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They call me Long Pork.

I wish they wouldn’t since my name is Jason Stanford and I really prefer to be called Jace. But, hey, you can’t pick your shitty nicknames, can ya?

Do you know why my nickname is shitty? To answer that, let me ask another question.

Do you know what long pork is? Human meat, man. Yep. My nickname is a cannibal entree.

Awesome.

You know what else is awesome? The fact that a few dozen fucking cannies are chasing my family and me right now as they scream, “LOOOOOOOOONNNNGGGGGG POOOOORRRRRRRRRK!”

Uber awesome.

Now, let me expand on that uber awesome uber more and explain the whole uber situation:

We are escaping the hellish nightmare of a cannibal compound in an old, open top, Ford Bronco. Like one of the big ones. All roll cage and loud muffler and shit.

In the back of the Bronco are my wife, Stella, and fourteen year old daughter, Greta. Notice I said “back” and not “backseat”? Yeah, there’s no backseat. The cannies ripped it out so they can stand in the back of the Bronco and whoop and holler as they chase down their prey. How very post-apocalyptically clichéd. They also need the room for the bodies once they catch their prey. Gross, but efficient.

We are lucky even to be in this Bronco. It’s not like we had a complicated plan to get away.  All I can say is there were pink bracelets involved. It all sort of happened at once and then there we were on the fucking road again, running for our lives. Again.

I’m not complaining, mind you. I’m very happy to have this Bronco, because now we can get the holy fuck away from the crazy cannies and keep our skin intact. Seriously. We want our skin to stay on our bodies. Unfortunately, as I was told only moments before escaping, that wasn’t part of the canny master plan. Their boss was going to have his crew full on exfoliate me down to the bone. I’m sure they were going to do the same to my family. Why wouldn’t they? Pretty sure cannies are equal opportunity skinners.

Okay, so you know who is in the back (recap: Stella and Greta). Up front is where I’m sitting with my seventeen year old son, Charlie. I’m driving and he’s shifting. Why? Because Charlie’s still pretty messed up from getting a hunk of helicopter to the chest and doesn’t have the strength to drive the way we need to. Plus, he took a hard knock to the head only a day before by a canny with a steel rod. Oh, and I have no right arm and can’t shift. So there’s that.

I’m driving, as in steering and controlling the gas pedal, brake, and clutch. Charlie moves the stick when I tell him to. It is far from an ideal situation, but you make do when you have two pickup trucks filled with cannies on your ass.

“Jace!” Stella screams. “We can’t outrun them! Look at the gas gauge!”

I glance down, just after swerving around the burnt out husk of an old VW beetle, and see the gas tank needle aiming towards empty. Not that it’s actually “gasoline” in the Bronco. Probably diesel since that’s easier to make and it keeps longer. We’ve found out the hard way what old, bad gasoline does to an engine. Biodiesel is the fuel of the future, folks! Buy stock!

“Then I’ll have to outdrive them!” I yell back at Stella as she and Greta hang on for their lives. “Downshift to second!”

I hit the clutch and let off the gas as Charlie shifts the stick into second. It gives me the control and grab I need to take a hard left and get us off the main road from Canny Town. Not that it’s actually called Canny Town, I just came up with the name. Making up stupid names is a good way to pass the time and keep from pissing myself.

So, hard left turn and we are off the main road and zipping through a side street that used to be some residential neighborhood. I actually have no idea where we are, other than between Knoxville and Nashville, Tennessee, so I can’t say much about the residential neighborhood other than if they have an HOA then somebody needs to hand out citations for the lack of lawn maintenance. Nothing but weeds, man! That wouldn’t fly in Whispering Pines, I can tell you that.

Ah, yes, good ol’ Whispering Pines.

That was the subdivision we lived in when the zombie apocalypse hit. Turned out not to be such a bad place to hole up in when a few thousand zombies come looking for a snack. 

With the other residents of Whispering Pines (by other residents, I mean those that lived past the first couple weeks of zombie hell), we fortified the whole subdivision with razor wire and trenches. We even built a huge gate across the front to keep the Zs out...as well as other less than savory elements that wanted to take our shit and kill our families during the apocalypse.

The Homeowners’ Association (HOA) was run by Brenda Kelly before it all went to ten kinds of hell. Long story short: bad guys kept showing up and our little slice of Americana turned into a scorched nightmare and then a radioactive wasteland. And Brenda Kelly died...but she was an evil bitch and kinda deserved it. Okay, that’s not 100% accurate- she totally deserved to die, no kinda about it.

That little slice of Americana I mentioned was called Asheville, North Carolina. Tucked away in the Blue Ridge Mountains, Asheville was known for being a vacation destination pre-Z. Post-Z? Not so much. Unless you were an egomaniacal madman or zombie herd. They were totally about hitting Asheville for the weekend to kill all the living folk. Fucking tourists.

We tried to rebuild, but outside elements weren’t too keen on that idea and kept getting all, “We have big guns and helicopters! Bang bang! Pew pew! KABOOM!” and shit. The last straw was when a dirty bomb went off -that means a shit ton of explosives wrapped around spent uranium- and tainted the entire area. 

We had to hightail it out of there right quick.

Who is we?

Well, after Knoxville, I’m not so sure anymore.

I’ve mentioned Stella and the kids, but there were also a bunch of other survivors.

James “Don’t Call me Jimmy” Stuart was with us. Retired Gunnery Sergeant in the Marines, Stuart is (was?) my best friend and has saved my ass more times than I’d like to say. He’ll be happy to say them, if you ask. He likes talking about my fuck ups. Stuart was head of our defenses at Whispering Pines, but now (maybe?) he’s just head of ass kicking.

Melissa Billings was in charge of our supply scavengers. Her crew would venture outside the safety of Whispering Pines (ha!) and get us what we needed. Or at least try to.

Her brothers -Buzz, Gunga, Toad, Pup, Porky and Scoot- were with us as well when we left Asheville. They made it through Knoxville, but then I lost track of them after the canny ambush. Except for Scoot. I know what happened to Scoot...

There was also Medical Sergeant Alex “Reaper” Stillwater and Weapons Sergeant Sammy “John” Baptiste from the Special Forces Team ODA Cobra. At one point, there were more of them, but like with most folks that end up hanging around me for any period of time, they bit it. At least we have Reaper and John with us. Or did. No clue where those two went. I lost track when we hit the first wave of ambushy fun.

Lourdes Torres. She is in charge of the PCs (private military contractors) that came down to take over our fair city of Asheville with the impostor POTUS Mondello. Mondello didn’t turn out to be the sanest of leaders and ended up kinda dead, which is how I lost my right arm. Long, painful story. Anyhoo, Lourdes signed on to help us out, and lost a shit ton of her people doing it, but none of that matters since I don’t know where she is or where her people are. 

Kinda wish I did since they have all the guns. More awesome.

Who am I leaving out?

Dr. Laura McCormick. Used to be a proctologist pre-Z, but (see what I did there?) specialties are irrelevant in the zombie apocalypse.

Critter. Good, old Critter. He’s Melissa’s and the Fitzpatrick boys’ uncle. Brother to their late father, Hollis “Big Daddy” Fitzpatrick. While he’s a good guy, let’s just say that Critter’s moral and ethical lines are blurred a little more than most of ours. But the guy has had my back a few times, so I’ll always count him in the ally column. 

There is a ton more people that I have no clue as to their whereabouts, but the one I’m thinking of the most is Elsbeth.

Carly Michelle Thornberg in a previous life -one that ended up fucked all to hell even pre-Z- Elsbeth became Elsbeth when she was taken captive by Pa. Not sure what that sick, perverted cannibal’s real name was, but Elsbeth called him Pa. Those two took me hostage, and were going to eat me, when Stuart saved my ass. Elsbeth bailed and I didn’t see her again until I got separated from Stuart and she saved my ass as well.

Notice a theme? Yeah, my ass needs saving. A lot.

Elsbeth sorta got adopted by us Stanfords, and we took her in and have spent a long time curbing her more wild ways. Not that we work too hard at that since Elsbeth has a certain skill set with the killing that keeps us all alive.

Which brings up Dr. Kramer. But I really don’t want to talk about that crazy fucking asshole. I could go the rest of my life without even hearing that cocksucker’s name again.

With that said, I think that brings us up to speed on the cast of characters in my life. Unfortunately, the only ones with me are my immediate family. The rest are offstage dealing with whatever they-.

“JACE!” Stella yells. “Watch it!”

I swerve around a pile of furniture that has been set in the middle of the road. Why is it in the road? No clue. A couch, two chairs, a coffee table- all just stacked up for no reason. Weird.

“Sorry!” I shout back at Stella.

“Now is not the time to space off!” she shouts back. “Pay attention!”

She’s right, now is not the time to space off. Thoughts come and go and most of the time I can ignore them. The problem is that sometimes I just can’t control it. There was this one time where...

“DAD!” Greta and Charlie yell at me.

“Sorry!” I yell back. “Downshift!”

I whip the wheel to the left again and try to coordinate the clutch with Charlie’s shifting, but we grind the fuck out of the gears before we get it figured out and lose some precious distance between us and the cannies. Their shouts and calls are even louder now and I risk a glance in the rearview mirror.

They’re laughing at us.

The pickup trucks are a hodgepodge of parts and colors. They’ve scavenged bits and pieces from all kinds of makes and models and just slapped them all together to make some ugly ass vehicles. I have to give the cannies credit- they sure know how to keep up with the whole post-apocalyptic aesthetic. 

I mean, look at how they are dressed. It’s early fall and the air has started to turn, yet the fuckers are going around in ripped jeans, cargo pants, overalls without any shirts on. All the scars and tattoos must be what keep them all warm as we race through the night air. Of course, it could be the cozy embrace of their insanity that’s keeping them all toasty. I’m not up on my cannibal thermodynamics and shit.

The one good thing I can say about these particular cannibals is they don’t have firearms. Apparently they done runned out of bullets, y’all. Which is strange since this is rural Tennessee. You’d think they would have found several dozen stockpiles in these tract houses we are zooming past. Either they didn’t look or they went through their bullets fast. Doesn’t matter to me, really. I prefer them to be waving spiked baseball bats and axes rather than shooting AR-15s and shit.

“Open stretch!” I call out as we come around a corner and I see a straightaway that lasts a few blocks. No cars, no weird piles of furniture, nothing to get in our way. All I see is open road and I floor it. “Gimme third, Charlie!”

We shift into third gear, then into fourth as I press the accelerator down as far as it will go. The engine coughs a little, probably due to whatever fuel they have in this thing, but we quickly increase our speed until the speedometer says we are going sixty.

I can feel Stella’s eyes on the gas gauge. I try not to look down at it, but I am painfully aware of how little time we have until the chase is done. Some opportunity better present itself soon or we’ll just end up coasting to a stop on this road, which has suddenly stopped being residential and is now an open rural highway, and I don’t think any of us have the energy to try to outrun our pursuers.

“Quarry!” Greta yells as she points towards a sign on our right. “Maybe we can lose them there!”

“Worth a shot!” I yell. “Downshift!”

More grinding of gears, and I almost lose control with my one arm, but we take the turn and find ourselves on an old gravel road that splits through a small pine forest. I don’t think anyone had maintained the road even before Z-Day. There are more ruts and potholes than actual road and I seriously have to wonder if even the Bronco can make it. We are jarred and jostled to the point that I’m staying in my seat only because I’m gripping the steering wheel.

Did I mention that the cannies yanked the seat belts out of all their vehicles? I’m guessing they live by a libertarian ethos more than a safety first lifestyle. Ain’t nobody gonna tell them to wear their seat belts in the apocalypse! No, sir!

Bump, bam, whack and many other none too pleasing sounds come from under the Bronco. Some of those sounds are very similar to metal grinding on metal. And I’m not talking about the grinding from the transmission as Charlie and I tag team the fuck out of the gearshift. The Bronco is not sounding good as we continue the pattern of slamming into the road and then catching air as we bounce our way down the gravel road more than actually drive down it.

At this rate, I distinctly believe that I’m going to snap an axle before we run out of fuel.

“Oh, shit!” Stella yells as the Bronco sputters and dies. “We’re empty!”

So much for my prediction.

I yank the wheel to the side so that the Bronco blocks the “road.” We all scramble out and start running as fast as our weakened bodies can. The cannies haven’t exactly kept us in an environment conducive to our health and well being. And before that, we were fighting for our lives so much that rest and proper nourishment weren’t exactly falling from the sky. No timeouts in the apocalypse!

“This way,” I huff and puff as I see a trail off to our left. “We can try to lose them in the woods.”

It isn’t so much a trail as it is a wider space between the pines than the other spaces around us. We have to zig and zag a lot, but eventually, we get deep enough into the woods that the canny shouts become more echoes than threatening calls immediately behind us. I almost wonder if they missed seeing which way we went and are hopefully heading in the other direction. But I know exactly how hopes turn out post-Z.

“I think I see a clearing,” Greta whispers as we slow to a pitiful pace of stumbling and tripping. “Over there.”

We all see the break in the trees and head for it in the hopes (there’s that word again) it will lead us to the quarry. Not sure why I think a quarry is a good place to go, but it at least gives us a destination. Maybe we can find someplace in it to hide. Or maybe there’s machinery or supplies around it that we can use as weapons. I don’t fucking know. My mind is a hazy mess of pain and hunger.

But I can’t let on to my family that I’m not thinking straight. I’m supposed to be the big brain that is always figuring ways out of shitty situations. That’s what I’ve been known for since Z-Day hit. I was the guy in Whispering Pines that could strategize and engineer the solutions we needed to stay alive. I was the generalist that may not have had all the answers, but I at least had some of the answers.

The only generalist I am now is generally fucked, which doesn’t make a lick of sense. See?

We break from the trees into an open meadow. The meadow is ringed by pine trees except for the far side which just disappears. I’m guessing that’s the edge of the quarry.

I glance over my shoulder, but it’s too dark to really see anything in the woods. The fucking cannies don’t even use torches or anything so we can see them coming after us. They’re all night stealth and shit. Fuck, as far as I know, they’re standing at the edge of the trees flipping me off.

Oh, wait, never mind, here they come!

“Go! Go!” I shout at my family as we all stumble towards the edge of the meadow. “Just run!”

“Where, Jace?” Stella shouts. “What are we going to do? Jump in?”

“If we have to!” I reply, my one arm at the small of her back, urging her to go faster.

“Wait...what?” Charlie yells. “We’re jumping? Fuck that shit, Dad!”

“It’ll be like Butch and Sundance!” I yell at him. “Bad guys on our asses and we have to jump into the raging waters!”

“I hated that movie!” Greta shouts. “It was boring!”

I don’t respond because no self-respecting person would give a statement like that the time of day. Butch and Sundance a boring movie? That’s crazy talk! It has all the elements of great cinema! Charisma, humor, adventure, drama, romance...

“Jace! Keep up!” Stella shouts.

Dammit, I was spacing again. Can’t blame me, though. I love Butch Cassidy and The Sundance Kid. Just a fucking great movie. I am totally psyched to jump off the edge of a quarry cliff into the water below. That will be some seriously cool, post-apocalyptic hero shit!

“Well...that solves that,” Charlie says as we skid to a halt at the edge of the meadow, which is at the top of the quarry, and look down into an empty pit of dirt and rock.

No water. Nothing.

“I thought quarries had standing water in them,” I say to no one in particular. “Holes in the ground fill up with water. Rain comes from sky, water fills quarry. It’s an unspoken law of the industrialized world we live in. I mean what is the fucking point of digging a fucking hole if it isn’t going to fill up with water and become an unsanitary and unsafe place for local rednecks to hang out in? What has this world come to?”

“Yeah, we’ve lost Dad,” Greta says. “Anyone else have any ideas?”

“Can we climb down?” Charlie asks.

“I can’t see three feet in front of me, Charlie,” Stella replies. “There’s no way we can see to climb down into there.”

“And it’s like two hundred feet down, dumbass,” Greta adds.

“Be nice,” Stella snaps.

“Well, he’s the one with the stupid idea, not me,” Greta snaps back.

“You asked for other ideas!” Charlie shouts. “I gave one! What’s your bright idea then, genius?”

“We run that way until we find a trail down or someplace to hide,” Greta snarls.

“Oh, wow!” Charlie laughs. “That’s the best idea anyone has ever had! Find someplace to hide! No one in the history of ever has anyone thought about finding someplace to hide when being chased by fucking cannibals!”

“Better than climbing down a fucking cliff in the dark!”

“Kids! STOP!” Stella roars. “Jace? What do we do? How do we get out of this?”

“We go that way,” I say and point to where the woods meet the edge of the meadow and the edge of the quarry. “We dive back into the woods and hope we can get back out.”

“That doesn’t reassure me,” Stella says.

“That makes two of us,” I reply as I grab her arm and start pulling her to our left. Or right. It depends on where you are standing. “Come on, kids! Move ass!”

They both groan and I wonder at the capacity teenagers have to complain about anything in any situation. It’s like they are hard-wired to just be pains in the asses.

“Is running from the cannies too much work?” I snap.

“Jace, not now,” Stella hisses.

“Sorry,” I reply as we skirt the edge of the quarry, which isn’t exactly a straight line. We are only one wrong step from plummeting to our deaths.

Which is probably where we are headed anyway since several shapes come out of the woods in front of us and step into the meadow. Looks like the cannies know how to flank their prey. 

What am I saying? Of course they do. They are pack hunters that chase down humans so they can slaughter them and eat them in a fucking stew. They know how to flank, press, surround, and trap and all the good huntery stuffs that huntery types do.

Fucking huntery types...

“Now what?” Stella asks.

I would like to stop right now and declare that the words “now what” make up my least favorite sentence ever. I have come to detest those words.

But I would never say that to Stella.

“Back the other way,” I say and spin about to see that the kids have already had that idea and are sprinting in the opposite direction, leaving us behind. Fucking kids...

But they only get back to where we first stopped at the edge of the quarry before another set of shapes step from the woods on the other side of the meadow.

See? Cannies know their business. Unfortunately, business seems to be good.

“Where ya goin’, Long Pork bro?” a voice cries out from the main group that slows to a casual walk as they come at us through the meadow. “Why ya runnin’? Ya could have had it good, bro! Ya could have fixed the power and the plumbin’ and been able to live your life with us! But you had to go and fuck it up, bro! Not cool, bro!”

Ugh. I know that voice.

Barfly. 

Leader of the Crossville Cookers.

Yeah, I said “Crossville Cookers.” Mother fucking cannies have gang names and shit. 

Been like that since we got past Knoxville. Only a few miles after the connection to what was once I-75, we started seeing cannibal gang names spray-painted on billboards. Names like Tennessee Hunger Brigade, Kingston Queens, The Droolers , and my favorite, The Thigh Boners.

I laughed for a good while after seeing that, until we started coming to the human hides with the name branded into them.  The crazy fucks skinned people, tanned their skins, and stretched the hides out along the road with their gang name and other messages for those unlucky enough to happen by.

What messages?

“Dark meat is the best!”, “Eat more Pete!”, “Ain’t no thing but a human wing!”, and last but not least, “We make our own sauce!” 

All of those messages led up to such a fun time in such a fun place- Cannibal Road.

“Hey, Barfly,” I sigh as he pushes through the cannies and walks up to me. Oh, and look, they’ve lit some torches. I guess it’s a real party now. “What’s up?”

“Long Pork! Bro!” Barfly smiles as he shakes his head. “What were ya thinkin’, bro?”

“I was thinking that I’d get my family out of here so you wouldn’t kill them and skin me like you said you would,” I reply honestly as I step forward, putting myself between the cannies and my family. 

You don’t lie or bullshit Barfly. The guy is creepy perceptive when it comes to deception. I have no idea who or what he was pre-Z, but I’m guessing his talents were wasted. It’s why I hate the guy so much. I’m all about bullshit and sarcasm, it’s how I roll. Took me a few smacks to the head with a steel rod before I figured out that my brand of humor was not Barfly’s brand of humor.

It’s that steel rod in Barfly’s right hand that I focus on as I shrug.

“You said you were done with me and were going to skin me alive, Barfly,” I say. “Sorry, man, no disrespect meant. I just had to look out for me and my own, ya know?”

“I dig that, I dig that, bro,” Barfly nods. “I see yer point, but it ain’t my point, so I don’t care, bro.”

Like all cannies, Barfly is scrawny, but scrappy. He’s lean and mean with wiry muscles and a gaunt look that sharpens his features while sending his eyes back into his skull in two pools of shadow. Almost six feet, but not quite, he stands before me wearing only a pair of cutoffs (front pockets hanging out, I shit you not) and wearing Hello Kitty flip-flops on his feet. Where he found Hello Kitty flip-flops that fit his size eleven feet, I have no idea.

The steel rod hits my left thigh before I even know it and I cry out in pain. Stella moves towards me, but I wave her off. The hit wasn’t hard enough to take me down, but I know the next one will be. I have the bruises all over my thighs to prove it.

“Bro, stop,” I hiss as I rub my leg. “Just protecting what’s mine, you know? You respect that, right? Always worth a try.”

“I get ya, I get ya,” Barfly nods. His head is shaved (of course) and he has various tattoos of badly drawn cartoon characters all across his scalp. It’s too dark to really see, but I think Tweety Bird winks at me each time Barfly bobs his head.

“Sooo...we good?” I ask, thinking the direct question might take him off guard. I’m an optimist that way.

“No, bro, we ain’t good!” Barfly says. “You tried to play me, Long Pork bro! Then you killed six of my peeps before you stole my Bronco, bro. Why you have to go and do that?”

I watch him for a second, thinking maybe my exceptional skills as a sarcastic bastard have rubbed off on him, but he’s dead serious.

“Six? What the hell are you talking about, bro?” I ask. “We didn’t kill anyone. You got to believe me, Barfly. We jacked the Bronco without seeing a single soul until we crashed the gate, man. Last we saw of your peeps was them running around to put out all those fires.”

“You fucking, bro?” he asks as he cocks his head like a beagle. “Six bros dead.”

“Two girls!” someone shouts from the cannie crowd.

“Yeah, yeah, Spitty is right,” Barfly nods. “Two them bodies was lady bro bodies. You killed two lady bros, bro.”

“I’m telling you I didn’t kill a single bro, lady bro or man bro, Barfly,” I insist.

The hit to my right thigh makes me totter, but I hold myself up and stay on my feet.

“Dead bodies don’t lie, bro,” Barfly says. “Unless you be tellin’ me that crazy chick bro did them in. One crazy chick bro killin’ six of my bros? My bros got skills, Long Pork bro. Don’t think crazy chick bro got that good of skills.”

“Are you sure?” I ask. “She is a crazy chick, you know.”

Barfly grins and wags his steel rod in front of my face.

“Oh, Long Pork,” he replies. “Bro, bro, bro.”

The rod nails me a little higher and I clutch my right hipbone as excruciating pain radiates through my skeleton, but I don’t fall down. I do that and it’s all over. I’ve been falling down too much lately; time to stay standing like a man. 

“I’m gettin’ tired of your shit, Long Pork,” Barfly says. “You keep layin’ on the bullshit and I’ll have to do somethin’ about it.”

He looks past me and zeroes in on Stella and the kids.

“Maybe have us an impromptu cookout, bro,” he laughs. “Dig us a pit, get us a fire goin’, and then dump your pretty pretties in there so they roast up all nice. I’ll make you and your boy do the diggin’,”

“Take too long! They weak!” someone yells and the gang breaks out laughing.

“Yeah! What am I thinkin’, bro?” Barfly cackles. “Long Pork only got one arm.”

He tucks one arm behind his back and mimes trying to dig with the other. The whole gang copies him and in seconds, we are standing there, close to pissing ourselves  with fear, as a couple dozen cannibals hop about a meadow at night pretending to only have one arm and dig imaginary holes while close to pissing themselves with laughter. 

It takes them a long time to get it out of their systems. Like a really long time.

“Maybe I make the lady bros dig and we cook you bros up,” Barfly says as he suddenly stops with the digging act and stabs me in the chest with the rod. “Maybe we let those lady bros of yours show you what a little piece of shit bro you are. Would you like that, little piece of shit bro? Would you?”

“No need for name calling, bro,” I say as the rod keeps on stabbing, stabbing, stabbing right into my sternum. “I haven’t done a thing to warrant that.”

“You did so,” Barfly states.

“How can I get you to believe me, Barfly?” I ask. “What evidence do you need to see that we didn’t kill anyone? We got away fair and square.”

“Fair and square,” a few of the cannies say and Barfly whirls on them, his steel rod snapping through the open space between him and the front of the gang.

“Ain’t no fair and square!” Barfly shouts. “They stole my ride, peeps! Took it without permission! No fair and square for stealers!”

“No fair and square for stealers!” the gang yells in unison.

“And I applaud your sense of right and wrong as well as your established code of conduct,” I say. “It’s not easy keeping order post-Z. You have to have rules. I get that. And I’m sorry for breaking them when we stole your ride, Barfly. I’ll make that up to you, if you let me.”

“Make it up?” Barfly asks. “How you gonna do that, Long Pork bro? You’ll be too busy diggin’!”

The gang starts back up with the pantomimes and I just sigh. It’s like dealing with fucked up, full grown toddlers. How these people lost their minds so fast after Z-Day, I don’t know. Sure, we had our share of cannies in Asheville, but not whacked out gangs like this. It’s like they have created their own society and language in just a few years.

I weep for the youth of today.

Oh, and speaking of, I’m pretty sure the Crossville Cookers are all under thirty years old, easy. I haven’t seen a single one that I would say is even close to thirty. Some may look like they are fifty because of their lack of proper nutrition and all, not to mention some of their less than healthy extracurricular habits, but I would swear on the lives of my family that the gang before me is made up of late teens and early twenties psychos.

Except for maybe Barfly. I can’t get a read on that guy’s age. He could be twenties, he could be thirties, or he could be in his forties like me. He has this ageless quality that adds to the creep factor by a billion. Kinda like he gets strength from eating his foes’ hearts or something. Shit, maybe he does; weirder shit has happened over the years.

“We didn’t hurt your ride,” I say to Barfly, trying to get the discussion back on track. “Can’t be mad about that.”

The hopping and faux digging is making me nervous. Well, more nervous than I already am. Okay, maybe nervous isn’t the right word. How about they are annoying the living shit out of me? Yeah, that’s way more accurate.

“No, no, you didn’t hurt my ride,” Barfly agrees. “I checked. Just no go juice in it no more.”

Greta snorts behind me and I wince.

“You think of a funny, little girl bro?” Barfly asks as he looks past me to my daughter. “What your funny, little girl bro?”

“Don’t answer,” Stella whispers.

“Go juice,” Greta says. “That cracks me up.”

My daughter has unfortunately inherited my inability to shut the fuck up. It was endearing pre-Z, but has lost some of its appeal since the dead started to walk the Earth and try to eat us all.

And, as if on cue...

Several long moans get everyone’s attention and the gang turns around to see quite a few shadows come shambling out of the woods and into the meadow.

“Dammit, Long Pork bro!” Barfly snaps, forgetting that Greta said anything. “You brought the fatties after us.”

“That is the stupidest name ever,” Greta says.

“Oh, for God’s sake, Greta!” Stella snaps. “Shut the hell up!”

“You don’t like the name fatties?” Barfly asks as he focuses his attention back on us. “Why not? We call ‘em fatties because they never stop eatin’!”

A few members of the gang laugh, but most just watch the Zs come towards us. Hands grip weapons tighter and I can smell the adrenaline start to pump.

“But Zs don’t get fat,” Greta says. “Just because they don’t ever stop eating doesn’t mean they are fat. It’s a dumb name.”

“Like Zs is better, little girl bro?” Barfly asks. “That’s one letter! Z!”

“It’s short for zombie,” Greta snaps.

“If you do not stop talking now then I will shut you up myself,” Stella says as she grabs Greta’s arm.

“No, no, lady bro, it’s all good,” Barfly says. “Little girl bro is just havin’ a debate. Better than some of these poop stains. They just want to hunt and fight and sniff fumes.”

“And fuck!” someone yells.

“And fuck,” Barfly nods. “Lots of fuckin’ ‘round here, but no babies. I know what makes babies and all the fuckin’ don’t make none. Ain’t that weird?”

That line of thought shuts Greta up. Apparently, one way to make a teenage girl be quiet is to talk about cannies having sex. It’s like talking about parents having sex. Ewwwww!

“Maybe there’s some pollutant in the water,” I suggest. “I bet a factory or some waste treatment dump broke down and all the industrial waste got into the ground water. Could have made all of you sterile.”

“Which ones?” Barfly asks. “The guy bros or the lady bros?”

“Uh, I don’t know,” I shrug. “I was just making a suggestion, bro.”

“Does that mean I’m sterile now?” Charlie asks. “That would suck.”

“Yeah, bro! It sucks! I want to see some little Barflies runnin’ about, but none of the lady bros be poppin’ ‘em out! What the fuck, bro?”

The Zs get closer and the gang starts to move forward. I don’t have to say a word to my family to tell them what I’m thinking. I also don’t have to say a word to Barfly, either.

“Don’t be thinkin’ of runnin’, bro,” Barfly says as his rod catches me in the ribs. I still don’t go down. “My peeps can kill some fatties right fast, no problemo. Right, bros? You peeps be killin’ some fatties right fast?”

“Fuckin’ A yeah!”

“I kill all the fatties!”

“Fatties fall down and they don’t get up!”

“We kill the shit out of those fuckin’ fatties!”

“Shit killin’ fatties! Yo we do, yo bros! Shit the kill fuck outta them! Bros kill shit fuck fatties, bros!”

Barfly turns to the gang and starts laughing. “That bro been sniffin’ too many fumes! Shit the kill fuck outta them? That’s messed up, bro.”

Shit the kill fuck outta them? Huh... I’m pretty sure I know that syntax, as well as that voice. 

“Jace...,” Stella whispers barely loud enough for me to hear.

I don’t look back at her, but just nod my head.

“Shit the kill fuck,” Barfly snickers. “Who said that? Which one of you peeps is heeelarious? Shit the kill fuck is heeelarious!”

I can see a few heads turn in the gang as they look for the source of Barfly’s amusement, but no one speaks up. What happens next is pretty predictable.

“I asked a question, bros!” Barfly snaps. “Who said that? I like it and want to know who said it! Some heeelarious mother fucker better step out and show their mother fuckin’ self right fast!”

Still no one admits to the words.

I can see Barfly’s body start to shake with rage. The man likes to be answered when he asks a question.

He turns on me and starts with the steel rod stabbing into my chest again.

“Did you see, Long Pork bro? You see who said those words?”

“I didn’t, Barfly,” I reply quickly. “Sorry.”

“Yeah, you sorry, bro,” Barfly sneers. “A sorry piece of shit.”

He lifts the rod above my head and starts to bring it down fast. I duck my head, and close my eyes, ready for the killing blow he’s been promising since we were first captured, but it doesn’t come.

I open my eyes to see a hand gripping Barfly’s arm, keeping the rod from cracking my skull open.

“What the fuck, bro?” Barfly shouts as he jerks his arm free and whirls on the offender. “You tryin’ to save these peeps or somethin’?”

“Or somethin’,” the voice I know replies. “Hey, bro.”

“Oh...it’s you,” Barfly snorts, his body tense and ready for the fight. He looks at the young woman that stands in front of him. Even though I’m at his back, I know he’s studying her like the predator he is.

What the stupid fuck doesn’t know is that he’s already been studied thoroughly or the young woman wouldn’t be standing there.

“Ready to die, crazy chick bro?” Barfly laughs.

“I ain’t crazy.”

“If you ain’t crazy then what are you?” Barfly snarls.

“I’m family,” Elsbeth grins.

True dat, bros.
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Chapter Two
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I think I’ll take this opportunity to fill in some details on how we found ourselves the unwilling guests of Barfly and his peeps. 

Yes, I know leaving the story on a cliffhanger is not exactly polite, but fuck all y’all. This is my story.

How about we go back to that night that Dr. Stanley Martin Kramer walked into Critter’s Holler and proceeded to stir up so much shit that I never thought we’d wade out of it?

Good a place as any for the beginning of a story.

Kramer is a weird freak of a man, but when I first met the guy, he reminded me of an old chemistry teacher I had back in high school. If it wasn’t for the fact that Elsbeth really wanted to rip his throat out with her teeth, I probably would have believed all the bullshit that came dripping out of his mouth like shit-flavored honey.

To recap: We were having a meeting in Critter’s saloon to discuss our evacuation of the Asheville area when Gunga brought Kramer in. The guy immediately derailed our plans of heading to Kansas City, which was called The Combine after Z-Day, and told us it had been wiped off the map. Scorched and burned. Nothing but a smoking crater. 

That was upsetting enough, but then he started to hum that old nursery song, Wheels On The Bus, and Elsbeth lost her shit. She told us he was the Devil, but as soon as he started to hum, she turned into a fucking she-devil herself, pulled her blades, and went for the guy. It took every single able-bodied man in that saloon to keep her pinned to the ground so she didn’t eviscerate the kindly looking geezer. 

“What is your problem, man?” I said as I got up in his face. 

Having only one arm and still recovering from a broken and infected collarbone incident, I wasn’t any help with the Elsbeth subduing, so I took it upon myself to find out what this dude wanted and why the hell he snuck into Critter’s Holler to find us.

Kramer smiled up at me and brushed at the wisps of grey hair that covered his almost bald scalp. He stopped humming and just smiled. That was creepy enough, but what really got my hackles up was that, when he stopped humming, Elsbeth calmed down a lot. She was still bucking mad and no one was ready to let her go, but she lost a lot of the fight she’d had just a second before.

“I actually have no problems, Mr. Stanford,” Kramer replied. “I’m as free as the wind and just as ephemeral. It is your band of merry survivors that have the problem. And it is a rather big one, I must say.”

“Then say it, asshole,” I snapped as I pointed back at the Elsbeth dog pile. “Because you seem to have upset someone I care deeply for and that doesn’t exactly put you in a good position around here.”

“Why is that, Mr. Stanford?” Kramer grinned. “Because you are in charge?”

“Well, no,” I replied. “I’m not in charge. People just listen to me, is all.”

“Oh, that’s all?” Kramer said, his grin widening. “They listen to you? And what do you have to say that is so important, Mr. Stanford? Or is it Jace? Would you prefer I call you Jace? Perhaps Long Pork?”

“You don’t call him that!” Elsbeth shouted. “I call him that! You don’t call him nothing!”

“She’s very protective of you, isn’t she?” Kramer asked. “I believe that young woman would die for you, if she had to. At one time in her life, she would have died for me. She would have also killed for me, but that Foster woman went and messed that all up. Such a pity that I never was able to complete the program I was hired to do. The girls weren’t ready when I was forced to escape Foster’s attack. That woman was lucky she gained some control over those girls or they would have ripped her and her men apart.”

That was a lot of information that I didn’t know about. Not that I trusted what he said, but there was a ring of truth to it. Especially the “hired to do” part.

“Who hired you? And for what?” I asked.

“Oh, that is such a long story,” Kramer responded as he looked about Critter’s saloon. 

It was a fairly large room and could hold fifty or more people if needed, but at that moment, it was only myself, Stella, Elsbeth, Critter, Melissa, Buzz and Gunga Fitzpatrick, Stuart, John, and Reaper. I think Reaper was there. Was he? Shit, I can’t remember.

“May I have a drink?” Kramer asked as his eyes turned towards the bar. “Water is fine, but if you have something more...substantial then that would be delightful.”

Critter pulled himself away from the Elsbeth containment corps and rushed up to Kramer. I don’t think the doctor was expecting the treatment he received from the old highwayman that grabbed him by his shirt and tossed him halfway across the room. Well, maybe not halfway, since Critter is getting on in years and doesn’t have the strength his mountain sized nephews do, but he did throw the guy pretty far.

“You ain’t drinkin’ a goddamned drop of nothin’ until you tell us everythin’ you know!” Critter shouted as he grabbed a collapsible baton from one of the tables and snapped it open. It was sharpened at the end in order to pierce Z skulls, but Kramer instantly realized it would pierce his skull just as easily.

“Now, hold on Mr. Fitzpatrick,” Kramer said as he held up his hands. “There is no need for your more violent side to show itself.”

“My name is Critter,” Critter snapped. “Mr. Fitzpatrick was my father and that man had a violent side that would make you shit your pants. You keep callin’ me Mr. Fitzpatrick and I’ll show you what a violent side really is. Now get your ass up and sit in that chair there! You spill what you know or I feed ya to the Zs!”

Kramer nodded and made a show of struggling to get up and into the chair, Critter pointed to with the baton. He sat down and looked about the saloon once more as he swallowed hard.

“At the risk of being impaled upon your weapon,” Kramer said, “I could use a glass of water if I am to dive into what will be a long and complicated tale.”

“Suck on your spit, asshole,” Critter said as he started to pace in front of the man. “You tell me somethin’ worth a shit and then you can have some water. Until then I ain’t wastin’ none of our resources on a man like you.”

“A man like me?” Kramer asked, his face aghast with shock. “Are you an anti-Semite, Critter?”

That stopped Critter’s pacing and he looked about at us.

“What the hell is he jabberin’ about?” Critter asked.

“Anti-Semite means-” I started to reply.

“I know what it means, Long Pork!” Critter shouted. “I want to know why the hell the man said it!” 

He whirled on Kramer and jammed the end of the baton against the old man’s chest. Kramer cried out as his shirt bloomed with blood.

“Oh, quit yer whinin’,” Critter snapped. “I barely broke the skin. Now tell me why you said I was an anti-Semite.”

“Well, being a person of Jewish heritage,” Kramer began, “I am quite familiar with the signs of bigotry. It is not as if you come from a region known for its wealth of liberal understanding.” He nodded towards all of us in the room. “And this is a fairly homogenous representation of humanity. It is not outside the realm of possibility that the reason there are no people of color or other ethnicities is because you do not want them here.”

“That’s because they all died!” Elsbeth shouted. “My Julio died! Joe T died! The Fertigs died! Patels! Santiagos! All of them died, you ass fucker cocksucking lick dicker!”

Lick dicker. That was a good one.

“And I’m Jewish, dildo butt!” Elsbeth continued. “They don’t hate me! They love me because I’m family!”

“You’re Jewish?” I asked. “Oh, right, Thornberg. Never made the connection.” I had to chuckle at that. “How did you stay Kosher as a canny? Did you only eat other Jews or were you flexible like Jews I knew that would chow down on some bacon any chance they got?”

The whole saloon stared at me, even Kramer, like I had lost my mind. Considering the mind losing in that room, that was saying something.

“Right,” I nodded. “Sorry.”

“Apologize,” Critter snapped at Kramer.

“My sincerest apologies,” Kramer said. “It was a stupid assumption on my art.”

“All your parts are stupid,” Elsbeth said then gave one last struggle and sighed. “You can let me up now. I ain’t gonna kill the devil.”

“I would appreciate it if you stopped referring to me as a devil, Ms. Thornberg,” Kramer said. “Being a man of science, I prefer not to be lumped in with religious dogma.”

“But you said you were a Jew,” Critter responded. “Which is it? You a man of science or a Jew?”

“I think we’ve gotten way off track here,” Stella said as she helped Elsbeth to her feet. The two women shared a look and a nod then Stella walked right up to Kramer, grabbed a chair, spun it around, and sat down in front of the old man. “Why are you here?”

“To help,” Kramer said.

“Why are you here to help?” Stella asked.

“Well, you seem like decent people that could use my help,” Kramer smiled. “I know what lies on the other side of these mountains and I believe you may be making a mistake in planning to head to Kansas City.”

“Because it is a scorched crater, right?” Stella asked.

“That and there are many other dangers that await you along the way,” Kramer said. “I have seen them all. And beyond.”

“Beyond? How far beyond?” Stella pressed.

“I’ve been to Circuit City,” Kramer said. “All the way to the West Coast.”

“Circuit City? Where is that?” Stella asked.

“Seattle,” Kramer said. “Below that is The Garden which used to be Portland. Lovely place, but they aren’t taking in new survivors. Neither is The Temple in Salt Lake. The only place that will take your group in is The Stronghold. They need all the help you can give. The military expertise your group has could be put to great use in the Rocky Mountains.” He looked about and frowned. “Speaking of which, where are your sisters, Ms. Thornberg?”

“They aren’t here,” Stuart said as he grabbed a chair and joined Stella in front of Kramer. “And from the way Elsbeth reacted, you should be glad for that.”

“I can’t argue with you there,” Kramer said. “It took all of you to hold Ms. Thornberg back. I can only imagine what would have happened if I’d met the entire group of them.”

He started to whistle Wheels On The Bus again, but was stopped abruptly by Stella’s fist to his mouth.

“Damn!” Critter grinned. “That was a a nice shot!”

“Thanks,” Stella winced as she gripped her hand. “Didn’t feel so nice, though.”

“Let me look at that,” Melissa sighed as Stella got up and they walked over to the bar.

I could see cuts from Kramer’s teeth on my wife’s knuckles and hoped the man had had his shots. I looked back at Kramer and John had taken Stella’s seat so that Kramer was looking into the eyes of two highly trained military men.

“Now,” Stuart frowned. “I am going to be asking the questions. You will answer honestly and without hesitation. Every time you deviate from those instructions, my friend John here will give you a smack. Those smacks will get increasingly more and more unpleasant. You’ll probably last through the first three, but after that I wager you’ll cave.”

“No need for threats, Gunnery Sergeant,” Kramer said. “I know how this all plays out. It is not my first interrogation by scared survivors and probably won’t be my last. My only request is that you consider a little quid pro quo. You ask me something and I ask you something.”

“I don’t see how we benefit from that,” Stuart replied.

“You benefit because then I know what you may not know that you will certainly need to know,” Kramer responded. “As I keep saying, I’m here to help. I can’t help if I don’t know what important information you lack.”

Stuart watched the man for a long while. As he was busy studying Kramer, I took the time to study Elsbeth. She stood behind us all; her blades sheathed once again, her arms across her chest, and glared at Kramer. I tried to get her to look at me, but she refused. Her entire being radiated hate for the man and I had to wonder at how much self-control she had to use to keep from killing him.

“Okay,” Stuart said finally. “I ask two questions and you can ask one. Don’t forget John here. Answer honestly and quickly and you’ll be just fine.”

“Your confidence in your lie detection abilities worries me,” Kramer said. “I could tell the truth and get a smack anyway.”

“I’ll know,” Elsbeth said. “Don’t you worry none about that.”

“Yes,” Kramer sighed. “I suspect you will know if I’m lying. Very well, let us get started. Ask your questions, Gunnery Sergeant.”

“What do you get out of helping us?” Stuart asked.

“I stay alive,” Kramer answered. “Like I said, I have been all the way across the country. Except for the large settlements, you are the only group of survivors that has even come close to making it in this post-apocalyptic world. You’ve struggled a lot, and lost many, but you keep going. I would like to keep going with you.”

“Why the Stronghold?” Stuart asked.

“I believe I have already answered that,” Kramer said.

“Then answer it again and elaborate.”

Kramer’s smug smile faltered, but he recovered quickly.

“The Stronghold is the only settlement that hasn’t asked me to leave,” Kramer said. “The others preferred that I take my company elsewhere. In this day and age, you do not argue with those that insist on your leaving.”

“Remember that,” Critter said as he pointed the baton at Kramer, “when it comes time for me to ask you to leave.”

Kramer nodded. “May I ask my question now?”

“Why have you been asked to leave the other settlements?” Stuart asked, ignoring Kramer’s request.

The man wisely let the slight go and replied, “I have a certain way about me that others find off putting. I also have a need to continue my research and scientific work. That work was not welcome.”

“What work?” Stuart asked. Kramer didn’t reply. “Fine. Ask your question?”

“How did you plan on getting all of your people from here to Kansas City alive?” Kramer asked.

All heads looked in my direction.

“What?” I asked. “You want me to tell him everything?”

“The highlights,” Stuart said.

“Okay,” I said. “We are using all of the diesel or multi-fuel vehicles, including the haul truck, to make a convoy. We have the supplies and weapons needed to get us where we need to go.”

“The haul truck!” Kramer smiled. “That is an impressive piece of equipment. Stronger than a tank and two stories high, but doesn’t it take an excessive amount of fuel?”

“We’ll be bringing extra fuel,” I replied. “We have stockpiled biodiesel and calculated the trip, including detours and other contingencies. We’ll slowly start to lose vehicles along the way as the fuel dwindles, but we’ll just add those passengers to the haul truck when needed. They can ride with the sick and injured in the bunk houses.”

“Bunk houses?” Kramer asked.

“Last question before I ask mine,” Stuart warned. “Jace?”

“The bed of the haul truck is gigantic. We’ve converted several mobile homes and placed them in the bed as shelter for when we have to stop and sleep. It took some doing, but we managed and there is room for all of us. It’ll be cramped, but we can sleep soundly without worrying about Zs getting us.”

“Yes, wouldn’t want the Zs to get you,” Kramer grinned.

“What happened to Kansas City?” Stuart asked.

“Oh, they played with matches and got burned,” Kramer said. “There was a group in their midst that was not satisfied with staying a defensive community and insisted on developing better offensive capabilities. Unfortunately, they refused to listen to my counsel and the results were fatal.”

“They were building a bomb and it detonated on them?” John asked.

“They were trying to adapt several missiles and it was a little more complicated than they first thought,” Kramer said. “Luckily, I was asked to leave the Combine before the incident occurred. I had gotten several miles away when I saw the explosion.”

“Bullshit,” Elsbeth said. “Smack him.”

“I don’t think he’s lying, El,” John said. “He’s holding back information, but he isn’t lying.”

“He is lying and you need to smack him,” Elsbeth insisted. “Smack him hard.”

“How about I let you rethink your answer before you get a smack then?” Stuart asked Kramer.

“Yes, that would be rather polite of you,” Kramer said. “Perhaps I misspoke when describing the incident. It may not have been an accident and could have been related to why I left.”

“Did you set those missiles to blow?” John asked. “Are you the reason Kansas City doesn’t exist anymore?”

“Possibly,” Kramer said. “I did warn them about the dangers of working with such materials. And maybe I wasn’t asked to leave so much as I escaped. There may also be a chance I did not give them one crucial piece of information regarding the correct way to arm the missiles.”

“You let them blow themselves up,” Stuart stated. “How many people were in the Combine?”

“Hard to say,” Kramer shrugged. “But not a one was a friend to me.”

“Sounds like you ain’t never had no friends,” Critter said. “And sounds like any folk that are stupid enough to get involved with you ends up dead.”

“I have had a long spell of unfortunate occurrences,” Kramer said. “But I swear on my soul that I’m here to help you folks and will do everything in my power to keep you from coming to harm.”

“I don’t think any of us believe that,” Stuart said. “Now, how about you tell us your connection to Elsbeth? She’s said a little of what she remembers, but I’d like to hear it from your end. Why did you have those girls?”

“I was hired to,” Kramer said. “There are people in this world that play at games with stakes so high that your little Holler here doesn’t even register to them. At least not until you made it register.”

“What people? Governments?” Stuart asked. “Were you hired by the US government to experiment on those girls?”

“The US government?” Kramer laughed. “That puppet organization is completely useless when it comes to actually getting things done that need to get done. I was hired by a select few that wanted to make sure the government, any government, could not interfere in their plans.”

“Some type of cabal?” Stuart asked. “Just spill it, Kramer. Stop making me drag it out of you. Who were these people that had you kidnap those girls?”

Kramer sighed and his eyes found Elsbeth’s. The two locked glares for a long while before Kramer finally turned his attention back to Stuart.

“Not one of those girls was kidnapped,” Kramer said. “They were given to me by their families. But one of the families decided they didn’t want to be a part of my program anymore and hired Ms. Foster’s company to extract their daughter. I was alerted to this by the others and had everything ready for the attack. It was to be the first true test of the girls’ conditioning. It would have worked too, but Foster was a very resourceful woman. Then there was the issue of the Zs. That certainly didn’t help. I’m surprised that my facility was affected at all, but that is just a testament to the strength of the compound.”

“The compound?” Stuart asked. “What do you mean?”

“Well, it’s not exactly my area of expertise, but I have zero doubts that the zombie apocalypse was a manmade occurrence and not just a bit of bad luck,” Kramer replied, but held up his hands. “I don’t know more than that. Programs on the level as mine are always insulated from each other. I couldn’t tell you what caused the zombie outbreak anymore than anyone could talk about my program. Distinctly separate entities all with strings attached to one organization.”

“The Consortium,” I said before I knew I was going to. Everyone looked at me. I gulped and looked at Kramer. “That’s who hired you, right? The Consortium?”

“That’s what they call themselves now,” Kramer said. “And the makeup of the organization has changed considerably since Z-Day, I am sure. But, yes, that would be the group.”

“Are you telling us that the Consortium is responsible for Z-Day?” Stuart asked. The guy was getting pissed and I had to wonder how long he could keep it under control before he lunged from that chair and strangled Kramer. “The crazy fucks that destroyed Asheville and are probably coming for us now? They made Z-Day happen?”

“Like I said, I don’t know the details of Z-Day, but they are the ones that hired me to condition their daughters so they could be placed in areas of power and influence and do the dirty work that needed to be done,” Kramer answered. “Think of it! Beautiful, privileged young women, all expected to do their familial duty and marry wealthy and influential men. Then when the time came, they would take care of certain tasks and no one would be the wiser. Who would possibly suspect them? The world sees them as shallow, spoiled, and out of touch. Not as assassins or spies.”

“Sleepers,” I said. “Manchurian Candidates.”

“In a way,” Kramer nodded. “But so much more than just that Hollywood simplicity. My program would have allowed the young women to lead double lives simultaneously. No separation from one side of themselves or the other. They wouldn’t be sleepers as much as dreamers, always actively working, but within the lives they were going to be put into.”

“Undercover?” I asked.

“No, no, no,” Kramer said, instantly frustrated. “No one has ever understood it.”

“No undercover, no sleeping,” Elsbeth said as she tapped her head. “All right here, all the time. We would be who they wanted as well as who they needed. Lie detectors, torture, and drugs- nothing could break us. We were not asleep; we were awake. We were not undercover because we were not liars.”

Her voice had taken on a strange clinical quality and I could see that more than a few shivers ran up and down some spines in that room.

“Yes, very good, Ms. Thornberg.” Kramer smiled. “Integrated conditioning that resulted in fully aware and undetectable agents.”

“Fuck you,” Elsbeth said. “Detect that.”

I couldn’t help but smile.

“May I ask a question now?” Kramer inquired. “Where are the other girls?”

“Not here,” Stuart said. “They have work to do. Work that isn’t about you.”

“Oh,” Kramer nodded. “Are they helping scout the way with Ms. Torres and her private military contractors?”

“No,” Stuart said.

“Gunnery Sergeant,” Kramer sighed. “I can’t help you if you do not help me. Those girls are highly valuable assets.” He stopped and held up his hands as Elsbeth took a step forward. “As well as being valuable human beings. It would be wise to keep them close to you at all times. You have a much better chance of survival if they stay close.”

“Yes, well, they were needed elsewhere,” Stuart said. “Now, let’s get back to...”

“Hold on, if I may,” Kramer interrupted. “I am getting the impression they are not scouting ahead and are handling something else entirely.”

“Yeah, well, after what you have told me, I won’t be letting you in on what that is,” Stuart said. “Now, as for...”

“You couldn’t possibly be so stupid as to send them where I think you sent them, could you?” Kramer snapped. “Please tell me they are not on their way to Atlanta.”

“I won’t tell you that,” Stuart smiled, “because they aren’t on their way.”

“Oh, good,” Kramer replied.

“They should already be there,” Stuart continued. “And if what you say is true, then they are the perfect people to get the information we need on the Consortium.”

“You idiots!” Kramer shouted as he got to his feet. “You morons! Do you know what you have done? You have handed those girls to the woman that started it all! Camille Thornberg will find them and she will use them however she wants!”

“They won’t let her,” Elsbeth smiled. “My sisters know that my mama is not a good person. They’ll fight.”

“No, they will not!” Kramer yelled. “Camille was involved with my work at every step! She has all of my research and notes! The system I worked with was copied instantly to her system! That woman knows not only what those girls are capable of, but also she knows how to control them! You just gave her what she wants! You just gave her the way to kill not only us, but every settlement left! You fucking idiots have killed yourselves!”

That brought the room down. No one said a thing as we all stared at the raving old man. Elsbeth was even quiet.

Which left it up to me, as usual.

“So we gave the Consortium seven killing machines which can now be put under Camille’s control and turned against us? Is that what you are saying?” I asked. “But surely that will take time. It’s not like she can press a button and the girls are hers to control, right?”

“It’s exactly like that!” Kramer said as he pulled what looked like a car remote from his pocket. “Just like this!”

He pressed the button on the remote and pointed it at Elsbeth.

“Show them, Carly!” he shouted. “Kill them all!”

Elsbeth frowned. She looked about at us, and then at the thing Kramer held in his hand.

“I ain’t gonna kill them,” she said. “They’re my family.” She pulled a blade and smiled at Kramer. “But I am gonna kill you. Goodbye.”

Oh, shit...

“No,” Stella said calmly, but firmly. “You’re not killing anyone tonight, El.”

“Creepy old man needs to die,” Elsbeth replied, her eyes locked onto Kramer. “I call dibs on the killing.”

“No dibs!” Stella snapped. “Put your blade away now, El! I’m not going to tell you again!”

We all looked around at each other with the same thought going through our heads:

What the fuck is Stella gonna do to stop Elsbeth?

“You want to be a part of this family? Then you listen to me when I tell you to put away your blade,” Stella said.

“I’m not a child,” Elsbeth growled, here eyes never wavering from her death glare towards Kramer. “Don’t talk to me like I’m a child.”

“Then put away the blade,” Stella said. “You aren’t killing this man, no matter how much you want to.”

“Thank you,” Kramer said.

“Or how much he deserves it,” Stella continued. “He is the only person that may know what is going on and how we survive it. We need all the information from him we can get.” Stella moved between Elsbeth and Kramer and leaned down right in the man’s face. “You cooperate and show that you are useful, you live. The second you stop being useful, or show me a hint of betrayal, and I let her do whatever she wants to you. Got it?”

“Whatever I want?” Elsbeth asked as she looked around Stella and grinned at Kramer. “Like anything anything?”

“Anything,” Stella replied. She looked at the remote in Kramer’s hand. “Give me that.”

He handed it over.

“What is it?” she asked.

“It triggers the conditioning and lets me control the girls with basic verbal commands,” Kramer said. “Each of the girls has a small electrode implanted at the base of their brain. It’s a simple switch, that is all. It should have allowed me to order Elsbeth to kill you, but she apparently has figured out a way to override it.”

“I bumped my head,” Elsbeth said. “Bumped it hard. Made me forget who I was. Then Pa found me.”

“Yes, that could have done it,” Kramer nodded.

“Okay. That’s sorted out,” Stella said as she dropped the remote and ground it under her boot heel. “Now you are going to sit there, Mr. Kramer, and answer my questions until I am done asking. No quid pro quo, no tit for tat. I ask, you answer. Deviate from that, and Elsbeth gets you. Piss me off and Elsbeth gets you. Make me think you are lying and Elsbeth gets you. Are we understood, Mr. Kramer?”

“Doctor,” Kramer replied. “It’s Dr. Kramer.”

“She’ll call you Lucy if she wants to,” Elsbeth spat.

“I don’t think a little courtesy is too much to...” Kramer started but stopped as Stella slapped him across the face. “Ow! There was no need...”

She slapped him again. He opened his mouth to protest a second time and got a third slap for it.

“Done?” Stella asked.

Kramer nodded, his hand rubbing his red cheek.

“Good,” Stella smiled. “Tell us how we stop the Consortium.”

“You don’t,” Kramer answered immediately. “They have too many resources. What you have seen is nothing compared to what they will send after you. The only way to survive is to run. Now.”

“How much time do you suppose we have?”

“When did you send the girls to Atlanta?” Kramer asked.

Stella looked back at Stuart and he cleared his throat. “It’s only been a few days,” he replied. “They probably just got there.”

“Then you have only a few days,” Kramer said. “As soon as Camille realizes she has the girls, she will send them here and wipe all of you out.” He glanced quickly at Elsbeth, but didn’t let his eyes linger too long. “Even with her on your side, they will still win. Camille Thornberg does not negotiate and does not give second chances. You will all be dead before the week is out, in my estimation.”

“Then we need to move up the timetable,” Stuart said. “We leave the day after tomorrow.”

“Will we be ready?” Stella asked and looked at me.

“We’ll have to be,” I replied. “No other choice. We work through the nights until every vehicle is in shape and ready to go. Anything that isn’t ready, we leave. We can’t risk being on the run and having equipment break down. Better to be limited with reliable vehicles and weapons than find out the hard way on the road.”

“We’ll spread the word now,” Buzz said as he pushed Gunga towards the door. “I’ll have my brothers make sure everyone coming with us knows the plan.”

“Are folks not coming?” I asked. “That’s the first I’ve heard of that.”

“Some just don’t want to leave,” Buzz shrugged. “They are tired of fighting and tired of living. They’d rather risk it here.”

“Fools,” Kramer said, and then flinched as Stella moved her hand.

Stella grinned, but there was no happiness in it.

“Thanks, Buzz,” Stella said. “When you are done spreading the word, please come find me. We have a lot of work to do before we hit the road.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Buzz said as he hurried out of the saloon.

“And what of me?” Kramer asked. “I can be of help, you know.”

“You stay put,” Stella said as she stretched and rolled her neck. “I don’t want to worry about you. Elsbeth will sit here and keep you company while we get the evacuation in order. Right, El?”

“I’ll sit right here,” Elsbeth said as she shoved John out of his chair and took the seat for herself. “He ain’t going nowheres.”

“No, I suspect he isn’t,” Stella grinned.

***
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IT WAS NOT EASY GETTING everyone moving in order to be ready to leave in a day and a half. I was pretty surprised by the amount of resistance we met. You’d think people would be willing to put a little hustle into their survival, but as I grew more and more frustrated with the inefficiency and laziness, Stella pulled me aside to remind me of something very important.

“They are terrified, Jace,” Stella said as I watched people stand about, their eyes glazed over, their shoulders slumped. “Being able to have a home like Whispering Pines or The Farm has kept folks going. They had something to work and live for. Now we are about to head out into unknown territory. It all scares the shit out of me and I know what’s going on. Imagine what they feel like when all they know is what we have told them.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” I replied. “It’s just killing me how many people are digging their heels in. And I’m not even talking about the ones staying. Half the folks joining the convoy are acting like toddlers.”

“Take a deep breath and let it go,” Stella responded. “You are not these people’s parent anymore than I am. In the end, they are ready and come with or they aren’t ready and get left behind. Once we are on that road there is no looking back.”

“Damn,” I grinned. “Look at you all ruthless and shit.”

“I am not,” Stella frowned and smacked my arm. The fully intact arm, not Stumpageddon. That puppy is almost always strapped tight to my body so I don’t move my collarbone. It hurts, it sucks, and it is what it is. But it gets better each day, so I got that going for me.

“Can I at least bark at people to move ass?” I asked. “In a nice way that takes their terror into account?”

“If you need barking done, get Critter to do it,” Stella said. “Everyone’s used to getting barked at by him and it won’t undermine their confidence in you.”

“Who’s barkin’ at what?” Critter asked, walking up to us as we stood in the middle of the field that split the valley cliffs that made up his holler. “I’ll do some barkin’. Who ya need me to bark at?”

He looked about and saw a couple of his men standing by a water barrel.

“You two!” Critter barked. “I ain’t payin’ you to stand there! Water break is done! Go help secure supplies in the haul truck! Then double check the mobile homes is tied down right! Go on! Git!”

“Uh, you don’t pay us,” one of the men said.

“You still alive?” Critter countered.

“Well...yeah,” the man replied.

“Consider that payment,” Critter sneered. “Want to know what happens when I dock your pay?”

The two men shook their heads and hurried off. Critter nodded then looked at Stella.

“Who else? I’m in a barkin’ mood, that’s for sure,” Critter said.

“Something up we need to know about?” I asked.

“Nah, just feelin’ pissy,” Critter replied. “Ain’t easy leavin’ this place behind after all the work I done put into it.”

“Can’t be easy leaving your home either,” Stella said. “You grew up in these mountains and you may never see them again.”

“Damn, woman,” Critter snapped. “Why you have to go and say that? I was just thinkin’ about my holler, not these mountains. Gonna make me all depressed, sayin’ shit like that.”

Critter stomped off as he found a couple of new targets to bark at. I looked over at Stella and she held up a finger.

“Don’t say it,” she warned.

“What?” I smiled.

“You were going to explain the irony of me giving you a speech about handling everyone carefully when I went ahead and ignored my own advice and pissed off Critter,” she said.

“I wasn’t going to say that at all,” I replied.

“Yes, you were.”

“No, I wasn’t,” I said. “Not in those exact words.”

“Don’t be an asshole,” she sighed.

I took her in my arms and kissed her. Okay, I took her in my arm. Singular. “You love me being an asshole,” I said between kisses. “Makes you look better.”

“Well, tell that to Critter,” Stella said as she gently pushed me away. Which was pretty easy since a one armed man can’t exactly hold on tight. “I’ll find him and apologize.”

“Don’t bother,” I said. “He’s probably already over it. Just go get done what you need to. I’m going to make sure the kids are all packed and ready. We’ll have plenty of loose ends to deal with before leaving. I don’t want any of those ends to be our kids.”

“Good idea,” Stella said.

***
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I WAS PLEASANTLY SURPRISED to find my kids’ stuff fully packed and ready to go. I was not so pleasantly surprised not to be able to find my kids.

“Have you seen Charlie and Greta?” I asked Melissa as she carried a crate of medical supplies from the infirmary and out to the haul truck. “I can’t find them anywhere.”

“Check at the far end of the holler,” Melissa replied. “They were heading up one of the dead end walkways with a group of kids the last time I saw them.”

“A group of kids? What for?” I asked.

“Not a clue. I’ve been a little busy,” Melissa replied as she kept walking. 

“Thanks,” I said as I turned and hurried towards the end of the holler.

Critter’s Holler was actually a valley about the size of three football fields laid end to end, and about as wide as a single football field, with sheer cliffs on both sides. A bubbling creek ran straight down the middle, coming from a trickle of a waterfall at the far end of the valley. Along the cliffs on either side, and almost halfway up, were platforms with buildings made from various materials, mostly retrofitted trailers and modular houses. Walkways of wood and steel connected the buildings, but there were quite a few unconnected walkways due to the fact we took down some buildings and put them in the haul truck’s bed.

I looked up at one of the unconnected walkways and saw my two kids with about ten others. The kids were busy sparring with various melee weapons while Greta and Charlie looked on. I was quite a ways away, but I could hear the distinct voice of my daughter shouting at the kids that weren’t doing so well. Charlie just stood there and shook his head.

“Hey!” I yelled up at them as I took a set of stairs that led to a walkway just across a gap from theirs. “What are you guys doing? There is shit that needs to be done! Now is not playtime!”

“We’re not playing, Dad!” Greta snapped. “We’re training! Half these kids coming with us don’t even know how to fight! They’ll be dead before we even get to Knoxville if shit gets rough!”

“Greta, knock it off!” I shout. “Not everyone has had to go through the shit you two have! Be nice and leave them alone!”

“It’s okay, Mr. Stanford,” a boy about Greta’s age said. “We need to know how to hold our own and how to help if the convoy gets overrun by Zs.”

“Overrun by Zs?” I asked. “Who said the convoy will be overrun by Zs?”

Everyone looked over at Charlie and he raised his hand. It stretched his chest wound and he winced, but he recovered quickly and just smiled.

“Charlie Stanford, get your ass over here,” I ordered.

It took him a while to get from his walkway to my walkway and I could see by the look on his face that he had his argument ready to go.

“Dad! They have to learn how to...” he began.

“I didn’t call you over here to talk about you and Greta training the kids how to fight,” I interrupted. “My issue is that you are telling these kids they are going to die when the convoy is overrun by Zs.”

“First, I never said the convoy would be overrun, just if it was overrun,” Charlie countered. “And Greta is the one saying they’ll die, not me.”

“Greta tells everyone they are going to die,” I replied. “People have learned to stop listening. But they do listen to you when you say alarming things. You have a different place in this group now. You saved a lot of people and kids look up to you. If you hint at shit going wrong, they will think it is going to go wrong. I need you to be the optimist here, please.”

“But I know it will go wrong,” Charlie stated.

That caught me off guard and I had to shake my head a little to get over the shock.

“What do you mean?” I asked. “You do not know that.”

Charlie frowned and rolled his eyes. “Name one time since Z-Day that everything hasn’t gone wrong. Just one time. Whispering Pines? Blown up. Reynolds Mountain? Swarmed with Zs. Grove Park Inn? Same thing. Asheville? Radioactive mess. Nothing has gone right, Dad. Take the blinders off and look at reality.”

I had to let that all sink in for a second before I could reply.

“Yeah, things have sucked. That’s true,” I replied. “But we are still alive which is more than a lot of people can say.”

Charlie frowned and shook his head. “That’s my point. Those people can’t say it because they are dead. And not just because Zs got them. We’ve been attacked by the living more than the undead these past few months. The kids over there at least have to know how to swing a baseball bat so it cracks a skull. That’ll save them from the Zs and the people.”

“Yes, well, the people are behind us and we are going to be long gone before they get here,” I said. 

“Dad, there are always people,” Charlie replied. “And there will be plenty ahead of us as well. The highwaymen alone could stop us from even getting over the pass.”

“Wait...the what? Who told you about the highwaymen?”

“Critter,” Charlie responded. “He says he needs us to keep our eyes open when we hit the road because the highwaymen will be watching us every step of the way. If they smell weakness, they’ll swarm down on us like locusts.”

Yeah, that’s sounds like Critter.

“Great. Just great,” I replied. “Looks like I need to go have a chat with Critter about not spooking kids.”

“So the highwaymen are real?” Charlie asked.

“If I answer that will you promise to keep it to yourself?” I responded. “Don’t tell the other kids and get them all freaked out, okay?”

“Okay,” Charlie nodded.

“Yes, the highwaymen are real,” I answered. “Critter and his men have always kept them in check and away from our area, mainly because Critter is the scariest of all the highwaymen, but once we get out on that road, we’ll be fair game. All of the adults know about them, but we left it up to the parents to tell their kids. I guess Critter just couldn’t help being a creepy dick.”

“He gets a kick out of shaking shit up,” Charlie said.

“Tell me about it.”

“How many are there?” Charlie asked.

“We don’t know,” I said. “Could be a dozen or two, or it could be a hundred. Critter hasn’t dealt with them in a while because he’s been busy with all the Asheville bullshit. Trust me, I’ve gotten an earful about how the city drama has gotten in the way of real country work. Guess we finally get to see what that real work is.”

“Wee. Fun,” Charlie sighed.

“Hey!” Greta shouted over at us. “So are we grounded or can we keep practicing?”

“You can keep practicing!” I shouted back. “But be ready to stop and come help the second you’re called for, got it?”

“Got it!” Greta said.

“Thanks, Mr. Stanford!” the boy yelled.

“Who is that?” I asked. “I don’t recognize him.”

“That’s Jordan Jensen,” Charlie replied. “His parents were laborers for Mondello.”

“Were?”

Charlie shrugged. “They didn’t make it to Asheville. They died during a Z attack on the parkway up by Blowing Rock.”

“That sucks,” I said. “He a good kid?”

“He’s nice, but weird,” Charlie said. “Probably why Greta likes him.”

“Probably why what?” I snapped. “Greta likes him?”

“Uh, yeah, haven’t you noticed?” Charlie grinned. “Those two have been hanging out non-stop since we all got to the holler.”

A billion thoughts ran through my head, and most included shotguns, but I took a deep breath and just nodded to Charlie. “Keep an eye on him.”

“Already am,” Charlie said. “He gets out of line and I’ll toss him to the Zs.”

“Don’t do that,” I said. “At least not unless you ask me first.”

“Will do.”

“Good,” I said as I looked out over the hustle and bustle on the valley floor. “Now I have to find Critter and give him a piece of my mind.”

“Better be a small piece,” Charlie laughed. “You don’t have much left.”

“Ha ha, funny guy,” I smirked. “Now feel free to go fuck off.”

I left him there and took off down the stairs to find Critter. The last thing we needed was that old coot stirring up fear and anxiety.
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Chapter Three
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The makeup and exact order of vehicles in the convoy was a huge bone of contention for a while, until I finally had to put a stop to the debate and set the order.

“Haul truck goes first,” I stated. “Yes, it carries the shelters, most of the supplies, and our weaker friends and family, but it’s also the biggest hunk of metal on the road. The thing was designed to take point and clear away any blockages we may come across.”

There were some grumbles, but in the end, everyone came around to my way of thinking. After the haul truck, was Critter and his tricked out Jeep Wrangler. The thing had two mini-guns mounted to the front and huge saw blades welded to the sides as well as spikes on the bumpers. It was designed to tear through Zs. After that, was the Ford Explorer that I would be riding in with Stella, Elsbeth and the kids. Then the Fitzpatricks in various pickup trucks with the remainder of the convoy behind them. 

John and Stuart were up on top of the haul truck, along with some others, their rifles ready to pick off trouble. Dr. McCormick and Reaper were inside the shelters watching over the sick and wounded. Reaper had double duty and had to watch Kramer as well. 

None of us trusted the man and had zero intention of forcing anyone to be cramped in a smaller vehicle with him. It was probably for his own good since he seemed to have an innate ability to piss everyone off. It would have only been a matter of time before somebody tossed him out a door and onto the road. As much as I would have enjoyed seeing that, I still thought we needed him at the very least for the knowledge he had of the road from Critter’s Holler to Kansas City.

Yes, we were still going to KC. Kramer may have been right that it was a scorched crater, but we needed to see it for ourselves. Plus, it was on the way to Colorado anyway. If it was a complete loss, we would just keep on going to Boulder and the supposed Stronghold. 

“That thing don’t move very fast,” Elsbeth said from the passenger seat. 

Stella was driving and I was in the way back backseat behind the kids, who were in the middle backseat (there’s a lot of fucking seats in SUVs), so that I could keep an eye on the line of vehicles behind us and Elsbeth could keep an eye on the road ahead. The kids were supposed to be watching the sides, but Charlie kept spacing off and Greta was busy making pink bracelets from some twine she found (Elsbeth had like six on her wrists already since she liked them so much) so I had to do triple duty most of the time.

“It’ll move faster once we hit the open stretch of the interstate in Tennessee,” Stella said as she watched the haul truck ahead of Critter’s Jeep move at a crawl.

Red Lapsing was driving the haul truck, despite having lost an eye the last time he drove it. He insisted the injury didn’t hurt his ability to drive, so we put him through a few tests, but in the end, it was his phobias and anxieties about being around wide open spaces and too many people that settled it. The cab of the giant truck was the only place he said he wouldn’t totally freak out.

I couldn’t drive the thing since I only had one arm and a stump, so he had my vote.

“Long Pork? You read me?” Critter called over the walkie talkie. “You back there?”

“We’re back here,” I replied into my walkie. Critter had a ton of walkies and radios stockpiled and luckily, Landon Chase, our resident tech pain in the ass, was able to get enough working and hold a charge for one to be in each vehicle. “What’s up, Crit?”

“Just makin’ sure I can squawk at ya when I need to,” Critter laughed. “You keep that radio handy, you hear? We have a tricky detour to take just up ahead. If the assholes are gonna hit us, it’ll be right along there.”

The one major flaw in our convoy plan was the fact that the haul truck was two stories high and as big as a house. We knew the interstate was the fastest, easiest way to travel, especially since a lot of it had been cleared of cars and trucks over the years by Critter’s men (at least on the North Carolina side of the mountains), but we also knew there would be issues such as tunnels and overpasses that the haul truck wouldn’t fit in or under.

Overpasses were easy to drive around, but a tunnel wasn’t.

We were at our first detour.

Not that the detour was all that great. Instead of the interstate, we had to take rural highway 288. That meant the haul truck took up both lanes and had to crawl along even slower as the small road twisted and turned its way through the mountains. Many a tree would lose the majority of its limbs as that massive thing on wheels shoved by.

Taking that route also presented a slight problem when it came to communication, as we found out in just a couple of miles.

“Hey, all,” Red said over the radio as we lost sight of the haul truck as it went around a sharp curve. “Looks like we have -hiss- up ahead.”

“What was that?” I replied. “What’s up ahead?”

“I think he said a tree was down,” Critter replied. “Hard to hear though. These hills are getting in the way of the radio signal. I thought that Landon boy had it all worked out.”

“I did,” Landon interrupted. “The walkies weren’t in the greatest of shape. I salvaged the best and put in the strongest batteries I could find, but none of them could be considered top of the line.”

“I don’t need a damn CB Cadillac!” Critter snapped. “Top of the line don’t meant shit to me, boy. I just need to talk -hiss- in the -hiss- got that?”

“The mountains are getting in the way,” I said to everyone in the Explorer with me. “We’ll be fine when we get back on the interstate and hit that straight stretch in Tennessee.”

“Doesn’t help us now when we need it the most,” Stella said as she took the sharp curve and brought us around to see what Red was talking about.

There were a couple more twists, but not sharp enough that we couldn’t see the haul truck. It was up the road from us, stopped dead, and several folks were climbing down from it. We pulled up behind Critter’s Jeep, where he stood shouting orders here and there, and came to our own stop.

“What is it?” I asked as I got out of the Explorer with Elsbeth, leaving Stella and the kids inside. 

The first rule of the convoy was that someone was behind the wheel of a vehicle at all times. Critter was bending that rule by standing in the driver’s seat instead of seated and ready to get moving, but I wasn’t going to be the one to quibble with the old coot.

“Trees down,” Critter said. “Looks like they were uprooted by a storm.”

“So it’s not a trap?” I asked.

“Oh, it probably is,” Critter grinned as he eyed the mountainside to our left. “But they ain’t gonna attack until they know our weak point. We gots enough guns to keep them back for now.”

One thing we were counting on was that Critter was positive the highwaymen were out of ammunition. He couldn’t say for certain, but he hadn’t had a shoot out with any of the small gangs in a long while. Last time he got into a tussle with some of the highwaymen, he said they’d been using bows and arrows.

But no bullets. We all hoped he was right.

“Can’t the haul truck just mow down the trees?” I asked. “Run them over and keep going?”

“Sure,” Critter said as we watched men scramble ahead of the haul truck to start clearing the road. “But that truck would make such a god-awful mess of those trees that none of the other vehicles could get through.” He let out a low whistle. “And you ever see what those giant tires can do to a hunk of wood? It catches it right and we’d have a million splinters shootin’ back at us. Don’t know if you noticed or not, Long Pork, but my Jeep ain’t got no top on it. That wouldn’t be too much fun for me, now would it?”

“Are you afraid of a little toothpick rain?” I smiled.

“You afraid of my boot up your ass?” Critter replied.

“Point taken,” I nodded. “So we just wait? You think I should send runners down the convoy to give everyone a heads up? Good chance for people to stretch their legs and have a piss break before we get going again.”

“Sounds like a good way to go since the radios ain’t workin’ too well,” Critter nodded. He let out a whistle and pointed at two men with rifles that were busy watching the mountainside. “You boys! Head down the line and let folks in on what’s happenin’, will ya? Move your asses and get back up here!”

The men nodded and hurried past us and down the convoy, stopping at each vehicle to give a quick update. Or I assume that was what they did since I lost sight of them in seconds once they went around the curve.

Moving the trees wasn’t as easy as it should have been. They were huge, old oaks and that wood is dense and heavy. It took a dozen men with ropes to maneuver the first tree far enough so that it could be shoved off the road and go tumbling and crashing through the smaller trees below. The second tree was a lot bigger than the first.

I leaned against Critter’s Jeep and watched everyone else work, since Stumpageddon wasn’t exactly up for lumberjack duty. Even if I wanted to put a cool axe or hook attachment onto my stump, I still had the healing collarbone to deal with. No leverage because of the minor issue of the pain. Not to mention the fact that Reaper would kick my ass if I ruined all the work he’d done to keep me from losing the last half of my right arm. He and Dr. McCormick had wanted to amputate all the way up to the shoulder so there was less stress on my fracture, but I vetoed that. 

I’d grown fond of Stumpageddon and didn’t want to lose the whole arm. Having half an arm was shitty enough, but taking it all was unthinkable.

“Long Pork!” Critter snapped. “What you think’ about?”

“Life with one arm,” I said as I patted Stumpageddon.

“Well, good for you,” Critter snorted. “Now get your head out of the clouds and pay attention.”

“What for?” I asked.

“The attack that’s comin’,” Critter said.

That’s when I noticed he had picked up his rifle and was studying not the mountainside to our left, but the drop off to our right.

“You see something?” I asked. Then I looked around and realized I was standing by Critter’s Jeep alone. “Hey, where’s El?”

“Down in there,” Critter nodded towards the drop off. “Girl heard somethin’ and just took off. You were too busy gettin’ lost in that head of yours to notice.”

“Yeah, sorry about that,” I said. I truly was sorry since the spacing off thing really was a pain in my ass as well as everyone else’s.

“Well, as long as your little trips to outer space don’t get me killed, then I could give a crap about your sorry,” Critter said. “But hows about you pay the fuck attention right now?”

“Will do,” I said and walked back to the Explorer as Stella rolled down the window. “Critter says Elsbeth heard...”

“I know,” Stella said. “I saw her take off down the mountain. Here.”

She handed me a 9mm Beretta and smiled. “You going to be able to shoot that left handed?”

“He can shoot it, but can he hit anything?” Greta asked.

“The love and support is overwhelming,” I said as I took the pistol then stared at it. “Uh, could you rack the slide for me?”

“I already did,” Stella said. “There’s a round in the chamber, but the safety is on. Be sure to flick that off before you start shooting.”

“I know about the safety,” I mumbled as I walked away. “Don’t need to tell me how a gun works.”

I got back to Critter’s Jeep and saw he was smiling at me. I hate it when Critter smiles at me.

“What?” I snap.

“You’re like a little kid that needs his meat cut up,” Critter chuckled. “Man can’t handle a pistol on his own, what kind of man is he?”

“The kind that’ll put a cap in your ass if you don’t shut the fuck up,” I growled.

That made Critter chuckle even harder. He didn’t stop until we heard the first scream. Then a second one.

“I think our girl found company,” Critter said, his rifle to his shoulder. “Let’s hope she can handle things on her own.”

“Up top!” John shouted from the haul truck as I heard his suppressed rifle cough out a couple of shots. “Zs!”

And he wasn’t shitting us sideways. There were a fuck ton of Zs about to come tumbling down on our heads.

“Fuck!” I yelled as I turned to the small part of the convoy I could see behind us. “Get ready!” I tried my walkie, but only static came out of it. “Fuck!”

The mountainside to our left was not quite a sheer cliff, but it was close enough so that the undead that came at us barely set a foot on the ground. They fell from above, their mouths open and rotted hands reaching for some tasty, tasty people meats.

The first few splatted just short of the convoy, but the rest started smacking the tops and sides of the vehicles, causing all kinds of havoc.

“Mother fuckers!” Critter shouted as he ducked and dodged the falling corpses. It took him all of two seconds to realize that it was a waste of bullets to shoot the fuckers, so he dropped the rifle and picked up a baseball bat that had spikes driven through the end.

“Hey!” I shouted at him as I jumped out of the way of a Z that exploded all over the road. “That’s the Bitch!”

“Long Pork, I ain’t never gonna call nothin’ a stupid name like that,” Critter grinned as he steadied the bat by his shoulder and then took a swing, ripping the head off a Z that came falling right at him. “But I ain’t gonna let a sweet design like this go to waste neither.”

Fair enough.

The Zs kept coming, but luckily, gravity did most of the work for us. Now, I know Zs aren’t too bright, what with the lack of a living brain and all, but rarely do you see them get all lemming and shit and go for a suicidal leap. So I wasn’t too surprised to see some living faces peering down at us when I looked up at the top of the mountainside.

I gave them a quick wave. Okay, not so much a wave as a couple shots with my 9mm. They ducked back from the pistol fire and I was feeling pretty good about myself until the rocks started raining down.

Yep. Rocks.

My first thought was that they must have run out of arrows at some point. Second thought? Fuck! Falling rocks!

“Sons of bitches,” Critter snarled as he slammed the Bitch into the skull of a Z that was crawling at him over the windshield of the Jeep. A rock smacked his shoulder and he snarled, giving me a look of pure hurt rage before he dropped the Bitch and picked his rifle back up. “You gonna throw rocks in a gun fight, ya fuckers? Fine!”

He unloaded his rifle at the men above that were busy tossing rocks down on us, but it made no difference since those fuckers had gravity on their side. They could stand way back from the edge and just let the rocks fly. Fuckers.

Fuckity fucker fuck fucks.

I attribute all the cursing to the fact a rock nailed me in the forehead. Fucking hurt, man. Otherwise, I’m such a mild mouthed fella.

“We’re clear!” Stuart yelled from the haul truck as the beast of a machine roared back to life and started to lurch its way up the road as the last tree was shoved from the road. “Get moving!”

Those with rifles on top of the haul truck kept firing at the mountainside, trying to take out some of the still falling Zs as well as keep the rock-throwing fuckers back. I dodged it all as I raced back to the Explorer while Stella yelled at me to move ass. I jumped into the empty passenger seat and just had the door closed when she floored it and sent us chasing after Critter and his Jeep. 

“What about Elsbeth?” Greta asked. 

There was a loud thump from the top of the Explorer and suddenly Elsbeth’s face was looking in at us upside down from my window.

“I’ll move,” I said as I rolled the window down and scrambled into the back seat with Greta and Charlie.

Elsbeth did this flip spin thingy and was comfortably in the passenger seat before I even got my seatbelt on. She smacked her hands on the dashboard and gave us all a wide grin. She was pretty much covered in blood from head to toe.

“Haven’t had a good killin’ time in a long while,” she said as she clapped her hands together. “Fun, fun, fun!”

“Were there a lot of Zs down there?” Charlie asked.

“Zs? Nope. No Zs,” Eslbeth replied. “Just lots of stupid, stupid men. Came at me with sticks and rocks. Kinda felt bad for them and I said so. They didn’t listen. Should have listened.”

“Uh...if you were down there, then how did you get on top of the Explorer?” Greta asked, looking from the drop off to our right and then up at the roof of the car. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“Trees go up,” Elsbeth said. “Elsbeth comes down.”

Greta just shook her head.

“How much farther is it?” Stella asked. “We need to get off this road and back onto the interstate.” Rocks continued to rain down on us and one smacked into the windshield, sending cracks spider webbing this way and that. “Because I am done with this shit!”

Stella rolled her window down, grabbed a pistol stashed next to her and started firing up at the mountainside.

“FUCKERS!” Stella screamed.

“MOM!” Greta yelled. “STOP!”

We all yelled at her to stop, but she couldn’t hear us over the gunfire. When the pistol clicked empty, she casually handed it to Elsbeth, who was sitting there giggling like it was the best thing she’d ever seen, and then let out a long sigh.

“I feel better,” Stella said.

“You just wasted a whole magazine,” Charlie snapped. “That’s ammo we can’t get back!”

“But damn if it didn’t feel good,” Stella replied.

“See? Everyone needs killin’ time,” Elsbeth said.

“I don’t think I actually hit anyone,” Stella said, “but who fucking cares, right?”

“Fucking right,” Elsbeth nodded. She pointed at the stereo. “We need tunes. Tunes are good.”

“Yes, we need tunes,” Stella said and hit the power button. A Johnny Cash CD started playing and soon Elsbeth and Stella were singing along to the Man in Black, drowning out the sounds of rocks and falling Zs.

The kids both looked back at me as if their mom had completely lost her mind. Which she may have. In the apocalypse, you gotta find your bliss where you can, so I just shrugged and started singing along.

“This family is so fucked,” Greta said. 

“No shit,” Charlie agreed.
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IT TOOK US AN HOUR to get back onto I-40, and we had highwaymen on our ass the whole way, so we didn’t risk stopping the caravan until we were down out of the pass and onto the straighter stretch on the Tennessee side.

“Hold up!” Critter barked over the radio. The interference was gone since we had no mountains and ridges between us anymore, but the signal sounded weak and I had to wonder how long we could rely on the walkies for communication.

The convoy came to a slow stop and Critter began barking orders for his men to go up and down the line and take inventory of the damage. We may have made it out of the mountains alive, but it didn’t mean we hadn’t taken some bad hits.

“Come on,” I said to Elsbeth. “I want to see what the problems are.”

“You need me to come with?” Elsbeth asked, her feet propped up on the dashboard as she relaxed back into her seat. “Why you need me, Long Pork? You’re missing an arm, not a leg.”

“I’ll go with you,” Stella said.

“Cool,” I grinned. “Charlie can get in the driver’s seat in case we have to take off fast.”

“Charlie drives just fine,” Elsbeth agreed. “Get your butt up here and take the chair.”

Stella and I got out of the Explorer and smiled at each other.

“She’s in a funny mood,” I said.

“I think she’s glad to be back in the action,” Stella said. “It keeps her mind off Julio.”

“True,” I agreed. Losing Julio had been hard for her no matter if she wanted to admit it or not. “Nothing like killing some crazies and Zs to keep one’s mind off tragedy.”

We walked along in silence the rest of the way as I studied the damage to the trucks and SUVs from the Zs and the rocks. People were out of their vehicles and doing the same while also taking the time for bathroom breaks along the side of the interstate. Supervised bathroom breaks, of course, since the grass was pretty high and no one wanted to accidentally squat on a Z and have their ass bitten off.

Critter’s people had things pretty much under control until we reached the last two vehicles. Eight men and women had their rifles up and pointed at a double cab pickup and Volvo station wagon.

“What’s up?” I asked, wishing I had brought a pistol with me. I looked over and saw Stella held hers down to the side of her leg and could see she was ready to bring it up and start firing if anything fucked up happened.

“Folks won’t roll down the windows or step out so we can make sure they’re okay,” a man named Gary Wilkes said. “We been knocking and they just say they’re fine.”

“Hello in there!” I shouted. “Could you roll the windows down please?”

The driver’s window on the double cab truck rolled down a fraction of an inch.

“All good here!” a man said. “Just ready to keep rollin’.”

“Who’s supposed to be in these?” I asked Stella. “Do you have the driver list?”

“Didn’t bring it with me,” Stella said.

I looked at Critter’s folks and they all shrugged.

“Great,” I sighed as I looked at the truck. “What’s your name?”

“Uh...Bob,” the guy said.

“Okay, Bob. Can you hop on out so we can just do a quick health check?” I asked nicely. “We need to make sure no one in the truck was bitten by a Z. You understand, right?”

“We’re good,” Bob said as he rolled the window back up. 

Fucker.

“Bob!” I yelled. “Open the fucking truck, please!”

“Nice use of please,” Stella smirked.

“Thanks,” I said as I started to step towards the truck.

I made it all of a foot before the door swung open and the road erupted into gunfire.

Three of Critter’s people went down hard, their bodies riddled with bullets. I instinctively dove at Stella and covered her with my body as I shoved her towards the side of the road and into the high grass. We rolled and rolled down an embankment and came to a painful stop against a group of pines.

“You okay?” I grunted.

“Yeah. You?” 

“As good as can be,” I replied.

The sound of the truck engine roaring back to life reached us as we scrambled back up to the road. The driver’s window was shattered and blood dripped down the side of the door as the truck roared past us. Two wheels were on the road and two were on the overgrown shoulder as it dodged past the convoy. People still taking care of their business had to dive this way and that, pants down around their ankles, to keep from being run down.

“That’s not one of ours!” I shouted, but I think people figured that out.

“JACE!” Stella yelled as she shoved me back into the grass.

The Volvo zipped past only inches from us as we fell back on our asses. All of the windows had been shot out and I could see only two people inside, one of which I’m pretty sure was no longer living.

“What the fuck?” Stella shouted as she got to her feet, lifted her pistol, then lowered it again as she realized she was just as likely to hit one of our people as she was to hit the Volvo.

“They must have hijacked the cars when we were stopped back on the detour,” I said.

“Ya think?” Stella snapped. “We should have been prepared for that.”

“Well, doesn’t look like they’re getting far,” I said as the truck reached the haul truck, swerved one way, then the other before slamming into the giant rear tire of the huge machine. I could see John standing on top of the haul truck, his sniper rifle to his shoulder. He gave a quick wave and I waved back. “Yay for snipers.”

The Volvo only went a little farther before taking a sudden lurch towards the left and drove off into the grass. We lost sight of it, but then the sound of crunching metal and glass filled us in on the car’s fate.

A bunch of us raced up to it and found the car smashed into a large oak tree, its front crumpled. Steam and smoke hissed from under the mangled hood, but that wasn’t what got our attention.

“Damn,” Greta said from my side. “I guess that one turned fast.”

“Hey, why are you out of the Explorer?” I snapped. “It’s not safe out here!”

“Not safe in there,” Greta said as she pointed at the Z that was busy munching on the driver of the Volvo. “Sucks to be that guy.”

“The one being eaten or the one doing the eating?” Buzz asked as he came up to us, his pistol out. “Wouldn’t want to be either of them.”

He moved past and put a bullet in the head of the Z, then in the head of the dead driver, who would have come back in just a few minutes anyway.

“The passenger turned fast,” I said. “That’s not good.”

“Turning times have gotten weird lately,” Buzz said as he holstered his pistol and walked back to us. “Whatever makes us turn is accelerating the process.”

“How very unfortunate,” Kramer said. “That does not bode well for the survival of the human species.”

“What the fuck are you doing here?” I asked. “You’re supposed to be up in the haul truck?”

“Oh, am I?” Kramer said. “I figured since my guards left that I was free to come out and see what all the commotion was.”

We could hear Critter cursing and shouting. Then he joined our large group of looky-loos. His arms gesticulated this way and that as he frothed at the mouth.

“YOU POSSUM ASS SUCKING MORONS!” Critter yelled at a pair of men that tried to duck away, but just weren’t fast enough. “YOU HAD ONE FUCKIN’ JOB! ONE JOB!”

“Someone’s getting fired,” Greta smirked as she turned and walked away. “I’ll be waiting in the Explorer. Let me know when it’s time to get moving again.”

“Come on,” Buzz said as he grabbed Kramer’s arm. “Back to your cage.”

“You realize you are talking to a man with seven PhDs and over two thousand patents?” Kramer snapped. “I do not need to be manhandled like a child!”

“Do you realize you are talking to a man that doesn’t care whether you live or die?” Buzz replied. “Personally,y your science crap doesn’t impress me. These days, all I need is God and I’m good.”

“You’re one of those religious nuts, are you?” Kramer sneered.

“Nope,” Buzz said. “Just a man of faith that has been tested again and again since the dead started to walk the Earth. And that faith has gotten me a lot further over the years than science has.”

“You think science hasn’t helped...” Kramer started, but stopped when Buzz smacked him in the back of the head. Hard.

“Save your breath,” Buzz said. “I’m not stupid. I just have room in me to believe in both faith and science. Try it sometime. You’d be surprised what worlds open up to you.”

“Damn,” I said to Melissa. “Your brother has gone all guru and shit.”

“Cram it up your poopchute, Long Pork,” Buzz called back to me.

“Hey! I was giving you a compliment!’ I snapped.

“Hard to tell with you sometimes,” Buzz replied as he basically dragged Kramer back to the haul truck.

“It is hard to tell sometimes,” Melissa said from my side.

We got up to the haul truck and Buzz forced Kramer to climb into one of the shelters while the rest of us walked to the side of the road where Stuart stood over a bleeding man that didn’t look like he had much longer to live.

“Not highwaymen,” Stuart said as he nudged the guy with his boot. “At least not the ones Critter was used to. From what I got out of this guy, it sounds like new gangs were starting to move across the mountains.”

“Gangs? What gangs?” I asked.

Critter knelt down next to the dying man and ripped open is bloody shirt. The man’s chest was scarred by all kinds of crappy tattoos and burn marks.

“Son of a bitch,” he sighed. “I didn’t think the idiots had the balls to come this far. Thought they’d always stay on the other side of Knoxville.”

“Care to tell the rest of us what that means?” I asked.

Critter stood up and shielded his eyes from the sun as he looked down I-40.

“Cannies,” he said.

We all waited for more, but Critter just kept staring at the road ahead of us.

“I’m going to speak for everyone and say that we’re gonna need a little more info than that,” I said.

“Well,” Critter replied as he turned his attention on to me. “It used to be that from Knoxville to Nashville it was nothin’ but cannibal gangs. They never came this close to the mountains because I kinda made it worth their while to stay away and they didn’t know the coves and hollers like us mountain folk do.”

“Hold on,” Stuart said. “You knew there would be cannibal gangs and didn’t bother to tell us?”

Critter shrugged. “I’d figured they’d wiped themselves out. Can’t be no survivors left for them to eat, so they had to have turned on each other by now. I guess some got bold and moved into the mountains looking for new food sources. Gotta give them credit for makin’ it this far.”

We all just stood there, stunned by the revelation.

“Okay, let’s put aside the fact you are an idiot, Critter,” Stella said. “How many gangs are we talking?”

“Don’t rightly know,” Critter said. “There were about half a dozen last time I checked, but that was a couple years back.” He held up his hands before anyone else could speak. “Now, in my defense, I did tell Lourdes and her soldier folk about them. I figured if they were still a threat that Lourdes would have sent someone to tell us. When we didn’t hear nothin’ I assumed it was all good.”

“Or maybe Lourdes and her people ran into some trouble and couldn’t get someone back to warn us,” I said. “That’s a possibility.”

“Nah,” Critter said. “The canny gangs ain’t smart enough to take on Lourdes. They’d be a pain in the ass, that’s for sure, but ain’t a one of them got the skills that those PCs have in their pinky fingers.”

I looked up at the haul truck.

“There may be someone that can shed a little more light on this situation,” I said. “Can someone help me up into the haul truck?” I waved Stumpageddon and winced at the pain in my collarbone. “Can’t quite do it myself.”
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I WAS SWEATING PRETTY hard, and had swallowed a ton of pride, by the time I sat down across from Kramer in one of the shelters bolted into the haul truck’s bed.

“You have the look of a man in need of information, Mr. Stanford,” Kramer grinned. “I’m glad to see one of you came to your senses and realized that I am here to help, not hurt.”

“I’m not going to kid myself that that is true,” I said. “But maybe something you know can help, even if I suspect your intentions overall are far from charitable.”

“Well, I admit they certainly are not entirely charitable,” Kramer. “That would be saying that I lack the motivation of self-preservation. I’d be a liar if I said I came to you fine people for other reasons than to just prolong my life.”

“What’s on the other side of Knoxville?” I asked, done with the banter. “Critter says it used to be controlled by canny gangs. Is it still?”

Kramer smiled and eased back into the plastic chair he sat in. “Control is such a subjective word. There are many degrees of control. Control of movement, control of one’s environment, control of those around you, self-control- all very subjective, indeed. One could argue that I control this conversation by having information you need, yet I am sure you would say you control the entire situation by keeping me captive. Which version of control dominates? Which one is supreme over the other? I am your prisoner, but you are at my mercy.”

“You want to talk mercy?” Stuart growled as he stood by the door.

“Ah, then the physical threats begin,” Kramer said, “which I cannot match. The tables turn and the position of strength is revealed.”

“Is it possible for you to just answer my question?” I asked. “All your jabber, jabber, jabber is giving me a headache.”

Stuart snorted.

“Shut up,” I smirked. “I see the irony.”

“Your question was what? If there are cannibal gangs to the west of Knoxville?” Kramer smiled. “That is easy to answer: yes.”

“Okay, now we are getting somewhere,” I said. “Critter also believes they have probably eaten themselves down to nothing. Is that true?”

“Down to nothing? Oh, heavens no, son!” Kramer laughed. “Those gangs are thriving! From a strictly anthropological view, I would say they are quite possibly the strongest culture I have seen sprout up from this nightmarish landscape. They have adapted as needed and taken that adaptation to new heights. No, no, no, Mr. Critter is quite mistaken. The cannibal gangs are far from down to nothing.”

“Great,” I responded as I looked over at Stuart. “Not exactly what we were prepared for.”

“We can get through,” Stuart said. “We may not have known we’d be dealing with thriving canny gangs, but we knew we’d be dealing with plenty of crazies. These’ll just be the first.”

“Don’t underestimate them, Gunnery Sergeant,” Kramer said. “They are crazy, yes, but they are also not stupid. The ones that have made it this far in life are wily like any true predatory scavenger. They are like packs of hyenas. Get enough of them together and even a lion cannot scare them off.”

“Fine,” Stuart said. “Then give us details. We need to know how many of them there are and where they camp out. Do they hunt at night? Do they hunt during the day? Are they armed or use vehicles? Or have they run out of ammo and fuel? Spill everything you know and you get to live another day.”

“Gunnery Sergeant Stuart,” Kramer sighed. “You do not need to keep threatening me. How many times must I state that fact?”

“I could give a fuck,” Stuart said. “Keep stating it all you want. I’m going to keep threatening you because I want you to know that you only have a future with us because I allow it to happen.”

“How very democratic of you,” Kramer smirked. “I’m sure your fellow survivors would love to know that’s your attitude. Do they have a future as well because you allow them to?”

“Blah blah blah,” Stuart said. “Just tell us what you know.”

“Fine,” Kramer said as he coughed and tapped at his chest. “May I have a glass of water first, please?”

“No,” Stuart stated.

“My throat is parched and I could use something to...” Kramer started, but didn’t get to finish as Stuart moved forward and punched him in the nose.

“Feel that blood trickling down the back of your throat?” Stuart grinned. “That should wet your whistle.”

Kramer grabbed at his face as blood poured from around his fingers.

“Dude,” I said to Stuart before I found a rag and handed it to Kramer, “now his voice is going to be all nasal and annoying.”

“Your concern for my wellbeing is admirable,” Kramer said as held the rag to his bleeding nose.

“How about this?” I asked. “You tell us what we need to know and we leave you alone for a while? I’d say after that sock to the face that’s a fair deal.”

“There are a minimum of half a dozen cannibal gangs stationed outside Knoxville,” Kramer said.

“But not all the way to Nashville?” I asked.

“Not that I am aware of,” Kramer answered. “But I could be mistaken. The main corridor of death is the stretch of I-40 just past the I-75 junction.”

“But not in Knoxville?” Stuart asked. “Why not stay in the city itself?”

“They like the openness the road provides,” Kramer said. “Cities are too constrictive for them. Day in and day out their individual gang territories grow and shrink depending on their successes or failures in Cannibal Road.”

“They have a name for it?” I laughed. “Seriously?”

Kramer just grinned.

“How have they grown?” Stuart asked. “You said they have grown and flourished? Considering they eat their recruitment base, how can that be possible?”

“They prey on and eat the weak first, of course,” Kramer said. “Those they do not deem worthy to become a part of their twisted clubs. After that, it is a matter of staying in line. If a member does not follow the rules or decides they are more important than the good of the overall group, then they become the next item on the menu.”

“So they fight and kill amongst themselves,” Stuart said. “I assume they also eat their enemies from other gangs.”

“Oh, they certainly do,” Kramer said. “It’s a long tradition from the dawn of man. Eat your enemies and you gain their strengths.”

“You also gain their maladies,” I responded. “It’s not exactly healthy to be a cannibal. Prions and all that.”

“Yes, so very true,” Kramer said. “Those that subsist on human meat will eventually start to have serious cerebral and psychological stability issues. But not nearly as bad as say bovine spongiform encephalopathy. With cows, it spreads quickly, but with humans, it is more a case by case basis. Some go mad after only a few months of constantly consuming human meat while others last years without a single symptom.”

“That means we could be dealing with people that are not only semi-sane,” I said. “But people that have years of experience hunting and catching humans.” I looked at Stuart and frowned.

“Yeah, I’m thinking the same thing,” Stuart said. “I hope Lourdes and her crew stopped on the far side of Knoxville and didn’t try to scout ahead. They’re good, but it isn’t their home turf.”

“They could already be canny chow,” I said.

“Oooh, how unappetizing,” Kramer said. “I was going to ask for a bite to eat, but I think I’ve lost the stomach for it.”

“Yeah, me too,” I replied.
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STUART AND I RELAYED all the information to the others, but it wasn’t like it made much of a difference. We didn’t have the fuel and resources to go around that stretch of I-40. Even if we did, who was to say that there wasn’t some other fucking hell waiting for us in a different direction?

Nope, we were pretty much stuck on the path we had already set foot on.

While Stuart and I had been getting info from Kramer, Melissa and her brothers had been going from vehicle to vehicle to make sure we didn’t have any other hijackings or stowaways. They actually found a guy hanging underneath a Chevy Blazer, but he was way too whacked out of his head to tell us anything useful.

Pup and Porky Fitzpatrick found three vehicles that had sustained enough damage from the attack in the mountains that it was decided to move the supplies and occupants from those into other vehicles. We just couldn’t risk a truck breaking down when we needed to make up the time we’d already lost.

It was a couple hours before we decided we were ready to push on and hopefully reach Knoxville before nightfall. We wanted to get as close as possible, but also have time to get everyone secure and our position fortified for the night. We could fit most people in the structures in the haul truck bed, but it was a squeeze and a lot of us would need to be out guarding the convoy anyway.

Especially since we knew, we weren’t just dealing with Zs, but gangs of people that eat people. That’s never a fun surprise in the middle of the night.

By the time we reached the outskirts of Knoxville, the sun had started to set and we knew it was time to call it a night. Stuart began barking orders, as did Critter. Between them and the Fitzpatricks, we had things pretty much squared away within an hour. A sentry schedule was put in place and we made sure there was a driver in every vehicle in case we needed to move fast in the night. They didn’t have to stay awake, but they did have to be ready to wake the fuck up and put the pedal to the metal if/when needed.

I insisted that Stella and the kids get up in the haul truck, and I would stay with the Explorer. I may not have been in the best shape to drive long distances, but I could start the SUV and make some tracks if I needed to. Stella only agreed when Elsbeth said she’d hang with me through the night. I know my wife was not happy about it, but I could also see she was dead tired and the rest would be good for her. It was probably her need to sleep that really won out.

The night was cool and clear as Elsbeth and I sat in the Explorer with the windows down and listened to the crickets and late peepers make their night noises.

“Did you ever hear about canny gangs?” I asked her. “Did any members come into Asheville to check out the scene?”

It was pretty dark, but I could still easily see the indignant look Elsbeth gave me.

“What?” I asked. “It’s a fair question.”

“You think because I was a canny that I knew all the cannies?” Elsbeth grumbled. “Is that what you think, Long Pork? That we all know each other?”

“Well, no, but I thought I’d ask,” I said. “No need to get all defensive. It was worth a shot.”

She was quiet for a while then sighed. “Yeah. We’d heard of there being gangs of cannies.”

“What?” I nearly shouted. “You did? You made me feel like an asshole when the answer was yes? Not cool, El. Not cool at all.”

“I can’t make you feel nothing,” she countered. “If you felt like an asshole then that’s your problem.”

“Okay, I don’t want to fight about the emotional and psychological dynamics of assholery,” I said. “Just tell me what you know about the canny gangs.”

“Not much,” she replied. “Pa came across a couple people here and there that would talk about the gangs. Sometimes, they were just folks that had come from far away and made it through without getting caught. Some were folks that escaped and some were actually from the gangs. Didn’t really matter what they said since it all turned out the same in the end.”

“What do you mean?” I asked. “How’d it all turn out the same?”

Elsbeth patted her stomach. “We ate ‘em.”

“Oh...right,” I responded. “Stupid me.”

“Yep. Stupid you.”

We stayed quiet for a bit, but I just couldn’t let it go.

“So you didn’t learn anything from any of them?” I asked. “Like how many gangs there were or how many people were in the gangs? They didn’t say where they came from? Like where they camped out or anything?”

“Nope,” Elsbeth said. “They all just said the same thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Please don’t eat me,” Elsbeth replied. “It’s what everyone would say in the end.”

“Yeah, I can relate to that,” I sighed as I thought back on my brief time as a captive of Elsbeth and Pa. “It’s really all you can think to say in that moment.”

Apparently, Elsbeth found that funny. She started to giggle and laugh, and had to cover her mouth with both hands to keep from being too loud. Having known Elsbeth for a while, I just waited out the giggle fit.

“You done?” I asked as she got herself under control.

“I am,” she said. “That felt good.”

“Great,” I said and rolled my eyes even though I knew she couldn’t see me. “Want to let me in on what you found so funny?”

“Oh, just you when you were all trussed up in that basement,” Elsbeth said. “You had a lot more words than just please don’t eat me. You couldn’t shut up. It was the funniest thing.”

“I seem to remember you smacking me about a little,” I said. “That wasn’t so funny.”

“Hmmm,” Elsbeth said. “I probably did smack you. Bet I scared ya too.”

“Scared the piss right outta me,” I admitted.

“Oh, right,” Elsbeth said. “Yeah, I remember that. But I liked ya. That was for sure. I knew I liked ya when I first heard ya talk. You have a funny way of talkin’, Long Pork. It got me tickled.”

“That why you ended up saving me?” I asked.

She didn’t reply.

“Did you just shrug in the dark?” I asked.

“Yep,” she replied.

“Fair enough,” I said then yawned. “Care if I settle in and get some sleep? You can wake me up in an hour or so and I’ll let you sleep.”

“No need,” Elsbeth replied. “You sleep all you want. I ain’t tired.”

“You sure?” I asked. “You have to be tired after all that fighting today.”

“Nope,” she said. “Too many thoughts all swirly in my head. Can’t sleep until they calm down, which I don’t think is gonna be for a long time.”

“Well, you have to sleep sometime,” I said. “Maybe Knoxville won’t be too hard to get through and you can rest on the drive before we have to deal with Cannibal Road.”

“Cannibal Road?” Elsbeth asked. “Is that what the Devil called it?”

“You mean Kramer?” She didn’t answer and I didn’t really need her to. “Yeah, he called it Cannibal Road.”

“Hmmm,” she said again. “Not a very good name.”

“But it fits, I guess,” I replied.

“I guess,” she said then patted me on the shoulder. “You go to sleep now, Long Pork. Guys like you need more rest than girls like me.”

I didn’t bother to ask her to explain since it probably wouldn’t have gotten anywhere anyway. I adjusted myself in the driver’s seat and closed my eyes; pretty sure it would be a while before I fell asleep. However, it only took a minute or two and I had drifted off into a world of stress dreams and nightmares.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Four
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So...Knoxville.

That should have been our first clue to get the fuck out of Tennessee and go north. We could have skirted Knoxville, taken highway 71 up to I-75, and then into Lexington, Kentucky. All we would have had to do then was zip across I-64 and we would have gotten to Kansas City to see if Kramer was full of shit or not.

However, Lourdes and her people were supposed to meet us on the far side of Knoxville. They also had orders to meet us on the eastern side of Knoxville and stop us if things were bad, but when we got there, we didn’t see any of the PCs or any messages from them or Lourdes.

So we kept going along I-40, right into the heart of what was a bustling, vibrant university town pre-Z. Go Vols, am I right? 

Now, I think it would be a good idea to tick off all the flaws in our plan. That way, you aren’t wasting time doing the same thing instead of paying attention to the shit storm that comes down on our asses. Oh, and that isn’t a spoiler, trust me. There’s enough mystery to the shit storm that you won’t be disappointed when I get to it.

Which is right about now. 

Knoxville has a funky layout. It’s this cool, hilly city that has a long, slowly winding stretch of interstate that brings you in from the east and right smack through downtown. Then things get all twisted, literally and figuratively.

You see, when you come into downtown Knoxville, you end up dealing with a trillion exits, overpasses, underpasses, highways merging into one another, and all that goodness. It isn’t all that hard to navigate if you are focused on where you are going and stay in the correct lanes. Pay attention to signs and all that jazz, which is what we had started to do when we got to the heart of the city. 

However, just like with the rest of the highway, the haul truck was too damn big to get under the overpasses. We couldn’t stay on the interstate through Knoxville. We had to get off and use the downtown streets as a detour until we were past the clover-leafs and twisting onramps that crisscrossed the highways.

We probably would have been more prepared for what was going to happen if we’d stayed on I-40. At least we would have seen the bodies strung up and dangling from the overpasses as a warning.

Instead, we drove smack into the crazy with only our general unease and survivor caution to prepare us.

Fun times.

The order of the vehicles in the convoy had stayed the same the whole trip, and it wasn’t any different when the haul truck came to a stop on West Summit Hill Drive, just a couple blocks from the University of Tennessee. Stella was driving the Explorer and Elsbeth was sitting shotgun -literally with a shotgun in her lap- while the kids were in the middle seat and I was in the far back, a pistol in my hand and my back against the middle seat so I could watch our ass. 

I waved at the Fitzpatricks as we stopped, and gave them a shrug that I had no idea what was going on. I could see Buzz speaking into his radio and then watched his eyes go wide. He pointed at me and twirled his finger for me to turn around. I looked over my shoulder, but all I saw was Critter’s Jeep and the hulking haul truck up ahead. I looked back and shrugged again and Buzz rolled his eyes. He smacked Porky on the shoulder and that brother got out of the truck and hustled up to me.

“Ain’t ya got a radio?” Porky asked, all farm muscle and freckles. “Buzz says there’s something weird up front and Critter wants your eyes on it.”

“Oh, okay,” I said and crawled my way out of the back. “Can’t wait to see what Critter defines as weird.”

Buzz had gotten out of his truck, and had sent Porky back to man the driver’s seat, so he accompanied me. Stella stayed in our Explorer and just gave me the “Be Careful” speech as I walked by. Buzz and I got up past the Jeep, which was empty, and then past the haul truck to the promised weirdness.

And, as it has always been in the post-apocalyptic world since Z-Day, the weirdness delivered on its promise.

“That ain’t somethin’ ya see every day,” Critter said as he stood next to Stuart in front of a massive set of billboards that had been set in the middle of the street to block anyone and everyone’s way. “Maybe you should get Stella up here, Long Pork.”

“What for?” I asked as I struggled to keep the bile in my belly from visiting my throat. “Why the fuck would I want to show her that?”

“She could check it for grammar and spellin’,” Critter chuckled. “I think they get an A for originality, though. Ain’t gonna debate that.”

There were four full sized billboards that blocked the street- two across by two high. Scrawled across the billboards was the message: “Fall kegger! Follow the signs to the party of the year! Don’t miss out on the biggest bash of the whole apocalypse, people!”

Yep, it said that.

Now, a message like that one on billboards that block our way and force us to go one direction only would be troubling enough. Except it was the medium in which the message was written that was the worst part.

All the words were spelled out using bodies as the letters.

And all the bodies were men’s. Not a single woman was nailed, glued, duct taped, stapled, roped, or bungeed up on those billboards. It was all men and they were naked. Disturbing in of itself, for sure, but the fact that each man was missing his junk really drove the “crazy” message home.

“Never been to a kegger before,” Buzz said. “Think they’ll have chips and dips there?”

That was about as serious and coherent a statement as any of us could make at that moment.

“Dad?” Charlie called as he ran up to us. “Mom wants to know what’s taking...so...long...”

Charlie didn’t win in his battle of the bile. He turned and puked right there, and then flipped off the billboards without looking at them again.

“I’ll tell her we’ve hit a snag,” he said, his face green and sweaty. He jogged back towards the Explorer with his middle finger still extended and pointing at the grotesque invitation.

“We could drive through it,” Red called from up in the haul truck’s cab. “Just flatten the whole fucking thing and keep going.”

“John! Reaper!” Stuart yelled. “Get down here so we can give this shit a once over.”

“A once over?” I asked.

“Check for booby traps,” Stuart said.

“There ain’t no booby traps up there ‘cause they’s all men,” Critter snickered.

“You’re a dick, Critter,” I said.

“They ain’t,” he laughed as he pointed at the billboards. “Not no more.”

I sighed and let Critter be Critter.

I walked forward carefully with Stuart as we waited for John and Reaper to get down from the haul truck. Their SpecOps training was what was needed to make sure the haul truck didn’t trigger any explosives or traps if we drove right through the billboards.

I studied how the bodies were arranged on the billboards, letting my intellectual curiosity take over and suppress my baser instinct of getting the fuck out of there right that second. It was easy to tell that the bodies weren’t that old. They had maybe been there for four or five days at the most. You live in a post-Z world and you get to know corpses intimately.

“They been replacin’ ‘em,” Critter said, suddenly serious. He didn’t even smile when I jumped with surprise as he came up behind me. “Look at the stains on the boards.”

He was right; there were deeper, darker stains on the billboards where other bodies had been before. And below those stains, barely visible, were thick, black lines.

“They made an outline with paint before they put them up there,” I said. “Jesus, they actually sketched out the message, then added the corpses.”

“Needed to make a statement, that’s for sure,” Stuart said as he joined us, with John and Reaper jogging up behind. “They could have painted in the stenciled letters, but they wanted everyone that came by to know what they were capable of.”

“The lack of cocks and balls was statement enough,” I said. “They could have just hung the bodies on lampposts and shit like all the other crazies do in this world. Isn’t that what you do when you want to warn folks off?”

“They don’t want to warn folks off,” John said. “They want people to be afraid of them and also to know where they are. That last part is what’s bugging me. Follow the signs. Great.”

“I like how they use the heads to dot the I’s,” Elsbeth said, making us all start and spin around. She just grinned and pointed at the billboards. “See? They use heads to dot the I’s and as periods. Then they use feet as commas and apostrophes. The spacing is well thought out and the composition of the bodies, making sure the skin colors are grouped together, shows they cared about what they were doing.” Elsbeth clapped lightly then gave a thumbs up. “These folk ain’t just crazy, they’re careful.”

We just stared at her, which it being Elsbeth, made her uncomfortable then mad.

“What?” she snapped. “I used to scrapbook when I was a girl.” She furrowed her brow and shook her head. “Or I think I did. Can’t remember that far back. Doesn’t matter anyway. It took them a lot of hard work to get that message right.”

“So A for effort as well as originality,” I said. “Good for them, but what are we going to do?”

Stuart, John, and Reaper, having gotten over Elsbeth’s always confusing behavior, walked cautiously up to the billboards. They studied the road for tripwires, and then when they got to the billboards themselves, they studied the edges of the large wood and metal frames for booby traps and explosives.

“I’m not seeing anything,” John said. “We could probably drive right over these and not have to worry about damage to the haul truck at all.”

“We haven’t checked the bodies though,” Reaper sighed. “So we don’t know for sure it’s safe.”

We all stood there and looked up at the rotted corpses above us.

“Red!” Critter yelled back at the haul truck. “Move it in closer, will ya? Gotta get a better look at these cockless gentlemen!”

“No way, Critter,” Red said. “Too many bodies. I can drive through them, but getting up close is not in the cards.”

Critter sighed and rubbed his face. “Don’t know why I put up with that nutjob.”

“Because he’s smart and he’s loyal and he has a lot of good ideas that help us when we need him,” I said. “Same reasons you keep me around.”

“They keep you around because I’d kill them if they didn’t,” Elsbeth grinned. “Everyone knows that, stupid.”

“Thanks, El,” I smiled. “You know exactly what to say to make me feel like a winner.”

“Chicken dinner,” she replied.

There was a lot of looking down at feet and up at the buildings around us, pretty much everywhere but at Elsbeth.

Critter was cursing a blue streak as he climbed up into the haul truck. He proceeded to rip Red a new one as he shoved the one-eyed driver out of the way. I felt sorry for the guy (Red, not Critter) since he had severe agoraphobia and it wasn’t his fault for freaking out now and again. On the other hand, you have to pull your own weight in the zombie apocalypse.

Says the guy with one arm...

Critter got the haul truck up close to the billboards so Stuart, John and Reaper could climb up and get a better look at the bodies. They clung to the grill and the railing around the platform that was just to the side of the truck’s cab. Those of us not looking for booby traps stayed below and watched the surroundings, always ready for the next attack.

I say “next” because, let’s face it, life is just one attack after the other. Even pre-Z it was all about going from crisis to crisis, fire to fire. Or it was for us. 

Maybe there is peace and quiet in other parts of the world. Maybe life just kept going with the undead rising being nothing but a hiccup in the day to day routine. Think about it, there were Third World countries that didn’t have running water, electricity, sewers, hospitals, or any modern conveniences. I’ll bet Z-Day was a trip, but nothing they couldn’t handle. Kill Uncle Sansu as he tried to eat Aunt Bolina then send the kids out to catch a chicken for dinner. Same old, same old.

“Long Pork,” Elsbeth hissed. “You out of your head enough to see what I see?”

I had to puzzle at that, since the term “out of your head enough” was more than just a little confusing. Did she mean was I out of my head crazy? Or out of my head, as in I was paying attention to the world around me instead of lost in my thoughts?

I said, “Yeah, what’s up?” Just seemed easier.

“We have watchers,” Elsbeth said. “Up in the windows. They been eyeing us since we got here. Haven’t stopped to take a break once.”

“How many?” I asked.

“Four,” Elsbeth said. “Man, woman, two kids, just staring at us.”

Elsbeth rolled her head on her neck, but I could tell she was trying to be casual as she nodded towards the windows in the building to our left. I stretched and turned that way, making sure I studied the whole building, not just the windows on the second floor. It was a nice building, I’ll give it that. Probably from the mid-Fifties, built of brick and stone. Part of it had some serious damage, so I couldn’t say what the building had been used for pre-Z, but what still stood looked solid.

The building wasn’t all that looked solid. I caught a glance at the four faces that peered down at us from the shadows of the second floor and I would have been more than surprised if they weren’t stiff as boards. Stiff being the operative word.

“More corpses,” I said.

“Really?” Elsbeth asked then turned and looked directly at them. “Huh. I didn’t catch that. It’s probably because you got to sleep all night and I didn’t.”

“Hey!” I snapped. “I said I’d take turns!”

Elsbeth just grinned.

“You’re fucking with me, aren’t you?” I asked.

“Yep,” she said.

“You knew they were dead the whole time, right?”

“Right,” Elsbeth nodded. “So fucking with your shit.” She clapped me on the shoulder and drew one of her blades. She pointed it at the building. “Let’s go see what’s going on up there.”

I stared at her for a second, but she only stared back.

“Fine,” I shrugged. “What else have I got to do?”

“Where the fuck are you two goin’?” Critter asked as he looked down at us from the haul truck’s cab.

I pointed up at the dead faces in the windows.

“Oh,” he replied. “Have fun with that.”

“Watch your step!” Stuart yelled at me. “The building could be rigged as well!”

“Got something!” John announced as he pulled his hands back from a corpse just as Elsbeth and I stepped into the shadows of the building’s broken entrance. 

I could hear them all talking hurriedly, but their voices were too muffled to make out as Elsbeth led us down a hallway and over to a set of less than safe looking stairs. She tried the first step then the second.

“The wood is feelin’ good,” she said, giving me a thumbs up. “One at a time and all will be fine.”

“Are you talking in rhyme now?” I asked.

“Maybe,” she replied. “Baby.”

“Yeah, don’t do that anymore,” I said, “and especially don’t call me baby.”

“You’re no fun when you’re scared, Long Pork,” Elsbeth said.

“I’m not scared,” I replied as I started up the stairs after her. “I just don’t need to hear you talk in rhyme while we go and look at the corpse family.”

“You don’t know they are family,” Elsbeth said. “Maybe they hate each other.”

“They don’t do anything, El,” I replied once we were on the second floor landing. “They are dead. I was just making a joke.”

“Dumb joke,” she said as she walked down the hall towards the door we assumed led into the room with the dead peepers.

Elsbeth pushed the door open with her blade and we waited for an undead rush. We doubted there were any Zs in there, since we didn’t hear anything or see any movement when we were down on the street, but it is the zombie apocalypse, so better safe than sorry and all that happy stay alive shit.

No Zs were in the room, which was large and open and had a set of stairs leading up to a loft where I assumed the bedroom was. The place looked like it had been renovated into a swank condo. And from the massive amount of University of Tennessee orange that adorned the walls, tables, couches, and chairs, my guess was that out of towners rented it to go to Vols football games on the weekend since we were so close to campus. Sucked to be the away team and get stuck in the eye-searing orange of that condo, let me tell ya.

“Don’t stink,” Elsbeth said. “I bet they was put here after they died.”

She walked quickly over to the family of four that were set close to the windows so they could watch the gawkers stare at the invitation to what I could only guess was the kegger from hell.

“No wet stuffs,” she said as she felt around the hardwood flooring under their chairs. “No yucky stains. They’d been dead a long time before they got put here.”

“The windows are open,” I said. “Maybe all the gunk dried up.”

“But no stains,” Elsbeth said.

“Could be someone cleaned those up,” I replied as I looked about the condo. “This place looks spotless.” I walked to a bookshelf and ran my finger across a shelf. “It was just dusted.”

Elsbeth stood up and frowned. For being quite the weird bird herself, Elsbeth wasn’t too keen on things being weird and unexplained. She liked for there to be simple answers to all problems. Usually for Elsbeth, all problems were easily broken down to their barest simplicity.

