him up?” Rosie asks, ready to go.

“Once the cure is applied, the living dead no longer see you as food,” Irving says. “He’s able to walk among them now, and soon so shall we.”

“My sister,” Lucas says with a hopeful smile. “I’ll still find her.”

“Of course,” the journalist says. “And many others. This is just the beginning.”

“No, it’s over… we’ve won,” you reply.

“Indeed!” Arthur Gray laughs. “Now let’s celebrate.”

“Go forth and repopulate!” the army soldier yells, clinking his drink with all of yours.

[image: •]• Click to Continue.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Congratulations


[image: ___]

When you make it back to Salvation, the entire population is there to hail your arrival, cheering and hollering. People throw toilet paper-like streamers and sprinkle you with confetti (paper shredder residuals) from the catwalk above.

As you exit the jeep, men and women alike fall on the ground before you, kissing your hands. You share the same What’s going on? look with Lucas and the engineer. You notice bottles of wine and liquor bandied about by the three-sheets-to-the-wind populace.

The Colonel’s personal assistant, the smartly dressed woman carrying an attaché case whom you met in the cafeteria yesterday, greets you all with a smile and tears in her eyes. “Come with me,” she says. “The pastor wants to tell you himself.”

Entering the command post, the staffed security personnel rise and give you a standing ovation while Irving Gray snaps your picture. Dr. Celeste Lolani is a sobbing mess and gives you the most genuine hug you’ve ever had.

Arthur Gray’s face is filled with emotion when he sees you. Finally, he throws up his hands and shouts, “You did it!” The master-of-arms soldier gives each of you a mug of amber liquid smelling of whiskey. “Not five minutes after you activated the radio, we contacted a survivor group in the city,” the colonel explains. “They were under attack, and for some of them we’re sadly too late…”

“Dr. Lewis Deleon is alive, and on his way here now,” Irving interjects, allowing his father to clear the emotion from his throat.

“The one who created Gilgazyme?” the engineer asks.

“Yes!” Dr. Lolani shouts.

“He has a cure, and he’s bringing it with him,” Colonel Gray smiles.

“Why don’t we go help him?” you ask, ready to go.

“Once the cure is applied, the living dead no longer see you as food,” Irving says. “He’s able to walk among them now, and soon so shall we.”

“My sister…” Lucas says with dread.

“Rosie,” you say to him. “We can still go out and save her.” Lucas looks up to you with purpose and nods.

“Of course,” the journalist says. “And many others. This is just the beginning.”

“No, it’s over… we’ve won,” you reply.

“Indeed!” Arthur Gray laughs. “Now let’s celebrate.”

[image: •]• Click to Continue.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Congrats


[image: ___]

When you make it back to Salvation, the entire population is there to hail your arrival, cheering and hollering. People throw toilet paper-like streamers and sprinkle you with confetti (paper shredder residuals) from the catwalk above.

As you exit the jeep, men and women alike fall on the ground before you, kissing your hands. You share the same What’s going on? look with Lucas and the engineer. You notice bottles of wine and liquor bandied about by the three-sheets-to-the-wind populace.

The Colonel’s personal assistant, the smartly dressed woman carrying an attaché case whom you met in the cafeteria yesterday, greets you all with a smile and tears in her eyes. “Come with me,” she says. “The pastor wants to tell you himself.”

Entering the command post, the staffed security personnel rise and give you a standing ovation while Irving Gray snaps your picture. Dr. Celeste Lolani is a sobbing mess and gives you the most genuine hug you’ve ever had.

Arthur Gray’s face is filled with emotion when he sees you. Finally, he throws up his hands and shouts, “You did it!” The master-of-arms soldier gives each of you a mug of amber liquid smelling of whiskey. “Not five minutes after you activated the radio, we contacted a survivor group in the city,” the colonel explains. “They were under attack, and for some of them we’re sadly too late…”

“Dr. Lewis Deleon is alive, and on his way here now,” Irving interjects, allowing his father to clear the emotion from his throat.

“The one who created Gilgazyme?” the engineer asks.

“Yes!” Dr. Lolani shouts.

“He has a cure, and he’s bringing it with him,” Colonel Gray smiles.

“A cure?” you ask.

“Once the cure is applied, the living dead no longer see you as food,” Irving says. “He’s able to walk among them now, and soon so shall we.”

“My sister…” Lucas says with dread.

“Rosie,” you say to him.

To the confused onlookers’ dismay, Lucas unsheathes his sword, turns it around, grips the blade, and shoves the tip into his stomach in the bushido-ritualized suicide of seppuku. He collapses to the floor as the doctor and colonel rush in. Lucas twists and removes both the sword and his life-force with his last ounce of strength before he dies.

Irving snaps a picture.

Well, that’s all. That is, if you can live with Rosie’s blood on your hands, and… how many others have you killed? How many fathers, mothers, brothers, sisters, sons, and daughters could have been cured but never will be because of you? Remember when you wantonly discharged your shotgun into the crowds of undead? Crowds of people.

So, what’ll it be?

[image: •]• Follow Lucas’ example.

[image: •]• Tell yourself you did what you did to survive.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Control Room


[image: ___]

You knew something seemed off about this guy, and you’re not about to let him get you killed. Without a word, you turn and make haste to the stairway. He’s surprised, and that one moment of split-second indecision buys your way out. He shoots at you, the bullet glancing off the iron stairs with a high-pitched twang. He shoots again, another miss, and you make it to the control room.

Inside is a grisly sight: the foreman shot himself, and the rotting gore of his brain coats half the room. There’s a revolver on the floor. You pick it up—there are three shots left. The door behind you opens. You turn to see the cop, his handgun raised; you put two slugs into his chest without batting an eyelash.

He falls backward out of the room, tumbling down the steps. He’s a big man and the shots didn’t kill him, but he’s not getting back up, either. At least this will buy you some time. You look out through the glass window at the warehouse floor below. The gunshots have gotten the zombies excited; they converge on the stairs with frantic anticipation.

You want to block the door, but the only thing here that isn’t bolted down is a wheeled office chair. Well, that sucks. Still, you flip it upside-down and brace it against the door. It might stop one zombie, for a minute at most.

You key the mike. “Hello—hello?” Your voice echoes into the warehouse below. More zombies emerge from the woodwork. Okay, wrong mike.

By now the undead are eating what’s left of the cop out on the stair landing. You try what looks like a CB radio, click the dial to Public Address, and announce, “Mayday, SOS, anybody out there?”

The ghouls pound on the door to the office, eager to get in. You flip the receiver to auto-scan and wait for a reply. Each channel clicks by—there’s only static. There’s nobody out there, it would appear. Your door gives way to the zombies. You’ve got one bullet left:

[image: •]• I’ll opt out.

[image: •]• Shoot the first zombie, go down fighting.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


The Coward’s Reward


[image: ___]

You sprint away from the violence, leaving all your gear and weapons behind, but as soon as you breach the front door’s frame, you’re greeted by an enormous monkey wrench swinging toward you at face-level. This leaves you just enough time to close your eyes and crumple your face into a grimace before the forged steel connects cleanly across your jaw.

Lights out. But in the last moment of consciousness, you hear a woman say, “Oh shit, I think this one was alive.”

*     *     *

Through the fog of unconsciousness, a terrible noise reaches out and drags you back into the realm of the living. You’re on the floor, unable to bring yourself out of the groggy ache enough to fully realize where you are. That piercing sound ringing in your ears is a house alarm that won’t let you fall back asleep.

You move your head from side to side, your own clotted blood making your hair stick to the carpet. As your vision and some mental capacity returns, you jump up on all fours at the sight of a zombie next to you. Or, at least what used to be a zombie. Now it’s just a corpse, like all the rest. Whoever struck you earlier was kind enough to dispatch both Housewife and Thieving Zombie, and then leave you to die. But based on the amount of blood on the floor, it’s possible they thought you already were dead.

You reach up and feel the pulp that is now your face. Trying to ignore that, you use the kitchen table to pull yourself up and then take a step on uncertain legs. You’re like a newborn fawn, struggling with uncoordinated muscles, and you fall to the floor again.

When you look up once more, you’re no longer alone. The undead rush in to investigate the house alarm and are more than happy to find you perched on your knees beneath the dinner bell. You’re in no shape to do anything but get eaten.

THE END


Coyote in the City


[image: ___]

You keep moving, not looking back. You’re better off alone, especially with that group of misfits as your only choice. You take inventory: you’ll need food, water, shelter, and maybe firepower. From behind, several house alarms screech out. You remove your binoculars and look back.

The National Guard wall has given way. Bursting forth like too many parasites from a distended stomach, the zombie horde has demolished the barrier under their collective weight. There are hundreds if not thousands of the fiends, all marching forward, excited and frenzied. The moan, like a buzzing beehive on a massive scale, comes at you with enough sound to drown out a freight train.

The neighborhood is flooded with undead, and there’s no sign of the other survivors. From where you’re standing, it looks like you made a good choice. The next path is out of the suburbs, and quickly. But where to?

[image: •]• Local pawn shop. Guns are priority one.

[image: •]• Time to go underground. Literally. Into the sewers and out of the open!

[image: •]• Get the staples first. The corner market should have all I need.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Crack Shot


[image: ___]

Rosie shows you how to adjust the scope to best suit your vision, how to load the magazine and how to chamber a round, where the safety is, and tells you to calmly breathe out while squeezing—not pulling—the trigger. “Aim for the top of his head,” she says in a whisper. “At this range, the bullet’ll sink a bit.”

The Ranger moves so slowly he might as well be a stationary target. You set up, bracing yourself in order to best stabilize the shot, and squeeze off a round. Crack—the tree next to him splashes bark from your missed shot. The zombie looks to the tree with confusion and paws at the spot.

“It’s okay, try again. You pulled to the right because you pulled the trigger. Just let your finger squeeze closed, as if the motion is unrelated to shooting.”

You take in a lungful of air, then slowly let it out, preparing for your next shot. As you fire the round, you see the ghoul’s neck burst open. Close, but not a head shot, and the downside of a .22 caliber is that you don’t get any breathing room for a miss. If this was a .50 cal, the Ranger’s head would’ve blasted off from a neck shot.

The zombie turns toward the sound of the rifle. You’ve been spotted. He tries to moan, but the tracheotomy you just performed at least prevents that. You’ve got him excited, and his body is otherwise intact and “healthy,” so he stumble-runs toward you. It’s not a sprint, but he’s closing the football field between you faster than you’d like.

“Keep going,” Rosie says.

You crack off another shot, but now the zombie Ranger’s head is bobbling every which way and you’re panicked with adrenaline. You take another wild shot, the bullet flying somewhere into the woods past him. He gets within ten yards of you. You take another, and another—both sinking into his chest, but the .22 has no stopping power and he keeps coming.

When he’s right on top of you, Rosie lunges in from the side, piercing his skull at the temple with her Marine combat knife. He falls dead. “Not as easy as it looks, is it? It’ll come with time, but for now, I hope you’re appreciating your axe a little more.”

You think of a response, but before you can give it, the distinctive moan of the undead fills the woods around you. You look around and see that the cacophony of gunshots you unleashed has alerted more zombies to your location. The 10/22 rifle may be quieter than larger firearms, but it is by no means silent. A Scoutmaster and his troop of zombie Boy Scouts, who were most likely traveling with the Ranger in life, come at you from the side.

“Rifle,” Rosie says, an arm outstretched to receive her weapon.

You stare at the flesh-hungry youngsters headed your way; but something doesn’t feel right, and you can’t move.

“Those aren’t kids,” she says, as if reading your thoughts, “Demons in kid’s bodies, maybe. Zulu ain’t people—Rifle!”

You give it to her and she immediately goes into action, popping out the magazine you were firing—a banana-clip duct-taped to another clip for easy reloading—flipping it around, and inserting the fresh clip. She’s got twenty-five rounds to take out the dozen zombies, and she does it in exactly twelve. Clean, efficient, one headshot each.

Rosie revisits each zombie, ensuring that there is no movement in each one, to be sure the coast is clear. Then she suddenly dives to one side in a roll—a paintball move, no doubt—and cracks off two more shots behind you.

Two more bodies fall, a man and a woman, still decked out in their hiking backpacks. You didn’t even know they were there, and they were almost upon you!

Rosie looks at you with scorn. “Next time there’s a firefight, at least watch my back.”

[image: •]• You look away. “We’d better get going, more are probably on their way.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Crossroads


[image: ___]

“I am so fucking tired,” Hefty says. You’ve been walking all night. The sun has risen, but the world still appears blue in the cool light of morning. The group is in rough shape: dirty, covered in soot, and salty from dried sweat. Eyes red and baggy from no sleep. And you have no equipment.

All you want to do is lie down and sleep. Your arms ache from carrying the axe, and you can’t even feel your legs anymore. You move with your team down the street, well, like zombies, too tired to even talk until Sims randomly laughs aloud.

“That’s why they call me Hefty,” he says. The laugh is contagious, and one by one you all join in the college-all-nighter-it’s-2am brand of laughter. It’s not as funny as all that, but your abs ache and tears come to your eyes. You’re laughing just to laugh. It’s a welcome break from exhaustion and stress.

You move past a cross street with a “Zoo to the right” sign. Following the sign with your eyes, you see a rhinoceros rooting through trash. You stop and watch. The folds of the rhino’s skin border on plate mail, dry and hot in the sun. It’s almost surreal, seeing this giant animal out in the open. Despite the fact that his whiskers are brushing aside greasy plastic bags, the animal looks somehow majestic amongst the post-apocalyptic violence of the city. Deleon takes notice and says, “I am not capitulating.”

“What’s that?” you ask.

“Nothing. Something from a play I read in college.”

Sims appears on his other side. “Wasn’t the Bard, was it?” he asks.

Deleon smiles. “No, it wasn’t the Bard.”

“That thing… isn’t one of them, right?”

Deleon rubs a dirty hand against his beard stubble. “The ‘infection’—if you can call it that—isn’t a virus at all. It’s an alteration of the genetic code, meaning it’s DNA-specific, so there’s no risk of interspecies contamination.” He catches a confused look from Sims. “Only people.”

“How do you know that?” Sims presses.

“Hey!” Hefty shouts. “Les’ go sleep in that bank. We can go into the vault.” You turn to see what he’s talking about.

“What a sec… That’s my bank!” Tyberius yells. The street façade is barely recognizable, even to those who used to live and work here. The city is just a shadow of its former self. Tyberius starts to jog over to the bank, and with renewed energy, you find yourself bounding over with the rest of the group.

The sign above the large glass entrance reads, “MARSHLAND STATE BANK,” and the interior is filled with zombies. They mill about the entry, becoming excited as you approach. No sounds escape as they pound the glass, but the streaks already present at fist-level indicate you’re not the first passers-by.

Tyberius moves right up against the glass, fearless. His breath steams as he looks at the white-collar zombies. They, on the other hand, have no breath. “I know all these people. That dude was an asshole. Oh, fuck her. There’s my boss!”

“So how ‘bout it, Coop? Maybe there’s an armored car inside?” Hefty says.

She shakes her head. “They’re enclosed—and silent.”

“We’re almost there anyway,” Sims interjects. “Actually, we’re just about exactly halfway between the guns and the school.”

“Awww, Jeff didn’t make it out? Jeff was good people,” Tyberius says to the zombies.

Deleon clears his throat and crosses his arms over his chest. “Look,” he says. “I don’t want to get into this debate again, but I think the loss of our supplies re-emphasizes the need to get to the school first.”

“I don’t want to debate, either,” Cooper answers. “It’s early enough in the day that we can go get guns and take the school before dinner.”

“Why? Why can’t it wait a few hours?” He says with anger in his voice.

“Why? Weapons count, who’s got what? I’m out.” She holds up empty hands. You frown; she’s right about that. Some of them lost their weapons in the fire, you realize.

Sims holds up his Rambo knife. “I’ve got Isabelle.” Hefty holds up empty hands, though you remember when he abandoned his heavy lead pipe on the night’s march. Deleon raises up his hammer for inspection.

“One dull axe,” you declare.

Tyberius holds up his police baton. “I’ve got this Brotha’ Beater.”

“Ooh, bad idea,” Sims says, sucking the ooh in through his teeth. “It can’t deal a killing-blow. It’s designed that way, so…”

Tyberius tosses it over his shoulder. “I’m out.”

Everyone looks at Guillermo. “Jose?” Cooper asks. He raises up his frying pan and his meat-cleaver. Cooper holds out a hand. “Give me one.” He slowly shakes his head, comprehending yet refusing. She takes a step forward. He takes a step back, raising the cleaver. “Fine,” she says, giving up. “But the point stands. We won’t do well in an encounter with the undead.”

[image: •]• “Cooper—we’re all exhausted. The guns will be there tomorrow.”

[image: •]• “She’s right, Doc. And who knows what we’ll have to fight off at the school?”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


The Cure


[image: ___]

The group has reconvened at the gym, and Deleon is wide awake. He holds a syringe of blue liquid, the formula glimmering in the light of the lanterns. It’s nearly sunset and the skylights don’t bathe the gym in light like they once did. “So that’s it?” Cooper asks, looking at the supposed cure.

“I believe so. What we need now is a guinea pig. If you’ll permit me,” Deleon says, holding up his pointer finger. He passes the syringe to you and jogs off across the gym. He reaches a doorway, with the word “VISITORS” prominently painted above. With a wave, the doctor bids you come closer.

You walk across the gym with the other group members, casting glances of doubt to one another. “Don’t be afraid,” Deleon says as he opens the double doors. From the shadows within, there’s a scraping sound, and the wet screeching of skin against the basketball court floor.

From the recesses emerges a legless zombie, crawling its way out despite the wounds. You all instinctively go for your weapons, but Deleon holds up his hands to slow you. He extends an open hand for you to return his syringe.

Once you do, he moves in on his guinea pig. The undead man snaps his teeth and claws at the doctor, but Deleon is able to stab him with the syringe and back away.

“What now?” Sims asks.

“Just watch.”

The zombie twitches and turns onto its back. He reaches a clawed hand up, but it’s not the same. A look of recognition comes over his eyes. Human recognition. A noise, barely audible, comes from the man’s throat. It sounds something like a hoarse, “What?” He gasps and spasms once more.

Then the legless man dies, blood and bodily fluid flowing out of his corpse onto the gymnasium floor. “It didn’t work,” Tyberius says.

“Yes, it did. He died because of his injuries, not because of the serum.”

“How can you be sure?” Hefty asks.

“I’m sure. And in another few hours, I’ll be using the next batch on myself.”

“All right, Doc, I hope you’re right,” Cooper says. “‘Cause I’ll kill you myself if you turn.”

“What do we do until it’s ready?” you ask.

You each look at one another and Guillermo picks up on the pause. “Ven conmigo! Comida, si?” He rubs his stomach, along with an “mmmmmm” sound, and pantomimes eating from a spoon. He then backs away and waves to you to follow him.

[image: •]• See what Guillermo has “cooked up” for you.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Dead of Night, Rise of Day


[image: ___]

You lean against a tree, fighting sleep, your eyes jumping at every leaf blowing in the midnight breeze. This, in theory, is your last night out in the woods. If you make it through tonight, tomorrow you’ll be at the compound, swapping stories with other survivors and receiving a well-deserved pat on the back for your fortitude.

Would you have made it this far without Rosie? Probably not. But what does that matter? There won’t be a sign out front saying, “Only Those Strong Enough To Make It Here On Their Own May Enter.” At least… you hope to hell there won’t be.

She’s asleep right now. You’re giving her that—the gift of sleep under a watchful eye. Restful sleep. Maybe she wouldn’t have made it this far without you. You’re helpful, and if nothing else, you’ve proven that other people are alive. Hope is invaluable.

There’s a crunch on the leaves in the distance. This would have to happen while you’re on watch, wouldn’t it? You strain your eyes, trying to see out in the darkness, but the cloud covering the moon makes this night darker than humanity’s future prospects.

You look back to Rosie; she’s sound asleep, cradling her rifle. She’ll be ready in case you need to wake her. You look back toward the sound. There’s a human silhouette creeping in toward you, but it’s much smaller than normal. As it gets closer, you realize it’s a young Boy Scout, lost from his troop. Kind of makes you wonder: did he get lost before or after he became a zombie?

You move away from the tree, lift your axe, and prepare to do your gruesome deed. Even if he’s undead it still feels wrong to kill a kid. But it’s easier when you realize that if you don’t, he’ll just try and earn his Feed on the Living Merit Badge.

You take him out with swift ease, slightly appalled at just how natural your movements felt. Now you wonder why the heroes in movies with evil kids or dolls had such a hard time dispatching said devil-spawn. Stuff like that doesn’t scare you anymore, now that there are real monsters in the world.

When you turn back toward the tree, you see Rosie awake and holding her rifle. You didn’t even hear her stir. “It’s almost dawn,” she says. “Let’s pack up and get out of here.”

*     *     *

The marshes. Despite the bright day around you, you see darkness within as you approach. The canopy blocks out much of the light, giving the swampland a dim but still visible appearance. You’re immediately glad you waited until morning.

It starts to form slowly, with a few steps wetter than just the morning dew, the foliage growing denser and greener, until the forest transforms into almost a jungle. Soon the puddles of stagnant water do more than just squeeze out from the grass underfoot, and you find swamp pouring into your shoes from above. The water rises to mid-calf level before you’ve even immersed twenty yards into the bog.

“Much further?” you ask.

“Quiet.” You keep moving forward, Rosie a few yards to your side with her rifle, searching for threats. Some steps sink lower than others, but the overall trend is a deepening of the marsh. You’re now wading in brackish water up to your thighs.

There’s a thick film of algae on the surface, which you break when you wade through, and the stale water beneath is brown and cloudy. You’re hoping it won’t get much deeper. There’s an eerie silence. To your horror, you realize this is patently wrong. In a place as rich and biodiverse as this, there should be frogs or insects at the least.

“Shouldn’t there be animal noises?” you ask.

Rosie stops and so do you. Both of you stand frozen, listening. No sounds, just eldritch silence, save for the sloshing water settling into place. A few bubbles percolate in the pool ahead of you. Then they grow in intensity. Rosie Points her rifle at them, just as bubbles start appearing on her side as well. These globules of rank air escape from below and soon you’re surrounded by blistering froth, rollicking something deep from within.

A wetland zombie comes at you from behind a tree, catching you off-guard, almost as if the bubbles were a planned ruse. “Goddammit—get out of the way!” Rosie shouts. You’re between the zombie and her line of sight, and there’s not enough time for you to flee. You’re forced to fight.

You crack your axe against the ghoul, instantly collapsing his forehead with the blow. Then another rises from the murk. Dramatically. Slowly. Up from a curled position, one vertebra at time, like a yogi exiting a pose. Crack! Rosie sinks a round into his forehead.

More of the undead rise from the marsh, four of them, thick brown sludge pouring off their bodies. They’re not decaying, but the flesh is missing in chunks and most of the skin has been picked away by the swamp’s other inhabitants.

You swing at the one closest to you but the weapon’s too large and ungainly and gets caught in the vines and branches. The nearby zombie moves in on you. Rosie plugs away at the other fiends, taking each of them down with a crack from her rifle.

Thinking quickly, you pull a knife from your belt and jab it into the ghoul’s eye, pushing it all the way in. The zombie drops. Two more come from behind the trees and barely get a moan out before Rosie fires a round for each; headshots. The bog is silent once more.

Rosie lowers the rifle with a smile. “You owe me, buckaroo,” she says, already reloading with a fresh clip. “Just you remember this when it comes time to do the cooking at camp.”

You’re about to say that sounds pretty good to you, but you don’t get the chance. With an unexpected speed and ferocity, one last zombie bursts out of the water behind her and grabs a handful of her hair. Rosie screams and the ghoul brings her down splashing into the water below. You try to rush in and grab her, but you’re greeted with only empty slough below the surface.

From ahead, through the swamp, another figure rushes in. He’s armored, but running with incredible ease. Although you hold your axe at the ready, you can recognize him as a human man wielding a katana sword and moving with such effortlessness, he’s practically skimming across the surface of the marsh.

He wears a Kendo uniform—simply put: practice samurai armor.

He locks in on the commotion in the moor and sinks his blade into the water right where Rosie went down. With quick, clean movements he cuts at something beneath the surface. “Here!” he shouts, tossing you his blade. You look at the sword, its fine edge coated in viscera and algae.

From beneath, the man pulls up Rosie; she coughs up water and holds onto her hero with panic. Her eyes are wide and black sludge pours out of her mouth.

“Are you alright?” you ask.

She nods, coughing still. “I swallowed some swampwater, but other than that…”

“No bites?” asks the mystery man.

Rosie still has hold of her rifle, and moves it defensively between her and the man. “No bites,” she says, all business.

“That is good,” the man says. He turns to you and holds a hand out for his sword. “I am Lucas Tesshu. I head toward sanctuary on foot, would you care to accompany me?”

Rosie looks at you.

[image: •]• “Absolutely! We’re headed there ourselves.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Defend the Homestead!


[image: ___]

You were either born with extra courage or lacking in prudence, but either way, you go to town on these zombies. They break out the boards on your living room window and you crack their skulls open as they start to crawl through. One, two, three zombies down. Your adrenaline is really pumping now.

From the moaning outside, it’s certain they’re still coming, but there’s a break in the action so you start boarding the window back up. You get two boards up when you hear a crash from your kitchen. There’re a couple of ghouls back that way. Just as you finish fixing the front window, they break the boards down in the kitchen window.

You sprint back and smash the baseball bat against them as hard as you can. It sometimes takes two or three hits, but you release their brains like hitting a piñata with your eyes open. You take out the two who tried to breach the kitchen but there isn’t time to board the windows back up because the zombies are coming in through the living room again.

Despite arms that are burning with exhaustion, you keep going strong. The stench of the undead is fearsome, and their bodies start to pile up. The alarm, the moaning, or both—prove more effective than you might have thought, and your home is soon swarming with undead.

They’re coming through the kitchen and the living room at the same time and then you hear the crash of the glass from your bedroom window. It’s too late to make it down to the basement or up to the attic, and they’ve got your house surrounded, so there’s no chance of escape.

This is it. It’s just your homerun-slugger versus the dozens of hellspawn streaming into your house. You won’t go down without a fight, and you manage to take two more to the grave before you’re overwhelmed and eaten alive. You watch in unbearable pain as your innards become outards.

They’re ravenous and don’t leave enough of you to rise again.

THE END


Deleon’s Office


[image: ___]

Meticulously clean and spartan, this is the office of someone with an OCD-standard of cleanliness. The only object worthy of interest is the computer. There’s an audio file up on the screen, and you figure it’s worth finding out what kind of music the guy listens to, so you hit Play. But it’s a voice recording, not music. You won’t find out which bands appeal to genetic researchers today. Instead, you turn the volume low and move your mop back and forth across the floor while listening closely.

Phoenix: I need you to sign this, endorsing the product. Then let’s break out the bubbly.

Deleon: I don’t know, I’d like to do more tests.

P: What? Since when? What’s happened?

D: They just seem… bored.

P: Bored? Who gives a shit? Let ’em decide how to spend their time after they’ve handed us their life savings.

D: Certain test groups have stopped sleeping, they don’t eat—

P: Hell, maybe this’ll end world hunger too!

(pause)

P: Okay, look, Deleon, all we have to do is slap something on there saying “Not evaluated by the FDA” and we’re golden.

D: I’d like to start a new batch; see if I can cut out these outlier groups.

P: Fuck that. It could take years! You’re still young, but I need this! (pause)

P: All right, how about this? What if Einstein was still alive? Still alive and in his prime because his telomeres stopped shortening. Think of the discoveries we’d have. You can be that scientist, free to research whatever you want, forever! Not to mention the Nobel Prize…just sign the form, Einstein.

That’s the end of the clip, and there are no subsequent files, at least that you can see. You’re not going to find anything else in this barren office.

[image: •]• The main office. Doc Phoenix is still on the phone, so I can overhear whatever it is he’s saying. Waste not another minute!

[image: •]• Rodent Testing Labs… They’re bound to have something valuable lying around.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Devoured


[image: ___]

Nothing is more painful than being eaten alive. You scream; it can’t be helped. The last thing you see is the inside of a zombie as your eyes are ripped out and swallowed. Then your body says enough is enough, and your brain shuts down.

THE END


Dig Deeper


[image: ___]

You search the mire for Rosie, desperately feeling for her. Twigs and roots and rocks and earth and God-knows-what-else sweeps past your fingers, but no Rosie. How deep does this thing go? You’re squatted down, digging into the cavern she must’ve been pulled into, the brown water lapping against your chin. And then you feel it—her rifle. You pull it out of the water and sling it across your shoulder. You keep up the frantic search; she must be close. Then, just as you’re about to give up, a hand grabs yours underwater.

The hand grasps your wrist tightly and so you pull. Only it doesn’t give. As a matter of fact, the hand tries to pull you down into the cavern. You lurch up as hard as you can, gripping your arm with your other hand and pulling yourself out of the water. The hand’s owner comes with it, but it’s not Rosie.

Like a great white shark birthing from the ocean, the zombie bursts forth from the water with a surge of power and mouth agape. You fall back with a splash of wake and the undead attacker atop of you. There’s no avoiding it this time; he bites full into you.

You throw him off you and finally get your footing. In a fit of rage, you bash your axe across the zombie’s head, killing it instantly. Standing there, catching your breath, it finally dawns on you… you’re infected. Rosie’s either been eaten, drowned, or both, by now, and in a few hours you’ll be one of them. It’s your choice, though: you do have Rosie’s rifle.

[image: •]• True, it was a good run. One last zombie to kill…myself.

[image: •]• Never give up! Maybe there’s some help at that compound? Keep looking.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Disappointment


[image: ___]

Their shadows enter the school before them, like giants, washed out in the blinding daylight from the doors beyond. You almost don’t recognize Cooper, clad in motorcycle gear and without her long black tresses. “We ran into some trouble,” she says in response to her new do. She runs a hand over her hair, now smoothed and shaved-down to a buzz cut.

“So did we. He’s been bit,” Hefty spits out.

“We missed one when we looked? Where was it?” Sims asks, slipping a pack off his shoulder. They move in, unloading several hiking backpacks full of supplies.

“No,” Deleon says firmly, desperately. “I’ve been bitten since long before I met you.”

Cooper raises an eyebrow. “But how? That was so long ago—how are you still… living?”

“I have a cure.”

The group confabulates in anger. They’re shouting their betrayal, and Deleon holds up his hands to calm them. He wants to explain. Bad move. All Guillermo sees is the bite wound and he chomps his teeth twice, then says, “Mordido!”

Guillermo jumps to his feet, cleaver raised, and charges at Deleon, who backs away, hands still raised. “Hold on, estoy bien! Medicina!” The doctor ducks into Guillermo, evading the cleaver but still taking the force of the chef’s tackle.

It’s a sight too familiar since the end of the world, that of two men wrestling on the ground while one’s trying to kill the other. Sims and Hefty get Guillermo off Deleon, then Tyberius helps the doctor to his feet. Guillermo paces around, ranting in Spanish about the crazy people he’s with.

Cooper is not pleased. “I knew there was a reason I wanted to kill you.”

“Why didn’t you tell us you have a cure? Why lie?” Tyberius looks legitimately hurt.

“Well… it’s not finished. But as long as I take this inoculation every three hours—I just need to find a lab to finish it—look, I tried to say stay away from me, but you guys wouldn’t—”

“Where the hell are all the guns?” Hefty asks, interrupting.

Sims looks down and shakes his head. “It was all gone,” he says. “But we still got some good stuff, so…”

“God damn it, we are so fucked,” Hefty says. Sims removes the hunting bow and quiver, and hands it over. “Oh what, just because I’m from the South means I can use this? That’s racist.”

“Can you use it?” you ask.

“Well… yeah.”

“Just shut up, everybody. I’m too tired for this shit,” Cooper says. She’s deep in thought, staring at the floor. Then she looks at Deleon. “How much of that stuff do you have left?”

The doctor’s face is covered in sweat. He looks around nervously. “Enough for now.”

“We need sleep. We’ll post a guard and decide what to do with you in the morning.”

[image: •]• Get some rest.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


The Doctor Is In


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

You’re upstairs staring at the Frida Kahlo painting, Thinking About Death, when the doorbell to the penthouse rings. You can’t remember exactly what that sound means, but a feeling deep within tells you that something edible is nearby. Your new friends hear it too and their interests are piqued as well. Then there’s a knock on the door and you know exactly what that means. Time to shuffle down and meet dinner.

“Richard?” a voice calls out. “It’s Lewis.”

A man wearing a lab coat enters. This must be the other doctor, Lewis Deleon. Not that either of you recognize his name, but Richard Phoenix heads down to meet his guest nonetheless. You’re very interested in meeting him too.

“Christ, are you high?” Deleon asks, seeing the stumble of his former partner. You continue walking toward him. “I need you to sober up. We’ve got problems—big problems.”

Phoenix makes it to Deleon, who says, “I knew I shouldn’t have gone along with you. The rats are reacting violently—”

Phoenix lunges at Deleon, mouth open and growling. Deleon instinctively raises his right arm to block his face and his coworker bites down into his forearm. You’re jealous. You shuffle toward him with excitement, racing the two hookers for who will get there next.

Deleon breaks free from Phoenix, losing the skin of his forearm in the process. Just as you’re about to join in, he slips out and sprints away from the apartment. You groan in frustration. But the good doctor was kind enough to leave the door open, and you hobble after him.

“Come on—open!” Deleon shouts at the elevator. Unfortunately for you, no one else in the building has used the lift recently and the doors open immediately. Still, you’re not far, and you’re getting closer. Only a few more steps… but the lift doors shut before you can reach him.

You beat on the doors, your entourage growling and moaning with aggravation and shared disappointment. Then Dr. Phoenix discovers that the door to the stairs is the kind you only have to push to swing open. You could kiss him. You make your way down the stairs, though there’s no way you’ll catch Deleon, but you don’t care.

Sure, you wish you could share your immortal gift with him; after all, he freed you. But you’re hungry enough that any meal will do. The world is now your oyster.

[image: •]• Better get walking.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Door-to-door Anarchy


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

It’s tragic, really. The world’s moving so fast and now you’re moving so slowly. You’re going to live forever, but it seems as if humanity won’t last a month. What will you do? Where will you go? And most important of all… who will you eat?

Such questions don’t even enter your everlasting mind. The neighborhood shakeup is pure ecstasy. If you were gluttonous as a human being, it’s gluttony that defines you now as an immortal. Things were nice early on, when people were coming outside to see what was happening. Now? They’re all boarded up.

Just as early humanity quickly killed off any animals docile enough not to run away, so the immortals have taken care of any curious humans. The ones that remain are survivors. Maybe not badass Rambo/commando survivors—at least not most of them—but these survivors have at least figured out that there’s no reasoning with you. And that’s unfortunate.

You roam the streets with the other gods and goddesses. The wind is strong enough to bring smells of life to your nostrils; life newly snuffed out and something better: panic. The sweat and adrenaline of humanity flows like a sweet perfume, further accompanied by something even more pleasant: screaming.

“Come and get some, motherfuckers!” a man shouts from down the street. You, it would appear, are that motherfucker. And you will most certainly come and get some. So will all your friends. In a chorus of moans, this neighborhood pantheon converges on the man and his small group.

The cacophonic gurgles each individual spews forth come together in a unifying Gregorian chant, fully drowning out the taunts and jeers the men down the street feel brash enough to make. The only sound that registers above the moan is the crackle of gunshots from their leader’s deer rifle.

Some of your companions around you fall down, yet the group marches on. It’s like a military line in the civil war; you just hope it’s not your lucky day to catch a bullet in the head. You stumble-run down the middle of the street, anxious to be first in line when the food is distributed.

As you get closer, you see a group of five: three shooters plus two guys trying to cut down a utility pole. The man on your side grinds away with a hacksaw while his companion swings an axe opposite him.

These two barely register, though, as the three gunmen holler like they’re circling wagons in the Wild West. Still, the two on the pole are closer…

Just as the crowd makes it to the finish line, Mr. Hacksaw doubles back and helps his friend shove the pole—Timber! It crashes down into your mob of immortals, and you’re right there to experience it. The mess of power lines above, yanked down with the pole, are whipping and snaking violently. One goddess gets beheaded immediately by a thrashing power line.

The utility box hits the pavement and explodes, sending sparks all around like the grand finale on the 4th of July. Each power line arcs with electricity, the end blowing up like a divine sparkler, frying and boiling the brains of the immortals around you.

You’re all shoulder-to-shoulder, the power lines unifying and melting your flesh together. 35,000 volts fight back, attacking the group—you included. The electricity, no longer constrained by the wire and free to discharge where it pleases, superheats everything around. Even the oxygen burns away, leaving a scent of fried ozone.

One of the cables snaps at you like a bullwhip. All you can do is watch as it comes toward your face, like witnessing the birth of a star. Sorry, but immortal or not, you don’t stand a chance. As your eyes pop out and your roasted brain squeezes its way out of your skull, the only thing “immortal” about you now is the seared imprint you’ve left upon the concrete.

THE END


Downstairs


[image: ___]

Phoenix leaves with the bottomless escort; it’s just you and the topless one on the couch. The chemicals running through your body prove too much for you, and you need to sit down. The couch faces a glass wall with a commanding view of the city—the lights glitter and gleam under a moonless night. The beauty before you and the drug within you make this a life-changing experience.

Then, before you even know what’s happening, the topless woman is on top of you. She kisses your neck and collarbone and the soft press of her lips proves irresistible when you are chemically enhanced, as you are now. It just feels too fucking good.

You’re paralyzed, unable or unwilling to control yourself as she kisses your chest and moves to her knees in front of you. The lights of the city grow even brighter as she starts to go down on you. Nothing has ever felt this good.

From above, a scream rings out in the doctor’s room. You turn your head toward the stairs, but see nothing. You notice that the sensation in your loins has slowed down, and the huffing noise from the hooker turns into a growl. You look down. Her eyes are hungry. To your horror, she bites down upon you. She’s hit a major artery; the bleeding is profuse.

You try to escape, but the topless zombie has incredible grip, and she’s not letting go. She just keeps chewing, and the more you struggle in your agony, the faster you bleed out.

Finally, you escape her grasp. You run toward the door, but you’ve lost so much blood that the strength leaves your legs. You manage to open the door, but your knees buckle and you fall to the floor. Blood is everywhere; your vision fades to nothing as your life leaves you. With your last moments of consciousness, you see Phoenix running downstairs and the topless zombie racing to meet up with him.

You’re dead, but that’s not the end. In a couple of hours, the Gilgazyme ® will have changed you and you’ll rise again. Good thing you left that door open.

[image: •]• Time to hit the town with your new friends.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Down to a New Low


[image: ___]

You plumb the depths of the basement with Sims, looking over the equipment with a flashlight. “Thanks for coming with me,” he says. “It’s pretty creepy down here.” With no windows and no power, it’s like exploring a cave. Creepy, indeed.

At length, you find what he’s looking for. He toys with the wiring while you hold a flashlight for him. “Oh baby, oh baby,” he says, growing excited. “Listen, I think I can get the power back on, but I want to keep it a surprise, so…”

“My lips are sealed,” you whisper. He smiles and gets back to work.

“With power, we’ll finally be able to contact rescue. There’s a student radio station, so we’ll be able to send out a strong broadcast for help. I found some spotlights I can mount to the roof for when a chopper comes in. This is it! After tonight, we’ll be sitting pretty. But remember—”

“Not a word.”

[image: •]• After he finishes up, return to the gym.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Driver


[image: ___]

“Fuck, yes!” he shouts, offering you a high-five.

He takes an assault rifle off the trailer wall and presses the stock against your chest. You claim the black weapon, looking it over while he opens a canvas bag and fills it with banana clips. He takes a combat shotgun down as well and loads the breach full of shells.

“I’ll need to drive us first, just to get us out in the open, but we can switch in the field. This probably goes without saying, but the old man would skin us alive if he finds out—so no bragging to your friends when we get back.”

You follow him out back, where he opens a massive padlock on the rear gate, pushes it open and bids you follow with a toss of his head. Just on the other side is a combat-ready Humvee. It’s large, massive, in fact, menacing and inviting at the same time. At the passenger side he pumps the shotgun and laughs as he shouts, “Shotgun!” placing the weapon in the empty seat.

You open the door on the driver’s side, surprised at how light and almost toy-like it feels. “You want this thing in here?” you ask, holding up the rifle.

“Yup. You should see a rack. Then hop in back.”

*     *     *

Rows of dead corn husks, brown and brittle, stand limply across the massive field. The zombie farmer crunches the dry crops underfoot as he shuffles across his lonely home. He’s not really headed anywhere, just ambling; waiting for instinct to take hold.

As a mighty engine roar comes closer, his head snaps up like an animal’s. He moves toward the sound just as the Humvee bounds around the corner. The soldier leans out of the window and screams back to you, “Fuck him up!” Your hands are on the .50-caliber machine gun.

It swivels smoothly as you take aim. You depress the trigger and the field erupts in dirt explosions. You force the firing line up to the zombie and his body is torn to shreds by the dagger-sized bullets. It doesn’t matter if you score a headshot, and that’s a beautiful thing.

The vehicle skids to a halt in the field and the soldier hops out. “Engine’s runnin’,” he says with a grin. “Don’t be afraid to push her, she can handle it.”

You slide into the driver’s seat and look over the controls. The vehicle was designed to be used by GED-wielding seventeen-year-olds, which equates to videogame-like simplicity. As you peer out over the horizon, you see dozens of zombies coming out from the wood line. The engine noise and gunshots bring them out like flies to honey on a hot summer day. You jam the automatic transmission into drive and head toward the middle of the mob.

Dirt clods flee in terror from your spinning tires and, not without a few bumps, you thump across the terrain after the ghouls. You never had this much fun back in the real world. This is truly living! All those flesh-eating bastards coming at you from the trees have come here to kill you, but nu-uh, not this time. It’s your turn.

The machine gun erupts from above and behind, small bursts blowing apart zombies. It’s like they’re watermelons, fat and thick and ripe, and you’ve dropped a firecracker inside the sweet, juicy center. Ka-BOOM!

The soldier in the back commands the turret with expert ferocity, but there are just so goddamn many of the fiends that he can’t get to them all. But that doesn’t mean you can’t help out. You careen the vehicle into the nearest one, battering against her with a sickening thud-crunch combo.

“Double back around!” your gunner shouts. As you do so, you see the number of undead is shockingly high. A three-thousand population town may seem abandoned when you drive through it, but take all those people out of their houses and put them on your front lawn, and that same number may seem a little higher.

You fish-tail donuts into the farmer’s field. The soldier blasts the zombies apart with howls of triumph that border on orgasmic. Actually, they’ve probably crossed into that territory. Once you circle back to the woman you struck, you see she’s still crawling on the ground through broken bones. This time you put a tire over her head.

The damage the Troop lays out across their bodies is nearly unfathomable. To call a .50-cal a large bullet is a gross understatement—it’s more appropriately dubbed a small missile. Why does this weapon cause disproportionately more damage than other firearms? It’s a process called inertial cavitation. The massive bullet pushes through the body with such fierce acceleration that the resultant force creates a pressure differential and the target literally collapses inward at the point of impact. Think of throwing a stone in a lake—the water sinks in around the rock in a much greater area than simply the size of the rock, yes? So it is when a bullet hits a zombie in center mass and the ghoul is cut in half.

And just like the lake, there’s splash-back.

Even a hit to the shoulder can be fatal. Not because the explosion beheads the zombie, but because the tremendous amount of energy transferred to the bone on impact is such that a fatal concussion turns the undead brain to little more than slush.

You felt the power of the turret first-hand; the thing recoils like a jackhammer atop the mounted position, and that’s not even a slight representation of the force ripping out of the business end.

The M2 whirs loudly, purring with the satisfaction of the fifty-zombie meal just consumed. You yell back to the soldier, “Is that it?”

“That’s just the first ammo box, amigo!”

Looking to the wood line, it seems the horde is finally descending upon your farm. The sounds of havoc and destruction have them frenzied to the point where they’re stumbling at you in a half-coordinated run.

“Should we head back?” you ask, not without a hint of nervousness.

“No can do, Newjack! You want a horde of pissed-off zombs to bring back home? We gotta kill ‘em all… man oh man, if only I could call in an airstrike to this farm.”

“Can’t we outrun them? Lose them?” your voice quakes.

He just laughs and locks in a new clip for the machine gun.

[image: •]• Keep fighting the good fight. They have to stop coming eventually, right?

[image: •]• Try to lose the bastards. Floor it and peel down a country road.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Ears Are Everywhere


[image: ___]

“Help!” you shout. “Come back! I’m wounded! Please help!”

Your shouts are heard and someone comes for you. But not in the way you wanted. From the neighboring house, the second-story window crashes open and a ghoul tumbles out. Just like you did. Except she’s completely unfazed by the fall and crawls toward you, despite her multiple injuries.

She’s young, or at least she used to be before she became ageless, and her black hair is pulled back in twin braids. Her skin is porcelain on her bloodless face. Despite the bite wound in her neck, her clothes are spotless. She’s dressed in her Sunday best; most likely her family planned a funeral before the news spread of the dead coming back. The image couldn’t be better designed by a Hollywood horror director.

You try to use your axe against her, but you’re incapable of a killing blow from your prone position. Have you ever tried swinging an axe while lying on your back? Doesn’t work too well.

A sharp pain shoots through your body when you swing—the result of that broken ankle—and the effect is akin to being hit with a Taser. The axe cuts her shoulder, but stops at bone. She mounts you, mouth and eyes wide, ready to bite.

The zombie girl grasps you by your ears and pulls your face to hers as if to give you a kiss. She gnaws on your face and your ears rip off in her hands as you struggle to get free. As the blood pools over your eyes, you can no longer see, but you can still hear (despite your missing earlobes), and a loud noise announces a blow to her head. You feel the attack stop and her body slump off of you.

“Goddamn,” a man’s deep voice says.

“We gotta put… him? Her? Fuck, I can’t tell—whatever, it’s suffering. We gotta put it down,” another replies with deep twangs of a country accent. You gurgle your protest through the blood collecting in your throat.

“It’s okay, it’s all over now.” One blow, and you’re out of your misery.

THE END


Elapsed


[image: ___]

You wake up, the sun pouring into the gymnasium from the skylights above at just the right angle to hit your eyes. You roll out of the body-depression you’ve made in the workout mat you were sleeping on. The other members of the group are stirring as well. Cooper sits up and looks at her watch.

“How long were we out?” you ask.

“Fourteen hours.” She looks around and sees Sims slumped against the wall near the entrance to the gym. He had volunteered for first watch when the rest of you bedded down yesterday. “Sims! Get your fat ass up!”

Now the other guys start to wake and rise. It must be early morning, considering it was late afternoon when you went to bed. Hefty looks around, then stands up with concern. “Hey, where’s the Doc?” Everyone else looks around, as if he could be hiding in plain sight. Nope, he’s not on either side of you.

“He said he needed to hurry and get to the lab,” Sims says, getting up. “I was just resting my eyes.”

“He’s been out there alone all night?” Tyberius asks.

Guillermo champs his teeth in quick succession. “Mordido.”

“Anyone know where the lab is?” Cooper asks, only to be given blank stares in return. She rummages through her pack. “Grab a radio and a weapon. Pair up; this is not a horror movie.”

Hefty and Tyberius stick together and Guillermo hovers near Cooper. Sims smiles at you.

[image: •]• Time to look for Deleon.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Empty


[image: ___]

With a painfully metallic screech, the hangar door slides open. You head in, shotgun raised, alert to the shadows as your eyes adjust to the dim conditions. The hangar itself no longer houses aircraft, but looks like it did at one time. A gas truck parked in the center of the hangar has a sign, “No more fuel. Sorry. God bless.”

“That explains why she was stuck here, just like the colonel told us,” Lucas says. “But there is no sign of the doctor—Doctor!”

His voice echoes through the hangar, but there’s only one response: a moan from behind. A pair of zombies come at you from the doorway, and you waste no time in blowing the head off the first. The hangar screams back in a powerful reverberation from the sound. Rosie kills the other, but her rifle has barely a tenth of the echo.

“They’re coming quick,” you remark. “We’d best get moving…”

[image: •]• To the terminal.

[image: •]• To the control tower.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


En Fuego


[image: ___]

You don’t need to tell him twice. He’s got a ninety-nine-cent lighter from the rack and is already rolling back the thumbwheel. “Genial,” Guillermo says, smiling for what might be the first time. The chef moves to stand by the glass doors, waiting for his cue. You move to the other door, ready to clear the way when Sims arrives.

“All right, one…” Sims says as he lights the rag. “Two…” He runs toward the doors. You and Guillermo batter against each side, knocking the ghouls down. Guillermo beats them with his shovel and you do the same with your hatchet axe, while Sims runs out.

“Three!” He hurls the Molotov cocktail as hard as he can over the zombies’ heads. There’s already quite a crowd gathered; in unison, the undead watch the flaming implement sail over them.

Sims threw the device too hard and it explodes in a ball of fire, completely missing the living corpses. In one simultaneous motion, they slowly turn to look at Sims… and moan. Sims makes it back in, panting from the run. The doors are pulled shut. “Stupido… culo gringo,” Guillermo says.

“What now?” you ask.

The front glass shatters and Cooper screams the obvious. “They’re breaking in!”

[image: •]• “Probably time run away, yes?”

[image: •]• “Didn’t we just get new weapons? Stand and fight!”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Escape Route


[image: ___]

Just as an undead hand—with black-painted fingernails—reaches into your tent through the open zipper, you cut an exit into the opposing flap. The knife slices cleanly through the nylon wall and you slip through with ease. You turn to face your attacker: a Wiccan. She’s dressed all in black, her hair dyed to match, with skin as pale as the moon. You wouldn’t know she was a zombie, save for the hungry eyes and the distinctive moan, a moan which, you suddenly realize, is coming at you in stereo.

You look around: an entire Wicca coven has your tent surrounded. Despite their lack of wounds or blood-spattered lips, you’re certain they’re undead. They must have just performed some kind of eternal life ceremony with the Gilgazyme ®. Wealthy Wiccans, who knew?

They move in toward you, almost as if this were part of an organized ritual. You instinctively look down, but there’s no pentagram beneath your feet. Despite the dark overtones, this is merely a cluster of individual zombies who have converged on you through the same hunting instincts. What gave you away? You tried to stay quiet and minimize your flashlight use; perhaps it was purely bad luck.

Either way, they’ve got you surrounded, and you’ll have to fight your way out. With a death grip on that knife, you swing it at the closest zombie. It slices her throat with almost as much ease as the tent escape but the cut wasn’t very deep, there’s no blood associated with the wound, and her attack has not slowed down.

You stab at her, the knife entering her ashen face, again creating an opening without blood. It’s like butchering a long-dead animal, if it were to get up suddenly and try to eat you. Finally, you plunge the knife into her eye socket and hit brain. She falls to the forest floor.

Now the rest of her sisters are upon you, and it doesn’t look good. Even dual-wielding the hammer and knife, there’s no way you can take them all down unscathed. Then, from the darkness of the woods, your savior arrives. You can’t see him clearly; he moves like black smoke in the night, and he takes down zombie after zombie.

At length, you see him brandishing a katana and decapitating the Wiccan ghouls with ease. In a matter of moments, he expertly and deftly dispatches the whole lot. You owe this man your life. He stands before you in a kendo uniform—simply put: practice samurai armor.

Your mysterious savior says, “Are you hurt?”

Shocked, but in control, you shake your head. You can barely see his face through the mask; he’s a middle-aged Japanese man.

“I am Lucas Tesshu,” he says. “I assume the car on the road is yours. If you do not know, I’m sorry to report it has been raided and the fuel siphoned. I head toward sanctuary on foot; would you care to accompany me?”

[image: •]• “I appreciate what you did for me, and perhaps I can repay you with food, but I’m a loner.”

[image: •]• “That. Was. Amazing. Of course! I’ll follow you to the ends of the earth.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Escort Duty


[image: ___]

“This dolly might help,” the engineer says, indicating a wheeled cart, large and flat. Lucas nods his thanks and clears the sound equipment off it.

With a fresh clip loaded in your shotgun—what is that, number three?—you prepare to head out. Lucas agreed to go for the water jugs while Rosie gets the rope. She takes the lead, while Lucas trails in the rear with the dolly.

Rosie pushes open the door, pelting off headshots at those in the hall with her massive pistol. If any weapon is oversized for the small punch it packs, it’s this one. But with a one-hundred-round capacity, it’s necessarily so.

The ghouls fall down before Rosie with ease, and since she’s got ammo to spare, she’s putting two slugs in each cranium before they fall to the floor. The engineer stays by your side, hunched over as if the undead will return fire.

Lucas peels off to get the water jugs, but Rosie rushes out, blasting away at the crowd that has gathered, and then runs towards the jeep. Eastwood remotely controls the CROWS system, systematically destroying any zombie that comes within its range.

You turn to run around the side of the building, hurrying to get the engineer to the rear and the tower. The place is crawling with ghouls, but nothing that a depress of the trigger on your AA-12 can’t handle. You blast them away two by two, carefully counting down from twenty shells.

Around the rear of the building is a large concrete base upon which the tower is built. “Give me a boost!” the engineer shouts, putting his hands on the lowest rung of the tower. You sling the shotgun over your shoulder and do as he asked.

After he starts climbing, you quickly reload your weapon.

[image: •]• Defend him while the others arrive.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Eternity


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

“You know what? I’m a generous bastard,” Phoenix says. He pulls out a Gilgazyme® inhaler from the pocket of his robe and hands it to you. “I’m doing my very own human trials, right here, right now. You and the girls get a one-day-only sale—100% off!”

The inhaler is minimally decorated; no words, only the symbol of infinity, ∞, repeated and interlocking like chain mail in shining silver décor around its light blue slender body. Over the mouthpiece is a red cap labeled, “Remove before use.”

Without hesitation, you pop the cap and suck down the cool solution from within. As you depress the injector, the formula forces itself into your throat and lungs. You can’t tell if it’s liquid or gas, but it coats your esophagus in a viscous embrace. The effervescent tingling spreads throughout your body and eventually dissipates altogether.

You don’t feel any differently. But, you realize, that’s sort of the point. You’ll never be any different. Tomorrow and all the rest of your days will feel the same as this day. No more will you age. Your body won’t decay and deteriorate like everyone else.

The party continues, but you’re not much interested in partying. You’re not much interested in anything. You just sit on the couch, staring out the penthouse windows, losing your zest for life as the Gilgazyme® changes your genetic code within. When Phoenix invites you up for a threesome with the bottomless hooker, you just sit and stare out the window. When the topless hooker tries to seduce you, you just sit and stare out the window. And when she overdoses and dies, choking on her own vomit, you just sit and stare out the window.

Be careful what you wish for: you’re immortal, but at what cost? You’ve extended your corporeal body indefinitely, but the price was your soul. Now the topless zombie rises next to you, a little too slowly. She looks at you, her matted hair stuck with dried vomit, making it impossible to see her face; glazed, hungry eyes stare out from under the mess.

Somehow she realizes you’re quickly on your way to becoming like her, and ignores you. You watch as she shuffles toward the stairs, her perfect-10 body pale and emaciated, bare feet padding against the hardwood floor.

When Dr. Phoenix screams out in terror, it does nothing to you. You’re not interested in eating him—yet—but you’re certainly not interested in helping him either. The two hooker zombies take care of him, while you just sit and stare out the window.

Soon he will rise again, the hunger will grow within you, and the four of you will want to go find more people with whom to share your gift. Your hands are all but useless, so you won’t be able to open the door. Unfortunately, his penthouse has a heavy metal door: industrial-warehouse-chic.

[image: •]• I guess that means I’ll just shamble around this plush apartment for the rest of time.

[image: •]• The door is open to the balcony, only thirteen stories down to sweet, sweet civilization.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Et Tu, Reader?


[image: ___]

You crack your bat against Tyberius’ spine, causing him to lurch and release a gasping Cooper to the floor. He’s still crazed and grabs onto your bat. You shove him away, giving up the bat and pulling the rope to stop the flow of undead. But the shove was more than you both expected. Tyberius falls back, down the stairs and onto the landing—just before the barrier comes crashing down atop the welding mask zombie and your former companion.

Cooper says nothing, but she doesn’t have to. The shock on her face says it all.

[image: •]• “Let’s just go find the others.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Executioners


[image: ___]

Brandishing your axe, you charge down the hill after Lucas. The two of you huff in silence; only the browned forest floor crunching beneath your feet announces your presence. It’s odd; you feel like you should be whooping out a war cry, but you know better. Your army of two must move like a pair of wisps through the woods.

The zombies turn as you approach. You can see their faces change from blank, sodden expressions like those of a corpse on a gurney, to lewd joy, like a grifter about to make the big score.

In movements as elegant as a ballroom dancer, Lucas’ body flows behind the power of his sword. Its edge moves cleanly through the necks of the two standing ghouls, leaving just the one crawling on the ground. The blows are so succinctly perfect, the zombies take two more steps toward Lucas before the muscles realize that their connection to the brain has been severed. They fall to the earth in heaps.

Your zombie’s lower jaw has been stripped of skin from the days he’s spent crawling on the ground. You can see the tendons and muscle fibers moving as he snaps his jaws at you. Like a hooded executioner before the king, you bring your axe down upon the fiend.

You tried to make a show of it, like Lucas, by beheading the man. Your axe, however, is far blunter than his katana. You have to hack at the poor soul’s neck six times before you finally sever the connection. Eventually, the gruesome deed is done.

Lucas tips his face mask back as he approaches. He squeezes your arm and says, “I never thought I would find friendship again in this life, but here you are!” Then the moment is broken as he ushers you away. You both look down and see that the severed head snaps its jaws at you still.

“Be on the lookout for those,” Lucas says. You bring down your axe down on the head, opening it up like a watermelon and stilling it for good.

“After you,” and you open your hand to Lucas to indicate that you’re ready to continue.

Lucas nods. “The shelter should not be too much further from here, but I do not want to go through the marshes at night. Let us stake an early camp up ahead and by lunch tomorrow we will be in the company of other survivors. I cannot wait for you to meet my sister; you will like her!”

[image: •]• “Sounds good. I’ll take first watch.”

[image: •]• “I bet I will! Do you mind taking first watch? I’m a little tired.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Feeling Tipsy


[image: ___]

Whatever Phoenix gave you to drink sure was strong. Your head’s spinning. He makes himself a line of coke on the coffee table and snorts it with labored grunts of delight. He rises from the couch and stumbles over toward the balcony. He slides the glass door open with a pull and staggers onto the balcony with such uncoordinated steps, you think he might fall over the railing.

But he catches himself, throws up his arms, and yells, “Thank you, Lewis Deleon! I’m gonna live forever, motherfuckers!”

Either the Doctor slipped you some Rohypnol, or the expensive stuff is far more potent. Either way, you’re feeling like a lightweight. Nothing is steady in your vision. He definitely spiked your drink.

Coming back into the skyrise apartment, Phoenix extends a hand to the girl without panties, the bottomless hooker, and helps her to her feet. He turns around to you. “I’m going upstairs with this one. You can stay down here with that one… or come on up with us. It’s up to you.”

[image: •]• There is no bottom to your need to party. So why not head upstairs with that handsome Doctor and the girl with no bottom layers?

[image: •]• “I’ll stay down here, thanks.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Fight Reflex


[image: ___]

You were smart enough to tie the hammer on the outside of your backpack, so it’s easy to grab. You sprint over, slide to the floor like you’re stealing home, and slip the tool out just as the pair of zombies make it over to you. Housewife Zombie is out in front, so she’s the first threat—she reaches down for you and you crab-walk backwards to evade her grasp.

She’d have you, if it weren’t for the axe lodged in her ribcage. As she lunges forward, the shaft of the weapon holds her at bay like the third leg of a tripod. You scuttle backward, desperate to get back on your feet. She pushes hard, the axe ripping her open and spilling out her abdominal cavity.

Thieving Zombie is now your greatest threat. He’s able-bodied and lunges at you fast. In reflex, you roll back as he falls upon you, kicking him in the chest and sending him over your shoulders with his own momentum. I’ll have to remember that trick, you think. He smashes head-first into a china cabinet, and Housewife Zombie grabs for you once more—thank God for that axe.

Still, her fervor for your blood proves stronger, and she comes at you with such strength that the axe begins pushing out of her back. First, the blade protrudes, then the handle inches its way out as she inches closer.

You crack her across the head with the hammer, but from your seated position you’re not able to use your full strength. Her head bobs to the side from the blow but her skull stays intact.

Thieving Zombie is back on you again. Thinking quickly, you grip the axe handle and maneuver Housewife Zombie into him, using her as a shield. Finally, you’re able to get to your feet again. Now the couple is on the floor, and you’ve got the high ground because you’re standing.

From overhead, you bring the hammer down on Thieving Zombie as hard as your body weight allows. Crack—dead. Housewife Zombie looks up at you with hungry rage. You bring the hammer down on her head three times, just to make sure the job is done, then you bludgeon Thieving Zombie once more for good measure.

All is still, it is done. You’re suddenly aware of your pounding heart, glistening sweat, and heaving breath. And… you’re not alone. You turn toward your new visitors, a man and a woman, with hammer raised, but quickly realize they’re human.

The woman is probably in her early thirties, though it’s certainly possible the last few weeks have aged her. She’s dirty, just like you, but she’s beautiful, in a hard-as-nails sort of way. Black hair and blacker eyes. She wears an unbuttoned mechanic’s shirt with a fitted undershirt beneath. The embroidered nametag reads, “Cooper.”

The man is most likely in his forties and wears the stained whites of a kitchen worker from a hole-in-the wall restaurant. He’s Latino, short, plain, and his pock-marked face has a calm countenance.

Cooper holds a giant monkey wrench, and a chain coiled around her shoulder. He wields a meat cleaver and a frying pan. They stare at you; how long have they been watching?

“Thanks for the help,” you huff out.

The woman looks over at the bodies you just dispatched. “Did either of them bite you?” she asks. You shake your head.

The cook slides his cleaver back into his belt. “Vienes con nostros,” he says, welcoming you with a wave of his hand.

“Wait, I didn’t say you could join us,” the woman says, taking control of the situation.

[image: •]• “Do I have to say pretty-please?”

[image: •]• “I didn’t say I wanted to. Good luck to you both; I travel alone.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


The Final Call


[image: ___]

Inside the student radio hall, you find and key the microphone. “Hello?” you say, unsure what else to say.

There’s an immediate response. “This is Colonel Arthur Gray of the civilian camp, Salvation. Are you with Sergeant Sims?”

“He’s not… I’m the last one, sir,” you say.

There’s a moment of silence as the man on the other end accepts the gravity of your words. “What’s your situation over there?”

“I’ve… been cured,” you reply, unable to believe it yourself. “They’re all dead but me.”

“Listen, just stay tight, we’ll have a team out in the morning,” he responds, a sad desperation in his voice. You’re much more his hope than he is yours, you realize.

“Colonel, the cure wasn’t a reversal. I know that much. I still have something new in me, but I’m human—mortal—again. And yet they no longer try to attack me. It’s like they see me as one of them. I can simply walk to you.”

After a moment, the voice returns to the radio, more strained by emotion than ever. But it’s relief now. “He stood between the living and the dead, and the plague stopped.”

Is that scripture? It certainly has the ring. “Keep the lights on, I’ll see you soon,” you say.

And that’s it. You really can just walk through all the death and destruction without fear. If it was a scripture he quoted, a more appropriate one might be Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me. For Deleon is with you, his legacy will be the immortality of Gilgazyme®.