“Why clean a house for the dead?” she asked out loud. “Why put that poor family there to watch the street? Why?”

I didn’t have any answers, so I stayed quiet as I checked out the rest of the condo. No personal photos, so my guess that it was a rental was probably right. No clothes anywhere, no food, no water. No sign that anyone had tried to survive in the condo post-Z. It reminded me more of a storefront display window than an actual living space.

“Let’s go,” I said. “The place gives me the creeps.”

“Long Pork!” John shouted from outside. 

I went to one of the windows not blocked by a corpse, but it wouldn’t open, so I was forced to shoulder between the two corpse kids in order to see John.

“What?” I called.

“Every corpse is loaded with explosives,” John said. “Some impressive chemical shit. If we’d even nudged these billboards with the haul truck this whole thing would have gone up.”

“Great,” I said. “Glad you could share that with me.”

“That means we have to turn here and follow the detour,” Stuart said. “We need your help to spread the word. The walkies aren’t working right.”

“You need me as a messenger boy, is that it?” I asked. “The privilege is overwhelming.”

“We’re all helping too,” Stuart said as the haul truck slowly backed up then stopped so he could climb down to the street. “So stop whining.”

“I wasn’t whining-.”

“You were whining,” Elsbeth said behind me.

“Shut up,” I snapped as I looked over my shoulder at her. “You are not helping.”

Elsbeth shrugged. I turned back to the street and nodded at Stuart then eased out from between the dead kids.

“See anything we could use?” I asked as I took one last look about the condo.

“Too much orange,” Elsbeth said.

“Then we’re outta here,” I replied.

We got back out on the street and I could see several people standing about their trucks and SUVs as they chatted with Stuart, John, and Reaper. Critter was still up in the haul truck’s driver’s seat and he gave me a dismissive wave as I looked up at him.

“Tell McCormick she’s drivin’ my baby!” he yelled down at me.

“Will do!” I said.

I walked past the haul truck to Critter’s Jeep and found Dr. McCormick already in the driver’s seat.

“Yeah, I heard him,” McCormick said. “Hard not to.”

“Not arguing with ya there,” I said as I moved on to the Explorer.

“Find anything in that building?” Stella asked.

“Nah,” I said. “Other than the freaky corpse diorama. Some people get into their crafts way too much.”

She laughed and started to reply, but a shout from Buzz got my attention.

“Go see what’s up,” Stella said. “We’ll be here.”

I kissed her quickly, and then jogged down to where Buzz, Melissa, and Reaper all stood around an old Toyota 4Runner. There should have been a family known as the Wilfreds in there, but the vehicle was empty and coated in blood.

“Arterial spray,” Reaper said. “Whoever did this got inside and slit all their throats before taking them with.”

“Awesome,” I said. “Just fucking awesome.”

“We have another!” Stuart yelled from five more vehicles down.

Everyone busted ass to him and all we could do was stare when we got to the four door pickup.

“How many people were in here?” Melissa asked. “That is an insane amount of blood.”

“El,” Stuart said. “Go check the rest of the vehicles. Give a shout if you find any that are empty.”

The woman took off running, her head barely glancing into windows as she sprinted down the convoy.

“Here!” she shouted and kept going. “And here!”

“Son of a bitch,” Stuart snarled. “How the fuck can four vehicles worth of people disappear?”

Folks had started getting out of their cars and decided that shouting at us was a good idea. Soon the street was filled with pissed off survivors and we were no closer to getting any answers.

“We do not follow that sign,” Stuart said. “We go forward as fast as possible and get the fuck out of here.”

“I thought we needed to be careful?” I asked.

“That was before we lost a bunch of people in broad daylight and not a single person saw a thing!” Stuart snapped. He gave a loud whistle, but the convoy didn’t quiet down. “Hey!” Voices seemed to rise and get angrier. “HEY!”

Nothing.

“Ah, fuck it,” Stuart said as he pulled his pistol and fired into the air. “Not like the crazy fucks don’t know we’re already here.”

The gunshot did the trick and everyone shut up fast.

“Listen!” Stuart called. “We need to move the convoy back! I want at least two blocks worth of distance between us and that nightmare up there!”

“Two blocks?” I asked, and then realized what Stuart was going to do. “Oh, you’re not going to dismantle the explosives are you? You’re just going to blow the whole thing up.”

“Seems like the easiest thing to do,” Stuart said. “We blow the billboards then keep rolling through.”

“I like that plan,” John said. “Way better than me trying to disarm each body.”

The members of the convoy took a little more convincing, but we finally got everyone back into their cars, trucks, and SUVs and backed up, after we moved the empty vehicles, which was a pretty gross job since the cars were coated in blood. Joy.

Elsbeth and I stood on the sidewalk as the convoy readjusted its position, giving the haul truck enough room to backup from the billboards. Once there was about two blocks worth of clearance, Stuart and John started working on one of the recently abandoned cars so it could race towards the billboards on its own.

“You sure about this?” I asked Stuart as he walked over to Elsbeth and me. “We have no idea what is going to happen.”

“Shit’s going to blow up,” Stuart said. “We know that much.”

“Yeah, but, what I meant was...”

“Long Pork,” Elsbeth said, her voice cold and deadly. “What’s that?”

When Elsbeth used that voice, you don’t ignore it. Stuart and I turned to look at where Elsbeth was pointing. It was a small side street, way too small for the haul truck to go down since it was choked with old, abandoned cars. The big machine may have had more luck crawling over the useless vehicles than shoving them out of the way like it did on the interstate. 

“I’m not seeing anything,” Stuart said.

“Me neither- Oh, wait...what is that?” I asked.

Elsbeth began to walk forward, her eyes focused on a flash of orange in one of the cars. I followed close behind, but Stuart stayed where he was. I glanced at him and he nodded for me to continue while he took his rifle from his shoulder and sighted it down the side street. 

“Got ya covered,” he said.

Elsbeth reached the car with the orange and turned to look back at me, her eyes wide and angry.

“Found them,” she said.

I hurried to her and wanted to puke when I saw what was in the car.

It was one of the missing families from the convoy. Someone had dressed them in orange University of Tennessee sweatshirts and hoodies while also jamming Vols flags through their palms so it looked like they were holding them. All of that was the good part. The bad part was that their faces were carved up so they looked like they were smiling and laughing.

I can go on record and say they were not smiling and laughing when that was done to them.

“Scary,” Elsbeth said. 

I can also go on record that hearing Elsbeth call something scary made my nuts want to crawl up under my lungs and hide for eternity.

She gave the mutilated bodies one last look before moving on to the next car. It held the same scene, but slightly modified. We went from car to car and the only difference was the make up of the occupants -some were families, some were “college” aged kids, some were couples- and the age of the corpses. I don’t mean how old they were when they died, but how long they had been dead. Just like in the condo, a lot of the people in the cars had been dead for a long time. Yet there wasn’t a single mess left over from decomposition.

The whole thing gave me a headache and I took a step back, took a deep breath, and looked up at the sky. It was a great day for a football game, if these people were actually alive and going to a football game instead of having been posed to look like they were.

“Oh, shit,” I said as I caught sight of several eyes looking down at us. Dead eyes. Lots of dead eyes. “El?”

She knew me well enough that she didn’t even ask, just looked where I was looking.

“That’s scary too,” she said.

Above us, positioned in all of the second and third story windows, were corpses. Every single one was dressed in orange and they all were forced into positions of cheering on the team. Most of the heads were turned to look down the street towards the campus. I just couldn’t help myself, so I followed their gaze.

“What is that?” I asked. “Do you see banners and shit?”

“I see banners,” Elsbeth said, “but no shit.”

“Funny,” I smirked.

“There is nothing funny about any of this,” Elsbeth said as she drew both of her blades and walked towards the banners that fluttered in the wind.

We had to go a couple of blocks, which meant passing more and more cars filled with rah-rah corpses, so I thought I was ready for anything when we reached the intersection and saw what was on the banners. And what was in the intersection.

Two streets came together, Clinch and 12th, I think, and at the center of the intersection was quite possibly the most messed up thing I had ever seen in my life.

A “mob” of Vols fans was busy executing and dismembering a few unlucky Florida Gators fans. Now, by executing and dismembering, I mean they were positioned to look that way. Not a single person was still actually alive. All of them were like the corpses in the buildings and the cars, preserved and set in poses as if they were sculptures or mannequins.

Again, let me go on record and say they were not sculptures or mannequins. Well, maybe you could call them sculptures if you take a very broad artistic definition and ignore the fact that the medium used was human flesh.

“This took a lot of work,” Elsbeth said as she started to weave in and out of the scene. She covered the whole intersection while I just stood there and gaped. “Someone cared very much about this.”

She reached out and touched one of the corpses, then pulled her hand back fast.

“Sticky,” she said. “They are coated in something.”

I was going to offer a theory on what when the world about us changed in an instant.

The explosion was so huge, and so continuous, that even when I was able to get my shit together and realize I wasn’t dead, despite having been thrown at least ten yards down the street, I couldn’t get to my feet because of the constant concussions.

I curled into a ball and pressed my bruised and battered body against a brick building, hoping and praying that the building didn’t come down on me. I wanted to know where Elsbeth was, but self-preservation was the priority at that moment. It was all I could do not to just scream and scream as explosion after explosion shook me down to my bones.

Then it all ended.

I tried to uncurl, but I was beaten to the punch as several hands grabbed me and yanked me to my feet.

All I saw was orange.

Orange faces, orange hair, orange bodies.

The orange people were yelling and screaming at me as they pulled me out into the street, but I could barely hear them as my ears rang from the explosions. The careful display of Vol pride was a shambles, with corpses strewn here and there. I barely had time to register that one of the corpses was moving and fighting when I felt something go around my neck and tighten. I clawed at my throat and my fingers found a thick rope.

Oh, fuckerty fuck.

One very insistent orange face kept dominating my attention. It was a young woman that probably had been the height of co-ed pretty at one point in her life. Unfortunately, half of her face was a mess of scars that looked like burns, but it was hard to tell with all the orange face paint. She was yelling at me that I was a “fucking Gator and needed to die!” over and over as her hands tightened the noose.

Yep. It was a noose. I knew the deep shit I was in.

But, hey, lucky for me, that fighting corpse wasn’t actually a corpse, but Elsbeth taking on the rest of the psycho Vol boosters from Hell!

“Long Pork!” Elsbeth shouted as she snapped a man’s neck, tossed him aside, elbowed a woman in the throat, kicked her to the ground, then grabbed another woman by her orange painted tits and proceeded to give her a discount mastectomy.

For the record, I would prefer never to see that again.

The woman in my face turned her attention towards Elsbeth’s one person party of violence and blood, leaving the stringing up of me to whomever was standing behind me. And boy, did that person take that job seriously.

My breath was cut off as my body was lifted off the ground. I grabbed at the noose, but it was too tight and I couldn’t get my fingers between the rope and my skin. My legs involuntarily kicked beneath me as I saw black and blue spots fill my vision. I would have preferred not to be kicking, since it hurt like a mother fuck every time I moved, but apparently, a person’s legs have a mind of their own when said person is being lynched. The things you learn in life.

“Long Pork!” Elsbeth yelled.

I could hear her, but I couldn’t see her. The black and blue spots were part of the problem, but the main impediment was that my field of vision drastically changed as the space between my feet and the bloody asphalt grew wider.

Voices were cheering and singing behind me. Was I hearing Rocky Top?

Oh, right, that’s the Vols’ fight song. Or one of them. I think they have like twelve or something. 

My windpipe was being crushed, Rocky Top was being sung, and Elsbeth was kicking the shit out of a mob of body painted Vols fans.

Just another afternoon in the zombie apocalypse.

Right...the zombie apocalypse.

The one thing I didn’t pick up on while we were busy checking out cars filled with posed bodies, or studying the corpse calligraphy back on those billboards, was that there were no Zs about.

Yeah, that changed quickly. Them Zs sure do dig some loud noises, and all those explosions fit that bill perfectly. Not to mention the ever sexy lure of Rocky Top being shouted at the top of a mob’s lungs.

Good times.

“Long Pork!” Elsbeth yelled. “Hold on!”

That was a good one.

“JACE!” I heard Stella scream. “JACE!”

Stella? Why did I hear her?

Then the gunfire kicked in and I realized my wife was the cavalry. Yay for spouses to the rescue!

The Rocky Top voices behind and below me quickly turned into screams of pain and anger as shot after shot was fired. I could hear them cursing my wife, and whoever else was shooting, which was great and all, but the cursing and the shooting started to sound a little long distance. It wasn’t because my ears were still totally fuckered by the explosions, but because my pulse had turned into the number one song on the Jace-head radio.

Shut up, you know what I mean.

“JACE!” Stella screamed and I could have sworn she was just below me.

Then the bellow became the right there and my legs slammed into the pavement. Hands grabbed at me and I tried to fight them off, but they wouldn’t let go. It wasn’t until I felt lips against my ear and heard Stella’s voice that I realized I was fighting the wrong hands. I would have looked her in the eyes to thank her, but my vision was still messed up from lack of oxygen and I couldn’t hold my head still long enough to focus since I was busy hacking and coughing as I struggled to get air past my crushed windpipe.

“El, let’s go!” Charlie yelled. “Kill that one and move!”

“Killing!” Elsbeth replied.

“Greta!” Stella shouted. “On the left!”

“Fuck the left!” Greta shouted back. “Look at the right!”

“Shit!”

“I’m guessing we’re boxed in?” I rasped.

“Hush,” Stella said into my ear. “Don’t try to talk and don’t try to help. Just keep your feet moving.”

“I can do that,” I replied, although I doubt she heard me since the world was nothing but screams, moans, and more explosions.

“Up there!” Charlie yelled just before gunfire erupted right by me. If I wasn’t deaf before, I sure as fuck was after that.

My family was shouting and Elsbeth was war crying, but for some reason, through it all, I could hear the Zs. Their constant moans and hisses, as they got closer and closer to us. From the sound of it, that I could hear, there was a whole fuck ton of them. It had the feel of a herd more than a horde. Fine line once you get into those numbers, I know, but I’d prefer a hundred Zs over a thousand Zs any day.

Although, when I think of it, I’m not sure we’ve ever defined the exact numbers it takes to go from horde to herd. Maybe a horde should be anything in double digits and a herd should be anything above that. Except I wouldn’t call twenty Zs a horde. That’s more like a large group.

Shit like that really should be quantified at some point.

“Drop!” Greta yelled and I felt myself being yanked to the ground. Gunfire exploded over us and I cried out as a hot cartridge singed my neck.

My eyesight had started to clear as Stella got me to my feet and for the first time I could really see the shit creek we’d fallen into.

Zs. So many Zs in front of us.

I glanced over my shoulder and saw the orange crazies fighting off a horde that had fallen on them in the intersection. I think someone was sleeping on the job instead of keeping an eye out for the Away team. Although, more than likely, those Zs were locals, so they probably got to sit in the home section.

“In here,” Elsbeth said as she kicked in a door on our right and pulled Greta and Charlie inside what looked like used to be an old diner.

The kids booked it inside and immediately started scouting the place for Zs and/or orange crazies.

“Clear!” Greta yelled as she came out of a back hallway.

“Clear here too!” Charlie said too as he came through the double doors that led to the kitchen, “and there’s food and water.”

“Good,” Stella said as she helped me take a seat in a booth that was more rips and shredded leather than an actual seat. But fuck if I cared. “Charlie, come sit your ass down by your father.”

“I’m fine, Mom,” Charlie whined, but I could see on his face he wasn’t. I knew the look of pain.

“Sit,” Stella and Elsbeth said at the same time.

“Whatever,” Charlie complained as he plopped into the booth with me. He had a backpack on and he tried to take it off without wincing, but he totally failed.

“Here,” Greta said and handed him her backpack as well as Stella’s.

Greta, Stella and Elsbeth shoved furniture up against the front door, and then slowly, carefully backed towards us as the Zs started lumbering past. Everyone held their breath, which wasn’t hard for me since I could barely catch it, and waited for the last Z to shamble its undead ass out of sight.

“We aren’t very far from that mob,” Greta whispered. “Is it safe to stay here?”

“We’ll keep an eye out all night,” Stella whispered back. “You, me and El can take shifts.”

“I can watch too,” Charlie said.

“You need your rest,” Stella insisted. “If we have to make a run for it, I want you to have the energy to do just that, run. Jace, back me up here.”

“Your mom is right, bud,” I croaked. “You are still recovering. You may think you are at full strength, but you aren’t. We need to be able to move fast if we have to.”

“Don’t want to leave you behind,” Elsbeth said. “That would be sad.”

“Not too sad,” Greta shrugged.

“Fuck off,” Charlie replied.

“Stop,” Stella ordered. 

“We’re just kidding,” Greta said.

“Yet it’s funny how fast kidding turns into bickering,” Stella responded, giving our daughter the “don’t fuck with me, little girl” look.

“Fine. Whatever,” Greta said.

Elsbeth moved closer to the front of the diner and peered through the dirty windows. I was surprised the place hadn’t been looted yet, but then again, in a university town, I bet the shit got bad fast on Z-Day. It also apparently got a whole lot worse after that.

“We can move more furniture,” Elsbeth said quietly, “and block the windows and the door better.”

“Good idea,” Stella said.

I eased back into the booth more as the ladies fortified our overnight sanctuary. Charlie got up and went into the kitchen, but Stella didn’t bark at him to sit back down. It was a good thing because he came out with a case of ramen and some gallon jugs of water on a dish cart.

“We don’t have any way to cook the noodles,” Charlie said. “So we’ll just have to eat them raw.”

“Ugh,” Greta said. “They are going to be stale as shit.”

“I guess the gas isn’t working in Knoxville the way it worked in Asheville, huh?” I said.

My family stared at me then shook their heads.

“What?” I asked. “What did I say?”

“The gas was working just fine,” Stella said. “That’s what half those explosions were. When John blew the billboards, it triggered explosions up and down the street. Storefront after storefront exploded out at us.”

“GI Joe missed the fact that the billboard explosives were just the beginning,” Greta said. “Whoever set that shit up had it rigged to take out the entire street, up and down, for a few blocks.”

“Oh,” I said. Then reality smacked me upside the head. “Oh, what happened to the convoy?”

“We don’t know,” Stella said. “Everything was on fire and I grabbed the kids and ran towards where I saw you go. We were able to bring our day packs, but all the rest of the supplies are gone.”

I looked at the backpacks on the booth seat by Charlie and frowned.

“Doesn’t look like much is in there,” I said. “Better take inventory.”

We all went through the packs and found there were extra clothes for Greta, Stella, and Charlie, but since they didn’t grab my pack, I was left with the gunk covered shirt and jeans I had on. As for other supplies, we had several lighters, two rolls of duct tape, three med kits, a flashlight, some rope, a few clean rags, six collapsible batons, and about ten full magazines for the 9mm pistols we all had. Except me. 

“I lost my pistol and knife to the booster club,” I said. “El? Did they take your stuff too?”

“Nope,” Elsbeth replied as she sat down at a center table and plopped her two blades in front of her. “Can’t take these from me. They tried.”

“And died?” Greta smiled.

“And died,” Elsbeth smiled back then looked at me. “Here, take my pistol.”

“Thanks, I smiled as I also snagged one of the extra batons. “We should raid this place for whatever we’ll need. I have a feeling someone was using this as a cache. I doubt a diner like this had ramen on the menu.”

That’s when we heard the creak of floorboards from above.

“Or someone’s living here,” I whispered.

“More Vols fans?” Charlie whispered.

“I think they would have come down and greeted us with a beer bong and Jell-O shots by now,” I replied. “It’s got to be another survivor.”

The floorboards creaked louder and from a couple spots.

“Maybe two survivors,” I added.

“Greta?” Stella asked as she stood up and aimed her pistol towards the back hallway. “How many doors did you see back there?”

“Four,” Greta said and I could tell she knew she was in deep shit. “The guys’ bathroom, girls’ bathroom, the emergency exit, and...the door to the stairs.”

“You knew there were stairs?” Charlie asked.

“I didn’t hear anything up there so I assumed it was clear,” Greta snapped, then pointed up at the ceiling. “Not like anyone can move around without us hearing anyway.”

“Both of you shut up,” Stella hissed. “El?”

“On it,” Elsbeth said as she picked up her blades and started walking to the back hallway. “I’ll clear it.”

But she didn’t need to. We all heard door hinges squeak and the sound of boots on old tile.

“Hello?” a man’s voice called. “Who’s there?”

“Just some folks looking for a place to hide for the night,” Stella replied.

“Oh,” he replied, still lost in the shadows of the back hallway. “You armed?”

“Yes, sir,” Stella answered as Elsbeth moved closer and closer, her feet not making a sound. “But only for protection, not because we want to hurt anyone.”

“Heard that a few times,” the man said. “You gonna steal all my stuff?”

“No, we don’t intend to,” Stella said. “We were going to look for supplies, but since this is your place, we’ll leave everything as we found it.”

“Fair enough,” he said. “If you promise not to steal or try to come upstairs, you can stay here for the night. One night only. I want you gone when the sun comes up.”

Elsbeth stood with her back against the wall just to the side of the hallway. She looked at Stella, but my wife shook her head.

“That’s very kind of you,” Stella said. “We’ll be gone when the sun comes up. Sorry about the front door.”

“No matter,” the man said. “I’ve fixed it plenty of times.” We could hear him walking away and then the door hinges squeaked once more. “Get some rest, and then be out at dawn, got it?”

“Got it,” Stella said. “Thank you, sir.”

There was only a grunt and then the shutting and locking of a door.

We looked at each other and grimaced. Above us, the ceiling creaked again and we could hear the sound of hushed voices.

“I don’t plan on sleeping a wink,” I said. “Not with the possible cannies up above.”

“They ain’t cannies,” Elsbeth said.

“How can you be sure?” Greta asked.

Elsbeth sniffed loudly. “Because the place don’t stink like people meat. This place smells clean. Cannies don’t bother with clean.”

“Well, that’s certainly true,” I said.

“What does that mean?” Elsbeth asked.

“What? I was agreeing with you,” I said then saw the smirk on her face. “Ha ha.”

“We will all be sleeping tonight,” Stella said, “in shifts like we planned. If the people above wanted us harmed or dead, they could have stayed quiet and snuck up on us or attacked already.”

“Maybe they are luring us into a false sense of security,” Charlie said.

“Did it work?” Greta laughed. “Do you feel secure?”

“Not even falsely,” Charlie shrugged.

“Then it’s probably not that,” Stella said. “I want you and Dad to sleep all night. Let us ladies handle the watch.”

“I can watch too,” I said.

“You can watch the insides of your eyelids is what you can do, Long pork,” Elsbeth said, getting a snort and chuckle from Greta.

“Fine, fine, but don’t say I didn’t offer,” I replied as I stretched out in the booth and tried to get comfortable.

“We eat, we rest, we get ready for tomorrow,” Stella said. “I have no idea where anyone else is, but we can’t worry about them. From here on out, it’s the Stanfords versus the world.”

“I’m a Thornberg,” Elsbeth said.

“You’re a fucking Stanford,” Stella replied, “and don’t you fucking forget it.”

“No, ma’am,” Elsbeth grinned from ear to ear then snapped her fingers. “Gimme some ramen.” Greta tossed her a pack and she frowned at the packaging. “Shrimp flavor. They should just call it old pussy flavor.”

This got everyone laughing and we had to cover our mouths to keep from bringing the Zs back to us. Or the orange crazies. Or possibly the people upstairs. Or whoever made those billboards, because I don’t think it was the orange mob. 

Fuck. You know, for it being the apocalypse and all, it sure got fucking crowded fast.
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Chapter Five
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“Jace, sweetie? Wake up, babe. We need to get going.”

I struggled to pull myself from sleep, but my eyes refused to open.

“Jace? Baby? Come on.”

“Do I have to get up?” I whined as I forced my eyelids to part. “Just five more min- HOLY FUCK!”

I shoved the thing away from me and scrambled up over the side of the booth and onto the floor. Chairs flew everywhere as I tried to get my feet to work, but just ended up slip sliding this way and that.

Coming at me was what had once been my wife, but had obviously changed in the night into a grotesque mockery of the woman I loved.

“Jace? What’s wrong?” The thing said as worms dropped from its empty eye sockets. Pus and blood oozed from what had once been its nose and I had to fight back my gorge as a black and swollen tongue licked across cracked teeth.

“Stay away from me!” I shouted. “Greta! Charlie! Help!”

“What you crying about, Long Pork?” Elsbeth asked from behind me.

I grabbed onto the edge of a table and pulled myself up, my hands coming away greasy and caked with filth. Elsbeth was right there in my face, and the stench of her was more than I could handle. It took all of my strength to shove her away so I could get some space to turn and puke up the meager contents of my stomach.

“That’s a waste of good ramen,” Elsbeth said. “Better lick that up now before I make you, Long Pork.”

“What the fuck is going on?” I yelled.

I kept backing up until I was against the front windows. As soon as my back touched glass, the whole world shattered and undead hands grabbed me. I was pulled out into the street and set upon by hundreds of hungry, orange painted Zs.

“FUCK!” I yelled as I tumbled from the booth.

“Mom? Dad’s awake,” Greta said as she walked by me, a snotty teen girl smirk on her face. “How’s the view down there?”

I froze in place as I watched my normal looking daughter walk by and pick up her backpack from a table.

“Jace? Baby? You okay?” Stella asked as she knelt down and put her hand to my forehead. “Are you feeling sick? You don’t have a fever.”

“Why’s Dad on the floor?” Charlie asked. 

“He had a bad dream,” Stella said. “Right, Jace? You had a bad dream?”

“It was pretty shitty, yeah,” I said as my wife helped me to my feet. My shoulder was on fire and I couldn’t hide the wince. I copped to the pain before Stella could even ask. “I must have slept in one position all night. Should stop hurting once we get moving.”

“Yeah, that’s not going to be so easy,” Greta said as she stood close to one of the front windows. “The street is full of Zs.”

“How many?” I asked as I slowly and carefully rotated my right shoulder.

“Fifty, at least,” Great said.

“Looks like more than that,” Charlie said as he stepped up next to her.

“I said at least fifty which implies there could be more,” Greta said.

“Stop,” Stella warned.

The kids shut up.

“We go out the back,” Elsbeth said. She was holding a bucket and looking about the diner. “What should I do with this? Don’t seem nice to leave a bucket of piss for those people upstairs since they were kind enough not to kill us or eat us last night.”

“Right neighborly of them,” I said with a thick southern accent.

Elsbeth stared at me, holding out the bucket. “You deal with it, Long Pork. I need to scout the alley out back.”

“There’s an alley out back?” I asked as I took the piss bucket from Elsbeth and set it on the floor. Might as well take care of my needs. “Alleys are always good.”

I relieved myself and then wondered what to do with the piss. While everyone was busy doing other things, I casually scooted the bucket under one of the tables and slowly inched a couple of chairs in front of it.

“I saw that,” Stella said. “Just go dump it down one of the drains.”

“It’ll stink up the plumbing,” I said.

“Then use your big brain and figure something out,” Stella snapped, “but leaving a full piss bucket under that table is not a solution.”

“Okay, okay, jeez,” I said. “I’ll figure it out.”

“Bring it with,” Charlie said, “as decoy scent.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” I replied. “Maybe we could fill up some water balloons with piss and lob them in different directions if we get cornered.”

The three women in the room stared at me as if I had gone insane while my son started looking through drawers and behind the diner’s front counter for balloons.

“What?” I asked.

“We are not bringing piss balloons with us,” Stella said. “Even if they might come in handy, we can’t risk them breaking and one of us stinking of piss.”

“Plus, how are you going to fill them?” Greta asked. “Did you think of that?”

I looked at Charlie and he looked at me then we both looked at Elsbeth as she stood there laughing instead of scouting the alley as she said she would.

“Piss balloons,” she snorted, shaking her head back and forth. “Long Pork and Long Pork junior. You two are funny.”

“So no piss balloons?” Charlie asked.

“No piss balloons,” I said.

Which meant I had a bucket of piss to deal with still.

“Just leave it,” the man’s voice said from the shadows. “I’ll clean it up.”

I set the bucket down and peered into the shadows of the back hallway.

“I’m Jace Stanford,” I said as I held out my hand and started to walk towards him. The distinct sound of a pump being racked on a shotgun stopped me. “And you get to stay a mystery.”

“Manchester,” the man said as he slowly walked forward. His dark skinned face was crisscrossed with white scars and there were obvious rope marks across his throat. “My name is Manchester. This was my diner and I have been here since the first day.”

“Damn,” I said. “That’s a long time to hold out against the Zs.”

“The Zs? That what you call them?” he asked then nodded. “Makes sense. But the zombies haven’t been the problem. The people have.”

“Those orange crazies?” Charlie asked.

“Them? Nah,” Manchester laughed. “They’re easy. I toss them some ramen now and then and they leave me alone.” He pointed at all the Vols memorabilia and sighed. “This used to be a popular place for the college kids. Those Orangies aren’t all college kids, since they do like to recruit, but a lot of them were. They leave me alone out of Tennessee pride and respect, I guess.”

“Lucky you,” Stella said. “Thank you again for letting us stay here last night. We will be gone in just a few minutes.”

“Not out front,” Manchester said. “You have to go through the alleyway. Once you get out there, you run like hell. Keep going until you hit 18th. Then you turn left, and keep running until you get up to the railroad tracks. Follow the tracks. That’s your best way out of Knoxville.”

“We have some friends we need to find,” I said.

“Don’t bother with them,” Manchester replied. “Take care of yourselves. You want out of Knoxville as soon as possible. Not safe for outsiders here.”

“Doesn’t seem safe for anyone,” Charlie said.

“We’ll be fine,” Manchester said as he glanced quickly up at the ceiling. “There’s a lot of insanity, but in that, is order. I know how it works, but you don’t. Get to the tracks and get out of town. Do not stop for anyone. Do not stop for anything. Even if you hear your friends calling your names, you keep going. Some groups keep ‘em alive to lure ya in.”

“Groups?” Stella asked.

“Groups,” Manchester nodded. “The Orangies, the Professors, the Sisters. And don’t get me started on the Orderlies.”

“Yikes,” I said. “Which ones made the billboards?”

“The Sisters,” Manchester said. “Sorority Village. Stay away from there. They don’t like men folk and they’ll take the women to recruit or eat.”

“Eat?” I asked. “So they are one of the canny gangs?”

“Canny gangs? Oh, you mean Cannibal Road,” Manchester replied. “The Sisters may eat folks now and again, but they aren’t one of the Cannibal Road gangs. That’s a whole other mess of trouble. Do what I told you and get to the tracks, and get out of town. Stay to the tracks.”

“Yeah, okay, thanks,” I replied. “We’ll get out of town.”

Manchester shook his head. “Y’all think I’m crazy. I’m not. You want to see crazy? Stay on 18th and go check out the medical center. The Orderlies will show you crazy.” 

“I think we’ve had our fill of the local color,” I said. “We’ll turn at 18th and get to the tracks.”

“Good deal,” Manchester smiled. “Now, I hate to ask it, but y’all have got to leave. I need to do some repairs and clean up so if the Orangies come by they’ll see things just how they like them.”

“Sure thing,” I responded as I looked towards Stella and gave her the “time to get the fuck out of here” look. She gave me the “no fucking shit” look. “Thank you for your kindness. Good luck, Mr. Manchester.”

“Good luck to you as well,” Manchester said as he stepped out of the way so we could file past and into the back hallway.

We got to the emergency exit and Elsbeth took point. She opened it slowly, peered outside then smiled back at us.

“Clear,” she whispered and we followed her outside into the morning light. 

I wouldn’t exactly call where we were an “alley.” It was more like a dirt trail behind a bunch of buildings. Which meant the space was narrow and we had to walk single file to keep from banging into old trashcans and piles of trash.

One of those piles of trash had a hand sticking out from it. We didn’t stop to see if the hand was attached to anything, living or undead.

Elsbeth kept us going at her steady pace, which for the rest of us was like a forced march/sprint. We Stanfords were a sweaty mess by the time we reached 18th and found ourselves facing a good sized group of Zs to the right. In the exact direction, we needed to go.

“Go left and circle around?” I whispered to Elsbeth.

“We can make it,” she whispered back.

We both looked at Stella and she nodded.

“Get us through,” I said to Elsbeth. 

It was a bit of an undead picnic we stumbled upon, so luckily, the Zs were occupied eating some unlucky bastard and didn’t take notice as we crossed the street and put as much distance between us and them as we could. Step by careful step, we inched our way down the sidewalk. 

It would have all been good, except Greta took a look over at the munching Zs just as we passed them and gasped. 

“No!” she shouted and started to run across the street. Right at the Zs. “NO!”

“Greta!” I yelled as I chased after her.

That got the Zs’ attention and all of them stopped in mid-bite, turned their heads slowly towards us, and hissed. Flesh hung from jagged teeth, bits of bloody clothes and skin stuck to the putrid cheeks of the monsters. It was a scene we’d all been witness to a hundred times, so I was confused as to why my daughter was screaming her head off and going after a group of Zs we had been only seconds from skirting around.

Greta started screaming as she lifted her 9mm and fired. 

One after the other, Z heads exploded and undead bodies dropped. Greta emptied her pistol, ejected the magazine, slapped in a new one, and was already firing again before I could catch up to her.

“Greta!” I yelled. “Stop!”

But she didn’t stop until she’d emptied the second magazine and stood in front of a pile of unmoving Zs. She tucked the pistol into her waistband and started to claw at the corpses to get at what they had been eating. I tried to pull her away, but my one arm was not match enough for her teenage fury.

“Stop!” Elsbeth snapped as she pushed past me and grabbed Greta by the arm, yanking her back three feet in one move. “Stop it!”

“Greta? What is wrong with you?” Stella spat. “You could have been killed! Or gotten us killed!”

Greta’s eyes were wide and filled with madness. She barely registered that any of us were there as she struggled against Elsbeth’s grip. All she wanted to do was get back to that pile and free whatever victim was underneath.

“Ah, shit,” Charlie said as he looked at the pile. “I know those cowboy boots.”

We all looked at the blood-caked cowboy boot that stuck out from under a Z. It didn’t mean a thing to me, but it meant something to Charlie. And obviously meant something to Greta as Charlie pushed between her and Elsbeth and took his sister in his arms.

“So sorry, Sis,” he said. “I am so, so sorry. I know how this feels, trust me.”

“What is going on?” I asked.

“Oh, no,” Stella said. “I think that’s Jordan Jensen. He was kinda her boyfriend.”

“Oh...crap,” I said.

“Nobody’s boyfriend now,” Elsbeth said. “Just meat.”

She knelt down and pulled the Zs off of the body. I was glad Greta had her face buried in her brother’s chest, because no one should have had to see what Elsbeth uncovered. 

The boy was mangled almost beyond recognition, but I could see a resemblance to the kid Charlie had pointed out to me back in Critter’s Holler. His throat was ripped out and he was missing his entire abdomen, plus a few ribs. His body cavity looked like it had been scooped out with a shovel and what should have been inside was outside and spread all about. The Zs had really gone to town on the poor boy.

Elsbeth took a blade and shoved it through the boy’s temple so he wouldn’t come back. She wiped the blade as she stood and looked down the street.

“Can’t use this way no more,” she said as she pulled out her other blade. “We keep going across until we can cut up to the tracks like the Mr. Manchester man said.”

“Manchester said not to keep going,” I replied. “Or we run into the medical center. Apparently, that is a bad thing.”

Elsbeth pointed up the street at the large quantity of Zs that had started to fill the road.

“That is a bad thing too, Long Pork,” she responded. “I can see that bad thing; I can’t see the medical center bad thing. We keep going until we can cut up. If we get to the medical center, we deal with that bad thing when we see it.”

“Jace, we can’t stay here,” Stella said. “We have to go.”

“I know,” I said. “I just hate to be walking right into a nightmare.”

“Already there, Long Pork,” Elsbeth said. “The nightmare doesn’t stop. Ever.”

She certainly wasn’t wrong there.

“Fine. Go,” I said.

Elsbeth took off between the buildings as Stella pushed Charlie and Greta after her. I brought up the rear and risked one last look at the dead boy, then up the street at the very large gathering of Zs.

“Fucking assholes,” I muttered as I ducked between the buildings and stayed close to my family.

The buildings started to get further apart and we suddenly found ourselves looking out at a wide parking lot and a couple of tall, white buildings. My guess was that we found the medical center just like we weren’t supposed to.

“Those are some clean buildings,” Charlie whispered as we looked at the stark white walls across the parking lot. “You ever see buildings that clean since Z-Day?”

“Nope,” I replied. Stella shook her head, but didn’t say anything as she was busy holding Greta to her as my daughter struggled not to sob. “Somebody must really like power washing in the apocalypse.”

A large sign said “Fort Sanders Regional Medical Center” in big capital letters, but it was the ten bodies hanging from the sign that really got our attention.

“Are those...?” Stella asked as she gently pushed Greta from her and peered across the parking lot.

“Critter’s men,” I said. “I think that one in the middle is Gary Wilkes. Shit.”

“They turned,” Elsbeth said. “They’re Zs now.”

That was obvious by the way that the bodies twisted and thrashed as they hung from thick chains threaded through their chests and thighs to keep them in place. The less than tactful part of me wanted to go up to the one on the end, pull it back and then let it fall against the next one like those desktop clackers. That would have been cool.

But not cool. Totally not cool. No one in their right mind would do that.

Still...

“Jace,” Stella hissed. “Get out of your head.”

“Right. Sorry,” I replied. “Can we go around?”

Elsbeth was busy studying the surroundings and plotting our route, which was obvious by the way she held her mouth and had her eyes narrowed. We’d been around the woman enough to know the way her mind worked.

“We go there,” Elsbeth said and pointed to the northeast corner of the first big building. “We run fast to the corner and then wait. If no one sees us, we run across that road and keep going to the railroad tracks. Everyone ready?”

She took off right away without waiting for an answer. We struggled to keep up with her, as she was still faster than fuck even in a weird crouch run. I’m not sure why we were crouch running, since anyone could see us whether we were running upright or with our bodies bent over. But Elsbeth was crouch running so we crouch ran too until we got to the corner of the building and stopped.

The Zs dangling from the sign saw us though, and their hisses and moans filled the air. Being veterans of the zombie apocalypse, we knew it was only a matter of time before their noises drew more Zs to us. We had a very small window of time to get from the medical center to the railroad tracks or we’d end up cut off like before.

Unfortunately, that window of time went out the window as soon as a side door opened up and five people dressed in surgical scrubs stepped out.

“Patients shouldn’t be roaming around,” a man said. His face was obscured by a surgical mask and his head was shaved except for random spots where hair was left in the shape of crosses and dyed red. All the others had the same stylish hairdos going on as well.

Red crosses. Are you fucking kidding me? The crazy fucks (I don’t think I was assuming much by calling them that) had left spots of hair on their heads in the shape of red crosses? Sure. Why the fuck not?

“Time for your medicine,” a woman said, as she pulled a large bone saw from behind her back and shook it menacingly at us.

“Oh, shut the fuck up,” Stella said as she pulled her pistol and shot all five between the eyes. Their bodies dropped to the ground and their perfectly clean scrubs soon did what they did best, soaking up the blood that poured from the corpses’ heads.

“Well, that handles that,” I said. “Now we run!”

We didn’t hang around for the next rotation of nutjobs to show up and proceeded to throw all caution to the wind. In other words, we ran our asses off. We booked it away from the medical center and out onto Laurel Ave. Elsbeth took the lead again and steered us towards 20th Street. She turned up that street and we passed Highland Ave then Forest Ave and were about to hit Grand Ave, which was the last street before the railroad tracks, when suddenly, we were cut off by several cars coming to a screeching halt in front of us.

Now, let me make this clear, because it is important to understanding the whole Knoxville experience. The streets were not clogged with cars like in Asheville. Someone had taken the time to make sure vehicles were pulled to the side or had been removed completely. Even back in Asheville we didn’t bother moving all the abandoned vehicles until Lourdes and her PCs arrived. Even then, we only moved them from the main arteries.

However, Knoxville’s abandoned cars were arranged in an orderly fashion. All parked in spaces along the streets or in parking lots and driveways. Not a single Prius sat sideways with its doors open and a desiccated corpse hanging out like half the cars in Asheville.

That was why the bright pink, bright green, bright red, bright yellow and bright blue compact cars that stopped in front of us had no trouble zooming down the street to head us off.

“Hey!” a woman yelled from her bright pink Volkswagen Jetta. “Those ladies are now pledges! Back away, guys, or we’ll cut your balls off and feed them to you!”

The woman stepped from her car and my mouth dropped. She had to be at least in her mid to late fifties, but she was dressed like a sorority girl on meth: mismatched knee high leather boots with thigh high multi-colored striped socks. Short shorts that didn’t exactly leave anything to the imagination, and a tight blouse tied up around her boobs so her less than flat belly could pooch out.

Oh, and did I forget the AK-47 she held and pointed right at us? Sorry. Yeah, she had one of those and it was painted pink to match her car

The drivers of the other cars all got out and weren’t dressed nearly so out of place slutty, but they still were a shock. None of them was under fifty. No way, no how. Miniskirts, pleated khaki capris, half-tees, hair done up in ponytails, pigtails, tucked under a Hello Kitty trucker cap. They were women trying to wear girl’s clothing as their post-apocalyptic uniform. 

Oh, and another for the record: pretty sick of the post-apocalyptic uniform thing going on in Knoxville. That shit was annoying as hell pre-Z. It was a million times more annoying as I stood with my hands up and jaw hanging open.

“I like your hat,” Elsbeth said as she pointed to the woman wearing the Hello Kitty trucker cap. “I had one of those once. I lost it somewhere. Can I have yours?”

“Shut the fuck up, pledge!” the woman yelled then looked to their leade r.I assumed she was their leader since her car was in front and she started talking first. “Should I mow them down, Bitsy?”

“Only if the men don’t step away nice and slow,” Bitsy replied. She reached back and unceremoniously pulled a wedgie from her ass. “Hear that, males? Back away from our new pledges or we kill you all.”

“I heard,” I said, “but I’m not sure my ladies want to be pledges. Can they think about it for a day or two and get back to you?”

Bitsy cocked her hip and waved her rifle around as if it wasn’t a deadly weapon that could go off at any second. Firearms safety was not her number one priority. That was obvious.

“You the funny man who thinks he’s in charge?” she asked as she stepped towards me. “You the frat president? That you, douchebag?”

“Frat president?” I asked. “I’m pretty sure those guys hated it when people called their houses ‘frats’. Would you call your country a cunt?”

The other women lifted their rifles and the sound of slides being pulled back echoed through the street and against the railcars that were only a football field’s length away across the road.

“Chill, ladies, chill,” Bitsy said, her voice a whiskey gravel mixed with insulin sweetness. “Mr. President is just being funny. Is that your thing?”

“That’s my thing,” I said and glanced at my wife, daughter, and Elsbeth. Not saying Elsbeth is mine That was just the order in which I glanced at them. “Know what else is my thing? Keeping my family together. So, if you don’t mind, we’re going to follow those train tracks out of town. You can hijack the next group of survivors for your pledge week, okay?”

“Not okay,” Bitsy said. “Duffy?” The one in the capris stiffened. “Poof-Poof?” The miniskirt smiled. “Sleenie?” Cut-off jean shorts with most of her ass hanging out. “Take them.”

“Boys over there!” Duffy yelled, her rifle jabbing forward as if she was trying to fend off a wild tiger or something.

“Yeah! Over there!” Poof-Poof echoed.

“I could just gut shoot ‘em,” Sleenie said as she twisted her hips, obviously working on her own wedgie problem. “Let ‘em die in the street or get ate by the zombies”

“No gut shooting,” Bitsy said. “Just load the ladies up.”

Elsbeth started to move, but Stella held out her arm.

“No killing, Elsbeth,” Stella said. “Wait.”

“Uh-oh,” Bitsy said as she sneered at Stella. “I think there’s another hen that thinks she’s top of the roost. That’s my job, sweetheart. I rule Sorority Village, so don’t get no ideas in your head.”

“No ideas!” Poof-Poof yelled.

Bitsy, Poof-Poof, and Duffy pulled key remotes from their pockets. At least, I assume they were in their pockets, although, considering how tight some the clothes they wore were, I had to wonder if they didn’t pull them from someplace more intimate. They each pressed a button and the trunks on the first three cars popped open.

“Get in,” Bitsy said. “We don’t have all day. Got a herd coming through in about fifteen minutes.”

“No way,” Elsbeth said. “Not getting in there. No, no, no.”

“You climb in, pretty thing, or I shoot your people,” Bitsy warned. “Starting with the young bippy twat here.”

“Me?” Greta asked. “Did you call me a bippy twat?”

“If the insult fits,” Bisty said. “One day, you’ll grow up to be a real woman like me, but you may not make it to that day if your friend with the crazy eyes doesn’t chill, chill, chill.”

“Crazy eyes?” Elsbeth frowned. “Now you’re just being mean.”

“You aren’t all there in the head, are you?” Bitsy asked Elsbeth.

“Says the circus stripper,” I respond. “Listen, Bitsy, you don’t need to do this. Just let us go. We’ll be out of the city and out of your hair by sunset. We never wanted to stop in Knoxville, but things got in the way.”

“Hey, Mr. President,” Bitsy said. “You think I care? Not my fault you took a wrong turn. Not my fault your friends got all blown to shit. Not my fault the Orangies didn’t want y’all to come to our kegger. Not. My. Fault.”

“Not her fault!” Poof-Poof yelled then spat a huge, yellow loogie on the ground. “Not! Her! Fault!”

“So, ladies? Get in the fucking trunks, will ya? I don’t have all day,” Bitsy ordered. “And you have until the count of five or I slice the nuts off your boys.”

“Fine,” Stella growled.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. It took all of my willpower to keep from freaking out and going after the twisted Sisters. When I opened my eyes again, Stella was being shoved into the trunk of Bitsy’s car, Greta was shoved into Poof-Poof’s and Elsbeth was just standing by Duffy’s while their packs and weapons were tossed into the backseats of their respective vehicles.

“El,” I said. “Get in. We’ll be okay. We’ll figure out how to get out of this.”

“No, you won’t,” Bitsy said, “but that’s sweet of you to say.”

“Don’t want to get in the trunk,” Elsbeth stated.

“Tough titty said the kitty when the milk ran dry,” Bitsy cackled. “Get in the fucking trunk!”

“You die first,” Elsbeth said as we watched the trunk lids get shut on Stella and then Greta. “Do you hear me, ugly boots? You die first.”

“Probably,” Bitsy said. “I have heart problems.”

“That’s not what I mean,” Elsbeth snapped.

“I know,” Bitsy said, “but I don’t care. I’ve had more crazy bitches than you can count try to step to me and take the Village over. Not one could do it. You look like you can handle yourself, but so can I. No fear.”

“No brains,” Elsbeth said as she got into the trunk. She looked over at me and I nodded. “See you soon, Long Pork?”

“See you soon, El,” I nodded back.

“Long Pork?” Bitsy laughed. “I knew you were in a frat. Only a frat would give someone a shitty nickname like that.” She got into her car and looked over her shoulder at the one woman that hadn’t said anything yet. “Marge? Stay here with Long Pork and the boy. Once the herd shows, move your fine ass back to the Village.”

“You’re gonna let us die?” Charlie snapped.

“I’m going to let you live,” Bitsy said as she revved her engine. “Whether you get away from the zombies and stay alive is your problem, not mine. Toodles!”

She sped off down the street, followed by Poof-Poof, Duffy, and Sleenie. Marge just stood there, her AK-47 pointed right at my crotch. She was the tallest of the five women, with long black hair that was obviously a wig, dark skin, and eyes that were blacker than her faux hair. Dressed in a miniskirt that was one twitch from showing Charlie and me everything, Marge had legs that probably would pop my head off with just a squeeze. Her belly wasn’t soft at all and her arms were tight.

The woman may have been in her late fifties, but she worked out, that was for sure.

“So...lived in Knoxville long?” I asked.

“All my life,” Marge replied, her voice surprisingly high for a woman her size. I was also surprised by the fact she spoke, having not said a single syllable the whole time Bitsy and the others were there. “Where you from?”

“Asheville,” I said. Her eyes went wide. “Something wrong?”

“We heard Asheville was gone,” Marge said. “Nuked.”

“Well, yes and no,” I replied. “It sorta burned to the ground at the same time a dirty bomb went off. So, no nuke, but yes gone and filled with radiation.”

“Bummer,” she said. “I liked Asheville when we went there as kids.”

“Why are you with those crazy women?” Charlie asked. “You don’t seem half as crazy as they do?”

“Jesus, dude,” I sighed.

Marge clammed up and glared at my son.

“He’s young,” I said. “He forgets to check his mouth sometimes.”

“Like most men,” Marge said.

“But he has a point,” I continued. “You were all quiet before, but we started having a nice conversation as soon as Bitsy and the gang took off. It may have been small talk, but post-Z, even small talk can be a relief. You know what I mean?”

“They aren’t crazy,” Marge said. “We all have our ways of coping and dealing with traumatic events. The Sisters at Sorority Village have saved a lot of lives over the years, and Bitsy is why.”

“Cool, cool, I get that,” I said. “No offense meant. I was just wondering why you didn’t say anything until they left.”

Marge glared at me then her eyes softened slightly.

“It’s my voice,” she replied. “Poof-Poof makes fun of my voice because it’s so high and I’m so tall. I hate that.”

“Then tell her to stop,” I said. “Be upfront and direct with her. I’m sure if you explained it in the right way, she’d understand.”

“Are you two fucking kidding me?” Charlie asked as he looked from Marge to me, and back. “Is this fucking conversation even happening? Dad! We have to go get Mom and Greta and Elsbeth!”

Marge sighed. “The young are hotheaded. Probably best if I just shoot you two so I can get back in time for cocktail hour.”

“Whoa whoa whoa!” I shouted. “No shooting! You can totally bail for cocktail hour without the shooting!”

“No, I don’t think so,” Marge responded. “I’m gonna shoot you two. I don’t want to wait around for the herd to show up. That could take forever. I shoot you and the smell of blood will bring them around in just a few minutes. Besides, it’s margarita night tonight. I love margaritas. We found some limes...”

The sound of rapid gunfire a few blocks away distracted us and Marge turned her head towards the sound. Charlie used the distraction and rushed Marge before I could stop him. He tackled the tall woman and I quickly got a glimpse of something I didn’t need to see as Marge’s legs went out from under her and she slammed down onto the pavement.

For the record, I’m not a fan of going commando in the apocalypse. Wear underwear, people. The world is scary enough.

“Charlie! No!” I yelled as I leapt forward. 

A single gunshot turned my blood cold and it was my turn to fall to the pavement as my feet went out from under me. I was frozen in place, terrified, as I stared at the still forms of Marge and my son.

“Charlie...?” I whispered.

“I’m good,” he grunted as he shoved off Marge’s body, “but she’s not.”

He stood up and offered me a hand. I grabbed it and he hauled me to my feet. We both turned and looked down at the dying woman. Blood was trickling from her mouth and nostrils and she tried to speak, but the words wouldn’t come. Her chest was a mess from where her own rifle shot her. We could hear the sucking of air as her lungs filled with blood.

We could also hear the groans and moans of approaching Zs.

“Who do you think was shooting?” Charlie asked as he peered off into the distance. “You think that’s our people?”

“I don’t know,” I said, “and right now, I don’t care. We need to go get our family back.” I glanced at Marge’s bright blue Toyota Celica. “I’ll drive.”

Except that was a bit of a problem, as I quickly learned when I sat down in the driver’s seat.

“Fuck,” I snapped. “It’s a stick.”

“Sucks to have one arm,” Charlie smiled. “Get out and I’ll drive.”

“Your mom would kill me if I let you drive with your chest wound,” I said.

“I’m fine, Dad,” he said. “And I don’t think she’ll care too much since I’m doing it so we can go rescue her.”

“Maybe,” I said, “but if she does get mad you can say I was knocked out or something and had no idea it was happening.”

“You are so pussy whipped,” Charlie laughed.

“Yeah, well, one day you’ll find out that’s not such a bad thing, trust me,” I replied as I got out and switched seats with him. “Now...which way is Sorority Village, do you think?”

“Not a clue,” Charlie said as he revved the engine and let the clutch out. The car’s tires squealed and we shot forward down the street. “But it’s gonna be fun getting there!”

At least I had one arm to brace myself with.

“Slow down!” I yelled before we got to the corner.

“I can totally drive this, Dad!” Charlie yelled back. “Look at these roads! When else will I get a chance to drive on a normal road?”

“No!” I shouted. “I don’t care how you drive! Wait! Not true! I do care! I just want you to slow down!”

Charlie let off the gas and looked over at me.

“What’s up?” he asked.

I hooked my thumb over my shoulder.

“I think we should bring some friends to this sorority party, don’t you?”

Charlie glanced in the rearview mirror then looked over his shoulder at the herd of Zs that had just started to show itself.

“Brilliant,” he smiled.

“Thank you,” I said. “Now rev that engine real loud. Get them all riled up so they get a move on.”

***
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SURROUNDED BY FREEWAYS on three sides with a main road and river in the front, Sorority Village was actually a very defensible setup. Especially since they had built a huge wall and gate made of every sturdy material, you could think of.

“Nice,” Charlie said as we stopped a block or so back from the gate. “That looks like something you would design.”

“My designing days are over,” I replied. “Everything I create just gets torn down, blown up, or set on fire anyway.”

“Whiner,” Charlie said then he nodded towards the gate. “Looks like we have company.”

Two women, both with AK-47s pointed down at the ground, started walking our way and waving.

“They see Marge’s car and think we’re her,” I smiled. “They aren’t gonna be happy when they find out the truth.”

“They are going to be less happy when they see what we brought with us,” Charlie said as he looked in the rearview mirror. “The party has arrived.”

The two women got almost to the car when they saw the Z herd coming from behind us. They both were yelling at the car and trying to get us to move forward, but Charlie just let the engine idle.

“They haven’t noticed we’re not women,” Charlie said. “Sucks when they find out.”

“Yep,” I said. “Sucks even more when you run them down.”

Charlie looked over at me, his eyes wide.

“What?” he asked as the women got closer and closer. “You want me to run them over?”

“Yeah, that’s the plan,” I said, “but wait until they are a little closer. I don’t want them to have a chance to jump out of the way or cry out. Hopefully they are the only two guards on the gate. We squash them and then ram the gate, leaving it wide open for the Z block party to begin.”

Charlie turned back to look out the windshield. His hands gripped the steering wheel and I could see the debate rage in his head.

“They have Mom and Greta,” I said, “and Elsbeth.”

That settled it. Charlie slammed his foot down on the gas as he let the clutch out. I could see the pain the movement caused and knew his wound was getting the best of him. Nevertheless, all I needed him to do was last just a few minutes more so we could get into Sorority Village and get the rest of our family back.

The women in front of us frowned as the car came at them. Neither even tried to jump, they were so stunned at what was happening to them. Just before impact, I locked eyes with one of them and saw the rage that sat there in her baby blues.

Tough shit, lady. I’ve got some rage of my own.

The women’s bodies rolled up over the car and the windshield cracked, but didn’t break. I spun in my seat and saw them tumble down the back, hitting  the pavement hard. One of them hit at a bad angle and her neck snapped like that. The other, the one with the rage eyes, knew how to roll and actually was able to get to her feet and raise her rifle.

Unfortunately, she should have been aiming at the Zs and not at us. They swarmed her and she was lost from my sight in a pile of hungry mouths and deadly claws.

Charlie took a hard right and gunned it. The car slammed into the gate and all I saw next was a big white pillow hitting my face.

Airbag.

“Dad?” Charlie mumbled from behind his own airbag. “Dad, you okay?”

“All good, Son,” I said. 

“Marge! MARGE!”

“Uh-oh,” Charlie said. “Company.”

“We’ll give them a surprise when they open the doors,” I said as I aimed my 9mm at the door. I saw Charlie aim the AK-47 he took from Marge at his door while we both waited to be “rescued.”

“Marge, thank God you...” the poor woman said just before I put a bullet in her chest. She coughed and sputtered, then fell to the pavement as I pushed out of the car and started shooting at anyone I saw.

Charlie was out of the car also and spraying the road with bullets as we ran towards the gate that had just opened. His rifle clicked empty, but he ejected the magazine and put in a new one before the echoes of his gunfire had even died down. I made sure to scoop up as many extra magazines as I could find along the way, taking them right off the fresh corpses we left in our wake.

The one flaw in our brave assault was that I only had two magazines for my 9mm and it didn’t look like any of the women were using pistols, just AK-47s, which was weird since 9mms were pretty ubiquitous, especially in the gun loving south. Where the fuck did they get all the AK-47s?

“Dad! Down!” Charlie shouted as my pistol clicked empty.

I didn’t argue and hit the ground as he turned and fired at the front door of one of the sorority houses. He didn’t spray the door, but took careful shots, killing the four women that raced out at us. Even if my magazine hadn’t been empty, I doubt I could have made those shots, not with my left hand, at least. Back in my right handed days, I would have been close, but nowhere near as good as my boy.

The kid had a natural eye and in those brief moments in Sorority Village, he just let instinct take over.

“Mother fucker!” Bitsy screamed as she ran down the center of the street at us. 

Which, as I tried to focus, were actually two streets that spilt off at a Y with some nice looking landscaping in between. I’d have loved to check the place out if I wasn’t busy scrambling to my feet and running from the crazy women that descended on us like gun-toting locusts.

Blood bloomed on Charlie’s cheek and I knew he’d been grazed, but it didn’t faze him one bit as he settled the rifle to his shoulder and squeezed off one, two, three shots. Bitsy’s eyes went wide as she was knocked backwards by the first two shots. Then those eyes were lost from sight as the third bullet slammed right between them. The whole scene slowed down and it looked like the back of her head had just opened up and barfed out her brains as he body tumbled to the ground. 

“You okay?” I yelled at Charlie as he wiped his cheek with the back of his hand. “You hit anywhere else?”

“I’m good!” he shouted, half-deaf from all the gunfire. 

I have to say that if survivors actually live into old age during this apocalypse, they are all going to be stone fucking deaf because of the lack of ear protection while firing semi-automatic weapons. You never think of that shit when you’re busy blasting away at a dozen middle-aged, psycho sorority Sisters.

Or when you’re firing into a herd of Zs.

“Dad! Behind you!” Greta yelled as she ran towards us out of one of the houses. Kappa Kappa Gamma, I think. I don’t fucking know. It’s all Greek to...nah...too easy.

I spun about to see the herd had moved a little faster than expected. It was blocking the whole entrance to Sorority Village and suddenly I had a sinking feeling that the Village might have had only one way in and one way out.

Oops.

“Jace!” Stella yelled, right on Greta’s heels. “Jace!”

There were certainly some hugs when they reached us, but they didn’t last long as more women decided we needed their bullets more than the herd of Zs did. The Stanfords were a’scramblin’!

Stella and Greta led us back into the house they came out of and we slammed the door behind us.

“Where to now?” I asked.

“Down,” Stella said. “We think there’s a way to get to the river from the basement.”

“That would be handy since I fucked up as usual and brought a fuck ton of Zs down on us,” I smiled. “My bad.”

“Hey there, Long Pork,” Elsbeth said from a doorway at the top of a set of stairs that led down to the basement. She had their packs at her feet and kicked them towards Greta and Stella “I knew you’d find us. You always have to be the hero. Then I always have to save you from being the hero.” She gestured to the stairs. “See?”

“Yes, El, you always save my ass,” I said. “Thanks...as always.”

“You’re welcome,” she grinned. “As always.”

“Down we go,” Stella insisted, picking up Greta’s pack and handing it to her before picking up her own. 

None of us argued with her and we raced down the stairs and into the house’s basement. But to call it a basement would be like calling an IMAX theater a media room. The place was huge and it had furniture in it that probably cost more than those cars up on the street. There was a full bar and a dance floor, a small stage and a sound board, plus what I could only guess was a drop down screen with several rows of actual theater chairs.

Fuck. I wish I’d joined a sorority. They had the setup, yo!

“Back here,” Elsbeth said. “I found the way.”

She led us to a door behind the bar. With flashlight in one hand, and a blade in the other, which apparently were just hanging out with the packs, Elsbeth stepped into a brick-lined tunnel that slowly started to wind downward, then leveled out. The noise from above grew quieter and quieter until we had no idea that a herd of Zs was creating some serious havoc above us.

After quite a few yards, the tunnel began to climb again, then wind and wind until we came to another door.

“Let’s hope this didn’t just lead us into a different house,” Stella said. 

She nodded to Elsbeth and the woman tried the handle and smiled.

“Open sesame,” she said and yanked on the door, her blade ready.

It opened into a small boathouse that sat right on the Tennessee River. Kayaks and canoes lined the walls and we just stood there, so happy not to be trapped or caught by crazies.

Until we heard the slapping of undead hands against the windows and realized that maybe, we hadn’t gotten as far away as we would have liked.

“The herd,” Charlie said. “It must have been bigger than we thought.”

We looked towards the windows and could see a long, overgrown lawn and a street a ways off. Past that was the wall that surrounded Sorority Village. Smoke and flame was licking the top of the wall which meant things had gone from really bad to seriously fucking worse for those ladies.

Not that it was a whole lot better for us since between the boathouse and the wall was nothing but a sea of Zs.

“Poop,” I said.

“We take the canoes across the river,” Stella said. “Get to the other side and figure things out from there. Sound like a plan?”

“Sounds like the best plan,” I said, and then looked at my one arm. “But I may have to sit out the heavy moving portion of the plan.”

“You can grab a fucking handle and carry,” Stella said as she hurried over to a canoe and helped Elsbeth get it down on the ground.

“Uh, we do have one problem,” Greta said as she looked through a window that faced the river. 

We joined her and saw a few dozen Zs stumble about the riverbank, with even more wading in the shallows because their feet kept slipping in the river mud and they couldn’t get enough purchase to get away from the water.

“Huh,” I said. “That is a problem.”

“I’ll distract them,” Elsbeth said. “You get the canoes down and get ready to run to the water. I’ll get them away from here, and then swim out to you.”

The day had gotten away from us fast and the sun had started to set. The light came in through the dirty windows and lit up the boathouse, reflecting off the natural wood of the walls. It kinda gave everything a surreal, almost spiritual look. It was at that moment that I had a sinking feeling I wouldn’t see that woman again.

“We can’t leave you,” I said.

“You won’t be, Long Pork,” Elsbeth smiled. “You’ll just be out on the river until I can swim out to you.”

I looked to Stella for help, but her face was set in agreement with Elsbeth.

“She’s the only one that has a chance of distracting the Zs and living,” Stella said. “You know that.”

Stella hurried forward and hugged Elsbeth fiercely. Greta followed, leaving me and Charlie to stand there.

“Group hug?” Charlie smirked as he looked at me.

“Group hug,” I said and we all went in for a squeeze.

“That’s enough,” Elsbeth said, suddenly embarrassed. “Get off me, Stanfords.” She nodded to the canoes. “Get those ready.”

We threw all of our gear into the canoes as Stella and Greta handled one while Charlie and I handled another. Charlie did most of the work by maneuvering the canoe to the door. I pretty much grabbed the handle on the rear end and waited.

“Ready?” Elsbeth asked as she reached in and grabbed Charlie’s AK-47.

“Ready,” we answered.

She didn’t count off, just tore open the door and fired until the rifle clicked empty. Then she started doing what she did best: hacking and slashing at the Zs with those fine blades of hers. We let her get a good distance away, her violence leading the Zs like a bloody Pied Piper, before Stella shoved the double loading doors open and we made our break for it.

It all would have been easy to deal with if it wasn’t for the wading Zs. The ones that were mobile went for Elsbeth immediately, but the ones stuck in the mud didn’t have that options, so they turned their attention on us.

“Jace? What do we do?” Stella yelled. 

“We ram them!” I shouted. “Lower your shoulders and shove them aside! It’s the only way we’ll get past!”

Stella hesitated for just a second, then her face scrunched up and that determined look she gets that I have always loved took over. She and Greta lowered their shoulders as I said and smashed into every Z that was in their way, which made things a lot easier for Charlie and me.

Greta screamed as a Z got its fingers tangled in her hair, but she elbowed it in the nose so hard that the thing’s rotted neck snapped right there. If it wasn’t for the fear and terror of the moment, I think we would have all laughed as the Z’s head wobbled on its broken neck while it stayed upright because of the mud. It was obviously truly dead, but there it stood.

We were able to get the canoes past the waiting Zs and out into the river, but we hadn’t prepared for the current that was rushing along. The Tennessee River is not a small river. It has a good pull to it when it’s high and there has been some rain. Which it looked like there had been before we hit Knoxville.

Stella and Greta barely got up into their canoe while Charlie hopped in ours and turned and held out his hand to me.

There was the problem. I only have one hand. 

I tried to pull myself into the canoe, but I didn’t have the leverage. If I let go of the side even for a second to take Charlie’s hand, I would have been separated from the canoe by the current.

So I just stayed in the water and started kicking my legs.

“I’ll help get us across!” I yelled up at Charlie. “Just steer us to the shore!”

The canoe blocked my view of Stella and Greta, but I could hear my wife shouting for our daughter, “Paddle your fucking ass off,” which made me feel confident things were being handled over there.

I risked a look over my shoulder at the riverbank and almost wished I hadn’t. The current was so strong that we were already a good hundred yards downstream before we’d even reached the middle of the river. That meant Elsbeth would have to swim quite a ways to get to us when we finally made it to the other shore. 

By the looks of the huge horde of Zs that had her surrounded, she wasn’t going to attempt a swim any time soon.

“She’s outnumbered,” Charlie said.

“I know, but she’ll make it,” I replied, spitting out river water after each word. “You just focus on getting us over to the other bank.”

Charlie gave me that look he gives when he wants to argue and say something, but has decided not to. He turned back to paddling and put his all into digging deep and moving us closer and closer to the other shore.

There were many problems with our plan that night, but the biggest was that the river took a dramatic curve just past the boathouse. Not only had we gone a hundred yards away from where Elsbeth fought, but also were only a few yards from completely losing sight of her. I kept looking and looking, desperate to keep track of what was happening, but I couldn’t do that and keep my head above water while trying to hang on and kick at the same time. 

Ugh.

“El!” I shouted, nearly swallowing half the Tennessee.

The last few feet of visibility were lost to me and all I had to keep track of her were the constant moans and groans of the horde coupled with her throaty war cries.

It took us nearly twenty minutes to get from point A to point B and by the time we’d gotten ashore, the sun had nearly set. We found ourselves on a small peninsula and our first instinct was to hurry across to find out what was happening to Elsbeth.

However, by the time we got there, it was almost completely dark. The horde was obvious, but we couldn’t see or hear Elsbeth at all. There were no sounds of her chopping off heads or hacking away at limbs, and no sounds of her crushing skulls or snapping necks. As far as we could see, she wasn’t there.

“Elsbeth!” Charlie shouted.

“Stop,” Stella hissed as she looked about the peninsula. “We don’t know if there are any Zs around.”

“We can’t leave her over there,” Greta said.

“She’s probably already gotten into the river,” I said. “I’ll bet she’s swimming to find us now.”

We all scrambled down close to the riverbank and then followed it around to our canoes.

Nothing.

No Elsbeth anywhere. 

And no more light, either.

“Jace, we can’t stay,” Stella said. “We have to find shelter and get safe for the night.”

“I know,” I said. Both of the kids started to protest, but I held up my hand. “We won’t abandon her, okay? We just can’t do any good by stumbling around in the dark. We get safe and we get some rest. We’ll find her in the morning.”

Except, once again, there was a flaw in that plan. We found out what it was within just a couple of minutes.

“You hear that?” Stella whispered as we grabbed our stuff from the canoes. “Zs?”

“Yeah,” I said and fished out the one flashlight. “Should I?”

“Make it fast,” Stella said. “Don’t let them zero in on the light.”

I flicked on the flashlight and was beyond grateful that there were no Zs caught in the beam.

“Phew,” Stella said, echoing my thoughts. “I think I saw buildings up over that little hill.”

She took off and I motioned for the kids to go so I could bring up the rear. We made it about twenty yards and crested the hill when all “phews” flew out the window.

“Oh...fuck,” Charlie said as we looked down at the herd of Zs below us. “Where’d they come from? How’d they get across?”

“They didn’t get across,” Greta said as she pointed towards a large building and the faded words on the sign above the front entrance. “They’ve always been here.”

University of Tennessee Medical Center. Another hospital, but this one wasn’t manned by crazies, just overrun by walking corpses.

“Back to the canoes,” Stella whispered. “Go go.”

We hightailed it to the canoes and shoved them off into the water. I actually got to ride inside mine with Charlie that time, but I almost wished I was in the river as the night breeze started to blow across my wet clothing.

We let the river take us a ways until I spotted a pull out tucked into the dense trees on the far side of the river. It took all of our strength to fight the current and get us over there, but we made it after some seriously hardcore paddling. 

I just used my hand since I couldn’t really grip a paddle. I made a note to myself that night to figure out a paddle attachment for Stumpageddon, if my shoulder ever healed up enough to handle the strain. And if we didn’t die in the night.

We got the canoes up onto the shore and then sat there for a while and listened. Far off, we could hear the herd of Zs as the wind shifted and blew their moans our way, but that was all. No sound of a woman trying to swim to us and no sound of gunfire or human activity coming from the city. 

That night, we slept in the canoes, with Stella and me taking turns as sentries so the kids could get as much rest as possible. If Zs came at us, we could just shove back into the water. Luckily, we didn’t have to.

By the time dawn hit and the morning light crested the far off mountains, I felt so spent that I thought every bush and small tree was a Z coming to eat my face.

“We get someplace safe while we have light,” Stella said to me, looking exactly how I felt. “The kids can stand watch while you and I sleep. If it’s safe enough, we’ll stay another night.”

“Then what?” I asked. “We don’t know where anyone else is.”

“But we do know where Kansas City is and where Boulder is,” Stella said. “So does everyone else. We keep going and hope we catch up to the others or they catch up to us.”

“We’re going to walk to KC?” Charlie asked.

“Until we find a better way to get there,” Stella replied.

The kids looked at me, which I could see irritated the shit out of Stella.

“Your mother is right,” I said. “We rest and then we travel. That’s our new pattern so get used to it.”

Both of them had the smarts not to argue with two exhausted and scared parents. At least they were learning.
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Chapter Six
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We had pulled out of the river in Sequoyah Park and were lucky enough to find that the park was bordered by some seriously swank houses with excellent views of the river. How nice for them.

We picked one at random, a modern looking, four-story semi-mansion, and didn’t have too hard a time breaking in. The doors were locked solid, but not solid enough against a rock through a window. Without any alarm systems to worry about, we broke and entered old school. Like, Neanderthal old school. Rock go smash!

The smell inside told us that somebody had been home at one time and maybe hadn’t quite left yet. We were cautious as we went room to room, making sure to stay together, and scouted for Zs. We’d covered all of the floors from the ground up, which left only the basement.

“The smell is stronger down there,” Greta said. “But it’s old.”

She was right. The smell was old. It was the faint stink of rotted meat and the putrid stench of a trapped Z. Not fresh at all, more like a memory than a current thought.

Step by step, we slowly descended into the basement. It wasn’t hard to figure out what had happened to the family that had lived there once we got down to the bottom.

“Jesus,” Charlie said, as we all stood around the ancient Z that could barely clack its jaws at us. “It ate them all.”

The scene was of a family trying to escape from a loved one. It was a scene we had witnessed a hundred times since Z-day. They thought they were safe down in the basement from the Zs above, but something went wrong and one of their own turned. The mother. I could see that the family members, a dad and three kids, fought back, since the Z’s legs had been hacked off at the knees, yet that hadn’t been enough to keep its hunger at bay.

However it managed it, it caught a couple of the other members and gave them some good, hard chomps. The kids’ heads had been split open by the dad and he had tried to kill Z-Mom with the hatchet he held, but he’d missed and only managed to bury it in her shoulder. He was probably too weak to get the hatchet out for a second whack and finish the job, so he finished himself instead.

A screwdriver stuck out from his temple. 

“I think they were going for there,” Greta said as she looked at the far wall.

I turned the flashlight in that direction and saw a bookshelf that had been partly pushed away from the wall. We walked over and couldn’t believe what we saw.

“A safe room,” Charlie said. “Cool.”

“Yeah, until you run out of air,” Greta said.

Then it made sense. The family hadn’t been trying to get to the safe room, but had escaped it. When the power gave out, even whatever backup power they had, the safe room lost its ability to circulate the air. They had to get out or suffocate.

I walked into the safe room and found another piece of the puzzle: the bottom halves of the mom’s legs. She’d died in there and then came back. They tried to hobble her, but not being familiar with the tenacity of Zs, they had no clue what kind of monster they were trapped with. Old stains on the floor leading out into the basement told me that the horror had started to go down inside the safe room.

Dad had gotten his whole family out of there so they wouldn’t die trapped in a steel box and could feel like they were home one last time.

The man had had the chance to just fall asleep from lack of oxygen, but he fought on to honor his wife and kids. It was a fucked up thing to do, but everything has been fucked up since Z-Day. I had to applaud the noble thought behind the action.

“Dad?” Greta asked, as she walked back to the Z that was mostly bone and tendon. It shifted, knowing meat was near, but it didn’t have any muscle to grab at Greta. “Can I?”

“Please,” I said as I turned away just as Greta’s heel crushed the Z’s skull.

“It’s a backup if we need it,” Stella said as she eyed the safe room. “But we aren’t sleeping in there.”

“No shit,” Charlie said.

“Let’s clean these people up,” Stella said to the kids. “Haul the bodies upstairs while your dad and I make some space to sleep comfortably. You two will stand watch by the stairs and wake us up if you hear anything at all. If we aren’t disturbed, we’ll go upstairs and hunt for some food after we get enough sleep to think straight. Got it?”

The kids frowned and didn’t say a word as they got to work lifting the bodies and carrying them back upstairs. I will give them points for not complaining out loud. The looks on their faces, and the pissed off body language, did all the talking needed, though.

Stella and I moved a couple of couches around so we could face the stairs, then each plopped down on one and sighed heavily.

“Should we take shifts sleeping?” Stella asked.

“Nah,” I said. “The kids aren’t rookies. They can handle a little sentry duty. I doubt I’ll sleep that much anyway.”

I was out before the kids even made it back down the stairs.

***
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“DAD?” CHARLIE WHISPERED. “Dad? Wake up.”

I sat up with a start and had to shake my head a couple times to focus on Charlie’s shadowed face.

“Chill, it’s all good,” Charlie said. “It’s just that Greta is asleep and I have to pee bad.”

“Okay, then go pee,” I said. “Is there a bucket or something down here?”

“No, Greta and I have been going upstairs so we don’t stink things up down here,” Charlie said. “We’ve been using the kitchen sink since it’s close to the basement door.”

“Good idea,” I said as I stretched. I looked over at Stella and smiled. “It has to be afternoon by now, right?”

“It’s almost morning,” Charlie said, making me blink in disbelief.

“What? Morning?”

“You and Mom were out,” Charlie said. “Greta and I took turns sleeping through the afternoon and night. I wouldn’t have woken you up if I didn’t think I was going to piss myself.”

“No, no you did the right thing,” I said as I got up and tried to get the circulation going in my legs. “I’ll follow you upstairs and keep an eye out while you piss. Is there any food up there?”

“Plenty,” Charlie said. “It’s stale and expired by a few years, but the stuff that’s sealed, like crackers and shit, hasn’t gone moldy or anything. Greta gorged herself on crappy cookies and cupcakes that were hard as rocks.”

My stomach rumbled as I followed him up the stairs. I didn’t care how hard the cookies or cupcakes were, I would eat them all.

There was a pile of supplies by the basement door and I frowned at them.

“What’s that?” I asked as Charlie hurried over to the sink and sighed with relief as he let his bladder empty. “Where’d all that come from?”

“We took turns hunting for stuff we could use,” Charlie said. “We kept it there in case we had to escape quickly. I was going to look for new backpacks or duffel bags next. I think there’s a closet in the basement we hadn’t checked. I’ll bet they have the luggage in there.”

“Could be,” I said as I found the pantry. I searched the food for what I thought wouldn’t poison me and came away with a killer find. “Dude! Peanut butter!”

“Really?” Charlie asked as he finished and zipped up. There was a large bottle of hand sanitizer on the counter and he used it before coming over to me. “Where the hell was that?”

“Behind the cans of tuna and smoked sausages,” I said. “Which still have two months on their dates too.”

“Shit,” Charlie said. “I ate all those crappy crackers when there was peanut butter and tuna?”

“Do not mix those together, please,” Stella said as she sleepily stepped from the stairs. “You’ll puke.”

She shuffled over to the sink, looked at it for a second, then turned, dropped her pants, and hoisted herself up so her ass end could hang over.

“Mom! A little warning!” Charlie said.

“Had to pee,” Stella said. “Get over it.”

“There’s food in here and water we can boil down at the river,” I said to Stella as she finished up. “We could hang for a while.”

“Well, not really,” Charlie said. “I’ll show you why.”

I frowned at Stella as she buttoned her jeans, then we both followed Charlie up the stairs to the top floor. He led us into the master bedroom where we had a great view of the river from one set of windows, but it was the side set of windows that Charlie wanted us to look out of.

“They aren’t moving fast, but they are moving this way,” Charlie said. “We should probably pack up and leave today.”

The herd of Zs. It had grown a lot and from our view, we could see it filling several square blocks of residential neighborhoods as the dawn light illuminated the hungry masses. 

“Shit,” I said. “Good thing we got some sleep. We have some hiking to do today.”

“You assholes left me down there all alone,” Greta said from the doorway as she rubbed the sleep from her eyes. She saw the looks on our faces. “Let me guess. Bad news?”

***
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WE KNEW WE NEEDED TO get away from the house before it was overrun by Zs, but the problem was we weren’t sure which way to go. The whole river trip in the night thing kinda got us turned around. Not to mention that we’d been basically running for our lives for three (?) days through the sketchstrocity of Knoxville. We hunted through the house and finally found an old, old, phonebook forgotten at the bottom of a junk drawer in the laundry room. Luckily, it still had its map of Knoxville in the center.

“We are down here and we need to get up there,” I said as I pointed at the street we were on (Cherokee Blvd) and up to I-40. “The problem is we have a fuckload of Zs coming at us and a lot of ground to cover.”

“We should take a diagonal route,” Stella said. “Just cut through yards and forget the streets. We’ll have more places to hide that way.”

“True,” I said, “but do you see what’s between us and I-40 if we go that way?”

“A big fucking cemetery,” Charlie said, tapping at the map. “We do not like cemeteries.”

“The odds of Zs still being in there are slim,” Stella said. We all stared at her. “Well, they are.”

“It depends on if it’s a closed cemetery or open,” I said. “Remember that one down in Hendersonville that Melissa and her crew found when they scavenged south? Completely gated off and filled with the undead. They had no clue until they hiked past it and the Zs saw them. They barely got away before that gate went crashing down.”

“So, what do you propose?” Stella asked, her arms across her chest.

“I’m thinking we follow the river until it curves again then head straight for 322.” I pointed at the route on the map. “From there, we go up to I-40 and get on the interstate. Maybe we’ll see signs of the others when we get back on track.”

“That route will take longer than Mom’s,” Charlie said. “It’ll probably be almost dark when we get to 40. Where are we going to stay tonight?”

“We aren’t,” I said. “We get on the interstate and we start walking. We keep to the side and try to stay out of sight, but we don’t stop walking. Once our legs give out we can hunt for shelter, but we have way too much distance to cover and time to make up.”

Stella and Greta looked at the two of us and shook their heads.

“Neither of you are strong enough to do that,” Stella said. “You think you are, but you aren’t.”

“I just slept for almost 24 hours straight,” I said. “I’ve got plenty of energy to make it.”

“You slept, sure,” Stella said, “but Charlie didn’t.”

“I caught a nap here and there,” Charlie countered.

“Don’t defend him,” Stella said. “It’s not a good plan.”

“And you’re hurt worse than Dad,” Greta said.

“I’m not that hurt!” Charlie snapped. “I’ve had a long time to heal up!”

“And it takes even longer for you to actually be healed up!” Stella snapped back. “Dr. McCormick and Reaper both said it would take months for you to be back to full strength. You had a hunk of helicopter go through your chest, Charlie!”

“As you keep reminding me over and over and over- Ow!”

“Don’t be a dick to your mom,” I said after smacking him upside the back of the head. 

“Thank you,” Stella said.

“You’re welcome,” I said. “But I still think my plan is best. We bust ass to the interstate and then keep going. We don’t have much of a choice. Staying in Knoxville has proven to be bad for our health. It may not be any better out on the open road, but considering we’ve dealt with orange crazies, psycho hospital workers, and a sorority from Hell, I can’t think the interstate would be worse.”

Yeah, I had forgotten Manchester’s warning to stick to the railroad tracks. I’m an idiot.

***
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THINGS HELD UP PRETTY well on our way out of Knoxville. We walked along the river for a while, which was good since we at least had one side of us we didn’t have to defend. It was going nicely until we got back on the streets.

For the record, I liked Knoxville pre-Z. I had visited a few times and it was always fun, but post-Z? Knoxville could suck my ass. Not so fun. Not so fun at all.

We came to 322, also called Northshore Drive, and followed that up to 70. We had managed to stay in the shadows of the buildings most of the way and only encountered a few Zs here and there. None of them noticed us and we were able to slip by without incident. There was always the far off scraping and groaning of the herd that was headed west, but we moved faster than it did, so we kept a nice buffer between it and us.

The problem was when we hit 70 and had to pass an old Food City on our right. There was no need to stop and see if there was food left in the supermarket (not that we expected there to be) since we’d brought as much as we could carry from the house we’d crashed in. We waited at the edge of 70, ready to sprint across as soon as a couple of Zs shambled out of sight. 

However, the second we set foot out in the open, the pavement at our feet began to pop and crack from a barrage of bullets.

“Mother fuck!” I shouted as we scrambled back to cover. 

“This is our store!” a voice yelled. “OURS!”

“Fucking A,” I sighed. “What the fuck is wrong with people in this town?”

“Can we get around?” Charlie asked.

“We’re going to have to,” I said. “Getting shot wasn’t part of today’s plan.”

Greta took the phonebook map from her pocket and set it out on the concrete at our feet as we huddled in the entranceway of some old nail salon in a burnt out strip mall.

“We could go this way and cut up at Old Weisgarber Road,” she said. “It curves around a bit, but it’ll take us to 40.”

“Can we get across the road?” Stella asked. “Whoever that asshole is shooting at us, he obviously has a high-powered rifle.”

“And no aim,” Charlie said. “The fucker killed a lot of asphalt, but missed us.”

“He probably missed on purpose,” Stella said. “Did you think of that?”

“Total waste of ammo,” Charlie said. “I think the guy is just a bad shot.”

“And I think we can’t take that chance,” Stella said.

“Well...” Charlie started.

“Shut up, both of you,” I interrupted. “We move down 70 a couple blocks and then cross the street.” I tapped the map. “Hold on. 70 and 40 almost meet not even a mile from here. Let’s say fuck it to crossing the street at all. We keep going up 70 until we can see 40. Then we make a break for it. We’ll be way out of range of Shooty McShooterson by then.”

“Then why are we making a break for it?” Greta asked.

“Because we are pretty much always making a fucking break for it,” I replied. “You want to stand in the middle of the street and just wave your arms about?”

They all stared at me.

“What?” I snapped. “Don’t ask stupid questions.”

“Jace,” Stella warned. “You’re being an asshole.”

“Asshat,” Greta said.

“Assmuncher,” Charlie added.

“Thanks, guys, point taken,” I frowned. “Still doesn’t mean we don’t have to make a break for it when we cross the street.”

“We’ll make a break,” Stella nodded, “but we have to get down there first. Will we have enough cover from that guy if we just move down the sidewalk here?”

“We should,” I said, not sure at all.

“Then let’s get a move on,” Stella said.

We did a pitiful hunker down and crouch walk for a block before we felt comfortable enough to stand up and give our backs a break. It did take us a while to get down 70 and to a place clear enough where we could see I-40 looming above Knoxville. Well, maybe not looming so much as perched. Yeah, more like perched.

“This our make a break moment?” Greta smirked.

“Fuck you,” I said with a smile. “And yes, this should do.”

We double-checked that the area was clear then sprinted our asses off across 70 and into the cover of an old mattress store. The windows were shattered and I couldn’t help but notice how the part of the store with the sign “Futons” was completely empty while the rest of the regular mattresses sat in piles, rotting and falling apart. 

Who knew futons would be a survivor favorite? But I guess futons have always been a broke college kid’s go to bedding so it stood to reason that apocalypse survivors, which are only a step or two below a broke college kid anyway, would want the ease and comfort of something that could be rolled up and stashed away when needed.

“Jace?” Stella asked. “Where are you?”

“Thinking about futons,” I said as I glanced at the broken store.

“Well, as long as you’re doing something constructive with that brain,” she sighed. “On a practical note, should we cut through this lot or go to that street over there and up to 40?”

“I say we cut through the lot,” I replied. “No need to expose ourselves any more than we have to and we can climb right up that embankment to the interstate.”

Through the lot and up the embankment we went. The ground was loose, but not too bad and it only took a couple minutes to get up onto the asphalt of I-40. We stood at the edge of the eastbound lanes, not that it really mattered, but the OCD part of me wanted to cross and get into the westbound lanes since we were going west.

“This is fine,” Stella said, reading my mind as she shielded her eyes against the afternoon sun and looked west. “We can’t waste time getting over there when we have so much road to walk.”

She was right. There was a lot of road ahead of us. I’d driven through Knoxville tons of times pre-Z and it always seemed to take forever. And that was in a car. Seeing nothing but interstate stretching out before us was almost too much for my already stressed brain.

“We going or what?” Greta asked, as we stood there and just stared. “Because standing still is never a good survival strategy.”

No, it isn’t,” I agreed as I tightened the straps on my backpack and made sure it was settled right for the long journey. “Let’s do this.”

“Don’t say that,” Charlie said.

“Whatevs,” I replied.

“Ugh,” Greta groaned.

“I love my family,” Stella smiled as she started walking. “You’re all batshit crazy, but I love you.”

***
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WE LOST THE LIGHT WAY faster than I expected, but it wasn’t a totally unwelcome thing since we had been forced to stare into the setting sun for several hours before it finally gave up the ghost. Somehow, not one of us had a pair of sunglasses in our packs.

It was also nice to lose the light so we didn’t have to see the signs that things to come may not have been exactly rosy fun.

Tacked to cars, trees, useless lampposts, were dried skins. Human skins. And on those skins, besides faded tattoos and old scars, were sayings like “Dark meat is the best!”, “Eat more Pete!”, “Ain’t no thing but a human wing!”, “We make our own sauce!”, “For a good time, eat Jane!”, “Tastes like chicken, my ass!” and “If might is right then eat the left one, it’s more tender!”.

Fucking awesome.

We also no longer saw what was spray painted on the billboards, which was nice since those words had started before the skins showed up and I was really sick of them. “Tennessee Hunger Brigade”, “The Thigh Boners”, “Crossville Cookers”, and other names that had sinister connotations. Couple the gang names, which is what I figured they were, with the human-hide slogans, and I had a distinct feeling we had officially stepped into canny country.

Again with the fucking awesome.

With our pistols on our hips, and collapsible batons in our hands at all times, we walked the middle of the interstate, which is key to surviving a road trip that suddenly turns from wheels to feet. Always walk in the middle of the road. Shit be hanging out at the side of the road. Zs have a funny way of popping out at you from ditches and ruining your whole day.

Not that the middle of I-40 was a picnic.

The whole trip was supposed to be taken while driving behind a two-story haul truck with a massive cow catcher/snow plow/wedge thingy on the front. It could just shove the abandoned cars to the side and let the convoy pass.

When cars are shoved to the side, the occupants of those cars are shoved to the side as well. But we were without the haul truck, so for as far as we could see there were nothing but abandoned cars. Many of which held some grumpy drivers still strapped to their seats.

Zs are dumb. There’s no debating that. They can’t work seat belts. So if they died in their seat while belted in then they had to stay in their seat since that dying day, gnashing and thrashing until they ran out of energy and were left there to moan and groan.

We walked past a lot of moaners and groaners.

Decayed hands slapped at the glass, or reached out of broken or open windows, their owners so hungry and desperate to get to our tasty, tasty flesh. We were a total tease, an unobtainable goal that snaked its way through the old wrecks. Teeth so brittle from lack of nourishment snapped off in rotted jaws; fingers broke from hands as dried tendons finally let go.

It was kinda sad.

Kinda. 

Ok, not really. Fuck the Zs. Sure, they used to be people, and I feel bad for those that died, but the Zs they turned into can kiss my living ass. Just kiss it. They can pucker up and have a smoochy smooch. They can take those shriveled lips and plant them right where my-.

“Jace,” Stella gasped. “Look.”

My mind had been so busy on the Zs in cars tangent that I hadn’t noticed that the tangle of cars stopped only a few yards away from us.

“What the fuck is that?” Charlie asked, his hand going to his 9mm. “Dad?”

“Not a fucking clue,” I said.

For as far as we could see, the eastbound lanes of I-40 were walled in. The westbound lanes were blocked from us by stacks and stacks of broken and abandoned cars. We couldn’t switch to the westbound route even if we wanted to.

“Is there something written on the walls?” Greta asked. “It’s hard to see. Where’s the flashlight?”

We cautiously moved forward and saw that our end of what I could only call a gauntlet was blocked by a maze of chain link fencing. As we got up to the fencing we could see that the road underneath had been dug out and the fences were only supported by narrow beams. And under those beams, in the space where road and dirt should have been, were dozens and dozens of Zs.

“They can’t climb so they just fall in,” Charlie said.

“Thanks, Captain Obvious,” Greta said.

“Fuck off.”

“You fuck off.”

“You both fuck off,” I snapped. “This isn’t good.”

“We aren’t Zs,” Greta said. “We can just hang onto the chain link and climb across.”

“Says the teenager with two hands,” I replied. “Good for you.”

“Oh...right,” Greta frowned. “Sorry.”

“Shit,” Stella said. “Maybe we should go back and try to go around.”

“Not going back,” I said. “We know what kind of crazy is in Knoxville. And I don’t see how we can go around unless we want to head across open land, which is not a good idea in the middle of the night.”

“We could find an empty car and crash out, and then tackle it in the morning,” Charlie suggested. “That way we have some light.”

Greta, with flashlight in hand, studied the walls just past the Z pit. They were made of all kinds of material, but looked pretty solid from what I could see. There was enough of a breeze to make the trees at the sides of the interstate sway, but the walls didn’t budge.

“I think we need to get out of here,” Greta said as she backed up. “Going in there is not a good idea.”

“Why? What do you see?” Stella asked. “What’s written on the walls?”

“Gibberish,” Greta said. “But it’s not the writing that we need to worry about. Look!”

She shined the flashlight right onto a row of dark smudges, which turned out not to be smudges at all, but bloody handprints.

Above the handprints, and many other dark stains and crusted looking globs of God knows what, were words such as: “Better beat it or you get beat!”, “Don’t worry, we’ll wait twenty minutes before eating you!”, and my personal favorite, “Fear is nature’s tenderizer!”.

I don’t know why I liked that one. Maybe it was the former cook in me that got what that one was going for.

“So no go on the forward progress,” I announced. “Back to the crazy we know then?”

“Yep,” Stella said. “Back to Knoxville until we come up with a better plan.”

We all turned and that’s when the headlights turned on and we found ourselves staring at no less than ten motorcycles. 

“Fuck,” I muttered. “Crazies with fucking motorcycles. Great. Who wants to bet they are wearing goggles too? Mother fucking crazies with motorcycles and goggles!”

I stepped forward and shielded my eyes against the glare. 

“Hey, assholes! You know that the post-apocalypse didn’t actually come with a dress code, right? You mother fucking Road Warrior wannabes!”

“Good one, Dad,” Charlie said. “You told them. They’ll let us go now, for sure.”

“Time to run the road!” one of the riders shouted, but I couldn’t tell which because of the headlights. “It’s a night run for you, Cleaver beavers!”

“Cleaver beavers?” Greta asked. “What the hell does that mean?”

“It’s a reference to Leave It To Beaver,” Stella said.

“Leave it to what? That didn’t explain shit,” Greta snapped.

“It was a sitcom, but we don’t have time to go into television history, okay?” I growled. I cleared my throat and held up my hands. “Sorry about the fashion remark. I’m a little stressed. Listen, we’re kinda tired and not really up for running any road. Is there a detour we could take, possibly? We’ll let the next set of Cleaver beavers run the road.”

“Cleaver beavers be talkin’ back?” another voice asked. “Cleaver beavers need a lesson in manners.”

The riders revved their engines then shot towards us. Great.

“Go!” I shouted as I pushed at Stella. “Climb!”

Charlie and Greta hit the chain link first and scrambled to get across the Z pits. They went hand over hand, foot to foot, by gripping and jamming their toes between the links. Stella followed after them and I was right behind, but my disability slowed me down considerably. Back in the Explorer were all of my attachments for Stumpageddon. They were boxed up in the back since my shoulder couldn’t take the weight of them.

Kinda wished I had one of the hook attachments right about then.

Painful was an understatement. I jammed my feet into the links then leaned as far into the fence as it would give. This kept me from falling backwards as I inched my way across, my only hand having to jump form one position to another lightning fast or I would go tumbling down into the Z mosh pit below.

“Cleaver beavers be zoom zoom zipping!”

“Go, go, Cleaver beavers!”

“Now you get to run the road! Now you get to run the road!”

“I farted. Excuse me.”

“This is ten kinds of some fucked up fucking shit,” Greta said as we finally all stood on the other side of the pits and watched as spotlights, strings of Christmas lights, neon signs, and whatever could go blinky blinky, started to illuminate all the way down the road. “We are so fucking dead!”

A huge neon sign came to life and the words “Cannibal Road” loomed over us. Holy shit...Kramer didn’t mean the name as a metaphor, the place was actually called Cannibal Road. 

Shit.

“Hello, contestants!” a voice boomed from speakers just above us. From the slight echo, I guessed there were speakers all along the walls too. “Welcome to Cannibal Road! We aren’t a proud bunch, but just some plain spoken folk that tell it like it is! We eat people and you are people!”

A massive cheer went up all down the walls on both sides. I could see shapes and shadows of spectators start to show up as people crawled on top of the wall and sat there with their legs hanging down.

“At least they aren’t being coy,” I said and got a death glare from Stella. “What? It’s kinda refreshing.”

“Now, if you wouldn’t mind introducing yourselves, we can get this party started,” the announcer said. A microphone was lowered by its wire down to us from the top of the right side wall. “We like to get to know our contestants before we send them a’runnin’!”

I looked at my family then shrugged. I took a deep breath and walked to the mic, grabbing it with my one hand and waving my stump at the spectators.

“Hi, I’m Jace Stanford,” I said. “My family and I are from Asheville, but decided that we’d try and vacation in Knoxville. Things didn’t turn out like we wanted when our car broke down and the hotel lost our reservation. The bastards even tried to hold onto our deposit. Can you believe that? So, as much as we’d love to play your people-eating game, I think we’re kind of all done with the vacation fun and we’ll just be on our way. Thank you for your time and God bless.”

There was nothing but silence for a few seconds then the walls erupted with laughter.

“Jace Stanford!” the announcer chuckled. “You amazing breath of fresh air! Way better than the screamers and the pleaders, right folks?”

A huge cheer went up and down the walls.

“Now, Jace Stanford, would you be so kind as to introduce your fine looking family?” the announcer asked. “We’d certainly appreciate it.”

“Well, thank you for asking,” I said, playing along while I hoped my family would come up with some sort of plan. “The tall young man there is my son Charlie. By his side is his sister, my lovely daughter, Greta. Charlie is into video games and quiet reading under oak trees while Greta is more of an artist and also a mean hatchet and cauterize girl if you happen to lose a limb.” I waved Stumpageddon. “Not that she did this handy work. Just want that to be clear.” I waved to Stella and she looked at me as if I was one of the cheering crazies.

“Come now, Mrs. Stanford,” the announcer said. “Don’t be shy.”

Stella put on a weak smile and shuffled over to me.

“Jace,” she mumbled out of the side of her mouth. “What the fuck are you doing?”

“Keeping them talking,” I replied. “Hopefully you guys can figure a way out of this mess.”

“Yep, we’re fucked,” Greta said.

“The mouth on that one!” the announcer laughed. “I like it!”

“This is my wife Stella,” I said. “Isn’t she beautiful?”

The spectators whooped and hollered.

“Ahhh, you’re making her blush,” I said. “Stella doesn’t like speaking in front of large crowds, and you guys are a large crowd. How many of you are there anyway? I can’t tell because of all the lights.”

“Well, thank you for asking as well, Jace Stanford,” the announcer said. “We are a community of about two hundred, split into different groupings based on personality preferences and specific proclivities.”

“Two hundred? Wow, that’s a lot,” I replied. “You can’t expect a pitiful family of four like us to feed two hundred, can you? Look at us! We’re just skin and bones!”

“Oh, we have others,” the announcer said. “And you wouldn’t be feeding all two hundred of us. Like I said, we are split into different groups.” The announcer cleared his throat. “This would be a perfect time to explain the rules of Cannibal Road!”

“Rules! Rules! Rules! Rules!”

“Four Stanfords enter, none of us leave,” Charlie said.

“You got that right, bro,” Greta replied.

“Rules! Rules! Rules! Rules!”

“I think they want to hear the rules,” I said to Stella.

“How can you be joking at a time like this?” she snapped.

“I joke because I want to shit my pants and run screaming while waving my arms over my head,” I replied then looked at Stumpageddon. “Or while waving my arm.”

“THE RULES!” the announcer shouted and the spectators quieted down. “Here’s how it works, Stanfords: You get as long as you need to go from where you stand to the very end of Cannibal Road.”

“How long is this fine avenue of yours?” I asked.

“Patience now, Jace Stanford,” the announcer chuckled. “All answers will be revealed.”

“My bad.”

“No worries,” the announcer continued. “Cannibal Road is exactly one mile long. Trust me, we’ve measured it.”

“Measured it!” the spectators shouted.

“Everything marked, everything ‘membered,” Charlie laughed. Greta snorted snot out of her nose.

“Jesus!” Stella snapped. “Not you two also!”

“Now, listen closely, Stanfords, because this is important,” the announcer said. The spectators quieted down. Somewhat. “The first half of the road is a free for all. Well, free for us, but not so much for you fine folks.” Laughter. “When I say go, you’ll start running. Along the way there will be obstacles thrown into your path. Get by the obstacles, stay alive, and you will reach the second part of the road.”

“PART TWOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

“I fucking hate the apocalypse,” Stella said.

“Part two is where things get interesting, you see,” the announcer said. “From that point on, the road is broken up into sections. Each section will correspond to one of our illustrious groups. If you are caught within one of those sections then you’ll become the property of that group, dead or alive.”

“So we aren’t going to be killed outright?” I asked. “We have a chance to live?”

“There’s always a chance, Jace Stanford,” the announcer answered. “But do not mistake a chance at living for a chance at freedom. You’re in the Cannibal Road now which means you have just become the property of the Seven Gangs.”

Yeah, I could hear the capitol letters too.

“Let’s introduce our Seven Gangs!” the announcer yelled. “Starting with our very first: the Crossville Cookers and their leader, Barfly!”

“Hey there, Jace Stanford bro!” a man’s voice boomed over the speakers. “Good to meet ya, bro! Taste ya later!”

“Could be, could be,” the announcer laughed. “Now for the Tennessee Hunger Brigade and their leader, Bubbles!”

“Jace is such a cute name,” a woman’s voice giggled. “Too bad you’re already married. I’d do ya in a second with a cute little name like that. Maybe let ya live long enough to enjoy the diddle too.”

“Fuck off, you cunt!” Stella shouted.

“Ooooooooooooooooh,” the spectators mocked.

“And on that note, let’s introduce the Kingston Queens and their ever fashionable leader, Bobo!”

I started sensing a “B” theme with the names.

“Hello, sugar,” a man said, his voice thick with southern homosexuality. 

That’s not a bigoted observation. If you have ever lived in the South then you know the exact accent I’m talking about. It made me miss some of my friends from pre-Z. Asheville had been such a fun, vibrant, inclusive city. Sigh.

“If Bubbles dear doesn’t get you then maybe I’ll make you mine,” Bobo continued. “After a quick nibble, of course.”

“That Bobo likes to nibble!” the announcer laughed.

“Nibble, nibble, nibble!” the spectators chanted.

“Who’s next?” I asked. “And does everyone have to speak?”

“We all have a voice around here,” the announcer said. “And the next one is Brudda Boing Boing and The Droolers!”

“Hey dare Jace,” a tiny voice said with an obvious speech impediment. “You weady to wun? We wuv it when dey wun!”

“WE WUV IT!”

“Here’s Bungee Betty and her Jackals!”

“Jace, Jace, Jace,” a gravelly voiced woman called. “You try to run from Bungee Betty and you’ll just end up snappin’ right back to me! No one gets away from the Jackals!”

“ROOOOOOWWWWRRRR!!!”

“Last. But never least, we have The Thigh Boners with their always original leader, Boner!”

“Hey,” was all the guy said.

What the fuck? At least put a little effort into it. Fucking A.

“You think you are ready to run the road, Stanfords?” the announcer asked, his voice having turned serious and contemplative. “Most survies that come along are so out of their minds with fear that they just fall down in puddles of their own piss. But you folks? You have grit. I can see that.”

“What happens if we get all the way to the end without getting caught?” I asked.

“No one has done that,” the announcer replied.

“NO ONE HAS DONE THAT!”

“Fuck off!” Greta shouted.

“YOU FUCK OFF!”

“Oh, God,” Stella muttered. “We’re doomed.”

“No, we aren’t,” I said. “Answer the question, Announcer Guy. What happens if we reach the end without getting caught?”

“No one has done that.”

“Right. Caught that the first time. But let’s say we Stanfords do make it, what happens?”

“I don’t know,” the announcer answered and I believed him. “I guess we’d have to let you go.”

There was an audible grumble of disappointment along the walls.

“Hold on, hold on!” the announcer said as he sensed he was losing his audience. “No one has done it! No one! But if they do, won’t that be cool?”

No one answered.

“Oh, well, Stanfords, I tried,” the announcer sighed. “Never say Mr. Flips didn’t at least try.”

“Mr. Flips?” I asked.

I saw a shadow above me lean down. He covered his microphone and waved me closer.

“It’s my real name,” the guy said. “Don’t tell anyone. They all like their cool post-apocalyptic nicknames. I never had the heart to tell them mine was real. It would have ruined the effect.”

“No prob,” I replied. “Your secret is safe with me, Flips. Show business, am I right?”

“That you are, Jace Stanford. That you are.” Mr. Flips stood back up and cleared his throat again. “Let’s get to the running, shall we?”

I looked over at my wife and children. They each had a baton in one hand and their 9mms in the other. Having just the one hand, I had to make a decision. I chose my baton since it didn’t run out of ammunition and I had no idea if I’d have time to switch out once the nightmare began.

“Love you guys,” I said to my badass family. “We’ll get through this.”

“You always say that,” Stella said, her eyes on the walled road ahead. “And we always do, so I’m trusting that you aren’t wrong this time.”

“Well, if I am then we’ll be dead and not have to worry about it,” I replied.

“Are you fucking kidding me, Jason Stanford?” Stella growled.

“Will you two shut the fuck up,” Greta said. “I’m trying to psych myself up over here.”

“Charlie?” I asked. “Any last words of wisdom before we fight for our lives?”

“Glad I got to take a piss a couple miles back,” he replied. “I don’t want to die with piss pants.”

“Asshole!” Greta shouted. “Why’d you say that? Now I have to fucking go pee!”

“THREETWOONEGO!” Mr. Flips yelled.

We went.
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Chapter Seven
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The music.

That’s what I’ll remember the most from my time fighting for my life on Cannibal Road. The mother fucking music.

It was...awesome!

No fucking shit, people. It was one killer soundtrack for, well...killers.

They started the party with The Doors’ “Roadhouse Blues.”

“Now we’re talking,” I said as I sprinted alongside my family. “If I’m gonna die, I’m gonna die to some good tunes.”

“No, Jace!” Stella shouted. “Just no!”

“Don’t worry, baby,” I grinned. “I have a good feeling about this.”

And I did. I have no idea why I had a good feeling as I ran my ass off between two massive walls made of everything from crushed automobiles to train cars, from old dumpsters to old dump trucks.

About twenty feet ahead, the wall slid away and out came the bikers.

Now, as I have expressed before, I fucking detest apocalypse bikers. It’s the goggles. Why not just wear helmets? I’m sure there are more motorcycle helmets hanging around than those stupid bubble goggles the dumbshits wear. But, no, they have to look all crazy cool. Emphasis on the crazy part.

Fuckers. I bet half of them have never even seen Mad Max. Fuckers.

Charlie lifted his 9mm and fired three shots, nailing two bikers square in the chest and sending them flying off their motorcycles. The third shot missed as the intended target ducked and swerved. Charlie didn’t have time to adjust his aim since the bikers were on us by then. He dove and rolled to the side, just avoiding the swipe of a machete. Good thing the bikers didn’t have guns.

I was willing to bet there were plenty pointed down at us from the folks on the walls, though. Except, as I ran and thought about it, I never saw any and didn’t hear the signature sounds of slides being racked. Hmmm, I said to myself. Hmmm...

“Greta! Down!” Stella yelled as a biker swung a chain at our daughter’s head. 

For the record, I fucking hate chains too. Just saying.

Greta dove and rolled then jammed her baton in the rear wheel of the motorcycle as the chain rider zipped by. The bike skidded, the rear wheel shot out sideways and the whole thing took quite the side tumble. Chain rider did not get up from that tumble since his head was twisted around in a direction God did not intend.

That left six more bikers to deal with. Six! Not good numbers for the Stanfords, but doable.

The six swept past us then whipped their bikes around and gunned it for our backs.

“Keep running!” I yelled, noticing that the music had switched to the Eagles’ “Takin’ It Easy”. “Turn and fire when I say!”

I slid to a stop and spun about, my baton held back, ready to crack a skull or two. I could see a couple of the bikers start laughing and I wondered just how pitiful I looked. It’d been a while since I’d had a shower or gotten a chance to change clothes. Wouldn’t have been a bad bet that I looked almost as crazy as those fuckers did. 

The bikers were ten feet, five feet, and I dove. Right at them!

“Fire!” I yelled.

The bikers, confused that I didn’t dive out of the way and instead came right at them, all swerved and three actually hit their brakes and turned sideways, which made them perfect targets. Their bodies shuddered then crumpled across their bikes as the motorcycles fell to the ground.

The other three bikers didn’t know quite what to do. They split and went wide around Stella and the kids. One of them actually clipped a wall, but didn’t go down. All three gunned it and got ahead of us then spun about and let their motors idle.

I got up and joined my family. The four of us stood there in the road and faced the three bikers, ready with our batons and 9mms. Well, okay, not me. I raised Stumpageddon and pointed it at them.

“Jace, baby, what are you doing?” Stella asked.

“Pretending I have a pistol,” I said.

She glanced at me and frowned.

“Just let him, Mom,” Greta sighed. “It makes him feel better.”

“Thanks, sweetie,” I smiled.

“But you know you don’t actually have a pistol, right Daddy?” she asked.

“Yes, I know that.”

“Good.”

We stared at the bikers. They stared at us.

Showdown, bitches!

“We don’t have all night, fuckheads,” Charlie called. “Let’s do this!”

“Gah! I really wish people would stop saying that!” Greta snapped. “So over used!”

“You have something better?” Charlie asked.

“How about nothing? Maybe we could just stand here in silence and look all scary and shit,” Greta replied.

“Too late for that,” Stella growled. “So both of you shut up.”

“Well, folks, it looks like we have a showdown!” Mr. Flips announced.

See? Told ya.

“Who will survive?” Mr. Flips continued. “The Stanfords, who have fought very well for a family of scraggly survies?”

“Hey!” Charlie yelled. “I do not look scraggly! I just have fine facial hair and it looks thinner than it is!”

“He wasn’t talking about that, sweetie,” Stella said.

“Oh,” Charlie frowned.

“Or will it be our three heroes on bikes?” Mr. Flips asked the spectators. “I know who I’m betting on!”

“I’d like to know who he’s betting on,” I said.

The bikers revved, revved, released!

They came at us, hunched over their handlebars, one with a chain, one with a baseball bat, and one with a pointy stick of some sort. I don’t know, he was too far away to see exactly what he held and the lights from the wall were a little glaring.

I sorta knew what would happen without having to confirm it with Mr. Flips and I felt sorry for the bikers. Did they not see the pistols?

Stella, Greta, and Charlie lifted their 9mms and each fired two shots.

Stella took out baseball bat guy, Greta hit the chain guy, and Charlie put two right in the goggles of pointy stick. I made pew pew noises with Stumpageddon.

“Yes!” I yelled as the bikes, and bikers, went down hard. “I got the one on the left!”

My family just sighed.

We jumped out of the way, as pointy stick’s bike nearly slammed into us, flipping end over end a few times before coming to a smoking halt.

The spectators lost their shit. Like totally lost it. They were cheering and screaming so loud I couldn’t hear Stella as she tried to tell me something.

“We’re a quarter of the way!” Stella yelled as she pulled my head to her mouth. “We will live!”

“I know,” I said, but she only shook her head since I didn’t yell it.

“What about the bikes?” Charlie yelled. “Should we take them?”

The thought had crossed my mind, but I had a good feeling it had crossed our tormentors’ minds as well.

“Leave them!” I shouted. “I don’t trust them!”

“Fuck these people!” Stella yelled as she turned and flipped one wall off then the other. “FUCK YOU!”

That sent the spectators into an even bigger frenzy and the walls reverberated with their voices cheering us on. Not that they wanted us to win, mind you, but they certainly enjoyed the show.

“Move ass!” Stella shouted and started to sprint again, her face a grimace of rage and determination. “Come on!”

The three of us followed right behind her. I did a mental check and realized that there were precious few bullets left between us. I really should have given one of them my pistol so they could utilize the extra ammo and firepower. Nothing like a little double gun show of force!

A section of the right wall slid away and out stepped a dozen very large, very ugly Zs. These fuckers were not only built with muscle, but they had all kinds of enhancements. You know, the usual, like saw blades sticking out from their forearms, spikes coming out of their thighs from all sides, broken glass and shards of metal sticking from their chests.

Oh, and the kicker? They had iron pipe couplings around their necks.

I guessed beheadings weren’t in the cards. 

The crowd quieted down and Mr. Flips began his spiel.

“Ladies and gentlemen! Our guests now have the honor of being presented with the Deadly Dozen!” he called out. “Twelve of the most dangerous fatties we have ever trapped and trained here in Cannibal Road!”

“Deadly Dozen?” Greta smirked as she rolled her eyes. “These fuckheads need better copy.”

“Fatties?” I asked. “What the fuck are fatties? Are they calling Zs fatties? That makes no sense.”

“What doesn’t make sense is why they’d send Zs in to kill us,” Charlie said. “Don’t these fucks want our meat? If Zs bite us or kill us then the meat is tainted.”

We turned and looked at him.

“What?” he asked. “It’s a valid point.”

“You going canny now?” Greta smirked.

“Shut up,” Charlie frowned.

“Can we focus on the Zs, please,” Stella said.

“These fatties are the biggest, the baddest, and the most brutal killers to come out of the apocalypse!” Mr. Flips continued. “They have eaten hundreds, killed hundreds more, and are unstoppable! Can the Stanfords make it past twelve of the scariest creatures on Earth? We shall see!”

The spectators were cheering, jeering, booing, hollering, and some were singing. Singing. 

“We are the cannibals, my friends! And we’ll keep on eating until the end!’

Jesus...

“Four of us, twelve of them,” Stella said as the Zs started to walk towards us. 

None of them was in a hurry, which was surprising, but then they weren’t used to their prey getting away, so why hurry? 

“What’s the plan?” Stella asked.

“Take out the legs,” I said. “They are too big and strong for us to kill outright. And we want to avoid those spikes and blades and shit. Hit them below the knees and their size will take them down.”

“The bigger they are, the deader they fall,” Charlie said.

“Ready?” Stella asked, tucking her pistol away and grabbing her baton with both hands. “Spread out.”

We spread ourselves across the road and eyed the Zs. All we had to do was each take down three and we could just keep going. If they were crippled, they couldn’t pursue and that’s all that mattered. 

“Come on, Dozen!” Mr. Flips yelled. “IT’S FEEDING TIME!”

Apparently, that was their cue because the twelve massive Zs came at us hard as Mr. Flips’ words echoed between the walls. My intellectual curiosity wondered how they had trained and conditioned the Zs. It seemed counter to everything we’d known about the Zs. If they could be trained, what was really going on up in those rotting brains of theirs?

“Get out of your head, baby,” Stella said. “Kill time.”

“Right,” I nodded as I held my baton tight enough to make my knuckles pop.

Next tune was Iron Butterfly and that always kick ass song of theirs, “In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida.” I totally love “In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida”. The long, seventeen minute version, not the radio edit. The radio edit is just annoying because it doesn’t really capture the spirit of the...

“Jace!” Stella snapped.

“Sorry.”

The Zs didn’t divide themselves into four groups to take us each on, but instead ran straight for Greta. Whether it was conditioning or instinct, they saw her as the weakest one for some reason. Yeah, bad move.

Greta was on the far right side and ran towards us; drawing the Zs our way then she juked and ran back towards the wall, forcing the Zs to turn quickly in an awkward arc. I wanted to scream at her that she’d get herself trapped by the wall, but in seconds, she was running past and ahead of the Zs. The fucking stupid undead morons all turned their backs on the rest of us in order to chase after Greta.

My girl was brilliant.

“Now!” I shouted and ran towards the closest Zs.

Stella and Charlie were right there with me and we didn’t hesitate for a single second as we began to smash the backs of the Zs’ calves, ripping rotten flesh and cracking long dead bones.

I took out the left knee of my first Z and it toppled over right there on the spot. I sidestepped it and whacked another Z, shattering its lower leg in a mess of black blood and grey flesh. Yellow bone poked out of the calf and the entire bottom leg came right off when the surprised Z tried to turn around and get me. Fucking dipshit pivoted on its broken leg. It collapsed next to the first Z I’d crippled.

An undead hand reached out and grabbed me by the ankle and I nearly fell on my face. My instinctive reaction was to reach out to stop my fall, but I had my baton in my hand, so instead, I jammed the point into the skull of the second crippled Z, killing it instantly, and stopped myself from taking a face plant.

That brief hiccup gave one of the other Zs still standing time to close the distance between us and it was its putrid hands that I felt on my shoulders as I tried to get my balance and right myself. Did I scream when I felt those hands? You bet your fucking ass I did!

“Stella!” I shouted as I tried to twist and get free. “Stella!”

With only one hand, I was basically helpless because if I took my weight off the baton, I’d just collapse onto the two Zs at my feet, one of which was still undead and kicking. I tried to kick loose of the hand that gripped my ankle, but I could tell it was not going to give anytime soon. 

“Stella!”

“Hold on!” she yelled.

The Z that had my shoulders was trying to get in at my neck and I basically shook and shuddered as if I was having a seizure to keep its jagged teeth from ripping into my jugular. I could hear the crowd cheering and cheering, their voices rising in anticipation of something.

Whack!

I began to tumble backwards as the weight of the Z that had me started to fall. I pushed hard with my legs so I wouldn’t just crumple underneath. The added force of my body, with the top heavy musculature of the Z, sent its torso bending back so fast that I could hear and feel its spine snap right above its pelvis. It bent in half and I landed on it hard.

This meant that those glass shards and hunks of metal in its chest went right into my back.

“Mother fucker!” I yelled as Stella pulled me free almost instantly. “Fuck!”

She spun about and smacked a Z across its iron jaw. No, seriously, the fucking thing had iron bolted to its jaw. The monster’s head whipped about, but because of the iron coupling around its neck, the blow didn’t snap anything, except Stella’s baton.

“Fucking asshole!” she yelled then shoved me out of the way as she planted a foot on the shoulder of the Z I had just been almost impaled on, grabbed its still moving hand and pulled with all her might. The arm yanked free and she turned to the iron jawed Z and went to town.

All I could do was stand there and stare as she beat the ever loving undead shit out of that thing. With the saw blade arm gripped by the bicep, Stella shredded the leg tendons of the iron jawed Z, sending it to the road.

“Jace! Behind you!”

I turned and ducked as two arms swiped over my head. The saw blades on the fucking thing’s arms took off the last few hairs I had left on my head (I hadn’t had a chance to shave my scalp in a while because of all the busy staying alive and shit). I could feel blood trickling down my scalp as I rolled and tumbled across the road and out of the thing’s reach. The wounds on my back screamed in protest and I felt what had been small slits tear and rip into larger gashes.

Fun.

“Go right!”

“I am!” 

“Your other right!”

“This is my other right, asshole!”

“Oh, sorry! Go left!”

“Just shut the fuck up and let me kill these fuckers!” 

“I’m ahead! I’ve killed three!”

“I just killed four!”

“So much for taking out their legs!”

“Fuck their legs! These fucking pieces of shit done messed with kids from Whispering Pines!”

“Whispering Pines, fuck the what!”

So...sounded like the kids were doing just fine.

I got to my feet, as Stella was about to be tackled by a Z behind her, her attention so focused on slashing and slicing the Z before her with her new weapon.

“Look out!” I screamed as I ran and tackled the Z about the waist, taking a couple spikes to my chest.

Luckily, the angle didn’t let the spikes go deep, they mainly scratched across my pecs adding to the assortment of minor wounds that I was covered in.

With the Z on the ground, I avoided the sharp crap on its back and planted my knee right on its spine, grabbed the iron coupling about its neck and used that as a handle to lift and smash, lift and smash, crushing the fucking Z’s head into the dirt covered pavement of Cannibal Road.

I’m sure there’s a country song in there somewhere.

The crowd went silent.

Slowly, painfully, I got to my feet and looked about in a panic to see what had happened. There was Stella, her saw blade arm gripped in both hands, chest heaving. Charlie and Greta were up against the wall and I thought two Zs had gotten them, but they shoved the undead beasts away and the corpses fell to the ground.

We acknowledged we were all still okay with a couple nods, and then glanced up at the walls.

“Well...that was surprising,” Mr. Flips said. “And slightly disappointing.”

The crowd was still deathly quiet and I did my best to ignore the ominous silence that enveloped everything as the last notes of Iron Butterfly echoed through the road.

“Come on,” I said. “We keep going.”

“Folks, we have just witnessed something never done in the history of Cannibal Road,” Mr. Flips announced. “We’ve had contestants evade the Deadly Dozen and just keep going, we’ve had contestants turn around and run their asses off until they were caught and killed, we’ve even had contestants off themselves out of pure cowardice and terror.” He paused and took a deep breath. “But we have never had one of the Dozen killed, let alone all of them taken down by a family of survies. It’s a sad, sad night here on the road.”

The silence started to turn and soon the spectators were booing and hissing at us. Then the rain of stuff came down. Pretty sure, there was human waste in the rain of stuff. As well as rotten this and rotten that. 

As disgusting as it was, I had to wonder whom these people were that they brought rotten stuff and shit with them. How does that even work? “Hey, Bob, you got your bag of shit for tonight?” “You know it, Steve! Hit the Fergusons’ outhouse this morning. And, guess what? Found a dead skunk by the side of the road!” “Dude! Gimme some of that skunk!” “Get your own fucking dead skunk, Bob! You’re always trying to take my rotten stuff! FUCK YOU, BOB!”

Or something like that.

So...plenty of gross crap came falling on our heads.

“Keep going,” I said. “We keep going.”

There we were, four Stanfords, three with batons and one with a severed Z arm covered in saw blades, pistols tucked away in waistbands. We were filthy, coated with Z blood and the shit that was being thrown at us, but we didn’t stop. We kept going. 

“Ladies and gentlemen!” Mr. Flips announced. “I have just been handed a note that says we are deviating from out normal routine and getting right to the individual gang portion of the show! This is highly irregular, but here on Cannibal Road, we like to think we are flexible and open-minded. Change is not something to fear, but to embrace. Am I right?”

The spectators changed their tune from booing us to cheering for whatever change was about to happen. The rain of shit didn’t stop, though.

“I have here a top hat filled with the names of our illustrious gangs!” Mr. Flips continued. “I will draw one of those names out of this fine piece of millinery, which came from my own collection, I might add. I hope you lovely folks are ready to get down there and get dirty with the survies! And, speaking of getting dirty, if we could stop throwing poop, that would be great. It’ll just make it worse for our own people. Alright?”

The rain of shit slackened, but did not stop completely. It became more of a drizzle of shit; a slight mist of feces; a soft poop shower. 