You push out the broken barrier, the one Sims was supposed to cover, the one the zombies breached and made it through. It’s hard, shoving your way through the walking corpses, but you make it out just as a woman’s scream pierces the night air.

Turning back, you look up toward the roof. Zombie Deleon is up there, and he’s covered in blood. You raise a hand toward him, waving goodbye one last time. Maybe you’ll see him again, when the cure is widespread, but maybe not. His arm moves up, almost a wave back.

“Thank you, Lewis Deleon,” you say. “The man who saved the world.”

You smile, turn around, and walk away, running your fingers over the raised bump where your bite wound is healing.

[image: •]• Click to Continue.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


The Final Countdown


[image: ___]

The master-of-arms soldier leans out the trailer window and looks at you with a grin. “How’d that combat shotgun treat you?”

“Good,” you reply.

“But not great, eh? Well, time to pull out all the stops.” He steps back into the recesses of the trailer and appears with a much larger grin and an equally proportioned weapon. It looks like the prehistoric ancestor of your shotgun; all muscle and built to terrify. Just looking at it, you feel like an ’80s action star.

“AA-12 combat shotgun,” the soldier says, handing the olive drab behemoth off to you. He holds up what looks like an old film reel, but what you realize is the ammo clip. “Twenty rounds in each of these, and I’m giving you ten drums. But be careful: it’s full auto, and those drums will empty out in four seconds if you hold down the trigger.”

Then he holds up a white ammo drum, pops open the side and removes a bullet that looks like it was torn from the pages of a sci-fi pulp comic. It’s all silvery-chrome and has fins at the base, like some kind of mini-missile. “Frags,” he explains. “High-explosive anti-personnel round with a nine-foot blast radius. Accurate at well over five football fields. Remember the white drum—this one takes you up to eleven.”

Trying not to cream your pants, you step into the sunlight and inspect this pinnacle of shotguns. Rosie steps up to the counter and asks for more ammunition. “Oh no, ma’am, I have something special for you,” the soldier replies.

“I told you, I already got my rifle.”

“Of course, but what about a secondary weapon? How about a pistol that uses the same .22 long-rifle ammunition? And what if that pistol had a one-hundred-round capacity?”

“Shut up. Tell me you don’t have a Calico M-110.”

He produces a black pistol, long and sleek like a blaster from Star Wars. Rosie fawns over the thing like a kid at Christmas.

“Where does the magazine go?” you ask, seeing only the short pistol grip and the oversized top.

“It is the magazine!” she exclaims, popping off what would be the slide on a normal pistol. It’s a hefty black cylinder, like a cucumber on growth hormones, and she shows you where the tiny bullets feed out.

“I’m afraid Mr. Wizard cannot give me anything new,” Lucas Tesshu says with a kind smile. “I think the sword and grenade combo is just fine.”

The soldier produces a belt of grenades that are more like energy drink cans with pull-pins at the top. “We’re gonna switch you over to concussion grenades; frags might get you in trouble in close quarters. Take these MK3s instead.”

“I don’t have much else to offer, it’s true. What do you buy the man who doesn’t want anything? I thought you might not mind these.” The soldier slides several shuriken-throwing stars across the counter.

“Why would you have these?” Lucas says in disbelief.

The soldier grins. “Clearly, you don’t know any American soldiers.”

“Why don’t you come with us?” you ask. “We could really use your help.”

“I bet you could!” he says with a laugh. “But don’t you want a safe place to come back to? Tell you what, how about we go for the best of both worlds?”

He leads you around to the motor pool, where your jeep is at the ready. Except this time, there’s a modification to the rear. Behind the passenger seats, nestled securely where the cargo would go, a belt-fed machine gun looks out at you. There’s something off, though. It’s raised on a swiveling base, and opposite the ammo storage is a large, multi-lens camera array.

“This is CROWS,” the soldier explains. “I’ll be remotely operating it from the trailer. So in a way, I’ll be right there with you.”

“What’s your name?” Rosie asks. The man merely grins and shakes his head.

“I like it this way,” he says. “Like I’m the man-with-no-name in one of those Clint Eastwood movies.”

“All right, Eastwood. Thanks for the help,” you say.

[image: •]• Ride out!

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Fire in the Hole!


[image: ___]

“I don’t know if that’s such a good…” Rosie says, trailing off as she watches Lucas pull the quick release on all ten grenades and toss the thing over the rail. The belt tumbles down sixty feet and the undead crowd below reaches up as if receiving manna from heaven.

Then there’s the boom.

A wave expands across the undead in a black and red ball. You fall back onto the platform as a result of the shockwave, but then the tower lurches and you realize it’s not that at all—the grenade belt must’ve knocked out one of the legs of the tower. Looking back over the edge, you see several zombies getting back on their feet, several more crawling through the blast zone in pieces, and a new wave of undead ambling toward the tower. The structure groans with instability.

“Come on!” you shout, moving toward the stairs. There are no ghouls on their way up anymore; the explosion must’ve shaken them off. You run down, keeping a hand on the rail as the tower collapses. Rosie and Lucas are right behind you.

“Start skipping steps!” Rosie yells.

You bound down the tower, making it to the bottom just as the structure starts to collapse. The metal-on-metal screeching roars out like you’ve just slain Godzilla. You let off five quick shots with the combat shotgun, blasting apart as many zombies in as many seconds. Then a sixth blast sounds out: it’s the glass from the tower smashing against the ground.

“They will certainly come now, my friends. We must hurry.” Lucas unsheathes his sword in preparation for slicing through the crowd.

“Over here!” a faint voice shouts. You squint, trying to pinpoint the sound despite the ringing in your ears. “Help, please!” A figure leans out a window from the terminal. It’s the doctor!

[image: •]• Get going to the terminal!

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


A Fisher of Men


[image: ___]

Well, you don’t have a pole. Maybe you could try noodling? Just stick your hand in the beclouded sludge, wiggle your finger like a worm, and wait for food to latch on. No, you’re smarter than that. The demolished home nearby has plenty of suburban shards that are more than capable of serving as a spear for this endeavor.

With your new implement in hand, you hover over the deep end of the pool, waiting for those ripples to appear once more. When they do it’s just a—thrust—and you’ve hit the good stuff! First try, and you’ve speared something big.

You widen your stance, bend at the knees, and pull up with both hands. With a great perturbation, the water churns and welters and your catch bursts forth from the surface. Not sure what you were expecting, but it’s a zombie—an undead teenager who wandered in a straight-line right into the pool and couldn’t wander back out.

Despite the fact that he won’t decompose, a medley of other horrific things have happened to his flesh. He’s bloated and swollen from the water, and microorganisms have started growing on him. His eyes are wide and yellowed, and he vomits the swampwater in an effort to moan.

You’ve speared him in the chest and he tries his damnedest to reach out to you. “What are you, an idiot?” someone yells from the tree house.

You look up, dropping the spear, and see a man in his late thirties with a woman in her fifties behind him. He’s decked out in military gear and a little overweight; by her demeanor and clothing, you can tell she was a privileged housewife back in the world. “Look out!” she cries.

Yeah, all that splashing that wasn’t going away? That was the zombie still trying to get you. And now he’s got a hand on your leg. Your shoe doesn’t hold well on the slick concrete (no running by the pool!) and he brings you down on your back. Ouch.

The couple rushes over to help, but they’re a second too late as the zombie pulls you into the pool. As you go under, the last thing you hear is the guy saying, “Dumbass.”

A crocodile will drown you so you’re not struggling when it eats you. A zombie will give you no such luxury; this will be a painful death.

THE END


Flame On


[image: ___]

You don’t need to tell him twice. He’s got a ninety-nine-cent lighter from the rack and is already rolling back the thumbwheel. Hefty and Tyberius stand by the glass doors waiting for their cue.

“All right, one…” Sims says as he lights the rag. “Two…” He runs toward the doors. The guys batter against each side, knocking the ghouls down. Tyberius beats them with his hockey stick and Hefty does the same thing with his machete while Sims runs out.

“Three!” Sims hurls the Molotov cocktail as hard as he can over the zombies’ heads. There’s already quite a crowd gathered; in unison, the undead watch the flaming implement sail over them.

Sims threw the device too hard and it explodes in a ball of fire, completely missing the living corpses. In one simultaneous motion, they slowly turn to look at Sims… and moan. Sims makes it back in, panting from the run. The doors are pulled shut. “Man, you suck,” Tyberius says.

“What now?” Deleon asks.

The front glass shatters and Hefty screams the obvious. “They’re breaking in!”

[image: •]• “There’s still the service entrance, right?”

[image: •]• “Umm… Hello? We just got new weapons, let’s use them!”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Flight Reflex


[image: ___]

You know the old joke, the one where the bear starts charging two friends. Then one begins to lace up his shoes and his buddy says, “You can’t outrun a bear!” only to have the other reply, “I just need to outrun you.” Well, two things are true: you can’t outrun a bear, and there’s no one here for you to outrun instead.

There’s a lot less food in an undead world, and that’s true for more than just humanity. You’re now on the menu! With your legs pumping as hard as they can, you’re out of the kitchen in a flash, but you don’t even make it to the front door before the bear brings you down with a swipe of his mighty paws. The claws slash sinew and tendon, and your back breaks under the blow.

This bear will have a harsh winter indeed, but the feast that you provide will at least give him a fighting chance.

THE END


Food Generator


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

You walk toward the low grumble, having pinpointed the sound to a ridge above the city. As you hike toward the source, the siren and lights turn off behind you, so you feel like you made the right choice. Now if the people at the generator site leave before you arrive, you’ll really be peeved.

But no, there’s a new sound that tells you you’re not too late at all: gunfire.

When you clear the ridgeline and move through the trees, you see an odd sight. A jeep with a turret on the back is blasting your fellow immortals to bits, but… there’s no gunner. It’s some kind of automated drone turret, and the .50-caliber machine gun slaughters gods wholesale, with no danger to the shooters—wherever they are.

The jeep sits out in front of a radio station, a medium-sized concrete building with a gigantic radio tower in the back. But the building doesn’t interest you. You move toward the machine gun, like a moth toward a flame. You can’t help yourself. The turret swivels, doing the most damage it possibly can, and slowly rotates toward you. But then three figures emerge from the station: a young girl with a scarlet ponytail and paintball armor, a geeky-looking scientist, and a swordmaster in kendo armor.

The engineer sprints toward the outside of the building, around back to the radio tower, escorted by the swordsman. The girl sprints toward you and the jeep, so that’s where your attention goes.

She has some kind of freakish pistol, and pops round after round into the pantheon around you. With quick, nimble moves, she makes it in and claims a large spool of rope, turning and fleeing just before she would’ve aimed the pistol at your head.

Now she moves toward the back of the building, and you follow. Stepping over the corpses of former immortals, you rush as fast as your uncoordinated legs will carry you. Around the back, the scientist dangles on the radio tower while the samurai and the girl deal death. Wisely, you head toward the tower and the dangling food.

He climbs higher and higher, the rope securely around his waist. You wave your hands high above, hoping he’ll fall on you. Eventually he makes it to the top and the tower hums with new life. Electricity flows through as the thing powers up. You can hear the power move down the tower and feel new vibrations come down onto the concrete pad on which you stand.

Your feet can’t move; it’s like you’re glued down. The electricity arcs through you and you can no longer control your muscles. You superheat and your flesh cooks on your bones until eventually—something smells like copper-coated popcorn, and your cooked brain pours out your ears. The engineer ziplines down the rope to safety and the trio escape to the jeep.

THE END


Foragers


[image: ___]

With your axe held in front of you, you move around into the kitchen. Good news! There are no zombies inside. Bad news? A bear, large and brown, turns away from digging in the pantry and stands up when you enter. It paws at the air and snarls with menace. Its large fangs drip with strawberry jam.

Your move.

[image: •]• Attack the bear!

[image: •]• Turn and run.

[image: •]• Play dead.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


For Guns and Glory


[image: ___]

The school was gloriously abandoned, at least in the cursory glance you gave it as a team. Unfortunately, the longer you go without sleep, the lower your attention to detail. So hopefully they’ll be all right without you. It’s a good thing the sporting goods store is only fifteen minutes away on bicycle. You should be back at the school and asleep within an hour.

The store sits right up against the trees, all marsh and forest behind it. Wilderness creeps forward toward the city at this boundary, green arms reaching out behind the building, but within the woods there is only silence. No animal or insect noises. No birds. Just the wind rustling through the leaves.

You cross the concrete savanna parking lot. The sign above the store reads, “MAILAR’S SPORTING GOODS.” Sims spreads his arms wide like he’ll hug the store, then spins back to the group, arms still raised, and declares, “Heaven on Earth, my friends. Heaven… on… Earth…”

It’s you, Cooper, Sims, and Guillermo. The others stayed back at the school to scrounge for supplies. Hefty requested a shotgun, Tyberius a pair of handguns, and Deleon a cowboy lever-action rifle. You don’t even know what you want; there could be any combination of wonderful things within.

“Take it slow,” Cooper says. “We don’t run. I know we’re happy; we’re getting guns. But we don’t know what’s in there. Game faces.”

“Let’s go. We’re not alone,” you say. A faraway zombie meanders toward the store.

The doors open with a ding! and you enter the main floor with silence, axe at the ready. The mechanism must be battery-operated; there’s no electricity. Yet it’s not dark inside. The multiple sky-lights illuminate the store; not fully lit, but it’s enough.

The four of you fan out at the entrance. You look around for any signs of life… or death. Sims puts his forefingers in his mouth and lets out a piercing whistle. Everyone freezes, standing in silence, waiting. He’s hoping to draw them out, you realize. No response.

“That doesn’t mean there’s not one in a back room. Take it slow. And keep an eye out for crawlers,” Cooper says.

Sims motions in the military style, with two fingers extended. “Guns are this way.” You all follow him through the outdoor apparel section. This is going to be just like Christmas! Past the clearance section. Guns, guns, guns, guns—guns! Past the sports equipment. Hopefully they have holsters and shoulder straps, so you can carry more. He leads you past everything, in fact. Perhaps they hide the firearms in the back so as not to frighten young children and hippies, or perhaps it’s like the milk in the grocery store: in the back, so you have to walk past everything else to get to what you came for. There is a lot of nice stuff here; it’ll be fun to root through after—“Drum-roll, please,” Sims says, interrupting your thoughts.

Around the corner to the firearms section…. The entire place is barren. No guns, nothing. Your stomach turns. Your vision tunnels. Once you breathe in again, you see the faces of those in your group have become sorrowful. This must be what you look like.

Sims is the first to speak, with just a simple, “Oh, no.”

“Las armas?” Guillermo says.

Cooper grabs a box of bullets off the shelf and throws it across the way to another shelf. The box bursts and bullets rain down with metallic tinkling against the tile floor.

“Raided,” you say, feeling the bile build up in your gut as the word crosses your lips. And why wouldn’t it be? The grocery store was raided.

“We can re-supply,” Cooper says, fighting her anger. “Camping food, survival gear. We’re not fucked yet. There’s new weapons here, maybe not guns, but still.”

“And everybody get a change of clothes,” you add.

Still in a state of shock, the group disperses into the store to search for gear. You walk the aisles with the fireman’s axe on one shoulder, watching as your cohorts pick out new weapons and clothes and keeping an eye out for what to bring back to the school.

Guillermo is already in new clothes by the time you come across him. He puts a pocket-knife in his camping shirt, finds a shovel, and then gets a knife-sharpening kit. He starts sharpening the shovel. Damn, that guy is prepared for anything.

Sims finishes making a Molotov cocktail out of some camping lantern oil. He’s in new clothes already too. Surprise, surprise—hunter’s cammo. He’s smart enough not to have chosen orange; deer are color-blind, zombies are not. He tries out a slingshot, then gets the sharpening kit from Guillermo to sharpen a decorative sword.

Cooper has changed into sport-tech undergarments, but has covered them up with motorcycle gear. Tight, durable, light, and armored—not a bad idea. She looks even more badass than before, like she’d be the villain in the next Terminator movie. She holds a crowbar and slides it into a belt loop. She gets a length of rope and begins forging what can only be a homemade flail.

Now it’s your turn. First, it’s top-of-the-line hiking boots. Then you pick lightweight, breathable travel clothes. The kind that resist odor on the microbial level. Who knows when you’ll get to change again, so you’re going for something you could backpack through Europe in. You find some face wipes and take a bath in the things; it’s incredibly refreshing. You snag a headlamp, knowing it could come in handy soon. As for a weapon, what really catches your eye is a tactical tomahawk-style axe. The edge is razor sharp and the reverse side has a pike tip (much like an ice pick) perfect for skull penetration. It’s much lighter than your dulled fireman’s axe, and the ergonomic grip begs you to swing it. After securing the new axe to your person, you snag an aluminum bat as well.

The ding! of the front door rings through the store, reverberating in your teeth like an alarm clock after a sleepless night. Any feeling of comfort and safety is now gone. You all look back at the entrance, but the door view is obscured by rows of tall shelves.

Like wraiths in the shadows, you all flow toward the door in a wide sweep, slowly placing each foot in front of the other until you’re in view of the door—and nothing’s there. Blazing daylight comes through the glass doors, but there’s no sign of whoever entered.

“What the…” Sims breathes out.

You see something outside; a woman—a ghoul, to be sure. She approaches the door awkwardly, with a broken leg, and places a gnarled hand against the glass door. She sees you and mouths at the door, her tongue leaving a trail of slime across the glass like some great slug.

She pushes on the door, and though all she’d have to do is pull to open it, the pressure extends the edge far enough in to trigger the ding! once more. The woman looks up to the bell, curiously wondering if it’s something she can eat. The group lets out a collective sigh as the feeling of danger passes.

Then Cooper screams.

You all wheel about to see a zombie behind her, its hand full of hair and wrenching her head toward his mouth. Her neck is taut with resistance, but it’s an odd angle and the fiend is winning this game of tug-o-war. Guillermo’s closest to her and comes in with his razor-sharp shovel. For a moment, you think he’s going to behead her, but instead the shovel takes off the zombie’s hand at the forearm.

She drops to the floor and an instant later, the zombie’s head snaps back. You don’t even remember moving, but the pike-end of your new axe is deep in his forehead and your hand tightly grips the handle. The zombie falls to the floor and Cooper gets up, the zombie’s hand still securely in her hair.

“Sims, let me see your knife.” He complies and she cuts a chunk of her hair out to free the hand. She tosses it to the ground and returns the knife.

Another zombie slams against the glass door. “How did this one get in?” you ask.

“Got lucky,” Cooper replies. “Let’s not stick around to see if it happens again. Newbie, you and Sims go grab some supplies for the others and let’s get out of here.”

You head off and start collecting gear with a new sense of urgency. New clothes for the guys, food packs, and weapons. Sims brings a compound hunting bow and hockey stick. “Good reach,” he says. “And maybe Hefty can shoot?”

“Because of the redneck thing?” you ask.

He shrugs. Packs filled with gear, you return to the front of the store. Cooper uses a set of battery-operated clippers to buzz off her hair in its entirety, while Guillermo watches in fascination. Her thick, black hair is no more.

A loud thud and corresponding ding! reminds you that the zombies are still outside. And now there’s a lot of them, all trying to press their way in. They’ll be in soon, that’s inevitable.

The entire parking lot is filled up with meandering ghouls. It seems as though they don’t know what’s going on inside, but something has piqued their interest. “How do we get out of here?” you ask.

Sims brandishes his Molotov cocktail and says with a grin, “Problem solved. I throw this, distract them. Then we escape while they’re engulfed in hot flaming goodness.”

“Or you leave your toy and we use the service entrance,” Cooper suggests.

So what’ll it be?

[image: •]• “Sims, light it up.”

[image: •]• “One backpack on your chest, the other normal. We’ve got a lot to carry—move out!”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Fresh, Local Produce


[image: ___]

The farmhouse is oddly serene and peaceful. Perhaps the plague hasn’t made it this far? The screen door opens and closes in the wind, the door behind it ajar and inviting. Maybe the owners fled? You notice a pickup truck still parked out front. Making a mental note to check it later, you head inside.

With a major case of the willies, you decide it’s best to get into the kitchen, take what you need, and get out before you discover what befell this home. The kitchen has a large pantry and an even larger freezer. You check the pantry first.

Inside awaits a cornucopia of foodstuffs: jars of preserves, sacks of flour and rice, a whole spread. You stock your backpack as best you can, trying not to wonder why all this remains untouched. Realizing your need for protein, you turn toward the gigantic freezer. Obviously, the owner of this house slaughters meat, and must store it inside. You’ve subsisted on snacks this long and you’re ready for a big meal that’ll stick to your ribs.

You open the freezer, ready for another cabinet full of supplies, but you’re shocked when the half-frozen lady of the house tumbles out upon you. Your reflexes are just a little too slow, and the schoolmarm-looking woman bites down onto your right shoulder before you’re able to dispatch the ghoul.

Did someone trap her in there, or was it self-inflicted, you wonder. It doesn’t really matter, you’ve been bitten. You’re infected. You’ll soon find out if the accompanying fever might have driven her into the fridge or not. This being your first (and last) encounter with a bite wound, you’re not sure what to expect.

*     *     *

Soon your anxiety dissipates, the stress melts away, and your fears are replaced with boredom. Maybe a stroll across the farm grounds would help? Exploring the house itself sounds fun. Your antisocial tendencies flip, and soon you want nothing more than to find other people—to find and eat other people. The city’s calling, and there’s no place like home. How long has it been since your bite, six hours? Only a few more and you’ll have walked back into town. And now, you walk without fear, day and night, never tiring.

[image: •]• Better get walking.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


From Whence Thou Came


[image: ___]

You’re not a hundred percent sure the house is empty; you heard someone moving through the rubble of your knickknacks as recently as two days ago. So you proceed with extreme caution. As you push the ladder down, a great creak emanates from the self-raising spring mechanism. So much for stealth.

Holding your weapon tight, you look down into the room below. Even the ambient light of your home is blinding compared to the gloomy attic you’ve spent the last two weeks in. Still, you see no signs of life (or death) down the stairs.

With a deep breath, you turn to walk down the ladder. First one foot down, then another, then… something grabs your ankle! From the other side of the house—the “blind spot” you couldn’t see when peering out—a ghoul tugs at your leg.

It’s enough force to pull your foot from the rung and without balance, you tumble down the ladder and onto your back. Oof. You just fell ten feet, spread out flat against the floor. The breath leaves your lungs and all your joints pop in response.

You don’t get your breath back. The zombie follows you to the floor, tearing into your flesh with bite after bite. Soon, your heart stops too. But—good news—even though your blood no longer pumps, the Gilgazyme ® still works within, altering your genetic code. In six short hours, it won’t matter that you don’t breathe.

You’ll rise again.

The zombie gnaws on your flesh until it grows cold. Then he loses interest. Fortunately for you, the right half of his jaw is split in two and a majority of his teeth are nothing more than fractured stumps. Because of his weakened mastication, he doesn’t eat much of you before he leaves in search of warmer quarry. Which means you’ll be more complete, stronger and more capable when it comes to paying the gift of immortality forward. In the meantime, you just lie there—dead to the world.

*     *     *

Six hours later, you awaken, but now everything’s different. There are only fragments in your mind of who you once were. Not that it matters. The only thing that matters, the only choice that remains for you now, is to seek out human flesh.

[image: •]• Better get to walking.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Fun with Deleon and Cooper


[image: ___]

You walk next to Deleon. Cooper is two yards away, standoffish as usual. “Why do you let her boss you around?” you ask the doc.

He shrugs. “I don’t need to rule the roost. If they get me to a lab safely, that’s all I’m concerned with.”

“I just thought you’d have more insight, seeing as how you’re an expert.”

He squints at you thoughtfully, then approaches Cooper. “What kind of experts do you have in the group?”

“Field-tested killers,” she replies.

“No really, what did your people do before the collapse?”

“Doesn’t matter.” She’s starting to get annoyed.

“Sure it does. Sims obviously has some skills with electrical systems. What other valuable knowledge might there be?”

“We practice silence. Talking too much attracts attention.”

“You need to know your people. Their strengths and—”

“I said we’re fine. We’ve been fine, and we’ll continue to stay fine. We’re being too loud as is.”

Deleon removes the hand-held recorder and turns it on. He speaks into it, “I’m stuck with some hanger-ons. Their leader seems to be a real bitch. If I’m dead, the one called Cooper is probably to blame.”

Cooper snatches his recorder and smashes it against the ground. She rushes toward him, ending within an inch of Deleon’s face. She looks as much like she could kiss him as punch him. The whole group has its eyes on them.

She whispers, “You’ll learn not to cross me.” But then intentionally loudly, she says, “Why don’t you explain what we’re up against, if you’re such an expert?”

The whole group now waits on Deleon. “All right, good idea. Let’s see… I’m guessing you know that the head is the only weakness. All right, fine. You know they’re attracted to any commotion or human sounds and smells. Including their own moans, right?”

She whispers again. “I want to know how someone becomes one.”

“Well, a bite, even a small one will fester until the person eventually transforms. The gene-therapy is delivered essentially like a virus, meaning for all intents and purposes, this is a blood-born pathogen.”

Cooper finally looks intrigued. Deviously, she asks, “Really? So we should check people for bites?”

“After every skirmish, generally.”

“And there’s no hope once you’re bitten?”

“There will be. Once I finish my cure,” he smiles meekly.

A man screams out. You look back, just as Tyberius nearly gets yanked into a car. He screams as a zombie trapped in a seat belt tries to pull him in. “Get this fucking thing off me!” he shouts.

“All right, all right, pull back,” Hefty commands.

Tyberius pulls away the best he can and Hefty brings his length of pipe down on the ghoul’s arms over and over. The bones snap, but the grip holds. “Hold on.” Sims uses his ridiculous Rambo knife to cut Tyberius’ dress shirt in half from the back.

Tyberius manages to slip out and away from the car, his musculature on display in a wife-beater-style shirt.

“Kill it!” Angelica shouts, helpless with panic. Seatbelt Zombie moans.

“Hold it, Sims,” Tyberius says. “Hefty, do me a favor.”

“You got it.” Hefty stands at the back of the car. The zombie leans as far as it can, torso out of the car, growls, snarls, and moans at Hefty. Tyberius finds the giant sledge hammer he carried; as he claims it from the ground, its end scrapes the pavement. Sparks jump from the metal head.

“Kill it now!” Angelica shouts again.

Tyberius raises the weapon slowly and deliberately, then with an athletic fierceness, spins a three-sixty—ending with the zombie’s head caught between the car frame and the full weight of the hammer.

Another five zombies come out of nearby buildings. You’re surrounded. You axe one in the back, sending it towards Guillermo. Guillermo swings his meat cleaver and frying pan as if clapping them together; the zombie’s head caught in the center where they meet. The damage is disgusting.

Angelica and Deleon manage to knock a zombie down and beat it with candlestick and hammer, respectively. The other three ghouls move in. Cooper shouts for the first time: “Hit the pavement!”

You and Deleon look over toward her as the rest of the group dives to the ground. Cooper lets her length of motorcycle chain slide off her shoulder and it unravels to the concrete. She steps forward and begins to swing the chain. Finally, you and Deleon duck. With a whip-like motion, she connects the chain with a zombie’s skull, which gives off an incredible crack. The twice-dead zombie slumps to the ground. She takes out the other two with similar finesse.

The streets are silent now. The group rises from the ground. “We’re getting off the street for the night,” Cooper says. You realize the sun is setting.

“Where?” you ask. She points forward. You all look: a gothic Cathedral sits ahead—stark and menacing. The spires shoot up through the start of dusk, like the claws of some great beast.

“Looks cozy,” she replies.

[image: •]• Continue to the Cathedral.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


The Gang’s All Here


[image: ___]

“It might,” she says with a wry smile. “Follow me.”

She ventures outside the home, back out to the streets, with you and her stoic companion in tow. Once outside, she puts her forefingers in her mouth and lets out a whistle. Stillness on the afternoon air. Within thirty seconds, more survivors pour out of other houses—four of them total—to round out the group to six.

They form an arc around you, so you can see them all. “You’ve already met Jose. This is Sims. Tyberius. Hefty. And Angelica.”

You look over them as she calls them off. The first is a man in his late thirties, decked out in military gear and a little overweight. The next two are in their twenties and look like the ordeal has made them feral. The first is a handsome black man in tattered business casual. He wields a gigantic sledge hammer and has a police baton tucked in the waist of his slacks. The other one is a white guy, thin as a rail, and clearly a redneck. Plain white-tee kind of guy. He holds a heavy length of pipe about the size of a baseball bat. The last, Angelica, is a woman in her fifties; by her demeanor and clothing, you can tell she was a privileged housewife back in the world.

“You can call me Cooper, and what I say goes. You got a problem with that?”

[image: •]• “No, Ma’am.”

[image: •]• “Actually, yeah. I’ll try my chances alone.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Gear Up


[image: ___]

Before leaving, you stop by the armory. Though there’s an actual armory within the prison, this secure room has been gutted and transformed for a different use. Instead, the armory of Salvation is an Army trailer that may not be much to look at, but is filled to the brim with firepower.

There’s a US Army soldier ready to greet you; he’s slim, his hair is short-cropped in the Army’s high-and-tight fashion, and he has a thick, ruddy handlebar mustache. “Well, looky here,” he says. “The Three Musketeers, ready for their first mission. Well… you came to the right place to get outfitted. I see you got the sword already, how ‘bout the muskets?”

Rosie holds up her rifle. “I’m sticking with this. But if you have any .22 long rifle, I could use a refill.”

“Coming right up, ma’am. Would you like fries with that?”

“I must respectfully decline your wares, sir,” Lucas says. “I know my blade, and that makes it more valuable than any other weapon.”

“You might be right, sensei. But take a couple of these just in case.” The soldier tosses him a grenade belt. Lucas Tesshu nods and accepts with a smile.

“Umm… can I have some of those?” you ask.

He tsks his tongue several times with a shake of his head. “From each according to his ability, to each according to his need.” Then he steps back into the shade of the trailer. A moment later, he reappears with a combat shotgun and an ammo bandolier. “You’ve got your marksman and your grenadier, and you oughta complement them well with this.” After passing the weapon off to you, he adds with a wink, “Besides, you look like you’d be handy with one of those.”

Going back to formalities, he hands off a set of jeep keys and a map of the route to the airport. After ensuring Lucas can read it correctly, he escorts you to the vehicles. You’re to take lead.

“Whelp, thassit,” the soldier says. “Either don’t get bitten or don’t come back—good luck!”

[image: •]• Continue to the airport.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Getaway Driver


[image: ___]

The Hummer roars out, with full power applied to the wheels. The field gives way under the forceful rotation of the tires before you suddenly lurch forward and bound across the rows of dead corn. Ahead, from the acme of your bouncing hangtime, you see a change in the landscape. A sinking feeling enters your gut, so you yank the steering wheel to the side.

The vehicle careens laterally, the weight all gathering on the driver’s seat. The two passenger tires come off the ground, but luckily you don’t roll. Only a foot off your left side is a large irrigation ditch—that could’ve been bad if you had gone face-first into it. Instead, you command the Humvee forward and scream out of the field and onto a farm road.

The whole time your gunner blasts burst from the machine gun, obliterating zombies with triumphant whoops. After a lull in the shots, you can barely hear over the rumble of the engine and the ringing in your ears, but there’s another sound: the soldier dum-dittying Ride of the Valkyries to himself with a contentedly manic smile while bobbing up and down to the tune.

The country road is thin and winding, and every hundred yards or so you bash a zombie with your bumper. The soldier continues to blast out at the ones emerging from the woodline. Since the bullets are traveling at supersonic speed, the zombies explode before you even hear the shots. It’s an eerie feeling, just seeing a human body pop open before there’s any cue that the machine gun’s been fired. The bullets fly at over twice the speed of sound, so the further he shoots, the more profound the effect.

You realize with a sense of déjà vu that you’re on the same road you walked to Salvation on. These were the woods you traversed for so long. “Take the next right!” the soldier shouts in-between bursts of gunfire. There’s a “STATE REFORMATORY” sign and you turn toward it, wondering how it is exactly that you’re not leading the undead masses toward your new home. The next sign you barely see as you fly past reads, “BRIDGE OUT.”

“Umm, dude?” you say.

He pivots around, then yells a curt, “No worries. Crossing’s up ahead!” Taking his word for it, you continue to throttle forward while he turns to the rear and fires at the undead mob following in the distance.

Suddenly, you’re flying. Wheels spinning over nothing more than open sky, the Hummer lurching with instability as you experience a feeling of weightlessness. The bridge did indeed go out, and you’ve careened over a canyon the road originally crossed. There’s a small footbridge sagging below, which you notice just as the vehicle lands on it, snapping the ropes like a hand swatting a spiderweb.

That was probably the crossing he was talking about. You continue to fall to the canyon below, the Humvee rotating under front-heavy pressures. The soldier spins around toward the front, his angular momentum rotating the Hummer slightly, and looks out at the rapidly approaching canyon.

The canyon floor below is crawling with hundreds of half-broken, hungry zombies. You get it now; you were supposed to walk over the footbridge and let the zombies follow you off the cliff like lemmings. Oops.

Your gunner lets out such a prolonged, “Shiiiiiiiiiiit!” that you’ll probably reach the ground before he makes the ‘t’ sound. As he screams, he pumps out a constant stream of gunfire into the zombies writhing below.

You careen into the rocks with a fiery explosion.

THE END


Getting Schooled


[image: ___]

“Get a pair of handguns for me, Coop!” Tyberius says.

“If you find a lever or bolt-action rifle, I’d appreciate it,” Deleon adds to no one in particular, his eyes on his watch.

You’ve put some thought into what kind of firearm you’d like as well, but you’re not sure what the store will hold, so just to cover your bases you say, “Some kind of assault rifle, if you can find it. Whatever has the highest ammo capacity.”

“And you know what I want. I’m gonna be like boom boom—” Hefty mime shoots a shotgun “—Mutha Fucka!”

With that, Cooper, Sims, and Guillermo make their way out of the school’s entrance and ride away toward the sporting goods store. You try not to make much of the goodbye, instead opting for “See you later.” You can’t shake the thought that you might not; you might be on your own now, alone in the school.

Time to look around. Dr. Deleon presses a few buttons on his digital wristwatch, then looks up at the three of you left behind. “I need to use the restroom, and I’ll probably be there a while,” he says with sad eyes. “Weak stomach. Where should I meet you guys?”

“We’re gonna check the gym; don’t be too long,” Tyberius answers for you.

With a nod, the doctor turns into the bathroom and you walk down the hall with the guys. One section has posted works of student art: charcoal drawings, pencil sketches, and water paintings. “Hang on,” Hefty says, stopping.

“You interested in the arts now, Hef?” Tyberius asks.

“Art room, right? I got an idea.” You follow Hefty into the classroom and he homes in on the back corner. “Perfect,” he says. There’s an industrial paper cutter; he wrenches the large arm several times until it snaps off its hinges, then holds it up—an improvised machete!

“I bet the shop class has some pretty good stuff too,” you say.

Tyberius smiles at you. “Not bad, Newbie. Let’s go there after the gym.”

“You know,” Hefty says, eyeing his new blade. “Newbie’s got that axe, and now I’ve got this. But Doc’s alone in the bathroom and it’s been a while. Plus I gotta take a leak. I’m-a go check on him.”

And with that, it’s just you and Tyberius. You walk toward the gym, the abandoned halls echoing your steps and the linoleum floor screeching from the soles of your shoes. Nothing is very far away. The school is designed so students can walk anywhere in under ten minutes from their lockers.

The school has lots of windows, but with no power, shadows find solace around every corner. With its large skylights, the gym is the exception; it’s the brightest room in the building. You find plenty of gear there. Baseball bats and lacrosse sticks can be used as bludgeons. Hundreds of pairs of gym clothes and towels are good to freshen up with (and if the showers work? oh, my…). Wrestling mats would make perfect sleeping pads.

Tyberius lifts a pair of two-and-a-half pound dumbbells and tests them for balance in his hands. “Laugh it up, Newbie. You’ll see…”

“He’s been bit!” Hefty shouts. The words reverberate half a dozen times through the gym. You look back to see him escorting Deleon, the improvised machete pointed at his back.

You jog over to meet them. “What happened?”

“There’s always one in the bathroom,” Tyberius says, shaking his head.

“I’ve been bitten since long before I met you. I tried to tell Hefty—”

“Bullshit. That’s impossible.”

Deleon sighs. “Let me see the bite,” Tyberius commands.

The doctor reluctantly raises his arm for inspection. There’s a hideous bite wound that his cast was previously hiding. It looks like the nightmarish eye of an unspeakable evil. The center is thick like keloid scar tissue, and black, with an orange discharge. The black color spreads out several inches away from the bite through the veins, as if marking a path within.

“Let’s say you’re telling the truth; how are you not dead?” Tyberius asks.

“I’m working on a cure. It’s not complete yet, but it keeps death at bay.”

“Save it for Cooper; she’ll know what to do,” Hefty says. “C’mon, let’s go wait at the front.”

[image: •]• Go wait for guns and judgment.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Gilgazyme®


[image: ___]

You really think you can afford immortality? What are you, a movie star?

[image: •]• “Why yes, I am quite wealthy. I’ll take that inhaler, please.”

[image: •]• “Sigh. Looks like I’ll just dream about it and die one day like everyone else.”

[image: •]• “I guess you’re right. I’ll have to infiltrate the company and steal a sample.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Gods of the Underworld


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

For centuries, mankind lived right in their own excrement. People literally worked in, lived in, and ate in their own filth. The mortality rate was high and life expectancy was low. Then people learned about “germs,” which, as it turns out, have no lasting effect on you. Another benefit of immortality is, you don’t get sick.

And as the blood, guts, and excrement of humanity flows by, you’re lucky you aren’t capable of retching. So the river of filth—the only “leftovers” of the apocalyptic feast—do not bother you as they would a human being. You are a little handicapped, however, in that there’s so much viscera you’re unable to track your prey by smell.

You wade through the muck, sloshing through the corridors and catacombs, but not aimlessly. You’re exploring. If by the smallest chance there’s a human down here, you’ll find them eventually. You hear something wading through the tunnels ahead, but you just know it’s merely another god, and not prey. You don’t waste time contemplating; you just keep searching.

In truth, the labyrinthine sewer system is chock full of immortals. Silent sentinels, trudging their way beneath humanity, seeking them out 24-hours-a-day. More than a normal-size crowd is clustered around an illuminated passage, milling about a hall as if unable, or unwilling, to go through. When you make it there, you see why.

A ceiling grate is open to the outside world, and moonlight flows through it in a checkered spotlight. You nudge your way through the mob and when the terrestrial air moves across your scent glands, you know why they’re here—humans. The smell is vague, like a subtle spice in a casserole, but the humans are up there somewhere, and in good numbers.

Your hands move up to the grate, searching through the holes for a way out. Your digits have been through a lot, and your ring finger has a splint of bone protruding from the top. This gets caught on the grate when you pull but you have enough tensile strength left so that the barrier comes off.

A goddess to your side snaps her head toward the new opening with zealous attentiveness. She moans her desire, rushing toward a potential meal. The others swarm in behind her. You try to follow, but the sewer grate has your arm pinned by that gnarled ring finger. With a mighty tug, you’re free and following the swarm. They’d better leave some fresh meat for you!

“Creepers!” a voice yells.

You climb out of the sewer and into the cool night air. The screams of men excite and invigorate your senses. It’s a compound! One of the last bastions of humanity, and you’ve stumbled upon it. Gunshots ring out, more screams, and even more moans fill the air. You grab your first victim and spill her life out onto the earth. Back into the sewer her innards flow.

The immortal pantheon spreads out, trying to maximize the panic. Those armed with guns are in the minority, but other humans prove competent blasphemers and bring down gods and goddesses with battle-forged melee tactics.

You corner a group of five men, although it looks like they are cornering you. Yet there is fear on their faces, and nothing but excitement on yours. You moan your battle cry and stumble toward them, unconcerned with their axes, baseball bats, and machetes. They stand their ground, letting you come to them.

Then the wall collapses behind them. It was a temporary barrier, to be sure, and it crashes under the weight of two dozen immortals. These are your reinforcements, members of the terrestrial pantheon who came at the call of the moan.

They turn to face the larger threat and hack away at your brothers and sisters. You take one human down from behind, and the distraction allows your fellow immortals to overwhelm the other human survivors.

It’s a brief but wonderful bloodbath, perhaps even the last of its kind. Soon there is nothing more than silent shuffling once more. These pockets of humanity are surely dwindling, so now you’re back to wandering, in hopes that you’ll stumble across a mother lode once again.

[image: •]• Wander.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Gone in a Flash


[image: ___]

Ever the model of calm and clarity, Lucas Tesshu follows Rosie up the road and away from what he believes to be the right choice. He successfully covers up whatever concerns he might feel from being outvoted. In fact, he’s so collected you wonder if it wasn’t folly to ignore his wisdom. But silence isn’t always intelligence.

“How long should we travel in this direction?” you ask.

“That depends on how far away we assume the compound to be. Should we set a point of no return, based on supplies?” Master Tesshu asks, much like a teacher offering a problem to the class.

“I don’t really know, obviously,” Rosie answers. She consults her watch. “But it’ll be dark in ten hours.”

“Perhaps sooner with those clouds.” You look to the sky; there’s a storm on the horizon.

It’s not a comforting answer, but it’ll work for now. The three of you continue down the road in silence, ever watchful of the brush for signs of life… or death. In the quiet of the following hours, you’re a bit unnerved. Where there’s one zombie, there are usually others. But what does a lack of zombies imply?

*     *     *

Dusk settles over the purpled woods like bruised flesh. “We will need to look for camp,” Lucas says.

“After the next road sign,” Rosie agrees.

In the hours that passed, you hadn’t seen a single corpse, any signs of violence, or even one undead. This singular aloneness is highly unnerving. You’re not sure you’ve gone an entire day without a ghoul or two. But they’ve been strangely absent since the swamp.

The final road sign is ahead. Rosie jogs up to view it closer, then turns to you and lets out a hearty “Boo-yah!”

Along with Lucas, you jog up to meet her. The sign reads, “PENITENTIARY CANYON TRAIL.” Without a word of debate, Rosie turns off the country road and onto the dirt trail. It looks like an overused deer path, but she’s not deterred. Lucas looks to the sun with a degree of wariness.

The descent is a quick one. Soon the grass and woods give way to rocky outcroppings and stone walls. You enter a slot canyon—the walls rise up twenty feet and higher; this canyon was carved out by streams and rainwater over the course of millennia.

Dark clouds brood above. “Think it will rain?” you ask Lucas.

“Ame futte ji katamaru—after the rain, the earth hardens. It’s something my mother used to say; basically it means there will be adversity, but things will get better.”

“So… it’ll rain?” You both laugh.

“Quiet!” Rosie commands.

The laughter echoes through the canyon, reverberating a hundred times until it finally fades away. But something is still there—moaning. Much further down the canyon, there must be undead. Thunder crackles deeply across the sky, dipping down into the canyon like a perverse demigod joining in the laughter.

You turn back and look at the way you came. The sky is torn in midnight streaks, recognizable as rain in the distance. The light wanes far more quickly than you’re comfortable with. “We need to turn back,” you say.

“Those moans could be coming from anywhere,” Rosie says.

“I don’t give a shit!” you yell. You’re frightened, more frightened than when you were alone.

“Easy there,” she says.

“I’m afraid I agree, Rosie. Let’s turn back,” Lucas adds.

She stares the two of you down. “Fine. Let’s camp by the trail, then come back at first light.”

“Fine,” you say in unison with Lucas.

The three of you rush back up the canyon, the smaller rocks dislodged by your steps, the cool of the night sinking down around you, and the first patter of rain upon your shoulders. Your legs ache with fatigue. The descent was so slight you didn’t even feel the gradual dip, but on the way up you realize how far you’ve come.

Water begins streaming down the graveled floor and your footing suffers. You slip about every fourth step, though you’re the least graceful of the three. Rosie occasionally reaches for the smooth canyon walls for support, and Lucas is as fox-footed as ever.

A small torrent rushes down toward you just as the patter becomes a downpour. You’re soaked to the skin, and the new river drenches your socks as well. You’re unable to move quickly because each step is underwater.

The smooth rocks provide little stability, and you fall into the brook. Your pants are drenched. Then a new sound appears over the rain and thunder. A low grumble. But it’s not the moaning; that was overpowered by the rainstorm. This new sound drowns out the very rain beating against your ears.

A rush of water, six feet high, pounds around the bend before you. You’ve no option other than to look dumbly at the liquid wall approaching. The smooth canyon walls leave nothing to grab hold of, and no outcroppings from which to resist the rush.

The three of you are swept away by the torrent. Water makes every effort to rob you of your breath: jumping into your mouth, dunking your head under, slamming you against the canyon wall; but you’re able to cough a breath here and there as you rollick your way down the canyon.

You’re riding the very forefront of the current, watching helplessly as land becomes river. You travel the ground you reclaimed in a matter of seconds. There’s a recurring sequence of being thrown out in front of the water and getting scooped up again. After a dozen times, the rocks cutting and bruising you, the water finally catches up with the moans.

And in the next split second, you learn why you’ve seen no zombies hitherto. They were all down here, trapped and broken in the canyon. Hundreds of them piled atop one another inside a steep embankment. Then you are thrown atop the pile. They react as an angry nest of fire ants, whirling about to attack you. The last thing you see before the water comes is a small footbridge, high above the canyon. On your back, looking up, the rapids take you.

The deluge is something you can no longer resist, not with thousands of zombies grabbing and pulling at you like you’re the lone life raft after a cruise liner sinks. You’re bitten, but not eaten. You’re drowned, but not dead. At least not forever. The Gilgazyme ® makes sure of that. Even as your limp body moves with the current, the plague restructures your DNA. Soon you will rise again.

You’ll never know the fate of Rosie and Lucas Tesshu, for even if you see them again, you wouldn’t know their names. Feeling and memory give way to instinct. You’ll wash up somewhere, with no recollection of who you are, and then you’ll wander toward civilization.

[image: •]• Give way to instinct.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Goodbye


[image: ___]

“Then keep on running,” she says, no remorse in her dusky eyes.

[image: •]• Keep on running.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Go, Go, Go!


[image: ___]

This being your first up-close encounter with the undead, you flee in terror. Your backpack bounces awkwardly as you run across neighboring lawns. You breathe hard and fast, bounding with strides longer than you knew you could take.

Once the lizard part of your brain stops telling you to run, your tunnel vision relents and you actually see what’s around you. Then you stop dead in your tracks, your back up against a house.

Across the street, a housewife zombie stands inside her home, just behind the screen door. She stares at you. Without any real signs of aggression, she pushes the tattered screen out of its frame and steps through the door.

As you stare back, two hands crash out of the glass behind you and grab onto your backpack, lifting you up to the raised window. You struggle to get out, thrashing like an angry toddler trying to squirm out of a sweater, and at the last moment slide out onto the lawn—your backpack disappears into the house.

You get away, but your gear does not. Looking back, you don’t see the undead housewife, either. Luckily, you were carrying the fireman’s axe so you at least have that. What do you do?

[image: •]• That pack’s got everything: weapons, first aid, food, flashlight, maps… I’ve got to go back for it.

[image: •]• Keep moving. If you haven’t got your health, you haven’t got anything.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Gothic Horror


[image: ___]

Cooper pulls pieces off the barricade. Guillermo joins in. So do Hefty and Sims. Despite giving your verbal approval, you don’t move forward to help; you can’t. Angelica reaches out and grabs your hand. In a way, that might’ve helped you more than it did her—it’s easier to be brave when you’re protecting someone more afraid than you.

They get the way clear but wait a moment before opening the doors. It feels like a point of no return. Looks like it’s your turn to be brave. You nod at Angelica, drop her hand and move forward to pull the handles.

The great doors slowly creak open as you pull. Deleon’s flashlight clicks on. A chorus of moans greets you with a draft of hot and sticky air. The flashlight’s beam searches across the open cathedral, and the candlelight reveals you’ve entered the main stage. The altar sits undisturbed.

It takes great concentration to will your feet forward. Still you move toward the moans. Why aren’t they coming at you? Just as the thought crosses your mind, it’s answered.

Inside, on the ground between the pews, bodies lie wrapped and bound in white sheets. Squirming.

You look down at the sheeted zombie before you. It thrashes, then continues to roll about. Encased head to toe in a white sheet and tied with ropes around the neck, torso, arms, legs and feet. They’re all identically prepared, at least two hundred of them.

“Oh, my God,” Sims mutters.

“We’ve got to kill them. They’ll call others,” Tyberius says, more to himself than anyone else.

Cooper firmly says, “We’re going to burn them.”

Angelica is frantic now. “This is a sanctuary!” she says. “This is the house of God. This is a holy resting place. He made all creation, and on the seventh day he rested.”

“And on the eighth day, Satan laughed,” Cooper replies grimly. “Now c’mon.”

The zombies squirm and moan. Hefty shifts uncomfortably. “It’s true, we can’t just leave them here like this. They need to be… put down.”

“Doc, is this necessary?” Sims asks.

Deleon shrugs. “They don’t feel pain. They probably weren’t even moving until they smelled us.”

“Smelled us? Fuck…” Tyberius mutters.

Angelica turns to Deleon with desperation. “What about the cure?”

“It’s possible,” he replies, resigned.

Cooper shakes her head. “We have to kill all of them, or more will come. Each one of these could start a new outbreak. There’s oil in those lamps, we can use that.”

To burn or not to burn?

[image: •]• “It’s us versus them, cure or not. Burn the bastards.”

[image: •]• “We should be so lucky—if we were ever bitten. Leave them be.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


The Great Escape


[image: ___]

The horde of a hundred undead swarms the entrance to the store, filing in one by one. They’re hungry and anxious, and throngs more are arriving from the surrounding area by the minute. Something shoots out from behind the crowd: seven figures on bicycles are leaving by the service entrance, speeding by in the background. It’s your group, escaping like a wily cartoon character slipping out from under a pile of animated foes.

You speed away from the danger on your bicycles, but your daring attempt is by no means foolproof. You bob and weave through the stragglers, who are quick to realize their meal is trying to escape. Ahead there’s a body-builder zombie so large it puts 1980s Schwarzenegger to shame. It moves to tackle you with its enormous meat hooks, but you veer away. With a furious roar it tries to stumble-run after the group, almost like a gorilla, but they split around him like a flock of birds and the zombie has no chance to catch up.

For a time, you ride in silence. The only sounds are the zombie moans and the airy whirring of tires. It doesn’t take long until you’ve escaped the thick of them. Feeling victory, you slow to a cruising pace.

[image: •]• Time to deliver Christmas presents to the school.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Grin and Bare It


[image: ___]

You’re inside the annex of the cathedral; the main church was inaccessible. The wooden front doors were thick and heavy in the old style, and no one really wanted to smash in the stained-glass windows, so annex it was.

It kind of looks like a Christmas Eve candlelight service in here. Cooper blows out the camping lanterns once the last candle is lit, saving them for later. There were several boxes of candles in storage, and the center of the room is illuminated by a large advent wreath Hefty found. The group is still settling in and reconnoitering supplies. Dr. Deleon comes in from the bathroom, adjusting his wristwatch. You notice him walk over to his pack and slip an empty test tube vial into it.

“Who wants communion?” Sims asks, returning from one of the storerooms with a bottle of wine he found.

“I don’t drink, never have,” Angelica says. Something in her voice tells you she’s lying, but why is unclear. Maybe she’s trying to brush him off?

Cooper returns from an adjoining hall. “Don’t start the party just yet. Doctor’s orders, we need to check for bites. So, Doc, you and the newbie—front and center. The rest of you, off your asses.”

The group forms a loose circle around the two of you. “Strip,” Cooper commands.

“Excuse me?” Deleon responds.

“You’re the newest, we have to check. Take off your clothes. Nobody’s shy at the end of the world, c’mon.”

“How do we know you’re clean?” you ask in protest.

“That’s right,” Deleon adds. “If this is so you trust us; we should trust you too.”

Cooper pauses a second. Then she undoes and takes off her jacket. “All right, fine.” She unbuckles her belt. “Everybody, clothes off.”

“Yes!” Hefty says, sotto voce.

“Girls and boys in different rooms,” Angelica instructs. Maybe she was a schoolteacher back in the world?

Tyberius looks to Hefty. “All right then, we already checked each other, right, Hef?”

“Yeah—we’re good.”

“Yeah… I was there too, so…” Sims chimes in.

Cooper takes a step forward. “No. The only way—” she looks right at you, her dark eyes piercing. “The only way to really trust each other—” then to the others, “is to do it as a group.”

“This is a house of God,” Angelica says, not without some indignation.

“Spare me. This discussion is over.”

The group stares at one another in silence. No one moves. Each person looks deeply into every other person’s eyes. No one wants to say anything, to be the first to move, and the awkwardness hangs in the air for what feels like forever. After a pause, Deleon starts to disrobe.

Everyone follows suit, with various degrees of sheepishness, according to their different personalities. You join in too, knowing you can’t be the odd one out. It’s for safety, you tell yourself. Guillermo looks confused, but eventually shrugs and follows the others.

Deleon neatly folds his clothes as he takes them off, but the others do not. After a minute, you all stand in a circle, your clothes strung out all over the floor. Some look around the room with shame, others stare directly at their teammate’s bodies. You can’t help but look; what’s the point of undressing if you don’t look for bites?

Deleon has a fit physique, not what you imagined a workaholic scientist would look like naked. He catches your glance. You both shy away, innocent and embarrassed. Sims and Guillermo look more like expected; each is carrying a few pounds they’ll likely lose in the upcoming weeks and months.

Tyberius is a man who works out regularly; survival of the fittest, indeed! Hefty is the opposite of his namesake, thin as a rail. Angelica is well-toned for someone her age. There must’ve been spin classes or Pilates in her past.

Cooper has a taut, muscular frame, but enough fat in the right places to keep her look feminine. As a matter of fact, her athletic body makes you swallow hard. She clearly stares at Deleon. Judges him openly, sizes him up. Then she looks at you, making no effort to hide her appraisal. Noticing your own gaze, she raises an eyebrow.

You look away.

“What about that cast?” Sims asks. “What’s under there?” Deleon folds his arms across his chest, the cast close against his body. “How do we know you weren’t bit?”

Deleon has a look of being persecuted, and is suddenly filled with more shame than mere naked exposure would cause. The group stares in silence. Tyberius breaks in, “‘Cause he’s not trying to eat you right now, dumbass.”

“He’d be all pale, and sweaty, and—if he were turning,” Angelica adds.

“All I’m saying is, what’s under there, so…”

“A fractured radius,” Deleon answers. “Once infected, a person only has six hours before the incubation is complete, and symptoms start as early as the first hour. I was having my bathroom remodeled. Instead I made this.” He holds his arm cast up for examination.

The group falls to silence, looking at each other for bites once again. Angelica and Sims cover their private parts.

“Aw, what the fuck?” Tyberius says to Hefty. “Put that shit away, man.”

You can’t help but look, just like the rest of the group. Hefty smiles and glances down at his growing manhood. “That’s why they call me Hefty.”

You all try not to notice, giving cries of disgust and disapproval.

*     *     *

Everyone is dressed once more. Suddenly, you hear a moan, soft and distant. You lift your axe and look about for the source. “What was that?” you ask, seeking the far-off sound. The group stops and listens. The faint moan continues.

“The souls of the damned,” Angelica says.

Sims points above. “It’s coming from the air vent.” He dons his gas mask.

Deleon walks over to the vent. “Must be in the main church.”

“Gear up,” Cooper says.

Everyone grabs their melee weapons and candles are handed out. Following Cooper, you slip into the cathedral halls. The group moves, silent and fleet of foot. Shadows leap about from the candlelight. Passing through the long, ornamentally decorated corridor, you eventually make it to the cathedral doors. Large, wooden, and barricaded.

The moan comes from behind these doors. “Are we sure we want to do this?” Tyberius asks.

“What, are you scared?” Sims responds.

“Hell, yes.”

You’re all nerves-pressed-against-cheese-grater. You have to bite the inside of your cheek just to keep some semblance of composure.

“Look, they know we’re here,” Deleon says, “There’d be scratching and scraping if they were right on the other side.”

“So, it’s safe?” you ask.

“I wouldn’t go that far.”

“If we’re going to sleep here, we need to silence them,” Cooper says, moving forward to tear down the barricade.

[image: •]• “I don’t think we should disturb them.”

[image: •]• “Just be ready to re-seal that door, just in case.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Gunner


[image: ___]

“That’s the spirit! But… no fucking way. She’s my baby. Yeah, I admit it, I’m that spoiled kid and it’s my toy. My toy!” The last bit he screams out in a child-mimicked squeal. Then he laughs a wide-eyed titter and you suddenly feel like you may have accepted a ride from the wrong stranger.

He takes an assault rifle off the trailer wall and presses the stock against your chest. You claim the black weapon, looking it over while he opens a canvas bag and fills it with banana clips. He takes a combat shotgun down as well and loads the breach full of shells.

“I’ll need to drive us first, so you can ride in the back for a bit… Ah, fuck it—I’m no asshole. We’ve got two boxes of ammo for the thing, and you can have the first. Don’t let it be said I never did nothin’ for nobody. Oh, and this probably goes without saying, but the old man would skin us alive if he finds out, so no bragging to your friends when we get back.”

You follow him out back, where he opens a massive padlock on the rear gate, pushes it open and bids you follow with a toss of his head. Just on the other side is a combat-ready Humvee. It’s large, massive, in fact, menacing and inviting at the same time. At the passenger side he pumps the shotgun and laughs as he shouts, “Shotgun!” placing the weapon in the empty seat.

You open the door on the driver’s side, surprised at how light and almost toy-like it feels. “You want this thing in here?” you ask, holding up the rifle.

“Yup. You should see a rack. Then hop in back.”

*     *     *

Rows of dead corn husks, brown and brittle, stand limply across the massive field. The zombie farmer crunches the dry crops underfoot as he shuffles across his lonely home. He’s not really headed anywhere, just ambling; waiting for instinct to take hold.

As a mighty engine roar comes closer, his head snaps up like an animal’s. He moves toward the sound just as the Humvee bounds around the corner. The soldier leans out of the window and screams back to you, “Fuck him up!” Your hands are on the .50-caliber machine gun.

It swivels smoothly as you take aim. You depress the trigger and the field erupts in dirt explosions. You force the firing line up to the zombie and his body is torn to shreds by the dagger-sized bullets. It doesn’t matter if you score a headshot, and that’s a beautiful thing.

Looking for more, you see dozens of zombies coming out from the woodline. The engine noise and gunshots bring them out like flies to honey on a hot summer day. You never had this much fun back in the real world. This is truly living. All those flesh-eating bastards coming at you from the trees have come here to kill you, but nu-uh, not this time. It’s your turn.

The weapon was designed to be used by GED-wielding seventeen-year-olds, which equates to videogame-like simplicity. The machine gun erupts from your fingertips, the seemingly endless stream of bullets blowing apart the zombies. It’s like they’re watermelons, fat and thick and ripe, and you’ve dropped a firecracker inside the sweet, juicy center. Ka-BOOM!

“Try not to blow your load too fast!” the soldier screams. “Short bursts!”

You nod at him and look up for more undead from the forest’s edge. They steadily trickle in, to the point where they’re appearing faster than you can kill them. The soldier spins donuts, allowing you a constant “refresh” of your target zone.

Your arms pulsate from the recoil shudder, combined with your own adrenaline. You squint, aiming carefully at a female ghoul—probably the farmer’s daughter—and blow her to bits. The troop drives you through the thick of it, trying to ram into the ghouls before you get a chance to shoot. It’s like a game; who’ll kill the zombie first? You jolt as he crunches into one zombie, its head smashed beneath the tire.

The damage you lay out across their bodies is nearly unfathomable. To call a .50-cal a large bullet is a gross understatement—it’s more appropriately dubbed a small missile. Why does this weapon cause disproportionately more damage than other firearms? It’s a process called inertial cavitation. The massive bullet pushes through the body with such fierce acceleration that the resultant force creates a pressure differential and the target literally collapses inward at the point of impact. Think of throwing a stone in a lake—the water sinks in around the rock in a much greater area than simply the size of the rock, yes? So it is when a bullet hits a zombie in center mass and the ghoul is cut in half.

And just like the lake, there’s splash-back.

Even a hit to the shoulder can be fatal. Not because the explosion beheads the zombie, but because the tremendous amount of energy transferred to the bone on impact is such that a fatal concussion turns the undead brain to little more than slush.

The M2 whirs loudly, purring with the satisfaction of the fifty-zombie meal just consumed. You yell to the soldier, “Is that it?”

“Another ammo box—look to your left. No, my left. Other left!” He leans his entire torso out of the driver’s side window, trying to point it out to you.

Then you see it. You lift the box for him to confirm and something catches your eye—the Humvee’s about to smash into an irrigation ditch. You open your mouth to warn him just as the front end dips down into the water and the bumper smashes against the concrete lip. The momentum makes the tail of the vehicle fly forward. You’re launched from the turret like a catapult.

The dirt is soft and gives some cushioning as you smash into the field. Fortunately. You rise and spit earth, popping your joints and groaning with pain. The Humvee sits on its roof, wheels still spinning. The driver’s door pops open and the soldier rolls out with a grunt. He lies prostrate on the ground, arms spread and looking to the sky.

You move to help him up, looking out for approaching zombies. As you do so, you see that the number of undead is shockingly high. A town of three thousand may seem abandoned when you drive through it, but take all those people out of their houses and put them on your front lawn, and those three thousand become an army.

And looking to the woodline, it seems that most of the zombies are finally descending upon your farm. The sounds of havoc and destruction have them frenzied to the point where they’re stumbling at you in a half-coordinated run.

“Lots of zombs?” the soldier asks from the ground. He can see the look in your eyes. “Goddammit.” He scoops himself off the dirt and scurries back into the vehicle, emerging a second later with both weapons, tossing you the shotgun. “You ready for this?”

The undead are almost here. Angry and multitudinous.

[image: •]• “Ready to get up and run?”

[image: •]• “Let’s do this—put the extra ammo between us and keep the Hummer at your back.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Hammer Time


[image: ___]

You run at the zombie, screaming to embolden yourself, hammer raised high. Such a non-thinking entity surely won’t attempt to dodge, so you get as big a windup as you can and slam-dunk the tool at his head.

Zombies may not duck, but they don’t stay static, either, so you have to adjust your trajectory mid-bludgeon. Your blow hits the thing in the skull, glancing off and causing the head to bounce. It’s not propped up against any sort of backboard, so essentially you just push its head away—albeit very hard. The attack would have at least incapacitated a man, probably causing death from internal bleeding.

But not an undead man. These ghouls don’t bleed, and a fractured skull is not enough to destroy the brain. The fisherman isn’t fazed in the least, and grabs hold of your arm, even while his head still recoils. With the zombie holding your primary arm, you can’t do anything with the hammer. He bites down.

You can’t help but shout from the pain. His two fishing buddies enter the cabin behind him with hungry eyes, looking forward to helping their friend finish you off. This doesn’t look good.

Just as you think this is it, with what sounds like a small firecracker the first zombie’s brain sprays out the front of his head. As he hits the ground, there’s another pop and the second zombie goes down. The third falls in just the same way. What just happened? Before you have time to put two and two together, the shooter runs into the cabin and with a sweep of the rifle, comes to point at you. It’s a teenage girl in paintball armor.

“Are you bit?” she yells.

You can’t help but look at your arm, at the deep red gouges, clearly in the shape of teeth. You’re infected. You look back to her. She raises her rifle, and with another firecracker pop, puts a bullet squarely into your head.

THE END


Hanging Around


[image: ___]

You skirt the outside of the entry, taking extra care to keep your distance from the dangling ghoul. He lurches, swatting at you, trying to keep you in his sight. As a result, he’s swaying and twisting like mad. Figuring you don’t know how well that rope will hold, you move on quickly.

The back patio catches your attention: there’s a radial arm saw jury-rigged to perfection; it stands at neck height, waiting to engage and decapitate anyone who might hazard upon it. The door remains closed, yet the glass in the door is broken. Being the detective-type, you notice that the glass lies on the floor inside the house, meaning it was broken from the outside. Even so, there’s no blood on the saw blades.

The home remains perfectly intact and pristine on the inside as well. Even the furniture sits where it would have before the pox descended upon the other houses. Only one element sticks out: two pairs of dirty footprints, leading from the patio to the kitchen.

[image: •]• I’ve seen enough; time to move on.

[image: •]• Only two sets of footprints? Let’s see what’s in the kitchen.

[image: •]• Maybe the upstairs has some good loot.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Hanging Out with Dr. Armageddon


[image: ___]

Dr. Richard Phoenix has an amazing pad. Right in the middle of downtown, top floor, large glass walls. He must have anticipated the wealth Gilgazyme ® would bring, and spent himself into massive debt. There’s literally no other way he could afford this place. Everything is sleek and modern, meticulously decorated according to the latest trends. When you arrived, the girls—a pair of escorts—were already strung out on cocaine. They must be expensive as well; they’re gorgeous. One has her top off and the other girl wears nothing but a bra. Two empty Gilgazyme ® inhalers sit on the coffee table.

“Welcome!” he yells from the railing on the second floor, when the bottomless hooker lets you in. He rushes down to meet you, channeling Hugh Heffner in a scarlet silk bathrobe. With arms wide open, he greets you, embracing you in a hug and offering a kiss on each cheek. “Janitor, so glad you could make it.” He’s manic from the cocaine. “What’s your poison?”

From the look on his face, you know that “No, thanks” is not an option, unless you want to turn around and go home. You say:

[image: •]• “You have a full bar, yes? Top-shelf cocktail please.”

[image: •]• “I guess draw me a line…when in Rome, snort as the geneticists do.”

[image: •]• “Gimme-gimme-gimme that Gilgazyme!”

[image: •]• “No, thanks.” It’s always an option. You turn around and go home.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Hanging with Hefty and Tyberius


[image: ___]

Tyberius looks inside parked cars as the three of you walk down the road. “What’re you hoping to find?” you ask.

He shrugs. “Don’t know. But I tell you, always check parked cars. Know why?”

“Why?”

“’Cause think about it. People’re fleeing. Fleeing for their lives. Where’s all the valuable, important stuff, in their houses? No. It’s with them. In their cars.”

“That’s pretty smart,” Hefty says. “Not bad.”

“Yeah, stick with me, Hef. You’ll go far.”

“Oh, get off your own nuts.” They chuckle.

A loud crack opens in the air. You turn to see Cooper within an inch of Deleon’s face. She looks as much like she could kiss him as punch him. A broken handheld voice recorder lies on the ground next to them.

She whispers something to him, and you can’t hear it, but then intentionally loudly she says, “Why don’t you explain what we’re up against, if you’re such an expert?”

The whole group now waits on Deleon. “All right, good idea. Let’s see… I’m guessing you know that the head is the only weakness. All right, fine. You know they’re attracted to any commotion or human sounds and smells. Including their own moans, right?”

She whispers again. “I want to know how someone becomes one.”

“Well, a bite, even a small one will fester until the person eventually transforms. The gene-therapy is delivered essentially like a virus, meaning for all intents and purposes, this is a blood-born pathogen.”

Cooper finally looks intrigued. Deviously, she asks, “Really? So we should check people for bites?”

“After every skirmish, generally.”

“And there’s no hope once you’re bitten?”

“There will be. Once I finish my cure,” he smiles meekly.

A man screams out. You look back, just as Tyberius nearly gets yanked into a car. He screams as a zombie trapped in a seat belt tries to pull him in. “Get this fucking thing off me!” he shouts.

“All right, all right, pull back,” Hefty commands.

Tyberius pulls away the best he can and Hefty brings his length of pipe down on the ghoul’s arms over and over. The bones snap, but the grip holds. “Hold on.” Sims uses his ridiculous Rambo knife to cut Tyberius’ dress shirt in half from the back.

Tyberius manages to slip out and away from the car, his musculature on display in a wife-beater-style shirt.

“Kill it!” Angelica shouts, helpless with panic. Seatbelt Zombie moans.

“Hold it, Sims,” Tyberius says. “Hefty, do me a favor.”

“You got it.” Hefty stands at the back of the car. The zombie leans as far as it can, torso out of the car, growls, snarls, and moans at Hefty. Tyberius finds the giant sledge hammer he carried; as he claims it from the ground, its end scrapes the pavement. Sparks jump from the metal head.

“Kill it now!” Angelica shouts again.

Tyberius raises the weapon slowly and deliberately, then with an athletic fierceness, spins a three-sixty—ending with the zombie’s head caught between the car frame and the full weight of the hammer.

Another five zombies come out of nearby buildings. You’re surrounded. You axe one in the back, sending it towards Guillermo. Guillermo swings his meat cleaver and frying pan as if clapping them together; the zombie’s head caught in the center where they meet. The damage is disgusting.

Angelica and Deleon manage to knock a zombie down and beat it with candlestick and hammer, respectively. The other three ghouls move in. Cooper shouts for the first time: “Hit the pavement!”

You and Deleon look over toward her as the rest of the group dives to the ground. Cooper lets her length of motorcycle chain slide off her shoulder and it unravels to the concrete. She steps forward and begins to swing the chain. Finally, you and Deleon duck. With a whip-like motion, she connects the chain with a zombie’s skull, which gives off an incredible crack. The twice-dead zombie slumps to the ground. She takes out the other two with similar finesse.

The streets are silent now. The group rises from the ground. “We’re getting off the street for the night,” Cooper says. You realize the sun is setting.

“Where?” you ask. She points forward. You all look: a gothic Cathedral sits ahead—stark and menacing. The spires shoot up through the start of dusk, like the claws of some great beast.

“Looks cozy,” she replies.

[image: •]• Continue to the Cathedral.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Head for the Hills!


[image: ___]

Just like granny would’ve said when she thought Commies were invading. You don’t have much, but what you do have, you throw in the back of your car. Some camping gear and whatever staples look like they’re the densest and highest in calories. That emergency kit you thought was a lame Christmas present might actually come in handy.

Lucky for you, your gas tank is full. And you’ve even got a head start out of town. Well, you could’ve left a few days ago, but you weren’t really that surprised when Lindsay Lohan ate a member of the paparazzi.

Still, the more proactive citizens are out and about in your city, preparing for whatever is to come. Traffic is heavy and you keep thinking, it’s now or never. Wait a little while longer and these roads will probably be permanently closed.

On your way out of town, you pass through the suburbs. You drive past somebody mowing his lawn; poor bastard. Another few houses later, you see two men wrestling on a driveway. You’re not sure if the scourge has already made it this far, or if the looting has begun. You drive on.

With the open road before you, you’ve got plenty of miles to contemplate your next move:

[image: •]• I know there’re some cabins only a couple of hours away. Maybe there’ll be some people I can meet up with or at least supplies stashed there?

[image: •]• There’s supposed to be some caves up north. I want to avoid people at all costs.

[image: •]• I’ll stop before dark and set up the tent. I want to stay mobile, and tomorrow is another day.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Hello, Mr. Scientist


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

He crawls across the tiled floor, too wounded to run. You shuffle toward him, both of you knowing full well you’re gaining. He musters his final strength and rises to his feet, grunting angrily as he tries to flee on a broken leg. The doctor rushes toward a classroom, opening the door in an effort to escape.

Oh no, he doesn’t! You stumble-run after him, lunging at the last moment and falling into the classroom with him. He slams his pickaxe against the floor in front of the door, breaking through the tiles and preventing any further immortals from entry. Big mistake!

You attack him: clawing, scraping, and biting. He wrestles with you, but he’s not really trying to kill you. Instead, he’s trying to get to one of the desks. This is the science lab, not really a classroom at all, but that shouldn’t matter. Except that he grabs a vial of something, inserts it into a syringe, and stabs you with it—injecting you full-on with the liquid.

Whatever, you attack him still. But then, after a moment, you stop. You… don’t want to eat him anymore. What’s happening? You look at your hands, and see an odd sight: blood actually begins flowing out of your wounds. Your heart starts to beat and you take a breath in, let it out, then take another.

You’re human again.

“How?” you ask through an incredibly sore throat.

He smiles. “The cure, it’s in you now.” He’s in terrible shape. Almost turned, he gasps, “Take my notes… find the others… radioed from the prison.”

The door crashes open. You freeze, your eyes closed, but nothing happens. You open your eyes. The ghouls stand in the room, evidently without a purpose. They just look ahead, lifeless, paying you no mind. Slowly, you move forward. There, looking you right in the face, is a zombie—the walking corpse stares right through you.

You move without fear amongst them. You’re cured, yet they still see you as one of their own. After a moment, Deleon—the doctor who just cured you—walks past as well, without pain—newly undead.

[image: •]• Go radio in to the other survivors.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


He Wasn’t Bluffing


[image: ___]

“Look, this one’s infected!” the man in the suit shouts. Automatically, you look to see who’s around to witness. No one’s close enough to see you’re plainly healthy. Shit. CRACK—the baseball bat connects cleanly to your temple. A lesson you no longer have the brain to learn: in these early stages, your fellow humans pose more of a threat than the zombies.

To him, that handgun represents protection for his family. People will do crazy things to protect their loved ones. And in a world where mankind is turning into monsters and eating each other, you’re one less hungry mouth.

THE END


Hiding Out with Dr. Apocalypse


[image: ___]

Deleon’s apartment is nice, but nothing too upscale. It doesn’t come close to the opulence of Phoenix’s penthouse. The living room and kitchen have been converted into a makeshift lab: beakers and test tubes are everywhere, and various notes adorn his home. Without delay he sets to work on the cure, which, you glean from the notes is called, “Formula of Rememdium.”

You unload the equipment from the company, along with rations and other emergency supplies. After that, you set to securing and boarding up the apartment—he was remodeling his bathroom, so tools and lumber are plentiful—all the while keeping a close eye on Deleon and a tight grip on his hammer, just in case that bite gets any worse. An hour goes by. He works feverishly, knowing he doesn’t have much time. Once you finish your fortification, you follow the doctor, watching his every move.

Deleon sweats profusely. He starts to look pale and sickly, but you’re not sure if it’s because he’s turning into a zombie or because the realization of what he’s started is finally sinking in. He removes a digital voice recorder, and speaks into it: “The formula proves… troublesome. It seems we designed the delivery vehicle for the altered genetic code too well. I can stave off the transformation for a time, but I can’t seem to reverse it completely.” The man acts like you’re not even in the same room. No cure? You hold the hammer close.

He continues, “I can feel my mental faculties slowing considerably. It’s like my motivation to live is just fading out. I’ll have to resort to provisional measures.”

Deleon sets the recorder down, then inserts a vial of formula into a syringe. He turns his palm up, showing the bite. It’s not exactly festering, but something is happening, and the visual results are equally as unsettling. The wound is hideous. It oozes pus and thick, black, veiny lines appear around it like the rays of some ungodly sun.

He finally looks at you. Then, with a sigh of uncertainty, he injects the formula into his bite wound. “This isn’t a cure,” he says, “but it’ll work for now. Complete infection takes only six hours; I’ll have to give myself this inoculation every three.”

*     *     *

It works. So long as the doctor shoots up every three hours, he won’t become a zombie. Over the next month, Deleon does nothing but work on his cure, taking an injection break every three hours. He’s always making more of the liquid, but the thought of his finite ingredients weighs heavily on you.

You spend most of the time on edge. You try de-stressing with calisthenics and strength exercises (you might just need them), but it doesn’t help much. Screeching cars and powerful explosions from the world outside grate on your nerves. Then the silence of the world weighs on you even heavier.

Between the early news reports and the tests done on infected rats, you learn a few important lessons about your undead pursuers that—God willing—you’ll never have to use: 1) the only way to kill one is by destroying the brain. At least zombie fiction should prepare most people for that; 2) they’re attracted to any human sounds, and will come to investigate with ravenous frenzy; 3) although they don’t breathe, and their hearts don’t beat, they’re not truly dead; they’re simply preserved. The Gilgazyme® worked, kind of, and that means there’s no waiting them out.

To pass the time, you look through the memorabilia in the home—old family photos, book collections. The power went out, at least to this building, so you’re relegated to the daylight hours. One book stands out: Sociality Abounds: A Novel by Jacques Deleon. There’s a sticker canted sideways on the cover, “Nobel Prize Winner.” The inside cover is simply signed “TO MY SON.”

Deleon takes the book from you, puts a picture of his parents inside, and says, “We’re going. Get packed up.” He’s constructed a makeshift cast for his forearm out of the bathroom drywall, and slides the cast on. “We’re bound to see other people, and I don’t expect them to understand about my wound. So say nothing about it.”

You nod in acquiescence. He dictates into his recorder once more, a sight you’ve grown accustomed to this last month. “I could stay here comfortably for a few more weeks at least, but I’m leaving. In search of the limiting ingredient—niacin. I’ve left a copy of my cure notes in case anyone ‘stumbles by.’”

With this, the doctor looks to you, smiling at his own macabre humor. He then fashions a bandolier around each calf, in which he keeps the vials of his formula. Each one is labeled “Cure attempt 3.1.” After pulling his pant legs down over them, he sets his wristwatch alarm for three hours. The countdown begins.

He rips off a leg from one of the tables and hammers several nails through one end so they protrude on the other side; a spiked club. Your hiking backpacks are stocked, and now it’s time to pull up the boards and leave.

Which way?

[image: •]• Fire escape. Out of the frying pan and into the fire.

[image: •]• Front door. No one made it to our porthole in the last month…

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


High School Reunion


[image: ___]

You meet the rest of the group in the entry to the school, but it’s not because they were anxious to see your supplies. Deleon is seated against the long row of lockers, his arms secured behind his back. Tyberius and Hefty are watching him, with a baseball bat and a pair of gardening shears in their hands. It’s obvious he’s their prisoner.

“What’s going on?” Cooper asks, sliding her pack off. The rest of you unload as well, moving tentatively toward the men. “We ran into some trouble,” she says in response to her new buzz cut.

“So did we. He’s been bit,” Hefty spits out.

“We missed one when we looked? Where was it?” Sims asks.

“No,” Deleon says firmly, desperately. “I’ve been bitten since long before I met you.”

Cooper raises an eyebrow. “But how? That was so long ago—how are you still… living?”

“I have a cure.”

The group confabulates in anger. They’re shouting their betrayal, and Deleon holds up his hands to calm them. He wants to explain. Bad move. All Guillermo sees is the bite wound and he chomps his teeth twice, then says, “Mordido!”

Guillermo jumps to his feet, cleaver raised, and charges at Deleon, who backs away, hands still raised. “Hold on, estoy bien! Medicina!” The doctor ducks into Guillermo, evading the cleaver but still taking the force of the chef’s tackle.

It’s a sight too familiar since the end of the world, that of two men wrestling on the ground while one’s trying to kill the other. Sims and Hefty get Guillermo off Deleon, then Tyberius helps the doctor to his feet. Guillermo paces around, ranting in Spanish about the crazy people he’s with.

Cooper is not pleased. “I knew there was a reason I wanted to kill you.”

“Why didn’t you tell us you have a cure? Why lie?” Tyberius looks legitimately hurt.

“Well… it’s not finished. But as long as I take this inoculation every three hours—I just need to find a lab to finish it—look, I tried to say stay away from me, but you guys wouldn’t—”

“Where the hell are all the guns?” Hefty asks, interrupting.

Sims looks down and shakes his head. “Raided,” you say. “But we still got new clothes and weapons.”

“God damn it, we are so fucked,” Hefty says. Sims removes the hunting bow and quiver, and hands it over. “Oh what, just because I’m from the South means I can use this? That’s racist.”

“Can you use it?” you ask.

“Well… yeah.”

“Just shut up, everybody. I’m too tired for this shit,” Cooper says. She’s deep in thought, staring at the floor. Then she looks at Deleon. “How much of that stuff do you have left?”

The doctor’s face is covered in sweat. He looks around nervously. “Enough for now.”

“We need sleep. We’ll post a guard and decide what to do with you in the morning.”

[image: •]• Get some rest.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Hold Your Ground


[image: ___]

This is it. You’re tired but fueled by adrenaline, afraid yet furious. Too long have you been the victim; it’s time to take matters into your own hands. You’ve done nothing but run since this great calamity, and that ends now.

“Form a line!” you shout, barely recognizing the intensity in your own voice. “They can only come through in twos and threes, so make your kills count and then recover at the end of the line!”

Cooper looks at you with fierce eyes, the kind she uses when she thinks her authority is being questioned. “You’re up, boss!” You say to her. “Show us how it’s done.”

She lets out her homemade flail, the business end clinking against the linoleum floor. It’s fashioned from a section of climbing rope, with a bundle of crampons and sharp mountaineering implements on the other side. She swings the thing around, the rope stretching from the weight at the dangerous end, and with full-body momentum connects the spike bundle to the first zombie’s head. The blow sticks in and connects with such power that it lifts the ghoul off its feet. As the body slams against a sale rack, Cooper has her crowbar out and engages the second zombie, slamming the straight end through an eye socket.

As she holds her boot against the twice-dead corpse’s neck to wrench her crowbar free, a new batch of zombies flows in. Guillermo runs forward with his shovel and nearly decapitates the first one, the head dropping back to barely hang from a tendon. Flipping the weapon around, he further pops this fiend in the chest, sending it the ground. With two more expertly placed blows to the foreheads of the victims, the pair of undead collapses. He finishes the first off, then calmly walks to the back of the line.

The glass in the entry breaks further, and now the zombies enter the store four abreast. Without a cue, Sims moves in. Sims flings a shot with his slingshot, but it’s a miss. He tries again and gets very, very close… but still misses. In frustration, he unsheathes the sword he’s sharpened and rushes in to attack. He gets a kill, but the replica shatters upon the second impact, leaving him weaponless. Two zombies grapple him and you rush in to help. You kill the undead attackers, but not before Sims screams out under the pressure of a bite.

Guillermo and Cooper rush in to help you. Sims staggers backward, leans against a shelving unit, then slowly sits down. “I just need a minute,” he says. Blood pours down over his knuckles, trickling in thick streams down his forearm. Guillermo pants heavily, his arms at their limit from thrashing the shovel with enough power to deal a killing blow. Combined with the blade dulling after each kill, his effectiveness is sharply dropping off. His next swing only batters the zombie away, peeling off some of its scalp.

You go on a brief but glorious killing rampage and deal real damage with your axe, slamming a skull with a leftward blow using the bladed side, then reversing and slamming the pike end into a fiend on your right. And yet it’s not enough. The fire outside must be drawing them in from all over the city, where they fall in line toward the store like craven lemmings.

Cooper has taken her muscles to their limit with the crowbar. You’re feeling the strain with your axe as well. Everyone’s just getting exhausted, and yet the flow of undead is relentless. Sims has lost consciousness. A zombie that was only wounded grabs Guillermo around the legs and trips him down to the floor. With Cooper’s help, you free him from the ghoul, but with each setback like this, the horde comes closer.

Then it happens all at once. There’re five zombies for each human, and the numbers don’t add up to your favor. Then Cooper goes down, unable to combat so many foes with merely a crowbar. It’s impossible, there’s too many of them, and that adds one more zombie for the rest of you to deal with while taking away a good fighter.

You hear Guillermo’s screams just as you let out your own. It was a valiant effort, but a foolhardy one in the end. You took quite a few of them down with you, and you won’t add to their ranks either—there’s enough undead eating you alive, that there won’t be enough left to rise again.

THE END


Homebody


[image: ___]

Splitting up is not your favorite idea, especially when you’re the third wheel on a badass bicycle, but time is scarce. Plus you have your shotgun now. You’ll be okay, right? You ensure a round is chambered, but you’re not allowed the satisfaction of a pump, as this is a semi-automatic combat shotgun.

You push the door to the farmhouse open with the gun barrel, wincing at the loud creak of the hinges. Okay, seeds. If you were a seed, where would you be? You head into the kitchen, looking for a large pantry, but find nothing more than a few foodstuffs and certainly nothing you can plant.

At the back of the kitchen is a thin stairwell leading up. Might as well check out the rest of the house. You slowly ascend, shotgun at the ready, and come out into a hall with an open door ushering you inside. It’s the master bedroom, and within is a grisly sight. The bed is ruffled and soiled, stained yellow from some mixture of sweat and vomit. There are ropes along the bedposts, evidence that someone was once bound here. The pieces of flesh on the bloody, discolored knots show that they escaped.

A whistle pierces the air from outside, and you poke your head through the open window. Down below, Rosie looks up at you. “Come on down, we found plenty in the barn!” You nod and duck back inside, just in time to meet face-to-face with the farmer’s wife.

She’s in a grisly state, having escaped from the ropes, and lunges at you.

Without thinking, you raise the shotgun and pull the trigger. After a loud boom, she no longer has a head. Your heart pounding, you quickly make your way out of the farm house. “Everything okay?” Rosie asks.

“Nothing I couldn’t handle,” you say, feeling super-cool.

“Good. Grain-o-plenty in the barn; give us a hand.”

You follow her into the barn, and the first thing you notice is a gigantic combine harvester sitting at the ready. Past that, Lucas works feverishly, filling a wheelbarrow. One full wall is covered in shelving filled with oversized glass jars of seed. On the side of the shelves are mountains of stacked seed sacks the size of sandbags. Jackpot!

Running to and fro with your arms full is even more terrifying than searching with the shotgun. You’re essentially defenseless when you’re weighed down with seeds, so you jog to make the process faster. The undead are almost certainly closing in, but this delivery could get the prison fortress through the winter, so you push hard. Fifteen excruciating minutes later, the jeeps are filled to the gills.

You arrive outside and are preparing to leave, but you’re blocked. A veritable zombie army marches down the dirt road, diverted from their tributaries in the fields and forest and funneled out onto the main road. This might prove too difficult for the jeeps. If only you could somehow cut them down, chew through them like wheat at harvest…

“I’ve got an idea,” Rosie says. “Lucas, take the wheel.” She hops out and runs back into the barn.

After a moment, a diesel engine roars to life and the combine harvester emerges, with Rosie at the controls. The threshing wheel begins spinning and she lowers it down to ground level. You pull your jeep off the road and Lucas does the same, allowing Rosie full access to the horde approaching the farm.

In a disgusting confabulation of wet slicing and dry crunching, the combine rips through the crowd. It’s slow going, but Rosie’s in no danger, as the cab is enclosed and there’s no access to it without being ground up by the rotating blades. After a full five minutes of driving, she’s destroyed several hundred zombies and turned the road from dirt to red muck.

Once she’s clear of the farm road, she shuts off the blades, but leaves the engine running. She’s panting heavily when she jumps into your passenger seat. “That. Was. Disgusting.”

“Why’d you leave it running?” you ask.

“It’s louder than the jeeps. Oughta help prevent us from being followed. Let’s go. I need another shower.”

[image: •]• Return to Salvation.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


How High…


[image: ___]

You sprint over to the window, slide the pane up, and jump out like you’re in an action movie. And yet you tumble to the ground and break your ankle like you’re a normal person. Crack! You instinctively reach for the wound, gritting your teeth and mashing your tongue against the roof of your mouth to prevent yelling out in pain.

Your foot looks like something you’d see in a YouTube compilation of extreme stunts gone bad. Bones are sticking out at weird angles, where previously there were none. You look around to ensure your safety; luckily no ghouls are within eyeshot.

Backing across the moistened grass and into the bushes, you hear a commotion within the house. Someone is killing a zombie… or vice versa. Then come the familiar sounds of a body slumping to the floor, and two men talking as they run away.

[image: •]• Call out for help.

[image: •]• Crawl around to the front to ensure the coast is clear.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


How Incredibly Pedestrian


[image: ___]

“I told you, Newjack—there’s no going back if we’ve got a tail of zombs.”

“Don’t you have any sort of escape plan?” you yell as the undead masses amble closer. “Or were we seriously supposed to kill every last one of them, just the two of us?”

“Well, yeah, there’s the backup route, but—”

“No buts! Backup route! Let’s go!” You help him to his feet, hand him the assault rifle, and get familiar with the combat shotgun on the run. The soldier clearly favors his right leg, but he can still jog-limp faster than the undead can stumble-run. Barely. “Which way?”

He stops running, raises the rifle, takes aim, and with four shots downs four zombies to the west. “That way.” You start running toward the twice-dead ghouls, keeping your shotgun at the ready. “I’ve got more ammo—I’ll clear a path; you fuck up any zombs when they get too close. Don’t shoot until you see the yellow of their eyes,” he says. At least he still has that sardonic sense of humor.

Every fifty feet or so he stops and pops off a few rounds in the section of woodline you’re to enter. You haven’t needed the shotgun yet, but you imagine that’ll change when you enter the forest proper.

The farm ends and wilderness begins with a clear demarcation. It’s the spot where the farmer stopped chopping the trees for his property; beyond is all thick timber. You go from a thousand yards of visibility to only ten in just a few steps.

The first zombie arrives from the side to flank you. You point the shotgun at the vicinity of his face and BANG, it’s gone. For close quarters, nothing’s more effective than the shotgun. You continue running, but the responsibility of zombie-slaying switches from the soldier to you as visibility worsens.

“Zomb at three o’clock!” he shouts, falling back so you can get a clean shot—blowing away an undead woman’s head. Not exactly clean per se, but successful nonetheless.

The woods are dense and foreboding. Nothing looks like a path, and you’re back to the feeling of dread you had hiking with Rosie and Lucas Tesshu only a day ago. You sure hope the soldier knows where he’s going. Another three undead come at you from your right, all moans bubbling out of bloody mouths. With three shots in half as many seconds, they’re on the ground and no longer a threat.

“Nice work, Newjack! Fuckin’ badass!” The combat shotgun is amazing, but you’re acutely aware you’ll need to reload at some point.

The next few steps are out of the woods and onto a paved road. You realize with a sense of déjà vu that you’re on the same road you walked to Salvation on. These were the woods you traversed for so long. The soldier takes aim down both sides of the road and kills half a dozen undead each way. From behind, another ghoul stumbles out, but you make short work of his face.

The soldier hobbles past a “BRIDGE OUT” sign just as his rifle clicks from lack of ammo. “Almost there!” he shouts. Around the final bend in the road, a clearing comes into view and you see a bridge—a bridge that collapsed many years ago. A dead end.

But the soldier doesn’t stop, so neither do you, and as you get to the concrete landing where the road ends, you see a footbridge set up to cross over the canyon below. You look over the edge. It’s a rocky canyon, maybe a forty-foot drop, with sheer stone walls on either side. The floor below is covered in half-crippled zombies, writhing and crawling over one another, unable to escape from the sheer walls of the canyon.

The footbridge has wooden planks and rope, spaced out once every three feet. The result? To cross, you need to take enormous steps, stretching and lunging your way across the bridge. And zombies can’t do that. So there they are, at the bottom of the canyon, where they fell when pursuing the other survivors. Now all you have to do is cross, but already the undead pursue you.

“Best be quick about it, Newjack,” the soldier says, lunging out to the first plank. He cries out as he extends his wounded leg, but the pain doesn’t slow him down. The bridge sways violently, so you give him space enough to settle before it’s your turn. The first zombie arrives for you, and you blow his head off like the others.

It’s your turn to be out on the bridge because the crowd ambles onto the concrete loading zone behind you. For the hell of it, you take one last shot, but the shotgun dry-fires from lack of ammo. You lunge out to the bridge, the ropes swaying from side to side under the unaccustomed weight. The soldier, about three-quarters across, steadies himself before continuing.

The first zombie lemmings out onto the bridge and, unable to perform the complex move, tumbles to the canyon below. What she does accomplish is to rock the bridge violently. Your stomach turns as the bridge oscillates. You take another step. Another zombie crashes against the planks and slips off, to the canyon floor.

You won’t get any respite, so you force yourself to continue. Eventually you make it to the other side, where the soldier offers you a hand to safety. By now you’re far enough away that the ghouls do not plunge into the trap. No bait, and they won’t take the hook, it appears.

“We made it!” he says, slapping you on the shoulder. “But we can’t say one goddamn word about this whole thing, you hear me? Not a peep. If word gets out, I’ll skin you myself. You let me worry about the Hummer, you just get to the Command Post and pretend that nothing has happened. Next time we meet, you don’t know me.”

[image: •]• Continue to the Command Post.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Humane


[image: ___]

Splitting up is not your favorite idea, especially when you’re the third wheel on a badass bicycle, but time is scarce. Plus you have your shotgun now. You’ll be okay, right? You ensure a round is chambered, but you’re not allowed the satisfaction of a pump, as this is a semi-automatic combat shotgun.

The barn entrance isn’t locked. You push open the large doors and head in. It’s filled with shadows, and you open your eyes wide to use the ambient light. The back door to the barn is already open, which allows some light in, but that’s disconcerting, as there is little room for security. There could be an undead fiend behind any corner.

In the center of the barn sits a parked combine harvester, its large-bladed wheel raised for storage. Along the western side is a row for what must’ve been cattle processing, although no livestock are present. At the end of the row, there’s an odd-looking gun hooked up to several lines of pressurized tubing. You pick it up, examining the captive bolt pistol a little more closely.

Then, with a growl, an undead hitchhiker is upon you. You turn toward the sound and reflexively hold the cattle gun up to his head. With a simple squeeze of the trigger, a bolt shoots forward with enormous force, punching a hole through his skull and brain before returning to the recesses of the gun. The zombie falls, and a pink mist floats past the light pouring in from a window on the opposite side. Resting against that opposite wall are rows of shelves holding stacks of oversized glass jars—each filled to the brim with seeds. Jackpot!

You drop the cattle gun and jog back out to the front. Rosie picks off another ghoul in the distance, then turns around in reply to your shouts. “It’s in here!” you bellow with excitement. She nods, lowering the rifle.

With two fingers in her mouth, she releases a piercing whistle to bring Lucas out from the farmhouse. He emerges a moment later from the second-story window and leaps down from the eave, rolling across the dirt and onto his feet with fluid movements. The bulky kendo armor doesn’t slow him down in the least.

Re-entering the barn with your two companions, you take full inventory of the seeds. In addition to the jars, there’s several pallets of bagged seeds, roughly the size of sandbags. “C’mon, let’s load up the jeeps,” you say.

Running to and fro with your arms full is even more terrifying than searching with the shotgun. You’re essentially defenseless when you’re weighed down with seeds, so you jog to make the process faster. The undead are almost certainly closing in, but this delivery could get the prison fortress through the winter, so you push hard. Fifteen excruciating minutes later, the jeeps are filled to the gills.

You arrive outside and are preparing to leave, but you’re blocked. A veritable zombie army marches down the dirt road, diverted from their tributaries in the fields and forest and funneled out onto the main road. This might prove too difficult for the jeeps. If only you could somehow cut them down, chew through them like wheat at harvest…

“I’ve got an idea,” Rosie says. “Lucas, take the wheel.” She hops out and runs back into the barn.

After a moment, a diesel engine roars to life and the combine harvester emerges, with Rosie at the controls. The threshing wheel begins spinning and she lowers it down to ground level. You pull your jeep off the road and Lucas does the same, allowing Rosie full access to the horde approaching the farm.

In a disgusting confabulation of wet slicing and dry crunching, the combine rips through the crowd. It’s slow going, but Rosie’s in no danger, as the cab is enclosed and there’s no access to it without being ground up by the rotating blades. After a full five minutes of driving, she’s destroyed several hundred zombies and turned the road from dirt to red muck.

Once she’s clear of the farm road, she shuts off the blades, but leaves the engine running. She’s panting heavily when she jumps into your passenger seat. “That. Was. Disgusting.”

“Why’d you leave it running?” you ask.

“It’s louder than the jeeps. Oughta help prevent us from being followed. Let’s go. I need another shower.”

[image: •]• Return to Salvation.
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MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Humanity’s Last Hope


[image: ___]

You help Deleon up, putting his arm around your shoulders, and stare Cooper down. Her eyes narrow in hate, but she says nothing. She simply turns and runs the other way while you and the doctor hobble down the hall together.

The zombies still meander, but now they see you. They growl ferociously and start toward you with purpose. Deleon grits his teeth and pushes through the pain, but now the undead stumble-run after you as their excitement grows. You push harder, forcing him to move more quickly, until he’s hopping on his good leg and swinging his battered knee with cries of anguish.

The flesh-eaters want you desperately now, and they’re gaining. You’re like a wounded fish, chumming the waters. The lab is just ahead, but it looks as if they might beat you there. You hurry, and in a last-ditch effort—you shove Deleon inside. You follow him in, but you’re left with a searing pain in your arm as you slam the door shut behind you.

The undead horde crashes into the door with such collective mass that the door jamb breaks and the handle is effectively useless. You desperately push against it and Deleon uses his last ounce of strength to smash his pickaxe through the tiles, burrowing the spire and effectively blocking their entrance for the time being. You look to your arm—it’s exactly what you feared: you’re bitten.

Deleon pulls himself to the counter and manages to get up on his good leg. He looks pale and sweaty, if not oily. Together you look at his exposed bite wound. It’s worse than ever now. The bite oozes with pus and the black veins have spread. He must be incredibly close to turning.

The doctor finds a syringe and draws in the completed cure from the centrifuge. You look to your own bite wound. There can be no doubt about it… you’re infected. Maybe you can last long enough for the next batch? Or maybe he can lock you in the closet until it’s ready?

Suddenly, and without warning, Dr. Deleon injects you with the cure. You’re shocked, unable to speak. “You’re… safe now,” the doctor announces.

“Wh—why me? You have to live, you have the cure!”

He’s in terrible shape, almost turned. “You… do too. In… your blood,” he gasps. “Take my notes… find the others… the prison.”

The door crashes open. You freeze, with your eyes closed, but nothing happens. You open them. The ghouls stand in the room, evidently without a purpose. They just look ahead, lifeless, paying you no mind. Slowly, you move forward. There, looking you in the face, is zombie Dr. Phoenix, and the walking corpse stares right through you.

You move without fear, amongst them now. After a moment, Deleon walks past you too, without pain—newly undead.

[image: •]• Go to the radio room.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Hunker Down


[image: ___]

First things first. You go outside and start ripping out planks from your fence. Your picketed American dream will now have to protect you from the American nightmare. Bringing everything you could possibly need inside your house, you close and lock the door, but not before spray-painting “Alive inside” above the entry. Hopefully the undead don’t read.

Boards and nails on every door and window, you blot out the sun for God-knows-how-long. But you’re a survivor, and smart, so you keep busy preparing. Beyond the boards you prop your couch, bookshelves, entertainment stand, whatever; up against the openings to your home.

The barricades securely in place, it’s time to set up for the long haul. You fill your bathtub and sinks to the brim with fresh water—it could turn off before you know it.

Everything prepared, you set your favorite blunt object within arm’s reach and sit down to watch the news and ceremoniously burn the bills you’ll never have to pay again.

*     *     *

Only six days into hiding, you get your first visitors. The phones don’t work, and your television and internet have long been down, so you’re unsure what to expect. You’ve played about as much solitaire as is humanly possible, and in an ironic twist of fate, your house is now more clean and ready for company than it was before things went bad. There were a few scary nights, rustling in the bushes, scratches at the doors and windows, and a slight moaning to ensure you haven’t slept much. But no one has really tried to get in—until now.

The two zombies outside paw at your house like velociraptors checking the fences for weak spots. You’re not sure if you did something to alert the undead but they’re here, and they really want in. The moaning is louder than you’ve heard, and much more urgent.

With a crash, one of your window panes is smashed in. Your home security alarm blares ferociously. What might have helped alert you while you were sleeping now alerts the whole neighborhood like a dinner bell.

You curse yourself for keeping it on and run to turn it off. But the damage is done. With the window open, they can smell you, and now you can hear the distant moan of more to come. The boards are still in place, so that should buy you some time—but the boards won’t hold forever.

[image: •]• Fend them off one by one with my Louisville Slugger. I don’t care if I have to battle the whole town!

[image: •]• I’ll grab what I can and head up to the attic. Spiders and rats over zombies any day!

[image: •]• Down into the basement. I’ve already got some stuff down there, and it works in the movies!

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


If You Play with Fire


[image: ___]

After the oil lamps are divided, you spread out over the writhing corpses, drenching their swaddling clothes with fuel. Guillermo joins in as always, despite missing the argument. Cooper must’ve proven herself a capable leader in the past, you realize. His faith in her is too strong.

“Don’t use too much,” Deleon says. “We want a small, contained blaze.”

One of the fiends slams its face against your leg, still trying to bite you through the linens. You fall back onto the pew in response. Everyone looks over at you, and you’re embarrassed, but luckily you didn’t get any oil on yourself.

“Aren’t we worried about all this wood going up?” Tyberius asks.

“Nah,” Sims replies. “All this is thick and finished. It’d take a much bigger fire than we’re making, so…”

“The house of God doesn’t burn easily,” Cooper says, looking at Angelica.

“Too much stone and glass,” Deleon agrees. “Not enough kindling.”

Finished dousing the undead, the group heads back into the hallway. Sims finds an acolyte’s candle-lighter and ignites the wick. He looks to Cooper and she nods. From the far end of the cathedral, he touches each cluster of bodies as he backs his way toward the hall. It’s nothing short of some cultish, morbid ceremony.

Finished, Sims rejoins the group in the hall. You all watch as the ghouls burn. Everything’s ablaze—and much bigger than anticipated. You all take a step back in unison in response to the heat. The Cathedral is engulfed in flame. You watch, transfixed, through the doorway.

“That’s a lot of fire,” Tyberius comments.

“Don’t worry, this is all stone, so the flames shouldn’t move past the doorway,” Deleon assures himself as much as the group.

The moans grow louder, then stop all at once. Just the fire is crackling. “Are they… dead?” Angelica asks.

“Not yet. There’s no more oxygen in the room, that’s why they’re silent,” Deleon answers.

Angelica kisses her large, bead-chained crucifix.

From the blaze a flaming zombie bursts out—arms extended forward. Before anyone can react, it grabs the crucifix and pulls Angelica toward the fiery room. She screams. It bites into her.

The first to move is Guillermo, who smashes the thing in the head with his frying pan. It’s knocked off of her; Guillermo brings his meat cleaver down on its neck. The flaming head rolls away. Then Guillermo turns to Angela.

“No, wait!” Deleon shouts.

In one quick swipe, he slits her throat with the meat cleaver. You’re all powerless to do anything but stare, terrified and shocked. Particularly Deleon.

“Mordido,” Guillermo says. He chomps his teeth twice in quick succession to drive the point home.

Several other burning zombies step out from the flames and the group screams unintelligible expressions of dismay. You sprint away from the fireball undead, the rest of the group just barely behind your heels.

Zombies stumble-run down the hall, catching everything they touch ablaze as they crash into flammable decor: curtains, wall posters, and faux plants. They leave molten, flaming skin wherever they pass—in effect, canvassing the walls with napalm and setting them on fire. The group stays one step ahead of the fiends, pausing occasionally to bash one that gets too close in the head.

Back in the cathedral annex, you burst into the room, the flaming zombies right behind you. The undead cut you off from your supplies. Deleon looks at his backpack with determination. Two of the monsters burn right next to it, almost as if on guard. “I can get it,” Deleon whispers.

“No way, Doc. Not worth it,” Cooper answers with a hand against his chest.

“You don’t understand—my work, my life, everything!”

By now, the fiends are on top of you. The group backs out of the annex as the flaming undead approach. Except for Deleon, who instead brandishes his hammer and moves forward. He has a short, but emotional killing rampage, cracking molten skull after skull, but there’s too many.

“Doc, come on!” you shout from the doorway.

Somehow that was enough to bring him back to reality and he runs outside to join the group. Tyberius and Guillermo slam the door shut. You all step back and watch. Now the place is really ablaze.

A flaming hand crashes through the glass of the window. Pieces of incinerating flesh fall from its arm. Then, it slumps lifelessly and falls back into the annex; nothing left to burn.

“Let’s go,” you say. “Something like this will surely draw them in.”

“Sorry, kids, naptime is cancelled!” Hefty shouts with a wry smile.

[image: •]• Continue your exhausted march through the city.
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MAKE YOUR CHOICE


If You Say So


[image: ___]

“Your choice,” he shrugs. He aims down and blows off your kneecap. You fall to the floor with excruciating pain. “Scream a little louder, will you? I want them all on top of you.

“I guess it’s only fair if I tell you the truth—I might as well confess to somebody, you know? I’m no cop. I killed one of those pendejo guards and took his uniform when we broke out. These gang-bangers walking around in here? They’re mi hermanos. Later, homie!”

He turns, leaving you for dead. You watch as the traitor runs across the warehouse, a box of chips under one arm, toward the front entrance. But his gunshot attracted the ghouls that were congregating by the front and now his brothers are here to turn on him as well.

The fake cop shoots these attackers, but there’re more of them than he has bullets. The commotion brings other zombies from the warehouse behind the man who shot you, surrounding and taking him down. Don’t worry; the crowd from the break room didn’t forget about you, either.

You hear him scream out from the pain of being eaten just before your own screams drown him out.

THE END


Into the Hornet’s Nest


[image: ___]

With enough firepower to conquer most drug cartels, you ride toward civilization. There’s constant rubble and roadblocks, and the trip takes several hours. Daylight is waning, but it would be dark inside the station even at high noon. Lucas flips on the jeep’s headlights. You stare out at the sunset, the wind whipping through the open-topped vehicle, tousling your hair and causing you to squint as grit pelts against your skin.

One of Salvation’s engineers rides with you, a bespectacled man who informs the group he works in Salvation’s power room. Small and wormy enough to satisfy any cliché, he’s balding in the friar’s pattern. As equipped as you are for wholesale slaughter, the real mission is to keep this guy alive and escort him through the radio station, to where he can activate the relay. Oh, and don’t blow up the tower. That would be bad.

“So, what’s the plan?” you ask.

The engineer studies a manual on commercial radio stations; there’s a prison library sticker on the spine, but it looks like it wasn’t checked out much over the years. He lowers the book and pushes his glasses up his nose in the prototypical move of a scientist.

“The plan is three-tiered,” he begins. “First, is to get the power on. There’s no standard blueprint, so we’ll have to follow the power lines to determine where this room lies.”

“Like in Jurassic Park!” Rosie exclaims.

The engineer nods, then continues, “Next is the control room, where I’ll have to attach a receiver for our broadcast. There should be some kind of digital-analog converter that drops our signal onto the carrier wave.”

He catches himself going too deep into technical specs, smiles, then finishes explaining the plan: “Finally, we’ll go back out to the tower itself, to power up the whole array and activate the relay.”

“That doesn’t sound too bad,” Lucas Tesshu adds, optimistically.

The engineer scoffs. “That’s because I failed to mention the two most important details. When we start up the diesel generator, it’ll make enough noise to bring in the zombs from miles away. And when we activate the antenna tower, it’ll produce a shock with thousands of amps of current—great enough to kill anyone touching it.”

“That sounds lovely,” you say.

“But if we succeed—we’ll be able to communicate with any survivors left in the whole city. We go from being just a pocket of resistance to the region’s central hub in the war for continued existence.”

Well, he sure makes it sound grandiose. And yet you briefly wish you were sitting in your prison bed with a mug of warm soup and a good book. You shake that thought and breathe in the cool night air, inspecting your weapon once more.

“If you can, resist the urge to go in guns blazing,” the engineer says to you. “The less attention we have at the start, the better.”

You arrive at the radio station. It’s high up on a ridge, so hopefully that’ll buy you some time once the shit goes down. The building itself is larger than you expected, and the tower sticks up from the rear—right along the ridgeline.

Lucas parks the jeep out front and, true to form, the undead already start to trickle out of the surrounding woodline. Tenacious bastards. Lucas unsheathes his sword, but doesn’t stray from a direct path to the station. Rosie pops off a few shots from her rifle, which most certainly calls in a few more, but the weapon is no louder than the jeep engine, so it’s a wash.

The front door is locked, but that doesn’t matter. Lucas Tesshu smashes the door’s glass face in with the pommel of his sword, then reaches inside to unlock it. The engineer powers up a massive flashlight and stays only a step behind Lucas. The inside of the building is pitch black, but the flashlight washes the halls in light. There’s a main hall straight ahead and turns to both left and right.

The engineer looks to the ceiling and finds several thick black cables running to the left. Just like in Jurassic Park! “This way,” he says.

The four of you move down the corridor, scanning for undead. You keep looking over your shoulder, but the ghouls haven’t followed you in… yet. The door at the end of the hall, clearly marked as the power room, is locked with multiple bolts. Lucas delivers a powerful kick—but the door holds firm. “Barricaded on the other side,” he announces.

“Allow me,” you say, leveling your AA-12 to waist-level. The three others back away and you hesitate only a moment to prepare for the next four seconds. With a deep breath, you depress the trigger, holding it down, and spray the door with metal—unloading the twenty shells of buckshot across the porthole with explosive fury. There’s surprisingly little recoil, and you easily paint the door with empty space.

After the deafening barrage, the weapon whirs its finish and you release the trigger. The door is now little more than a few splinters, and what’s left falls off the hinges in a delayed reaction. The barricade collapses as well. Your hands are shaking, and there’s a dull throb in your loins.

You slide a shoulder strap off your ammo backpack and replace the first spent drum while your team enters the room. Your shots have pockmarked the far wall, but the room itself cascades out to the left side, and luckily you’ve done no damage to the generator.

Still, there’s a gruesome sight within. A man is mangled and dead on the floor, his innards missing, and the area around him is covered with evidence of a struggle. A circuit box in the back is all smashed in. The engineer inspects it and glumly announces, “This might take a while.”

The dead man was planning on sticking it out in the power room for the long haul. A dozen office-cooler-style water jugs and boxes of foodstuffs are piled at the ready. Evidently, he didn’t get the chance to make use of them.

Rosie reloads her rifle, then slings it, opting instead for the pistol in such close quarters. Then a look of concern washes over her face. “Wait a sec. This guy’s torn apart, right? But there was a barricade up… so how did Zulu get in?”

Right on cue, a zombie emerges from behind the furnace unit, snarling and rushing in for you. With lightning reflexes, Rosie sends a .22 bullet straight into his forehead and Lucas imbeds a shuriken only a millimeter to the side at the same instant. “Whoa,” you utter, still holding your shotgun loosely at the waist.

“Remind me to thank Eastwood for this,” Rosie says, holding up the pistol.

The generator growls to life, clanking and rumbling as it spins up to full operation. The sound is so loud, you’re forced to yell above the noise. There are plenty of safety warnings on the walls about proper ear protection, but without any equipment, you can only cup your hands over your ears.

“Are we good?” Lucas yells.

“No, goddammit! I still need to isolate the damage!” The engineer works in overdrive, knowing as well as you that every wasted moment will be filled with the arrival of more undead. That realization is made certain by a low moan, accompanied by scuffling feet on broken glass. They’ve most certainly breached the front door now.

“I’ll hold the hall,” you announce. Two undead file down the corridor toward you, and the glow from the flashlight is just enough to catch their eyes. You fill the hall with daylight, using a well-aimed blast of your shotgun. The spray is enough to put lead into both brains, and they fall to the ground.

But those two were only the beginning. Moaning permeates the building, deep and fearsome, and soon they arrive in droves. “Scoot over!” Rosie shouts, and you gladly share the burden of slaying the oncoming crowd. You blast away, counting down from twenty to keep track of your ammunition.

“Stand aside!” Lucas announces, holding high one of the MK3 grenades. You do exactly that. He pulls the ring atop the canister and throws it down the hall, intentionally rebounding the weapon off the far wall and sending it around the corner.

“Hit the deck!” Rosie yells. You tumble into the corner off to the side of the door, close your eyes, grit your teeth, and press your forefingers against the tragus of your ears to block out the oncoming concussion.

The whole building vibrates from the blast; dust cascades from the ceiling as part of the structure’s resettling. Despite being two corners away from the explosion, you’re struck with an instant headache. You can’t hear your team’s screams over your own, and the resonant damage is a feeling of dull pressure and a slight ringing in your ears.

The engineer rises from the floor, and you can barely make out his shouts—don’t do that again. You’re able to push through the pain and rise to a defensive position. Through the hallway dust cloud, figures are already emerging. These ghouls have blood leaking from their ears and noses, their eyes crimson from burst blood vessels. The concussion blast must have artificially pumped their hearts and gotten the fluid moving again. What would have incapacitated a man only adds a devilish appearance to the undead.

You crack off shotgun blast after shotgun blast in a calm nirvana of killing. Only a hand on your shoulder takes you out of the moment. You turn around, ready to kill again, but stop short when you recognize Lucas Tesshu. We are good—time to go, he mouths to you. You look to the engineer, who gives you the thumbs-up. Rosie points for you to proceed down the hall.

Leaving the generator room, you’re forced to step over the corpses of the zombies you took down, which is unnerving, to say the least. Every time you see a still body, you expect it to rise again, despite the fact that these bodies no longer have heads.

Around the corner, past the dismembered soup of body parts at the grenade blast site, you make it back to the entrance. As your hearing returns, you pick up on a blasting from the parking lot. When you look out, you see that the CROWS system is operational and the remote turret is firing away at the oncoming crowd of undead.

What was next again? The control room, right? To your left is a long hall, while straight ahead is a hall leading to a clearly marked bathroom.

[image: •]• “Left!”

[image: •]• “I have to go to the bathroom…”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Into the Light


[image: ___]

No more shadows playing tricks at the entrance, no more dank dripping driving you insane, no more cave spiders trying to infiltrate your sleeping bag; but no more protection from the living dead, either.

You move out into the blinding sun, all your belongings packed and strapped to your back—except your trusty hammer and knife. As your eyes adjust to the light, you move further away from the protective mouth of your cave home.

Your car is still parked nearby where you left it, but the windows are busted out—and there’s a large man reaching into the cabin. He hears you approach and turns around: he’s muscle-bound, Hispanic, wears a police uniform, and is covered in tattoos. The short sleeves of the uniform expose myriad ink designs, which escape north from the shirt’s collar as well. Three tear tattoos drip down from under his right eye. His hair is short-cropped; he must have been shaved bald before the world ended.

“You alive, esse?” he asks. He holds a policeman’s combat shotgun.

You say that you are, looking at your car.

“I was trying to umm, commandeer this vehicle, you know?”

You toss him the keys. He notices your eyes on the blood spatter across his uniform. “I had some trouble with my… prisoner. Listen—you got any food?”

You shake your head. “I’m out looking too,” you say.

He rubs the Christian cross tattooed on his chin in contemplation. “Listen… You wanna team up? We can find some food together and watch each other’s back, you know? I gotta take this car either way, but you can come with me.”

[image: •]• “I think we’ll have better chances alone. Probably not too much food out there.”

[image: •]• “Sure thing, Officer. How many rounds you got? Maybe I can cover you with that pistol?”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


In Vain


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

You wait. Soon, without even realizing it, you no longer know what you’re waiting for. Days go by while you simply stand in the middle of the room. Occasionally, you shuffle around, bumping into the desk and filing cabinet, but still you wait. Why? Whatever reason you’re waiting for fled when your thoughts gave way to instinct. But there’s no cues driving your instinct now. You just wait.

Weeks pass by. Months. Nothing ever happens. Your door doesn’t rattle or open, and you don’t age or decay. You stay perfectly as you are, standing in the middle of the room, waiting for all time. Until one day, months from now, perhaps even years (you no longer have any sense of time), the building is destroyed… with you in it.

THE END


Iron Will


[image: ___]

Starvation is not a painless death. You start to chew on random things for sustenance: shoes, belts, your fingernails—you can’t help it. There is a madness that comes with hunger, and you cry out your last drops of moisture. Well, at least you’ll die on your own terms.

You didn’t beat the plague, but you didn’t contribute to it, either. There will be no marker for your grave, and none to mourn you. You are a collateral casualty in the war for survival.

THE END


It Favors the Bold


[image: ___]

Rosie and Lucas are still looking out over the chasm when you step onto the bridge. It sways like a great serpent across the canyon, causing you to hold the ropes for stability. But you don’t look back—the bridge has obviously worked for others, the ones who built it, so it’ll work for you too. Unless, of course, some of the undead below are those builders.

The platform lurches again when Rosie steps out behind you. You pause, letting the bridge settle a bit before you take another three-foot lunge. Then one more great sway from Lucas. “Don’t look down!” he says.

“Gee, thanks,” Rosie replies.

You want so badly to look down, not consciously, but because he said not to. You grit your teeth, strengthen your grip on the rope, focus on the horizon, and continue crossing. The wind sweeps down the canyon, blowing you slightly and testing your resolve. Moans permeate your senses from the ghouls huddled below.

Terra firma. Your foot reaches the edge of the concrete and you walk onto the other half of the collapsed road. Before long Rosie and Lucas are with you.

“I’d rather not go that way again,” Rosie says, shaking off the willies.

Lucas nods. Without another word, the three of you take off down the road. The concrete becomes packed dirt and dust. Then just as you feel your body sinking back toward calm, adrenaline shoots through you once more. There’s another split, a “T” intersection road sign reading, “STATE REFORMATORY SERVICE ENTRANCE.” You all smile in unison, taking the road toward shelter.

A couple hundred yards ahead is a crude banner: “Welcome to Salvation.” An arrow points away from the road, down a deer path.

“The survivors wrote that,” you say. “This is it.”

[image: •]• Continue to the Prison.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


It’s Him or You


[image: ___]

Hefty screams his pleas as you wrench your hands out from his grip, his fingernails tearing the skin from your wrists. “Please, don’t leave me! Christ, don’t—”

Deleon pulls the release. The bramble of heavy furniture collapses from the nets above. The slam upon the landing is so forceful, you don’t even hear the crunch of Hefty and the zombies. At least you’re granted that small mercy.

The doctor looks at you, betrayal in his eyes, desperate for your understanding. “There’s no way he would’ve made it… right?”

[image: •]• “Let’s just go find the others.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


It’s the End of the World as We Know It


[image: ___]

And you feel fine. You’ve been preparing for this day for years, though for your money you thought it’d be an economic meltdown spurred on by a liberal government and lax immigration laws. But hey, the compound works for zombies too.

You’re the kind that built a bunker during the cold war. The kind that bought a generator and foodstuffs for Y2K. The kind that has been terrified by the twenty-four-hour news cycle since 9/11, and now all your conspiracy paranoia comes off as brilliant preparation in hindsight. There was a chance you and your constituents were going to be wrong, but as you always said, you weren’t going to be dead wrong.

There were more than a few times your friends thought you were overreacting when you lambasted the President, and said you knew this country was going down the toilet. Even your family wasn’t always supportive when you spent large chunks of your savings on gas and solar generators, massive seed banks, and of course, firearms.

But here you are, your seeds planted, your generators running, ready to survive the apocalypse. Escape Plan Zulu is running flawlessly. You had your first ghoul wander onto your property yesterday, and it only took five shots from your hunting rifle to score one in the head. You’ll get better. But that home-brew you cracked open in celebration of your first kill was the sweetest thing you’ve ever tasted.

And now, as you survey your property with your tactical Marine-surplus binoculars, you can’t help but feel a sense of pride. You thought of everything. All those know-it-all college students you debated online are probably dead and dying. Heck, if you’re lucky, they’ll stumble your way and you can finally put one right between the eyes.

Then, off in the distance, something catches your attention. It looks like a dust cloud but it’s moving linearly. You adjust the focus on the binoculars and soon you realize: it’s a convoy. There are a dozen vehicles all headed your way. It’s just starting to dawn on you; there’s one crucial mistake you made in your preparation for the end of the world. You told other people about it.

And if you build it, they will come. Your bragging, both in person and online, to anyone who would listen, will be your undoing. Remember that forum for other survival nuts where you showed off Google-maps images of your compound? That, “See? I wasn’t crazy!” email you sent is coming back to haunt you. People believe you now, unfortunately.

This is only the first wave. Here come the thirsty, the starving, the infected. Wretched immigrants illegally crossing your border and taking what’s rightfully yours. Maybe you won’t go down without a fight, but it doesn’t matter. Even if you accepted them with open arms, you don’t have enough to feed and defend everyone. Attacks will start occurring from within.

The worst part? Even though they know you’re right, they’re not here to listen to you. They won’t accept your leadership. They’re here not only to take, but also to give: you’ll share their fate. If you’re lucky, it’ll only be a matter of days before your fields will burn and your home will be overrun. If you’re not lucky, that caravan is armed and you’re about to go down, Wild West-style. Either way, this is the end for your compound.

[image: •]• I prepared for this too. Blow it and go. Evac-pack and geo-cache.

[image: •]• Stay and fight, go down in a blaze of glory.

[image: •]• Into the panic room.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


It’s You or Him


[image: ___]

The undead rush up the landing, desperate to get to you while you play tug-o-war with Hefty’s life. “I have to,” Deleon says. “For the cure.”

The doctor pulls the release. For a fraction of a second, before the bramble of heavy furniture collapses from the nets above, time freezes. Oh how you wish you were up there with Deleon, the treacherous bastard. But even though you’re aware of each millisecond, soaking in the world with perfect clarity, there’s no time to move—save for a wide-eyed, jaw-open stare to the ceiling above.

A desk, upon which some student had carved the anarchy symbol, careens down toward your head. As the particle-faux-wood and steel furniture falls, the last thought you have is: Anarchy, huh? I wonder how that kid liked having his wish fulfilled.

The slam upon the landing is so forceful, you don’t even feel the crunch. At least you’re granted that small mercy. Your grave is now the two inches between the laminate flooring and the ton of office furniture heaped upon you.

THE END


Journey to the Underworld


[image: ___]

As you exit the student radio hall, you’re immediately in trouble. A zombie is right there to meet you, his hands clenched around your throat before you even realize he’s there. You put your own grip firmly around the undead man’s neck in an effort to keep his teeth at bay and the two of you wrestle in this stance like a badly choreographed fright from an old pulp sci-fi film. Only Sims’ quick reaction with his sharpened samurai sword frees you. He sticks it into the zombie’s ear and the man falls limp.

“Thanks,” you cough out, rubbing your sore neck.

“Thank me later,” he says, turning to face the other two ghouls in front of you.

You take your aluminum bat and go to work. The hatchet axe will work better for close quarters, so best to keep it sharp for your descent into the boiler room. After you slay these two, you follow Sims down the hall. He stops for a moment, looking down toward the barricade you were supposed to cover.

The hall is crawling with undead. The barrier has been flattened into the hallway and they flow in through the door without any signs of ceasing or slowing down. There’s a flickering light at the opposite end of the hall, and the hellions all march toward it. Sims curses under his breath, but continues away from them.

Around the corner, he tries his handheld radio again. “Guys, are you there?” he whispers urgently. No response. He shakes his head with a grimace.

Sims opens a heavy “Faculty and Staff Only” door and flips on a flashlight as you head down the stairwell. Hopefully that door will keep them at bay for a while. He’s been down here several times now, and makes it to the fuse box he connected his alert system to. The switches are labeled in his handwriting. He flips on the “strobe” and “search” switches, but leaves the “siren” switch in the off position.

“Why the hell did you even make a siren?” you ask.

“I figured most survivors probably have their windows boarded up,” he says with a shrug. “Anyway, c’mon. Rescue’s on its way and we need to see if the gang’s still…” Sims looks down, unable to finish the sentence.

“Okay, let’s go,” you say.

The two of you hustle back up the stairs. On the other side of the door, the hallway’s most likely filled with zombies. You take a deep breath in preparation, hands ringing around the grip of the baseball bat. Sims draws his slingshot tight and aims at the door. “Open it.”

You push the door and, sure enough, there are undead out there. Sims releases the slingshot, and the steel ball flies the two feet so fast you don’t even see it. The only sign that a projectile was sent is the zombie’s head collapsing in at the side. “Shit, yeah!” Sims hoots as it falls dead.

And now the others want you.

You swing your bat like a kid going after a piñata, doing your best to clear a path through the hallway. Sims follows you, releasing steel shot at any who venture close enough to guarantee him a clean hit.

“Stairwell!” you shout, remembering the plan to close them off and fortify the second story of the school. Hopefully they haven’t sealed you off yet. True, the rest of the group could easily be dead, but they could also assume the same about you and abandon you.

This realization gives you a new boost of energy, and with untold ferocity you smash through the undead with your bat. But you swing and miss, somehow. You put your whole body momentum into the attack and lose your balance as a result. You stumble and fall forward, ending up face first on the ground.

You roll onto your back, ready to defend yourself with the bat, and quickly realize where the error came from—your aluminum bat has bent. At over ten pounds on average, with over a quarter of an inch of thickly packed calcium defending it, the human head will warp an aluminum bat after prolonged use. You swing at the ghoul who falls atop you, but the queerly bent bat doesn’t do as much damage as it used to, and he simply keeps attacking you.

Sims kicks the ghoul off you as you stand and brandish your hatchet-axe. Together you keep going down the hallway, but you stop when Sims begins screaming out obscenities. Turning, you see that his ornamental sword has failed and broken at the hilt, leaving him weaponless against the crowd.

“It said battle-ready!” he complains, bashing the nearest ghoul with the sword’s pommel. It breaks the fiend’s teeth, but doesn’t come close to incapacitation. Another grabs onto him, and you see the stairwell just ahead.

You’re left with an obvious choice. Stick around and get swallowed by the crowd, or allow him to distract the horde and sprint toward the stairwell before the avenue closes forever.

[image: •]• He just saved me! I can’t leave him now.

[image: •]• The truly brave thing to do is survive—RUN!

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Just a Peek


[image: ___]

Curious, you check out the wall: desert-cammo tan and not much more than some fencing surrounded by a canvas tarp. You silently pull yourself up to get a quick look over the side—zombies. Hundreds of them, maybe even a thousand or two, cordoned off and standing dumbly, they shuffle aimlessly behind the barrier. The wall looks like some sort of National Guard response erected early in the panic for containment. From the destruction on both sides, it must not have worked too well.

Hoping not to arouse the horde, you back away and return to the neighborhood. Time to check the houses in search of supplies.

Some homes are boarded up, some had their boards removed by force, and others just look deserted. You see one house that looks less touched by the calamity than the others—no boards, minimal damage; was it abandoned? Perhaps the owner was away when the world ended? Perhaps they left food inside?

Then there’s a demolished house; it’s been razed to the ground. That being said, there’s a large treehouse in the back. If your time in the attic taught you anything, it’s the value of the high ground—even when that height sits just above arm’s reach.

So, where do you look for some extra food?

[image: •]• I like the house where the door is busted in. If the zombies invaded early, there’s probably still food inside.

[image: •]• The untouched house. As in, no brains splayed out across the cans of spam and jars of peanut butter I’ll find within.

[image: •]• Around to the treehouse behind the demolished house. I’ve been in closed-in spaces long enough.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Just In Time


[image: ___]

You can’t even say anything, but maybe the pain on your face will express your sorrow. Turning your back on Sims, you run toward the others. He screams out, either from the anguish of your betrayal or the searing pain of being eaten—but probably from both.

You can hear voices as you run toward the stairwell. Thank God they’re still alive! You make them out as you sprint the rest of the way, the shuffling and stumbling crowd still coming after you. It’s Tyberius and Cooper, and they’re arguing.

“They’re still down there,” he says. “We gotta give them time.”

“They made their choices; pull the rope!” Cooper screams.