“Thank you, one and all!” Mr. Flips called out. “And now, the moment you have all been waiting for the past minute!” The man stopped talking for a moment, but we kept running, hoping that there was an end to the gauntlet of insanity. “The Jackals! It’s the Jackals, folks! Bungee Betty and her crew will be the first to try to capture, alive hopefully, the four survies making a break for it right this second! Let’s wish Bungee Betty luck as she tries to secure her gang’s meals for the next week!”

The next week? Jesus, how many people do they eat in a month? How many people have they eaten in a year? If a family of four will only feed one gang for one week, that’s some serious cannibal menu planning math there. Fucking A.

“I Love Rock And Roll” by Joan Jett and the Blackhearts started to play. Which I thought was kind of cheating since no one can hear that song and not want to sing along. Total psychological warfare.

“Jace!” that gravelly voiced Bungee Betty yelled. “Jace! Come back, Jace!”

I risked a glance over my shoulder and nearly crapped my pants. Behind us were about ten people, all stripped to the waist with brown body paint covering their torsos. From their necks to the tips of their fingers, they were painted to look like they were covered in fur. 

However, that was the easy part to deal with. The really, truly, seriously fucked up part was that they wore real dog heads as masks. Some of them had just the snouts strapped around their mouths, with more brown paint covering the rest of their faces, while others had actual dog heads split open and yanked down over their own heads. 

Who fucking does that?

In the lead was a woman dressed in a brown rubber suit. A fucking rubber suit. Like a latex gimp suit, but no gimp mask, just more fucking brown paint. She held a long bungee cord in each hand, but instead of the classic black hooks, it looked like she had added razor sharp barbs.

Awesome. Just. Fucking. Awesome.

Charlie glanced back as well and frowned.

“Why the fuck is she dressed that way?” he asked. “That makes no sense.”

“Because the rest of this fucking nightmare makes soooooo much more sense,” Greta snapped.

“Just run!” Stella growled.

We ran.

But we were exhausted from the past few days, from the long walk out of Knoxville, from the fighting already tonight. We were at the ends of our ropes. My legs burned from the exertion of just keeping up a slow, steady jog. I tried to push harder, run faster, but I just didn’t have it in me. From the way my family kept at the same pace, I knew they didn’t have it in them either.

“Jace! Just stop, Jace!” Bungee Betty shouted. “It’ll all be over...”

I didn’t stop, but Charlie did. He pulled his 9mm and fired, putting a bullet right between Bungee Betty’s latex covered breasts. The pistol clicked empty and Charlie shook his head as he hurled the empty weapon at the rest of the Jackals. I slid to a stop and grabbed at Charlie’s arm, but he refused to move.

“Fuck them,” he said. “I don’t want to run anymore.”

The gang came to a screeching halt as their leader stood there in the middle of the road, her hands coated in blood. She looked down from the gaping wound, then to Charlie, to the wound, then Charlie, over and over until she fell to her knees and crumpled to her side, dead.

The sound of a needle scratching across vinyl was nearly ear splitting as the music was brought to a screeching halt. Or scratching halt, as it were.

All of the Jackals’ eyes turned to us. I could feel the hatred from where they stood, but not one made a move to attack. Instead, they knelt and lifted their leader up into the air. With the body secured on their shoulders, the Jackals slowly walked towards us. 

Stella and Greta had stopped as well and we all flattened ourselves against the wall as the fucked up canny funeral procession walked by.

“You guys are dicks,” a man said. The Jackals stuck to the middle of the road and didn’t even bother to come at us. “Like total dicks.”

“Yeah,” a woman said. “She only had bungee cords. What fucked up asshole shoots a woman when all she has is bungee cords?”

“Shame,” another woman said then spat on Charlie. “You disgust me.”

“Sorry?” Charlie replied. “I think?”

A part of the wall slid open and the Jackals exited stoically. I am sure they would shed their canine tears later.

“I don’t...I just...” was all Stella could say.

“Yeah, no shit,” Greta responded.

“Who’s next?” I yelled up at the wall. “Which one of your fucked up canny gangs wants a piece of the Stanfords? Huh? We got plenty more death and violence to dish out! Bring it, fuckheads!”

There was an audible murmur of discontent that started making its way through the spectators up on the walls.

“Mr. Stanford, there is no need to be rude and cruel,” Mr. Flips said. “These are hard working folks here just looking for a spot of entertainment. Yes, we eat other people. And yes, we force people to fight for their lives before we catch them, kill them, and eat them, but we haven’t been rude at all.”

“What about the rain of shit?” I shouted.

“That? That’s a time honored tradition in show business, sir!” Mr. Flips snapped. “Manure and refuse being tossed at performers is as old as time! I am sorry we do not have the proper manure to meet your elitist standards, Mr. Stanford! Not all of us have time to look for cows and pigs and other animals that do not exist anymore! We have to improvise and make do with what we have! And what we have is our own excrement! You, sir, are a snob and we do not like snobs!”

“Jace...what’s happening?” Stella asked. “Are we being chastised?”

“I think so,” I replied. “Yeah...it looks we have broken some rule of theater etiquette.”

“I am making an executive decision to skip the drawing from the hat procedure and go straight to our number one gang leader, our most brilliant fighter, and the man that has never lost a chase- BARFLY!”

“Barfly? Oh, right, the leader of the Crossville Cookers. Great. Bring it!” I shouted.

“Oh, it’s been brought, bro,” Barfly said as he stepped from the shadows of one of the walls. “I been here the whole time, watchin’ you survies think you had a chance. But deep down in those guts of yours, you know you don’t. You ain’t strong enough, bro. Not to take on Barfly, bro.”

I looked about and realized he was on his own. No backup, no gang.

“Just you?” I snorted. “Did you see what we did to everyone else?”

“I saw,” Barfly nodded as he walked closer to us. 

The man had that emaciated, but strong, canny look to him. Lean and mean with wiry muscles, his eyes were almost hard to see as they sat back in his head while his sharp, gaunt looking cheekbones dominated his face. He was almost six feet tall and didn’t see the need to wear a shirt apparently. Yet he did have cutoff jeans with the pockets hanging out, so maybe the lack of shirt was to accentuate the fashion statement of trashy cutoff jeans.

Then, as he got closer and I could see him more clearly, I realized the true fashion statement were the Hello Kitty flip-flops on his feet. Hello Kitty. Flip flops. Yep.

He held a steel rod about four feet long. Almost an inch thick and coated with rust, the rod hung casually in Barfly’s grip. The way he held it told me that the rod was probably about as close to an extension of his body as any of his extremities. And, if I am going to be honest, I really didn’t think that was rust. I just wanted it to be.

“I still have this,” Greta said as she held up her 9mm. “Did you see this?”

“I did, little girl bro,” Barfly nodded. He just kept walking towards us, a shit-eating grin on his face.

“So you know I can put a couple in your chest right now, right?” Greta said, but I could see her hand shaking. “Back off and let us go and I won’t kill you.”

“Little girl bro is brave,” Barfly chuckled. “She all ready to shoot the shit outta me, ain’t she?”

We never saw it happen. Later, when I had a second to think back on it, I could swear I never saw the man move.

“OW!” Greta shouted as she gripped her hand to her chest. 

The pistol fell to the ground and discharged. Someone above us cried out and then a woman’s body fell off the wall at our feet.

“Damn,” Barfly said, suddenly right in my daughter’s face. “You a stone cold killer, little girl bro.”

Greta was obviously terrified. She didn’t move a muscle as Barfly gripped his steel rod. He gave her a quick smile, and then she was down on the ground, her legs swept out from under her.

“Dad!” she screamed and I rushed forward.

Then there was dirt and pavement. One second, I’m raising my baton and headed right at the crazy fucker wearing Hello Kitty flip flops. The next second, I’m face down on the road with a ringing in my ears so loud I thought it was screaming.

Which, as it turned out, it was.

“Mom! Dad!” Greta screamed.

There was a scuffle and Charlie’s unconscious face was right next to mine. I pushed up with my hand and tried to turn towards Barfly, but all I saw was a rod coming at me. 

Bam. Back on the pavement.

Blood started to pour from my scalp and I was quickly blinded by red as I struggled to get back up.

Bam.

Bam, bam, bam.

I thought I could hear more screaming, but I wasn’t sure. Fuck, I wasn’t sure if I could hear at all. It took me a minute to gather my thoughts and make a conscious effort to roll over and make sure I wasn’t dead. I also needed to make sure my wife and daughter weren’t dead.

“Hey, there,” Barfly said as he stood over me. “You ain’t lookin’ so good, bro. How ya feelin’?”

“Bad?”

“Bad? What, you ain’t sure?” Barfly laughed. He looked up at the spectators on the walls. “He ain’t sure if he feels bad!”

There was far off laughter that seemed to come in and out in waves. I got my one arm under me and tried to stand, but my legs didn’t feel like cooperating.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, bro!” Barfly said as he crouched down and hooked an arm under mine. He lifted me to my feet, keeping one arm around my waist while he swung the steel rod back and forth with the other. “Bro, you probably have one of those concussion things, bro. You gotta be careful movin’ around or you’ll mess your brain all up, bro.”

“You say bro a lot,” I slurred, my eyes barely able to focus.

“I do, bro, I do,” he grinned. “Now, before I let you go, I need you to look on up at my friends and say how sorry you are for being a dick, bro.”

“I don’t know what the fuck you are talking about,” I said. “I’m not being a dick. I’m just trying to survive.”

“Well, yeah, bro! You and your bro family are survies! Tryin’ to survive is what ya do!” Barfly laughed.

The spectators laughed with him then started to chant, “Apology! Apology! Apology!”

“The crowd wants ya to be apologizin’, bro,” Barfly said. “So get to the apologizin’.”

“Where’s my wife?” I mumbled as I started to drift. A hard slap to my cheek brought me about quick. “Fuck you!”

“Not nice, bro,” Barfly frowned, his rancid breath right in my ear. “You want to know where your wife is? She’s right there, bro.”

He turned my head, which normally would have pissed me off, but in that instance was actually helpful. Stella stood with her back to the wall and her hands about her throat. I had to struggle to focus on what was happening to her, and when I did, the only thing that kept me from losing my shit was the fact that I could barely stand.

“She look good to you, bro?” Barfly asked as we watched my wife stand on her tip toes while her body was lifted off the ground by a noose around her neck. 

I couldn’t see who was on the other end of the rope up on the wall, but it didn’t really matter. All that mattered was that with one hard yank, either my wife would have her neck snapped or she’d have her windpipe crushed. Neither of those scenarios filled me with joy.

“I think the wifey bro is havin’ a hard time breathin’, Jace Stanford bro,” Barfly said. His breath was back against my ear so he could whisper words that only I could hear. “Or do I call you Long Pork bro?”

That sent a surge of adrenaline flowing through me. How’d he know that was my nick name?

“Oh, bro, you be shakin’ and shit,” Barfly chuckled. “I think it’s because you know I know who you are. Met some friends of yours, I did. They didn’t run the road because I caught them by my camp, bro. Stumbled right into my lap, bro. Lots of bros and girl bros, all hurt and scared. I said I’d help them if they helped me.”

“Who?” I asked. “Who’d you find?”

“You ain’t listenin’, bro,” Barfly snapped. “I didn’t find them, they found me, bro! That’s why they be fair game and I didn’t have to share with the other gangs. Kept them for my peeps and myself. I gots responsibilities, bro. Gotta look out for my peeps’ needs first, bro.”

“Let my wife go,” I snarled.

“No, don’t think so, bro,” Barfly said. “Not gonna let her go. Not gonna let little girl bro go neither.”

“Dad!” Greta yelled.

I turned to see her being held by two very large women. They waggled their tongues by my daughter’s face, then laughed as if it was the most hilarious and original thing to ever be done.

Which brings up something I’ve never understood about the world post-Z. Okay, the zombie apocalypse has wiped out civilization as we knew it, but it’s not like it wiped out everyone’s memories. Why do the crazies always act as if they never lived in the world pre-Z? Why do they act as if they’ve always been post-apocalyptic nutjobs? It’s fucked up.

“You got somethin’ on yer mind, bro?” Barfly asked then addressed the spectators. “I think this bro got somethin’ on his mind!”

“Spill it! Spill it! Spill it!”

“Can I put in a musical request?” I shouted. Or I think I did.

The spectators stopped chanting and Barfly stepped right in front of me. He held up a finger and moved it back and forth by my eyes.

“You seein’ that, bro?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I replied. “It’s a finger.”

“So you wantin’ a musical request is for realsies?” Barfly asked. “Like realsy realsies? Because that sounds kinda crazy, bro. I thought maybe you was bleedin’ in your brain, that’s why I fingered your eyes.”

“Never had my eyes fingered before,” I said. “But yeah, I want a musical request. If you are going to kill me here then I want to go out with the song of my choice.”

“Bro? Like really, bro?” Barfly asked. 

“Really real, bro,” I replied. “Sweet Caroline by Neil Diamond, please.”

“Sweet Caroline?” Barfly asked. “By the America song bro, bro?”

“That’s the one,” I said. “Unless you have Crunchy Granola Suite. I actually prefer that one because the lyrics crack me up, but usually all anyone has is Sweet Caroline.”

“Bro, they warned me about you,” Barfly said. “They said you be loopy as all shit, but I didn’t think so. Not with the way the crazy chick bro talked you up and your brain in there.” He tapped my forehead. “You got the thinks goin’ on, she said. But you wantin’ the America song bro makes me wonder about those thinks.”

“So that’s a no?” I asked, hoping my stalling was giving Stella or Greta time to figure something out. Charlie was still in sleepy time land, so he wasn’t figuring anything out except for  the proper amount of snore to drool ratio. 

“I ain’t sayin’ no, bro,” Barfly replied then looked down the road at the entrance. “Yo, Flips!”

“Yes, Barfly?” Mr. Flips responded over the sound system.

“We got Sweet Caroline?”

“By Neil Diamond?” Mr. Flips asked. “Let me check.”

We stood there, me and Barfly, as my wife dangled from a noose and my daughter was held by the Weird Sisters. And, yes, I know there are three Weird Sisters. Not exactly the time to get all technical and shit, but that’s all I could think of calling them.

“You’re from Asheville, right bro?” Barfly asked as we waited. “You like it there, bro?”

“Uh...I did,” I said. “Before it became all radioactive and shit.”

“Oh, right,” Barfly said and smacked himself in the forehead. “I forgot about that, bro. Maybe there’ll end up being some three-legged fatties wandering around, bro. That’d be cool.”

“Fatties?” I asked.

“The undead, bro,” Barfly replied, giving me a look like I was an idiot. “Duh.”

“Why the hell would you call them fatties?”

“Because they never stops eatin’!” Barfly laughed. “Just like real fatties. ‘Cept there ain’t no fatties left in the world, is there bro? All gone, bro. All gone.”

“I’ve known a few hefty folks post-Z, but they died. So, yeah, I guess you’re right. All the fatties be gone,” I nodded, which made the world swim and waver. “Whoa. Can I sit?”

“Bro, you be messed up in your coconut,” Barfly laughed. “No, you can’t sit. You’re on Cannibal Road, bro! Peeps don’t be sittin’ on the road!”

“Sorry, Barfly,” Mr. Flips announced. “No Neil Diamond in the record collection. We might have it on CD, but you know how the CD player has been lately.”

“Damn thing skips,” Barfly informed me. “Never mind, Flips! We don’t need it, bro!”

“Care if I hum Sweet Caroline while you kill me?” I asked.

“Man, bro, you are not all there,” Barfly said. “I ain’t gonna kill ya. I’m claimin’ ya as mine, bro. And it only took a couple of whacks.” He leaned in close. “You come along all nicey nice and I let your lady bro and your children bros live. You give me what I want and I let you bros all live a long time. Ya dig me, bro? Ya got the feel for what I be sayin’, bro?”

“Not a clue,” I admitted. “But I think you’re saying that if I play along, you will let us live, is that it?”

“That’s like totally what I just said to ya, bro. You’re one fuckin’ funny bro, bro,” Barfly smiled then stepped away and turned in a circle. “Jace Stanford be givin’ up! We’s had a good talk and he decided he wants to be part of the Crossville Cookers! I’m in the road so I get claim! Fair and square!”

There were some cheers, some boos, and a lot of just general shouting, but no one challenges him.

“Flips? We good?” Barfly asked. “Fair and square?”

“All good, Barfly,” Mr. Flips said. “You’re in the road so you get claim. Fair and square. Are you going willingly, Mr. Stanford?”

“Yes?” I replied.

“Good enough,” Mr. Flips laughed. “Then that concludes the festivities for tonight, folks! Thanks for coming out and be safe getting back to your camps. And always remember- if you see some survies, send them this way! Good night! Flips out!”

It was as if I was back at a concert or something. All the major spotlights went out, leaving only the Christmas lights and neon signs to light up the night. With the spots gone, I could see people on top of the walls chatting and laughing as they left, as if they were leaving after the Dave Mathews encore had just ended. 

I really couldn’t even grasp what the fuck we had stepped into.

Barfly gave a whistle and the rope that held Stella was let go and fell to the ground. She collapsed to her knees and started coughing as I rushed to her, falling to my own knees.

“Charlie,” she gasped. “Check on Charlie.”

“The boy bro is all good,” Barfly said as he came over and stood over us. “He’s breathin’.”

“Mom! Dad!” Greta shouted as she was let go and ran to us.

Barfly crouched down next to me and grinned. It was not a good grin.

“Now, Long Pork bro,” he said. “You and your family bros are going to come back to camp with me and my peeps. Then we’ll have a little sit down and pow-wow about how you can get us the power and the plumbin’.”

“The what?” I asked. “Power and plumbing?”

“Yep, yep, yep,” Barfly nodded. “The crazy chick bro told me all about that brain and how it can get the power back on and make the plumbin’ work so we ain’t walkin’ in shit up to our ankles, bro. No one likes walkin’ in shit up to their ankles. Right, bro?”

I didn’t know if he was asking “right” about the shit and ankles or “right” about me getting the power and plumbing working, so I just said, “Yeah. Right, bro.”

“Good,” Barfly said and slapped me on the shoulder. “Now get your ass up, Long Pork bro. We got a hike ahead of us, bro.”

“What about Charlie?” I asked, pointing at my still unconscious son.

“We got him, bro,” Barfly said as he snapped his fingers and the Weird Sisters that had held Greta went over and picked up Charlie like he was made of nothing. “All good, bro?”

“Far from it,” I said. “But you’re in charge, so it will do.”

“That’s right, bro,” Barfly nodded, his grin turning into something way worse. “I’m in charge. Never forget that, bro, unless you want your girl bros to be the next lunch. Cool, bro?”

“Cool,” I said. “Lead the way.”

“Hey! I found it!” Mr. Flips suddenly announced as the first bars of Sweet Caroline started to play. “A little walking music for you folks! Good luck, Stanfords!”

Yeah...good luck.
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Chapter Eight
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The trek to the Crossville Cookers’ camp was a bit of a blur, not just because I was exhausted and terrified, as were Stella and Greta, or because Charlie had still not regained consciousness. No, it was a blur because my scalp just would not stop bleeding and blood was constantly streaming into my eyes.

So, literally a blur.

“Can I have a towel or something?” I asked. “I really need to stop the bleeding.”

“A towel?” Barfly laughed. “We don’t waste towels on blood, bro. Rub some dirt on it.”

“Ha, ha,” I replied. “Good one.”

“What, bro?” Barfly asked. He stopped and the whole party stopped. “What’s a good one?”

“To rub some dirt on it,” I said. “Uh...I thought you were making a joke.”

“No joke, bro,” Barfly responded as he reached down, grabbed a handful of dirt, and rubbed it all over my head. “See? Dirt, bro. Won’t bleed no more.”

I wanted to wipe the dirt from my scalp, but I could see that Barfly was pretty damned proud of himself for that move, so I left it alone, which drove me nearly insane. I had freakin’ bloody mud on my head!

But I decided to choose a different battle.

“Any reason we have to walk? Don’t you have vehicles?” I asked.

“We got ‘em, bro,” Barfly replied, “but ain’t no need to waste the fuel, bro.”

“Seems like we’ve been hiking a while, though, and what with...”

“We keep hikin’, bro,” Barfly snapped. “We keep hikin’ and hikin’ until we get home. That’s how it works, bros. That’s how it works.”

Barfly yawned then gave me a quick smile.

“We’ll get you and your family bros all set up in camp,” he said. “You sleep, and then tomorrow you start work.”

“Yeah, I’m still not sure what I’m working on,” I said.

“Bringin’ the civilized world back to us Cookers, bro,” Barfly said. “Duh, bro. Duh.”

“Right. Duh. My bad, bro,” I replied.

“There ya go, bro,” Barfly nodded.

There I went...

It was about thirty minutes of steady hiking through tall pines and cedars before we got to the Cookers’ camp. The place was an old farm with two large barns in fairly good shape, surrounded by a shitload of mobile homes and RVs. The group we hiked there with split up and instantly went to their respective domiciles while Barfly led us over to one of the barns.

“You’ll sleep in here,” Barfly said as he opened one of the double doors. “I’ll take you to yer stall, bros.”

He stopped just inside the barn and lit a match before putting it to a lantern. The light was warm and soothing, but the scene we stepped into was far from that. Animal pens lined the barn on both sides and instead of pigs, cows, and horses there were people.

Lots of people.

Their eyes followed Barfly, or more precisely, they followed the steel rod he kept gripped in his hand. No one said a word; no one begged to be let go or cried out for mercy. They simply watched us walk past until we were at the very back of the barn and looking into a corner stall filled with hay and rough looking horse blankets.

The two Weird Sisters (still calling them that) set Charlie down on some of the hay, nodded to Barfly and hurried from the barn. For one brief second, I thought I could jump Barfly and take him out. He must have had the same thought, because in the next second, I found myself down on the ground, clutching my left thigh.

“What the fuck, dude?” I shouted.

“You were thinkin’ of takin’ me on, bro,” Barfly said. “Don’t lie about it. I know when a bro is coming for me, bro. I killed a lot of peeps in my time as Barfly. I seen the look a hundred times, bro. Peeps be makin’ moves on Barfly all the time, bro.”

“But I didn’t make a single move!” I yelled as the pain built in my leg. Fuck, steel rods hurt like a bitch! “You can’t smack a guy for thinking!”

Smack.

“FUCK!” I yelled as my left shoulder went numb from another shot.

“Stop it!” Stella cried.

“No, lady bro,” Barfly said. “You stop it.”

“Stop what?” Stella asked, her nerves frayed beyond breaking. “I haven’t done anything!”

“You bros are funny,” Barfly said. Then he smacked me again in the shoulder. “Get some sleep now, Long Pork bro.  Tomorrow is a big day for that big brain.”

“Yeah...big day,” I gasped through the pain. 

“And don’t be talkin’ to the meats, bro,” Barfly said. “Ain’t none of yer friends in here. That’s why I put ya in this stall. Can’t have ya plottin’ against me and my peeps.”

He turned and looked at the rows of pens.

“And they ain’t gonna talk to ya no how anyways,” he said. “Bros know that if they talk, they gets hurt bad, bro. Bad.”

There were a couple of whimpers and Barfly frowned. He moved forward as if he was going to hunt out the noisy culprits, but he stopped himself and focused back on us.

“Good night, bros,” he smiled. “Sleep tight.”

We stared at him and he stared back. There was quite a bit of staring until I realized what he was waiting for.

“Oh, right,” I smiled or tried to. “Good night, Barfly.”

“There ya go, bro,” Barfly said as he walked away, the steel rod swinging in one hand and the lantern in the other. “See ya in the mornin’, bros!”

“Good night, Barfly,” everyone in the pens said.

“Oh, Jesus...” Stella shivered as she huddled close to me.

Greta got in on the huddle and we all scooted close to Charlie. I hurt like a motherfuck, and Stella and Greta gripping me tight didn’t help, but I was glad my family was still alive and together, so I counted our ordeal in Cannibal Road as a win.

And there was Neil at the end, so that helped. If I see Flips again, I’ll thank him for that. Can’t let the gift of Neil go unnoticed.

***
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“TIME TO GET UP, LONG Pork bro,” Barfly said as he jabbed me in the temple with his rod. His steel rod. I want that to be clear. He jabbed me with his steel rod. 

“We gonna have a chat while we go look for some poachers,” Barfly said. “Come on, bro. Time be wastin’.”

“Gah,” was how I replied as I struggled to open my eyes. My head hurt so bad that even the sliver of lantern light that got between my lids was like a knife to the brain. “We what? Poachers?”

“Poachers, bro,” Barfly said then spit by his feet. “Fuckin’ poachers, bro.”

“Yes, I heard the word poachers,” I said as I rolled away from Stella and Greta who had both woken up and were staring at Barfly with a mix of horror and caution, two good things to mix in the apocalypse. “But why do you need me to go after poachers?”

“I don’t need you, bro,” he replied, stabbing me again with the rod. “I want to talk with you while we go find the poachers. Maximize my time, bro. I can’t be gang leader if I don’t maximize my time. Gotta have a schedule, bro. That’s just good business.”

“Yeah, of course it is,” I said as I struggled to stand. Several pairs of hands grabbed me and hauled me to my feet. That’s when I noticed we had company. I had been so focused on Barfly, and his steel rod, that I hadn’t noticed the cannies standing by us. “Thanks.”

“Aint’ no thing but a human wing,” a man said. Half his face was melted, as if someone had shoved him against a griddle or something.

“What happened?” I asked. I immediately regretted the question. Normally, I would never have asked that, but it was early and my brain was foggy as shit.

“Someone pushed my face against a hot griddle,” the man replied. “It hurt.”

Nailed it!

“I bet,” was how I replied. “Sorry.” 

The man shrugged.

“You two bros done?” Barfly asked. 

“Uh, yeah, sorry, Barfly,” the man responded.

“You better be, Griddles,” Barfly said.

“Griddles?” Again with the mouth opening unintentionally. 

“That’s his name, bro,” Barfly said as he pointed towards the barn doors. “Duh, bro.”

“Duh, bro,” Griddles said as he shoved past me.

“My bad,” I said as hands pushed me forward. “Bros.”

I tried to glance back at Stella and Greta, but I got a smack upside the head for my troubles, so I just looked forward and went with the canny flow.

***
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WE WERE ABOUT FORTY minutes into our poacher catching expedition when Barfly finally spoke.

“We’re circling them, bro,” he said. “That’s why it’s takin’ so long.”

It was at that point, especially since my brain had had forty minutes to get clear, that I realized Barfly was a very perceptive man. He may have been crazy as shit, but he wasn’t stupid crazy. Every time I caught the man looking at me, I could have sworn he was reading my mind.

“Tell me about what you can do to get the power back on, Long Pork bro,” Barfly said.

“How do you know that’s my nickname?” I asked. “Tell me that first.”

“You don’t tell Barfly what to do!” a big guy named Falsey said. “Barfly tells you to tell him what to do!”

“I think you have that wrong,” I said.

My left arm went numb from a whack by Barfly’s steel rod.

“Leave Falsey alone, bro,” Barfly said. “His Mama rolled over on him when he was little and nappin’ in bed. Mucked up his brain. We don’t make fun of Falsey, got it bro?”

“Yeah, totally got it,” I said. “Wait...then you knew him before Z-Day.”

“Bad logic, bro,” Barfly said. “Someone told me that story.”

“Oh,” I nodded, not wanting to know more because-.

“His mama told me just before I gutted her and chopped her up,” Barfly said. “Falsey was one of my first peeps. He helped me butcher her up right.”

“The trick is to make an X,” Falsey said as he stopped and spread his legs and arms. “It stretches the meat and lets the blood drain faster and better.”

“You butchered your own mom?” I asked, almost stumbling over a tree root. “Seriously?”

“We was hungry,” Falsey said as he pointed at Barfly and smiled.

“We was hungry, bro,” Barfly agreed. “And she was fat.”

“Really fat,” Falsey said.

“She ate all the food and was gonna let us starve,” Barfly sighed. “Had to be done, bro. Had to be done.”

“Had to be done, bro,” everyone said. “Had to be done.”

“Right,” I said. “Shit has to be done sometimes.”

“Tell me about the power, bro,” Barfly ordered.

“Would you mind telling me who told you to call me Long Pork?” I asked, holding up my arm between Falsey and me. “And don’t hit me again! I’m just curious!”

“Crazy chick bro said so,” Barfly said. “Crazy chick bro also says you know all kinds of stuff and you built a whole neighborhood in Asheville. I wished I could see that. Lights and stereo and stuff.”

“You guys have lights and stereo and stuff on Cannibal Road,” I said. “How do you make that work?”

“That’s Mr. Flips,” Barfly replied. “He got it all worked out with lots of batteries from all the cars and these solar thingies. It works for the road, but that won’t work for the Cookers’ camp, bro. We need real power to draw on. Mr. Flips can turn on the lights and play some tunes, but it ain’t real power. I want you to get us real power, bro.”

“As opposed to imaginary power?” I said. Whack. “Ow!”

“You’re a right stupid smart ass, Long Pork bro,” Barfly said, the affability gone from his face. “Stop it, bro, or I stop caring about power and crack yer skull open so I can eat out yer brains.”

“With honey,” Griddles said.

“Yeah, with honey,” Barfly nodded. “The best way to eat raw brains. We gots some seriously good honey around here, bro.”

I didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t an electrical engineer. Whoever this “crazy chick bro” was, she was talking about me, was making shit up. And that made up shit was going to get me killed.

So it was time for the Jace Stanford brand of uber bullshit.

“What infrastructure do you already have in place?” I asked.

“Infrastructure?” Barfly asked. “What do you mean, bro?”

“I mean, how are things set up in your camp? It looks like an old farm, so there must be electrical wiring already in place. I’m sure there was power on that farm before Z-Day. Is there a backup generator somewhere, maybe? Or a windmill? Have you checked any of the wiring to make sure nothing is loose? What’s the status?”

Barfly laughed and the rest of the cannies joined in.

“What?” I asked. “What’s so funny?”

“I thought she was jokin’ about you, bro,” Barfly said as he got his chuckles under control. “All the things she said, I figured she was just sayin’ those things so she could get ya here and all. But, with the way ya talk, bro, I think she was on to somethin’.”

“Down,” Falsey whispered and everyone hit the ground.

I was a little slow and got yanked down to the ground hard for my tardiness. Since the person doing the yanking had hold of my one arm, I didn’t have anything to put out to stop my fall. My face hit dirt and I cried out then nearly suffocated when a hand was jammed around my mouth and nose. I had to pray that the hand’s owner would realize I would run out of air in a few seconds.

“There,” Falsey whispered as he pointed through the bushes. To my surprise, we were close to a rural highway and I could see the backs of six or seven people as they crouched in a ditch by the road. “Poachers.”

“Good job, bro,” Barfly said.

The hand let go of my mouth and I tried to ignore the level of dirt encrusted on it as it was removed from my view. I turned my attention to the road and tried to remember how far we had walked and in what direction. If I could get my bearing, maybe I could figure out exactly where we were. Figuring that out would put us, as in the Stanfords, one step closer to a plan to get free.

Because that was all I could think about.

Fuck getting power or plumbin’ up and going for Barfly. Fuck dealing with poachers. Fuck not making fun of Falsey. All I gave a shit about was getting my family the hell away from Cannibal Road.

“Here they come,” Griddles whispered and pointed at the road.

I wasn’t sure what he was talking about at first, but then I heard the hushed voices as a small group of four people came into view. They were bloody, burned, and looked like they had maybe a mile left in them before they all fell over dead. The poachers in front of us tensed visibly and I could see they were about to go on the attack.

“Teach ‘em, Fasley,” Barfly grinned.

Falsey, who as I said earlier, was a big guy, stood up and it was then I realized just how big. He was easily six and a half feet tall, with wide shoulders and thick, thick arms. He was so top heavy that I thought he’d fall over at any second, but instead, he moved with a quickness and grace that you rarely saw with men that big.

While he had a certain sure footedness, he didn’t exactly have subtlety. He crashed through the bushes and descended on the poachers just as they stood up to attack the travelers on the road.

“Come on, Long Pork,” Barfly said. “Falsey has the poachers under control. We get to take down the prey.”

“We what?” I squawked. “I don’t want to take down anyone!”

“Tough shit, bro,” Barfly said. “You’re with us now, so you’re gonna take some survies down. Put yer all into it, Long Pork bro, or I chop off one of your little girl bro’s hands when we get back. Ya understand where I’m comin’ from, bro?”

“Yeah, I understand.”

Fuck.

I barely had time to glance at the poachers as Falsey tore them apart, limb from limb. Their screams were like ground glass in my ears, but it was the shocked and terrified faces on the survivors that really got to me.

Especially since, I knew them.

“Jace?” Scoot Fitzpatrick asked. Yeah, I knew him pretty fucking well. “Jace, what are...”

He never got a chance to finish his sentence as Barfly crushed his jaw with his steel rod. The three others, people I knew from the group of laborers that came down with the fake POTUS Mondello,  all screamed as Scott’s jaw hung from his face by only a couple of tendons. They never got the chance to scream again.

“Oh, fuck!” I yelled as I jumped back from several geysers of arterial spray. “Oh, shit! Oh, fuck!”

The cannies went to fucking town on them. They didn’t let up until the last body had stopped twitching.

“Why’d you kill them?” I shouted at Barfly. “I thought you kept them alive in those pens!”

“Pens is all full, bro,” Barfly said as he wiped the blood from his rod. “Didn’t you notice that?”

“Well, yeah, I noticed!” I yelled. “But you have two barns! Isn’t there room in the other barn?”

“Nope,” Barfly replied. “All full up, bro.”

“Fuck...”

“Chop ‘em and pack ‘em,” Barfly said. “I’m gonna have a sit down with Long Pork and gets a few things straight.”

He pulled me by my arm over to the far side of the road and pointed for me to sit on the twisted and rusted guardrail. I didn’t argue, but I didn’t exactly do it with a smile on my face.

“They knew you,” Barfly stated. “How many more out there know you?”

“I don’t know,” I replied. “There could be a few or there could be none. We got separated from our group a few days ago. I don’t know who lived and who died after we split up.”

“Maybe a dozen more?” he asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Two dozen?”

“I don’t know! You won’t tell me how many you already have in pens! How the fuck am I supposed to know how many are left wandering around?”

“Keep yer voice down, Long Pork bro,” Barfly said. “May be more poachers out there. I don’t want them comin’ this way.”

“You’re worried about my voice?” I laughed. “After my friends screamed and pleaded for their lives? If there are poachers around, I am sure they ran their asses off to get away from you crazy fucks!”

Steel rod to head and down I went.

“Fucking asshole!”

Steel rod to leg and screamed I did.

“Stop that!”

“Shut up, bro,” Barfly warned. “Stop yellin’ and I stop hittin’.”

“Stop hitting and I’ll stop yelling!”

Smack.

“Fucker!”

Smack.

“Okay! Okay! I’ll shut up! Fucking A, dude.”

“Bro, bro, bro,” Barfly said as he shook his head, honestly looking like he’d been pained more than me. “I’m givin’ ya a gift. I’m givin’ ya a choice. That’s more than I give other survies. Why ya gotta fight me, bro? Why ya gotta be so thick headed?”

He gave me a slight whack to my head when he said, “Thick headed.” You know, for emphasis. Ah, the simple poetry of the apocalypse.

“Let me tell you what I need from ya, bro,” barfly continued. “I need ya to help get the power on so I can listen to some sweet tunes while I fuck my lady bros. I need to be able to have cameras and video monitors and Wi-Fi so I can keep track of the other bros in camp, bro. I need to be sure no one is comin’ for me, bro. Hard to sleep when you think every bro and lady bro is comin’ for ya, am I right?”

“Yeah,” I muttered. “That would be hard.”

“Damn right it’s hard,” Barfly nodded. “Damn right. Hard as shit, bro. Makes me jumpy and edgy. I don’t like bein’ jumpy and edgy. I like to hang loose and let life be, bro. I like to chill and eat me some tasty people meat. Ain’t nothin’ wrong with a bro like me needin’ to relax, is there bro?”

He sighed and rubbed at his face with the hand not holding that mother fucking steel rod.

“Peeps be forgettin’ that I’m a bro too. Peeps be forgettin’ that leadin’ the Crossville Cookers ain’t a vacation, bro. I gots to be thinkin’, thinkin’, thinkin’ all the damn time, bro.” 

The steel rod barely tapped me on the temple. Yes, I did flinch, but Barfly ignored it.

“I need you to do some of the thinkin’ for me, bro. If that brain in there is what I been told, you can do all the thinkin’ for me so all I have to do is pick a thought choice and then chill with my lady bros.”

“So, I’d be your consigliore?” I asked. “Your advisor? I thought you wanted power and plumbing.”

“That’ll be the start,” Barfly said. “A good start, bro, but I have to think beyond that. I have to think like a leader and using you for just the power and the plumbin’ would be a waste, bro. You got plenty of thinks up in that noggin for other stuffs. As long as you can help me with the other stuffs then you and your family bros will live. Stop helpin’ and I make you into a meal.”

He held out his hand and I stared at it.

“What?” I asked.

“We shake, bro,” he replied. “Simple deal: you help, you live. You stop helpin’, you get ate. Shake.”

“Not much of a choice there,” I said as I shook his hand. “So where do we start?”

“We go back to camp and you turn on the lights,” Barfly stated.

“You know I’m not an electrical engineer, right?”

“Not my problem,” Barfly shrugged and the rod poked me in the chest. “That’s your problem, bro. Figure it out.”

I gave him a thumbs up and then looked at the cannies as they hacked up people I had considered friends, neighbors, and fellow survivors. The body parts were quickly packed into bags and strapped to backs. Blood dripped from the corners of the bags and I watched it with stunned numbness as we began the long hike back to camp.

***
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“OH, THANK GOD,” STELLA said as she ran to me across the camp and nearly bowled me over with a fierce hug. “I honestly didn’t think you’d make it.”

“Where are the kids?” I asked.

“Digging,” she replied. “Some asshole came and dragged them off for work detail.”

“What about Charlie? How’s his head? He took a hard whack.”

“He was woozy when he left, but he knew what was going on and what his name is, so hopefully the concussion isn’t too bad.”

“One can only hope,” I said then looked about the camp.

People hurried this way and that. They carried this, carried that, and generally all tried to look busy. I noted the various vehicles around the camp and made sure to memorize their position in case I saw a chance to get the fuck out.

The camp was an old farm and I could see power lines strung up here and there, so I knew there had to be some type of electrical infrastructure still in play. There was a cluster of lines on a tall pole by a small shack off to the side. They wound down the pole and then disappeared into a plastic conduit bolted to the shack.

“I think I can get us out of here,” I said. “But it isn’t going to be easy.”

“You can? How?” Stella asked.

“I think there’s a generator in that shack. If I can get it to...”

“Bro!” Barfly said as he slapped me on the shoulder. “I see ya eyein’ the power shed! Good, bro, good. You get your ass over there and make things happen while I walk your lady bro around. Gonna show her the camp so she feels at home. If you Stanfords are gonna live here, Mrs. Stanford bro needs to know where she fits in, right? Everybody gotta fit in, bro. Everybody.”

Stella’s eyes went wide, but she sucked it up and forced a smile on her face.

“What’s in there?” Stella asked as she pointed at the second barn.

“More pens, but they’re off limits,” Barfly said. “We are flush with livestock. You wanna see how we feed ‘em?  I can show ya in your barn. Gotta be feedin’ time by now, Mrs. Stanford bro.”

“Sure,” Stella nodded. “Knowing how to take care of the livestock would be good. I helped out a lot on the Fitzpatrick farm.”

“You’re a farmin’ girl?” Barfly asked. “Good to know, lady bro! Good to know!”

“Well, no, I wouldn’t exactly say that...”

“Yep, she’s a farmin’ girl,” I interrupted. “But she doesn’t know much about the canny life, so maybe you can fill her in while I go check out the, uh, power shed.”

“Bro, that’s what I was about to do,” Barfly frowned. “Listen tight, bro. Listen tight or I give ya a whack to make ya listen.”

“Gotcha,” I said. “Listen or get a whack. I’m all done with the whacks, so be assured you’ll get plenty of listening from me.”

“Good, bro,” Barfly said then whistled. A stump of a guy ran up to us, his face beet red and sweating. “Bish Bash, this is Long Pork.”

“It’s Jace, actually,” I said then saw the look in Barfly’s eyes and knew I was about to get a whack. “But I totally dig being called Long Pork.”

“Bish Bash is gonna watch ya while ya work, bro,” Barfly stated. “If ya need somethin’ then ya tell Bish Bash. He’ll get it for ya.”

“What if we don’t have it?” Bish Bash asked, his voice a thin, reedy squeak. 

“We gots it all,” Barfly snarled.

Bish Bash nodded then looked at me.

“What?” I asked.

“Go,” he said. “Get.”

“Right,” I smiled as I turned and walked towards the power shed.

I went a few yards and glanced over my shoulder, but Barfly was already leading Stella to the second barn. She didn’t look back at me and I could see she was busy asking Barfly questions. I hoped her years as a teacher pre-Z would give her the patience to deal with Barfly appropriately. I could take a shit ton of whacks from that rod, but if he touched Stella with it, I would lose my shit and probably get us all killed.

“Watch where yer going,” Bish Bash said as he shoved me in the small of the back and caused me to ram my hip into the bumper of an old, open top Ford Bronco. There was no backseat in the Bronco, as it had been ripped out to transport cargo. How did I know it was to transport cargo? The stains in the back kinda made it obvious. Pretty sure, that wasn’t red paint.

“Nice Bronco,” I sad as I rubbed my hip. “Don’t see the old ones around much anymore.”

“Yeah, yeah, Barfly loves this ride,” Bish Bash said. “He made the engine all vroom-vroom and the muffler goes ROAR. Pretty cool.”

I was about to turn away from the Bronco, since I had much more important things to think about, but something caught my eye. Hanging on the ignition was a bright pink bracelet. I knew that bracelet.

“Get to moving, Long Pork,” Bish Bash said. “You cain’t have the Bronco, so no need staring at it.”

“Bummer, I said. “Such a sweet ride.”

“Keep dreaming, Long Pork,” Bish Bash laughed. “You ain’t never getting in that ride. What you’ll be getting in is this shed.”

He pushed me into the door of the power shed and I had to bite my tongue to keep from mouthing off. Okay, I’ll admit the real reason I bit my tongue was because my jaw slammed into the closed shed door.

I stepped back and pulled the door open, then tried to not weep right there in front of Bish Bash.

“What the fuck happened?” I asked as I looked in at the mess that covered the shed floor. A mess that should have been a generator, but was instead just a pile of parts and a metal shell. “Who did this?”

“Tweaks,” Bish Bash said. “Last year. Got us bunch of tweaks that come through and said they could fix stuff if we let them live. All they did was tear things apart, and then take off in the middle of the night. Don’t know how they got out of the barns, but they did. Barfly was pissed.”

“Yeah, I bet he was,” I said. “Did you ever catch them?”

“Sure thing,” Bish Bash smiled. He lifted the right leg of his dirty jeans and pointed at the boot he revealed. “Got part of one of them right here.”

To say I was proud of myself for not puking on that human skin boot would be an understatement.

“Nice stitching,” I replied and turned back to the mechanical chaos that was the power shed. “I may be here a while.”

“Take your time,” Bish Bash said as he sat down against the wall and closed his eyes. “This is a way better gig than mucking out the pens, so take your time.”

“I don’t think Barfly is giving me much time,” I said.

“That’s your problem,” Bish Bash shrugged.

Yeah. That’s what everyone kept telling me.

***
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COATED IN GREASE AND frustrated beyond words, I stepped from the power shed into the evening light and took a deep breath.

“All done?” Bish Bash asked as he yawned and stretched.

“Not quite,” I replied. “Have a nice nap?”

“Kinda,” Bish Bash said as he stood up and cracked his back. “I was having the crazy dreams. There was this woman and she had these...”

“RUNNER!”

“Oh, shit,” Bish Bash said. “That ain’t good.”

“What’s a runner?” I asked.

“Someone escaped,” Bish Bash said as he pulled a long knife from a sheath strapped to his belt. “You stay here.”

“Not a problem,” I said as I looked over my shoulder and back into the shit storm of parts I couldn’t make heads or tails of. “I have plenty to keep me occupied.”

Bish Bash took off running as cannies started shouting contradictory orders at each other. Weapons were grabbed and there was a considerable amount of shouting, which increased in volume and idiocy as soon as Barfly showed up.

“What the shit, peeps?” Barfly yelled. “Can’t a bro get a little nap without you peeps goin’ all crazy?”

He spied me standing there alone, and then saw Bish Bash. Out came the steel rod as he stomped over to the short man. Then out came Bish Bash’s brains as Barfly went to town on the guy’s skull with that wonderful hunk of steel.

Most of the cannies stopped in their tracks as they watched Barfly turn Bish Bash’s head into a dirty puddle of blood and brains.

“Now,” Barfly said as soon as he was done with Bish Bash. “One of you peeps needs to tell me what’s happenin’.”

“That crazy chick is gone,” a man said then took a couple steps back, obviously afraid he’d get brained next for bearing the bad news.

“Gone?” Barfly asked. “How? She was shackled like Frankenstein.”

I so wanted to tell him that Frankenstein’s monster was the one that had been shackled, not Frankenstein. People always mix that up and it’s sort of a pet peeve of mine that no matter where you go someone will always-.

“Dad!” Charlie called as he and Greta ran up to me. “There you are!”

“Where’s your mother?” I asked as I hugged my kids. “And what are you doing here?”

“Everyone took off when the yelling started,” Greta said. “The guards watching us just ran away. Fucking weird.”

“Apparently a runner is a bad thing,” I said. “Bad enough that everyone panics.”

We watched the chaos build as Barfly began to storm through the cannies, his steel rod taking down people indiscriminately. 

“But where is your mother?” I asked again.

“Shit,” Charlie said. “There.”

A man and woman had Stella by the arms and dragged her from around a building. She was screaming at them to let her go, but they ignored her every word even as she tried to kick and bite them.

“Where’s Long Pork?” Barfly yelled then grinned when he saw me. “Get your ass over here, bro! Your lady bro got some splainin’ to do!”

Oh, fuck.

“Charlie, I need your help,” I said. “There is a small can of diesel in the shed. I want you to dump it out all over the generator.”

“Seriously?” he asked, a small gleam of mischief in his eye.

“Seriously,” I said. 

“And do what?” Charlie asked.

I looked at the mess of generator parts that were scattered in front of the power shed. I had spent an hour tossing them out there just so I could make room to work inside. I spied what I needed and looked at my daughter.

“Greta, I need you to grab that cable there and that crank box,” I said. “I haven’t had a chance to wire them together. That’s your job. Do it fast. As soon as Charlie is done dumping the fuel, you two pull the cable out of the shed as far as it will go. Get behind something if you can.”

“Behind something?” Greta asked. “Why?”

“Because when I give you the signal, you’ll turn that crank and it’ll send a spark through the cable,” I said. “Then shit goes boom.”

“What’s the signal?” Charlie asked.

“LONG PORK!” Barfly shouted. “Get. Ass. Here. Now.”

“You’ll know the signal, trust me,” I said as I jogged away. “Just be ready.”

I didn’t look back at my kids, afraid the looks on their faces would break my heart. They had to be scared shitless.

“Hold on!” I shouted at Barfly as he raised the steel rod above my wife’s head. “FUCKING HOLD ON!”

“You don’t tell me to hold on, bro,” Barfly said as I stopped a couple feet from where he loomed over Stella. “You don’t tell me nothin’ except why your lady bro here helped the crazy chick bro escape. I knows you are friends, so don’t deny it. Just tell me why and where the crazy chick bro has gone.”

“I didn’t do shit, Jace,” Stella pleaded. “I was helping over by the latrines. I turned to gag because of the smell and then someone knocked me down. The next thing I know, people are screaming and these two assholes are pulling me to my feet.”

“Hey,” the woman on Stella’s side said in a cultured British accent. “There is no need to be rude.”

Stella and I stared at the woman for a brief second, but let it go. We had much bigger things to deal with than figuring out why some British woman was with a bunch of backwoods cannies.

“She was holding this,” the man by Stella said. He held out a pink bracelet. “Where’d she get it if she didn’t help the crazy chick escape?”

“It was on the ground next to me!” Stella yelled. “Wouldn’t you pick it up too if you saw it there?”

Stella glanced at the bracelet then at me. She was quick about it, but that Barfly was quicker. The rod came down hard on Stella’s shoulder. Luckily, I didn’t hear a crack of bone, but I did hear Stella scream which was almost as bad.

“Your lady bro is lyin’,” Barfly said to me. “She’s hidin’ somethin’ from me, I can tell.” He leaned in and placed the tip of the steel rod under Stella’s chin. He wasn’t exactly soft and subtle when he pushed her head up to face him. “What are you hidin’, Mrs. Long Pork bro? Fill me in on the secret and I won’t crush you like I crushed Bish Bash.”

He pointed at the corpse with the pulped head.

“That how you want to be, lady bro? You want to be all Bish Bashed? I can Bish Bash ya all day long if ya want. That what ya want?”

“She doesn’t want to be Bish Bashed,” I said.

“Not talkin’ to you, Long Pork,” Barfly snapped. “Stay out of this, bro.”

“I don’t want to be Bish Bashed,” Stella said through clenched teeth. “I just want to get the fuck out of this crazy place!”

Then she spit in Barfly’s face.

Now, I totally understand why she did what she did, because I was close to that point also, but it probably wasn’t the smartest thing to do.

“WAIT!” I yelled as Barfly brought the steel rod back. I grabbed his arm and yanked him away. “STOP!”

“Bro,” Barfly said as he looked at my hand gripping his arm. “Rude much, bro?”

“Don’t hurt her,” I pleaded. “I’ll tell you what you want to know, okay?”

“You will, bro?” Barfly asked, puzzled.

“Jace?” Stella asked, confused.

“Yep,” I replied, full of shit and desperate. “I know exactly what is going on, but you have to let my wife go, okay? Just let her walk down there to my kids. I’ll stay here and tell you everything.”

Since I would tell Barfly everything if I actually knew anything, I guess I seemed sincere and my ruse worked because he didn’t crack my skull open and he didn’t crack Stella’s skull open either. There was a pleasant lack of skull cracking.

The gang leader stared at me for approximately forever, and then pointed his steel rod right at a spot between my eyes.

“She’s not tellin’ me everythin’,” he said. “So you better get to the tellin’ or all the Stanfords ends up Bish Bashed.”

“Is that what we’re calling it now?” the man by Stella asked. “Bish Bashed?”

“I been sayin’ it, haven’t I bro?” Barfly scoffed. “So that’s what it’s called now.”

He let out a long, loud whistle and the crazy chaos of the camp came to a screeching halt. The more I think about it, the more I realize all of that chaos was just cannies running from one spot to another so they looked busy as usual. I don’t think any of them were trying to find the escapee. They just didn’t want to be caught standing around and suffer the business end of Barfly’s steel rod.

“Peeps!” Barfly yelled. “From now on when I crush skulls it’s called Bish Bashing! Y’all good with that?”

There was unanimous agreement. What a surprise.

“Get down to your kids, lady bro,” Barfly said to Stella. “But stay right where I can see ya, okay? Don’t go sneakin’ off?”

“You want us to stick with her?” the man asked.

“Did I say I wanted you to stick with her?” Barfly snapped. “No, bro, you stay here. May need ya to hold Long Pork while I Bish Bash him if he doesn’t tell me the truth.”

“Jace?” Stella cried as she was shoved away from us.

“I’ll be okay,” I said. “Just do me a favor and hug the kids. Oh, and be careful with Greta. She has explosive diarrhea. Tell her that if she needs to go, she can just go ahead and go.”

“What...?” Stella asked.

I looked at Barfly and the two cannies. “I’m trying not to embarrass her too much, sweetie. Just tell her she can go when she needs to.”

“Man, I hate diarrhea,” the man said. “Remember that time we ate that Korean family? They were sick or something because like half the camp ended up with the shits.”

“That was something awful,” the British woman said. “Truly horrible.”

“Go,” Barfly said to Stella. “Get to yer kids, lady bro.”

Stella rushed off to the kids. They saw her coming, cried out, then ran to her. I watched as Stella kissed and hugged them then started to talk.

“What?” Greta shouted. “He said what?”

“Teen girls,” I grinned. “So touchy when it comes to bodily functions.”

Greta glanced my way and I smiled and waved at her. She just shook her head, and then led Stella away from the power shed.

“So...where were we?” I asked Barfly. “Oh, right, you were going to tell me all about this crazy chick that has you all worked up.”

“Nice try, bro,” Barfly laughed just as the rod hit me in the side.

I fell to a knee and winced, but didn’t cry out. Points to me for that bit of stoicism.

“Tell me what you know,” Barfly said.

I wanted to stall and wait for the explosion that was about to happen, but I knew I didn’t have time for that. I needed to make up something plausible, so I went to the only story I could think of that involved a crazy chick.

“So, I know this woman named Elsbeth,” I said. “She used to be a canny like you guys, but she redeemed herself after a couple bumps and hiccups.”

Barfly only stared.

“Well, she’s really good with blades and can fight like an animal when she needs to,” I continued. “In fact, there was this one time when I had gotten trapped...”

Smack.

“Ow! What the fuck?”

“We know all about you gettin’ trapped, Long Pork,” Barfly said. “She told us all about it. She likes to talk about you a lot. That’s why you’re here. That’s why I ain’t Bish Bashed ya yet. I know all this stuff. What I don’t know is where she went when you set her free?”

“Oh...” Fuck.

My brain about fried itself as it kicked into hyperdrive. Barfly had just confirmed that the crazy chick bro was Elsbeth. Okay. Good to know. He also said she talked a lot about me. What else did she talk about? 

Smack.

“Fuck! Stop it!” I shouted. 

Smack.

“DUDE!”

“Bro!” Barfly yelled. “Tell me where she is!”

“Fire!” someone shouted and we all turned to see where he was pointing.

The power shed.

Flames licked at the edges of the doorway and I frowned. It was supposed to explode, not just slow burn.

Oh, wait...

The fuel was an accelerant, but not an explosive. I wanted the power shed to go boom, but I forgot that I needed a boom part. Shit fuck. 

My distraction/middle finger to the cannies was a bust without an actual explosive. Poop.

“What happened, bro?” Barfly snarled in my ear. “Why is my power shed on fire?”

“It was Bish Bash’s fault,” I said quickly. “He must have spilled some gas. That Bish Bash. Sheesh. Good thing you Bish Bashed Bish Bash, right? Look what he did.”

“I think I’ll kill you right now,” Barfly said very matter of fact. “No Bish Bashng. No, bro, I’m going to skin ya. Just cut the skin right off ya, bro. Ya know why? Because I’m so done with you, bro.”

KABOOM CRACK!

Ha! I did have an explosive in there!

CRACK KATHOOOOM!

Oh, shit...that wasn’t coming from the power shed.

“The trucks!” Barfly yelled as he turned and faced the opposite direction. “Some peep is blowin’ up the trucks!”

More and more explosions went off and the air was filled with nothing but black smoke and heat. Yeah, I took that opportunity to book ass.

“Stella!” I shouted as I ran towards my family. “We gotta get the fuck outta here!”

“Ya think?” Stella shouted back as I skidded to a halt next to them. “But how? Where?”

“Where’d you get those?” I asked as I studied the key ring she held in her hand. There was a pink bracelet tied to one of the keys.

“They were in my pocket,” Stella said. “I have no idea how they got there.”

“I do,” I grinned as I looked over my shoulder at the Bronco. “I even know what that key goes to.”
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Chapter Nine
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“Oh...it’s you,” Barfly snorts, his body tense and ready for the fight. He looks at the young woman that stands in front of him. Even though I’m at his back, I know he’s studying her like the predator he is.

What the stupid fuck doesn’t know is that he’s already been studied thoroughly or the young woman wouldn’t be standing there.

“Ready to die, crazy chick bro?” Barfly laughs.

“I ain’t crazy.”

“If you ain’t crazy, what are you?” Barfly snarls.

“I’m family,” Elsbeth grins.

And we are back! All caught up? Good because shit is about to get fucking insane at the edge of this quarry.

There’s a gang of cannies ready to take on a shit load of Zs while their crazy leader is about to go head to head with Elsbeth. 

“Jace,” Stella whispers. “We should go.”

“Don’t ya be movin’, lady bro,” Barfly says over his shoulder. “I’m gonna kill this crazy chick bro and then it’ll be your turn. I don’t wanna have to play hide and seek, so just stay right there.”

“Well, since you asked so nice,” I reply, then turn and grab Stella’s arm. “Run! Come on, kids!”

Ah, yes, the Stanfords are running again! 

Damn if we don’t do a lot of running. Run from this bunch of nutjobs, run from that bunch of nutjobs, and the always running from Zs part of our lives. I was never a jogger pre-Z, not that I’m a jogger now, but it sure would have been a good skill to learn before it was forced on me. I’ll be willing to bet my form could be improved. I tend to run flat footed, as far as I can tell. That can’t be good for your arches, can it?

“Shit fuck!” Greta yelled as a group of Zs stumbles from the trees. “Where’d they all come from? I didn’t see a single Z when we were in the canny camp!”

“They probably came from that neighborhood we passed back there,” Charlie said. “Shit!”

Charlie slips and nearly topples over the side of the cliff and into the empty quarry. Well, empty of water; it has plenty of rocks to go smashy-splat on.

An ear piercing scream splits the night and we whirl about to see Elsbeth down on the ground with Barfly straddling her.

“No he doesn’t!” Stella shouts. She’s off running back to Elsbeth before we can stop her.

Shit.

Now for the slow-mo portion of our story!

The kids and I run after Stella, screaming at her to stop, but she just keeps going, heading right at Barfly. The man’s face is a wicked grin and looks ten times scarier than usual because of the flickering torch light. Then his features change from wicked to confused and finally to surprised. I don’t think he figured Stella would come at him.

“Whoa, lady bro!” he yells just as she leaps at him and the world speeds up again.

Stella catches him about the neck, taking him right off Elsbeth. The two of them roll for a few feet, with Stella ending up on top when they finally stop. Her fists come down hard and fast and Barfly’s head snaps to the right, to the left, to the right, to the left. Back and forth until he lands a solid punch to Stella’s throat. 

He arches his back and brings his knees up, nailing Stella in the spine. She tries to scream, but the shot to her throat has taken her voice and only a pained croak comes out.

“Damn, lady bro!” Barfly says as he shoves her away and gets up. “That shit hurt!”

His face is a bloody mess and I can’t help but smile despite the fact my wife is on the ground at the psycho’s feet.

“This’ll hurt more,” Elsbeth says as she slams Barfly’s own steel rod against the backs of his thighs. He screams and falls to his knees. “This too.”

She spins and smashes the rod right against Barfly’s chest. The sound of ribs cracking can be heard across the meadow, even with the noise from the fighting Zs and cannies.

Right, the Zs and cannies. Can’t forget about that shit.

“Dad!” Charlie yells. “We’ve got company!”

The Zs from the side of the meadow have caught up to us.

“Weapon up, kids!” I yell. “Time to go to work!”

“Fuck,” Greta sighs. “I hate going to work.”

Weapons are no longer an issue. You see, cannies may be good at catching and killing humans for dinner, but apparently, they are not bulletproof. Or Z proof, as it may be. Several canny corpses litter the meadow now as the Zs overwhelm them and get in close for a nighttime snack which means plenty of stray weapons. 

I kick a Z off the British canny that had Stella earlier, which still boggles my mind, and pick up the lead pipe wrapped in duct tape her corpse is holding. A lot of good that lead pipe did for her, but maybe it’ll do more for me as I turn and walk towards the Zs.

Greta is at my side, as is Charlie, and both of them are holding baseball bats. No spikes in the baseball bats like the Bitch, but better than a bag of marshmallows. I have no idea what that means, so don’t ask. It’s late and I’m tired.

“I’ve got the three on the right,” Greta says.

“I’ll take the three on the left,” Charlie replies.

“Great,” I smirk. “Leave the five in the middle for me.”

“You’re bigger and stronger,” Greta says.

“Hey! I’m strong!” Charlie says. 

“And I only have one arm,” I say. “Maybe Charlie should take the five in the middle?”

“No, no, I’m good,” Charlie says. “You can have them.”

“Thanks,” I say as I close on the Zs.

Unfortunately, I do one very stupid thing just before I get to the Zs: I look over my shoulder to see if Stella is okay. While not exactly fine, she isn’t being attacked, so that’s good. 

However, that lapse in attention, while sweet and thoughtful, means I misjudge the distance between the Zs and myself. So when I turn my attention back to them, I’m staring at five open mouths and nine reaching arms. 

I say nine because one of the Zs is missing an arm. I wonder if that’s what I’d look like of I was turned into a Z? Probably not since the Z is a woman. My pecs aren’t in the greatest shape, but they certainly don’t look like the putrid, saggy Z tits that poke out from the dead woman’s blouse. Yuck does not express it enough.

A few stumbling steps backwards, and a couple lucky swings of the pipe, gets me enough space between the Zs to dodge to the side and not go down in a happy little Z pile. I elbow one Z out of the way and use that momentum to crack the skull of another. Stinking brains slosh out of its skull and all over my hand, making me gag a little since you just never get used to that shitty smell. 

I shoulder the stinky, debrained Z to the side then go back for the first one I elbowed. I miss its head and totally crush its shoulder, basically causing half its rotted body to fall away. This turns out to be a good thing since its fallen half tangles up two more of the Zs, sending them to the ground.

That leaves one Z and it knows an opportunity when it sees one. With all of its Z bros down on the ground, it knows it can have me all to itself.

Did I just say “Z bros”? Fuck, I’ve been hanging around Barfly way too much. That fucker gets in your head.

“Dad!” Greta screams.

She sure does scream at me a lot.

I shove the last Z away and hurry to where my kids are stranded, their backs to the edge of the quarry with three Zs coming right for them.

“Move!” I yell.

The kids each dive out of the way, as I rush the Zs and give them a hard shove. The first two go flying out over the edge and down into the dark pit below, but the third twists and grabs onto my ankle before falling. My legs go out from under me and I find myself being pulled by the weight of the Z right off the edge of the quarry.

“No!” Stella rasps as she wraps her hands under my armpits and pulls. “You’re staying here!”

The Z still has a hold of my ankle, but a couple whacks with the lead pipe shatters its wrist and it goes falling down to join its friends. Except for its hand that is still gripping my ankle. Stella keeps pulling me until we are well away from the edge. She frowns at the Z hand, tears it from my leg, and then throws it off into the quarry.

“Thanks, baby,” I smile at her.

“Any time,” she says, her voice a throaty croak. It’s kinda sexy, really. 

“I am so gonna make you talk dirty to me once we get away from this shit,” I say.

“Fuck you,” she smiles. 

I get to my feet and scan the area. No Zs are coming at us, but there are plenty in the meadow doing a pretty damn fine job at thinning the canny population of Tennessee. Not that the cannies are losing, mind you. There are a good number that have the skills needed to take on more than their share of Zs. You could say that Z bodies are going down two to every one canny.

This means, now that I think of it, that the cannies are winning. That’s bad. I hate rooting for the Zs, but if given the choice between mindless killing and eating machines and killing and eating machines with minds, I’ll go mindless anytime.

You know what I mean. Shut up.

“Eat the shit and die, fucker killer fucker shit for fuck!” Elsbeth screams, bringing our attention back to our adopted member of the Stanford family unit.

No blades and no steel rods, Elsbeth and Barfly face each other, fists up, as they circle and look for their opponent’s weakness.

This is something I don’t see everyday. I don’t mean the senseless violence because I do tend to see that everyday. No, I mean that Elsbeth isn’t flat out winning. This is a woman that was not only brainwashed and trained to be an assassin, but she spent quite a few years as a canny herself. She knows how to fight and kill better than most elite soldiers do. 

Or did. Not that there are a whole lot of elite soldiers left in the world. I think. I could be totally wrong since this is the first road trip I’ve taken in a long time.

Barfly comes in with a feint to Elsbeth’s right, but she refuses to fall for it and brings up her left arm as his real hook comes flying at her. That leaves her open for the headbutt. Bam! Elsbeth takes a shot to her nose from Barfly’s forehead. She stumbles back a couple of feet, but shakes it off.

“You suck, fucking asshole fucker fuck shit fuck shitter!” Elsbeth snarls.

Yeah, she learned all that from my kids. I’m so proud.

“Potty mouth, crazy chick bro,” Barfly laughs. “I like that. Why you gotta fight me, crazy chick bro? We’ve had some good times these past couple days, right? I treated you right. You even told me all about Long Pork. Why we fightin’ now, crazy chick bro?”

“Because I was playing you, stupid fucker shit fuck canny asshole fucker,” Elsbeth replies. “I told you all that stuff about Long Pork so if you found him you wouldn’t eat him. I figured you’d have a better chance tracking him down than me.”

She comes in fast with two jabs from her left then a killer uppercut with her right. Barfly’s head snaps back and we watch blood and teeth go flying into the air. He almost goes down on his ass, but he keeps his footing and just retreats back a couple steps to regroup.

“You fight sexy,” Barfly says through broken teeth and bloody snot. “I like sexy fightin’ crazy chick bros.”

“You like this?” Elsbeth asks as she sends a roundhouse kick right into his stomach. He doubles over and she leaps into the air, coming down with her elbow on the back of his neck. “Is that sexy?”

“She is totally flirting with him,” Greta says.

“Totally,” Stella agrees.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Charlie snaps. “How is that flirting?”

“You just don’t understand girls,” Greta says.

My son looks at me and I shrug. “Don’t look at me, dude. All bets are off in the apocalypse.”

Barfly grabs Elsbeth around the ankles and pulls, sending her slamming down hard on her back. We can see the wind is knocked out of her and we start to move forward to help as Barfly climbs on top of her again. However, we are blocked by a pair of cannies with chains.

Fucking cannies with chains! I hate chains!

“Move,” Greta snarls. “Now.”

“Better listen, fuckers,” Charlie says. “The bitch be loco, bros.”

The two cannies are both dressed in cutoffs like Barfly, but so short, I think I can see a package peeking out even in the gloom of night. They hesitate as Greta and Charlie start walking at them.

“Kids,” Stella croaks then reaches out, but her fingers find open air as our kids sprint right at the cannies. “KIDS!”

They both drop as the chains swing out where their heads should have been. They slide across the slick grass of the meadow and right into the cannies’ legs. Greta takes that opportunity to slam both fists into one of the cannies’ balls, making the man squeak like a mouse that’s been stepped on. Charlie doesn’t use the nutshot gambit and instead kicks out with both feet, shattering his canny’s kneecaps. The man screams and almost falls right on Charlie, but my son is able to roll out of the way.

Our kids get to their feet, pick up the chains, and then bring them down onto the skulls of the fallen cannies.

“I don’t think I’m okay with that,” Stella says, her hand finding my arm and giving it a painful squeeze. “Those are people, not Zs.”

Charlie and Greta keep up with the chain beating until all that’s left are two puddles of mush.

“I don’t think those guys are anything anymore,” I say. “They just got Bish Bashed by two teenagers.” I see her start to respond, but cut her off. “I know it troubles the fuck out of me too. We’ll be sure to sit them down and have a homicide talk if we live through this.”

“Thanks,” Stella says. “It’s important to keep up good parenting techniques even in the apocalypse.”

“You should totally turn that into a blog,” I say. “You can write different posts on old billboards as we flee this fucking hell and get our asses to Kansas City.”

“Incoming!” Charlie yells. “Behind you!”

Stella and I spin and see several shapes come from the woods at the side of the meadow.

“Shit,” I say. “They look big.”

That’s because they are.

All Fitzpatricks are big.

“Jace?” Buzz shouts as he and his brothers run up to us. “You’re alive!”

“So far,” I say as I tuck my pipe into my waistband and grasp his meaty hand. “And it’s good to see you guys!”

Stella goes in for the hugs and then we are left to stand there and stare at each other as the violence continues about us.

“So...what you guys up to?” I ask.

“Hey!” Charlie yells. “What the fuck, people?”

“Oh, right,” I say and then give my lead pipe a good swing. “We should save story time for later and get in this shit.”

Buzz and his giant brothers look out at the bloody chaos.

“Who are we fighting?” Buzz asks.

“Everyone,” Stella says. Buzz gives her a look at the sound of her voice. “Allergies.”

“You Stanfords and your smart mouths,” Buzz grins then surveys the meadow again. “Some of those are people out there. We’re supposed to kill them too?”

“We don’t have to,” I shrug and point at Barfly that is busy trying to choke Elsbeth. “We really just have to kill that asshole.”

“Shit,” Stella says, then starts to run towards Elsbeth.

But Buzz grabs her arm and pulls her back. He takes a radio out of his back pocket.

“You got me, John?” he asks into the radio.

“Crystal clear, brother,” John replies over the radio.

“See the Stanfords?”

“Yep. Hey, Stanfords!”

“Hey, John,” I say as I lean towards the radio. “How’s it going?”

“Not bad now,” John replies. “Been looking for you guys.”

“See that asshole choking the woman on the ground?” Buzz asks.

“I see him,” John says.

“He’s choking Elsbeth,” Buzz says.

I don’t even hear the gunshot, just see Barfly lurch to the side, half of his head gone.

“That’ll do it,” Buzz smiles. “Let’s go help our favorite killer.”

We all run over to Elsbeth and shove Barfly’s corpse off of her. 

“El? Honey? Are you okay?” Stella asks.

“You ate a frog,” Elsbeth says as she rubs her purple throat. “I ate one two.”

“We can be frog sisters,” Stella laughs.

“No, we can’t,” Elsbeth says as Pup and Porky help her to her feet. “People can’t be frogs.”

“We can pretend,” Stella replies as she gives Elsbeth a huge hug. “It’s okay to pretend sometimes.”

“Can we pretend our way out of here?” Greta asks. “I think the cannies are winning.”

She’s right, the cannies are winning for sure. More and more of them are ignoring the few Zs left and focusing their murderous attention on us. It could be because we are the only ones not fighting. Or it could be because we have their leader’s nearly headless corpse at our feet.

“Bros! They killed Barfly, bros!” someone shouts. “Fucking get them, bros!”

Yeah, I think my latter guess is right.

The cannies not fighting Zs come right for us.

Stella picks up Barfly’s steel rod, which she finds at her feet, and gives me a smile.

“Trade you?” she asks.

I look at my lead pipe, then at the steel rod and smiles back.

“Fuck yeah,” I say. “Time to do some whacking with that thing instead of getting whacked by it.”

We switch weapons just as the cannies get to us. Stella jumps back as a canny tries to gut her with quite the impressive knife. He loses the knife pretty fast as the lead pipe destroys his hand.

Confident my wife can handle her ass, I focus on the canny in front of me. He’s a funny looking guy (not that there are any non-funny looking cannies in this fucked up world) with a long Mohawk pulled back into a pony tail. I don’t know what it is, but that fucked up hairdo really pisses me off.

This guy has a baseball bat with nails and glass jammed into the end. He takes a couple swings, but I easily dodge them. Then he jams the bat right at my belly and instead of jumping back, my feet get tangled and I fall right on my ass. He brings the bat down fast and I barely get the rod up in time to keep my face from being rearranged by nails and glass. 

Now, not having two hands to grip the rod means that one end is totally not supported by jack shit. That end collapses under the attack and the bat slides down until it clears the end of the rod and smacks into the grass right between my legs. An inch closer and it would have shredded the fuck out of my cock and balls. 

“Dude,” I snarl as I whip the rod around and smash it into the man’s right knee.

He screams and drops the bat as he grabs at his knee. The bottom half of his right leg is no longer lining up with the top half the way it should. Fucker shouldn’t have run into a steel rod with his knee. Stupid canny.

Another whack from me, and his screaming stops forever. I so Bish Bashed him.

I look about me,  watching as the Fitzpatricks break more than a couple of cannies with nothing but their bare hands, which is surprising since I can see pistols strapped to their hips. But, hey, why waste bullets on unarmed foes when you can tear their fucking arms right out of their sockets?

Stella, covered in blood and holding a dripping lead pipe, rushes to me.

“Jace! Are you hurt?” she asks as she falls on her knees next to me, the lead pipe forgotten and her hands patting me here and there to check for wounds.

“Nope. All good,” I smile and grab her and give her a big kiss. “Ain’t nobody taking down Long Pork tonight, bro!”

“Don’t say that again.”

“Sorry.”

The sounds of men and women dying, and Zs moaning and groaning, come to an end and Stella and I are stunned to see that the fight is over as we get to our feet.

“That wasn’t so bad,” Buzz says.

“Hey, guys,” John calls out as he steps from the woods and hurries over to us.

“Hey, man,” I say as I shake his hand. “Thanks for the assist.”

“Anytime,” John smiles. “Just glad you all are...”

His words are stopped by Elsbeth’s mouth. She has him by the shirt with both hands and is going to town. I’d try to save you the graphic image and say that there isn’t any tongue, but that is obviously not the case.

“Wow,” Stella says.

“Get a room,” Greta adds.

“I gotta save your ass more often,” John gasps when Elsbeth finally lets him go. “Is there a frequent save program?”

“I don’t know what that means,” Elsbeth says, “but you and I can do it when we get someplace safe. Is that like a save program?”

“It certainly is,” John smiles then looks around at us. “I’m as stunned as you are.”

“I highly doubt that,” I say then sigh. “Damn, it’s good to be back with friends. Our new acquaintances weren’t exactly the warm and fuzzy types.”

“Hey, bros, don’t be mockin’ the Barfly, bros. Not cool, bros. Bros, bros, bros,” Charlie says as he crouches by Barfly’s corpse and makes the dead man’s arms wave about. “Not cool shootin’ me, bro.”

“Charlie, leave the cannibal corpse alone,” Stella says, then gives everyone a troubled smile. “I think he needs a hobby.”

“Are you guys it?” I ask. “Have you found anyone else?”

“We have almost everyone,” Buzz says. “Lourdes and her folks came and saved our asses outside Knoxville. We’ve been looking for you guys since. Still missing a few folks though.”

“Scoot’s gone,” I blurt. Good one, Jace.

The Fitzpatrick brothers all stare at me.

“Scoot? Really?” Gunga asks. “Are you sure, Jace?”

“Yeah, I’m sure,” I reply. “I watched it happen and there was nothing I could do.”

“Okay,” Buzz sighs. “You know where his body is? We’ll want to give him a proper burial.”

I swallow hard before answering, which basically has the same effect as me making a farting noise.

“What, Jace?” Buzz growls. “Where’s his body?”

“Back at the Cookers’ camp,” I say. “Probably packed in salt in the kitchen, if they have a kitchen. I never actually saw one.”

“They have a kitchen,” Stella says. “And I know where the bodies are.”

“Then show us the way,” Buzz says. He pulls out his radio again. “Lourdes? You there?”

“Right here, Buzz,” Lourdes replies. “What’s the situation? I heard you found the Stanfords.”

“We did and they are going to take us back to the canny camp so we can get Scoot’s body and any others they killed,” Buzz says. “We could use a lift.”

“Meet us at the rendezvous point,” Lourdes replies. “Sorry about Scoot.”

“Me too,” Buzz says. He tucks the radio away and takes a deep breath. “Come on, we’ve got a ways to walk to get to the Humvees.”

“Yay, more walking,” Greta says.

***
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AS MUCH AS I HATE HOW Humvees ride, considering they have all the comfort of a tin can on wheels, it sure is nice to know that I’m behind half inch armor plating with heavily armed men and women surrounding me. 

Well, not really surrounding me since I’m thankfully crammed in the back of Lourdes’s Humvee with my family. Elsbeth is up front, riding shotgun as Lourdes drives and shoots questions at us a mile a minute.

“Middle aged sorority girls? Really?” Lourdes laughs. “That must have been something to see.”

“I could have done without it,” Charlie replies. “No need for my teenage brain to see shit like that. Miniskirts and half-tees are not meant for anyone over thirty.”

“Fuck you, kid,” I grin. “Your mom can wear all the miniskirts and half-tees she wants. I wouldn’t mind at all.”

“Gross,” Greta says. “Gross, gross, gross.”

“Grow up,” Stella smiles as she reaches for my hand. “How are you holding up?”

“Me? Peachy keen, baby,” I reply. “Nothing some serious sleep and a couple good meals won’t fix.” I lean up towards the front seat. “There is food, right? Please tell me you have a camp somewhere with food.”

“We have food,” Lourdes says. “Quite a lot, actually. And we have a secure camp about twenty miles west of here. We couldn’t...”

“Turn here,” I say. “Sorry to interrupt, but the Cookers’ camp is down this road a ways.”

“How far?” Lourdes asks.

“Maybe a mile?” I say. “Could be less. I wasn’t paying attention to that part as we fled.”

“It’s a mile,” Greta says.

“You sure?” Lourdes asks. “The more accurate the information, the better it is for my people.”

“What do you mean?” Stella asks.

“You are staying here,” Lourdes replies as she turns off the engine and steps from the Humvee. She ducks back in and points at Elsbeth. “El will watch you if she’s up for it.”

“Up for it,” Elsbeth replies as she stretches out and puts her hands behind her head. “Totally.”

“There will be a driver per vehicle,” Lourdes says, looking back at the line of four Humvees. “But everyone else is coming with me. We need to sneak into the camp, so we can’t just drive down the road. John is already heading that direction to give us a little recon, but considering all the dead bodies in that meadow, my guess is most of the camp came after you. Hopefully we won’t run into any trouble too hard to handle.”

“Nah,” Elsbeth says. “They can’t fight for shit.”

“Barfly was doing pretty well against you,” Charlie says. Elsbeth slowly turns her head and gives him a look I’m glad she’s not giving me. “Uh, but you would have, well, taken him down, I’m sure.”

“The radio is right there,” Lourdes says as she points to the CB on the dash. “You get on that and holler if there’s any trouble.”

“Do we get guns?” Greta asks.

“Do you want guns?” Lourdes counters.

“No,” Stella says. “Not right now. We’re all a little jumpy and I don’t want one accidentally going off.”

“I’m not jumpy,” Greta says.

“Yeah, right,” Charlie laughs.

“Shut up!” Greta snaps.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” I snarl. “Not now!”

“Kids, bro,” Elsbeth smirks.

“Ugh, please don’t say bro,” I say. “I never want to hear that word again.”

“You guys keep tight and stay here,” Lourdes says. “Don’t kill each other.”

“No promises,” I smile.

“No promises,” Elsbeth echoes. I drop my smile. “Kidding, Long Pork. Chill, bro.”

“El, come on,” I plead.

“Bro, bro, bro, bro, bro,” Elsbeth laughs.

“Right. Good luck,” Lourdes laughs then takes off.

We watch as she and her people, as well as Buzz and the others jog down the road, disappearing into the woods on either side, after Lourdes gives several hand signals and calls out the plan.

“What happened to you?” Greta asks Elsbeth after a few minutes.

“Got caught,” Elsbeth shrugs. “It happens.”

“The last we saw you, you had run into the horde of Zs to distract them for us,” Stella says. “How’d you get from there to being Barfly’s captive?”

“I wasn’t his captive,” Elsbeth says. “It took me a while to fight off the Zs and get away. I went looking for you Stanfords, but you were gone. I looked and looked and then I wasn’t in the city anymore.”

We wait for a minute, but she doesn’t continue.

“Is that when he captured you?” Greta asks.

“He didn’t capture me,” Elsbeth responds. “I said that. You aren’t listening to me.”

“Then why’d you...” Greta pushes.

“I need to pee,” Elsbeth says suddenly and opens the door. She hops out of the Humvee, but doesn’t look back at us. “Stay here. Don’t leave. I’ll be right back.”

She hurries into the woods and we all stare after her.

“Well...?” Stella asks and I turn to see my family staring at me and not the woods.

“Well, what?” I reply.

“Aren’t you going to go after her?” Stella asks.

“She’s going to pee,” I exclaim. “I think she can handle it on her own.”

“Dad, she’s not going pee,” Greta says. “She’s evading us.”

“Well, we are giving her the third degree,” I say.

“Jace...” Stella says. And that’s all she has to say.

“Fine, I’ll go see what’s up,” I sigh. “If I’m not back in fifteen minutes that means she killed me. Run for your lives.”

“Ha ha,” Stella frowns. “Now go.”

I open the door and climb out of the Humvee. I look behind us and see one of the drivers watching me. I give him a thumbs up and he returns it as I duck into the woods.

“El?” I call out. “El? You there?”

There isn’t much of a moon because of cloud cover and I quickly realize that a flashlight would have been a good idea. She can’t have gone too far, right?

“El?” No response.

I stumble my way through the dark woods, getting plenty of thorn scratches for my trouble because apparently Tennessee has thorny bushes too. Mother fucking thorny bushes.

“El?” Still no response.

That’s not good.

I think I hear a twig snap and spin about, but there’s no one there. Great, I’m stumbling about in creepy woods. Awesome.

One step at a time is how I go through the dark woods until I realize I’m probably going to get my ass lost more than I’m going to find Elsbeth, so I turn around to head back.

That’s when I see them, standing right there in front of me with their dog heads and freaky brown painted bodies. It may be dark, but I can see well enough to know I have a bit of a Jackal problem.

“Long pork,” one of them says.

“That’s my name,” I reply.

“What?”

“My name.”

“Your name is what?”

“Long Pork,” I say.

“Yeah, that’s what you are,” the voice replies.

“I know, I just said that,” I say. “So did you. That’s why I said that’s my name. They call me Long Pork.”

“Who calls you that?”

“Well, almost everybody,” I sigh. “It really does suck. Barfly even called me that, which I was not fond of. I’d actually appreciate it if you call me something else.”

“I didn’t call you that because it’s your name,” the voice says. “I called you that because that’s what you are: long pork. Meat.”

“Oh, I see,” I laugh. “You actually meant the literal definition of long pork. You weren’t calling me by my nickname at all. My bad, guys. Sorry about that.” I chuckle hard. “Glad we cleared that up. I’ve got to go tell my wife. She’ll think this was funny.”

My way is blocked instantly as they surround me. Brown bodies and dead dog heads. Not going to have nightmares of this fucking image. Nah.

“So...you guys on your way to see Barfly?” I ask. “The camp is back that way, in case you need directions. I’d show you, but I’m supposed to stay close to the Humvees.”

“Humvees? What Humvees?” the voice asks.

“The ones back on the road,” I say. “You guys must have seen them when you walked this way.”

“We don’t use the road,” the voice replies. “We’re Jackals, we stay to the trees; we hunt with nature.”

“Oh, sure, of course,” I say. “But aren’t jackals more scavengers than hunters? I’d think you guys are more about the leftovers than the fresh kill. Is that why you’re going to see Barfly?”

“Barfly is dead,” the voice says. “We watched it happen. Now we go and take what was his and make it ours.”

“So you are scavengers,” I reply. “Way to embrace the ethos.”

“Tells us about these Humvees,” the voice orders. “Why are there Humvees?”

“Because soldiers, or I guess, private military contractors, like to travel in Humvees,” I answer. “It’s how they roll. Literally. Speaking of, I really need to get back.”

“Mickey? Carlito? Go check the Humvees,” the voice commands. “If they are takable, then take them. Kill anyone you find. We need the meat.”

“Hold on now!” I exclaim. “My family is back there and I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t kill them, thank you!”

“You killed my mother,” the voice snarls. “Only fair to kill your family.”

“You are Bungee Betty’s son?” I ask.

“Daughter!” the voice growls.

“Sorry, sorry,” I apologize quickly. “It’s hard to tell since you’re talking through a fucking German Shepherd’s severed head!”

“It’s a Husky, not a German Shepherd,” someone else says.

“Whatever the fuck it is, don’t go kill my family!” I shout. “STELLA! KIDS! RUN!”

Something clubs me in the back of my head and I fall to my knees.

“Ah, fuck,” I whisper as I reach back and feel the thick blood start to flow down my neck. “I’m so sick of this shit.”

“Pick him up,” Husky Woman says. “Bring him with. He can watch as we carve up his people. You have a son, right? Yeah, you have a son. He pulled the trigger.” 

I can kinda make out a nasty looking dog head shoved into my face, but my head is swimming from the blow and I’m not sure. Who fucking knows anymore? 

“You awake, Long Pork?” Husky Woman asks. “I want to make sure you are awake as I slice off your son’s balls. I really want you to be awake when I feed those balls to you.”

“Gonna pass,” I grunt.

“Get him up.”

I’m yanked to my feet and dragged through the woods. Yet, surprisingly I don’t get nailed by the thorny bushes. What the fuck? Anytime I walk by myself, it’s like the fuckers jump out and grab me, but when I’m being held up by two people, they part like the fucking Red Sea. Fucking thorny bushes.

A hard slap brings me out of my thoughts and I’m thrown to the ground by the side of the road right next to the Humvees.

“I see trucks, but I don’t see people,” Husky Woman snaps. “Where are your people?”

“How the fuck should I know?” I shout. “I’ve been in the woods with you cannibal fucks! Maybe everyone needed to take a piss.”

“I’m the only one that needed to piss,” Elsbeth says as she stands on top of Lourdes’s Humvee. “Everyone else ran.”

“Where’d they run to?” Husky Woman asks as she jumps back and looks up.

My head is screaming and my vision is blurry, but I can see that Elsbeth is holding something. Two somethings, actually. 

“They ran down the road,” Elsbeth says. “I told the soldiers to get my family to a safe place. That’s where they’re running to.”

“There’s no safe place here for you mother fuckers!” Husky Woman shouts. “You can run and run and run and we will catch you! We will track you forever! You don’t come to Cannibal Road, kill one of our gangs, and expect to just walk away!”

“No one is walking,” Elsbeth laughs. “They’re running. We’ve already talked about the running. Long Pork? Is this woman stupid?”

“Yes. Yes, she is,” I answer. I wait for the blow, but no one hits me for the remark. Small miracles and all that shit.

“If she can’t understand me, she must have gone cuckoo crazy when you were talking to her,” Elsbeth says, still laughing. “Doesn’t he drive you nuts when he talks?”

“Are you talking to me or the Husky?” I ask.

“I’m talking to the Husky.”

“Right, of course.”

“Get down from there and we may let you live,” Husky Woman says. “You weren’t there when they killed my mother. Sparing you will be my good deed.”

“Oh, that’s a problem,” Elsbeth says, “because, as they say, no good deed goes unpunished.”

“You totally nailed that one, El,” I snort. “Brilliant come back.”

“Thanks, Long Pork,” Elsbeth replies. “I’m learning from you.”

“And you are doing a fine job at-.”

“SHUT UP!” Husky Woman roars. “No more talking! Come down off that Humvee or I send my people up to get you!”

“Like you sent these people?” Elsbeth asks. She tosses what she has in her hands and the Jackals jump back.

Hey, look! El found Mickey and Carlito!

The two severed heads roll to a stop right by me and I nudge one of them away with my knee.

“You fucking cunt,” Husky Woman snarls. “No good deeds for you.”

“Yeah, I know,” Elsbeth says as she jumps down from the Humvee. 

She may not have her blades in hand, but she found some seriously wicked looking combat knives. All eyes go to the knives and the blood dripping off them.

“Kill her,” Husky Woman says.

At my count, there are about ten Jackals standing on the side of the road. That number drops by two, then by four then by six as the morons go after a woman that obviously just cut off their friends’ heads with the same knives she’s using to kill the fuck out of them. Fucking morons.

You’d think being cautious would be part of the plan when coming across a woman like Elsbeth. I mean, it’s not like they didn’t have warning. They saw what she could do back at that meadow.

Oh, wait...no they didn’t. For once, Elsbeth was getting her ass handed to her. They didn’t see her beat Barfly. They saw his head get blown open by John’s bullet. 

Well, no wonder they’re dying like morons. My bad. 

Elsbeth dodges a baseball bat then jumps, planting a foot on the back tire of the Humvee. She pushes off and soars into the air, her hands slashing this way and that. It’s like watching a big cat in full kill mode. Every single molecule of her is focused on her prey and not one ounce of energy is wasted. 

A man screams, a woman gurgles and two more are gone, falling into pools of their own blood. That leaves two Jackals and Husky Woman to take on Elsbeth. Yeah, good luck with that.

The two Jackals look to Husky Woman and even with dog heads on, I can see the fear in their eyes.

“Fuck this shit,” one of them says. He turns and runs, but only makes it a couple of steps before one of Elsbeth’s knives lands between his shoulder blades.

“He was trying to get away!” the last man shouts. “You can’t kill a person that is trying to-.”

His throat is slashed completely open just above his collarbones. His hands go to the river of blood that is pouring out of him as he falls to his knees. There are some choking sounds, but it’s all over so fast that the guy doesn’t really have time to make a strong statement about his death.

I hope I get the last word when I die.

Which could be right now as a blade is pressed to my own throat.

“You move and he dies!” Husky Woman yells.

“Then kill him,” Elsbeth says. “Then I kill you.”

I’m pulled to my feet and all the blood races to my head and I cry out. Head rush! My vision is nothing but black spots and motes of light. My hearing is a deafening thrum. The world is lost to me.

I’m jostled this way and that. The blade is to my throat, then gone, and then back then gone. Through the pounding of blood in my head and ears, I hear some shouts, a few grunts, and a final, last pained scream.

My legs hold and I know I’m not dead because I can feel a slight breeze drying the blood on the back of my head. I try to focus my eyes, but I am totally blind and see nothing but red.

Until Elsbeth wipes the blood from my eyes.

“Oh, hey, there you are,” I smile. “You kill her?”

“All over you,” she replies. “Sorry.”

“So, not my blood in my eyes?” I ask.

“Not your blood in your eyes,” Elsbeth replies as she continues to clean my face.

“I’m going to ignore the ick factor and just say thanks,” I say. 

“You’re welcome, Long Pork,” Elsbeth grins. “It’s what I do.”

“And you do it so well,” I sigh. She finishes cleaning me and I look around. “Where did everyone go, anyway? Did you really tell them to run?”

“Yep. I sent them towards the camp when I saw the cannies go after you,” Elsbeth says. “The soldiers wanted to argue, but Stella changed their minds.”

“Yeah, I bet she did. I can only- Hey! What do you mean when you saw the cannies going after me? You let them get me?”

“I had to save Stella and the kids,” Elsbeth replies. “Priorities.”

“Fair enough,” I say. “And thank you for that, but they could have killed me.”

“Nah. I knew I had time,” she shrugs. “You talk so fucking much.”

“They whacked the fuck out of my head, though,” I say as I feel the huge lump forming on the back of my skull. “That could have killed me right there.”

She just shrugs again.

“Right, but I didn’t die so it’s all good.” I stumble a little and she helps me over to the Humvee. “Ooh, sitting is good.”

“Jace!” Stella yells as she comes running up the road followed by several PCs. “You’re alive!”

“Yippee,” I say and twirl my fingers. “Jace Stanford dodges another bullet.”

“They didn’t have bullets, stupid,” Elsbeth says.

“Yes, I know they didn’t literally have... Oh, you’re fucking with me.”

“Totally fucking with your shit,” Elsbeth smiles as she slaps me on the shoulder. “You just got shit fucked, Long Pork.”

“Yeah, I think we need to talk about the proper use of that phrase,” I say just before Stella wraps herself about me. “But that’ll have to be later.”

My wife pretty much loses her shit and I hold her as she sobs and sobs. If my head didn’t hurt so much I’d probably sob with her, but instead I just keep my arms about her as tight as I can and let her work it out.

“Better?” I ask when she finally quiets.

“Better,” she sniffs.

“Where are the kids?”

“Back at the camp helping with the other prisoners,” Stella replies. “A lot of our people were in the other barn. They found Stuart, Dr. McCormick, Melissa, even Boyd.”

“Who?” I ask.

“Boyd,” Stella says. “You know Boyd.”

“Yeah,” Elsbeth says. “Everyone knows Boyd.”

“I don’t know Boyd,” I say. “Who the fuck is Boyd?”

“They must have really hit you,” Stella says. “Let’s get you to the camp. We’re staying there tonight while we inventory their supplies. We’ll rendezvous with the rest at the factory tomorrow.”

“The factory? Boyd? I’m so confused,” I whine.

“Just sit tight and you can rest after Dr. McCormick checks you out,” Stella says as she climbs into the Humvee with me.

Elsbeth rides shotgun again while a PC hops into the driver’s seat and starts the engine.

I think I stay awake for exactly point one seconds.
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Chapter Ten


[image: image]


The Cookers really didn’t have much in the way of supplies. Lots of handmade melee weapons and a good amount of rainwater stored in barrels, but other than the few bodies packed in salt (they had plenty of salt, which was good), there really wasn’t much. Not even clothes, coats, or anything to keep them warm during the winter. They were truly living a bare bones existence.

No pun intended. You know, because of ‘bare bones’ and I’m talking about cannibals? Right?

Okay, I’ll shut up.

The morning light was like a billion daggers in my eyes as we drove west towards the factory. I guess Lourdes and her people barely got out of Knoxville and fled until they found an old RV manufacturing plant. That’s where we pull into as the caravan of Humvees, and the few vehicles from the Cookers’ camp that Elsbeth didn’t blow up, come to a dusty halt.

Yeah, Elsbeth set the vehicles to blow so we could get away. That was nice of her.

I still haven’t gotten the full story from Elsbeth about how she got captured, or didn’t get captured, but there’s time for that. I do not have the energy to push and tangle with that woman right now. The circular logic alone could cause an aneurysm.

Even though it is just barely past dawn, there is a shit ton of activity around the two huge metal buildings that make up the factory. People are welding, drilling, sawing, and whatever the fuck else you do when you make big shit for even bigger shit.

“All of them have multi-fuel engines,” Lourdes explains as we get out of the Humvees and stare at the hustle and bustle. “We’re stripping out everything that is not essential for surviving on the road. Every ounce counts from now on. We have no idea what fuel will be available and how many detours we’ll need to take to get to Boulder.”

“So we are for sure going to Boulder?” I ask.

“Yes,” Stuart says as he limps up to me. Half his face is covered in bandages and the part that isn’t covered is crisscrossed with a million cuts. He ignores my stare and keeps talking. “Some of the folks in the other pens told us about how Kansas City is a wasteland and to avoid it at all costs. I don’t know if we can completely, but we certainly aren’t going to waste time checking the place out.”

“So some of the captives were coming from the West?” I ask. “That doesn’t bode well.”

“Nothing bodes well,” Lourdes says.

“Jace? I’m going to take the kids to find some food,” Stella says, a worried look on her face. “I’ll let you guys talk this out. We’ll have a meeting later tonight to decide everything, okay?”

“Okay,” I say as I kiss her quickly. “Love you.”

“Love you too.”

“Listen Jace,” Lourdes says and I know what she’s about to say is not going to make me happy. “About that meeting. I don’t think this convoy should be a civilian operation any longer.”

“There are no civilians in the apocalypse,” I reply, intentionally ignoring her meaning. “We’re all soldiers in the war on the undead.”

“You know what I mean,” she says. “I think, and so do most of the others, that Stella should step down as being in charge and let those of us that know how to keep everyone alive do their jobs.”

“That what you think, Stuart?” I ask as I lean against the Humvee. “That we need military rule?”

“No, I agree with you, Jace,” Stuart says and I can see even the simple act of answering my question hurts him. I can’t wait to get his side of what went down that day in Knoxville. “But I agree with Lourdes, as well. While we are on the road, we need to have a clear chain of command. No more committee meetings, no more getting people’s opinions before we act. If we are going to survive until Boulder, we have to have someone in charge that can make the hard choices and get as many of us there alive as possible.”

“As many of us...” I echo and let the words fall away. “You don’t think we are all going to survive, do you?”

“We haven’t so far,” Stuart says. “We lost a lot of people in Knoxville and a lot at the Cookers’ camp. We did pick up a few of the cannies that surrendered instantly. Not everyone there was there because they wanted to be.”

“Whoa, wait, we’re saving cannies now?” I ask. “I guess I missed that this morning when we were loading up.”

“Something wrong with saving cannies?” Elsbeth asks.

“You know what I mean,” I snap.

“We need numbers if we are going to survive the next 1300 miles,” Stuart says. “And who are we to judge who lives and who dies? We’ve all done horrible things to stay alive in this world since Z-Day. There isn’t a fucking saint in this ragtag bunch.”

“Amen to that,” Buzz says. 

I look around and see Buzz, Porky, Pup, John, Lourdes, Stuart, and Elsbeth staring at me. Everyone else has gone into the largest of the factory buildings to get washed up, have some food, and to get some rest.

“When did you have time to talk about this?” I ask. “While I was passed out last night?”

“It’s amazing how much we can get done without your mouth around,” Stuart smirks, then grunts with pain. “But, seriously, Jace. We are deep in the shit and Lourdes knows how to get us out of it better than anyone here.”

“Almost better than anyone,” John says, “but her peeps won’t listen to me, so she gets to call the shots.”

“Please don’t say peeps,” I cringe. “Or bro. Those two words are off limits from here on out.”

“Amen to that,” Stuart nods.

“This isn’t going to be a take over,” Lourdes says. “We’ll gather everyone tonight and have a vote, but those that vote against will need to find their own rides. I can’t have dissent while we are on the road. All it takes is a single moment’s hesitation and everything goes to shit.”

“Wow,” is all I can say to that. “Join us or be exiled. Lovely.”

“It’s not like that,” Buzz says. “Not at all. We’ve just got to get our crap together, Jace. We’ve been so focused on running from what’s chasing us that we’ve forgotten about what’s in front.”

“And that’s a whole lotta Hell,” John says. “Nothing is going to get better, just worse. We have to have our shit stored and locked down tight.”

“You don’t store shit,” Elsbeth says, then holds up a hand and hooks a thumb towards me. “Sorry. I know what you mean. I hang out with him too much.”

“Nice,” I frown. “Have you told anyone else yet?” I point at the PCs and survivors busily working on retrofitting the RVs that fill the huge parking lot in front of the factory buildings. “Are these people working their asses off thinking they still have a vote?”

“They do still have a vote,” Lourdes says. “They just may not have rides, that’s all. This is a ‘what’s best for all’ scenario. Sometimes everyone’s safety comes first before everyone’s rights.”

“Spare me the post 911 rationale,” I snap. “I lived through the war on terror, thank you. No one was safer and everyone was a lot less free.”

“Not really a sound analogy,” Stuart says. “This isn’t some perceived threat that may or may not happen, Jace. It’s happening now and we are already deep in it. We dove headfirst and slammed into the bottom. Now we have to deal with the aftermath.”

I close my eyes and start to shake my head, but the pain nearly makes my knees give out and I grab onto the Humvee to stay standing.

“Let’s get you inside so you can rest more,” John says. “I also want Reaper to check you out. Dr. McCormick is good, but she’s also traumatized from the cannibal camp. A fresh pair of eyes could keep you from dying in your sleep.”

He gets a thumbs up to that.

Porky and Pup each take an arm and help me towards the buildings. They are so fucking big that I pretty much just drag my toes and don’t have to walk at all.

Just before we get to the big building, I realize something.

“Hey, Pup?” I ask. “Where’s your uncle? Where’s Critter?”

“We don’t know,” Pup says. “He’s one of the ones still missing.”

“Is anyone looking for him?”

“No,” Porky answers. “Not enough people and not enough time. If he ain’t dead, he’ll find us.”

“What if we leave before he does?” I ask.

“He’ll find us,” Buzz says from directly behind me. “Don’t you worry none about that.”

***
[image: image]


I’M MORE THAN GROGGY as I sit on the hard concrete floor of the big factory building. Stella has just woken me up from a less than restful nap. It was one of those naps where you don’t know if you are asleep or awake and your dreams mix with the sounds of reality.

All that kept running through my head while I tried to sleep was how people would react once they knew that a military coup was happening.

Okay, okay, maybe not a “coup,” but it sure as shit isn’t democracy in action.

I’ve got Greta on one side and Charlie on the other. They are pretty much propping me up and keeping me from toppling over.

Stella is standing up front with Lourdes, Buzz, and Stuart. My wife does not look like a happy camper. Hell, she doesn’t look like a happy cannibal camper and they are a lot less cheerful than regular campers, believe me.

Lourdes has just let everyone know what her plan is and the building is silent. It’s not the reaction I was expecting. I was thinking more vocal outrage and maybe some fist shaking. But everyone sits there before the four of them and listens; no shouting, no voices raised in anger and outrage.

Everyone is so exhausted, so scared, so ready to get someplace safe that they are willing to overlook everything Lourdes is saying.

“This isn’t permanent,” Lourdes says. “This is only while the convoy is in place. Once we reach our destination, Stella will take control again and we can work on getting civilization up and running once more.”

Still, no one speaks out. They sit there, some looking from Lourdes to Stella and back, some looking at their neighbors, some looking down at their hands as they hang their heads. But no one argues at all.

Which means it’s up to me.

“I’m sorry, but this is bullshit,” I say as I slowly get to my feet. The room swims, but I keep my feet and take a deep breath. “If we give up the basic right of freedom of choice, we are no different than the Zs. We’re just a bunch of shambling morons getting from Point A to Point B. Why even bother with the convoy?” I spread my arms, then wish I hadn’t as I struggle to keep my balance. “Why not just stay here? These buildings can house a lot of people and we obviously have tools and supplies.”

“We have tools, yes,” Lourdes says, “but supplies are short. We’ll be out of food and water by the end of next week.”

“Then how will we survive on the road?” I ask. “It’ll take longer than that to get to Boulder, especially with the haul truck blown to shit. We have nothing to clear the road.”

“We’re outfitting a couple of RVs with plows,” Lourdes says. “They’ll shove cars out of the way as we go. And, some of the folks we saved last night have told us that there are quite a few clear stretches along the interstates. People have tried to get things back to a semblance of civilization.”

“And where are those people?” I ask. “Are they here now? If so, what went wrong? Why leave?”

I look around the huge space and find quite a few new folks that refuse to look at me.

“Let me guess,” I laugh. “You had a good thing going, and then times got hard. A well meaning person decided that maybe some rules needed to be in place and the next thing you know you’re all running for your lives because the shit hit the dictatorial fan. That about sum it up?”

No answers from anyone, but I don’t expect any.

“Stella supports this,” Stuart says, “and so do I.”

“Stuart, man, I love you like a brother, but I also remember when you were Brenda’s trigger finger. As much as I want to believe you, I just can’t. I’ve seen the people you’ve killed since Z-Day.”

“We’ve all killed people,” Stuart replies, not taking my bait. “And we all have to live with those memories. But the only way we can live with those memories is to stay alive, Jace.”

Scared faces, confused faces, that’s what I see as I look for sympathy amongst the crowd. Not a single person is in solidarity with me here. They want to live and survive so bad that they will do so at any cost.

“Fine,” I nod. Ow. “Lourdes is in charge while we are a convoy, no problem. But to abandon anyone that disagrees? That’s pretty fucking barbaric.”

“Order will be...” Lourdes starts.

“Fuck your order!” I yell. “This is the mother fucking apocalypse! Every time someone tries to maintain order, innocent people die! We maintained order in Whispering Pines and any unlucky bum that came by the gate got shot! Vance wanted to establish order and we had to blow up the whole fucking subdivision to fight him off! Mondello wanted order and brought an army to take us out! The Consortium wants order and they fucking dirty bombed Asheville to get it! Order will be the mother fucking death of us! FUCK YOUR ORDER!”

“Dad,” Greta says softly, suddenly at my side. “Sit down.”

“I’m not going to fucking sit down!” I shout. “I’m not! I didn’t live this long in this mother fucking hell to be told what to do! No one fucking tells me what to do! I’m a fucking human being and I have fucking inalienable rights!”

“Dad,” Charlie says from my other side. “It’s cool. We know what you mean.”

“I don’t think you do,” I snap. “You’re a kid, Charlie. You both are. You’ve never lived free. You’ve always had parents that can override your decisions and tell you what to do. To live free, then to have that freedom taken away is one of the worst feelings in the world. Worse than death...”

I realize the stupidity of those last words and sigh.

“I just don’t want to die without my freedom,” I sigh. “I can’t die without my freedom. Then it will have all been for nothing and I should have just offed my family on Z-Day.”

“Jason Stanford, you will take those words back this second!” Stella snaps. She stomps over to me and gets right in my face. “You selfish, sorry prick! How dare you say something like that as if it was your choice to make! I am not your property and your kids are not your property! At no point during all of this waking nightmare have you ever had the authority to decide whether I live or die! You talk about freedom and then spout that bullshit? Fuck you, Jason Stanford! FUCK YOU!”

“Uh-oh, sounds like mommy and daddy are fightin’,” a voice calls out from behind us. “That can’t be good. I’d back down, Long Pork. Ain’t nobody gonna win, not even you, when Stella gets all riled up like that.”

We all turn to see a somewhat welcome sight.

Critter.

He’s standing with a couple of the PCs. They aren’t there because of him, but because of who is with him.

Kramer.

“Hello, everyone,” Dr. Kramer says. “I see we are having a discussion. Sorry to be late. I hope I haven’t missed the good parts.”

“Shut yer hole, Kramer,” Critter snaps and the man quiets down immediately.

I don’t know what happened between them out there, but Critter obviously has put the mad doctor in his place.

“I caught the gist of what is happenin’ when I pulled up,” Critter says. “These gentlemen were kind enough to let me know that martial law has been established. Ain’t that somethin’.”

“It’s not martial law,” Lourdes says.

“Don’t get your lady boxers in a bunch, sweet guns,” Critter says as he walks through the seated crowd and up to the woman. “You haven’t heard my take on all this. And I can see from a few faces out there that there might be some interest in what an older, more experienced person such as me might think.”

“Please,” Lourdes says. “The floor is yours.”

“Thank you,” Critter replies after a quick bow. “Hey, folks. Miss me?”

Finally, a few smiles start to show up on the faces of the crowd.

“I figured as much,” he chuckles. “Now, if I have this right, Ms. Lourdes here will be in charge as long as the convoy is on the road, then she gives up control to Stella once we get to our destination. And I am in total agreement.”

There are some surprised gasps.

“That’s right, I think it’s a fine idea to let the person that knows the most about gettin’ a convoy safely to its destination be in charge,” Critter says. “And you all know how much respect I have for Stella Stanford, so her takin’ control again has my vote as well.”

“But...,” I prod.

“Thank you, Jace,” Critter smiles. “I knew I could count on you to spot the but.”

A little laughter, but mainly expectation.

“The but is what happens if our destination doesn’t want Stella to have any control?” Critter asks. “What if we get there and we are either not welcomed, or we are not allowed to have a say in what happens to us?”

He lets that sink in.

“I wouldn’t mind if we figure that out before I fully give up my right to die a free man,” Critter says. “Because, unfortunate as it was, I have spent the past couple of days alone with Kramer. Now, I don’t believe everythin’ he told me, but there are some nuggets of truth that are botherin’ me somethin’ wicked like.”

“Like what?” Stuart asks, looking from Critter to Kramer. “What information haven’t you told us?”

“Quite a lot, Gunnery Sergeant,” Dr. Kramer grins. “You didn’t think I’d spill it all and lose my only insurance policy, did you? I’ve given you what you need to know to stay alive on the road, but when you get to Boulder, you’ll still need me to get you inside.”

“Well, of course he hasn’t told us everythin’,” Critter laughs. “Wouldn’t expect a weasel like him to be forthcomin’, now would we?”

“I can get him to talk,” Buzz says.

“Oh, Mr. Fitzpatrick, I am sure you could,” Kramer grins. “But would what I say be of any value? That is the question one must ask themselves when they propose torture as a means to gather information.”

“See?” Critter frowned. “I have been dealin’ with that shit for hours and hours and hours. Nearly killed him myself.”

“Can we get back to the root of all of this?” I ask. “The fact that we still need freedom to...”

“Oh, cram your freedom fantasy up your asshole, Long Pork,” Critter snapped. “What the hell do you know about freedom? What do any of us know? Not a goddamn bit, that’s what. You think we were free before Z-Day? We ain’t never been free! This country was a lie from the start and those of you that lived in your little subdivision ate that lie up like a dog eatin’ it’s own puke!”

“Could have done without that visual,” Charlie says.

“No shit,” Greta responds.

“Hush,” Stella growls.

They hush.

“I grew up where my own daddy whipped me harder than he whipped our mule,” Critter said. “That ain’t free. I was drafted and spent four years in a nasty jungle against my will. Four years of killin’ people I didn’t know enough to hate. That ain’t free.”

Critter was in Vietnam? Didn’t know that.

“I spent the rest of my life runnin’ from the law because I wanted a piece of the lie like everyone else,” Critter continued. “That ain’t free. Now I gotta live with you losers instead of being back in my holler with a jar of ‘shine and a plate of barbecue. That ain’t free.”

He zeroes in on me and it takes all of my willpower not to look away from those intense, beady eyes.

“You don’t know what real freedom is, Jason Stanford,” Critter says. “You never have, boy. So don’t stand there and fill these people’s heads with your arguments for this and your arguments against that. You are wastin’ their time and you are wastin’ my time. We need to be back on the road and we need to be doin’ that now. So shut that smart mouth of yours and let’s get this convoy rollin’. Understood?”

Well, it’s not like I can say much to that. The crotchety old fart has a point. I may not agree with his points, but for the first time tonight, I see some small bits of hope on the faces before me.

“Understood,” I say. “But I am going to propose a change in leadership.”

“Are you now?” Lourdes sighs. “This should be good.”

“I propose Critter is in charge,” I say. “He can defer to you how he wants, and he may want to defer everything, but I’d feel a lot better if he was the man with the final vote. He’s been fighting all his life and he knows the unwritten rules of a brutal road. He’s a criminal, a rebel, an asshole, and a leader. That’s who I want telling me what to do when I die, not a soldier.”

“Now hold on a damn...’”Critter starts to protest.

“I second that motion,” Buzz says.

“And I’ll third it,” Stella says as she reaches out and takes my hand. “I think Critter would be the perfect choice.”

“Stuart?” Lourdes asks. “What are your thoughts?”

“Once again, Jace pulls the answer out of his ass,” Stuart smiles, winces, then smiles again. “The man is a survivor and I sure as shit know he won’t let power go to his head.”

“Hey, now!” Critter cries. “I don’t want the damn job!”

“Tough shit,” I say. “All in favor of Critter Fitzpatrick being the man in charge?”

“Aye!” the crowd shouts. 

“That sounded pretty damned unanimous,” Stuart says as he claps Critter on the shoulder.  “Bet you didn’t see that coming when you started your speech.”

“I hate you, Long Pork,” Critter says as he glares at me. “You know that, right? I’ll get you for this.”

“Hey, you’re in charge now,” I grin. “You can always order me to be dragged behind one of the RVs.”

“I might just do that,” he says.

“You will not,” Stella snaps. “Don’t you even try.”

Critter keeps grumbling as folks stand and approach him. There’s a lot of hand shaking and back slapping, but I don’t pay too much attention to it as I see Elsbeth slowly make her way from the building.

“You think she’ll be alright?” I ask Stella.

“You’re worried about El? When I just reamed you out in front of everyone?” Stella laughs. “You are fucked up, Jason Stanford.”

“No argument there,” Greta says.

“It’s a documented fact,” Charlie adds.

“Fuck you all,” I smirk. “You suck.”

***
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IT TAKES TWO MORE DAYS to get everything together so we can head out on the road. Fifteen RVs with miscellaneous vehicles interspersed to act as flanking guards and also to block any attacks. One of the vehicles is Critter’s Jeep, which he insisted he would drive, until he was told by everyone that as leader he had to be in one of the RVs.

He was not happy, to say the least. 

Everything is distributed evenly amongst the RVs based on how many occupants there are. If anyone gets separated, they’ll have a fighting chance to keep going for at least a little while. However, with a total of fifteen RVs, all armored and outfitted for combat travel, it would be pretty surprising if anything can separate us.

But, hey, surprising is the theme of the apocalypse apparently.

At least that’s what I’m thinking as we only get a half mile down the road and the convoy has to come to a stop. It was decided that I would ride up in the second to the front RV with my family. We also have Stuart, John, Elsbeth, Reaper, and all the Fitzpatricks, including Melissa. Critter is up in the front RV with Lourdes and that’s where the order to stop comes from over the radio.

“What you got, Uncle Critter?” Buzz asks over the radio.

“A bit of a snag,” Critter says. “Looks like we have a bunch of cannies that want a word with us before we go.”

“Cannies?” Buzz asks. “Just run them down.”

“Well, that was my first thought, but they’re waving white flags and shit,” Critter replies. “I believe they’d like a parlay.”

“What? Are we pirates?” I laugh.

“Jace wants to know if we’re pirates,” Buzz relays.

“That was a joke,” I say then see Buzz’s smirk.

“Tell Long Pork to get his butt up here since they want to speak with him directly,” Critter replies and I can hear the smile in his voice. “Don’t know what that boy did, but we ain’t goin’ nowhere until he fixes it.”

“Shit,” I mutter.

“Come on,” Elsbeth sighs. “I’ll go with you.”

“We’re all going,” Stella says then looks at the kids, “except for you two. Stay put.”

“Yeah, not a problem,” Charlie says.

“You couldn’t make me go out there,” Greta adds.

“I’ll stay with them,” Melissa says. “I have had my fill of cannies.”

“And Pup will still be in the driver’s seat,” Buzz says, “in case we need to move fast.”

“Then let the parlay begin,” I sigh. “Awesome.”

We all leave the RV and make our way to the first one where Critter and Lourdes are waiting. I glance back and see a PC settling themselves on top of each of the RVs, their rifles and carbines at the ready.

“What did you do?” Critter grins at me as we proceed towards the crowd of post-apocalyptic misfits that block the road.

“Mr. Stanford! Jace!” a man says from the front of the crowd. He’s dressed in ratty cargo shorts and a torn tee shirt, but with a spotless top hat covering his head. He takes the hat off and bows. “It is nice to meet on much friendlier terms.”

I don’t really recognize the man, but I do recognize the voice.

“Mr. Flips?” I ask.

“The one and only,” Mr. Flips replies as he dons his hat once more. “It was a little dark when we met first so I am not surprised you didn’t realize who I was right away.”

“What the fuck do you want?” I snap. “You can wave those white flags all you want, but you fucking put me and my family into Cannibal Road! I should let the PCs shoot the fuck out of you!”

The white flag waving stops and I see nothing but fear as the canny group turns its attention to Mr. Flip.

The cannie announcer swallows hard and clears his throat. “Yes, well, you would be within your rights.”

“Don’t get him started on rights,” Critter grins then steps forward. “Hell, don’t bother talkin’ to the fool at all. Apparently, I’m the idiot in charge around here, so say what you need to say to me.”

“Ah, well, alright, mister...”

“Critter. Ain’t no mister in front of it,” Critter says. “I ain’t as fancy as someone called Mr. Flips.”

“What do you want, Flips?” I ask.

“We’d like to come with you,” Mr. Flips replies as he gestures to the crowd of about thirty cannies behind him. “Some scouts have returned from their outings and informed us that you have quite an angry hornet’s nest looking for you. Unfortunately, they will have to come our way to get to you. While not all agree, and the majority has stayed behind, I came to the conclusion that it would be better to join you on the run than stay behind and hope we meet mercy.”

“Ain’t no mercy for cannies,” Elsbeth says.

“No truer words have been spoken,” Mr. Flips nods.

“We do not have the room or resources for this many people,” Lourdes says. “Even if we agreed to have a bunch of killers join our ranks.”

“More true words,” Mr. Flips replies. “But we wouldn’t be a burden on you at all. We have our own vehicles and supplies. We would just like to benefit from your expertise and the safety numbers provide.”

“Fuck you,” Stella says.

“I’m going to have to agree with my wife, Flips,” I shrug. “She does have a point there.”

“We’ll train behind you and won’t mix with your party unless we are invited,” Mr. Flips says. “And every person here has sworn they will no longer consume human meat. No harm will come to a single hair in your convoy from us. This I can swear on my life.”

“Give us a second, will ya?” Critter asks and motions for us to take a few steps back and huddle up. “What do y’all think?”

All eyes fall on me.

“Hey, I’m not in charge,” I say, but keep speaking before the insults fly my way. “Yet he makes an argument about the safety in numbers thing. We are bound to lose a percentage of the convoy at some point. Having the cannies with us may mean they are that percentage instead of us.”

“We keep them as decoys?” Stuart asks. “Let them take the heat when we get attacked?”

“They ride in shitty pickups and motorcycles,” I say. “If anyone will be targets it’ll be them first.”

“How democratic of you,” Lourdes smirks.

“When in Rome...” I reply.

“Then they come with,” Critter says. “We don’t trust them, we don’t let them out of our sight, and we don’t ever let them catch us off guard. We do this and eyes are open from the get go.”

“Sounds like a plan, boss,” I say.

“Damn right,” Critter says and turns back to Mr. Flips and his canny crew. “Y’all can come with, but we will be watchin’ you. You make one wrong move and it’s all over. There will be no warnin’ and no second chances. You’re joinin’ a bunch of folk that know how to kill and puttin’ some cannies down will not make half of us blink.”

“As it should be,” Mr. Flips says and bows again. “We thank you for your kindness.”

“It ain’t kindness, it’s about the numbers like ya said,” Critter frowns. “Now get your people ready because we are moving out now. You get left behind and that’s your fault, not mine. Ya hear what I’m sayin’?”

“Loud and clear, Critter,” Mr. Flips nods, and then lets out a loud whistle. The sounds of engines roaring to life make us all jump and pistols and rifles are lifted instantly. Mr. Flips holds his hands up. “My apologies! I have a flair for the dramatic! We’ll fall in line as soon as you pass!”

Several shitty pickups and motorcycles, just as I predicted, roll out of the woods on each side of the interstate. The crowd of cannies hurries off to their respective rides, leaving us alone with Mr. Flips.

Critter steps forward and offers his hand. “No second chances. Not a one.”

“Deal, sir,” Mr. Flips says as he shakes Critter’s hand.

“And one more thing,” I say as I point at the motorcycle riders. “No goggles.”

Everyone looks at me.

“What? I hate goggles,” I say. “They just fucking drive me crazy.”

“They need them to keep the bugs out of their eyes,” Mr. Flips frowns. “But if it is a nonnegotiable term then I’ll...”

“They can keep their stupid goggles,” Critter says as he shakes his head at me. “This is why you ain’t in charge, Long Pork. Sayin’ stupid shit like that.”

“Worth a shot,” I say quietly.

A truck pulls up and Mr. Flips nods to us, and then is helped up into the bed with quite the post-apocalyptic posse.

“Let’s get this show on the road,” Critter says.

“My words exactly,” Mr. Flips smiles down at us.

“Jesus. What have I done?” Critter sighs as he stalks back to his RV.

We all return to our RV and take our seats as the convoy moves out. The kids’ eyes go wide as we drive past the cannies while they wait their turn to take up the rear.

“Uh...,” is all Charlie can say.

“No shit,” Greta adds. “A major fucking uh.”

“Yeah, we have some new friends,” I say. “Always nice to make friends in the apocalypse.”

“If you say so,” Greta replies. “Mom?”

“They promised not to eat us,” Stella shrugs. “Stuart and Critter think they’ll make good decoys if we get attacked.”

“Oh, well that’s cool,” Greta says and then relaxes instantly. “We don’t need friends, but decoys are always good.”

“Totally,” Charlie agrees.

“We’ve raised monsters,” Stella sighs.

“At least we still have them to raise,” I say.

That brings the mood in the RV down a notch and I instantly regret saying the words.

But they are true. 

I have my wife and kids with me. We’ve been driven from our home, nearly eaten, and yet here we sit in a fucking armored RV, rolling down I-40 on our way to the great unknown that is the post-apocalyptic world we live in.

“This thing have a CD player?” I ask. “Can we have some tunes while we go?”

“Yeah, hold on,” Pup says from up front. “Here we go.”

The surround sound speakers were pulled out because of weight, but there are still two speakers up front and I can’t help but smile as Steppenwolf’s “Born To Be Wild” starts up.

“Nice,” I say and close my eyes.

“Is there any Jay-Z?” Charlie asks.

“Or Katy Perry?” Greta shouts over the sounds of the sixties anthem.

I drift off as the kids start to bicker over what music to listen to next. For once, I can give two shits about them fighting, I’m just glad they are alive and we are putting distance between us and Cannibal Road, even if we are taking a little part of it with us.

A hand slips into mine and I don’t have to open my eyes to know whose it is. As sleep takes me, I am perfectly happy with my last conscious thought being that if I were to die while holding my wife’s hand, that would be all the freedom I’d need.

That’s all the freedom I’ve ever needed.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Z-Burbia 5: The Bleeding Heartland


Jake Bible
[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Copyright 2021 Jake Bible

All Rights Reserved






This book is a work of fiction. All characters, incidents, and dialogue are drawn from the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.
[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter One
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Meetings are fun! SO FUCKING FUN!

Sorry. Sorry. I really shouldn’t knock meetings. I mean, meetings are what has saved us from the zombie hordes all these years during this fucking apocalypse, right?

NO, THEY HAVE NOT!

Fucking meetings ... 

“Jace?” Stella asks. “Did you hear me?”