You can see them now, but you’re too winded to call out. Tyberius shakes his head. “I won’t do this again.”

Cooper makes toward the rope to pull it herself, and then Tyberius snaps. He reaches out, his large hand clamped around Cooper’s throat in an instant. She falls to her knees and desperately pries at his fingers. There’s a crazed look on his face.

You sprint to the top of the landing. “I made it!”

Tyberius drops Cooper. Both are obviously shocked to see you. At this time, the first zombie follows you up the stairs. It wears a welding mask. This one is certainly just the first of many. Tyberius sees the fiend and lunges out, tackling it to the landing. He has the undead man pinned, and attacks him viciously, but the blows just glance off his welding mask.

Other zombies begin to come up the stairs as the welding mask ghoul squirms beneath Tyberius. “Pull the rope!” he screams.

You grab the rope, but you don’t pull it. All you have to do is tug the rope and a dozen desks, cabinets, and chairs will collapse upon the landing and seal the stairs off—crushing Tyberius in the process. “You can still make it; let’s go!”

“Do it,” Cooper croaks from the ground, tenderly rubbing her neck.

“Pull the fucking release,” he says. Not a shout this time, but simply a demand. He stares hard at you.

[image: •]• “You don’t get to die now, you selfish bastard. Get up here!” Refuse.

[image: •]• “I’m… sorry.” Pull the release.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Just Picking a Few Things Up


[image: ___]

The megastore lies ahead. It’s one of those buy-in-bulk-for-a-reduced-price warehouse types. The parking lot is eerily bare, a concrete savanna before you. “Think we’ll find food?” you ask.

“It’s probably been raided,” Tyberius answers.

“So what?” Hefty chimes in. “Of the good stuff, maybe. There’s probably ketchup or salad dressing or something that’ll keep us alive. Alive, man. Let’s go!” He runs across the parking lot and the group follows. Sims dons his gas mask—that’s comforting.

Cooper opens the door; pitch black within. She says “Flashlights and weapons,” before she heads in. You nod, flick your flashlight on and enter with the group. The megastore is as much a disaster zone as the outside world, if not more so. Entire shelves are overturned. Food containers broken open, rotting. Describe it in a word? Raided.

The place has an atmosphere the opposite of its day life. Jungle gyms and trampolines cast ominous shadows. DVD displays reflect your flashlight beam with devious glares. Suddenly, red lights pop on and flood the store. “That’d be Sims with the emergency generator,” Hefty says, answering the look on your face.

You keep looking through the store with your flashlight. Despite the red glow, you can’t see many details, and there could be a zombie hiding anywhere. Sims comes back from wherever he disappeared to.

“Let’s stay together until we secure the area,” Cooper says. You start down an aisle with the group, then—the shuffle of feet. Shoes squeal on linoleum flooring.

You take off down the aisle and steps follow. So do labored breaths. You turn the corner, axe raised in preparation for mortal combat, only to be met by a lone man in a lab coat. You only stop because he raises his arms—one of which is covered in a homemade plaster cast—and recoils. Zombies don’t flinch.

“I’m alive!” the man shouts. He could be a candidate for a GQ model, but instead wears a lab coat for a living. He’s even got the studly five o’clock shadow.

Composed, Cooper slaps a giant monkey wrench in the open palm of her hand while looking the man up and down. She devours his features, digests them within, gesticulates upon some sort of conclusion, then finally shits out, “Give me one reason we let you live.”

“What?” you blurt in shock.

“I’m a doctor!” he shouts.

She looks at him with dark seriousness. “Got some ID?”

He hands her his badge. Line 1: “DELEON, LEWIS M.D.”; Line 2: “GENETICS RESEARCH DIVISION”; Line 3: “HUMAN INFINITE TECHNOLOGIES.”

“Research doctor?” she says aloud. “Who gives a shit?”

“Most of my research was with these—things—we’re dealing with now. I’m probably the foremost expert on the planet.”

“Uh-huh. And that pack you’ve got there, full of supplies?”

“Yes.”

She muses for a moment, then says, “All right, Doc. You can travel with us. Looks like you already met our Newbie.” He looks at your axe.

“Sorry,” you say.

“That over there is Tyberius and Hefty, Sims and Angelica. And this here’s Jose.”

“Me llamo Guillermo. Mucho gusto,” the cook replies.

“You can call me Cooper, and what I say goes. You got a problem with that?”

“No.”

“All right, so we’re gonna—”

“You didn’t let me finish,” Deleon says, cutting her off. “I don’t have a problem with that because I’m not going with you.”

Cooper sizes him up. “All right, Doc, you can leave. But before you go, we’ve got a hurt man here. Can you help him?”

“I’m mostly a research doctor.”

“But you still went through some kind of med school, right? It’s just a bum shoulder. Sims, c’mere.”

Sims moves forward. His left shoulder hangs oddly. Funny, you hadn’t noticed until it was pointed out. Makes you wonder who else might be nursing injuries. Deleon sighs, “First, take off that ridiculous gas mask. It’s not airborne.”

“How do you know?” Sims asks, muffled by the mask.

“Because none of these fine people are trying to eat you. Besides, this pandemic is my specialty. They would’ve come to me for help had the whole network not gone to shit. Now turn around, please.”

Sims takes off the mask and faces away from Deleon.

“It’s dislocated. You’ll feel a sharp pain.” Deleon cracks the shoulder into place. Sims cries out, but moves his arm about; it’s fixed.

“Welcome aboard, Doc,” Cooper says with a slap on Deleon’s back.

“No, no, no. Glad to help and all, but I’m traveling solo.”

“No, you’re not. You’re valuable, so you’re coming with us.”

Deleon looks at their desperate faces. They all see him as hope. “I’m looking for niacin, to develop a cure. If you guys want to walk toward a hospital or a lab, that’s where I’m going.”

Angelica, the blonde housewife, steps forward. “You have a cure?!”

“I said I’m working on one.”

“Well, now you’re definitely coming with us,” Cooper says. “Sims, go with the Doc to the pharmacy. Help him find whatever he needs. Everybody else, split up and look for supplies.”

[image: •]• Go with Sims and Deleon.

[image: •]• Go with Cooper, Guillermo, and Angelica.

[image: •]• Go with Tyberius and Hefty.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Keep Waiting


[image: ___]

“Fair enough,” Sims shrugs. “Give me a hand with this.” Together, you push a large old-fashioned radio desk against the door. It’s probably in the classroom to give the students a historical perspective on broadcast communication, but it works as a wonderful barrier, since the analog equipment is heavy and sturdily constructed, unlike the microchip-laden control panels of today. They just don’t make ‘em like they used to.

It’s muscle-tearing, backbreaking work—strenuous work—but you lift another desk atop the current one, completely sealing off the door. Then, just for good measure, you add a third and a fourth desk behind these two, so that there are several hundred pounds between the hallway and you.

“That oughta do it,” Sims says, wiping sweat from his brow.

“Are you there, Soldier?” Arthur Gray asks over the radio.

“Roger,” Sims replies.

“Our combat team is out on mission right now, but we might be able to pick you up in the morning.”

“That’ll make for a long night, sir. They’ve found us—all of them.”

“Then God bless you and keep you safe.”

Sims releases the microphone, then mutters, “Gee, thanks.”

And that’s when the zombies arrive, clawing at the doorway like rats in the walls, with great wailing and gnashing of teeth. Somehow they know you’re in there, somehow they always know. You just stare at the desks, watching them vibrate under the furious pounding of the collective group in the hallway.

A ghastly moan sounds within the room, and Sims turns to you. “Not funny.”

“I didn’t—” you start, but your breath is taken away when a zombie bites into Sims from behind. You turn to see four others in the room with you, and still another pushing from behind a curtain at the back of the room. This must be one of those lab-style classrooms where the desk-and-chalkboard learning happens on the other side, and the students come here for their hands-on.

Well, that sucks. The undead are here for their own hands-on portion. Without another moment’s hesitation, you slam the pick side of your axe into the ghoul attacking Sims. It drops to the ground, leaving your companion standing in bewilderment.

Although his hand is pressed firmly against his neck, blood shoots out from in-between his fingers at the rate of his newly quickened pulse. Still, to the man’s credit, his next move is to pull out his sword and batter the nearest ghoul. Then he drops to one knee, his pulse already slowing from loss of blood.

You attack the other three fiends with your aluminum baseball bat, destroying them all with fury, but more rush in through the curtained partition. With no way out, this won’t end well. The new crop of zombies pours in, paying no mind to Sims—which means he’s already dead.

Cracking your bat against the skulls of the first two, you’re a little too close to the third, and he takes you down. The crowd helps. In six hours, Sims will rise again, but there’s won’t be enough flesh left on your corpse.

THE END


Killed With Kindness


[image: ___]

You can’t… somehow you just can’t do it. Cooper lacks the strength to get up and force you, and the first round of zombies swarms over Tyberius as he screams. It’s like you’re paralyzed. Cooper crawls over toward you and the rope, but the next throng of undead viciously attacks her.

You try your best to fight them off, but it’s like trying to plug an ant hill with your finger—all you end up with is an ant-covered hand. But this swarm is a little more brutal, and soon you’re overwhelmed as well.

The three of you are split up and divided amongst the multitude like five loaves and two fish, and there won’t be enough of you to miraculously rise again.

THE END


Lady Killer


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

She’s much, much faster than you, but you’ve caught fast prey before. She sprints away out of your view, but you know exactly where she is. You can hear her steps pounding down the hallway, tearing away as fast as she can. You can hear her open the door to a room and scramble through the gear within. You can hear her labored, grunting breaths as she comes back out of the room and continues running down the hall—this time carrying a full load of supplies.

You make it to a stairwell, certain that she fled this way. It’s a simple push door (no doorknob, bad choice) and you move in. It’s the roof access and you climb your way up the stairs. It’s slow going, what with not being very coordinated at all, but you make it to the top step and the door out to the roof. This one has a handle, but the door is propped open by a can of corn. That’s convenient.

You push your way out the door, just as a blinding light sweeps your way. Looks like the roof search lights are back on. Still, despite the momentary blindness, you move toward her exact location. When you kick through her supply pile, she turns and spots you.

An angry look flashes across her face. She moves in toward you, unafraid, her grip tightened on the crowbar. You raise your hands to receive her, but with gritted teeth she slides in-between your grasp and shoves the prying end right through your right eye socket. As she swivels the metal, scrambling your brain, you fall limp.

Shouldn’t have messed with the badass.

THE END


The Last Supper


[image: ___]

Guillermo escorts the group to the cafeteria, then gestures for you to sit at the table nearest the kitchen and wait. After a few minutes, the chef wheels out a cart full of food—he’s prepared you a gourmet meal. The cafeteria had all the fixin’s for tacos, but there’s no way a school meal was ever this good. The food melts in your mouth and bursts with flavor. What this man did with canned beef is nothing short of amazing; simply wow. You haven’t had a home-cooked meal since this whole thing began.

“This is delicious!” Sims says. “Gracias, Jose.”

“Guillermo.”

“Guillermo to you too.”

Tyberius snorts a laugh. “You are so fugnorant. Guillermo—his name is Guillermo.” The group laughs, Sims just shrugs and takes another bite.

“This takes talent, and this is why I said you should know your people, Cooper,” Deleon says, stuffing his face some more.

“Yeah, yeah,” she replies.

“You know, I got a talent,” Hefty offers. “It ain’t all this, but…”

“Let’s see it,” Cooper says.

“Really?”

“Yeah, why not?” She smiles. For once, she seems completely at ease. “Now that we’re safe and secure—now that we’re home—let’s see what you’ve got.”

“A talent show!” you suggest, chiming in.

“Exactly,” Deleon says, pointing at you.

Hefty stands and picks up the compound hunting bow he’s been carrying everywhere. He looses his arrows at the posters on the walls, cleanly lodging the bolts between the eyes of firemen, cops, cartoon carrots, smiling crossing guards, sports role-models, and schoolchildren alike. He makes some incredibly skillful shots, bull’s-eyes two arrows at once, and even does a behind-the-back. All in all, pretty amazing. For the grand finale, Tyberius hurls a basketball and Hefty pops it in the air.

After the applause for Hefty dies down, Tyberius says, “Come on, everyone, I’ve got something for you too.”

You all follow him down the halls, wondering in silence what possible talent you could offer up to the group. When was the last time you performed in front of a group? Does the school even have what you need? What will everyone else do?

He takes you to the music room, where you each find a seat on the choir bleachers while Tyberius sets up the piano. He flips through the sheet music, cracks his fingers, and after a few false starts—plays a beautiful piano concerto. After a few moments, Tyberius closes his eyes and plays by memory alone.

You sit back with a full stomach and let the music overtake you; it’s a classical selection, and he plays it well. You suddenly realize, with the onset of goose bumps, that you haven’t heard music in weeks. Maybe living here won’t be so bad! There was a serious chance you’d never hear a piano again, and your throat constricts in a knot as the thought that this might be the last time you ever hear music dawns on you. It’s like all the tightly woven stress is being loosened, untangled and unwound, strand by strand, with each note keyed in under deft fingers. It’s hard not to cry.

When he finishes playing, the room is left speechless.

Finally, Deleon breaks the silence. “I’d like to go next. My talent comes to you in the form of an apology. It pains me to say I… caused all of this. I made a mistake, and it’s time I admit it.” But no one acknowledges his admission.

“Where’d you learn to play like that, Ty?” Cooper asks.

Deleon removes a Gilgazyme ® inhaler from his pocket. “Do you recognize this? I’m the scientist who developed it. That’s why I was working on a cure. Gilgazyme—makes you live forever. Gene therapy was the wave of the future. Genes, carried on the back of chromosomes, the basic units of heredity. Normally, gene therapy is used to treat genetic disorders. In most cases, you insert a ‘normal’ gene to replace the ‘abnormal’ gene causing your disorder. We did the opposite. We had the abnormal gene sent in. And it worked! But like a failed organ transplant, our patients rejected it within four days.”

“But if you knew what was going on, why didn’t anybody speak up to stop it?” Sims asks.

“It was an Amyclaean Silence. No one wanted to admit what was happening. In ancient Greece, the people of Amyclae were so incensed by constant rumors of a Spartan invasion that they actually made a law banning anyone to speak of it. When the Spartans finally did arrive, the Amyclaean guards were too frightened to declare invasion. The town was quickly overtaken.

“I mean, zombies? We couldn’t believe it ourselves, and it was right in front of our eyes. I hid my bite from you, my cure from you, but I don’t want to hide my blame from you. Gilgazyme—all of this—is my fault.”

Again, silence. No one looks at Deleon, until finally Hefty shoots him a look of scorn. “We know, dickweed. What, you think none of us watched the news?”

Deleon’s mouth and eyes pop open, and he just sits there in surprise. “Lessons,” Tyberius says, answering Cooper. “My mom… she…” He slowly looks down into his hands. He stays there for a while, not moving, just staring at his hands.

“Taught you?” Sims offers. Hefty punches him in the arm.

Tyberius looks up finally, his eyes red and wet, and rubs the back of his fist on the tears. His shoulders heave up and down; it looks like the strong man has finally broken. This is how it happens; it only takes one minute of soft relaxation to completely tear down your barriers. That must be why Cooper kept the group so cold and uninvolved, you realize.

“Hey…” Deleon starts, moving toward him.

“Not you, motherfucker,” Tyberius says, anger replacing his angst. “Oh, does that surprise you? You say it out loud, and suddenly it doesn’t exist? She’s dead now, because of you. Did you even lose anyone?”

Deleon looks to the floor like a scolded child. “My parents died before all this.”

“Not the same!” Tyberius roars out. “So you don’t know what it was like. Watching her die, and then, and then become one of those—things. You know, maybe I coulda forgave you that. She would want me to. But I can’t forgive you the cure.” He stares at his hands once more, at his palms, the fingers spread open and curled taut, like he’s wrestling some invisible fiend.

“The things I did… I thought I did to survive, ya know?” he continues, sniffling a stream of mucous. “But now you tell me I didn’t have to? That she wasn’t really lost? That she could have been cured? No, I can’t forgive you that.

“So you better make things right,” Tyberius says, his voice breaking from the strain of emotion. “You better cure the rest of them.”

Deleon nods, then his eyebrows rise and he breathes out, “I will.”

No one else says anything, but you know what they’re all thinking: those zombies they killed weren’t ghouls or monsters or anything like that. They were people, people who could’ve been cured. How many have you killed?

“All right, guys,” Sims says, clearing his throat. “I was saving this as a surprise, but I think we could use a pick-me-up right about now, so…”

Cooper presses her temples in the telltale sign of a headache. She closes her eyes and huffs a breath out her nose. “Sims, what the hell are you talking about?”

“Trust me, you guys are gonna like this,” he says. He pulls out his radio, turns it on, announces he’ll just be a minute, and leaves the room. But it’s a long few minutes; everyone is trying not to look at each other, consumed by thoughts of past guilt.

Then the lights above the music room flicker on.

The radio crackles to life, and Sims’ voice comes through, “How about that, ha ha ha HA! And he said, let there be light.”

The group instinctively jumps to their feet. Hefty whoops and cheers, Guillermo gives you a hug, and Tyberius actually starts laughing. Cooper kisses you impulsively before grabbing the radio. “Sims! That’s fucking amazing, you actually did something right!”

“Okay, meet on the roof for part two. Sims out.”

[image: •]• Head to the roof.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Leap of Faith


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

Driven by an instinctual desire to be near the traffic sounds coming from below, you walk out on the balcony. Without even thinking, you keep walking right up to the railing and careen forward over the superficial barrier. The rail acts like a fulcrum for your waist, tipping you head-first out into the open air.

As the thirteen stories fly by, the sounds of civilization grow louder and you grow hungrier. You see pedestrians right below you. Only a few more feet and they’ll be yours. In your excitement, you begin to groan in anticipation. You stretch your arms out and open your jaws wide.

Then you hit the pavement. Your brain splatters all over the street like a bug against a windshield.

THE END


Les Toilets


[image: ___]

Well, aren’t you the industrious one. You go into the bathroom and you… clean the toilets. Exciting stuff, right? But your hard work pays off and you’re promoted to, wait for it, “Head Janitor” (there’s a pun here). Nothing strikes you as out of the ordinary in the bathroom and it appears that, despite discovering an end to aging, the good doctors’ shit does indeed stink.

Where to now?

[image: •]• Staff Offices… Maybe there’s some paperwork worth stealing, or perhaps you’ll spy on the famous doctors?

[image: •]• Rodent Testing Labs… They’re bound to have something valuable lying around.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Let me Axe You a Question


[image: ___]

She gives you the open-palmed wave meaning, “be my guest.” You move forward in the woods, Rosie trailing behind you, straight toward the Ranger zombie. He sees you after only a few steps and immediately starts toward you in pursuit. He moans loudly and stumble-runs with feverish excitement.

It’s not a sprint, but he’s closing the football field between you faster than you’d like. Your adrenaline is pumping and the face-ripped-off, open-mouth wound is more intimidating than you’d care to admit.

When he gets within striking range, you bring down the axe over his head like you were splitting firewood. You don’t hit exactly in the middle of his head, but it doesn’t matter—his skull cracks open and the metal wedge smashes the brains within. He falls dead. You turn to Rosie with a grin of pride.

“It’s good to be confident with your primary weapon, but did you think about that moan he gave? Every zoo within earshot is hungrily coming to this position right now. A pop from my rifle would make some noise, sure, and they’d come to investigate. But now they’re coming hungry and fast, whereas they only shuffle over out of curiosity toward my 10/22.”

She slips off her backpack and removes a fifty-round drum magazine, which would make her rifle look like a Tommy-gun if she attached it.

“See this? That’s fifty dead Zulu. You should know how to use it, especially if something happens to me. Distance is your friend, buddy. If that Ranger would’ve bit you, I was ready to shoot you—don’t forget that.”

[image: •]• You look away. “We’d better get going.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Life Attic


[image: ___]

You pull the cord above you, bringing down the retractable ladder. With a backpack full of canned food and a few bottles of water, you head into the crawlspace above your home. You pull the ladder up, push boxes of Christmas decorations out of the way, and prepare to wait them out in silence.

It’s not long until the undead have breached inside your house. The alarm, the moaning, or both—proved more effective than you might have thought, and soon your home is swarming with them. Even though you can’t see down, you can hear enough to know it’s totally full down there.

They search in vain, unable to grasp the concept that you’re in the ceiling, and eventually they start to leave.

*     *     *

Well, a long thirteen days pass by. Your hiding spot has held! Your food supplies, however, have not. You’ve got about a day’s worth left and water is running low too.

[image: •]• I don’t care; I’d rather starve than be eaten.

[image: •]• Back down the stairs. I know I left some food in the house.

[image: •]• Out onto the roof. The advantage is the high ground.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Lighten the Load


[image: ___]

You hurl the garbage bag against an oncoming zombie, the load thudding against her like a sack of flour. It’s not enough to knock her down, but it’s enough to buy some distance between you. You’re considerably more fleet of foot, and you run away with ease.

But she’s not the only hazard. Yes, they only lunge and lurch—the more excited and able-bodied of them stumble-run at you—but there’s just so despairingly many of them that you’re in a veritable minefield of grasping arms.

If you were a world-class soccer player, you’d juke your way through the crowd with relative ease. Relative because, despite their apparent lack of cognitive thinking, or perhaps because of it, these ghouls are impossible to fool. You can’t feint to the side, tricking them into following you. They almost preternaturally home in on your movements, meaning you either beat them outright through athletic prowess… or you die.

You’re not totally unencumbered without the food bag. Your backpack could still be a deadly hazard if a gnarled, bloody hand with ripped-off fingertips managed even a tenuous hold on one of the straps.

Hammer in hand, you tear across the pavement in an effort to catch up to the group. A zombie reaches out at you from a curbside sewer drain, but you see the fiend just in time to hurdle over the outstretched arm.

An undead teenager tackles into you, but you refuse to be knocked over. You duck down, legs bent, and throw the man off you like a wrestler in the ring. He clutches at your leg, and you bring the hammer down on his head twice; ending the encounter.

You make it back to the group just as the neighborhood ends and you’re out to a larger road. The bulk of the horde is behind you, but still you must jog to keep ahead of it. No one else has their trash bags of food either.

“Where to?” Tyberius asks, looking to Cooper.

“Supermarket,” she huffs. “We will eat today.”

[image: •]• Continue to the Supermarket.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Like a Raging Bull


[image: ___]

You slam your axe against the lock with your full strength. However, even the most miserly of pawnshop owners invest in badass padlocks, and you get more feedback rushing up your arms than the heavy steel receives.

Still, that wasn’t the only swing you had in you. Even if you have to shatter your axe in the process, you’re getting in! Again and again you rattle the cage with your axe, sure to keep the lock square between blows. Small metal filings chip off the lock—progress!

The first zombie announces her presence with a hot moan on the back of your neck. You turn and cleave the axe against her temple with redoubled effort.

“I don’t have time for this shit!” you yell as she hits the pavement.

Killing the fiend reenergized you, and the lock doesn’t stand a chance. Its clatter to the pavement is sweet music to your ears. You wrench the gate back and try the door—locked. Of course. Well, get ready to scream, “Here’s Johnny!” Wood jumps away from the door as you pummel it with the axe. Of course, this is no mere closet partition, this is a thick security door. It’s going to take a little while.

Two more zombies show up behind you with moans and growls—isn’t it nice of them to announce their arrival? You turn toward them and in your frenetic frenzy, you’re more annoyed with the hassle of dispatching them than you are frightened.

You crush the skull of the first as easily as your previous attacker, then duck down to evade the grasp of the second. With the gritty pavement securely under one palm, you bash his kneecap with a firm kick. His legs snap backward in a sickening insect-like way. As the ghoul falls, you rise and then it’s just like chopping firewood before he’s twice-dead.

Examining the horizon, there’s a hard truth: the next wave will be nine undead together. You’ve got about thirty seconds. Reeling around to the door, you set your stance wide, right foot back, and make quick work of the door. Popeye and his spinach have nothing on you and your can of need-to-live.

You scream, fiercely drowning out the drone of the undead, and finally get a break—the tip on the axe finds open air behind the door. Almost there! You smash it harder and harder. With the same hot growl, the pack of undead are behind you and in range. In one more burst of fury, you smash into the door and burst through it.

A shotgun cracks to life and throws your face out and across the crowd.

The pawnshop owner was waiting for you the whole time, the bastard. If you saw this coming, raise your hand; if not, fall to the pavement dead. The zombies step over your lifeless body and push their way into the store. A single shotgun won’t do the man any good against the whole neighborhood.

THE END


Like MacGyver


[image: ___]

After a moment, you find a piece of the shattered porthole door-window large enough for your purposes. Like a striking viper, your hand shoots out into the open, claims the glass, and returns without getting blown away. Using the glass as a mirror, you see it’s not an armed civilian at all, but an improvised booby-trap. A thrashing movement comes from inside, then stops.

“Hello?” you ask in a whisper.

You creep around the corner into the house, a death-grip on your axe, and look up with alarm at a body hanging from a noose. Although it is limp, for some reason the body sways. The rope creaks and groans. Then the corpse lurches with life and moans and growls, snapping its jaws. The Hangman Zombie can’t get you as it dangles suspended from the ceiling.

[image: •]• Agh, a zombie! Ruuuuuuuun.

[image: •]• Eh, he’s detained. Keep looking.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Listen to Ackbar


[image: ___]

The aluminum siding screams “cheap to build,” and probably wouldn’t stand up to a hurricane, but it’s safe enough; the living dead could only pass through the single entrance you now face. This is a full-height turnstile, similar to a revolving door, like those used in some big-city railway stations. Muffled sounds are coming from within: livestock, maybe? Or is that human speech? The hair on the back of your neck rises with a fresh dose of adrenaline, and you proceed with newfound skepticism.

You’ve never seen a barn with a turnstile entrance; the rancher must’ve custom-built it for some specific purpose. The barn curves around inside with the turnstile, and as a result you cannot see beyond this gate. You power up a flashlight, hold tight to your weapon, and push one of the horizontal crossbars—which moves freely.

You push slowly and cautiously; it’s impossibly dark inside. Once you make it inside, you sweep the beam of the flashlight out in front—broad strokes which, oddly, produce no image. From above, you hear a cow moo, quickly followed by a young girl’s laughter. Umm… what? Shining the flashlight at the source of the noise, you find a speaker hoisted to the ceiling. For whatever reason, human and animal recordings are playing through the sound system.

You point the flashlight at your feet and come to the realization that you’re standing on a small platform. There’s a ramp leading down into the barn; you’re raised above the entrenched floor level. Leaning carefully, you aim the light downward to see what exactly this barn holds.

The barn is thick with undead. They look up to your flashlight, their eyes not bothering to adjust, and reach up to you in hunger. The howling moans overtake the artificial sounds of life emanating from the speakers.

Suddenly, it all clicks. The single entrance, the sounds of the living, the lowered floor below: you’ve just stumbled into a zombie trap. Without hesitation, you turn back and press against the turnstile, but it’s a one-way model and won’t budge no matter how hard you push.

In panic, you give it a powerful heave, smashing your body against the gate like a battering ram. The final aspect of the trap springs into action—the floor is coated with some kind of grease or oil, and you slip down the ramp under your own momentum.

For a brief time, your screams prove more inviting than the false noises from above—that little girl’s laughing again—and the crowd of ghouls collects atop you in your prone position. You try to flee up the ramp, but it’s far too slick and steep. The first bite comes into your leg. You can’t fight them off, but don’t worry, there won’t be enough of you left to rise again.

THE END


Lock, Stock and Barrel


[image: ___]

You arrive at the stockroom and join in the semicircle around a large pallet of beans. Several camping lanterns illuminate the scene, allowing you to see the area better. There could be undead behind any corner, crawling forward through the shadows, or locked in a back office. You’re ready to get back out into the sunlight.

“Trust me,” Sims says. “I’ve done a lot of research on this kind of thing. If you can only take one type of food with you—pound for pound, it’s beans, so…”

“Load up,” Cooper instructs.

Deleon shakes his head. “Look, this is all great, but I need to get to a hospital or something.”

“The hospital was overrun,” Angelica says in not more than a whisper, staring off into nothingness. There’s a moment of silence. Her unspoken pain is thick in the shadowy air.

“What’s your plan then, Cooper?” Deleon asks finally.

“Find guns, lots of them. Then blast my way to safety.”

“Where’s that?” you ask.

“Haven’t found it yet. Look, we’re all the same. Our safe places stopped being safe. We’re all just trying to find a new one.”

“I’m going to signal rescue, at all costs. So…” Sims says.

“Shut up, Sims.”

Deleon shakes his head, pacing. “I don’t have time to waste on a goddamn gunstore. I need a lab where I can devote some serious time to this thing.”

“Which is why you need us, Doc,” she says. “We provide security, you provide the cure.”

Tyberius speaks up. “What about the high school? There’s a chemistry lab, plus it’s got a cafeteria. I know they’ve got emergency supplies.”

Deleon snaps his fingers. “Hey… that’s not bad.”

“They’s a sportin’ good shop neah by,” Hefty says in his deep Southern accent.

Cooper nods. “Good, guns first, then this school.”

“No,” Deleon says firmly. “I need to get to that lab.”

[image: •]• “Come on, Doc. Just a quick stop. Can’t make the cure while you’re dead.”

[image: •]• “Let’s get that school set up, Cooper. Then we can send a few of us on a gun run.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Lone Wolf


[image: ___]

You go your own way, looking back not out of indecision or regret, but only to ensure that you weren’t followed. On your own, you roam the wilderness of the apocalypse. You’ve never been a fan of other people and now your misanthropy is justified. After all, the undead pursue the living, so it’s best to avoid both, right? Hiking is nice, but not when you’re constantly looking over your shoulder. Not when you’ve got blisters growing on top of blisters, either.

In the four days since you struck out on your own, you haven’t seen a single zombie, but you’ve slept in trees just in case. You’ve been slowly whittling down your food supply. In fact, it is this impending hunger that brings you close to civilization once more. You can only be a nomad so long when you’re pursued every hour of the day. The undead scare away any wildlife you might hunt, and it’s not like you can settle down and grow your own food. But scavenging is a different matter altogether.

You’ve reached a farm, and now it’s time to look for something to eat. There are a couple different options for procuring sustenance:

[image: •]• Check the fields. Something smells like strawberries; maybe it’s harvest time?

[image: •]• There’s a large aluminum pre-fab barn up ahead. It looks windowless and secure, so something’s bound to be stored inside.

[image: •]• The farmhouse. All the goods should be dried or canned already.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


The Long Slog


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

You traverse the fields and fountains, moors and mountains all night long, but this marsh is labyrinthine and the dense canopy negates the possibility of navigation by starlight. So you trudge the trenches, unsure of what progress you’re making or if you’re even headed in the right direction.

*     *     *

The sun has long since risen. You’ve walked all night and never found your way out of the bog. The air is humid with the heat of day, but your swamp stays dim and shaded. A young undead woman walks over to you, but then it’s as if you’re invisible. She looks right through you and continues walking past. Maybe she’s not interested because you’ve been bitten?

Your blood is thick with fatigue. No, not quite fatigue, but your hike slows to a lackluster crawl nonetheless. It’s almost like you’re bored. Like you don’t give a damn one way or another if you make it to shelter. Unless…shelter…full of people. Scratch that—you want to find this place. Desperately.

You’re on the move with purpose again. You must find this compound, and liberate those within! They live a life of fear and bondage, and you know deep down you can free them of that. Not to mention that you’re hungry, and those people will surely feed you.

There’s a man in the distance, walking through the marshes. He can feed you right now! You stumble toward him in anticipation, arms out front. What a sight you must be, like a wilderness survivor on the brink of death finding a park ranger at long last.

A moan breaches the still of the morning, penetrating the deepest reaches of the woods. The moan, you realize, is coming from you. Then another one rockets out from behind. Without looking, you know it’s that same undead woman; the other zombie. Zombie is such a crude term for what you are. The other immortal. The goddess.

Now the man is onto you. He turns, giving you a good look at the kendo uniform he wears—simply put: practice samurai armor.

The folds of his robes and armor move fluidly like some great bird of prey. Your quarry seems confident, but you don’t care. You just want to eat him. He removes a katana from its sheath with a metallic shing and before you even know what’s happened—your head falls into the swamp with a ker-plunk of backsplash and sinks, but you’re not dead yet. You can see the murky waters and the detritus floating within. After a moment, you come to rest on the muddy bottom on the right side of your face.

What now? Perhaps you can get some food when someone else wanders through the swamp? You could bite their ankles if they get close enough, or maybe—nope—the katana slices into the water and finds your head.

Damn, this guy is thorough.

THE END


Lost Vegas


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

You’re on a balcony five hundred feet in the air. It’s the balcony of your suite. The wind fluffs your hair and sets your finest duds to dancing. You look out at the strip below. Glittering lights, hordes of people, and wealth passing hands faster than anywhere else in the world. You will seldom find a place more accepting of high rollers than Sin City, and you most certainly fit in that category. This is a city where the rich are literally propped up by the poor; the money of losers built the very floors beneath you. Officially, the hotel only has thirty-six floors, but you’ve got the room on the thirty-seventh. It’s usually reserved for celebrities and foreign dignitaries—you’re the suite’s first immortal.

But even though you’re on top of the world, you don’t feel it. If anything, you feel bored. Your party awaits you back inside the room; they’re all gathered for your dramatic entrance. Could it be that, knowing you’ll live forever, life has lost its meaning? Perhaps the beauty of a fleeting moment is dulled when you could just repeat the moment a hundred years from now.

No, that’s not it, either. You’re bored… and kind of hungry. Yet the caviar and champagne holds no appeal for you. So used to getting what you want, you’re now crushed by concerns that there’s no longer anything worth wanting. Oscar Wilde once said, “There are only two tragedies in life: one is not getting what one wants, and the other is getting it.” Problem is, at this moment, you don’t know what you want.

Then Stacy comes out on the balcony. “We’re ready for you,” she says.

And now you know what you want—you’re ready for her. Stacy, your loyal assistant, looks ravishing. Before you even know what you’re doing, you lunge at her, ready to devour her every ounce of flesh. She doesn’t even have a chance.

Stacy falls back, with you still clawing and biting, through the glass doors and into the room. With a great clatter of designer windowpane and curtains, you sprawl into the suite. Everyone you invited looks on with horror at what the Gilgazyme ® has made you; at the price of your immortality.

As your assistant bleeds out, your urges change. Once she falls limp, it’s only the fresh humanity before you that can slake your thirst. You amble toward the other guests, who scream in panic and shove one another out of the way in a selfish bid for survival. Hey, works for you. The anorexic-thin dates your male guests brought will serve as a nice appetizer, and in the calamity, they were nice enough to leave two such women behind.

Stacy may be gone, but she’s not forgotten. The Gilgazyme ® that changed your genetic code is now frantically at work within her. Soon your assistant will be sticking to your side like it’s any normal day. Together, you’ll paint the town red.

The screams in the hallway beyond the open door of your room prove an irresistible dinner bell and you calmly walk toward them. People flee from the mere sight of you. You see some go into a stairwell, but running doesn’t much appeal to you anymore. The elevator, on the other hand, is a different story. Canned food? Yes, please. The doors begin to close, but you can’t run to catch the food cart; it’s almost like your feet are incased in concrete. Their eyes grow wide and they smash the “close door” button with frenzy. But you’re so incredibly excited, you begin to stumble toward them. It’s not quite a run, but it does the trick. You slip in just before the doors close. Stacy will have to take the stairs.

Oh boy, oh boy—sardines. You take a millisecond to enjoy what’s about to come, then you dive right in, ripping apart anyone you can touch. And they’ve got nowhere to go; it’s like eating fish in a barrel. It’s a long way down to “Lobby,” so your feasting is about as much as the undead could hope for. Blood and flesh, garnished with sweat and tears.

With a “ding,” you reach the lobby, and the doors pull open. All your victims cower on the floor; they’ve still got some life in them, but your curiosity gets the better of you. You turn around.

Casino security is waiting. Seeing your gore-smattered countenance and the victims quaking by your feet, they open fire. The first few shots just tickle. However, unfortunate as it is, one of the guards scores a shot just above your right eye. Right in the brain—you’re dead.

But don’t worry, your legacy will live on in the half-dozen survivors from the elevator. You see, you’ve infected them, and the six-hour incubation period will make tonight fun for the hospital staff at Las Vegas General.

THE END


Machiavellian


[image: ___]

You turn away from Deleon’s anguished cursing and follow Cooper down the hall. You can hear the doctor grunting and crawling as the undead growl and shuffle after him. Eventually, you don’t hear anything anymore, once you’re far enough away.

You enter the nurse’s office and Cooper starts rummaging through the supplies the group had previously stashed here. “You grab food, I’ll grab emergency supplies,” she says.

In less than a minute, you’re out of the office and on the move once more. Your arms are so full of foodstuffs, you’re constantly dropping canned supplies. Cooper does the same with her full load. Without incident, you make it to the roof access stairwell and up to the roof. One of the parcels Cooper drops prevents the roof door from fully closing, but neither of you notice.

“Goddamn, Sims,” Cooper says, looking at the siren and search lights.

“Maybe his plan worked?” you respond. “Rescue could be on the way.”

“That’s what I’m hoping. He said he contacted somebody, so now all we have to do is sit here and wait.”

“All he ever wanted to do in the first place,” you muse.

“Don’t get sentimental on me now, Newbie.”

Then the roof doorway opens. You turn back to see Deleon limply moving toward you. His color is washed out by the repeated blue and red light splashes, and it’s difficult to see how pale and dead he looks.

“You?” Cooper says in disbelief, walking toward him. “Your cure worked?”

The spotlight swings by and lights up Zombie Deleon. She sees he’s undead and takes out her crowbar. They meet in the middle; she raises her crowbar and swings it at his head. He catches her forearm and they both look at it. A look of panic crosses her face. The closest thing to a smile is on his face.

He pulls her to himself and bites down hard on the base of her neck. She screams. You rush to help, but it’s too late. The rest of the horde pours out of the stairwell and onto the roof. Trying to find a last, desperate escape, you run to the edge.

You can’t even see the ground, so thick is the pavement with undead. They come at you now, ready to feed on your flesh, and there’s not a damn thing you can do about it. Your axe is no match for the two dozen—and more on their way. This is it, you will be devoured beneath the stars. Your blood will appear alternately clear and black beneath the red and blue strobe.

[image: •]• No it won’t! JUMP—head first.

[image: •]• Try to take one or two out before they eat you.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Many Moons…


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

Some time passes. You’re not sure how much, as time doesn’t mean much to the ageless, but it was dark and then it was light, and that pattern repeated itself for several iterations. Human beings are less frequently encountered and better armed than they were in the beginning… so that sucks.

But there goes one right now! Across the wet pavement, his boots hitting puddles and disrupting the reflected starlight as he runs. Apparently he thinks his shotgun will keep him safe while he goes out for food. Time to prove him wrong.

The local pantheon of immortals descends upon him, yourself included, elbowing their way through the gods and goddesses already tailing him. He slams against a door but finds it won’t budge. “Open the door, hurry up, goddammit!” he shouts as he pounds against it. “Open the fucking door!” His voice shrieks with strain.

Knowing this is the end, he turns back to face the crowd with his shotgun raised. You’re seventh in line. The immortals push forward and BOOM! the shotgun gives the first goddess’s face the firecracker-inside-the-pumpkin treatment. He slides back the pump action, feeds another shell into the breach, and blows away the next immortal.

He’s quick, and your compatriots drop to the pavement in less than a second each. One, two, three down. Only one more god between you and the human—oh boy, it’s almost your turn! He sprays the last immortal’s face all over yours, then pumps and levels the weapon at your forehead—click.

Has there ever been a more beautiful sound? He pumps once more, and once more: click. That’s one of the many great things about eating people, no reloading. You bring him down to the pavement, his writhing form directly atop the slain immortals, and others of the pantheon help you feed.

The rest of the crowd decides it’s only right to honor this man’s memory by bashing in the door and finding out exactly why he wanted in there. From the screams, it must’ve been his home base and he led the pantheon right to them. Unfortunately, jackpots like this one are increasingly hard to stumble across.

When everybody’s holed up and hiding, where’s a hungry immortal to go?

[image: •]• Shopping mall… I bet they’re all hiding there.

[image: •]• Into the sewer! Because why not?

[image: •]• Peaceful vegan commune.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


The Marshes


[image: ___]

Finally, you’re to the last barrier before wilderness melts into civilization once more. Or at least that’s what Lucas Tesshu believes. You hope he’s right. Zombie movies always portray shelter as too good to be true, bastions as much of hope as hubris—but that’s just fiction, right? People always band together through tough times; always have and always will. Survivors make this rockin’ world go ‘round. Things will be okay…

The forest grows denser and moister with every step until you reach a point of clear differentiation. It’s forest behind you and swamp before you. Despite the bright of day, you see nothing but darkness within the mire you approach. The canopy blocks out much of the light, giving the swampland a dim but still visible appearance.

The new land starts to form slowly, with a few steps wetter than just the morning dew, the foliage growing greener and denser still, until the forest transforms into almost a jungle. Soon the puddles of stagnant water do more than just squeeze out from the grass underfoot, and you find swamp pouring into your shoes from above. The water rises to mid-calf level before you’ve even traversed twenty yards into the bog.

“Is it much further?” you ask in a hushed whisper.

“I do not believe so,” Lucas replies. “But, in truth, this is my first visit.”

He walks with one hand on the hilt of his sword, the other spread out before him with palm down as if he could navigate by feel. You keep close. Some steps sink further than others, but the overall trend is a deepening of the marsh. You’re now wading in brackish water up to your thighs.

There’s a thick film of algae on the surface, which you break when you wade through, and the stale water beneath is brown and cloudy. You’re hoping it won’t get much deeper. There’s an eerie silence. To your horror, you realize this is patently wrong. In a place as rich and biodiverse as this, there should be frogs or insects at the least.

“Shouldn’t there be animal noises?” you ask.

Lucas stops and so do you. Both of you stand frozen, listening. No sounds, just eldritch silence, save for the sloshing water settling into place. A few bubbles percolate in the pool ahead of you. Then they grow in intensity. Lucas makes to move toward you, but stops just as bubbles start appearing on his side as well. These globules of rank air escape from below, and soon you’re surrounded by blistering froth, rollicking something deep from within.

A wetland zombie comes at you from behind a tree, catching you off-guard, almost as if the bubbles were a planned ruse. “Take him; clean and easy,” Master Tesshu commands. You’re between the zombie and his blade, and there’s not enough time for you to flee. You’re forced to fight. You crack your axe against the ghoul, instantly collapsing his forehead with the blow.

Another rises from the murk. Dramatically. Slowly. Up from a curled position, one vertebra at time, like a yogi exiting a pose. With a metallic shing! Lucas cuts through both air and fiend with equal ease.

Then more undead rise from the marsh, four of them, thick brown sludge pouring off their bodies. They’re not decaying, but the flesh is missing in chunks and most of the skin has been picked away by the swamp’s other inhabitants.

You swing at the one closest to you, but the weapon’s too large and ungainly and gets caught in the vines and branches. The nearby zombie moves in on you. Lucas is busy dispatching the other attackers and cannot help.

Thinking quickly, you pull a knife from your belt and jab it into the ghoul’s eye, push it all the way in, palm flat against his face. The zombie drops. Two more come from behind the trees and head for you. Lucas Tesshu swings his katana in a circular arc, not dispatching his assailants, but at least keeping them at bay. He too is hindered by the thick vegetation.

You try popping one of your attackers in the face with the axe, but you don’t have the room for a killing blow. It’s all you can do to keep them at bay, and even that proves too much for you. One of the zombies grabs your left arm, and while you struggle to keep away from his mouth, the other zombie grabs your right arm.

They pull at you from opposite sides, spreading you like Christ on the cross, the undead centurions threatening to crucify you right here in the swamp. Lucas rushes to help, but gets held up by a zombie of his own. She bites down on him, though his kendo armor keeps teeth away from flesh.

With his sword effectively useless in the underbrush, Lucas uses his martial arts skills to avoid their grasps and parry their bites. You wish you had those skills. The zombies draw you out as if over a medieval rack; the quartering will come next.

A crack echoes across the swamp—it’s not a cannon boom, but more like a cherry-bomb bursting in the distance. Your right arm is free; the zombie falls into the water with a slap. Another crack and one of Lucas’s assailants drops dead with a bullet hole in the head. He’s then able to remove his secondary weapon, a short sword, and fight back against the remaining two.

You continue to struggle with your lone ghoul. Suddenly, the source of the gunshots makes her presence known. “Get out of the way, Goddammit!” she shouts to you. It’s a teenage girl in paintball armor.

You shove the zombie away, and she blows his brains out with another shot of her rifle. Skull and flesh sprays into the air and sends a hundred ripples into the water around you. She sweeps her rifle, looking for further danger, but Lucas has already dispatched the remaining undead.

“Are either of you bit?” she yells.

“No,” Lucas says, sheathing his weapons.

You shake your head and raise your hands in reflex at having a gun pointed at you. She lowers the rifle and raises her mask. She’s cute, seventeen, and a redhead.

“I go by Rosie. You know, the Riveter? World War II, sleeve rolled up, ‘We can do it,’ and all that? I’m sure you’ve seen the poster. Anyway, you two looked like you needed a hand. We can stick together if you want, but fair warning—I’ll shoot ya as soon as you get bit. Whaddya say?”

Then, with an unexpected speed and ferocity, one last zombie bursts out of the water behind her and grabs a handful of her hair. Rosie screams and the ghoul brings her down, splashing into the water below.

[image: •]• Reach in and save her!

[image: •]• Heroes die first. Watch with shocked helplessness.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Mayday, Mayday, Mayday


[image: ___]

The tower is suspended sixty feet in the air—a relic of the old style. Constructed out of metal latticework with a winding open-air staircase, the control room itself is glass-walled with a high enough roof for the controllers to view most of the sky from within.

You ascend the stairs, taking the lead due to your shotgun, hoping to find the doctor above. Wind shoots through the open staircase, bringing a chill to your skin. “Don’t look down,” Lucas says. Despite the chill, you perspire from adrenaline.

At the top, you’re given only a waist-high guardrail to prevent you from tumbling over the side to your demise. The door to the control room is open and once inside, it’s only a few seconds before you’re made painfully aware the doctor is not here.

Rosie depresses a nearby radio call switch on the control panel. “Come in, Salvation, this is Rescue Team One.”

There’s a pause, and you’re about to declare the radio dead, when it chirps to life with static. “Rescue Team, this is Colonel Gray, we read. Any sign of the doctor? Over.”

“None yet, but we’ll keep going. Over and out.”

Lucas rubs his face, finally clean-shaven, and muses aloud, “The radio is still operational, which means the doctor left the tower by will and was not able to get back. She must be trapped in either the terminal or the hangar.”

Or she’s dead, you think. Instead of saying as much, you just nod and turn to leave. Rosie is out the door first and casts her gaze over the rail. “Uh-oh.” Those might be the two worst syllables when the dead walk the earth.

You look down, ready to see zombies, but not remotely ready for what’s below. Your scent must’ve been on the wind because there’s already a sizeable crowd gathered beneath you. And the stairs won’t outsmart them the way a ladder might.

“Now what?” Rosie asks.

[image: •]• “Use the staircase as a choke point and call in Rescue Team Two.”

[image: •]• “Lucas, pull the pins on that grenade belt, then drop it overboard.”

[image: •]• “Let’s force our way down. We’ve got more ammo than they have heads, right?”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Mexican Food


[image: ___]

Guillermo just shrugs when you follow him. But once he gets in the cafeteria, it’s like you’re not there. Finally, this man is home. He runs his fingers over the implements, gingerly testing every knife, pot, and pan. “Bueno,” he says, acknowledging you.

From the back, Guillermo raises an economy-sized can of beef. With a huge grin he offers you a high-five. Looks like plenty of food in the storeroom! If nothing else, at least that’s in your favor. Guillermo goes to work, hands flying across the implements.

“¿Qué tal si nos hacen un banquete, amigo?” he says. Seeing your blank look, he adds, “Comida… ‘food’… mucho comido, no?”

Guillmermo shrugs. He waves you away as he gets back to work.

[image: •]• Return to the gym.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Moan, Sweet Moan


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

You roam the city like you own it; out in the open and on the lookout for possible food. It seems any remaining humans have already gone into hiding and—if you had the capacity—you’d be surprised just how many other immortals wander the streets around you. It’s not a coordinated effort, but a group of individuals, each migrating toward whatever scrap of memory sends them toward loved ones. It’s sort of like the airport over the holidays.

It’s peaceful. No traffic, no radios, not even any birds chirping. Something’s on fire in the distance, but save for that, it’s only a calm breeze. Mother Earth will thank you for cleansing her breast of rotting, festering humanity. Mother.

You stand at your parents’ doorstep without even realizing you’ve arrived. Your senses search in unison, but there’s no sound, and apparently no way in. The windows are boarded up. You pound lightly against the door.

“My baby!” your mother screams from within.

“Quiet!” Father chastises.

“Open the door, open it! We can let our child in, there’s still time!”

The sounds of barricade removal: a dresser scraping along the floor, a couch tumbling off the pile, boards pried loose from the frame.

“Come in—hurry,” Dad says, with an outstretched arm to grab you.

Again you’d be surprised if you were capable of such a thing, but instead you just accept the invitation. You grab hold of his arm and, with strength he wasn’t expecting, pull him out of the house and onto the lawn.

A few other gods and goddesses pick up on the cue—is that moan coming from you? And they stagger over to see what all the fuss is about.

“Leave him alone, that’s your father!” Mom shouts as you eat dear old dad. Mother. You leave your writhing father for the other immortals and move toward the house.

Finally recognizing the signs of your oedipal rage, she slams the door—on your fingers. Four of the digits on your left hand snap under the power of her adrenaline-fueled shove, but this doesn’t bother you in the least. If anything, it’s a good thing; the door isn’t closed and you can force your way in.

You do so, bringing the neighborhood with you. It’s an end-of-the world block party. Your mother, never ready for company, runs back into her room for cover.

This isn’t just another fad, Mom. This is eternal life. You’ll like it, just let me show you. Feeding your child from your own body is natural, healthy, and has many benefits for both mother and offspring. You have your mother’s eyes.

Once you’ve finished, you rise, and your mind tells your body where to go. There are other people out there you know, but that memory has faded. Where are you now? What’s this house? Memory has given way completely to instinct. Your feet start moving, but where are they taking you?

[image: •]• To the hospital. I want to give back, share this gift, heal the sick.

[image: •]• I’m gonna keep rockin’ the suburbs.

[image: •]• Isn’t there a nursery or an old-folks’ home somewhere around here? I like slow prey.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


The Morning After


[image: ___]

For the first time in weeks, you’re refreshed. On an intellectual level, you know that sleeping in a prison cell on the same twin mattress that a convicted killer spent eighteen hours a day on shouldn’t be the most comfortable of conditions, but you slept like a babe. That prison cell was more of a safe and secure crib than anything else. It isn’t until the next morning that you realize your luxury suite is anything but.

You awoke with the buzzing of the cell doors. You were locked in? Must be to make sure you weren’t infected—you make a mental note to ask about that later. Rested and showered (again… and it still feels amazing!), you head to the chow hall for breakfast. Powdered eggs never tasted so good.

“Good morning! I trust you slept well?” You look up from your seat to see a smartly dressed woman carrying an attaché case. “May I join you?”

You nod your consent through crunches of bacon. Coffee and orange juice elate you all the more. “You’re welcome to furnish your cell however you like; that’s your personal space now. Think of it as an apartment. There should be plenty of time for that in the coming weeks.”

“An apartment that only locks from the outside?”

She smiles before answering. “Only on the first night; for our own safety. We find it’s less invasive than a strip-search, wouldn’t you agree? Now then, the Pastor has said—”

“The Colonel?” you ask.

“The very same,” she says with another smile, opening her case. “He’s said you can feel free to look around the grounds, but he’d like to see you in the command center at your earliest convenience. Here’s a map of Salvation, if you need anything—ask anyone. We’re a community of neighbors.” Then she’s gone, floating away on her gregarious personality.

Looks like it’s time to explore; after a second helping, that is. Where to?

[image: •]• The “Happy Room” sounds fun. I could use some more pampering after this ordeal.

[image: •]• “Fitness/Power Area”? Color me interested.

[image: •]• The “Armory.” Sold.

[image: •]• Straight to the “Command Post.” I bet Lucas and Rosie are already there.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


My, What a View


[image: ___]

You’re on the rooftop; it’s bathed in the dark of night, but the moon is full and there’s enough starlight so you can see without fear of tripping or falling off the edge. It’s amazing how many more stars there are above the city now that the power’s out. Except in your school, oh yes, you have power now. As you look around, you see your building is the only one that does. This night keeps getting better.

There’s no sign of Sims. Cooper tries to call him up on the radio, but there’s no answer.

“It’s cold up here,” Hefty complains, wearing only his white tee.

“You know what, Doc?” Cooper says to Deleon in a voice only he’s supposed to hear. “I didn’t think you had it in you to end the world. I always pegged you for one of those limp-dicked nice guys. Guess you better watch out; I always fall for assholes.”

Deleon opens his mouth to respond, but the sound that comes out is a siren. It comes from a speaker just behind him as the rooftop comes to life: two gigantic searchlights activate and begin to move. A red and blue strobe flashes.

And that siren wails.

Deleon’s mouth is still open, his face suffused in alternating red and blue. “Oh, fuck,” he whispers. Then the city awakens. Zombies pour out of every crevice: crash out of windows with terrible bone snaps, only to get up again. They flood out of doors of buildings, rise from gutters and sewers, and bleed from every orifice in the city—and they’re all headed your way.

Cooper screams into the radio, “Sims! SIMS! Turn it off, turn it off!”

“Basement!” you yell, “Power’d be in the basement.”

You sprint down the roof access stairwell toward the basement with the group. Halfway down the landing, you’re met by Sims on his way up. Cooper crashes into him, both hands grabbing his shirt, and slamming him against the wall.

Sims looks genuinely surprised. “Don’t you get it? Rescue’s coming.”

“Rescue!?” she screams with ferocity.

“Sims, you just put a giant ‘eat me’ sign right on our forehead,” Tyberius explains.

“This is our best chance. If it attracts a few of those things, so be it! We have defenses and now rescue’s coming, so…”

“Yeah, rescue in the form of a gun with one bullet,” Hefty says and mime-shoots himself in the head.

“Come on, Sims. We’re turning it off; it’s unanimous,” Deleon tells him.

The two of you rush down to the basement, all of you in full panic until he finally makes it to the controls and turns off the switch. “Alarms are off,” he says. “If it were up to me, they’d be on, but they’re off.”

Tyberius shakes his head and sighs, “You have got to be the dumbest-ass white man I ever met.”

“Hey, sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt me, okay?” In response, Tyberius takes out the hockey stick secured to his back and cracks Sims across the shoulder with it. Sims cries out in pain.

“Hey! Now is not the time for us to turn on each other,” you say. “They’re coming for us now; what’s the plan?”

All eyes to Cooper. “Battle stations,” she says. “We need to ensure the entrance barricades will hold, and then use the cafeteria as our home base.”

[image: •]• Check Area One with Tyberius.

[image: •]• Check Area Two with Hefty.

[image: •]• Check Area Three with Sims.

[image: •]• Secure the cafeteria with Deleon, Cooper and Guillermo.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


The Nachtmare


[image: ___]

Cooper looks as if you’d just struck her. “Whatever the reason they’re here, it’s not for us. We can leave them be,” you say. “Especially if there’s a cure. They came here when they were sick, to be cared for, and were probably looked after with great difficulty until they had to be locked up.”

The other members of the group nod solemnly. Wherever these words are coming from, they ring true amongst your companions. And Cooper may be the leader, but her grip on the group isn’t so firm that she can spit in the face of your reasoning.

“Then you can have first watch, Newbie,” she says, her eyes narrow slits. “Back to the annex—let’s try and get some sleep.”

“I can’t stay here,” Angelica says, shaking her head and looking to the floor.

Sims puts an arm about her shoulder and walks back down the hall with her. “It’s just one night; It’ll be okay. We need the rest, so…”

*     *     *

A “Nightmare” was originally a very specific thing: the mare that came in the night. Not originally a horse, the “mare” comes from an antiquated term for a demon or incubus that would terrorize unlucky victims in their dreams. Later, the terms merged, so this goblin took the form of a great horse that would come and sit on your chest. This was meant to explain why some waking nightmares would paralyze the dreamer, leaving you unable to move or breathe.

Angelica screams out. You look back, still on watch, and the rest of the group awakens. She’s slick with sweat and shaking with terror. Between gasping breaths, she shouts, “I have to get out of here. I can’t do this anymore, I can’t do this!”

The moaning from the air vent, which never fully left, intensifies. You had just forgotten it was there, like the hum of the engines on a long airline flight.

“Shut up!” Cooper gets up from the wall she was resting against and pulls Angelica up from the floor.

“Please! You have to let me go!” Without a word, Cooper drags Angelica over to the candle closet and throws her in amongst altar robes and acolytes’ tools. An oil can rolls out, but Cooper kicks it back in at Angelica, spraying oil all over the closet. She slams the door and turns back, staring at the group, begging to be challenged.

Guillermo shrugs, rolls over, and goes back to sleep. One by one, so do the rest. Then it’s just you, alone with your thoughts again. Although that’s not entirely true; there are moans to keep you company.

About half an hour later, just after Angelica’s whimpers end, Deleon’s wristwatch alarm goes off. When those around him stir, he says, “Time to change the guard.” He stands up and heads into the bathroom. Several minutes later, he comes out to relieve you. “Get some sleep,” he says.

“What about Angelica?”

He nods tiredly. “I bet she’s fallen asleep. But you’re right, it’d be a nice gesture to let her out.”

You walk over to the closet but stop before you arrive. Great heat radiates off the wooden porthole. Even now, though only in your mind, you can still hear her jiggling the handle from inside. Black dust dances at the base of the doorframe.

“Angelica?” you whisper. You touch the door handle, but recoil with a searing heat as great as if you’d just touched a stove. You look to Deleon, whose face is awash with concern.

He frowns and his brow tightens. “Hand me your axe,” he says. As he approaches the door, wisps of smoke snake out slowly from within. Then, just as he’s pulling back to swing, the smoke is actually sucked back in, just like you’re watching the world on rewind.

As the axe pierces the wood, the door explodes out with a ball of fire. Deleon flies back into you and you both crash back onto the floor. A large chunk of the door deflects off his cast arm and the debris expands outward at such an extreme rate that—miraculously—most of it misses you. Globs of molten candle wax hurl past your head like lava.

The rest of the group is wide awake. “Get the doc and the newbie out of here, now!” Cooper commands. Sims and Guillermo pull you out while Tyberius and Hefty take Deleon. Cooper stays inside.

It takes a moment, but you recover your breath and you’re able to sit up straight. You look to Deleon; the other guys are in a semi-circle around you, looking toward the annex. “You okay?” Deleon wheezes out.

You nod. Cooper finally rushes out from the flame-ensconced building. “No sign of Angelica!” she yells out. You and Deleon shake your heads in unison.

“The closet,” you say through a raspy voice.

“Was it an accident?” Tyberius asks. “Maybe she tried to light a candle and all that oil…”

“No, she was smarter than that,” Sims says.

Everyone seems to be getting it now. Guillermo crosses himself. Cooper stands before you, the brand of exhausted anger on her face usually reserved for the sleepless parents of a fussy newborn.

“There were no screams,” you offer to the group.

“There wouldn’t be,” Deleon replies. “An oil fire would pull the air from the room before she had a chance—and the backdraft.”

Sims shakes his head solemnly. “It was this place,” he says. “She never talked about it, but when we were traveling together, she avoided churches like, like the—she just wouldn’t have anything to do with them.”

“She just couldn’t take it anymore,” Hefty says, more to himself than the group.

“It’s just so goddamned final,” Tyberius says with anger.

All eyes look to Cooper. You can tell she’s floundering for something to say, but whether it’s to blame herself or to shirk any responsibility, you couldn’t say.

“Oh, shit—all our stuff!” Sims yells suddenly.

Deleon forces himself to his feet, struggling in spite of the firecracker that burst into his chest only moments ago. You hurt like hell, and he took the brunt of the shockwave, so you know getting up is a feat. “I need to get my pack. I can get it,” Deleon says, staggering forward.

“No way, Doc. Not worth it,” Cooper answers with a hand against his chest.

“You don’t understand—my work, my life, everything!”

As Guillermo and Tyberius pull Deleon away from the fire, Sims offers you a hand and you take the opportunity to rise to your feet. With each passing moment you regain more and more of your strength, but you still feel like you got hit by a city bus. A city bus covered in flames.

“Let’s go,” you say. “Something like this will surely draw them in.”

“Sorry, kids, naptime is cancelled!” Hefty shouts with a wry smile.

[image: •]• Stagger away from the flames.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Nice Jugs


[image: ___]

“This dolly might help,” the engineer says, indicating a wheeled cart, large and flat. You nod your thanks and clear the sound equipment off the thing. With a fresh clip loaded into your shotgun—what is that, number three?—you prepare to head out. Lucas agrees to escort the engineer while Rosie gets the rope from the jeep. You take the rear with your ungainly cart, but the hall isn’t all that full of zombies yet, so it shouldn’t be too bad.

Rosie takes the lead, pelting off headshots at those in the hall with her massive pistol. If any weapon is oversized for the small punch it packs, it’s this one. But with a one-hundred round capacity, it’s necessarily so.

The ghouls fall down before her with ease, and since she’s got ammo to spare, she’s putting two slugs in each cranium before they fall to the floor. The hall is fairly wide, but these bodies are still cluttering the way before your cart. You press the handlebar down to pop the front wheels up, then lift to go over with the back wheels. It’s tedious, but you make it past the corpses.

At the turn of the hall, passage is impossible with your cart. Lucas Tesshu’s grenade toss made certain of that. Instead, you’ll have to progress back and forth from the entrance to the power room to ferry the water jugs over the carnage.

Your three companions rush out the front door, leaving just you and death inside. You run to the power room, ensure it’s clear, then sling your AA-12 to free up your arms. The jugs are painfully heavy, and you can only shuttle one at a time in an awkward, humping jog.

As your drop your fifth jug off on the dolly, there’s an undead woman waiting for you there. You backpedal toward the power room while unslinging your shotgun and taking aim. Making sure your line of sight won’t cause collateral damage to the jugs on the cart, you blast her away.

One more jug oughta do it.

[image: •]• Meet up with everybody by the tower.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Nice Try


[image: ___]

“You’re funny, I like that in a janitor.” Dr. Phoenix says. “But you may want to have your hearing checked. I said there would be no human testing.” He opens a safe and starts putting his files into it, while adding, “Hurry up and finish. I’ve got places to be.”

[image: •]• “I’m surprised you’re still here. If I were you, I’d be taking my own wonder drug, then partying it up like I wasn’t gonna live forever.”

[image: •]• Finish mopping while he hides anything of use. Next stop? Deleon’s office!

[image: •]• Finish mopping while he hides anything of use. Next stop? Rodent Testing!

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Night of the Living Swamp


[image: ___]

You turn and flee. Through the marshes. Alone. At night. Perhaps if you were sitting in an armchair contemplating the zombie apocalypse, you’d know better than to sprint into the dark void just because of a single zombie. But then again, perhaps not—after all, you chose to enter one of the most dangerous ecosystems in an infected world. And now you’re alone. At night.

Either way, you’re too fueled on panic and adrenaline to think rationally now. All that exists are the strides you take. You slosh noisily through the water, each step becoming more difficult than the last as the mud sucks at your legs. Muscle fatigue comes quickly, but you keep moving.

The uneven ground proves treacherous. Every time you step down, the bottom of the bog is at a different level. Sometimes you’re climbing, other times you’re sinking. Once you even fall into chest-deep slough. But the real danger is in your footing. One stray root can twist an ankle, and then your chance of survival plummets to around zero.

Without a flashlight, you can’t see anything. Even the moon is blotted out by clouds and forest canopy. You’re so blind you have to keep your hands up to protect your face, as the dark green foliage, black in the night, cuts and scrapes against your body without warning.

Then your feet give out from under you and you slide down a slope you didn’t even know was there. Thick mud pours down with you and before you know it, you splash into a turbid pool, choked with sediment. You sink down into the earth; it swallows you whole.

The muck has you trapped from the groin down, and the water surrounds you up to chin level. You search the area with frantic eyes, hoping for a vine or something you can grasp to pull yourself free. The closest thing is a mass of wood and debris—rotten fallen logs—just out of arm’s reach.

But you’ve still got your axe! You stretch forward as much as you can, knees buckling and shins bowing under the strain, and hook the axe head over the biggest log. You pull, and the bunch breaks free. You’re able to grab a hold of the big log, but you quickly realize that the water level is rising. You’ve just freed a dam; either it’s clogged runoff or a beaver home.

Despite your grip on the log, the bog’s grip on you doesn’t wane. The gross water rises up over your mouth and you tip your head back to breathe. Nonetheless, it keeps rising, over your mouth, nose and even your eyes.

Now you’re truly blind, and unable to breathe. You struggle hard, pulling and tugging at your legs, but you only get more firmly rooted in and waste more breath. Soon, the life leaves your body as you get sucked deeper into the estuary.

Goddamn beavers.

THE END


Night School


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

You head toward the building with the searchlights, but shortly after you begin your walk, the sirens and lights shut off. The main building still shines with electricity, so you keep going. By the time you finally arrive at Montgomery-Packard High School, the crowd of immortals numbers in the hundreds of thousands. This is the only action is the city, and everybody wants a piece.

One of the entrances is already breached, and you rush in with the rest of them. Once you’re inside, you see several humans down the hallway—jackpot! One shoots an arrow above your head and explodes a bag of blood that was secured in the corner. Human blood drips down the wall and you stop to lick it. Hey, that’s not a living person…

Frustrated, you turn and continue toward the human group. There’s a guy you might recognize as Dr. Lewis Deleon (if you still recognized people), the redneck with the bow, an athletic black man, and a tough-looking woman in motorcycle gear. They head up the stairs to the second level of the school.

The redneck stays on the landing and prepares to fire another arrow, but a god reaches up under the rail and grabs his leg. He screams out as he’s dragged down and gets trapped against the rail. You manage to sneak in and get a bite of glorious flesh.

Then the athletic man pulls a rope release, felling a pile of rubble from the ceiling and crushing the redneck in the process. As he dies, so does your interest in him. That wasn’t very nice. Some members of the pantheon try to scramble through the rubble, but you join those who spread out in search of another way up.

Eventually, you find another landing and walk up the stairs, gods and goddesses trailing behind you. As you make it up to the second floor, you see the tough woman and the scientist/doctor skid to a halt. They were running toward this stairwell, probably to seal it off—but they’re too late.

She turns and kisses him as you stumble forward. Perhaps she sees the end coming, and rightly so. You are death, come to bring them eternal life. But then she pulls away and bashes him in the leg with her crowbar—not so sentimental after all. He falls to the floor and she runs away.

[image: •]• Follow the running woman.

[image: •]• Go after the injured scientist.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Nobody Puts Baby Out of Her Misery


[image: ___]

You step toward the pair, calm and collected, the way you’d want to look if anyone were watching. Four hungry arms reach out toward you. You bring the axe back and prepare to slam it into the child like you’re ringing the bell in the carnival strong-man tower. The thing that strikes you (before you strike it) isn’t anything in the infant’s appearance per se, but the singularly unbabylike manner in which the baby behaves. Not cooing or crying, but moaning. Not soaking in the world around it, but focused solely on you with lucid clarity.

Your axe connects cleanly with the baby. You look away and mash your face in a clench, trying to block out the sickening squick that follows. It sounds like you just slammed your axe into a mudpot. The infant’s too young for fully-fused bones, so the axe slides right through the baby and into the mother’s chest cavity.

You weren’t expecting such little resistance. Your momentum keeps pressing you toward the momma, and in an awkward flying slouch, you slap into her. She bites you right in the jawbone. Aaarrrgh! That hurt.

You bounce back, ripping the axe out of her and tearing part of your cheek off in the process. With a surge of anger you cleave the axe sideways, beheading the ghoul. Her head bounces off the pavement, skipping across the street and rolling to where Deleon sits atop the fat man, pounding final bits of his skull with the hammer.

Deleon rises from the corpse, wipes his sleeve across his brow and looks to you. He’s smiling slightly, proud of his kill, but that look stops immediately. Blood pours out of your face. Thick, nearly black blood.

“You’ve… you’ve been bitten?” he asks in vain hope. You don’t say anything.

The doctor rips his sleeve off and applies it to your face. “Keep pressure on it. The drugstore’s just up ahead, we’ll get you some gauze and wrap it right.”

“You can cure me, right?” you ask, like a child asking a parent to make it better.

There’s pain in Deleon’s eyes. “Of course. I just need more niacin. C’mon.”

With axe in hand, you follow him to the drugstore.

*     *     *

This particular station hasn’t exploded… yet, though there are plenty of drugstores that are not so lucky. Maybe it’s because of the “Sorry, No Gas” signs up on the pumps, or because it’s too close to the heart of the city—anyone who wanted to evacuate probably planned on filling up on the way out. Still, it’s eerie to see such a popular locale with no patrons.

You go up to the front door, looking in through the glass façade. As evidenced from the orderly shelves within, you see that people have yet to loot the road-trip snacks and caffeine-laden drinks. They may not be the most nutritious diet, but they’re high in calories and chock-full of preservatives, so they’ll do while you’re on the move.

“Smash the glass,” you say, one hand still pressed against your wound.

“What if it attracts more?”

“So what? We’re both infected,” you reply drily.

“They still want to… eat us.” He shakes his head and looks at the door. It’s unlocked, and he pulls it open. The familiar convenience store ding sounds as Deleon turns and smiles at you. Guess that works too.

The two of you step into the dark store and immediately notice that people have indeed been here. Some food and drinks are missing, though the looters were kind enough to leave some for you.

“Oh, no,” Deleon mutters. You follow his gaze. The door to the pharmacy in the back is open; through the portal you see that a car has smashed its way in. Deleon heads back there, frantically looking for what he needs, stepping over downed cinderblocks and debris.

“Well?”

“Raided,” he says, throwing an empty box to the ground. “This won’t work at all. We’ve got to get moving—hospital or supermarket?”

“What about the cure, Doc?” you ask, catching a glint of reaction in his eye.

“First things first; you’re losing blood. There’s no compress wraps, but…” He trails off, already on the move through the store. You follow him into the feminine hygiene aisle. He stops at some Maxipads, tears open a box and turns to you.

“It’s not pretty, but it’ll stop the bleeding,” he says in response to your recoil. You lower the crimson-stained sleeve you were holding and let him apply the pad to your face, the adhesive strips contouring to your jawline.

“The cure,” you say, growing weary.

Deleon looks at the floor, then at his watch. “Okay, it’s just about time for my own injection. Let’s synch up.” He looks around nervously, then heads back toward the pharmacy again.

The doctor makes his way to the manager’s office, a small room where important files are kept. He looks around. On the wall near the door is a set of keys, hanging on a hook. Deleon claims them.

“What are those for?” you ask.

“Listen… why don’t you sit down?” You do as requested. “Once I get a large enough supply of niacin, and a decent lab to work in, I’ll have a cure—I know I’m close.”

You nod. “But you can keep me from turning until then, right?”

He sighs. “Well, therein lies the problem. I’m running low, and we haven’t found any more niacin. We just left the apartment and already I’ll need to inoculate in…” He looks at his watch. “…ninety seven minutes.”

That’s not right. “I thought you said we were synching up now?”

You see in his eyes a look of realization. You both know you caught him in a lie. He backs toward the door, keys in hand and says, “I’m sorry. I’ll come back for you once I finish the cure.”

[image: •]• “You bastard!” Lunge at him and force him to inoculate you too.

[image: •]• “Swear to me that you will.” Resign yourself to the office with dignity and pray that he returns.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


No Light at the End


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

For the first time, you feel the full strength of traveling with the pantheon. The number of immortals tallies in the thousands now, all of you shambling the path of the evacuation route, but not because of any conscious choice, or even a desire to be together. Such things are behind you now. The pantheon travels as a group of individual gods and goddesses, all homed in on the same cue—smell.

The smell of gasoline reaches out to you the way a fresh pie cooling in a window on a hot summer day would for a human child. Or like Pepé Le Pew following the trail of his lover, for the cartoon aficionados in the group.

Up ahead: traffic. Never before has this been a more welcome sight. Cars have been zooming by, smashing into immortals, crashing, flipping, getting torn open like cans of sardines, and just driving delightfully recklessly in general. In short, it’s been a fun journey.

But all those red taillights, that’s where you’re headed. Humans start to panic, taking their sedans off-road or smashing their SUVs into other cars. You’re getting excited. You moan with pure joy.

Up ahead, the source of the traffic becomes evident. The road leads into a tunnel (you used to know the name of it, but alas, the devil ate the details), which, as the world around grows dark, gleams like one giant flashlight.

You enter the tunnel with your fellow immortals, some of whom have beaten you to the chase, and look for the best way to wreak havoc. A group of gods in hard hats rocks a car like an unruly vending machine, the passengers inside screaming in the most pleasing fashion. These blue-collar immortals must’ve been traveling together since the beginning. How touching.

Anyone foolish enough to have a window rolled down is instantly plucked out of their vehicle. A few can’t help it, though. You know the car you used to see parked downtown occasionally? The one with the plastic sheet and duct tape where there used to be a window? It wasn’t fooling anyone then, and it’s not fooling the immortals now.

People melt their tires, trying to push through the traffic in vain. And deep in the long tunnel, there’s no room for an alternate route. Some of the panicked humans try to abandon their vehicles and run; they’re easily picked off. Unfortunately, that doesn’t happen near you.

You find a car with a family locked inside. The father/husband holds a crowbar tightly. This doesn’t bother you; the fact that no one’s eating them does. You pound one fist against the windshield. Then another. Again and again. The bones in your hands shatter; the windshield does not.

Other gods and goddesses answer the call. Whatever passes for instinct among you drives those in the vicinity to join in. Good idea, they intone with their moans. Twenty fists pound the glass from all sides. Then thirty. Now fifty. Every square inch of space has immortals bashing their limbs against the car. Muffled cries from the children within excite the group further.

Someone gains entry from the passenger’s-side window. Their pulpy hands reach in for the mother, only to be beaten back by the father. All the immortals rush toward the breach with arms groping. You’re closest, and able to shove your left arm through the window. The father beats your arm with his crowbar, but you don’t react. This whole feeling-no-pain thing is pretty cool!

Finally, you get what you were hoping for: his wife’s hair. The atrous locks intertwine with the mash of your hands and you pull her out. The husband opens his door to help—big mistake. Immortals sweep over him and flood through the driver’s door.

Like any delicious meal, she’s gone too quickly. In fact, so is the whole experience. Before you know it, the whole tunnel is dead, immortal, or waiting to rise. Time to move on to greener pastures.

[image: •]• I’m still hungry. How about an all-you-can-eat buffet?

[image: •]• Hmm, where do scared people go? Police station!

[image: •]• The dead are rising; a cemetery seems appropriate to continue my own personal horror movie.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


No Loitering


[image: ___]

This particular station hasn’t exploded… yet, though there are plenty of drugstores that are not so lucky. Maybe it’s because of the “Sorry, No Gas” signs up on the pumps, or because it’s too close to the heart of the city—anyone who wanted to evacuate probably planned on filling up on the way out.

Still, it’s eerie to see such a popular locale with no patrons; a ghost ship, floating amidst a newly dead city. You step across thick lines of burnt rubber, stamped out across the pavement as a signature of chaos.

You go up to the glass façade and look in. Some food and caffeine-laden drinks remain, but there have been looters here before you. Ding! You open the front door and step in. There’s a haze of dust, like what might be found at a construction site. None of the lights work—that entrance bell must have an independent battery.

A single fluorescent light flickers on in the center of the room, but goes back out again. There’s enough ambient light leaching in from outside, but deep shadows hide within the aisles. The refrigeration has gone out, though everything in here is so packed with preservatives that there’s no rotting smell.

You crunch over potato chips and pork rinds, scouting what remains of the store. Just as you stop to scoop some fruit pies and beef jerky into your backpack, a flutter sounds from the pharmacy in the back.

You hold your axe high and check it out—best to make sure the place is clear before you put yourself into the vulnerable position of forager. It gets darker as you move away from the storefront and into the recesses of the shop.

But there’s a light coming from the back as well, and after you pass the darkest point in the store, you see the source of this new illumination—a car has crashed through the back wall and into the pharmacy section.

The whole area is raided. A few empty cardboard containers held medical supplies once, but nothing remains now, save for downed cinderblocks and dust. A black flash pulses out toward you from the shadows with severe intensity, and you find you’re swinging your axe at a raven. The bird screeches at you and loses feathers as it flees through the broken wall.

You stand still for a moment, lower the axe as your muscles relax, and try to collect your breath while listening to distant fluttering and your own heart pounding. Turning back toward the food, you see another burst of black lighting—only this time the shadow isn’t fleeing.

It’s pursuing.

A woman reaches out at you. The axe reels back up in a fierce eruption of instinct. You batter her away, then rush in and swing the blade. She’s so close you’re only able to hit her with the first third of your swing, but it’s enough to knock her down. You bring the axe down over the ghoul over and over until you’re still and listening to your heartbeat once more.

Then you feel it—the throb on your arm. Even now there’s the raised evidence of teeth. Red, swollen, and punctured. You’ve been bitten.

This is why survivors never travel alone.

But don’t worry, in six short hours, you won’t be alone—you will be legion.

[image: •]• Time to wander.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


No More Orders


[image: ___]

“Area One, clear,” Tyberius reports in over the radio.

“Copy that, come on back,” Deleon’s voice chirps in reply. “Hefty, are you in position?”

“Area Two, clear.”

“All right, Hefty. Bring it home.”

“Okay, Newbie,” Sims says to you. “Straight ahead is the third barricade. You can take this flashlight and report in if you want. I’m going to the student radio station, and I’m broadcasting a distress call. I don’t care if you come with me, but you’re not going to stop me, so…”

“Sims, what’ve you got?” the radio crackles.

Sims removes a spare radio and offers it to you. Make your choice.

[image: •]• “Let’s go put in that distress call.”

[image: •]• “Good luck.” Take the flashlight and radio.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Nothing In or Out


[image: ___]

Tyberius uses his considerable strength to stack desk upon desk around the entrances to the school. Since you believe in working smarter and not harder, you section off the extremities of the school by sliding the large black partition gates across the halls. Between the two of you, you leave open only the service entrance at the rear, which is guarded by a sturdy metal door, the kind that rolls up and down for delivery trucks.

With one of those carts used to wax the floor as a makeshift plow, you push desks and shelves against the entrances to strengthen the barricades. With your help, Tyberius hoists up volleyball nets, filled with more desks and chairs, above the stairs. With a quick release of the ropes, the furniture would collapse from the ceiling and seal off the stairwells. In the event of an attack, you could hide out on the top level.

“Good work,” Tyberius says. The school, by your estimation, is now defensible.

[image: •]• Return to the gym.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Not Interested


[image: ___]

You turn away from the long, tan wall that stretches across the neighborhood like a desert serpent. Time to check the houses for supplies, then head out.

Some homes are boarded up, some had their boards removed by force, and others just look deserted. You see one house that looks less touched by the calamity than the others—no boards, minimal damage; was it abandoned? Perhaps the owner was away when the world ended? Perhaps they left food inside?

Then there’s a demolished house; it’s been razed to the ground. That being said, there’s a large treehouse in the back. If your time in the attic taught you anything, it’s the value of the high ground—even when that height sits just above arm’s reach.

So, where do you look for some extra food?

[image: •]• I like the house where the door is busted in. If the zombies invaded early, there’s probably still food inside.

[image: •]• The untouched house. As in, no brains splayed out across the cans of spam and jars of peanut butter I’ll find within.

[image: •]• Around to the treehouse behind the demolished house. I’ve been in closed-in spaces long enough.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Not Without a Fight


[image: ___]

You lunge at the man in anger. All the faith you’ve put into him, and this is how he repays you? Bastard, indeed.

The doctor swings his cast at you, clobbering you in the head. Unlike someone with a real fracture beneath their cast, he’s strong and firm, and the cast serves as a powerful bludgeon. You fall to the floor, your head fuzzy with the near-concussion.

Before you can regroup, he slams the door and locks it from outside. You stand, one hand on your head where he struck, the other furiously trying the doorknob.

“I don’t blame you for trying that,” his muffled voice comes from outside. “And I truly am sorry, but I’ve no choice. I’ll come back for you!”

You slam against the door, desperate to be free, desperate to catch the man before he leaves. You plead a mix of panic and anger, but still he abandons you. You keep at the door: kicking it, slamming the office chair against it—nothing works. Still, you don’t give up.

In less than six hours you’ll become a zombie. The Gilgazyme ® works vigorously within, changing you. No choice here.

[image: •]• Now become Death, destroyer of worlds.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Of Rats and Men


[image: ___]

You mop closer to the action, trying to learn what you can. Dr. Deleon looks into one of the Test Group terrariums. He removes a digital voice recorder from the pocket of his lab coat.

“Test Group Foxtrot appears more lethargic and morose than usual. No evidence of sleeping or eating for several days now.” He makes some annotations on a clipboard hanging under the tank before continuing his dictation. “The rich and famous have already started taking the drug, and no one seems ‘bored’ or ‘tired,’ though I am still concerned about outlying reactions to the genetic alteration. Doctor Phoenix doesn’t share my reservations, citing potential competition as reason to move ahead quickly. I’m supposed to be comforted by this dog-eat-dog…”

He lowers the recorder and his eyes grow wide with realization. He looks to the test group, turns around to look at a control terrarium, then back again. He marches to the opposing wall, and reaches in to claim an unaltered rat. He returns, slowly lowering the healthy rat into the Foxtrot tank.

You watch closely. The unexposed rat squirms and squeaks in protest as Deleon lowers it into the terrarium. The other mice flock onto the cornered mouse and RIP IT TO SHREDS.

Deleon looks at you with horror on his face. “Dear God… What have I done?”

So much for any thoughts you had about bringing down the company or stealing a sample of Gilgazyme®. This thing’s going to bring down the world. It makes people eat each other, and it’s already out there? You feel a panic attack coming on.

Deleon starts packing supplies from the facility, shoving vials and notes into a leather bag. “I’m afraid we can’t alert the authorities,” he says. “I’ll turn myself in when the time comes, but for now we must keep silent. I’ve been working on a potential reversal at home, but I can’t finish the formula from prison. Hopefully I can catch this thing before it gets too big, but if not—I’d lay low if I were you.”

[image: •]• “Yeah, right! Celebrities are going to start eating people? You just said you might have a cure—I’m coming with you; no ifs, ands, or buts.”

[image: •]• “Oh I’ll lay low. Boards and nails. I can survive off my ramen noodles and Kraft easy-mac until you figure this thing out.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


On a Mission


[image: ___]

The Command Post is actually the prison’s security room. There’s someone monitoring the camera feeds, watching for any trespassers beyond the gate (the room feeds are powered down, fortunately). As expected, Rosie and Lucas Tesshu are already here, talking with Colonel Grey and his son, Irving.

“Welcome,” the former military chaplain says. “We were just discussing your next move, if you’re up to it. We’re all survivors here at Salvation, so we understand the bonds the three of you must’ve forged out in the woods. In that spirit, we think it best if you continue as a team.”

“We’ve got two opportunities,” his journalist son says.

“They’ve given us our pick of the missions,” Lucas tells you with a subdued smile.

With a nod, Irving continues, “It’s time to plant crops if we want to survive winter. From the books we found in the library, it’s clear we’re at the tail end of sowing season. We know there’s a farm nearby; it’d be a quick in-and-out in a pair of jeeps.”

“They’ve also picked up a distress call—that gets my vote,” Rosie says, folding her arms across her chest.

“It was a radio distress call,” the Colonel elaborates. “A doctor flew a private plane into the regional airport, and when she found no more fuel, she called from the tower. The signal was weak and we’ve since lost contact. We don’t have a doctor in Salvation yet, but it could be a fool’s errand, just to warn you.”

“Or we could save a life,” Lucas adds.

[image: •]• “Another team will answer the distress call, right? I’m down to go grocery shopping.”

[image: •]• “That lost person could be any one of us; let’s do it. Farming can wait.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


On a Spree


[image: ___]

Have you ever seen the YouTube videos about Black Friday sales? It looks like a zombie invasion—and that’s just for videogame consoles and designer kitchenware. Today, people are looting for their lives, and the chaos in the streets makes post-hurricane Katrina scavenging look like a sleepy Borders bookstore on a Wednesday afternoon. You know, the ones that closed due to lack of business.

Cars are crashing into anything and everything in an effort to get whatever as fast as possible. People are smashing windows just because the world’s ending. This is going to be bad.

You head straight for the sporting goods megastore in search of a gun. You’re not sure if there’s a waiting period, but you’re thinking it’ll be waived today. Besides, you’ve only got a hammer and a steak knife; not ideal for home defense.

From the looks of the parking lot, the insanity has already begun to make its way here: people pay no mind to parking spaces or any other laws designed to keep order. It’s total Lord of the Flies madness.

Inside, the crowds seem to be cooperating. The employees are still taking payments, and people are happy to charge it, knowing the credit card bill collectors will have a hell of a time in the upcoming months. Some sprint down the aisles with their arms loaded to capacity; others use shopping carts as battering rams. Polite society hasn’t crumbled yet, but it’s certainly strained.

It looks like the rifle racks were the first to go. Disappointed, and about to turn and look for other supplies, you see a handgun on the ground resting under one of the shelves, just barely in view. You pick it up. There’s a lock on the trigger—to keep people from using it in the store—and evidently it was abandoned by a frustrated shopper. Time to see if you can find the keys.

“Give me that piece,” a voice from behind commands. You turn to see who is speaking. The man in question looks polite enough in his business suit, but the baseball bat he’s carrying (and the manner in which he holds it) tells another story. “I’m not asking.”

[image: •]• “Go fuck yourself.”

[image: •]• Give it to him. You can get some other supplies, then hole up back home. As long as you properly barricade yourself, you shouldn’t need a gun.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


One Less Zombie


[image: ___]

You blast the first intruder in the head—instant kill. The others don’t even look as he falls, and you’re soon surrounded by wage-slaves and convicts. They bring you down and devour your flesh in greedy droves. There won’t be enough left of you to rise again.

THE END


Only Fools Rush In


[image: ___]

Geez, you must really want that food. You charge the bear, bring the axe down with fierce momentum. You’re like a Spartan warrior with that thing; lunging and jumping forward and using your full body weight to bring the bladed wedge into the animal.

Bears don’t need a headshot to go down. In fact, because of the extreme thickness of their skulls, hitting a bear in the head almost never causes mortal damage; even a .45 will ricochet right off. So instead, you plunge the axe into his chest—right into his heart.

Nonetheless, your attack only angers him. With bulky fur, thick skin, dense fat, hard-packed muscle tissue, and bone like concrete, your attack proves nothing more than a flesh wound. Some bears are timid in the wilderness and will avoid a confrontation if threatened, but a bear trapped at a food site? This will be a fight to the death—your death.

The bear swats at you, breaking your arm and severing whatever flesh it touches with its mighty claws. Once you drop your axe, the fight is truly finished. The bear gnarls on your skull, stripping it of skin with his jagged teeth.

Adrenaline blocks out some of the pain and the bear is gracious enough to kill you before it eats you. Who did you think you were, Davy Crockett?

THE END


Oscar Mike


[image: ___]

She nods, allowing you to simmer in your own thoughts, and checks her gear. “Oscar Mike—let’s move out,” she says. You stay quiet, still feeling a little embarrassed from the scolding you just received, and walk through the woods. Her pace is brisk; it takes a concerted effort to keep up.

“Let’s try and keep fifteen-minute miles,” she says, looking at her watch. “A curious Zulu will go as fast as twenty when investigating, and I don’t want anybody trailing us.”

*     *     *

You hike the day away, walking about two-thirds up the hill, allowing you to see greater distances yet not create a silhouette like you would at the top. Rosie’s dad had taught her that one.

The sun wanes over the horizon; you’re hungry and tired.

“All right,” Rosie says. “I reckon we’ve only got two or three more hours to the camp. Bad news is, we need to cross through the marshes. We can either camp here and finish our journey after first light, or we can press on, get a hot meal and sleep in a warm bed. Thoughts?”

[image: •]• “I don’t want to let whatever might be following us catch up. Let’s keep going.”

[image: •]• “Swamps at night? I’m okay with being the coward in the group—let’s stake camp.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Out of Time


[image: ___]

You run with Tyberius and Cooper to the opposite end of the building. Adrenaline pumping, it doesn’t take long. You make it to the stairwell, ready to fight, but the landing is absolutely clear. Tyberius grabs the rope, the one that will release the furniture dangling above the landing, but stops before pulling it. All he has to do is tug the rope and a dozen desks, cabinets, and chairs will collapse upon the landing and seal the stairs off.

Instead, he stares a thousand-yard stare down upon the landing. “Sims is still down there,” he says. “We gotta give him time.”

“Sims made his choice; pull the rope!” Cooper screams.

Tyberius shakes his head. “I won’t do this again.”

Cooper makes toward the rope to pull it herself, and then Tyberius snaps. He reaches out, his large hand clamped around Cooper’s throat in an instant. She falls to her knees and desperately pries at his fingers. There’s a crazed look on his face.

“He can still make it,” he says, his voice eerily calm. At this time, the first zombie meanders up the stairs. It wears a welding mask. This one is certainly just the first of many.

[image: •]• Attack Tyberius, pull the release.

[image: •]• Try to reason with Tyberius.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Pack Mentality


[image: ___]

You meet the woman who summoned you, a blonde in her fifties, just as the other survivors arrive. They all appear to know one another—two women and four men. The one who shouted was a privileged housewife back in the world; you can tell that by her demeanor and clothing, obviously a beauty in her youth and has tried to stay that way—but now she has the cold eyes of a survivor.

The other woman moves toward her. She’s probably in her early thirties, though it’s certainly possible the last few weeks have aged her. She’s dirty, just like you, but beautiful in a hard-as-nails sort of way. Black hair and blacker eyes. She wears an unbuttoned mechanic’s shirt with a fitted undershirt beneath. The embroidered nametag reads “Cooper.”

Cooper hands her gigantic monkey wrench to one of the men, then slaps the housewife across the face. Hard.

“Don’t you ever… Do you have any idea—the danger? I don’t care if you did see somebody.” The wounded woman looks at the concrete, rubbing her jaw. Cooper reclaims her wrench and looks up at you. “What the hell do you want?”

[image: •]• “Nothing. I don’t want any trouble.”

[image: •]• “Just some food and a safe place to lay my head.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Pain


[image: ___]

You roll onto your belly and lift your broken ankle into the air. Just this movement hurts excruciatingly. Then you move across the grass, low-crawling like some Army soldier in bootcamp. Each set of movements stings your ankle, but you make progress. Slowly.

Eventually, you make it to the front of the house, and see several figures standing out in the middle of the street a few blocks away. You carefully remove your binoculars—thankful they weren’t damaged in the fall—and look at the group. Two women and four men. They’re just talking.

You scout the rest of the neighborhood, at least what you can see lying down, and finally end up looking again at the group. Now they’re all staring off in the distance toward the National Guard barrier wall. You’re about to shout out to them when they all take off running. Then you see it: the wall has collapsed, and a horde of thousands of zombies comes pouring across the neighborhood.

Your only chance is to hide, and you know it. You scoot away from the sidewalk and back toward the bushes. Several house alarms go off on the street; good, you think, that ought to distract them.

Then the alarm goes off inside the house you’re hiding by.

“Shit!” you shout out involuntarily, thinking, How the hell did that happen? In the end, it doesn’t matter; the alarm was activated, and that’s not good. You press through the pain of your ankle, escaping to the confines of the hedges. You tuck deep within and up against the house, waiting it out.

Soon you hear the mob. Moaning and shuffling, stumbling and groaning; searching. They’re moving inside the house, seeking out that alarm.

Zombies may be mindless automatons with no pulse, but they’re competent predators. And they find you. The scent of your sweat, the sound of your breath, maybe something unless entirely. There’s no hiding from them. You’re dragged out of the bushes—by your broken ankle—and torn to shreds by a dozen undead. The pain from your wounds is unbearable, so you stop bearing it. You die. There isn’t enough left of you to rise again.

THE END


Parting is Such Sweet, Tasty Sorrow


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

You walk toward your soulmate. Heck, you would walk 500 miles—even 500 more. Lucky for you, you don’t have to. You’re close, very close. Remember the whispered sweet nothings? The nibbles and tickles? Well, you don’t, really, at least not in the way of a poet. But you know what? Your desire is everlasting. Not lyrical or even prosaic, but truly permanent. Your need for screamed sweet loathings, for nibbles and blood trickles, will never wane. Diamonds may be forever, but so are you now.

Suddenly you’re ready for commitment. You want to scoop your love up in your arms, and say, “’Til death do us part!”—if only you could speak.

You arrive at your soulmate’s doorstep. The place has been broken down, invaded already. You’ve been cuckolded. The door and windows have collapsed under the pressure of a hundred adoring fans. Still, you move inside, just in case.

Nothing left for you but a gruesome story, written in viscera upon the walls you once knew so well. Alas, you’re to be star-crossed lovers evermore. Devastated, you leave your home. Your heart wrenches, and you want nothing more than to take out your frustration on some fresh humans.

You look around. Weren’t you here for some purpose? You can’t recall. It seems like there should’ve been a reason you came here, but it escapes you. The last feelings of familiarity flow away like a final sense of déjà vu as memory gives way to instinct within you.

Time to feed. Where to?

[image: •]• To the hospital. I want to give back, share this gift, heal the sick.

[image: •]• I’m gonna keep rockin’ the suburbs.

[image: •]• Isn’t there a nursery or an old-folks’ home somewhere around here? I like slow prey.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Pawn Ranger


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

Pawn shop owners are the middlemen between those who’ve been crushed by life and those willing to collect the pieces. Romanticized as heirs of the bizarre and unique, these magpies make their living feeding off the desperate misfortune of others. And now you’ll feed on them. The only thing dripping from your fluid-stalled body is the irony.

You come up to the brick-and-mortar building and try for the first entrance: a window. The glass has been busted out, but you can’t get in—the wrought iron bars will make sure of that. Too many disgruntled customers think the pawn shop stole from them, and then try to steal their property right back. Security is tight. Tight as a repossessed drum.

The door is locked up tight, and the security gate is engaged and locked down. From the sight of the other immortals shuffling about outside the store, one of two things is true: either there’s no one inside or there’s no way inside. A smell hits your nostrils—the sweet stench of the greaseball owner hiding within.

Following the scent trail, you find yourself at an HVAC system—the building’s air conditioning unit. On the other side, your food is waiting to be harvested. Fortunately for you, this pawn shop owner was too cheap to install professional central air and yet cheap enough to buy a shoddy unit. You only slap your hands against the unit three times before the plastic cover breaks free.

The blade waiting within is a different story. The large metal fan swings quickly, but you don’t care. You reach inside. The fan blade grabs your right arm and pulls you in. Flesh, bone, skin, and clothes jam the system, and the blade stops. Your broken arm is pinned against the fan, but this is your ticket in.

You press forward, your tattered arm ripping free, and moan with pleasure. Soon you’ll be inside! You crawl through the shaft on all threes toward the hidden chewy center. Other gods and goddesses respond to your call and pile into the duct behind you.

You tumble into the pawn shop, clattering into heirloom jewelry and ornamental knockoff samurai swords alike. There’s just so much junk in here. And guns. The sound of a shotgun pumping, the shell sliding into breach, greets you. Forgot about the guns, did we?

Say what you will about pawn shop owners, they’re hearty bastards with a will to survive. They had to deal with zombie-like patrons long before your immortal coup d’état began. And they have guns—lots of guns.

You move toward the proprietor with your one arm outstretched and your mouth open wide. Your uvula makes a wonderful aiming target. He clicks the trigger and blasts through your face with the fury only a twelve-gauge can deliver. But don’t worry, you did not die in vain. You breached his fortress, and dozens of your pantheon descend upon him as he struggles to reload.

THE END


Pharmaceuticals


[image: ___]

You follow the military man and the doctor toward the ingredients Deleon needs for his cure. Sims and Deleon start to look through the shelves. “What exactly am I looking for?” you ask.

“Niacin,” Deleon replies. “Look for anything with vitamin B-12 on the label.”

Sims spots something and holds up an industrial-sized pill bottle. “I’ve got a multivitamin.”

“Bring it. I need the pure stuff, but maybe I can distill it. What I really need is a lab. Think Cooper will take me there?”

“Prolly. I think she’s into you. She likes it when you challenge her. I can tell these things, so…”

“Thanks, Casanova, but I’m not interested in creating more people just yet. Not until I’ve figured out how to save the ones that are here, anyhow.” Deleon’s watch alarm blares. You and Sims look around to see if it attracts any undead. Deleon resets the watch. “You mind watching the bathroom for me for a few?”

“You time your shits?” Sims asks.

“Beats being surprised, right?”

As Deleon leaves, Sims whispers to you, “That’s not a bad idea…”

After an awkward moment, Cooper shouts from afar, “Stockroom!”

[image: •]• Head to the stockroom.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Phoenix’s Office


[image: ___]

You enter the lion’s den, eyes cast down, trying not to attract his attention. You say something like, “Yo quiero moppa los flores,” and he’s busy enough to buy it. He waves you on and turns his back to you.

“I don’t give a shit!” he screams into the phone. Luckily, he’s looking the other way so he doesn’t see your shocked look of disbelief. “No, we have not started human trials. There will be no goddamn human trials!”

When you think “Doctor,” this is not the guy who comes to mind. He looks more like George Hamilton—fake tan, bleached teeth, slickly gelled hair—he’s clearly someone concerned about looks and aging. Makes sense, considering the product. Phoenix was obviously handsome in his youth, and still creates an impressive persona as a middle-aged man. He may no longer be a tiger, but he’s still a silver fox.

“Absolutely the fuck not,” he continues. “Why? Because I’m not paying some college dropout $175 to take a drug that will make him live forever, that’s why. People pay me for that privilege, and there’s a little word called ‘MILLION’ in that equation. Look, the rat tests are perfect, and we’re moving forward without human trials. This thing is going wide on Monday. Either you do your job or I’ll find somebody else who likes money. That’s why you’re called ‘Distributor’ and I’m called ‘Doctor.’ Time to distribute; leave the science to me.”

With that, he slams down the phone. You keep mopping, whistling so as to appear inconspicuous.

“Dipshit,” he says to the phone. Then he looks up at you. “Say, you’re new here, right?”

[image: •]• “No hablo ingles.”

[image: •]• “I couldn’t help but hear you need human test subjects,” then slowly raise your hand to volunteer.

[image: •]• You point to his glass wall, say, “Omigod, what is THAT?” then scoop a stack of important-looking files into the trashcan attached to your mop bucket.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Playing Koi


[image: ___]

You walk around the destroyed house, unable to keep from looking as you pass by. Some sections of it are charred. What demolishes a house like that? Could’ve been some dynamite blown from within, or possibly something worse. Once people stop taking care of things—stop living—everything falls apart. How many houses sat empty as ticking time-bombs in the early days, filled with natural gases, only to be set off by some poor fool seeking shelter? You’ve been away from the world long enough so that threat shouldn’t matter… you hope.

Around back, there’s a swimming pool. At least there was. Now it just looks like an extension of the overgrown lawn. If not for the concrete boundary, the swamp of a pool could have posed a falling hazard, leaving you caught in the thick algae that’s choking the pool from within. Something moves in the murk below. It’s entirely possible there are fish inside this man-made pond. Could be a good source of food. Do you want to fish the pool?

[image: •]• Sure, I could use a break. And nobody can sneak up on me out in the open.

[image: •]• I’ll pass. Hopefully there’re s’mores up in that tree house.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Poker Face


[image: ___]

Good choice. With its superior reach, the fire poker allows you to attack the undead fisherman without putting your hands precariously close to his face. The hook connects cleanly to the side of his head, cracking the skull and lodging into the brain with ease. The zombie instantly falls to the floor of the cabin—taking your poker with it.

You look to claim your fire iron from the ghoul, but you have no time—his two fishing buddies follow him into the cabin and come toward you. You back away, trying to buy time with distance as you frantically brandish your hammer. But you won’t need the weapon.

With what sounds like a small firecracker, the first zombie’s brain sprays out the front of his head. As he hits the ground, there’s another pop and the second zombie goes down. What just happened? Before you have time to put two and two together, the shooter runs into the cabin and with a sweep of the rifle, comes to point directly at you.

It’s a teenage girl in paintball armor. “Are you bit?” she yells.

You shake your head and raise your hands in reflex at having a gun pointed at you. She lowers the rifle and raises her mask. She’s cute, seventeen, and a redhead.

“I go by Rosie. You know, the Riveter? World War II, sleeve rolled up, ‘We can do it,’ and all that? I’m sure you’ve seen the poster. Anyway, you look underequipped, and I could use somebody to watch my back while I sleep. We can stick together if you want, but fair warning—I’ll shoot ya as soon as you get bit. Whaddya say?”

[image: •]• “No offense, but you scare me. I’m kind of a loner anyway.”

[image: •]• “I think I’d be more worried not to have you on my team.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Posthistoric Mankind


[image: ___]

We began our history in caves and, poetically, you have chosen to end yours here as well. You find a lovely cavern, remote but still accessible by road, and make it home. Fortune must be on your side, because there’s a spring in the back that gives you all the water you could possibly need. You stay warm with blankets and your sleeping bag, and spend most of your time eating a bite of food every hour, counting down the minutes between each morsel.

By some miracle, the days disappear without any visitors to your cave. But there’s no miracle multiplying the scant food you were able to bring with you, and you’re almost out. You could try foraging the local area, but you don’t know what’s out there.

[image: •]• I don’t care; I’d rather starve than be eaten.

[image: •]• I guess it’s time to go out and see what’s left of the world.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


The Power is Yours


[image: ___]

“So, are you an engineering buff or just here to break a sweat?” asks the gaunt man at the entrance to the power room. He’s naturally bald, with a friar-style haircut skirting his head at ear level. The sideburns taper into a thick brown beard. Seeing your confused look, he ushers you forward with a wave of one of his elbow-length electrical gloves. “C’mon, I’ll show you around.”

You follow him down the dark corridor. At a natural fork, he stops and points toward the left. Further down, the hall opens into a room packed with large machinery. “We converted the prison’s generator room. It ran on diesel originally, but that attracts more zombs, and fuel is a limiting factor.” He takes the left fork and the path gets brighter and brighter until you enter a large room with two dozen stationary exercise bikes, some of which are currently in use. Televisions are set in front of the exercise units, and the room looks much like a twenty-four-hour fitness place at night.

“We find it’s much more efficient to use manpower to generate electricity. And the psychological benefits are undeniable. Otherwise you really start to feel like, well, like you’re in a prison. So, whaddya you say? Care to let off some steam and generate a few watts for us?”

[image: •]• “Sure! Got any gym clothes for me?”

[image: •]• “I think I’ll go check out the ‘Happy Room.’ I could use some more pampering after this ordeal.”

[image: •]• “I’m just looking around—which way to the armory?”

[image: •]• “No time, sorry.” Straight to the “Command Post.” I bet Lucas and Rosie are already there.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Practice Like You Play


[image: ___]

The soldier’s mustache spreads out over a wide grin. “Finally, somebody who isn’t a pussy in this camp—excuse my French. Listen, Newjack, if you’re serious…” He steps out of the trailer to ensure the coast is clear. The sun pours down on the grass of the yard, but no one is within earshot. Returning to the shade of the trailer, he says, “I say we go on a fuckin’ rampage. My Humvee has a mounted fifty-cal, and I gotta be honest: I’ve got the itch in a bad way. Poor girl’s just been sittin’ out back. Whadda ya say, Newjack? Wanna go fuck up some zombs?”

[image: •]• “I call turret!”

[image: •]• “I’d love to see you in action; you looking for a driver?”

[image: •]• “Seems kinda dangerous. I think I’ll go check out the ‘Happy Room.’”

[image: •]• “No time, sorry.” Straight to the “Command Post.” I bet Lucas and Rosie are already there.

[image: •]• “Maybe another time—which way to the ‘Fitness/Power Room’?”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Psycho


[image: ___]

You’re stock-still in your sleeping bag, arms out and gripping the knife with potent fear. You hope your guest will somehow wander away, but that hope leaves when an undead hand—with black-painted fingernails—reaches into your tent through the open zipper. The hand gropes around, seeking and finding your sleeping bag, and you plunge your knife deep into it.

Zombies don’t feel pain, but evidently the nerve endings do still serve a function; in this case, they tell the primitive brain, “Found something!” The other hand comes in, followed by the face. She’s dressed all in black, hair dyed to match, with skin as pale as the moon. A Wiccan. You wouldn’t know she was a zombie, save for the hungry eyes and the distinctive moan.

You pull your knife out of the hand and stab furiously at her face. No blood flows from the wounds, and you turn her skin into gory shreds of pulp. Other hands paw at the nylon flaps of your tent—the attacker is not alone. She continues to squirm her way in, despite the gruesome injuries you inflict.

Then, the worst happens. With so many zombies trying to get at you, the poles give way and your tent collapses. The air leaves your body, you cannot see anything, and there’s a zombie trapped inside with you. Helpless, you’re crushed and devoured by the group.

THE END


Rats!


[image: ___]

As you move down the halls of the Company, it strikes you that you’ve been given a rather wide berth as a janitor. No one’s watching your movements; you’re free to roam as you please. You’d think with such a controversial product, security would be tighter. Small startup, indeed. You wonder where they got their backing. Pharmaceutical? Military? Whatever it is, it wasn’t privately funded, which means the product will be going worldwide almost immediately.

You make it to Rodent Testing, but the door requires “Level 3” access. Damn. You knock on the door—couldn’t hurt, right?

A handsome young scientist, Dr. Lewis Deleon, opens the door. Deleon could be a candidate for a GQ model, but instead wears a lab coat for a living. He’s even got the studly five o’clock shadow. Either he’s tested some other beauty products before Gilgazyme ®, or he was inspired to make the formula in an effort to keep his good looks. It’s a chicken-or-egg kind of thing.

“Hey, come on in,” he says with a warm smile. “I was just running a few tests, but you won’t be in the way.”

You nod and push your mop bucket through, entering the secure area. There are several terrariums, lining opposite sides of the room, marked as either “Test Group” or “Control Group,” followed by a sequential alphanumeric and a date. You begin mopping the floor, but your eyes wander. The Gilgazyme ® formula is all over the place here—JACKPOT!

[image: •]• This is fly-on-the-wall level spying. Time to listen close…

[image: •]• “EWW—What’s wrong with that one?” you say to distract the good doctor, then pocket a nearby vial of formula.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Receiving Line


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

You head out to the front of the hospital through the automatic doors and stare blankly across the parking lot. You stand at the half-circle where patients are normally dropped off, but you’re suddenly unsure what comes next. What were you doing, again? There’s the delicious smell of burning gasoline coming from somewhere… maybe you should investigate?

“Excuse me, but can you—” someone asks. You turn toward the voice, a man propping up his wife. She’s been seriously injured, but not bitten. You’re not sure how, but you just know this.

“Oh no, it’s one of them!” she calls out.

That’s your cue. You lunge forward toward the man, but he won’t let go of his wife, so you just bite into him without any resistance. Sweet, savory, crunchy goodness. She falls to the ground despite his efforts to keep her upright. When she hits the pavement, she stays down. The blanket that was wrapped around her comes loose and the garden trough sticking into her leg twists.

A crowd of fellow immortals comes out of the hospital to help you feed. The woman’s dying quickly, and it’s too hard to tell if she’ll be able to rise again; she may’ve lost too much blood. Either way, your work here is done.

Seemingly from nowhere, another man runs out of the hospital. You grab his hospital gown and he whirls around from the force; your grip holds. You bite down on his arm—crunch. Wait, are those your teeth? You’ve just bitten into a prosthetic. He slips out of the hospital gown and runs stark naked down the street.

Dropping his false arm, you rush to catch him, but he’s much faster. Eventually, you can’t see or smell him anymore. Oh well. Where to?

[image: •]• There’s a pawnshop nearby; maybe I can help these humans trade in their old life for the new.

[image: •]• Corner grocery. When hunting, hang out where your food feeds.

[image: •]• Follow the cars—you may be the tortoise, but the hare is bound to run out of gas sooner or later.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Red-Light Special


[image: ___]

The megastore lies ahead. It’s one of those buy-in-bulk-for-a-reduced-price warehouse types. The parking lot is eerily bare, a concrete savanna before you. “Think we’ll find food?” you ask.

“It’s probably been raided,” the doctor answers. “But it doesn’t matter, we’re here for niacin.”

You cross the parking lot and Deleon starts to pry open the door of the megastore, but it’s not locked. Looking inside, there’s a faint red glow coming from within.

“Emergency generator’s on. Still, get your flashlight out. I’d worry less about finding food and more about ending up as it. This must have been a hotspot in the early days—keep that axe handy.”

You nod, flick your flashlight on and enter behind the doctor. The megastore is as much a disaster zone as the outside world, if not more so. Entire shelves are overturned. Food containers broken open, rotting. Describe it in a word? Raided.

The place has an atmosphere the opposite of its day life. Jungle gyms and trampolines cast ominous shadows. DVD displays reflect your flashlight beam with devious glares. You start down an aisle, then—the shuffle of feet. Shoes squeal on linoleum flooring.

Deleon nods to you to run with him. You both take off down the aisle and steps follow. So do labored breaths. You turn the corner, axe raised in preparation for mortal combat, only to be met by a man in a gas mask and several others.

You only stop your attack because a blonde woman in the group screams. Deleon and the men halt at the sound of a living person as well, but another woman has to be restrained from attacking.

She steps out of the crowd. Probably in her early thirties, though it’s certainly possible that the last few weeks have aged her. She’s dirty, just like you, but beautiful in a hard-as-nails sort of way. Black hair and blacker eyes. She wears an unbuttoned mechanic’s shirt with a fitted undershirt beneath. The embroidered nametag reads, “Cooper.”

She slaps a giant monkey wrench in the open palm of her hand while looking you and the doctor up and down. She devours your features, digests them within, gesticulates upon some sort of conclusion, then finally shits out, “Give me one reason we let you live.”

“What?” Deleon replies in shock.

“He’s a doctor!” you blurt.

She looks at him with dark seriousness. “Got some ID?”

He hands her his badge. Line 1: “DELEON, LEWIS M.D.”; Line 2: “GENETICS RESEARCH DIVISION”; Line 3: “HUMAN INFINITE TECHNOLOGIES.”

“Research doctor?” she says aloud. “Who gives a shit?”

“Most of my research was with these—things—we’re dealing with now. I’m probably the foremost expert on the planet.”

No kidding, you think, I wonder what this ragtag band of survivors would do to him if they knew he created the damn things.

“Uh-huh. And that pack you’ve got there, full of supplies?”

“Yes.”

“And this one…” she points her giant wrench at you, “is with you?” Deleon nods.

“All right, Doc. You and your pal can travel with us. Over there is Tyberius and Hefty.” Both are in their twenties and look like the ordeal has made them feral. The first is a handsome black man in tattered business casual. He wields a gigantic sledge hammer and has a police baton tucked in the waist of his slacks. The other one is a white guy, thin as a rail, and clearly a redneck. Plain white-tee kind of guy. He holds a heavy length of pipe about the size of a baseball bat.

Cooper continues with, “Sims and Angelica.” You look over to see a man in his late thirties with a woman in her fifties behind him. He’s the guy with the gas mask, decked out in military gear and a little overweight. She’s the blonde, and by her demeanor and clothing, you can tell she was a privileged housewife back in the world.

“And this here’s Jose.” She points to a man most likely in his forties, who wears the stained whites of a kitchen worker from a hole-in-the wall restaurant. He’s Latino, short, plain, and carries a calm countenance on his pockmarked face.

“Me llamo Guillermo. Mucho gusto,” the cook replies.

“You can call me Cooper, and what I say goes. You got a problem with that?”

“No.”

“All right, so we’re gonna—”

“You didn’t let me finish,” Deleon says, cutting her off. “I don’t have a problem with that because I’m not going with you.”

Cooper sizes him up. “All right, Doc, you can leave. But before you go, we’ve got a hurt man here. Can you help him?”

“I’m mostly a research doctor.”

“But you still went through some kind of med school, right? It’s just a bum shoulder. Sims, c’mere.”

Sims moves forward. His left shoulder hangs oddly. Funny, you hadn’t noticed until it was pointed out. Makes you wonder who else might be nursing injuries. Deleon sighs, “First, take off that ridiculous gas mask. It’s not airborne.”

“How do you know?” Sims asks, muffled by the mask.

“Because none of these fine people are trying to eat you. Besides, this pandemic is my specialty. They would’ve come to me for help had the whole network not gone to shit. Now turn around, please.”

Sims takes off the mask and faces away from Deleon.

“It’s dislocated. You’ll feel a sharp pain.” Deleon cracks the shoulder into place. Sims cries out, but moves his arm about; it’s fixed.

“Welcome aboard, Doc,” Cooper says with a slap on Deleon’s back.

“No, no, no. Glad to help and all, but I’m traveling solo.”

“No, you’re not. You’re valuable, so you’re coming with us.”

Deleon looks at their desperate faces. They all see him as hope. “I’m looking for niacin, to develop a cure. If you guys want to walk toward a hospital or a lab, that’s where I’m going.”

Angelica, the blonde housewife, steps forward. “You have a cure?!”

“I said I’m working on one.”

“Well, now you’re definitely coming with us,” Cooper says. “Sims, go with the Doc to the pharmacy. Help him find whatever he needs. Everybody else, split up and look for supplies.”

[image: •]• Go with Sims and Deleon.

[image: •]• Go with Cooper, Guillermo, and Angelica.

[image: •]• Go with Tyberius and Hefty.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Regression


[image: ___]

For centuries, mankind lived right next to its own excrement. People literally worked in, lived in, and ate in their own filth. The mortality rate was high and life expectancy was low. Then we learned about something called “germs.” You, however, are not as resistant to bacteria as your ancestors were. You grew up in the age of hand sanitizer and sewage systems. The latter of which, you now enter, through a simple drainage ditch mostly filled with dead plant matter and small bits of garbage. This kind of detritus is common after a good rainstorm. It’s gross to be sure, and it’s only about to get worse.

The oxidized iron of blood stains the drainage spouts. As humanity was eaten alive, all the viscera had to go somewhere. That somewhere is now underfoot. You continue across the mire, down the tunnels of the sewage system, your flashlight illuminating the floaters. When the pieces start appearing in large enough chunks to be identified as internal organs, you consider turning back.

Only a deep and melodious moan, emanating from somewhere to the rear, keeps you moving.

At least you hope it’s to the rear. With the echoing tunnels, it could be coming from anywhere. Even above.

Now you’re trudging through a river of shit and piss. Naturally, you vomit. In the movies, the sewer is seen as some kind of cool netherworld, a labyrinth ready for you in times of need. The hero exits unscathed, as clean as when he entered.

Not you. Your clothes will be stained by the diarrhea of your brothers and sisters. By the innards of those who didn’t make it. You are in the only cemetery mankind has anymore; all that is dead will flush down this way.

Your steps do not echo. They might, if this were an empty catacomb. Your steps squick. Shadows dance over the angles of the sewer when your flashlight approaches. You see a small group of rats fleeing from an unseen enemy and quicken your steps.

Scanning further, you identify a rat with deep gouges and scratches. Blood crusts the little whiskers. The rodent shuffles and shambles forward at a painfully slow pace. It’s almost as if…. it couldn’t be, could it? A zombie rat? Does this mean the scourge has jumped species? You can only imagine the terror of a zombie crocodile down here.

It’s probably just your anxieties coming to surface, but that moaning sounds like it’s getting closer and closer. You start to run down the tunnel. Your backpack slams against you and the excrement river splashes with each step. Something flies into your mouth with the gritty consistency of sand, but a deeply tart taste worse than you’ve ever experienced. You spit the feces out, but can’t completely rid yourself of it.

Corner after corner, catacomb after catacomb, you run down the sewer. You probably won’t find your way back, you realize. You vomit again. Willing your abdominal muscles to stop cramping, you rise and run once more.

Finally, you’ve reached a light produced by a source other than your flashlight. It’s a grate leading outside. Frenetically, you tear at the grate, and you’re happy to see it comes off with ease.

You climb out of the sewer and into the open sunlight above. Fresh green grass greets you on the other side, along with four men with guns.

“Wait,” you cough. Evidently, your squinting in the sunlight is enough of a human signal, and they stop before ending your life.

“Dear God, that smell,” one of them says. He’s talking about you.

*     *     *

Later that evening you’ve showered, been fed and even given a change of clothes. Presently, you converse with the leader of the camp over drinks. “Welcome to Port Resistance,” he tells you. “You gave us quite a scare. We hadn’t thought of a creeper coming out of the sewer. Luckily, you arrived… and not one of them.”

“Creeper?” you ask, though you know full well he means “zombie.”

“I might as well just come out and say it—now that you’re here, I can’t allow you to leave. We’re well-stocked and you’ll live here comfortably, but we can’t face an army of refugees. Or, worse yet, if the creepers were to find us…”

You start to formulate your answer, but he continues before you can. “I’m sorry, you must be exhausted after your ordeal. Let’s talk tomorrow. Sleep well.”

*     *     *

You don’t. Sleep well, that is. You can’t spend more than five minutes away from the latrine. More of what you saw in the sewer comes out of you from both ends. After a while, you’ve got nothing left but fluids to expend. What can only be described as “rice water” fills the toilet with its fishy odor.

There’s a knock at the door to your chambers. You open the door, only to find a pair of armed guards. “Come with us, please,” one commands.

You’re too weak to question the order, much less resist. You follow, though it’s more like they follow you. The guards seem hesitant, despite your overall weakness. Keeping their distance, they usher you along.

Eventually you’re at the camp leader’s office once more. Where are all the women in this camp? “Are you feeling all right?” he asks, with no hint of irony.

You stare at him through glazed, sunken eyes. Your flesh has a blue tinge to it and your sallow features wrinkle from the decreased skin turgor that comes with severe dehydration.

“I’ll be honest with you—we’re afraid you’ve got the creeping death,” he says, his fingertips aligned with their counterparts on the opposite hand, staring at you with the pose of a politician.

“I wasn’t bitten,” you croak out.

“We’re not entirely sure that matters. Who’s to say it’s not airborne? Or maybe you picked it up in the sewers? Can’t be too careful.”

“So… you’re just going to kill me?” You’re far too tired for this discussion.

“Heavens, no. But we can’t take any chances. We’ll put you in quarantine. You’ll have food and water, and we’ll make you as comfortable as we can. In one week’s time, you’ll be released. I’d say that’s fair.” He snaps his fingers at the guards, ushering them forward.

“Medicine?”

“I’m afraid not.” You can’t tell if that means there is none, or that you can’t have it.

*     *     *

For two full days, the vomiting and diarrhea continues. You can’t even keep the water down. Naturally, you start to wonder if you are indeed infected. Maybe one of those zombie rats got you? Maybe all the viscera in the sewer did contaminate you. Will you become a “creeper”?

At the end of those two days, you die. Not from the Gilgazyme® plague, but from cholera. The rapid dehydration and electrolyte imbalance prove too much. You do not survive the zombie trail.

THE END


Regrouped


[image: ___]

Tyberius and Hefty make it back, but there’s no sign of Sims. Guillermo boards up the final window; the rest are already covered and blocked. “Come on, guys, let’s barricade the entrance with these tables,” Cooper says.

“What about Sims?” Hefty asks.

“Sims, where are you?” Deleon calls into the radio.

“You guys’ll have to be okay without me for a bit,” Sims crackles through. “I’m radioing in for rescue.”

“God damn him,” Cooper says.

“We don’t have time to wait; push the tables,” Deleon declares.

“Wait, wait, wait. We’re just gonna trap ourselves in here?” Tyberius asks. “If that was the plan, we shoulda left those searchlights on.”

“There’s another way out behind the stage,” Deleon assures him.

“Which means another way in,” you mumble. Deleon’s wristwatch beeps its alarm. “Time to take your meds, Doc?”

He shakes his head. “No more inoculations—meaning I need the cure very soon.”

“I hope you made a lot; we may need it too,” Cooper replies with arms crossed.

“Right now it’s just the one dose.” His voice is thick with dread.

Suddenly, a board smashes in from one of the windows, a hand hysterically reaching and groping through. “Get to the boards!” Cooper screams.

Each person in the group grabs a hammer and races to different positions around the cafeteria. The room has eight windows and there are six people, so you’re all frantically boarding up windows. There’s a large tin of nails at each window, and a stack of boards as well, but mostly you replace the ones that are pushed out.

You’ll just finish one window and move to the next when a new zombie bashes in one of the boards you just secured. It’s barely controlled chaos. As a ghoul breaks through, Deleon yells where to go from the middle of the room. From there, he can see each spot. “Back right!” he screams. “Now far left!”

One zombie just pulls himself in as you arrive to meet him. You clank your aluminum bat into his head, then work to rebuild the barrier. It’s harried work. Hefty and Tyberius join together, one smashing the fingers of the undead while the other hammers the boards back up.

Guillermo has a window almost fully boarded up by himself; he puts up the last board just as the entire thing smashes out at him. He lands on his back, covered in splintered boards. Standing in the broken window-way is a bodybuilder zombie. The undead man is massive, clearly someone who made a living from his physique. His hulking figure shuffles in and moves on top of Guillermo.

The fiend actually lifts the chef up and holds him above the ground while he eats him.

Tyberius runs out to the middle of the room to face the bodybuilder zombie. The undead giant tosses the corpse of Guillermo to the side in preparation for killing Tyberius next. Blood drips down its chin and massive chest.

Tyberius takes out the two-and-a-half pound weights. He holds them at his side, his body cantered toward the fiend in the athlete’s pre-sprint ready position. His confidence is that of David preparing to take down Goliath.

The two run at each other. Tyberius makes a daring leap at the zombie as it reaches its arms up to catch him, and then brings one of the weights down on the ghoul’s forehead in a slam-dunk-like motion. The small weight burrows into the behemoth’s skull, and the giant collapses to the ground.

“They’re breaking through!” Cooper shouts. Several zombies come in from another window. She lets out her homemade flail and with full-body momentum, connects the end with a zombie’s head—lifting it off its feet with the blow.

Hefty stops boarding and claims his bow. He releases arrows at nearly the rate of one per second, sending solid, razor-edged tips into zombie foreheads, deftly killing the other ghouls. These hunting arrows were designed to penetrate thick animal hide, so a human skull poses little resistance to the fifty pounds of force expertly homed on the center of the skull at 300 feet per second.

But then his window gives way to the undead onslaught. “Backup rally point is the nurse’s office!” Deleon yells from the center, smashing his pointer finger into the blueprints.

“Ladies and gentleman, we have contact,” Sims’ voice crackles in over the radio. “There’s a resistance group fortified in the local prison. You can kiss my ass whenever you’re ready.”

“There’s rescue?” you say, more to yourself than the group.

Deleon had already turned to leave the cafeteria, but turns back and grabs the handheld radio. “Sims! We’re being overrun! There’s no way we—” Right as Deleon turns back around, a zombie reaches out to grab his face, but a hunting arrow flies through both its arms and pins them together at the last second.

The fiend’s hands are knocked away but, not feeling any pain, the zombie brings its arms back up to continue the attack. Another arrow buries into its skull and it falls to the ground. Hefty waves a salute from across the cafeteria.

Deleon accidentally dropped the radio during the attack; the battery pack popped out and pieces of broken black plastic lie on the tile floor. He doesn’t even make an effort to pick it up. You all run out of the cafeteria, looking both ways as you exit the door. One side of the hallway is filled with zombies. On the other side: Hefty’s already here, taking aim with his bow.

The group of zombies is led by a topless zombie, a pantless zombie and a zombified Dr. Richard Phoenix. “Richard?” Deleon says in disbelief, despite the absolute recognition of his colleague.

At this, the group of zombies stops its meandering and full speed stumble-runs at the group, ambling as fast as they can. It’s not a coordinated sprint like yours, but they can certainly cover some ground in their frenzied state.

You turn away from the undead crowd and run past Hefty. He stands stoically, aims his bow, and looses an arrow down the hall. It smashes into a pre-positioned blood bag hanging by the ceiling, bursting it and sending blood cascading down the wall. A group of zombies peels off to attack the bloody wall, which is working just as Hefty hoped it would.

Deleon, Cooper, and Tyberius run up the open stairwell but stop at the landing to look out the window. You stop as well to see what’s captured their attention. The searchlights atop the school are on again—that must be Sims’ doing—but that’s not why your friends have stopped. When a spotlight waves across the street, you finally see it.

Every undead man, woman, and child in the city—hundreds of thousands of them—stand shoulder to shoulder, covering every free inch of street space. They’re all waiting their turn to enter the school. “There’s no way we’re gonna make it,” Tyberius says in a daze.

“I need that cure!” Deleon shouts. “I’ll meet you at the nurse’s office.” He turns to go up the stairs, but Cooper checks his move.

“We stick with the plan. Isolate the stairwells, then go get your cure. You get this one, once Hefty makes it up. Ty, you and I will get the east side.” Deleon nods, but Tyberius didn’t even hear her. She shakes his shoulder, “Tyberius.”

“Huh? Yeah, let’s go, Coop.”

“Meet you at the western stairs,” she says, turning to go.

[image: •]• “I’m coming too!”

[image: •]• “I’ll stay here and help Deleon.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Remnants
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Cooper lights a camping lantern. Her movements are fluid and natural, though she never struck you as the outdoors type. Maybe it’s the mechanic’s shirt, but she looks like a city girl. Guillermo grabs other camping lamps and fuel, then nods toward Cooper. She nods back in approval.

“So what did you all do back in the real world?” you ask.

Guillermo stares blankly ahead, not comprehending.

“Drank wine,” Angelica sighs.

“I was a motherfucking assassin,” Cooper says in a droll manner.

“Seriously,” you protest.

“Doesn’t matter,” Cooper says. Angelica just shrugs. Guillermo checks the aisles. “Listen newbie, that world’s gone. And as far as I’m concerned, I hope it doesn’t come back—not the same way, anyway.”

“Oh, yeah, I agree; things were really terrible when I didn’t carry an axe and go door-to-door in search of food,” you respond as drily as you can intone.

“Shut up, asshole. I’m talking about normal murder. Wars. Politicians, embezzlers, perjurers, all those people who get away with anything and everything because they make the rules.”

“White-collar crime? Really? That’s your biggest concern right now?”

She shrugs. “No such thing as a zombie apocalypse bailout.”

“Yo, Coop! We got something here!” Tyberius shouts from the back.

Cooper turns toward Deleon and Sims, then yells, “Stockroom!”