“Huh?” I reply. “Oh, yeah, sure.”

“No, you didn’t,” Stella grumbles.

“Sorry, I was just thinking about how much I love meetings,” I smile.

“None of us love meetings, Long Pork,” Critter snaps. “But what the hell else are we going to do when we’re camped at night? Play fucking charades? You have one hand, you moron. You can’t even tap your wrist to mime two syllables!”

“Mimes, man. Mimes,” I respond.

“Let’s call it a night and get some sleep,” Stuart sighs as he stands up and stretches. “We have a long haul tomorrow. And if it’s like the past few weeks, we have a lot of actual hauling too.”

“Ha!” I snort. “I see what you did there! Because we have to haul all the stupid fucking trucks and cars out of the way just to get down the road!”

“Honey?” Stella asks, looking worried. “Are you feeling okay?”

“What? Yeah, I’m fine,” I say. “Super fine. Super-duper fine. Ain’t nothing but a chicken wing here!”

I puke. All over Stella’s lap.

Shit. Those don’t look like chicken wings. I think that’s squirrel.

“Goddammit, Long Pork!” Critter yells. “This is my RV! Now it’s gonna smell like Stanford puke!”

“My bad, Critter. I’m just a little- BLERGHUCKHOOOPBLUG!”

“Son of a bitch,” Critter mumbles as he walks away from my growing puddle of sick and into the back of the RV. “You’re cleanin’ that up.”

“Doesn’t really matter,” Melissa says. “These RVs stink like hell already.”

33 days. That’s how long it’s been since we left Knoxville and Cannibal Road. 33 motherfucking days. 

It wasn’t so hard to get from Knoxville to Nashville. But Nashville was a nightmare to get past. Need to stay awake for the rest of your life? Just picture a bunch of Zs dressed as rhinestone cowboys chasing your ass. Well, not so much chasing, as sort of shuffle skipping after your ass. It’s like the gayest cowboy chorus line from Hell got turned into Zs, and still remembered their choreography. 

So, Nashville sucked balls.

Then getting out of Nashville sucked more. Instead of heading straight for St. Louis as planned, we had to go up to Louisville because of washed out roads and massive Z herds. 

“Jesus, Jace, you’re burning up,” Stella says as she puts the back of her hand to my forehead. John hands her a couple of towels. “Thank you. Maybe we should get Dr. McCormick in here and check him out.”

“No needles,” I mumble.

What? I don’t like needles. Or maybe I don’t like blood... No, it’s needles. Is it? Fuck if I know right now.

I feel poopy.

I look around the RV at the worried faces and give everyone a thumbs up. And puke again for good measure. Hey, is that a bucket? Who grabbed a bucket? 

“Where’d the bucket come from?” I grunt.

“Pee bucket,” Buzz says. “Don’t worry, it’s clean.”

“Not anymore,” I reply, then heave-ho.

I can hear voices and sort of see the worried faces in a swimmy-vision kind of way. Phew, whatever has my innards by the short and curlies sure is messing with my head. I feel funky. Funky poopy. Funky poopy- BLARFGUGHHUEK!

Okay, so I have mentioned lots of names. Buzz, Stella, Critter, Stuart, John, Melissa. If you don’t know these people by now then fuck you. Why do I even bother ...

You want a recap? Again with the fuck you, you stupid fucking- HURKGLOPPPPPPP-PPP-PPPft. 

Recap: used to live in Asheville, NC in a subdivision called Whispering Pines. Z-Day hits, and we turn the neighborhood into a locked down sanctuary. Then I blew it up. Didn’t want to, but there were bad guys. After that we tried to fix it. Guess what? More bad guys. Then more bad guys. And a dirty bomb. Asheville is a radioactive yuck zone. Left North Carolina and barely made it through Knoxville, TN and the oh so fucking fun Cannibal Road. There was a guy named Barfly there. He was a dick, bro. Got out of there, made it through the Dead Ole Opry in Nashville, nearly got our asses handed to us in Louisville, KY (ha ... KY), and now we are trying to get to Kansas City even though Dr. Kramer says it’s scorched earth.

Fuck Kramer. He’s an asshole mad scientist. Fuck mad scientists.

Oh, and fuck the Consortium, who are probably coming after us. Fuck, they may have even sent some super skilled, brainwashed, killing chicks to wipe us out.

Luckily, we have our own super skilled, not so brainwashed (more brain addled? Don’t tell her I said that. Oh, God, please don’t tell her I said that!) killing chick named Elsbeth. She rocks. She’s family.

“Jace? Baby? What are you saying?” Stella asks, lifting my face from my personal puke bucket. “What’s that about Elsbeth?”

Was I talking out loud?

“Was I talking out loud?” I ask.

“Yeah,” everyone replies.

“Hey, we have a problem,” my son Charlie says as he steps inside the RV. “Half the fucking camp is throwing up right now.”

“And shitting themselves,” my daughter Greta adds as she shoves Charlie out of the way and steps into the RV. “Jesus! What’s that smell?”

“Uh-oh,” I grumble. “Incoming! I mean, outgoing!”

The eyes in the swimmy-faces go very wide, and I feel several hands lift me up and pretty much eject me from the RV right before the unthinkable happens.

Motherfucker. I just totally pooped my pants.

“Awesome,” Greta smirks.

I am puking and shitting myself, yet that smirk shines down on me like an evil beacon in the night. Teenagers, man. They have sarcasm superpowers. 

“I don’t feel good,” I say. 

“No shit, Dad,” Charlie says.

“Lots of shit, actually,” Greta replies. “Just so we’re really clear, I am not wiping his ass. That’s all you, Mom.”

“Thanks, sweetheart,” Stella replies. “Your kindness is so overwhelming.”

Let us not discount the sarcastic abilities of a mother of teenagers, either. 

“More poopies,” I mumble. “Sorry.”

“Outta here,” Charlie says.

“Me too,” Greta agrees.

“Greta!” Dr. McCormick shouts as she runs up to us. “I’m going to need your help. Oh, shit. Jace has it too?”

“Bad,” I say.

“How many are we looking at, Doc?” Lourdes asks from the back of our little crowd. 

I don’t even remember seeing Lourdes in the RV. Was she at the meeting? When did she show up?

“I was there the whole time, Jace,” Lourdes replies. 

“Talking out loud again?” I ask Stella.

“Yeah, baby. Best to just not open your mouth,” she says.

“Not in the cards,” I say as I barf up one kidney and half my pancreas. How my pancreas split in two, I have no idea. Pancreases are silly that way. Silly splitting in two pancreas.

“Shit,” Lourdes says as calls for help ring out from our little RV camp. 

We started with fifteen RVs, but we’re down to ten now. A couple broke down, a couple were overrun by Z hordes, and one just disappeared in the night. No fucking clue where it went. All the people inside, all the supplies, everything was gone in the morning. No one heard a thing, no one saw a thing. Fucking bizarre. 

So, ten RVs circled like pioneer wagons, with our few flanking vehicles spaced out around them. Way out past our little camp is the canny camp. I think I see a campfire flickering, although we aren’t supposed to have campfires. Lourdes ordered that since out here they can be seen for miles. But the cannies aren’t exactly beholden to our fearless military leader (Critter is the civilian leader and technically he outranks Lourdes, but I’ll leave that between them), so there are campfires.

“You know, there’re other people that can help with the medical stuff,” Greta snaps at Dr. McCormick. “Why do I have to always help?”

“Because you have a knack for it,” Dr. McCormick says. “And everyone else that even has a fraction of your skills is already helping. Reaper is overrun with cases in half the RVs.”

“Food poisoning?” Lourdes asks.

“I don’t think so,” Dr. McCormick says. “With the little rations we have, we’d all be sick right now. It has to be some bug.”

“That hospital in Louisville,” Stuart says. “We probably picked it up there when we scavenged supplies.”

“Jesus,” Dr. McCormick sighs. “We’ll need to gather all of that back up and quarantine it. We can’t afford to throw the supplies away, so just bag them up and keep them away from everyone else. I’ll figure out how to sterilize them later. But, for now, I need all hands on deck.”

“Poop deck,” I laugh. Then poop.

“This is not good,” Dr. McCormick says.

“Ya think?” I ask just before spewing bile all over the ground. Spewing bile is good, it means my stomach is almost empty. Uh-oh. “Uh-oh.”

My bowels are still plenty full, though. Well, not so much anymore after this last blast from the ass.

“We need to clear the RVs,” Dr. McCormick says. “Anyone not sick will need to sleep outside tonight so we can separate those stricken from those not stricken.”

“It’d be a whole lot easier for clean up if the pukers and shitters were outside,” Critter calls from the window of his RV. “We could just hose them down once they’re done.”

“It’s dropping into the twenties,” Lourdes counters. “People will freeze.”

“Sick in the RVs, well outside,” Dr. McCormick orders in a voice that even Critter doesn’t argue with. He just shuts the RV window and pulls the drapes closed.

“He realizes that means him too, right?” Lourdes says.

“I’ll let you break it to him,” Dr. McCormick says. “I have other problems.”

“Let’s get tents set up, and boost the perimeter watch,” John says. With this many people outside, there is bound to be noise, and that’ll bring the Zs.”

“My people will handle the perimeter, if Melissa can handle the tents,” Lourdes says.

“I got it,” Melissa nods, then looks at Buzz. “Rally the boys, we got tents to set up and people to piss off.”

“We won’t piss them off if we ask nicely,” Buzz replies.

“I’m not in an ask nicely mood, Buzz,” Melissa says. “Go get our brothers and round up Critter’s men for Dr. McCormick. She’ll need help moving the sick.”

“Thank you,” Dr. McCormick nods. “Greta?”

“Mom?” Greta whines.

“Move your ass, little girl,” Stella growls. “We all pull our weight. I’ll come join you once I pull your father’s pants off, and get him cleaned up.”

“I wish that was sexy talk,” I mumble as I collapse onto the hard, cold dirt of the abandoned field we stopped in. I press my fevered head into the cool earth and sigh. “That feels good. Oh, crap. CRAP!”

So, my front half is nice and chill against the ground, while my back half is a raging inferno of diarrhea. 

“Burn, baby, burn! Poopy inferno!” I sing. “Burn, baby, burn! Burn that mother down!”

“Yeah, I’m going to go help Dr. McCormick,” Greta says, and bails.

I feel tugging, then hear gagging. Lots of gagging. I can sort of make out the swear words coming from my wife’s mouth, but she’s holding her breath, so they aren’t super easy to piece together. But I get the gist. It’s really about the cadence of the swear. “Motherfucker” sounds way different than just “fuck” or “shit” or “shit fucking cocksucking son of a bitch.” I should know, I’m an expert.

“We don’t have a huge water reserve,” I hear Stuart say. Stuart didn’t leave me! “Wipe what you can with the grass and set that aside. We’ll probably have to bury it or burn it.”

“You want to burn shit covered grass?” Stella laughs. “You really think that’s a good idea?”

“No,” Stuart says. “But if we bury it and someone else comes along and digs it up then we’re spreading whatever this disease is.”

“Who would dig up grass covered in shit?” Stella snaps, tugging at my jeans in a not so gentle manner.

“They may think it’s a cache of supplies buried,” Stuart says. 

“Make it look like graves,” I suggest then clench. “Back off! Back off! FIRE IN THE HOLE!”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Stella cries as she scrambles away from me. Just in time too. “I got this, Stuart. You should go help secure the camp.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Stuart says. “John and Lourdes have it covered. I’ll keep an eye on you and Jace.”

“You called me Jace,” I sigh as a hot air balloon’s worth of gas escapes my ass. “You didn’t call me Long Pork.”

“I didn’t want to kick you while you’re down,” Stuart says. “Get well, and it’ll be back to Long Pork.”

Stuart hasn’t been happy with me lately. For some stupid reason we have been butting heads left and right. I think the comment I made back outside Knoxville about him being Brenda’s trigger man kind of ticked him off. Don’t blame him, really. Being connected in any way to that bitch would tick me off too. 

Huh, I probably should have thought about that before I said what I said. Live and learn, right?

“Once we get him moved into an RV, you should go help,” Stella says.

“Yes, ma’am,” Stuart says, and I can hear the smile in his voice.

“Hey!” I growl. “No flirting with my wife, asshole!”

“Jesus Christ, Jace,” Stella sighs. “Shut the fuck up.”

“Yeah, Long Pork,” Stuart grumbles. “Shut the fuck up.”

Oops. Back to Long Pork. It all goes bad so fast in the apocalypse.

There’s more tugging on my legs, then I hear Stella say a few prayers before she gets to work with the grass. God bless my wife.

***
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THE ZOMBIE APOCALYPSE is certainly not short on sensory stimuli. 

From sounds to sights to touch to taste, it can be overwhelming. Especially the smells.

Now, I have smelled some seriously rank stuff since the dead started to walk the earth a few years ago. Things rotting, things burning, more things rotting, even more things rotting, and then there’s the things rotting. Rotting things is top of the list. Actually, it pretty much is the list.

Until now.

Being stuck in an RV with people coated in their own puke and poop has just replaced the smell of rotting what the fuck ever. 

Rotting things have a smell that’s finite. You know eventually it will fade away. But sick folk? Not so much. Each smell is warm and living. Those smells say to your nose, “Hey nose! Don’t get too comfortable and used to this because in about three seconds we’re going to blast you with a new fresh and funky wave of olfactory annihilation! Huzzah, nose! Huzzah!”

The worst part of it all? The moaning.

Not that I’m a moaning virgin (whatever a moaning virgin might be) since I do live in the zombie apocalypse, and those undead fuckers sure do know how to moan. But, as with the smells, the living are different. Z moans sound empty, hollow, and, well, dead. They tend to all meld together into a monotonous chorus of zombie despair. Whereas, (good word, whereas. Whereas, whereas, whereas, whereas. I could say it all day)... 

What was I saying? Oh, right, the sounds of the living. They aren’t dead, so they don’t tend to meld together. The living have individual voices. Some are high and squeaky, some are low and deep, some are just flat and empty. Many people, many voices.

“Shut up, Jace!”

“Will you be fucking quiet, Long Pork?”

“One more word, and I shit in your mouth!”

“Someone kill me. Just kill me. I can’t listen anymore.”

Shit. I was talking out loud again.

“No shit, Dad,” Greta says from my side as she takes my temperature. “You haven’t stopped talking since you got in here.”

Her voice is muffled since she has a cloth wrapped around her face. I can almost smell something floral coming from her.

“Lavender,” Greta says. “And you’re still talking out loud. Maybe just stop thinking, okay? You need to rest anyway.”

Rest? Who gets to fucking rest in the apocalypse? I haven’t rested since I lost my arm. And that rest was forced on me and boring as all fuck.

“Shut him up!”

“I’m going to rip your tongue out, Stanford!”

“If we all stick to the same story, then no one will know we smothered him to death!”

“Yeah, making friends as always, Dad,” Greta says as she looks at the thermometer. Even in my weakened state, and with the towel covering most of her face, I can see her blanch. “Fuck.”

“How bad is it?” I ask.

“What? Oh, it’s good,” Greta says. “You’re gonna be fine.”

“Liar,” I say. “What’s my temp?”

“High,” Greta says. “I’ll be right back. I need to get more alcohol to sterilize this and check on the next person.”

“You’re going to tell Dr. McCormick what my temp is, aren’t you?” I ask. “What is it, Greta?”

“One-oh-four,” Greta says. “It’s going up, not down.”

“Open a window,” I say. “It’s cold as fuck out there. That’ll cool me off.”

“Speak for yourself, asshole!”

“I’m already freezing here!”

“I say we just bash his head in. Bish bash the little bitch.”

Bish bash me? Are cannies in here too?

“Yeah,” Greta sighs. “And they can hear you. Whatever this is, it’s hitting the whole convoy, including the cannies.” She pats my shoulder. “I’ll be right back.”

“Okay,” is all I say. What else is there to say?

“NOTHING!” everyone shouts.

Okay, gonna stop thinking now.

“THANK GOD!” they shout again.

***
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FEVER DREAMS, MAN. Fever dreams. 

A person’s mind can really make up some weird shit when it’s being cooked at one hundred and four degrees. Add the surreal existence the zombie apocalypse affords, and hoo-doggy, you got yourself some seriously fucked up brain magic.

That’s what I call dreams now. Brain magic. I just made it up. Like this second. I just made it up this second.

Huh ... no one is yelling for me to shut the fuck up. Maybe I’m actually talking in my head. That has to be a good sign.

My throat is raw as hell, and I push myself up onto my elbows and look around the RV. Pretty much all the furniture has been stripped out to make room for all of us to lie down. All I see are long lumps in the dark that must be my fellow stricken. There are some murmurs and some snores, which tells me it’s late into the night. I must have fallen asleep at some point.

In fact, I know I did because of the fever dreams. I’d tell you about them, but they have already faded. All I remember are the sounds. The moans and groans of the undead; the slapping of their putrid hands on the side of the RV; their broken nails and bony fingers clawing at the doors. 

I can almost still hear the noises, making me think maybe I didn’t dream them. But in my dreams there weren’t gunshots. Now that I’m awake there are plenty of gunshots.

Gunshots?

Oh, fuck me...

I hear one of the doors open, and the moans and groans of the undead get louder.

“Wake up, people!” Porky Fitzpatrick yells. “We are under siege and getting out of here now!”

Lights come on as Porky starts up the RV and guns the engine. People pry themselves from their own fever dreams and start looking around, their glazed eyes, and glazed minds barely able to focus on what’s happening.

I can focus. It’s the blessing/curse of having an active, never fucking shuts up, mind. When push comes to shove, I can push and shove my mind to behave and focus on the crisis at hand.

“What’s the situation, Porky?” I ask as I try to crawl my way around the stirring sickies so I can get to the passenger seat. “How bad is it?”

“Bad,” Porky says. “Lourdes and the rest are trying to hold them off, but there’re just too damn many of them, pardon my French.” The Fitzpatricks don’t really cuss, so “damn” is a big deal coming from Porky’s mouth.

“Which way are they coming from?” I ask as I climb into the passenger seat. I look down and realize I only have a blanket on me. Nothing else. It’s a clean blanket, though, so I got that going. Take the pluses where you can. 

“They’re coming from the East,” Porky says as he slides open the driver’s window, picks up a machete from the floor of the RV, and hacks away at half a dozen Zs clawing at the door before he pulls his arm back in, and slams the window shut. “Too dark to see for sure, but looks like a pretty big herd.”

“That’s like the sixth herd we’ve come across since we left Nashville,” I say.

“Eight,” Porky says as he switches on the headlights and turns off the interior lights. “You’re forgetting the two small ones we dodged after Louisville.”

“Right,” I say quietly as I look out the front windows of the RV at the swarming Zs. “They’re everywhere.”

“Yep,” Porky nods.

“Who’s still out there?” I ask.

“Just Lourdes, her military contractors, John, Stuart, Critter’s guys, and Mel,” Porky says. “My brothers are starting up the RVs along with some of the cannies.”

“The cannies?” I ask. “Seriously?”

“They had to ditch their vehicles,” Porky replies. “Nothing smaller than a full size pick up will get through these things now. And they all know how to drive like pros.”

“Yeah, cannies are good apocalyptic drivers,” I nod. “I’ll give them that.”

“Your family is in the RV up ahead,” Porky says, reading my mind. “Buzz is driving that one.” He picks up a radio and puts it to his mouth. “Buzz? You read me?”

“Loud and clear, brother,” Buzz replies. “You ready?”

“Ready,” Porky says. “Lead the way.”

The RV in front of us lurches, then turns to the left and shoves a small pickup truck out of its way as it breaks from our wagon train circle. I watch as quite a few zombies are crushed between the RV and the pickup. More than a couple of rotting heads pop right off their rotting necks and fly up into the air. Guts splatter everywhere, and Porky turns on the windshield wipers as a few squirts of green pus zigzag across the glass in front of him.

“Yuck,” he says.

“True dat,” I reply, and wrap the blanket around me tighter. I shiver and shudder as a wave of nausea washes over me, but luckily I keep both ends stoppered and just close my eyes until it passes.

“If you need to throw up, best you stick your head out the window,” Porky says.

Dead hands reach up and smack against the glass to my right.

“Yeah, probably not gonna do that,” I reply. “I’ll use a bucket.”

“Buckets are all full,” someone says from behind us. There’s a clunk and a splash as Porky hits the gas and our RV follows behind the first. “Okay, now there’s an empty one.”

A dripping bucket is handed up to me, and I can see Porky struggle to keep himself from vomiting.

“It’s probably safe to crack your window,” I say to him.

“Praise Jesus,” he mutters as he mouth breathes and rolls down his window a couple of inches.

Porky barely navigates us around a Charger covered in primer and spray paint. He nudges it out of the way a little, then falls in behind the first RV. Everywhere the headlights shine, all I can see are Zs. There have to be thousands of them. Luckily, because of the open land, they aren’t all densely packed together like they’d be in a city. There are thick clumps here and there, but mostly they are spread thin.

Except that the movement of the RVs is giving them purpose and direction (other than just the ever-present drive to eat our sweet, sweet flesh), and as we work our way across the rough ground of the field, the density of the Zs starts to increase. Clumps become large groups, which become small hordes, and soon I can see the gauntlet of Zs we are going to have to drive through.

“I know,” Porky says, his hands gripping the steering wheel so hard that his skin looks like it’s gonna split. He picks up his radio. “Hey, Buzz?”

“I know, I know,” Buzz replies over the radio. “We’ll need to get side by side until we hit the road. Better protection that way.”

“Except for the RVs on the outsides,” I say, but shut up as Porky gives me a “gonna tear your lungs out your throat” look. Melissa is the one that’s perfected it, but apparently all the Fitzpatricks are versed in the art of that glare. “Sorry.”

“I heard him,” Buzz says. “He’s right, but there’s nothing we can do. Come up on my left. Everyone else join, alternating sides until we’re lined up.”

Porky swerves and thumps over a good eight Zs. We can hear their bodies crunch and pop from under the RV. For a few feet there is a loud scraping, but then it goes away as whatever was hanging on is shaken loose.

As we get up next to Buzz’s RV, I give him a wave, but he only scowls at me. I do see Stella in the passenger seat, and I assume Charlie and Greta are somewhere else inside. Stella’s hands are gripping the dash as she leans forward and stares out the windshield at the ever growing herd.

“We’re climbing up,” Lourdes’s voice says over the radio. “Don’t slow down. We can grab the ladders and ride on top until we get clear.”

“Going to be a cold ride,” Buzz says.

“Better cold than eaten by Zs,” Lourdes replies. 

“Amen, sister,” I say, and give a thumbs up.

“No one can see that, Jace,” Porky says.

“Oh, right,” I smile, and return my thumb to its not up position. Which I guess is down. I, uh, put my thumb down. Yeah, I think I’m still a little feverish.

There’s a loud crunching noise, then the sound of screaming over the radio, which is quickly cut off.

“Dammit!” Buzz shouts. “We just lost two RVs!”

“We can’t leave them,” someone yells over the radio.

I get up and slowly wind my way between the people and the puke buckets until I get to the back bedroom. I slide the partition open and see quite a few more people lying on the floor, the bed having been removed. But my attention is drawn to Critter as he stands at the back window, rifle in hand, and eyes locked onto the scene from behind us.

“How bad?” I ask.

“Already over,” Critter says. “Looks like one of the cannies turned too fast and rolled his RV. He got rammed by a second one. Both are covered with fucking Zs. The stupid things just crawled over them like ants.”

“Slow ants,” I say.

Critter turns and looks at me, his face scrunched up with anger, but also something else. Fear? Oh, fuck. It’s not good if Critter is scared.

“They ain’t movin’ as slow as I’d like,” Critter says. “In this cold they should be barely shufflin’. They ain’t. Some are downright hustlin’.”

“Hustlin’?” I ask. “Zs don’t hustle. They shamble, they shuffle, they stumble, but they don’t hustle.”

“These are,” Critter says, and taps the barrel of his rifle against the window. “That ain’t good.”

“What ya see, Uncle Crit?” Porky calls back.

“Just you keep drivin’!” Critter shouts, making some of the sick at our feet moan and grumble. “Ah, shut the hell up.”

“You’re nothing but love, Critter,” I say. He looks at me and shakes his head. “What?”

“You’re blanket’s open,” he smirks. “Not that there’s anythin’ to see there.”

“What?” I snap as I look down. “Shrinkage, asshole. I’m sick, and it’s cold.”

“Whatever you want to believe, Long Pork,” Critter says. “Hold on. Don’t think I’ll call you Long Pork no more.”

“Well, thanks, Crit,” I smile.

“I think Short Pork is your new name,” Critter cackles. “Maybe even Tiny Pork.”

“You fucking suck,” I mumble as I turn and leave. “I’m going to go sit with Porky. He’s one of the nice Fitzpatricks.”

“You ain’t gonna be able to just run from your deficiency, Short Pork,” Critter calls after me. 

“Fuck off!” I shout back as I work my way through the sick and take my seat again.

“What was that?” Porky asks.

“Critter’s being a jerk,” I reply.

“Is he making fun of your small penis?” Porky laughs.

“It’s cold, and I’m sick!” I yell. “Sheesh!”

***
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THE RVS WEDGE THEIR way through the Z herd until we come to an old country road, and are forced back into a two by two configuration. The convoy now only consists of eight RVs. A few of the cannies tried to get away with their freaky cars and motorcycles, but the herd wasn’t having any of that. They were all swarmed and taken down faster than we could keep track. At least that means no more motorcycle riding, goggle-wearing, post-apocalyptic clichés! Yes!

Okay, that was mean. People died. I’m a bad person.

But, fuck yeah, to no more goggled cannies!

Sorry, there I go again.

Once out on the road, we have it pretty clear for a good couple of miles, which lets us put some distance between us and the Z herd. Stuart’s voice gets on the radio, and he starts asking for a roll call in each RV. Even though every life is worth something, I do sigh with relief as I hear all of the Fitzpatrick brothers, Melissa, Dr. McCormick, my family (of course), John, Reaper, Lourdes and her people, and quite a few others I know.

“Boyd’s with us,” Stella says. “But he’s still passed out from that bug.”

“Who the fuck is Boyd?” I ask.

“You know Boyd,” Porky says. “Everyone knows Boyd.”

“I have no idea who the hell Boyd is,” I say.

“Where’s Kramer?” Stuart asks. “Anyone seen Kramer?”

“Wouldn’t mind losing that asshole,” Critter says from right behind me, making me jump and let out a little fart. It’s dry. Good thing. “Damn, Short Pork. That was a violent one. Smells worse than all this puke. Roll down your window more.”

“I’m not rolling down shit if you keep calling me Short Pork,” I snap. “And when Elsbeth hears you’ve changed my nickname, she’s gonna be pissed.”

“I’m here,” a voice croaks from the floor.

“Kramer’s with us,” Critter sighs as he takes the radio from Porky. “Ain’t we lucky fuckin’ ducks?”

“You still need me, Mr. Fitzpatrick,” Kramer groans. “As much as you may think to the contrary.”

“Yeah, yeah, you just keep flappin’ yer gums, and we’ll see how contrary things get,” Critter sneers.

“No need for violence,” Kramer replies. “I’m already in a weakened state. I hardly pose a threat.”

“You’re always a threat,” Critter says. “I ain’t kiddin’ myself about that. So just shut the hell up, and stop annoyin’ me. Short Pork is doin’ that already.”

“Fuck off!” I yell, and then get yelled at by those trying to rest. “Sorry.”

Then something hits me.

“Uh, did Elsbeth sound off?” I ask.

Porky looks over at me and then back at his uncle really quick. “I didn’t hear her name.”

“Give me that,” I snap as I reach for the radio in Critter’s hand.

He yanks it away and almost punches me, but I think his fear of touching any part of my sick body is all that stops him.

“No way your diseased ass is gettin’ this radio,” Critter says, then puts it to his mouth. “Hey, y’all, anyone got Elsbeth with them?”

“Maybe she’s sick and lying down,” Porky suggests. “They could have just missed her.”

“She isn’t sick,” Kramer says.

“I told you to keep your mouth shut,” Critter snaps. “Y’all check the sick, she’s probably one of them.”

“She is not sick,” Kramer insists. “You are wasting your time.”

“Why isn’t she sick?” I ask before Critter can snap at the mad scientist asshole again. “How do you know?”

“Her conditioning does not allow for illness,” Kramer says.

“That’s bullshit,” I reply. “I’ve seen her sick before.”

“I highly doubt that,” Kramer says. “But I am intrigued. What was she sick from?”

“I don’t know,” I say, and look up at Critter. “Ask Dr. McCormick.”

Critter shrugs, but doesn’t argue. “Hey, Doc? You ever seen Elsbeth sick?”

“Not that I can recall,” Dr. McCormick responds over the radio. “But knowing her, she probably wouldn’t have come to me if she was. She’d just tough it out.”

“She has not been sick,” Kramer says. “Please believe me when I tell you this. Her unique physiology does not allow for illness. She may have the occasional stomach upset by tainted food or unclean water, but since she left my facility there is no chance of her contracting any type of virus or disease. She, along with her sisters, are fit as a fiddle, to use one of your quaint colloquialisms. You do know what a colloquialism is, do you not?”

“I know what a colloquialism is, you smug fuck,” I reply.

“I was speaking to Mr. Fitzpatrick,” Kramer says.

“I know what the hell it means,” Critter replies, then looks at me. “And you ain’t exactly the one to be callin’ anybody else smug, Short Pork.”

“I hate you, Critter,” I say. “I so fucking hate you.”

“Looks like we have a farm with a good sized barn up ahead on the left,” Lourdes announces over the radio. “I say we check it out. We need to regroup and assess what supplies we still have. There may be a diesel tank close by if the farm used any heavy machinery.”

“We still don’t know where Elsbeth is,” I say, and Critter relays the message.

“We stop and get secured, then we’ll know who made it and who didn’t make it,” Lourdes says.

“She made it!” I yell.

“I have to agree with Mr. Stanford,” Kramer says. “Considering the young woman’s history, I highly doubt she succumbed to the undead. More than likely, if she is not on one of the RVs, she is hiding until daylight. Then she’ll do her own assessment and catch up to us. It is how she is trained and programmed.”

“Call her programmed again, and you’re going to get out and walk from here,” I snap.

“Considering we are now approaching the barn, your threat is fairly empty, Mr. Stanford,” Kramer laughs. “But I understand your intended meaning, and apologize for insulting your friend, despite your misguided belief that a woman such as Ms. Thornberg could ever be a real friend, considering her true nature.”

“I’ll be sure to mention you said that as soon as we stop and find her,” I say. “She’ll love to hear you tell her all about her true nature.”

“I’d pay money to watch that,” Critter laughs.

***
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“NOWHERE?” I BARK. “HOW can that be?”

“Calm down, Jace,” Stella says and looks at Lourdes as we stand by the large doors to the huge barn that currently houses our rag tag bunch of less than able survivors. “Are you sure?”

Lourdes doesn’t even glance at the clipboard in her hand. “If Elsbeth was here, then we’d know. She has no reason to stay hidden and keep quiet, even if I thought she was capable of either of those things. Elsbeth isn’t exactly an inconspicuous presence.”

“I can’t believe we left her back there,” I say. “What the fuck, people?”

“She wasn’t in the camp when the Z herd hit,” John says as he walks up to our group. “She took off on one of her recons.”

“Then the puking and shitting started,” Stuart says from John’s side. “So no one was really looking for her.”

“So we did leave her back there,” I state. “She’s out making sure we are all safe, and we fucking ditch her ass at the first sign of trouble.”

“Now hold on there,” Buzz says. “No one ditched her. Not one of us would intentionally leave that woman behind. You know that, Jace. And that was hardly a first sign of trouble situation. We haven’t seen a herd that big in long time.”

“Not to mention how some of those things were moving,” Reaper adds.

“You saw that too?” Porky asks as he and his twin brother, Pup, lean against the barn. “Something ain’t right here.”

“You ain’t kiddin’, nephew,” Critter says. “The Zs are changin’.”

“How?” Lourdes asks. “It’s been years since Z-Day. Why would they start changing now after all this time? I’ve been in the field for most of these years, and haven’t seen them act any differently than they first did.”

“Until the past few months,” Stuart says. “You have to admit that every once in a while there’s been one or two that have gone off book.”

“I saw a few more than one or two back yonder,” Critter says. “A whole damn horde was crawlin’ and runnin’, like they were hopped up on goofballs or somethin’.”

“Goofballs,” I chuckle. “I like that word. Goofballs. Goofballs, goofballs, goof-.”

“Shut up, Short Pork,” Critter says.

“So what are we going to do about Elsbeth?” I ask quickly, hoping no one else noticed the new nickname.

“Short Pork?” Stella asks.

Dammit.

Critter is smiling so wide his old, craggy face is about to rip in two.

“Asshole,” I mutter.

“To answer your question,” Lourdes says. “We aren’t going to do anything except line the RVs up with these doors, so if we need to leave, we can climb from one to the other without exposing ourselves.”

“Don’t you worry,” Critter says. “Short Pork has done plenty of exposing for all of us.”

“Will you shut the fuck up?” I shout. “It was cold and I’m sick!”

All eyes are on me. Then they move to my crotch, which is covered by a couple of thick blankets, then the eyes move back to mine.

“Long pork,” I say. “Long Pork.” I look at Stella. “Tell them, baby.”

“I’d rather not get involved,” Stella grins.

“Et tu, Stella?” I sigh, and shake my head. “Whatever. I don’t fucking care about a nickname right now. I just care about finding Elsbeth.”

“That Dr. Kramer was pretty darn sure she’d be fine,” Porky says. “I bet she catches up to us tomorrow.”

“Porky is probably right,” Buzz says. “It’s not like it’s hard to follow our trail. She’ll find us.”

“She has until midday,” Lourdes says. “Then we hit the road again.”

I begin to object, but I can see from the faces around me that I’d be the only one. Apparently, everyone else has more confidence in Elsbeth’s abilities to keep herself safe than I do.

“Fine,” I say. “Midday. We wait that long.”

“We’ll have to,” Stuart says. “It’s gonna take us all night and into the day to get the RVs clean.”

“Everyone looks over at the row of RVs. Yeah, you can pretty much see the stink lines wafting off of them.
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Chapter Two
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It takes a little longer than all night and into the day to get the RVs cleaned up, which is fine by me. Then it takes us all of the next day to scour the vehicles with bleach before Dr. McCormick and Reaper are satisfied that they are sterile. By the time they give the go ahead, the sun has already started to set. 

Which is all good since it gives those of us still recovering time to rest up. Whatever we had, it was just a twenty-four hour thingy. Luckily, no one else has started puking and shitting, so score one for the survivors!

I’d be happy about that, but there’s still no Elsbeth.

“Don’t worry, she’ll find us,” John says as he sits down next to me on an old wooden bench just outside the barn doors, and offers me an apple.

“No, thanks,” I say as I rub my belly. “Still just sticking to water and some of those stale crackers. An apple might do me in.”

He nods and takes a bite, then chews slowly. And silently.

“Is that all?” I ask finally. “Don’t worry, she’ll find us?”

John shrugs. “Not much else to say. You know her better than I do, although I’ve gotten to know her a little better these last few weeks.”

“Yeah, we all know,” I say. “El isn’t exactly a quiet one.”

John shrugs again. “Not like I can tell her to hush. Especially not when I’m exposed like that. I like my junk right where it is.”

“Don’t we all,” I say, then flinch. “I mean, we all like our own junk where it is, not that we like your junk where it is.”

“I knew what you meant,” John laughs.

“When did you last see her?” I ask.

“Three nights ago,” John answers. “She was gone before the stomach bug hit. I remember looking for her most of that day, then gave up when the meeting started. By the time I realized she was really missing, we were neck deep in vomit and Zs.”

“That’ll be the name of my memoir,” I say. “Neck Deep In Vomit and Zombies. It’ll sell millions.”

“To who?” John laughs.

“The people in my head, soldier. The people in my head,” I smirk.

The wind whips up around us, and I pull my coat up around my neck. I miss my warm blankets, but there are still some folks recovering that need them more than me. A winter coat, some heavy boots, and a pair of thermal underwear beneath my jeans will have to do. 

And a hat. I have a great hat. Found it in Nashville as I was sprinting through a clothing store to avoid the undead yeehaws that were chasing us as we tried to do a little scavenging. The hat is wool felt, pure black with a silver band around it, and fits my head perfectly. It’s not a cowboy hat, more like an Indiana Jones hat.

“What type of hat is this?” I ask John.

“A fedora,” he says.

“No, no, a fedora is smaller,” I say. “This is more like the hat Indiana Jones wore.”

“Right, which was a fedora,” John replies.

“No, it wasn’t,” I argue. “A fedora is smaller, like the one he wears at the end of Raiders when he’s dressed in a suit.”

“There is more than one type of fedora,” John says.

“But this isn’t a fedora!” I insist. “It’s more like a safari hat. No, it’s an outback hat!”

“That’s not it,” John says and shakes his head. “An outback hat has a bigger brim in front. That one is too symmetrical. I’m telling you, man, it’s a fedora.”

“Believe what you want, man,” I say. “But I’m right.”

“No, you aren’t, but who cares,” John shrugs. “It’s a nice hat.”

“Yeah, it is,” I smile. “Don’t let it distract you, though.”

“Huh? What do you mean?” I ask.

“Like with Indiana Jones,” John says. “You know how his hat is always falling off, and he has to rescue it. It’s a running gag in the movies.”

“Oh, right, that,” I nod. “No, I know it’s just a hat. If it falls off I’m not going back for it if we are being chased by a zombie horde.”

“Or cannibal gang,” John adds.

“That too,” I nod some more.

“Cannibal gang?” a voice asks behind us. “Anything I need to know?”

I look back and see Mr. Flips, the de facto leader of the cannies that joined our convoy just outside Cannibal Road back in Knoxville. Mr. Flips is an average looking guy, except for the top hat he always wears, which is part of his whole emcee persona he had created back with the cannibal gangs. He found a niche, and a place with a bunch of people that would have carved him up for dinner in a heartbeat. 

Not that I’m condoning his complicity in the running of Cannibal Road. That’s all pretty shitty. But, at the end of the day, Mr. Flips is a nice guy. And he’s kept his promise and not tried to eat me, so that’s a plus. I mean, if you’re gonna keep a promise, that’s the one to keep. He’s also kept the other cannies in line, even when I know for sure some of them have been eyeing me like I’m a cartoon steak or chicken leg.

“Hey, Flips,” I say, and pat the bench on the other side of me. “Take a load off.”

Mr. Flips hesitates. “You aren’t still contagious, are you? I hate puking, and it sounds like we’re all out of TP.”

“We’re all out of TP?” John frowns, and looks at his delicious apple which happens to be filled with wonderful fiber. “Son of a bitch.”

“Not to worry,” Mr. Flips grins as he does sit down. “I have some people working on the problem.” He nods towards a far off shape in the night. “They’re with Melissa now, and checking out that farmhouse. Stuart’s with them, so no need to worry if my peeps try to turn Melissa into a midnight snack.”

“Not too worried about that,” John chuckles. “She’s a Fitzpatrick. Your peeps are the ones that should be careful.”

“Let’s not say the word peeps, okay?” I suggest. “A little too Barfly for my taste.”

“Fair enough,” Mr. Flips nods. “Nice hat. That was a good find.”

“Thanks,” I grin. “Wait! You make your own hats, right?”

“I do at that,” Mr. Flips nods. “Or did.”

“Okay, then what type of hat is this? What style?” I ask.

“A fedora,” Mr. Flips replies. “It’s a wide brim fedora. Kinda like what Indiana Jones wore.”

“See,” John says.

“Fuck off,” I respond. “Both of you.”

“I guess you thought it was something else?” Mr. Flips asks.

“I thought it was an outback hat,” I answer.

“No, the front brim would be bigger,” Mr. Flips says.

“See,” John says again.

“Haven’t you fucked off yet?” I sigh.

“Not lately,” John says. 

The wind hits us again, and I shiver despite the thickness of my coat. The three of us stare into the darkness, listening to the dry grass rustle in the late fall, almost winter, night.

“Feels like snow,” John says.

“Really?” I ask, and sniff. “I don’t smell snow.”

“No, it doesn’t smell like snow,” John replies. “Not yet. I bet it will in the morning. It’s going to get colder.”

“You from the north?” Mr. Flips asks John.

“I’m a soldier,” John says. “I’m from all over the place. But I have spent most of my life where it snows. Trust me, snow is coming.”

“That’s going to make things harder on the convoy,” I say. “The roads are bad enough with the abandoned cars and shit. Add snow to the mix, and we won’t hit KC until spring.”

“We need to get through St. Louis first,” Mr. Flips says. “And that may not be so easy. I’ve heard a few things about St. Louis.”

“Really?” I ask. “Like what?”

“Not much,” Mr. Flips shrugs. He takes off his top hat and runs his hand through his thinning light brown hair. “Just that there may be some tough survy gangs in a turf war around that area. We had a few refugees stumble into our trap now and then. Doesn’t sound like crazies, just like things might be a tad out of hand.”

“That would have been good intel to know when we started down this road,” John says, his voice turning as cold as the air. “Anything else you want to share there, Mr. Flips?”

“Not at the moment,” Mr. Flips replies, and stands up. “Gotta keep a few aces up my sleeve just in case you all decide that me and mine aren’t welcome anymore.”

“If you are holding back intel and anyone gets killed because of it, then you can be sure I’ll end your ass without blinking,” John snarls as he stands up quickly.

“Hold on, hold on,” I say, and get between them. “Flips has a point. He’s just keeping some information as leverage. I’d do the same thing.”

“Thank you,” Mr. Flips says.

I turn and jab him in the chest. “But if your information can save lives, then I’d advise you spill it. If not to us, then to Critter and Lourdes. You hold back and someone dies, then I’ll be in the line to end your ass.”

“I understand,” Mr. Flips says, and doffs his hat to me. “We walk a fine line between self-preservation and preservation of the species, don’t we?”

“Your bunch of cannies didn’t exactly fall into the latter category,” John says, still pissed.

“I could argue the opposite,” Mr. Flips says. “Hard to preserve the species when you starve to death.”

“Yeah, this debate is not happening right now,” I say. “It’s going to go nowhere, and eventually one of you will hit the other one. Or more than likely, you’ll try to hit the other one, miss, and end up hitting me. The slapstick writes itself.”

I watch John slowly calm down and look at Mr. Flips, who always seems to be calm, my eyebrows raised in an “are we cool?” arch.

“Fine,” John says, then nods towards the far off farmhouse. “I’m going to go check and see what’s over there.”

“I was actually going to do the same, but I’ll defer to you out of respect,” Mr. Flips says. He bows, turns, and walks back into the barn.

I watch him go, then see Greta standing there, looking bored as hell like always.

“What?” I ask.

“Critter sent me,” Greta says, then switches into a pretty good imitation of Critter’s voice. “Tell Short Pork to get his ass inside the barn so we can close those damn doors. Stupid Short Pork...”

“Did he say the last part or did you add it?” I ask.

“What do you think?” Greta smirks.

“Sounds like Critter,” John laughs.

“Sounds like my daughter, too,” I say.

“Know what else sounds like your daughter?” Greta says. Then she flips me off with both fingers and walks away.

“Those fingers didn’t sound like anything!” I call after her. “That was a lame comeback!”

“No, it was pretty good,” John says, and claps me on the shoulder. “You head in and close the doors. I’ll go check on the scavenger crew and see what’s up there. Hopefully they found TP that is still useable.”

“Or sheets or newspaper or something we can cut up,” I say. “I may not have had an apple, but the tum tum still isn’t one hundred percent.”

“Back in a minute,” John says, and walks off. 

I start to step into the barn when several shouts followed by a gunshot echo across to us from the farmhouse.

“Shit,” John says, and pulls his pistol from his hip. “Go get Lourdes.”

“Already here,” Lourdes says as she comes running up to us, her M4 carbine at her shoulder. “What do we got?”

A few of her PCs, joined by several curious faces, come sprinting over.

“Heard some shouting, and then the gunshot,” I say, and point at the running figure of John. “Came from the farmhouse.”

“Stay here,” Lourdes says, and looks to her people. “On me. We go in fast, but safe. No shooting friendlies.”

“That’s a good plan,” I say.

They take off running, and I’m left with a bunch of people that really want answers I don’t have.

“I’ll be right back,” I say, and turn towards the farmhouse.

“Mom’s going to be pissed,” Greta says.

“Then don’t tell her,” I say as I walk off. I get a few feet and realize my daughter is still with me. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Coming with,” she replies, all teenage casual like.

“No,” I say. “You’re going back to the barn.”

“To tell mom that you’re going against Lourdes’s orders to stay put,” Greta says. “Good idea. I’m sure she’s going to be so super thrilled with you when you get back.”

“You scare me sometimes,” I say.

“Good,” Greta smiles. “That’s the plan.”

We walk quickly but cautiously across the small field between the barn and the farmhouse. I can see flashlights whipping about through dirty windows, and I slow us both down as we get to the front porch.

“Just us,” I call out, not wanting to get shot in the face by a startled PC or scavenger. “No shooty shooty.”

“Jace, what are you doing?” Stuart asks as he steps out onto the porch. “Didn’t Lourdes tell you to stay put?”

“How would you know?” I ask.

“Because she told me she said it, and also told me she expected you to ignore the order and come along anyway,” Stuart sighs, then looks at Greta. “And you brought Greta. Even better thinking.”

“She was going to rat me out to Stella,” I say. “I had no choice.” I try to look past him and into the farmhouse. “What’s up?”

“Come see,” Stuart says to me, then blocks Greta’s way. “Not you. You don’t need to see this.”

“I don’t need to be in the middle of the zombie apocalypse either,” Greta says. “But, hey, guess what? Too fucking late. I think I can handle whatever is in there.”

He looks at me. “She doesn’t need to see this.”

“I probably don’t either,” I say. “But what ya gonna do?”

“Ugh,” Stuart moans. “You two are obviously related. Come on.”

We follow him into the house, and instantly get hit with the smell of flesh and blood; that sharp, iron tang is impossible to mistake. 

“Back here,” Stuart says as he leads us through a small living room and down a narrow hall. 

We pass a couple of bedrooms and I see some of Lourdes’s PCs clearing the rooms, their carbines up as they yank open closet doors and flip over beds. Stuart steps into a wide kitchen and moves to the side so we can get a good look. I wish I had listened to him. Greta doesn’t need to see this.

“Not cannies,” Melissa says as she leans back from the corpses that are nailed to the kitchen table. “The skin is all that’s gone, none of the meat.”

“Jesus Christ,” I say as I try to push Greta out of the kitchen.

“Stop it,” Greta resists and moves around me. “It doesn’t freak me out.”

“Freaks me out,” Melissa says, and more than a few heads nod in agreement.

“What was the gunshot?” I ask. “And all the shouting?”

“Gunshot came from there,” Stuart says as he points to a hole in a side door. “We came in fast, saw shapes on the table, yelled at them to stay still, then one of the cannies opened the basement door and triggered a booby trap.”

“He get blown away?” Greta asks.

“Nah, I’m good,” a young man says from the corner as he holds a dish towel to a wound in his shoulder. “I’m fast.”

“And you slipped in the blood, and fell on your ass,” Stuart smirks.

“That too,” the young man shrugs, then winces. “Ouch.”

“It was a shitty booby trap, also,” Stuart says. “Line too short and angle all wrong. It was either made by someone that didn’t know what they were doing, or it wasn’t meant to kill.”

“What was it guarding?” I ask.

“Good question,” Lourdes says. “That’s what we’re about to find out.”

“If you slipped, then that means these corpses are pretty fresh,” Greta says to Stuart.

“That’s exactly what it means,” Stuart says.

“Stay here,” Lourdes says to me and Greta. “I fucking mean it, Short Pork.”

“Ah, come on!” I snap. “You too?”

“You’re lucky it’s only name calling,” Lourdes says. “I should beat your ass for insubordination.”

“Not a dictatorship, tough girl,” I reply, wagging a finger at her.

“Did you just call me-?”

“Knock it off,” Stuart says.

“Yeah, knock it off,” I echo.

“I was talking to you, Jace,” Stuart says. “Stop being a dick, and listen to the professionals. Stay here. We’ll sweep the basement, and then you can come down once we know you won’t get killed or get one of us killed.”

I start to reply, but Greta punches me in the arm.

“Just shut up, Dad,” she says.

“Listen to your girl,” Melissa says. “And get over here. I want that big brain of yours to tell us what the fuck we’re looking at.”

“Well, since she asked so nicely, I’ll stay,” I say.

Stuart, Lourdes, and a couple of her PCs don’t even bother responding to me, just open the basement door, and slowly make their way down into the dark.

“Phew, I thought they’d never leave,” I say. “What you got, Mel?”

“I know a thing or two about skinning kills,” Melissa says. “These are clean.” She angles her flashlight towards the neck of one of the bodies. “See? Still some skin there, and there. Also, here, and right there. But it’s like a pattern, not a mistake. This was no hack job.”

“They look pretty hacked to me,” Greta says.

“It’s a message,” the young canny says. “They were left there as a sign to others.”

“Others? What others?” I ask. “And how the hell do you know it’s a message? What kind of message is this?”

“It wasn’t a fucking invitation to tea,” Greta says. The canny laughs, and she glares at him. “Something funny?”

“Yeah,” the canny nods. “What you said. That was funny.” He steps forward and holds out his hand. “I’m Rafe.”

Greta looks at the hand like it’s on fire. “Good for you. Or not. What kind of name is Rafe?”

“The one my parents gave me,” Rafe shrugs, then winces again. “Ow.”

“Your parents were idiots,” Greta says.

“That’s why I ate them,” Rafe replies.

Needless to say, that changes the mood quickly. Not that the mood was all happy-go-lucky in the first place, but it does bring it down a couple more notches on the fun scale.

“Kidding,” Rafe says. “I ate them because they sacrificed themselves so me and my little sister could live.”

“Okay, well, this has been awesome,” I say. “But I’m gonna have to put my foot down on the cannibal family tales segment of the evening.”

There’s a loud whistle from below, then Stuart shouts, “Jace! Melissa! Come check this out!”

“Perfect timing,” I say.

I grab Greta and pull her with me as we make our way down the basement steps, and then stand there, gawking at what we see.

Written in blood on the basement walls are the words, “Loyalty above all else.”

“Traitors,” Rafe says from behind us, making me and Greta jump. “Sorry. But that’s what happened to those folks upstairs. It’s a message to traitors.”

“How do you know?” I ask.

“He’s right,” Stuart says. “It makes sense now. The Viet Cong used to do this to US collaborators. They’d skin them with machetes, then write messages on the huts with blood to warn others.”

“I thought they burned down the villages,” Greta says.

“Nah, that was us,” I say. “Yay for war!”

“They burned down villages too,” Stuart sighs, his Marine hackles up from my comment. 

“This doesn’t really answer anything,” Melissa says. “We may know why those people are missing their skin, but we don’t know who did it or how they were traitors.”

“Actually, we don’t know anything,” I say. “We’re just guessing. That message may not be in their blood. It could be from the blood of someone else.”

“Could be,” Lourdes says, and wipes her fingers across the lettering. “But this is as fresh as the blood in the kitchen.” She turns and points her flashlight to pile of towels in the corner. “Then there’s that, too.”

The towels are sitting in a pool of blood. In fact, there is blood everywhere, splattered all across the basement floor. But most of the blood is on or under the towels. 

Yeah, and those aren’t towels.

“Total waste of good skin,” Rafe says.

“You need to shut up and leave,” I say, and point at the stairs. “Go away, little canny.”

“Dude,” Rafe frowns. “You’re an asshole.”

“You’re the asshole,” I call after him as he stomps back upstairs. I turn and see everyone staring at me. “What?”

“You are a piece of work,” Stuart says.

“He started it,” I snap.

“Dad, just don’t,” Greta sighs. “You aren’t winning this one.”

“Okay, you know what? Y’all need to lay off the Jace punching bag, and focus on what the fuck we are looking at,” I say. “Me being a dick is not as important as who the fuck did this to these people. Right?”

“He’s right,” Lourdes says.

“Thank you,” I nod.

“You are a dick,” she smiles.

“Fuck all y’all,” I mutter.

“As much as I hate to say it, we don’t have time to rag on Jace right now,” Stuart says. “We need to figure out whether this new development means we have to leave or not.”

“Then how about everyone shuts up and lets me think?” I snap. “That is the reason you keep me around, right?”

“You want to think? Then think,” Lourdes says.

So I do. And it doesn’t take long.

“The blood is still fairly fresh,” I say. “It’s tacky, but not dried out. How long does it take for blood to dry out?”

“That amount?” Lourdes replies. “A couple days.”

“That’s what I thought,” I say. “That means this shit went down while we were here.”

“It may have happened just before we found the barn,” Stuart says. “We pull up, and whoever did this took off. It’s cold, so the blood isn’t going to dry quite as fast.”

“True,” I say. “But either way, I think people know we are here.”

“Great,” Lourdes says, then grabs a radio from her belt. “Shots?”

“Yeah?” a man replies over the radio.

“Looks like we have more than just Zs in the area,” Lourdes says. “Double the patrols, and tell everyone to keep sharp. They could be watching us right now. Be aware of cover, and stay out of the open.”

“Will do,” Shots replies. 

“If they wanted to hit us, then they probably would have by now,” I say. “It would have been easier when most of us were still sick.”

“Or they didn’t want to catch what we had, and are keeping their distance until they know we don’t have the plague or something,” Greta says. “That would be the smart thing to do.”

“Yeah, I was gonna say that next,” I say. “You just beat me to it.”

“Right,” Greta says, then turns to the stairs. “I’m going back to the barn.”

“Not alone,” Lourdes says. “You wait here until we all go back.”

“Then let’s all go back,” Greta smirks.

“We’re still scavenging,” Lourdes says. “We aren’t going to waste this opportunity because of a couple of corpses. Let’s keep searching the house, then we’ll head back to the barn and lock it down for the night.”

“I was gonna suggest that too,” I say.

“Jesus, Dad,” Greta says. “Pitiful much?”

***
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“THE SKIN WAS GONE?” Charlie asks. “Like all gone?”

“Exactly like all gone,” Greta says as we sit, huddled close in one of the corners of the barn.

I’d love to be sitting in an RV, but they are all lined up outside against the barn doors for security. Lourdes’s people are in each one to make sure our mystery friends don’t try to snag any in the night. Almost makes me wish I was a PC so I could be sitting in a comfy chair instead of on a shitty pile of hay.

And I’m not kidding, the hay smells shitty. Like old manure. As if I haven’t had to smell enough shit lately. Joy.

“You think they’re still around?” Stella asks me. 

“Probably,” I say. “I’d stick around if I saw a convoy of RVs come rolling in. Even if I wasn’t a people skinner, I’d still want to know what’s up.”

“But they are people skinners,” Stella says. “Which means we are being watched by people that skin other people, but don’t take the meat as food. I don’t like how that sounds.”

“No one like’s how that sounds,” Greta says.

“How long do we stay?” Charlie asks. “Here in the barn. Are we on lockdown for a while?”

“No, honey, just for tonight,” Stella replies. “We’ll want to get going in the morning.”

“Well, that ain’t exactly gonna be easy,” Critter says as he crashes our little family pow-wow. He grabs an old bucket, flips it over, and takes a seat. “Looks like we have a bit of a fuel issue.”

“How much of an issue?” Stella asks. 

“Enough that we would need to leave half the RVs behind,” Critter says. “Or we could take them all, and only get a few miles down the road.”

“What happened to all the fuel?” I ask. “I thought we had plenty for a while?”

“We lost some of the cargo trucks back at camp,” Critter says. “And as far as we can tell, ain’t no diesel on this farm. We’ll need to do some scouting around the other farms close by tomorrow, and see what we can find.”

“The RVs are multi-fuel, right?” I ask. “Maybe there’s some kerosene or something else here.”

“Oh, gee, Short Pork, I didn’t think of that,” Critter says as he smacks his head. “Neither did Lourdes, Stuart, John, or any of the other people that have brains bigger than a fuckin’ walnut.”

“So no other fuel then?” I glare.

“No other fuel,” Critter says. “But that ain’t why I come over here, as fun as this little talk of ours has been.”

“Then why did you come over?” I grumble.

“Kramer,” Critter says. “He wants to talk to you.”

“Good for him,” I say. “Then have him come over here and talk with me.”

“He says it has to be private with just you, me, and Lourdes,” Critter snarls. “Burns my balls to even say that. Like I’m his damned errand boy. The son of a bitch is lucky I didn’t end him right then.”

“You’d have disappointed a lot of people,” Stella says. “There’s a line for slitting his throat.”

“Wow,” Greta says. “I have such a sweet, loving family.”

“Since when?” Charlie laughs.

“Come on, Short Pork,” Critter says. “Let’s get this over with.”

“I’m not going anywhere if you insist on calling me Short Pork,” I say.

“I can come up with a hundred worse names, if you’d like,” Critter sneers. “Feel lucky ya got the name ya got.”

I point at him, and then shake my finger back and forth as I try to think of a comeback. But I’m too fucking tired, and he’d probably have a better comeback, since he’s Critter.

“Fucking whatever,” I say as I get up from my fragrant seat of nasty hay and follow him across the barn. I look over my shoulder at my family. “Hopefully, I won’t be too long.”

“Be sure to call if you’re going to be late,” Stella smiles.

“Will do, sweet thing,” I smile back.

“Gross,” Greta says.

***
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I REALLY JUST WANT to punch Dr. Kramer in the face over and over. The asshole sits there, a grin teasing about his mouth like he has the best secret in the world, but refuses to share it. I swear I’m going to rip that secret from his throat and feed it to him one day.

Wait, that doesn’t make sense.

“Thank you for indulging me, Mr. Stanford,” Kramer nods as I sit down.

“Fuck you,” I say. “Just say what you have to say, and let’s skip the bullshit.”

“I can assure you that I always skip the bullshit,” Dr. Kramer replies. “Bullshit is inefficient and gets in the way of true discovery and progress.”

“Again, and I mean this from the bottom of my heart, fuck you,” I say.

“Jace, let the man speak,” Lourdes says.

“Okey doke,” I reply, and wave my hand at Dr. Kramer. “Your show, Doctor. Pull that curtain, and let’s get this going.”

“I am concerned at the absence of Ms. Thornberg,” Dr. Kramer says. “While I was not worried before, I am worried now. It seems out of character for her to be gone this long unless she has been mortally wounded.”

“Great,” I say. “You brought me over here to tell me you think she’s dead or dying out there? Did you think that shit wasn’t running through my head already? And who the fuck are you to say what is out of character for Elsbeth? You don’t even know her.”

“Get to the goddamn point, asshole,” Critter says.

“I did,” I say. “I think that was about as to the point as I can get.”

“I was talking to him, Short Pork,” Critter responds. “Dumbass.”

“Oh. Well, you call me asshole too, so it’s hard to keep the names straight,” I say.

“I call everyone asshole,” Critter says. “I’d think you’d have figured out when I’m calling you asshole, and when I’m calling someone else asshole by now with that huge brain of yours, Short Pork.”

“Gentlemen,” Lourdes sighs. “Can we get through this, please? I’m exhausted and would like to get a couple hours of sleep before I’m on watch.”

“Sorry,” I say. “Dr. Asshole? You were saying?”

Dr. Kramer ignores the insult. “While I may not know Ms. Thornberg personally as well as you do, Mr. Stanford, I do know her scientifically better than anyone on the planet. With the possible exception of her mother.”

“And? So?”

“So, she has the skills to have easily survived the zombie attack from the other night,” Dr. Kramer responds. “She also has the skills to track us to this farm, so I doubt she’s lost. Which leads me to think, excluding the dead or wounded suggestion from earlier, that she is staying away deliberately.”

“And why the fuck would she do that?” I ask.

“That is why you are here,” Dr. Kramer says. “I was hoping you would know.”

“So am I,” Lourdes says. “Elsbeth is wild, but she is an important asset to this convoy. I am not exactly thrilled with the idea of getting across the plains without her.”

“Me neither,” I say. “But I have no idea where she is.”

“The day before the sickness hit, did she mention anything to you at all?” Dr. Kramer asks.

“You’ve met Elsbeth, she isn’t exactly the most chatty person,” I say. “Sure, she has almost no filter, but that doesn’t mean she shares her every thought. And I wasn’t the last one to talk to her. John was.”

“How do you know that?” Lourdes asks.

“Because he told me earlier,” I reply. “Last time he saw her was three nights ago.”

“Three nights, you say?” Kramer replies, then leans back and looks up into the dark rafters above. “Three nights would give her time to circle back.”

“Circle back? Why the hell would she do that?” Critter asks.

“She thinks we’re being followed,” Lourdes says.

“Followed? Shit,” Critter says. “Who the hell is following us? Some of the cannies from back in Tennessee? Ya think they want revenge?”

“No, they aren’t after us,” I say. “I’ve asked Flips if that was something to worry about, and he says that the cannies that stayed behind would have no reason to follow us. They’re too busy with Cannibal Road, and working out their new pecking order. They couldn’t care less about the survivor convoy that got away.”

“Then why is she circling back?” Critter asks. “If that’s what she’s done.”

“My theory is she is worried her sisters may be closer than we think,” Dr. Kramer responds, still looking up at the rafters. “I believe she is trying to ascertain their location so she can report back to us.”

“Wouldn’t it make more sense for her to let us in on this idea, and take some of Lourdes’s people with her?” I ask. “Why go it alone?”

“She can move faster and quieter by herself,” Dr. Kramer says. “Her conditioning and training is vastly superior to any of the soldiers or contractors with us.”

“Hey!” Lourdes snaps. “Speak for yourself.”

“I’m speaking for reality, Ms. Torres,” Dr. Kramer says. “I know exactly what skills Ms. Thornberg has, and as professional as you are, you do not even hold a candle to her. I do not mean this as an insult, I am merely stating the facts as they exist.”

“Fuck you,” Lourdes says.

“Exactly,” I nod.

“Blah blah, blibbety-blah,” Critter says. “What the holy hell does any of this mean?”

“It means that if Ms. Thornberg believes her sisters are close enough that she needs to circle back and find them, then we do not have the luxury of staying here another day,” Dr. Kramer says. “We will need to get on the road ASAP. If those young women find us, I can assure you it will not go well for any of us.”

“Any of us? Or just you?” I ask.

“It will not go well for any of us,” Dr. Kramer says. “Especially me. Camille Thornberg has most assuredly co-opted the young women, and activated their full conditioning. That means they are under her orders, and hers alone. I highly doubt she has sent them after us to invite us to tea.”

“Jesus, what is it with the tea gag?” I ask. “Greta pulled that one on me earlier at the farmhouse. We really need to get everyone together and have a sarcasm workshop or something.”

“Short Pork? Shut up,” Critter says.

“If that is all true,” Lourdes says, ignoring both me and Critter, “then your only suggestion is we run?”

“That is the only suggestion I can give,” Dr. Kramer says. “Especially since there is an unknown element in play as well. We should leave right this minute, if we can.”

“But there is still the chance that Elsbeth is just off doing Elsbeth stuff,” I say. “The Psycho Sisters may still be in Atlanta. I mean, how could El possibly know if they are following us?”

“She would know,” Dr. Kramer says. “You are well aware that she is special in many ways. So are the other women. They have a connection. It is not something I planned nor is it scientifically explainable, although I would love to dissect them and find out if it can be explained.” He stops and looks at us. “I do not mean vivisect. I was speaking more psychologically than physically.”

“You fucking better be,” I say. “Not that I’ll let you psychologically dissect El.”

“I’d like to see him try,” Critter laughs. “That girl will mind fuck you in three seconds, Doctor. Good luck with that.”

“Leave now?” Lourdes says. “We’ll need to syphon the fuel from half the RVs into the other half. That’s going to take most of the night right there.”

“Then you should get started,” Dr. Kramer says.

“Why are we listening to this assfuck again?” I ask.

“Because if you all die, then I die as well,” Dr. Kramer says. “My wandering in the wild days are long gone. I may have had a chance back in the Appalachians, but out here in this hill country? Or when we get out on the plains? I wouldn’t last through the winter.”

“Shit,” Lourdes mumbles then stands up. “Listen up people!”

The pockets of quiet conversations go silent, and people begin waking up those that have already fallen asleep for the night.

“We have a change of plans!” Lourdes announces. “With some new information, it looks like we won’t have the luxury of staying here another night! As of this moment, we are prepping to leave! Pack your stuff, and get it piled up against that wall there! We need to bug out fast, so we are leaving some of the RVs behind! Things will get cramped, but we can find new vehicles down the road!”

“Whoa! Hold on!” Dr. McCormick shouts as she comes stomping up to us. “We still have people that are not even close to ready to travel. If we get stuck out in the cold in cramped quarters, and some of them relapse, then we run the risk of another outbreak. Not everyone came down with it the first time. We push this too soon, and I can guarantee that those that didn’t get sick before will get sick later.”

“That is a risk we have to take,” Lourdes says.

“Why’s that?” Stuart asks. “What’s going on, Lourdes?”

“Yeah, what’s up?” Buzz asks, joining the growing throng of worried survivors.

“Jace? You care to fill them in?” Lourdes says. “I need to get the ball rolling on the fuel situation.”

“Sure, have me break the bad news,” I sigh. “Give everyone another reason to get all up in Jace’s face.”

“Shut up, Short Pork,” Critter says. “No one likes a whiner.”

“Just tell us what’s going on,” Stuart says.

“Fine,” I say. “Here’s the deal.”

And I tell them.
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WE ARE LUCKY TO GET enough fuel to fill up five of the RVs, which means we only have to leave three. Still sucks, but it’s better than leaving four. Not that five RVs is really enough space. Even with most of them stripped of all furnishings and pretty much bare, quarters are going to be seriously cramped. We didn’t have the addition of the cannies with us before, since they had their own vehicles, but now they are jammed in with us.

“How much do you believe Kramer?” Stella asks me. “And no smart ass response. I want to know what your gut is saying.”

“My gut is saying that I better go take a shit before getting on the road,” I say. The punch to my chest is fast and hard. “Ow. Okay, sorry, I deserve that.”

“Be serious, Jace,” Stella says. 

I can hear the fear in her voice, and I take a deep breath.

“I think he’s right,” I say. “As much as I would rather not admit that, my gut says he’s right. The only reason El would disappear is if it meant protecting us.”

“But why stay quiet?” Stella asks. “She could have told us.”

“Would you have let her go?” I ask.

“No, but she’s a grown woman,’ Stella replies. “She can do what she wants.”

“If you had told her to stay, then she would have stayed. You know El and the ‘family’ thing. Disappointing you is the last thing she wants to do.”

“But scaring me to fucking death by going off alone is okay?” Stella snaps.

“Hey, I’m not happy about it, either,” I say. “Trust me, when she gets back she’s getting quite the talking to.”

“LOAD UP, PEOPLE!” Lourdes yells as she shoves the barn doors open. “WE ARE LEAVING NOW!”

“So much for that last minute shit,” I say.

“Holy crap,” Charlie says as he and Greta walk up next to us. “Is that snow?”

“That’s what they call it, genius,” Greta says.

“Be nice,” Stella growls. “I am not in the mood for your shit.”

“Told ya,” John says as he walks by us, his sniper rifle over his shoulder, and a smirk on his face.

“So?” I call after him. “You think that makes you special or something?”

“Yes!” John yells back before he hops on one of the RVs that are idling just outside the barn. 

We, the Mighty Stanfords, walk out into the cold wind and stare up at the grey sky that is spitting light snow down on us.

“Doesn’t look too bad,” I say.

“Uh, Dad?” Charlie says, and taps me on the shoulder. “Look behind us.”

I turn and gulp.

“Oh,” I say. “That’s not good.”

The sky to the east is filled with nothing but dark, thick clouds. The horizon is hazy with approaching snow.

“Good thing we were ready to go,” Critter says, suddenly next to me. “That’s one bad storm. If we’d stayed another night we’d be buried by it. Right now we might have a chance of outrunning it.”

“If we can find more fuel,” I say. “Otherwise, we may end up buried in it anyway.”

“That’s true,” Critter says. “But wouldn’t be my first time I was snowbound in an RV with a bunch of people I don’t like.”

He walks off and finds his RV, leaving us Stanfords to ourselves again as the rest of the survivors file past.

“Dad?” Greta asks. “Doesn’t that mean Elsbeth could be stuck in that?”

“Yeah, sweetheart, it does,” I say. “But you know El. She’ll be fine. She’ll be just fine.”

Sure. She’ll be just fine.
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Chapter Three


[image: image]


The snow isn’t too heavy as we roll on down the road, our five RVs loaded with equipment and people making them heavy enough to keep from slip sliding away. I’m in the lead RV with Critter, Lourdes, Stuart, and my family, with Buzz driving. There are a few more people in the vehicle, but they’re all cannies, and I don’t really know them. 

Except for that Rafe kid. Who keeps staring at my daughter. I am not liking this Rafe kid. Not liking him at all.

You know the joke about the overprotective dad with a shotgun? Ready to blow away any ill-intentioned suitors that approach his daughter? Well, normally, back in the old world pre-Z, that was just said as jest amongst fathers. But, guess what? This isn’t pre-Z. And I actually have a shotgun. A double-barrel, sawed-off shotgun that is fully loaded. And not with rock salt. There is no rock salt in this motherfucker.

“Dad, stop,” Greta whispers to me as we all huddle together on the floor of the RV. “You’re acting all creepy.”

“He’s the one acting all creepy,” I reply. “He’s looking at you like you’re a piece of meat. Fucking creepy canny kid.”

“Yeah, I don’t think he wants to eat her the way you’re thinking,” Charlie laughs, then sees my face and shuts up real fucking fast. “Sorry.”

“You think this is a joke?” I snap, and a few heads look my way. “What?”

“Jace, calm down,” Stella says. “He’s just a teenage boy.”

“No, he’s a cannibal teenage boy,” I correct. “Teenage boys are bad enough, but when you add the word ‘cannibal’? Then we’re talking about a father’s worst nightmare.”

“Dad, I think he’s a freak,” Greta says. “He can stare all he wants, but he’s not getting anything from me, okay? Just fucking relax.”

“I’ll relax when he stops staring at you,” I growl.

“You guys know I can hear you, right?” Rafe asks. “We can all hear you.”

“You can?” I ask, looking at the less than pleased faces around us.

“Yeah, Short Pork,” Critter says from up front. “So shut that stupid trap of yours! You’re giving me a damn headache!”

“We should talk about our next move,” Lourdes says as she and Stuart sit down next to us. 

A few cannies have to scoot over, but they have learned not to argue or mess with either Lourdes or Stuart over the past few weeks. Not that the two of them have been heavy handed, just that they’ve proven themselves over and over again during our less than fun times in Nashville and in Louisville. You want to gain canny respect? Rip a few heads off, and wipe out a couple dozen Zs with your bare hands.

The cannies leave Lourdes and Stuart alone.

“The weather is going to get worse before it gets better,” Stuart says. “It’ll make it harder to scavenge for supplies and fuel.”

“I thought we were trying to outrun the storm?” I ask.

“We are,” Lourdes replies. “But we need a contingency plan in case we can’t.”

“A contingency plan would have been staying in that barn,” Stella says. “We could have scavenged the area from there and waited out the storm.”

“No, we couldn’t,” Lourdes replies. “You have to remember that it’s been years since most structures in this land were maintained. I had a couple of my guys check out the structural integrity of that barn, and they think it had a fifty-fifty chance of holding up against a big snowstorm. Fifty-fifty doesn’t work for me.”

“Plus we have the issue of whoever skinned those people in that house,” Stuart adds. “We could have been sitting right where they wanted us.”

“Or it could have just been a dispute between crazies,” Stella counters. “And they would have left us alone.”

“All possible,” Stuart says. “But are you willing to risk everyone’s lives by leaning towards the optimistic possible, or the pessimistic possible? Is that what you want then? Maybe safe or maybe dead?”

“I’m just saying that this is something we should have discussed back there,” Stella says.

“There weren’t no time, Stella,” Critter says as he spins the passenger seat around and looks back at us. “I seen some bad storms in my time, and this is a bad storm. The best choice was to high tail it out of there. Crazies or no crazies, that barn wasn’t going to hold up against what’s coming. We need somethin’ a little more solid.”

“So what are you guys thinking?” I ask. “We find an exit and look for a Sam’s Club or Costco?”

“Those will be too obvious,” Lourdes says. “Even if there aren’t squatters already, buildings like that are a target just for being what they used to be. No, we need something more municipal.”

“Please don’t say a jail,” Charlie says. “Jails are a bad idea.”

“A school might work,” Stella says. “Most of them are built with concrete block because of fire code. And this is almost Tornado Alley, so they should have large storm shelters as well.”

“A school might be good, but they were also evac points when Z-Day hit,” Lourdes replies. “A few may still hold the Zs.”

“After all of these years?” I ask. “Even if Zs were trapped in there, they’d be bones by now, right?”

Lourdes and Stuart share a look that none of us miss.

“Might as well spill it,” Stella sighs. “What’s really going on?”

“You know I send recon scouts out all the time, right?” Lourdes asks. “Well, since we’ve left Asheville and Tennessee, they are seeing more and more Zs that aren’t exactly conforming to the norm.”

“Which Norm? Norm MacDonald or Norm from Cheers?” I laugh. No one else does. “I’ll shut up.”

“You do that, Short Pork,” Critter smirks.

“Fuck and you, old man,” I mumble.

“The Zs aren’t rotting like they did in the first year or so,” Lourdes says. “They’re also getting faster. It’s like their bodies are adapting.”

“Adapting to what?” I ask. “I agree with the faster part, I saw them back at the camp when we lost the RVs. There were more than a couple that moved a little too spryly for my taste.”

“Spry Zs suck,” Charlie says.

“Amen to that,” I agree.

“I think Kramer has an idea about what’s happening to them,” Stuart says. “But the fucker won’t talk. That’s another reason we want to find someplace secure to hunker down in.”

“It’s not just this storm, but the Zs we’re worried about,” Lourdes says. “We get everyone safe, then we sit Dr. Kramer down and find out exactly what he knows.”

“And we can send people out to look for Elsbeth,” I say. “Good idea.”

“We aren’t sending people out for her,” Lourdes says. “We don’t have the resources to search for one woman in a snowstorm.”

“She’s more than one woman,” I say. “She’s—.”

“She’s family,” Greta growls.

“Actually, what I was going to say is that she’s Camille Thornberg’s daughter, and a full on badass that has saved all of our lives more than once,” I continue. Kids, man, why they got to be interruptin’, yo? “She’s also the only person Kramer is even remotely afraid of. Once he learned that his mind control doesn’t work on her anymore, he adjusted his attitude faster than a something about prom dresses and virginity.”

“Really?” Charlie asks.

“I’m tired,” I sigh. “The jokes aren’t coming like I want.”

“Maybe you should have gotten them drunk,” Rafe says. “That’s the best way to get a joke to come.”

All eyes turn to the canny kid. 

“That was funny,” Charlie says. “Gross, but funny.”

“It was stupid,” Greta says, but I swear I see a twinkle in her eye.

Fuck! No twinkle! Twinkle is not good!

“Yeah, it was stupid,” I say. “Good call, Greta. This guy is stupid with his stupid dirty jokes.”

“Jace, honey, just be quiet,” Stella says then looks at Lourdes. “So, we find someplace safe. What about a courthouse? Built to last and be secure, probably not an evac point for any region when there are plenty of schools around, and they always have basements for storage.”

“That’s what we were thinking,” Lourdes says.

“A courthouse is like a jail,” Charlie says, shaking his head. “Jails are a bad idea. Easy to get locked up in our own sanctuary.”

“Look who’s all gloom and doom today,” Greta says. “What’s with you and jails?”

“I’ve heard a few things from some of the cannies,” Charlie says.

“They make great meat lockers,” Rafe shrugs. “Just sayin’.”

“See!” Charlie exclaims. “Jails bad!”

“If there is a small jail in the courthouse, then we’ll disable the cell doors so they can’t be locked on us if things go south,” Lourdes says.

“Do we expect them to go south?” I ask. Wow, talk about looks of pity. Tough crowd. “Right, they always go south. Got it.”

“Map,” Stuart says as he unfolds a map of Illinois and flattens it on the floor. “The next town we’ll be coming to is Mt. Vernon. It’s not that big and is the county seat, so it should have a courthouse.”

“Uh, why do you have a map of Illinois?” I ask. “We’re in Missouri.”

“Dad, we haven’t gotten to Missouri yet,” Greta says. 

“Oh, I thought we had,” I say. “My bad.”

“Missouri is close,” Stuart says. “Which is another reason to stop soon. Once we hit the true plains, then we’ll be sitting ducks. We need to have as much gear as possible, and all of our ducks in a row.”

“It’s easier to get ducks in a row when they are sitting,” I say.

“Hush,” Stella says.

“Mt. Vernon is also high ground for the area,” Lourdes says. “There’s a lot of water and swamp land around, so it’ll make it harder for Z herds to get to us, and we’ll also have a better view if crazies decide to make a play.”

“This sounds like we’re going to be there a while,” I say. I look over at Critter because I know he will not bullshit me. “Crit? What’s up?”

“Winter, Short Pork, that’s what’s up,” Critter says. “Travelin’ is one thing, travelin’ across the plains in the middle of winter is a whole other.”

I look at Stuart. “So, when you meant getting our ducks in a row, you were talking about springtime ducks, weren’t you?”

“If needed,” Stuart says. “Maybe the winter storms won’t be so bad, and we can leave around February. But you saw how long it took to get from Cannibal Road to here. More than a month, Jace. We won’t last a month in the plains, not with how things are going. We’re down to five RVs, and we’ve lost a shit ton of people already. And that’s without a blizzard nipping at our asses.”

We all let that settle for a second. The plan from the start has been to get to Kansas City first, verify if it is a dead zone like Kramer says, then move on to Colorado and The Stronghold. The faster we get there, the more people we’ll have left to even make it worth it. We aren’t doing so hot so far.

Oh, and there is one more thing...

“What about the sisters?” I ask. “Kramer is pretty sure they are now under Camille’s control.”

“We’ll stand a better chance of defending ourselves if we can dig in,” Lourdes says. “Stuart and I have talked about this. We’ll lose a lot more people if they catch us out in the open.”

“But we’ll have a better shot at escaping,” I say. “If we are dug in, like you two say, then we are pretty much trapping ourselves.”

“Jace, they are the professionals,” Stella says. “The reason Lourdes is in charge is because of situations just like this. And Stuart has more years as a Marine than almost all the PCs combined.”

“Jesus, Stella, how old do you think I am?” Stuart grumbles. 

“I spent a bit of time with an M16 in my hand, ya know,” Critter says. “And for the damn record, I was put in charge of this group of morons, even though I tried to turn it down and you dumbshits wouldn’t let me.”

“I’ll take the job,” Rafe smiles.

“I’d rather Boyd was in charge than a canny like you,” Critter replies.

Everyone laughs. I don’t get it. 

I really wish someone would tell me who the fuck this Boyd guy is instead of everyone always saying that I know who this Boyd guy is. I do not know who this Boyd guy is. I will swear that now. I. Do. Not. Know. Who. This. Boyd. Guy. Is.

“Listen, Short Pork, I don’t feel so great about hiding like a bunch of scared ducks,” Critter says.

“What’s with the duck metaphors?” Charlie asks.

“But,” Critter sighs. “The lady soldier here has pretty much shown she knows how to keep us alive.”

“Most of us,” Greta says.

“Which is why I think we should listen to her, and Stuart, too, since he’s jabbering the same thing, and get us to that courthouse,” Critter says. “I do have one stipulation, though.”

“Which is?” Lourdes asks.

“If we get there, and things ain’t as rosy as they should be, then we bust ass and keep movin’,” Critter replies.

“There is no way to quantify ‘rosy’, Critter,” Lourdes says.

“I think we’ll know it when we see it,” Stuart says. “I hear where you’re coming from, Crit. If our guts say to keep going, then we keep going.”

“And find a new place to settle in to,” Lourdes says. “The plan is sound, even if our first choice of location turns out not to be.”

“We’ll see,” Critter says.

I can tell Lourdes is getting frustrated with how the conversation is going, but what did she expect? We’d all just salute, and tell her she’s the best thing since sliced bread? Not that we’ve seen sliced bread in a long time. You never realize what conveniences will be out the window when the zombie apocalypse hits. Turns out it’s sliced bread. I miss sliced bread.

All eyes are on me.

“Out loud?” I ask.

“Yeah,” Stella says. “And there are a lot better things to have back than sliced bread.”

“Are there, Stella? Are there?” I smile.

“Yes,” she replies. 

“Well ... okay, then,” I nod then look at everyone else. “Mt. Vernon, Illinois it is.”

No one seems one hundred percent thrilled with the plan, but at least it’s a plan. I will admit that maybe staying in one spot and setting up a little bit of infrastructure might not be a bad thing. I sure as hell wouldn’t mind figuring out how to have a hot shower each day. Or even every other day. Shit, I’ll settle for one a week or even twice a month. 

Yeah, we all pretty much stink.

***
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NAPPING IN THE DAYTIME sure is an interesting thing. It has this surreal quality that totally fucks with your head that nighttime sleeping doesn’t. At night, you know you are supposed to be asleep; you know that things should be still; things should be calm.

But daytime? Not so much.

So when I wake up and the RV is skidding all over the road, I actually think I am still asleep and dreaming. I used to always have weird car crash dreams when we would go on long road trips. That was pre-Z, of course. It isn’t until the screams start, and Stella’s nails pretty much dig their way down to the bone of my left arm (which is my only arm), that I realize I am wide awake, and shit is about to get fucked up.

“Grab on to something!” Buzz shouts from the driver’s seat. “I don’t think I can pull us out of this!”

With the RV stripped down to the screws, there really isn’t a whole lot we can grab on to. Which is why Stella has ahold of me, and the kids have ahold of her. The adrenaline that rushes through my body cuts the pain of Stella’s grip and smooths out my nerves enough for me to assess our situation. I look out the window, and see a lot less daylight than I should. In fact, all I see is a blanket of white whipping past the windows. 

And I fucking mean it: a blanket of white. Not a flurry of flakes. Not a swirling mass of snow. Those things would be great to see. They would actually have definition and tell me that we haven’t been swallowed by the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man. But, alas, the signs of an outside world are not meant to be seen. Instead, we see only that motherfucking blanket of white.

That includes out the windshield as well. Which is why Buzz is still yelling for us to hang on to anything we can.

“So this is a whiteout,” Charlie says. “I always wondered.”

“Go fuck yourself and your wondering,” Greta snaps.

“Kids, shut the fuck up,” Stella says.

The RV swerves to the left, then back to the right, and Buzz starts swearing like I have never heard a Fitzpatrick swear in my life, including Melissa, even though she’s a Billings since she married my late best friend Jon. I miss Jon. He was a great guy.

Screams bring me out of my head.

Left, right, left, right, right, right. 

Okay, we’re now sliding across the road sideways. Or I assume we are since I can’t see a damn thing other than that fucking blanket of white. 

The RV feels like it’s up on two wheels then it feels like it’s up on no wheels. No wheels is bad. 

Bam!

Okay, wheels are back on the ground, but we are still sliding. And fast. 

I look about and see everyone hanging onto everyone else. It’s an orgy of fear. 

Huh, I kinda like how that sounds. Orgy of fear. I’ll need to use that again sometime. Orgy of fear.

“Jace! Shut up!” Stella screams at me.

“No one cares about your orgy of fear, Dad!” Greta shrieks.

Man, I really have to work on the talking out loud thing. This is becoming a serious problem. If we ever get someplace that has the right equipment, I may have Dr. McCormick do a full brain scan, or whatever is possible in this shitty world. She’ll probably just shine a flashlight in my ear, and tell me I’m fucked. That sounds about right.

We all shout, and scream, and yell, and freak out as the RV hits something and then begins to spin out of control. I have no idea what we have hit, or really if we did hit anything at all. Maybe the tires caught on a not so slippery part of the road. Fuck if I know.

The RV keeps spinning, and I can see Stella about to lose her lunch. She is not a happy camper when things get all spinny-spinny. Not that anyone would be a happy camper in this situation, but spinny-spinny is not her thing in the best of times.

There are definitely impacts against the sides of the RV, and realization hits me regarding what the fuck the impacts are. I focus and listen to the sounds just to make sure, but after a few thumps and splats, I am almost one hundred percent certain of what is happening.

Zs.

Not only are we in a whiteout, but we are in a fucking herd of Zs. Or maybe it’s just a manageable horde, and not a full-blown herd. One can hope, right?

A spray of brown, black, and red covers the window across from me, and my fears are confirmed. Yep, it’s motherfucking Zs.

More impacts, more spinning, Stella’s face is green, more spinning, more impacts, Stella turns and throws up, people shout and scoot away, more spinning, more impacts, more Stella puke.

Then nothing.

The world is floating. Or, more accurately, we are floating in the world. Time slows and I can feel my ass lifting off the floor of the RV. I’m going weightless, bitches! Ground control to Major Tom, motherfuckers!

The weightlessness lasts for a couple seconds before the weight of my pure terror hits me. Not only are we up in the air, but the RV is now rolling, as well as still spinning. This is some real 360 bullshit. Tumbling now, my family rolls on top of me, then I’m on top of them, then that dickhead Rafe is in my face, then I see Critter, then white and red and white, and Stella and Stuart, and white and...

It’s all white. And so fucking cold. 

But, I have that weightless feeling once more. I’m flying!

Flying through the cold, cold air. Flying through the blanket of white. Flying who the fuck knows where?

And smack, bam, the trip is over. 

I hit the ground hard. Dirt and snow are shoved up my coat, down my pants, in my boots, in my eyes, my ears, my nose. There is some more tumbling, but it’s all solo now. I am rolling across Illinois and not liking it so much.

My body slows, slows, and stops. I lie here for a second, trying to figure out what the fuck to do. 

Do I stand up? I’m afraid to, in case I find out that I’m now missing a leg as well as an arm. But, hey, then Stumpageddon would have a buddy, right? If I am missing a leg, I can call him something cool like Choppy or Da Gimp. More like everyone would call me Da Gimp, not my leg. That’s probably not the best name to choose.

I’m really fucking cold!

Okay, no more daydreaming about my unconfirmed new amputation’s name. 

I reach down and pat myself, and find I’m fully intact (with the exception of Stumpageddon, of course). Intact is good. Still hurts, but better than missing a leg in a snowstorm with Zs all around.

Oh, fuck! Zs!

I have to get up. I have to move some ass. Crashing is bad, but just waiting to become some undead fucker’s human snow cone is even worse.

Getting up now. Hurting a lot now. Standing now.

The world is still completely white.

“HEY!” I scream. “HELLO! ANYBODY!”

The wind whips my words away, taking them off to the land of Wind-Whipped Words. Which is not a real place, in case you were wondering. I’d hate for folks to try to book a vacation in the Land of Wind-Whipped Words based on my recommendation.

“Jace!”

Great, now the fucking snowstorm is talking to me.

“JACE!”

Hold on, I know that voice.

“Stuart!” I yell back.

“Jace!” he shouts as I see a shape stumble out of the white towards me.

“Stuart!” I cry as I limp over to him. “Am I glad to see you!”

We get to each other and from the look on his face, I must be in about as bad of shape as he is. He has a nasty gash across his forehead and there is frozen, matted blood covering most of the left side of his head above his ear. He’s clutching his left arm up against his chest, and I can see that his left shoulder is drooping way lower than it should. 

Oh, and he’s missing a boot. His right boot. That’s gotta be fucking cold, but it explains the stumbling.

“How bad is it?” he asks as we hunch over and huddle up against the wind. “My head hurts like a bitch.”

“You got a little banged up,” I say.

“You too, buddy,” Stuart says. “That leg has to hurt like hell.”

I look down at my left leg. “Huh?”

“The other one,” he says. “Better hope that hasn’t hit an artery.”

I look down at my right leg and see the problem. Right smack dab in the middle of my thigh, a blood coated sliver of shiny RV, about four inches of it, is staring back at me. The blood is frozen and clotted around it, and I know from its position that it didn’t hit an artery or vein or whatever would cause me to bleed out. Oh, lucky me!

“I should leave that there,” I say.

“Good call,” Stuart replies.

“Where is everyone else?” I ask, my teeth chattering so hard I’m afraid I’m going to bite my tongue off.

“I don’t know,” Stuart replies. “I only found you because you were talking to yourself so loud I could hear you over the wind. Apparently wind-whipped words all lead to Jace.”

“You heard that?” I ask. “Shit.”

“We can’t stay here,” he says.

“No shit, Sergeant Obvious.”

“That’s Gunnery Sergeant Obvious,” Stuart grins. His lips look blue, so it’s a blue grin.

“Which way?” I ask. “I can’t see shit.”

“I came from that way,” he says, and points, then looks about. “I think. Shit, this snow is so thick I can’t even see my tracks anymore. We are going to fucking freeze to death if we don’t find shelter.”

“The RV,” I say. “We have to get back to the RV.”

“But which fucking way, Jace?” Stuart snaps. “If we wander off we could end up going the wrong way and be even more fucked.”

“We’re fucked if we stand right here,” I say. 

“So we wander.”

“We wander.”

We wander.

I try to put my arm around Stuart’s shoulders for some support since my leg is not in the greatest shape, but he nixes that idea in point zero seconds.

“I dislocated my shoulder,” he says. “You’re on your own, Long Pork.”

Wow, never thought being called Long Pork would be a relief. That’s how much I hate the name Short Pork.

We stumble our way through the storm. The freezing cold keeps my leg numb—not that I’d recommend hypothermia as a pain management system. Vicodin is really the way to go. Or whiskey. Mmmm, whiskey.

“I’d love some whiskey, too, Jace, but we don’t have any,” Stuart says. “So shut the fuck up.”

“Gotcha,” I nod. “Shutting up.”

More stumbling, with a healthy dash of limping, and we both know we are totally lost. I can see the panic in Stuart’s eyes as he glances over at me. He has little icicles hanging from his eyelashes, which I would totally make fun of if it wasn’t for the fact that I’m having to look through my own eyelash icicles. Plus, my lips are frozen shut. Hey, at least I can’t accidentally talk out loud now. Neither can Stuart, since I can see his lips are just as blue and frozen as mine.

Which makes me wonder what I’m hearing. 

The wind has slackened some, but the snow is coming down so hard that visibility is still shit. Yet, with the lessened wind, I can almost make out other voices. Maybe it’s Stella and the kids!

I try to yank Stuart along, desperate to get to my family, but he grabs my arm and holds me back. I look at him, and he shakes his head then nods forward. I squint into the white and make out some shapes coming for us. They are people shaped, but the way they move tells me they are not people. Not anymore.

Fuck.

There are close to a dozen shapes that we can see. There could totally be more, but well, you know, the snow.

Stuart eases his pistol out of the holster on his hip then looks at me and holds it out.

“What?” I ask, or try to with my frozen mouth.

“Slide,” he shouts. A few moans respond.

I’m completely confused when I realize he is one arm short because of his shoulder and can’t rack the slide on his pistol. I give him a thumbs up, grab onto the top of his pistol, and pull back as he holds the grip as hard as he can. I can tell his fingers are losing feeling because he almost drops the pistol when I pull, and that is not like Stuart. The slide does go back, and I see the hammer cock into place.

Stuart lifts the pistol and keeps moving forward, taking aim at the approaching Zs. I pat myself down and realize I have no firearms on me. Nothing at my hip, just an empty holster, and of course, I lost the shotgun I had in the RV when, well, I lost the RV. Or did the RV lose me? Toe-may-toe, toe-mah-toe.

But, and this is a good thing, a great thing, an amazing thing, I do have a collapsible baton inside my coat. I remember tucking it away there in one of the bajillion pockets the coat has. It’s one of those swanky snowboarding coats that has a pocket for your phone, your iPod, your flask, your mini-fridge, your vacation house, the Holy Grail, and even a pocket for a collapsible baton if you happen to find yourself stuck in a snowstorm with a dozen Zs coming for your ass. 

So, in conclusion, the coat is almost as good as sliced bread.

(No, it’s not.)

Baton out and at my side, ready for some Z killin’. Which is how I can describe Stuart, too, since he’s at my side and ready for some Z killin’.

The Zs finally get close enough to see us and they lunge. The first three fall right on their rotten faces because their feet get hung up in the ever-deepening snow, but the rest of them use their fallen friends as launching points and come at us.

A Z reaches for me, and I crack its skull open with my baton. But the thing doesn’t stop. You see, since the monster isn’t all warm and squishy, my skull crack only brakes bone and doesn’t really go all the way into the brain. This is going to be harder than I thought.

I decide to change tactics, and instead of going for the kill, I go for the cripple. I bring my baton down on the fucker’s knee and it shatters that bastard’s leg like a twig. The Z falls forward, and I step out of the way as another comes for me. 

I try to pivot in the snow, but there just isn’t enough good footing, and I almost fall on my ass. But I keep myself upright, and slam my baton into the Z’s thigh. I can almost hear the femur crack. Down goes that one.

The shots from Stuart’s pistol are loud as fuck, which is surprising since I’d think they would be muffled by the falling snow. But maybe it’s the crisp air that’s making them seem louder. I don’t know. Gonna have to ignore the science right now. 

The snow around us is soon covered in black blood and bits of Z brains. The ones I take down but don’t kill thrash around on the ground for a bit, then start to slow until they are barely moving. I’m guessing the temperature is finally getting to them. I don’t waste the opportunity and go from one to the other and bash, bash, bash until I finally crack their skulls to get to their chewy brain centers.

Stuart and I stand here, sweating and freezing, hurting and lost. He points weakly with his pistol at the way the Zs came from, and I nod in agreement. If our RV hit a bunch of Zs while spinning out of control on the road, then it makes sense the Zs came from the general direction of said road. Unless the spinning RV sent them flying all over the place, then we are fucked. But that shitty thought is gonna have to take a backseat to the more optimistic thought of the road being straight ahead.

More stumbling and limping, then we finally come to the road.

No, that’s not quite true. We finally come to a road. But it isn’t our road. Not the road we were on with the RVs. It’s easy to tell from the ramshackle farmhouse we walk past and the rows of collapsed single wide trailers across the road. This is some country road, not I-64, which is what we should have been on. 

Jesus fuck, we are so lost.

Stuart grabs me by the arm and steers me towards the farmhouse. Good idea. It doesn’t fucking matter what road we are looking at since the snowstorm could give a fuck. It’s gonna bury us in a couple minutes if we don’t find shelter.

We get to the steps and pitifully make our way up onto the front porch. Stuart stops me before I reach for the door and points at a couple spots by the front windows of the house. Footprints. The snowstorm has blown enough snow to cover any tracks that may have been on the steps and right in front of the front door, but the overhang shelters the windows just enough that some prints are left, telling us that someone was just on this porch before us.

Stuart glances down at his pistol then up at me, and taps my arm three times with the barrel of the pistol. I hold up three fingers to indicate that I think he’s telling me he only has three rounds left, and he nods.

Okay, so let’s hope there aren’t more than three people inside this house. Or if there are, they are all friendly people. Because that’s so likely. Nothin’ but friendly people in the zombie apocalypse, right?

Fuck.

Stuart braces himself and is about to kick in the front door when it is yanked open. There staring at us, with my motherfucking shotgun in his hands, is Rafe. Fucking Rafe has my motherfucking shotgun. That shotgun is my kill-Rafe-because-he-was-looking-at-Greta shotgun. Not his shotgun to be pointing at me. Fucking canny named Rafe.

“Hey!” Rafe shouts, but not at us. He shouts over his shoulder. “It’s Stanford and the old Marine!”

“Get them in here, you dumbass!” a very familiar voice shouts from inside. “Hurry up and shut that fuckin’ door! We’re gonna fuckin’ freeze to death!”

We don’t need any more invitation as Rafe lowers the shotgun and steps aside. Stuart and I hurry inside as fast as our numb legs will carry us. Rafe slams the door behind us and scoots an old couch up against it. He moves to the front window and peers out, then turns and looks at us.

“Hey, there,” he smiles. “We weren’t sure if anyone else made it.”

“I ain’t surprised it’s you two,” Critter grins from a recliner stuck in the corner of the small front room of the farmhouse. “Stuart’s got the brains to survive. And everyone knows Short Pork is just fuckin’ lucky as all hell.”

“Yeah, Crit, I am so fucking lucky,” I stutter as I pull my frozen lips apart. I look down at the sliver of metal sticking from my leg. “I’m a regular walking lottery.”

“You’re alive, ain’t ya?” he sneers.

“Yeah, but I have no idea where my family is,” I say. “So I’m still gonna have to argue against the lucky part.”

“They’re out there somewhere,” Critter says as he stands up. “And that wife of yours is way smarter than you, so I’m sure she’ll get your kids someplace safe. Have a seat before you fall down, Short Pork. I don’t want to have to be steppin’ over your body all night when I want to go take a leak.”

“You already sweep the place?” Stuart asks.

“Who the fuck do you think you’re talkin’ to?” Critter frowns.

“Just asking,” Stuart replies.

“Yeah, I swept the place with the kid here,” Critter says. “Two corpses upstairs. I’m guessin’ it’s Mr. And Mrs. Farmer. They ate their shotguns a long while back from the looks of ‘em. You’re welcome to go get one, Short Pork.”

“One what?” I ask as I stumble and fall into the recliner. My leg is warming up and I can tell the pain is gonna hit me soon. 

“One of them shotguns,” Critter replies. “It’ll be easy to snap their fingers and pluck them from their dead hands.”

“Charming,” I reply. “But I have a shotgun right there.”

I point at Rafe, and he looks down at the weapon in his hands.

“Is this yours?” he asks. “I found it in the snow, so I’m going with finders keepers.”

“The fuck you are,” I say. “Give me my fucking shotgun!”

“Or what?” Rafe grins. “You’ll get up and take it from me?”

“How about you give me the shotgun?” Stuart asks, making sure the canny kid pays attention to the pistol in his hand. “How does that sound?”

Rafe looks from the pistol to Stuart, the pistol to me, the pistol to Critter, and I can tell he realizes he’s not exactly amongst friends.

“Sure, sure, here,” Rafe says as he walks the shotgun over and hands it to me. “I was just fucking with you.”

“Whatever,” I say. I rest the shotgun across my lap then look out the front window at the never-ending snowstorm. “We’re gonna need heat.”

“You’re gonna need a lot more than heat,” Critter says as he nods at my leg then looks over at Stuart. “What the fuck’s wrong with you?”

“Shoulder,” Stuart says.

“I can fix that,” Critter says.

“I figured you could,” Stuart sighs. “Let’s get this over with.”

“Then it’s your turn,” Critter says to me, and points at Rafe. “Go find whatever you can. Bandages or old sheets. Alcohol would be good.”

“Gotta keep things sterile,” I say.

“Fuck that,” Critter smiles as he grabs onto Stuart’s wrist. “I just need a fuckin’ drink.”

He pulls and twists, and Stuart cries out then falls to his knees.

“Thanks,” he mutters, and sort of crawls his way to the couch blocking the front door. “I’ll be right over here if anyone needs me.”

“Move ass,” Critter snaps at Rafe. “You want to hang with the big boys, then you better listen, and do what I say when I say it.”

“When the fuck did you become my boss?” Rafe asks.

“The second you handed your shotgun away, dumbass,” Critter grins. “Because that was a stupid as fuck thing to do, and the stupid ain’t in charge around here.”

“Could have fooled me,” Rafe mumbles as he leaves the room. “All I fucking see is stupid.”

“That’s yer eyelids!” Critter calls after him.

He looks out the window at the snow, and I do the same.

Shelter is good, but we’ll need more than that really soon, or we’ll be dead in hours. The cold isn’t as bad in here as out in the storm, but it is still fucking bad. Really bad.
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Chapter Four
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So, what are three men and a teenage boy to do when there’s no heat, and you’re stuck in a snowstorm?

If your answer is “cuddle,” then I fucking hate you. 

But, you’re right.

We have to cuddle.

Well, more like we restrain ourselves from killing each other while under a pile of moldy blankets. At least I’m on the outside so my leg wound doesn’t get bumped. This is both good and bad. Good for the non-bumping of the leg, bad for the Critter HOGGING ALL THE COVERS!

Fucking asshole.

Yet, it’s not like we have another choice. No power means no heat. We can’t use the small wood stove because we have zero idea if the chimney is clear or not. Last thing any of us want to happen is die during the zombie apocalypse because of motherfucking smoke inhalation. That’d just be the shittiest way to go out. 

So ... we cuddle.

“Critter, I swear to god if you don’t stop rolling over and taking the blankets with, I’m going to gut you like a tauntaun and sleep in your split open carcass!” I shout.

“I ain’t got a goddamned clue what you just said to me, Short Pork,” Critter replies from across the cuddle pile. “But you are more than welcome to try and split me open. I’d love to see how that turns out for ya.”

“Will you two shut up,” Stuart says from next to me. 

I draw the line at sleeping next to Rafe. Gotta have standards and shit.

“I’ll be quiet if Short Pork is quiet,” Critter says. “But I ain’t gonna let no one-armed jackass talk to me about no Star Wars horsey things without givin’ him a piece of my mind.”

“See! You do know what I’m talking about!” I snap. “You are such an asshole, Critter! Why the fuck do you have to constantly bust my balls? What the hell did I do to deserve that?”

“You blew up your subdivision,” Critter replies.

“My subdivision, Critter,” I growl. “Not yours.”

“It was mine too,” Stuart says. 

“And are you always busting my balls?” I ask. “No.”

“Because if I busted your balls right now, they’d get all over me,” Stuart grumbles. “Stop spooning me.”

“I have to lay on my side or there’s too much pressure on my leg,” I respond. “Have a heart, dude.”

“You killed the President of the United States,” Critter continues.

“You hated that guy as much as I did!” I exclaim. “And I didn’t have a choice! He’d kidnapped Elsbeth and was going to kill Charlie!”

“You brought down the Consortium on us and ended up getting Asheville nuked,” Critter says.

“Dude! That is not on me! The Consortium was coming anyway!”

“So you say,” Critter says. “But you’re the only one that talked with that Thornberg lady. No way to know if you’re lying or not.”

“No way to know-?” I sputter. “Lying? Lying! Are you out of your fucking mind?”

Then the jerk begins to chuckle. It starts small and builds until Critter is laughing so hard that he pulls the blankets all the way over to his side.

“Dammit!” I shout, and painfully get to my feet. “What the fuck is wrong with you, Critter?”

“Lie down, Jace,” Stuart says. “He’s only fucking with you.”

“I know he’s fucking with me!”

“No, I mean he’s playing,” Stuart says. “Critter busts your balls because he thinks it’s fun. He laughs about it all the time when you’re not around.”

“He what?” I ask, stunned. “He’s just doing it for shits and giggles?”

“Ain’t much else to do in the apocalypse, Short Pork,” Critter says between chuckles.

“Stop calling me Short Pork!” I scream so loud my voice cracks. This, of course, makes Critter laugh even harder. “Fucking knock it off!”

“Will you old men be quiet?” Rafe mumbles. “You’re gonna bring the dead to the door.”

I shut up and turn to look at the couch-blocked front door. Yikes. I totally forgot about the Zs outside. Not that they can hear much with the snowstorm still raging, but it’s always better to be safe than sorry, and right now I’m being sorry.

“Fuck this,” I say. “I’m gonna go sleep upstairs with the corpses. You fuckers suck.”

“Ain’t no more blankets,” Critter says. 

“I’ll figure out something,” I snap and stomp off.

Okay, I don’t exactly stomp so much as I limp with extreme prejudice. My point is made, either way.

I get upstairs and stumble around for a bit until I figure out that one of the bedroom closets will fit me just fine. It’s an interior closet, so all the walls are insulated by the rest of the house. I find some old, dusty towels and cover myself with those. It’s actually not too bad, really. I shut the door and the closet warms up pretty fast.

It takes me a long while to drift off to sleep because I’m so pissed at Critter, but after a while good ol’ sleepy time comes knocking and that sweet, merciful sleep takes me.

***
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THE DREAMS COME IN fits.

Screaming, fire, vehicles crashing, bullets whizzing by, explosions. All of it. And Zs, plenty of Zs. They swarm about us, come at us like a tsunami, sweeping us away into their rotten world of the undead. Teeth gnash, claws rip, the smell overpowers.

So, my dreams are pretty much business as usual in the zombie apocalypse. 

What isn’t business as usual is the shouting from downstairs.

Well, yeah, I guess people shouting is pretty normal in life nowadays, but the fact it’s Stuart and Critter shouting isn’t so normal. I listen closely, and can hear a few other men yelling, plus the very distinct sounds of pump-action shotguns being pumped and actioned. Critter keeps yelling, but Stuart quiets down. Then I hear the thud and Critter’s voice is cut off.

Motherfucker. Do I have to go save that old pain in the ass’s life now? 

And where the fuck is that Rafe kid? I didn’t hear his voice in the chaos of shoutiness. 

I slowly push open the closet door and there is the kid, his finger to his lips, his eyes wide with fear. He shakes his head slowly, and I get the idea that making noise is bad. Not that I intended to make any noise, but I nod at the kid, hoping he’ll chill out. He looks jumpier than shit.

We both huddle there next to a stripped single bed, and wait as the voices grow quieter and quieter. Then there’s the sound of a door slamming and boots stomping on the front porch. A lot of boots. My guess? Six, maybe seven guys. If they all have guns, then there’s not a fucking thing Rafe or I can do to stop them from taking Critter and Stuart. 

Neither of us move. We wait. And wait. And wait. Then we hear the far off sounds of engines. But even as the engines slowly fade away, we still don’t move.

One of the things you learn in the apocalypse is that no one trusts a damn thing.

Which is why after waiting through a good ten minutes of silence, I am not surprised by the sound of boots on the stairs slowly making their way up to us. Whoever the guys with the shotguns are, they know how to play the game. They left one of their guys behind to see if maybe there are some stragglers. Which there are. We also happen to be unarmed stragglers, since all of the weapons were left below with Stuart and Critter.

Well, almost all of the weapons.

Rafe slips a seriously sharp looking knife from his boot while I pull out my collapsible baton. We look at each other and nod, and slowly get to our feet, each taking an opposite position by the bedroom door. He flattens himself against the wall and looks over at me, then down at the still collapsed baton. His eyes go wide, but I shake my head since the baton will make a very loud clunkety-click sound when I extend it, and it locks into place. 

Grumbling a bit, Rafe holds his knife at the ready as the boot steps reach the second floor landing and start to make their way down the hall. They stop, and then there’s a loud crash as the man kicks in the door to the bedroom next to us. There’s even more crashing as—and I’m guessing here—he rushes into the room, and just goes hog wild on the furniture. He’s probably tossing the bed aside and shoving the dresser over.

Which is a good technique if you only have one room to search, but a shitty technique if you don’t want anyone in the other bedrooms to hear you. I should seriously write a fucking apocalypse manual on how not to be a dipshit. This guy could use the advice.

The rock star level room trashing stops, and the boot steps start up again as the guy moves out of that room and comes for ours. There’s a slight pause, and then our door comes flying open. 

I pretty much miss everything that happens, because the door slams into my face and knocks me against the wall. I stagger a bit, but stay on my feet as I hear Rafe and the guy struggle with each other.

“Short Pork!” Rafe yells. “I could use some help!”

I rush from around the door and extend the baton just as the guy turns and sees me coming. He tries to whip his shotgun around, but Rafe has it gripped by the barrel and the stock with both hands, his knife lying on the bedroom floor at their feet. I raise the baton and start to bring it down, but the guy elbows Rafe in the face, and then yanks the shotgun free. I barely have time to dodge out of the way before the shotgun blast rips a huge hole in the door.

Tumbling out of the room and into the hallway, I scramble up onto my feet and sprint-limp to the stairs as the guy flies out of the bedroom and fires again. Old plaster and wood explode by my head as I get to the stairs and basically fall all the way down.

“Hey! Get back here!” the guy yells.

Seriously?

I do not get back there, and head straight for the front door. I rip it open and then freeze. 

Zs. A holy metric shitload of Zs. There have to be a couple hundred of them. They are all knee to thigh deep in the fresh snow, which should lock them in place, but damn if they aren’t looking motivated by the sight of my pink, tasty flesh. 

The storm is over and the sun blares down on the snow, making it almost impossible to see a damn, fucking thing without an instant migraine. I squint into the bright light and try to look for a path through the herd of Zs. They may be moving, but they aren’t even close to moving as fast as if they weren’t all half buried in snow. If I can spot even the slightest of gaps, then I can get through them and away from shotgun guy.

But the glare from the snow is too much, and the Zs keep shifting, stumbling, falling over in the snow.

The shotgun blast ends my idea of going through the herd, and I jump over the porch railing and land around the side of the yard as buckshot tears into the boards where I was just standing. I land in about six feet of nice, soft snow, and instantly start digging out of the drift and crawl my ass across the yard towards the back of the house. 

More Zs. 

The farmhouse is surrounded by them, and now that my eyes have semi-adjusted to the glare, I can see that my first estimate of a couple hundred is way off. We’re talking a good six or seven hundred of the fuckers. Probably more since I can’t really see the back of the herd.

Awesome.

“Hey! Get your ass back here, boy!” Shotgun Guy shouts just before firing again and again. 

I do some more diving and get behind the house, but not before some of that buckshot finds its way into my leg. Yes, the same leg that I wounded in the crash. The leg that hasn’t been hurting so much because of the adrenaline pumping through me and the little bit of sleep I did get. Yeah, now it is hurting like a mother fuck all over again.

And news flash! A Jace with a wounded leg moves in deep snow about as well as the Zs do! So it’s a slow race.

“Hey!” Shotgun Guy shouts. “Where the fuck ya think you’re going?”

Really? Does he expect me to listen? This guy is ten kinds of stupid, believe me.

Or is it believe you me? What the fuck does that even mean, anyway? Believe you me? I have never gotten that saying. I just say believe me. Believe you me is what some Gatsbyesque doofus would say.

“Why that’s a fine sailboat you have there, sport,” Gatsbyesque Doofus says. “That is sure to impress the dolls, believe you me!”

Did they say dolls back then? Or was it dames?

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Shotgun Guy asks from behind me as I try to limp/hop through the snow and around the back of the house. “Who are you talking to?”

I stop in my tracks and throw up my hand, turning around slowly.

“Was that out loud?” I ask.

“Yeah, it was,” Shotgun Guy says.

“Sorry about that,” I say, then glance at the house. “Uh, where’s my friend?”

“I clocked him good,” Shotgun Guy replies. “Knocked him cold. He’ll be out for a long while.”

“Okay,” I nod. “Well ... uh, what now? Are you going to shoot me?”

“Depends on you,” Shotgun Guy says. “You make a break for it again, and I will shoot you. Do as I say, and forget the funny business, and you might live.”

“Hey! Up here!”

Shotgun Guy whirls around and fires behind him. A couple of Zs get torn apart, but that’s it.

“No, you stupid fuck, up here! Look up!”

I look up even though I don’t normally answer to the name of “stupid fuck,” and see Rafe leaning out of a second story window, knife in hand. Shotgun Guy whirls back at me, and I flatten myself into the snow as he fires again. What the fuck is wrong with this guy? Does he not understand what up means?

There’s a thunk, and then the shotgun goes off once more just before I hear a soft thud. I wait a second, and then push up out of the snow. I notice the spray of blood on the white before I notice the indentation in the snow and Shotgun Guy’s body.

“Grab that shotgun before it gets too wet,” Rafe yells. “I’ll be right down.”

I hobble over to Shotgun Guy and see a lot more red than I was expecting to. Carefully, I get closer until I can snatch up the shotgun. I put it to my shoulder, and limp back a step or two and wait. Rafe comes barreling out of the house’s backdoor and jumps into the snow, then scrambles to the man and flips his body over. He pulls his knife from the guy’s left eye socket, and wipes it on the man’s coat, then looks over at me and grins.

“That wasn’t a lucky shot,” Rafe says as he slides the knife into his boot. “I can make those all day. Easy way to take down meat, right through the eye.”

“We are not eating this guy,” I say, and fight the urge to turn the shotgun on the kid. “I don’t give a fuck how hungry I am, we are not eating this guy.”

“Fucking relax, Short Pork,” Rafe says. “My people eating days are behind me. We’ll leave him here for the Zs. It’ll buy us some time.” He glances at my bleeding leg. “Which it looks like we’ll need.”

He’s right, we do need some time, because my leg hurts like hell, and the Zs are closing in on us. Rafe hurries over to me, takes the shotgun, and then throws my one arm over his shoulders. He points with the shotgun at a decent sized gap in the herd, and we both head for it.

“Where’s that baton of yours?” Rafe asks. “We may need it in a sec.”

“Dropped it somewhere,” I say. “I was sort of busy running from Shotgun Guy.”

“You were busy leaving my ass behind, is what you were doing,” Rafe says. “Good thing I know how to play possum. He smacked me hard, but not hard enough to knock me out. Takes a lot to turn off my lights.”

“Not me,” I say. “I’ve been knocked out by pretty much everyone in the apocalypse. You look at me the wrong way, and I go unconscious.”

“Uh, that can’t be good for you,” Rafe says, glancing at me. “You probably have some brain damage.

“Nah, I’m good,” I say.

“How many times have you been knocked out?” he asks. 

“Jeez, close to eight or nine times in the last couple of years,” I reply. “I think I’ve been knocked out by cannies at least three times. Then there have been a couple of explosions I’ve been too close to. I’m actually surprised I can still hear. Mondello’s people knocked me out at least once, maybe twice. Three times?”

“Mondello?” Rafe asks.

“Wannabe POTUS,” I say.

“POTUS?”

“President of the US.”

“Why would the President want to knock you out?”

“Long story,” I say. “Doesn’t really matter, since I never considered him the real POTUS anyway.”

We get through most of the Z herd without much issue, and find ourselves out on a road. I know it’s a road, because the snow isn’t quite as deep as it is in the field we just crossed. Gotta love the warming properties of asphalt. Except in the summer, then you gotta hate the warming properties of asphalt. I have a love/hate relationship with asphalt, as you can tell.

Rafe is looking at me like I’m crazy.

“I think all those concussions are why you talk out loud all the time,” Rafe says.

“What? That’s crazy,” I laugh. “I don’t talk out loud all the time. Just some of the time. I wasn’t talking out loud right now, was I?”

“You have a love/hate relationship with asphalt,” Rafe says.

“Oh,” I frown. “Huh. Well, maybe I do talk out loud a little more than I intend to. But lots of geniuses have talked out loud.”

“Geniuses?” Rafe asks. “Uh, no offense, man, but I’m not sure you fit in that category.”

“Hey, kid, listen up,” I snap. “I’ve been tested. I’m a certifiable genius.”

“You’re certifiable,” Rafe says. “That’s not exactly a secret.”

“Lame joke, dude,” I say. “Don’t try to be funny if you’re gonna recycle old humor. Go for something original. Life’s too short for stale laughs.”

“Yeah, okay, whatever,” Rafe says as we stop in the road. He looks down and shakes his head. “Those aren’t tire tracks.”

“Nope,” I say as I look at the road. “Those are snowmobile tracks. Shotgun Guy’s friends were ready for the snowstorm.”

“Guess you’d have to be if you live around this place,” Rafe says.

Tracks are good since they are easy to, well, track. But these go in both directions, which makes me think the people that took Stuart and Critter just happened by our hidey-hole and weren’t out looking for us specifically. The problem is, I have no idea which way they went. The snowmobile tracks don’t exactly have arrows pointing us in the right direction. They just look like tracks in the snow.

“What the hell is that?” Rafe asks, squinting into the bright glare. He points to our left. “Do you see something coming?”

I squint too and do see something coming. It’s a couple more minutes before I realize what that something is.

“RVs!” I shout, and then flinch as several Zs moan from behind us. I glance over my shoulder and see that the herd has turned itself around and is trying to come for us. “Oops.”

“Don’t worry,” Rafe says. “The RVs will get to us before the Zs do. But maybe we should cross the road.”

“Good idea,” I say, and limp across the road so we can face the herd instead of having it at our backs. I stick my thumb out and smile. “Nothing like the freedom of the open road.”

“You are one weird motherfucker,” Rafe says.

“Says the canny kid,” I reply. 

My arm tires out quickly, so the whole sticking out my thumb for a ride thing gets old pretty fast. We both just stand there calf-deep in snow and wait for the RVs to get to us. I really fucking hope my family is in one of them. Please, please, please let Stella and the kids be alright.

I shield my eyes from the glare of the sun off the snow and off the shiny RVs. The vehicles get closer and closer until they are only a couple hundred yards away.

That’s when I notice that we are fucked.

“Shit, shit, shit,” I say. “We gotta go.”

“What?” Rafe asks. “Why? Those are our RVs.”

“They were our RVs,” I correct. “They’re the ones we left back at that farm! Unless our people went back to get them, then whoever is driving probably isn’t a friendly face.”

“Oh, fuck, you’re right,” Rafe says and frantically starts looking this way and that. Then he stops and his shoulders sag. “There’s nowhere to go. We are so screwed.”

“Hand me the shotgun,” I say. “They’ll think twice about messing with a one armed guy with a shotgun.”

“Why? How are you any different than a two armed guy with a shotgun?” Rafe asks.

“I look scarier,” I say.

“No, you don’t,” Rafe states. “Trust me, Short Pork, you do not look scary. I look scarier than you do.”

“Yeah, well, that’s a matter of opinion,” I snap. “And don’t call me Short Pork. That’s just dick, kid.”

“Don’t call me kid,” Rafe replies, refusing to hand me the shotgun.

“Give me your knife,” I say.

“No way! I love my knife!”

“I need some kind of weapon!” I yell. “I can’t stand here with my dick in my hand!”

“Make a snowball!”

“Ha ha!” I growl. “Tell the one armed man to make a snowball! Real fucking nice, you canny asshole!”

The RVs are almost on us, and there is no doubt we look like Dumb and Dumber standing on the side of the road arguing.

Oh, well, nothing we can do about it now.

“I know,” Rafe says.

“Was that out loud too?” I ask.

“Yep,” he replies as the RVs slow and then stop about five yards away. 

We’re on the opposite side of the road from the side doors, so we hear the doors open and close, then the sound of boots crunching on snow well before we see anyone. 

Guess what? Guys with shotguns.

“Uh, hey there,” I say, and wave. “Nice RVs.”

“You boys lost?” a man asks from the front of the pack. And there is a pack. About eight of them in all. “Don’t think I’ve ever seen you around here before.”

“We’re passing through,” I say. “On our way to Kansas City.”

“KC is gone,” the man replies, his shotgun aimed right at my belly.

“We heard that,” I say. “But you can’t always believe what you hear, right?”

The man doesn’t respond, just keeps pointing the shotgun at my belly.

“Nice RVs,” I say again.

“You boys want a ride?” the man asks. “We aren’t going to KC, but we can give you a lift part of the way.”

To say I’m a little surprised is an understatement.

“Uh, yeah, that would be great,” I say. “How far are you going? St. Louis?”

“No, not that far, either,” the man says. “No point. St. Louis is gone too. The biters took that place over from the gangs a long time ago.”

“Oh,” I nod. “So how far then?”

“Far enough,” the man says. 

“Right,” I smile. “But, let’s say we were playing some type of game where telling the other person the actual distance was how you win. You’d probably score some serious points if you actually told me how far you could take us.”

The man looks past me and at Rafe.

“What’s wrong with your friend here?” he asks.

“I have no idea, mister,” Rafe shrugs. “I barely know the guy.”

“Gee, thanks,” I say.

“Well, when you think about it, it’s true,” Rafe says to me.

I start to protest, but realize he’s right. We do barely know each other. I probably know more about Boyd than I do about Rafe. Boyd...

“Get in the RVs,” the man orders. 

“Small talk is done, I guess,” I say.

“You’re wasting time,” the man says. “There’s another storm on the way, and we need to get to ground before it hits. We’ve got a couple hours of traveling to do before that.”

“Can’t move as fast as the snowmobiles,” one of the men says, and gets a stern look from the lead man. “Sorry.”

“Oh, you know the guys on the snowmobiles?” I ask.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Rafe sighs.

“Shut the fuck up, kid,” I snap. “People with snowmobiles are good people. We like to keep snowmobile people happy, right?”

Everyone, including Rafe, looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. Which I probably have, but that is beside the point.

“Which RV?” I ask, resigned to our fate.

“This one here will do,” the man says, and steps aside.

The whole shotgunned group steps aside also, and several of the shoguns start waving us on, as if we needed help figuring out which RV was which. 

“Hey. Hi. How’s it going? Nice gun. Ooh, that one’s shiny. You polish it yourself or is it new? Howdy. I’m Jace. You guys brothers?”

“Shut the hell up,” the lead man says. “Just get in the damned RV.”

“The RV is damned?” I ask. “Like cursed? That would explain a lot, trust me.”

A shotgun is jammed in the small of my back, and I shut up as the RV side door opens. More shotguns greet me and move aside so Rafe and I can step up into the vehicle.