[image: •]• Head to the stockroom.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Rescue Me


[image: ___]

Lucas Tesshu slides his sword from its sheath with a satisfactory shing! “You two go radio for help; I’ll hold them off for now.”

You follow Rosie back into the control room, where she activates the call button once more. “Salvation, this is Rescue Team One. Things have gone south—send reinforcements. Repeat, send Rescue Team Two.”

There’s an immediate, if not angry, response. “This is Colonel Gray. What’s going on?”

“We’re trapped in the control tower. They have us surrounded. Over.”

“What kind of numbers are we talking about here? Things might get worse before we get there. You sure you can’t fight your way back to the jeep?”

Rosie looks to you with uncertainty and shrugs. With a furrowed brow, she hands you the microphone.

[image: •]• “We’ll take care of it, Colonel. Over and out.” Fight your way down.

[image: •]• “We’re sure! Get somebody up here, STAT!”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


The Resemblance is Uncanny
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[image: Blood Glyph]

The shopping mall is swarming with immortals. Your fellow gods and goddesses mill about, clustered around the entrance, waiting with glazed eyes and dull expressions for the doors to open so they can flood in with frenzy. To be honest, it’s not too different from the day-after-Thanksgiving sales.

So you stand there with the rest of them, waiting. The great thing about being ageless is that time has no meaning. You could stand here for weeks without being the slightest bit put out. And then, should a human finally cross your path, your wrath would awaken and you would smite them down like only a god can.

It’s sort of like hibernation. And Gilgazyme ® makes it all possible. However you were rewired not only stopped your aging, it stopped any decomposition, and any need to eat or even breathe. You Are and Will Be for the rest of time.

The goddess next to you falls to the ground after her head explodes.

A millisecond later, the gunshot that caused it rings out from the rooftop across the way. Your head snaps toward the source of the sound—a lone gunman—but there are far too many immortals in the way and even if you wandered toward him, there’s no way to get up there.

He looks up from the scope of his rifle, then gives a thumbs-up to someone back over your head. You look up to the roof of the mall, where several figures stand with binoculars, returning your hungry gaze. A large man in a policeman’s uniform holds up a whiteboard with a message on it for the sniper.

Reading is something you don’t have any interest in. The written word is a human convention, a paltry attempt to attain immortality and pass knowledge from one brief life to another. What need has an immortal of such contrivances?

And yet if you were to read it, you’d see a celebrity name written on the board. And if you contained any memories, you’d recognize the name as the one your friends used to compare you to in mortal life. And if you were capable of deductions, you’d realize that you’re the target in a real-life game of Where’s Waldo and duck out of the way.

Instead, your head explodes. And now you start decomposing.

THE END


Return Triumphant
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You’re back in the Command Post with the colonel and his son, getting debriefed about the missions. “Good work today,” Arthur Gray barks out. “Both teams were successful. So we’ve got seeds for the harvest, and Dr. Celeste Lolani is now a member of our community.”

“But I’m afraid we must ask you for more,” Irving says.

The Colonel frowns and strokes stubble the color of his last name. “The doctor’s distress call served as our wake-up. The only reason we heard her was because that airfield was so close. What if there are others broadcasting, just beyond our range?”

“We can use a radio station on the outskirts of the city as a relay,” Irving explains. “But it’s a long drive and near a major population center. This would be extremely dangerous, but well worth it. One jeep, in and out.”

“If you can do this for us, we’ll ask no more of you. With the crops, our own doctor, and a powerful communications system, we should have no reason to leave again. I’m sorry, but you’re the best we’ve got.”

“And our master of arms will furnish you with his ‘private reserve’ stock,” Irving says.

“So get some chow. You leave in an hour.”

[image: •]• One more mission.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


The Road to Compromise
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Yours was the grain of sand that tipped the scales. Deleon and Cooper made a reluctant agreement, though somehow it seems that neither is happy. Cooper certainly wasn’t pleased that yours was the voice of authority. But, for better or worse, an accord was struck.

Presently you walk along the streets outside the megastore. There’s a bus stop bench billboard for a pawn shop advertising, “CHEAP GUNS—NO BACKGROUND CHECK!!!!!!!”

“Why don’t we just check that place out?” you ask.

Sims scoffs and shakes his head. “I know the owner; crazy bastard. He always talked about how prepared he’d be for the zombie apocalypse. I honestly think he just wanted an excuse to shoot minorities.” He looks uncomfortably at Tyberius. “I didn’t say we were friends… Anyway, we should steer clear. Guy probably shoots on sight, so…”

“We’re sticking to the plan, Newbie,” Cooper says firmly. “This sporting goods store is close to the school.”

“How long is the walk?”

“It was prolly a half-hour drive,” Hefty answers.

There’s a scratching along the pavement. Everyone whirls about in unison, weapons drawn. The source is a lone man in a wheelchair. He’s undead and he crawls along the street; the wheelchair drags behind him on its side as he bloodies his fingers clawing at the concrete.

“Newbie, Doc—take care of it.”

“Why? Let’s just go,” Deleon protests.

You look at the man in the wheelchair. No matter how many times you say to yourself, He’s a zombie, he wants to eat me, there’s just something about the bashing of his brains that screams murder. You’re hard-wired that way. Still…

The ghoul moans at you. “You have to kill every one,” Cooper says. “One calls in others.”

You wield the axe. The zombie’s growling and moaning grates upon your nerves. Ending the stress, you end the zombie. You bring your axe down on his neck; two strokes, and the spinal cord is severed. It makes you queasy, how easy it was to end a life. But it wasn’t really that easy—the head rolls on the pavement, still snapping its jaws.

Cooper stops the head under her boot. “Doc, be more like Newbie. Go ahead, finish it off.”

Deleon shakes his head at his own obedience, but complies. You look away while he takes care of the brain removal with his hammer.

“There’s a good Doc,” she says as Deleon’s wristwatch blares, the alarm expired. “What’s that?”

“Oh… this?” Dr. Deleon is suddenly unnerved, much more so than when dispatching an undead head. “This alarm, you mean? Well… I used to radio for help every three hours.”

“So why’s it still on?” Cooper asks.

“It’s my reminder for hope,” he says with renewed confidence.

“I need one of those,” Angelica murmurs.

Deleon clears his throat. “Say, I need to go to the bathroom; will you guys wait up a sec?”

The doctor takes off into a nearby building while the others mill about. “He actually times his shits,” Sims says to Hefty.

“There’s a man using his noodle,” Hefty replies.

Once Deleon returns, the group keeps moving. Naturally, everyone splits off into several small groups on the wide thoroughfare. You’re all still together, but each clique has its own conversation. Which one do you join?

[image: •]• Tyberius and Hefty.

[image: •]• Sims and Guillermo.

[image: •]• Deleon and Cooper.

[image: •]• Angelica.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


The Road Less Traveled


[image: ___]

Rosie shrugs. “Whatever.” The three of you hike in silence down the pockmarked road, waiting to find out who’s right. Around the final bend in the road, a clearing comes into view and you see a bridge—one that collapsed many years ago.

Rosie spins around. “Whelp, there’s an hour of my life I’ll never get back,” she says as she starts going the other way.

“It was worth a try,” Lucas says in confidence, squeezing you on the shoulder.

But something catches your eye. “Wait,” you say. “Rosie, use your scope.”

“What?”

“There’s something on the bridge.”

Her brow raised with incredulity, she complies. She shoulders the weapon, sliding her eye to the telescopic lens in a second-nature move. “It’s… it’s a footbridge,” she says in disbelief.

Lucas Tesshu’s face lights up. He starts running toward the bridge. You and Rosie run after him. Lucas laughs, giggling like a little child. Rosie skips with excitement. You feel the joy too, for you know this must have been built by members of the Compound!

As the three of you get to the concrete landing where the road ends, what you’re looking at becomes clearer: someone built a bridge to cross over the canyon below.

You look over the edge. It’s a rocky canyon, maybe a forty-foot drop, with sheer stone walls on either side. The floor below appears to be… moving. Then you see it—the entire canyon floor is covered in half-crippled zombies, writhing and crawling over one another, unable to escape from the steep walls of the canyon.

Looking back up at the footbridge, you get a clue as to what’s going on. The footbridge has wooden planks and rope, like you might expect if you were in an Indiana Jones movie, but in this particular bridge, the planks are spaced out only once every three feet. The result? To cross, you’d have to take enormous steps, stretching and lunging your way across the bridge. And zombies can’t do that.

So there they are, at the bottom of the canyon, where they fell when pursuing the other survivors. No wonder you hadn’t seen any undead since the marshes; they’ve all fallen into the pit below. Now all you have to do is cross, and the compound will surely be on the other side. You’re not afraid of heights, are you?

[image: •]• “All right, let’s do it.”

[image: •]• “Hey, guys, maybe we should look for that detour. I’m not so sure this bridge is safe.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


The Road Oft-Traveled


[image: ___]

You follow the road away from the sign for the bridge. You’re certain Lucas Tesshu feels it to be a mistake, taking this route, yet he walks upright and with a slight smile. His arms are folded behind his back like he’s taking a pleasant stroll through the woods.

You round a bend and say, “Great, another fork in the road,” as soon as you see it.

“Life is seldom without turning points, my friend,” Lucas muses. “The key is to look for the signs.”

Indeed, there is a sign just on the other side of the next fork, the plain metal backing facing you now. The three of you continue down the road until you pass the sign, turning around to read it in unison: “STATE PENITENTIARY.”

The arrow pointing from where you just came states the obvious, “SERVICE ENTRANCE.” But the other fork is labeled, “MAIN ENTRANCE.” You smile involuntarily.

“See?” Rosie says, playfully slapping Lucas Tesshu on the arm. He merely nods.

All you have to do is continue down this road to the prison, and salvation will be yours.

[image: •]• Continue to the prison.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Rough Landing


[image: ___]

“Hefty, let’s go!” Deleon yells as Cooper and Tyberius run down the hall. Hefty is oddly confident for a lone man among a horde of flesh eaters. He looses one more arrow, then trots up the stairs and stops at the landing, greeting you with a smug grin.

“One more blood bag,” he says.

“Let’s go!” Deleon protests.

“Just one more.” He turns and aims over the black wrought iron handrail. The arrow flies off with a whisp, the sound barely audible above the moaning. It hits clean, and the undead cluster around the exposed blood leaking down the wall. It only fools them for a second, but Hefty gets enjoyment from it nonetheless. “There,” he says, turning around. But it’s a second too late.

A hand reaches up through the bars from below and grabs Hefty’s ankle firmly. His face changes from smug to oh shit in an instant as he falls to his chest. Another arm comes up to claim his free leg and he’s dragged toward the edge.

There’s not enough room through the bars to pull him through, but they feast on Hefty’s legs while he screams. Without thinking, you rush down and grab his hands. But you can’t pull as hard as the collective groping arms and biting mouths below.

“We’ve got to leave him,” Deleon says, his voice devoid of emotion.

“No!” Hefty screams.

“He’s dead.”

“No, I’m not, motherfucker!”

“Leave him,” Deleon says. His eyes are on the other undead ambling their way up the stairs. The doctor puts his hand on the rope release, the one that will drop the furniture dangling above the landing, but he stops before pulling it. All he has to do is tug the rope and a dozen desks, cabinets, and chairs will collapse upon the landing and seal off the stairs.

[image: •]• “Never leave a man behind!” Keep trying, damn it!

[image: •]• “Hefty, I’m so sorry…” Head up the stairs.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Safe and Secure


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

Slowly you push the door open. A dozen hospital employees huddle inside, unsure for the first time what to do in a stressful situation. Huh, that was easy.

You moan and stagger in toward them. There’re some shrieks, so that’s nice. One of the humans hiding from you has a sidearm and plugs an entire clip into your chest. Lucky for you, he was one of two things: either not a fan of the zombie genre or not willing to believe the zombie apocalypse could happen. Goody for you: no headshots.

You attack him, ripping out arteries and veins like a magpie pulling worms from freshly moist soil. One of the doctors (not the handsome one or the overly nerdy one, but certainly the sexually frustrated one) attacks you with the same manic fury you use when eating the guard. However, the living aren’t willing to bite the dead, and you don’t feel pain, so you win.

Another victim falls limp before your strength. Dink! An oxygen tank smacks against your head. Did something crack there? You look back; it’s the sexy nurse. Seriously, who brought an oxygen tank into a staff office? Did they think they’d be gassed or—

Dink! She slams the oxygen tank on your head again, right in the same spot. In reaction, your body goes limp and you fall to the floor. The reaction, as it turns out, is because she killed you. That bitch.

THE END


Safety in Numbers


[image: ___]

She snorts, “Don’t we all.” Then, with what might be a hint of sadness in her eyes, she shakes her head. “I don’t think safety exists anymore.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” you say.

“Except in numbers,” says one of the men. He’s in his mid-thirties, decked out in military gear, and a little overweight.

Cooper looks at him like he might be challenging her authority, but decides he isn’t. “Smart guy here is Sims. You’ve already met Angelica. This here’s Jose.” She points to a man, most likely in his forties, who wears the stained whites of a kitchen worker from a hole-in-the wall restaurant. He’s Latino, short, plain, and has a calm countenance on his pockmarked face.

“Mucho gusto,” he says.

“And over there is Tyberius and Hefty.” Both are in their twenties and look like the ordeal has made them feral. The first is a handsome black man in tattered business casual. He wields a gigantic sledge hammer and has a police baton tucked in the waist of his slacks. The other one is a white guy, thin as a rail, and clearly a redneck. Plain white-tee kind of guy. He holds a heavy length of pipe about the size of a baseball bat.

“You can call me Cooper, and what I say goes. You got a problem with that?”

[image: •]• “No, Ma’am.”

[image: •]• “Actually, yeah. I’ll try my chances alone.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Saint Mary’s


[image: ___]

“Mother of God,” Deleon mutters, pun not intended, as you survey the eponymous hospital. This place was, at one point, a battleground. Police cruisers sit with doors opened, as the officers have been trained to do in a firefight. This battle, however, was one they weren’t trained for. The patrol cars’ sirens and lights are long dead, from drained batteries, as are their former occupants, from drained blood.

Corpses line the parking lot, literally hundreds, both of slain zombies and eaten humans. And it’s not just patrol cars either. National Guard Humvees, ambulances turned on their sides, and acres of passenger cars jammed in a tangled gridlock beyond reconciliation.

The air is thick with the stench of rotting flesh. “Is there anyone left?” you ask.

“Let’s hope not,” Deleon replies, deliberately misinterpreting your question. “Come on.”

He rises from behind cover and starts toward the hospital, already wielding his spiked club and hammer. You fall in line, your fireman’s axe at the ready. The two of you move through the parking lot, checking the bodies for anything useful. Unfortunately, the living appear to have done as good a job cleaning the corpses of gear as the dead have done cleaning flesh from bones. Nothing. The spent ammo casings in the parking lot tell you there probably wasn’t much to take in the first place.

The hospital doors don’t open as you approach them—either the building lost power or the automatic doors were shut down as a security measure. Deleon slides the claw side of the hammer into the space between the doors and pries them outward. It’s easy since, since they were designed to open like normal doors, should the power shut off, allowing people to escape in an emergency. Funny that they had remained closed. But they stay open now as the two of you head inside.

Your doctor friend points to a wall sign directing you toward the pharmacy and silently moves that way. As you round the hallway corner, Deleon stops in his tracks. There’s a man, facing away from you, in full riot gear. He stands still, looking ahead at nothing. As if he were a viper in your path, you instinctively back away. Deleon does the same.

A breathy moan sounds from behind you. You turn to see a sickly woman in a hospital gown, her IV stand dragging along the ground next to her.

“Oh, fuck,” Deleon mutters. You look back. The man in riot gear has now turned around—yep, he’s a zombie. “We need to get that helmet off; you have to destroy the brain.”

“It’s strapped on,” you protest. Both zombies amble toward you.

“Try the axe.”

Not waiting for a discussion, Deleon rushes at the hospital gown zombie, his spiked club raised. He swings the club and connects it with the ghoul’s jaw. It stays dug into the zombie’s face as she stumbles back and slams into the wall, knocking the platitudinous framed pictures off their hooks. The nails stick and Deleon loses his weapon.

The riot gear zombie comes at you, leaving you no choice but to fight. You baseball-swing the axe at his head, and it bounces off the helmet. The zombie whirls about from the blow, and falls to the floor, but rises again. You bring down the axe overhead, as if you’re chopping firewood.

The axe connects with the face mask, which caves in response. Gore smears across the plastic wedge in a revolting display, but the zombie still comes for you, even without a face.

Deleon bludgeons his ghoul with the hammer, beating her over and over again as she comes for him. He turns her face to pulp, but none of the blows prove fatal. She pounces, knocking him on his back, and is only stopped from sinking her teeth into the man by the club. The club catches its base on the ground and holds the ghoul’s face up with the nails.

“Oh, God,” he cries from under her.

Face peeling off from the strain, the zombie’s bite comes imminently. Yours, despite no longer having a jaw, tries biting your leg from the ground. Thankfully, the riot helmet is good for something and there’s no fluid contact.

You bring your axe down upon him again. He’s on his stomach, and the blade lodges into his back. His riot gear softens the blow, but you penetrate nonetheless. It’s not plate mail, after all. Still he struggles. In frenzy, you hack at the undead man over and over with the axe. He goes limp. You must’ve struck spine and disconnected the brainstem. He’s not dead, but he’s not moving either.

Looking back to Deleon, you see his attacker rip her face free from the club, just as he raises his arm to defend against a bite. Her teeth scrape against the cast, in the exact spot as the wound Dr. Phoenix gave him. Deleon rolls with the woman, putting her on her back, rises up, and slams the hammer down upon her forehead. Her brain coats the linoleum.

You’re both huffing, but unscathed. Then the rest of the hospital arrives: an entire horde of undead, writhing and foaming in expectation of your demise. That must be why the doors remained closed: no one alive inside to open them.

“Run!” You realize the voice is yours.

“Emergency exit!” Deleon suggests from behind you as you race through the corridors.

You follow the signs for such, hoping the crowd behind you means that the parking lot is clear. You sprint much faster than they do—careening down the hall behind you—but the distance between you is not that great.

Around the next corner lies the emergency exit: it’s barricaded closed. What kind of idiot blocks a door that can’t be opened from the outside? The kind who gets eaten by zombies, evidently. You double back, still ahead of the horde, but that detour cost you.

The undead mob fills the hospital wall-to-wall, clawing and stumbling to get at you with excited fervor. The collective moan reverberates deep within you, vibrating from your body cavity up to your throat. They’re right on your heels, but you and Deleon run with an adrenaline-fueled intensity.

The next turn down the hall leads to a painful sight—a dead end. The hallway is cordoned off with waiting-room couches and coffee tables, secretaries’ desks and filing cabinets. There must be a couple thousand pounds of office furniture between you and the next area of the hospital: the cafeteria.

And more shocking still, there’re people on the other side. Living people. You can see their blood-stained faces looking at you with terror through the glass portholes in the double doors beyond the barricade. A nurse shakes his head at you. A patient mouths, “Sorry.” Pain is in their eyes. They turn away rather than watch you and Deleon get devoured.

The crowd of undead catches up, and with two hundred hungry mouths, there won’t be anything left of you. You wish you could send your past self a warning: hospitals are not the best place to go when the sick compulsorily turn to cannibalism.

THE END


School’s in Session


[image: ___]

Tyberius moves back up to the glass, examining first his own filthy reflection and how he’s deteriorated over the weeks, then looking past himself to the zombies and how fit—healthy, even—his former coworkers look in their preternatural agelessness. It’s like they’re cadavers, cut up in some lab, their flesh open where wounded but without any red. No blood, no raised or swollen skin. The flesh is sallow, nearly porcelain.

He beats his chest and jumps at the ghouls, trying to assert dominance. They don’t flinch; just bite and mouth the glass. “God damn,” he says sourly.

“All right, school’s this way. Finally, a good place to wait for rescue, so…”

“Sims, get it through your fat fucking head. There’s no rescue,” Cooper answers. He refuses to meet her gaze. The rest of the group looks away, too tired to be drawn into either side of the argument. Deleon looks at his watch, feeling the crunch of getting to the school quickly.

After only an hour of walking, you arrive. It’s not exceptionally large or glamorous, but to you it’s beautiful because it’s exceptionally pristine. No broken glass, no sign of forced entry. Evidently, there’s been no struggle here. A school isn’t the first place people think to go when the dead start to eat the living, and odds are most people died wherever that place was.

Cooper breaks the reverent silence. “We’ll all do a quick sweep, then one team will secure the school under the Doc’s supervision while I lead a team to the gun store.”

“You want us to walk another two hours right away? Fuck that,” Tyberius says. “I’ll be on the ‘stay here’ team.”

You notice several bicycles parked in a rack in front of the store. “The bikes! Quick, silent, maneuverable.”

“Brilliant!” Deleon declares, bringing a smile to your face.

“Fine,” Cooper says. “We’ll need some lock cutters from a janitor’s room. Just because the place doesn’t look invaded, doesn’t mean we’re alone. Game faces.”

With solemn nods, the group prepares to enter. Axe raised high, you search the school, and… the halls are wonderfully empty. Granted, Cooper doesn’t give you time to check every classroom, but zombies aren’t known to open doors and most people probably don’t get infected, then lock themselves into high school classrooms to die.

During this first look you note the location of the main office, the gymnasium, the cafeteria, and the nurse’s station. Once you go by the janitor’s storage room, Cooper claims a pair of bolt cutters and proclaims her work done. “Don’t go looking for trouble,” she says. “We’ll be back in an hour.”

[image: •]• “I’ve got two tickets to the gun show. And by that, I mean I’m coming with you to pick out my own gun.”

[image: •]• “I’ll stay here. We might need my axe to defend the school while you’re gone.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Sealed In


[image: ___]

The alarm within automatically sends a signal to the police station back in town. On a good day, help should arrive in around half an hour. But guess what? Today’s not a good day. There’s been no contact with the police for several days now and your little blinking light currently goes unnoticed. Good thing you had this room installed.

Okay, so what do you have? Dry food rations and water, for one. A comfy chair and a camping toilet, so that’s nice. You have control over the building’s power, and security cameras placed strategically throughout, with live feed on the screens before you.

You watch as these brigands overtake your compound. They sweep the area efficiently; obviously these guys hail from one of the law enforcement or military message boards you frequented in times of yore. They take out your cameras, you take out the power.

Then they seal you in.

[image: •]• How much food did I store again?

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Search


[image: ___]

You’ve got the new hatchet axe and an aluminum baseball bat. Sims carriers a slingshot and an ornamental samurai sword he sharpened. Together, you’re out to look for the good doctor. After yesterday’s revelation to the group that he’s been hiding his infection, you can tell everyone’s on edge. How much of that serum could he possibly have left after several days out in the open? And now he’s spent fourteen hours alone. You can’t shake the thought that it’s more than enough time to transform.

Sims is smothered in guilt. “I just figured, he’s working on a cure, right? Why not let him go work on it?” You don’t respond. He takes your silence as a concurrence to his guilt. “I mean, I just feel like I’m useless. I’ve given fourteen years to the Air Force as an electrician and now, here I am, an electrician in a city without power. Deleon can actually do something, ya know?”

“We need you, Sims,” You say, trying to comfort him. “You got us here, remember?”

“I’ve been faking my P-F-T, my fitness test? For years now. I figured what’s the point, since I don’t see combat, so… But here we are at the end of the world. Is that ironic?”

“I bet there’s an emergency generator around here somewhere you could find. You can still use those skills.”

He nods, internalizing whatever thoughts he has. You walk in silence, looking for whatever might be a science lab. You pass by scores of generic classrooms, chalkboards at the front, filled with desks. The doors have window slits, so you’re able to peek in as you walk past. Then you come upon something different, an alcove indentation in the hall that’s essentially two classrooms merged into one.

The door is cracked open.

You look into the slit and see a chalkboard covered with a mess of rambled jottings. Instead of desks, you see lab stations that look like kitchen islands, each with their own sink. They’re all alive with active experiments, but there’s no sign of Deleon. You nod to Sims and pull the door open.

“Doc?” you call out. No answer. You move in, Sims right behind you, and search the lab. Beakers boil and bubble, sending formula through tubes. Not seeing the doctor, you turn around.

“He’s got all this running off redundant generators and battery packs, pretty genius stuff,” Sims says just as a shadow moves behind, eclipsing him. Is it Deleon? You crane your neck around to see—it is the Doc, but he’s standing too still. His skin has sallowed, his eyes are depressed and the flesh around them is saggy and dark.

“What?” Sims asks, staring at you. Deleon reaches out to him, and you try to warn him, but your throat is dry and full of cotton. The doctor puts a hand on Sims, who spins around to meet him.

“Sims,” Deleon says.

Whew. “Christ, you scared the shit out of me,” Sims says.

“Likewise,” you add.

Despite his wraithlike countenance, Deleon musters a smile. “I’ve done it. I’ll have the first batch in a few hours.”

“You’re cured?” Sims asks.

Deleon shakes his head and points at a whirring centrifuge. “I’ll need to test it. But the formula works on the cellular level.”

“Have you been up all night?” you ask.

He nods. “I’ll sleep now.”

Sims radios back to the group that you found him, and then you walk Deleon back to the gym, where everyone’s already gathered. Cooper moves to the middle and crosses her arms. “It’s time to really get a feel for what we have here. Let’s get some breakfast, then we’re gonna make this place defensible. Make this… our home.”

Eat your camping food, then where to?

[image: •]• Help Tyberius set up the barricades.

[image: •]• Check the nurse’s station with Hefty.

[image: •]• Loot the lockers with Cooper.

[image: •]• Try to turn the power back on with Sims.

[image: •]• Explore the cafeteria with Guillermo.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Self-Fulfilling Prophesy


[image: ___]

“Don’t be such a pussy,” Rosie says. She turns toward the canyon and prepares to cross, testing the ropes for firmness.

“It’ll be all right,” Lucas assures you. “This is newly built, tested, and used—sturdy. If you want, you can walk in the middle.”

Rosie starts on the bridge, a hand securely on each rope and lunging forward to the first step. One more step and she’s out on the bridge. It sways in a serpentine motion once her weight is fully supported. Now it’s your turn.

Your hands and feet tingle with the sudden rush of blood. You sweat. It’s high up, precarious, and each step spells certain death. Your head expels any sense of well-being to make room for the growing vertigo, pressing like swelling cotton within your skull.

Heights suck. But heights with a fate worse than death waiting at the bottom are in a league of their own. You grasp the rope, the coarse fibers itching at your sweaty palms, and take your first step out over the abyss.

“Don’t look down,” Lucas Tesshu says. Great fucking suggestion, you think. What do people always—always—do when they’re told not to look down?

You peer beyond your feet, the foreground fading away and the zombies below coming in with sharp clarity. It’s like a Hitchcock shot; or the shark coming at you in a sickening dolly zoom in Jaws, but it’s happening in real life. The bridge all but disappears and the writhing mass of ghouls jumps up at you in telescopic intensity.

You fall to your knees and vomit. “Hold onto the ropes!” Lucas shouts.

The undead canal below comes to life with the introduction of your lunch and the shouts of your partners next to you. It’s a concert of moans, all echoing off the canyon like an amphitheater and coming at you in a booming drone. They struggle further, reaching up to you in hopeful expectation.

You need to get off this bridge. You need to get off this goddamn bridge! Lucas is right behind you and Rosie has stopped only two planks ahead. You stand, the bridge swaying forcefully in response, and start to move forward.

“Hurry up,” you mutter.

“You okay?” Rosie asks.

“Get out of the way. Hurry up—hurry up!”

“Okay, chill out.”

She starts to move, but it’s not enough for you. You’re having a full-blown panic attack; you can’t breathe, see, or think. You’re on her heels, trying to overtake her.

“Hey! Cut it out!” she shouts. The zombies are screaming now too.

She’s stopped on the bridge. That won’t do at all. It’s wide enough; you can pass her. You lunge forward, stepping onto the same plank as Rosie. The resulting swing, as if the two of you were trying to stand upon a literal playground swing, is enough to knock both of you off-balance.

“Stop!” Lucas shouts, trying to reach out and restrain you. But it’s too late. You fall back, landing perfectly upon the thin air between two planks. A sickly feeling of malaise flows over you as you pass through the bridge.

From above, you can see Lucas reaching out, still hoping to catch you. Rosie falls as well, and catches the rope with one hand, but her body weight coupled with gravity is too much force and the rope tears away from her grasp.

The two of you tumble down the canyon and land with a crunch atop the thrashing, palpitating undead throng. Arms worm their way around you, holding you down and tearing you apart in the same motion.

You’re eaten alive.

THE END


She’s Dead


[image: ___]

“No, no, please—I cannot do this thing,” Lucas pleads. He falls to his knees, freely weeping now.

“Then I will,” Rosie says, unslinging her rifle.

“No!” Lucas shouts, tackling Rosie to stop her. She falls down on the pavement on her back, discharging a wild round into the forest.

His zombie sister takes this as her invitation to the party. She leaps upon Rosie, who struggles to stop the attack. Lucas is frozen; helpless. But you’re not—you rush in and bash the undead girl with the stock of your shotgun, knocking her clear from your friend.

You fire the shotgun, forgetting that the FRAG-12 rounds are still loaded. Lucas’ sister completely explodes from the shot and you fall back to the ground from the force. You’re wounded, you realize, from ricochet pellets. It’s not bad; you’ll live, but you need to get back to that doctor in camp.

Rosie, on the other hand, will not be so lucky. Blood pours from a bite wound on her neck. In a shocked realization, she puts a hand up to the wound. She looks to Lucas, then to you. “You’ve got to kill me,” she says.

Lucas, stone-faced once more, unsheathes his sword. Rosie trains her rifle at him and says, “Not you.” Then looking back your way, she says, “You.”

[image: •]• Time to end this madness. Switch ammo, shoot Rosie, then return to Salvation.

[image: •]• Knock her unconscious and leave her be. Lucas will certainly understand.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


She’s the Boss


[image: ___]

Your new friends escort you out of the house and into the streets. One of them gives some kind of code-whistle/bird call, then waits. Stillness on the afternoon air. Within thirty seconds, more survivors pour out of other houses, four of them in total, to round out the group to six.

One of them seems perturbed, a woman who walks up to you with purpose. “Who the hell is this?” she asks.

She’s probably in her early thirties, though it’s certainly possible the last few weeks have aged her. She’s dirty just like you, but she’s beautiful in a hard-as-nails sort of way. Black hair and blacker eyes. She wears an unbuttoned mechanic’s shirt with a fitted undershirt beneath. The embroidered nametag reads, “Cooper.”

She slaps a giant monkey wrench in the open palm of her hand whilst looking you up and down. “Ain’t got a tongue?”

You’re about to introduce yourself when Angelica speaks. “Sims and I found this poor lost one. I suggested teaming up.”

Cooper’s eyes narrow. She walks over to Angelica and slaps a backhand across her face, hard. Sims moves toward her, but Cooper stares him down. Both of them look away from you.

“I decide who joins and who doesn’t. But you look fit enough,” Cooper says. “You’ve already met Sims and Angelica. This here’s Jose.” She points to a man, most likely in his forties, who wears the stained whites of a kitchen worker from a hole-in-the wall restaurant. He’s Latino, short, plain, and has a calm countenance on his pockmarked face.

“Mucho gusto,” he says.

“And over there is Tyberius and Hefty.” Both are in their twenties and look like the ordeal has made them feral. The first is a handsome black man in tattered business casual. He wields a gigantic sledge hammer and has a police baton tucked in the waist of his slacks. The other one is a white guy, thin as a rail, and clearly a redneck. Plain white-tee kind of guy. He holds a heavy length of pipe about the size of a baseball bat.

“You can call me Cooper, and what I say goes. You got a problem with that?”

[image: •]• “No, Ma’am.”

[image: •]• “Actually, yeah. I’ll try my chances alone.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Showdown


[image: ___]

Remember that “it doesn’t matter…this is the end of your compound” warning? Oh, well, huh? Stubborn to the end, that you are. Things are about to go down O.K. Corral style. If only you’d saved up for that mounted .50 cal!

Still, you’ve got quite a few ammo crates up on your balcony (part of your prep for sniping zombies), and so you’re unworried about wasting bullets on potshots. You crank away at the oncoming caravan, which puts them into war mode—swerving and gunning the throttle. Boom! You must’ve hit the driver, because the lead vehicle crashes into a ditch.

Flashes of light glint off the side-windows of the other cars, and it’s a split second before you hear the ping of incoming bullets bouncing off your compound. You duck behind cover. This is about as much fun as you can have with your clothes on. Yee-haw!

As they get closer, you switch to your assault rifle and unload a stream of lead down upon the vehicles. You put so much brass through the barrel, it gets too hot to hold. Their numbers have been thinned by a third—only eight vehicles remain—and the odds are good some passengers are at least injured.

They pour out of the SUVs and pickups; those who were foolish enough to ride in the beds now permanently lie there. Though you rain molten terror down upon the invaders, some are able to make it beyond your reach. Then two canisters, spraying a mist, appear upon your porch from below—tear gas!

You stumble back inside, desperate to get away from the chemical. Your eyes and throat burn, and your nose pours out mucous like a fountain. Without thinking, you rub your eyes, but that just makes the stinging worse. Tears flow down your face as a result of the eponymous gas.

The intruders break glass windows to get inside, and you do your best to clear your senses. You sit back against a wall and reload. They move through your home, sweeping and clearing each room in search of you. Obviously these guys hail from one of the law enforcement or military message boards you frequented in times of yore.

The first guy moves into your room, sweeping his rifle toward you, but you’re faster and plug two into his chest. He falls over just before two more tear gas grenades plink into the room. Goddammit. You’re blind. They rush in; your frantic shots meet with screams on the other end, but then you’re shot.

You bleed out. That’s fourteen less soldiers humanity has against the undead, but you know what? Fuck those guys.

THE END


Shuffled Off This Immortal Coil


[image: ___]

Night descended upon the wooded valley like it had each night before; with an eerie stillness made only more unsettling by knowledge that movement does indeed exist beyond sight and sound. Eternal movement, never resting, always seeking.

You’re alone on watch. Dinner is long past. Lucas went up into the tree for his sleep shift, and you haven’t heard from him since. So here you are, alone with your thoughts. What will this compound be like? A Mad Max Thunderdomesque rule-by-force dictatorship where only the insane thrive and survive? Or a utilitarian commune where reason reigns supreme and frivolities are shunned for the good of the masses?

A stirring in the grass just beyond the perimeter of camp gives you a final thought on the subject. Whatever this compound is, it won’t be running and hiding. It won’t be half-slept nights and fearful looks over the shoulder.

An undead traveler emerges from the shadows. Maybe the compound will have automated turrets ready to take intruders down? Or minefields, crow’s nests with snipers, or machine-gunners always at the watch? Like a WWII fortress, ready for invasion. That’d be nice.

You rise to your feet, your axe scraping along the earth dully as you lift it in preparation for a fight. The zombie’s features materialize in the pale moonlight. He’s a cyclist, a mountain biker whose luck didn’t hold. He wears a helmet, gloves, and smart-tech clothes. There’s an obvious bite wound on his arm. The man must’ve ridden along, infected, until eventually he became a pedestrian evermore.

He’s moved beyond curious investigation now and comes at you with excitement. The absence of blood around his mouth suggests you’re his first human encounter since his half-death. Now you’ll put him down for good.

Usually, you bring your axe down upon their heads like you’re chopping firewood. That won’t work with his bicycle helmet. It wouldn’t be enough to save a human, but it could be just enough of a barrier to keep his brain tucked securely within his skull. So you’ll have to go with decapitation.

You swing the axe like you’re felling a tree, but the movement is unfamiliar and he moves in awkward lunges, so the bulk of the axe misses behind his head. You knock him to the ground nonetheless.

His ear is ripped off but does not bleed. This one-time lover of extreme sports rises to his feet again. You chop toward him this time, aiming for the face just beneath the helmet. You connect with his chin and chest and split him open with grisly results.

“Enough of this barbarism,” Lucas says from the tree. He hops down and lands in a roll on the forest floor. In one seamless movement, he’s back on his feet and decapitates the ghoul with a stroke of his sword. Lucas stabs down on the zombie’s head to finish the job.

The kendo master sighs, sheathes his sword, and with his back to you, says, “Get some rest. The marshes will be full of surprises.”

[image: •]• “I can’t wait.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Shut the Front Door


[image: ___]

As you pry apart your carefully assembled barrier, Deleon speaks into his recorder one last time: “So, if you find this, good luck. And help yourself to what’s left in the cupboard.” He pops the tape out of his handheld, then inserts it into a desk recorder on a table with a note, “Listen to me.” After claiming a new blank tape, Deleon turns to you and nods. It’s time to head out. You’ve got your hammer, he’s got his club.

The hallway is pitch-black due to the loss of power. Deleon flicks on his flashlight. The stairs are a ramshackle of make-shift barricades and debris. They’ve been penetrated, though it’s hard to tell if by invaders or other refugees fleeing the safety of the building in search of greener pastures.

Shadows jump away from the flashlight. Deleon takes notice of a fireman’s axe on the wall, contained in a “BREAK-IN-CASE-OF-FIRE” case. He picks up the provided safety hammer, and winces in expectation. You hold your breath.

The glass shatters all over the floor and he claims the red axe, handing it to you. It was designed to break down doors, which means a zombie skull shouldn’t be a problem. From somewhere above, a significant thud crashes against the wall of another apartment. Deleon swings his flashlight around to illuminate the area of ceiling with the noise behind it.

Shuffles and scratches move across the area. The doctor follows the sound with his flashlight and stops when it goes silent. After a pause, he races down the stairs, eager to avoid whatever it is. You follow closely.

The outside world blinds you with the sheer power of the sun; a sight you’ve not seen for a month. Once your eyes adjust, you take in the carnage. The cityscape is bathed in evidence of a former chaos—now smoldering and calm. Flipped cars. Ammo casings adorn the street. Windows broken. Blood stains. Eerie silence. Motionless, save for tatters flapping in the wind.

There’re no undead immediately visible in the streets around you. It’s possible they were all destroyed, but that’s doubtful. The ghouls must have moved on in search of other prey, but there’s most likely pockets still lurking within the city. No sign of living humans either.

“Where to?” you ask, handing off the hammer to the doctor.

“We need to find some niacin,” he replies. “It’s not uncommon, but I need a lot of it. So a supermarket with a pharmacy or a hospital is probably our best bet. What do you think?”

[image: •]• “Hospital. The supermarket’s probably been raided already.”

[image: •]• “Supermarket. Hospitals scare me; especially when the sick try to eat you.”

[image: •]• “Why not just a local drugstore?”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Sickly Green Acres


[image: ___]

“Okay, this is it,” Lucas Tesshu tells you as you come upon a large farm. There are acres upon acres of wheat, and in the distance there’s a home and barn. You turn onto the dirt road leading to the farmhouse, Rosie right behind you in the second jeep, and proceed toward your goal. Just a quick snatch-and-grab job, but that’s easier said than done. Already, you see the wheat parting in odd serpentine trails as the undead are alerted to your presence. Just ahead, the zombie farmer ambles toward you.

“Take me alongside him,” Lucas says, unsheathing his sword. You do so, allowing him a drive-by beheading of the farmer. The blade is so sharp, his arms don’t even recoil when steel meets flesh.

You arrive at the farmhouse, park the jeep out front and hop out, shotgun at the ready. Lucas and Rosie meet you there; Rosie takes aim at a wandering ghoul fifty yards away. After the familiar crack of her .22, the zombie falls dead.

“They know we’re here,” she says, “and that doesn’t give us much time. I’ll stay out front and pick off the ones that get too close—make sure we got an escape route. That leaves the barn and the farmhouse for you two.”

Lucas smiles at you. “The decision is yours, my friend. I have no preference.”

[image: •]• “I’ll take the barn.”

[image: •]• “My shotgun and I will clear the house.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


The Sidekick


[image: ___]

“Fine, I could use the help,” Deleon says. “Grab a bag, we’re stocking up and then I need to go speak with Richard—Dr. Phoenix.” He looks at his watch, then adds, “He should be on his way home, but I’ll try to call from the car.”

You help the doctor as best you can. He’s getting ingredients for his formula, the eventual cure he’s working on, and you feel a bit like Dr. Frankenstein’s Igor. Resisting the urge to hunch and recite “Yes, Master,” after each command, you move swiftly.

The thought crosses your mind that this secure facility could be a good hideout spot should the dead start walking, but you quickly dispel that idea. This is probably the worst spot to be; angry mobs will most certainly form right outside these doors should the company’s famed product go massively wrong.

Soon you’re out the door, bags loaded in the back of Deleon’s Jeep, riding toward Phoenix’s apartment. Deleon gets no answer from Dr. Phoenix on his cell phone.

*     *     *

By the time you arrive, the sun has already set. Dr. Phoenix lives in the heart of downtown, in a thirteenth-story penthouse. The millions must already be flowing in, because he’s certainly spent a small fortune on this apartment. You ride up on the elevator in silence. What can you say? Right now, you’re a spectator. You’ve got a front-row seat to the start of one of the most terrifying crises in human history.

Once out of the elevator, Deleon leads you to Phoenix’s apartment. He rings the bell. No answer. He knocks on the heavy, metal industrial-warehouse-chic door. Still nothing. The doctor tries the door handle—it’s unlocked. As he slowly opens it, the door gives a low metallic growl as he pushes.

“Richard?” he calls out. “It’s Lewis.”

He steps inside, and you follow close behind. It’s quiet inside the plush home, but a scene on the couch catches the attention of both of you: a topless woman, wearing nothing but a black pair of panties, sits back on the couch. Her perfect-10 body is pale and emaciated. She leans far back on the sofa, and her comely legs are contorted out in front of her at odd angles. Her head droops away from you, so you cannot see her face. On the table before her sits a Gilgazyme ® inhaler and an area where several lines of cocaine were snorted away; other lines remain. From the looks of her, she may have overdosed. She’s not breathing.

From the top of the stairs, Dr. Richard Phoenix appears, wearing a scarlet bathrobe. There’s blood on his neck and some kind of wound. He starts walking down toward you, in an awkward stumble. With each step, there’s a danger he’ll fall down the landing.

“Christ, are you high?” Deleon asks. Phoenix merely continues walking toward him. “I need you to sober up. We’ve got problems—big problems.”

The topless woman rises from the couch, a little too slowly. She begins to come toward you. Vomit cakes her hair to her face.

Phoenix makes his way to Deleon, who says, “I knew I shouldn’t have gone along with you. The rats are reacting violently—”

Phoenix lunges at Deleon, mouth open and growling. Deleon instinctively raises his right arm to block his face and his coworker bites down into his forearm. Deleon screams out in pain, wrestling with his former partner.

The topless woman makes her way to you, but you’ve seen enough to know that you’re not going to end up like the control group rat lowered into an infected terrarium. You grab a modern art sculpture on the table beside you, and smash it into the ghoulish hooker as hard as you can. It’s not enough to incapacitate her, but the ninety-pound waif of a woman falls to the floor under the blow.

Deleon punches and jabs at Phoenix, but can’t seem to shake his assailant. Another woman arrives at the top of the stairs, this one wearing only a brassiere. She ambles toward the commotion with such excitement that she fumbles and crashes down the wooden stairway. She rises as if it didn’t even happen, her neck limp atop her shoulders, her head hanging at the side, and moans. The broken neck fails to deter her at all. It’s like she’s dead, but not. Like she’s… a zombie.

And now the topless woman starts to stand back up too. Deleon breaks free from Phoenix, losing the skin of his forearm in the process. Just as the bottomless zombie is about to join in, he slips out from between them and sprints out from the apartment. They all look at you.

You’re quick on Deleon’s heels; he’s already at the elevator at the end of the hall. The three undead saunter out of the apartment after you. “Come on, open!” he shouts. Luckily, no one in the building used the lift, and the doors open immediately. The two of you jump in; you press the “Lobby” and “Door Close” buttons repeatedly. The zombies are getting close. Only a few more steps… but the doors shut before they breach.

Both of you try to catch your breath as you ride down to safety in the elevator.

“I’ve been bitten,” Deleon says. “I just need you to get me back to my apartment so I can administer the cure.” He sees your look. “I know, it’s not finished yet, but I think I can stave off the infection.” He begins applying pressure and wrapping his wound. “Please, I need your help.”

[image: •]• He might be the only chance mankind has. “All right, but if this doesn’t work, you’re on your own.”

[image: •]• Or you might be his first victim. “I’ll drop you off at home, but then I’m getting as far away from this accursed city as I can.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Slug It Out


[image: ___]

Lucas slashes at the first ghoul to make it to the top, then slides out of the way and makes room for you and your shotgun. “Let me know when you need to reload,” he says. You nod and start down the stairs with your shotgun raised. Rosie already picks off those filing their way up, leaning over the edge and expertly opening their skulls as if she were a surgeon and her rifle a scalpel.

You blast the first zombie in the face, completely obliterating its head and sending the limp body tumbling backward down the stairs. With five more downed ghouls, you’ve blown your load, and a dull click signals it’s time for a refill. Lucas Tesshu steps forward to fill the void, slashing with such deft quickness you have to hurry to keep up.

The jeep’s up ahead, but the three of you fight well enough, you should be able to make it to the next building. Lucas and Rosie each nod for you to continue. So, which way?

[image: •]• The terminal.

[image: •]• The hangar.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


The Social Elite


[image: ___]

You are a member of the one percent, the best the world has to offer. You know the schmuck who said “Money can’t buy happiness” was probably poor. You’ve been elevated above everyone else, either through your own hard work, by birth, luck or… a little of each. And now you can finally make time to give back—by gracing the world with your presence for eternity.

You’re resting quietly in your mansion, contemplating how to spend your eons, vaguely wishing Gilgazyme ® had come out last year, when your personal assistant arrives with a package. The package. She leaves it on your 16th-century escritoire, right next to the tray with today’s civet coffee. It briefly enters your mind that this is the closest Stacy will ever come to blessed immortality. And she probably didn’t even know it crossed her hands.

You thank her and she leaves. With deliberate care you open the package. It’s a nondescript cardboard box filled with packing peanuts. From within, you pull a long and slender tube about the size of a wine bottle without a neck. The metal is cool to the touch. A white business card inside the box reads simply: “Welcome to the rest of your life. See you in the future, PHOENIX & DELEON.”

Back to the tube—you unscrew the top and it hisses back at you in response. Along with the pressure coming out of the canister, wisps of white smoke float up toward you. Suspended in the middle of the carriage is none other than the Gilgazyme ® inhaler. It gives when you tug on it, and now you hold the thing in the palm of your hand. It’s heavier than you expected—and for what you paid for it, it’s probably worth a thousand times its weight in gold.

The inhaler is minimally decorated; no words, only the symbol of infinity, ∞, repeated and interlocking like chain mail in shining silver décor around its light blue slender body. Over the mouthpiece is a red cap labeled, “Remove before use.”

Without hesitation, you pop the cap and suck down the cool solution from within. As you depress the injector, the formula forces itself into your throat and lungs. You can’t tell if it’s liquid or gas, but it coats your esophagus in a viscous embrace. The effervescent tingling spreads throughout your body and eventually dissipates altogether.

You don’t feel any differently. But, you realize, that’s sort of the point. You’ll never be any different. Tomorrow and all the rest of your days will feel the same as this day. No more will you age. Your body won’t decay and deteriorate like everyone else. You’ll never die.

Unless you get hit by a car or contract a terminal illness. But that’s not a fun thought. So how about instead of sitting at home, entertaining notions of hypochondria, you throw the party of never-ending lifetime? You’re immortal, time to live like a god!

Now then, where should you have Stacy invite your family, friends, coworkers, and anyone else who might envy your newfound longevity?

[image: •]• “Hmm, first day of the rest of my life? Vegas, baby. Private jet and penthouse suite for the win.”

[image: •]• “You know what would be nice? Just a small get-together. On my yacht. Do you have any idea how much tail I’m gonna get as an immortal?”

[image: •]• “Get my plane and entourage prepped. I hear Paris is quite nice when you’re ageless.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


So Full You Could Burst


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

Once the siren song of the mega-obese, the all-you-can-eat buffet is now host to its final promotion: Zombie Thursday. You approach the feeding trough and it’s immediately apparent from the influx of immortals, the place is in a state of pandemonium normally reserved for Mother’s Day brunch. The scooter-bound flee like rats from a sinking ship and yet others—gelatinous mountains—rush in to fill their handicapable vans with prime rib and peach cobbler.

For you, it’s certainly all-you-can-eat, but supplies are limited. Like a Paleolithic tribe, you bring down a mammoth with the help of a few other hunters. This catch should last you through half of winter, but you have no concept of moderation. You down as much blubber as your gullet will take… and there is a limit.

You don’t feel pain in the same way as mortals, and yet you’re aware that your stomach and intestines are expanding to their tensile boundaries. Something’s going to give soon. You’ve seen the other gods and goddesses in the advanced stages of over-eating: stomachs distended from tissue failure, digestive systems ruptured and abdominal cavities filled with flesh and fluid. Then, once the body’s extra storage space is maxed out, the over-pressurized bellies burst and newly consumed victims simply spill out onto the street. Stay young and beautiful forever with Gilgazyme ®.

There’s a loud gurgling from within, loud enough to drown out your moan. Your backed-up digestive system groans like an exhausted engine—and then it happens. You shit yourself. Luckily for you, the bone fragments, scraps of clothing, chunks of scalp and hair didn’t put any serious clogs in your plumbing, and gravity does its job.

Like a pigeon in mid-flight, this process happens without your consent, and to all outward appearances, it’s as if you didn’t notice either. You just keep filling the top with new food while the old drops out below. Much like the eatery’s former patrons.

But soon Zombie Thursday is over, the pantheon disperses, and it’s time to wander once more.

[image: •]• Wander.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Staff Offices


[image: ___]

The fact that they just monetized arguably the most significant discovery in history notwithstanding, this company is rather underwhelming. There are only two offices in this section, those belonging to the Doctors: Richard Phoenix and Lewis Deleon. Granted, the building is full of techs running tests and collating data, but you get the feeling that this project is severely undermanned.

As you can see from the glass façades, one office is occupied and the other is empty. The larger houses Dr. Phoenix, who stands behind a cluttered desk and shouts into his office telephone. Where does your mop take you?

[image: •]• The main office. Doc Phoenix must be Mr. Bossman, so he’ll probably have whatever info I need. Plus, I can overhear whatever it is he’s saying. Waste not another minute!

[image: •]• Deleon’s office. He’s away, so it’ll be easier for me to snoop through his stuff.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Stairway to Hell


[image: ___]

“Window,” you say, moving over to remove the boards from atop it. With each wooden plank removed, a brilliant ray of fresh sunlight enters; something you’ve not seen for a month.

As you pry apart your carefully assembled barrier, Deleon speaks into his recorder one last time: “So, if you find this, good luck. And help yourself to what’s left in the cupboard.” He pops the tape out of his handheld, then inserts it into a desk recorder on a table with a note, “Listen to me.” After claiming a new blank tape, Deleon turns to you and nods. It’s time to head out. You’ve got your hammer, he’s got his club.

You open the window, a burst of cool air comes in, refreshing and crisp against your face. Then the stench registers. The fire escape is one of the old-fashioned wrought-iron staircases with a deployable ladder. From your perch on the fourth floor, you can see that the world outside is completely devastated. The cityscape is bathed in evidence of a former chaos—now smoldering and calm. Flipped cars. Ammo casings adorn the street. Windows broken. Blood stains. Eerie silence. Motionless, save for tatters flapping in the wind.

There’re no zombies immediately visible in the streets below. It’s possible they were all destroyed, but that’s doubtful. The ghouls must have moved on in search of other prey, but there’s most likely pockets still lurking within the city. No sign of living humans either.

The ladder screeches down with a maddening howl. If there are undead nearby, they’re on their way now. Best get moving. Down the escape and onto the concrete below, you see a crashed fire engine around the corner of the building. This accident is surely the source of the lost power to Deleon’s apartment.

On the ground rests a fireman’s axe; long, red, and heavy. The axe head is encrusted with dried blood so thick it’s almost black. You pick up the weapon. It was designed to break down doors, which means a zombie skull shouldn’t be a problem.

“Where to?” you ask, handing off the hammer to the doctor.

“We need to find some niacin,” he replies. “It’s not uncommon, but I need a lot of it. So a supermarket with a pharmacy or a hospital is probably our best bet. What do you think?”

[image: •]• “Hospital. The supermarket’s probably been raided already.”

[image: •]• “Supermarket. Hospitals scare me; especially when the sick try to eat you.”

[image: •]• “Why not just a local drugstore?”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Stand and Fight


[image: ___]

This is it. You’re tired but fueled by adrenaline, afraid yet furious. Too long have you been the victim; it’s time to take matters into your own hands. You’ve done nothing but run since this great calamity, and that ends now.

“Form a line!” you shout, barely recognizing the intensity in your own voice. “They can only come through in twos and threes, so make your kills count and then recover at the end of the line!”

Cooper looks at you with fierce eyes, the kind she uses when she thinks her authority is being questioned. “You’re up, boss!” You say to her. “Show us how it’s done.”

She lets out her homemade flail, the business end clinking against the linoleum floor. It’s fashioned from a section of climbing rope, with a bundle of crampons and sharp mountaineering implements on the other side. She swings the thing around, the rope stretching from the weight at the dangerous end, and with full-body momentum connects the spike bundle to the first zombie’s head. The blow sticks in and connects with such power that it lifts the ghoul off its feet. As the body slams against a sale rack, Cooper has her crowbar out and engages the second zombie, slamming the straight end through an eye socket.

As she holds her boot against the twice-dead corpse’s neck to wrench her crowbar free, a new batch of zombies flows in. Guillermo runs forward with his shovel and nearly decapitates the first one, the head dropping back to barely hang from a tendon. Flipping the weapon around, he further pops this fiend in the chest, sending it the ground. With two more expertly placed blows to the foreheads of the victims, the pair of undead collapses. He finishes the first off, then calmly walks to the back of the line.

The glass in the entry breaks further, and now the zombies enter the store four abreast. Without a cue, Tyberius and Hefty move forward together. Hefty looses arrows with absurd accuracy, the strong hunting bow easily puncturing skulls at the forehead, but reload speed does pose a problem. That’s where Tyberius comes in. He’s got his tiny dumbbells at the ready and swings them with enough stopping power to put bone fragment into soft brain. He’s deadly with the things.

A moan comes at you from the side. The undead have breached the service entrance and already a dozen are rushing toward you. “Newbie, Doc, come with me!” Sims shouts. Then to the other group members, “You guys cover this entrance.”

Deleon rushes in and connects his pickaxe to the head of the lead ghoul. He peels the thing’s arms off him as it falls to the ground. You deal real damage with your axe, slamming a skull with a leftward blow using the bladed side, then reversing and burying the pike end in a fiend on your right. And yet, it’s not enough.

The fire outside must be drawing them in from all over the city, where they fall in line toward the store like craven lemmings. Sims flings a shot with his slingshot, but it’s a miss. He tries again and gets very, very close… but still misses. In frustration, he unsheathes the sword he’s sharpened and rushes in to attack.

He gets a kill, but the replica shatters upon impact, leaving him weaponless. Two zombies grapple him, and you and the doctor double back to help him out. You kill the undead attackers, but not before Sims screams out under the pressure of a bite.

“I hope you’ve got more of that cure, Doc!” he says, forcing pressure on the bite wound on his neck. Deleon merely grimaces and the three of you are forced closer and closer to the front entrance.

“Could use some help here!” you shout.

“Where’s the fallback position?” Deleon asks.

“You’re standing on it, asshole. So man up,” Hefty says, loosing an arrow into a zombie behind the doctor.

Sims staggers backward, leans against a shelving unit, then slowly sits down. “I just need a minute,” he says. Blood pours down over his knuckles, trickling in thick streams down his forearm. Guillermo pants heavily, his arms at their limit from thrashing the shovel with enough power to deal a killing blow. Combined with the blade dulling after each kill, his effectiveness is sharply dropping off. His next swing only batters the zombie away, peeling off some of its scalp.

Hefty runs out of arrows and turns to his machete. His arms are fresh, unlike Cooper, who has taken her muscles to their limit with the crowbar. You’re feeling the strain with your axe as well. Everyone’s just getting exhausted, and yet the flow of undead is relentless.

Sims loses consciousness. A zombie that was only wounded grabs Tyberius around the legs and trips him down from the floor. The gang frees him from the ghoul, but with each setback like this, the horde comes closer.

Then it happens all at once. There’re five zombies for each human, and the numbers don’t add up to your favor. Deleon goes down with a terrible scream, and everyone’s too preoccupied to help. But that adds one more zombie for the rest of you to deal with while taking away a good fighter.

Then Cooper is taken, unable to effectively combat so many foes with merely a crowbar. A zombie whose bony, fragmented fingers have been sharpened to points reaches into her abdomen and rips her innards out, spilling them to the floor in a sickening display of violence.

You swing the aluminum bat with frenzy, and it’s effective, but not enough—you can’t save everyone. Even as Tyberius slaughters the ghouls, they engulf him. It’s like trying to punch away a tidal wave—even though he’s an effective fighter, there are others he can’t get to. He goes down hard, unable to fight them off from the floor. The building is swarming now, and you don’t even have room to walk.

Next you lose Guillermo. A gargantuan body builder of a zombie bursts in from the front and knocks the shovel out of his hands before actually picking him up to eat him. The man doesn’t have a chance.

Then there were two; it’s just you and Hefty, and now you have to fight a dozen zombies each. It’s impossible, there are too many of them. Hefty shoots through the open mouth of one of the fiends, the arrow continuing right through the back of her neck, not stopping her assault. A dozen bloody hands—whose blood you couldn’t say—grab onto him and pull him apart as they force him to the ground.

You hear his screams just as you let out your own. Your arms are all exhausted sinew, taxed to their maximum, but you still swing away with desperation. Even though the spirit is willing, the flesh is weak. Very weak. You smash your axe against the head of the nearest ghoul, but with your lack of strength you only succeed in scalping him. He moves in on you, and as the last remaining human, fifty hungry zombies all come in to get a piece as well.

It was a valiant effort, but a foolhardy one in the end. You took quite a few of them down with you, and you won’t add to their ranks either—there’s enough undead eating you alive that there won’t be anything left to rise again.

THE END


Strawberry Fields… Forever


[image: ___]

The first thing you notice is a pungent sweetness. Ripe strawberries advertise themselves with aromas strong enough even for a human nose, and these berries are fat with juice. After a week of tuna kits and saltines, your jaws tingle with the prospect of the sweet tartness held within these fields. You’re salivating.

You fall to your knees in the dirt and gorge on the fruit. Anyone who’s ever grown strawberries knows there’s a perfect time to eat them, when they’re sweeter and juicier than any supermarket strawberry could ever hope to be. They disintegrate in your mouth and squish between your teeth almost without chewing. The red juice pours out over your chin and stains your face as you stuff your cheeks, but you don’t care. Your fingernails collect crimson as you gorge yourself as fast as you can—every moment is precious these days.

Soon you’re stuffed to capacity. You hope you don’t have to run soon, because you’d probably pop. You stand up and let out a hearty groan in satisfaction. It’s like you just finished an opulent Thanksgiving meal, a feeling you thought you’d never experience again in this world.

As you start to walk toward a new patch, thinking you should take what you can with you, you stumble and trip. Strawberry fields have deep irrigation grooves throughout, so it’s only natural that your hiking boots got tangled in the earth. You catch yourself, swaying, with arms wind-milling.

“Hey, Brainer!” someone shouts from behind.

You turn to face a hunter, completely decked out in woodland cammo, pointing a deer rifle at you. Your mouth drops open with surprised shock. You see a muzzle flash. You hear the crack. Time stops, and you think: you’re alone, the red-stained mouth and hands, the groan of satisfaction, the stumble, the wide-open mouth—this guy thinks you’re a zombie.

Then his bullet enters your forehead.

That’s one drawback to traveling solo: a loner is much more commonly identified as a wandering ghoul. Plus someone could’ve been watching your back.

THE END


SURVIVED


[image: ___]

That’s it! You’ve survived the zombie apocalypse. Few can brag of this accomplishment, and you are one of those few. Well done, but know this: the path you chose was not the only path to survival. There are other ways, and in that vein, other survivors with a completely different experience and story than you.

INFECTED has three unique storylines with over 50 possible endings, so, if your gut says there’s more to explore, click to RESET or go to THE END for the full chapter list.

When you’re done, don’t forget to check out the other exciting titles in the Click Your Poison multiverse!

Congratulations!

Your author,

James Schannep

[image: •]• Check out a preview of MURDERED (Click Your Poison #2)

[image: Murdered Mini Cover]

MURDERED—Could YOU Solve a Murder?

* More titles coming soon! *


The Survivor


[image: ___]

Inside the student radio hall, you find and key-in the microphone. “Hello?” you call out, unsure what else to say.

“This is Colonel Arthur Gray of the civilian camp, Salvation. Are you with Sergeant Sims?”

“Who?” you ask. “I’m sorry, but I think everyone else is dead.”

There’s a moment of silence as the man on the other end accepts the gravity of the message. That woman with the crowbar could still be out there, but odds are the horde has already chased her down. Plus, she did just take out the kneecap of the doctor who saved you; you’re not so sure finding her is a good idea. The undead want nothing to do with you, which means your biggest fear now is feral survivors.

“What’s your situation over there?” the man calls on the radio.

“I’ve… been cured. It’s incredible, I used to be one, but now…”

“Listen, just stay tight, we’ll have a team out in the morning,” he responds, a sad desperation in his voice. You’re much more his hope than he is yours, you realize.

“Colonel, the cure wasn’t a reversal. I know that much. I still have something new in me, but I’m human—mortal—again. And yet they no longer try to attack me. It’s like they see me as one of them. I can simply walk to you.”

After a moment, the voice returns to the radio, more strained by emotion than ever. But it’s relief now. “He stood between the living and the dead, and the plague stopped.”

Is that scripture? It certainly has the ring. “Keep the lights on, I’ll see you soon,” you say.

“Follow the roads to the highway, keep your head down, and you’ll find a jeep waiting for you at the outskirts.”

You really can just walk through all the death and destruction without fear. You’ve done it; you’ve endured. You’ll live—that is, if you can live knowing that you actually ate other people. How many have you eaten? Flesh, bone, hair, and fingernails all passing through you; inside you now. You curl over and vomit human remains.

[image: •]• Click to Continue.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Swamp Things


[image: ___]

Twilight fades as you enter the marshes. A swamp is a terrifying thing at night when the dead aren’t walking. You either have nerves of steel or a spare set to swap out once these are shot. Even so, you’re creeped out by this bog. If you were a backcountry hiker you’d have to contend with trench foot from soaked footwear, venomous wildlife in the form of both animals and plants, myriad diseases and parasites waiting to call you their home, and sinkholes threatening to encase and drown you.

Now people are trying to eat you too.

“Go ahead, I’ll cover you,” Rosie says, her voice quieter than it’d been all day. The marsh must be getting to her too. She picks up on your look. “I’ve got this rifle, see? That makes me the hunter and you the bait.”

Despite the chill in the night air, the swamp is warm as you enter. You move through the brackish waters, the muck beneath threatening to take your shoes with each step, trying in vain to stay quiet. It’s slow going and soon you’re wading through knee-high water.

“How much further?” you ask.

“Dunno. Never been through the marshes, but from the terrain map, it doesn’t look far. How about mouth shut and ears open? Radio silence.”

Obviously, the stress is getting to the girl. It’s getting to you too, you realize. Each wet drip from the dank canopy into the humid moors below sets you on edge. The water level is now above your thighs. Then something strikes you. For one of the most biodiverse ecosystems in the world, this marsh is oddly silent.

“Shouldn’t there be animal noises?” you ask.

Rosie stops and so do you. Both of you stand frozen, listening. No frogs or crickets or anything. A few bubbles percolate in the pool ahead of you. Then they grow in intensity. Rosie Points her rifle at them, just as bubbles start appearing on her side as well. These globules of rank air escape from below and soon you’re surrounded by blistering froth, rollicking something deep from within.

“Goddammit—I’m going for the drum! Cover me with that axe,” Rosie instructs, popping her magazine out and swapping it with the 50-round variety. Before you can respond, she’s already moving.

Then the undead rise from the marsh, four of them, thick brown sludge pouring off their bodies. They’re not decaying, but the flesh is missing in chunks and most of the skin has been picked away by the swamp’s other inhabitants.

You crack your axe against the one in front of you, instantly collapsing his forehead with the blow. The others come in toward you; Rosie’s still swapping out that mag. The weapon’s too large and ungainly and gets caught in the vines and branches. The nearby zombie moves in on you.

Crack! Rosie sinks a round in his forehead. She puts the other two down as well. Two more zombies come from behind the trees, and barely get out a moan before she pops a round in each; all headshots. The bog is silent once more.

Rosie lowers the rifle with a smile. “You owe me, buckaroo. Just you remember this when it comes time to do my laundry at the camp.”

With an unexpected speed and ferocity, one last zombie bursts out of the water behind her and grabs a handful of her hair. Rosie screams and the ghoul brings her down, splashing into the water below. You try to rush in and grab her, but you’re greeted only with empty slough below the surface.

[image: •]• If I stick around, it’ll only get me too. Run!

[image: •]• Keep looking; don’t give up!

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Sweat Generator


[image: ___]

Whew—nice job! 400 calories spent and 200 watts accumulated. May want to take it easy in the future; that’s a pretty intense workout. You must’ve had some stress you needed to push through, huh? Well, after another wonderful shower (after a month without, it just feels so good!), you’re ready to keep looking around.

Up next?

[image: •]• The “Happy Room” sounds fun. I could use some more pampering after this ordeal.

[image: •]• The “Armory.” Sold.

[image: •]• Straight to the “Command Post.” I bet Lucas and Rosie are already there.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Sweet Relief


[image: ___]

Why not take a load off? You’ll be here a while, and you could certainly use a break after what you’ve been through. Sitting outside is an older schoolmarm of a woman, knitting in a rocking chair with the glasses of a librarian crested on her nose, complete with chain draped across her shoulders. She looks at you with a warm smile.

“Cookie?” You accept the gift—chocolate chip. “Here’s how it works, dearie. No one’s inside right now, but if a queue forms, I’ll have to give you your rationed time. You’ll see a red light flash three times, and that means two more minutes. Do you like classical music?”

You lift the hand-painted “Happy Room” sign to reveal a formal, stenciled “ISOLATION CELL.” Then the woman buzzes the door open and ushers you in. Bach announces his presence over the intercom system with Sarabande, just light and airy enough to be heard, but quiet enough to be ignored.

The padded white walls have been painted over to look like a sunny, partly-cloudy day, the white billowing through as clouds with negative space. In the far corner, aromatherapy incense sticks smolder with wisps of smoke curling in welcome as you enter.

The door closes softly, truly cutting off the sounds of the outside world. In the opposite corner there’s a small table with green tea, should you so desire. A beanbag chair sits against the wall near a reading lamp and a stack of books, puzzles, and games.

But that’s not all that’s in this room. Trotting by, movement catches your eye. There’s a puppy! And a kitten! Omigod, they’re so cuuuuuuuuuuuute! They can only be about six weeks old, just little balls of fluff bounding around on stilted legs. The kitten squeaks with a mew, staring at you with enormous glossy eyes. The puppy leaps toward you, but stumbles on the padded floor.

You sink to the ground, greeted by a barrage of licks and tiny nibbles. The kitty purrs and the puppy whines with joy. You lie on the floor, your heart melted, and completely relax. The little animals frolic and wrestle with one another.

After you’ve had your second cup of tea, moved onto Mendelssohn, lit another incense stick, and settled down in the beanbag with Mr. Paddy O’Paws, Little Miss Ginger Fluffkin, and a well-worn copy of The Velveteen Rabbit, a red light from above flashes three times.

Sorry, time to give somebody else a turn.

[image: •]• “Fitness/Power Area”? Color me interested.

[image: •]• The “Armory.” Sold.

[image: •]• Straight to the “Command Post.” I bet Lucas and Rosie are already there.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Taking Inventory


[image: ___]

“Let’s try the back room,” Tyberius suggests. “The shelves were probably the first to go.”

“Good idea,” Hefty replies in his deep Southern accent. You follow them toward the rear, walking in silence, until Hefty says, “What’s your story, Newbie?”

“You first,” you say.

“Fair enough,” Hefty replies, taking a can of chew and putting a dip inside his lip. “Georgia boy, born and raised. I went to Florida—you know, for college? And I was out here visiting my Aunt when shit went down. Oh, and you know the government made this zombie thing, right?”

“I did not.”

“Oh, hell yeah, they did. Always mixing shit up with their secret weapons and shit.”

“Shit,” you say. “What about you—Tyberius, right? You still in school?”

“Never. I been working since I was fourteen. Right now I got a cush job. Bank teller.”

“Bank, eh?” Hefty says. “Ever think about robbing it?”

“No way, man.”

“Come on, never?”

“Money’ll always end up bad. Man’s greed and man’s killer instinct go hand-in-hand. Watch a barracuda attack something shiny and you’ll see what our fascination with gold is. Think about it. We give actually valuable things like food and shelter for stones. We kill for it. Make no mistake, behind every man who seeks his fortune is a predator.”

Hefty stares blankly. “Damn, dude. That’s deep.”

“Here we are,” Tyberius announces. You’ve made it to the stockroom where huge pallets of food sit untouched. “Yo, Coop! We got something here!”

From the distance, your leader shouts, “Stockroom!”

[image: •]• Wait for the others to head to the stockroom.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Taking It to the Streets


[image: ___]

Back out in the neighborhood, your feet move quickly beneath you. You rush out to the middle of the street to scan for potential threats, and hurry down the road. Adrenaline has kicked in. You can feel your body temperature rise. Sweat appears on your brow, your palms, underarms—you’re starting to perspire all over.

Suddenly, you’re jogging. You don’t remember telling your legs to do so, but as a wave of panic rushes over you, you understand why your legs decided it was best to get moving. Your head whips about, unable to pinpoint the source of melodious dread, but you’re certain something is after you. You don’t feel safe out here in the open. Exposed. Each house, countless around you, could hold a dozen fiends just waiting to gnaw on your bones.

“Hey, you!” someone shouts from behind.

In reflex, you turn around. She’s a full block behind you, glimmering like a mirage in the midmorning sun, but you can make out her distinctly human movements. She’s waving her arms. Behind her, there’s a man. Out of two homes on opposite ends of the street, more survivors emerge; a pair from each, six human beings in total.

Your heart pounds in your chest. Your legs say to run, but your stomach says they might have food. What do you do?

[image: •]• Turn back and meet the neighbors.

[image: •]• After that shout, the zombies are surely on their way. Keep running!

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Team Cooper


[image: ___]

After reclaiming any gear you may have dropped, you come back to the group. Cooper nods her acceptance, adjusts the long motorcycle chain she carries atop her shoulder, and then she’s back to business. “All right guys, what do we got? Sims?”

“The area isn’t very secure. I’d recommend leaving ASAP. That wall? Put up by National Guard before the panic, so who knows if it’s even complete. This place is crawling with Fleshies, so…” Sims finishes his report, then begins fiddling with the gas mask he carries.

“Guys?”

“Plenty of food,” Tyberius responds. He sets down two trash bags in the center of the group, and then Hefty does the same.

She doesn’t smile but she nods. That’s all anyone can hope for, it appears. “All right, here’s what we’re—” She cuts herself off mid-sentence, perking up and cocking her head like a fox on the hunt. You all listen.

And now you hear it too. A profound and hearty moan, coming at you like the dying breath of God. Each of you pinpoint the source and look down the suburban street. It’s coming from several blocks down, toward the National Guard wall. You slide your pack off one shoulder so you can access it on your body, remove your binoculars, and look.

One lone zombie, the wandering ghoul from when you first left home, has finally found you. His moan carries on the wind, straight into your bones.

“There he is, just one,” you say.

“Goddamn it!” Cooper says, suddenly flustered. “Jose, Tyberius, run—andele!”

The two of them take off down the road, Tyberius obviously faster than his backup. The group watches as he closes in.

“You think more are coming?” Angelica asks, her voice quivering.

“Always,” Hefty answers. Grim.

“You guys don’t have long-range weapons? No guns?” you ask.

Cooper turns, anger in her eyes. “Do you?”

You watch in your binoculars. Tyberius sprints the last twenty yards and closes in on the ghoul. Even with his gigantic sledgehammer, he’s incredibly fast. At last, he discus-spins around and cleanly connects his hammer across the zombie’s face. Even at this range, you see the pulp smatter as his head is obliterated. The man makes killing look easy.

You lower your binoculars and look to the trash bags full of food, wondering if you’ll be able to eat after having just seen that. Then your attention is pulled back to the distance when you suddenly realize the moaning hasn’t stopped. You look into your binoculars once more.

The zombie is certainly dead, but the sound still permeates the air. Jose or Guillermo or whatever his name is stands next to Tyberius, both of whom look to the wall. The moaning, far too powerful to come from a single living corpse, comes from behind them.

Tyberius and Guillermo turn and run back toward you. There’s a great reverberation and, lest your eyes fail you, the wall itself is moving. No, despite the adrenaline, what you see is not a trick of your optic nerves shuttering. The whole wall shakes and creeps forward, testing the joints of the disaster relief tool. A test, as it turns out, that the wall fails.

Bursting forth like too many parasites from a distended stomach, the zombie horde demolishes the barrier under their collective weight. There are hundreds if not thousands of the fiends, all marching forward, excited and frenzied at the sight of the two men running. The moan, like a buzzing beehive on a massive scale, comes at you with sound such that it could drown out a freight train.

“Grab a food sack, newbie!” Cooper yells to you, lifting one herself. “Sims, did you rig the place?” The man nods, picking up a sack. “Good. Light it up!”

Sims removes a baggie filled with garage door openers. He sets the trash sack back down so he can use both hands. He removes the first remote and looks at you. “I rewired the security system on a few houses. I was an electrician in the Air Force.”

With some ceremony, he lifts and pushes the first remote. A house on the left of Tyberius and Guillermo screeches with alarm as the home security is activated. A few zombies peel off to investigate, but most continue after the men—toward you.

Sims fishes another remote out of the bag. “Hurry the fuck up,” Cooper says. “Just mash ‘em all.”

The electrician complies. Four houses in total scream in panic, diluting the horde but not eliminating the threat. Hefty grabs the last trash bag, and the group takes off as the two runners arrive. There’s the tidal wave of beasties behind you, but that’s not your only worry. With the alarms and the chorus of moans, any and all zombies come out of the woodwork. Crashing out of windows, tearing their flesh through planked fences, seemingly birthed from the homes themselves, the neighborhood becomes ensconced in undead.

“Where are we going?” you ask.

“Away!” your leader screams.

The horde behind you isn’t the problem now, it’s those ahead of you; coming at you as you run. You feel like a football player, running down the gridiron, bag tucked to your chest, trying to avoid the reaching hands.

One of the undead grabs Hefty’s sack, tears it open, spilling the food across the street. Serving as a light at the end of the tunnel, you see the exit of the neighborhood ahead; a nozzle of street out of the suburbs toward downtown.

The other members of your group start to pass you, and you clearly see Hefty speed up after he loses his cargo. Yours is filled mainly with canned food and weighs heavily. The thought crosses your mind that you’d be faster and more agile without it. What do you do?

[image: •]• Toss the food; don’t become it myself.

[image: •]• Try harder! Can’t run without food forever.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Team Lucas


[image: ___]

The next morning, you share breakfast together, and Lucas asks you to tell him your story. It’s not very cinematic or detailed, but you comply. After you do so, he agrees to return the favor.

“I run a kendo dojo back in the city. We practice ancient combat with non-lethal gear. This sword, however, was my father’s. His family came here from Japan after the war. I was raised in a strict household and adopted bushido—a code of honor I take very seriously. That is why I must help others when I can. You must understand this when traveling with me: if we see others in danger, we will stop to help.”

The way he speaks of his life before the outbreak in present tense assures you somehow. He offers you one of his biscuits. “We should eat that which might spoil first.” He tears off a piece of his own, swallowing the bite before continuing, “I hope to find my sister at this shelter. I stayed back to look after my students, but she fled right away. Come, let us walk.”

When he mentions his sister, his eye contact breaks. He reloads his pack, removes a large axe and hands it to you. It’s not the sharpest; intended for chopping firewood, but if it can split a log, it can split a skull. You nod your thanks, then follow Lucas Tesshu as he leads you through the woods.

“We mustn’t panic. My sister fled without thinking, without a plan. As these cadavers do not decompose, the problem could go on a while. I’m sure you’ve noticed they lose very little blood and fluid, because there’s no blood pressure without a beating heart. Somehow their bodies continue to operate even when dead. It makes no sense. And without decay, who knows how long the scourge will last?”

He stops, stiff against the cool morning air, a hand on the hilt of his blade. Then you hear it too: a moaning on the wind. Lucas motions for you to fall in line behind him. You do so, trying to step as lightly as possible, yet it’s only your steps you hear.

Soon you’re upon the zombie. It’s a middle-aged man with a beard, most likely a hermit who never saw it coming. His leg is clinched in a large bear trap, the steel teeth ripping flesh from bone as he struggles to get loose.

“We’d do well to look for other snares like this one,” your guide tells you as the ghoul snaps his jaws. “This was set by someone looking for living corpses, not bears.” Lucas sighs, rubbing his stubble in contemplation.

“What are we waiting for?” you ask, uncomfortable at the close proximity to the fiend, whose soulless eyes stare at you with hunger.

“I don’t know what to do. The code says I must help him, but I’m not sure how. Should I kill him, to end his suffering? Or do we leave him be? If there’s a cure, he’d only need that leg amputated. He’s perfectly preserved and healthy otherwise. But if he breaks free, he could follow us and call other ‘Preserved’ to our camp. What do you think?”

[image: •]• “Kill him. He’s not human anymore, so I doubt your code applies.”

[image: •]• “I guess he’s not going anywhere. Let’s just move quickly.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Team Rosie


[image: ___]

“Cool,” she says. After informing you that first watch is yours, she heads into the bedroom to sleep. Twelve hours later, you’ve both gotten six hours of sleep and it’s time to move again.

She pulls out a terrain map and compass. “There’s supposed to be a compound north of here. Civilian-owned but paramilitary-run. They were broadcasting before the networks went down. That’s where we’re going. We’re going on foot. Quieter, more direct, less chance of meeting Zulu.” She packs up and starts to walk.

“Zulu?” you ask.

“Zombie. Zulu’s the phonetic alphabet for ‘Z’, kind of like the Viet Cong were ‘Victor Charlie’ in ‘Nam. I thought it fitting. We can call them Zoo for short if you want.”

You nod, and having already packed all you can take from your car, start walking behind her.

“I may only be seventeen,” she continues, “and a girl, but I’m a survivor. I figure all three of those things make me a precious commodity in this new world, and I aim to stay that way. That makes me in charge. Also, I like to talk a lot, and you’ll just have to deal with that too.”

*     *     *

After a few hours of hiking, you stop for lunch. You sit with your backs against a tree, on opposite sides so you each can survey 180 degrees of forest. Rosie continues talking to you, despite the lack of eye contact.

“Eventually, you need to learn how to use my rifle. It’s a Ruger 10/22. Lightweight, I’m carrying over a thousand rounds, and I can sneeze louder than the shot—which helps when you don’t want to alert Zulu. You’re painfully unprepared for all this. Here, I found this in one of the cabins; it beats your fire poker.”

Around the tree, she hands you a large axe intended for chopping firewood. It’s not the sharpest thing, but if it can split a log, it can split a skull.

“My daddy was a combat-seasoned Marine, so I know what I’m talking about. Before you ask where he is—don’t.” She hops up and comes around to your side. “He left me prepared. I’ve got these Kevlar sleeves and this paintball armor. It’s not much, but it’s tight and light, so it helps. We need to get you outfitted soon. I used to work at a firing range back in the world, so I can teach you when the time comes. You done eating?”

You nod. After packing up, you and Rosie start to hike again. She’s got plenty of spunk, that’s for sure.

“We should share what we know,” she says. “I’ll go first. From what I’ve seen, it takes about six hours from bitten to biting. These Hollywood assholes have ruined the world, pardon my language, but this is America, so we’ll be fine. I don’t want to hear you say any different.

“Even so, things are a lot further on than the media would have us believe. Those celebrities made the news for eating each other, but that drug was on the market before they went nuts in public. Wall Street fat cats have been feeding on the middle class for a long time, so it wasn’t really newsworthy when they started doing it in the literal sense. Plus they have whole staffs dedicated to keeping that stuff out of the spotlight. No, I’d say we only heard about the infection once things started getting really bad.”

She looks at you. You tell her you don’t really know anything.

“Well, they don’t feel pain, I can tell you that for sure. They don’t sleep, need food, or even breathe. And the only way to kill them is with a headshot—‘nuff said.”

She stops and holds her arm up at a ninety-degree angle, her hand making a fist, the military signal for “halt.” She points two fingers up ahead and checks things out with the scope of her rifle. Then she hands the rifle to you.

You look where she did, scanning for activity. Up ahead, a man wanders in the woods. He’s a park ranger, or at least he was. His uniform is smattered with gore and part of his face is torn off—exposing his right jaw and teeth.

“Your shot,” she says.

[image: •]• “I guess it’s just one, and I need to learn—how do you work this thing?”

[image: •]• “I think we better stay quiet. How about I learn how to use this axe instead?”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Terminal Velocity


[image: ___]

You kick open the right half of the double doors while Rosie kicks in the left. You flank into the terminal, covering your respective sides while Lucas Tesshu backpedals behind you and ensures your rear is protected. “Make sure you positively identify cadavers before you fire,” he says.

You see a man in a mechanic’s jumpsuit, his lower jaw missing and his upper lip torn off. Yep, he’s a zombie all right. You blast the rest of his face away with the shotgun. There’s a growling moan off by Rosie’s side, and you glance over just in time to see her put an undead aviator down.

“Hello!” you shout. “Doc? We’re here to rescue you! Come on out!”

With that, whole undead families come out of the recesses of the terminal, happy to meet you. You strafe around to line up two men of similar height and blast both their skulls apart with a single shell. Rosie plinks off well-aimed shots at the rate of two per second, and you’ve spread out enough for Lucas to rush up the middle and give several of the snarling fiends the slice-and-dice treatment with his katana.

Around the next corner, a group of undead surround and pound on the cafeteria doors. They want something inside, and odds are it’s not hot pockets and breakfast burritos. The dozen of them turn around to meet you. Within two seconds, the three of you have dispatched the whole lot.

You and Rosie reload your weapons while Lucas stands guard. No further zombies appear. Still, who knows what’s inside the cafeteria? You turn the door handles and pull. Luckily for the doctor within, her attackers weren’t able to figure that one out.

She drops her steak knife when she sees you. “Oh, thank God!” she says. She’s an attractive black woman in her late thirties, and remarkably clean.

“Are you hurt?” Rosie asks. The doctor meekly shakes her head.

“If you are okay to run, we have a jeep,” Lucas informs her. To this she nods.

“All right, let’s go,” you say.

The terminal is clear on the way out (you made sure of that on the way in), but at the doors you see a sizeable zombie crowd gathered. They’re not trying to break in just yet, but they know something’s up and their collective suspicion is sufficiently aroused. It wouldn’t take much to get them frenzied.

“I’ve got an idea,” the doctor says, trembling. This must be her first large-scale encounter with the undead. An impressive feat, considering how long it’s been. She produces a flare gun.

“Do it,” Lucas says.

She nods and gulps hard. Fractious with nerves and shaking, but barely in control, she moves to the front door. Cracking it open, she pokes the barrel of the gun out into the open and pops the shot off. A glimmering arc streaks across the sky and the horde beyond watches it in unison. The flare sticks to the earth a hundred yards beyond your jeep, and in a few moments nearly every zombie is moving toward the unnatural light to investigate.

“Now or never,” Rosie says.

In a dead sprint, the four of you run out toward the jeep and leap in with huffing, panted breath. The engine fires up, and that’s when the flare no longer holds any interest for the zombie crowd. You gun the engine and peel away, the hundreds of ghouls stumbling after you in the dust.

[image: •]• Return to Salvation.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


There is No Try


[image: ___]

You pop your knee up, lifting the load higher on your chest. The plastic trash bag clings to the sweat of your arms and face. You just barely see over the drawstring ties, and your breath condenses on the sack with each belabored gasp.

It’s like you’re running a race, except you’ve suddenly gained fifty pounds. The rest of the group doesn’t look back, and you fall further and further behind. You want to scream for them to wait, but you’re exerting yourself so much you can’t spare the oxygen.

With a sickening loss of balance, you fly forward. Something grabbed onto your leg and you weren’t ready for it. You careen onto the food sack, the cans cutting deeply into your chest. The bag bursts against the pavement and your precious groceries splay out on the road. The reason for your fall is made clear as you look back—a zombie woman hangs halfway out of a drainage ditch by the curb, clutching your ankle in a bony hand.

You kick her hard in the head, freeing yourself. But it’s too late. Before you can stand, the mob has you, and in an orgy of violence, tears you limb from limb. You’re eaten alive in bite-sized chunks, devoured down to the bone, so that there’s nothing left to rise again.

THE END


There Was a Firefight


[image: ___]

As you hand him the assault rifle, he smiles and says, “You’re one cool bastard, Newjack,” then screams out for all to hear, “We’re still open for business, cocksuckers! Come and get it!” Then he raises the rifle, aims, holds his breath, and cracks off shots at the rate of two or three a second—all of which are somehow lethal.

You hold the shotgun at the ready, bringing it up to your eye and hovering over the nearest ghoul. Just before you’re about to shoot, the soldier blows her head off. “Watch our six!” he yells. “And don’t shoot until you see the yellow of their eyes.”

Behind you more undead approach. You rest your elbows against the Hummer’s frame and look out across the vehicle. When the first one’s within range, you point the shotgun at the vicinity of his face and BANG, it’s gone. For close quarters, nothing’s more effective than the shotgun.

Another three undead come at you from your right, all moans bubbling out of bloody mouths. With three shots in half as many seconds, they’re on the ground and no longer a threat.

“Nice work, Newjack! Fuckin’ badass!” The combat shotgun is amazing, but you’re acutely aware you’ll need to reload at some point. As if reading your mind, the soldier shouts, “Reloading!” You turn to cover the area while he switches out ammo. With a great roar from the shotgun, you blow another one away. “I’m good,” he says.

“Reloading!” you shout back. It takes you much longer than him, but you find some extra shells in the ammo bag and slide them into the breach below. You’ve seen enough movies to figure this one out without too much trouble.

Like the defenders of an undead Alamo, you keep the barrage away as best you can. But in the end, it’s a feckless task. They were gaining in numbers when your friend was firing a fully automatic machine gun. You’ve thinned their numbers more than others can boast, and with the hungry horde closing in, you can take comfort knowing you won’t rise again—as you’ll certainly be picked clean down to the bone. You won’t survive this.

As they overwhelm you, you’ve got one final choice.

[image: •]• Shoot yourself.

[image: •]• Get eaten.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


There Will Be Blood


[image: ___]

You head to the nurse’s station with Hefty. Your goal is simply to collect medical supplies, but it appears he’s got something else in mind. There are several bags of blood in storage, evidently, because the Red Cross recently had a blood drive. Maybe to prep for evacuation? And yet the man has no interest in transfusions.

He takes the bags and hoists them up, mounting them on the hallway walls at various positions. He knows you’re curious, and finally decides to slake your interest. “I’ve got a theory. When you go hunting, you spread scent to attract the big bucks. So maybe this’ll work as a decoy if any get in. Come on, help me spread these around, then we can scream into some tape recorders.”

You help Hefty spread his musk, bait the traps, collect some medical supplies, then return to the group.

[image: •]• Head back to the gym.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


They Tell No Tales


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

You amble past the iron gates, dry roses crunching underfoot, and into the cemetery. The place is a graveyard; no one’s here. You clearly watched too many movies back when you were mortal. And apparently something deep within your psyche told you this would be the place to go. It’s not.

Humanity no longer has the means to bury their dead in ceremonious plots. The dead here will not rise again. There will be no mourning of loved ones inside this once green-lawned sanctuary of bones. So… better keep moving.

[image: •]• I’m still hungry. How about an all-you-can-eat buffet?

[image: •]• Hmm, where do scared people go? Police station!

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


This Isn’t According to Plan


[image: ___]

You make it to the third and final stairwell. Cooper and Deleon almost crash into one another coming around the corner. They stop and double-back to their own hallways, then look down the intersection—the undead have already made their way up the stairs and now are meandering down the hall toward you. So much for isolating yourself up here.

“Hefty?” she asks.

“Tyberius?” he says in unison.

They both shake their heads. “Shit,” Cooper says.

“Any more ideas?” Deleon whispers. Cooper shakes her head once more. “If you can slow them down, I can get to my lab—”

“It’s too late for that. There’s no stopping them now.”

They take a moment to contemplate, and you rack your brain as well. What now? Where else is there to go? What else is there to do? Cooper reaches out, grabs Deleon, and enters into a passionate kissing embrace. They finally release and Cooper gets out her crowbar. She takes a deep breath and lets it out. You wonder if she’s decided to slow them down after all, to charge headlong into the massing crowd.

Nope. She bashes Deleon in the knee with her crowbar. He cries out in pain and falls to the floor. “You bitch!”

“You’re dead anyway, you’re turning,” she says. “And who knows if your cure even works? But hey—thanks for slowing them down for us.” She backpedals a bit, then looks to you to see what you’ll do.

“Please, help me get to the lab; it’s our only hope,” Deleon begs of you.

[image: •]• Help the wounded doctor to the lab.

[image: •]• Follow Cooper.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Three Weeks Later…


[image: ___]

You are now three weeks older. Sorry, life isn’t fair. But you’re also three weeks wiser. Strange things have been happening in the world. You’re plugged into the TV, and you’ve been following the news. It’s on right now.

“More upset in Tinseltown. A gruesome attack at a movie premiere, only days after the third in a string of incidents where a Hollywood set was shut down for the violent mental breakdown of a star. We’ll go to the tape right now; the following footage is graphic and it is suggested you look away if you’re squeamish.”

You lean in close to your TV. On the red carpet, the stars and starlets pose for cameras in designer garb. Something strange catches your eye: Joan Rivers shuffles over toward the newest young-hot-thing to grace the silver screen; her gait is almost a drunken stumble, yet there is some degree of control. She stares aimlessly with glazed eyes, her jaw is slack and her face is morbidly still. When she looks at the budding celebrity, she grows hungry. Not that any of this is strange—the strange part is that she holds no microphone.

She grabs her victim by the shoulders and bites down on the supple neck.

Those around her move quickly amidst the calamity. George Clooney accepts the call to action and pulls Joan off, only to receive a bite for his trouble—right onto his gorgeous face. Screams of panic ring out. A man in a tux shoots out from the theater, missing an arm and blood gushing everywhere. His date follows him, holding and gnawing on his arm, his life stained crimson upon her mother-of-pearl gown.

The footage falters as the cameraman runs for cover, returning the show to the newsroom and the supermodel reporter. Oddly calm, she reads from the teleprompter, “In an ironic twist, it seems many of those killed are users of the new longevity wonder drug Gilgazyme®. It’s still unknown if there is a connection between the drug and the homicide sweep hitting major urban centers across the country. No spokesperson for the creators of Gilgazyme® has agreed to comment as of this broadcast…”

The television is suddenly taken into local control and your community Sheriff appears on the screen. You change the channel instinctively, but it’s all the same. You’re not sure, but it seems that something like this hasn’t happened in decades. With so many channels…

“The Governor has declared a state of emergency,” the Sheriff announces. “But we are as of yet unprepared for any sort of mass evacuation. We’re working as hard as we can to set up aid stations and sanctuaries. In the meantime, work with friends and neighbors. Find a group. Nobody can beat this thing alone. And… we need all the help we can get.”

There you have it; the zombie apocalypse is upon you. The movies, genre books, comics—all of it is coming true—and it wasn’t Bath Salts. All because a few bastards wanted to live forever and got their wish the hard way. George Romero is probably on his way to “I Told You So” Ranch, and all the survival nuts are toasting in eager anticipation.

What’s your plan?

[image: •]• Hole up right here. Boards and nails. I can survive off my ramen noodles and Kraft easy-mac until the government figures this thing out.

[image: •]• Out the door, right now, going into the woods. I’ll call Mom from the car. Zombies love cities, and I hate zombies, so it’s see-ya-later.

[image: •]• Shit, I knew I needed to go shopping. Time to fight the crowds for Blackest Friday, the biggest looting day of the year. Guns, batteries, powdered water; I’ll take it all!

[image: •]• Are you kidding me? I’m one of those survival nuts! After a quick ‘See? I wasn’t crazy!’ email, it’s off to the compound. This is the day I’ve been waiting for.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


To the Rescue!


[image: ___]

It’s only a single strip cleared out of the forest, a control tower, a hangar, and a terminal. This is not the large commercial airport you’re used to; this one is used almost exclusively by private aviators and hobbyists. The doctor must’ve been hopping from station to station, refueling when she could and searching endlessly for a safe zone while the chaos below her appeared as nothing more than ants at war with one another.

“I hate airports,” Rosie says.

You can see what must be the doctor’s private plane parked in front of the hangar. Dozens of undead roam the airfield and many more are clustered around the buildings. Soulless eyes turn to you as the jeep moves nearer. The colonel said contact was lost. If the sinking feeling in your stomach is any indication of the reason for that radio silence, this might not end well.

“There are too many cadavers for us to split up,” Lucas Tesshu says. “Where do you think we should search first?”

[image: •]• “The call came from the control tower; let’s look there.”

[image: •]• “The terminal. If she’s been running for long, she’s probably hungry.”

[image: •]• “If it were me, I’d hide in the hangar. Probably the most defensible of the three.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


To Sleep, Perchance to Dream


[image: ___]

Your eyes slowly open in the morning light. The air is cool and moist. For a moment, you forget about the new world you’re living in. Only seconds ago you were reliving a childhood memory, but now that dream is gone and the waking nightmare has returned. You yawn and for the first time since you can remember, it feels satisfying. You must’ve slept all night.

As you turn, you see Lucas cleaning and polishing his blade. He notices you’re awake and nods with a smile. “Hey, you didn’t wake me up for my shift,” you say.

“I figured you could use the extra rest. I wasn’t feeling much like sleep anyway.” Noticing you take inventory of the filthy rag he uses on the sword, he adds, “We had a visitor last night.”

When you think of a post-apocalyptic world, your mind draws images of leather-clad brigands roaming the countryside in gangs, warring over gasoline and canned food. You certainly never pictured a just-south-of-middle-aged man whose very temperament is a study in devotion and chivalry. Lucas Tesshu, a man who defied both the odds and expectations.

“Only half a day left,” he says. “Shall we be on our way?”

[image: •]• “We shall.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Tower of Terror


[image: ___]

Lucas helps you offload the water jugs from the dolly. He clusters them around one side and you do the same on the opposite side, allowing for maximum exposure when the time comes. Rosie tosses the rope up to the engineer in a whirling motion, as if it was a grappling hook, and the rope finds its hold in the latticework just above him. He hooks the rope to himself and continues to climb.

The tower reaches up into the air at a staggering height. It must be at least 250 feet tall, but the engineer scales rung after rung as if it were nothing. As you blast away at the walking undead, come to eat your flesh from bone, you can’t help but feel like he’s the brave one up there, dangling precariously in the wind.

Rosie unravels the rope as the engineer climbs. “I hope to hell we’ve got enough,” she says. It’s on a thick spool and there must be several hundred feet of it. You try to remember your geometry classes. What was it? 〖a〗^(2)+〖b〗^(2)=〖c〗^(2) right? That would give you the length the rope needs to be if the guy’s going to zipline down the thing. Stay in school, survive the zombie apocalypse.

The undead are really starting to crowd you out. Rosie ties the end of the rope securely to a bush; the center branch is thick and hearty, and the leaves are enough to hopefully slow the engineer’s descent. Once she’s finished, she unslings her rifle and provides some much-needed extra firepower.

After another long minute, the tower begins to echo a clang the engineer is sending from above. That’s the signal he said he’d give when he was preparing to power the thing up. “This is it!” you yell, running back toward the crash zone of the zipline.

The undead cluster around the tower, intrigued by the sounds coming off the metal and the hollering of the man in the air above. Those in front stumble toward you, but you hold your fire so as to keep as many of them near the water jugs as possible.

You can see the engineer high above, a stick figure atop the tower, hooking what must be his carabiner into the rope. That’s your cue. You pop off your ammo drum and dig into your backpack for the white drum: the one with the FRAG-12 ammo.

He leaps off the tower, the rope snapping taut under his weight as gravity pulls him down the line. It sounds like the rope is whirring but as he approaches, you realize it’s his scream. “It’s working!” Lucas yells. At the base of the tower, the half dozen ghouls close enough to be affected dance under the shock of electrocution. Almost time…

The bush nearby explodes in a fury of leaves when the engineer careens into it. Now! You fire the first FRAG-12 mini-missile. A split second later, the base of the tower erupts in a balloon of red mist as the fragmentation element bursts open like the Fourth of July. Several ghouls go down from the resulting shrapnel, but it’s the rupturing water jugs you look for. They spray into the air and coat the concrete pad around the base. Now tenfold as many undead do the electrocution dance, their brains frying inside their skulls.

That worked perfectly. You release one more shot toward the other side of the tower and the water jugs there erupt under the countless punctures in exactly the same way. Now the resultant area is fully wet, allowing the electricity to arc its way through the crowd. It’s hard to suppress your grin.

“To the jeep!” Lucas yells. You follow the group around the building to the sitting jeep. Firing another FRAG-12 round into the crowd in front of the vehicle, you clear your escape route. You blast off another round into the largest cluster of ghouls just for the hell of it—you’ve got ten of the things and the damage it does is incredible. It’s not much different from a shotgun blast, if your shotgun had a barrel the size of a floodgate.

Lucas Tesshu drives the jeep away, the CROWS system chewing out rounds from the back, and you release one more explosive shot into the zombie horde for good measure. For now it would seem you’ve done it. The final mission is complete. Yet so much feels undone. Will you make it through winter? Will you still survive? How can this be it?

“I think that was my sister,” Lucas Tesshu says. You look back, clearly seeing an undead girl alongside the road right the way you came. Yeah, she could be Japanese, and without the massive dermal abrasions, could hold a resemblance to Lucas.

[image: •]• “No, it’s not. Rosie’s your sister. This engineer here? He’s your favorite cousin. And I’m your best friend. Keep driving.”

[image: •]• “Let’s stop and check it out—what’s the worst that could happen?”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Under Control


[image: ___]

You head up the hall, Lucas backpedalling to slice and dice the zombies flowing in through the station entrance behind you. This is the only way to go, so the control room has to be this way. Your suspicions are soon confirmed when you come to the end of the hall. The doors to the sound studio are thick and heavy, intended to block out the sounds of those who might otherwise accidentally interrupt a broadcast.

The engineer goes to work straightaway as you enter, working to reroute the controls from an original source of communication to that of a hub for those waiting back at Salvation. The walls to the outside are glass, giving the broadcasters full view of the city, but that won’t give you much protection should the living dead completely surround the building.

Still, the doors to the station ought to buy you some time, so you use the lull in the action to refresh. There are bottles of water intended for the radio show guests and you help yourself. You walk over to the back wall, overlooking the city. There should be a stunning view of the town illuminated at night, but all you see is darkness.

You turn away to check in on the engineer, Rosie taking your place at the glass wall. “Hey, look at that,” she says. Turning back around, you see new lights in the city. One building is now illuminated, alone in a sea of dark. It’s larger than a private residence, but it’s low and wide, rather than tall and thin like a skyscraper.

“They just turned on?” you ask. She nods. Some of the window lights flicker.

“Almost done,” the engineer announces. “Then I just have to activate the tower, and we’re out of here.”

“Provided we don’t get electrocuted,” Lucas says with a smile. Is that sarcasm? You laugh, some water from your bottle trickling down your chin.

The water gives you an idea. “When the landing gets a shock—will it just be a jolt, or will the flow be constant?”

“Constant, why?”

“Remember all those water jugs in the control room? We could end up frying a whole lotta zombs if we play this electrocution card right. Wet the landing and watch the current spread.”

“Yeah, but how would I get away once it’s powered up?” the engineer asks, sliding his glasses up his nose once more.

“There’s some rope in the jeep,” Rosie says. “We can make a zipline!”

“Sounds desperate,” the engineer replies, just as a fresh batch of ghouls slap against the glass façade of the recording area.

“These are desperate times,” Lucas says.

You look out the window, back toward the lone illuminated building. A pair of searchlights comes to life atop the building, waving their arms across the sky like a marooned shipwreck victim trying to signal a plane far above. A massive red and blue police-style siren accompanies the searchlights. “Desperate, indeed,” you say.

[image: •]• “I’ll get the rope.”

[image: •]• “I’ll make sure the engineer makes it out to the tower.”

[image: •]• “I’ll start collecting those water jugs.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Underneath It All


[image: ___]

It’s not long before the undead have breached your house. The alarm, the moaning, or both—proved more effective than you might have thought, and your home is soon swarming with them. Even though you can’t see them, you can hear enough to know it’s totally full up there.

Basements are good for a lot of things: kids’ sleepovers, storing wine, hiding from a tornado. What they’re not good for is avoiding crowds of flesh-eating ghouls.

Just as the barriers in your house fall to the zombies, the barrier to your basement—a locked door with random clutter barricading—also falls. The movies have this idea wrong. Now they’re coming down to get you, and you’ve got no way out.

Still, you search your home in desperation: dusty boxes, a laundry basket, an old ping pong table, that nail-gun dad gave you. Wait, what the f—how in the hell did you miss the nail gun when you were securing your home?

Instead of questioning the God-send, you pick it up and pray it works. Just as the first undead man makes it down, you turn and squeeze off a nail into his forehead. His head knocks back and he falls dead. Awesome.

Dozens of hellions stream down your staircase, but as long as you keep your wits about, you’ll be okay! That’s when a ghoulish woman ruins everything. Her teeth are broken into almost shark-like fragments, and as she moans and champs her teeth in preparation of meeting you, the drawstring of your basement light snags in her fragmented face.

Click, lights out. Time to play “seven minutes in hell” while your amorous companions rush down to suck face. In the pitch black of the basement, you’re left no option save for an excruciating death.

THE END


Understanding Sims and Guillermo


[image: ___]

You walk next to Sims, Guillermo on his other side. Sims removes a shoulder strap on his backpack, allowing it to slide around to his front. From inside, he removes a can of chewing tobacco. He offers it to you, then to Guillermo. “You want some, Jose? Quiero?”

“Me llamo Guillermo.”

“Yeah, no idea what you just said,” Sims replies. “I know you don’t speak a lick of English, but that’s pretty much the extent of my Spanish, so…”

Guillermo stares blankly while Sims puts some of the chew tucked inside his lip. Guillermo points to the pack and says, “Comida?”

Sims gets out a can of food for Guillermo. “Ah, I know that one, but that’s all. Well, other than ‘gracias’ I guess… Gracias?”

“De nada.” He opens the can of tuna.

A loud crack opens in the air. You turn to see Cooper within an inch of Deleon’s face. She looks as much like she could kiss him as punch him. A broken handheld voice recorder lies on the ground next to them.

She whispers something to him, and you can’t hear it, but then intentionally loudly she says, “Why don’t you explain what we’re up against, if you’re such an expert?”

The whole group now waits on Deleon. “All right, good idea. Let’s see… I’m guessing you know that the head is the only weakness. All right, fine. You know they’re attracted to any commotion or human sounds and smells. Including their own moans, right?”

She whispers again. “I want to know how someone becomes one.”

“Well, a bite, even a small one will fester until the person eventually transforms. The gene-therapy is delivered essentially like a virus, meaning for all intents and purposes, this is a blood-born pathogen.”

Cooper finally looks intrigued. Deviously, she asks, “Really? So we should check people for bites?”

“After every skirmish, generally.”

“And there’s no hope once you’re bitten?”

“There will be. Once I finish my cure,” he smiles meekly.

A man screams out. You look back, just as Tyberius nearly gets yanked into a car. He screams as a zombie trapped in a seat belt tries to pull him in. “Get this fucking thing off me!” he shouts.

“All right, all right, pull back,” Hefty commands.

Tyberius pulls away the best he can and Hefty brings his length of pipe down on the ghoul’s arms over and over. The bones snap, but the grip holds. “Hold on.” Sims uses his ridiculous Rambo knife to cut Tyberius’ dress shirt in half from the back.

Tyberius manages to slip out and away from the car, his musculature on display in a wife-beater-style shirt.

“Kill it!” Angelica shouts, helpless with panic. Seatbelt Zombie moans.

“Hold it, Sims,” Tyberius says. “Hefty, do me a favor.”

“You got it.” Hefty stands at the back of the car. The zombie leans as far as it can, torso out of the car, growls, snarls, and moans at Hefty. Tyberius finds the giant sledge hammer he carried; as he claims it from the ground, its end scrapes the pavement. Sparks jump from the metal head.

“Kill it now!” Angelica shouts again.

Tyberius raises the weapon slowly and deliberately, then with an athletic fierceness, spins a three-sixty—ending with the zombie’s head caught between the car frame and the full weight of the hammer.

Another five zombies come out of nearby buildings. You’re surrounded. You axe one in the back, sending it towards Guillermo. Guillermo swings his meat cleaver and frying pan as if clapping them together; the zombie’s head caught in the center where they meet. The damage is disgusting.

Angelica and Deleon manage to knock a zombie down and beat it with candlestick and hammer, respectively. The other three ghouls move in. Cooper shouts for the first time: “Hit the pavement!”

You and Deleon look over toward her as the rest of the group dives to the ground. Cooper lets her length of motorcycle chain slide off her shoulder and it unravels to the concrete. She steps forward and begins to swing the chain. Finally, you and Deleon duck. With a whip-like motion, she connects the chain with a zombie’s skull, which gives off an incredible crack. The twice-dead zombie slumps to the ground. She takes out the other two with similar finesse.

The streets are silent now. The group rises from the ground. “We’re getting off the street for the night,” Cooper says. You realize the sun is setting.

“Where?” you ask. She points forward. You all look: a gothic Cathedral sits ahead—stark and menacing. The spires shoot up through the start of dusk, like the claws of some great beast.

“Looks cozy,” she replies.

[image: •]• Continue to the Cathedral.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Undeterred


[image: ___]

Having a plan is only one part of survival. Executing and sticking to that plan is far more important. Your plan is to survive, and the execution aspect is largely contained in that pack. With the axe held tight, you return to the window once more. Painfully slow, and with deliberate caution, you peer inside the smashed window.

No sign of the thieving zombie. The pack, however, sits a mere ten feet away. Fat with supplies. You check the broken-glass edge of the window: the pieces are sharp and jagged.

A quick glance over your shoulder to the torn-out screen—still no sign of Housewife Zombie. On the house entry, you try the door and find it unlocked. You push the door open, bathing the house in sunlight. There’s enough ambient light between the window and the door to not need a flashlight, though it’s still dim.

There’s a hall off to your right, but the backpack is only a little further in, near the overturned dinner table. Take it, be quick, and get out. You will your feet to move. Four steps over and the backpack is yours.

When you turn around, the thieving zombie is there, only a few feet away. He comes at you fast. You drop the backpack and bring the axe to both hands. There’s no room for a full swing, so you plug him as best you can. The axe chips away at his collarbone, bringing his head lower from a break in his connective tissue.

You shove the zombie away, hoping for a full swing with the axe. The ghoul stumbles back and slams into the wall, causing the porcelain dinnerware shelved there to crash down on the floor. You’re just about the take your next swing at him, when a rank and odious moan demands your attention.

It’s Housewife Zombie. She came over after all; wants to see if her neighbor is doing anything for dinner. She comes at you before you can reposition the axe, and in response you pop her in the jaw with the butt of the axe handle.

Somehow (must’ve been all those movies), you thought killing zombies would be easy. Turns out it’s more like wrestling with two coke-addled drug fiends. What they lack in coordination, they make up for in fervor.

They’re both up, and coming at you. Without even realizing it, you scream out a medieval war cry, emboldening your spirit. You swing the axe hard—connecting into the housewife’s ribs and smashing her against the other ghoul.

They fall over again, but the axe remains in her torso. You’re weaponless.

[image: •]• The hammer! Grab your pack and dig it out quick.

[image: •]• Run, run, run away; live to fight another day.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Unlocked


[image: ___]

Cooper uses her crowbar to pry the lockers open, and you follow her with the janitor’s garbage cart, collecting anything useful she finds. Truth be told, there’s not much of interest; it’s mostly books and notepaper. She finds a prom queen tiara and puts it atop her short-cropped hair. “Whaddaya think?”

“Who are you, Cooper?”

“Oh God, not this shit, Newbie,” she says, taking the tiara off. “Why do you need to ‘know’ me?”

“You could be the last person I ever know,” you say with a shrug.

“I can tell you everything you need to know about all of us. We’re all fuckups. If we’d done everything right, we’d be laying low with friends and family. As it stands, you’re with me. Good enough?”

“No.”

She sighs. “Fine. I’ve got two older brothers. Dad didn’t earn enough and Mom didn’t try. Long story short—because this is pointless—life was tough. That’s all you get.”

You continue searching the lockers in silence without finding more than a few pocket knives, and eventually you return to the gym.

[image: •]• Head back.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


The Un-Necropolis


[image: ___]

You kick out the wood-planked air vent, allowing brilliant streams of light into the attic. One might expect fresh air to come with it, but the outside draft is even worse than your stifling alcove. Harsh chemical smoke sticks to your lungs. The smell of fetid, rotten flesh lingers from your decaying neighbors.

Out on the roof you only start to grasp the magnitude of destruction. Smoldering homes, wrecked cars, and corpses line your block. In fact, the streets are so congested, there’s no point in going for a car. A wind chime clinks in the breeze. Garden-planted pinwheels turn.

Shingles securely underfoot, you position your eyes in a set of binoculars, to better scout the area. Shit—there’s still at least one ghoul wandering the streets, barely visible in the distance, meaning there’ll surely be more lurking nearby. Of particular note are three bodies wearing convict-orange jumpsuits. Must’ve been a prison break in the early days.

Granted, the scale is much larger, but it looks like a fox got into a chicken coop, the fox in this metaphor being a horde of zombies and the coop being acres of ill-prepared suburbia. This sight could be that of a hurricane-ravaged city, save for the lack of flooded streets.

The day is young, and you’ve got to move if you’re to find another safe port before nightfall. You lower yourself from the roof, the rain gutter giving a creak under your wrists. Inside your house, there’s movement in response. You jog away, saying good-bye forever to your home. Keeping a mental note of where you saw that wandering ghoul, you traverse the neighborhood.

Almost unconsciously, you find yourself walking the normal path you use to drive away from home. But there will be no driving, not anymore. As you walk, you notice a large fireman’s axe lodged in the back of a corpse. That could be a lot more deadly than your little carpenter’s hammer; in point of fact, it already has been. The proof is sticking out of the pudding. Like a new Arthur, you remove axe-caliber! from the body with a sickening squick. It takes a concerted effort not to gag.

Cutting through a side street, you move onto a major thoroughfare. One end is cordoned off by a large wall just above head-level that splits through the neighborhood in an arc. Do you want to peek over the wall and see what’s on the other side?

[image: •]• Yes, but only real quick-like.

[image: •]• No, keep moving. No time for distractions.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Un-Undead


[image: ___]

You fall to the floor, tucked into the fetal position, just as you’ve been told to do when encountering a bear. Clasping your hands around the back of your neck and tucking your knees into your chest to protect your vital organs, you expect to wait out the attack with minimal injuries.

Here’s why this won’t happen: this is not a chance bear encounter, where the animal is merely posturing his dominance. This, as far as the bear is concerned, is a kill site. His food is here and you’re a threat. Your supplication won’t work this time.

Not only does the animal want you dead, you get to be the dessert. He chews on you like you’d expect, but then he doesn’t stop. He finds a soft spot right around your kidneys and digs in. In short, he eats you while you sit huddled in a little ball.

Looks like you play dead a little too well.

THE END


Upstairs


[image: ___]

You follow Phoenix and the escort up the stairs, a feat that proves difficult in your chemically-affected state. You’re barely in control of your body, but you’re in good company in that arena. Your drug-addled partners have little motor control either.

Into Phoenix’s bedroom, where the party begins. “You two kiss,” he says. The girl grabs you before you have time to react, presses her face against yours, and the mere feeling of her soft lips on yours proves almost orgasmic. Every sense is heightened to the max from the substances in your system.

Phoenix sits back in bed, pulls out a baggie of the coke, and rubs the powder around his lips and gums while watching you with arousal. The girl takes off your shirt for you. She grabs a handful of the drug from Phoenix, rubs it on your stomach, snorts what she can and licks off the rest, moving up to your nipples.

Blood rushes between your legs when she reaches to help you take your pants off. This is going to be an interesting night.

“Oh, shit,” Phoenix says. Suddenly the prostitute falls to the bed convulsing with spasms, her body instantly slick with sweat. Vomit spews forth from her mouth, and she’s choking it back down.

You look to Phoenix for help, but he just shakes his head. “Not that kind of doctor!”

He’s up now, frantically pacing around her. Then she stops moving. He looks to you, then turns back and examines her perfectly-still body. No chest rise or fall. A foamy stain is on the pillow next to her.

“Tell me you didn’t O-D.” He picks up her limp, insipid wrist and checks for a pulse. “You were going to live forever, you stupid bitch.”

You see the topless prostitute in the doorway to the room, but Phoenix doesn’t see her yet. She’s standing oddly still, her perfect-10 body pale and emaciated. There’s vomit caked around her mouth and her hair is plastered to her face. Her eyes are oddly glazed.

“I didn’t let you try it first so you could die in my penthouse,” he says to the girl on the bed. Then, almost as if on cue, she sits up in one fluid movement. He sighs out, “Oh, thank God.”

The girl from the hallway lets out a breathy, barely audible, moan—commanding both of your attentions. She raises her arms, opens her mouth, and moves toward you.

The girl on the bed scrambles at Phoenix, clawing and reaching. He backs away and slams into you in an effort to escape, knocking you into the arms of the topless zombie in the hallway and falling to the floor himself.

The undead escort bites down on you hard. She’s oddly strong and ferocious. You try and defend yourself: punching, kicking, shoving, screaming. None of it works. She keeps biting and clawing; she’s trying to eat you alive!

The bottomless zombie pounces from the bed atop Phoenix. He tries the fetal position as defense, covering his face with his hands. She bites into the back and sides of his neck, spraying blood across the floor. He gurgles his screams of death.

You’re still alive, but strips of viscera are ripped off your flesh with every passing moment. You squirm to get out from under her, and you’re almost free—when the bottomless zombie shifts her focus from the limp Phoenix to your flailing and thrashing.

Realizing you’re no match for the two of them, your body gives you an extra shot of adrenaline and you manage to get out from under the zombie. Two steps backward and you tumble down the stairs. The final blow comes from the crack of your skull at the bottom. This doesn’t instantly kill you, but it’s bad news nonetheless: if there’s one thing zombies love, it’s brains, and yours are now exposed.

The two escorts calmly walk down the stairs toward your paralyzed body and, easy as an open walnut, they scoop out and eat your brain. Together they devour you. Phoenix will rise again, but without a brain; the Gilgazyme® cannot affect you.

THE END


Urbane Decay


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

Welcome to the first day of your afterlife. You’re not exactly dead, but you’re certainly not alive either. You are the in-between. You don’t need to breathe and your heart doesn’t pump, but you’re okay with that. The Gilgazyme ® has changed you in ways zombie fiction could never have predicted. True, your body is only a tool you’ll use in your never-ending quest for human tissue, and so long as your brain remains intact, whatever damage the rest of you sustains is irrelevant. But the change in your genetic code, which causes your body never to age, also prevents it from decomposition.

When you get wounded in the upcoming millennia, your body will simply be opened like a med school cadaver. No blood will emerge. Your wounds will not fester nor rot. Yet you’re no longer breaking down nutrients, so you won’t heal either. You’ll simply incur a debt of flesh, until it proves enough to dismantle you.

Stay young and beautiful forever with Gilgazyme ®.

You’re no longer skilled, nor coordinated. But what you lack in grace, you make up in persistence. You don’t sleep or rest. You’ll never feel pain or cold or emotion. The only need you have now is hunger. You don’t have memories per se, but certain feelings have given way to instinct. You know where you should go to feed.

[image: •]• Mom and Dad aren’t far away, and they’re always saying I should visit more often.

[image: •]• My friends will be worried; I’d better see how they’re doing. Maybe they’ll want to join my Walking Club?

[image: •]• I think I was in love at some point; let’s find my sweetheart so we can be together forever.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Voyeur


[image: ___]

You watch while Lucas charges down the hill. He’s fleet of foot, silently loping over obstacles and gliding effortlessly across the leafy slope. For a brief second you think what if he might need my help? If he encounters any trouble, there’d be nothing for you to do but watch it play out from your vantage point.

But after a moment, you realize your fears are unfounded. In movements as elegant as a ballroom dancer, Lucas’ body flows behind the power of his sword. Its edge moves cleanly through the necks of the two standing ghouls, leaving just the one crawling on the ground. The blows are so succinctly perfect, the zombies take two more steps toward Lucas before the muscles realize that their connection to the brain has been severed. They fall to the earth in heaps.

He walks over to the prone ghoul and tips his face mask up, whispers something before he steps on the zombie’s head, pushing it on its side, and slips his blade into the man’s ear. Lucas turns and jogs back to you.

Slightly out of breath, he says, “Each of us must walk our own path, I can appreciate that. For me, this was something that needed to be done. Thank you for your patience.”

You nod. “Which way next?”

“The shelter shouldn’t be too much further from here, but I don’t want to go through the marshes at night. Let’s stake an early camp up ahead and by lunch tomorrow, we’ll be with other survivors.”

[image: •]• “Sounds good. I’ll take first watch.”

[image: •]• “Do you mind taking first watch? I’m a little tired.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Wait for Rescue


[image: ___]

“Area Three, clear,” Sims lies as he turns and walks away from the hall.

“Copy Area Three, clear, hurry back,” Deleon replies over the radio.

Sims shrugs and keeps going. You follow him down the school hallways, the fluorescent lights flickering like a horror movie. “Power’s intermittent,” Sims says in response. “I had to route some of it to the distress beacons and I’ve given radio transmissions priority. It’ll increase our range, so…”

You enter the student radio hall, a modified theater room with posters on the walls of famous bands ranging from The Beatles to Hannah Montana. Sims walks over to the control board and toys with the knobs and buttons, using his electrician’s skill as intuition.

The handheld radio crackles and Deleon’s voice asks, “Sims, where are you guys?”

“You’ll have to be okay without us for a bit,” Sims responds. “We’re radioing in for rescue.”

Sims sets down the handheld radio and returns to the large console. He does a frequency scan, seeking out any possible transmissions. Staticky station after staticky station passes by, but the scan stops automatically as it reaches a gruff voice speaking over the radio. “—broadcasting in the blind. We have food and shelter and—”

“Hello?” Sims calls in with excitement.

There’s a pause, but after a moment the voice comes back. “This is Colonel Arthur Gray of the civilian camp, Salvation. Please respond.”

“This is Technical Sergeant Robert Sims, part of a resistance group located at Montgomery-Packard High School. Sir, is there still a military presence?”

“I’m afraid that’s a negative, soldier. Yours is the first outside contact we’ve had. You don’t know how great it is to hear someone’s out there, son.”

“Yes we do, sir. Trust me!” Sims laughs.

You clear your throat. “Sims, you may want to mention we’re under attack.”

He nods. “Colonel Gray, I don’t know how much longer we can hold out here. Do you have Search and Rescue teams activated?”

The emotion in the man’s voice transcends radio and you hear genuine tones of regret as he responds. “I’m sorry, Sergeant. We don’t have that kind of firepower. Almost all of our resources have gone to defense, but if you can make it out to the old reformatory prison, we’re stocked pretty well.”

“Colonel—we have a cure.” The line goes quiet.

Sims smiles to you. “Let’s see if that makes him change his tune.” Sims picks up the handheld radio and calls back to the others. “Ladies and gentlemen, we have contact. There’s a resistance group fortified in the local prison. You can kiss my ass whenever you’re ready.”

As soon as he finishes, the other end squeals with feedback. “Sims! We’re being overrun! There’s no way we—” And just like that, the line goes dead.

“Doc? Come in, Doc.” No response. Sims looks to you with genuine fear. You’re both thinking the same thing: Are the others dead?

Before the weight of this fear truly sinks in, the student radio dashboard chirps to life once more. “Sergeant? How do you mean you have a cure?”

“We’ve got Dr. Lewis Deleon out here, the original drug’s manufacturer. He’s managed to reverse the process. But Colonel, they’re breaching our defenses as we speak!”

“Hold tight, son. We’re working to figure something out.”

Sims turns to you and says, “I think we should turn the searchlights back on.”

[image: •]• “I think we should barricade the goddamn door and hope to survive.”

[image: •]• “You’re right. Let’s hurry.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


The Wanderer


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

Once again, time flies and you see no sign of humanity. Maybe they’re all dead? Maybe the Earth is now and forevermore host to your immortal walking club? Still, you search. It doesn’t bother you, the endless walking. You’ll never get sore or tired, and there are simply too many nooks and crannies on this planet for you to explore.

So you’re taken a bit by surprise as you’re walking on the outskirts of the city, and the cool night air is pierced by the sound of a large diesel generator starting up. Deer don’t start generators. Raccoons don’t need power. Fresh, human meat is surely nearby.

Just as you turn to move toward the noise, another sound surprises you, and this one even more so. It’s like an old WWII raid siren, and when you turn your head, you see searchlights arcing their way through the sky above a newly powered building.

Two distinct signs of humanity, and you’re right in the middle of the both. So, which one will it be?

[image: •]• First come, first served, and I heard the generator first.

[image: •]• That siren makes it seem they really want me to come, and I hate to disappoint.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Welcome to the Company


[image: ___]

If you could just sign this non-disclosure agreement. Oh yes, that’s standard for all janitors. We do a lot of hush-hush work here. You’ve heard of Gilgazyme ®, right? Well, this is just like Wonka’s chocolate factory, except the secret behind our everlasting gobstopper—which is truly everlasting—is worth billions. Okay, just initial here saying you won’t sell our mice carcasses, and initial here saying if you steal our product and alter your genetic code, you then become company property. Also, our lawyers tell us we should explicitly inform you that “moral qualms” are not grounds for release from employment. That’s it! Welcome. Here’s your jumpsuit and there’s the mop. Get to janitizing!

You’re in. Time to find out more about what goes on here. The whole place has tiled floor, and you’ve got a key to be anywhere without arousing suspicion: a mop and a bucket. You’ve also got a literal set of keys, and a key-card labeled, “LEVEL ONE ACCESS.”

There’s a sign on the wall explaining the split in the hallway; where to?

[image: •]• Staff Offices… Maybe there’s some paperwork worth stealing, or perhaps you’ll spy on the famous doctors?

[image: •]• Rodent Testing Labs… They’re bound to have something valuable lying around.

[image: •]• The bathrooms… Dirty toilets stink of dirty janitors. You don’t want the staff getting suspicious on your first day!

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Welcome to Salvation


[image: ___]

Nestled within the trees, a bastion of hope and humanity is a sight to behold. If you were seeing this structure for the first time during its heyday, as an inmate arriving for day one of the rest of your life, you might’ve pissed yourself. Just the mere façade would’ve rattled your bones more deeply than any zombie could ever hope to reach. What was once a “Reformatory”—a castle where men would go to die once sentenced—was remodeled and upgraded to a modern prison.

Now it’s a fortress against the undead.

The high buttressed walls shoot up through the woods; the surrounding acre is cleared of all foliage. You feel like a character in a gothic horror tale, arriving to collect the inheritance of a peculiar uncle, ready to face the ghosts of the manor. And yet you’re here not for ghosts, but for the living.

Around the massive stone walls, beyond a few yards of grass, rests another barrier: a chain link fence topped with razor-edged concertina wire.

“This is totally Shawshank,” Rosie remarks, bouncing with glee.

You continue around the edge of the fortress toward the front entrance. As you round the corner, a zombie bashes against the fence, leaving both you and the fence rattled. He opens his bloodied mouth and bites at the chain link between you. Rosie raises her rifle.

“Wait!” Lucas says. “Look.”

She lowers her weapon and you both follow Lucas’ finger to the zombie’s throat. Something was cut out. That’s when you notice the ghoul’s not moaning. His mouth opens and closes, but no sound is produced. There are two more undead on his other side, each with the same surgical mark on the throat.

“Must be security,” she says. “Keeps out uninvited guests without calling in more Zulu.”

“Uninvited—like us?” you ask.

The three of you wheel about in response to a voice from above. “What’s the password?” There’s a marksman, his rifle trained down upon you.

Rosie hesitates, unsure of if she should aim back at him. Lucas slowly raises his hands from their position on the hilt of his blade. You stand stock-still.

“You have three seconds to respond,” the man says.

“Don’t fucking shoot,” Rosie answers.

“That’ll work,” the marksman calls down, lowering his rifle.

There’s a loud buzz, and a gate starts to open around the front of the penitentiary. You move around toward an enormous fenced-in tunnel. This must be where the new inmates are bused in. The inner moat of zombies doesn’t connect here.

The three of you walk through the tunnel as a giant gate slides open within. You can’t help but think of a drawbridge on some mighty castle. Waiting inside is a small contingent of four armed men and two equally deadly women.

Leading this group is a large bear of a man with a great gray beard evocative of a great Civil War general. He wears an old-style army BDU camouflage blouse as a jacket, with a Colonel’s eagles on the shoulders and an appropriate nametag—“GRAY.”

“Are any of you injured? In need of medical attention?” the brusque man asks.

You all shake your heads, and Rosie adds, “No bites neither.”

“Then let me be the first to welcome you to Salvation,” he says, with ceremoniously outspread arms. “Come, you must want showers and a change of clothes. Then we’ll talk over a hot meal.” That sentence practically melts your insides, and then something gives. All the stress suddenly gone, you slump to the ground.

*     *     *

The water was warm and ample. You had to shower with Lucas and Rosie in the large, open prison showers. A partition is erected, to separate the denizens of Salvation by gender, but it’s thin enough that you heard your companion on the other side groaning with delight. You could’ve fallen into a deep sleep right then and there, but the allure of a hot meal proves enough to keep you stirring.

Presently, you sit in a great banquet hall, the rest of the compound eating in the cafeteria alongside you. You’re at the center table with Rosie, Lucas, Colonel Gray and one other man. You’re in prison orange. There’s a loud thunderclap and a flash just outside. Rain begins to pelt the windows and rooftop.

“I apologize for the outfits,” the Colonel says. “You’re welcome to wash your clothes or look through what we have in the morning.”