The first thing I notice is the bleach smell from the RV being cleaned after Pukeapalooza. The second thing I notice is that we aren’t the only hitchhikers.

“Daddy!” Greta shouts, but doesn’t move as several of the shotguns get racked and pointed at my face. “Daddy?”

“Daddy’s here to save you, sweetheart,” I smile. “Just as soon as I figure a few things out.”

“Daddy?” the lead man asks as he steps up into the RV behind me. “Too bad.”

“Why’s that?” I ask as I turn to look at him.

All I see is the butt of his shotgun flying at my face.

I guess I’m adding one more concussion to the list. Night night.

***
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NOT A FUCKING CLUE how long I’m unconscious. Could be a couple hours, could be a couple days. All I fucking know is my head hurts, and the stink of bleach is burning the fuck out of my nostrils.

“Yeah, it stinks,” Greta says.

And apparently I’m talking out loud again.

My eyes pop open at the sound of my daughter’s voice, and glance about. She’s sitting right next to me, her arm looped in mine.

“Hey, baby,” I smile, then wince from the pain in my head.

“Hey, Daddy,” she frowns. “How are you feeling?”

“Like someone clocked me with the ass end of a shotgun,” I reply.

“Good thing,” Rafe says from my other side. “Because that’s how you look.”

“Where are we?” I ask.

“In our RV,” Greta replies.

I glance about and sure enough, it really is one of the RVs we left behind. But since we didn’t have to make room for a bunch of extra passengers and supplies, all the furniture is still inside. I am not on any of the furniture. The guys with shotguns are on the furniture, while I’m on the floor with my daughter and Rafe. Furniture hogging assholes with shotguns can suck my balls.

“Dude,” Rafe says. “You seriously need a filter for that brain to mouth thing.”

“Was the furniture hogging assholes with shotguns suck part out loud too?” I ask.

“Yeah, it was,” the leader of the shotgun people says as he swivels in the passenger seat and points his oh so holy weapon at me. I think these guys sleep with their shotguns, that’s how attached they look to them. “That was out loud also.”

“Son of a bitch!” I snap. “What the fuck is wrong with me?”

“It’s been getting worse,” Rafe says more to the guys with shotguns than to me. I think he’s worried my mouth is going to get us killed. Which is a completely valid worry, since I have no idea what I say in my head, and what I say outside my head.

I look around and wait. No one responds. Good. 

“We have a doctor back at the Tomb,” the leader says. “He can look you over. You taken a lot of hits to the head?”

“I don’t know,” I reply. “There have been a few over the years.”

“Concussions add up,” the man nods. “I used to coach football. I’ve seen my share of head trauma.”

“You ain’t seen shit, Maury,” another man says, his eyes locked on me. “I was in Iraq and Afghanistan. That’s some serious head trauma shit there, man.”

“You should probably shut your mouth, Cole,” Maury, the shotgun people leader, says. “Ain’t a good thing to talk shit in front of the captives.”

“By captives, I’m hoping you don’t mean dinner,” I say. “Rafe used to be a canny, so karma says he should totally be barbecued, but my daughter and I have never eaten of the human flesh. Sure, they call me Long Pork, but that’s a, well, long story.”

“They call him Short Pork now,” Rafe says, glaring at me. “And thanks for throwing me under the bus.”

“It’s an RV,” Cole says. “Recreational vehicle. Not a bus.”

“Figure of speech, Cole,” Maury says. “He wasn’t talking about this as the bus.”

“Although you could probably use the short bus, eh, Cole?” I say. 

“Daddy, hush,” Greta whispers.

Yeah, probably not the best thing to say to a big guy with a shotgun, but that damned filter part of my brain really, really isn’t working so hot right now. Maybe this Maury guy is right, and all the lumps to my skull have finally caught up with me. Although, I seem to be thinking fine. I can reason and figure shit out. My only problem is my internal voice is becoming my external voice. Maybe I should just stop thinking to myself, and then I wouldn’t have to worry?

Hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha!

“Your bud has lost his shit,” Maury says to Rafe.

“He’s fine,” Greta snaps.

“I ain’t so sure about that, little girl,” Maury says.

“Why’s he laughing?” Cole asks. “Is it because he thinks that short bus crack is funny? I know what the short bus is asshole! My brother had to ride the short bus!”

Then Cole is up and coming at me fast. Yet, I’m still laughing. I can’t seem to stop.

He shoves Greta away from me as his fist hits me square in the jaw. That stops the laughs pretty fucking fast. This Cole guys is built like the proverbial brick shithouse. Although, was there ever a proverb about brick shithouses? I guess I can’t really call it proverbial unless there is an actual proverb involved. 

“Get off my daddy!” Greta screams, but Rafe holds her back as she tries to lunge at Cole. “He doesn’t know he’s talking!”

“Shut him up!” Cole shouts as he grabs me by the neck, and then brings his fist down so hard and fast that I don’t even see it coming. All I see is a pinkish blur, then stars.

So many stars. Lots and lots and lots of stars.

“Shut the fuck up about the stars!” Cole yells, and both of his hands are around my neck. Even if I wanted to cough up a couple more words or laughs I can’t because I am quickly losing air.

“Let him go, Cole,” Maury orders loud enough to drown out my daughter’s pleas. “I won’t ask again. I’ll count to five, and if you’re still strangling that man, then it’ll be your time in the pit.”

Cole’s hands loosen, and he slowly lets me go, then backs up and takes his seat. There are even more stars now, along with spots and streaks of lights that blur my vision. I feel Greta wrap her arms around me, and I try to soothe her, but I can barely stay conscious.

When I can finally see well enough to trust my eyes, I notice that no one is looking at Cole. Not Maury, and not any of the other shotgun guys. I have a feeling the threat of the “pit” holds some serious weight with these folks.

“What’s the pit?” Rafe asks.

“You’ll see,” Maury replies.

“Not even a hint?” Rafe asks. “It doesn’t sound good, and the way Short Bus here backed off Jace when you threatened him with it, I can only guess it’s probably the worst punishment you all have.”

“Who’s Jace?” Maury asks.

I raise my hand and try to speak, but Cole has done a job on my throat, and I only croak a couple of sounds before I stop trying. I glance at Rafe, and can tell he’s trying to be brave, but since he used my real name and not Short Pork, I know he’s scared shitless right now. So am I. So is Greta as she clings to my chest and weeps quietly. 

Maury unhooks a canteen from his belt and throws it to me. “Drink some. You’re croaking worse than a retarded bullfrog.”

“Thanks,” I reply, but it comes out more like “thghs.” 

“Care if I have some?” Rafe asks Maury, and the man nods.

“Keep it,” Maury says. “I don’t know what bugs you three have, so I don’t want it until it’s sterilized again.”

“Thanks,” Rafe responds.

Oh, sure, it sounds easy when he says it. Fucking kid and his working larynx. 

Rafe and I pass the canteen back and forth until it’s empty. I try to give some to Greta, but she refuses to pull her face away from my chest. I set the empty canteen down, and we just sit there and watch our captors. I can tell Rafe is sizing them up just as I am. There’s five, not including the driver, and they all have their precious shotguns ready to blow our heads off. I’m almost afraid to fart, they all look so jumpy.

We drive for at least another hour before Maury turns and looks at us again.

“How many were in your party?” Maury asks. “Your girl here wouldn’t tell us a thing. But I know there were more of you because she waved us down, just like you did. She wasn’t surprised to see two RVs coming along that road at all.”

“Just us,” Rafe says.

“Really?” Maury smiles. “Just you three? So the babbling idiot here drove one RV while you drove the other?”

“Yeah,” Rafe says.

“Huh,” Maury nods. “Seems like a big waste of fuel to drive two RVs when there are only three of you.”

“You never know when you’ll need a spare,” Rafe says.

“That’s true,” Maury says. He pulls a radio from his belt and holds it up. “But the bullshit you’re telling me isn’t even close to true. Know how I know that? You folks like to chat. We heard you coming yesterday from miles down the road. Couldn’t quite tell how many of you there were, but we know it was at least three or four RVs. Only found the one all busted up over off 64. That’s when we picked up the girl.”

Rafe doesn’t say anything, just keeps his eyes locked on Maury. I’d really like to get in this conversation. I have a way of getting assholes to reveal all kinds of information. I like to think it’s my charm, but both Critter and Stuart have told me it’s more because people just want me to shut the fuck up so they start talking instead.

“What’s that?” Maury asks, and leans towards me. “What the hell are you gurgling about?”

Gurgling? I have to sound way cooler than gurgling. You get your windpipe crushed, and you have a deep rasp, right? That’s how it works. No way I sound like I’m gurgling.

“Man, that’s annoying,” one of the other men says.

Son of a bitch.

“Just tell me how many other RVs you have, will ya?” Maury asks Rafe. “Don’t even have to tell me how many people, just how many RVs.”

“I’m sure experienced guys like y’all could tell by the tire tracks,” Rafe replies.

“Snowstorm covered all the tracks,” Maury says. 

“Did it? Bummer,” Rafe grins.

“Listen, kid, I’m going to find out what I need to find out,” Maury sighs. “Everyone talks. Information is all you have to bargain with.”

“So I better wait, and bargain with the guy in charge then,” Rafe says.

“What makes you think I’m not in charge?” Maury glares.

Ooh, that pissed him off! Way to go, Rafe!

“It’s obvious,” Rafe says. “You had to use that pit threat to get Short Bus to behave. If you were the man in charge, then all you’d have to do is bark, and he’d heel. You had to use a stick.”

“You train a lot of dogs, have ya?” Maury asks.

“In a way,” Rafe smiles.

“In a way?” Maury chuckles. “Kid, you’re more full of shit than your buddy here.”

“Probably,” Rafe nods. “But I’m right. You’re not in charge. So who is?”

“You’ll find out,” Maury says. “And you won’t be happy when you do.”

“Scary,” Rafe says.

“Yes, he is,” Maury nods, then turns away from us. 

I glance about and see the reality reflected in the other guys’ eyes. 

I have a really bad feeling that Rafe may have overplayed his hand. I should know, I overplay my hand all the time. But, hey, I’m still alive, so maybe things won’t be so bad when we get to the Tomb. Yeah, yeah, I heard it.
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Chapter Five
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Apparently there are coal mines in Southern Illinois. Who knew?

These guys do, since that’s where they are taking us. I have no idea of exactly where we are, but I do know we are still in Illinois. That has been made obvious by the way the shotgun guys start talking about “Illinois this” and “Illinois that”. I tune out most of it.

Mainly I tune it out because I am afraid that if I start listening to them, then my internal dialogue will become my external dialogue, and I really don’t want to piss them off by making some stupid joke about Illinois. 

See? I know restraint when it comes to my mouth.

No, wait, that doesn’t sound right at all...

“I guess you don’t have to worry about fuel for power,” Rafe says after a huge gate is opened and the RVs are waved inside a compound that is easily as big as two football fields. At the end of the compound is the gaping maw of some mine. “You still pulling coal out of there?”

“They shut the mine down in ’97,” Maury replies. “But there is plenty of good coal in there for our needs. Also, plenty of good space. A small town’s worth of folk can live down there comfortably.”

“That how many you have here?” I ask as I look out the window at the buildings in the compound. Several single wide trailers are set up in clusters here and there with men (and shotguns) mingling about, their eyes watching the RVs with suspicious interest. “Did you move your old home town here when Z-Day hit?”

“Something like that,” Maury says. “You’ll see.”

“They said they had a use for me,” Greta whispers, her mouth close to my ear. “You don’t think they mean...?”

“No, sweetheart,” I say. “I’m sure they didn’t mean that.”

The looks on some of the shotgun mens’ faces tell me they mean exactly what my daughter and I think they mean. This is not going to be good.

“Well, thanks for the ride,” I say as I slowly get to my feet, making sure I make deliberate, non-threatening motions so there’s no misunderstanding. “I hate to ask it, but is there any chance we could get a backpack with some water and a little food? We’ve got a long walk ahead of us.”

As you may guess, there are a lot of confused stares. 

Maury clears his throat and motions for me to sit back down. At least, I assume that’s what he’s trying to convey when he points his shotgun at my nuts then at the floor. Either way, I sit my ass down.

“You aren’t walking anywhere,” Maury says. “Except inside the Tomb.”

“Yeah, about that name,” I say. “Do you call it that because it’s a deep hole in the ground and resembles a tomb? Or is it because it holds a bunch of corpses?”

“Yes,” Maury says.

“Yes, what?” Rafe asks.

“Oh, he answered the question,” I say. “It’s pretty clear what’s up.”

“It is?” Rafe asks.

“Sure,” I say as I watch a small group of shotgun-toting men wheel a supply laden cart into the huge mouth of the mine. Or Tomb. I should get used to calling it the Tomb. “Like our new friend said, the mine still has plenty of good coal for their needs. Except it takes plenty of good labor to extract that plenty of good coal. Hard to defend against Zs and the less than honest human contingent when you’re busy with a pickaxe down in the dark. So they are enlisting our help with the process of keeping the lamps lit and the heat on.”

“So we’re slaves,” Rafe says.

“Exactly,” I nod.

“Why didn’t you just say that?” Rafe growls. 

“Because he likes to hear himself talk,” Maury smiles. “You must not know each other very well if you haven’t figured that out yet. I’ve known plenty of smart guys like him. They always like to hear themselves talk.”

“I like to hear him talk too,” Greta glares. “He sounds a lot more interesting than a moron like you.”

Awesome. Now she gets her spirit back. While we’re in an RV with shotguns pointed at us. In a compound surrounded by ten foot high fences with razor wire. And about to be shoved into a deep hole for forced manual labor. But, hey, at least she’s ready to rumble, right?

I check everyone’s faces, and I’m very pleased to say that all of that was inside my head. Good. I call that progress.

“That’s what Kelvin calls it too,” Maury says.

“Excuse me?” I ask.

“Progress,” Maury says. “Kelvin considers our arrangement progress. He believes we lost a part of our foundation as a country when we decided that ditch diggers could dream of not being ditch diggers. The world needs ditch diggers.”

“You have no idea how many times I’ve expressed that very thought and been chastised for it,” I say. “I am a firm believer in the ditch digger principle. However, I also believe that there are those suited for digging ditches, and those suited for designing the ditches to be dug. I am in the latter category. You don’t want me anywhere near a shovel. I’m more than likely going to totally screw up and fill the ditch.”

“Kelvin believes that you can never know your true nature until you have tried all others,” Maury says. “That’s why you start in the Tomb.”

“Start?” I ask.

“You’ll see,” Maury says as he stands up and opens the side door. “Kelvin will fill you in on everything you need to know.”

“Looking forward to it,” I smile. “This Kelvin guy sounds like a dynamic personality. Can’t wait to share a beer and rap a while.”

“Daddy, don’t say rap,” Greta sighs. “This isn’t the sixties.”

“No, I meant I want to share a beer and work on some sick rhymes,” I reply. “I have some mad beatbox skills, and a way with words.”

“Not a good way,” Rafe says, and gets a couple chuckles out of the ever stoic shotgun gang. He brightens up a bit, and I get a sinking feeling in my gut that maybe we just lost Rafe to the other side. Cannies are known for being opportunistic bastards that way.

Maury leads us out of the RV, and the frigid air is a serious shock to my system. My leg hasn’t stopped hurting since we left the farmhouse, but that pain is nothing compared to the sheer agony that stabs me when the freezing wind hits me. It’s like my whole leg has been dipped in glass.

“Son of a fuck,” I grumble as I pull my coat around me.

“Told ya there was another storm coming,” Maury says as he glances up into the grey sky above. “Gonna be a lot worse than that last one.”

“Great,” I say as Greta huddles close to me.

I look about and scope the scene. It’s a fenced off compound that butts up against a huge hole in a hillside. There’s some old, rusted machinery around, but mainly the compound is full of a bunch of single wide trailers that are set up in about six or seven clusters. A few of our shotgun guards head to one cluster, while I watch as some less than healthy looking people push a loaded cart towards another cluster. Smoke and steam are coming from a third cluster, and I’m not surprised when one of the doors opens, and a woman steps out with a heavy apron on. She empties a bucket of something into the dirt, glances at us, sneers, then goes back inside.

I don’t have time to study the other clusters as a booming voice echoes across the compound, coming from the mouth of the Tomb.

“Visitors!” the voice cries. “How delightful! We always need fresh faces and strong backs to do the Lord’s work around here! Praise be!”

A couple of the shotgun guards reply with their own praise be’s, but mostly everyone just stops what they’re doing and watches with what can only be described as suppressed awe as the man comes bounding towards us. Yes, he bounds. His voice booms, and his legs bound. He’s a regular bounding boomer. Or booming bounder. I may call him BB.

“Daddy, quiet,” Greta whispers at me.

“Out loud?” I ask.

“Very,” Rafe says.

The bounding, booming man is around my age, maybe mid-forties, with shoulder length, light brown hair, and bright blue eyes. He’s average height and build with long fingers on his hands, which he holds out in front of him towards us in an exaggerated welcoming jester. As he gets closer and closer I realize he’s the likeness of someone we are all familiar with.

“Jesus...” I start.

“ ... Christ,” Rafe finishes.

So ... BB looks just like the Anglicized version of the Lord and Savior. He is the spitting image of every white washed Jesus Christ I have ever seen. 

Uh-oh.

“Maury, look what you have brought me,” the man grins, almost splitting his perfectly complected skinned face in two. “Two healthy men, and a beautiful young woman that looks to be close to child bearing age.”

“Hold on a fucking second,” I growl. “Child bearing are not words I want said when describing my daughter.”

“And why is that, sir?” the man asks, looking truly perplexed. “God’s work is to be fruitful and multiply. Heaven knows we can use more Christian soldiers in our war against Evil nowadays. The demons have killed too many of our Lord’s disciples, and we must do God’s work and replace them as quickly as possible.”

“Yeah, you do that,” I say. “Just leave my daughter out of it.”

“Show some respect,” Maury barks. “This is Kelvin, and he has saved us all. Without this man, the biters would rule the Earth, not man. He has brought us back from the brink of extinction, and you will thank him for it.”

There are a few things wrong with what Maury says, yet I decide not to argue with him. Not because I think I’ll get myself hurt, nor because I think they’ll hurt Greta, but because the way Maury talks about Kelvin, and the way everyone looks at him, puts it all into perspective really fucking fast.

We’ve got a cult on our hands.

Charismatic leader? Check.

Armed followers willing to use violence to carry out said charismatic leader’s orders? Check. 

Compound that is eerily similar to a prison? Check.

Obvious misogynistic vibe? Check.

Class system with a promise of rising in the ranks if one were to perform whatever duties and obey whatever orders? Check.

I’m guessing food and water are rationed perfectly, so those that need to be controlled have just enough to survive and work, but never enough to gain any strength and rise up against the charismatic leader and his shotgun acolytes.

“Shotgun acolytes,” Kelvin laughs. “I like that.”

“Shit,” I mumble to Greta. “How much of that was out loud?”

“Just the shotgun acolytes part,” Greta replies.

“Oh, thank God,” I sigh.

“Yes, let us thank Him,” Kelvin says, and bows his head.

Everyone, and I do mean everyone, bows their heads as Kelvin starts to bellow out a prayer.

“Oh, Lord! We thank You for the wisdom to bring these fine folks onto our path,” Kelvin says. “A path that is righteous and true, caring and kind, just and powerful! We thank You for Your gift of brotherhood and sisterhood! We thank You for showing me the way in the darkness! A way that was clouded by the demon hordes, blocked by the wicked men and women whose sins brought this plague of death upon us! But You Lord, You took me by the hand and led me from my own wickedness and into the light that only You can shine! We thank You for giving us the strength and vision needed to be the new Ark, one built around a flood of undead instead of a flood of water! Behold!”

And he whips about and points at the mine.

“It is the Tomb from which we will all rise in Your image! Praise be to You, Lord! PRAISE BE!”

“PRAISE BE!” the compound echoes.

“That was a nice one, Kelvin,” Maury says. “One of your best.”

“It was, wasn’t it?” Kelvin smiles, then walks right up to me and offers his hand. “I’m Kelvin and you are?” 

“Jason Stanford,” I say as I offer him my left hand. 

He seems to recoil from it, and I see a brief flash of disgust and anger flit across his face. He quickly composes himself and steps back to me, switching from his right hand to his left. We shake, and I instantly want to throw up. His grip is strong, but there’s a sliminess to it. Not a literal sliminess, but more the mythical snake sliminess where it felt like muscles rippling over bones under his skin. 

He’s the Reptile Jesus!

I panic for a second, but can tell that I kept that one inside the noggin. Phew.

“They call him Short Pork,” Maury says.

“Long Pork,” I say. “But I prefer Jace.”

“Long Pork?” Kelvin asks, amused. “Is that what happened to your arm? Did one of the wicked sinners get hungry?”

“No, I had to cut it off after a Z bit my hand,” I reply.

Shotguns go up fast and all turn on me.

“Really?” I sigh. “Do I look like I’m a fucking Z? Chill, boys.”

“Jace, please refrain from cursing while a guest here,” Kelvin says. “It lowers you to the level of the wicked and the demons.”

“So the wicked are the bad folk, and the demons are the Zs?” Rafe asks.

Kelvin turns his attention from me and onto Rafe. I give the boy credit for not flinching considering the look of disdain Kelvin slaps him with.

“The wicked are sinners and the demons are what are also known as biters,” Kelvin says. “And children do not speak unless spoken to. Do you understand me, young man?”

“Rafe,” Rafe says, and offers his hand. His left hand, not his right. “And you should refrain from calling me a child. It lowers you to the level of a Z.”

“Maury,” Kelvin says quietly then turns his back on Rafe as Maury hurries forward and cracks Rafe over the head with his shotgun.

Rafe crumples to the coal dusted dirt. Greta cries out, and I start to move towards him, but the barrel end of Maury’s shotgun is up my nose before I can take a single step.

“Get the kid out of here,” Maury says. “His first night is in the pit.”

A couple men hesitate, then sling their shotguns and pick up the kid. They drag him by the arms across the compound and are soon lost from sight inside the Tomb.

“If he is deserving, then he will rise again,” Kelvin says. A loud work whistle pierces the air. “Lunch time. Perfect. I would be honored if you and your daughter would join me for the midday meal, Jace. It will give us a chance to talk more and get to know each other. With your handicap, I’m not sure you are situated for the Tomb. Perhaps you can convince me to place you elsewhere in our little slice of Eden. Come.”

“Okey doke,” I reply as Kelvin turns on his heels and starts to do that bounding thing towards the far cluster of trailers. 

“Move,” Maury says. “We don’t keep Kelvin waiting.”

“Yeah, I’m guessing we don’t,” I say as I take Greta’s hand and follow the bounding Reptile Jesus.

***
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SO, REPTILE JESUS LIKES velour. Like really likes velour.

Velour covers the upholstery of the chairs and couches that fill the trailer we are led into. Red velour, green velour, purple velour, you name it. And, in the center of it all is a chase lounge covered in black velour. Yep. Black velour.

That’s where Reptile Jesus plops down. On a black velour chase lounge. 

It is so fitting since velour is the trailer trash version of velvet. And who doesn’t want to see Reptile Jesus on black velvet? I know I do!

“Sit, sit,” Kelvin says as he stretches out on his velour lounge throne thing. He claps his hands. “Tea and biscuits!”

Oh, yeah, this is gonna be great. Reptile Jesus just clapped his hands for tea and biscuits. I’m pretty sure I caught the hint of a faux British accent for a split second. Who the fuck is this guy?

“Daddy, you’re mumbling,” Greta says as she sits down on a red velour couch and pulls me next to her. “Please try to stay quiet.”

“I’ll try,” I say. “No promises.”

“Maury has informed me that you may be in need of medical attention besides your leg,” Kelvin says. “Something to do with your head? I hope it wasn’t because of our treatment.”

“Well, there may have been an extra knock I could have done without,” I say. “But the problem started before I met you fine folks.”

“Fine folks,” Kelvin grins. “Yes, we are, aren’t we? Very fine folks. Very fine indeed.”

“Super fine,” I say. “The finest of fine. Finetastic. Finaliscious.”

“Daddy, stop,” Greta says.

“Stopping,” I smile, then tap my head. “The apocalypse hasn’t been so kind to my brainpan.”

“The apocalypse?” Kelvin asks. “Oh, no, Jace, we are not in the apocalypse. This is merely a test of our faith in Him. If it was truly the apocalypse, then the signs of the End of Days would be at hand. The Anti-Christ would call his forces to Armageddon, and the battle for our souls would begin. This, Jace, is not that.”

“That’s debatable,” I reply. “But I’m not a religious man, so I have zero desire to debate it. Apocalypse, no apocalypse, whatever. Doesn’t matter to me what we call it, it all sucks balls in the end.”

“Yes, how colorful,” Kelvin says. “While technically not a curse, it does border on one so I will ask you not to use that turn of phrase again, please.”

“What turn of phrase?” I ask. “Suck balls?”

“Yes, that phrase,” Kelvin says.

“You don’t want me to say suck balls?” I ask again.

“Yes, I have made that clear,” Kelvin replies.

“Okay, fair enough,” I nod. “No more saying suck balls. I promise, from this moment forward to stop using the phrase suck balls. Suck balls has been wiped from my lexicon. If I say suck balls one more time, then God Himself is more than free to strike me down with a bolt of lightning. Or a plague of frogs. Or is it a rain of frogs? A frog storm? Doesn’t matter, the point is I will no longer say those two words ever again. Scout’s honor.”

Maury’s eyes, the two shotgun guards’ standing in the corner eyes, and Reptile Jesus’s eyes are locked on me. They aren’t happy eyes.

“I believe I have been hospitable up to this point, Jace,” Kelvin says, his voice matching his sliminess a little more than the forced joviality. “Do not test me. Tea and biscuits are not offered to all that arrive here. Your friends were not offered tea and biscuits.”

Uh-oh.

My friends?

“Yes, your friends,” Kelvin grins, picking up instantly on the fact I did not intend those words to be spoken out loud. “Did Maury not tell you that our scouts brought in some of your friends earlier?”

“Scouts? Oh, right, the snowmobile brigade,” I say. “And where are my friends?”

“They are safe,” Kelvin says. “Very safe. The impertinent young man that accompanied you will be joining them shortly.”

“The pit?” I ask. “You have Stuart and Critter in the pit? Who else do you have?”

“Are those their names?” Kelvin asks. “They haven’t exactly been forthcoming with the personal information. My followers have used every means they can think of, short of mutilation, to extract information, but those two are obviously cut from a wicked cloth.”

Reptile Jesus leans forward, and I struggle not to shiver.

“The question is whether you are cut from that same cloth, Jace?”

“Is that the question?” I ask. “Because I can say I am cut from the same cloth as Stuart and Critter. It’s not fancy cloth like all this velour, but I wouldn’t call it wicked.”

I smile at Reptile Jesus. He smiles back. I wait for his tongue to flick out at me. It doesn’t. I’m a little disappointed.

A door opens and a young woman carries in a tray holding a teapot, cups, and a pile of cookies. Cookies, not biscuits. Unless you’re British, then they’d be called biscuits. Reptile Jesus is not British. So what the fuck is up with calling them biscuits? The apocalypse is so fucking annoying. Does everyone have to recreate themselves? 

Kelvin eyes me again, and I’m worried I’m talking out loud, but Greta doesn’t nudge me, so I just smile and nod. I probably look like a nodding idiot, but who fucking cares at this point?

“Please serve my guests first, Tara,” Kelvin says.

“Yes, sir,” the young woman replies, her eyes cast down and away from Reptile Jesus. “Thank you, sir.”

“Tara has been with us since the very first day we found our sanctuary,” Kelvin says. “She was a teeny little thing, just a speck in God’s eye, but hasn’t she grown up to be such a beautiful young woman? Just like your daughter here. I believe I will have Tara show your daughter the ways of our world. That way I know she will be led from the darkness and towards the light.”

“Yeah, you’ve sort of used that line already,” I say as Tara hands me a cup of tea. “Away from the darkness, go towards the light, Carol Anne.”

“Carol Anne?” Kelvin asks, watching Greta closely as Tara hands her a cup of tea. “I’m sorry, but are you quoting Poltergeist?”

“It was a play on words,” I say.

“I don’t think that would be considered a play on words, as much as just a movie reference,” Kelvin says. “I would know, as I am trained in the art of words.”

“They have an art of words class in messiah school?” I ask as I sip my tea. Bitter, needs milk and sugar. My eyes watch Kelvin carefully. “Or did you learn the art in the drama program at your local community college?”

Kelvin’s eyes narrow, then blink a few times before he turns them on Tara as she hands him his tea. “Thank you, my love,” he says. “I’ll call you back soon to take these, and Miss Stanford, once we are done. You may wait in the back until then; no need to return to the kitchens.”

“Thank you, sir,” Tara says, and bows her head as she sets the tray down on a small table, then hurries from the room and back through the door. 

All the men’s eyes are on her ass as the door slowly closes behind her. 

“I’m sure you can believe me when I say there is quite the line waiting to ask that young woman’s hand in matrimony once she is of age,” Kelvin says. “That is not going to be an easy decision to make.”

“I can only bet,” I say as I take another sip of the bitter, really needs milk and sugar tea. “These guys all look like such great catches. How will she ever decide?”

“She won’t, Jace,” Kelvin says. “I will. It is my place to make sure the perfect unions are created here. God did not put me in charge to just let the carnal whims of my followers rule who we are to be fruitful with. It takes careful consideration to ensure the future of the human race and the power of the worship given unto Him.”

“If you say so,” I smile. 

“I do,” Kelvin smiles back and nods his head. “How do you like your tea?”

“It’s great,” I reply. “Why? Did you drug it? Am I going to pass out and wake up in some torture chamber?”

“Drug your tea? That would defeat the purpose of inviting you for tea,” Kelvin says, and takes a long, loud, exaggerated sip from his cup. “See? Mine was poured from the same pot.”

“You could have drugged the cups,” I say.

“You are a very suspicious man, Jace,” Kelvin says. “It must be hard being you out there in the wicked world.”

“What makes the world out there more wicked than in here?” I ask.

“Do you really need to ask that question?” Kelvin responds.

“Uh, yeah, I do,” I say. “Because I haven’t exactly seen the picture of piety and compassion here at Reptile Jesus headquarters.”

“I’m sorry? Did you say Reptile Jesus?” Kelvin asks. “I’m not following. What does that mean?”

Huh, even when I mean to say things out loud I still stick my foot in my mouth. Story of my life, folks. Story of my life.

Kelvin looks about. “Who are you talking to, Jace? Are you addressing me? Am I the folks? And what story? You know, there is only one story, and that is the greatest story ever told.”

I set the tea down and slap my leg. My bad leg. I have to bite my tongue to keep from crying.

“Are you alright?” Kelvin asks.

“Dandy,” I say, and take a deep breath. “Okay, Kelvin, how about we cut to the chase?”

“Again, I’m not following you,” Kelvin replies.

“I’m just a guy trying to survive out in the world,” I say. “Same as you. Except I have friends and family, and you have a cult. But, in the end, we’re alike in lots of ways.”

“Daddy,” Greta warns, sounding a lot like her mother. I should heed her warning, but I don’t and press on.

“We have people that depend on us,” I continue. “You brainwash yours into following you because of some myth about being a leader and talking to God and all that mumbo jumbo. Whereas I have proven myself time and time again by getting our band of survivors out of one deadly situation after another. Sure, I blew up our subdivision, and, yes, I may have started a war with a powerful group of old world movers and shakers known as the Consortium, but hey, what’s a guy gonna do in the apocalypse, right?”

Kelvin leans forward and suddenly the reptile side of Reptile Jesus is the complete and totally dominant personality. The man is all viper and predator, his eyes boring into mine.

“Did you say the Consortium, Jace?” he asks. 

“Doesn’t matter,” I reply, waving him off. Then I point my finger at him. “You know what? It does matter. Yes, I said the Consortium. We’re running our asses off from those whackjobs, and the last thing we need is to deal with a minor whackjob like you. They have dirty bombs and tanks and bulldozers and helicopters and herds of Zs. What do you have? Tea and biscuits. Oh, and they’re called cookies, dipshit! Cookies! This isn’t London, dude. This is bumfuck Illinois. Cookies!”

I stop and take a breath and think I’m done, which would be the smart thing to be. But, I’m not.

“And, by the fucking way, we are smack dab in the middle of the apocalypse, okay? Your little End of Days manual is wrong. This is how the world ends, and there’s no reaping of souls or Rapture happening to take the worthy up to Heaven. Just a bunch of dead people walking around looking for a munchy or two. Apocalypse, dude. Apocalypse.”

“Jesus, Daddy,” Greta sighs. “I wish Mom was here.”

“I’ll forgive your daughter’s blasphemy since yours is so much greater, Jace,” Kelvin says, those snake eyes of his watching my every move. “I’ll also forgive her blasphemy if you tell me more about the Consortium. In fact, Jace, how about you tell me everything you know about that organization? You do that, and I think I can make things very comfortable for you here.”

“That’s the thing, Kelvin old pal,” I smile. “I don’t want things to be comfortable here. I don’t want to be here at all. I want our RVs, and I want my friends, and I want to get the fuck out of this shithole. Because that’s what it is—a shithole. You have taken a hole in the ground and shit in it by creating some throwback to Biblical slave times. I mean, what the fuck, man? You think you are the new messiah, and that gives you the right to force people to mine your coal so you can have all this?”

I start pointing at all the velour. All the goddamned velour. 

“What the fuck? Reptile Jesus on velvet? Is that where you’re going with all this? Some cheesy, divine single wide? The trailer to Heaven? I mean, come on!” I look at Maury whose eyes are wide and not so pleased with me. “You actually listen to this yahoo? Why, dude? Look at him! He’s nothing! Just an actor in a play of his own making! If you ask me, you should bail on his ass. Or, better yet, kick him the fuck out and all just live free. Your compound looks secure enough, so why keep the freak around? You don’t need him, trust me. False messiahs of the reptile persuasion are bad news, brother. Bad, fucking news.”

I grab a cookie and jam it in my mouth, then lean back against the oh so soft velour, pretty fucking satisfied with my little rant. As rants go, it was a good one. Some nice points, well placed jokes, just the right smattering of offense, yet not so far that I got my head shot off with a shotgun before I could finish. Yes, it was a fine rant.

“Daddy, close your mouth,” Greta says, he face white with fear. “You’re spitting crumbs everywhere.”

“Have one also,” Kelvin says, offering the plate to Greta.

“Yeah, have one, G,” I spit, sending crumbs flying everywhere on purpose, coating half the velour within two feet of me. “They aren’t half bad. Plus, he’s probably going to kill us both, so why not enjoy a last cookie?”

“You are a bizarre man, Jace,” Kelvin sighs as he continues to hold out the plate of cookies to Greta. 

“No, thank you,” Greta says. “I’m not hungry.”

“Are you sure?” Kelvin asks. “You may not get a chance to eat again for a while.”

Greta shakes her head.

“Fuck it, dude,” I say. “I’ll have hers.”

Kelvin nods and holds the plate closer to me. I snag two more cookies and jam those in my mouth.

“Fanks,” I say, barely able to speak around the globs of flour and sugar and chocolate chips. And something else. 

With three cookies crammed in my mouth, I can distinctly taste something not so cookie like. I didn’t notice it before when I only had one cookie, but now with three? Yeah, these cookies are a little off.

Then it hits me. I’m a complete dumbass. A total moron. A fucktard of epic proportions. 

I rake him over the coals and he just sits there and offers more cookies? He doesn’t tell Maury to give me a buckshot enema or toss me out into the freezing ass wind? Why?

Because the tea isn’t drugged, the cookies are.

Hunks and chunks of cookie fall to the floor as I lean over the arm of the couch and try to get every last crumb out of my stupid, out of control mouth.

“You aren’t a stupid man, Jace,” Kelvin says as he sets the plate down and leans back into his chase lounge, a very smug and satisfied look on his face. “That will make things much easier. I have found over the years that the stupid ones are the hardest to interrogate. They get confused by the questions. They lose track of their thoughts. They tell lies and misinformation without even knowing it. The smart ones? You guys are easy as pie. All you smart ones are so used to hearing yourselves talk, and so used to correcting everyone over and over, that the truth just flows from between your lips like wine.”

“That’d be some gross wine,” I say as I stick my fingers down my throat. Maury is suddenly by my side and slaps my hand away from my face. “Ow.”

“I’m glad you spit out what you did,” Kelvin chuckles. “You would have been useless if you’d swallowed those three cookies. As it stands now, you should have ingested enough to be more than cooperative.”

“What about the girl?” Maury asks.

“Touch her, and I’ll rip your balls off and feed them to the first Z I see,” I growl. The grin on Maury’s face tells me I don’t sound as threatening as I’d like. It might be the bazillion giggles that are lining up in my throat. Uh-oh, Jacey is seriously stoned out of his gourd.

For the record, I’m Jacey. I don’t want any confusion there. We good?

“Yes, Jace, we are more than good,” Kelvin says. He looks past me to Maury. “Take the girl to the women’s quarters. Tell Jobeth to have Dr. Stenkler give her a full work up.”

Maury looks towards the other two guards, and points his shotgun at the door. “Out.”

He waits until they are gone. The mood in the trailer turns instantly and I see a change come over Reptile Jesus. He drops the “Jesus” act all the way, but holds onto the reptile portion of his personality with relish.

Mmmm, relish. I could totally go for a hot dog right now. Man, I miss hot dogs.

“Shut up,” Maury says, and thumps me on the back of the head with a finger. I roll my head on my neck and look up at him as he turns his attention to Greta. “If Stenkler gives her a clean bill, then what?”

I may be whacked out on goofballs, but I can hear the implication in his voice.

“I think that depends on our new friend here,” Kelvin says, reptile eyes back on me. “His behavior will determine the exact fate of his daughter. If he gives me the information I want, then she will be allowed to work in the Tomb along with the others. If he resists me, then I’ll send word to ready her for marriage. I can see quite a few of our more than able bodied followers lining up to get a chance to woo this one.”

“Don’t you fucking touch her!” I shout, and jump to my feet. My leg cries out in pain, but the goofballs are having a nice numbing effect, so I ignore the agony and reach for Maury.

He probably gets in at least three, maybe four, punches before I even realize I’m getting the shit kicked out of me. But to my credit, I stay standing.

No, wait, that’s not true. If I was standing then my face wouldn’t be buried in this cheap Berber carpet that feels like sandpaper. What the fuck is up with that? Berber? Everyone knows that if you decorate with velour you have shag carpeting. That’s just basic interior design, people.

“Damn, he never shuts up,” Maury says as he stands over me. I know he’s standing over me because I can see his boots about two inches from my face.

“I am hoping that is true,” Kelvin says. “Take the girl, and clear out my trailers. I’ll be in the center. Let everyone know I am in deep prayer with our new guest and could be absent all night long. I am not to be disturbed, Maury. We can’t afford another Deirdre issue. It took me two weeks to smooth that out with the followers.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure you have all the time you need,” Maury says. “Come on.”

“No! You fucking let go of me!” Greta screams. “Daddy!”

“Daddy’s coming, sweetheart!” I shout into the carpet, unable to even pick my cheek up from the scratchy floor covering. “I’m so gonna fuck these bitches up! You hear that, bitches? Gonna fuck you up! Get ready for the fucking up of your lives!”

“Better you than me, Kelvin,” Maury says as he taps me in the temple with the toe of his boot. “I don’t think I could listen to this idiot all night.”

“We all have our roles, Maury,” Kelvin says. “Yours is the dutiful soldier while mine is the savior of the new world.”

“Yeah, we need to really talk about that dynamic at some point,” Maury laughs. “I think you’re getting the better deal.”

“Except for the celibacy thing,” Kelvin sighs. “How’d I rope myself into that one?”

“The messiah never took a wife, Kelvin,” Maury laughs again. “You chose the role, not me.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” Kelvin replies. “Get the girl out of here and over to Stenkler. No hurry to get me the health report until the morning. I’ll be busy, and I’m sure she could use a good night’s rest. Just make sure Jobeth keeps her from wandering.”

“The holy restraints?” Maury asks.

“That should do it,” Kelvin replies.

“DADDY!” Greta screams, then her voice is muffled as either Maury stuffs a rag in her mouth, or covers it with his hand. I have no idea since I really can’t move. Seriously, I’m totally paralyzed.

I hear the trailer door open, and the cold wind smacks me in the face, then it’s gone. And so is my daughter.

“I am so going to fucking kill you,” I say.

Kelvin kneels down so I can see his face. The messiah act is completely gone now. All I see is the look of a determined man. And trained professional. I’ve been around enough sketchy military types to know that look. I am beginning to think he isn’t some actor from the local community college drama program. Oh, he’s an actor alright, but not the spotlight type. 

I am so fucked.

“Not if you are cooperative. Which, considering your inability to filter your thoughts, is a very likely possibility,” Kelvin laughs as he reaches out and touches my nose. “Can you feel that?”

“Yeah,” I say.

He taps my shoulder, or I think he does. I can’t feel that.

“Good,” Kelvin says. “Miracle stuff, I have to say. I developed the formula during my time at a rendition facility in Germany. They have some amazing chemists in Germany, Jace. The government was more than willing to loan a couple to our country’s cause. It took about a year to get the paralytic to anesthetic ratio right so subjects could still speak, but not be able to struggle. If you really concentrate you can wiggle your fingers and toes, but I would advise against it.”

I ignore him and try to wiggle my fingers and toes. Pretty sure I bust a lung screaming.

“Hurts, doesn’t it?” Kelvin says as he stands up. “This stuff just lights the nerves on fire if you try to fight against it. My advice is you don’t fight, Jace. Stay calm, stay relaxed, and answer my questions when asked. This scenario could end up working out in your favor.”

“Suck a donkey dick, Reptile Jesus,” I snap.

Barely, like a far off thought, I feel my feet being lifted. Then the rough Berber carpet is scraping against my cheek, and I realize that Reptile Jesus is dragging me somewhere. I watch as velour covered piece of furniture after velour covered piece of furniture slides by. There’s a pause as a door opens then I’m being dragged again.

My face is the last part of me through the door, so it’s not until then that I realize that my velour and Berber carpet days are over. My cheek hits cold vinyl, and sort of sticks and stutters as I’m pulled into the center of a new room. The dragging stops and I watch, helpless, while Kelvin closes the door and locks it. From the amount of clicking and clacking I’d say there’s more than one deadbolt on that door.

“You aren’t going to touch me in my swimsuit area, are you?” I ask.

“No point,” Kelvin says as he hooks his arms around my chest and under my armpits.

With one heave he has me up and falling into a chair. It’s a dentist’s chair. Or maybe an orthodontist’s chair? How does one tell the difference?

“One doesn’t,” Kelvin replies. “And you’re wrong about both. It’s a barber’s chair. Maury found it for me in a beauty school he scavenged from back in our early days.”

“Was this before or after the Reptile Jesus gig?” I ask. 

Kelvin straps my hand to one arm of the chair, then straps my legs down to the foot rest.

“It was after,” Kelvin says. “And what is all this Reptile Jesus stuff, Jace? You have to let me in on how your bruised brain came up with that.”

“You look like Jesus, and you act like a fucking snake,” I reply. “Just without the warmth and cuddliness.”

“Well, I’ve never been known for either of those,” Kelvin laughs. “But I do work at it. The followers wouldn’t stick around if they thought I was the cold-blooded mercenary that I am. They like to think I’m an actor from Chicago that found the Lord, left my wicked ways behind, and am now here to do His bidding. People are suckers for the Arts.”

“So, this whole messiah act really is just some con?” I ask. “You don’t actually believe God is working directly through you, right?”

“Oh, no, Jace,” Kelvin says as he pats me on the cheek, then is lost from my sight. “My background story is the con, my belief is not.”

I can hear the sound of metal on metal, and what little feeling I do have is focused in my balls wanting to scrunch up and hide near my spleen. Kelvin returns to my view, wheeling the proverbial tool laden torture cart (that’s a proverb, right?). There’s a single, bare lightbulb above me, and the light glints off a plethora of things, most of them dental in nature, but a few just good old hardware from Home Depot.

“I am the instrument of God,” Kelvin continues as he picks up each tool and shows them to me, one by one. “I have always been a true believer, ever since I was a small boy and my mother took me to church every Wednesday and Sunday. I became who I am to fight the Muslim heathens, and wipe them from the Earth. My superiors never knew my true intent, which is good or they would have removed me from my duties and put me on a desk job. But God has always known. And he has guided me on my righteous path.”

Kelvin’s hand hesitates over a good, ol’ X-ACTO knife. Looks like we’re starting with a classic.

“Is it safe?” Kelvin chuckles.

I laugh. Dammit! I’m a sucker for Marathon Man humor.

“It is not safe!” I reply. “It is not safe!”

“You aren’t going to pee yourself, are you Jace?” Kelvin asks as he sets the blade back on the cart, pushes the cart aside, and pulls up a stool right next to my head. “If you need to pee, please tell me. I can insert a catheter.” He looks down at my crotch. “In fact, I may just go ahead and do that. You think you might defecate? I have adult diapers ready.”

“You have got to be shitting me,” I say. “Are you serious?”

“Serious as Job,” Kelvin says.

“Is that even a thing?” I ask. “Being serious like Job?”

“If you’re Job,” Kelvin replies, and gets up from his stool. “Now, where is the catheter? Oh, here it is. Time to get to work.” Oh, fuck me. Fuck me!
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Chapter Six
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“You know, as torture sessions go, this really isn’t so bad,” I say to Kelvin after he sets the cup of water aside he’s just given me. There’s been a lot of talking, so my throat is a hair parched. “It’s more like a really shitty and uncomfortable conversation.”

“That’s because you are a talker, Jace,” Kelvin says. “If you weren’t, I’d have removed several of your toes by now and shown them to you.”

“Why show them to me?” I ask. “I think just the removing them would be motivation enough.”

“Because of the paralytic and pain killers in my cocktail,” Kelvin says. “You wouldn’t feel the removal, so showing them to you would be the motivation.”

“You know, you could totally show someone somebody else’s toes if you wanted to,” I suggest. “Never actually cut off your subject’s toes, then later show him his intact feet. That’s when you start cutting. Really bring the fucked up mind fuckery. Talk about motivation.”

“I think you missed your calling, Jace,” Kelvin chuckles. “You would be an excellent interrogation specialist.”

“Nah, I’m more a generalist,” I reply. “I hate specializing in anything. I get bored too easily.”

“Well, I have to say our conversation so far has been anything but boring,” Kelvin says, and picks up a pad of paper. He flips through a couple of pages, then looks me in the eye, all snakey snake and shit. “Okay, so you killed Mondello, and then tried to rebuild Asheville, correct? That’s when your troubles with Camille Thornberg and the Consortium really began, is that it?”

“Yeah, I guess,” I say. “But I think those troubles were always there. I mean Vance was sort of in her employ. Or some business partner. I’m not quite sure what was going on with their business relationship, but I know he was connected.”

“True enough,” Kelvin says.

I catch the confidence in his voice.

“Uh, did you know Vance?” I ask.

Kelvin composes himself nicely, but I can tell my question has rattled him. I think he let his guard down for a second, and I caught him in it. 

“I haven’t ever heard of the man until you told me about him,” Kelvin replies. “He sounds like he was a small player. I didn’t mix in circles with small players.”

“You don’t now, either,” I say. “You got the direct hook up to God, yo. Ain’t nothin’ small in that, am I right? High five!”

“You can’t lift your hand to high five,” Kelvin says.

“Do it for me, will ya?” I ask. “Humor a torture subject, man.”

Kelvin stares at me for a second, then unstraps my hand and gives me a high five. He lets my arm flop back on the armrest, and straps me down again.

“You are such an interesting person, Jace,” Kelvin says. “I may keep you in here forever just to study that brain of yours. I have seen people deflect before, but you are extraordinary. It’s not just your brain damage that causes you to make light of everything traumatic, I honestly think you are wired this way.”

“Copper and gold, baby,” I smile.

“What?” Kelvin asks, honestly puzzled.

“My wiring,” I say. “It’s copper and gold. I’m filled with precious metals, that’s why everyone keeps me around. I got the pimped out brain.”

“Incredible,” Kelvin says, and flips a couple more pages on his pad. “But I think we need to get back to business. Tell me what you know about Camille Thornberg.”

“Not a lot really,” I say. “She was some rich bitch pre-Z, and is now some rich bitch post-Z.”

“Z,” Kelvin says. “Just Z. Post-Z would mean after the undead have gone away. I don’t think that’s likely to happen anytime soon.”

“I mean, like post-Z-Day,” I respond. “But it’s faster to say post-Z than post-Z-Day. That’s just awkward. And life is too short to worry about awkward phrasing. We are only given so many days on Earth, Reptile Jesus. Or didn’t your big Daddy in the Sky tell you that? Come on, man, if you’re gonna have the Batphone to God then you should use it more often and get the details. Awkward phrasing is out, just like grammar Nazis. The world has no need, man. No need.”

“Yes, well, we’ll agree to disagree,” Kelvin says.

“See! That phrase right there,” I state. “There is no need to say we are agreeing to disagree. There is no need to agree to that. We can just disagree, and leave it as it is. When people disagree about disagreeing, then that’s called a fight, and by that time things are way too far to fix. So, one should always assume that agreement is implied with a disagreement unless it devolves into an honest to goodness throw down. It’s that simple.”

“I don’t believe there is anything simple when it comes to your way of thinking, Jace,” Kelvin says. “So let us get back to the subject of Camille Thornberg. Tell me what you know of her post-Z.”

“Everything I know of her is post-Z, and thank you for using my term, because I had never heard of her pre-Z,” I say. 

“You had never heard of Camille Thornberg?” Kelvin asks.

“You sound suspicious,” I say. “Why are you suspicious? Why the fuck would I have heard of Camille Thornberg?”

“The Thornbergs were once one of the richest families in this country,” Kelvin answers. “They had power and influence like you couldn’t believe.”

“The Thornbergs,” I laugh. “Wasn’t that a miniseries in the eighties?”

“That was the Thornbirds,” Kelvin says. “And stay on topic, please.”

“If I had a nickel for every time someone told me to stay on topic,” I sigh, “I’d have a fuckton of useless nickels. Who needs nickels in the apocalypse? That shit just weighs you down.”

“Like this conversation,” Kelvin mutters. He stands up and starts to pace back and forth. “I won’t bore you with the details of Camille’s influence. I will say that I am not surprised she is the head of the Consortium and already making a push to take over more than just the eastern region. She’s probably gotten her grip on the South and is about to come after the Midwest. That is going to put a damper on my mission.”

“By mission, you mean like the Blues Brothers, right?” I ask. “Your mission from God? Not some secret CIA mission?”

“Who said I worked for the CIA?” Kelvin asks.

“You did,” I reply. “Or I think you did. Didn’t you?”

“I never said that.”

“Huh. Then I must have guessed it,” I say. “Probably all that talk about rendition stations and advanced interrogation techniques. That’s spook talk.”

“Spook talk?” Kelvin laughs. “You are a colorful character, Jace. Let’s move on from Camille. I am getting the feeling you know less than I do about her and her organization.”

“Really? What do you know?” I ask, honestly interested. “Come on. Sharesies!”

“No,” Kelvin states. “This is not a two-way conversation.”

“Is it a three-way?” I ask. “Because I’ve never had one of those. They seem awkward. And a lot of work. Who wants to work like that?”

“Are you talking about conversation or sex?” Kelvin asks.

“I don’t know,” I say quietly. “My head hurts.”

“Does it?” Kelvin asks, then looks at his watch. “That’s good to know. I meant to ask you to instruct me as to when you started to feel any discomfort, especially in the form of headaches, but you are such a distracting person that I honestly forgot.”

“If I had a nickel for every time someone said-.”

“Please stop,” Kelvin sighs. He picks up the X-ACTO blade and sticks the tip into my arm.

“Ow! Hey, motherfucker! That hurt!” I shout. Then I realize a lot of me hurts, not just my head, or where he poked me. “Looks like it’s time for my medicine.”

“No, Jace, it is not,” Kelvin says. There’s a sadness on his face like I’ve thoroughly disappointed him. “The formula works differently on every subject. Your system has burned through it faster than most. Unfortunately, I can’t give you more without risking serious damage to your nervous system. You could fall into a coma, and end up a vegetable. Or you could have a major seizure and die. Neither of those scenarios helps me.”

“So, it’s just regular torture, then?” I ask. Using then at the end of my question makes me think of Stuart. I really hope he’s okay. And Critter. I hope Critter is okay too.

“They are both fine, I am sure,” Kelvin says. “I have instructed my men to let me know if they are overwhelmed in the pit. I doubt they will be if they have both survived in this world this long. The pit will be uncomfortable, but not insurmountable.”

“Well, that’s nice to hear,” I respond. “So ... about that normal torture thing?”

Kelvin glances at his cart of shiny, scary tools. “I may have to go that direction, but I would rather not since pain is rarely a true motivator. Fear of loss is what really drives people. And I am fairly confident that I know what you fear to lose.”

I stay quiet. Not even gonna come close to taking that bait.

“Carly Thornberg,” Kelvin says, startling me. “Tell me what you know about her.”

“Who?” I ask, but I can tell my delivery is less than convincing. “Is she related to Camille?”

“There it is,” Kelvin says as he pushes the cart of tools over to the wall. He walks back to me with a particularly nasty looking pair of metal snips. “There is the defiance and deception I have been waiting for. You have been incredibly honest with me all night, almost a little too honest, if I may be honest as well. But now you have told me your very first bald-faced lie. Good. That means progress might actually be achieved.”

“I don’t know what you are talking about,” I reply.

Kelvin sits down next to me and makes sure the metal snips are the center of my attention. “These can cut through sixteenth inch sheet metal without a problem. Can you guess what they can do to flesh and bone? While you ponder that question, let me be more specific. You see, Jace, I can use these to cut off all kinds of body parts. Fingers, toes, ears, of course. Those are extremities and easily accessible. But, a true artist, uses these for other body parts. The tongue, love handles on those that have them, breasts. Ah, breasts. Young, supple, vulnerable breasts.”

“You motherfucking asshole,” I growl. “Don’t even think about it.”

“Oh, I have been thinking about nothing else since I dragged you into this room,” Kelvin says. “It took us a while, but we are finally where I thought we’d end up. Now, tell me about Carly Thornberg, or whatever you call her.”

“Fuck you,” I snap.

Kelvin taps me right between the eyes with the metal snips. “What do you call her, Jace? I won’t ask again. Tell me the name she goes by, or your beautiful little girl loses her left breast in the morning. She will be stripped naked and made to stand for everyone in the compound to see. Then Maury will take these very same snips and slowly, carefully, agonizingly, cut off her breast. How old is she? Have her breasts even finished growing and forming yet? How sad for a girl to be mutilated like that before she even reaches womanhood.”

I turn my head and puke. It’s only bile and water, so it doesn’t make much of a mess, but the act itself is quite the statement as to my mental state.

Kelvin stares at me, I stare at Kelvin. He gives the metal snips a quick squeeze and they pop open to show me just how sharp the blades are.

“Elsbeth,” I say. “She goes by Elsbeth.”

“Elsbeth? Really? Why is that?” Kelvin asks. “Is it because of Foster? Did that woman name her that?”

A cold chill runs up and down my spine, and I shudder suddenly.

“I can see you’ve met the woman,” Kelvin laughs. “Did she give Carly her new name?”

“No,” I say. “Some cannibal molester did. His name was Pa, and he brainwashed El into becoming like him. They hunted a whole bunch of survivors before I stumbled across them.”

“Yet you survived,” Kelvin nods. “You left that out of your earlier narrative. In fact, you left out Elsbeth altogether. I am guessing she had a lot more to do with your successes than you did. Any reason you didn’t mention her?”

“I’m holding out for a hero?” I say. “Holding out for a hero that is larger than life?”

He presses the tip of the snips to my right eye. “Funny. But answer the question. I have no problem mutilating you, then mutilating your daughter. Oh, and did I forget to mention that I’d brand her a sinner, and that I would declare her presence to be an affront to God? Do you know what happens to pretty, teenage girls that are branded as such? All bets are off. My followers can do what they want with her without worrying about it being a sin. In their eyes, and in the eyes of God, she will deserve every moment of her humiliation and defilement.”

“I was being serious,” I say. “Elsbeth has an uncanny way of pulling my ass out of the fire. I didn’t mention her because there is a distinct chance that she’ll track me down and save me. Along with my daughter, Stuart, and Critter.”

“And Rafe? Will he be saved as well?” Kelvin smiles. “Or is he the sacrifice in this chapter of your life? I have a sneaking suspicion that there are quite a few sacrifices along the path you have walked, Jace. Not that I see that as a bad thing. God asks for sacrifices all the time.”

“You got that right, brother,” I nod. “That God is all about his sacrifices. Sacrifice this and sacrifice that. In fact, I think what he really wants, more than anything in the world, is for you to take those metal snips and shove them as far up your nose as you can. Now that would be some sacrifice, am I right?”

“No, you are not,” Kelvin says. “I know what God wants from me, and that idea is as far from the truth as you can get.”

“When you say truth, do you mean with a big T or a little T? I only ask because it helps me know just how whackadoo you are. People that use the big T are kinda off the charts with the whackadooness, so-.”

“Elsbeth,” Kelvin interrupts. “What makes her special?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “I’m not a scientist. Kramer is the guy you want to talk to. He can give you the lowdown on Elsbeth and her sisters.”

“Sisters?” Kelvin asks. “So you know about the other girls that were part of that program?”

Son of a bitch.

“Isn’t exhaustion a wonderful thing?” Kelvin asks as he reaches between my legs. “It makes you sloppy. Sloppy enough that even the most guarded bits of intel start to come spilling out.”

He yanks the catheter out of my dick, and I scream, scream, scream. Oh, do I scream. 

“I’m going to let you leak on yourself for a couple minutes while I go freshen up and check in with Maury,” Kelvin says. “I’ll let you sit here and wonder if I am ordering him to start prepping your daughter or not. When I get back, I expect no more stalling and no more omissions. Is that clear, Jace?”

“Crystal,” I croak as I feel warm piss wet the chair and pool around my ass.

“Good,” Kelvin says. “Sit tight.”

Yeah, I think I’ll do that.

***
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I DRIFT IN AND OUT of consciousness as I wait for Reptile Jesus to return. I don’t exactly sleep, since that really isn’t possible when strapped to a barber’s chair and sitting in your own piss. It’s more like when you are watching TV, and you don’t want to fall asleep, so you keep snapping awake every few seconds. 

You know what I forgot to ask Reptile Jesus? Why he insisted on calling cookies biscuits. And why he had that lame British accent for a split second there. What the fuck was that all about? If the guy is CIA, then what was up with that? 

Unless maybe he isn’t CIA, and it’s all some elaborate rouse. The fucker could totally be faking the whole not faking the actor thing. What if this guys is actually some Second City wannabe? Wouldn’t that be the shit?

Except that doesn’t make sense. He knows too much about the Consortium and Camille Thornberg. He knows about Ms. Foster and the sisters. I think he knows about Kramer, but I haven’t confirmed that yet. Maybe that’s where his whole line of questioning about Elsbeth was going. Maybe, just maybe, it’s Kramer he’s after.

Nah. Nobody wants that asshole. He might be a mad scientist, but after three seconds with the jerk everybody wants to fucking kill him. He’s bigger slime than Reptile Jesus is.

Which means I have zero answers to any of my questions. I have plenty of piss, though. Not a problem in that department. I think I heard somewhere that when they remove catheters, the ureter stays expanded and you pretty much leak from your dick for a while. I’d like to know how long that while is, because this is really growing uncomfortable. Each time I shift I leak a little more.

It’s been a great few days, huh? Shitting and puking and pissing. I really know how to party in the apocalypse.

The door opens, and Kelvin comes in. He looks tired and frustrated. I’m about to ask him some smart ass question when I see the metal snips in his hand. He tosses them on the cart, and the blood that coats the blades splatters across the rest of the shiny torture tools, instantly making them less than shiny. Kelvin just stands there and looks down at the cart, his eyes kind of glazed and far off.

“Uh, everything alright?” is what I want to ask, but I can’t get the words to form. Strange, I know, since it’s me, and I seem to have zero problem saying whatever comes to mind no matter what the moment may be. But those bloody snips. They freeze my throat, and I start to feel like it’s hard to breathe.

Why are they coated in blood? Whose blood is it? 

Dear God, please don’t let it be...

Kelvin turns around and meets my eye. The look on my face must convey all the thoughts in my head because he rolls his eyes and takes a seat on the stool next to my chair.

“No, no, that’s not your daughter’s blood,” Kelvin says. “One of my followers decided that now was the time to challenge my authority. Which means he was challenging God’s authority. I couldn’t allow that.”

“Oh, thank fucking God,” I say. “Uh, I mean, praise Jesus. Even Reptile Jesus.”

“Shut up, Jace,” Kelvin says. “I no longer have the patience for your mouth. Just stay quiet for a minute while I gather my thoughts and get myself centered and right with God, please.”

Oh, crap. This guy just asked me to stay quiet. How the hell am I going to do that? It was easy when he was interrogating me because my obvious natural inclination is to blabber away. And the fact that my internal filter is shot to shit didn’t make a damn bit of difference then. Now? Yeah, it makes a huge fucking bit of difference!

Please, please, please don’t let me start talking out loud. Please.

I watch Kelvin closely, my eyes locked onto his face, looking for any sign that what is in my head is coming out of my mouth. But he doesn’t even flinch, just sits there, his head hung, his eyes closed, as he ‘centers’ himself. 

What does that even mean? Sure, I know all about yoga and meditation, but that’s positive stuff. What does a religious crackpot like Reptile Jesus do when he needs to center himself? Picture burning lakes of fire? Think of pits of damned souls roasting in flames for all eternity?

“I think of a small meadow near where I grew up,” Kelvin says. “And please don’t call me a religious crackpot. That’s disrespectful and will lead to my order to mutilate your daughter.”

“Sorry,” I say. “I didn’t know that-.”

“I do not care, Jace,” Kelvin says. “Your neurological affliction is not my concern.” 

He looks up, and I know everything has changed. This next session isn’t going to be a hearty chat like last time. 

“Tell me about Elsbeth,” he says. ”Hold nothing back. If you do, I will know. If I know, then you pay. If you pay, your daughter pays. Then we start again. Are we understood, Jace?”

“Yes, sir,” I reply. I don’t know why I call him sir. It just slips out.

So, without hesitation or any sort of editing, I start in and tell him everything I know about Carly “Elsbeth” Thornberg. From the first moment I saw her in North Asheville, to the last time I saw her a few days ago before she went missing on the road. He gets it all. Not one small attempt at subterfuge or misinformation. He gets the real deal.

Yet, when I’m all done and watching him expectantly, he doesn’t look pleased. He doesn’t look anything. It’s like the life and will has been drained out of him.

“That is quite the story,” he says finally and stands up. He stretches and looks about the room as if it holds better secrets than the ones I just told him. “I was told you interacted with Cole on your journey back here.”

“Cole?” I ask.

“The man that assaulted you on the RV,” Kelvin says.

“Oh, right, that guy,” I nod. “Yeah, we had an interaction. It was a bit one sided.”

“Yes, that does sound like Cole,” Kelvin says. “Or did.” He glances at the bloody tools. “Nothing except eternal silence sounds like the man now. I hope he finds peace in the afterlife that he couldn’t find in this one.”

“You killed him?” I ask.

“I ended his existence on this plane,” Kelvin says. “But his journey doesn’t end yet. He is now a part of the pit, as are all that are deemed unworthy of a final death.”

“Wait, he’s in the pit now?” I ask. “As a zombie? You killed him and let him come back?”

“Only the truly righteous are allowed a final death,” Kelvin says. “Cole was far from righteous.”

“Yeah, but didn’t you say that my friends are in the pit?” I snap. “Are you fucking telling me you killed them too?”

“No, Jace, they have not been killed,” Kelvin says. “At least, not to my knowledge.”

“Then I don’t understand,” I say. “How can you have zombies in the pit and also have my friends there too?”

“The pit is not some simple hole,” Kelvin says. “It is one of those great mysteries that God likes to tease us with. Over millions of years, water seeped down into the mine, the Tomb, and carved out a place that is vast and terrifying. A great underground depression that threatens to collapse the entire mine structure. It’s one reason this mine was shut down. The wrong use of the wrong machinery, a buildup and sudden release of gas, an engineer’s miscalculation on drill depth. Any one of those things could have caused the mine to collapse into the pit.”

“The mine can collapse into the pit? How fucking big is this pit?” I ask.

“Were you not listening? I said it was vast and terrifying,” Kelvin frowns. “Listen up, Jace. I do not enjoy repeating myself.”

“Sorry. My bad,” I say quickly. “The place is vast and terrifying. Got it. So, if my friends work hard enough, they can avoid the Zs you’ve stuck down there with them, right? Is that what you are saying?”

“Yes, exactly,” Kelvin replies. “Many people have been put in there to pay their penance, and then come out unscathed. There are nooks and crannies they can hide in. There are boulders and rock outcroppings. Pillars of stone they can climb. In fact, there are stones of all sizes everywhere. In the right hands, there are more than enough weapons at the ready.”

“Oh, okay,” I say. “Critter and Stuart are good with their hands. They know how to kill Zs. I’m sure they are fine.”

“Yes, I’m sure they are,” Kelvin sighs. “So, where were we?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “I just told you everything I know about Elsbeth. What else do you want to know?”

“Why the Stronghold?” he asks. “Why are you going there?”

“Because Kansas City is scorched, apparently,” I reply. “Kramer says it doesn’t exist anymore. Your guy Maury says it doesn’t exist anymore. Same with St. Louis, but we had no intention of going there. We were just going around it.”

“Why did you want to go to Kansas City?” he asks.

“We don’t care where we go,” I say. “We just needed to get out of Asheville because of the radiation, and because the Consortium was going to come for us. Kramer seems to think that Camille has control over the sisters. That is quite the motivation to get the fuck out of Dodge.”

“Control? Like how?” Kelvin asks, and the depression seems to lift like a curtain. Suddenly, the old Reptile Jesus is back and staring right at me. “Tell me all you know about how to control the sisters.”

Great. Here we go again.

So, I tell him. It’s a much shorter conversation than what I told him about Elsbeth, mainly because I don’t really know shit about the sisters. He figures that out in seconds, and the mood goes back to sad Reptile Jesus. This guy is all ups and downs. Kinda getting tired of it. I miss the crazies like Vance who was all bluster and confidence. Or Mondello. That guy had a big enough ego to actually think he could be President and everyone would go along with it. Hell, I’m sure Camille Thornberg doesn’t go from happy sappy to grumbly bumbly in point zero one seconds like this guy. Psychopaths rarely do.

Which is what is troubling me. This guy is obviously psycho, but is he a psychopath? I don’t know. I can’t tell. True psychopaths don’t tend towards these types of manic/depression mood swings. They are so narcissistically self-centered that this kind of back and forth depression is beneath them. That’s for regular people. For victims.

“Yes, it is,” Kelvin says quietly. “Regular people. Am I not a regular person, Jace? Just a man trying to be right with God? A man called upon to do the impossible? To be the Word of God on Earth? I believe you would feel the weight of all Creation if you had the burden on your shoulders that I have on mine.”

“I’m missing an arm, so that burden would be even harder for me,” I say. “Trust me on that one.”

“Your jokes are sad, Jace,” Kelvin says as he places a hand on my forehead. It’s cold against my hot and clammy skin. “They are a pitiful attempt to ward off the inevitable.”

“Which is?” I ask. “Death? I don’t joke to ward off death, dude. I joke because I want to live.”

“Same thing, Jace,” Kelvin sighs. “Same thing.”

“Hardly,” I snap. “One is running away, while the other is walking towards. I’ve never been the running away type. Well, unless I’m running from Zs. Or cannies. Or crazies. Or soldiers. Okay, okay, I run away from lots of things. But not metaphorically. Metaphorically I run towards stuff. Life, love, family, friends, the sheer will to exist.”

“The sheer will to exist,” Kelvin laughs. “That is not what God wants from us, Jace. He wants us to bring back Eden. He wants us to live in His grace and light. Just existing is for the wicked and unjust. But, in talking with you, Jace, I see that is exactly the man you are—wicked and unjust.”

“Sticks and stones, brother,” I reply. “Sticks and stones. And trust me, I’m not wicked. I’m pretty fucking boring.”

“Not very convincing when you curse, Jace,” Kelvin says. He looks down at the torture tools then picks up what looks like an ice pick, but way sharper than any ice pick I’ve ever seen. More like a diamond pick with that fucking point. “If you cannot see God’s intentions for you, then what is the point of seeing at all?”

“Whoa there, Hoss,” I cry. “I can see God’s intentions! I totally see them! He’s intentioning all over me, dude!”

“I don’t think so, Jace,” Kelvin sighs again. “I don’t think so.”

He pulls up his stool and leans in close. I start to thrash about, but the dope in my system is still working enough that all I do is twitch a bunch. But I know it’s worn off to the point where I’ll feel that ice pick’s point. Too many points! TOO MANY POINTS!

“Hush,” Kelvin cringes as my words echo in the dark room. “It’ll be over before you know it.”

The ice pick starts moving in slowly, deliberately, as Kelvin keeps his hand steady and calm. I think he’s done this before. The little light in this room glints off the metal of the pick, and I realize that glint is the last thing my right eye will ever see. Fuck me.

The ice pick is less than a millimeter from my cornea when a loud knock at the door makes me scream. Okay, I was already screaming, I’ll admit that. The knock really just turns my scream into a startled squawk. Kelvin hesitates as another knock comes, even louder. He rolls his eyes, like this is some joke between us. It’s not. Not a joke. I know jokes, as we have established, and this is not one of those.

“What?” Kelvin calls over his shoulder as he leans away from me, taking that ice pick with him.

I stop screaming. It’s the courteous thing to do when someone removes an ice pick from your cornea.

The door opens slowly, and a man peeks in.

“Where’s Maury?” Kelvin snaps. “He should be coming to me, not you.”

“Sorry, Kelvin,” the man replies, his eyes going to the ice pick in Kelvin’s hand. “I, uh, well, Maury sent me.”

“For a specific reason, I assume,” Kelvin says.

“Yes, exactly,” the man nods. “The storm is about to hit us hard. The snow is coming down fast, and the wind is picking up. Maury suggests we all seek shelter in the Tomb for the night until we know how bad it is. He’s moving supplies in there now. Most of the women are inside.” The man’s eyes finally leave the ice pick and meet mine. “His daughter is still with Dr. Stenkler. Maury wants to know if she should stay up top or if he can move her as well.”

“He can move her,” Kelvin says. “Is the storm really that bad?”

“Yes, Kelvin, it is,” the man replies. “I’ve lived around here my whole life. I don’t think I’ve ever seen it look this bad. We could be down in the Tomb for a couple days.”

“Well, then, thank Maury for me, and tell him to plan accordingly,” Kelvin says as he sets the ice pick on the cart. “Also tell him I will need some men to help transport Jace here to the pit.”

“Oh, you so suck,” I say. “Sending a one armed man into the pit? You just can’t play fair, can you?”

“There is nothing fair about our destiny, Jace,” Kelvin says. “Fair is a concept created by man to argue against the Will of God.”

“Tell that to a two year old,” I say. 

“With you, Jace, I think I may be,” Kelvin says.

“Funny,” I smirk.

“I’m not joking,” Kelvin says. “You are a child, Jace. A spoiled child that refuses to listen to the Father.”

“I also hate broccoli,” I reply. 

“Do you?” Kelvin asks.

“Uh ... no, not really,” I respond. “That was a joke.”

“In so many ways,” he says, which makes no sense to me.

Kelvin looks at the man at the door. “Anything else, Jeffrey?”

“No, Kelvin,” the man says, and ducks out of the room pretty fucking fast.

“I can’t put my finger on that one,” Kelvin says. “He has been around for as long as I can remember, but has never warmed up to me. Too much fear, and not enough faith.”

“Kids, man,” I reply.

“Shut up, Jace,” he grumbles. “Our time is done, and your usefulness is at its end. I’ll place you in the pit, and you can decide your own fate, although we both know it is up to Him and not you.”

“Again, I’m going to have to call dick move on sending a one armed man into a pit filled with zombies,” I say. “Bad form, sir, bad form.”

“Perhaps,” Kelvin shrugs. “But you may get lucky and bump into your friends down there. I have a feeling your strange brand of luck might shine in that darkness.”

His last few words echo in my mind, but I can’t quite grasp why. We just stay as we are, him sulking, me trying to not freak out. Then a sudden realization slams into my brain, and I gasp so loudly that Kelvin jumps a little.

“Dear Lord, what is wrong with you?” Kelvin asks, taking a step back. “You are truly troubled.”

“You said my light may shine in the darkness,” I say. “Exactly how dark are we talking about when we talk about this darkness you talk about?”

“You do ramble so,” Kelvin says. Then that Reptile Jesus smile comes back with a vengeance. “But, to answer your question, I am talking about total darkness. It is a coal mine, after all. And I see no reason on wasting energy on lighting a place where the unjust are sent to contemplate their actions and behavior. That would not be a good use of resources.”

“Son of a bitch,” I say. “How the hell can anyone fight Zs if they can’t see them?”

“People figure it out,” Kelvin says. “Many do survive.”

“Many?”

“Well, perhaps not many. More like some,” Kelvin replies. “A few. A handful. Now and then.”

“Now and then,” I whisper. “Awesome.”

“Being in the presence of God’s plan is always awesome, Jace,” Kelvin nods, that Reptile Jesus smile like a blinding strobe light of assholeness. “As you shall see very soon.”

***
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FUCKING A, IT’S MOTHERFUCKING cold! Holy shitballs, people! I thought I knew cold, but when a couple of Maury’s goons yank me from Kelvin’s holy cluster of anointed trailers, I fucking learn what cold really is. Shit fuck!

The wonder dope has my muscles all wobbly, so I can’t really walk on my own, and since Maury’s men won’t give me a piggyback ride, I’m sort of dragged along between the two guys. The snow is several inches thick from the first storm, and is coming down so hard and fast that it’s piling up as we cross the compound towards the mouth of the Tomb. I have snow in my boots and it sucks.

“You ever fought biters in the dark?” one of the men asks.

“Sure” I reply from between chattering teeth. “Not pitch dark, but I’ve had more than my fair share of midnight encounters with Zs.”

“This ain’t no full moon fight, mister,” the other man says. “You can’t see your hand in front of your face down there once the lights are turned off.”

“Well, I only have the one hand,” I say.

“What’s that got to do with it?” the first man asks.

“I have half the chance of seeing a hand when I only have one,” I say.

“That’s not right,” the other replies. “It doesn’t matter how many hands you have.”

“Really? Oh, okay, then I should be able to see just fine,” I chuckle. “Thanks, guys. Good talk.”

“What the hell are you babbling about?” the second man asks. “We just told you that you won’t be able to see a thing once the lights go out.”

“Right, sorry, I’m a little confused,” I respond.

“Yeah you are,” the first man says. “You won’t be confused when the biters get ya, though. You’ll be dead.”

“Or undead,” the second man says. “They only eat ya until you die, then they walk away and let you comeback as one of them.”

“How nice of them,” I say. “Those Zs are so gracious. But instead of walking away, they should work on maybe a gift basket or welcome sign. I have been around this apocalypse since the beginning, and I have to say that the Zs’ social skills are sorely lacking. It’s common courtesy to do a little something for newbies. A friendly note on a plate of cookies, or even just a big smile and a pat on the back. I’ll see what I can do when I get down there. This could be good for everyone involved.”

“This guy has lost his fucking mind,” the first man says.

“Hey, no cursing,” the second man says. “It’s foul and goes against God.”

“Oh, don’t give me that crap,” the first man says. “You know Kelvin is just playin’ us, right? Not that I care. We get a warm bed, plenty of food, and a little slice of sweetness when we’re good. Better than that dead end job I had before the biters came along.”

The second man stops, forcing us all to stop, and looks past me at the first man. I wouldn’t mind if they addressed each other. That way I could have a couple names to use instead of “first man” and “second man,” but, alas, they do not let me in on their monikers.

“Shut up,” the second man says to me before turning his attention back to the first. “You know I should report you to Maury for saying that, right?”

“What? You’re buying Kelvin’s Voice of God crap?” the first man asks.

“I am not buying anything,” the second man says. “I am just receiving the truth from a man that has shown us the way in this wicked world.”

“A thesaurus is what you guys need,” I say. “You all keep using the word wicked like it’s the only one available. There are plenty of other words that mean the same thing-.”

“Shut up,” both men say.

I do. Mostly because it is becoming hard to talk while my teeth chatter. I wouldn’t mind if they started walking again, even if it means getting closer to my time in the pit. But the pit sounds like a warm blanket compared to this motherfucking cold snow that is all down my back and in my pants. Did I mention I no longer have my heavy coat? Nope. That puppy is long gone.

“Shut up!” the second man shouts, and clocks me in the face with his elbow.

“You weren’t supposed to hit him,” the first man says. “Maury said not to hit him. I’ll keep quiet on that if you keep quiet on what I said.”

“There is no keeping quiet in the eyes of God,” the second man says. “But I won’t tell Maury. Your faith is between you and the heavenly Father.”

“Are you Mormon?” I ask.

“What?” the second man responds. “Mormon?”

“Yeah, they call God the Heavenly Father,” I say. “That’s like their official handle for Him and shit.”

“I’m not Mormon,” the second man replies. “I’m Methodist.”

“That’s totally not the same thing,” I say.

“No, it’s not,” the second man says, and starts walking again. Yay for movement!

The first man falls in step, and the mouth of the Tomb gets bigger and bigger as we get closer and closer. Soon it looms over us, and then we are swallowed whole, like slimy oysters down a yuppie’s throat.

No, wait, I don’t like that analogy.

Soon we are swallowed whole, like tadpoles in a snapping turtle’s jaws. 

Nope, that one sucks too.

Soon we are swallowed whole like krill in a baleen whale’s, uh, baleen. Is that what you’d call that? Baleen? Or is there a name for the filter stuff those whales have? There has to be. No way it would just be called baleen. Maybe it is. I don’t know, really. I’ll need to look that up when-.

“SHUT UP!” the two men roar, and I get an elbow from each of them.

So, we get inside the Tomb, and it is all I have ever dreamed it would be. Black and dirty and dark and miserable. Woo-fucking-hoo. Can’t wait to see the pit.
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Chapter Seven
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I could have totally waited to see the pit.

No, seriously, I could have waited my whole life to see it. Or, better yet, I could have gone my whole life without seeing it. That’s the best scenario, right there. Just not seeing the pit.

Once inside the Tomb, the men aren’t as gentle as when we were out in the feet deep snow and freezing wind. I’m made to stand on my own, which takes pretty much all of my willpower, and navigate the swirling bustle of activity that is the main entrance to the Tomb.

People are scurrying about left and right, carrying boxes and mattresses, bags of food, and stacks of blankets. Men are shouting at women to hustle, and the women are just taking it, keeping their heads down, going about their work with deep frowns on their faces, and their eyes averted. More than a few of the women keep to the sides of the mine, making sure there is plenty of room between them and the men. I don’t blame them; I can see how the men are leering at them.

You see, this is what happens when you separate the genders, man. The men get all worked up, and then as soon as they are around the ladies all they do is think with their dicks. Like that guy there. He’s totally staring at that young woman in the ugly white sweatshirt with cats all over it. He might as well just whip out his wang and announce he wants to put it in her.

Hold on, I know that young woman.

“GRETA!” I shout, and her head goes from being bowed to snapping upright, her eyes searching for me in the throng. “GRETA!”

For one split second, Greta almost drops the bundle of towels in her arms, and rushes at me. Her left foot is moving forward, and I can see the tension in her shoulders start to give. But the sudden attention my yells bring on us means that pretty much everyone is watching to see what we’ll do. 

What I do is fall flat on my face as I catch a shotgun butt to the middle of my back. What Greta does is control herself and move closer to a group of women that are closest to the mine wall. She burrows between them, and they close ranks quickly, whether to shield her from her wicked, wicked father that is bleeding from a gash on his forehead (I’m talking about me) or to shield her from the increasing amount of attention she’s getting from some of the men. Either way, I am almost grateful for that little slice of protectiveness, even if it means absolutely nothing in the grand scheme of this crazy place.

“Get your ass up,” the first man says as he kicks me in the ass.

“That’s not helping,” I say as I try to push up with my arm, but my muscles just don’t want to behave. Reptile Jesus’s whacky juice is still doing a number on me.

“Get up,” the second man says. “Get up, or we make you get up.”

“Uh, you guys making me get up might speed this along,” I say as I kind of scootch my knees under me so my ass is in the air. Only problem is it makes me dizzy, and I end up with my forehead pressed against the coal black ground. And that’s not just a description, that’s the truth. My forehead is actually on ground that is truly coal black. Funky. I thought that color only existed in boxes of crayons.

“The way I’m going to make you get up is by going over to that new girl and taking her right in front of you,” the first man says. “Is she your daughter? Is that it? She’s pretty. Kelvin hasn’t promised her to anyone yet, has he? I should probably try her out and let the other guys know what they’re in for. It’ll be good for the rest of the women to see. They need reminding about who is in charge here. It sure ain’t them.”

“Go fuck yourself instead,” I say. “The whole post-apocalyptic rapey thing is old, man. Did all you crazy fucks forget how to masturbate or something? Just whack off, and let the ladies alone, okay? None of them want your hairy, little wieners anywhere near them. I bet you haven’t washed down there in like months. You probably smell like old bologna that’s been set out in the sun. Hey, that’s it! I’ll call you Oscar and your buddy here I’ll call Meyer! I love it when inspiration hits! Now the bologna dicks have two names!”

Then I focus all my strength into my right leg and kick back as hard as I can. Meyer cries out as my boot nails him right in the shin. Then Oscar’s boot nails me in the ribs, and I’m tumbling over on my side.

I look about quickly, and see the women pulling Greta away from the violence as fast as possible. There’s a young woman at my daughter’s side that looks familiar, but I can’t quite place her. Is she one of ours? Are there more of the Asheville convoy folk here than just Critter and Stuart? That would be good and bad. Good, because misery loves company. Bad, because that means I have to figure out how to save more people than just Greta, Stuart, and Critter.

“You ain’t saving shit, asshole. Her name is Tara,” Oscar says as he grabs me by the neck and yanks me up on my feet. Oh, right, Tara. The tea and biscuits girl. “You’re going to the pit and that’s that, motherfucker.”

There are quite a few gasps from the people around us, but no one vocally objects to Oscar’s cursing. That’s probably wise since the guy is just a hair ticked off at the moment.

So, the pit. Let’s move right along to that fun hole of funny fun fun.

Oscar single handedly carries, drags, pushes, shoves, and kicks my ass through the winding tunnels of the Tomb and down to a weird, ramshackle set of stairs. The stairs just sort of show up in the side of one of the tunnels. They twist and turn in on themselves as they take us down deeper into the Tomb. Before I know it, the world is plunged into pure blackness. A blackness I have never experienced before. Oscar and Meyer weren’t kidding about that.

We finally stop, and Oscar shoves me against the wall, his hand clenching my throat in a way that says, “Move, and I snap your fucking neck, Chatty Kathy.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Oscar growls. “I’m the one that tells you not to move, you stupid idiot.”

“Ignore me,” I say.

“That’s the plan,” Oscar says as suddenly I’m blinded by light so bright I think I feel my skin start to photosynthesize. Wouldn’t that be a trick?

After a few blinks, I’m able to see that the pit is exactly as Kelvin described it. It’s this vast depression in the floor of the mine that goes on forever. There are boulders and stone columns, piles of various sized rocks, and more than a few Zs. Hell, why be modest? There are a fuck ton of Zs!

“Kelvin wants to give you a shot at surviving,” Oscar says. “I’d rather see you get your face eaten off right now. Guess which option you get?”

“While your scenario is so welcoming, I’m hoping for Kelvin’s,” I say. “A shot is way better than getting my face eaten off. But that’s just me. I can’t speak for everyone you toss down here.”

“Yeah, you’re getting your shot.” Oscar grins, then punches me in my bad leg.

That’s an official ow, right there. Like some serious, serious ow. In fact, the ow is best expressed with this poem: MOTHERFUCKING ASSHOLE PRICK FUCKING DICK FUCKER BITCH TURD NICKEL!”

I’m rather proud of ending with turd nickel. That’s creativity, bitches!

“Shut the fuck up,” Oscar yells as he shoves me off the steps’ landing and into the pit proper. 

Needless to say, the Zs take a liking to my presence, and all come to greet me with open arms. And open mouths. Open mouths that drip gooey gunks and stuffs. 

I try to scurry back from them, but between the Reptile Jesus cocktail, which is still hanging on tight, and the ow in my leg, I’m not doing so well with the scurrying.

Not that I have to.

The pit gets really fucking warm, really fucking fast, as a jet of fire roars above me and streams down on the approaching Zs. I look up, and see Oscar with a flamethrower attached to a large barrel, tucked away in the corner of the stairs’ landing. He works that hot magic back and forth, back and forth, until only a couple of Zs are left standing. Those two just kind of bump up against each other as hot bits of dead flesh drip from their bodies.

Good times.

I can see a few more Zs stumble out of the darkness, drawn by the action, noise, and amazing aroma of cooked Z, but Oscar doesn’t bother with them. He just sets the flamethrower aside, and glares down at me.

“That’s your head start, asshole,” he says, standing at least six feet above me. “Better get your gimp ass up and use it. Those new biters are gonna be all riled up by the time they get to you. And once the others stop burning, it’ll be darker than a witch’s colon in here.”

“Is that a thing?” I ask. “A witch’s colon? I haven’t heard that one before. Oh, and I doubt it’s a good idea to use a flamethrower in a coal mine. Coal burns, ya know.”

Oscar just shakes his head, glances at the moaning, shambling Zs coming my way, then slams a gate closed on the landing, pretty much blocking any chance I might have of climbing out. He looks down at me and flips me off, then turns, and is gone from my sight. I guess setting the mine on fire really isn’t much of a concern for him. Oh well. 

“I’ll miss you, bologna man!” I call after him. “Don’t forget me! I won’t ever forget you!”

Okay, well I’m sure glad he’s gone. He was such a fucking bummer, right?

Then the lights go out, and all I’m left with are burning Z corpses to see by. I kinda wish Oscar was back now. I’d call for him, since I have no pride, but that would just bring more Zs. And I have plenty to deal with as it is.

Okay, Jace, time to get up off your ass, and get to work.

I get up off my ass. No, I don’t. I do try, though. Oh, how I try.

One arm, bad leg, no weapon, and hopped up on goofballs is not how you want to be when thrust into a pit where there seems to be an endless supply of hungry Zs coming out of the dark. Add the oppressive stench of the still smoldering Zs, and it just keeps getting better.

You can do this, Jace. You can so fucking do this. You’ve been in worse situations. You’ve been captured by cannies. Stuck in a dump truck with Zs crashing through the window. Chased by motorcycle crazies (oooh, how I hate motorcycle crazies!). Nearly blown up, lost an arm, again with the captured by cannies, made to run some psycho gauntlet. Oh, and I can’t forget the Whispering Pines HOA. That was probably the worst of the apocalyptic experiences. Zs, cannies, and crazies are one thing, but I draw the line at bureaucrats. 

I get my one hand under me and push, which gets me to my knees. Okay, knees are good. I push again and favor my good leg, and actually get upright. If you count hunched over and gasping for breath because of the daggers of fun shooting through my bad leg. I count it. They’re almost the same thing.

I can hear more Zs coming. The fires still flickering from the Z corpses cast shadows across the infinite black of the pit’s walls behind me. It’s like shadow puppet theatre, just with things that want to eat my face. And my guts. And my legs. And my ass. Okay, they want to eat all of me. But who can blame them?

I’m one tasty Jace.

So ... the Zs.

I straighten up and clench my teeth against the pain. First thing to do is try to maintain my light. I hobble over to one of the Zs that’s been burned down to almost nothing, and wrench off a leg. With the right amount of twisting and force with my good leg, I’m able to get the blackened femur free. I snag some strips of cloth from a different Z, rub those in bubbling fat from a whole other Z right next to it, wrap the strips around the femur, and stick it into the flames of yet another Z.

Zs are our country’s greatest resource! And they’re renewable!

The Zs moan and groan, and I realize I’ve been talking out loud again. Not good when dealing with flesh-eaters attracted by sound. 

First thing accomplished (Z-fat torch), now for the second thing. A weapon!

One problem: I only have one hand. Gonna be hard to carry the torch and wield a weapon. Some might say impossible. I would be one of the some that says impossible. Shit, I can’t hold a book and wipe my ass at the same time when I go to the crapper, how the fuck can I carry a torch and fight off Zs?

So I scrap the second part of my plan, and learn to be happy with the first part. At least I’ll see the Zs coming before they overwhelm me and devour my succulent, supple, oh so delicious innards.

What? It’s my story so I’m gonna sell myself. No one wants to hear about a guy that tastes like one of those savory Jell-O molds with celery and green olives in it. Yuck.

I raise my torch and limp my way to the right, hoping to flank the oncoming undead. But after a few dozen yards I realize that they don’t call this place the pit for nothing. I’m not reaching a side wall. I keep going and going and going. Still no side wall, just more of that inky black darkness.

Now, for the silver lining. The Zs aren’t gaining on me. I know they can see my light, which attracts them, but not as much as sound, yet they don’t seem to be in a hurry. They just shamble along, taking a nice, leisurely stroll through a coal mine. No worries, no hurries. This is good.

I clench my teeth as my foot hits a large rock, and pain reverberates up and down my bad leg like a cymbal crash from a middle school band. Middle school band parents will understand that reference. It’s painful. Trust me. 

The torch keeps burning, but I know it’s gonna give at some point. Little drops of Z-fat follow behind me like the Devil’s breadcrumbs. I’m not exactly covering my trail as I go. But I am hoping I’ll find one of those outcroppings Reptile Jesus talked about. If I can scramble up onto one of those, then I can take a second and figure out exactly what my situation is.

(Spoiler alert: my situation is Grade A fuck-a-rooni.)

Hey, what’s that?

I stop for a second and hold my torch out ahead of me. Hmmm, could that be more Zs? Why, yes, it is more Zs! Lucky fucking me!

Zs in front of me, Zs behind of me, and I’m stuck in the middle with no idea where I should go. I turn and face the ebony expanse of unknown that is the great vastness of the pit. I can’t go back, I can’t go forward, so I guess I’ll just have to go deep (that’s what she said).

One step. Two steps. Three, four, five, and I’m off, heading straight into the middle of the pit. No clue how far across it is, or if there will be anything except for Zs, and possibly old bones. I’m sure there have got to be old bones everywhere. I doubt they send a janitor down to clean up after the less fortunate folks that don’t make it out. Or maybe they do. I wouldn’t put anything past Reptile Jesus and his culty goodness. That guy will surprise ya.

Even at my limping speed, I get ahead of the Zs hankering for my tasty yum yums. After a few near falls, I figure out a weird balance between looking where I’m walking, and staring straight ahead into the nothing. I have to watch out for the stray rocks, chunks of coal, and random holes in the ground, but I also can’t just look at my feet because every once in a while I come across the stray Z. Not sure why, but the farther I go into the center of the pit (I assume I’m going towards the center) the fewer Zs I find. 

Maybe the Zs have learned to stay close to the stairs because that’s where the food is. Or maybe most of them do that wandering herd thing that Zs like to do, and end up bunching up by the wall because they can’t go any farther. That would explain why some were so close, and I ran into others while moving parallel with the wall.

None of it explains why they are moving so slowly. Sure, up on the surface they are getting faster, but down here in the dark they are slowing down. I mean, it’s not like light is the factor, right? That would be like the Zs have started to gain energy from the sun or something. Wouldn’t that be the shit? Kryptonian zombies, strengthened by our yellow sun! Oh, joy!

Nah, couldn’t be.

Kramer hinted that maybe the Consortium had been fucking with whatever the cause was that started all this. That’s probably why the Zs up top are getting faster. Better living through chemicals!

I stop as my words echo through the pit. Fuck, I have got to be more quiet.

A couple Zs shamble towards me, and I move to the side while trying to watch my footing and look out for more Zs. I don’t quite juggle the task correctly, and my foot hits a small hole, sending me slamming into the ground. My trusty forehead hits the dirt, because that’s what my forehead likes to do, and the cut that had finally stopped bleeding starts up again. 

Of course, the Zs smell the blood, and they groan and hiss, their rotten mouths opening wide, ready to get their snack on. The torch is still lit, since I saved that instead of saving my forehead, and I swing it at them as I try to scramble back to my feet. They both lunge at me, and I swing again, catching one of them across the legs where an old, ancient skirt still clings to the thing’s desiccated skin. That skirt lights up like an adman after a six-martini lunch, and in a flash (literally) there’s a lot more light as the Jack O’ Z starts stumbling about this way and that. It bumps into the other Z, and the threadbare shirt that one still wears goes up as well. 

This does not mean that I am out of the woods. Far from it. The flaming Zs get used to their new heated existence, and remember that lunch is right ahead. They each turn, their skin melting and dripping, and open their mouths wide for one hell of a hissing duet. I’m still not on my feet since the one arm thing really can be a handicap, no matter what the after school specials tell you. 

I’m doing this scramble/butt scoot away from the flaming Zs (dibs on that band name!) when my back hits something a lot more solid than putrid flesh. I turn and look behind me, and am close to crying when I see the nice sized boulder. 

“Yes!” I shout, and do a fist pump. Well, a torch pump since I sure as shit am not letting go of Mr. Torchy. The Zs moan loudly in return. “Fuck you guys!”

Now, here’s the tricky part: how does one climb a boulder with one hand while holding a torch? And here I thought life in the pit was going to be easy.

I do have one option, and it is not an appetizing one, but one option is better than no options.

Taking a deep breath, and saying a silent prayer (I think), I open my jaw wide and grip the torch in my mouth. This wouldn’t be so bad if the torch was made of wood or metal. But I have fashioned this particular beauty from a femur. An honest to goodness femur. Hurray. 

It tastes about what you would expect a scorched Z’s femur to taste like. Yes, it tastes just like an Arby’s roast beef sandwich. It could use some of that Horsey sauce.

Femur torch in hand, gorge building at the back of my throat, I reach up and get a good hand hold, set my foot in an easy nook, and then heft myself up onto the boulder. Well, it takes a couple of hefts to get up top, but I make it just as the flaming Zs reach where I had been standing. Their hot and gooey hands claw at the rock, their mouths snapping and spitting. 

“Kiss my non-flaming ass,” I yell down at them. “I’m on a boulder and you’re not! Neener neener!”

That’s when I hear the hiss behind me.

The Z tumbles on top of me just as I spin about. I get the torch between us, jamming it up under the thing’s chin to keep its very nasty looking teeth from trimming my eyebrows. The blood that still leaks from my forehead sends the monster into a frenzy, and I have to use every ounce of my strength to keep it from taking me out. Carefully, I scoot myself to the side, then shove up and to the right as hard as I can. It doesn’t take too much strength since the Z is pretty emaciated.

The Z goes falling off the boulder, taking my torch with it as the thing’s mouth makes one more play for my face. I stare in horror as my only light source falls about seven feet to the pit floor, then goes out as the Z rolls over on it and snuffs out its precious, precious flames. Sure, the two flaming Zs are still trying to get at me, but they aren’t up on the boulder with me. If I move just a few feet away from the edge then I’m plunged back into semi-darkness.

After the surprise Z attack, semi-darkness is not very comforting. But, I guess it’s better than total darkness. I should feel blessed. I do not.

Carefully, I feel my way across the boulder. I’m really hoping there aren’t any more Zs up here. I doubt there are. I have a feeling that last one was someone that started off living, escaped onto the boulder, then got stuck up here and pretty much starved to death. That would explain why it was so easy for me to lift and toss. Too bad more Zs aren’t as Karen Carpenter.

Okay, that was awful, even for me. I take that joke back. No need to rack up bad karma while fumbling about on a boulder in the middle of an ancient pit deep inside an old coal mine. I need positive universe points, not negative ones.

I reach the other side of the boulder and try to see what’s down below me, but the illumination from the flaming Zs doesn’t reach, and all I see is a whole lotta nada. I work my way back to the middle of the boulder and rest for a minute. It feels good to just lie here and look up into the emptiness above. I assume it’s empty. Shit, there could be a whole nest of vampires hanging upside down watching me, for all I know. Not that vampires exist. That would be crazy talk. Zombies, sure, but vampires? Puh-lease. 

Note to self: do not think of mythical monsters while trapped in the dark. That’s just dumb. Stop being dumb.

I wriggle about on the boulder which, by the way, is not some smooth boulder you find at the top of a peaceful mountain. This is a coal miner’s boulder, motherfuckers! It has ridges and grooves and really, really uncomfortable pieces that feel the need to jam themselves up my ass. So the wriggling takes a while before I can get even close to a semblance of comfort. 

I lie there, listening to the moans and scraping from the flaming Zs, whose flames are slowly, slowly, slowly dying. And then gone. 

I now understand what complete darkness is. 

I didn’t get it even when Oscar was first leading me down here, because there was always the hint of some type of light. Now? No hint. There is a distinct lack of hinting. 

My eyes are wide open, yet I can’t see anything. I place my hand right up to my nose, and it’s as if it isn’t even there. I wave it around, but all that does is shift my body so I have to spend the next few minutes chasing down a comfortable position again. I do, and it probably isn’t long after that I fall asleep, even with the formerly flaming Zs’ (such a great band name) moans echoing up to me.

***
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THERE ARE NO DREAMS, no nightmares, no thoughts whatsoever while I sleep. The only way I actually know that I sleep is that something wakes me up. I feel a light touch which, in the zombie apocalypse, is plenty of touch to bring me out of a sleep. I have the presence of mind not to panic and try to scramble away, since I know I’m up on a boulder in the pitch blackness, and any move could send me tumbling down to the Zs. 

The Zs? Did they make it up to the top? 

I listen, but don’t hear the telltale hissing, or moaning, or shuffling. 

What I do hear is a soft snuffling sound. Like a dog sniffing its food dish. There is no doubt that whatever touched me is also sniffing me. Jesus, are there animals down here in this mine? Did some possum work its way into the pit and is living off the scraps of those that don’t make it? Great.

The snuffling gets louder until it is right next to my ear. I can feel something next to me, but the feeling I’m getting is that it’s much larger than a possum. I can also feel warmth coming off it from its breath and body heat. And the distinct smell of ... BO? 

So, it’s a large possum with warm breath and body odor. That totally makes sense.

Then it licks me.

“Motherfucker!” I scream, and start swatting blindly in the dark.

“Ow! Hey! Stop!” a voice shouts.

A voice I recognize.

“Rafe?” I ask. “Is that you?”

“Short Pork? Holy shit, man! How’d you get down here?” Rafe replies, only inches from me.

“Fuck how I got down here. Did you sniff and then lick me?” I ask.

Rafe doesn’t answer for a while then quietly says, “Maybe.”

“You fucking asshole! You were totally going to try to eat me! You can take the canny out of Cannibal Road, but you can’t take Cannibal Road out of the canny! You fucking piece of shit!”

“I wasn’t going to eat you, honest,” Rafe pleads. “I was just checking to make sure you were living. You know, like as in not a Z. I can’t see shit, so I sniffed you. You smell like Z, by the way. Then I licked you, just to see if you tasted like a Z. Also, to see if you were warm.”

“You could have just patted me down,” I reply. “That’s how you find out if a person is warm or not.”

“Yeah, but I can’t see you, and I was afraid I’d get my fingers bitten if I stuck out my hands,” Rafe says.

“So you stick your tongue out instead? Because Zs don’t eat tongue? There is a serious flaw in your logic, fucker.”

“I don’t have to explain myself,” Rafe huffs. “You should just be glad I found you.”

“Really? Why’s that?” I ask. “You have some magic plan to get us out of here?”

“Well ... no,” he admits. “But there’s safety in numbers.”

“Not if one of those numbers tries to eat the other one!” I yell. There is a distinct possibility all my yelling is bringing more Zs, but fuck if I care. The dude licked my fucking face!

“I wasn’t going to eat you!” Rafe yells back. “It was a joke! God, you are such an asshole!”

“Better to be an asshole than a canny, any day,” I say. “Fucking cannies. Why I agreed to let you people come with us on this convoy, I don’t know.”

“What the fuck do you mean ‘you people’?” Rafe snaps. “You know, not everyone got to live in their fancy little subdivision after Z-Day. Some of us had to fight for every second of every day until we found someplace that was just a little bit safer than being out on the open road!”

“Whatever, dude,” I snap. “You have no idea what life was like for me and my family after Z-Day. Life was not all block parties and barbecues. We lost a lot of people trying to defend our neighborhood from the Zs. Not to mention the bums that would come by and try to take what we’d built.”

“Bums? What the hell are you talking about?” Rafe asks.

“Never mind,” I say, realizing that I’d rather not think of the bums. Brenda Kelly went a little overboard when it came to keeping people out. There were more than a few needless deaths at her orders.

“What are bums?” Rafe pushes. “Homeless? People that didn’t have any place else to go, so they looked to you for sanctuary? I’ve heard a few stories from some of the others. I know that Stuart used to be the triggerman and kill anyone that didn’t just walk away from your precious subdivision. Fuck you, Short Pork. Say what you want about cannies, but at least we killed to survive. You just killed to hang on to your lawns and shit.”

“Dude, there are no lawns in the apocalypse,” I say, but without any real conviction. 

The kid is right, we were not the best people towards the end there. Subconsciously, it’s probably one reason I blew that place up. It stood for a world that could never be again, and wasn’t exactly paradise pre-Z.

We sit there and fume in our own wrongness while more and more Zs gather around our boulder. No clue how many, but from the sound of it there are a lot. Looks like we aren’t going hiking any time soon.

We probably give each other the silent treatment for an hour. I even manage to refrain from talking out loud. Or I think I do. No way for me to really know unless Rafe tells me, and that defeats the point of a silent treatment. So we’ll assume I didn’t talk out loud.

“How’d you find me?” I finally ask because I have a complete and total inability to keep from talking. “It’s not like you can see down here. Where were you before you found this boulder?”

“Your torches lit this place up,” Rafe says. “I could see you from like a mile away.”

“Ha, funny,” I chuckle.

“No, seriously, man,” he insists. “This pit is huge. I was easily a mile away.”

“That can’t be true,” I say. “You have no way to gauge that kind of distance. You think you were a mile, but you were probably only a football field’s length.”

“I used to hunt people for sport and survival, man,” Rafe says. “I know how to gauge a mile. I was a mile away. Your torches were just bright dots in the distance.”

“I only had the one torch until it got snagged by a Z I found up here,” I reply. “The other lights you saw were the famous singing group known as the Flaming Zs.” Rafe doesn’t respond right away. “I said, the other lights you saw were the-.”

“I heard what you said,” he interrupts. “I just don’t know what it means.”

“I set a couple of Zs on fire, and they chased me here,” I explain. “Me being me, I decided that the Flaming Zs would make a killer band name. But, alas, they weren’t meant to last as a group. You know why?”

Rafe doesn’t answer.

“Do you know why they weren’t meant to last, Rafe?” I ask again.

“I don’t think I want to,” Rafe says quietly.

“Because they burned out!” I laugh. “Bam! Zing! Rimshot! Cue laugh track!”

“You are the most fucked up man I have ever met,” Rafe states. “And I knew all the gang leaders on Cannibal Road. Barfly must have nearly killed you a million times.”

“Barfly, bro? Nah, we were tight, bro. Like best bros, bro. He totally dug my sense of humor, bro.”

“No, he didn’t,” Rafe says.

“No, he didn’t,” I admit. “He got tired of it, just like everyone else does.”

Again, we sit there for a while with nothing to say. The Zs are getting louder and louder, so it’s not like we’re sitting in silence anymore. Their constant groans, and moans, and hisses are actually getting on my nerves. Up top you can hide in a shelter like a house or some other building. That shit will muffle their never-ending noise. Hell, even a car is better than this.

“Moan, moan, moan!” I shout. “Hiss, hiss, hiss! Fuck you!”

“That’ll teach them,” Rafe says.

“Hey, let me ask you something. Strictly for academic purposes,” I say. “When we were giving each other the silent treatment, was I still talking out loud?”

“What silent treatment?” Rafe replies. “You haven’t shut up since I got up on this boulder. At one point I honestly thought about jumping off and trying to make it against the Zs. You have some seriously fucked up shit inside your head, Short Pork.”

“Don’t call me Short Pork,” I say. “I hated Long Pork. Short Pork is even worse. Just call me Jace.”

“Only if you stop referring to me as a canny,” Rafe counters.

“But you are a canny,” I say. “That’s the simple truth.”

“Then you will always be Short Pork,” Rafe says. “So get used to it, Short Pork.”

“Knock it off,” I snarl.

“Or what?” Rafe asks. “What the fuck are you going to do to me with one arm in the pitch dark? The second you try to hit me, I’ll knock you the fuck out. I was a hunter, man. I can track with my ears.”

“Who do you think you are? The Blind Swordsman?” I laugh.

“What the fuck are you talking about?”

“The Blind Swordsman,” I say. “That old series of samurai movies? You never saw those?”

“Who the fuck watches old samurai movies? You must have been some nerd before the Zs,” Rafe says, laughing.

“Listen, you little shit, while you were busy jerking off to the Pink Power Ranger, I was studying true cinema. The Blind Swordsman movies are classics.”

“If you say so, nerd,” Rafe laughs again. “Nerd Pork. That’s what I’ll call you from now on. Forget Short Pork, you are Nerd Pork forever!”

“Fuck off!” I yell, and take a swipe at him. My fist nails him across the chin, and he cries out. I hear some scraping against rock then nothing except for the Zs below. “Rafe? Dude? You still up here?”

“That’s all I needed,” he says as his fist hits me in the chest. His other fist catches me in the shoulder, and he adjusts fast and throat punches me.

I wish people would stop punching me in the throat. It makes it impossible for me to use my brand of sarcasm against them. I know sarcasm fu, yo. 

Another fist to the throat, then one to my cheek. I try to hit back, but he stays out of my reach. I guess I should have thought it through more before picking a fight with a trained killer. He’s no Blind Swordsman, but he did used to hunt people, like he said. I used to figure out how high to build fences, and how many rolls of razor wire we needed. We have different skill sets.

I decide the only way to win is to just not get hit, so I flatten myself on the boulder and cover my head with my arm. I hear his hands swinging above me, then I catch a solid thump right between the shoulder blades as he figures out my strategy.

“Knock it off!” I croak as I manage to squeeze a few words out of my damaged throat. It’s not as bad as the last time I took it in the throat. “Fucking stop! I’m sorry!”

“What? What did you say?” Rafe asks, all out of breath from throat smacking me. “Did you say you were sorry?”

“Yeah,” I reply. “I’m sorry, okay? I won’t call you a canny again. Just stop hitting me. I’m done. All done. Let me lie here and just slowly die, alright? Give me that peace, at least.”

“We’re not going to die,” Rafe says.

“How the hell do you know?” I snap. “There’s no reason to think we’ll live through this. No one can navigate a pit that’s a mile long and doesn’t have even a speck of light. Not while there’re Zs shuffling about.”

“That’s not true,” Rafe replies, and I can hear the grin in his voice.

“What? What aren’t you telling me?” I ask. “Rafe, you little fucker, stop messing with me!”

“You’ll see,” Rafe laughs. “Just keep chatting, and then you’ll see.”

“I am so sick of this,” I growl. “Why can’t I catch one break? There are lots of other people I’d rather be with down here than you. Hell, Stuart and Critter are supposed to be down here. I could have bumped into them. Nope, I get the c-.”

“Hey,” Rafe snarls.

“I get the kid, was what I was going to say,” I reply. I’m totally lying. I was gonna say canny.

“I know,” Rafe says. “And you’re talking out loud.”

“Mother fuck,” I grumble. Then I cock my head and listen. “Hey, Rafe?”

“Yes, Jace?”

“Do you hear Zs?”

“No, Jace, I do not hear Zs,” Rafe replies. The smug is strong with this one.

“Why don’t we hear Zs?” I ask. “Zs don’t sleep, and they don’t just walk away when there’s two very loud meals just above them, out of reach.”

“Maybe someone killed the Zs,” Rafe says.

“What? Bullshit,” I respond. “Who the fuck can kill a bunch of Zs in the pitch blackness of this pit? No one has those kinds of skills.”

Rafe laughs a little more, and that’s when I hear the scrape behind me and to my left.

I wheel about and strike out with my hand, but it’s caught easily.

“Damn, Long Pork,” Elsbeth giggles. “Ain’t nobody whine and complain like you. Every single person in this pit can hear you.”

“El? EL!” I yell, and try to hug her, but end up punching her in the boob. She punches me in the dick. That makes us even in El’s world. “Ow. It’s ... good ... to see ... you.”

“Suck it up, and rub some dirt on it, Long Pork,” Elsbeth says. “We’ve got a long hike before we get to the others.”

“The others?” I ask. “What others? Critter? Stuart?”

“Oh, there’s more than that,” Elsbeth replies. “They been catching and bringing them in for days. Good thing I hung back once I knew they was tracking us.”

“Wait? You knew these guys were around? And you didn’t say anything?” I shout. “They have Greta, El!”

“I know, and we’ll get her back, trust me,” Elsbeth says, her voice sharper and more deadly than any blade could ever be. “They won’t hurt her yet.”

“Why the hell didn’t you tell us we were being tracked?” I ask, still hurt by the thought that she let this happen.

“I was going to, then everyone started shitting and puking,” Elsbeth says. “I wanted to wait it out then come tell you, but there was another distraction. Then you broke camp and left. I never got a chance. When I caught up, you’d left that farm, too.” She grabs my shoulder and gives it a squeeze.

“Wow, I can’t believe it’s you,” I say. “What are the odds you’d be down here with me?”

“Are you in trouble, Long Pork?” Elsbeth asks.

“Well, duh,” I laugh.

“Then where the hell else would I be?” Elsbeth replies. “It’s a full time job saving your ass.”

“Well, I guess that’s true,” I say.

“We going now?” Rafe asks.

“Yes, we’re going now,” Elsbeth answers. “Did you lick him like I said to?”

“Yeah. He got really pissed,” Rafe laughs.

“You guys suck,” I say. “Totally suck.”
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Chapter Eight
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There are quite a few things I’d rather be doing than walking through a subterranean pit in an abandoned coal mine while hundreds of zombies prowl around me in complete and total darkness. Shall I list them? Yes. Yes, I shall.

I’d rather be:

1. Eating glass out of a rhinoceros’s asshole.

2. Placing my private parts in a blender and hitting the puree button.

3. Huffing Rush Limbaugh’s farts after he’s eaten six pepperoni and jalapeno pizzas from Pizza Hut. Deep dish, so they are nice and greasy.

4. Sharting while naked and singing the Star Spangled Banner in front of a black tie crowd at Lincoln Center.

5. Shitting out the undigestible glass I have eaten from previously said rhinoceros’s ass.

6. Making sweet, sweaty love to Brenda Kelly. 

Okay, okay, I went too far on that last one. Nothing would be worse than touching any part of Brenda Kelly’s naked body. What? You think I am mocking the dead? Yes. Yes, I am. That woman deserves all the postmortem mocking she gets.

I would say I’m in a blind leading the blind situation, but I’d be a total idiot if I ever call Elsbeth blind. Sure, there is absolutely no trace of light in any way, shape, or form down here. Sure, the ground is pocked with holes and strewn with random rocks, boulders, and fissures. Sure, I only have one hand, and it’s currently gripping one of Rafe’s belt loops instead of holding a weapon (i.e. a rock) and getting ready to bash some unseen Z in the cranium. And sure, Elsbeth keeps giggling like a schoolgirl every time she kills a Z and clears our path.

But, it’s Elsbeth. If I can’t trust her to get my ass out of this frying pan, then I might as well lie down, curl up, and suck my thumb until the Zs find the Jace buffet.

“Dude, you have got to be quiet,” Rafe hisses. “You’re bringing them right to us.”

“Don’t worry about Long Pork,” Elsbeth says. “He doesn’t know how to be quiet. Hasn’t shut up since I met him.”

“Thanks, El,” I say. “You really know how to defend a guy.”

“Do I? Huh,” Elsbeth replies. “I thought I was giving you shit. Did I do it wrong? Is there a better way to shit give?”

“Nope, that was fine shit giving,” I say. “I have taught you well.”

“I learned it from Charlie and Greta,” Elsbeth says.

“Greta!” I nearly yell. Quite a few moans respond, and Rafe swears under his breath. “We have to save Greta!”

“You already said that back on the rock,” Elsbeth says, and I hear the worry in her voice. “Your brain is slipping, Long Pork.”

“That’s what I have been saying,” Rafe states. “You didn’t want to listen.”

There are plenty more Z moans, and I have to keep myself from freaking out. Not being able to see a thing is a little bit terrifying. Okay, who am I kidding? It’s more than terrifying. I’d probably be shitting my pants if my asshole wasn’t clenched so tight from fear.

“Seriously, man, you have to be quiet,” Rafe growls.

“Don’t worry about it,” Elsbeth says. “It’s easier when I know they are coming. Better than getting a surprise from behind.”

I so want to make a joke about El’s last statement, but the sounds of her crushing Z skulls, and then the issue of having to step over the fallen Zs, distracts me from a golden, sarcastic opportunity. Sometimes you have to let the perfect setup go for the greater good. That greater good being me staying on my feet and not falling over a dead Z. I want to clear that up in case there is any confusion. Greater good equals me staying on my feet.

“Can I gag him?” Rafe asks. “Please? You’re used to it, but I’m not. This guy would have been Sunday dinner back on Cannibal Road.”

“Fuck you,” I snap. “You’re fucking forgetting I survived Cannibal Road, bitch. I not just survived, but I escaped. With my family! So eat my shit, fuckhead!”

“You escaped because I helped you,” Elsbeth says. A few moans, some hard thunks, a few thuds, I step over more Zs, Elsbeth continues. “I set it up so you could get that Bronco. I set it up so I was with the cannies by the quarry. I set it up so Barfly came after me, and you Stanfords could get away.”

“But John had to shoot the fucker to save you,” I say. “So don’t think you’re some superhero.”

“I don’t think I’m a superhero, Long Pork,” Elsbeth responds. “I just think I’m the girl that has to save your ass all the time. Can’t argue with that, can ya?”

“Nope, I can’t,” I say. “And I wasn’t. I was arguing with Rafe here. Every point you made is valid. I just don’t want Rafe to think he’s better at surviving than me. He’s the one that had to join up with our convoy to get away from that canny hell.”

“Then why are we arguing?” Elsbeth asks.

“We aren’t,” I say. “Are we?”

“You people are so fucked in the head,” Rafe says. “And considering the shit I’m in, I think I was safer back on Cannibal Road.”

“Feel free to head on back, tough guy,” I say. “Just go about fifty paces out, and hang a left. I’m sure you’ll get there eventually.”

“Fuck off, Short Pork,” Rafe says.

“What’s all this Short Pork shit?” Elsbeth asks. “His name is Long Pork.”

“I didn’t start it,” Rafe replies. “That Critter guy did. He was making fun of Jace’s little dick.”

“Hey! Fuck you!” I shout.

More than a couple Zs groan in response. In fact, I might say quite a few Zs groan in response. And they are close. Like really close. Really, really, really close. I could probably reach out and touch-.

“WE KNOW THEY ARE CLOSE!” Rafe yells. “FUCK!”

“Wow,” Elsbeth says as we suddenly stop. “I don’t think he likes you, Long Pork. Should I kill him and let the Zs eat him so we can get away?”

“Wait? What?” Rafe screeches. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

“Yes,” Elsbeth giggles. “I am kid fucking you.”

“El, we are going to have to work on your syntax later,” I say. “Sometimes it’s cute when you switch words around. But, and I’m not criticizing, just giving some friendly advice, sometimes it’s a little creepy. Kid fucking is creepy. Don’t say that.”

“See? Long Pork’s brain is working just fine,” Elsbeth says. “It’s just his mouth that’s the problem.” She reaches out in the dark and pats my shoulder as if she can see me clear as day. “Thank you for the advice, Long Pork. Now I’m going to give you some, okey doke?”

“Okay. What is it?” I ask.

The patting on my shoulder turns to a tight grip, then she shoves me to the ground.

“Stay down and stay out of my way,” Elsbeth says, and her voice is nothing but business. “You too, little canny.”

“Little canny,” I laugh. “Awesome.”

“Fuck you too,” Rafe says as he’s shoved down next to me.

Now the fun starts.

And when I say “fun” I mean a paralytic fear bordering on a catatonic breakdown. Because, you know, complete and total darkness with zombies.

There are a lot of sounds happening around us. Many of them are easy to identify, such as the shuffling of Z feet, and the moans and groans associated with the Zs doing all the shuffling. And moaning and groaning. The Zs are moaning and groaning as well as shuffling. Which sort of brings that statement back full circle. 

“Oh, shut up!” Rafe yells.

I don’t respond to his rudeness because I am too busy listening to the action. I’m guessing this is what it’s like to be a blind person at a Jackie Chan movie.

In between the sounds of feet shuffling are the sounds of precise steps. Now, these aren’t as easy to hear, but since I have nothing better to do, I concentrate really hard. A step here, a step there, all the while there are plenty of thunks and thuds. Not to mention a few splatters and the occasional expulsion of trapped corpse gas. Z farts. 

You know how the other senses get stronger when one sense is suppressed? Yeah, that’s totally true. Z farts are the worst, man. You think you’ve smelled everything in the apocalypse until you can’t see and your sniffer takes over, and all that gas that builds up inside a dead body is released into the air around you, and all you want to do is turn and puke, but you’re afraid if you turn and puke you’ll end up putting your hand in the puddle of puke because you can’t see a fucking thing, which is what is leading to the heightened sense of smell in the first place and-.

“Shut up, Long Pork!” Elsbeth yells from my right.

“Can I shut him up?” Rafe asks.

“You shut up too, Little Canny,” Elsbeth replies.

“Ha. Little Canny,” I chuckle. “That is never going to get old.”

A woosh goes by my head.

“Did you just try to punch me?” I ask. “You better watch it, Little Canny, or I’ll beat your ass.”

“Try it, fucknut,” Rafe snarls.

“I just might!” I snarl back.

“Then do it!”

“Okay then!”

I don’t get a chance to beat his ass since I am too busy screaming and thrashing about as a very rotten corpse lands in my lap. Guts and goo splash up on my face, and I’m instantly gagging and trying to wipe my lips off with my arm. Which doesn’t do any good since my arm is just as goo covered as my lips. I just smear the gunk around, getting it up my nose and all down my neck. I can feel it dripping into my chest hair. And I have a lot of chest hair since I am so manly. Not much hair on my head, but plenty on my chest.

More guts and goo splatter across me, and I start to yell, then get hit with a third round, and the yell turns into the full on puke I was trying to avoid. Luckily, I’m not the only one. I can totally hear Rafe upchucking next to me.

“Dude, I think there’s guts in my ears,” Rafe says once he’s done throwing up.

I still heave a couple more times before I’m through. “Better than up your nose, man,” I whimper. “I’ll never get the smell out. This is a nightmare.”

“The nightmare is you two puking while I’m fighting,” Elsbeth says. “Pussies.”

Thunk and thud, thunk and thud. Over and over. I can’t see Elsbeth fight, but I’ve seen her work enough to picture it in my mind. 

She ducks a reaching claw and jams her blade into a Z’s belly and out through its back. As she pulls the blade free, it severs the thing’s spine, and it collapses onto the ground, joining dozens more she’s already taken down. 

A Z tries to grab her from behind, and she whirls and beheads it, then kicks the headless corpse into a group of five more, knocking them off balance, so all she has to do is come in fast with some quick stabs, and their days of shambling are done. 

Elsbeth spins, like the homicidal dervish she is, and drops heads like a lawnmower taking down dandelion blooms in a long neglected lawn.

“Man, you really think you’re some post-apocalyptic poet, don’t you?” Rafe sighs. “I don’t care how hot your daughter is, I’m gonna stay as far away from you as possible once we get out of here.”

“That’s the second best thing I’ve heard all day,” I say. “Or night. Or whatever time it is. The first was Elsbeth’s voice.”

“Because she always has to bail you out of trouble?” Rafe sneers. I can’t see the sneer, but I sure as fuck can hear it.

“Damn right because she bails my ass out of trouble,” I agree. “I will admit that now. Listening to her shred these fucks without being able to see a thing is quite the life moment.”

“Cram your life moment in your ass, Long Pork,” Elsbeth says. “You’re distracting me. Ow! My arm!”

“El? El!” I shout. “Did one get you? Are you bit? Oh, God, I’m sorry! I’ll shut up, I promise!”

“Just kidding,” Elsbeth laughs. 

There are few more thuds and thunks, not to mention a couple stray splatters across my face for good measure, and then there’s nothing but silence. Except for Elsbeth’s heavy breathing. Damn, she sounds like a horse.

“You can be a dick, Long Pork,” Elsbeth says. “I just saved you again, and you call me a horse. You’re the horse, poop face.”

“Good one, El,” I say. “You can never go wrong with the poop face insult. And for the record, I didn’t call you a horse, I said you sound like one. Also, for the record, that was supposed to be in my head, so it doesn’t really count. I’ll let you have the poop face this time, but next time it’ll be a yellow card. No more warnings.”

“What the hell is a yellow card?” Rafe asks.

“You know, from soccer,” I say. “It’s like a penalty.”

“Soccer? I’m from Tennessee,” Rafe says. “Soccer doesn’t exist in Tennessee. Only Vols football.”

“Yeah, I met some of those fans back in Knoxville,” I say. “I have to tell you they got a little carried away. Supporting your team is one thing, trying to hang a guy is a whole other.”

“Then I set them on fire,” Elsbeth says, right next to my ear again.

“Jesus, El!” I cry, and nearly piss my pants. “Stop with the creepy sneaking up on me!”

“You didn’t hear me sit down?” Elsbeth asks. “Maybe it was because you were busy jabbering like a stupid squirrel.”

“I thought you liked my jabbering,” I say. 

“I was being polite,” Elsbeth says. “Stella says I need to practice being polite more.”

“And you decided to practice on me? While we’re in a black pit? And you’re fighting Zs blind?” I ask. “I think we need to practice timing next.”

“Time to get up and move,” Elsbeth says, and yanks me to my feet. 

“Ow, fuck, El! Watch it!” I snap. “My leg still hurts!”

I literally don’t see the hit coming. I do see bright flashes of light as my vision swims from the punch Elsbeth gives my thigh.

“How’s it feel now?” Elsbeth laughs. “Still hurt?”

“Why?” I whimper.

“Pain helps you focus,” Elsbeth says. “We need you to focus. Your smarty brain is all over the place. Can’t have that anymore. The hard part is up ahead.”

“Hard part?” I ask. “Little Canny? Did she say the hard part is up ahead?”

“I’m not talking to you if you call me that,” Rafe replies. 

“Yeah, I said the hard part,” Elsbeth sighs. “Pull the Z guts out of your ears, Long Pork, and pay attention. There’s no more resting. Now we move, and keep moving. Once we get to the pit, we don’t stop. If you feel something grab you, kill it.”

She shoves a rock in my hand. 

“Wait, what pit?” I ask. “I thought we are already in the pit?”

“There’s another pit,” Elsbeth says. “It’s a smaller pit, only four feet deep, but filled with trapped Zs. We have to get across that to get to Critter, Stuart, and the others. Once we get to them, then it’s all easy peasy.”

“There’s a pit inside the pit?” I ask. “What is this? Some Russian doll nightmare hole?”

“Ain’t no dolls, Long Pork,” Elsbeth says. “Just Zs. Now, stay close.”

“Hold the fuck on,” I say. “If I have a rock in my hand, how the fuck can I stay close? I’ll lose you guys in three seconds with my gimpy leg.”

I scream as another hit to my thigh nearly sends me to the ground.

“FUCK!”

“Focus, Long Pork,” Elsbeth says. I can tell her grin is ten miles wide. “You think you’re getting lost, give that leg a whack and focus.”

“I don’t think that’s how it works,” I growl.

“It is now,” Elsbeth says, her voice a little farther away. “So suck it up.”

“Yeah, Short Pork, suck it up,” Rafe mocks. “Ow!”

“His name is Long Pork,” Elsbeth says. “No more Short Pork. He doesn’t have a tiny penis. I’ve seen it. It’s normal size.”

“Jesus,” I mutter. “When did you ever see my penis?”

“You get yourself knocked out and hurt a lot, Long Pork,” Elsbeth says. “Everyone’s seen you naked. Even Boyd.”

“Who the fuck is this Boyd?” I yell. Far off I hear a reply from a whole lotta Zs. I kid you not with the whole lotta approximation. “Oh, never the fuck mind. Let’s go.”

I stand for a minute, waiting for word from the other two, then hear footsteps ahead of me.

“Did you guys already take off? You fuckers,” I snap.

“I’m right here, Long Pork,” Elsbeth says from my ear again.

“Motherfucker!” I yell and jump, dropping my rock on my foot. “Son of a bitch.”

“Wait, if you’re back there, then who’s this here?” Rafe shouts back at us. “Oh, shit.”

“He’ll be fine,” Elsbeth says as we listen to Rafe’s struggle with what I am assuming is a Z. “Cannies are tough.”

“No shit,” I say.

There’s a sound like a walnut cracking, then a loud splash followed by Rafe gagging and then throwing up some more. Elsbeth pushes me forward, and the stink of rotten Z brains is like a warm, wet, smelly blanket filled with, well, warm, wet smelly Z brains. Shut up.

“I can’t believe you left me alone,” Rafe says when we catch up to him. 

“You lived,” Elsbeth says, and taps me on the shoulder as she walks past. “Come on.”

“I dropped my rock,” I say. I cry out as a new rock impacts against my leg. “Thanks.”

I pick it up and listen closely, making sure I keep my ear on Elsbeth’s footsteps. They’re easy to hear since she’s making an effort to be heard. I think she’s skipping. I listen a couple more seconds. Yeah, she’s totally skipping.

I follow along for what seems like a decade past forever, my heart racing in my throat as every scuff and scrape echoes for a split second, then is swallowed by the immenseness of the pit. Or should I call it the big pit since we’re heading for the small pit? Pit One and Pit Two? Kinda like Thing One and Thing Two. Would that make Elsbeth the Cat in the Hat? I could so see her as the Cat in the Hat.

“Long Pork?” Elsbeth calls back to me.

“Sorry,” I say. 

We keep going until I bump right into Rafe’s back.

“A little warning,” I whisper, sensing the smaller pit before us. It’s easy to sense, it smells like Zs.

“Sit down,” Elsbeth orders.

I do. I assume Rafe does too.

“Pay attention,” Elsbeth says, and her voice loses her semi-innocent hick accent. “I’ll go in first and clear space. When I say to follow, you follow. You do not hesitate, you do not pause, you just jump in and start smashing anything that tries to grab you. Keep a steady pace, and walk forward. Do not run, do not get off course. Steady and forward. Got it?”

“Yes, ma’am,” we both reply. There’s no other way to answer when Elsbeth sounds like that.

“Good,” Elsbeth says. “See ya on the other side.”

There’re several loud crunches and then a thud as Elsbeth jumps into the small pit. The moans of the Zs amp up considerably until they’re louder than my thoughts. That’s loud, folks. Trust me.

It feels life fifteen or twenty minutes before I hear Elsbeth calling to us. She’s quite a ways ahead, but I guess she knows what she’s doing. She probably killed a bunch, but also wanted to draw the main horde with her to give us room.

“Follow!” she yells.

I jump into the pit and start swinging. I connect with one, two, three Zs, and send them falling away from me. I feel dead fingers claw at my clothes and have to wonder just how fucked we would have been if El didn’t give us some breathing room. This pit is wall to wall Zs.

“My God,” I say. “It’s full of zombies.”

I don’t get a laugh from Rafe, but I wasn’t expecting one. A good 2001 reference is for one’s own amusement anyway. That’s my philosophy.

Teeth clamp shut right by the side of my face and I whirl and strike out, caving in the offending Z’s head with my rock. I have to say, having used spiked baseball bats, sharpened batons, and many other weapons, both one and two handed, since Z-Day, I have never given a good solid rock it’s due. I shall rectify that. 

Rocks rock.

Sorry. I couldn’t help it.

A Z bumps right into me and we nearly kiss. So I head butt it, and then whack the fuck out of the thing with my new rock friend. Consent is important, especially during the apocalypse. Ain’t no Z getting a kiss from me without at least a cup of coffee and a warm handshake. What does the thing think I am? Some end of the world slut? Puh-lease!

The Zs get thicker and thicker, and I’m soon sweating heavily, despite the chill in the pit. I’m also limping hard from my bad leg and starting to cramp in my good one from the extra work it’s doing. I elbow a Z back, smash another in the face, kick a third, elbow a fourth, smash a fifth, kick, elbow, smash, kick, elbow, smash, smash, smash, smash.

Trip.

Shit.

I’m on top of a squirming Z, and I can’t get up because my arm is twisted under the thing’s back. Which also means my rock is under the thing’s back. Not good. Very not good.

“El!” I shout. “I’m down!”

“Hold on!” Rafe says, only a couple feet ahead of me. “Keep talking so I can find you!”

“Never thought I’d hear someone say that!” I shout, then begin to sing Row, Row, Row Your Boat. It’s the first thing that comes to mind. 

A Z stumbles and falls across my back. I twist and send it rolling off, but a second one, and then a third one just do the same thing.

“I said talk, not sing badly,” Rafe says, his voice coming from right above me as he pulls off one Z. “Which you can stop doing now.”

I stop singing and am grateful Rafe yanks the other Z off. I try to roll to the side and free my arm, but the Z I’m on is all kinds of twisted, and I almost get my ear bitten off. The thing’s teeth clamp down on the collar of my shirt, and I slam my head back again and again until there’s nothing but the sound of wet pulp.

“I think you got it,” Rafe says, helping me to my feet.

I bend down and start feeling around, but Rafe grabs my arm and pulls me away.

“What the hell are you doing?” he growls as he keeps pulling me.

“I lost my rock friend,” I say.

“How the hell did you make it this far?” Rafe asks.

“Luck and charisma,” I say. “Heavy on the luck part.”

“My name is Elsbeth, not luck,” Elsbeth shouts from way ahead of us.

“How can she hear that?” Rafe asks. “That chick is different, that’s for sure.”

“You have no idea,” I say as we start battling our way through the Zs. 

I don’t get another rock friend, but with a lucky twist of my wrist, I snap off a Z’s arm and start using that to whack a path through the never ending pit horde. I may accidentally whack Rafe a couple times, too, but he doesn’t notice and thinks it’s just Zs.

“I notice, shithead,” he grumbles.

“Oh, sorry,” I apologize as I take a Z’s head clean off with one swipe of my Z arm friend.

“Everything does not have to be called your friend!” Rafe shouts. “Shut up! Shut up, shut up, shut up!”

“Shhhh!” Elsbeth calls back. “You’ll let the Zs know where you are!”

I have no idea if she’s kidding or not. Sometimes you just have to live with the mystery of El.

Inch by inch, foot by foot, smashed Z head by smashed Z head, we trudge through the pit, until I slam up against Rafe’s back as he stops suddenly.

“Take my hand,” Elsbeth says, and I drop Stanley.

That’s what I’ve named my Z arm friend.

I reach up, and Elsbeth pulls me up out of the pit with one hard yank. And it is a hard yank. I didn’t really need that shoulder to be connected. Shoulders are overrated.

“Don’t be a baby,” Elsbeth says.

“Was that out loud?” I ask.

“No, I just know what a baby you are,” Elsbeth says. “So stop it.”

“Right,” I say, and step away from the pit to give Rafe room to get up. I don’t go far, since I can’t see a fucking thing. Basically, I stumble a little ways away and stand there with my dick in my hands.

Not literally. I do not literally have my dick in my hands.

Elsbeth gives me a shove in my chest and spins me around, then starts pushing me at the small of the back.

“Knock it off,” I say. “I know how to walk.”

“Not fast enough,” Elsbeth says, her voice cold and hard. “Move. Now.”

“Okay, okay,” I say. “Calm down.”

We get a few feet away, and I run right into a large boulder. My nose stings from the impact, but I don’t feel any blood start to flow, so it’s an impact that goes into the win column.

“Down,” Elsbeth says just as the pit is illuminated by bright lights.

Elsbeth shoves me and Rafe around the side of the boulder, then clamps her hand over my mouth. Probably a good idea since I find myself blinking against the intense brightness while also looking right at Critter, Stuart, and about six of the cannies from our crashed RV. Critter and Stuart look rough, but not as bad as I feared they would considering how Reptile Jesus was talking.

I immediately want to say something to them, which is exactly why Elsbeth has her hand over my mouth. So I blink a whole bunch of times, hoping my Morse code isn’t too rusty. Critter rolls his eyes and Stuart just shakes his head. I don’t think I’m blinking what I think I’m blinking.

There are some far off screams, and the sound of several shotguns going off.

“Come and get ‘em!” someone yells.

We all sit there and wait. I’m guessing we’re waiting for the lights to go out. Never thought I’d be glad to be plunged back into pure darkness.

The sounds of Zs fighting over fresh meat is something you recognize instantly when living in the zombie apocalypse. That goes on for several minutes, intermingled with laughter and small talk from the shotgun assholes. Then the laughter and talking slowly subsides, and finally the lights go back out.

“Hey, Short Pork,” Critter greets me from the darkness. “Wasn’t sure we’d see you again. I figured that hissy fit you threw causing you to pout and go upstairs might have saved ya from gettin’ captured. Guess not.”

“It wasn’t a hissy fit,” I reply. “You were being a dick.”

“It was a hissy fit,” Stuart says. “And did you just try to tell me my lips are full by blinking in Morse code?”

“No,” I say. “I was trying to say hello, and it’s good to see you guys.”

“Well, that’s not what you said,” Stuart says. “But it is good to see you.”

“What now?” I ask. “It’s great we can all be back together as one happy family, but how the hell are we going to get out of here?”

“Through the back door,” Elsbeth says.

“This place has a back door?” I ask.

“Every place has a back door,” Critter replies, his voice thick with smirkiness. “You just have to know where to look.”

“It’s not going to be easy for you, though,” Stuart says. “There’s some climbing involved.”

“Climbing? I don’t do climbing,” I reply. “Not anymore.”

“Ain’t got no choice, Short Pork,” Critter says. “You want to leave the pit, then you best be gettin’ to the climbin’.”

“You can’t call me Short Pork anymore,” I state.

“Oh, and why’s that?” Critter asks.

“Because Elsbeth says so,” I reply.

“Critter can call you Short Pork,” Elsbeth says. “I just said that Little Canny can’t call you Short Pork.”

“Why the hell does Critter get to call me Short Pork?” I snap.

“Because he’s Critter,” Elsbeth answers.

“Because I’m Critter,” Critter chuckles. “There’re perks to bein’ me.”

“Why the hell do I put up with y’all?” I ask.

“Because you have one arm and can’t take care of yourself,” Elsbeth says. “Not that you were any better with two arms.”

“He actually got into more trouble when he had two,” Stuart says. “Losing an arm has slowed him down.”

“It has,” Critter agrees. “That’s a fact.”

“I’m sitting right here, assholes,” I say. “I may not be able to see, but I can hear.”

“Shhh,” Elsbeth says. “You hear that? Zs are about done eating. We need to get out now before they come hunting.”

Someone picks me up and starts walking my ass quickly away from the boulder. I’m guessing it’s Elsbeth from the sure-footed way we’re moving. Or at least she’s sure footed, I keep tripping over every damn rock and crack on the ground. I’m not the only one; quite a few grunts and curses follow us as the group tries to keep up.

Bam. My nose hits a wall.

“You did that on purpose,” I say.

“Huh?” Elsbeth replies, all bullshit innocence. 

“You let me run into the wall on purpose,” I repeat.

“Did not,” she says, but isn’t very convincing.

Then she takes my hand and presses it to the rough surface of the wall.

“Find a grip,” she says.

I search until my fingers can curl into a depression in the rock a foot or so above my head.

“Got it,” I say.

“Good,” she says then sighs. “Find a place for your toes.”

I jam the foot of my good leg into another depression then stand there feeling stupid.

“Okay, now what?” I ask, well aware that physics are not on my side.

“Climb,” Elsbeth says. There’s a tone of regret in her voice.

“You okay, El?” I ask.

“I will be when we’re out of this pit,” she sighs again. “Now, climb, Long Pork.”

“Okay, but I’m not going far,” I say.

I dig my foot in more, grip hard with my fingers, and pull. I lift off the ground and that’s when I find out why Elsbeth isn’t sounding so happy. She puts her hand right on my ass and pushes, keeping me from falling back down.

“Keep going,” she says. “Move, Long Pork.”

I don’t want the sigh to turn into a growl, so I do as she says, and I move. One hand, one foot then the other foot, and a shove on my ass from Elsbeth. That’s how I climb the twelve feet or so, and find myself crawling up over the lip of a ledge. I roll out of the way, and Elsbeth joins me. 

“Don’t stand up,” Elsbeth says.

“Ow!” I cry as I slam my head into very hard rock. “Too late.”

Elsbeth keeps us moving. She turns us right, left, right, right, left, then it’s straight on forever. We’re walking for so long that I think I’m going to pass out, but I dig deep and keep going. Hearing the voices of the others behind me helps as motivation. I can’t quit with an audience.

I glance over my shoulder as someone cries out. It’s one of the cannies, holding his foot as he jumps up and down. Looks like he stubbed his toe on a decent sized rock. Ouch.

Hey ... hold on. How can I see that?

I whip my head back in the direction we’re moving, and realize that there’s light up ahead. It’s not much, but considering I’ve been a subterranean troll for probably twenty-four hours, my eyes treat the little bit of light as if it’s a full fucking moon. Huzzah!

Of course, for there to be light that must mean we are getting close to the surface. Which, by the way, is freezing fucking cold. It only takes a couple of minutes for my enthusiasm at being sighted again to be replaced by my whole body shivering uncontrollably.

I’m not the only one. I look back again, and everyone is shaking and shivering. None of us have winter coats on, just shirts and jeans. We do have sturdy boots, so maybe we won’t lose our toes once we get outside. Not that it matters, since we’ll die of hypothermia well before we feel the effects of frostbite. Or not feel the effects. I guess you don’t feel the effects until you start to warm up. Oh, God, I wish I could warm up.

Teeth chattering and my will to live slowly fading just like my body heat, I step from the rock tunnel we’ve been walking in and out into the open air. Kill me now.

“Huddle together,” Stuart says. “It’s the only way to stay warm.”

He doesn’t have to say it a second time. We all instantly get into the group hug mood. Somehow I’m on the outside, which sucks, but at least part of me is warm. I wish all of me was warm, but freezing beggars can’t be cozy choosers. I should have that saying cross stitched and framed when we get someplace that has cross stitching and frames. 

“What the hell are you babbling about?” Critter asks. He’s who I’m pressed up against. “I don’t think arts and crafts are the priority right now, Short Pork.”

“We’ll need to find shelter,” Stuart says, his eyes scanning our surroundings. “Getting out of this weather is our priority.”

“Can’t we huddle in the mouth of the tunnel?” someone asks.

“It’ll just take longer to freeze to death,” Stuart says. “We need to find a place where we can build a fire. The last thing I want to do is start a fire in that tunnel with all of that coal dust. It could get a lot warmer than we want.”

“Right,” Critter says. “And we should take some coal with us.” 

“Are you fucking nuts?” I snap.

“What?” he replies. “It’s just sitting there. Look.”

He points back at the mouth of the tunnel at the various size hunks of old coal that litter the ground not covered by snow. 

“I bet if we dig a little under that snow we’ll find even more,” Critter says.

“Fuck the coal!” I yell. “And fuck shelter! We need to go get Greta!”

“We will,” Elsbeth says, her voice a steel that’s colder than the weather. “Don’t you worry, Long Pork. We won’t leave Greta behind. But first, we get to shelter like Stuart says. We get warm, we survive, then we get Greta. That’s the plan.”

“That’s going to take too long,” I growl. “Who knows what they’re doing to her in that compound!”

“Nothing yet,” Elsbeth says. “Trust me, Long Pork. These ain’t crazy crazies, but religion crazies. They’ll break her first before they hurt her. That way they think they are doing good. Religion crazies have to think they’re good before they do bad. Which, I guess, makes them crazier than crazy crazies.”

“You’d know,” Critter says, and holds up his hands. “Not an insult.”

“I know,” Elsbeth says. “I do know. That’s why I said the words I said. Because I know. If I didn’t know, then that would make me crazy too. I’m not crazy.”

A few of the cannies look down at their feet. Sure, I can see how they think Elsbeth is crazy, but they would be very wrong. Sometimes that woman is the sanest of us all.

“Let’s go,” Elsbeth says, and breaks up the warm group hug. “We have some walking to do.”

“Hold on, let’s think this through,” Stuart says. “We don’t know where we are. We could end up wandering out into the middle of nowhere and never find any shelter.”

“Didn’t I say?” Elsbeth grins. “I already know where the shelter is.”

“You what?” Stuart asks.

“I already know where shelter is,” Elsbeth says, and waves us on. “Come on, or you people are going to freeze to death.”

Stuart looks at me, and I know he catches the “you people” part. What the hell does Elsbeth mean by that? Isn’t she going to freeze to death too? Pretty sure humans all freeze at the same temperature, give or take a few degrees due to natural insulation. Which, by the way, none of us have. Despite a few folks back at Whispering Pines, being hefty and having a layer of fat for warmth is not a luxury people get in the apocalypse. We’re kind of all skin and bones.

Very cold skin, and very cold bones.

“What about the coal?” Critter asks.

“Don’t need it,” Elsbeth says. “No place to burn it.”

“How will we stay warm?” one of the cannies asks.

“You’ll see,” Elsbeth says.

“El, you have to give us more information than that,” Stuart says.

“Not really,” Elsbeth says. “You’ll like the place. It’s cozy. And there’s a fireplace. With wood. That enough information?”

“It’s a start,” Stuart says.

“A start’s all you need,” Elsbeth smiles, then turns and hikes off into the blowing snow.

We have no choice but to huddle together and trudge through the deep snow after her.

Even with the boots on, my toes go numb after at about twenty minutes of walking. Actually, every part of me is numb. I’m afraid that if someone yelled in my ear right now it would just snap right off from the shock. The same goes for my nose. I’m afraid to wipe the snot away from it. If I bump it too hard, it’ll shatter and leave me with a hole in my face. Besides the hole in my face called a mouth. That’s already there.

A few more minutes, and I think I’m going to collapse. I look ahead, and Elsbeth is hiking along as if it’s a spring day, and the sun is shining, the birds are tweeting, and—.

“Shut up!” half the group grumbles at me.

“Sorry,” I say.

“What’s that?” Rafe asks, pointing up ahead. “Is that it?”

We shove through a winter-dead hedge and onto a front yard that is maybe half an acre across. At the far side of the yard is a good-sized farmhouse. The windows are boarded up, and the place looks solid, but we can all instantly tell that things aren’t right.

“What happened here?” I ask Elsbeth as I break from the pack and push myself to catch up with her. “Doesn’t look like Zs took the place down.”

“They didn’t,” Elsbeth says. “This was a people fight.”

As I get closer, I can see the bullet holes in the wood siding. There are scorch marks around the window frames, and I see a dark stain by the front door as we step up onto the porch.

“The stains are new,” Elsbeth says. “The fire and bullet holes are old. The fight was a while ago. Don’t know who won.”

“What do you mean the stains are new?” Stuart asks. 

He holds up a hand, and the group stops at the edge of the porch. Everyone is freezing, but all eyes are on the stains that are obvious blood. No one is in a hurry to get inside.

“Elsbeth? Where you done brought us, girl?” Critter asks.

“It’s safe,” Elsbeth says. “They’re gone. They won’t be coming back.”

“El? What are you talking about?” I ask. “What is going on?”

“Nothing, no more,” Elsbeth says. “Do you want to come inside and get warm, or stay out here and die?”

There are a few grumbles about getting warm, but it is far from unanimous.

“Take us in,” Stuart says. “Might as well get the mystery over with.”

Elsbeth nods and turns the doorknob. She opens the door wide and strides right inside.

“There’s a wood stove in the kitchen,” Elsbeth says, walking past a pair of closed doors. “We can sleep in there. Wood is out back.”

I stop at the pair of doors, since that’s where the trail of bloodstains lead to. Stuart is on one side of me, and Critter is on the other.

“Are you going to open them?” Rafe asks from behind us.

I glance down the hall and see Elsbeth watching us closely.

“You don’t have to,” she says. “The message ain’t for you guys.”

“Message? Dammit, El, now I have to open the doors,” I sigh. “You know I’m not going to just ignore bloodstains leading to some message.”

I take a deep breath, and shove the doors open.

We all stand there and stare.

Written in blood on the far wall are the words, “Loyalty above all else.”

Just like back at that other farmhouse. And just like back there, lying under the bloody words, are a couple of skinned corpses. 

“Want me to start the fire?” Elsbeth asks. “It should be safe. This storm will keep the religion crazies from seeing the smoke.”

“I don’t know if those are the crazies I’m worried about,” Critter says.

“No shit, man,” Rafe agrees.

“We’re gonna have to sit her down, and get to the bottom of this,” Stuart says.

“Yeah, I know,” I reply. “I’m really fucking looking forward to that conversation.”

We all turn as one and look down the hallway towards the kitchen as we hear a wood stove door creak, and the sound of wood being loaded into it. The next thing we hear is Elsbeth whistling. I know the song instantly.

Wheels on the Bus. 

Great.

Yep, really looking forward to that conversation.
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Chapter Nine
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Awkward.

That’s the vibe in the farmhouse. Awkward.

All the cannies have tucked tail and moved themselves upstairs. They found some bricks outside, and heated those up on the wood stove, then booked it into one bedroom and proceeded to huddle up and cuddle up.

That leaves me, Critter, and Stuart downstairs in the kitchen with Elsbeth. Rafe is wandering around somewhere. We told him to keep watch, but I doubt he’s doing that. He’s probably licking the skinless corpses in the other room, the canny bastard.

“You really don’t like Rafe, do you?” Stuart asks.

“Son of a bitch,” I snarl, then point an accusatory finger at each of them. “Okay, you guys know there is something scrambled with my brain and are totally taking advantage of it. From now on you hold up a finger if I start talking out loud. Got it? No more letting me ramble on thinking I’m, well, thinking.”

“Sounds fair to me,” Critter says.

“Good,” I say. “Now-.”

Critter holds up a finger.

“What?” I ask.

“You’re talking out loud,” he smiles.

“I want to talk out loud,” I reply.

“Then what’s the use of the finger if it ain’t gonna shut you up?” Critter chuckles.

“You’re a dick,” I say, then look at Elsbeth. “Okay, El, I think we need to talk.”

“I don’t,” Elsbeth says. “Nothin’ to talk about.”

“Yeah, there kinda is,” I say, and hook a thumb over my shoulder. “Two things, actually. They’re both in that front room sans skin. That’s worth talking about, in my opinion. Anyone else think so?”

“Just tell us what’s going on,” Stuart says.

“I’m saving your asses,” Elsbeth replies. “That’s what’s going on. It’s what’s always going on. Everybody gets into trouble, and Elsbeth has to save your butts. That’s how this works. I don’t mind. I’d get bored if Long Pork wasn’t always getting captured or talking us into a fight or-.”

“Hold on, hold on,” I interrupt. “Talking us into a fight? I never talk us into a fight. I usually talk us out of fights.”

Elsbeth shrugs. “Then why are we always fighting?”

“Because bad guys won’t leave us alone,” I reply. “It’s not my fault the evil villains of the world are attracted to us like fucking shit magnets.”

Elsbeth shrugs again, but doesn’t say anything. Critter and Stuart look at me, then back at Elsbeth. She still doesn’t say anything, just sits there with her arms crossed. After a few minutes, Stuart stands up and claps Critter on the shoulder.

“Let’s find Rafe and make sure he hasn’t fallen asleep on watch,” Stuart says. “We can check on the folks upstairs too.”

“I ain’t no canny babysitter,” Critter says. “You all put me in charge, so I’m gonna use some of that power to announce I’m going to bed. I think there’s a nice, dark closet I can cozy into. Don’t wake me until we’re ready to leave.”

“Maybe we’ll leave without you,” I say.

“Wouldn’t that be my lucky day,” Critter replies as he and Stuart walk out of the kitchen.

“I think he means that,” I say. “Not very nice.”

“He always means it,” Elsbeth says. “He thinks he’s better off alone. He’s wrong, because he’s old and getting slow, but he likes to think he’s still young. I’ll miss him when he dies.”

“Jeez, El, way to bring it down,” I say.

“Bring what down?” she asks.

“The mood,” I respond. “Not cool to talk about Critter dying. Sure, he’s older than everyone, but he’s a survivor. He’ll probably outlive us all.”

“Not all of us,” Elsbeth says, her eyes filling with sadness. “I’ll probably see everyone I love die first.”

“Okay, okay, time fucking out, El,” I say, and make a T with my hands. “Where is this all coming from?”

“I can’t tell you,” Elsbeth says. “Not yet. Right now you are safe. They won’t touch you.”

I decide to take a different track, and not play the back and forth game. Gonna have to circle around and see if I can get answers a different way.

“El? Where did you go? What where you checking on when we took off without you? And don’t say you were tracking Kelvin’s shotgun brigade. I don’t buy that anymore,” I say. “Not with those skinned corpses in the other room. Just give me some clue, okay? I’m your friend, remember?”

“You’re my family,” she says, but without her usual insistence and enthusiasm.

“Right, I’m your family,” I agree. “And family is honest with each other.”

“Not all family,” Elsbeth says. “Some lie. Some keep secrets. Some change.”

“You just described the human race, not just family,” I laugh. “People are who they are, and yes, people do change, but it’s what’s in their hearts that counts.”

“What if they have no hearts?” Elsbeth asks. “What if they are hollowed out, and can’t return to the people they were? What if they are nothing but empty robots coming to kill, kill, kill?”

“Um, we aren’t talking about us, are we?” I ask. “I mean, the Stanfords are a bunch of badass motherfuckers, but I don’t know if I’d say we’re kill-kill-killer robots badass. That might be overstating things.”

“Not the Stanfords,” Elsbeth says. “That’s not who I’m talking about.”

“Want to clue me in?” I ask.

“I can’t,” she says. “Not yet. Don’t ask me anymore, Long Pork. It hurts my head to keep it all in.”

“Okay, no problem,” I say. “I certainly don’t want to hurt your head.”

I glance towards the kitchen door, my mind on the bodies in the other room.

“The only problem is I can’t just forget about the naked corpses,” I say. “Stuart, Critter, and everyone else are expecting me to get some answers on those. You have to admit, you’d be curious if you were in the dark.”

“I’d beat the answers out of the person that knows,” Elsbeth shrugs.

“Yes, yes you would,” I nod. “But I can’t really do that to you. So, help me out, and give me something to work with, El. Anything.”

Elsbeth stares at me for a very long time. Those eyes of hers just drill right through me, like she’s taking an X-ray. It weirds me the fuck out, but I know El is just being El. So I wait.

“It’s a message to me,” Elsbeth finally says. “It is for me to see, and me to deal with.”

“Yes, but who are the people?” I ask. “Why did they get skinned?”

“Unlucky,” Elsbeth shrugs. “Just like the other ones.”

“The other ones? The ones back at the farmhouse by the barn?”

“Yep,” Elsbeth nods. “I tracked the RVs, found those bodies too. There will be more. Probably lots more. Until I do what I have to.”

“And what’s that?” I ask.

“What I always do,” Elsbeth sighs. “Kill them all.”

“You realize you haven’t really told me anything, right?” I ask. “You say the message is for you, but if you’re with us, then the message is for everyone. You don’t get to go solo on this. So, I’m going to ask for one favor, alright? Just tell me who you are going to kill. What all are you talking about?”

Elsbeth does her X-ray stare for a good five minutes. I can almost see the gears turning in her brain. I wait. Nothing else I can do. When Elsbeth needs space to think, you give her space to think.

“I’ll tell you,” she says. “But you have to promise that...”

Rafe comes skidding into the kitchen, his eyes wide and his cheeks bright red from being out in the cold. His hair and clothes are covered in snow.

“We have a big fucking problem,” Rafe says.

“Yeah, you’re interrupting us,” I snap.

“No, dipshit, a bigger problem,” Rafe says. “Stuart sent me to get you and Elsbeth. You’ll want to come outside.”

“Is the storm getting worse? It seemed like it was clearing up before,” I say.

“No, it’s getting worse, but that’s not the problem,” Rafe replies. “Just come see.”

“We finish talking right after this,” I say to Elsbeth. She just shrugs.

Dammit, I was so close. Fuck.

We get up and follow Rafe out through the front door. I keep my eyes averted from the skinned corpses and the bloody message. What am I saying? No, I don’t. I totally peek. Yuck.

We get out onto the front porch, and the cold hits me like a freight train. Rafe is right, the storm is getting worse. The snow is blowing sideways, and it’s like a sheet of white only a few feet from the porch. Jesus, this house will be buried before the morning comes.

“Fuck,” I say. “We’ll have to dig out.”

“Shhh,” Stuart scolds, then points. 

It’s night, but the snow is doing that reflective light thing it does, and there’s this semi-blue glow to everything. I squint into the dim light and try to figure out what has everyone so freaked. All I see are a bunch of snow covered bushes out in the yard. Nothing else.

Then I realize the snow covered bushes are moving. At first I thought it was an optical illusion because of how the snow is coming in sideways. You know, like when you are parked, and the car next to you pulls out and makes you think you’re moving? That.

“Zs?” I ask, huddling close to the others so they can hear me over the storm.

“Yeah,” Stuart replies. “Shoulder to shoulder. Hundreds of them. Maybe thousands.”

“Why isn’t the snow slowing them?” I ask. “Shouldn’t they be stuck until the sun comes out? There’s no way their muscles can be working right in this.”

“They ain’t runnin’ hurdles, Short Pork,” Critter says. “They’s just shuffling along.”

“But that shouldn’t be possible either,” I say. “The snow is so deep they should be falling over on their faces.”

“No shit. I went to take a piss around the corner, and almost walked right into the herd. It’s like something is driving them,” Rafe says. “Like cattle. Something is making them keep moving.”

“Yes,” Elsbeth says.

We all look at her.

“Care to elaborate?” I ask.

“No,” she replies.

We stop looking at her. Elsbeth really is not helping her cause tonight.

“Maybe they’ll pass by, and we can still get out of here in the morning,” I say.

“Maybe,” Stuart says. “Maybe not.”

“Okay, well as long as that’s settled,” I smile. “I think I’ll go back inside and try to feel my face again. This has been fun.”

“Any chance I can keep watch from an upstairs window?” Rafe asks. “I really don’t want to be out here.”

“No need to stay out here,” Stuart says. “They can’t hear or smell us in this. We’ll keep an eye on them, and stay prepped. If they change course and decide to come for a visit, then we’ll need to make a run for it. With that many, this house won’t last more than a couple of minutes. Storm or no storm, we’ll be safer on the run than trapped in here.”

“We’ll all stay upstairs,” Elsbeth says. “Watch every side. Better views up there. We see a break, then we go. May not get many chances.”

“I’ll tell the others to gather up whatever clothes and blankets they can find,” I say. “This cold will kill us as fast as the Zs if we have to skeedaddle.”

“Skeedaddle,” Elsbeth giggles.

“I live to keep you smiling,” I say.

“Inside,” Stuart says. “We sleep in shifts. Try to get as much rest as possible.”

“Sleep is good,” I say. “I call firsts!”

“It’ll keep him quiet,” Critter says. “Finally.”

***
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NOT A LOT OF SLEEPING happens. 

The herd of Zs moves in closer and closer, tighter and tighter around the house. Instead of being able to take shifts so some of us can get some sleep, we all have to stay awake and watch out the windows, hoping for the Zs’ numbers to slack so we can make a break for it.

Of course, this plan isn’t exactly unanimous. The cannies would all rather just stay. I don’t blame them, it is nice and toasty in the farmhouse now that the wood stove has really kicked in. There are those huge vents in the floor above the kitchen so the heat from there moves upstairs. It’s a hard sell to say that going outside in the storm is better than curled up by the grate with some warm tootsies.

The thing is that more and more of the Zs are starting to get a little curious about the farmhouse. Most of them are annoyed it’s in their way. Those are the spoiled Zs that think the whole world should be paved over and flattened for their ease of movement. Kind of like how all the retirees and developers felt about Florida, pre-Z. But a few of the Zs keep turning their heads and checking out the farmhouse like it may hold a little snack or two. Which it does.

Those are the Zs Stuart watches like a hawk.

“Six more,” Stuart says, perched by a window facing east. 

It looks like the herd is moving from east to west. Kinda like the Westward Expansion of the 19th century, just with less wagon trains and slightly more rotten body parts falling off. 

“Four out here,” Rafe says from a different window. “Two have stopped and are standing by the front porch.”

“Let me see,” Stuart says. He moves to Rafe’s window and studies the Zs for a minute. “They’re moving on.”

“They always do,” Critter says. “Storm’s too strong for them to know we’re in here.”

“They’ll know,” Elsbeth says. “It may be a while, but eventually they’ll know. It just takes one.”

“She’s right,” Stuart says. “Once one gets curious enough to try to make it up the porch steps, then plenty more will follow.”

“Plenty more,” Elsbeth nods. “It’s what they do.”

“Yep, it’s what they do,” I say. “Thanks for the cheery reminder, El.”

“No problem,” she smiles. “I like to help.”

Critter cackles at that, and half the cannies hiss at him to shut up. He doesn’t take kindly to their hissing suggestions, so he starts bitching at them. In seconds the room erupts into a bicker fest. Awesome.

“Shut the fuck up now,” Stuart growls. “Or I toss all of you out into the Million Z March!”

“That’s a good one, Stuart,” I smile. “That’s a Jace worthy joke.”

“Jace? You shut the fuck up too,” Stuart snaps. “This is fucking serious. Not only do we have to deal with the Zs out there, but we have to figure out where we’re going to go when we do see a break in the herd. We can’t just run and wander. We need a direction, a goal. I’ll be willing to bet there’s another farmhouse somewhere, but where? These pieces of land can be hundreds of acres. We may have to hike for miles before we find another place to hunker down.”

“We’ll go to the bus,” Elsbeth says. “I left it about three miles up the road behind a stand of trees. I covered it with brush so no one would see it. I bet it’s just a pile of snow now. I can find it, though.”

Raise your hand if you think all eyes turn to Elsbeth and stare at her with a healthy dose of “What the fuck?”

I hope all hands are raised.

“I got this,” I say before Stuart explodes. “Uh, El? Are you telling us you’ve known about this bus the whole time, and are now just telling us because ... why?”

“I was going to tell you in the morning,” Elsbeth says.

“Yes, that may be true,” I say. “And I’m sure in Elsbeth logic that makes some kind of sense, but can you say specifically why you didn’t just tell us right away?”

“Because you were all mad at me over the bodies,” Elsbeth says. “The cannies don’t trust me, Little Canny thinks I’m crazy, Stuart is always mad, and Critter is an old dick. Then you started in on me.”

“Me? What did I do?” I ask.

“You doubted me,” she says.

Ouch. That stings.

“You shouldn’t doubt me, Long Pork,” Elsbeth continues. “Family doesn’t doubt.”

“Well, that ain’t true,” Critter says. “My whole family doubted me my whole life. But I think you are confusing trust and doubt, little lady. My brother trusted me with his entire soul, but he still doubted every decision I made. You gotta learn to lighten up, and just take the lumps. That’s what real family is about.”

“I don’t like lumps,” Elsbeth says.

“Tough shit,” Critter snaps. “Lumps is life, life is lumps. Get over it, and grow up.”

“Can we get back to the bus?” Stuart says. “We don’t need to do this family therapy session every time Elsbeth gets her panties in a wad.”

“I ain’t wearing panties,” Elsbeth says.

There is a collective groan.

“What? They ride up my craw craw,” Elsbeth says. “Hard to kill Zs and save Long Pork with panties in your craw craw.”

“Okay, enough about your craw craw,” I say. “I’m going to brain bleach that image right outta my noggin. El? The bus?”

“It’s three miles away, due west,” Elsbeth says.

“West?” I say. “That means you backtracked at some point.”

“Backtracked? I been circling everyone the whole time,” Elsbeth says. “Easy to do since that compound don’t move none. I had plenty of time to map this whole place. I bet I could walk these farms blindfolded.”

Considering that she got us through the pit in the pure darkness, I do not doubt her.

Watching Stuart’s expressions as he tries to find words that aren’t all shouty and pissed is pretty fun. I know he knows that getting angry at Elsbeth is like getting angry at a grizzly bear; it’ll hurt you more than it’ll hurt the bear. After a few seconds of some serious facial calisthenics, Stuart lets out a long, slow breath.

“Elsbeth?” he asks.

“Yes, Stuart?” she replies.

“Would you care to tell me what your whole plan was?” he says through gritted teeth. “Since it sounds like you had a plan, and just neglected to tell us.”

“You didn’t ask until now,” Elsbeth states.

“Were you waiting for us to ask?” Stuart grumbles. 

“No,” Elsbeth says. “I was waiting for you to be nice. None of you have been nice. Except Long Pork. He’s been nice. He was bugging me, but he was nice about it. Sorta.”

“Panties in a wad,” Critter mutters.

“I ain’t got panties on,” Elsbeth huffs. “I said that.”

“Stop,” I say, and hold up my hand. “Everyone just chill their bones a bit. We are all exhausted, and probably a bit traumatized. Emotions are high, nerves are frayed, bodies are run down. No one is thinking straight, and we’re just going around in circles.”

I look from person to person, but see only blank stares.

“Was that out loud?” I ask. “It was supposed to be.”

“Yeah,” Critter says. “We’s just waitin’ for you to continue. Everybody knows you gots more to say than just that.”

“True, Crit,” I nod. “I do. The gist of it is, we are all pretty freaked out by the bloody words and the skinned corpses. El has told me it’s a message to her, but she won’t say from whom and why. Right now, that doesn’t matter. We drop it and focus on getting the fuck out of here without getting eaten or freezing in the storm. After that, we can deal with the other stuff. Everyone agreed?”

“Nope,” Elsbeth says. “We don’t deal with the other stuffs. I deal with the other stuffs. It’s my stuffs. Mine. After we get to the bus, what we’re gonna do is drive to the RVs and get Lourdes. She has the guns. Then we go to the compound, and save Greta. Maybe save some others if they haven’t had their brains washed too long. Then keep going on down the road. That’s my plan. It’s a good plan. None of you have a better plan. I know that.”

Stuart might be having a stroke. Or an epileptic fit. Or an epileptic stroke. Or it’s bad gas. Or...

“I’m fucking pissed is what it is,” Stuart snarls. “Because Elsbeth has not only held back info on a bus, but also knows where the rest of the convoy is!”

“Hey, what happened to holding up a finger when I talk out loud?” I whine.

Elsbeth points a finger at Stuart. “Should have been nicer and not treated me like a crazy. That’s the lesson.”

“There is no lesson!” Stuart shouts.

“Hey, guys,” Rafe says.

“Not now!” Stuart snaps, then stalks over and gets right in Elsbeth’s face. Bold fucking move. “El, I have been accepting of you since day one. I have fought by your side since day one. We have bled together. We have also rescued Jace’s ass together more times than I can count.”

“Six, I think,” I say.

“Guys,” Rafe says.

“Shut up, kid!” Stuart yells. “El, you are acting like a toddler. I would have expected this behavior from old Elsbeth, the one that still talked about Pa, and acted like she was a lost canny girl. But we all know that’s not you. You’re Carly Thornberg, and have skills and conditioning that most soldiers dream of. I know I do. So, cut the pouty little baby act, and suck it up. You may not want to wear panties, but it’s time to put your big girl ones on, and join the team 100%! Do you hear me?”

“I hear you,” Elsbeth says. “You’re right.”

“Guys, I really think—” Rafe tries to say.

“Shut. The. Fuck. Up,” Stuart says, blinking at Elsbeth. “Did you just say I was right?”

“Yes,” Elsbeth nods. “I’ll put big girl panties on, and be part of the team. Just so you know, it may mean everyone dies horrible deaths because that’s what’s coming. Okey doke?”

“Yeah, I’m not alright with the horrible deaths part,” I say. “Maybe we should let Elsbeth keep her panties off? If her going commando means we all live, then who are we to judge?”

“It’s a metaphor,” Elsbeth says. “Jeez, Long Pork, you can be dumb sometimes.”

“What? I know it’s a metaphor. I am well aware of when metaphors are being used. I am the metaphor master around—.”

“Guys!” Rafe yells. “We have visitors downstairs, and I don’t think they’re here to tell us the good news!”

Everyone moves to the windows. That’s a lot of movement. Even with the storm raging, we get more than a few Zs’ attention. Undead heads creak on frozen necks, and chilly chins turn up to us. Not that it matters, we all see the horde of Zs that’s broken off and is busy trying to climb the icy steps of the porch below.

“Poopy,” I say. “Looks like it’s big girl panties times all around now.”

“Blankets, coats, weapons,” Stuart orders. “Downstairs now. We go out the back, we go fast, and we don’t look back. Any objections then?”

Everyone holds up a hand; there might be a few objections.

“Tough shit,” Stuart says. “Let’s move, people!”

***
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SO, APPARENTLY THE cannies already scrounged the house for weapons. Good on them. Of course, the elephant in the room is whether or not they were going to tell us. I mean, they weren’t thinking of keeping the weapons, waiting until Stuart, Critter, and I were asleep, and then butchering us were they? That would have really put a damper on survivor/canny relations.

I prefer to give them the benefit of the doubt, and think they were just being good, prepared canny scouts. Is that a thing? In this world? Yeah, I have a sinking feeling somewhere in the US there are canny scouts. I bet out West. What? You thought there’d be Canny Scouts in the South? Fuck you. Nope, I call the West. Probably Utah.

Since we’re talking about it, I have to wonder what merit badges Canny Scouts would get? Skinning a victim? Proper preparation of the liver (with or without fava beans)? How you use human hide to make lampshades? To make fanny packs? To make Moleskin notebook covers? There would have to be an entire separate category for use of human hides. The possibilities are endless.

Everyone around me holds up a finger.

“Out loud?” I ask as we stand by the back door of the farmhouse, all crammed into the small kitchen. With the wood stove still going, it’s downright toasty in this place. “Sorry.”

“The second we hit the yard, we don’t stop,” Stuart says.

“You’ve already told us that,” Rafe says, then shuts up fast as Stuart holds up the hatchets he has in each hand.

Weapons roll call!

Elsbeth, of course, has her blades. I think the things are like Thor’s Mjolnir, they always come back to her. I mean, I assume those are the same blades. Fuck if I know anymore.

Stuart has those hatchets, and Critter has a nice, solid looking axe handle. Rafe is holding two aluminum baseball bats, while the cannies have various gardening tools, from hoes to shovels. One has a metal rake. I don’t think that’s practical, which I voice, but the guy won’t listen to me.

Speaking of me, which is my favorite subject, I have a trusty, rusty crowbar. It’s a sweet deal. One of the round, solid ones. Full size, too! Not one of those half bars, but a big one with the curved hook part. I love it so much. I can smash Z heads, and then jimmy open a safe later. I’m the shit.

As for clothing, we have as many layers on as we could find that would fit. Some of us look like the little brother from A Christmas Story, but it’s worth it. Shit’s gonna get cold. I have two blankets wrapped around me and tied off with rope. Didn’t seem fair to waste long sleeved shirts on me when I only need one sleeve. You know what I mean?

“No stopping,” Stuart says. “Elsbeth is going to lead. Follow her. Keep up. If you get separated then head due west. That’s where the bus is.”

“Behind trees,” Elsbeth nods. “You’ll find it.”

“What kind of trees? Coniferous or deciduous?” I ask. Everyone glares. “What? It’s good to know. I don’t want to be hunting for a stand of cedars if it’s behind some oaks.”

“Trees,” Elsbeth says. “Without their leaves.”

“Deciduous,” I smile. “Confers don’t have leaves, they have needles, and you’d still see those because they don’t drop off in the winter.”

“Jace, shut the fuck up,” Stuart sighs.

“Gotcha,” I nod. “Let’s do this.”

Stuart shakes his head, tucks a hatchet under one arm, and yanks open the back door. His hatchet is instantly back in his hand as he bounds down the back steps and out into the dawning morning light. The storm is still pretty bad, so it could be ten in the morning and not actually dawn, but the clouds are so thick it doesn’t matter.

Snow and wind whip against us, becoming like a first attack well before we reach the front row of Zs. I grip my crowbar, and hope I have nice, solid hits. This thing is made of heavy metal, and is going to hurt like fuck if I ding it. I don’t think Rafe thought of that when he picked the aluminum bats. Those are the worst when it comes to arm vibrating dings.

Elsbeth and Stuart take point and rip into the herd of Zs, cutting a swath through the rotten parade. The snow darkens, and soaks up the black blood and liquids instantly. The other Zs close ranks and try to surround them, but I come at them with Critter and Rafe, and we keep Elsbeth’s and Stuart’s backs clear. I can hear the cannies behind us grunting and fighting, doing the same for us. 

Which makes me wonder who is going to cover their backs? This fucking herd is thick, and we are barely twenty yards in when it looks like it will swallow us whole and never let any of us out. A scream on my right flank tells me that the cannies got the raw deal. Not that I care a ton. Allies? Yes. Cannies that were more than likely cheering at the top of their voices when my family was forced to run Cannibal Road? Very likely. I’m conflicted. Sorta. Not really.

Three Zs come at me from my right, and I take out the first one’s knees with the crowbar, whip it up, and tear open the guts the of the second, get it stuck in the second’s ribs, rip out the second’s ribs, then bash in the third’s skull, spilling brains all down its front. Bam! That’s how you do that!

Oh, shit!

Two more try to take a bite out of my only arm, and I duck and throw my shoulder into them, knocking then down into the thick snow. One whack, two whacks. Their skulls crack, their bodies still. 

I whirl around as I hear a snarl right behind me, and almost kill one of the cannies. Damn, that guys sounds just like a Z. I mean, he’s all snarly and foamy at the mouth, and OH, FUCK! HE IS A Z!

Fucking A, that guy turned fast! What the fuck?

I’m able to get my crowbar up and block his mouth from clamping on my face. The bastard is so fresh that his muscles haven’t been slowed by the cold. He’s all ragey and thrashy and mean. I spin him about, but can’t free the crowbar. Motherfucking fresh Z has the lockjaw goin’ on. I try to kick him off, but all I do is get my wound singing. I’d almost learned to block it out, but leave it to me to figure out some way to fuck myself.

Stumbling backwards, I yank and yank on the crowbar, but the piece of shit Z won’t let go. Dead hands grab at my blankets, and I shake them off, but there are only more to replace them. Why won’t this fucker let go?

The guy’s head explodes in a spray of bright red blood and grey brain as Critter slams his axe handle down on the fucker’s skull. The crowbar comes free so fast I go flying back and fall on my ass. I’m nipple deep in snow and just start swinging wildly, taking out Zs at the knees, cracking femurs, ripping open long dead thighs, hooking them in the hamstrings. I hobble those bitches!

“Get yer ass up, Short Pork!” Critter yells as he grabs me by the neck and lifts.

He totally hits a nerve, and I shout as I scramble to my feet. I’d scream at him, but he did just save my life. I’ll scream at him later. That fucking hurt.

I can barely see Elsbeth and Stuart ahead of us as the snow keeps coming down. I’m not from this area, and have been living in Asheville for years, so I haven’t ever witnessed a Midwest blizzard like this. This shit is insane, yo. The flakes are huge, and they punch you in the skin like icy gauntlets. Every smack is a challenge to a duel, but there’s no winning this test of honor. I just have to keep taking the smacks, and force myself to move.

More Zs, an endless sea of them.

My arm is nearly numb from swinging the crowbar and the constant, soul-crushing cold. Every time I lift the crowbar, I think it will be the last time, but then I get a little adrenaline rush from killing a Z, and I find the strength to lift again. This pattern goes on and on as we battle through the herd.

Rafe shoves me to the side and kills two Zs, then spins about, and kills two more behind us. Critter is on his side and crushes three, then lunges back to avoid a claw swipe by an uppity Z. He cracks that one’s skull, then we hear the screams of another canny behind us. I look over my shoulder after shattering a Z’s legs, and see there’s nothing to be done for the screaming canny. That guy is a goner. His throat and chest are ripped into before I can take a step in his direction, even if I wanted to.

I don’t want to. One of the many unspoken rules of the zombie apocalypse is you learn to let a lost cause die. That rule doesn’t apply to me, though. I came into this shit a lost cause, so I’m grandfathered in.

In minutes, it’s only me, Critter, and Rafe, with Elsbeth and Stuart well ahead of us. This is not good. I have a sinking feeling we three have only survived because the cannies were our death buffer. Now that they are Z chow, that leaves us as dessert. I’m suddenly claustrophobic, even though the herd hasn’t gotten any thicker. Man, I can’t breathe. I’m choking! I’m choking!

WHACK!

Hey, I can breathe again! Oh, wait, a Z had grabbed onto my blanket, and it was choking me from behind. Rafe broke his arm off, so the pressure’s gone. Damn, I thought I was having a panic attack. Can’t afford one of those while fighting for my life.

“Less talking!” Rafe yells. “More fighting!”

“The finger rule is still in effect while fighting!” I say. He flips me off. “Fair enough!”

A Z goes for Critter’s shoulder, and I crush its head before it can bite down. Of course, it being me, the crowbar slips and nails Critter in the shoulder, causing him to scream and turn on me, the axe handle raised.

“Z!” I yell, and point at the one at his feet.

“Fuck you!” he yells back and pushes forward.

Rafe and I are right behind him, turning in constant circles to keep from being taken down from behind. It’s dizzying and exhausting, but that kind of describes the whole apocalypse when you think about it. Not that I have time to think about it! More whacking! More cracking! More smacking! More falling!

No, wait, not falling! Falling bad! Shit.

I’m down, and two Zs pile on top of me. More stumble over us, and suddenly the little light there is gets blocked by the Z dog pile that has chosen me to be the bottom. For the record, I’m a top. Wait, I should probably clarify that.

No time to clarify!

I jam the pointy end of the crowbar into a Z’s eye socket, then another and another. I keep doing that, ducking my head to the side this way and that to avoid the ever-gnashing teeth. Always with the gnashing, these Zs! Oy!

I keep jamming and sticking and jabbing and gouging and screaming! There is a lot of screaming! So much with the screaming, I am!

What the hell? When did I turn into Yiddish Yoda?

More jamming and gouging, and then my shoulder can’t lift anymore. The weight of the Z pile is too much, and I collapse, unable to keep my leverage. The fight has left me, and I lie here and wait for it all to end. And wait. And wait.

Why isn’t it ending? Hello? Zs? Gimpy, one-armed dipshit here, ripe for the eating. Hello?

I count to one hundred, because that seems like a plan, and then start shoving Z corpses off me. It takes me a while, but I am finally free. And coated in Z gunk. This is not a bad thing. The herd parts around me since I now smell and pretty much look like them. I even swear some of them are giving me the stink eye, like I’m the slacker Z taking an unsanctioned break from the constant marching. 

Oh, please, let me stay quiet.

I sort of work my way sideways out of the herd, stumbling a little this way, then a little that way, in a zigzag line that gets me to a field that adjoins the one we’d started in. The herd is much thinner, and I can turn on the normal human speed. Oh, who am I kidding? I’m so tired that my top speed is pretty much Z speed. Harder to attract attention, at least.

There is a long while of stumbling and limping before I come to a road. I can see the outline of the sun above me, just barely. So that would make that direction east? West? Wait? If the sun is above me then it’s probably noon. That means I have zero idea which direction is which. 

Fucking awesome.

So, I close my eyes, spin in a circle, fall on my ass, pick myself up, and point. 

“That way,” I mutter. “I’m going that way.”

I must have been under that Z pile for a while, because I don’t even see traces of footprints in the snow. Sure, the shit is coming down hard as ever, but there’s no way footprints can fill up that fast. Can they? Again, my ignorance of Midwest weather is a bummer.

I walk like fifty miles before I hear a sound that isn’t the howling of freezing ass cold wind. Okay, I probably walk maybe ten miles. Five. Two? One mile. I at least stumble along the road for one mile. You gotta give me one, man. 

I look around, trying to figure out what the noise is, when I see two dots of light directly behind me. Headlights! Yes! Or no? Shit, I have no idea if those are good headlights or bad headlights. Fuck, fuck, fuck! I stumble to the side of the road and into snow up to my chest as I fall into the drainage ditch. I duck down and wait as the vehicle gets closer and closer.

Then it starts to go by, and I realize I have panicked for the wrong reason. It’s a bus! It’s the bus! And, irony not lost on me, it’s a short bus. Of course it is.

I wave may hand and start yelling for it to stop, but it just rolls on by with Stuart at the wheel. I see Elsbeth’s face, Critter’s, Rafe’s, all pressed to the foggy glass windows, their eyes searching through the storm. But they don’t see me. Why would they? I’m buried in snow, down in a ditch, and the storm is not helping. Again with the fuck, fuck, fuck!

“FUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUCK!!!” I scream at the top of my lungs.

Brake lights come on, and the bus skids to a stop.

No way.

The side door opens and Elsbeth jumps out, her blades at the ready. She spins about, her eyes scanning the scene.

“EL!” I scream. “EL! OVER HERE!”

I wave the crowbar over my head, and that catches her attention. She sprints to me, then falls into the same ditch I’m stuck in.

“Hey, Long Pork,” she smiles. “We lost you.”

“And now you’ve found me. Thanks for that,” I say. “Any chance you can help me get out of this shit? My scrotum is frozen to the insides of my thighs. It’s not feeling so great.”

“That is too much information, Long Pork,” Elsbeth says, and uses her vastly superior physical skills to get us both out of the ditch. “I know all about too much information. Telling people about your frozen scrotum is too much information. Don’t say it again.”

“Words to live by,” I smile, then look at the bus. “Short bus, huh?”

Elsbeth shrugs. “Critter thinks it’s perfect for us.”

“So do I, El,” I smile as she helps me to the bus. “So do I.”
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Chapter Ten
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I don’t think Lourdes is as happy as I am with the hugging.

“You stink, Jace,” she says as she shoves me away.

“Jace!” 

“Dad!”

I run from the short bus and into the arms of my wife and son. Now, they are all about the hugging!

“Where’s Greta?” Stella asks as she pushes me away and looks towards the bus. “Jace? Where is Greta?”

“We’re going to go back for her,” I say. “Don’t worry.”

“Don’t worry?” she snaps. “Are you fucking joking? I’m fucking terrified! Why isn’t she with you?”

“Too many shotguns,” Elsbeth says as she comes up behind us. “Those guys like shotguns. Lots of shotguns.”

“She ain’t kiddin’ there,” Critter agrees. “Them’s boys do like their shotguns.”

“And their antiquated ideas of gender roles,” I say. “Men get shotguns, women get chores. And total subjugation, apparently.” I see the horror on my wife’s face and wince. “Shit. That probably wasn’t what you wanted to hear.”

“Jace, you have to go get our daughter!” Stella yells.

“We’re already on it,” Lourdes says as she cinches a pack on her back and slings her M4 over her shoulder. “I have six men ready. If anyone wants to join, I won’t argue.”

“Six? Just six?” Stella barks. “That’s not enough!”

“With my men, that’s plenty,” Lourdes says, and looks at the RVs that are circled together in a rest area parking lot. The snow is still coming down hard, but it looks like she’s made sure the asphalt is cleared and there’s sand and salt spread everywhere. “I can’t risk taking more. Not if we have to deal with another herd.”

“They aren’t stopping,” Stuart says to Stella. “I don’t know why, but the Zs just keep coming. We’ll go get Greta, but the rest of you have to be ready to move.” He nods at the RVs. “Even with the vehicles, you can still get overwhelmed.”

“We won’t be long,” I say. “We put a plan together on the way here. We’ll get in and out before they even know what’s hit them.”

“Well, that ain’t true,” Critter grins. “They’re gonna know exactly what hit them. They just won’t know we’re the reason. I love this plan.”

“Jace? What do you mean we? You’re going too?” Stella asks. 

“Yeah, I need to,” I say. “I think I know where Greta is being held, if she isn’t in the Tomb.”

“The Tomb?” Stella cries.

“It’s just a mine,” I say. “But I have to go so we can get to her right away. There isn’t much margin for mistakes with this plan.”

“Yet you always find those mistakes, Dad,” Charlie says. “I better come with.”

“You aren’t going anywhere!” Stella snaps, and jams a finger into Charlie’s chest. He winces and backs away quickly.

“Ow, Mom, knock it off,” he complains.

“He re-injured his chest wound when we crashed,” Stella says. She looks me up and down. “What about you?”

“Oh, you know me,” I grin. “Not a scratch.”

“His leg is fucked, and he can’t keep his thoughts in his head,” Rafe says.

“My leg is not fucked,” I argue. “But the second part is true. The filter is pretty much gone. Adios. Kaput. Sayonara. Ta ta. See ya later, alligator. Hasta la vista—.”

“We get the idea,” Stella says. She looks me in the eye, and then nods. “Fine, but I’m coming with.”

“No, you are not,” Lourdes says. “I need you here in charge. You’re the best for the job. Coordinate with the Fitzpatricks, John, and Reaper. Have everyone prepped and ready to run as soon as we get back or if a Z herd comes. I’m counting on you, Stella.”

Stella opens her mouth to protest, then there’s noise from over by the RVs. It looks like one of the cannies is in a shouting match with one of the Fitzpatrick brothers. Stella sighs, and shakes her head.

“Okay, I’ll stay,” she says. “But you keep my husband safe, Lourdes. I’m counting on you for that.”

“I think you have the easier job,” Lourdes says despite the shouting match escalating so that now Melissa and Mr. Flips are involved. I’m not sure if they are trying to break it up, or if they’re taking sides. “See?”

“Go,” Stella says to me. “Bring my baby girl back.”

“Will do, love of my life,” I smile. “That’s a promise.”

“Hey, Stella?” Elsbeth says as we all turn and head for the short bus. 

“Yeah, El?” Stella replies.

“Keep everyone close,” Elsbeth says. “Don’t let them wander around. They need to stay close. Wanderers may go missing. Just sayin’.”

Stella looks at me, and I shrug.

“Not a fucking clue,” I say.

“Something we should know?” Lourdes asks Elsbeth.

“I just said what you need to know,” Elsbeth sighs. “Weren’t you listening? Why don’t people listen to me?” She turns and steps onto the bus, still talking. “I have things to say, and no one listens. Then they get mad when I don’t have things to say. They should listen when I do, not ask when I don’t. Stupid people. Dumb, stupid people. Cannies listen better.”

“So, El’s all fired up,” I say. I grab my wife and son one more time for a quick hug, then turn and follow Elsbeth onto the bus. “Fare thee well, family! I shall return triumphant and with our lost daughter! Count on me!”

Stella shakes her head and points a finger at Lourdes. “Not a scratch.”

“How about I agree to bring him back with all limbs?” Lourdes asks.

“That’ll do,” Stella says.

“Yeah, good luck with that,” Charlie says, following Lourdes onto the bus.

“Hey, get the fuck off,” I snap. “You’re staying here and helping your mother.”

“Oh, come on,” Charlie whines.

I tap him on the chest just like Stella did. He winces, and folds his arms across his chest.

“Charlie!” Stella yells. “Stop fucking around, and get over here!”

The shouts from the Fitzpatricks and the cannies get worse, and Stella turns on her heels, all her anger and frustration aimed at them.

“HEY!” she yells. “KNOCK IT THE FUCK OFF NOW, ALL OF YOU!”

“Don’t let her kill anyone,” I say to Charlie as Stuart starts up the bus. “She’s in that kind of mood.”

“Will do,” Charlie says as the bus door closes.

I give a quick wave, then grab a seat. Right next to Critter.

“Wait, why aren’t you staying?” I ask. “You’re the official leader here.”

“And miss this fight?” Critter laughs. “I can’t wait to see what happens to that Kelvin asshole. Runnin’ a God con on everyone. I ain’t exactly religious, but that just pisses me off.”

“It’s not fake,” I say. “The guy actually believes he’s chosen by God. I’m not saying he isn’t crooked and corrupt and playing everyone, but he does believe what he says.”

“Then kill him if you get a chance,” Lourdes says. “I know the type. He’ll sacrifice everyone around him and then himself just to win. If he truly believes, he’ll think his glory is in death, not life.”

“Maybe,” I say. “I’m pretty sure he likes life.” I glance at Elsbeth who is sitting at the back of the bus, pissed and muttering to herself. “Plus, the guy seems to know a lot about the Consortium and Elsbeth’s ninja sisters. There’s more going on than just his cultish ways.”

“What?” Lourdes asks. “How would some guy out in the middle of nowhere know about all of that?”

“He’s ex-CIA,” I say. “Or something like that.”

“That makes no sense,” Lourdes says. “What are the odds of us running into a company man?”

“What are the odds of any of this shit?” Critter laughs. “Lady, if you haven’t noticed already, odds went out the window when the dead started standin’ up and chowin’ down. If you think there’s such a thing as coincidence in this world anymore, then you ain’t payin’ attention.”

“As much as I want to wrap a logic blanket around this,” I say, “Critter’s got a point. Half the time I think it’s all out of our hands.” I look down at Stumpageddon. “Or hand, in my case.”

“You sure this is how you want to do this?” Stuart asks, looking at us in the rearview mirror.

“Only way in to that compound where they won’t notice us,” I say. “It sucks balls, but it’s a sound plan.”

“And we have flashlights now.” Rafe grins, then looks at Lourdes. “Right? We have flashlights?”

“Plenty,” Lourdes says. “And better.”

“Then this’ll be a breeze,” Rafe smiles.

“Who is this kid again?” Lourdes asks me.

“A giant pain in my ass,” I say. “But he knows how to fight. And I think he’s as eager to get Greta back as I am.” I shudder. “Not that I’m thrilled about that, but I’ll deal with it when this shit is all over.”

“It ain’t ever gonna be over,” Critter chuckles. “Ain’t no one listenin’?”

“They never listen!” Elsbeth shouts from the back. “Assholes.”

***
[image: image]


SO, GUESS WHERE WE are? Come on, guess. GUESS!

“Dude, who are you yelling at?” Rafe cries, his hands covering his ears as we step off the short bus.

“Sorry. That was supposed to be my inside voice,” I apologize.

“You failed on that one,” Rafe says.

“Has he been this bad the whole time?” Lourdes asks.

“Yes,” everyone answers. Well, everyone that’s been with me the past couple of days.

“Should we gag him?” Lourdes asks. “We can’t have him alerting the enemy to our presence.”

“I don’t need a gag,” I say before Critter can answer. He’d love for me to be gagged. “I can stay quiet. I promise.”

“But can you keep up?” Stuart asks as he racks the slide on his M4, slings it, then racks the slide on his 9mm, and holsters that on his hip. “You’re favoring that leg a lot.”

“That’s because it hurts like a mother fuck,” I say. “But it won’t slow me down. Or slow any of you down. My daughter is in there. I plan on being the first friendly face she sees.”

“Second,” Elsbeth says. “My fault she got taken.”

“How do you figure that?” I ask. “I’m her father.”

“And I left the group because of...” She trails off, then kicks the snow with her left foot. “I shouldn’t have left. The shotgun guys wouldn’t have lived to take you. Any of you.”

“Well, time to make up for that,” Critter says as he pumps a round into his own shotgun. “Let’s show these God fearin’ idiots who they need to really fear.”

“That’s a good one, Crit,” I say. “Wish I’d thought of that.”

“Well, ya didn’t, so shut up,” Critter says as we trudge through the knee deep snow to the mouth of the pit’s back entrance.

Dammit! I wanted you all to guess where we are, and there I go spoiling it.

Yeah, we’re back at the pit. It’s the only way in that isn’t guarded. Well, not guarded the same way the compound is at the front of the mine. The pit’s guarded, but only to prevent an escape, not to prevent an assault. And we be bringin’ the assault, motherfuckers!

I can tell by the glares that that last part was out loud.

“I don’t need a gag,” I mutter as we switch on headlamps and flashlights and walk into the darkness of the pit’s back tunnel.

He he, back tunnel. We are totally going into the pit’s asshole.

Wait ... that’s not funny. That means I’m going in an asshole. Dammit! That metaphor totally backfired. Sigh.

***
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ONCE WE ARE IN THE pit proper, Lourdes’s men fan out, the flashlights on the barrels of their carbines and rifles going dark. Why do they go dark? Because Lourdes had a nice surprise for all of us when we told her what we are up against. 

I feel a hand fumble at the side of my face, and suddenly the pit is illuminated by a greenish glow. Yay for night vision goggles! I knew that woman had some toys tucked away somewhere, I’m glad she trusts us enough to bring them out so we can all play.

The pit is completely different when you aren’t fumbling about blind. I can see the various rock formations and boulders that dot the area. Rocks of various sizes are everywhere, and I quickly see just how lucky we were to even get out without tripping and breaking our necks. Gotta thank Elsbeth for that one.

Slowly, making sure we don’t make too much noise, we work our way across the pit. Zs come at us, their hands outstretched like bad Frankenstein’s Monster imitators, but we take them down with ease. Some rifle butts to the temples, axes through skulls, and my trusty crowbar caving in more than a couple of heads. 

Why do I have a crowbar and not a gun? That’s a fine question. For some reason, no one wanted me to have a gun. No pistol, no rifle, not even a sawed off shotgun. Something about my unstable mental state. Now, I am all about caution, but I don’t see a connection with my verbal foibles and an inability to handle a firearm. I am a firearm handling motherfucker. I have to be one of the better shots in the convoy. And that’s with my left hand!

Fuckers. 

But, hey, I have a crowbar and it rocks, so I’m not complaining.

“Yes, you are,” Rafe whispers next to me. 

“Am I being too loud?” I ask.

“No, just mumbling a lot,” Rafe says. “I think you’ve learned to keep the volume down.”

Lourdes turns, and gives us the NVG bug eye glare. It’s not so much a glare, since we can’t see her eyes, as it is a sustained, silent chastisement. I’m married. I know what those are. 

Shit, I take that back. Never let Stella know I said that. Dammit, now my brain is betraying me in even worse ways. Why, brain, why?

“I will kill you myself,” Lourdes says.

“Sorry,” I whisper.

We keep going.

We must get somewhere that Elsbeth recognizes, because she holds up a hand and pushes some of Lourdes’s guys out of the way. She slowly moves to a large boulder and places her hand on it. A couple of Zs come around the side, but she snaps their necks and tosses them to the ground without even flinching.

“The landing is just ahead,” she says, and then takes off.

“Elsbeth! Wait!” Lourdes calls out as quietly as possible, but Elsbeth is already out of sight.

We move around the boulder, and I can see the landing to the stairs about a hundred yards away. This is good and bad. Good we made it with only a few Zs to deal with; bad because there is at least six feet of rock to climb up to get onto the landing, and my leg is hurting way more than I’m letting on. I do not look forward to that climb.

We’re fifty yards out when the pit turns into a blinding, migraine inducing, holy shit I think my retinas are on fire, hell. Someone just turned on the lights.

“Hi, folks!” a voice calls out from in front of us. I know that voice. Reptile Jesus. “Jace! Welcome back! And you brought friends! Here I thought you weren’t a true believer. I have to thank you for having confidence in me enough to do a little recruiting while you were gone!”

We all yank the NVGs from our faces and scatter. The pit’s lights are on, and we are out in the open, fish in a barrel.

“Where are you going?” Kelvin asks. “I’m hurt you’re running away. I was going to read a couple of Bible verses, then we could have some graham crackers and milk. We do have some delicious milk here, straight from our own cows, you know.”

“What is up with his accent?” Stuart asks me as we cower behind a small boulder that is a lot less cover than I’d like.

“I know, right?” I reply. “I think the guy is trying for a Southern preacher accent, but is ending up more with a shitty Kevin Costner as Robin Hood accent. Not good.”

“I can hear you, Jace!” Kelvin yells. “And I spent a lot of time abroad, so I have picked up some subtle European nuances here and there. More than one woman has told me it makes me sound cultured.”

“Like spoiled yogurt,” I yell, and turn to Stuart. “Get it? Because yogurt is cultured with bacteria and I hate him, so I said the yogurt was spoiled and-.”

“I get it, shut up,” Stuart replies.

“How about I make you fine new folks a deal?” Kelvin yells. “You drop your weapons and come peacefully, and I won’t leave you down here in the pit. I think that punishment has played itself out. Plus, you know where the backdoor is.”

I snicker.

“Really?” Stuart growls.

“Sorry,” I reply.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t think we will be surrendering,” Lourdes yells. “In fact, I’ll be asking for your surrender. I will also be asking that you release all prisoners. You do that, and you get to walk away alive today.”

“That ain’t the deal,” Critter hisses. “I want to shoot his ass.”

“Yes, I have to agree with the old man,” Kelvin responds. “That isn’t the deal. The deal is you throw down your weapons, and I let you live. Not the other way around.”

“You all have shotguns,” Lourdes yells. “We have rifles and carbines. It’s short range versus long range. We’ll cut you down before we close the distance enough for your weapons to even be remotely effective.”

“That’s quite the assumption,” Kelvin laughs.

“It’s not an assumption,” Lourdes says. “It’s firearm basics.”

“No, I agree with your assessment of the effectiveness of shotguns to rifles,” Kelvin agrees. “But what I don’t agree with is that these shotguns are our weapons against you. Our weapons against you are coming right now. You see, Ms. Torres, and yes, I do know who you are, a simple fact about warfare is that it is nearly impossible to win when you are fighting two fronts. Or, in your cases, fighting your front and your behind.”

“He he,” I snicker. “Behind.”

“Long Pork,” Stuart snarls.

“What? I can’t help it,” I reply. “It’s how I handle stress before shit gets crazy.”

“Too late,” Stuart says as he points behind us. “Zs!”

He’s right. Here come the Zs. And it’s quite a fucking lot of them. Looks like they’re fresh too, which means they’ll be limber and strong and really, really fucking hungry. That’s not good.

“Whatever shall you do now?” Kelvin asks. “If you stand up and fight the biters, then you’ll expose yourselves and we’ll start firing. If you stay put, then the biters will overwhelm you, and it’ll all be over before it begins. So, how about you lay down those weapons, put your hands in the air, and walk to my voice. Despite my ambiguous accent, I have been told I have a comforting voice. Would it be so bad to walk to such a voice as this?”

“Your voice is stupid,” Elsbeth says. “How about if I rip it out for you?”

There’s a scream, and the sound of shotguns discharging fills the pit. Lourdes and her men don’t waste time with the Zs behind us, and stand and open fire at the shotgun men, moving quickly from their cover and towards the landing. 

I, on the other hand, only have a crowbar and can’t exactly sprint at the moment, so I keep my attention on the encroaching Zs. They’ll reach me way before I can get to the landing, and that’s assuming I don’t get cut down by a shotgun on the way. So, it’s Z fighting time!

I get up, raise my crowbar, and run at the Zs. Then I trip over a rock and fall flat on my face. Guess what? That gash on my forehead opens up again. Fresh blood pours as I struggle to stand. Guess what else? Zs love the smell of fresh blood. 

I swear half the horde comes for my ass.

Fuck the crowbar, I’m bailing!

But instead of running to the landing, I run parallel to the front of the Zs towards the far wall of the pit. I see a boulder, and I have an idea. With the lights on, the pit looks so much smaller than I thought it would. Sure, I saw it when I was first brought down here, but you know how it is when you visit or travel somewhere the first time, it always takes longer and everything seems bigger. The magic has worn off for me, so it’s not so imposing now.

I run (and by run, I mean quickly and painfully limp) as fast as I can. The Zs are getting closer and closer, and I know that if I just make it to the wall, I’ll be fine. Why do I think this? Because, like I said, I have an idea.

All the Zs’ attention is on me, and when I get to the boulder right by the wall, I clamber up it as fast as possible. Unfortunately, only having one hand, this means I have to let my crowbar go. No worries, I’ll get it back when it’s all over.

“Stuart!” I yell. “Now!”

“Now, what?” he yells back, fighting off a dozen Zs at once. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

I wipe my forehead and flick blood down on the ground. The Zs go completely apeshit and swarm over the fresh blood.

“Sitting ducks! Fish in a barrel! Turkey shoot!” I shout. 

Stuart blasts a Z’s head off, cracks another’s spine, takes a third out at the legs, then crushes it’s skull with a boot, and blasts another Z’s head off. He looks over at me, and how the majority of the horde is surrounding my boulder, all eager to get at my sweet, sweet Jace juice. My blood. I’m talking about my blood when I say Jace juice.

Thankfully, I see Stuart smile.

“Critter! Rafe! On me!” Stuart yells as he turns his rifle on the horde of Zs. A horde that faces me, since I decided that being bait was my best chance of survival.

They say the best offense is a good defense. Is being bait defense, though? Is it offense? What would bait be classified as in warfare terms? Or professional football terms? Because I always think of that saying referring more to football than to warfare. 

Stuart, Critter, and Rafe open fire on the horde and start cutting them down. I curl up in the fetal position and cover my head with my arm, since I’d really not like to catch any friendly fire. Not that my one arm will exactly save me from a bullet, but I like to be optimistic in these situations.

The gunfire is deafening, and my ears are ringing so much that it takes me a second to realize that it’s finally stopped. I pull my arm away and peek over the boulder. Nothing but piles of Z corpses. The few that decided they didn’t want to stand there and die, and instead turned and went after Stuart, Critter, and Rafe, are quickly being taken down by those three, melee style.

I glance at the landing and see blood and bodies everywhere. Lourdes and her men are climbing up onto the landing, having obviously out fought Kelvin’s shotgun bitches. I do a quick count, and see that Lourdes didn’t lose a single guy. My count also tells me that there are two important people missing.

“Where’s Reptile Jesus and Elsbeth?” I shout.

Lourdes gets onto the landing and looks over at me. “Who?”

“Reptile Jesus! I mean Kelvin! The asshole that was talking! Where is he?” I shout.

“He ran!” Lourdes shouts back. “Elsbeth took off after him!”

“Oh! Okay!” I yell.

“Jace, shut up, and get down here,” Stuart says. 

“Right-O,” I say, and slide down off the boulder. I start to walk past the Z corpses, then stop as I recognize a face. “Oh, wow.”

“What? Who is it?” Stuart asks.

“Her name was Tara,” I say as I kneel next to the young woman’s body. I look at the others and realize I recognize a lot of them, and they are mostly all women. “Fucking A. The son of a bitch sacrificed his own followers to fill the pit.” Then terror fills my guts. “Greta!”

I start tearing through the piles of Z corpses like a madman, hoping and praying I don’t find my daughter. The others realize what I’m doing and help, but after a few minutes of searching it’s obvious she isn’t here.

“She’s still up top,” I say. “Come on.”

I’d be lying if I say my climb onto the landing is graceful. So I won’t say it is. With Lourdes leading once again, with me navigating the twists and turns, we sprint through the mine and get to the mouth just in time to see Elsbeth and Kelvin face off in the middle of the compound. I’d also be lying if I didn’t say that it’s a pretty cool face off. Kelvin has some skills.

Elsbeth sends a flying roundhouse kick at the man, and he actually catches her leg in midair and throws her to the ground. He drops a boot right where her head was a split second earlier, but Elsbeth is fast enough that she dodges, and answers by slamming a fist into his exposed crotch. But Kelvin only smiles and falls to one knee, planting it right in Elsbeth’s chest.

“I always wear a cup!” he yells.

“That doesn’t seem practical for everyday use,” I say to Stuart. I shut up without him having to tell me.

Elsbeth responds by boxing Kelvin’s ears, then whips her legs like a helicopter, throwing the man off of her while flipping to her feet at the same time. So fucking cool!

“You have a cup for your face?” Elsbeth shouts, then rams an elbow into Kelvin’s nose over and over again. The man sort of sways for a moment, then tumbles over onto his side. “Didn’t think so.”

“Totally badass,” I say as we all run up to Elsbeth. “I so wish I could have recorded that. Fuck TV when you have an Elsbeth around.”

“Why would someone fuck a TV?” Elsbeth asks. “That would hurt.”

“Funny,” I say.

“No, painful,” Elsbeth replies. “That’s what hurt means, Long Pork. Not funny.”

“No, I meant... Oh, forget it,” I say, and look around the snow covered compound, then point. “Those are the women’s trailers. Greta has to be in there.”

While Lourdes and her men pick up Kelvin, and not so nicely, I may say, Elsbeth, Stuart, Critter, Rafe, and I all hurry to the cluster of trailers where I saw the women at earlier. We get almost to the first one when the door is kicked open, and out comes my daughter.

Only one problem: there’s a woman behind her holding a pistol to Greta’s temple.

“Let Kelvin go!” the woman yells. “Or I kill your girl!”

“You must be Jobeth,” I say. “Kelvin spoke so highly of you the other day. He especially said what a kind and caring soul you are, doing God’s work by making sure the ladies of the compound don’t come to harm.”

“He never said that!” Jobeth snarls. “He hates me!”

“Uh, then why do you want us to let him go?” I ask.

“Because he promised to take me with him!” Jobeth yells. “He said once we were done here he’d show me where—”

She doesn’t get a chance to finish as her head explodes into a thousand bits of bone and brain. Greta screams, and runs her ass off over to us as all of a sudden the compound is filled with rifle fire. Huh, I guess they don’t just have shotguns.

I wrap my girl in my arm and hit the deck as Elsbeth falls on top of both of us. Stuart’s face is close to mine, and we cower there, a pile of survivors, while rifles, carbines, pistols, and shotguns blast the ever living fuck out of everything. I now know why dogs hate the Fourth of July. There is nothing worse than a fuck ton of bang bangs going on when there is absolutely nothing you can do about it.

The gunfire starts to slacken, and I feel Elsbeth’s weight lift off me.

“Get up, Long Pork,” she says, and pulls me up.

She smiles down at Greta and pulls her up too, then gives her a huge bear hug. Greta’s eyes about pop out of her skull from the hug, but I don’t think she minds too much. 

“Come on,” Elsbeth says, and tugs us back towards the Tomb, which I am now going to just call a mine, since Reptile Jesus can’t make me call it the Tomb anymore. “We’re leaving.”

“Wouldn’t it be easier to go out the front?” I ask, then duck as gunfire erupts again in that direction. “Oh, right.”

We get to the mouth of the mine, and then stop. It’s pretty obvious we aren’t going out the backdoor.

“Why are you giggling?” Greta snaps. “This isn’t funny, Dad.”

“Backdoor,” I snicker, then stop as I get that teenage girl death glare. “Right. Not funny.”

“What’s goin’ on?” Critter asks as he and Rafe come up behind us. “Why ain’t we goin’ in?” He looks at what we’re looking at and frowns. “Well, fuck me. That ain’t good.”

There’s a whole lot of smoke coming from the mine. Yeah, I’m thinking that shooting guns in a place filled with combustible coal dust was not the best thing to do. Looks like the backdoor is on fire. Kinda like the next day after eating Thai food.

“Dad!” Greta shouts. “Stop giggling! It’s fucking creepy!”

“I was just thinking that...” I start, then see that none of the faces around me give a shit what I was thinking. “Sorry.”

“We go out the front,” Elsbeth says. “Only way.”

We all turn and see Lourdes and her men pursuing the last of Kelvin’s guys. But I don’t see Kelvin anywhere. He must have gotten away from them. Oh, no, wait ... there he is.

Right by the compound gate. Hey, he’s opening the gate. How nice of him.

“It is God’s fate!” Kelvin yells as he throws open the gates. “I know that now!”

After throwing open the gates, he throws his hands in the air.

Instead of making a bold escape, Kelvin has decided that a bold sacrifice is the plan of attack. Once again with the best offense is a good defense. Hmmm, I still don’t think I’m using that right.

You remember that massive herd of Zs we fought through to get away from that last farmhouse? Yeah, it’s found the compound. And it’s bursting through the gates, all hungry mouths and clawing hands. Some of those mouths and hands rip into Kelvin as he just stands there, his arms and face raised to the sky. 

“Slaves, be willing to serve your masters! Do this with all respect!” he shouts. “You should obey the masters who are good and kind, and you should obey the masters who are bad!”

Well, that’s one way to go out. Hey, looks like some of the Zs get to find out if Reptile Jesus tastes like chicken.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Greta says, and covers her face with her hands. “Will someone make him stop?”

“Girl, if we could do that we would have a long time ago,” Critter says as we stare at the hundreds and hundreds of Zs that stream into the compound, all heading right for us.
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Chapter Eleven
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Choice isn’t exactly your friend when you’re facing the numbers we are. It isn’t like before when we fought our way through the Z herd from that farmhouse. That was a risk, and one that paid off because we were only cutting across. We weren’t actually fighting the whole herd, but just the few we needed to fight to get from one side to the other.

Here, now, is a whole other melon. That’s a saying, right? A whole other melon? I don’t know. Fuck it. It’s a saying now.

You see, what we’re facing is the entire herd, coming right for us. There’s no cutting through, because that would be like traveling from a shark’s mouth all the way out its anus. It can be done, but you sure as shit aren’t going to be alive at the end of that journey.

“Come on,” I shout. “I have an idea!”

“That isn’t comforting!” Stuart shouts back.

“Just follow me, dickhead!” I yell, and limp off towards Kelvin’s cluster of trailers. “I know where the safe room is!”

I know they don’t really trust my judgement at the moment, but no one argues, and they all follow quickly behind me. I glance to the side and see Lourdes watching us.

“Come on!” I yell. Yelling is good because then she knows to rally her folks on us and get to the trailers. But yelling is bad because it also lets the Zs know which way we’re going. “Poop.”

We get to the trailer cluster, and Rafe is the first one to the door. He yanks it open, and then half his back explodes out at us in a spray of spine and fluids. His body does a brutal pirouette, then collapses at my feet as I look up and see Maury standing there with a high-powered rifle in his hands. I guess that answers who started all the shooting.

The world slows down. Maury’s finger starts to press down on the rifle’s trigger again just as a blur shoves me out of the way and flies through the trailer’s door. I hear a gunshot, and even feel the heat of a bullet whiz past me, but luckily I feel no pain. Well, other than when the world speeds back up, and I don’t get my hand out in time to stop my fall. Forehead and ground meet once again. Those two should get a fucking room.

I roll over and watch as Maury tries to get the rifle up in time to block Elsbeth’s blades, but he doesn’t stand a chance. None of us say a word as Elsbeth literally dismembers the man before our eyes. Limbs fall away, clothes fall away, ears, lips, nose, all fall away until all that’s left is a stump of a man lying in a huge pool of his own blood. He tries to say something, but Elsbeth doesn’t give him a chance as she jams a blade through his mouth and out the back of his head.

She looks back at us, rage filling her features.

“Little Canny,” is all she says.

Critter and Stuart help me to my feet, and we look down as Greta is on the ground, cradling Rafe’s head in her lap. His mouth is open, and he’s trying to say something, but Greta puts a finger to his lips, and he stops. She leans over and kisses him on the forehead, the nose, then the mouth. He gets a smile halfway finished before the life leaves his eyes.

“Shit,” I say. “I think I’m going to miss that kid.”

“Yeah,” Critter says.

“What are you people waiting for?” Lourdes yells as she and her men reach the trailer. Then she stops as she sees the scene. “Oh. Fuck.”

“Nothing we can do,” Greta says, tears filling her eyes as she gently gets up from Rafe’s body and looks at me. “Where’s the safe room?”

“This way,” I say, and move past Elsbeth and the many pieces of Maury. “Back here.”

I show them into Reptile Jesus’s torture room, then turn around. 

“You coming?” I ask Elsbeth.

She doesn’t answer, just steps out of the trailer for a second. The unmistakable sound of a blade sliding through a skull reaches my ears, and I realize what she’s doing.

“Thanks,” I say to her. She still doesn’t answer, just follows me into the torture room.

It’s a little cramped with all of us in it, but the sound of the door latching and all the locks clicking into place tells me I made the right choice.

“Now what?” Critter asks. “We just stay in here until the herd goes away?”

“Uh ... yes?” I reply. “I wasn’t thinking of an exit plan, just a stay alive for a few more hours plan.”

“Weapons check,” Lourdes says to her people. They comply, and all sit their asses down and start stripping their carbines, quickly going over them and cleaning them with their field kits. 

It’s kind of hypnotizing to watch, but that effect goes away as soon as the trailer begins to rock. The whole thing shifts at an angle, and then the pounding at the door begins.

“Looks like the Zs found Maury,” I say. “I wasn’t counting on that.”

I can tell everyone would like to look at Elsbeth, but we all know better than to do that. It’s not her fault, and if even one of us gives her a look like it is, she’ll lose her shit. The last look on her face was not a judge Elsbeth look. It was more like a let’s leave Elsbeth alone because she’s in a bad place look. You learn these things when the woman saves your ass a few times.

The trailer keeps shaking, and the undead hands keep pounding. What do we do? Well, what can we do? We stand there and stare at the one way in and one way out, watching the heavy door shudder in its frame.

You see, this is the flaw of so many structures. Everyone thinks a solid door is how you keep a room secure. They put all kinds of locks on it, drill in braces for heavy bars, even use chains, but they forget about one very simple architectural fact: a door is only as strong as the frame around it. You can have a door made of fucking diamond, and it doesn’t mean shit if the frame is made of goddamn particle board!

And that’s exactly what the doorframe around this door is made of. Goddamn particle board. Okay, well, the frame itself is made of two by fours, but the walls are particle board. And the walls are connected to the frame. So we stand here, watching as the paint next to the door begins to crack and splinter. Then the wood that isn’t really wood and more like wood stuffs (it’s the Velveeta of wood!) begins to show through the paint and old plaster. 

Yeah, it looks like the Zs are coming in, invited or not. How rude! Fucking rude Zs! I fucking hate rude Zs!

“We all hate rude Zs, Jace,” Stuart says. “You can stop saying it over and over.”

“I’m not saying it on purpose,” I reply. “You think I like having the contents of my thoughts just spewing out of my mouth without my consent? It is no fun, trust me.”

“No shit,” Critter says. “It ain’t no fun for us neither.”

“Move to the back wall,” Lourdes says. “Get behind us, and stay tight. We’ll try to fight off as many as we can for as long as we can.”

“Save some of them bullets for us,” Critter says. “I ain’t going out as Z food.”

“Bullshit,” I snap. “We’re getting out of this. There is no way I have come this far to die with all you fuckers in Reptile Jesus’s rumpus room. Not fucking happening!”

“Then what’s your bright plan, Short Pork?” Critter asks. “Come on now, you have to have a plan, right? All that thinkin’ happenin’ up in that big brain of yours, there must be a plan. Enlighten us, Short Pork. What is it?”

“Don’t call him Short Pork,” Elsbeth says. “His name is Jace Stanford.”

Critter looks over at Elsbeth, but she doesn’t look back at him. Her eyes are focused on the door and the cracking walls around it. For one second, I think Critter is going to say something to her, but the man is way too smart to do that, and he just nods.

“Fine,” Critter says. “Jace, what is yer plan? Huh, Jace? Ya got a plan or not?”

I have to give him credit, he doesn’t back off. He may not be calling me Short Pork, but he’s still gonna bust my balls.

I shake my head, and put my back against the wall.

“No, I don’t have a plan,” I say. “This was my plan. Get us in here and away from that fucking herd. That was as far as I thought. I was sort of hoping some of you professional killers would have a plan. Maybe take a page from the soldier playbook and take over.”

“We’re trapped in a small room with only one door, Jace,” Lourdes says. “There’s not much to work with.”

“There’s not much to that door,” Stuart says. “It’s going to come down in a couple minutes as soon as the walls around it give way.”

I start bonking the back of my head against the back wall, over and over, as an act of frustration. It’s something I used to do when I was a kid and got sent to my room, which happened a lot. I’d sit on my bed with my back to the wall, and bonk my head against it until the sound drove one of my parents nuts. They’d come whipping into the room, ready to yell at me, but I’d stop, and just be sitting there all innocent and shit. Didn’t stop them from kicking my ass, but it did confuse the hell out of them. I don’t think they ever figured out what was making the noise.

But my childhood bedroom wall was made of real materials, not like this stupid trailer wall. When I bonked my head on my old wall, it sounded solid, it had resonance. When I bonk my head on this wall it’s all hollow and empty. It’s a pitiful, stupid wall.

Wait ... it’s a pitiful, stupid wall. 

“Backdoor!” I shout. “I found the backdoor!”

Then I giggle.

“Jesus, Dad,” Greta sighs.

“And Jace has now gone cuckoo,” Critter says. “There ain’t no backdoor, dumbass.” He looks at Elsbeth. “Can I call him dumbass?”

She just shrugs, her eyes still on the one door, her blades ready at her sides.

“You’re right, Crit,” I smile. “There ain’t no backdoor. Not yet.” I turn and pound my fist on the wall I had just been leaning against. “But we can make one pretty fucking fast.”

“Son of a bitch,” Stuart says. “He’s right. The brilliant moron is right.”

“Um, that probably didn’t come out the way you meant it to,” I say to him.

“No, it came out exactly how I meant it to,” Stuart says, then steps forward, lifts his leg, and slams his boot against the wall. A crack appears instantly. “Come on, folks. Let’s get to work.”

We do. 

Boots, the butts of rifles and carbines, even fists, start working on the wall. In minutes we have trashed it completely, and we all stare at what’s on the other side.

“I could have gone my whole life without seeing that,” Greta says.

Apparently, on the other side of Reptile Jesus’s torture room is Reptile Jesus’s sex room. I shit you not. There’s every kind of sex toy imaginable on the shelves that line the wall. There’s also some very interesting equipment that I am not going to even try to figure out. I recognize the sex swing hanging from the ceiling, but that’s about it.

“Looks like Kelvin wasn’t so much God’s voice as he was God’s pervert,” I say. “Not too surprising, really.”

Elsbeth walks over and picks up a giant dildo. I do mean giant. The thing is like two feet long and eight inches wide. Giant.

“I could kill a man with this,” she says, and tucks it inside her coat.

I really hope she means she could beat a man to death about the head and face with it. If she’s talking about another way to kill a man with it, then I do not want to even go there. Please, brain, don’t take me there.

Dammit. My brain takes me there.

“You know, while we’re here, I should pick something up for Stella,” I say.

“Dad!” Greta yells. “Yuck! That was out loud!”

“I know,” I smile. “I couldn’t help saying it.”

“Looks like we gots another wall to go through,” Critter says. There’s a loud splintering sound from behind us. “And we best be hurryin’!”

I look back, and see hands and fingers start to work their way around the torture room’s door as it breaks away from the walls. We’ve got like seconds before they get through and come for us.

No one has to say a word, we just move. We shove the sex machines out of the way, and then grab onto the shelves holding all the dildos. They’re bolted to the wall. Great.

Lourdes and her men start ripping at the shelving, cracking shelves and tearing out supports. Dildos, vibrators, strap-ons, cock rings, ball cuffs, you name it, it’s all flying this way and that. It’s raining sex toys!

We finally get down to the wall, at least enough of it that we can squeeze through once we rip the thing open, but it may be too late. There’s a huge crash and the trailer shudders as the torture room door comes free. We spin around and watch as the herd tries to jam itself through the opening. There are too many Zs, and they get stuck against each other. 

Which is where the shitty walls come back into play. The particle board bends and stretches from the pressure of the herd, then the whole wall gives way, and here they come!

I just start picking up sex toys and throwing them at the Zs. Lourdes and her men are a little more practical, and all take knees and open fire while Stuart, Critter, Elsbeth, and Greta work on getting through the wall.

I throw some spiky thing (honestly, I have no idea what it is) at a Z, and it lodges right in the monster’s mouth. Booyah!

It doesn’t slow it down though. No booyah!

Lourdes and her guys have a little more luck as they choke the hole we made in the wall with Z corpses. There are so many of them that it gets clogged in no time, giving her and her men time to reload while everyone else keeps working on the wall.

“How’s it coming?” Lourdes yells.

“It’d probably come pretty fast with this sucker,” I say as I waggle a particularly girthy (Girthful? Girthtacular?) dildo about. “Damn, do I feel inadequate.”

“Don’t you always?” Critter cackles.

“Hey, less mocking and more, uh ... what rhymes with mocking that means breaking through a wall?” I say.

No one responds. I could use a pocket thesaurus. No, wait! One of those rhyming dictionaries that poets use. If we live through this I am totally snagging one of those from the next library we pass.

“No, you’re not!” Greta yells. “That’s the last thing we need!”

Everyone agrees quickly. Oh, sure, they respond to that.

The mound of dead Zs begins to tumble into Reptile Jesus’s dildotorium. Then the Zs behind start to climb over their fallen comrades, and it looks like we’re done for unless we get through the next wall.

“We know!” everyone shouts.

The amazing sound of crunching particle board comes from behind me. I turn, and nearly split my face in half as I grin at the sight. I can actually see snow falling! This wall leads outside! Huzzah!

Critter, Stuart, Elsbeth, and Greta keep working at widening the hole, as Lourdes and her men get back to the shooty shooty they do so well.

I just keep throwing dildos at the Zs. It’s really all I can do since I only have one arm, and I lost the crowbar in the pit. Which is now a pit of fire. That could so be a country song. I lost my crowbar in the burning pit of fire. I need to remember that.

“Come on!” Stuart yells as they get the hole big enough to step through.

He sticks a leg out, then yanks it back in faster than I’ve ever seen him move. 

“What’s wrong?” I ask. But the answer shows itself quickly. “Oh, fuck.”

Holes in walls, no holes in walls. Doesn’t make a bit of difference when Reptile Jesus’s entire cluster of trailers is surrounded by a Z herd. The ones coming from the torture room? That’s just the welcoming committee. The real party is happenin’ outside. Awesome.

“Fuck!” Stuart yells, and just starts firing into the herd, killing every Z he can.

It doesn’t even make a dent in the numbers. There are easily a few hundred out there. And now that they know there’s food through this convenient hole we’ve made for them, they want to be in here. Ain’t no party like a Z herd trying to get inside a sex room trailer party! Hey! Ho!

“Daddy!” Greta yells. “What now?”

“I don’t know, baby,” I say, and take her in my arm. I kiss her forehead. “Just close your eyes, sweetheart. It’ll all be over soon.”

“Oh, fuck that,” she snaps, and shoves me away. “I am not going out like some lame dork in a Roland Emmerich disaster movie.”

Did my baby girl just make a Roland Emmerich reference while facing down certain death? Yes, she did! I couldn’t be more proud! That’s my girl!

“I’m out!” one of the PCs yells.

“Me too!” another shouts.

“Same here!”

“Out!”

We huddle up together as Zs come at us from inside the trailer, and Zs come at us from outside the trailer. 

Then there are no Zs outside the trailer. I shit you not, folks. One second there are Zs, and the next second there’s an RV.

Wait? An RV?

The side door opens up right into the trailer.

“Get your asses in!” Buzz yells. “We don’t have much time!”

No time is needed. We basically teleport our asses into that RV. Buzz slams the door shut just as the Zs reach the RV, and undead hands smack against the side, while undead mouths moan with some serious disappointment.

Pup is driving and he floors it, sending all of us tumbling to the floor of the RV as it rockets forward through the herd of Zs. I don’t think he lets up off the gas until we’re turned around and barreling out of the compound, splitting what’s left of the herd right down the middle.

“Damn, guys,” I say. “That was some serious rescue shit right there. Thanks.”

No one says anything; they all just stare at me. Except for Greta, who has her face buried in her hands.

“What?” I ask, then look down at what I’m holding. “Oh, hey, check it out. I snagged one after all.”

I waggle the silicone dildo at everyone and laugh.

No one laughs with me.

“Put the cock away, Jace,” Stuart says. “None of us need to see that right now.”

“Stella’s gonna be stoked,” I smile.

“DAD!” Greta shrieks, gets up, and goes to the back of the RV.

“Oh, grow up,” I call after her. “You’re alive, aren’t you? There are worse things than your dad joking about giving a dildo to your mother.”

“Not many,” Buzz says. “You should really put that away.”

I toss the dildo aside and turn to Buzz.

“Thanks for playing cavalry,” I say, holding out my hand. He looks down at it, then over at the dildo. “Dude, it wasn’t used. At least I don’t think it was. Hmmmm, anyone got some hand sanitizer?”

“Shut up,” Stuart says, and pushes me out of the way. Buzz shakes his hand. “Stella send you?”

“Of course,” Buzz says. “And Melissa. As soon as you folks left, they started conspiring. Good thing, too. We found the short bus, and then saw smoke coming from that tunnel. We would have been here faster, but we had to circle all the way around to find the compound.”

“Your timing was perfect,” Stuart says.

“Almost,” Elsbeth says. “Little Canny.”

“Who?” Buzz asks.

“That Rafe kid,” Critter says. “He didn’t make it.”

“That’s too bad,” Buzz says. “I didn’t really know him, but he seemed like a good kid.”

“He was,” I reply. “He actually was.”

There’s a few nods in agreement, then the RV goes quiet as we all settle in for the ride back to the convoy. I go and sit down next to Greta and wrap my arm around her.

“I’m glad you’re safe,” I say.

“No dildo jokes,” she says.

“No dildo jokes,” I reply. “I’m just here to hug on you.”

“Okay,” she says, and leans into me.

We sit like that for a while.

“But that room was pretty crazy, right?” I say, unable to help myself. “I mean, did you see all that shit?”

“I have no idea why Mom’s stayed with you,” Greta says. “I would have ditched your ass the second I saw the first Z.”

“Nah, you love me just the way I am,” I smile. “Think of how dull and boring the apocalypse would be without me?”

There are a few sighs of longing from everyone.

“Hey,” I snap. “Not cool, people. You’re ruining a tender moment between a father and his daughter.”

“You ruined it a long time ago, Daddy,” Greta says, but she leans in tighter. “But, yes, the apocalypse would be boring without you.”

No one argues with her, so I’ll take that as a win.

Pup has the heat on full, and soon the RV is one toasty, while pungent, vehicle. I drift off with Greta leaning into my shoulder, and I couldn’t be happier.

***
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I WAKE UP WITH A START as I hear yelling, and I realize the RV has stopped. Greta is still against me, but she wakes up just as fast, and we look around at an empty RV.

“Get your fucking ass down, now!” I hear Lourdes shouting. “You move slow and steady, asshole!”

There’s some more shouting, and then a gun goes off.

“OK!” a man shrieks. “Please, just stop pointing the guns at me! Please! I’m a doctor! I’m not one of those people! I’m not going to hurt anyone! I’m a doctor!”

“Yeah, you already said that, dipshit!” Critter yells. “And I’ve met some seriously evil doctors, so don’t try to pull one over on us!”

“You have three seconds to climb down from there! THREE!” Lourdes yells. 

“I’m climbing! I’m climbing!” 

Greta jumps up and races for the RV’s door. “Stop! Don’t hurt him! Stop!”

“Greta? Get back in there,” Lourdes orders. “You don’t need to see this.”

“I said to fucking stop!” Greta shouts as I scramble up and follow her out into the snow. It’s not falling anywhere near as hard as before, but it’s still falling. “I know him, dammit! Put down your guns!”

“Greta?” a voice asks from above us.

I look up and see a man wrapped in all kinds of blankets and coats. Only his eyes are showing, and his eyelashes are nothing but icicles.

“Hey,” Greta smiles up at the man. “What the fuck are you doing up there?”

“I hopped on as you were leaving,” the man says. “I was stuck on top of the infirmary trailers, and when you drove by I took my chance. Nearly fell off at that last curve. I guess some of your people heard me thumping around up here.”

Greta turns to Lourdes and glares. She is almost the spitting image of a pissed off Stella, and Lourdes actually flinches at the look.

“Put down the guns,” Greta insists. “He’s a friend.”

“From that compound?” Stuart asks, a shotgun to his shoulder. “Greta, I think you’re confused. There are no friends from that compound.”

“He is!” she snaps, and points a finger at him. Then she steps in front of his shotgun. “You going to shoot me, Stuart? You going to blast a hole right through my head like a Z? Because you’ll have to if you want to get to him.”

“Who is he?” Elsbeth asks.

Funny, it’s the first time anyone thinks to ask that. Leave it to Elsbeth to get to the point.

“Jimmy,” Greta says, and I hear something in her voice I am none too pleased with.

She likes this guy.

“Dr. James Stenkler,” the man says. “I was the doctor back at that compound. I checked Greta over when they brought her in.”

“He saved me,” Greta says.

“Greta, we saved you,” Lourdes says, looking around at all the people holding firearms still pointed up at the man. “This guy was part of those crazies. He didn’t save you. He may have convinced you he did, but he didn’t. It’s normal for hostages to-.”

“Oh, shut the fuck up, Lourdes,” Greta says. “I’m not some Stockholm Syndrome bippy twat. If I say he saved me, it’s because he actually saved me. Some of the men came sniffing around for a new piece of ass, and he kept them from taking me. Told them I had syphilis and crabs, but it did the trick.”

“Do you?” Elsbeth asks. “Because those are bad things. Never eat someone with crabs. They get stuck in your-.”

“Oh, Jesus,” I snap. “That’s enough, El.”

“Just shit fucking with you, Long Pork.” Elsbeth laughs, then sheathes her blades and walks back into the RV. “Get him down. We should keep moving. We can’t stop like this anymore.”

Everyone looks from the man on the RV, to Greta, then back to the man.

“Come on, Jimmy,” Greta says. “They won’t hurt you.”

“I’m not so sure about that, G,” Dr. Stenkler says.

“G?” I say. “Excuse me? You do not get to call my daughter G.”

“Oh, sorry,” the man apologizes as he scoots to the end of the RV and climbs down the back ladder. “You must be her father, Jace. Good to meet you. G, or, uh, Greta didn’t stop talking about you.”

“How the fuck is he calling you G when he’s only known you for two days?” I growl.

“He saved my life, Dad,” Greta says. “He can call me Bunny Nuts, if he wants to.”

I point a finger at the guy. “You call her Bunny Nuts, and I cut ya.”

“Get in the RV!” Elsbeth yells from inside.

“Later,” I say to Greta as Lourdes and her guys grab Dr. Stenkler and roughly shove him up into the RV.

“Whatever,” Greta says.
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WE GET GOING AGAIN, and I stare at Dr. Stenkler as he unwraps himself from his bundle of blankets and coats.

“You must have known you’d need to bail if you had those ready,” I say.

“We always kept lots of blankets in the infirmary,” Dr. Stenkler replies. “Plenty of other supplies, but those are gone now. Too bad. I’m sure you and your people could use them.”

To say I’m surprised by how he looks is an understatement. He can’t be more than thirty.

“What kind of doctor are you?” I ask. “Pediatrics? Learning by being?”

“I’m twenty-nine,” he says. “I know, I’m young. I’m used to it. I graduated med school at twenty, and rushed through my residency at Northwestern Memorial. That’s when the plague hit.”

“Plague?” Elsbeth asks, finally taking an interest. “No plague. Just Zs.”

“Yes, well, the phenomenon had to occur somehow,” Dr. Stenkler says. “It spreads and acts like a typical plague, so that’s what it should be classified as.”

“Listen, Doogie, it’s a fucking nightmare, is what it is,” I say. “That’s what it should be classified as.”

“Plagues are nightmares,” Dr. Stenkler smiles.

I’m not a sexist pig, but I’m pretty sure all the women in the RV just melted when he smiled. Fucker, with his dark hair and dark eyes and dimple chin. He has a beard, and I can still see the dimple. Smile away, bitch! You’re in my world now! We’ll see how long you last!

The guy stares at me, then looks around like he’s waiting to be attacked. 

“Uh ... okay,” Dr. Stenkler says. “Sorry. I know you don’t trust me, but there’s no reason to get personal about it.”

“Fuck,” I sigh. “That was out loud, wasn’t it?”

“Yep,” Greta says. “Good one, Dad. Can you be more embarrassing?”

“Do you really want to ask that question right now?” I reply. “There is a dildo in this RV somewhere.”

“You didn’t mean to say all that?” Dr. Stenkler asks, wisely ignoring my dildo comment. “Have you had many of these involuntary outbursts?”

“Yes,” the whole RV replies.

“Fuck all y’all,” I say. Then, “Yes.”

“It’s getting worse,” Stuart says. “He pretty much thinks it and says it now. It was funny at first, but by now it’s just annoying.”

“And a little scary,” Critter says. “I seen a lot of crazy people in my time, and he’s starting to top the list. He may get on our nerves, yet he’s handy to have around sometimes. But he’ll stop bein’ handy if he can’t shut up!”

“Gee, thanks, folks,” I frown. “The warm and fuzzies are just overwhelming.”

The guy starts patting himself down, and Lourdes has a pistol in his face before he can get halfway down his chest.

“Just looking for my pen light,” he says. “Sorry.”

Lourdes reaches into his coat and pulls out a white pen light.

“What do you need it for?” she asks.

“I was going to do a couple of quick tests,” Dr. Stenkler says. “Just check some simple neurological responses. It’ll help me diagnose what’s wrong with him.”

“Um, I don’t have a boo boo, Doogie,” I say. “If there is something wrong with me, then it’s beyond your pediatrics degree.”

“I’m not a pediatrician,” he frowns.

“Then why’d you say you were?” I smirk.

“I didn’t. You did,” he replies.

“He’s right, Dad,” Greta says, sounding a lot more worried than I’d like. “You called him the pediatrician. It wasn’t funny.”

Dr. Stenkler reaches for the pen light. “May I?”

Lourdes looks at me, and I nod. “Why not?” I say. “But shoot him if he tries to do a rectal exam.”

“Deal,” Lourdes says.

“Thanks,” Dr. Stenkler says. “Now hold still, and do exactly as I say. If my requests are confusing, or you can’t do them, then let me know right away.”

“So, what kind of doctor are you?” I ask as he scoots forward and takes me gently by the chin, shining the light back and forth from one eye to the next.

“Neurosurgeon,” he says. “Third youngest in the country before the plague.”

“Third youngest?” Critter laughs. “The others must have still been suckin’ their mommies’ tits when they graduated.”

“Exactly,” I laugh. “Good one, Crit.”

I sit there and let the guy do his thing while everyone watches. So glad I can be the in-flight entertainment.
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STELLA GRIPS MY HAND as we sit together with Dr. Stenkler and Dr. McCormick in front of us, while Stuart and Elsbeth hang back, keeping an eye on our new addition while he explains what’s up with my brainpan. We’re all in the very back room of one of the RVs while the convoy moves on. Elsbeth insisted we break camp and hit the road, even with the weather still pretty bad. Mt. Vernon was mentioned, as was hunkering down for the winter, but she left zero room for argument. So we hit the road.

The RV is stiflingly warm, but I can’t help shivering as Dr. Stenkler lays it all out.

“There is no way I can know for sure without some major tests,” Dr. Stenkler says. “But my guess is he has some severe lesions on the brain from all the concussions he’s suffered over the years. The bleeding could be bad, or could just be localized enough to affect his verbal control.”

“Will he die?” Stella asks, straight to the point.

“Stella,” Dr. McCormick soothes. “He’s not going to die.”

“But lesions mean he’s bleeding from the brain,” Stella says. “That’s not good.”

“He’s not hallucinating, not having issues with phantom smells or sounds, so I rule out a tumor,” Dr. Stenkler says. “That would be way worse than lesions. We’ll keep an eye on him, and start logging the time and frequency of his outbursts. If they stay consistent, then I think he’s in the clear. The lesions shouldn’t get worse.”

“But if they aren’t consistent?” Stuart asks. “Sorry. I shouldn’t interrupt.”

“Answer the question,” Elsbeth says to Dr. Stenkler.

“I don’t know,” the man replies. “Like I said, I need to run way more detailed tests, and I can’t do that in an RV. I need a fully equipped neurology department.”

“We’ll find one,” Stella says, looking up at Stuart. “You will help us convince Lourdes and Critter to find one. The next big city, we find a hospital, hook up a generator, and run some fucking tests.”

“If we can,” Stuart says. “It depends on the situation.”

“Depends on the situation?” Stella roars.

Everyone, even Elsbeth, flinches.

“Hey,” I say quietly, and grip her hand hard enough that I know it hurts. She doesn’t let on at all. “Chill, baby. We can’t jeopardize everyone’s lives so I can get some polaroids taken of the inside of my skull. Stuart is right, we stop when and if we can. It does depend on the situation.”

Stella wants to reply, but the tears start, and she can’t. I take her in my arm and glance at everyone else. They get the idea and start to filter out. Except Elsbeth, who just stands there until Stuart grabs her by the shoulder and yanks her with him.

“He could be lying,” Stella sobs. “We don’t know this guy! He’s a liar!”

“Dr. McCormick quizzed him,” I say softly. “So did Kramer, not that I trust that assfuck. They both say he’s legit and knows what he’s talking about.”

“But he could be wrong,” she counters, her words pretty much lost in hiccups.

“Yeah, he could be,” I say, and then just press her to me.

I don’t know how long I hold my crying wife, but I can say it isn’t long enough. It can never be long enough.
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Chapter Twelve
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St. Louis is a ghost town. There aren’t even any Zs around, just burnt down buildings and streets that look like someone took a giant chainsaw to the asphalt and went all Leatherface. It’s not a good scene. The giant arch is even gone. We see some of it sticking up as we drive past, but the thing is demolished.

Landon Chase, our resident tech asshole, tweaked the radios so we have some private, scrambled channels. This means Lourdes can bark orders at everyone over the radio to keep eyes open and be ready for an ambush.

In addition to barking, she also complains about how we have to keep detouring to get around the cracked roads. She’s all ambush this and ambush that. But it never comes, and we get past St. Louis and suddenly we are in the West, even if we couldn’t see the great arch that is supposed to represent the Gateway to the West. Arches telling you where you are is so old world, man.

The weather doesn’t exactly play nice as we travel. More snowstorms, more brutal cold. How the fuck did the settlers survive on the plains before space heaters?

A particularly nasty storm comes down on us about fifty miles outside of St. Louis. Lourdes and Critter want to have us stop and circle up, but Elsbeth refuses and throws such a fit that I am actually worried she’s the one with brain lesions. Needless to say, but I’ll say it anyway, Lourdes and Critter reluctantly give in, and we keep going, pushing through the storm.

It’s harrowing, but the clouds do break eventually, and the sky is insanely clear. I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a vast sky before. It just keeps going in all directions.

So does the herd of Zs we run into.

“We can’t drive through that,” Lourdes snaps over the radio. “Can someone explain that to Elsbeth? We need to stop and figure out a different route.”

“She’s right, El,” Stella says. “We can’t force our way through. And we need fuel. We’re going to stop for a couple of days and hope the herd clears out. We resupply, and then get back on the road.”

Elsbeth doesn’t argue with Stella, but she sure makes it known she is extremely put out by it, thank you very much.

We find a small town about twenty miles off the interstate, and huddle up the RVs next to a library. The walls are solid concrete block and brick, and there’re only a few entrances. Plus, the books burn easy and keep us warm. I hate burning the books since they are now an endangered species, but warm is warm, people.

I find a rhyming dictionary, and am very pleased with myself, until there’s a vote that it should be taken away from me. The vote is unanimous. Fuckers.

Melissa and her brothers take a team out to scavenge the town for food, water, and fuel, while Lourdes, Stuart, and Critter spread out maps of the region and see if they can find a way around the giant herd of Zs, and still keep us on course.

“Our options are limited,” Lourdes says. “We’re in flyover territory now. There just aren’t the arteries that we’re used to in the East.” She plops her finger in the middle of the map. “We go up or we go down here. But there’s no guarantee that there aren’t more herds either of those ways.”

“Why are they so thick here?” Charlie asks as he leans back in a chair and kicks his feet up on a table. He’s salvaged a bunch of books, and he taps his toe against the stacks as he watches the navigational brain trust decide our best course. “We never saw herds like this in Asheville.”

“Not until the Consortium herded them up to us from Atlanta,” I say, holding Stella close to me in a blanket to keep warm. “Maybe others had the same warfare idea, and things got out of hand?”

Elsbeth snorts from a few tables away.

“Yes, El?” I sigh. “Would you like to contribute to the conversation?”

“Others,” Elsbeth says. “Yeah, there are others.”

“Come on, El,” I say. “Will you please tell us what’s going on? You know something, and you are risking all of our lives by keeping us in the dark.”

“Don’t matter,” she shrugs. “In the dark, in the light, not a damn thing you can do. If they strike, then they strike, and you all probably die.”

“We all die?” I ask. Everyone is listening, but they know me and Elsbeth well enough to stay quiet, and let me take lead. “You aren’t counting yourself in that? Can you tell me why?”

“They won’t kill me,” she says. “They want me. I won’t let them take me, so I’ll probably die fighting, but you all will be dead way before that.”

“See? Now we are getting somewhere,” I say. “They strike, we die, you live. Now, how about we fill in the details a little? Maybe get more specific on the nouns? When you say ‘they will strike’, what ‘they’ are you talking about?”

“You know,” she says.

“Really, El? If I knew, then why would I ask?”

“Because you’re afraid of the answer,” Elsbeth says. “You’ll be pissing in your panties.”

I slam my hand down on the table, making everyone jump.

“Dammit, El! Stop fucking around!” I shout. “Who the fuck are you talking about?”

“My sisters,” she says, a smug look on her face. “How’re your panties?”

I will admit there might be a little leaking in my panties. Fuck. Hearing Kramer mention it before was one thing. But hearing Elsbeth finally confirm it?

It means we’re fucking dead.

I look around the library, and my feelings towards the temporary sanctuary turn on a dime. This isn’t a sanctuary, this is a crypt. We’re just corpses that haven’t died yet. Fuckerty fuck.

The looks on everyone’s faces tells me they are having the same thoughts. Unless...

“Was I talking out loud?” I ask. There are some nods. “Sorry.”

“You ain’t wrong, Long Pork,” Critter says. He doesn’t call me Jace as Elsbeth had ordered, but she doesn’t seem to care anymore. Well, it was nice while it lasted. “Those psycho ladies catch up, and they’ll cut us down before any of us get a chance to piss in our panties.”

Stuart looks at the maps, looks at Elsbeth, looks back at the maps, and then looks at me.

“Jace,” he says. “What’re your brain’s guts saying to do?”

“My brain’s guts can’t exactly be trusted,” I say, and tap my temple. “They’re on their period, remember?”

“Dad, that’s just gross,” Charlie complains.

“Life is gross, son. Life is gross,” I reply, then sit there for a minute and think.

Everyone knows my headspace is fragile right now, so they actually wait and let me think.

“We do nothing,” I say. “We keep going like we have been, and do nothing.”

“That doesn’t help,” Stuart sighs.

“I honestly don’t know what else to do,” I say. “Seriously, how do we stop a team of killer ninja chicks? If El wanted to, she could wipe us all out right now by herself. Just imagine half a dozen Els. We’re fucked, y’all.”

“There’re seven,” Elsbeth says. “That’s more than half a dozen. Half a dozen is six.”

“Yes, thanks for the math lesson, El,” I say. “But that’s not the point.”

“No, but it’s true,” Elsbeth says. She stands up and claps her hands, then laughs. “You people are stupid. You have the answer, but none of you want to see it. Turtles. You are all turtles. Hiding your heads in your shells.”

“I’ve been called worse,” I say. “Still not the point. Wait, what do you mean we already have the answer?”

“I’ve been waiting for you to figure it out,” she says. “But you don’t. Too busy getting captured. Too busy waiting for me to save you. No time to think and see what’s right in front of you.”

She turns and looks over at Dr. Kramer, who sits all by himself in a corner of the library, his eyes locked onto the exchange.

“Hello,” he says, and waves.

“Motherfucker,” I sigh.

Stuart starts to speak, then stops and shakes his head.

“Dammit, she’s right,” Critter says, catching on too.

I get up and walk over to Dr. Kramer, with Stuart, Critter, Stella, and Lourdes right behind me. Elsbeth hangs back, and pretends to check out Charlie’s stacks of books. Smart ass.

“Hello, Doctor,” I say as we stand in front of him. “You said that Camille knows all about your conditioning of these girls, right? And is probably using them to track us?”

“Did I?” Dr. Kramer frowns. 

“Yes, asshole!” Stell yells. “You did!”

“Hmmm, that was a long time ago,” Dr. Kramer says. “I say many things just to appease your aggression.” His eyes fall on Stella. “Especially hers.”

“Suck my dick, fuckface,” Stella says.

“Yes, thank you, baby,” I say, and pat her shoulder. “That helps.”

I sit down next to Dr. Kramer, and lean in close. I know I stink, he knows I stink, hell we all stink, but that doesn’t stop him from wrinkling his nose.

“You could use a bath, Mr. Stanford,” Dr. Kramer says.

I ignore him. “Can you fix them? Undo the conditioning that is forcing them to follow Camille’s orders?”

“Forcing? Oh, no, Mr. Stanford, you misunderstand my entire life’s work,” Dr. Kramer smiles. “The beauty of what I have done, is it forces them to do nothing they don’t want to do. If they want to come kill you all, then that’s unfortunate, but out of my control to stop.”

“Bullshit,” Elsbeth coughs.

We all turn, and she’s pointing to herself.

Of course, it is bullshit. El broke the conditioning. But how did she do it?

“You said you bumped your head,” I say to Elsbeth. “You bumped your head, and then Pa found you, and he changed you.”

“Bingo was his name-o,” Elsbeth says.

“Wrong rhyme,” Charlie says. Elsbeth glares. “Your version is cool too.”