“I’m just glad I’m not stuck out in that,” Rosie says in sync with a boom of thunder.

“I’m Arthur Gray, Army Chaplain Retired, and this is my son, Irving.”

The younger man raises a camera with a hefty telescopic lens. “I was with the Associated Press,” he says. “I’d like to take your pictures, if you don’t mind. And get your stories down when you get a chance.”

“Is there a news organization still active?” Lucas asks.

“No. But one day, when we’ve beaten this thing, we’ll need some documentation of what happened and how we survived.”

“An optimist! I love it. I go by Rosie, you know, from the World War II posters?”

“The Riveter—as good an image to conjure up as any,” the Colonel says.

You and Lucas introduce yourself, and Irving Gray snaps your pictures. He has a small notebook and jots down notes. “So who’s in charge here?” Rosie asks.

“I am,” Colonel Gray answers. He rips off a piece of biscuit, stuffing it in his mouth. His square jaw flexes behind the bites.

“No offense, pops. But I know chaplains don’t get combat experience. What do a priest and a journalist know about leading troops?” Rosie asks.

He slowly wipes his mouth with a napkin and swallows his bite. “I was trained as a soldier first, young lady. But make no mistake—it’s the chaplain that’s accepting you with open arms, not the soldier.”

Irving clears his throat. “My father and I may not have shot at the enemy, but we’ve both spent time in combat zones.”

“And what does God say about this plague?” Lucas asks Arthur Gray.

“He says to survive,” the man answers with rust in his voice. “The three of you are strong, fit survivalists. That’s good—we need hearty troops who can navigate these woods. I’m afraid our fight is long from over. Get some rest, and we’ll talk tomorrow.”

[image: •]• As pillow touches face, go from zero to sleep in 6.4 seconds.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Welcome to Z-Mart


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

This particular station hasn’t exploded… yet, though there are plenty of drugstores that are not so lucky. Maybe it’s because of the “Sorry, No Gas” signs up on the pumps, or because it’s too close to the heart of the city—anyone who wanted to evacuate probably planned on filling up on the way out.

Still, it’s eerie to see such a popular locale with no patrons.

Not eerie like it would be for a human, suddenly seeing the building as a ghost ship floating amidst a newly dead city, but eerie in the sense that you were hoping there’d be people here to eat. Not having people to eat gives you the willies.

You go up to the front door, looking in through the glass façade. As evidenced from the order within, you could deduce that people have yet to loot the road-trip snacks and caffeine-laden drinks. If you were capable of such deductions. Instead, you look in, your glazed-over eyes searching for any sign of prey through the glass. You put your flat palms up against the door and shake them with a frustrated grunt.

After a moment, you give up and go search for another entrance. Oh hey, look at that, someone crashed a car into the back area where the pharmaceuticals are normally locked up. You move around the hood, past the crushed cinderblocks, and amble your way into the building.

There have certainly been people here. You can smell the panic from those looting the medical supplies. They tried to be quick, but almost certainly attracted a group of immortals during the siege. They made a clear mistake: using their getaway vehicle as a battering ram. Oh, what you would give to have been here for that!

Unfortunately, that event has long since passed. Now it’s just the dull panorama of a raided pharmacy. Nothing could interest you less than medical supplies. What need have you of triage when you don’t bleed? It’s amazing how much emphasis the mortals put on healing; one quick dose of Gilgazyme ® and they’d never be sick again. Maybe you should open a free clinic?

Ding! the dinnerbell rings, in the form of the front door motion-detector. Your jowls tingle in a sensation that once would’ve brought a rush of saliva. You move toward the front of the store; there’s a connection through the manager’s office.

“I’m gonna check the pharmacy,” a man says.

“Be quick,” a woman replies.

Oh, I will! you’d say if you could.

The man walks through the portal to your world, looking back and saying, “Two minutes,” to his companion with a grin that promptly turns into a look of oh, shit when he turns and bumps into you. Two minutes? Nah, you don’t need that much time.

You’ve bitten into him before he even had time to scream. But scream he does. You claw and bite at the source of that screaming, wanting to claim it for yourself. His revolver falls to the floor in a clatter; that could’ve been a lot worse. Then he falls, his lifeblood shooting out like hell’s geyser, no longer possessing the strength to do anything but die.

The woman runs in, screaming like a car just before impact, ready to get revenge with her crowbar. She puts all of her ninety-pound weight into the swing and lands the implement in the crook of your neck with a dull thud.

Oh, how she must regret trying to be skinny all these years. The times she refused weights at the gym because she didn’t want to look “gross and muscle-y.” Now she’s a waif, and to you she’s a wafer. She crunches between your teeth, folding under your grasp with laughable effort.

You hunch and eat her, and once you do, you rise to leave. The man’s corpse has gone cold, so it interests you no more. Lucky him, he’ll rise again in six hours. This is how the strong survive.

So… where to next?

[image: •]• I’m still hungry. How about an all-you-can-eat buffet?

[image: •]• Hmm, where do scared people go? Police station!

[image: •]• The dead are rising; a cemetery seems appropriate to continue my own personal horror movie.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Well, Shoot


[image: ___]

Tyberius moves back up to the glass, examining first his own filthy reflection and how he’s deteriorated over the weeks, then looking past himself to the zombies and how fit—healthy, even—his former coworkers look in their preternatural agelessness. It’s like they’re cadavers, cut up in some lab, their flesh open where wounded but without any red. No blood, no raised or swollen skin. The flesh is sallow, nearly porcelain.

He beats his chest and jumps at the ghouls, trying to assert dominance. They don’t flinch; just bite and mouth the glass. “God damn,” he says sourly.

The group starts off toward the gun store. “I’m gonna be like boom boom—” Hefty mime-shoots a shotgun “—Mutha Fucka!”

Deleon stews and grumbles, making calculations on his fingertips. Truth be told, you’re excited about the prospect of firearms. Attacking a zombie with a fire axe is cool and all, but it’s a little too up-close and personal for your likes. You’re musing over this, and how it reflects the evolution of warfare from personal conflicts to dehumanized enemies who can be obliterated in droves with a simple touch of a button, when suddenly you arrive.

The store sits right up against the trees, all marsh and forest behind it. Wilderness creeps forward toward the city at this boundary, green arms reaching out behind the building, but within the woods there is only silence. No animal or insect noises. No birds. Just the wind rustling through the leaves.

You cross the concrete savanna parking lot. The sign above the store reads, “MAILAR’S SPORTING GOODS.” Sims spreads his arms wide like he’ll hug the store, then spins back to the group, arms still raised, and declares, “Heaven on Earth, my friends. Heaven… on… Earth…”

“Take it slow,” Cooper says. “We don’t run. I know we’re happy; we’re getting guns. But we don’t know what’s in there. Game faces.”

“She’s right,” Deleon agrees.

“I know I’m right. We don’t have many weapons, so treat this like your first time.”

“So to speak,” Sims whispers, sotto voce.

“Let’s go. We’re not alone,” you say. A faraway zombie meanders toward the store.

The doors open with a ding! and you enter the main floor with silence, axe at the ready. The mechanism must be battery-operated; there’s no electricity. Yet it’s not dark inside. The multiple sky-lights illuminate the store; not fully lit, but it’s enough.

The group fans out at the entrance. You look around for any signs of life… or death. Tyberius finds a nearby bargain-bin of aluminum baseball bats and takes one out. He clinks the bat against the linoleum floor and everyone freezes; they stand in silence, waiting. He’s hoping to draw them out, you realize. No response.

“That doesn’t mean there’s not one in a back room. Take it slow. And keep an eye out for crawlers,” Cooper says.

Sims motions in the military style, with two fingers extended. “Guns are this way.” You all follow him through the outdoor apparel section. This is going to be just like Christmas! Past the clearance section. Guns, guns, guns, guns—guns! Past the sports equipment. Hopefully they have holsters and shoulder straps, so you can carry more. He leads you past everything, in fact. Perhaps they hide the firearms in the back so as not to frighten young children and hippies, or perhaps it’s like the milk in the grocery store: in the back, so you have to walk past everything else to get to what you came for. There is a lot of nice stuff here; it’ll be fun to root through after—“Drum-roll, please,” Sims says, interrupting your thoughts.

Around the corner to the firearms section…. The entire place is barren. No guns, nothing. Your stomach turns. Your vision tunnels. Once you breathe in again, you see the faces of those in your group have become sorrowful. This must be what you look like.

Sims is the first to speak, with just a simple, “Oh, no.”

“I was thinking it; I just didn’t want to jinx it,” Tyberius whispers.

“Then you shouldn’t have thought it!” Sims shouts.

“Oh, come on. We were all thinking it,” Deleon spits out. He’s obviously angry you didn’t go straight to the school. “Why the hell wouldn’t it be raided?”

Hefty scoops a box of bullets from the shelf and cradles it against his chest with one arm as if it were a sleeping kitten. With the other hand he opens the box, removes a bullet, and tosses it at Sims. “Bang.” Sims recoils and catches the thing as it bounces off his chest. Hefty tosses one more, “Bang.” And another—“Bang.” The bullets tink off the tiled floor.

“This is not my fault! You can all blow me.”

Suddenly you’re speaking. “Hey, hey, hey. All is not lost. There’s a lot of good stuff here.” Who appointed you group cheerleader? You’re not sure why, maybe it’s because you can’t have walked here for nothing—you just can’t have—but you need to make a lemonade gun out of these lemons. “That’s a nice bat, Ty.”

“You want it? Here.” He hands you the aluminum bat.

Cooper’s suddenly excited. “It’s true, we can re-supply. Camping food, survival gear. We’re not fucked yet. There’s new weapons here, maybe not guns, but still.”

“And everybody get a change of clothes,” you add.

Still in a state of shock, the group blindly follows the order and disperses into the store to search for gear. You walk the aisles with the fireman’s axe on one shoulder and the baseball bat on the other, watching as your cohorts pick out new weapons and clothes.

Deleon looks over a mountaineering pick-axe. Gives it a couple of quick, jerky swings and then thumbs over the tip to check sharpness. He picks out some new hiking clothes and boots. As he holds up the shirt and looks in a mirror, his wristwatch alarm goes off. He looks down to silence it, and when he looks back up, Cooper has materialized behind him. “Handsome.”

“Oh? Th-thanks.” He waits for her to leave, then skulks over to the bathroom, looking suspiciously over his shoulder as he enters. Presumably he’s going to try on the new clothes, but there’s something guilty about his grimace. Maybe it’s the hard-to-shake the feeling of shoplifting?

Guillermo is already in new clothes by the time you come across him. He puts a pocket-knife in his camping shirt, finds a shovel, and then gets a knife-sharpening kit. He starts sharpening the shovel. Damn, that guy is prepared for anything.

Hefty gives you the thumbs-up in a brand-new white-tee and jeans, essentially a clean version of what he was already wearing. He finds a giant machete and a compound hunting bow with quiver for his new weapon set.

Tyberius finishes putting on new clothes—all Underarmor-style tech gear. Finds a hockey stick and straps it across his back. Claims some two-and-a-half pound weights. Nearby, Hefty looks at the tiny dumbbells. Tyberius sees his smirk and says, “Go ahead, laugh it up.”

Sims finishes making a Molotov cocktail out of some camping lantern oil. He’s in new clothes already too. Surprise, surprise—hunter’s cammo. He’s smart enough not to have chosen orange; deer are color-blind, zombies are not. He tries out a slingshot, then gets the sharpening kit from Guillermo to sharpen a decorative sword.

Tyberius and Hefty watch. “Look at Douchery Dan over here,” Tyberius says. You can hear them snickering, but Sims cannot.

“It’s pronounced ‘d-bag’, the ‘ouche’ is silent,” Hefty replies.

Cooper has changed into sport-tech undergarments, but has covered them up with motorcycle gear. Tight, durable, light, and armored—not a bad idea. She looks even more badass than before, like she’d be the villain in the next Terminator movie. She holds a crowbar and slides it into a belt loop. She gets a length of rope and begins forging what can only be a homemade flail.

Now it’s your turn. First, it’s top-of-the-line hiking boots. Then you pick lightweight, breathable travel clothes. The kind that resist odor on the microbial level. Who knows when you’ll get to change again, so you’re going for something you could backpack through Europe in. You find some face wipes and take a bath in the things; it’s incredibly refreshing. You snag a headlamp, knowing it could come in handy soon. As for a weapon, the aluminum bat isn’t bad, so you’ll keep it, but what really catches your eye is a tactical tomahawk-style axe. The edge is razor sharp and the reverse side has a pike tip (much like Deleon’s ice pick) perfect for skull penetration. It’s much lighter than your dulled fireman’s axe, and the ergonomic grip begs you to swing it.

The ding! of the front door rings through the store, reverberating in your teeth like an alarm clock after a sleepless night. Any feeling of comfort and safety is now gone. You all look back at the entrance, but the door view is obscured by rows of tall shelves.

Like wraiths in the shadows, you all flow toward the door in a wide sweep, slowly placing each foot in front of the other until you’re in view of the door—and nothing’s there. Blazing daylight comes through the glass doors, but there’s no sign of whoever entered.

“What the hell?” Hefty breathes out.

You see something outside; a woman—a ghoul, to be sure. She approaches the door awkwardly, with a broken leg, and places a gnarled hand against the glass door. She sees you and mouths at the door, her tongue leaving a trail of slime across the glass like some great slug.

She pushes on the door, and though all she’d have to do is pull to open it, the pressure extends the edge far enough in to trigger the ding! once more. The woman looks up to the bell, curiously wondering if it’s something she can eat. The group lets out a collective sigh as the feeling of danger passes.

Then Cooper screams.

You all wheel about to see a zombie behind her, its hand full of hair and wrenching her head toward his mouth. Her neck is taught with resistance, but it’s an odd angle and the fiend is winning this game of tug-o-war. Guillermo’s closest to her and comes in with his razor-sharp shovel. For a moment, you think he’s going to behead her, but instead the shovel takes off the zombie’s hand at the forearm. She drops to the floor and an instant later, the zombie’s head snaps back. A hunting arrow protrudes from his forehead.

Hefty lowers his bow and blows across the front curve of it as if he’d just shot a rifle. The zombie falls to the floor and Cooper rises, the hand still holding tightly to her hair.

“That’s a good look for you, Coop,” Tyberius says.

She smiles at him sarcastically. “Sims, let me see your knife.” He complies and she cuts a chunk of her hair out to free the hand. She tosses it to the ground and returns the knife.

Another zombie slams against the glass door. “How did this one get in?” you ask.

“Got lucky,” Cooper replies. “Let’s not stick around to see if it happens again. Newbie, you and Sims go grab the Doc and let’s get out of here.”

Sims moves quickly and you follow closely, keeping an eye out for anything worth grabbing. Iodine tablets and a water purification kit? Yup. You make a note to come back to the hydration packs as well; ideally, you should each have one on.

“They found us; time to go, Doc,” Sims says as he pushes the bathroom door. It sticks and he has to put his weight against it. “Pants are on, doors are open!” he says as he shoulders his way through the barrier.

Lantern light illuminates the scene. Dr. Deleon is indeed caught with his pants down, but that’s not where his modesty lies. Around his legs are twin bandoliers holding vials of some bluish liquid. His cast is off and open and sitting on a baby-changing station with a syringe, an empty vial, and several notes with a pencil. Deleon tries to quickly cover his newly bare arm, but it’s too little too late.

There’s a hideous bite wound the cast was previously hiding. It looks like the nightmarish eye of an unspeakable evil. The center is thick like keloid scar tissue, and black with an orange discharge. The black color spreads out several inches away from the bite, through the veins, as if marking a path within.

Sims’ eyes grow wide with realization. “What the fuck is that?” But he already knows.

“Hold on, I can explain.”

“Outside.”

“Sims, listen to me—” Deleon starts to move toward him, but Sims pulls out his huge knife.

“Right now, motherfucker.”

Cooper uses a set of battery-operated clippers to buzz off her hair in its entirety, and the men watch in fascination. Her thick, black hair is no more. They look back as you approach and immediately the group knows something’s up by the way Sims escorts the doctor, knife drawn and pointed at Deleon. Guillermo sharpens his meat cleaver and looks up. Deleon gulps.

“What’s going on?” Cooper takes a step forward.

Hefty frowns. “Where’s the cast?”

“He’s bit,” Sims answers.

“Oh, Christ…” Tyberius says, “There’s always one in the bathroom.”

“No,” Deleon says firmly, desperately. “I’ve been bitten since long before I met you.”

Cooper raises an eyebrow. “But how? That was so long ago—how are you still… living?”

“I have a cure.”

The group confabulates in anger. They’re shouting their betrayal, and Deleon holds up his hands to calm them. He wants to explain. Bad move. All Guillermo sees is the bite wound and he chomps his teeth twice, then says, “Mordido!”

Guillermo jumps to his feet, cleaver raised, and charges at Deleon, who backs away, hands still raised. “Hold on, estoy bien! Medicina!” The doctor ducks into Guillermo, evading the cleaver but still taking the force of the chef’s tackle.

It’s a sight too familiar since the end of the world, that of two men wrestling on the ground while one’s trying to kill the other. Sims and Hefty get Guillermo off Deleon, then Tyberius helps the doctor to his feet. Guillermo paces around, ranting in Spanish about the crazy people he’s with.

Cooper is not pleased. “I knew there was a reason I wanted to kill you.”

“Why didn’t you tell us you have a cure? Why lie?” Tyberius looks legitimately hurt.

“Well… it’s not finished. But as long as I take this inoculation every three hours—I just need to find a lab to finish it—look, I tried to say stay away from me, but you guys wouldn’t—”

A loud thud and corresponding ding! reminds the group that the zombies are still outside. And now there’s a lot of them, all trying to press their way in. They’ll be in soon, that’s inevitable.

“We don’t have time for this,” Cooper says.

“I’ll be okay. I just need to get to a lab.”

She’s awash in thought. “How much of that stuff do you have left?”

The pounding and scratching from the doorway intensifies the need to act. “Enough for now,” he says.

The entire parking lot is filled up with meandering ghouls. It seems as though they don’t know what’s going on inside, but something has piqued their interest. “How do we get out of here?” you ask.

Sims brandishes his Molotov cocktail and says with a grin, “Problem solved. I throw this, distract them. Then we escape while they’re engulfed in hot flaming goodness.”

“Or there’s the service entrance,” Tyberius suggests. You follow his gaze and see a group of mountain bikes between here and there. So what’ll it be?

[image: •]• “Sims—light it up.”

[image: •]• “The bikes! Quick, silent and maneuverable.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Whatever


[image: ___]

“Just hurry up,” he says. “Andele, ariba!”

The doctor sits down at his computer, answering a few emails, but it’s obviously closing time and soon you’ll be ushered out. As would befit a janitor, you empty out his trash can and—hello, what’s this?—slide a pile of letters from the far corner of the desk into the wastebin.

And just in time too; Dr. Phoenix locks his computer, rises from the desk, and shoos you from his office. “All right, get. You’re done here, vaya con Dios.” You leave, idly mopping the floor in the hall outside while your employer locks up and exits with a mock salute and a curt, “Adios.”

Once he’s safely around the corner, it’s time to rummage through the trash: used courtside tickets, an empty hair-color box, several sodden green tea bags, a flattened tube of women’s anti-wrinkle cream, a pomegranate rind, a magazine for private jet owners, and a used condom. Gross.

Donning a pair of latex gloves from your utility cart, you move on to the letters. There’s a pitch from Kim Kardashian’s management team offering to do a Reality TV show based on Kim’s new life on Gilgazyme® in exchange for a free dose, an offer to some kind of hedonistic free love party at Brangelina’s house where Phoenix can bring the drug and have his way with either (or both) of them, a dozen companies’ announcements of the doctor’s approval for a new high-limit credit card, and a “requested materials” packet for more information on private island purchases.

Interesting, but this won’t help you with your goal. Where to next?

[image: •]• I’d like to keep rummaging: Next stop? Deleon’s office!

[image: •]• I’ve seen enough condoms for one day. Time to ratchet my search up to the next level: Rodent Testing!

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


What’s Cookin’?


[image: ___]

The kitchen has one of those doors on spring hinges, so that it swings open with the lightest push. It’s painted white to match the walls. With axe in hand, you shove the door open and back away, ready to strike if need be.

Like an Old West saloon, the door flaps open and closed several times. You don’t see anything from your position in the doorway but empty kitchen. The Hangman Zombie snarls at you with ferocious anger. He moves with more intensity than a mother would in defense of her child. No emotion a human possesses is stronger than the hungry will of the undead.

“What the fuck?” says a man from inside the kitchen. Says. Someone’s alive!

“Don’t shoot!” you say. “I’m alive!”

“Ain’t got a gun,” says another.

“Man, don’t say that,” the first says in a subdued yell. “What if they do?”

“I don’t,” you say, “Just an axe.”

The zombie is going nuts behind you. Pushing the door to the kitchen open with caution, you end the stalemate and meet the pair. Both are in their twenties and look like the ordeal has made them feral. The first is a handsome black man in tattered business casual. He wields a gigantic sledge hammer and has a police baton tucked in the waist of his slacks.

Taking you in as well, he says, “You must’ve set off that booby-trap. Guess it didn’t work too well.”

The other one is a white guy, thin as a rail, and clearly a redneck. Plain white-tee kind of guy. He holds a heavy length of pipe, about the size of a baseball bat. “Sweet axe; where’d you get it?” he asks with a southern drawl. You shrug, he nods; point taken.

“People call me Hefty. This here’s Tyberius,” he says. They’ve just finished packing up the pantry into trash bags.

Tyberius notices your eyes on the food. “You hungry?”

Before you can answer, a loud thud crashes in the room outside the kitchen. There’s little doubt as to what it could be. Tyberius and Hefty back away from the door, leaving you up front. You raise your weapon high.

The Hangman Zombie bursts into the kitchen, his length of rope dragging behind him. Crumbled bits of drywall—from when the ceiling gave way to his struggling—litters the floor like a trail of breadcrumbs. He growls, arms raised, and lunges toward you.

Tyberius and Hefty watch to see how you handle yourself. This is it! Kill… or be killed. As the zombie crests the top of the staircase, you swing your axe like a baseball bat, trying to cleave the ghoul’s head off.

It’s not that easy. Undead automaton or otherwise, decapitation is an art more than a science. Yes, terrorists do it all the time, but they’ve got a whole gang holding the victim in place, who’s otherwise paralyzed with fear. You, on the other hand, have got this frenetic hell-spawn intent on eating you, whose mania makes a speed-freak look like a cooing child.

Crack—the axe smashes against his shoulder. It’s hard to get a clean shot when he’s moving in for the kill, arms flailing and the like. Your blade, dull as it is, digs straight in to the bone, most likely fracturing it. Not that the Hangman Zombie cares.

He comes at you again, too close for you to pull back for another full swing, so you pop him in the face with the top of the axe. Nose broken, teeth cracked, and skin pulled back; still he comes for you. Again, you pop him in the face, this time shoving him away from reach.

In what can only be a reflex of falling backward, the zombie grasps the axe. Having shoved with a full arm-extension, your own hold on the weapon is tenuous at best. You lose it as he falls against the granite countertop and to the floor.

You look over at the two men in the kitchen. They both have their arms folded across their chests, staying away from you and the zombie. Tyberius waves you the “go ahead.” You look back at the ghoul, already rising from the floor, your axe hidden behind him and tangled in the spooling rope he once used to hang himself.

The rope! That gives you an idea. You pick up the anchor point of the far end, loop it into the garbage disposal and flip the switch. The whirring growl picks up; its snarl turns to a stressed grumble as the rope gets caught up in the disposal. The ghoul lurches back from the pull of the noose, still reaching for you desperately.

The disposal grunts with overexertion and burns out its motor with a terrible coughing fit, but the fiend before you remains trapped. You claim your axe from the floor and calmly bring it down atop his head like you’re splitting firewood. Brain and viscera slosh out upon the linoleum and the Hangman Zombie falls to the floor in a heap; undead no more.

Your audience of two looks at the pile of gore with you, nobody moving or speaking until Hefty clasps his hands together and says, “Whelp, who’s hungry?”

You look at him along with Tyberius, who cringes and says, “God damn.”

“What?” Hefty says. Then to you, “There’s a group of us, all gettin’ food. You could join for supper? I’m sure Cooper wouldn’t mind.”

[image: •]• “Who’s this Cooper?”

[image: •]• “You guys have been a huge help, but I’m a bit of a loner. Good luck to you.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


What’s Going Down?


[image: ___]

You round the corner of the hallway toward the stairwell and see exactly what you were expecting: the Hangman Zombie broke free of his anchor and has fallen to the floor. He’s buried in a collapse of the ceiling under debris, slabs of drywall, and white-powdered plaster.

Two men watch from the kitchen entrance, eyes fixated on the debris pile. Both are in their twenties and look like the ordeal has made them feral. The first is a handsome black man in tattered business casual. He wields a gigantic sledge hammer and has a police baton tucked in the waist of his slacks. The other one is white, thin as a rail, and clearly a redneck. Plain white-tee kind of guy. He holds a heavy length of pipe, about the size of a baseball bat.

Then the ghoul begins to rise from the rubble. Lucky you, he stands in your direction. And locks eyes. Hungry eyes. He moans and steps toward you, the rope of his noose snaking behind him like some great tendril of Medusa.

Now the two men have noticed you as well. It doesn’t seem as though they’re planning on helping. This is it! Kill… or be killed. As the zombie crests the top of the staircase, you swing your axe like a baseball bat, trying to cleave the ghoul’s head off.

It’s not that easy. Undead automaton or otherwise, decapitation is an art more than a science. Yes, terrorists do it all the time, but they’ve got a whole gang holding the victim in place, who’s otherwise paralyzed with fear. You, on the other hand, have got this frenetic hell-spawn intent on eating you, whose mania makes a speed-freak look like a cooing child.

Crack—the axe smashes against his shoulder. It’s hard to get a clean shot when he’s moving in for the kill, arms flailing and the like. Your blade, dull as it is, digs straight in to the bone, most likely fracturing it. Not that the Hangman Zombie cares.

He comes at you again, too close for you to pull back for another full swing, so you pop him in the face with the top of the axe. Nose broken, teeth cracked, and skin pulled back; still he comes for you. Again, you pop him in the face, this time shoving him away from reach.

In what can only be a reflex of falling backward, the zombie grasps the axe. Having shoved with a full arm-extension, your own hold on the weapon is tenuous at best. You lose it as he falls backward down the stairs.

He clatters in body-contorting twists and snaps, but he won’t mind. The two men step away from the ghoul and back toward the kitchen. You head down the stairs but see that you won’t be able to reclaim your axe until the zombie is dispatched because it rests beneath the already rising figure.

Trying to get some distance while you remove the hammer, you back away toward the rear porch exit, the one with the saw and the broken glass… As the zombie stands up, you get an idea! You rush over to the saw and flip it on. It whirs to life, humming with power.

The two men move toward you, watching the zombie converge on your location. You duck out from under the broken glass, then stand and position yourself just beyond the spinning saw blade.

“Let’s go, you bastard!” you scream. “Come and get some!”

Your undead pursuer complies, and comes straight for you, paying no mind to the saw blade. He’s a bit shorter than those he planned the trap for (wow, that’s ironic, huh? Using the guy’s own booby-trap on him!), so the saw’s teeth line up only to the tip of his nose.

In a final moment of clarity, you turn and press against the side of the house. And just in time too. These Gilgazyme ® zombies have no heartbeat, and therefore no blood pressure, so their fluids stay inert when you cut them open. But a whipping saw blade changes that. Gruesome viscera splashes across the lawn and patio as he presses his face through the serrated deathtrap.

Not five seconds after the body hits the floor, the saw powers down. You come around and see the two guys at the switch. One of them must’ve turned it off.

“This is some fucked-up shit, ya’ll,” the redneck says.

“God damn,” says the handsome one with a grimace.

“I’ll take that axe back,” you say, noticing the redneck holding it.

“Mighty fine weapon,” he says, looking it over. At length he hands it to you through the porch door. You take it, each of you careful to avoid the “spilled” zombie. “I’m Hefty, pleased to know ya.”

“Tyberius,” says the other.

“Was there any food in that kitchen?” you ask, all business.

“You’re hungry?” Tyberius asks, trying not to look at the gore between you.

Hefty nods. “There’s a group of us, all gettin’ food. You could join for supper? I’m sure Cooper wouldn’t mind.”

[image: •]• “Who’s this Cooper?”

[image: •]• “You guys have been a huge help, but I’m a bit of a loner. Good luck to you.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


What’s Reasonable?


[image: ___]

“Tyberius!” you shout. “You’re killing her!”

“Ty… Ty… please…” Cooper barely chokes out the words.

Welding Mask Zombie makes it to the top of the stairs. It comes right up to Tyberius, reaches out for him, and somehow this breaks the man’s catatonic state. He releases Cooper—she falls down to the floor and gasps for breath—and tackles the zombie down to the landing below.

Tyberius has the undead man pinned, and attacks him viciously, but the blows just glance off his welding mask. Other zombies begin to come up the stairs as the welding mask ghoul squirms beneath Tyberius. “Pull the rope!” he screams.

You grab the rope, but you don’t pull it. All you have to do is tug the rope and a dozen desks, cabinets, and chairs will collapse upon the landing and seal the stairs off—crushing Tyberius in the process. “You can still make it; let’s go!”

“Do it,” Cooper croaks from the ground, tenderly rubbing her neck.

“Pull the fucking release,” he says. Not a shout this time, but simply a demand. He stares hard at you.

[image: •]• “You don’t get to die now, you selfish bastard. Get up here!” Refuse.

[image: •]• “I’m… sorry.” Pull the release.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


What’s Up?


[image: ___]

Footprints to your left and the hangman zombie behind you, you quickly ascend the carpeted staircase. The ghoul on the noose thrashes and moans to get at you, so you don’t have much time; he’s calling others to your location. You hope the footprints leading to the kitchen aren’t fresh. If there’s a pair of zombies in there, it won’t be long before they’re headed your way. You notice a window at the top of the stairs; could be a possible exit.

There’s a kids’ room to the left. It’s small enough that you can see everything from the entry. Just a crib and some toys; nothing to interest you. All of it is in pristine condition, so it’s certainly possible that the kid made it out safely before the guy below decided to bungee-jump from the ceiling. Safe. What could possibly be safe in this world?

You continue down the hall, past a bathroom in the middle, trying not to look at wall portraits of the zombie downstairs and his family. The bedroom on the far end has been converted to a home office. There’s a drafting board; this guy was some kind of engineer. Explains the booby-trap.

The kitchen door opens downstairs and voices, human voices, sound from below. A loud thud crashes down there and one of them yells, “Oh, shit!”

[image: •]• Rush down and see what’s happening!

[image: •]• Hide until the commotion is over, then sneak out.

[image: •]• Jump out the window while you still can!

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


What’s Your Emergency?


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

As you approach the police station, you behold a glorious sight: throngs of unwashed humanity, all lined up at the front door, exposed, and demanding salvation. You’re here to deliver.

The people are a tinderbox waiting to riot, and your moan provides that spark. There are fallen immortals around the crowd; you weren’t the first to arrive. Evidently the mob was coherent enough to fight off the initial wave, but there were casualties. And the police show no sign of assisting these refugees, so each progressive wave takes a toll on the group psyche, moving them more toward desperation.

As if waiting for your cue, those who were bitten and “died” among these mortals now rise as gods and attack their former husbands, wives, children, friends; humans. Others from the pantheon join in and sweep out across the streets to attack. Your instinct was right: panicked people came to this police station and what could’ve been a formidable militia is now just penned-up cattle.

You make it to the crowd with your fellow flesh-eaters. Humanity’s first instinct is to press back, and you can actually hear the crush of those at the front of the line over the screams of the crowd. With the dumb “hands in front of my face” reaction prevalent, you get to eat a lot of hands and forearms.

Then gunshots erupt.

The crowd parts like the Red Sea (in more ways than one) and gives a clear view of police officers in riot gear, supplemented by National Guard troops. They lower their weapons from having fired them in the air and now shoulder them professionally.

“If you’re alive, get on the ground! We’re about to open fire!” orders the Chief of Police from his bullhorn.

With this command, the vast majority of the mob drops into a cowering ball onto the pavement. The Chief continues, “Open fire in three…” A lingering synapse wants to warn you of something. The feelings these people have are broken within you. It’s a vestigial fear, a severed emotional connection, but it’s not enough to get you to act.

“Two…” Instead, you continue chewing on the wrists of your victim, despite her attempts to fall to the ground.

“One—fire!” The police and soldiers open fire above the heads of the living and blast apart limbs and torsos of the immortal with automatic, burst-fire, and semi-automatic weapons. The few humans who were in too much shock to duck, now fall limply to the floor after some lead insistence. The woman you hold dances as the bullets ricochet within her ribcage.

Your torso is riddled with holes by the barrage, but none of the shots strike you in the head. You almost smile at the thought of how creepy you must look full of bullet wounds that don’t bleed. Your stomach and internal organs are a different story, however. Bodily functions may be on pause, but once your gut is punctured, the contents spill forth.

The woman you were eating falls dead from gunshots. No longer interested, you let her drop and move forward. Those firing all but drop the weapons to hip level. This is how worthless the attack proves. They don’t let off the trigger, and the damage is minimal.

But something catches your eye. Snipers have arrived on the roof. A red targeting reticule lasers in on your forehead. Your instincts were right about the number of people hoping to be rescued here, but they were off on the associated dangers with confronting a police station. The bullet in your brain confirms it.

THE END


Who is Angelica?


[image: ___]

She walks alone, quiet as ever. She stares at her gaudy candlestick, examining the engraving of the piece. It’s by no means an antique; this is the mass-produced kind you’d find at any upscale furnishing store. She probably paid too much for it.

“Angelica, right?” You sidle up alongside her, hoping to engage her in conversation.

Shaken from her thoughts, she replies, “I’m sorry, what was that?”

“I just thought you might want to talk to someone.”

“I don’t. You’re very sweet, though.”

You’re not thrown so easily. “Why don’t you tell me your story? You’ll find I’m a good listener.”

“My story? Same as everybody else’s. The world’s dead, and I’m just trying to get by.”

“But who were you back in the real world? Maybe it’s good to remember.”

She looks at you with incredulous eyes, then says flippantly, “I drank myself alone. You see, I had lost everyone before this whole thing happened, so there’s nothing to tell, I’m afraid.”

“How did you and Sims meet?”

“My, we’re a chatty one, aren’t we? I knew a few housewives who’d love to meet up with you for coffee.”

A loud crack opens in the air. You turn to see Cooper within an inch of Deleon’s face. She looks as much like she could kiss him as punch him. A broken handheld voice recorder lies on the ground next to them.

She whispers something to him, and you can’t hear it, but then intentionally loudly she says, “Why don’t you explain what we’re up against, if you’re such an expert?”

The whole group now waits on Deleon. “All right, good idea. Let’s see… I’m guessing you know that the head is the only weakness. All right, fine. You know they’re attracted to any commotion or human sounds and smells. Including their own moans, right?”

She whispers again. “I want to know how someone becomes one.”

“Well, a bite, even a small one will fester until the person eventually transforms. The gene-therapy is delivered essentially like a virus, meaning for all intents and purposes, this is a blood-born pathogen.”

Cooper finally looks intrigued. Deviously, she asks, “Really? So we should check people for bites?”

“After every skirmish, generally.”

“And there’s no hope once you’re bitten?”

“There will be. Once I finish my cure,” he smiles meekly.

A man screams out. You look back, just as Tyberius nearly gets yanked into a car. He screams as a zombie trapped in a seat belt tries to pull him in. “Get this fucking thing off me!” he shouts.

“All right, all right, pull back,” Hefty commands.

Tyberius pulls away the best he can and Hefty brings his length of pipe down on the ghoul’s arms over and over. The bones snap, but the grip holds. “Hold on.” Sims uses his ridiculous Rambo knife to cut Tyberius’ dress shirt in half from the back.

Tyberius manages to slip out and away from the car, his musculature on display in a wife-beater-style shirt.

“Kill it!” Angelica shouts, helpless with panic. Seatbelt Zombie moans.

“Hold it, Sims,” Tyberius says. “Hefty, do me a favor.”

“You got it.” Hefty stands at the back of the car. The zombie leans as far as it can, torso out of the car, growls, snarls, and moans at Hefty. Tyberius finds the giant sledge hammer he carried; as he claims it from the ground, its end scrapes the pavement. Sparks jump from the metal head.

“Kill it now!” Angelica shouts again.

Tyberius raises the weapon slowly and deliberately, then with an athletic fierceness, spins a three-sixty—ending with the zombie’s head caught between the car frame and the full weight of the hammer.

Another five zombies come out of nearby buildings. You’re surrounded. You axe one in the back, sending it towards Guillermo. Guillermo swings his meat cleaver and frying pan as if clapping them together; the zombie’s head caught in the center where they meet. The damage is disgusting.

Angelica and Deleon manage to knock a zombie down and beat it with candlestick and hammer, respectively. The other three ghouls move in. Cooper shouts for the first time: “Hit the pavement!”

You and Deleon look over toward her as the rest of the group dives to the ground. Cooper lets her length of motorcycle chain slide off her shoulder and it unravels to the concrete. She steps forward and begins to swing the chain. Finally, you and Deleon duck. With a whip-like motion, she connects the chain with a zombie’s skull, which gives off an incredible crack. The twice-dead zombie slumps to the ground. She takes out the other two with similar finesse.

The streets are silent now. The group rises from the ground. “We’re getting off the street for the night,” Cooper says. You realize the sun is setting.

“Where?” you ask. She points forward. You all look: a gothic Cathedral sits ahead—stark and menacing. The spires shoot up through the start of dusk, like the claws of some great beast.

“Looks cozy,” she replies.

[image: •]• Continue to the Cathedral.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Who’s the Boss?


[image: ___]

Your new friends escort you out of the house and into the streets. One of them gives some kind of code-whistle/bird call, then waits. Stillness on the afternoon air. Within thirty seconds, more survivors pour out of other houses, four of them in total, to round out the group to six.

One of them seems perturbed, a woman who walks up to you with purpose. “Who the hell is this?” she asks.

She’s probably in her early thirties, though it’s certainly possible the last few weeks have aged her. She’s dirty just like you, but she’s beautiful in a hard-as-nails sort of way. Black hair and blacker eyes. She wears an unbuttoned mechanic’s shirt with a fitted undershirt beneath. The embroidered nametag reads, “Cooper.”

She slaps a giant monkey wrench in the open palm of her hand whilst looking you up and down. “Ain’t got a tongue?”

You’re about to introduce yourself when Hefty speaks up. “Ty and I met the newbie when we was looking for food.” He points to you, “This here’s good people. You shoulda seen it, just obliterated this head-case, brains everywhere and—”

“Tyberius, you vouch?” Tyberius nods. She looks you over once again, judging your fitness. “Alright, you can travel with us, so long as you know I’m the boss. You’ve already met the twins. This here’s Jose.” She points to a man, most likely in his forties, who wears the stained whites of a kitchen worker from a hole-in-the wall restaurant. He’s Latino, short, plain, and has a calm countenance on his pockmarked face.

“Mucho gusto,” he says.

“And over there is Tyberius and Hefty.” Both are in their twenties and look like the ordeal has made them feral. The first is a handsome black man in tattered business casual. He wields a gigantic sledge hammer and has a police baton tucked in the waist of his slacks. The other one is a white guy, thin as a rail, and clearly a redneck. Plain white-tee kind of guy. He holds a heavy length of pipe about the size of a baseball bat.

“You can call me Cooper, and what I say goes. You got a problem with that?”

[image: •]• “No, Ma’am.”

[image: •]• “Actually, yeah. I’ll try my chances alone.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


With Friends Like These…


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

Remember those late nights over coffee talking about your Zombie Contingency Plan? Well, you don’t “remember” it per se, but you’re inexplicably headed to the house you all agreed to flee to anyway.

Odds are, they’ve had enough time to seal themselves in, but maybe you can tug on their heartstrings, appeal to their emotions so they’ll let you in, and then you can chew on their heartstrings. Your appearance hasn’t changed too much from a healthy human yet, and even the uninfected look strung out on stress and anxiety. So maybe, with any luck—

And then you’re at the house. Without even realizing it, you arrive. You pound lightly on the door. Eyes appear through the cracks in the boarded windows. Exciting!

“Holy shit, look who it is!” your best friend says. Other eyes arrive, each with their own cursed proclamation at your arrival. They call your name. You look their way and slap your palm against the window. They mistake your interest as recognition and your excitement for desperation.

They let you in.

All smiles and open arms, except for one. You know that friend who’s part of the group even though they don’t really belong? No one knows who invited them, or who even met them first, but here they are. That’s the friend who sees through you, and that’s the friend you bite. You never liked that tagalong anyway.

Now the cursing really starts. A baseball bat cracks against your ribcage, most likely fracturing one or two ribs and successfully pushing you off your prey. The one who swung it? Your next-closest friend—the third wheel who always joined in with you and your best bud on outings. The ensuing strike comes at your head, shattering your jaw.

Did you know you can still bite with a shattered jaw? Without pain receptors, there are limits your body can reach that you’d never have thought possible—back when you had the capacity for such thought. You show your friends just how well you can operate with a shattered jaw and clench down on that third wheel.

“Hey, asshole!” screams your aggressive friend. The gregarious one, with the boisterous laugh, the one who’s an overwhelming drunk. You look back just as they slam the bolt-action home on a rifle. Oh, yeah, that’s why you guys chose this house: it’s the one with all the guns.

Your brain splashes across the back of the room before the kaboom registers in everyone’s ears. Wasn’t that grandpa’s big-game rifle? Still works great—don’t make ‘em like they used to.

Yet your legacy will live on. You’ve infected two of your friends, and before the end of the night, they’ll rise again to finish what you started.

THE END


Women and Children First


[image: ___]

Just like the airplane safety videos: please kill your own zombie before killing infants or children or the disabled. She’s the bigger threat, so you go for her. As the four-armed, two-mouthed beastie comes at you, you set your stance, digging the soles of your shoes into the pavement. You raise your arms high, looking like a great swordsman to any who might be watching; ready to strike at the start of a duel.

You chop down at the mother, aiming for the center of her forehead. An inexperienced killer, you’re all nerves and sinew. Like a lathe, your axe skims across her forehead, jarring her head back and breaking her neck in a sickening crack. She reels back, almost falls, but catches her balance and comes at you again.

You chop once more, but this time it’s more of a down motion than it is a forward strike. Her head creaks like an egg against a mixing bowl and when you pull your axe out of her skull, the body slumps toward you.

You fall back, trying to stay away from her, but the maneuver is awkward and you both fall down together. Before you can do anything, the infant is out of its carrier and suckling against your breast. A preferable surrogate. You scream out as you feel hell’s leech latch down upon you, and you shake in search of freedom, but freedom doesn’t come.

Deleon is over to you, his lab coat spittled with blood, and rips the unwholesome thing off. He slams the creature against the pavement, his hands on the little legs and beating the fiend against the ground like a toddler taking out a tantrum on a porcelain doll.

You stand and step away from the violence. You check yourself for blood and wounds, but there are none. A red ring where it had attached itself will leave a nasty hickey. Then you understand—the little bastard was toothless. It just gummed at you… with a surprising force and pressure, but you’ll be all right.

You laugh. You can’t help it; it seems inappropriate, but you laugh. You’re not bitten! There was no fluid transfer, so there is no infection. You show the red ring to Deleon, who laughs as well.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” he says with a large grin and a slow shake of his head. As if at a loss for how to proceed, he shakes your hand. “C’mon, it’s just up ahead.”

*     *     *

This particular station hasn’t exploded… yet, though there are plenty of drugstores that are not so lucky. Maybe it’s because of the “Sorry, No Gas” signs up on the pumps, or because it’s too close to the heart of the city—anyone who wanted to evacuate probably planned on filling up on the way out. Still, it’s eerie to see such a popular locale with no patrons.

You go up to the front door, looking in through the glass façade. As evidenced from the orderly shelves within, you see that people have yet to loot the road-trip snacks and caffeine-laden drinks. They may not be the most nutritious diet, but they’re high in calories and chock-full of preservatives, so they’ll do while you’re on the move.

Ready to be over and done with it, your bring your axe down into the glass.

“Wait!” Deleon yells.

Too late. The glass crashes open under the power of the axe blade. You look back to the doctor.

“There could’ve been an alarm,” he says, looking at the destruction. “Or…” He approaches the door and pulls it open; it was unlocked. The familiar convenience store ding sounds as Deleon turns to you with brow raised. Guess that works too.

The two of you step into the dark store and immediately notice that people have indeed been here. Some food and drinks are missing, though the looters were kind enough to leave some for you.

“Oh, no,” Deleon mutters. You follow his gaze. The door to the pharmacy in the back is open; through the portal you see that a car has smashed its way in. Deleon heads back there, frantically looking for what he needs, stepping over downed cinderblocks and debris.

“Well?”

“Raided,” he says, throwing an empty box to the ground. “This won’t work at all. We’ve got to get moving—hospital or supermarket?”

[image: •]• “Hospital. The supermarket’s probably been raided already.”

[image: •]• “Supermarket. Hospitals scare me; especially when the sick try to eat you.”

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Yacht Club


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

Who doesn’t like a booze cruise? It’s even better when it’s on a floating multi-million-dollar luxury home. There’re no party crashers; everyone here is special—and in an effort to stay that way, most suck up to you pretty hard.

You’re in your private room, which you’ve been in while the guests arrived. It’s been six hours since you took the Gilgazyme ® and soon it’ll be time for your grand entrance. People will toast in your honor, and when they say, “May you live a thousand years!” it will actually be possible.

Still, despite your floating castle filled by people specifically here to make you feel good, you experience no joy. In fact, you don’t feel anything. You’re not excited by this party, but you’re not dreading it. You’re not happy to be immortal, but you’re not regretful either. You’re in the perfect doldrums of emotion. It’s almost like you’ve found some sort of Zen enlightenment where you’ve transcended all human feeling. There is nothing in the world that you want.

Then Stacy quietly opens the door, so as not to disturb your meditations. But she brings with her something sweet and potent: you can feel life flowing through the doorway with her. Now you know what you want, and now that you know it, you’ll never be able to find enough of it.

“We’re ready for you,” she says.

You turn toward her and she must see the hunger in your eyes—you can see it inversely reflected by the concern in her own. But ever your loyal assistant, she ignores her instincts as you move in toward her.

“Is everything okay?” she asks, her voice quivering.

It is now. You lunge the final step toward her, biting down firmly on her neck, your teeth sinking into the softest part of her flesh and freeing that life blood you so desperately crave. She gives you one final act of assistance, and screams out. Thus bringing the other guests right to you.

When they arrive, you drop Stacy. You want more, and you want it fresh. Brad, never able to hold an opinion of his own, now has no opinion over whether he should run or fight. So you give him a piece of your mind by taking a piece of his.

As for Stacy, she’s down but not for good. Your Gilgazyme ® works within her now, and in only a matter of hours, she’ll rise again. Don’t let it be said you never gave her anything.

Word spreads across your yacht that you’ve lost your mind. You walk calmly through your domain, playing the best game of hide-‘n’-seek ever conceived. Olly-olly-oxen-feed! You couldn’t ask for better rules: as soon as you find someone, you bite them, they scream, someone comes to defend them, and then you bite that person too.

Tony smashes a bottle of your finest champagne over your head, as if christening you, and you latch onto him for his trouble. You continue on, having the time of your afterlife, and soon make it above-decks. People flee and jump over the sides, which you think is a grand idea, and you follow them right overboard.

Unfortunately, you can no longer swim; so you sink. Fortunately, it doesn’t matter, since you no longer breathe. So you walk along the bottom, looking up and following the kicking legs toward shore. As the seabed rises to become beach, you’ll meet again.

In only a couple of hours, those you shared the gift of immortality with will rise from home base, and switch from hide-‘n’-seek to join your team in a worldwide game of tag. But why wait? No need to cover your eyes and count; the other team is already running and hiding.

Land’s up ahead.

[image: •]• Better get walking.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


You Always Need Rope


[image: ___]

“This dolly might help,” the engineer says, indicating a wheeled cart, large and flat. Lucas nods his thanks and clears the sound equipment off it.

With a fresh clip loaded in your shotgun—what is that, number three?—you prepare to head out. Lucas agreed to go for the water jugs while Rosie escorts the engineer. You take the lead, while Lucas trails in the rear with the dolly.

There are a few undead already in the hall, but nothing a depress of the trigger on your AA-12 can’t handle. You teleport their faces down the hall with a loud boom. It’s quick work, and you make it to the entrance with ease.

Lucas peels off to get the water jugs, but Rosie and the engineer tuck in tight behind you for cover. You rush out, blasting away at the crowd that’s gathered, and run toward the jeep. Eastwood remotely controls the CROWS system, systematically destroying any zombie that comes within its range. Using the machine gun as cover, you reload your shotgun.

Then you take the rope and run.

[image: •]• Meet up with everybody by the tower.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Your Call


[image: ___]

You’re hiking again. Lucas complied with your choice, but you can tell he’s unsettled as to if it was the right one to make. You start to make small talk, but he interrupts, “Pardon the request, but I need some time with my thoughts.” You shrug; fair enough.

You hike on, burning calories and daylight. It’s quiet and serene, this picturesque landscape, and yet you cannot get the ghouls from your mind. The dead and dying leaves serve as ubiquitous reminders of the moribund world in which you live.

Then a more ghastly sight infects the environment: A zombie, tangled in a heap of barbed wire, crawls across the forest floor. His torso is disconnected and he paws at the earth, inching forward at a snail’s pace. Trailing behind him is a thirty-foot-long mottle of barbed wire—at the end of which his legs are dragging in the mess. You surmise he got stuck in a farmer’s fence and struggled until he’d cut himself in two. It’s amazing he’s able to make any progress, what with the mass he pulls along.

Though, to be fair, he has help. Two other zombies, one male and one female, walk with him, each tangled in the web as well. Lucas skins his katana.

“This,” he says, “Is black and white. There’s no help but release for these. Come on.” He runs down the hillside toward the undead.

[image: •]• Join him.

[image: •]• Let him do his own thing.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


You’re Fired


[image: ___]

Oops. Caught red-handed.

“You’ve got to be kidding me, right? I’m standing right here,” he says. “Stay where you are; I’m calling security.”

Didn’t really think this one through, did you? So much for infiltrating the company. Oh, well, back to your normal life.

[image: •]• Pack up your things and leave.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


You’re Really Sick


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

Well, you’re obviously a lazy zombie, so you go for the closest easy prey. As it turns out, it’s some kind of YMCA or Big Brothers/Sisters program headquarters. You know the after-school types. From the looks of things, many parents were unable or unwilling to come and claim their child after all hell broke loose.

As a group of gods and goddesses feed upon the adult chaperone, you know there’ll be plenty of unattended morsels ripe for the taking. You shamble past the gorging immortals into the courtyard beyond.

Small eyes look up toward you, doughy faces reddish-pink with tears, like fresh, plump strawberries. Juicy. You shamble toward the bunch, and they flee, like so many games once played with laughter on this very ground. The screams tickle and titillate your senses.

This is fun. Some of these kids are quick, but lucky for you, most aren’t. There was an epidemic before yours—childhood obesity—and now you reap the benefits of the fatted calf. One particular chunky-monkey stands out; he’s out of breath just thinking of fleeing.

Your immortal dodder is faster than his waddle. He’s so out of shape that you catch him only by shambling. Someone call the mothers against bullying, this just isn’t fair.

You feast. The virginal muscle tissue, never used, is sweet and tender. You want to thank his parents for using the TV as a babysitter and a bag of potato chips as a pacifier. He’s a veal cutlet.

The children chum the waters with their screams. Soon, every interminable being within four city blocks arrives. You get frantic; better move on to more before they’re all gone!

Alas, soon they are. Nothing lasts forever… except you. Where to next?

[image: •]• There’s a pawnshop across the street; maybe I can help these humans trade in their old life for the new.

[image: •]• Corner grocery. When hunting, hang out where your food feeds.

[image: •]• Follow the cars—you may be the tortoise, but the hare is bound to run out of gas sooner or later.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


You’re Right


[image: ___]

“You know, I was just thinking the same thing. Not enough people appreciate the need to live it up,” Phoenix says. “On the eve of our triumph, Deleon’s off running more calculations. The thing works! Soon, the whole world will know it, and we’ll be the two richest guys on the planet—forever!”

He looks you up and down, as if formulating some decision. His eyes squint at you and you wonder what could be going through his mind. At length, he grins. Then it becomes a playboy’s smile.

“I like your style, Janitor. Nobody else gets me here. I was thinking about having some girls up to my place, throwing a real party in style. Why don’t you join me? Strictly as friends, of course. Though, who knows, get enough cocaine in me and I may change my mind—if that’s what you’re into. What do you say, want to see somebody stop aging for the first time in history?”

[image: •]• “Count me in!” This could be exactly your way inside the Company.

[image: •]• “Sorry, I value my job as a janitor too much to fraternize with the boss. I mean, in this economy, you know?” Wait until he leaves, then go check out Deleon’s office.

[image: •]• “Sorry, I value my job as a janitor too much to fraternize with the boss. I mean, in this economy, you know?” Wait until he leaves, then go check out Rodent Testing.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


You’re Sick


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

Better go to the hospital, right? The place is categorical pandemonium, and you’re here to help. The morgue completely rose, the mental ward went mental, and the ER declared a state of emergency. But be careful, there’s bound to be security in here somewhere, and they pack a sidearm full of brain kryptonite—bullets.

You moan. You can’t help it. It’s like humming when you’re happy, and you’re practically pulsating with excitement. Other gods and goddesses touched by the divine hand of Gilgazyme ® roam the halls. Some were brought here, while others were drawn, like you.

Throngs of humans arrive with every passing minute. A paltry few hope for a cure for loved ones; more are trying to rescue those already interned within. Either group is certainly doomed.

A doctor chases after a nurse, his bloody teeth champing from behind a torn surgical mask. She flees into the crowd forming in the halls; close enough for you to see, but far-off enough that it’s a missed opportunity. Then your chance arrives: Meals on Wheels. A wheelchair-bound human pushes his way through the hall with manic terror. Being one who doesn’t discriminate on handicap, you follow him.

A corpse picked clean serves as enough of a speed-bump, stopping your prey in his tracks. And oh, sweet day! He’s unarmed. If that weren’t convenient enough, he’s seated at a perfect height for you to dig right into his neck. Seriously, neck meat is the best.

Well, that was delicious; what’s next?

[image: •]• Umm, this bone has just begun to get gnarled on. Keep looking in the hospital!

[image: •]• The crowd is too thick; why not see what’s going on outside? You could valet in the parking lot.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


Yum, Hippies


[image: ___]

[image: Blood Glyph]

These people are organic, free-range fed, hormone and antibiotic free. In short, delicious and nutritious. They’re unwashed, but you don’t mind. How the hell has a peaceful commune survived this long? Don’t ask. Never look a gift horse in the mouth; just eat it.

So with arms spread wide, a man with dirty blond dreadlocks and hemp clothing greets you. “Hello, friend!” quickly turns into, “Get it the hell off!”

The great thing about pacifists is that no one tries to fight back. You get the unaware first, the infirm second, and the stoned out of their minds last. A few run away, but they’ll find an equally hospitable welcome by your fellow immortals before they get too far.

You’ll certainly never get this lucky again. The rest of humanity will be locked up tight if they’re not already dead. You’d better start looking for them.

[image: •]• Get to wandering.

[image: ___]

MAKE YOUR CHOICE


THE END


[image: ___]

Okay, so you died. Don’t beat yourself up over it, 95% of everyone die during the zombie apocalypse. That’s why it’s called an apocalypse. If everyone lived, it’d be called a “zombiepalooza.”

Luckily for you, this is a book, and you can keep trying. Remember what the last chapter was called? Click it below. Don’t remember? Pay more attention next time and click here to start over.
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Head for the Hills!

Hello, Mr. Scientist

He Wasn’t Bluffing

Hiding Out with Dr. Apocalypse

High School Reunion

Hold Your Ground

Homebody

How High…

How Incredibly Pedestrian

Humane

Humanity’s Last Hope

Hunker Down

If You Play with Fire

If You Say So

Into the Hornet’s Nest

Into the Light

In Vain

Iron Will

It Favors the Bold

It’s Him or You

It’s the End of the World as We Know It

It’s You or Him

Journey to the Underworld

Just a Peek

Just In Time

Just Picking a Few Things Up

Keep Waiting

Killed With Kindness

Lady Killer

The Last Supper

Leap of Faith

Les Toilets

Let me Axe You a Question

Life Attic

Lighten the Load

Like a Raging Bull

Like MacGyver

Listen to Ackbar

Lock, Stock and Barrel

Lone Wolf

The Long Slog

Lost Vegas

Machiavellian

Many Moons…

The Marshes

Mayday, Mayday, Mayday

Mexican Food

Moan, Sweet Moan

The Morning After

My, What a View

The Nachtmare

Nice Jugs

Nice Try

Night of the Living Swamp

Night School

Nobody Puts Baby Out of Her Misery

No Light at the End

No Loitering

No More Orders

Nothing In or Out

Not Interested

Not Without a Fight

Of Rats and Men

On a Mission

On a Spree

One Less Zombie

Only Fools Rush In

Oscar Mike

Out of Time

Pack Mentality

Pain

Parting is Such Sweet, Tasty Sorrow

Pawn Ranger

Pharmaceuticals

Phoenix’s Office

Playing Koi

Poker Face

Posthistoric Mankind

The Power is Yours

Practice Like You Play

Psycho

Rats!

Receiving Line

Red-Light Special

Regression

Regrouped

Remnants

Rescue Me

The Resemblance is Uncanny

Return Triumphant

The Road to Compromise

The Road Less Traveled

The Road Oft-Traveled

Rough Landing

Safe and Secure

Safety in Numbers

Saint Mary’s

School’s in Session

Sealed In

Search

Self-Fulfilling Prophesy

She’s Dead

She’s the Boss

Showdown

Shuffled Off This Immortal Coil

Shut the Front Door

Sickly Green Acres

The Sidekick

Slug It Out

The Social Elite

So Full You Could Burst

Staff Offices

Stairway to Hell

Stand and Fight

Strawberry Fields… Forever

Swamp Things

Sweat Generator

Sweet Relief

Taking Inventory

Taking It to the Streets

Team Cooper

Team Lucas

Team Rosie

Terminal Velocity

There is No Try

There Was a Firefight

There Will Be Blood

They Tell No Tales

This Isn’t According to Plan

Three Weeks Later…

To the Rescue!

To Sleep, Perchance to Dream

Tower of Terror

Under Control

Underneath It All

Understanding Sims and Guillermo

Undeterred

Unlocked

The Un-Necropolis

Un-Undead

Upstairs

Urbane Decay

Voyeur

Wait for Rescue

The Wanderer

Welcome to the Company

Welcome to Salvation

Welcome to Z-Mart

Well, Shoot

Whatever

What’s Cookin’?

What’s Going Down?

What’s Reasonable?

What’s Up?

What’s Your Emergency?

Who is Angelica?

Who’s the Boss?

With Friends Like These…

Women and Children First

Yacht Club

You Always Need Rope

Your Call

You’re Fired

You’re Really Sick

You’re Right

You’re Sick

Yum, Hippies


MURDERED
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You’re in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, in the days before Carnaval. You’ve only just arrived, less than three hours ago, but any travel weariness is replaced by the rush of Rio nightlife. You’re here on vacation with friends, ready for The Biggest Party on Earth, but right now you’re alone.

It might still be four days until the giant flotillas re-imagined as hummingbirds or jaguars parade down the street, covered in exotic, scantily-clad dancers like an infestation of glamorous fleas. It might be less than a week until the party really begins, but right now you can’t tell the difference. If this is merely part of the pre-festivities, this raucous, impromptu street party, you can scarcely imagine the pandemonium of full-blown Carnaval.

In four days, the whole country will cut loose, but already the streets are packed with singing and dancing crowds, like a cultural flashmob unconcerned with cameras or irony. They’re here for the samba and for the caipirinha—sugarcane liquor with lime and more sugar. You’ve had some already, but thankfully, you’re far from drunk. Otherwise you might not be concerned that the crowd has swept you up in their current and dragged you away from your friends.

There’s not a familiar face in sight.

In fact, all you see are Brazilians. Either gaunt, hard-workers, temporarily enraptured by the glee of Carnaval; or those who live for the party and so tonight is simply another Monday. Black descendants of former slaves freed into lives of poverty and revelers with Portuguese heritage mixed with a flourish of native Amazonian tribesmen—their traditions now intermingled into one novel culture.

You snap a picture—the scene is amazing. Still, you look around for your friends, scanning each face, and appearing very much like the hopelessly lost tourist that you are. Maybe for the rest of the week you should tie a rope around the lot of you; anchor yourself together as if you were summiting Mt. Everest.

Now the avalanche of humanity takes you further down the street, the relentless drumbeats threatening to set you dancing. You seek shelter in an alleyway, catching your breath, wiping sweat off your brow, and taking a moment to get your bearings. The ground in the alley is typical of these concrete passages, speckled with black tar-patches of gum and other residue, and cracks in the pavement sealed with collective detritus. A bird’s nest of telephone and electrical wires hangs overhead, nearly within reach. It’s much cooler here in the alley, away from the pulsing heat emitted from the dancers in the street proper. The alley walls are claustrophobically close, and stretch way down around the corner; they’re red brick, lacquered with teal green everywhere an arm could reach. Your camera rises as a reflex action; you take a picture.

In the preview on the LCD screen, you notice there’s the beginning of a graffiti mural sticking out from the adjoining alley. You peek around the corner to see the full image. It’s an angel, larger than life and in stunning detail. His hair is long and his face is placid, much like a beardless Christ. Yet this is a dark angel; his wings, not feathered, are formed from two AK-47 machine guns divided in broad symmetry. Two snakes wrap around his legs, originating from behind his ankles and enveloping his lower half like the caduceus, their heads biting his wrists and spreading his arms. A nuclear mushroom cloud which serves as his halo bursts forth from behind his flowing mane. In stylized calligraphy, the caption above reads, “Vou testemunhar.”

Just as the shutter clicks on your camera, a wooden slam from behind injects you with a shot of adrenaline. You turn and, seeing only a door flapping loosely in the cross-breeze, let out a sigh of relief. But as the door swings wide once more, you find your spine tingling.

There’s someone lying there, recumbent on the floor. Another tourist, passed out from too much caipirinha, perhaps? The opening to the doorway glimmers crimson under the streetlights.

As you step forward, your unease gives way to a newfound terror—there’s blood, and lots of it. You lean inside the porthole and snap a picture of the room, just to be certain.

From your vantage point in the doorway, a woman’s shoe is illuminated, and a pale foot with painted toenails; that’s all you can see from this angle. Trembling, you step forward into the dark recesses of the room, careful not to tread in the blood. You want to call out, to ask if she’s okay, but right now concentrating on your breathing is the only thing fending off all-out panic.

And so you move forward in silence, teeth gritted and heart pounding. She’s not okay, you soon discover, not okay at all. More blood is spattered on the wall behind her. She is lying on the floor, facing away from the door, her blood pooled in a greater quantity than you realized was inside a human body.

When you come around in front of her, you see that her face has completely caved in under the force of some great trauma. You cover your mouth in horror at her injuries and quickly turn away.

Atop a large crate opposite the woman rests a snub-nosed, blue-metal revolver and a note that reads:

“PICK ME UP.”

[image: •]• Pick up the gun.

[image: •]• Leave it.
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MAKE YOUR CHOICE
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