“There is a way to fix them,” I say. “But we have to capture them, and do a little bumping on their noggins.”

“Oh, I would advise against that,” Dr. Kramer says. “What happened to Ms. Thornberg was a complete accident. Even if you manage to capture the girls, being able to reverse the conditioning physically would take the knowledge of a skilled neurosurgeon. Where are you going to...?”

“Yeah,” I smile, and glance over where Dr. Stenkler is sitting and chatting with Greta.

Chatting with Greta. Sitting and chatting with Greta. Sitting really close to her and chatting. A twenty-nine year old man and my teenage daughter are sitting close and chatting.

“Jace? Chill,” Stuart says, and grips my shoulder.

“That was all out loud, huh?” I ask.

“No, but the look on your face says it all,” he replies.

“I’ll go get him,” Stella says, and marches over to break up whatever is happening between my teenage daughter and the twenty-nine year old man. Teenage daughter and twenty-nine year old man. Sitting and chatting.

“Okay, that’s out loud,” Stuart says. “Maybe go hang back and rest some? We’re all pretty sure we know where you’re going with this.”

“I’m good,” I say. “I’m totally good.”

“You sure?” Stuart asks.

“I’m sure,” I say as I watch Dr. Stenkler come towards us while Stella stays with Greta and has a nice little talk, mom to daughter. 

“What do you need?” Dr. Stenkler asks.

I look at Dr. Kramer and smile. “I believe you were about to say we will need a skilled neurosurgeon, but where will we find one? Guess what, Doc? We have one of those. Now, how about you spill the beans, and tell this guy everything you know on how to reverse the conditioning.”

“You can’t reverse the conditioning,” Dr. Kramer says.

The blur that rushes past me is Elsbeth shaped, and the next thing we know Dr. Kramer is dangling with his feet several inches off the floor. Elsbeth has her hand around his throat and holds him up. Then she lowers him slowly, and pulls him in close.

“You will be honest,” she says. “You will be helpful. You will do what they want and stop confusing them.”

“You can’t reverse the conditioning,” he gasps. “But you can cut off the influence. If they decide not to kill you, then it’ll be of their own free will.”

“But they could still decide to kill us, right?” I ask.

“That’s up to them,” Dr. Kramer says. “I can’t help with that.”

That’s believable. We all know Elsbeth. We live because she lets us live. No doubt there.

“Fine,” I say. “El? Drop him.” She does. “Dr. Stinkler?”

“It’s Stenkler,” Dr. Stenkler frowns.

“Not anymore,” I grin. “Didn’t you hear? We all get shitty nicknames in the apocalypse?”

***
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WE STAY IN THAT LIBRARY for a day as Dr. Stenkler grills Dr. Kramer on everything. I understand about ten percent of what they talk about. The rest makes my head hurt.

Which seems to be the new thing. The talking out loud thing lessens, but debilitating headaches increase. I hardly notice when we get back on the road and finally reach Kansas City after a few days of skirting the mass Z migration. 

“Well, the asshole wasn’t lying about this,” Stuart grumbles as we stand and stare at the hole that had once been Kansas City. “If anything, the guy downplayed the destruction.”

“Nuke?” I ask Lourdes. “Is that what did this? I mean, look at it, it’s just a crater.”

“No nuke,” Lourdes says. “We’d be sick from radiation poisoning by now. And there’d be singes of the blast where we’re standing. No, I think when we get closer we’ll see it was a lot of smaller explosions that cleared out the city.”

She’s right. We get the convoy rolling again, and the closer we get the more the ex-city looks like a teenager’s pizza face, all pocked with craters and shit.

There really aren’t words for what we witness. And that’s saying a lot, coming from me.

Nothing but total destruction. It makes St. Louis look like a simple remodel. KC? It’s just plain gone.

“I guess the Combine didn’t know how to play nice,” Critter says. “They either pissed off the wrong people, or they got in the worst bicker fight ever. Don’t matter none which way now. They’s just plain gone.”

See? Even Critter agrees with me. Just. Plain. Gone.

“So we head on to Boulder?” I ask, looking over at Critter and Lourdes as the scorched Kansas landscape rolls by outside the RV. “Go to the Stronghold?”

“For now,” Lourdes says. “But we have to also consider what’s behind us. At some point, we may need to dig in and get ready to defend ourselves. That point could come before we reach Colorado and the Rockies.”

We all know what she means by what’s behind us. No matter how fast we move, which isn’t all that fast considering how blocked the interstate and other roads are, the Z herd is going to catch up. That’s just reality. They don’t have to stop and hunt for fuel or food, they don’t have to sleep or deal with crazies. Hell, they eat crazies! 

And there’re also the sisters coming. Elsbeth can’t say where they are, but I’m almost certain she feels them somehow when they are close. I let everyone else worry about moving forward and about the Z herd, while I keep my attention on Elsbeth and that sisterhood sixth sense. 

***
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THE DAYS ROLL BY, THE plains keep going, and it’s almost like we don’t make any progress at all. Then after eight hundred years of being stuck in this stinky RV, as we lead a bunch of other stinky RVs, we see a sign that gives us just a little hope.

“Welcome To Colorado,” the sign says. Well, kind of. It’s sort of ripped in half and semi-melted, but we figure out the full message without a problem.

“Aren’t there supposed to be mountains?” Charlie asks.

“You can’t see them from here,” Lourdes replies. “We have a couple hundred more miles to go before we can start catching a glimpse.”

“A couple hundred? Fuck me,” Charlie sighs.

“You all see that?” Critter asks as he points out the windshield. “Tell me that isn’t what I think it is.”

We drive past the welcome sign, and Lourdes moves up front with a pair of binoculars. She studies the horizon for a minute, then hands the binoculars to Stuart.

“Shit,” he says. “Another herd. Looks bigger than the one we passed. Where are they all coming from?”

“Two thirds of the population of the US is behind us,” Charlie says. “I bet they’re migrating to find food. The East Coast has been picked clean.”

“Maybe,” Lourdes says. “Doesn’t matter. We’ll deal with them when we get there.” She grabs a radio and calls one of the other RVs. “John? You seeing this?”

“Roger,” John replies. “I’m estimating five or six thousand.”

There are a few gasps in the RV.

“That’s what I see too,” Lourdes says. “Pass the word that we stay the course and move forward. We have at least a few hours before we catch up to them. Keep your eyes peeled for a spot to hunker down and strategize.”

“Will do,” John replies. “Out.”

I can see Elsbeth is not happy with the hunker down part, but we have no choice. We are the meat in a Z herd sandwich. No going back without dealing with a shit ton of Zs, and no going forward without dealing with a shit ton of Zs. Limited supplies, getting low on ammunition, and about to jump out of our own skins from being trapped in these RVs for so long, options aren’t exactly a luxury we have.

So, I’ll take the luxuries I do have: friends, family, a badass killer always having my back. I push away the thoughts of my brain lesions, of crazy ninja chicks, of Z herd sandwiches. I let go of the constant feeling of anxiety in my gut as we continue our flight away from the Consortium and towards something we don’t even know still exists. I lean back against the wall of the RV and decide that at the next stop, I’m going to grab my wife, find someplace private, and show her just how much I love her while I have the chance. That’s a luxury I do have, and I plan on taking advantage of.

“Gross,” Greta says, and I blink and look around. Oops, out loud again.

“Shut the fuck up, Greta,” Stella says, and squeezes my hand. “I’ll take that luxury if my man is wanting to give it.”

“Damn skippy,” I grin, and kiss her.

Hey, you know what? Maybe talking out loud isn’t so bad after all.

“Yes, it is,” everyone says.

Fine. Whatever. I don’t care.

Man, people in the zombie apocalypse can be so mean sometimes.
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You know that thing you see on TV shows and movies where someone has their skull cracked open by a neurosurgeon and there’s like this draped sheet that halos their head while nurses and other doctors stand around and point and make serious sounding comments about the patient’s exposed brain?

And you know how they all ask the patient questions because the patient has to be awake so they can make sure they don’t short circuit his brain? Also, since the brain doesn’t feel pain, the doctors and nurses can poke around all they want and said patient won’t piss himself while screaming?

You know what I’m talking about?

Yeah, I really wish that scenario was real. I sure as fuck do.

Because the scenario I’m in now is nowhere near as fun. Not even close, folks. Nope. Not at all.

You see, while there are certain similarities to the movie/TV version, there are a lot more differences.

Such as?

Okay, well, first, there are no nurses standing behind me. There are two doctors, but one of them is kind of a mad scientist dickhole and the other is a guy I just met that is crushing on my teenage (underage, motherfucker!) daughter. The other people standing there are all holding lanterns and flashlights so the two doctors don’t slice my brainpan in bad ways. None of the light holders have any medical experience.

But they are making plenty of comments.

“I think your brain is your best looking part, Short Pork,” Critter Fitzpatrick snorts. “They should cut off a slice and glue it to your face.”

“Quiet, please,” Dr. Kramer says. He’s the mad scientist dickhole. I don’t like him.

“Don’t call him Short Pork,” Stella snaps. That’s my wife. I love that she has my back. “Just because Elsbeth isn’t in the room doesn’t mean you can call him that. His nickname is Long Pork. Call him that.”

Thanks, babe. Way to protect my good name.

“Should that thing be that color?” someone asks.

“Shit, we have another bleeder,” Dr. James Stenkler growls. “Cauterize that, Dr. Kramer. Hurry!”

“I know what to do, Dr. Stenkler,” Dr. Kramer replies. “I am your senior by several decades. I’ve had my hands in brains a lot longer than you have.”

Stenkler is the guy crushing on my daughter. A daughter that isn’t even sixteen yet. Or is she? Fuck if I know anymore. I lost my calendar a few life-threatening escapes ago. What I do know is I do not like the crushing. Have I mentioned I do not like that? Let me say it again. I. Do. Not. Fucking. Like. That.

“There. Got it,” Stenkler says. “Bleeder is cauterized. Jace? Can you hear me? Give me a sign you can hear me?”

I flip him off.

“Daddy,” Greta, my maybe sixteen-year-old daughter, snaps. “Don’t be an asshole.”

“Greta, leave your father alone,” Stella responds. “He’s sitting there with half his skull on a table. Cut him some slack.”

“Oh, there’s another one,” that same person says. Who is this guy?

“Good catch, Boyd,” Stenkler says. “You should think of going into medicine. I’d be happy to train you when we get through this and finally up into Boulder.”

“That’d be cool,” Boyd replies.

Boyd? Holy shit! I’m in the same room with Boyd and I can’t turn around and see what he looks like? All this time I’ve been thinking people are fucking with me. I’ve been thinking that Boyd is just some joke to play on Jace. At no point did I think Boyd was a real person.

Now here he is? Talking and helping the doctors keep my brain from bleeding out everywhere? Fuck this shit! 

Second, and yes, I am still counting, not only are we not in a proper medical environment, we have a lot of Zs hanging out downstairs. I mean a lot. Close to, um, let’s see, add the four, carry the one and add the two, subtract sixty and multiply by four and that brings us to a FUCK TON! And by FUCK TON, I mean close to a hundred thousand, easy.

They’re milling around the doors downstairs. The glass doors. The glass doors to a boring old office building that happens to have a dental surgery office in it. That’s where I’m at. Sitting in a motherfucking dentist’s chair with my brain all naked and shit.

Third (still counting!), this situation isn’t like on TV because we don’t have a cavalry coming to get us. On TV, or in the movies, there would be some heroic force that the audience has forgotten about that will show up at the last second and save the day. That’s not happening. 

All we have behind us are around a thousand military types hired by the Consortium to hunt us down and kill us. They have rifles and pistols and flame throwers and Humvees and maybe a tank or two. Oh, and rocket launchers and grenades and really, really sharp knives. Not to mention they have a power mad, crazy bitch leader named Camille Thornberg who has said she will stop at nothing to stop us.

That’s a lot of stopping and not stopping. Wouldn’t the not stopping cancel out the stopping? If you think about it, maybe she means nothing will happen. I’m trying not to think about it since thinking lately really hurts. Hence the two doctors with their fingers in my grey matter.

Am I done with the list? No fucking way. We haven’t gotten to the really fucking awesome part. So, I have my brain open like a tin can while people mock me and Boyd saves the day. Thousands of zombies knocking at the doors that aren’t there to make a FedEx drop off. A megalomaniacal twat with her own army. 

But, wait! There’s more!

All of that shit pales in comparison to the fact that we have a group of mentally-conditioned young women who are trained in the art of killing anything that moves and are following us while picking off our people one by one just for le shits and le giggles. They have made it very clear that we won’t need to worry about the Consortium’s folks because we’ll be dead a long time before they show up. At least all the people they’ve snagged have only been cannies. Okay, okay, that was mean. People are people, even if some of those people used to eat other people.

Sigh.

Good times in the apocalypse, yo. Good times.

Oh, oh, oh! The best part is that one of the sisters, our very own Elsbeth, has pulled another motherfucking disappearing act! The woman has mad skills and can kill people with a look, which would be handy right now, except no one knows where she is. 

She left several hours ago as soon as we got to the outskirts of Denver. Elsbeth’s job was to scout for a med center or hospital that we could use for my brain issues. She didn’t come back before I started to do a little body samba. I had a seizure. That’s why we’re in a dental surgery office. No time to find a better facility.

Ready for more? Because there’s more!

My son Charlie is missing. Stella is doing a great job of not totally freaking out, but I can hear the stress in her voice. No idea why she’s stressed. Missing son, husband with a naked brain for all to see, zombie herd rocking an undead street party, psycho Hitler bitch chasing us, even more psycho brainwashed assassin chicks hunting us. 

Lists suck.

“Jace?” Stenkler asks. “Jace, can you hear me?”

I flip him off again.

“Dad!” Greta snaps.

“Jace, I need you to try to speak, if you can,” Stenkler continues. “I know you’ve had some difficulty with that lately, but it’s important that I hear your voice.”

“Why ruin a good thing, doc?” Critter asks. “For once in his damn life, Jace Stanford is quiet. You ain’t seein’ the bright side to this?”

I flip Critter off.

“See? The man communicates just fine without that damned voice of his,” Critter says. “Let’s not get hasty and flip his Jabberjaws switch back on, okay?”

“Critter,” Stella growls. “Shut the fuck up.”

“Now, Stella, I ain’t sayin’—”

“Shut the fuck up!” she roars.

“Yes, ma’am,” Critter replies. “I was just playin’. Tryin’ to lighten the mood.”

“Will everyone please stop talking?” Dr. Kramer sighs. “This is not like baking a cake. This is actual brain surgery. The only person that should be talking is Mr. Stanford.”

“Jace? Just try to say a couple of words, if you can,” Stenkler says. “Sounds are good too, but words are better.”

Ah, words. They used to be my best friend. I miss words. Why? Well, you see, I’ve been having a bit of a speech problem.

I’ve always been a chatty fella. Prone to running my mouth off and inserting my foot at all possible times. I have a pathological inability to shut the fuck up, as many folks have pointed out to me through the years. This wouldn’t have been so bad except then Z-Day happened and, well, Zs kinda like sounds. My talky talkiness became a liability.

I learned to control it somewhat, but fate is a cruel bitch and one hell of a practical joker. Turns out that over the years I may have bumped my head one too many times. Or two too many times. More like five too many times. My brain was more concussed than an NC State linebacker. Go Wolfpack!

See, having your brain banged around inside your skull is bad. Apparently, brains bleed. Mine sure decided to. It was like a nonstop period in my head. Okay, that was uncalled for. Menstruation is no joke, people! Especially if your brain is menstruating.

I’ll stop.

What alerted everyone to my bruised orange of a brain was that my natural chattiness turned into a constant chattiness. The filter was off and what should have been internal dialogue just became dialogue. Everything I thought came out my mouth in a never-ending commentary on life in the zombie apocalypse.

I did not make new friends and nearly influenced people to kill me and leave me on the side of the road.

But, hey, shit happens when the world is ending, so some folks cut me some slack. The apocalypse cannot be considered “some folks.” The apocalypse decided that not only would slack not be cut, but, hey, how about if we switch things up and make it so I can’t speak at all? Fun!

Long story longer, I lost my ability to speak and then the seizures began. Poopy times, y’all. Poopy times.

“Jace? I need you to pay attention,” Stenkler says. “Stella?”

Hey, Stella is right in front of me! When did that happen? Damn, she’s pretty.

“Jace? Honey? Can you hear me?” Stella asks. Her hand strokes my cheek. “Jace?”

Yes, love of my life, I can hear you. See? Giving you a thumbs-up right now. Or a thumb-up. Can’t really give “thumbs” when I only have one arm.

Huh... Thumb is not going up. I think I have thumbile dysfunction. Wonder if they have a pill for that? If your thumb is all Fonzie for more than four hours, please consult your physician. Or hit a jukebox. Aaayyy!

“He’s smirking,” Stella says, a relieved smile on her face. “So he’s probably being a smart ass and making some stupid joke in his head. Is it funny, Jace?”

It’s fucking hilarious. Aaayyy!

“He’s smiling wider,” Stella says.

“I need him to talk or make a sound,” Stenkler says. “I’ve fixed the lesion on the speech center of his brain. We’ve stopped the excess bleeding and cauterized any vessel that could be a problem down the line. But in order for me to be confident that what we’ve done has worked, I need him to make a sound.”

“Jace? Baby, you have to make a sound, okay?” Stella says. 

She’s right in my face and smells like sweat and peppermint. Where’d she get a mint? Nice of her to pop one in her mouth before getting all up close and personal. I’ll have to remember to thank her for that.

“Stop making a kissy face,” Stella smirks. “Now is not the time. The time is for you to make a sound. A grunt or moan. Anything that tells James that the surgery worked.”

James, is it? We’re calling him James? I prefer Stinkler. Has a ring to it.

“The odds are significantly against him showing any improvement right away,” Dr. Kramer says. “It could be hours, or even days, before he—”

“Aaayyy,” I mumble.

“Jace? What did you say?” Stella asks. 

“Aaayyy,” I say a little louder.

“Aaayyy?” Stella asks. “What does that mean?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Stenkler laughs. “He’s vocalizing again, so we know something went right.”

“You people about done in here?” a gruff voice asks from the doorway. “Because we need to move and move fast. Some of the Zs have started getting curious about this building. Lourdes and her people are a mile ahead of us and say the Zs haven’t gotten that far yet. We have a small window of time and need to use it.”

It’s Stuart! Yay for James “Don’t Call Me Jimmy” Stuart! He’s like my best friend. Although I think I annoy him more than a best friend should. I’ll have to work on that.

“Jesus, is Jace’s skull still open? Close that shit up, people!” Stuart barks.

“This will take some time and care,” Stenkler says.

“How much time?” Stuart asks.

“An hour, at least,” Stenkler says.

“We have to staple the skull and then suture his scalp back together,” Dr. Kramer adds. “This is not like putting the lid back on a jar, Mr. Stuart.”

“You have fifteen minutes,” Stuart says. “I’m not kidding.”

“The suturing alone will take thirty!” Stenkler exclaims.

“That’s what super glue is for,” Stuart snaps. “Find some and use it!”

“Stella, please talk some reason into Mr. Stuart,” Stenkler says. “There is no way we can move your husband in fifteen minutes.”

I watch as Stella looks over her shoulder at the doorway. I can’t see Stuart, but I know the guy well enough to imagine what he looks like. I’m guessing there’s a serious frown happening on that mug of his.

“Fifteen minutes,” Stella says. “Move ass.”

Oh, fuck. Stuart must have had his extra serious frown going on. That means we have real trouble coming our way. Not that there isn’t always real trouble. It is the zombie apocalypse. It just means he isn’t dicking around when he says fifteen minutes is our timeframe. Shit.

“Aaayyy,” I say.

“What was that?” Stuart asks and he walks into my line of sight. “He can talk again?”

“He can only make that sound right now,” Stenkler says.

“What did you say, Jace?” Stuart asks, leaning in close.

“Aaayyy,” I repeat.

Stuart leans back and shakes his head.

“You aren’t the Fonz, Jace,” Stuart says. “Knock it off and use your words.”

See? Stuart gets me. I may annoy the holy fuck out of the guy half the time, but he gets me.

“Thirteen minutes,” Stuart barks. “You need me to find the super glue for you, doctors?”

“That is not necessary,” Dr. Kramer says. “I have some right here.”

“You do?” Critter asks. “That’s handy.”

“Well, Mr. Fitzpatrick, as you well know, when you get to be our age, it is better to be prepared,” Dr. Kramer says. “You have no idea how many scalps I’ve put back together with super glue. After all, those girls had to learn how to fight before they became experts. Machetes do so much damage in the hands of novices.”

“You sure know how to bring the creepy into a room,” Critter replies. “Damn.”

“Shut up and work,” Stuart growls. “I’ll be right back. Stella? Keep them on task.”

“Not a problem,” Stella says. 

Stuart stomps off and I can hear him barking orders to people out in the hallway. He’s quietly barking, of course, since too much noise will alert the Zs. Stuart is an expert at the quiet bark. All those years as a Marine. Not that Marines quietly bark. I actually have no idea what Marines do quietly. Why’d I even say that?

“Jace? You hanging in there?” Stella asks, back in my face.

“Aaayyy,” I reply.

Dammit, I really wish my thumb would work again. The sound just doesn’t have the same effect without the thumb. But, hey, at least my middle finger works. Not that the Fonz would flip people off. Totally not a Fonzie thing to do. WWFD, am I right?

***
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I GET TO RIDE IN A wheelchair! 

Man, this day just keeps getting better. People pushing me in a wheelchair, my scalp super glued, I can speak only in Fonzese. The one thing that wasn’t so great was when Stenkler stapled my skull back together.

Yep, the guy used staples. Fucking hurt. Stapling bones together hurts.

I really hope they were surgical staples. But where the hell did he get surgical staples in a dental surgery office? Do dentists use staples for shit other than keeping x-rays from falling out of those billions of file folders they have shelved everywhere? And what’s with all those files, anyway? It’s like they line every wall with them. Digitize, people!

Not that there are any dentists left, really. I guess dealing with paperwork is not a priority at the moment. 

Stella’s grip on my shoulder brings me out of my paperwork thought loop as we get to the door to the stairs. Hmmmm, stairs. The wheelchair isn’t as fun anymore.

The stairs door opens and Stuart looks at me, his face set in that “Stuart is taking care of business” look he gets when he’s, well, taking care of business.

“You’re going to be a problem,” he says to me. “We can carry you down the stairs, but once we get outside you’ll slow us all down.”

“We aren’t leaving him,” Stella growls.

“I know we aren’t leaving him,” Stuart growls back. 

I distinctly feel everyone take an involuntary step back. Shit could get real, yo.

“I’m just saying that he is going to be a problem when we get outside,” Stuart continues. “The streets aren’t in the greatest condition. There are Z corpses everywhere and more potholes than I can count. We aren’t even fully in Denver yet. I don’t even want to know what the city looks like. My guess is there was quite a fight here at some point.”

“We still have an RV and a Humvee, right?” Critter asks. “The damn Zs didn’t drive off with them, did they?”

“We still have them,” Stuart says. “But they’re a block away, remember?”

“Send a couple of my nephews to go get them,” Critter says.

“That’s going to draw the Zs right to us,” Stuart says. “It’ll be better if we get to the vehicles and just go. Once they start up, we’ll have more Zs than you can count on our asses. We pause for even a minute to get Jace loaded up and the RV won’t be able to push through the herd.”

“It’s that bad?” Greta asks. “Shit.”

Stuart sighs and rubs his face, his age suddenly there for all to see. He may be a badass ex-Marine, but he’s an ex-Marine because it was time to slow down and retire. That plan didn’t exactly work out once Z-Day hit. The man probably needs a vacation more than any of us.

“Follow me,” Stuart says. He looks over his shoulder at a man standing down on the landing. “You got this covered, Pup?”

“I’m Porky.”

“Bullshit,” Stuart says.

“Stop fuckin’ around, boy,” Critter snaps at his nephew. 

“Sorry,” Pup replies. “Jace is always joking around.”

“Jace has his noggin stapled together and glued up like a white trash swimmin’ pool,” Critter says. “That’s what bein’ funny has got him. You want to be like Long Pork here?”

“No, sir,” Pup says. “Sorry, Uncle Critter.”

“Damn right you are,” Critter says then nods at Stuart. “Show us what yer gonna show us so we can get goin’.”

I always find it funny how a scrawny old man like Critter can boss around his nephews when each of them weighs as much as a fucking truck and are nearly as big.

“If everyone will shut up and do as I say then we’ll all stop wasting time,” Stuart snaps. “Come on.”

He leads us back down the hall to an office door. Stuart pushes open the door and the stink hits us fast.

“Yeah, it’s not pleasant, but the view is perfect,” Stuart says.

My head is throbbing and pulsing and doing some sort of pain tap dance as somebody pushes me through the office. I glance at a tall reception desk and see a hand draped over the side, two fingers missing. Gnawed off. I can tell. You get good at knowing the difference between cut off and gnawed off when you live in the zombie apocalypse.

There’s a bright flash in front of us and I close my eyes. Then I’m staring out a window at the plains that border the east of Denver. Pretty nice view.

“Jace? How are you feeling?” Stenkler asks, kneeling in front of me. When the hell did he get in front of me?

I flip him off. You know, because my middle finger works. Seems appropriate. 

“You weren’t responding for a minute there,” Stenkler says. 

I see movement out of the corner of my eye and try to turn my head, but I can’t budge an inch. Oh, right, they put a rigged brace around my skull, down my neck, and around my shoulders so I wouldn’t tear the super glued sutures and the staples in my skull. Good idea. I’d already forgotten someone said I wasn’t supposed to move.

“Tell us if you start to notice anything strange, alright?” Stenkler says.

Seriously? Did the guy just say that to me? Might want to narrow down the definition of “strange” there, doc.

Another bright flash and I wince. I bring my hand up to shield my eyes then Stella is next to me and holding the hand.

“Relax, baby,” she says. “Just relax. Let us worry about what’s out there.”

Huh? Out where?

I glance at the floor to ceiling windows that make up the outside wall of what looks like a lawyer’s office. The sun is cresting the horizon and it is gorgeous. I don’t know if I have ever seen a more beautiful sunrise in my life. Of course, the thousands upon thousands upon thousands of Zs coming towards the city kind of ruin the effect.

“Maybe a quarter million,” Stuart is saying like he’s answering a question. Did someone ask a question? I don’t remember someone doing that. “Almost as many the other way.”

My wheelchair is turned so I can look west and directly at the Denver skyline. The orange and pink dawn light reveals a shit ton of Zs already in the city streets. They are spread out, the herd being cut up into smaller chunks by the still-standing buildings, but spread out doesn’t make things better.

“What’s the plan?” Critter asks. “If we’re going to Boulder then we have to get through those bastards.”

Critter is scared. I can hear it in his voice. The thick accent is almost gone. He still sounds like a man that grew up in a North Carolina holler, but the ignorant affectation isn’t there anymore. He must be shitting bricks if he’s dropped his country bumpkin act.

“I just spoke with Lourdes,” Stuart says. He points out the window at a wide road that heads west. “That’s Colfax Ave.”

“That’s a lot of Zs, is what that is,” Critter says.

“It is,” Stuart says. “Lourdes and her PCs are trying to draw them into the road. Get them bunched up so she can take out as many as possible and give us some breathing room. Follow me.”

The room flashes again and I swear light rays actually stab me in the eyes. Like seriously. Full on stab me.

Then we’re in another office. How the fuck?

“I told you there would be issues,” Dr. Kramer says from behind me. “We just performed emergency brain surgery on your husband, Mrs. Stanford. He is not only lucky to even be awake at all, but he’s lucky just to be alive. Periodic blackouts are normal and expected.”

Oh, so that’s what’s happening.

Stuart yanks up a set of blinds and there’s more stabby stabby light in my face.

“There,” Stuart says. “Lourdes says that we can drop south on Loredo and circle back around. There’s some jogging trail that goes by a high school we can use. Her people say it’s clear of Zs. The RV and Humvee should fit. We take that to 13th then cut back up to Colfax when we hit Fitzsimmons. If we hit a street called Ursula then we’ve gone too far.”

“Too far for what?” Stella asks.

“There’s a children’s hospital on Colfax,” Stuart says. He looks at me. “Lourdes is already getting it cleared. The others are heading that way now.”

“Wait, you’re talkin’ about diggin’ in, ain’t ya?” Critter asks.

“For now,” Stuart says. “The building is sturdy and defendable.” He looks at me again. “And it has equipment we need.”

Why does he keep staring at me? I look around and everyone in my field of vision is staring at me. I have a feeling I’m not looking so great.

“Aaayyy?” I ask.

“Shhh,” Stella says. “Save your strength.”

A radio crackles and I hear Buzz Fitzpatrick’s voice. “Stuart? We need to leave now.”

“On the—”
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I CAN HEAR A SCREAM and then the distinct sound of flesh being ripped out. My whole body is bouncing up and down as my wheelchair is being pushed through the broken streets of whatever Denver suburb we’re in. 

I have no fucking clue how I got here.

“Aaayyy,” I moan.

“Not now,” someone shouts in my ear. “Just hang on!”

I don’t recognize the voice. Who the hell is pushing me?

Gunshots go off to my right and I instinctively turn my head to look. Pain explodes in my skull and I cry out.

“You have to be—”
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“KEEP RUNNING!” STUART yells, suddenly next to me. “The RV is right there!”

What the fuck? This blackout shit is ridiculous.

Stuart hurries ahead then turns and drops to a knee, his carbine to his shoulder. He fires over and over at what’s chasing us. My wheelchair almost over turns as the pusher picks up speed, aiming me right for the RV.

I hear Stella yelling behind me with Greta’s voice mixed in there. Good. My family is with me. Except for Charlie. Where the fuck is that boy?

The wheelchair comes to a stop next to the RV and the pusher moves from behind me and runs to open the side door. Then all I see is a spray of blood and brains as the guy’s head explodes everywhere.

A woman steps down out of the RV, a shotgun casually held in her hands. She smiles at me.

I have no idea who was just killed, but I sure as hell know who did the killing.

“Hey, Jace,” Cassie says. “Been a while. I’d say long time no see, but I’ve been watching you for some time now.”

Cassie. Cassandra. One of Elsbeth’s “sisters.” The defacto leader of the whole gang of brainwashed, uber-trained, super warriors from Hell.

“Aaayyy,” I say and give her a thumb-up. Hey, my thumb is working! Huzzah!

She frowns and cocks her head. She waves the shotgun at me.

“What’s up with all that stuff on your head?” she asks.

A bullet hole appears right next to the RV door and her face turns to pure rage.

“No, you don’t!” she screams. “I’ll blast your—”
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THERE’S SMOKE EVERYWHERE. I can feel the heat and start to feel the pain as soon as my eyes open and I come to again.

Pain?

“AAAYYY!!!!” I yell. 

Hey, I have volume back! The growls, snarls, moans and groans of Zs reply to my volume. 

Shit.

“I know, Jace!” Stuart yells from right behind me. “Try to pat the flames out!”

Flames? Oh, shit, the pain is because my legs are on fire! Or the blanket draped across my lap is on fire. I grab the blanket and toss it aside.

And, apparently, I have pissed myself at some point. Either that or someone dumped a Big Gulp of Mountain Dew on my crotch. Joy.

But, hey, the pain is gone now that the burning blanket of ow is off of me.

“Aaayyy,” I say.

“Knock it off with the Fonzie shit, Jace,” Stuart says as he avoids a brutal-looking pothole in the middle of the street. “Use your fucking words.”

I would love to do that, Stuart. That would be my preferred way of communicating, but it doesn’t seem to be in the cards. You see, my good chap, I have had my skull cracked open and two doctors playing Operation with my brain. That seems to wreak havoc with one’s faculties.

“Aaayyy,” I say to get my point across.

“Fuck you too,” Stuart says. 

My right eardrum almost bursts as pistol fire explodes around me. When that stops, the distinct sound of a trigger clicking, clicking, clicking because it’s empty makes its way through the cottony fuzz that is my hearing.

“Shit,” Stuart says. “I’m out.”

“Here,” Stella says. “I’ll push. You shoot.”

Phew. My lady is with me. I feel the wheelchair jostle and then there’s a brief kiss on the back of my neck.

“I found you,” Stella says. “Thank God.”

“Where’s Greta?” Stuart asks.

“With the Fitzpatricks,” Stella says. “We got separated.”

“The doctors?” Stuart asks.

“I think they’re with them too,” Stella replies. “I don’t know.”

“That’s going to be a problem,” Stuart says. He fires a couple times. “You see what I see?”

“Yes, Stuart, I see it,” Stella snaps. “I am very aware of the blood pouring down my husband’s scalp.”

“Wasn’t trying to start anything,” he responds. More firing. “It’s just that this may be out of Dr. McCormick’s and Reaper’s league.”

“Are they at the hospital?” Stella asks.

“Last I heard,” Stuart says. “Radios have gone silent, though.”

“Batteries dead?” Stella asks. We get to the corner of the street and she pauses. “Which way?”

“Right,” Stuart says. We turn right. There are a lot of Zs coming at us. “Left!”

Stella gets me turned around and I see Stuart take a firing stance as we hurry past in the opposite direction. He starts firing as Stella wheels me down the street and soon I hear more empty clicking.

“Magazine!” Stuart yells.

“Back pocket!” Stella responds.

We slow briefly as I imagine Stuart grabs a fresh magazine out of Stella’s pocket. I want to say something like, “Keep your hand off my wife’s ass, buckaroo!” but all that comes out is “Aaayyy.”

“Relax,” Stella says. “He didn’t cop a feel.”

I love my wife.

We get to the next corner and Stella turns right. I’m guessing she’s going to circle around so we are headed the way we need to be headed. No Zs on this street, which is a relief. Stuart sprints past us to the corner and looks to his right. He gives us a thumbs-up, which I return since a thumb-up is kinda my thing right now, and Stella starts pushing me faster.

Gunshots echo to us from far off then several explosions shake the ground.

“Something big,” Stuart said. “I’m guessing it was that propane warehouse we passed a few blacks back.”

“Good guess,” Stella says. “I just hope it was our people blowing it up, not getting blown up by it.”

“Sounded deliberate,” Stuart says.

“Aaayyy,” I agree.

Stuart glances at me and shakes his head.

“You just can’t help yourself,” he says. 

Next street, quick scan, we go. This happens over and over until we get to a street, do a quick scan, we can’t go.

“Both directions,” Stuart whispers. 

The Zs must be close if he’s whispering. They must not have seen us either or we’d be running and yelling. You pick this stuff up when you live in the zombie apocalypse. I should write a Dummies book one day for those that haven’t quite figured it all out yet. Of course, if they haven’t figured it out yet then they are probably dead. Not much of a market there then.

“What now?” Stella whispers. 

“We sprint across the intersection and hope they don’t see us,” Stuart shrugs. Things are never good when he shrugs. It basically means our options are a coin toss. Awesome. “Want me to take Jace?”

“I’ve got him,” Stella says. “You just keep that pistol up and ready.”

More gunshots, but no explosions following.

I watch Stuart cock his head. 

“That was a .50 caliber,” Stuart says. “Only Lourdes’s people have a .50.”

“Are they coming to find us?” Stella asks, but I can tell she doesn’t believe her own question.

“Let’s hope,” Stuart says. “You ready to run?”

“Kind of always ready,” Stella says.

“Okay. Then let’s—”
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THERE IS NOTHING BUT pain. Pure, white hot, excruciating pain. It radiates out from my head and engulfs my body. I feel hot, I feel cold, I feel every nerve in my entire body alive and dancing on the point of a razor sharp knife.

I also feel rough asphalt under my cheek and the distinct wetness of blood. Lots of blood. Lots and lots of blood. 

There’s some blood, in case I’m not being clear.

Someone grabs me under my armpits and lifts me up. It’s Stella. I can tell by the grunting. I know my wife’s grunting. 

Shut up. Don’t be gross. She grunts when she works out. It’s that kind of grunting. Perverts.

“Baby?” she asks as she drops me back into the wheelchair. “Jace?”

“Aaayyy,” I mumble.

“Oh, thank God,” she cries. I can hear the tears in her voice. “I thought I’d lost you. You’re bleeding a lot.”

See? Told you there is blood.

“This way,” Stuart mutters from my side. 

I catch a glimpse of him as he limps past us. He’s holding his left arm to his side and limping on his left leg. I don’t see a pistol or any weapon on him. And he’s missing a boot. Shit. How long was I out this time?

“We’re going to have to spend the night here,” Stuart says as he turns towards a boarded-up building to our right. Well, he doesn’t really turn as much as he does a slow, painful pivot.

The white hotness of my own pain subsides slightly. Just slightly. It’s not so much white hot anymore as maybe an eggshell hot. Fresh cream hot? Yes, I have looked at a lot of paint samples in my day.

We stop in front of the boarded-up, two-story building and Stuart tries the door. He gives the boards across it a hard yank, but with only one good arm he doesn’t make much progress.

“Around back,” Stella says. “We have to hurry.”

Stuart looks to our left, his gaze scanning the street.

“Okay,” he says. “They haven’t seen us yet. This way.”

He limps around the side of the building. That’s when I notice we aren’t on a street, but in a parking lot. The burned-out shells of cars are everywhere, but not in a haphazard way. Looks like someone created a maze at one point to slow down the Zs and/or any crazies. I’d say the crazies won since there are two scorched-looking abandoned semis that obviously plowed right through the middle of the maze.

I don’t have a good feeling about this.

“Here,” Stuart hisses. “This one is loose.”

Stella wheels me up to a side door that Stuart has pried open. The smell of decay wafts out at us, but it isn’t fresh or rotten. If there are corpses inside then they are long dead. Let’s hope so.

We make it inside and Stuart quietly closes the door behind us. Stella leaves me next to the wall and helps Stuart begin pushing anything and everything they can find up against the door.

“We’ll have to check all the exits,” Stuart says. “Then find a secure place and dig in for the night.”

“Fine,” Stella says.

Greta is out there; Charlie is out there; we’re cut off from our group and all my wife has to say is “fine”? Man, that does not make me feel good about the situation we’re in.

My eyes adjust to the darkness and I see the outlines of storage shelves and rows and rows of boxes. In piles everywhere are nothing but books.

“Aaayyy?” I ask.

“It’s an old Barnes and Noble,” Stella says. “Closest building that isn’t burned to the ground.”

“Except for the Payless Shoe Source next door,” Stuart says. “But that place was full of Zs. Someone lured them inside then locked them up. You can see them pressed up against the glass windows.”

Stuart looks about and picks up a broom from the floor. He unscrews the head and tosses it then grips the handle tight as he looks back at us. 

“Ready?” he asks.

“Yes,” Stella says.

“Aaayyy,” I say and nod.

White hot pain!

Nodding is bad. No more nodding.

“Don’t nod,” Stella says quietly in my ear. “You’re bleeding bad and you’re going to make it worse.”

“Aaayyy,” I reply.

“I know head wounds bleed a lot,” Stella says. “But you don’t have a head wound. You just had brain surgery.”

“Aaayyy,” I say.

“Don’t argue with me,” she snaps.

I speak only in Fonzese and still lose the argument. That’s life, folks.

Stella weaves us through the piles of books and broken shelves until we get to the swinging double doors that will take us out into the store. One of the doors is broken off its hinges and leans against the wall while the other just hangs there, looking sad and alone.

Stuart walks out into the store and stops. We wait a minute then he waves us forward. When we get next to him, Stella and I both gasp.

Every inch of the bookstore floor is covered in desiccated corpses; dried out husks of people long since dead.

Stuart pushes bodies out of the way so Stella can wheel me down the aisle. I don’t dare move my head to get a good look at the bodies, but there are so many that I don’t really have to strain to see what happened.

Suicide. We’ve seen it before, but not on this scale. You come across people in their beds or in their cars, their heads blown open from self-inflicted gunshots. But this looks like poisoning. Sort of.

“Families,” Stella says, her voice choked up. “Look at them holding each other. Holding hands.”

“They probably drank something,” Stuart says. “See the small cups?”

I’d make a Jonestown joke, but that would be cruel. This wasn’t a cult. This was the last days of desperate, scared people.

Stuart crouches by a family of four. The bodies are so decayed that I have no idea what the genders of these people were, but they obviously cared for each other. Their last embrace is proof of that.

“Someone went around and pierced their skulls once they were gone,” Stuart says. “You can see the entry wounds by their temples.”

“Then someone didn’t take the poison,” Stella says. “And could still be walking around.”

“True,” Stuart says. “If they stuck around.”

We get to the center of the store, right where the old escalators are and then stop. We quickly have our answer.

Swaying slightly, its neck held tightly by a noose made from an orange extension cord, is a Z. Its eyes roll in its head, cloudy, grey orbs that no longer see anything. The tips of the thing’s fingers twitch as we move closer, its animal brain alerted by the soft noise of our feet and wheels.

“Get it down and put it out of its misery,” Stella says quietly. “Why didn’t it stab itself also? Would have been easy.”

“Would it?” Stuart asks as he climbs cautiously up the escalator to the second floor. 

He works at the extension cord knot that holds it to the second floor railing until it comes free and the Z comes crashing down. Its limbs snap off instantly, the tendons and ligaments so dry. But the head is still intact and the cloudy eyes search for us, knowing prey is close, knowing food is only a step away.

Stuart tosses the broom handle down to Stella and my wife doesn’t even hesitate. She catches the handle, walks up to the Z, and stabs it through the skull. The eyes stop rolling, stop searching, go still. Normally, after stabbing a Z, you’d flick off the gunk, but this thing is so dried out there’s barely anything on the end of the handle. Stella wipes off what little mess there is on the old carpet and steps back from the silenced Z.

“I hate to say it,” Stuart sighs from above us. “But it looks like upstairs is the best place to hole up. There’s old bedding and mattresses up here already. Only way up is the escalators, so it’s easy to defend.”

“Okay,” Stella sighs as well.

Yeah, they’re sighing because of me. I get that.

It takes them a while to carry me and my wheelchair up the escalator. It takes them almost as long to get me out of the wheelchair and onto a pallet of thin, twin mattresses and moth-eaten blankets. I don’t get to lie down since that would probably kill me, so Stella props me up with old pillows and paperback books.

“You okay?” she asks me.

“Aaayyy,” I reply and give her a thumb-up. “Aaayyy.”

“One time is fine, Jace,” she smirks then kisses my cheek. “Stuart and I are going to find some water. Don’t go anywhere.”

Ha, ha, fucking ha.
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I DRIFT OFF AND FIND myself coming to now and again. Sometimes Stella is next to me, sometimes Stuart is. At one point I smell food and I think I taste it too, but I can’t be sure. I don’t feel quite as hungry as I did. I know they found water because my throat isn’t all sandpaper land anymore. That’s nice. Now my aaayyys will have more punch.

The pain never goes away, though. Whether I’m awake or out, it’s a constant. The blood doesn’t feel like it’s still flowing, but that could just be because I’ve lost so much that there isn’t enough to flow. For once, I actually wish one of the doctors was with me. Yeah, I’m that desperate to stay alive.

There’s no light coming from outside, so I know the sun has set, but I have no idea what time it is. It could be early night or early morning. I move my eyes to the side, and catch a glimpse of Stella and Stuart sleeping on the floor by me. No one is standing watch. Fuck. Another sign that we are totally screwed. If Stuart thinks he needs rest more than we need someone to stand watch then our chances are no longer a coin flip, but a fucking lottery ticket. 

Hold on... Uh... If Stella and Stuart are asleep on the floor, and no one is standing watch, then who the hell is that right by the stand of Goosebumps books? 

“Aaayyy,” I say. “Aaayyy.”

“Hello, Jace,” a woman whispers. “I’ve been looking for you.”

“Aaayyy!” I try to yell, but the exertion sends waves of mind searing pain through my head. 

Everything starts to swim and go wonky as the woman takes a step towards us, something sharp and metal glinting in her hand. She raises the glinty, sharp metal and that’s when my brain has finally had it.

Night night, Jacey. Time for Long Pork to take a nap.

Wonder if I’ll wake up from this one?
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Two
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Once we crossed into Colorado, we knew shit was fucked up.

Snowy plains and nothing but Zs as far as the eye could see.

Okay, that’s a little hyperbolic. There were Zs for a couple miles, not as far as our eyes could see. Not that my eyes were seeing a whole lot, what with the freakin’ migraines that kept slamming into my noggin.

“Take these,” Stella said, her hand out and a pile of ibuprofen stacked in her palm. “They’re only 100mg each. Dr. McCormick is keeping the stronger stuff for when we really need it.”

“I’m good,” I said, gently pushing her hand away. “That shit’s starting to make my stomach burn.”

Stella hesitates and I can see the argument in her eyes, but she sighs and pockets the pills. “Later then.”

I squint against the morning light that filters into the truck depot we’d stopped at the night before. Looked like some agriculture shipping hub. A hard snow squall came ripping through and we needed to get the RVs and other vehicles we’d picked up along the way under cover ASAP. We’d already lost one RV to bad weather and we couldn’t afford to lose any more.

“Six more gone,” Stuart said as he stepped into our RV, cold mother-fucking air following him like a deathly spectre.

Deathly spectre. Good one. I like that. Man, I sure can tell a story.

Yes, you can, Jace. Keep telling it. Come on. Don’t be shy.

Uh...what?

“All cannies?” Stella asked.

“Yeah,” Stuart replied. “No bodies anywhere. John’s been out with some of Lourdes’s people since dawn. No tracks. Nothing.”

“Where’s Elsbeth?” I asked. “She have anything to say about this? It’s her sisters doing this shit. Picking us off one by one.”

Good. Ask about Elsbeth. Where is she? Keep going, Jace.

“Six went missing, Jace,” Stuart said. “That’s hardly one by one. That’s an assault.”

“So? Where’s El?” I asked again.

“She’s working with Charlie,” Stella responded. 

She looked a bit nervous, so I raised my eyebrows in that “what’s up?” look. Raising one’s eyebrows can hurt like a mother fuck when you have a migraine. Ow.

“What are they working on?” I asked.

“Killing,” Stuart said, ignoring the sharp look Stella shot at him. “Killing anything that gets too close. Your boy is a good shot, she’s making him a great shot. Not to mention the knife work.”

“And she didn’t ask us? We’re the parents,” I snapped.

“That’s what I said,” Stella replied. “But she just shrugged and turned away.”

“And Charlie?” I asked.

“His argument is that he needs to know how to fight people,” Stella said. “He can fight Zs, but people are a whole other thing.”

“He has a point,” Stuart said. “People are a whole other thing. Doesn’t matter how many Zs are out there, all it takes is one asshole with a pistol to end it all.”

“All it takes is one Z chomping through his skin to end it all,” I said.

Stuart nodded towards Stumpageddon, my missing arm, and smiled. “That so?”

“Fuck off. You know what I mean,” I snapped.

There was a knock behind him and the door opened. Stuart moved out of the way as Lourdes, Melissa, Critter, John, and Buzz came inside. I thought the door was going to close, but Mr. Flips, the unofficial canny leader, followed behind, hurrying inside and closing the door right away.

“Traveling in the winter across Colorado is fun,” Mr. Flips said. “Anybody else having as much fun as I am?”

“Can’t feel my balls or my toes,” Critter said. “Damn barrel of fun.”

“Search parties are back,” Lourdes said, getting right to business like always. “We have some fuel, a little bit of food, and more ammunition. There’s a small town a couple miles away. It’s been picked over, but not by a big group otherwise it’d have been stripped clean.”

“Found two skinned bodies too,” John said. “Same bloody writing as the others. El’s sisters sure don’t like disloyalty.”

“Loyalty above all else again?” Stella asked.

Loyalty above all else.

I don’t...what is that?

“Yep,” John nodded. “Loyalty above all else.”

“Were they two of yours?” I asked Mr. Flips. 

“I don’t think so,” Mr. Flips said. “I didn’t recognize the faces.”

“How the hell could ya?” Critter cackled. “Their goddamn faces were gone.”

“I put the skin back on the heads,” Mr. Flips said. “Only way to know for sure.”

“Well, bein’ a canny and all, I guess you’d have that skill set,” Critter nodded, his body language saying he was ready to bust some balls. “Was it weird puttin’ the skin on instead of takin’ off?”

“Former canny,” Mr. Flips replied. He was obviously pissed at Critter’s comments. I could see him wanting to respond, but he kept himself in check. “Same with the rest of my people.”

“Our people,” Stuart said. “We’re one group now. We’ve lost too many to stay divided.”

“I agree one hundred percent,” Lourdes said, looking at Mr. Flips. “You have to tell your people that. Maybe it’ll keep them from deserting.”

“Hold on?” I asked. “I thought we were in agreement that it’s Elsbeth’s sisters that are snagging folks?”

“Not anymore,” John said. “The skinned bodies are the work of the sisters. Elsbeth has pretty much acknowledged that. But the cannies going missing I think is attrition. They don’t have confidence in our goal of getting to the Stronghold and are making out on their own whenever they can.”

“Do ya blame ‘em?” Critter asked. “Shit, I don’t have much confidence in our goal. We should have hunkered down a while ago and sat it all out until winter was over. Only reason we’re pushing on is because that damn girl won’t let us stop. I’m thinkin’ we need to reconsider that strategy, that’s what I’m thinkin’.”

“You ain’t thinking at all, Critter,” Elsbeth said from behind us, walking out of the back bedroom.

“What the fuck, El?” I said. “Have you been back there the whole time?”

“Most of the time,” Elsbeth said. “I was taking a nap.”

I looked at Stella and she just shrugged.

“Where’s Charlie?” I asked. 

“He’s playing with the soldier boys,” Elsbeth said. “Learning how to get his ass beat without dying. Good thing to learn.”

“You have him training with my PCs?” Lourdes snapped. “I did not authorize that.”

Elsbeth shrugged. “I did.”

“Listen here, girl,” Lourdes said, moving at Elsbeth a lot faster than usually prudent. Surprisingly, Elsbeth let her. “There is a chain of command around here. When it comes to all military and defense issues, that chain begins and ends with me. Do you understand? You don’t tell my people to do anything.”

“I thought we was all one people?” Elsbeth asked, that dangerous smirk on her face. “Ain’t that what Stuart said? We is all one people? No cannies, no PCs, just people. The Whispering Pines Express. Heading one way to Hell.”

“You’ve been talking with Charlie way too much,” Stella sighed. “Don’t listen to him.”

“Boy has a lot of good things to say,” Elsbeth replied. “More than you two know.” She pointed at everyone. “More than most of you know. But, I guess he’s just a kid and not really part of you people.”

She flipped us off with both fingers then slowly backed into the bedroom. We all just stared, stunned as fuck. After a few seconds she came sauntering out, a huge grin on her face.

“How was that? Charlie said that flipping people off and backing out of a room looked cool. Did it look cool?” Elsbeth asked, genuinely interested in our opinions.

“It looked cool,” I admitted.

“Do not encourage this,” Stella said, standing up. “I’m going to find our son and slap some sense into him.”

“Ain’t no need,” Elsbeth said, exasperated. “Ain’t you all listening? He has plenty of sense.”

“Regardless of your son’s sense,” Lourdes said, looking at us, “we have business to discuss.” Then she pointed at Elsbeth. “We still aren’t done talking about you ordering my people around.”

“I think we are,” Elsbeth said. Then flipped us off and backed into the bedroom again.

“Too much, El!” I called after her. “You lose the effect if you do it repeatedly.” No response. “El?”

We all waited then Stella sighed and walked back into the RV’s bedroom.

“She’s gone,” Stella said as she came back out.

“Okay, then that works,” I said. “I’ll tell her later.”

Everyone glared at me.

“What?” I asked. “It’s both ironic and effective to actually do it again and then sneak out the back window.”

“You’re like a five year old sometimes,” Stuart sighed.

“Sometimes?” Critter laughed.

“Can we please discuss our next move?” Lourdes growled, done with the pleasantries. Not that pleasantries are her thing.

Where are my sisters?

What? Okay, I am more than certain I wasn’t hearing voices in my head back then. What the fuck is this?

“Denver is only a little over one hundred miles away,” Lourdes says. “One hundred. We can do that in a couple of days, even with the weather.”

“Doesn’t look so great out there,” I said.

Everyone turned and looked out from the truck bay the RV was huddled up in. A lot of shitty snow was blowing this way and that. A lot.

“No choice,” Lourdes said. “We have enough food and fuel to get us to Denver now. If we wait much longer then we run low on both and risk getting snowed in.” She sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Do we have to have this conversation every damn time? If the goal is to get to the Stronghold in Boulder then we need to get there now. The longer we wait, the worse the weather is going to be. Winter doesn’t end by the calendar in Colorado. March and even April can have some nasty storms come through.”

“Well fuck March and April, then,” I said. “They can kiss my ass.”

Everyone turned and looked at me. I could see the worry on their faces which usually meant that I’d said something wrong in a weird way.

“What?” I asked.

“Why did you mention your dad?” Stella asked. 

“Huh? I didn’t,” I replied. “I said fuck March and April. I was making a joke.”

“No, you said your dad wasn’t going to be at the game,” Stuart said. “Then you whistled.”

“Ha ha ha, guys,” I responded, lifting my one middle finger. “Is this funny to you? Mess with brain-addled Jace? Good one.”

Then shit went really weird.

Skip that, please. Get to the road.

What? No, I can’t just skip the fact I had my first seizure. Wait...

Then tell the story. But hurry, Jace. Time is ticking.

I’m really confused.

***
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“JACE? BABY?” STELLA asked. “Wake up, Jace. Can you hear me? Wake up.”

“I can hear you,” I said and tried to sit up, but Stenkler was there and he pushed me back down.

“Rest,” he said. “You blacked out. I’d say you had a small seizure, but I can’t be for certain since I wasn’t here.” He looked about at everyone in the RV. “I have said I’d prefer to be with him for most of the journey. Only way I can monitor his digression.”

“My digression? Way to go negative, man,” I said, trying to sit up again.

“Stay,” Stella says.

“But the floor of this RV smells like feet and rotten oranges,” I replied. “I’m gonna puke if I have to stay down here. At least get me up on a couch.”

Stella looked to Stenkler and he nodded. Stuart, John, and Buzz lifted me up and set me on the couch. 

“Rotten oranges?” Stenkler asked. “Have you been smelling that a lot lately?”

I shrugged. “Maybe.”

“We’ll need to find a medical facility as soon as we reach Denver,” Stenkler said. “And I must insist I remain with him until then.”

“We’ll see,” Stuart replied. “You’re still not quite one of us, doc. I think we all feel more comfortable with you under watch along with Kramer.”

“You realize that Dr. Kramer is kind of nuts, right?” Stenkler asked. 

Stenkler? Talk about him.

Stop that.

“Yeah, we know,” Stuart said. 

“He’s also a true medical genius,” Stenkler said. “And I’m not exactly a mental slouch. Keeping us together, where we can discuss our options and possibly collude, isn’t the best idea. As far as you know, we are planning to escape together.”

“Is that so?” Lourdes asked, looking menacing.

“Nah, he’s full of shit,” Critter laughed. “The man is soft. He wouldn’t last more than a day out there. And Kramer is a coward. He likes havin’ his meals brought to him and havin’ people die fightin’ for his safety. He’ll stick around as long as we let him.”

“Regardless,” Stenkler said. “Jace’s neurological deterioration is alarming.”

“Your neurological deterioration is alarming,” I replied. “Ha!”

“That there,” Stenkler said, pointing at me. “Why else would he mention a toaster at a time like this?”

“Toaster?” I asked. I looked at Stella. She nodded. “Shit.”

“This decision isn’t based on anything Dr. Stenkler has said or on Jace’s condition,” Lourdes announced. “But we are leaving in an hour. Spread the word.”

And then she was gone and the cold air was whipping into the RV again.

“I’m going to find the kids,” Stella said. “Will you be alright?”

“I’ll stay with him,” John said. “You guys go administer.”

“I’ll stay too,” Critter added. “Nice and toasty in here.”

“You are coming with me, Uncle Crit,” Buzz said. “We have work to do making sure all the vehicles are ready. I’ll need your help.”

“You don’t need my help on nothin’,” Critter said. “You just want to see an old man freeze his shriveled ass off.”

“Trust me, I really do not want to see that,” Buzz laughed. “But you’re one of the leaders of this gang, so you need to get out there and show your face.”

“Then why ain’t he comin’?” Critter whined, pointing at me. “People look up to the moron. He should be out there too.”

“Thanks for the compassion, Crit,” I smiled.

“That’s why,” Stuart said. 

“What’s why?” I asked.

“You just made farting noises and called me Luela,” Stuart said. He looked very serious.

“Oh,” I winced. “Poop.”

“John? You sure you got this?” Stuart asked.

“Not a problem,” John said. “I’ve been out in the field all morning. My legs could use the rest. I’ll make sure the doctor doesn’t mess with Jace.”

Stella leaned down and kissed my brow then stared at me for a couple of seconds. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“Take your time,” I said. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“No, you’re not going bowling,” Stella replied, her worried look getting even more worried.

“Did I say bowling?” I asked.

Stella nodded then left quickly. Pretty sure she was about to cry. Fuck.

“Can I keep examining him?” Stenkler asked John as soon as it was just us in the RV. “At least until everyone starts loading back on?”

“You cool with that, Jace?” John asked me. 

“Cool as a cucumber,” I said.

“Then go ahead,” John said to Stenkler.

“Can you talk for me, Jace?” Stenkler asked.

John laughed at that.

“Talk about what?” I replied.

“Anything,” Stenkler said. “I just want to hear your speech pattern and make some notes when you go off topic or your nouns get mixed up.”

“He always goes off topic,” John said. “It’s his specialty.”

“Oh, I know what I could talk about,” I sneered at John. “Elsbeth. How are things between the two of you?”

John cleared his throat and the smart ass look he’d just had went away fast.

“Fine,” he said. 

“You two still a thing?” I pressed. “Still getting it on? Bumping uglies? Doing the nasty?”

“Did you mean to say all those euphemisms?” Stenkler interrupted. 

“Yep,” I grinned.

“We’re still intimate,” John said. “Not much choice. When Elsbeth wants to, uh, bump uglies, then we bump uglies.”

“Is it against your will?” Stenkler asked, looking alarmed.

“What? No,” John said quickly. “I care for her. I do. Probably more than I should. It’s just that...”

“Elsbeth is Elsbeth,” I answered for him.

“Exactly,” John said. “That woman is simple on so many levels, but that makes her only more complicated on so many more.”

“True dat, bro,” I said and held out my hand for a fist bump.

John just stared at me.

“No fist bump?” I said.

“What? Uh, Jace, you’re lifting your stump and waving it at me,” John said.

“Am I?” I looked down and saw Stumpageddon doing a little dance. “Huh. Didn’t know that.”

“Involuntary motor control,” Stenkler said. “Your list is getting longer.”

“You know me,” I grinned. “I like a long list.”

“That makes no sense,” John said.

“Doesn’t it? Doesn’t it?” I asked. “No, I guess it doesn’t. Story of my life.”

The door to the RV whipped open and Stella stuck her head inside.

“You need to come see this,” she said to John.

“See what?” he asked.

“Just come on,” Stella said then looked at me. “Stay here.”

“What? I wasn’t planning on going anywhere, but now that you tell me I can’t then maybe I should,” I smirked.

“Stay here,” she growled.

Uh-oh.

John frowned then got up and followed her out. I looked at Stenkler and he just looked back at me. Then he must have seen a look in my eyes.

“No. You need to stay put,” he said.

“Just a peek,” I grinned.

“No,” he insisted.

“You ever killed a man, doc?” I asked.

“No. Well, yes, but I didn’t want to,” Stenkler replied.

“So you’ve never shot a man, stabbed a man, jammed a hunk of metal through a man’s skull?” I said. “Because I have. Want me to show you?”

Stenkler took a few steps away from me.

“Just a quick peek,” I said, smiling at him. “You can even stand right by my side and make sure I don’t fall over and die.”

“I won’t have much control over that,” he said. “If you fall over and die, all I can do is catch your corpse.”

“That’s helpful. I just washed these jeans, so it would suck if they get truck depot grease on them,” I said then stood and made my way to the front of the RV. 

It was a lot harder than I thought it would be. I intended on being all strutting and cool. Pretty sure I only managed wobbling and weak. I was sweating like a cannibal’s dinner on a spit by the time I got to the door.

“I’m officially objecting one more time,” Stenkler said. “Then I’m shutting up.”

“You should get to that shutting up part,” I laughed. Nice to say that to someone else instead of it just being said to me. Then I saw the look on his face. “What did you hear?”

“Something about strawberry shortcake,” he sighed.

“Ooooh, that sounds good,” I replied. “Man, I’d love to have some strawberry shortcake. How well do strawberries grow in Colorado?”

“I don’t know,” he said as he helped me down the short stairs and out of the RV. “I hope we find out.”

“Me too,” I said as we got outside. Damn, it was cold.

People were hurrying out of the truck depot and into the falling snow. Most of them were survivors from Asheville, but a few were cannies mingled in here and there. Sure seemed like there were a lot fewer cannies than before. Elsbeth’s psycho sisters must have really been picking them off. Or not. Whatever was happening.

“What’s up?” I asked as Melissa hurried by. 

The wife of my late best friend from Whispering Pines, and sister to the Fitzpatrick boys, Melissa Billings is not someone you mess with. She’s tough as nuclear nails and packs as much of a punch.

“Did you just tell me to shove a gerbil in my butt?” Melissa asked, looking from me to Stenkler then back to me. “Jace, you had better be messing around.”

“He’s having new speech issues,” Stenkler said.

“I asked what’s up,” I said.

“Oh,” Melissa frowned. “Some of Lourdes’s people just got back from patrol. They say we’ve got military hostiles coming at us fast.”

“Military?” Stenkler asked. “Government?”

“No such thing,” I said. “Not the way you want. If it is government then it might as well be Consortium. How many?”

“I don’t know,” Melissa said, exasperated. “That’s what I was going to find out. How about you come with instead of asking a bunch of questions I can’t answer?”

“Good idea,” I said then took a couple of unsteady steps. I pointed at Stenkler. “Wanna give me a piggy back ride?”

“No,” Stenkler said. “But I’ll help you get to everyone else. Take my arm.”

“And they say chivalry is dead,” I quipped.

It is.

Huh? What the hell is going on?

***
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THE TRUCK DEPOT WASN’T exactly a tightly closed fortress, mostly just a bunch of overhangs with some slightly walled-in bays so long haul truckers could work on their semis out of the weather, or get some needed sleep, before loading up the next batch of corn or potatoes or asparagus. But, once I stepped away from the overhangs and walls, I realized just how much protection they gave us.

The wind whipped at my coat and I struggled to pull it tight. You know, because of only one hand. Stenkler grabbed my stump to keep me from falling over in the wind while I managed to get my coat zipped up to my throat. 

I don’t care about your coat. Get on with it.

Uhhh...

“Are you alright?” Stenkler asked. 

“Yeah...fine,” I said.

No, wait, that’s not what I said. I’m getting confused. Hold on, hold on.

“Dammit, Jace,” Stella snapped as soon as she saw me.

“I’m incorrigible,” I said, giving her my best cute husband smile.

“You’re an idiot,” Critter said as he walked up to us. “But since you’re here, have a look.”

He pretty much dragged my ass about fifty yards away from the depot and handed me a pair of binoculars.

“Uh, Crit, it’s kind of snowing,” I said. “Gonna be hard to see anything.”

“Oh, you’ll see this,” he said.

I lifted the binoculars and he grabbed me by the shoulders and pointed me in the right direction.

Oh, shit.

Yes. Tell me about the oh shit.

“Who keeps saying that?” I asked as I lowered the binoculars.

“See ‘em?” Critter asked as if I hadn’t said anything.

Which I didn’t, because that isn’t what happened. This is getting all messed up.

Just tell me what you saw.

“Are those Zs?” I asked Critter. “How many? A couple thousand?”

“Closer to a hundred thousand,” Lourdes said as she came up to us with Stuart, Reaper, John, and Stella. 

Stella was still giving me the stink eye.

“I’m sorry, did you say a hundred thousand?” I asked Lourdes.

“Close to it, maybe more,” Lourdes nodded. “But that’s not the worst part.”

“Oh, it’s not?” I laughed. No one else laughed with me. “Oh, come on. What’s worse than a hundred thousand Zs?”

“An army of the living,” Lourdes said. “Shots came back from recon and said we’re looking at about a thousand strong, fully armed and equipped for war.”

How are they equipped? That would be helpful to know. Not that they can take me. They’ll never take me.

“Anyone else hearing that?” I asked. No one responded. “Okay, so how are they equipped? Rifles? RPGs? Blowdart guns?”

“Tanks,” Lourdes said. “Four of them.”

Tanks? Hmmm, tell me about the tanks. 

Man, my head is killing me. Like really killing me. This migraine sucks balls. And who knew that phantom voices came with migraines? No one ever mentioned that to me.

“Four tanks?” I asked. “They brought tanks to fight the Zs?”

“They are pushing the Zs,” Stuart said. “They’re driving them towards us. Which means we have big herds ahead of us and an even bigger one behind us. Behind that is an army.”

“With tanks,” I said.

“With tanks,” Stuart nodded.

“Tanks not for the killing of Zs,” I said.

“Not for the killing of Zs,” Stuart agreed.

“For the killing of us?” I asked.

The looks on everyone’s faces told me I had hit that nail on the head.

“A thousand armed soldiers could do that,” I said. “We’re good, but not fight an army good.”

“The tanks aren’t moving fast enough to catch up to us,” Lourdes said. “We move now and we’ll have at least a day, or maybe even two days, head start. Depends on how well maintained the tanks are.”

“They break down a lot?” I asked.

“In this weather, yes,” Lourdes said. “And it’s been a few years since the Army was up and going. They probably sat for at least a year before the Consortium got ahold of them and put them to use.”

“That’s what you’re hoping,” I smirked.

No, that’s right. They just got them working. Helicopters were easy. Lots of helicopter pilots and mechanics. Not so many tank mechanics.

The world swam about me a bit and Stenkler grabbed onto me. Stella dropped her pissed off face and hurried to my side.

“Jace?” she asked.

“All good,” I said. “Seriously, am I the only one hearing voices?”

“He needs to get inside,” Stenkler said as if I hadn’t spoken. Maybe I didn’t. I don’t even fucking know anymore.

Not yet.

“Not yet,” I said. “Where’s Elsbeth? Has anyone asked her about this army? Maybe she knows something?”

Call her by her name!

“She’s over there with Charlie,” Critter said, pointing to a burned out building a hundred yards off. “Been huddled up and talking with that boy a lot lately. Y’all don’t think she’s sweet on him, do ya?” He glanced at John and feigned surprise. “Oh, sorry, sniper boy. Didn’t see ya standin’ there.”

“Ha ha,” John replied. “And she’s not sweet on Charlie. She’s been training him. I’ve even given her some pointers.”

“They sure is trainin’ a lot lately,” Critter chuckled. “If that’s what you want to call it.”

“Knock it off, Critter,” Melissa scolded. “Don’t stir shit up. We don’t need that right now.”

“I’m bored,” Critter said. “All this runnin’ from Zs and runnin’ from the Consortium and runnin’ from crazies is borin’ the livin’ shit outta me. I’d give half my right arm to get back to my holler and just be runnin’ things the way I used ta.”

He gave me a huge grin.

“No offense, Long Pork,” Critter said. “I’m sure you’d give your left nut to have half your right arm back.”

“How about we stop giving body parts and start getting loaded up?” Lourdes growled. “Stuart?”

“Folks are already getting the gear stowed back in the RVs and the rest of the convoy,” Mr. Flips said as he came up to us. “Sorry to interrupt, but thought you should know that we can be gone in fifteen minutes, if that’s fast enough.”

“I’d like it to be faster, but that will work,” Lourdes said. “Thank you.”

Mr. Flips doffed his top hat and gave her a short bow. Always the showman, that guy.

“Let’s do a head count,” Stuart said then looked at Stella. “You find Greta?”

“She’s with Dr. McCormick,” Stella said. “But I need to go get Charlie.”

“I’ll go,” I said. “If Stenkler doesn’t mind helping me.”

“You really should get back in the RV and rest,” Stenkler protested.

“Yeah, but I know El better than everyone here,” I replied. “Might be time to find out what the hell she and Charlie have been up to.”

“You don’t think it’s training?” Stella asked.

“Do you?” I replied.

Talk more about the tanks. When will they get here?

Okay, the voice has got to stop. It’s starting to make me a little sick to my stomach. Seriously. I think I’m going to barf.

Everything waivers and wiggles and for a brief second I’m not standing out in a snowstorm. I’m in some dark building with the stink of mold and mildew all around me. And something else. I smell something else.

“No, I don’t,” Stella said. 

“What?” I asked.

No one responds. I mean, no one responded. I...I don’t know what I mean. Or meant. Or whatever.

“Let’s both go,” Stella said.

“I’ll go check on Dr. McCormick and Greta,” Stenkler said, letting go of my stump. “See if they need help with moving anyone or the medical supplies.”

“Nope. Don’t think so,” I said, clamping my hand on his arm. “You can stay with us.”

“Jace, let the man go do his job,” Stella said.

“Greta is fine, I’m sure,” I said, not wanting the man anywhere near my underage daughter.

“How about you come with me and check on Dr. Kramer?” Stuart said to Stenkler. “The guy’s been asking to see you all day. He thinks he can help with Jace’s head.”

“Yeah, that’s great,” Stenkler said. “I’d also like to ask him a couple questions about these sisters of Elsbeth’s. I have a theory on their conditioning and how to reverse it. I mentioned it to Elsbeth a while back, but she, well...”

“Stared at you until you wanted to pee yourself?” I asked.

“Something like that,” Stenkler frowned.

“She’s good that way,” I said. I looked at the burned out building and smiled at my wife. “Shall we, my dear?”

“We are moving out in fifteen, Stanfords,” Lourdes said. “Be in a vehicle before then.”

“You wouldn’t dare leave us, would you?” I asked.

“Yes,” everyone said.

“Except Stella,” Critter said. “We’d find her, but leave your ass.”

“The love,” I sighed. “It overwhelms.”

You talk too much and say basically nothing of value. How is this possible?

Tell me about it, strange voice in my head. Fucking tell me about it.
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ELSBETH OBVIOUSLY HEARD us coming because she’s was just standing there with a rifle in her hands, pretending to show Charlie how to load it. It was possibly the most pitiful rouse I had ever seen.

“Oh, hey, uh, Mom, and, uh, Dad,” Charlie stammered. “What’s up?”

I take it back. That was the most pitiful rouse I had ever heard.

“You tell us,” Stella said. “What is going on with you two?”

“Nothing,” Elsbeth said. “Training. And nothing. Only training.”

“Training and nothing,” Charlie added.

“Really?” Stella asked, her hands on her hips. “Is that the story you want to stick with?”

“It is,” Elsbeth said. “Training and nothing. Showing Charlie how to fuck shit up with rifles and shit. Bang bang, shit gets fucked. Fucking shit. All the shit. Totally fucked.”

“Bang bang,” Charlie said, patting the rifle. 

They were lying to you! Tell me what they really said!

That is what they said! I swear to shit!

Hold on. Why am I afraid of the voice in my head? It’s just me.

No, it’s not. Pay attention! Why won’t he pay attention?

“Brain surgery,” Stella says.

“What?” I asked, looking at Stella. But she’s talking to Charlie. 

Was talking to Charlie. This all happened before. This happened a few days ago. 

Tell me what Elsbeth said!

“I am not pleased with either of you right now,” Stella scolded, her finger out and jabbing back and forth between Elsbeth and Charlie. “You are plotting something and it is dangerous and probably going to get you killed.” She said that last part with her finger aimed at Charlie. “Otherwise you wouldn’t be lying to me.” Finger was back at Elsbeth for that. “You get my son killed, El, and there is nothing in this world that will stop me from kicking your ass.”

“I know,” Elsbeth said, her face very serious. “I won’t get Charlie killed, Stella. I promise.  He’s family. I don’t get family killed. I help family.”

Elsbeth stepped up to Stella and wrapped her in a big hug. To say my wife was surprised would be a massive understatement.

“I want you to trust me, please, please,” Elsbeth said. “Trust me that I won’t get Charlie killed and have you kick my ass. Trust me that family means more than anything to me.”

“Then tell me what is going on,” Stella said as she pushed back and took Elsbeth by the upper arms. “I need to know.”

“That wouldn’t be good,” Elsbeth said. “You have a duty. I tell you and you have to tell the others. If you don’t and they find out then they’ll be mad. I can’t have the others mad at the Stanfords.”

“They’re going to get mad at Charlie,” Stella argued.

“No, they won’t,” Elsbeth laughed. “Nobody gets mad at Charlie. He’s golden.”

“Stay golden, Ponyboy,” Charlie laughed.

Stella did not laugh. “No Outsiders references, boy,” Stella snapped. “You are way past Outsiders references now.”

“Sorry,” Charlie said. “Just trying to lighten the mood.”

“You are riding with us,” Stella said. “Elsbeth can ride in a different RV.”

“He rides with me,” Elsbeth said.

Yeah, Charlie and I each took a couple of steps back. If shit was about to go down, neither of us wanted to catch collateral damage.

“El, I love you, and you are family, but Charlie is my son and I am saying he rides with us,” Stella said. “You two can talk about whatever you are talking about when we stop next. Until then it’s my turn to talk with him. Understood?”

“I understand,” Elsbeth said.

“Good. Because—”

“But he rides with me,” Elsbeth said. “Sorry. You can’t win this one. Nope. Too close. Almost done. I need him with me.”

You know how there are like a billion shades of red in one of those giant crayon boxes you used to get as a kid? Yeah, well, Stella’s face turned all of those shades at once. People may have been worried about my head calling it quits, but at that moment I was worried more for my wife’s.

“Just tell us what is going on, El,” I said.

Yes, back to that. Good. Very good.

“I can’t,” Elsbeth said.

“She can’t,” Charlie echoed.

“Then you will!” Stella shouted. She stomped over to our son and grabbed him by the arm then started pulling him out into the snow. “This ends now!”

Then something did end. And it broke my heart and my wife’s heart.

“Yeah, Mom, it does,” Charlie said. He yanked himself free and walked back to Elsbeth. “My childhood. It’s over and gone, Mom. You need to understand that. I’m part of this group and this convoy not as Charlie Stanford, the son of Stella and Jace Stanford, but as my own self. I pull my own weight now.”

“Why does she get top billing?” I joked, hoping to defuse what my wife was about to say. Didn’t work.

“Fine. Be your own damn self!” Stella shouted. “Go ahead and see how long you last without me to pull you out of messes! You think you’re too old for your mother? Guess what? I’m too old to be taking care of an ungrateful little snot ass shit like you! Go ahead, Charles, grow the fuck up! Have fun being an adult in the motherfucking zombie apocalypse! It’s a goddamn blast!”

The sounds of RV horns reached us then. Stella pointed at Elsbeth and there was nothing but rage on her face.

“Fuck you, Carly Michelle Thornberg! FUCK YOU!” she roared then turned and was gone.

I don’t think I have ever seen Elsbeth look so hurt before that moment when my wife yelled her real name at her. I grew a second heart and that one broke too.

I do not care about your hearts! What was Carly up to?

I don’t know! I do not know! Stop it! Just stop yelling in my head! Get out of my head! My head hurts! IT HURTS! STOP! STOP STOP STOP STOP—!

***
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THE WATER IS BITINGLY cold. It comes crashing down over my head and the pain is beyond anything I have ever felt as all of my sutures turn into lines of freezing agony.

“STOP! STOP! STOP!” I’m still yelling. “STOP! STOP! STOP!”

Stella is also yelling. And so is Stuart, but he’s yelling for all of us to stop yelling. They are both bloodied and tied up, their hands bound together as they sit back to back.

And standing in front of me, holding an empty bucket, is Cassie. That de facto leader of Elsbeth’s super soldier sister girl group. 

“Where is Carly?” Cassie growls as she throws the bucket aside and reaches for me, her hand lost from my sight as it goes over my head.

Then the freezing agony turns to burning agony. Why? Because Cassie is jamming her thumb into one of my sutures.

I scream.

“Stop! You’ll kill him!” Stella cries.

“You’re going to kill us all!” Stuart yells. “The Zs will zero in on us!”

“Let them,” Cassie says as she smiles, her nose almost touching mine. “I’m not worried. I can get through the Zs without any trouble.”

I’m still screaming, if anyone is keeping score.

“Tell me about Carly,” Cassie snarls. 

Her breath smells like rancid apples. You know, like when you walk through an orchard at the end of the apple picking season and the ground is littered with brown piles of squishy yuck? Like that.

“I’ll tell you!” I cry. “I’ll tell you everything!”

Cassie glares at me for a second then removes her thumb from my wounded cranium and steps back.

“Talk,” she orders. “I want to know everything now. What is Carly’s plan and where are my sisters?”

“Okay, well, you see, it’s like this,” I start then pause. “What do you mean where are your sisters?”

“I’m done,” Cassie says and pulls a very long knife from her belt. “You are useless.”

“Hello?” someone calls from down below. “Uh, anyone up there?”

Cassie stops and looks puzzled. Then she smiles and turns towards the escalators.

“I know that voice,” she says, pointing the knife at me. “I’ll be back for you.”

I recognize the voice also. So do Stella and Stuart.

“Charlie! Run! Get away from here!” Stella screams. “GO!”

“Mom? Is that you?” Charlie yells.

“CHARLIE! GET OUT OF HERE!” I scream. 

Then things get a little uncertain. The scream produces enough pain in my head to power a small municipality. Lights flash before my eyes and this crazy sound fills my ears.

No, wait... There are actually lights and sounds. I can tell because Stella and Stuart both stop yelling and slam their eyes shut. Interesting.

I should probably slam my eyes shut, that might help with the pain, but damn if I don’t keep them open for a split second longer.

Just long enough to see Cassie’s whole body stiffen and a figure come up behind her with something in its hand. Looks like a long something. A long, heavy something. 

Is that a baseball bat?

Cram!

The bat slams into the back of Cassie’s head and that crazy woman goes down!

“Turn them off!” the figure with the bat yells.

The lights and sounds stop.

Then Elsbeth turns and looks at me with a seriously big shit-eating grin.

“Hey, Long Pork,” she laughs. “You found Cassie. Thanks. She was the last one.”

Of course, the only sensible thing to do in response to that is pass the fuck out. Which I do.
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Chapter Three
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“We need to kill her,” Stella says.

“No killing,” Elsbeth replies.

“And why the hell not?” Stella snaps. “She attacked us, tied us up, and tortured Jace!”

“Got me talking, though,” I say.

“Which doesn’t help her case,” Stuart says. “Stella is right, Elsbeth. She is a liability we cannot afford right now.”

“No killing,” Elsbeth says as she stands at the top of the escalators, her eyes watching the shadows of the Zs that are piling up against the front doors. “Charlie?”

“No killing,” Charlie says, unloading a backpack and setting out some bottles of water and a few cans of food. 

Could be pet food. I could give a fuck as long as he has a fork on him. Or a spork. Shit, I’ll eat dog food with a spork right now. You lose that kind of pride in the zombie apocalypse real fast.

“Ignoring the issue of to kill Cassie or not to kill Cassie for the moment, can anyone tell me why I was in flashback hell?” I ask. “That was some seriously fucked up shit. I honestly felt like I was back at that truck depot.”

“Hypnotic suggestion,” Charlie says. “Elsbeth figured it out.”

“Hypnotic suggestion?” I say. “Uh, that would mean I’m conditioned to accept hypnosis. I’m not. Trust me. It doesn’t work on me. You’ll have to find your man barking like chicken act somewhere else.”

“Man barking like chicken. That’s funny,” Elsbeth laughs while she grabs a can of food and pulls the pop top. Yep, totally dog food. “It don’t make you bark like a chicken, but it works on you. Oh, it totally works, Long Pork. All y’all are conditioned.”

“She’s right, Dad,” Charlie says as he pops open a can of food as well and sticks a fork in it. “We all have been conditioned. Kramer’s a sneaky asshole.”

He offers the can to Stella and she waves him off, her Mom face in full force.

“Charles Stanford, you will explain yourself right now,” she snaps.

“It’s easy to show you,” Elsbeth says.

“Not talking to you, El,” Stella growls. “I will deal with you later. Right now I am talking to my son.”

Elsbeth smiles at Stella and holds up her hands. “Gonna be easier to show you.”

“Talk,” Stella says, jamming a finger into our son’s chest.

“El’s right,” Charlie sighs. “Tortuga canteen dollars.”

Stella’s eyes roll up into her head and Charlie has to reach out and steady her by her shoulder to keep her from collapsing.

“Charlie,” I sigh. “What did you do to your mother? Putting your mother under hypnosis is not okay, son.”

He holds up a finger. “Mom? Can you hear me?”

“Yes,” Stella replies, still limp. “And you are so grounded.”

“Yeah, I know,” Charlie says. “Tell me about your first dog. Tell me about the day you got him.”

“He is so cute,” she starts. “He is red and white. So small he fits right in my hand. Daddy says he’s a spaniel mix and will make a good hunting dog, but I don’t like it when Daddy goes hunting and kills animals. I’m gonna name him Skipper. Daddy says that’s a good name, but Lorna says it’s stupid and she should pick the name. I start yelling at her and she is yelling at me and Daddy has to take Skipper out of my hands before he gets hurt. Then Mama comes outside, her hands dusty with flour and her forehead all sweaty from being in the kitchen because the AC is still broken. She is pissed. Really pissed.”

“That’s all, Mom,” Charlie says. “Wake up now. One, two, three.”

Stella’s eyes come back into focus and she jolts upright. Then her eyes narrow and she glares at Charlie.

“I already gave him the talk about how it’s not okay to put his mother under hypnosis,” I say. “But feel free to kick his ass.”

“Kramer did it to all of you,” Elsbeth says, jamming her mouth full of dog food. She stabs the fork into the can and reaches into her back pocket. “He has a book. Every trigger word he’s used on all y’all.”

Charlie reaches out and takes the small, black notebook from Elsbeth and flips it open then holds it out so we can see the list of names.

“Who’s are those?” I ask.

“My sisters,” Elsbeth says. “Kramer lied when he said the conditioning couldn’t be reversed. He’s been lying since he showed up. Told you we should have killed him back at Critter’s holler.”

“Some of the names are crossed off,” Stuart says as he looks at the list. “May I?”

Charlie hands it to him and starts eating again.

“How long have you known about this?” Stuart asks as he looks through the notebook until he reaches a specific page. “My trigger words are grumpy tent tits?”

“Ha!” I laugh. “Oh, I am so calling you that from now on. What’s mine?”

“Blowfish carton toes,” Stella says. “That’s what I thought I heard Cassie say when she was done tying us up. I thought I was hearing things, but now it makes sense.”

Stella is standing there, framed by the bathroom door, wearing nothing but a rose in her hair. Damn she’s hot. I’m so—

“No!” Charlie shouts.

I blink a couple times and look around at everyone. Charlie has a disgusted look on his face and Stella is just shaking her head. Elsbeth is grinning from ear to ear.

“What?” I ask. “What’s wrong?”

“You were about to describe our wedding night,” Stella says.

“I was? Huh,” I say. “That was a good night.”

“Nope. Just nope,” Charlie says.

“How do you break the conditioning?” Stuart asks. “I am not cool with that man, or anyone, having control over me.”

“Yeah, that’s easy,” Charlie responds. “You have to get the person that is conditioned to say their own trigger words.”

“They have to self-hypnotize?” I ask. “So, what? You write it down on a piece of paper and have them read it out loud?”

“Yeah, something like that,” Charlie says. “But you can’t tell them to read it out loud. As soon as you make them self-aware of it, the conditioning locks down and digs in. You just have to hand it to them.”

Stuart looks up from the list. “So I’m still conditioned even though I said my trigger words?”

“Maybe,” Charlie says. “Grumpy tent tits.”

Stuart blinks a couple of times. “Did I go under?”

“Nope,” Charlie says. “You said your words before you knew what was going to happen. You are officially no longer conditioned.”

“But now I know my words and I know what they do,” I say. “How do I reverse the conditioning? I don’t want to be conditioned. That is the total opposite of Fonzie cool. No aaayyy. No aaayyy at all.”

Charlie and Elsbeth both give me a look I am fairly used to.

“You had to be there,” I say.

“Not really,” Stella says. “Your dad thought he was the Fonz for a bit after his brain surgery.”

“They went through with it? The surgery? No wonder you look like hammered shit,” Charlie asked. “How’d they do it?”

“Dentist’s office,” I say. “I pretty much feel like I want to puke all the time and my head really, really hurts. But the Fonzie thing was cool.” I go to give a thumb-up. Thumb does not respond. “Ah, shit.”

“He’s lucky to be alive, let alone awake and not a drooling idiot,” Stella says.

Elsbeth starts to speak and I try to point at her, but my finger won’t respond either. My left hand sort of flops about. “Don’t say a word, El. Not one word about me always being an idiot.”

“You kill the fun, Long Pork,” Elsbeth says. 

“I am not here for your amusement,” I say.

“How do we get the conditioning off?” Stella asks. “Jace and I know our trigger words. It’s not like we can just say them now.”

“Yeah, that’s the shitty part,” Charlie says. “It’ll be easier for you, Mom. I’ll surprise you with it somehow. But I have no idea how we’ll do it for Dad. If it goes wrong, he’ll end up catatonic.”

“Or dead,” Elsbeth shrugs. “Kramer has that built in. Might be why your brain has gone all circuit short.”

“Short circuit,” Charlie says. “But, yeah, dead is possible.”

“Aaayyy? The Fonz doesn’t want to die or be a hypnotized robot,” I say. “The Fonz thinks this is all way uncool.”

“Dear God,” Stuart sighs.

“I know a fix,” Elsbeth says and picks up the bat by her feet. “Someone says the words to you while I hit you in the back of the head with my bat. Only hurts for a second.”

“What?” Stella exclaims.

“It’s why El needed my help,” Charlie says. “She knew I could say the words right.”

“He’s smart,” Elsbeth smiles. “Like his mama.”

“Fuck you too, El,” I smirk. “And pretty sure that’ll kill me. So, not really an option.”

“Why is my son involved in this, really?” Stella asks. “There are lots of capable, smart, trained people in our group.”

“Kramer hadn’t gotten to me yet,” Charlie said. “So there’s that.”

“And I trust Charlie,” Elsbeth says. “Don’t trust the others.”

“How’d Kramer get to all of us?” I ask.

“He’s a sneaky fuck,” Elsbeth says. “Already told ya that, Long Pork. Pay attention. Stop being brain-surgeried dumb. Ain’t no time for Long Pork to be brain-surgeried dumb.”

“He does it in stages and layers,” Charlie says. “A conversation here, a conversation there. He only needs a few seconds alone with you at a time.”

“Jesus,” Stuart says. “How’d you even find this out?”

“I found it out,” Elsbeth says. “Went to kill him one night because I was done with him being alive and found the notebook. Decided to read it before killing him. Saw my name and something flashed in my head. Like a small movie. I figured it out.”

“The words didn’t affect El anymore because she hurt herself before that Pa guy found her,” Charlie says. 

“Stop,” Stella says. “Just stop. Why?”

“What?” Charlie asks.

“Why did you really need Charlie?” Stella asks Elsbeth. “You could have come to one of us, had us read the words, and then we wouldn’t have been conditioned. We could have formulated a plan and helped everyone else in the convoy out.”

“Didn’t want to help the convoy,” Elsbeth said. “Too many people. Too hard. Most of them are weak anyway. Useless. Needed to fix the ones that aren’t weak. They’re worth more than all the convoy put together.”

“Thanks, El,” Stuart says.

“Elsbeth? What do you mean?” Stella asks. “Who did you help?”

Elsbeth looks at the tied up and unconscious form of Cassie a few feet away. “Who do you think? My sisters. Took Charlie with me and we found them then we fixed them. One by one. The last one is Cassie.”

“We’ve tried to fix her twice, but she keeps getting away,” Charlie says. “She’s the one skinning people. There’s something wrong with her.”

“Ya think?” I say.

“Her crosses are wired,” Elsbeth says.

“Wires are crossed,” Charlie corrects.

“Don’t do that,” Elsbeth glares. “I know what it is.”

“My bad,” Charlie smiles.

“Your bad,” Elsbeth smiles back.

“You little shit,” I say to my son. “You’ve been off having fun little adventures while we worry about how to get from point A to point B? No fair.”

“Where are the sisters?” Stuart asks.

“Close,” Elsbeth says. “Waiting.”

“For what?” Stella asks.

“For the signal,” Elsbeth says. 

“Hold on, hold on,” I say. “Why the hell did Kramer condition all of us and keep us alive? What’s his angle?”

“Not sure,” Charlie says. 

“He needs an army,” Cassie says.

We look over and her eyes are wide open and bright. She’s staring at us and shaking her head.

“Hi,” Elsbeth says. “You still crazy?”

“Yeah,” Cassie says. “Still crazy.”

“At least she’s self-aware,” I say.

“What army?” Stuart asks.

“Kramer needs an army of his own to do two things,” Cassie says. “One is to take the Stronghold. Two is to fight off the Consortium.”

“Take the Stronghold? Why?” I ask. “We’re already heading there. We know it may not be easy, but we’ll talk our way in. You guys have me around. If I’m good for one thing, other than my brilliant tactical skills and engineering expertise, it’s talking my way into things.”

“You usually talk your way into trouble, Jace,” Stuart says. “That’s not the same as talking your way into a community of survivors.”

“Something’s hidden at the Stronghold,” Cassie says. “Something Kramer wants. Camille wants it too. That’s why she sent us after all of you. That’s why she’s coming to kill every last person she finds. Loyalty above all else. Loyalty above all else. Loyalty above all else.”

She starts banging her head on the floor, over and over, while saying the same phrase again and again.

Elsbeth stands up, baseball bat in hand, and walks over to her.

“You are annoying,” she says and raises the bat over her head.

She looks around at us.

“If you’re expecting someone to stop you, I think you misjudged your crowd,” I say and look at the others. “Am I wrong?”

“Nope,” Stella says. “Go for it.”

“Batter up,” Stuart says.

Elsbeth grins and is about to swing away when a loud crash from below echoes through the bookstore. Then the moans begin and all of a sudden we’re forced to remember that Consortiums and Camilles and Kramers aren’t why we’re in the Hell we’re in.

It always comes back to the motherfucking Zs.

***
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THERE IS A SIMPLE TRUTH in the zombie apocalypse: the disabled will die first.

It’s a shitty truth and not very PC, but let’s face it folks, if you can’t get up and run from the Zs that are ready to pick your skull clean of your tasty, tasty brains then you are fucked.

I am currently fucked. Thank God and the Giant Spaghetti Monster in the sky that I have friends and family willing to save my ass.

“They’re already everywhere,” Charlie whispers as we crouch by the railing and watch the Zs swarm inside the store. The front doors have completely collapsed and the undead bastards just keep on coming. “How do we get Dad downstairs? We step foot on the escalators and they’ll hear us and see us.”

A couple of Zs stop and look around, hunting for prey they know is inside.

“Shhh,” Stella says and pulls us all back from the railing.

I’m easy to pull. I’m in a wheelchair.

We move ass to the far corner of the Children’s Books section, well out of undead earshot, and huddle up again. Elsbeth is getting a lot of happiness from dragging Cassie by the feet to each spot we go. My son isn’t getting too much happiness with pushing my wheelchair. I am getting a distinct “leave the cripple’s ass behind” vibe.

“You’re talking out loud again, Dad,” Charlie says.

“Dammit!” I snap.

“Shhhh,” Stella warns. “We are trying to avoid bringing the Zs up to us.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, did my having my skull cracked open and Dr. Jailbait and Dr. Fucknuts McGee slicing and dicing on my brain for no fucking reason inconvenience you?” I growl. “Is it too much to ask for random brain surgery in a dentist’s office to actually work?”

“Yeah,” Stuart says. “It is.”

“You’re lucky to be breathing, Dad,” Charlie says. “You really should have died from that.”

I wave Stumpageddon about. “I should have died from a lot of things in this apocalypse, but I haven’t.” I wave Stumpageddon some more. “Hey, look. I can control Stumpy. Cool.”

“Talking, talking, talking,” Cassie says. “That’s all this guy ever does.”

“Talk, talk, talk is what you meant to say,” I respond. “Either that or you should have ended with ‘that’s all this guy is ever doing’.”

“Jace? Shut up, please,” Stella says. She looks to Elsbeth. “Any thoughts on how to get us out of here?”

“Us? Nope,” Elsbeth says. “Long Pork’s wheels are a problem.”

“But I make up for them with charm,” I say.

“I can help,” Cassie says. “I promise not to kill any of you.”

“Nice try,” Stuart says. “No way we’re untying you.”

“There’s an elevator by the restrooms,” Charlie says. “Maybe we can load up in there and manually lower it. Might be able to sneak out through the back once we get to the first floor.”

“You know how to manually lower an elevator?” I ask. “If you do then I’ll be very, very impressed.”

Seriously. I will. That would be a cool trick.

“Out loud?” I ask.

“What? No,” Stella says.

“Cool. Some thoughts are staying inside. Progress,” I say.

“Carly and I can clear a path,” Cassie says. “Set me free and I’ll get you outside.”

“Then where?” Stella says. “There’re more of them out there. We’re better off fixing the front doors and cleaning up in here.”

“The roof,” Stuart says. “We get up there and we’ll be safe.”

“We’ll be popsicles,” Charlie says.

“We take some books with us and build a fire,” Stuart says then realizes what he’s saying. “And signal to everyone where we are. Including the Consortium if they’ve gotten here already.”

“What about your sisters?” Stella asks. “Not Cassie, but the others? You said they were close?”

“Not the plan,” Elsbeth replies.

“Plans change, El,” Stella snaps. “Can you call them here to help?”

“Do you have like a special killer chick yodel or something?” I ask. “That would be so cool if you did.”

“No yodel,” Elsbeth says. “And no sisters. Not now. Not the plan.”

Several loud crashes echo down below followed by the distinct sounds of feet clomping on metal.

“They figured out that escalators are just stairs,” I say. “Stupid fucking Zs and their need to problem solve. Can’t they just shamble and bump into each other? Why do they have to always take the escalator less traveled by?”

“That makes no sense, Dad,” Charlie says.

“You make no sense,” I respond. “Zinger.”

“Oh, hell, just kill him or leave him!” Cassie says. “He’s the weak link! You all survive if you ditch his ass!”

“We don’t leave Long Pork,” Elsbeth growls, getting right in her face. “Long Pork is family and we don’t leave family.”

“The sisters were your family once and you left us,” Cassie says.

“That was different,” Elsbeth replies. “And I found you now.”

“But you’ll leave me again, won’t you? Leave me to get eaten?” Cassie says.

Then she opens her mouth and lets out the loudest bloodcurdling scream I have ever heard in my life. I really wish my left arm, you know, the intact one, was working so I could clap my hand over my ear. Not that it would do any good since I have two ears.

Man, that was a waste of good thought power.

“Out loud again, Dad,” Charlie says. “And it was a waste of good thought power.”

Elsbeth slams her fist into Cassie’s face and the woman shuts up. She lies there smiling, blood trickling from her split lips that form a shit eating grin. Cat and the canary grin. Cheshire cat grin. Too many cat grins. Do cats grin? I bet there’s a book around here that will tell me.

The Z moans get considerably louder and are joined by the groaning of metal.

Stuart crawls off then comes scurrying back.

“They’re all trying to climb the escalators at once,” Stuart says. “Too much weight. They’ll bring them down.”

“That’s not a bad thing,” I say. “If they bring them down then we’re safe up here until they go away.”

Stuart starts to speak then shakes his head.

“There’s always something that reminds me why we keep you around,” Stuart says. “Stay here and watch her. The rest of you come with me.”

“Where are we going?” Stella asks.

“Gonna call the Zs up to us,” Stuart says. “Some will make it, but most will get jammed on the escalators. With any luck, they’ll collapse and we’ll have time to figure out our next moves.”

“Works for me,” Elsbeth says as she stands and sets the baseball bat in my lap. “Smack her if she tries anything.”

“Uh, I can’t raise my thumb, let alone a baseball bat, El,” I say.

“Don’t be a pussy, Long Pork,” Elsbeth sighs as she pulls her two blades from her pack and gives them a quick whirl. “Too many pussies in the world still. Don’t be one of them.”

Charlie pulls two pistols from his pack and hands one to Stuart and the other to Stella.

“Thanks,” Stuart says. “Any magazines?”

Charlie tosses him two.

“Mom?” Charlie asks.

“Um, yes, please,” Stella says, her eyes watching Charlie closely. “What will you use?”

Elsbeth hands Charlie one of her blades. “He’s been practicing,” she says.

“I thought you were showing him how to shoot?” I say.

“You run out of bullets,” Elsbeth says. “You never run out of blades.”

“And she has been showing me how to shoot,” Charlie says. “I’ll show you later when we —”

“Hush,” Elsbeth says. “You talk too much like your daddy.” She nods at Cassie. “Don’t know what will happen to her. Stay quiet.”

“Right,” Charlie frowns. “My bad.”

“Your bad,” Elsbeth says and starts to walk towards the escalators.

“I guess it’s time to go,” Stuart says and joins her.

Stella gives me a quick kiss and is gone with Charlie right behind.

“Watch her,” Charlie says before they are lost from my sight.

I turn and look down at Cassie. I’m suddenly not so sure about the plan. Yes, she is tied up tight, knots made by Elsbeth and Stuart, both people that know how to make knots, but damn if she isn’t scary as hell.

“I heard all of that,” she smiles.

Fuck.

We just hang, staring at each other as we wait for the start of the shit that is about to go down.

“So...where are you from originally?” I ask. “I know Elsbeth was from Connecticut or something. Are you a Yankee too?”

“Yankee?” Cassie laughs. “Really?”

“I’ve lived in the South a long time,” I say. “North of the Mason-Dixon line and you’re a Yankee.”

“I believe that technically New Englanders are Yankees,” Cassie says.

“Then why are the New York Yankees called the Yankees?” I respond. “Got ya there.”

“True enough,” Cassie nods. She watches me for a second. “Didn’t I tell you where I was from when we first met?”

“What? Back at the Biltmore in Asheville? No, you didn’t really tell me much of anything,” I say. “But, you know, Asheville was under siege and blowing up and shit. We were busy.”

I wait.

And wait.

“Gonna tell me? Or do I have to guess?” I ask.

Then the shit we’ve been waiting for starts. Or the sounds of the shit start. I can’t actually confirm any real shit happens because I can’t see it. It’s all second hand. Or second ear? Is that a thing?

“Watch your left!” Stuart shouts. 

There’s a gunshot and the snarls of Zs get louder. Another gunshot followed by a few grunts and curses. I’m guessing it’s not the Zs doing the cursing. Unless they’ve evolved. Although would cursing constitute evolved? 

I hear Elsbeth yell and then a loud crash followed by several more.

“Good one!” Charlie shouts.

“Nice team,” Cassie says.

“Quiet, you,” I reply. “Trying to listen to my stories.”

“How long do you think you can last, Jace?” Cassie asks.

“Duck!” Stella yells and then there are three consecutive gunshots. “Back! Back!”

“Jace?” Cassie asks, so casual. “How long do you think you will last? Really?”

“Are you hearing what I’m hearing?” I respond. “We are a good team. We’ll last.”

“But you aren’t part of the team, Jace,” Cassie says. “You’re stuck in a wheelchair. Your scalp is bleeding and you’ve lost motor control in your one intact arm.”

“I’ll get better,” I snap.

“Will you?” Cassie laughs. “How very optimistic of you, Jace Stanford. You know they can’t carry you everywhere. Eventually you’ll have to pull your own weight. When that time comes, do you think you’ll be ready?”

“I was born ready,” I say. It’s cheesy, but what else do you say when someone asks if you’re ready?

“But will you die ready?” she asks. “Or will you die because you weren’t ready? If you ask me—”

“Which I didn’t,” I growl.

“If you ask me,” Cassie continues. “There will come a time in the next couple of days where your team, your family, will have to decide whether you live and they die or they live and you die. Do you really want to force that decision on them?”

“I’d like to force a gag in your mouth,” I say.

“Hold the top!” Stuart yells. “Hold it!”

More gunshots, more yelling, more Z moans and snarls and grunts. Something snaps and gives way, but I don’t hear the big crash.

“Hey! You fucking dead pieces of shit!” Charlie yells. “This way! Flesh buffet on the second floor! All you can motherfucking eat!”

Ah, that’s my boy. Barker to the undead.

“Let me go and I’ll make sure you live, Jace,” Cassie says.

I laugh. I laugh hard. Then I hurt. I hurt hard.

“No, I swear,” Cassie responds to my many guffaws. “I’ll make sure you have a sister protecting you at all times.”

“I already have one of those,” I smile. “El’s got my back.”

“Does she?” Cassie chuckles. “Where is she now? She left you with a killer and is off protecting your son, not you. I think she’s already eyeing the next generation of Stanfords because she knows you’re dead weight.”

“She’s saved my ass plenty of times,” I say. “She’s not going to just give up on me now.”

“That’s right, she’s saved your life,” Cassie says. “Your life. Have you saved her life?”

“Yeah,” I reply. “Probably. Maybe.” Have I?

My head hurts.

“I bet it does,” Cassie says, all smirks and shit. “That was out loud, by the way.”

“Yeah, thanks,” I say.

“Okay, you aren’t one to be swayed easily, Jace. I get that,” Cassie says. “I respect that. But can I ask you a question?”

“Can I stop you?”

“In your current condition? No,” Cassie says. “If it came down to saving you or saving one of your kids, maybe both of your kids, what choice would Elsbeth make?”

“Your right! Your right! YOUR RIGHT!” Elsbeth screams.

“Shut up! I got it!” Charlie yells back.

There’s a distinct grinding of metal. This is good. Very good.

“Answer the question, Jace,” Cassie says.

“I can’t stop you from asking the question, but you also can’t force me to answer it,” I say.

“I don’t really need you to answer it,” Cassie says. “I know the answer. She’d save your kids. Not even a question, really.”

“I’d want her to,” I say. “Stella would want her to. That’s basic parenting.”

“But Elsbeth isn’t a parent,” Cassie says.

There’s a rapid succession of gunshots then silence except for a few whacks and the never-ending Z groans.

“You are sitting on borrowed time, Jace,” Cassie says. “Elsbeth knows it and she is already moving on.”

“You keep saying the same thing, but with different words,” I reply. “Still not convinced.”

Stella and Stuart are yelling at the top of their lungs just as the floor starts to shake. My wheelchair stutters across the dusty wood laminate flooring. I move probably two feet, almost falling over, before my ears are filled with the massive shrieking of metal tearing loose from anchors in concrete, steel and wood.

“See! They did it!” I yell, but Cassie can’t hear me. God can’t hear me over the noise. “Fuck you, bitch!”

The entire building shakes as the escalators collapse under dead weight. See what I did there? Dead weight? Gold, baby, gold.

Then the second floor turns into nothing but a dust cloud. A rather nasty-tasting dust cloud. I try to clamp my mouth shut, but the dust gets up my nose and down my throat. A distinct flavor of concrete, some definite mold and mildew, followed by a hint of Z dandruff and decay. Yum.

I can hear people coughing and coming my way, which is good because being blind in a dust cloud with a stone cold killer by you isn’t the best feeling. Sure, she’s tied up, but still.

“Jace? You alright?” Stella calls out. I can just make out her form as she staggers through the dust. “Ow! Fucking shelf.”

“Watch out for those, baby,” I say. “They’ll get ya.”

“We did it,” Charlie grins as soon as he is close enough for me to see him.

His eyes are watering from the dust and his nose is running. Most of him is covered in Z gore, but he has a huge smile on his face so I know he didn’t get bitten or anything.

Stella is right behind him, followed by Stuart and Elsbeth. They all wave their arms to try to clear some of the dust cloud out of the way.

“Jace?” Stella says as they get a couple feet from me. “Where’s Cassie?”

Two words I don’t want to hear. I try to turn my head and look for her, but pain rockets down my spine like a hammer hitting a carny game at the fair. 

“Shit,” Stuart snaps. “One job, Long Pork. One fucking job.”

I also notice something else missing.

“Where’s the bat?” I ask.

Elsbeth starts to whirl around, but it’s too late. The missing bat smacks her square in the face and she goes down hard.

Cassie steps between Stuart and Stella and whirls the bat in her hand.

“Now,” she grins. “Who’s up first?”

Stuart ducks quickly and throws a punch at Cassie’s midsection, but she blocks it by bringing a leg up then smacks his forearm with the bat. There’s a distinctive ring of aluminum on bone and Stuart cries out, cradling his arm as he falls backwards onto his ass.

Stella comes at Cassie, her empty pistol whipping through the air. But that’s all it does. It whips through empty air and Stella almost loses her balance as she whiffs over a ducking Cassie. Cassie pulls a Stuart and punches my wife in the belly. Stella doubles over and catches a second punch to the jaw which sends her down onto Elsbeth.

“This didn’t have to happen,” Cassie says as she grabs Stella by the hair and yanks her head up. “I gave you a chance, Jace. If you’d let me go I would have protected you.”

“You obviously didn’t need my help,” I say. “So how about you let my wife go and we call it even?”

“What and give you something for free? I don’t think so,” Cassie laughs. She chokes a little on the dust. “Damn. That is gross.”

A shadow moves in the dust cloud and I realize Charlie is no longer by me. Cassie lets go of Stella just before the blade whips by. She rolls backwards, slamming an elbow into Stuart’s spine as she moves by, you know, just for shits and giggles, then comes up on her feet, bat in hand, and murder in her eyes. Or that could be Z dust in her eyes. Probably both.

“You really think you can take me, kid?” Cassie asks. “Do you?”

Charlie doesn’t take the bait. He drifts back into the safety of the dust cloud and is lost from sight.

“I know where you are, boy,” Cassie says. “My senses are stronger than yours ever will be. I’m not like normal people.”

“Me neither,” Charlie says as he comes in fast behind her. His blade catches her shirt and she cries out as she jumps out of the way of his backswing.

“Ha! Good one!” Cassie says. “That was impressive!”

I look for my son, but he’s gone again. Stella starts to crawl towards me, but she catches a boot to her chin and is down for the count. I’m pretty sure I heard a crunch. God, I hope her jaw isn’t broken. How will she tell me to shut up when I need to be told to shut up? Also, the eating thing. Broken jaws make the eating thing hard.

“Out loud, Jace,” Cassie says. “Charlie! Just come out!” She waits then looks over at me. “He’s not coming out.”

“Nope. Don’t think he is,” I say. “Maybe call it a night and move on? Pretty sure I saw a Target nearby that you can haunt. Bail now and you might be able to beat the morning rush hour traffic.”

“Shut up, Jace,” Cassie says.

“Not cool,” I reply. “Only my wife gets to tell me to shut up. I made that clear in my involuntary external dialogue that was meant to be internal. Keep up, crazy lady. Life with the Stanfords isn’t that hard to figure out.”

Cassie stalks over to me, her baseball bat looking particularly mean. She lifts it up and starts to swing it, but doesn’t quite make it as her legs go out from under her. Stuart was able to shift his position and trip her up. Which was awfully nice of him. I should get him a gift card. Maybe to Barnes & Noble? You know, since we’re right here. One should always be practical in the apocalypse. And frugal. I bet they’re on sale.

Charlie comes out of nowhere and his blade plunges down at Cassie, but she swipes it aside with her bat then swings back and nails him in the ribs. Ow, that hurts.

Stumbling back, Charlie loses his grip on his blade as he staggers against a set of shelves. Cassie sees her opportunity and scrambles for the blade, but she’s stopped short as Charlie begins flinging copies of Anne of Green Gables at her. There are a lot of copies of Anne of Green Gables on the shelf. Maybe it was a kiddie book club selection right before the dead rose up and started eating mommy and daddy? Who fucking knows?

Who fucking cares?

Cassie catches a book and flings it back at Charlie which in turn clips Charlie in the temple. He sways a bit then goes down on one knee. 

“Fight it, Charlie!” I yell. “Don’t pass out! You can keep fighting!” Says the guy that passes out like every ten seconds and shit.

Cassie is up on her feet and going after Charlie. She grabs him by his coat and lifts him into the air. Now, Cassie is a long-legged woman, but she’s not as tall as my son. The boy has hit his final growth spurt and is taller than me now. Cassie doesn’t seem to give twelve shits about the height difference.

“I asked your dad if there was a choice of saving you or him, which choice would Carly make,” Cassie says. “Too bad she’s not awake to make that choice.”

With one hand she holds my son up, which is pretty freaking crazy, and with the other hand she reaches down her pants and pulls out a snub-nosed pistol. I do not want to know where she was keeping that. Okay, maybe I want to know a little. I mean, come on. If you look at the pistol, think of the size of that and the size of her—

“Shut up!” Cassie roars. “I am going to kill you or your son, Jace! Stop talking and tell me which one it’s going to be!”

“Oh, I get to choose? That’s easy,” I say. “Kill me. Bullet right between my eyes. Or in my heart. Or in my heart and between my eyes. Can you bend your shot like in that movie? What was it called? It was a graphic novel too.”

“Wanted,” Elsbeth says as she stands up and stabs her blade through Cassie’s shoulder. “No, you can’t bend shots, Long Pork. Don’t be stupid.”

Cassie screams and drops Charlie. She whirls around and fires twice, sending Elsbeth diving towards me.

Then she’s gone. Cassie, not Elsbeth. El is leaning up against my legs looking really pissed.

“She took my blade,” Elsbeth says as she gets to her feet. “That sucks ball shit.”

“Ball shit? That’s a new one,” I say. “And I don’t think she meant to take your blade on purpose. It was kind of stuck in her shoulder and shit.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Elsbeth says. “I’ll get a new one.”

She picks Charlie up and dusts him off.

“You alive?” she asks him.

“Yeah,” Charlie mutters. “Wish I didn’t hurt all over.”

“Welcome to my world, son,” I say. “It’s ten times worse when you get older. Enjoy your youthly ability to recover now.”

“Still fucking hurts,” he frowns. “Mom?”

“Mmmmm,” Stella moans.

“She took a hard hit to the jaw,” I say. “May not be able to speak.”

“I can speak,” Stella mutters. “Just doesn’t feel good to do so.”

“Stuart? You good?” I ask.

“No,” Stuart says. “But I’ll get there. Where’d the bitch go?”

“She’s gone,” Elsbeth says.

“How do you know?” Stuart asks.

“I know,” Elsbeth says. “She’s gone. Gotta go lick her wounds. We’ll see her again.”

I almost think I hear anticipation in Elsbeth’s voice. Oh, who am I kidding, I totally hear anticipation in Elsbeth’s voice. She’s liking this. It’s a game to her, catching her sisters.

“What?” Elsbeth asks. “What did you say, Long Pork?”

Shit. Talking out loud again.

“Dad?” Charlie asks, suddenly in my face. He looks scared. Why? The crazy lady is gone. “Dad!”

Huh. Feels like the floor is shaking again. Maybe more of the escalator is coming apart. 

Double huh. Why is my lap wet? What’s that smell? Is that piss? Is that my piss?

Oh, fucking A. The floor isn’t shaking. I am. Motherfucker...
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Chapter Four
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No clue if it’s day or night when I come to, but I can tell we’re still in the Barnes & Noble.

“How did Cassie get me to talk?” I ask.

“Those are your first words?” Stella sighs, her hand stroking my forehead. “You have a seizure and pass out for an hour and the first words you say to me are about some crazy woman?”

“Sorry,” I smile. “Thought loop. My unconscious brain was trying to work it out.”

“I was wondering the same thing,” Stuart says, coming into view. “How did she know your trigger words?”

“Don’t matter now,” Elsbeth says. “We need to get out of here.”

“Charlie? Help me get your father back into the wheelchair,” Stella says. “We need to get him to the stairs.”

“Oh, hey, I fell out of my chair,” I say as they get me up on shaky legs. I also peed myself, but none of us talk about that. “Wait. Stairs? Is it clear below?”

“No,” Stuart says. “It’s getting worse. But that isn’t the problem.”

“It’s not?” I say. “What problem is bigger than that?”

“Zs are climbing,” Elsbeth says as she comes up to us, bloody baseball bat in hand. “They ain’t so good at it, but don’t have to be good, just have to climb.”

“I’m sorry, did you say the Zs are climbing?” I laugh. “Climbing how?”

“Hand over hand, foot over foot,” Stuart says. “They’re grabbing onto the support pillars and going for it. Not good.”

“Okay, stop fucking with me,” I say. “Zs can’t climb. They can barely walk. Up is safe. That’s one of the zombie apocalypse rules. Up is safe. I spent a long time in a pitch dark cave on a rock proving that concept. We’ve all spent time in trees, on roofs, on top of trucks proving that concept. The concept has been proven.”

“Up ain’t safe no more,” Elsbeth says.

I look around and realize they are not shitting me.

“Fuck,” I say.

“Yep,” Stuart nods. “We’re a few steps ahead of you on the realization front. Fuck is 100% right.”

“Climbing?” I mutter. “No fucking way.”

“Accept it,” Charlie says, patting me on the cheek, “and move on.”

They help me into my wheelchair and Charlie pushes me through the debris as we head towards the restrooms and the back stairs. We have to steer past a pile of bookshelves and get a little closer to the second floor railing than I’d like. Being a sitting Jace is no fun when you find out that Zs can climb.

I glance to my side and see daylight filtering in through the collapsed front doors. Along with hundreds of Zs. Hundreds. They are packed shoulder to shoulder as they try to wedge through the store entrance. The whole first floor is nothing but undead. A thousand zombies strong all wandering about and bumping into the last vestiges of bookseller commerce.

It’s a scene I’ve witnessed before. What I haven’t witnessed is how some of the Zs start climbing up over each other, their rotted faces looking right at me, their mouths open and hissing as they try to get just a couple feet closer to my delicious Jaceness.

There is one other aspect I notice. Some of them are moving a lot faster than the others. Pushing through like tweens trying to get the latest Twilight book at a midnight sale. We being the Twilight books in the metaphor.

“Stuart?” I ask.

“I know,” he replies before I even finish. “There are fast ones.”

“Not supposed to be fast ones,” Elsbeth says. “Zombies are slow. They walk slow, they hunt slow, they are slow.”

“Well, some of these Zs are doing their own thing,” I reply. “Some of these Zs are not quite the same.”

A memory pushes through my sliced and diced brain matter.

“I’ve seen them move like that before,” I say. “That night we all had the shits and pukes.”

“Not all of us had the shits and pukes,” Stuart says.

“Yes, some of us had to clean up the shits and pukes,” Stella frowns.

“Regardless of our status, whether we were shitters and pukers or the cleaners of, we lost two RVs that night because Zs were acting like they were on crank,” I continue. “They moved fast and took out those vehicles before anyone knew what was happening.”

“I remember,” Stuart says. “I didn’t quite believe it then.” He looks down at the swarm of Zs and the ones shoving and pushing, hurrying from one vantage point to another. “I do now.”

“Nope,” Elsbeth says and takes the head off a Z that has just climbed up to the railing. The headless corpse tumbles away. “No, you don’t.”

“Here are the stairs,” Stella says as we get past the bathrooms to the stairwell door. She begins to push the door open then stops, her hand going to her nose. “We have bodies.”

Charlie stops pushing me. He and Stuart move to the door with Elsbeth right behind them. They do a silent three count then shove the door open. The stench is ripe and strong. I gag a little and try not to puke. Stella has to turn away and throw up the little food she’s eaten. I’ll need to remind her to eat something later. You can’t go far on an empty stomach in the apocalypse.

“These are fresh,” Stuart says. “Only a week or so old. Help me get them clear of the door.”

Charlie starts dragging the bodies out. The gasses that have built up in the corpses begin to let loose and so does my stomach. Bye bye, dog food.

“Jesus,” Charlie coughs. “These are people, not Zs.”

“Head wounds,” Stuart says as he covers his mouth and examines the bodies. “Bite marks on the arms and legs. They took themselves out before they could turn. Ballsy.”

He riffles through the corpses’ clothes and packs, handing Charlie a couple of hunting knives and three pistols, all revolvers.

“Two cartridges,” Charlie says as he starts breaking open the revolvers’ cylinders. “Three in this one and five in this one.”

“Poor bastards didn’t even get all their shots off,” Stuart says.

“As much as I want to mourn the dead, we need to get upstairs,” Stella says.

“Hold on,” Elsbeth says and rushes past us up the stairs to the door to the roof. “Jammed.”

“Can you get it open?” Stuart asks.

Elsbeth tosses the bat down the stairs and Charlie catches it. Nice. She pulls her remaining blade and kicks the roof door open. It swings out fast and several Zs try to scramble in at her. Too bad for them that is exactly what Elsbeth wanted them to do.

Eight Z heads come tumbling down the stairs to us.

“Clear,” Elsbeth says and keeps going. 

She’s lost from sight, leaving us to stare at the Z heads and the people corpses. Then all eyes turn to me.

“Wheelchair,” I say.

“Come on,” Stuart sighs. “You can get on my back. I’ll carry you up there.”

“It’ll be easier to carry the wheelchair like you did up the escalator,” I reply. “I’ll break your back.”

There’s a crunching sound and Charlie turns quickly, bat raised. 

“Zs coming,” he says and steps away from us.

I twist around and watch him crack open three Z heads then kick the bodies back over the railing. He sprints back to us. 

“A couple dozen are climbing up,” he says. “We need to go now.”

“Cover our backs,” Stuart says then crouches in front of me.

I sigh and lean forward, wrapping my arms around his shoulders and neck. He stands slowly, grunting from my weight, but I don’t snap his spine, so that’s a plus. Slowly, he takes each step at a time. I hear Charlie grunt also as he and Stella get the stairwell door closed. There are some loud slams against the door as Zs ram it from the other side.

“Won’t hold long,” Charlie says.

“Neither will my back,” Stuart grumbles as he makes it the last few steps then lowers me to the landing next to the roof door. “How much do you fucking weigh, Long Pork?”

“Fuck you,” I snap.

“Roof is clear,” Elsbeth says as she peeks in at us. “What are you doing on the ground? Dumb place to be.”

Then she’s gone in her enigmatic Elsbeth way.

“Here,” Stella says as she sets the wheelchair next to me. “Your chariot.”

“Oooh, can we have races later?” I ask. “Go all Ben Hur on the Zs and shit?”

“Yes, Jace, that sounds like a very practical thing to do,” Stella sighs and walks past me.

I think she’s being sarcastic.

“I am,” she says.

Dammit. Out loud.

“Uh, I’ll get him up in the chair,” Charlie says. “I got it. All by myself.”

“Thanks, son,” I grin as he helps me to my feet and into the wheelchair. He wheels me out onto the roof and I instantly have to clamp my jaws shut to keep from chattering.

“Fuck me,” Charlie says. “We aren’t going to last long up here.”

“Probably why those bodies were down there,” Stuart says. “Staying warm before they figured out what they had to do.”

Elsbeth is standing on the ledge of the roof, looking down, framed by the rising sun and a clear blue sky. At least the snow has stopped. Of course, a clear, Colorado winter day is not really much better. Clouds hold the heat in. With them gone, the air is probably ten degrees colder than when it was snowing. My temp guess? Zero. A big, whopping zero degrees Fahrenheit.

And windy as all fuck.

“Where’d the bodies come from?” Charlie asks. “I mean the people before they were bodies. They’re recent.”

“If we’d had more time we could have looked for clues,” Stuart says as he holds his hand out. “Bat me.”

“That’s my bat,” Elsbeth says, turning away from the ledge and stepping back down onto the roof proper. “I like that bat.”

“We need to brace the door handle,” Stuart says as Charlie hands him the bat. “This fits perfectly.”

I can see the conflict on Elsbeth’s face before she shrugs and turns away.

“I’ll find another,” she says. “And more blades. Need more blades. Wonder where I can get more blades?”

“At the blade store?” I suggest.

“No blade stores, Long Pork,” she replies. “Gun store. They have blades. Hunting store, they have blades.”

“Pawn shops,” Charlie suggests. “They have guns and blades. You always see katanas and shit in pawn shops.”

“You used to,” I say. “Before the zombies showed up. Then every samurai wannabe grabbed a fucking ninja sword and got themselves killed.”

“Martial arts studios,” Stuart says. “Or military supply shops. But those will be well past looted by now. We find a kung fu studio and there will be swords and other weapons there.”

“Jesus, why didn’t I ever think of that?” I ask. “Melissa didn’t think of it either back when she was in charge of the Whispering Pines scavengers. There were like six studios on Merrimon Avenue alone, plus another three over on Charlotte Street.”

“Always good to have weapons out in the field if you need them,” Stuart says. “That’s why I didn’t mention it to her.”

The stairwell door shudders and Stuart jumps back, holding up one of the revolvers scavenged off the corpses.

“Not going to hold long,” he says. “Look for more materials to brace it with.”

Charlie and Stella hurry around the roof, hunting for anything they can pry loose to use to brace the door. It takes them less than five minutes to realize there is nothing.

I notice Elsbeth staring off to the East, watching the horizon. The sun is bright as shit, which is sending daggers of pain into my head. Nope, sorry, more like motherfucking broadswords of pain into my head. I’m getting a little nauseous from the bright light and the pain.

“Dot,” Elsbeth says.

“Excuse me?” I ask, closing my eyes.

“Dot coming this way,” Elsbeth says.

“A dot is coming this way?” I ask.

“That’s what I said, Long Pork,” Elsbeth replies, obviously frustrated with me.

“Sorry,” I say. “I really just can’t open my eyes right now.”

I hear the roof door shudder again and the unmistakable sounds of Z hands smacking against the other side.

“There is a dot coming at us in the sky,” Elsbeth says. “It’s getting bigger.” She says all that like I’m a four year old.

“Big dot? Little dot?” I ask.

“Red dot, blue dot,” Charlie says from my side, making me jump a little. “Sorry.” He pats me on the shoulder. “Shit. I see it too.”

“What is it?” Stella asks. Sounds like the whole gang is by me.

“Chopper,” Stuart says from across the roof. Okay, the whole gang minus Stuart is by me. “That can’t be good. Only one group would have a chopper.”

“My mother,” Elsbeth says. “Shit farts.”

“True dat, homegirl,” I say. “Shit farts indeed.”

“Do we hide?” Charlie asks. “Not that there is any place to hide.”

“They’re coming right for us,” Stuart says. “My guess is they have spotters in the city already and we’ve been spotted.”

“Whatcha doing over there, Stuart?” I ask.

“Looking for a way down,” he replies.

“Find one?”

“Do I look like I found one?”

“I have my eyes closed because of the sun and the brain surgery and shit,” I reply.

“Do I sound like I found a way down?” he asks.

“You do not,” I respond. “Question answered.”

“Spot getting bigger,” Elsbeth says.

“Thank you for the play by play, El,” I say.

“I can shoot it down,” Elsbeth says. “Give me a pistol.”

“You’re going to shoot a chopper down with a revolver?” I laugh. “We have two .38s and a .45. No way you can shoot a chopper down with any of those.”

“Don’t need to shoot the chopper,” Elsbeth says and I hear her breaking the cylinder then slapping it back in place. “I just need to shoot the pilot.”

“Gonna be a tough shot,” Stuart says, suddenly right behind me. I do not jump or pee myself a little. Shut up.

“We need to put a bell on you,” I say.

“Not everyone has their eyes closed, Jace,” Stuart replies.

The roof door groans and I hear several loud pops.

“Shit,” Stuart says. “The hinges are giving way.”

“How close does the chopper need to be?” Charlie asks. “Because they probably have snipers in there watching us right now. You lift that pistol too soon and they’ll take us out.”

“He’s right,” Stuart says.

“I’ll wait to the last minute,” Elsbeth says. 

The door groans again and metal begins to tear. I wrench my eyes open and glance at the door. There is a distinct gap between the door and the jamb.

“I think we may need those bullets for something else, y’all,” I say.

“Not enough bullets,” Elsbeth says. “I can take the Zs with my blade.”

“Sure, you can,” I say. “But the rest of us can’t. This roof is wide open, giving the Zs lots of space to surround us. No bottleneck up here.”

“What if they aren’t coming to kill us?” Stella asks. “Camille has said the one thing she wants is her daughter back.”

“She also wants world domination,” I say.

“She never said that,” Stella replies.

“Every bigger than life bad guy wants world domination,” I say. “That’s how it works.”

“They are in range to kill us if they want,” Stuart says.

I shield my eyes and look at the incoming helicopter. It’s a big one. A Huey? Is that what they’re called? No, those were in Vietnam. This thing is a...

“Blackhawk,” Stuart says. “No rockets, which is good. Looks pretty stripped down.” He pauses. “El, don’t shoot.”

“Not going to,” Elsbeth responds. “That’s not my mother.”

“No, it’s not,” Stuart says. 

Then the roof door gives way. Oh, fuckety fuck.

The Zs come at us fast. Really fast. Fast, fast, fast. 

These are the new ones, the strange ones, the ones that don’t act like they are supposed to. They hit the roof and it is on like Donkey Kong.

Man, I miss Donkey Kong. Fuck PlayStation. I want to play some old school ColecoVision and shit.

“Dad! No one cares about your video game nostalgia!” Charlie yells as he braces for the attack.

Elsbeth, not one for bracing, dives right into the swarm that comes at us. She stabs and slices, moving from foot to foot, spinning and pivoting back and forth, cutting off arms and taking Zs out at the legs. The undead fall around her, but there are so many I know she won’t be able to keep up.

Stuart jumps in. He drops three Zs with the rounds left in one of the revolvers then clubs two more in the skulls, sending putrid brains spilling everywhere. Four try to jump him at once, but Charlie shows up with the bat that had been holding the door closed. I am going to say the bat failed. I know, I’m going out on a limb with this statement.

Charlie takes a couple heads off with the bat then impales two together through their rotted bellies with it. They twist and yank the bat from his hands. My son is now weaponless which is not what a father wants to see when a crazed horde of Zs is running at him.

“Down!” Stella yells. 

She fires one of the revolvers and two Zs crumple. Charlie quickly retreats next to her as she fires until the revolver is empty and clicking. She missed twice, but took out two more Zs. That only leaves an ass load to kill.

Never slowing, still spinning like a whirling Dervish, Elsbeth hacks her way through the swarm of Zs until she reaches the two impaled Zs. She takes the Zs’ heads off with her blade in one swipe, sending them to the ground. She kneels, grabs up the fallen baseball bat, and comes up so fast it’s a good thing I didn’t blink or I would have missed everything. 

Armed with two weapons, Elsbeth works her way back through the swarm, shouting and yelling the whole time so the Zs focus on her. She’s crushing skulls and lopping off heads, never slowing, never resting, barely looking like she’s even breaking a sweat. Not that a person could sweat out in this cold.

Everyone is fighting their asses off except me. I’m just sitting here in my wheelchair, useless, pointless, a pitiful- Oh, fuck here comes a Z! What do I do? What do I do?

I grab one wheel and start pushing as hard as I can. Hey...my arm works again! Awesome! Except a one-armed man pushing a wheelchair is not exactly an efficient way to move. It is, however, a very efficient way to turn in a circle. 

I’ve spun myself halfway around before I get my panic under control. Unfortunately, that means my back is to the Z coming at me. Fuck.

I do see the chopper getting closer, though. Like really close. 

I barely register the gunshot before I feel something splatter against my neck and scalp. The Z collapses at my side, half of its head missing. 

While I’m grateful the Z is dead, I also have to wonder if maybe the shot was intended for me and not the zombie. Maybe the guy in the chopper is a shitty shot? 

I spin my chair back again so I’m facing my peeps. Dammit! I hate saying peeps! I blame fucking Barfly, that asshole canny gang leader back in Knoxville, for getting that stuck in my head. Next time Stenkler is rummaging around in my brainpan, I’ll ask if he can remove that word from my vocabulary permanently. That’s how brain surgery works, right?

Elsbeth is fucking crushing it and Charlie isn’t doing so bad himself. Stuart has a hunting knife in his hand and is stabbing the Zs through their skulls at close range. Not the safest of strategies, but highly effective if you don’t get a nasty little love bite from one of the zombies. Those Zs do like their love bites.

The wind picks up and I’m having a hard time staying in my wheelchair. Before I can call out for help, I’ve collapsed on to the roof, dirt and grit flying all about me.

It’s a twister! It’s a twister!

Oh, shit, and a couple more Zs!

***
[image: image]


ROTOR WASH. THAT’S what it’s called. I don’t think I’ve ever felt rotor wash before. Have I? Fuck if I know anymore.

It’s rotor wash, not wind that is whipping about me. I realize this as I lie here on the roof and look up to see the chopper hovering over us. Two men are leaning out, rifles in hands, firing down at the Zs, dropping them quickly. The ones coming for me become headless in seconds and black blood starts to whirl around everywhere as the rotor wash turns the air into a Z fluid rinse cycle.

“Grab the rope!” someone yells down at us through a bullhorn.

How do I know it’s a bullhorn? Puh-lease, this is the apocalypse. Half the assholes that have tried to kill me have used a bullhorn. It must be in the apocalyptic asshole manual or something.

Which means I need to figure out if these assholes are going to try to kill me. Are they even assholes? They have a bullhorn, so that goes in the Yes column, but they also blew the heads off the Zs coming to get me Barbara.

“Come on,” Charlie says as he hooks an arm under me and gets me to my feet.

The roof swims and swirls, not because of the rotor wash, but because of the dental surgery to my brain. I wonder if Stenkler and Dr. FuckerDeShitfarts gave my cerebellum a nice fluoride rinse? I probably should have waited forty-five minutes before thinking. Dammit! Now I’ll have brain plaque!

Wait, that’s not funny. You can actually get plaque on your brain. Or in your brain. Close to the general vicinity of your brain. Brain plaque is bad.

“Dad!” Charles shouts. “Pay attention! Fucking shut up about the brain plaque!”

“I miss it when all I could say was aaayyy!”

“That was out loud!” Charlie replies.

“I know!” I yell back. “I wanted it to be!”

Several lines of black rope drop next to us and Charlie wraps one around my waist then up under my shoulders. I only have the one hand, which isn’t even close to being at full strength, but I think it’s enough to hang on with. 

We both look up at the men with the rifles. One looks close to Charlie’s age, more a teenager than a man, with dark, curly hair and black skin crisscrossed with lots of white scars. A second teenager is right by his side, just as scarred, but he has thick dreadlocks pulled back into a ponytail. The two boys look exactly alike except for their hairstyle choices. 

And speaking of look a likes, the third man could be Stuart’s twin, except he’s not a man, but a woman and she is glaring at us like we totally fucked up her apocalypse. So, by looking like Stuart’s twin, I mean she could be ex-military and I have zero plans on calling her Jimmy unless I want to eat smoothies the rest of my life.

Man, I miss smoothies.

The rope goes taught and I’m pulled off my feet. I squint into the bright sunlight and see a heavy duty winch struggling to pull my ass up into the chopper. Don’t know why it’s struggling, I’m not that heavy.

Then I get parallel with the Scar Boys and Ms. Glare and see why the winch is struggling. It’s old and rusty. So is the rest of the helicopter. This does not bode well.

“Sit your ass down and do not move!” Ms. Glare shouts over the deafening sound of the rotors. “You move, you get tossed out the doors!”

“Not moving!” I yell back as I’m shoved into the center of the Chopper’s hold. 

Is it called a hold? I don’t know. There are three more people with rifles inside the chopper and one of them shoves me into a seat and straps me in while the other two cover me with their rifles. You know, just in case the one-armed man who is obviously bleeding a lot from his scalp tries to hijack this here fine specimen of aerial machinery.

The Scar Boys and Ms. Glare keep their eyes on the roof below as the winch gets back to work. Stella is up next and she scrambles over to me, her hands feeling all over my body for wounds and/or bites. Which I guess are wounds, too. 

“Are you okay?” she asks.

“Right as acid rain,” I smile then nod (ow) at the gentlemen watching us. “Have you met our hosts? They say there will be hor d’oeuvres and cocktails later.”

The men with rifles trained on us frown and look at each other.

“What did he say?” one of the men asks.

“Something about cocktails!” the other replies.

“You got booze, man?” the first yells at me.

“No, I don’t have booze!” I yell back. “Do I look like I fucking have booze? Where the fuck would I have booze? I don’t even have a fucking pack on, dipshit!”

“Jace,” Stella hisses in my ear. “Don’t piss off the people with rifles that are saving us.”

“Whatever,” I grumble. “Booze. Fucking idiot.”

The third person to climb into the chopper is Stuart.

“Where is Charlie?” Stella yells. “You left him down there?”

“He’s coming,” Stuart says. “He’s trying to get Elsbeth to stop fighting. She’s in one of her moods.”

“You call that a mood, dude?” dreadlocked Scar Boy asks. “Shit, man, we could use a few more like her if they all are in that kind of mood.”

I can’t see what she’s doing, but I have a pretty good idea.

Finally, the winch gets working again and Charlie climbs up next to us. He glances at the guys with rifles, but dismisses them instantly. He and Stuart share a look and I raise an eyebrow. They both shake their heads.

There’s a loud whirring noise then a crunch and the hold fills with smoke.

“Winch is shot!” Ms. Glare yells. “Your friend will have to climb up!”

Stuart scrambles to the edge of the chopper and cups his hands. “El! Elsbeth! The winch is broken! You have to climb!”

He watches for a few seconds then looks at Ms. Glare. 

“Drop down and circle close to the north side of the building. Get the skids level with the roof,” he insists.

“You want us to do what?” Ms. Glare shouts. “Are you nuts?”

“I’m not,” Stuart smiles and points down to the roof. “But she is.”

Ms. Glare hesitates, confused by Stuart’s order.

“Do it!” Stella yells.

Ms. Glare snaps her head around and does my nickname for her proud by giving my wife a look of death that would drop a horde of Zs instantly.

“You do not give orders around here, lady!” Ms. Glare shouts. “Not unless you want to learn how to fly!”

“Please, ma’am,” Charlie says in such an innocent voice that I have to wonder if maybe demon possession is now a thing in the apocalypse. “That’s my cousin and she means everything to me. Please help her. Please.”

“Nice try, kid,” Ms. Glare says. “But sweet talk ended the day the dead started walking.”

“Fine. Fuck it,” Charlie says and moves so fast I again have to wonder about the possession thing.

He slams a fist into one of the rifle boys, snags the weapon and hands it back to Stuart. He grabs the rifle from the other guy and points it at third rifle man, the one that strapped me in. Stuart has his rifle aimed at the spot between Ms. Glare’s eyes. The Scar Boys just stare with their mouths open.

Ms. Glare thinks for a second then sets her rifle down slowly and crawls towards the pilot. She barks some orders, barks them again when she’s questioned, then crawls back to us. She casually picks her rifle back up, but leaves it resting across her legs.

“Wouldn’t want it to slide out,” she says. “Waste of a good gun.”

“Understood,” Stuart says.

The chopper banks and heads out away from the building then banks again and lowers closer to the roof, but just off to the side. Now I have a great view of what Elsbeth is busy doing. She’s kicking Z ass. You know, doing her thang.

We wait for a couple of minutes as Elsbeth continues to do her thang and chop and hack Zs into tiny pieces. Not having to worry about my life (I think) means I get to watch the show. And holy shit, what a show.

She spins and slashes, taking as many Zs out at the legs as possible, using the Z piles as cover as she dodges the fast little fuckers. I have no idea how the Zs got so fast, but it really puts a damper on my entire outlook on this fucking apocalypse. One thing we always had going for us was the fact we could outrun the undead bastards if we had to. Now? Not so much.

“EL!” Stuart yells. “Time to go!”

She glances over her shoulder at us and I can see her eyes assessing the situation. A smirk plays at her lips, but she turns back and keeps fighting the Zs. Stuart looks over at Stella and my wife sighs.

“Elsbeth Carly Michelle Thornberg!” Stella shouts. “Get your ass in this helicopter right the fuck now!”

Elsbeth stiffens at the use of her full name. She grabs a Z and snaps it in half with her bare hands then tosses it into a group lunging for her. She turns quickly and sprints across the roof right at us.

“You’ll want to move!” Stuart yells, warning the Scar Boys and Ms. Glare.

They scoot out of the way as Elsbeth reaches the edge of the roof and jumps, diving right into the hold. Charlie and Stella grab her to keep her from sliding out the other side. 

That’s when chaos erupts. You know, because it was so calm and orderly before.

The rifle men jump at Charlie and the Scar Boys try to bring up their rifles at Stuart. A shot goes off then everything is a blur as fists and feet start flying this way and that. I have a hard time keeping track of it all.

Why? Oh, no real reason. Except I caught a fucking bullet in my shoulder! It’s my right shoulder; Stumpageddon’s shoulder. Man, that arm just can’t catch a fucking break. 

Elsbeth has two men in head locks and one of the Scar Boys in a leg lock. By leg lock, I don’t mean she has the boy’s leg locked; I mean her legs are locked around his neck, his face darkening as all the blood is squeezed up into his skull. I sure know how that feels.

“Knock it off!” Ms. Glare yells. “We saved you! We don’t want to fight!”

“Tell it to dipshit and fucknut over there!” Stuart yells, pointing at the men head locked by Elsbeth. “They came at us.”

“After you took their rifles and pointed them at us,” Ms. Glare says. 

“You wouldn’t save our friend,” Stuart says.

“Hey, guys,” I try to interrupt. They ignore me. I just met half these people and already I’m getting ignored. You’d think they’d get to know me before they start ignoring me. “Guys?”

“Count of three?” Ms. Glare asks.

“Count of three,” Stuart says. He looks at Elsbeth. “Got it?”

“I can count,” she snaps. “I ain’t stupid.”

Stuart just sighs and shakes his head.

“One,” Ms. Glare says.

“Two,” Stuart says.

“Three,” they say together.

All rifles are lowered and Elsbeth lets the rifle guys go.

Nobody tries anything and everybody stays cool. I wait a couple minutes and let the mood in the chopper stabilize before I speak up again.

“Um, not to be a whiner, but I could use some help,” I say. “I got shot.”

Everyone looks at me and the bleeding wound in my shoulder. In seconds hands are flying over my body and I have faces close to me, bandages being whipped about, people talking to me and asking me all sorts of questions.

I reply, “It hurts.”

“Through and through,” one of the rifle guys says as he gently pulls me forward so he can look at my back. He shines a penlight into the wound and smiles. “I don’t see any bone. Looks like it’s a flesh wound. Nothing major nicked. We’ll get him stitched up when we get back to—”

“We aren’t going back there,” Ms. Glare says. “We land at the UC Hospital. Get this guy cleaned up and have a long talk with our new friends.”

“UC Hospital?” Stella asks. “Is that close to a children’s hospital?”

“About a block away,” Ms. Glare says. “Why?”

“That’s where the rest of our convoy is at,” Stella says. “We need to find them and talk to them.”

“Your convoy?” short haired Scar Boy asks. “How many you got with you?”

“Enough,” Stuart says.

“Never enough,” Ms. Glare says. “And if they’re at the Anschutz then you don’t have a convoy anymore. That place is locked tight for a reason.” She glances out the chopper’s doors at the Denver streets below and the thousands upon thousands of Zs that fill almost every inch. “Not that it matters considering the shit storm you all brought with you.”

“Not our shit storm,” Stuart says. “We’re just being blown along with it.”

“And our friends will have that place cleared,” Stella insists.

“They should have just gone to the UC Hospital,” Ms. Glare shrugs. “We cleared that months ago. First three floors are gutted with no access to any of the upper floors.”

“Then how do you get in there?” Charlie asks. Everyone looks at him as he realizes we are riding in it. “Oh. Right.”

“We’ll set down and get peg arm fixed up then we’ll see about your friends,” Ms. Glare says. She hesitates then holds out her hand to Stuart. “Amy. Amy Lowden.”

“James,” Stuart says. “James Stuart.”

One of the Scar Boys starts to open his mouth, but Amy holds up a hand. “I don’t think he’s a Jimmy, so don’t say it.”

Stuart smiles at her and she slowly smiles back.

“Goddamn, you two are cute!” I yell.

The smiles go away.
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THREE THINGS WE NOTICE as the chopper comes in for a landing on the helipad on top of the UC Hospital. 

One: there are thousands of Zs milling about the facility grounds. Two: there are even more Zs over at another building a couple blocks away. The building that has a bunch of RVs, Humvees, and various canny vehicles parked in front of it. Three: some of those vehicles are on fire. So is the building they are parked in front of.

Was that only three things? Felt more like five things.

“Dad, be quiet,” Charlie says as the chopper rotors whir down and we can finally all hear each other without shouting at the top of our lungs.

“Greta,” Stella says as she jumps down out of the chopper and hurries over to the railing at the edge of the helipad. I can hear her knuckles crack as she grabs the railing and grips it with all her worried mom strength. She looks back at me as the rifle guys carefully help me out of the chopper. “Jace? Greta is in there!”

The sound of gunshots reaches out ears and I wince.

“We’ll get her,” I say. “Don’t worry.”

She doesn’t bother yelling at me for saying something so stupid as don’t worry. She must really be freaked out. I’d be freaked out, but the bleeding shoulder wound, my bleeding skull, and all my other issues kind of shove the worry right from my mind. Or maybe the rushed brain surgery has shoved the worry away. Not sure. 

“I’ll go find her,” Elsbeth says.

“You stay here,” Amy says. “We all stay here. We get your friend fixed up and then we talk about who goes where and does what.”

“You don’t give me orders,” Elsbeth says. “No one gives me orders.”

“We think it through,” Stuart says. “There are too many Zs for you to go down there.”

“Wasn’t going down,” Elsbeth says and nods at the chopper. “I was going over. There’s a helipad on that roof too. We fly over and pick our people up then bring them back here.”

“Not enough fuel,” the chopper pilot says as he hops out of the cockpit. “We have enough to get where we need to and that’s it.”

“Where’s that?” Stuart asks.

“Buckley,” the pilot says. “The Air Force base is the last place for fuel. We were going to pick up—”

“That’s enough, Nick,” Amy says. She looks around at all of us and frowns. “Listen, I’m sorry for what’s happening to your friends, but we have a mission. This chopper is our lifeline. We have to complete our mission before we even think about saving your people.”

More gunshots and a couple of far off screams.

“Jesus, Amy,” Nick says. “I guess I could pick up some people, go to Buckley and get those drums, then come right back.”

“I have a better idea,” Stuart says. “You drop us off so we can help our friends, go get your fuel like planned, unload it here then pick our asses up.”

“You want to get dropped off into that?” Amy asks, pointing out at the children’s hospital. Several more gunshots accent her point. “Really? Your people are going to be gone by then.”

“You don’t know our people,” Stuart says. 

“Yeah,” Elsbeth says and sticks out her tongue.

“Good one, El,” I say.

Amy shakes her head over and over then the shaking slowly turns into a nod. “Fine. Nick’ll drop you crazy bastards off. If any of you are still alive when he gets back with fuel then we’ll bring you here. After that I make no promises.”

“Deal,” Stuart says.

“If you don’t mind, I’ll hang here,” I say.

“Shut up, Long Pork,” Stuart says.

Our new friends all freeze and stare at me.

“What did you call him?” Amy asks.

“Long Pork,” Stuart says. “It’s a nickname.”

“I gave it to him because I almost ate him up once,” Elsbeth says. “I saved him instead. After he killed Pa.”

“I killed Pa,” Stuart says.

“Oh, right,” Elsbeth nods. “Long Pork just made bad jokes.”

“That’s his secret weapon,” Charlie says.

“You people are seriously fucked,” Amy says. 

“Wait until you get to know us,” I say. “Then you’ll see we aren’t seriously fucked, we’re hilariously fucked.”

No one laughs. Tough crowd.
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A NEW WHEELCHAIR!

One of the rifle guys brings it back when they go below and get some medical supplies to clean up and stitch up my shoulder.

“Any reason we’re not going inside?” I ask. “It’s a little fucking cold up here.”

“Never get boxed in,” Amy says.

“I thought the hospital was clear?” Stella asks, the only one staying back with me as Stuart, Charlie, and Elsbeth go on their rescue mission.

“Nothing is clear in this world,” Amy says. “Never get boxed in.”

“Man, you and Stuart are totally going have to have coffee together,” I smile. “Or hit the shooting range. Whatever first dates are these days.”

“Jace,” Stella warns. “Stop.”

I shrug and regret it instantly. One of the rifle guys shakes his head as he crouches down and cuts open my coat and shirt, pulling the material away from the gunshot wound.

“You guys seem to know more about first aid than weapons,” I say.

“Why do you say that?” the guy working on my shoulder asks as the others stand around and watch.

“We took you fast and you all looked like deer in the headlights, but as soon as I said I got shot you sprang into action without worrying who had the guns,” I reply. “Bit of a giveaway.”

“We were EMTs,” one of the other rifle guys says. “We rode together before the dead showed up.”

“The dead were always here,” I say. “We just weren’t listening.”

Blank stares.

“Ignore him,” Stella says. “He likes to hear himself talk.”

“Aaayyy,” I say and give a thumb-up.

“Don’t move please,” the rifle guy stitching me up says.

“I’m Jace,” I say to him. “Jace Stanford. That’s my wife Stella. My son Charlie was the teenager that got dropped off on the other hospital.”

“Still a dumb move, if you ask me,” Amy says.

“Our daughter is over there,” Stella says. “One of us has to go find her.”

There are more than a few gunshots and we all look towards the children’s hospital.

“Stop moving,” Stitcher guy says. “I’m Joe. The guy behind me is Trent. The other one is Mickey.”

“Hey,” Mickey and Trent say.

“Luke,” the short-haired Scar Boy says.

“Bo,” the dreadlocked Scar Boy says.

“Seriously?” I laugh.

“Leave it,” Bo says.

“Leave it, Jace,” Stella says. “Can’t really talk, can you Long Pork?”

“That brings up something I have to ask,” Amy says. “Who is the woman? The fighter?”

“Elsbeth,” Stella says. “We adopted her.”

“Adopted her? I thought she said she was going to eat your husband?” Amy says.

“Yeah, we adopted her after that,” I say. “Seemed like the sensible thing. We specialize in reforming cannibals. It’s our thing.”

“We don’t,” Amy says. “We put them down fast and leave their bodies for the dead to eat.”

“Head shots, I hope,” I say.

“Why? You think they deserve mercy like that?” Amy sneers. “Because they don’t.”

“I’m sensing a sore spot has been uncovered,” I say. “Ow!”

“You move when you talk,” Joe says. “And when you move I slip. Stop talking, stop moving, be still and be quiet.”

“Good luck with that,” Stella says.

“What is Elsbeth’s story?” Amy asks. “What agency was she with? NSA? Homeland? CIA?”

“CIA?” I laugh. “Ow!”

“Shut. Up,” Joe says as he pulls a suture tight.

“No, she wasn’t CIA,” Stella grins. “She was, well, is, something else. She and her sisters.”

“Whoa! Sisters?” Luke asks. “There’s more of her?”

“Where?” Bo asks, looking around like they are going to jump out at him at any second. “Are they in Denver?”

“We don’t know exactly where they are,” Stella says. “But my guess is they are close.”

“This day is just getting weirder and weirder,” Luke says.

“Done,” Joe says and steps back from me. 

Amy is about to ask me something, but a succession of loud gunshots fills the air and we all look at the children’s hospital. Stella wheels me over to the railing so I have a better view. Not that what I see is all that great. 

People are streaming up onto the roof. They are a few blocks away, so I can’t tell who is who, but I know body language. Most of the survivors, the ones that have been along for the ride, not actively fighting the good fight against the Zs, cram themselves up against the edge of the roof, putting as much distance between themselves and the roof access as possible. 

“Not looking good,” Amy says. 

“Lourdes’s people can hold off the Zs,” Stella says. I can tell she is scanning the roof, hoping to catch sight of our daughter. “They’ll be fine.”

I do a quick head count and I’m not as convinced as she sounds. There are a lot less people than there should be. The gunfire gets louder and I see some of the private contractors backing out of the roof access doors, firing fast and continuously at a stream of Zs that comes at them. People are screaming and I get a sinking feeling in my gut.

A couple of the survivors turn and look over the edge of the roof. They start shouting and pointing. Most of the others turn and look also then begin to back away from the edge of the roof.

“Oh, shit,” Stella says as she looks at me. 

“No way,” I say. “A building? Book shelves and broken escalators are one thing, but a fucking building?”

“What the holy hell?” Bo asks as he jumps over the railing and off the helipad. He lands easily on the level below. Kid has some moves. Good to know. He gets to the edge of our roof and gasps. “Holy shit! You got to see this?”

“Roll me down there,” I say and Stella doesn’t even hesitate.

We all make our way off the helipad and down to the main roof. As we get closer to the edge, I can see what everyone is freaking out about.

Shit. Zs. Trying to climb the side of the children’s hospital. They aren’t doing so well, but damn if they aren’t giving it their all. The sides of the building have a lot of glass and not many hand holds, so the Zs keep falling off, sliding down the side into heaps at the bottom. 

Heaps at the bottom.

Heaps that are growing as more and more Zs climb up over each other.

“How long have they been acting this way?” I ask Amy.

She shakes her head and answers, “I haven’t seen them climb before.”

“But you’ve noticed them getting faster, right?” I ask. “Like the ones on the roof that were after us when you picked us up.”

“Yeah, they’ve been getting faster,” Luke says. 

“A lot faster,” Bo adds. “Especially when it’s clear out.”

Everyone turns and looks at him.

“What?” he asks. “You all haven’t seen that? Sun comes out and some of the dead just start boogying.”

“He’s not lying,” Luke says, backing up his twin. “Clouds move in and they slow down. Slow down at night, too.”

“Unless they’re hunting when they move,” Bo says. “We watched a pack rip through a herd of deer about a quarter mile outside the fence.”

“Fence?” I ask. “What fence?”

Amy glares at them. Which isn’t hard for her to do since she has resting glare face.

“Hey, I’m sort of an expert on fences,” I say. “Just curious what kind you have. Up at the Stronghold. Because that’s where you’re from, right? The Stronghold?”

Amy doesn’t say a thing.

“Listen, Amy, right?” I say.

She nods.

“Listen, we’re heading to the Stronghold. We came all the way from Asheville, North Carolina because we were told that the Stronghold was one of the last safe places. You can be straight with us or be secretive. Doesn’t matter. Eventually we’ll end up at the same place.”

“How do you know about the Stronghold?” Amy asks.

“Word travels fast in the apocalypse,” I say. “And a little psycho birdy told us. It’s been confirmed by a few sources.” I swallow hard. “One of those sources is heading this way too. Which means it’s kind of confession time.”

“Confession time?” Amy asks, looking me square in the face. “What confession?”

“You ever heard of the Consortium?” I say. The look on her face tells me she has. “Yeah. They may be on our tails. They may also be bringing about a thousand armed men and women.”

“Shit,” Joe says. “A thousand? Armed?”

“There might be a couple tanks too,” I say. “That’s possible.”

Everyone looks to Amy. Her jaw is set so tight I swear I can hear her teeth being crushed together, like a time lapse of a mountain range eroding.

“You brought that to us?” she asks finally.

“We didn’t want to,” Stella says. “But they set off a dirty bomb in Asheville and we had nowhere to go. Knoxville wasn’t an option. St. Louis is gone. Kansas City is worse.”

“Smith was right,” Joe says. “He said it was obliterated.”

“Looks like an empty mud puddle,” I say. “But with more scorch marks.”

“Mud puddles have scorch marks?” Mickey asks. He speaks!

“I say things to say things,” I reply. “Get used to it.”

“Jesus,” Amy sighs. “You brought the Consortium to us.”

“They were coming eventually,” Joe says. “We knew that. They sent those men last year to warn us.”

“Hey, don’t despair,” I smile. “We have an ace in the hole.”

“Really? What could you possibly have that is going to defend us against tanks and a thousand armed men and women?” Amy snaps.

There’s a loud shriek. A war cry, if you will. Damn, that woman has timing.

I point over at the children’s hospital. “We have her. Elsbeth. You wanted to know who she is, well get ready to shit yourself.” I give her my best smirk. “Elsbeth is Camille Thornberg’s daughter.”

Amy nearly jumps out of her skin. Then she lunges at me and grabs me by the neck. Stella is on her in a second, but Amy elbows her back. Mickey and Trent hold my wife back as Amy leans in close to my face.

“You brought one of those things here? You brought goddamn tanks and one of those things to us?” Amy shouts. “You fucking people! You stupid fucking people! You’ve killed us all!”

Joe gets between us and manages to pry Amy’s hands away from my throat before she can choke me out.

“Chill,” he says. “That crazy woman is fond of this guy. You kill him and she’ll come after us. Do we want that?”

“The sisters,” Amy says. “Where are they? How many of them are there? Is Kramer with them?”

“What?” I gasp. I am more than surprised by that last question. “How the hell do you know about Kramer?”

“Do you think the places that have survived have done so by accident?” Amy laughs. “Do you think this is all random luck? God, how the fuck did you live this long?”

“Amy,” Luke says. “Come here.”

“Not now, Luke,” Amy snaps.

“No, really,” Bo says. “Really.”

Amy backs away from me then steps next to the twins and looks down over the railing.

“Son of a bitch,” she sighs. 

A few things click into place and I don’t have to even look to know what’s happening.

“How smooth are the columns on the first three floors?” I ask.

Amy looks back at me. “Not smooth enough.”

There’s a loud banging noise coming from the roof access doors. Our roof access doors.

Son of a bitch is fucking right.
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Chapter Five
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Paying attention to what’s happening on the children’s hospital roof is no longer a priority because the party has moved to our roof.

Yay...

I look around at our new friends and decide now is a good time to take stock in the firepower we have available.

Bo and Luke each hold an AR-15, flashlights attached under the barrel, with some nice scopes on top. Really nice scopes. I’ve learned a little about firearms and their accessories over the years, especially after hanging with Special Forces operators and Lourdes’s private military contractors.

I glance around and see that Joe, Mickey, and Trent are similarly outfitted. I also notice that I’m not looking at AR-15s, but M-16s. The difference? The former is for civilian use, the latter is military. These guys hit a military supply depot or something. Makes sense if they are refueling their chopper at Buckley Air Force Base. Does the Air Force keep M-16s around? I don’t know.

Amy’s rifle is an M4 carbine. Collapsible stock. Under the barrel grenade launcher. Another really nice scope. She has the grip wrapped in sticky tape and I can tell she uses a suppressor on the barrel when she needs. The tell-tale scuff marks of screwing it on and off are pretty obvious.

“Take a picture, it lasts longer,” Amy says, catching me studying her weapon.

The banging against the roof access doors gets louder and louder as more Zs start cramming against it. I assume they are Zs. I mean, I can’t see them, but who else would be fighting to get at us up here? Jehovah’s Witnesses? Probably not.

Bo and Luke glance at Amy and she gives them a slight nod. They both frown and then sling their rifles. Moving to the edge of the roof, they start hurrying along the perimeter, scanning the scene below.

“West side,” Bo says.

“Why?” Luke asks.

“Break in the dead right there,” Bo says. “We draw them right then sprint left, cut through that hole then book ass.”

“Booking ass is always part of the plan, bro,” Luke replies.

“Don’t push it,” Amy says. “You get to the first pyre and light it up.”

“Bright day,” Joe says, glancing up at the sky. “If Crumb ain’t looking this way then he could totally miss it. But others may see it and realize things are bad. They’ll take advantage.”

“They always do,” Amy says. “It’s a risk we’ll have to take. With how thick the dead are getting, the others will have to make a decision soon. Join up or die down here.”

“Others?” Stella asks. “Are there people still living down here in Denver?”

“Quite a few,” Amy says. “We tried getting everyone together at one point, but some personalities don’t take to being behind fences.”

“You should get an HOA,” I smirk. “They take care of the riff raff right quick.”

“Not helping,” Stella says.

The metal doors begin to warp and groan.

“We should get back up on the helipad,” Joe says. “Bottleneck them on the ramp.”

Stella turns my wheelchair around and we move as fast as possible to get up the ramp and centered on the helipad. I glance around and notice all the support struts holding the helipad together. Support struts that will make great handholds. Maybe this isn’t such a good idea.

“Hey, guys,” I start to say, but I’m quickly interrupted by the roof access doors being ripped off their hinges and dozens of Zs streaming out onto the roof.

They whip about, looking like a bunch of rabid terriers hunting for their missing squeaker toys. Then they spot the toys. We are the toys.

A quick undead head count tells me we are up against at least forty of the bastards. It doesn’t take them long to hit the ramp and get wedged between the railings. It also doesn’t take long for the ones jammed at the back to get bored and start looking for new ways to get up at us.

“Go!” Amy yells back at Bo and Luke. 

The twins nod and are lost from sight as they climb over the edge of the roof. I get a little queasy just thinking of them climbing down the side of the hospital. Fuck that.

Joe, Mickey, and Trent fall to a knee and aim at the Zs. They each take slow, deliberate shots, not wasting ammunition or time. Each squeeze of the trigger is a headshot, but each squeeze of the trigger happens a lot slower than I’d like. These guys know how to shoot, but they aren’t like Lourdes’s people or like John, Reaper, or Stuart. They are civilians that have gotten good with guns, that’s all.

Not that I can talk much shit. I’m as civilian as they get. Hell, I was better with a spiked baseball bat than I was with a pistol or rifle. At least I was before I lost my arm. Man, I could totally go for some new prosthetic attachments for Stumpageddon. Sucks they got lost along our travels.

The ramp is quickly clogged with dead Zs. But that just gives the ones behind something to crawl over. It almost becomes easier for them. A couple get to the top of the Z pile and actually leap at us, but Amy takes them down fast. She doesn’t have anywhere near the pauses the others have between shots. I’m guessing she has training that the others don’t. Makes sense the way she was talking earlier.

She knows something. She probably knows more than something.

“On our right!” Amy shouts and pivots to blast the heads off three Zs climbing up the helipad’s support struts. She ends them before they can get up over the railing, but they are quickly being replaced by new ones. “Joe!”

“I see them!” Joe shouts.

He gives up on the careful head shots and flicks his M-16 to full auto, spraying the Zs as they scramble up onto the helipad, cutting them off at the legs, turning them into the not so walking dead.

But there are still too many. 

Mickey and Trent start scooting back as the Zs coming up the ramp make some serious progress. They’re dropping them, but the Z horde is just too big and they can’t drop them fast enough. I look past the up close and personal danger and see more Zs coming out of the roof access doors. 

“We’re going to be trapped in a couple minutes!” Joe yells.

“We were already trapped!” Amy yells back. “So shut up and fire!”

Joe shakes his head, but doesn’t stop pulling the trigger except to eject a spent magazine and slap in a fresh one. He pulls back the slide and puts his rifle back to his shoulder. Then hesitates as two Z heads evaporate in front of him. He jerks back and looks over his shoulder.

“We have a shooter!” Joe yells. “Someone get eyes on him!”

Another three Z heads turn to mist and I realize that Stella and I are the eyes that Joe needs since everyone else is busy shooting Zs and keeping us from getting eaten.

“It had to come from that way!” I shout at Stella, pointing at a far off construction crane that sits idle amongst a never completed building about four blocks away. “Only place that has the height!”

“Hold on!” Stella says and leaves me to stare at the far off crane. She comes back with one of the guys’ packs and rummages through it. “Got it!”

She pulls out a pair of binoculars and puts them to her eyes. I’d ask for a look too, but considering my less than stellar mental capacity, I’d probably just see flying unicorns and space pandas.

Space pandas are a thing, so fuck off.

“I see someone up there,” Stella says. “Big rifle.”

“From that distance? It’d have to be,” I reply.

There are shouts behind us and I try to look back, but my head and shoulder protests instantly and I have to close my eyes tight to keep from screaming and passing out. It feels like my world is made of Jell-O. I take a few deep breaths and things begin to stabilize, but I have a serious feeling that they will never get back to normal.

“Another shooter!” Joe shouts as Stella wheels me around. “Back that way!”

Z heads are popping like balloons at a rigged carnie game. Joe, Amy, and the others slow their firing down, conserving ammo as our mystery helpers drop Z after Z. Half the horde is headless in a matter of seconds. Then the shooting stops and the Zs surge.

“Must be reloading,” I say then we hear shouts from the children’s hospital. 

Stella looks through the binoculars again and smiles. 

“The shooters are helping everyone else,” she says. “Clearing out the thick groups so Elsbeth can do her thing.”

“Ooh, let me see,” I say, reaching for the binoculars. Stella bats my hand away even though the binoculars are well out of my reach. “No fair.”

“Tough shit,” Stella says.

“Mickey! Trent! Go right!” Amy orders as she and Joe move left.

Leaving us alone as bait.

“Hey!” I shout. “What the hell?”

“Keep your heads down!” Amy yells at us. “Don’t move and you’ll be fine!”

Just a heads up, if you hear someone say “don’t move and you’ll be fine” in the apocalypse that usually means you are fucked. I’d totally tuck my head between my knees and kiss my ass goodbye, but that would hurt too much and I’d probably pass out anyway.

The Zs come right for Stella and me then get cut in half in the crossfire from Mickey and Trent on one side and Joe and Amy on the other. It’s obvious they’ve used this tactic before because they angle their shots so that stray bullets don’t become not so friendly fire. In a couple of minutes, we’re looking at piles of dead Zs and only a few stragglers trying to get around the mess and at our delicious live flesh.

“Clean up the leftovers while I go see if I can secure the door,” Joe says to Mickey.

“I’ll help,” Amy says then glances at us. “You two alright?”

“Just fine,” I say and give a thumb-up. “Nice teamwork there.”

“Teamwork is the only way we’ve survived.”

“Good to hear,” I say. “It’s reassuring.”

Amy is about to continue following Joe, but turns and walks up to us instead. 

“We’ve saved your asses, but that doesn’t mean you are home free,” she says. “If you’re bringing the Consortium down on our heads, and you have that asshole Kramer with you, then you and your group are way more trouble than we can handle. We’re surviving, not thriving. One hard push and it will tip us into the not surviving category.”

“One good push in the other direction will put you in the thriving category,” Stella replies. “We’re good at the thriving part.”

Amy grins and shakes her head. “Right. Which is why you’re on the run and had to leave your nuked home behind. That’s some good thriving there.”

“You don’t know us,” Stella snaps. “Don’t judge until you do.”

“And you don’t know us,” Amy says, hooking a thumb over her shoulder towards the others. Joe is quickly getting the warped roof access doors put back up. He pulls out a handheld welder from his pack and gets to work while Mickey and Trent put down the last of the Zs one by one with pistols. “See them? We used to never go out without teams of at least a dozen. Don’t have that luxury anymore because we don’t have those numbers anymore.”

“Yeah, survival is a bitch,” I say. “But we just crossed over half the country to get here. We’ve lost a lot of people too, but we’ve also gotten half our people here while dealing with psycho Lizard Jesuses and zombie herds the size of a Bonnaroo crowd.”

“Lizard Jesus?” Amy asks. “What the hell does that mean?”

“Some cult leader guy named Kelvin and his shotgun acolytes,” I say. “We ran into them back in Illinois. No bueno.”

“You ran into Kelvin? Kelvin Holston? And you got away?” Amy asks, looking impressed. “How? No one gets away from the Tomb.”

“Am I the only one that isn’t part of this apocalyptic conspiracy club?” I ask. “How the hell do you know Lizard Jesus?”

Amy frowns and Stella says, “That’s what he’s named Kelvin. My husband is big on the nicknames.”

“Joe? You okay?” Amy calls out.

“Yeah, I got this,” he replies as he continues working on the doors.

Amy crouches next to me.

“Do you think these survivor pockets are random?” Amy asks. “Do you think the cities that have been destroyed just fell on bad luck?”

“No?” I respond. “Yes? You tell me.”

“Nothing is random,” she says. “The reason certain areas have survived is because they have had folks like me, like Kelvin Holston, like Camille Thornberg, keeping things together.”

“And Asheville?” I ask. “We did a good job keeping it together there in Whispering Pines.”

“Bang up job,” Amy says.

“Vance,” Stella says. “Edward Vance.”

Amy laughs then holds out a hand to apologize. “Sorry. Vance was a placeholder. He was prepping the area for Anthony Mondello.”

“That didn’t work out so well,” I say. “I killed them both.”

“Right,” Amy smirks then sees the look on Stella’s face. “You killed Vance and Mondello? You’re that guy?”

“I’m that guy,” I smile then pause. “Wait, what guy? The hero guy? Because if you mean the hero guy then that’s me.”

“Technically the Zs got Mondello,” Stella says. “But that happened because of Jace.”

“I kill by proxy too,” I say.

“Shit,” Amy says, her entire demeanor changing. “You’re that guy. You’re those people. Hmmm.” She’s lost in thought for a few seconds then clears her throat. “What about Kelvin? What happened to him? How’d you get away?”

“Teamwork,” I say. “Kelvin sacrificed himself with some big speech and then let the Zs eat him.”

“Did he quote the Bible?” Amy asks.

“Yep,” I reply. 

“Figures,” Amy says. “How many of his people did you get to come with you?”

“None,” I say. “He’d already killed all his followers and turned them into Zs. They were waiting for us in the pit when we came in through the backdoor.”

“All of them? He killed everyone?” Amy gasps.

“Except for some of his shotgun acolytes, but we won the showdown and then it was all over,” I say.

“It was hardly all over,” Stella says. “It was a lot more complicated than that and we lost a lot of our allies, especially the cannies.”

“Cannies,” Amy sighs. “Not too keen on them.”

“No one is,” I say. “But numbers are numbers and they haven’t taken a bite out of anyone yet.”

“Give them time,” Amy says.

Several bursts of gunfire come from the children’s hospital then it goes quiet. Stella wheels me around so I can see and it looks like they have the Zs under control.

“Shooters?” I ask.

Amy holds her hand out and Stella reluctantly gives her the binoculars. She scans the area then shakes her head. “No sign of the shooters.” She pulls the binoculars away and shouts over her shoulder, “Our helpful guests are MIA. Eyes sharp in case they turn their sights on us.”

“Not much we can do up here,” I say. “We’re kind of sitting ducks. If they wanted to kill us they would have already.”

“Doesn’t mean we don’t stay cautious,” Amy replies. She sighs and gives the binoculars back to Stella.

“Is that the pyre you were talking about?” Stella asks, pointing northwest.

“That is,” Amy says, shielding her eyes from the bright daylight. “Good for those boys. Now we just have to hope Crumb is paying attention. That old bastard spends half his time sleeping on the job instead of watching for the pyres. But he’s the only one that will volunteer to stay down here in the city and keep the pyres maintained and ready.”

“Why pyres?” I ask.

“Easy way to communicate without making a lot of noise,” Amy says. “Noise brings the dead.”

“No shit,” I say. “But why not use radios?”

“They can be overheard,” Amy says. “We’ve made that mistake before.”

“We’ve got a guy that can program them to private channels,” I say. “Maybe he could—”

“Tried that,” Amy says. “There’s no such thing as private anymore.”

“Well, I wouldn’t exactly call a pyre private either,” I say.

“Is he always like this?” Amy snaps, exasperated. 

“He’s always like this,” Stella says. “Jace likes poking holes in plans and theories.”

“But I’m guessing he hates it when people poke holes in his plans and theories,” Amy says, smirking.

“Detests it,” Stella agrees.

“I’m sitting right here, people,” I say. “No need to be jerks.”

***
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IT’S ANOTHER HOUR BEFORE the chopper returns. Amy and Nick have a quiet heart to heart away from us, both continually looking from us to over at the children’s hospital and back to us. Joe, Mickey, and Trent stay off to the side, their rifles slung casually against their sides. A little too casually. Like that’s how they want it to look. Don’t blame them. They should stay cautious. I would.

“You think they’re going to leave us?” Stella asks. “I’m getting a ‘ditch the new people’ vibe.”

“I don’t think they’ll ditch us,” I say. “Not all of us, at least. They’re trying to figure out what to do with us, though. We may not like their decision.”

There’s the distinct sound of helicopter rotors and I painfully look northwest and see a second chopper heading our way. It’s obviously the backup chopper since the thing looks like it’s being held together with spit and chewing gum as it gets close.

“That looks promising,” Stella says. Then it passes by us and is lost from sight. “Or not.”

Amy walks over and her face is not a happy face.

“We’ve talked it over and right now we aren’t comfortable taking you up to Boulder,” Amy says. “Not until we know more about you and about the numbers coming after you. Once we have more information, we’ll make our decision then.”

“What the fuck does that mean?” Stella snaps. “You’re not going to leave us up here, are you?”

“What? No,” Amy says. “You have children over there and these buildings are no longer secure. No, we are going to ferry your people back and forth to Buckley until we have you all dropped off. We’ll be able to refuel our helicopters and return to Boulder. Once everyone has had a vote then we’ll come back and let you know what has been decided.”

“Damn, so I guess you do have an HOA,” I say.

“No, we just have a democratic process that helps keep people pacified by thinking that their voices are being heard,” Amy says.

“And how’s that working for you?” I ask.

“As well as anything else these days,” she replies then focuses on Stella. “We are not leaving you and your people to die, alright? If the vote comes out against bringing you in then we will make sure you get safely over the Rockies and on your way to one of the other large enclaves. The Temple or Circuit City.”

“Are they still there?” Stella asks. “Kramer isn’t so sure they are still there.”

“Kramer isn’t as smart as he thinks he is,” Amy says. “And he won’t be a concern anymore. No matter what is decided, Kramer stays with us. We’ll need him.”

“Why?” I ask.

“Because Camille Thornberg needs him,” Amy says. “And that is good enough.”

“Who are you?” I ask. “What the hell did you do before Z-day?”

“I’m Amy Lowden,” Amy replies. “And I worked in a deep hole. I still do.”

“Oh, well, now that that’s cleared up,” I growl. “Please, exile us to an old army base.”

“Air Force,” Amy corrects.

“Fuck you,” I reply.

“Jace,” Stella warns. “Let’s be nice to the woman that has our lives in her hands.”

“At least she has two hands,” I say and try to wiggle Stumpageddon, but am quickly reminded about the gunshot wound in my shoulder. There might be some tears. Might be. “Ow.”

“He lost his arm when he fought off Mondello and kept the man from killing our son,” Stella says. “The Zs didn’t just take that piece of shit, they took my husband’s arm, as well.”

“I am sorry,” Amy says. “I truly am. Everything you’ve said about yourselves is exactly what we need up in Boulder, but we have to assess the entire situation. This is beyond helping some traveling survivors.”

Then I get it and, oh, the motherfucking irony! 

“Bums,” I sigh. “We’re the bums.”

“What’s that?” Amy asks. “What’s he talking about?”

“Back where we lived in Asheville, our subdivision was walled and gated,” Stella explains. “Anytime survivors would come by, we would turn them back. We called them bums.”

“Now we’re the bums,” I repeat.

“What happened if they didn’t want to leave?” Amy asks. 

“What happens if we don’t want to leave?” I respond.

“Point taken,” she nods. 

She looks up at the sun and shakes her head.

“We better hurry if we’re going to get you all moved in and secured before night,” she says. “You don’t want to be exposed at night.”

“Is night worse than day?” I ask.

“That’s when the crazies come out,” Amy replies. 

“The gangs?” Stella asks.

“The crazies,” Amy says, shaking her head.

“Oh,” Stella and I say at the same time. 

Crazies suck.

***
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IT TAKES A WHILE TO shuttle us all to Buckley Air Force base, but Nick and the other chopper finally get us moved from the hospitals and into a huge aircraft hangar close to the center of the base. 

We got a good look and the fence system seemed to be in place when we flew over. That’ll slow down any Zs that decide to come hunting for a midnight snack. Of course, being an experienced survivor of the zombie apocalypse, I don’t trust any fence system. Not even one I design. Not 100%. Fences are always breached. Always.

The second chopper lifts off and is gone, heading into the setting sun with Amy, leaving Nick behind to tuck us in and sing night night songs.

“We’ve used this hangar a lot,” Nick says. “It’s a good place to get to before we make a push through Denver if we’re on foot. I’ve done more than a few repairs on my bird inside here.”

He points to the open hangar doors. 

“Pull those shut and you’ll see the system of levers and bars,” Nick says. “It’s self-explanatory and designed so that even if it was only kids stuck in here, they’d figure it out and stay safe.”

“Of course kids would figure it out,” I snap. “That’s what kids do. Figure shit out.”

“Cut the crap, Long Pork,” Critter says. “Let the man explain how we’re going to stay alive.”

I roll my eyes, but shut up. Lourdes, Stuart, Melissa, Critter, Stella, and John stand in front of Nick as he uncomfortably starts pointing out the features of the hangar.

“Bathrooms are over there,” he says. “We keep rain barrels on the roof, so the toilets should flush. If not then grab a bucket from those shelves and do it manually. Water barrels are in that corner. Blue are potable, grey are, well, grey. Runoff and the like. Use that. Try not to waste too much, if you can. We’re in Colorado and things can get dry here. If it’s yellow, keep it mellow and all that.”

“Yeah, we’ve been living in the apocalypse too,” I say. “We get the conservation thing.”

“Long Pork, hush,” Critter snaps. “Damn, boy, let the man speak.”

I hurt like a motherfucker and I’m just not in the mood for the camp counselor speech. I’m also really pissed they didn’t even ask one of us to go up into the Stronghold and represent our group. Fuckers. They’re gonna have their little vote and ninety-nine percent of them won’t even have a clue that we are real people. Just anonymous bums put in an old hangar.

Nick keeps talking and I zone out. No point in listening. He’s doing his best to show everyone what the hangar has to offer, but really he looks like a guy that’s been playing with a stray dog in the park all day and now wants to get home to his real pets back at his nice, plush condo.

“Condo?” Nick asks. “I live in an airstream trailer with no A/C.”

Everyone is looking at me. Shit.

“How much of that was out loud?” I ask.

“Was there much before the stray dog in the park bit?” Stuart asks.

“Nope, not really,” I reply.

“Then we heard it all,” Stuart says.

“Sorry,” I say to my people. Not so sorry to Nick. Fuck this guy.

“Still out loud,” Stuart says.

“Dammit!” I yell then wince as daggers made of glass rip through my head.

Nick looks at me like I’m the wild homeless guy outside McDonald’s. I don’t blame him.

“If you have radios, stay off them,” Nick says. “Seriously, folks, stay off them. The last thing you want is for any of the crazies, or others, to zero in on your location. And they will. The dead aren’t the only ones that like to hunt.”

“We can help clear them out for you,” Lourdes says. “Clear out the crazies and the others.  We have worth beyond just adding to your numbers. I doubt you have folks trained like us.”

“Ain’t nobody trained like us,” Elsbeth says, as she saunters up to us. She smacks John on the ass and gives him a huge smile. “You. Me. Later. Yum.”

Then she turns around and walks away.

“Hey! El!” I call out. “Wait up!” I glance at Nick. “We done here?”

“Yeah,” Nick says. “I know Amy told you we’d have the vote first thing in the morning. So expect a chopper to arrive sometime in the afternoon. We’ll bring some food along, no matter what the outcome of the vote. We aren’t cruel people, just cautious.”

“Understood,” Lourdes says. “And thank you for letting us keep our weapons. Not all groups would have done that.”

“What would have happened if we’d tried to take them away?” Nick asks.

“Nothing good,” Lourdes admits.

“Then letting you keep them is better for everyone,” Nick says. He starts to say more then nods, turns, and walks out of the hangar.

“Bye now!” I call out.

“What you want, Long Pork?” Elsbeth asks, grabbing my wheelchair and rolling me towards the back of the hangar.

“I want to talk about the help we got today,” I say. “Those shooters that thinned the Zs out for us.”

We get to the bathroom door and Elsbeth turns us around and pushes the door open with her back as she wheels me in backwards.

“Uh, El? You need to use the bathroom?” I ask.

“Yep,” Elsbeth says and parks me in front of a stall. “We can talk while I go.”

I don’t care. I’m used to it. Jesus, El’s dropped trou and pissed in front of me a hundred times. At least now I’ll have the stall door between us.

“Were those your sisters helping us?” I ask. “They sure did know how to shoot.”

“Lots of people know how to shoot, Long Pork,” Elsbeth replies as her pants hit the ground and I hear her settle in on the commode. “This is America. Ain’t no shortage of shooters. Nope.”

“This is the apocalypse, El,” I reply. “Plenty of shortage of— Jesus! Are you taking a shit?”

“Yep,” she replies. “Feels good to use a toilet. I’m tired of digging holes.”

“Damn, El,” I say as I cover my nose. “Warn a guy next time, will ya?”

The bathroom door opens and Dr. McCormick walks in. She sees me outside the stall, hears Elsbeth doing her business, then turns around and walks back out. I’d go with her, but a one-armed man is useless with a wheelchair as we have established. I ain’t going nowhere.

“Be straight and tell me if those were your sisters, please,” I say. “Stop being all secretive and shit. I need an actual answer.”

She flushes and opens the stall, her pants still around her ankles. At least she pulled up her underpants. She smiles at me, moves past, and tries one of the sinks, but it doesn’t turn on. She sighs heavily as if this is the biggest disappointment in her life.

“You can wash up outside,” I say. “But first, answer my question.”

Elsbeth looks at me for a while then nods.

“Sure,” she says. “They were probably my sisters. I can’t say for sure, though, Long Pork. I was busy killing Zs. All I saw was heads going pop, pop, pop.”

“You said back at the bookstore that your sisters were waiting for the signal,” I say. “What signal? Why wait? Why not join us now?”

“Long Pork, you sure are dumb,” Elsbeth says. “What happens if they join us?”

“Uh, we add some bad asses to our numbers?” I reply.

“Nope,” she says and shakes her head. “They get stuck. You and Stella. Critter and Lourdes. Stuart. Even John. Everyone will want them to do as they’re told. Everyone will want them to fall in line like nice little soldiers. We ain’t soldiers, Long Pork. We is people.”

“Stop with the we is and we ain’ts,” I say. “I know you only do that for effect.”

“Maybe,” Elsbeth shrugs. “Maybe nots.”

“Funny,” I sigh. “So your sisters are just going to stay out there on their own? For how long? Do they ever plan on joining us?”

“I don’t think so,” Elsbeth says. “We’ve decided that outside is better for everyone. Too dangerous.”

“Too dangerous? For us or for them?” I ask. “Never mind, you’ve pretty much answered that already. But, apparently, not too dangerous for you to use my boy as bait.”

Elsbeth waves me off and walks by. “Let that go, Long Pork,” she says as she gets to the door. “Charlie did good. Be proud.”

She opens the door and walks out.

“Hey!” I yell. “Where are you going?”

She ducks back in and grins at me then waves her hands about.

“Poopy hands,” she says. “Gonna go wash then come get you. Unless you want me to grab your wheelchair with poopy hands?”

“Nope, I’m good,” I say. “Go get clean, but don’t forget about me.”

She smirks and is gone. After a minute, Dr. McCormick comes back in.

“Why are you still here?” she asks.

“Elsbeth had poopy hands,” I say. “She’s going to wash up.”

She grabs my wheelchair and rolls me outside the bathroom.

“Thanks,” I say as the door shuts.

I look around and everyone is getting out sleeping bags and other gear they find stacked against the walls. Elsbeth is nowhere to be seen. 

Dammit, she totally forgot about me.

***
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“DADDY? YOU AWAKE?” Greta whispers.

“Yep,” I reply. “Can’t really sleep this way.”

I’m propped up with a sleeping bag over me with my back against a stack of crates. Stenkler still insists I have to sleep sitting up. I’m sure Kramer would have agreed, but he never made it to the hangar. Amy made sure he stayed in the chopper and went back to the Stronghold with her.

“What do you need, sweetheart?” I ask.

I glance around and it doesn’t look like our talking is disturbing anyone. We are hardly the only ones still awake. Candles burn here and there, along with some hand crank flashlights that are getting dimmer as the night goes on and people get tired of cranking. There are small pockets of our people having hushed conversations while others are bundled up to their ears in sleeping bags, trying to get some sleep and stay warm at the same time.

The hangar isn’t heated, which makes sense since it would take a shit ton of energy, or firewood, to heat such a huge space.

“What happens if they don’t let us stay?” Greta asks. “Do we take the convoy and keep going?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “I honestly don’t. There are a lot of factors to think about. Number one being getting up over the Rockies in winter time. I have a feeling the passes haven’t exactly been kept clear by the DOT.”

“We could go south,” Charlie suggests, joining the conversation. He’s in a mummy bag and all I can see are his mouth and nose. “Go down through New Mexico into Texas then across to the West Coast.”

“Then what?” Greta asks.

“Kids, don’t worry about it,” Stella says, her voice sleepy. “Just close your eyes and get some rest. We’ll deal with it in the morning.”

“I can’t rest,” Greta says. “I have to know what’s going to happen.”

“Me too,” Charlie says. “At least we have the sisters watching our backs.”

“Hey, about the sisters,” I start.

“Nope,” Charlie says. “El said she’d cut my nuts off if I talk to you about them. She looked really serious when she said it and I really like my nuts where they are.”

“She’d never cut your nuts off,” I reply. “And I’m not sure I like her threatening to cut someone’s nuts off.”

“She threatens to cut yours off all the time,” Greta says.

“But that’s me,” I say. “I’m not cool with her saying it to your brother.”

“I know she won’t cut my nuts off,” Charlie says. “But I’m not going to break my word and tell you what I know. You’ll just fuck it all up anyway.”

“Excuse me?” I ask. Stella chuckles. “What’s so funny?”

“He’s right,” Stella says. “If El has a reason for you not to know about something then you should respect that. Odds are you will fuck it all up.”

“I am highly offended by the lack of support from my family right now,” I say. “Highly offended. So offended that I might just move someplace else and sleep all alone.”

There are a couple of hushes from those close by that are trying to sleep.

“I don’t think there’s anywhere to go, Dad,” Charlie whispers. “And good luck getting there if you do go.”

“Fuckers,” I mumble.

I wait, but my family doesn’t say anything else and soon all of them are asleep, their breathing nice and even. It says a lot that we are all at a place in our lives during this zombie apocalypse that my family can drift off and sleep while we are basically captives in a strange place. 

Sure, we could open the hangar and all leave, so we aren’t really captives. But our vehicles are back in Denver, along with most of our gear. We wouldn’t last very long out there without some serious supplies. Not in this environment and not during the winter. Nope, we’re rats in a cage with the door open and a bunch of cats sitting outside waiting for us to make our move.

Rats in a cage... Hmmm... There’s something there. It stirs an idea—

“Shut up,” someone moans and a few voices echo the sentiment.

“Sorry,” I whisper loudly. “My bad.”

***
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THERE ARE ONLY THE core handful standing outside the hangar when the chopper lands. Mainly because we know the chopper will draw attention to us and even though the hangar is well away from the fence line, we don’t want to risk a bunch of Zs catching site of a crowd of people and suddenly thinking it’s buffet time.

Also, it’s chilly as fuck out and the wind is cutting hard. Our people ain’t dumb. They know when to stay out of the cold.

We can all tell how the vote went as soon as Amy hops down out of the chopper. Her face is set and her mouth is a hard line. She’s wearing aviator glasses, so it’s impossible to see her eyes, but I’m sure I can guess what look she’s giving us.

Pity.

“Let’s get inside out of this shit,” Amy says as she reaches us. “We need to talk.”

“Just lay it on us straight, lady,” Critter says. “We in or we out?”

“Inside,” Amy says as the chopper powers down behind her. 

It’s not Nick flying today. They sent the B team pilot. 

Yeah, I am pretty sure we’re out.

Critter grumbles some more, but Stella nods to the hangar and starts walking. Amy is right on her heels. Stuart pushes me, with Melissa, Lourdes, John, and Buzz close behind. We get inside and the hushed conversations going on end instantly. All eyes are on us and I can see Amy squirm. I have a feeling she wishes she’d brought some backup in case things get nasty.

Stella is obviously thinking the exact same thing as she says, “Just be honest and I’ll make sure no one blames you and gets out of hand.”

“I appreciate that,” Amy says. “I took a huge risk even coming back here to talk to you in person. But my vote was for you to stay, so I wouldn’t be able to look myself in the mirror if I chickened out and dropped a note as we did a fly by.”

“What kind of note?” I ask. “Because if it was written on a bowling ball then that would have been cool.”

“It would shatter on impact, Dad,” Charlie says. “Bowling balls aren’t indestructible.”

“Leave it,” Stella says as I get geared up for a pointless debate. “Amy? Tell us what you need to so we can get on with things and start planning.”

“First, let me say that it was close,” Amy begins, all attention locked onto her. “It was almost an even split down the middle. But, there were enough nays that we didn’t bother with holding a second discussion like we sometimes do on close calls.”

She takes off her sunglasses and I can see she is genuinely upset that the vote didn’t go in our favor.

“I’m going to lay out the reasons why so you know what happened then I’m going to list your options as we see them,” she says. “I’m hoping you listen to my advice since I know this area and I know what you can and can’t do.”

“Sounds fair,” Stella says. There are some grumbles, but as soon as she holds up a hand the grumbles quiet down. “Why were we rejected?”

Amy’s eyes go to Mr. Flips immediately and he nods. We all nod.

“You just can’t fight prejudice,” Mr. Flips says, doffing his hat towards Amy. He dons it quickly and doesn’t say anything after that, respectfully taking a few steps back and waiting for her to finish.

“It’s not just the cannibals,” she says. “There are several other reasons. I don’t have time to go into things, but you have to know how sorry I am we can’t accommodate your people.”

“We’ll need Kramer back,” Lourdes says.

There are a couple groans. Okay, there is one loud, long groan. It comes from me.

“He’s an asset we cannot give up,” Lourdes responds to my epic groan. “He has medical and scientific skills that are essential to our survival.”

“Yes, exactly,” Amy frowns. “Which is why we can’t return him.”

We hear it before we see it. Everyone but me turns around as their second chopper comes flying over in front of the hangar, doors open, men inside with rifles trained on us. Ah, so that’s why Nick isn’t flying Amy’s chopper. He’s flying the assault one that has us in its sights. Fish in a barrel. 

“What the fuck?” I yell, since I can’t really turn myself around. “You’re going to kill us?”

“No,” Amy shouts over the sound of the second chopper. “Not if you give us Carly Thornberg. Kramer was a bargaining chip we thought we could use with the Consortium. After speaking with him, we believe Ms. Thornberg is a better bargaining chip. You brought Camille and her forces down on us, you need to make this right!”

I start laughing. Amy’s frown deepens. 

“Really?” I chuckle, holding my hand across my chest and against my shoulder. My laughing hurts, but fuck if it isn’t worth it. “Do you honestly think Elsbeth is going to go with you?”

“I think she cares for you all and will do what she needs to do to keep you alive,” Amy replies. “If she doesn’t come with us willingly then we shoot all of you and blow up the hangar with your people inside.”

“You have it rigged to blow?” I ask.

“No, we have an RPG aimed at it,” Amy says and nods at the hovering chopper. 

“You realize you’re leaving us here with all of your whirlybird fuel, right?” I grin. “You won’t be able to fly those choppers anymore if we stay here.”

“You’ll need to move on to find food,” Amy says. “And you can’t touch our fuel.”

“Oh, really?” I smirk. “Why can’t we?”

“It’s rigged to blow,” John says, kneeling down close to me so I can hear him. “At least two redundancies that I don’t know how to bypass. It was the first thing I checked when they set us down here. Best to know what you have as leverage.”

“Fuck,” I grumble. 

“What will it be?” Amy shouts, her eyes moving to Stuart then Lourdes, Critter, finally settling on Stella. “We can keep this civil or we can fight it out. You won’t survive the fight.”

“Fuck you!” I shout. “Elsbeth stays here!”

“It’s okay, Long Pork,” Elsbeth says as she pats my shoulder. My wounded shoulder. Ow. “I’ll go with them.”

“El? They’ll just trade you to your mother!” I argue.

“Maybe,” she shrugs. “Maybe not. Lot of time and space between then and now. We’ll see what happens. Maybe there’ll be a signal or something that points in the right direction?”

“A signal? What the hell are you talking about?” I reply. “Have you lost your mind? Are you going all superstitious now?”

She just shrugs again and disarms, laying all of her weapons, which there are a lot of, on my lap. Then she walks over to Amy, gives her one of those huge Elsbeth smiles, walks out of the hangar, and climbs up into Amy’s chopper. The B team pilot looks a little freaked out by how easily she gave up, but he starts the chopper up immediately and yells at Amy to hurry.

Amy gives us a weak smile. “I am sorry for this,” she says. “It wasn’t my original plan, but it’s the only way to keep the Consortium from ripping through here and tearing apart what we’ve tried to build.”

She walks backwards out of the hangar to the chopper, her eyes scanning our group, waiting for retaliation. When it doesn’t happen, she climbs into the chopper and it lifts off almost before her feet are off the ground. We all watch it bank and fly away, the second one right behind it. The helicopters are two imperceptible dots in the sky before any of us speak.

“We’re gettin’ her back, right?” Critter asks. “Ain’t no way I’m lettin’ that girl get taken hostage by some snooty Colorado assholes.”

Stella wheels me around so I can see everyone and they all look down at me.

“Looks like we need a plan,” I say. “Any suggestions?”

“No vehicles, barely any weapons, almost no food,” Lourdes says. “We have shelter and water here. There might be supplies on the base we can use. I say we take a day or two to search this entire facility from top to bottom before we formulate a plan.”

“We may not have a day or two,” Stuart says. “The Consortium is on its way and we are right in its path. They’ll stop here and set up a command base. Best place to use before pushing through Denver. We can’t stay.”

“Then how do we get out of here?” Mr. Flips asks. “No offense, but you people don’t exactly know how to blend in and be stealth. If it was just me and mine, we could slip through Denver and get up to Boulder without a problem.”

“Then do that,” I say. “You and yours slip through and wait for us. Do some recon so we know what we are up against when we get there.”

“But how are we getting there?” Lourdes asks. “There are a hundred thousand Zs between us and Boulder. We can’t walk through them and we don’t have the ammo, or the numbers, to fight through them.”

I take a deep breath and close my eyes. I’m stalling, really. I have no idea what we’re going to do, but I want to look like I’m thinking hard and trying to work it out.

“That was all out loud, Jace,” Stella sighs.

“Son of a bitch,” I mutter as I open my eyes. I remember something from last night. Rat cages. “Take me outside.”

“What?” Stella asks.

“Roll me outside,” I say. “I thought I saw something yesterday.”

Stella doesn’t argue. She rolls me out of the hangar and I glance around the base while everyone joins us. 

Then I see a stack of rolled up chain link fencing.

“We’re safe on this base right now because there are a couple layers of chain link between us and whatever Zs have decided to come sniffing around, right?” I ask.

“Pretty much,” Stuart replies. “There are bound to be weak spots and if enough hit the fence, they’ll get through.”

“What are you thinking?” Stella asks.

“I’m thinking of instead of hiding behind this fence and getting stuck here, we build our own fence and take it with us,” I smile.

No one else smiles. I am the only one smiling. Jace, the solo smiler.

“Sometimes your capacity for stupid is too much to take, Long Pork,” Critter says as he walks off cackling. “Man, they done broke the mold with you!”

“Anyone actually want to hear my plan?” I ask.

There are a few sighs, but eventually everyone nods.

“Critter’s gonna regret missing out on this,” I say.

“I doubt that,” Stuart responds. “Go ahead and lay it on us, Jace.”
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Chapter Six
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My brain is a little fuzzy, if you hadn’t guessed yet, so it takes me a few starts and stops to get everything out and into words that can be understood. By the time I’m done talking, it looks like we have a plan. It also feels like ground glass is thrashing around in my skull.

“You need to rest,” Stella says. “We’ll find Dr. Stenkler and have him check you out then you get to lie down and sleep. Lourdes and Stuart can handle getting the supplies together and the building started.”

“I’ll find Buzz and my brothers,” Melissa says. “Those boys know how to handle fencing and they can rig most anything with wheels. If you can’t fence it or put wheels on it then it’s useless on a farm.”

“Cool. Thanks,” I say. I’d give her a friendly nod, but that is almost more than I can handle. 

Fuck guerilla brain surgery in the apocalypse, yo. Fuck that shit.

They get me back to my sitting bed and I’m out in seconds. It’s fucking funny I couldn’t really sleep through the night, but during the day? Nappy nap time for Jacey.

When I wake up, it’s dark outside. I can tell because the hangar doors are wide open. With people running through them. Lots of people. All running out into the cold, winter night.

“What’s going on?” I ask. There’s no one around to hear me. They’re all running away from me. Well, not away from me specifically, but in the opposite direction from me. “Hey!”

“Daddy?” Greta asks as she comes out of the bathroom and sees me shaking my fist at the dipshits that are busy ignoring me. “You alright?”

“Where the fuck is everyone going?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” she says, looking around. “I was in the bathroom.”

“Maybe we should find out?” I suggest.

“Ya think?” she replies. “HEY!”

Three cannies skid to a halt as they hurry by.

“What the hell is up?” Greta asks.

“Lights at the base gates,” one of the cannies says. “Looks like a few vehicles just pulled up. Your guy Stuart is calling everyone to get armed and ready. Could be those Atlanta fuckers.”

“Thanks,” Greta says and nods at the guy. 

He’s relieved to get running again. Most of the cannies don’t like being around us Stanfords. They’re afraid they’ll do or say the wrong thing and Elsbeth will gut them. Not a bad fear for them to have, really.

“Get me up into my chair,” I say.

“You aren’t going anywhere,” Greta responds. “Jimmy says you have to stay put and rest.”

“Jimmy?” I glare. “He’s Jimmy now?”

“That is his name,” Greta says.

“I have a couple other names he could use,” I say and point to my wheelchair. “Up. In. Chair. Now.”

Greta folds her arms across her chest, cocks out her hip, and smirks down at me.

“Please?” I say. “Pretty please?”

“No,” Greta replies. “If you keep moving around, you will die. Jimmy can’t believe you haven’t died already.”

“No one can believe I haven’t died already,” I reply. “Statistically speaking, I should never have made it out of Whispering Pines. Vance should have wiped my ass out. But he didn’t. Neither did Mondello or Foster or any of those sorority psychos or cannies or Barfly or Lizard Jesus or—”

“I get it, Daddy,” Greta says. “You are hard to kill.”

“No, sweetie, I’m God,” I say. “I’ve been meaning to tell you for a while now.”

“You are so fucking weird,” she sighs.

“Weird on wheels?” I ask.

“No,” she says.

“Long Pork!” Critter calls from the hangar doors. “Get your lazy ass up and get the hell out here! You think we’re gonna do all the talkin’? No way! This is your mess, you clean it up!”

“My mess?” I ask and look at Greta. “My mess? What mess?”

“Don’t ask me,” Greta shrugs. “It’s your mess.”

“Get Daddy into his chair of wheels,” I say. “I have been summoned.”

Greta sighs again. Oh, the teenage girl sighs. A language all their own.

She helps me struggle into my wheelchair. I’m pretty much a weak little baby. The sleep was good, but it left my muscles useless. I’m all flippy floppy, noodle limp. 

I get settled in the wheelchair and Greta hustles me out into the night air. Cold as fuck, but kind of refreshing. The hangar wasn’t exactly a cozy bundle of blankets, but it felt stuffy. I know, that doesn’t make sense, but when do half the things I say?

“Good, you’re here,” Stella says as she hurries up to me and Greta. “Apparently, our son had a mission given to him by Elsbeth. Of course, the little shit didn’t tell us anything about it.”

“Little shit?” I ask. “Uh-oh. This is bad.”

“It’s not bad now,” Melissa says, joining us. She looks at Stella. “Stop being mad at him for stepping up and doing his part. He’s not that little boy shooting hoops in front of your house anymore.”

“He needs to stop hiding things from us,” Stella says. “It’s going to give me a heart attack one of these days.”

“I’d say there are a million other things you’ll die from first,” I respond. Yeah, that gets a nice glare.

Greta keeps wheeling me along. I ask a few more questions, but Stella and Melissa just keep telling me, “You’ll see.”

It’s a few minutes before we’re close enough for me to see the vehicles that have shown up. I know those vehicles. They aren’t from the Consortium. No, sir, not at all.

They’re ours.

“What the fuck?” I ask. “Did Charlie go get the RVs? And the Humvees? I know he’s a good driver, but he’s not a transdimensional driver, able to split himself into a dozen different Charlies. No way he could have gotten all of those here on his own.”

“I didn’t,” Charlie says as he comes jogging up to us. “I didn’t even get to drive one of them.”

“Then who did?” I ask. 

The lights from the vehicles are pointed right at us and I quickly see six silhouettes walking my way. Six female silhouettes. Very confident silhouettes.

“Oh,” I say. “That’s some good help.”

Elsbeth’s sisters walk up and give me wide smiles.

“Hey there, Long Pork,” Antoinette says, her long blond curls wrapped up and tucked inside a hat. “Heard you folks could use a hand or two.”

“Hey!” I yell. “That’s my fucking hat!”

It is. It’s my Stetson I lost when we crashed back in Illinois.

“Where’d you get my hat?” I ask.

“Found it,” Antoinette smirks. “I guess you dropped it. You don’t mind if I keep it, do you? Looks better on me.”

It does. She’s totally right there. I mumble something about how she can keep it. She smiles at me and gives the brim a flick.

I do a quick headcount. Antoinette plus Brittany and Lacy. Marcie, Steph and Belinda.

“Where’s Audrey?” I ask. “She okay?”

“She’s coming,” Lacy says. “She’s bringing the last vehicle.”

“Last vehicle?” I ask. “I see all the RVs and Humvees. The canny trucks are great, but we don’t really need one of those. Everyone will fit in the RVs.”

“Oh, she’s getting a truck,” Antoinette says. “Should be here any second.”

“Oh...okay,” I say. “So, uh, how’s it going?”

“Been going great,” Antoinette replies. She taps her head and gives me a wink. “Especially since El helped us get things clear up top.”

“El? Don’t you mean Carly?” I ask.

“Not her name anymore,” Belinda says. “Her name is Elsbeth. Carly is long gone. No need to bring up the dead.”

“Huh. Cool,” I say. “Glad to know y’all are embracing the El we know.”

There’s a loud honking, the sound of a semi horn, out past the vehicles, and people start rushing forward.

“We should go help,” Antoinette says, her happy-go-lucky face replaced by one serious, down to business look. “The truck will have brought the Zs to the gates.”

“Always Zs at the gates,” Marcie sighs. Then she looks right at Charlie. “Hey, Chuck. Good to see ya.”

“Uh, hey. Yeah, you too,” Charlie replies.

Marcie gives him a wink and hurries off with her sisters.

“Chuck?” Stella and I ask at the same time.

“It’s what they call me,” Charlie says.

“They? All of them call you Chuck?” I ask.

“Well, mostly Marcie does,” Charlie grins.

“We’ll talk later,” Stella says as she pushes me up closer to the vehicles and the front of the base.

We hear the front gates being opened then people start shouting and yelling. The distinct sounds of whacks and thwacks of blunt objects hitting Z skulls reaches us before we’re even a few feet along. No gunshots. That’s good. That sound will bring more Zs. The dark lets us fight semi-hidden, but gunshots are a direct call for the undead to come party. 

A semi-truck comes rolling into the base and parks right next to the RVs. There’s a huge tanker attached to the rear of the truck and I can see the logo of a long gone gasoline company on the side. The driver’s side door opens and Audrey comes jumping out.

“Hey, Long Pork,” she calls out as she waves to me. “What do you think? Took me a while to find one that held diesel. Didn’t want to mix the fuel.”

“Diesel? For what?” I ask.

She’s about to run off and join her sisters, but she stops and cocks her head.

“What do you mean for what?” she asks. “For the war. We’re gonna need fuel for the fight. The RVs and Humvees will be empty by the time we get them up the mountain to the Stronghold. Then what? We just ditch them? That’d be stupid.”

“Right, yeah, of course, it would,” I say, not following at all. “Wouldn’t want to be stupid.”

Audrey smirks and shakes her head. “Netty will explain once we clear the gates. See ya in a sec!”

She trots off and is lost in the throng of shadows and silhouettes that are rushing around kicking some Z ass. 

“Netty?” I ask Charlie.

“Antoinette,” Charlie says.

“Right,” I say.

The thwacks and whacks get fewer and farther between. Soon the sounds die out completely and all we hear are the pants of exhausted people. Stuart comes walking up to us, a collapsible baton in his hand and Z blood and brains splattered all over his clothes.

“We may not need your plan after all, Jace,” he says.

“Looks like it,” I say.

“What plan?” Antoinette asks as she comes jogging up. I look past her and around for her sisters. “They’re helping clean up the corpses. Gotta do our part if we’re going to join up officially.”

Stuart gives me a look and I give it right back. 

“What?” Antoinette asks. “You guys didn’t know we were joining? Has El said anything to you?”

“Oh, you know El,” I say. “She keeps things close to her vest.”

“Oh, well,” Antoinette replies. “You know now. We’re here to stay. No more watching you from the shadows.”

“Or shooting Zs from cranes?” I respond.

“That too,” Antoinette says. “That was Steph and Marcie. They are the best shots. Been working with Charlie.”

“You mean Chuck?” Stella asks.

“What? Oh, that’s what Marcie calls him. We do too, but mostly Marcie,” Antoinette says. Then she sees the look on Stella’s face. “Yeah. I’ll let you guys work that one out. Not my place. No way I’m getting in the middle of that.” She claps her hands together. “So? El got off safe? Flew to the Stronghold as their guest?”

“Their guest? More like their prisoner,” Stuart says. “I’m guessing you brought us the vehicles so we could stage an assault on the Stronghold and get her back?”

“Get her back?” Antoinette frowns. “We’re going to join her.”

“Excuse me?” Stella asks. “Join her?”

“Yeah,” Antoinette says. “Join her. Up at the Stronghold. We know what the outside looks like, now we’ll know what the inside looks like. It’s pretty spread out, so hard to see everything from the perimeter. Crappy fortifications. We could have slipped in and out without a hitch, but El said to wait. She didn’t want to risk raising an alarm.”

“You’re talking like she’s in charge,” I say.

“None of us are in charge,” Antoinette says. “But some of us are better at certain things. El knows how to infiltrate and find weaknesses. You all should know that. She found you.”

“Me? How the hell am I weak?” I snap.

Antoinette laughs and holds up her hands. “Calm down, Long Pork. I said you were a weakness, not that you were weak.”

“How is he a weakness?” Stuart asks.

“Well, shit, look at you all,” she replies. “You’re all standing around him while he’s missing an arm and has his head and shoulder bandaged up. The guy is in a wheelchair, for God’s sake. Would you ditch him if you got surrounded by Zs?” No one replies. “Didn’t think so. Long Pork is this group’s weakness. Half of you would die saving his ass. Which doesn’t exactly make sense from a numbers perspective, does it?”

“I have worth,” I say. “I get shit planned.”

“I know,” Antoinette says. “That’s what we’re counting on.” She claps me on the shoulder that isn’t hurt. “Buck up, Long Pork. Being a weakness isn’t a bad thing. Sometimes it’s what keeps us human.”

***
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OUR HANGAR TURNS FROM a refugee flop house and into a machine shop in about three seconds. We can fit a couple of RVs in there at a time and the folks that can weld get to work. Once the supports and reinforcements are added on then the RVs are replaced by the Humvees and the welders get to work on those.

You see, my idea of having the fence go with us, isn’t totally dead.

Like anything is really dead in this world anymore. Ha!

The sun is coming up in the East as Charlie rolls me outside to watch as the chain link is secured to the frames that are ready. One of the RVs is close to us and several men and women lift up the framed fencing and walk it over to the vehicle where it is bolted to the supports sticking out from the sides. It takes a good half an hour, but they finally get the whole vehicle framed in. Then the wheels are added onto the fence frames and we are set to go.

“I get to drive!” Charlie yells as he ditches me and hurries to the RV.

“Dude! You can’t just bail on me!” I shout after him as he gets to the first layer of fencing and climbs up and over.

It takes him a second to stretch and reach the second layer before he can hook a leg over and jump down inside. He runs up to the driver’s door and pounds his fist against it. Marcie is inside and she grins at him, shaking her head the whole time. The looks on both their faces tell me that there might be more than just flirting going on.

“I am going to hand Elsbeth her ass when we find her,” Stella growls as she walks up to me.

We watch as our son negotiates the driver’s door open. Marcie grabs him and yanks him up inside. Their faces get close, but they stop short of kissing as Marcie looks past him and sees us watching. Charlie turns and glances over his shoulder. His broad grin becomes a frown and he rolls his eyes before Marcie pulls him inside and slams the door closed.

“Oh, yeah, El is dead,” Stella says.

“Lighten up,” I say. “Who else do you want him with?”

“Not a trained killer that used to be brainwashed,” Stella snaps.

“Really?” I reply. “You think he’d be safer with someone else? Because, and this is just me talking, knowing our son’s new girlfriend could probably kill half of us before we could bat an eyelash is sort of comforting. At least he’ll always be safe when he’s with her.”

“Shut up,” Stella says. I open my mouth and she glares. “I said to shut up.”

“I was going to ask how you like my design,” I say. “Ignore our son’s new love life and tell me what you think about the rolling cage.”

Stella sighs and looks out at the newly outfitted RV.

My original idea, back when I didn’t think we’d have our vehicles, was to build a double-fenced cage out of chain link and use that to push our way through the Z herd. Basically, we were going to have a series of big dog pens on wheels that we could use to keep the Zs from getting to us. Eventually they would have overwhelmed us, but it gave us a better chance than being exposed and out in the open. 

Now my design is being put on all the vehicles. There’re plenty of materials on this base, so we don’t have to worry about upping the size of the design. We just have to worry if the RVs can drive with supports welded to their frames and surrounded by rolling chain-link cages.

Charlie starts up the RV and yanks on the horn. Half the crowd around us jump, freaking out over his foolish use of a noise like that. Noise brings Zs. 

But we all see him wince and then roll down the window.

“Sorry,” he says. “Got carried away.”

Marcie leans past him.

“I’ll punch him harder if he does it again,” she says. 

He starts to roll it up, but not before we hear, “Harder? Jesus, M. You punch me harder and you’ll break my arm.”

“Pussy,” she replies.

Then the RV lurches forward. 

Everyone stops what they are doing as Charlie takes the RV out onto one of the tarmacs and gets it up to a decent speed. He turns quickly to the left and the right side of the cage dips and bows, but the airplane wheels welded to the corners keep it from crumpling and scraping the ground. He does a couple of figure eights then turns it back to us. By the time he stops and hops out, everyone is cheering, congratulating him on the successful test drive.

“Now we just have to finish doing that to all the vehicles,” Stella says, looking up at the sky. “That’s going to mean another day here. We won’t be able to leave until tomorrow morning.”

“Or we leave in the middle of the night,” I say. “Use the cover of darkness so the Zs don’t see us coming.”

“Then we can’t see them coming,” Stella counters. “I’d rather see them coming.”

“Let’s ask the professionals,” I say. “Wheel me to Lourdes, woman!”

My chair doesn’t move.

“Will you please take me to Lourdes with you?” I ask.

“Wheel yourself, man,” Stella says and walks off.

“Ah, come on!” I call out. “I was just kidding!”

I get both of her middle fingers. Which is even more insulting since she knows I can’t give them back because I only have the one middle finger. Damn, that shit’s cold.

“Mom’s wound tight,” Charlie says as he comes up to me, done being the test pilot.

“She’s a little put off by your new squeeze,” I say.

“My new squeeze?” Charlie laughs.

“Yep. Chuck,” I say.

“Shut the fuck up,” he laughs as he starts wheeling me after the one in charge.
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“AS MUCH AS WE LIKE the idea of using the dark as cover, we need to let people get some rest,” Lourdes says as we stand around a fire barrel set close to the front of the hangar.

Okay, I sit by the fire barrel. It’s still toasty, though, as the heat radiates out from the sides. The night is clear and I can make out a ton of stars even with the firelight close by.

You have no idea what night is until electric lights are gone and you’re a mile above sea level.

Antoinette, Audrey, and Marcie watch Lourdes closely then each nod their heads.

“Thanks for the approval,” Lourdes says. “But I wasn’t really looking for it.”

“Sometimes you find what you aren’t looking for,” Marcie says, her arm wrapped around Charlie’s as the two of them lean in towards the fire.

“Cute,” Lourdes says.

“The vehicles are ready,” I say, trying to break the tension. 

What tension? The tension coming off my wife who is standing behind me and glaring daggers at Marcie. I don’t even have to be looking at Stella to know she is the glarer of daggers.

“My only worry is the tanker truck,” I continue. “It doesn’t have a cage around it.”

“It won’t need it,” Audrey replies.

“You sure?” I ask. “Because you’ll look mighty tasty inside that cab. Especially when the Zs find out the tanker isn’t full of people juice.”

“Not all of them can climb,” Audrey says. “Only some. We put a wedge on the front, which should be good enough. They can’t tip me over so I’m just not that worried.”

“Knock on wood,” Stella says.

“What?” Audrey replies.

“Knock on wood,” Stella repeats. “You’re tempting fate when you say things like that. I don’t care how badass you bitches think you are, but fate will kick the shit out of you just as much as it has kicked the shit out of us.”

“Bitches?” Antoinette frowns. “That’s kind of harsh, don’t you think?”

“I didn’t mean it that way,” Stella replies. “I meant that you are badass bitches, not that you are bitches that are badass.”

“Way to clear that up, Mom,” Charlie says.

“Sorry,” Stella says. “I’m tired. Thank you for all of your help.”

“No problem,” Marcie says. “Anything for Chuck and his family.”

“On that note, how about we all turn in?” I say before Stella can make it worse. 

Everyone is looking at me and smiling. Except Stella. She’s not smiling so much.

“Was the Stella making it worse part out loud?” I ask.

“Totally,” Marcie says.

“What she said,” Charlie adds. “Maybe don’t clarify with the actual insult next time, Dad. Just my advice.”

“Noted,” I respond as everyone says their goodnights and wanders back into the hangar.

Except for Stella and me.

“Sorry,” I say.

“It doesn’t matter,” she replies. “This is all just too hard. I don’t think there is a way I can handle it and not make things worse.”

“You’re doing great,” I say. “Parenting isn’t easy in the best of times. In the zombie apocalypse? We start off epically fucked.”

“You know some folks don’t think the cages will work,” Stella says after a couple seconds of silence. “If this all falls apart, they are going to blame you. They’re going to blame us. This could be the last leg of our journey no matter how it turns out.”

“You think these people will turn on us after everything we’ve done for them?” I ask. 

“I think terrified people do stupid things when they get even more terrified,” Stella replies. “We have to be careful. We have to have a plan in place if things go south.”

“I think the Zs eating us will take away any need for a things going south plan,” I say.

“I’m serious, Jace,” she snaps. “What if the cages don’t work and we get stuck in the middle of Denver? Do you have any ideas on how to get us out of that?”

“I’m working on some,” I reply. But she doesn’t believe me. I can tell. 

I don’t blame her. I hardly believe myself these days.

***
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TWO OF THE SISTERS -Lacy and Steph- open the base gates as our caged convoy begins its journey. The two women stab and bash quite a few Zs then grab onto the cage of one of the RVs as it rolls by. It sucks we have to leave the gates open, especially since there are still some salvageable supplies on the base, but we can’t risking losing two sisters just to keep the Zs from trespassing. We’ll come back later and clear them out.

If there is a later.

“There will be,” Stella says. “And try to keep the thoughts in your head.”

“My bad,” I say. “Was I loud?”

“No,” she says. “I’m the only one that heard you.”

“Except for me,” Buzz says from the driver’s seat. “But I won’t tell. I’m thinking the exact same thoughts. We probably all are.”

My wheelchair is strapped in between the driver’s seat and the passenger’s seat where Stella sits. I want to look behind me, but I can’t turn my head without screaming. Doesn’t matter, I know what it all looks like. Everyone has their assignments.

The plan is to take Colfax as far as we can. If we’re lucky, we’ll get all the way to Federal Boulevard and then cut up to the Denver Boulder Turnpike. The sisters say it is clear most of the way because when Z-Day happened, people were getting the hell out of Denver, not trying to get into it. Most of the streets aren’t clogged at all. Not with cars, at least. They are plenty clogged with Zs.

But that’s why God made chain-link cages.

And we quickly find that clogged roads aren’t the issue. Turns out that RVs with chain link cages around them don’t corner so well. Let me rephrase: they corner fine, but getting them around corners isn’t the easiest.

We hit a snag as soon as the first one turns onto Colfax.

Despite Amy’s warning, which we now take with a grain of salt, we are still using our radios to communicate. It’s efficient and efficiency is what’s going to keep us alive. If crazies want to listen in, or Camille and her Consortium army are monitoring all channels, then fuck ‘em. They can have fun eavesdropping on our survival banter.

“Hey, Buzz?” Pup calls from the lead RV.

“Yeah?” Buzz asks.

“I’m stuck on a street sign,” Pup responds. “Like really stuck. I’m afraid I’ll rip this RV in half if I try to gun through it.”

“The supports should tear out before that happens,” I say. “Or the chain link will rip. The RV will be fine.”

“But it’ll be exposed,” Buzz says. 

“True,” I reply. “Anyone have any thoughts?”

“We get out there and get it unhooked,” Stella says.

There really isn’t any “we” in the plan. Marcie is up and out of the stuck RV in seconds. She climbs through the top hatch, hustles over to the edge, jumps down onto the chain link (which holds just fine) and rips off the street sign. Rips it right off. With her bare hands. 

We all stare a bit.

She’s back up and in the RV before even half a dozen Zs take notice.

“It was barely hanging on,” Charlie says over the radio, reading everyone’s minds. “She doesn’t have super strength.”

“Or do I?” Marcie laughs as she takes over the radio.

“Hey, give it back,” Charlie says. 

There is some playful banter over the tug of war and it helps relieve the tension quickly.

On we go.

We’re about a mile up Colfax when the Z herd starts to get thick. Before that, we’d dealt with stragglers and easily passed them by. Those that wanted to hang onto the cages ended up getting their rotted arms ripped right out of their rotted shoulders. 

Not so much now.

“This will take days at this pace,” Buzz says, staring at the speedometer. It barely registers our speed. “We’re in a slow motion race to nowhere.”

“That’s going to be the title of my memoirs,” I say.

“You say everything is going to be the title of your memoirs,” Stella sighs. “You are not going to write any memoirs.”

“One day, maybe,” I reply. “When we’re old and the grandchildren stop coming around to play with us. Then I’ll sit down and write them.”

Stella and Buzz both glance at me and I can’t figure out the looks on their faces.

“What?” I ask.

“That was a pretty optimistic thing to say,” Stella replies. “You think we’ll have a place safe enough to have grandchildren play with us?”

“Fuck yeah,” I respond. “Otherwise what the hell are we doing all of this for?”

“Plain survival?” Buzz says.

“Fuck plain survival,” I frown. “That’s no different than running out the clock. I want to win. I want to build somewhere safe and keep it safe. I want to have people talk about us for decades to come like we are the motherfucking Founding Fathers and shit.”

“Founding Parents,” Stella corrects. “Fuck the patriarchy.”

“Exactly,” I nod. “Fuck the patriarchy. That shit will be gone and so will racism and bigotry.”

“Really?” Buzz laughs. “You plan on populating your utopia with robots? Because that’s the only way to get rid of that stuff. Humans can be animals. Keep them together long enough and they’ll revert back to bigoted ways. It may not be the next generation or the generation after that, but eventually it will happen.”

“I would appreciate it if you didn’t crap on my dream, Mr. Fitzpatrick,” I say.

Buzz shrugs. “I’m not crapping, just talking.”

“Good talk from a farm boy,” I say. “Most folks would peg you for a dumb redneck. I know better.”

“Fitzpatricks are a lot of things, but they ain’t dumb,” Buzz laughs.

“We’re about to get into it,” Stuart calls from the lead RV. “Eyes open, people.”

The front of our caged convoy is led by one of the Humvees. We have them spaced out between the RVs, giving the convoy some flexibility if it needs it. They have better maneuverability, even with their mini-cages on.

The real herd of Zs is about as bad as I thought it would be. We hit a wall of undead flesh. They are rotted shoulder to rotted shoulder all the way across the four lanes of Colfax Avenue. As far as we can see are nothing but Zs. There has to be a full mile of them.

“One point three miles before we hit a break,” Lourdes says over the radio. “Then we’re looking at maybe four miles before we hit another wave.”

Another wave. This is what life is now, wading through an ocean of the undead. We are Z surfing in the Endless Winter. Maybe that’s what my memoirs should be called? The Endless Winter.

“The winter will end,” Stella says. “Be quiet.”

“It’s not like I mean to talk out loud,” I say. “Just feel lucky I’m not a drooling idiot.”

Buzz snickers.

“Fuck you, Fitzpatrick,” I say. “I don’t drool.” Stella reaches out and wipes the corners of my mouth with her sleeve. “Son of a bitch.”

“I’m not laughing at you,” Buzz says. “I’m laughing at the fact that the guy who’s had brain surgery is the one that designed our cages. It’s funny that none of us thought to second guess you.”

“Bullshit,” I say. “You guys always second guess me.”

“Third guess then,” Buzz says. “Point is, we all went for it. Jace comes up with a design, we get to work.”

“I’m dynamic that way,” I say and smack the arm of my wheelchair. “Not like I contribute much else anymore.”

“No pity,” Stella says. “Pity will get you booted off this RV.”

“No problem,” I smirk. “I’ll just grab the chain link and go along for the ride. It’s how I roll.”

Do I need to say that Buzz and Stella groan? Loudly? Probably not. 

The Humvee hits the Zs hard and we can see the chain link bow and start to crumple. But it holds. It also slows to a crawl as the truck tries to power through the herd. It’s quickly engulfed in undead, but that doesn’t mean it’s all over for the little Humvee that maybe could.

Marcie is up out of the RV hatch again and she’s banging pots and pans together, making as much noise as possible. This is part of the plan, just so you know.

“They’re taking the bait,” Stella says. “Look. Half the Zs are ignoring the Humvee and heading to the RV.”

It’s true. We watch as the Zs shamble back to the RV, drawn by the kitchenware symphony. The Humvee up front starts to get a little more traction and our convoy speeds up slightly. In seconds, the RV that Marcie is on is surrounded then the Humvee behind it. In less than a minute, we are afloat in the middle of the Z sea.

Now, here’s the thing. At no time did I think we’d roll through the streets with our happy little chain link cages and the Zs would just hiss and gnash their teeth. I knew they’d grab onto the chain link. I knew they’d start shoving, pushing, pulling, and freaking out to try to get in at us. 

I also knew they’d climb.

Most of the Zs we drive through are your regular shamblers; just good ol’ boys out for a stroll, hoping to catch some human snacks. The new ones, the ones that like to get all zippy and zoomy, may be in the minority, but they sure aren’t slackers. They take the initiative and grab that chain link and start to climb.

“Up top,” I call out. “Everyone.”

I can’t turn around, but I can glance up in the small rear view mirror set just above the windshield. It’s funny that RVs have rear view mirrors. Their only purpose is to look at the people in the vehicle, not to look out for what’s behind the vehicle. People are scrambling to climb up out of the hatch and onto the roof. I hear their heavy footsteps and start to wonder how much weight the roof is rated for.

Probably should have thought of that before. Oh, well.

Here’s the cool part of my plan. I knew the Zs would come at us. I knew they’d start to climb and try to get inside the cage. So I made sure we had some type of defense against them. Razor wire across the tops of the cages was one idea, but we quickly realized it would just tangle a bunch of Zs and end up weighing the cage down until it tore free. No, we needed something that would not only keep the Zs from getting in the cages, but would kill them and send them packing.

I can’t watch what’s happening with my RV, but I can see what’s going on with the RV up ahead of us. Marcie is up there along with a dozen others. Charlie is one of them, of course, and I see Stella tense up every time that RV shudders or bounces. I know she’s saying prayers that he doesn’t take a tumble and end up run over or chum in the Z ocean.

Everyone braces themselves using straps that we rigged to go around their waists and hook to the cargo bars on the roof. Helps the whole falling and dying thing Stella is worried about. Then they pick up sharpened poles and get to work.

The poles are actually leftovers from the chain link frames. Some of our more handy folks sliced the ends so they are pointy and sharp as shit. We did a couple of tests on the Zs out by the base fences to make sure they work. Yeah, they fucking work.

I watch as Marcie, Charlie, and the other folks take aim and start spearing the climby Zs’ skulls. The poles work perfectly and slice right through the Z heads, pulping them instantly. The Zs tumble over dead, falling back onto the Z ocean or falling inside the cages where most of them are just left behind or get squashed by some heavy-duty RV tires.

Stella turns her head and tries not to gag as a few of the spears end up acting like geysers for Z blood and brains. They’re hollow tubes, so when someone puts some extra force into a spear lunge, a little bit of juice comes spurting out the other end. She’s not the only one gaging. Quite a few of the people on top of the RVs are turning and retching. I’m guessing the smell is pretty bad. Like a rancid fart in an empty-wrapping paper tube.

“Quarter mile to go,” Lourdes calls out over the radio.

She’s right. We’re a lot farther along than I thought we’d get. Not that I didn’t think the plan would work, I totally knew it would work. It’s just that there are always snags, always unforeseen circumstances that rear their ugly heads. So far there has been no rearing. 

The stabbing and spurting is mesmerizing and I’m completely lost on the brutal ballet of it all when I hear cheers from up on our roof.

“What?” I ask then realize we are moving out of the Z sea and into open road. “Oh. Holy shit.”

“It worked, man.” Buzz laughs. “You crazy, lucky son of a bitch.”

“Don’t let your dad’s ghost hear that kind of language,” I smile.

“I think this time he’d agree with me,” Buzz replies.

Big Daddy Fitzpatrick was a man of God and didn’t broker no foul language. No, sir. But I’d say Buzz is right and he’d allow an exception this time.

“Keep your eyes peeled, people,” Lourdes says. “You know how open space can be.”

We stare out the windshield at the road ahead of us. Far off we can see the makings of another Z herd, but for now it’s only abandoned cars by the curbs and an undead straggler here and there.

“Jace?” Stella asks. “I think we have a problem.”

“Of course we do,” I sigh. “Can you describe the problem.”

“Hold on,” she says and I wait patiently. If the woman you love, and has survived by your side during the zombie apocalypse says to hold on, then you hold on. “Yeah, we’re in trouble. See?”

She points out her window and I turn my head enough to see what she means.

The side roads are barricaded. That explains why the Zs aren’t swarming in at us. Stella picks up the radio.

“Do you guys what I see?” she asks.

“The barricades?” Stuart replies. “Yeah. We see it.”

“Same here,” Lourdes says. “We’re being funneled.”

“Antoinette?” I call. “Is she still up top?”

“Right here, Long Pork,” she replies from right behind me. I jump a little and nearly scream. Not because I’m startled, but because the jump turns my head into an excruciating pain party of ouch. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay,” I mutter, waiting for the nausea the pain brings on to pass. I take a couple deep breaths and things get better. “There. No puking.”

“I know what you’re going to ask,” Stella says, her hand on my shoulder. “Rest.”

“Yeah,” I frown. “Thanks.”

“You and your sisters already scouted a lot of this road,” Stella says. “Didn’t you notice the barricades?”

“Yep,” Antoinette says. “All the side roads are blocked from here all the way up through the city.”

“All of them?” I ask.

“Jace, let me handle this,” Stella gently scolds. “All of them? And you didn’t think to mention it to us?”

“Of course I did,” Antoinette replies. “But if I did you’d think this route was a trap and you’d waste time trying to figure out another route. We don’t have that kind of time.”

“But it is a trap,” Stella says. “We drove right into a trap. We are closed in on all sides now.”

“We weren’t going to take the side streets anyway,” Antoinette argues. “This is a good thing. It keeps danger ahead of us or behind us. We won’t get sideswiped.”

“I don’t think you are getting what I am saying,” Stella says, her voice rising. “Someone put up those barricades. Someone wants people to only go one direction. We are being directed towards something. And we don’t know what that something is.”

“No, you don’t understand what I’m getting at,” Antoinette counters, her voice sharp and harsh. “We know it is a trap. We know we are being directed in one direction. We know all of this and it doesn’t matter. Why should it? Uh-oh, danger is ahead! Bad people trying to kill us! So fucking what, Stella? That’s life in the apocalypse. People are always trying to kill us and they always will. At least we know where we stand and we can be ready for it. Let the motherfuckers try. They have no idea who they are fucking with.”

Stella starts to argue some more, but I hold up my hand and stop her.

“She’s right,” I say. “They don’t know who they are fucking with. We have trained soldiers. Special Forces motherfuckers. People who have survived years of this fucking apocalypse. Cannies that know how to kill and flay a person in seconds. Not to mention a band of badass super sisters with skills that make us all look like we’re playing paintball or having some LARP fun.”

“LARP fun? What’s that?” Buzz asks.

“Live action role-playing,” I say. “It’s when people dress up in costume and act out—”

“It doesn’t matter,” Buzz says. “You lost me at dress up in costume.”

Stella is red in the face, but I can see in her eyes that she realizes Antoinette is right.

“Next time you have important information like this, you fucking tell us,” Stella says. “You do not get to be rogues. Not anymore.”

“You’re right. Sorry,” Antoinette says. “I apologize. We’re working together. You are Elsbeth’s family and we are her sisters. That means we’re all family now. We should respect that.”

“Damn,” I say. “The family tree just got a lot bigger.”

Stella clicks the radio. “So, it sounds like the sisters knew about this.”

“Yep, we were just told that,” Stuart says.

“Same here,” Lourdes replies. “I’m not very happy with this.”

Antoinette reaches for the radio, but waits politely until Stella hands it to her.

“We’re sorry about that,” she says. “Won’t happen again.”

“Anything else we need to know about?” Lourdes asks.

“No,” Antoinette says. “Well, there is one thing.”

“What’s that?” Lourdes replies.

“We counted about fifty people on the other sides of the barricades,” she says. “All up and down the street. They wait there.”

“Then there’s at least twice as many hanging back,” I say. “What’s your guess?”

“Probably,” Antoinette replies. “Could be more.”

“So we should be prepped for two hundred crazies,” Buzz says. “Pass that along.”

Stella does. There are quite a few grumbles. And by grumbles I mean shouts of, “Fuck.”
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Chapter Seven


[image: image]


The second we reach the next wave of Zs, the crazies show their faces. I really wish they wouldn’t. These are not nice faces to see.

We’re talking scars and tattoos. Tattoos that probably weren’t done in a hygienic environment with sterile needles and industry standard ink. They make prison tattoos look like high art.

There’re a couple of screams from above and I glance up, wince, then look over at Stella. She’s looking over her shoulder then jumps up out of her seat and pushes past me as people start dropping back inside the RV, abandoning the roof.

“Fucking slingshots!” John yells as he helps a couple of cannies down through the hatch. “The fucking kids have slingshots!”

“Kids?” I ask. I struggle with the wheelchair, trying to turn it with my one semi-good hand. “Fuck!”

“Calm down, Long Pork,” Buzz says. “They have things handled.”

“I can’t talk to people with my back facing them,” I snap.

“You could talk to people if they were behind ten feet of concrete and in another universe,” Buzz says.

“Bite me,” I say.

“I’ll leave that to them,” Buzz says, nodding at the scene outside the windshield. “Without our spear fighters up top, we’re gonna be overrun right quick.”

Shit. He’s right. The convoy has slowed to a crawl and not because we’re trying to push through a few thousand Zs. It’s because the Zs are starting to get up over the chain link, the ones that know how to use their monkey brains for more than just eating flesh. 

Lourdes’s people are leaning out of their Humvees, taking pot shots at the zippy Zs, but they are limited by the fact that if they open fire, they’ll hit our own vehicles in front of them.

This is a pretty good trap, actually.

“Kids?” I ask again, not believing what John said. “How the hell can you tell? They’re all tatted up and scarred and shit.”

“They’re kids,” John says. “Teenagers. If any are older than twenty, I’ll eat a pile of shit.”

“Jesus,” I say. “You sure you want to make that promise?”

“They’re kids,” Mr. Flips says. 

I’m kinda glad he’s part of our RV crew. I want his advice on the way crazies think. These kids, if they really are—

“They are!” John snaps. “So shut up about it!”

He’s pissy. Probably worried about Elsbeth. 

Anyway, I want Mr. Flips’ advice on the crazies. He probably knows how they think and operate better than any of us.

I wait a couple seconds, but there’s no response.

“Well?” I ask.

“Well what?” Stella replies as she comes back and climbs into the passenger’s seat.

“I was talking to Flips,” I say.

“No, you weren’t,” Stella says. “Unless I didn’t hear you.”

“He didn’t ask me anything,” Mr. Flips replies.

“Really? Shit,” I say. “I thought that was out loud. Great. Now I’m staying quiet when I want to speak.”

“If only that were true,” Buzz chuckles. “Son of a bitch!”

A large crack appears in the windshield as a hunk of concrete bounces off the front of the RV.

“Looks like they have catapults too!” he yells.

“What do you need to know?” Mr. Flips asks from directly behind me.

“Will someone please turn me around?” I ask. “I don’t need to see the view outside. I can guess the composition of the scene without an actual visual, thank you.”

Flips pulls me back and spins me about. He’s slow and nice about it so I don’t get all woogity and puke. Woogity is my go-to feeling right about now. I am ten kinds of woogity.

“I’m only counting two at each side street,” John says, his eyes studying the street. “I don’t think there are many of the little fuckers out there. They just know how to use their environment.”

“You want to know something?” Mr. Flips asks.

“If you were these pubescent fucknuts, what would your end goal be?” I ask.

“Besides capturing you for food?” he grins. I do not. “Bad joke. Sorry.” 

He furrows his brow for a second as he thinks. We all jump as a hail of rocks rain down on the RV from the left side. My jump makes me whimper a little as I jostle my shoulder and my head. 

“You okay, Jace?” Stella asks.

“I’m good,” I reply. “Just a little excruciating pain. Nothing I can’t handle.”

“We’re already in the thick of it,” Stella says. “You should rest. Let all of us handle the fight from here on out. You can’t think our way out of this one.”

“She’s right,” John says. “This is battle tactics and brute force time.” A rock comes crashing through the window right next to him. “Fuckers!”

He puts his sniper rifle to his shoulder, sights through the scope, and squeezes off two shots. I can hear a far off scream even over the sudden increase in Z moan volume due to the missing window. 

I can also feel a very cold draft come whipping inside. Whose genius idea was it to try to find sanctuary in a place that is over a mile above sea level and cold as a Z’s tit?

“Yours,” half the RV says.

“Right,” I smile. “Sorry.”

“You know, I don’t think brute force and battle tactics are what is needed,” Mr. Flips says. “I believe we can talk our way out of this.”

“Really?” Stella, John, and Buzz say at the same time.

“Really,” Mr. Flips nods. “Let me try.”

Another rain of rocks makes us jump. A few fly in through the broken window and John picks them up and hurls them back out at the crazies. A couple of the rocks actually make it back to the barricades. Not that they do much, just bounce off the cobbled together metal and wood walls.

“Nice arm,” I say.

“Can someone assist me?” Mr. Flips asks, pointing at the hatch in the ceiling.

A couple of cannies give him a boost and he’s lost from sight.

“Shit,” John says and puts his rifle back to his shoulder. He squeezes off a few shots, taking out six Zs trying to climb up over the chain link cage on our right. “Break out the windows.”

“What?” Stella says. “Why?”

“We’ll have to stab the Zs from inside here,” John says. “Pass it on to the other RVs.”

“No need,” Antoinette says as she comes hopping down from above. I hadn’t realized she was still up there. “My sisters already figured it out.”

She’s nice enough to swivel my wheelchair so I can look out the windshield and see that the windows in the RV in front of us are gone and the sharpened poles are stabbing in and out over and over, clearing as many climby Zs as possible.

“Toss them down!” Antoinette says and sharpened poles start coming through the hatch.

Jesus, how many people are still up there? I totally should have done a head count.

As the metal starts swinging around, I realize I am completely in the way. Stella realizes that too as Antoinette breaks out the windshield and displaces her from her spot in the passenger’s seat.

“Come on,” she says and wheels me through the chaos of the RV and into the back bedroom.

Not that there is a bed back here. The RV has been stripped of all furnishings to make room for as much supplies as we could fit. The walls are lined with boxes and crates and Stella has to wedge me in between a dozen steel drums.

“Will you be fine back here?” she asks.

“Whoa! You’re gonna leave me alone?” I exclaim.

“I’m more use up there,” she says. “Unless you think you need me to stay? How are you feeling? Are you going to pass out?”

“I’m not going to pass out,” I say and flinch as rocks slam into the RV. “But it’s spooky as shit back here by myself. There’s like no light because of all of these boxes.”

“Jace Stanford, are you afraid of the dark?” she smirks.

“No,” I reply. “I just get lonely.”

“Deal,” she smiles and kisses me hard. It hurts my head, but it’s worth it. “You’ll be fine. Scream if you need me.”

Then she’s gone and I’m alone with what look like boxes of machine parts. They smell like it. The scent of grease and that ting of metal is almost too much for my fucked up senses.

I can hear everyone shouting orders at each other, calling out the weak spots they see in the cage and where the most climby Zs are coming from. The two strongest voices are my wife’s and Antoinette’s. John is in there as well, but he’s mostly yelling out at the crazies. 

All of the shouting is punctuated by the impacts of rocks, small and large, and the never ending moans and groans from the Z herd.

It’s downright, fucking deafening.

And strangely a little soothing.

With the boxes and crates around me, and not being exposed to the wind like the main part of the RV, I actually get a little sleepy as I warm up somewhat. I have to struggle to keep myself from nodding off. No time to take a nap now, even if Stella wants me to rest.

***
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I OBVIOUSLY FAIL AT staying awake, because the next thing I know my eyes snap open. I heard something. I know it.

The battle is still going on up front, but that isn’t what I heard. Or is it? Maybe my sleepy subconscious confused the sounds of people yelling and stabbing Zs with something else. Something closer.

I wait and listen, sitting in the stuffy gloom of the RV’s back bedroom. Store room. Whatever. I try to tune out the noise of the chaos from up front and from above. Looks like folks have gone back up top. That’s good. Makes killing the climby Zs easier.

I remember that Mr. Flips was going to try to communicate with the crazies. Maybe he got through to them. 

The sound of rocks slamming into the RV makes me think otherwise.

There! I hear something again. Not rocks, not Zs on the cage. Something else. A scraping? Yeah. I totally hear a scraping. I listen for a couple more seconds, but it goes away quickly. I’m left with uncertainty in my gut and a slight flutter of panic in my chest.

Do I yell for Stella? Get her to come back here and check it out? It would be the smart thing to do, just in case. But what if it is nothing? Just the shifting of these crates as we trundle along on what is a less than maintained street?

I should call Stella, and I convince myself to, even open my mouth to yell for her, but I hesitate and close my trap. She’s needed up there, not back here holding her infirm husband’s hand. I call her back and maybe someone up there dies because she wasn’t available to help. Maybe a Z gets through where she was supposed to be watching and then we have a bloodbath on our hands.

Sure, there’s Antoinette and John, plus some of the cannies, all people that can handle themselves when it comes to Zs. But these new ones? The fast, weird ones? I bet one of those fuckers can kill a couple of our people before it gets taken down, especially in close quarters like this where John can’t just start shooting.

There’s that shifting sound again and the flutter of panic turns into a full born flapping. I need to call for Stella. I’m an idiot if I don’t. I’m that teenage girl in every horror movie that runs down the middle of the street instead of going up to any one of the houses with their porch lights on. 

My head hurts. All this thinking is killing me. And I don’t think I’m being hyperbolic. I honestly think the strain on my brain is shortening my life.

The scraping gets loud and there’s a thunk behind me. A heavy thunk. I feel my wheelchair shift, but the RV lurches at the same time, so maybe the thunk isn’t related. 

Then I hear it. Not scraping. Hissing.

“Oh, fuck,” I say then scream, “Stella!”

No Brando joke, here, folks. My screaming of my wife’s name has zero humor or irony to it. I am not wishing I could tear my stained wife beater. Not that I have ever worn a wife beater. Not my style.

“Stella!” I shout again, but at the exact same time as when a burst of gunfire erupts from up front. 

Things must be getting heavy for that to be happening. Our ammo isn’t exactly endless.

“Stella!”

I’m drowned out by the squeal of brakes and tires then the sudden acceleration of the RV. I have no fucking clue what is going on right now.

The acceleration makes my wheelchair roll back and bump into the stacks of crates. Stella didn’t put the brake on. Or I didn’t put the brake on. Whose responsibility is that? Is it the person that pushes the wheelchair or the person that is in the wheelchair?

Doesn’t really matter. What does matter is that I’m closer to the stack of crates behind me. Close enough that my back is touching them. Close enough that I can smell the thing that is hissing.

A Z. A nasty rotter of a fucker too. Smells like it’s been baking in the sun while jammed up the ass of a dead cow. Either that or the thing needs to learn how to wipe better. I bet its boxers are all kinds of skid-mark stained. Sucks to do his laundry.

My hand instinctively goes to the tire of my wheelchair and I push as hard as I can. Which is about as hard as a marshmallow fart in a pillow of cotton candy. That’s not very hard.

The wheelchair moves maybe half an inch. Maybe. I’m being generous. Very generous. I actually think I somehow manage to go backwards. That would be classic. I’m the one guy that would fuck up and move my wheelchair backwards when I’m already wedged up against a stack of crates.

No, actually, I am going backwards. How?

I risk the agony and turn my head to the right and see the crates moving, being pushed out of the way. This creates enough space for my wheelchair to creep backwards as the crates shift out of the way.

Out of the way for quite the Z.

Man, I really wish I had a camera. Know when Amy said to take a picture it lasts longer? Yeah, I so want to take a picture right now. 

Because, and I shit you not, folks, I am looking at a full on, no way I am making this up, clown zombie. Yeah. A motherfucking clown zombie has crawled in through the shattered back window, shoving past the crates, and staring at me like I’m the bucket of human popcorn he has been waiting for his entire undead life. 

The thing hisses at me again and opens its mouth, showing me two rows of cracked and shattered teeth. This guy has been eating way too many marshmallow farts in cotton candy pillows. What? I liked that metaphor. I’m gonna keep using it. He he he, marshmallow farts.

It’s nice my brain can go to a jokey place right now. Otherwise I’d be screaming my head off, and considering the state my head is in, I could literally scream hard enough for it to fucking fall off.

Speaking of falling, the Z clown loses its footing as the RV lurches and it crashes to the floor, its undead body knocking over a stack of crates. Right onto me. The weight of the crates push me sideways and I teeter precariously. How the fuck do I still have room enough back here to teeter?

Once again, I always find a way to fuck things up.

“Hey there, Giggles,” I say. “Uh, the kids’ birthday party has been cancelled, so we won’t be needing your services today. You can keep the deposit. No worries on that. So, how’s about you just crawl your funny bone way back outside? Cool?”

Not cool. The thing pushes up onto its feet and stares at me, bloody drool dripping down its cracked chin. No, really, its chin is cracked. Almost in half. Makes it look like it’s a Predator or something. You know how those things could split their mouths open and get all fangy and shit? Yeah, like that. Although I don’t think it can split its mouth open.

“Okay, Chuckles,” I say, holding up my hand. “Not only can you keep the deposit, but we’ll pay you half your going rate. No? Fine. You drive a hard bargain, Bubbles. We’ll pay you in full. Hey, it’s not your fault you terrify children and make old ladies cry, right? You’re just a victim of circumstance like everyone else in this damn apocalypse.”

Doesn’t look like Snuggles is in a negotiating mood. Nope. He’s in an ‘eat Jace and then pick his teeth with the staples in my skull’ kind of mood. That’s a mood, trust me. I’m seeing it on Tumbles’ face right now.

“Fuck,” I sigh, looking around for some kind of weapon. Which I do not see.

This is Apocalypse 101 shit. Always have a weapon close by. Even if you are stuck in a wheelchair and barely have the strength of a chronic masturbator after a ten hour wank marathon. 

I don’t know if a ten hour wank marathon is a thing. No, I don’t. Fuck you and shut up.

Snickers is on me in a flash and I barely have time to get my forearm up and jammed under his chin to keep him from lunching on my face. He struggles against me, his broken teeth chattering as he snaps his split jaw at me over and over.

I scream as loud as I can, ignoring the broadswords of excruciation that pierce my head. The screams do two things: they just encourage Flipsy here and they give me a surge of adrenaline that I was pretty sure I didn’t have anymore.

I shove Cackles back and yank on the wheel of my chair, trying to get me just a little bit closer to the bedroom door. I scream again and again, but the pain is almost too much and my voice starts getting ragged. You’d think someone would hear me back here, but apparently the grand battle of the Winnebago is just too noisy for anyone to notice.

Tickles grabs my shoulder, my good shoulder, and his fingers dig in. They don’t pierce my coat, but they are strong enough to give me a Vulcan nerve pinch from Hell. I jerk away from him, which is a normal reaction to an undead clown going all Spock on one’s ass. Unfortunately, the jerking causes me to lose my balance and the entire wheelchair weebles, wobbles, then falls down. 

Now I’m on the floor of the RV, wedged inside a collapsed wheelchair, with Gobbles the Z Clown climbing on top of me, my good arm pinned, and my tasty Jace flesh exposed for the snacking.

I really, really fucking hate the apocalypse. This shit sucks balls.

Mumbles is almost on me, his freakazoid mouth wide open and ready, but damn if that Jace luck doesn’t kick in.

And by Jace luck, I mean I feel the RV swerve to one side then swerve to the other side, sending both of us slamming back and forth into the crates and boxes. Crates and boxes that are now tumbling on top of us. One of them smacks Wiggles across the back of his undead head. 

He falls off of me, howling as the RV lurches sideways, like we’re up on only two wheels. The screech of metal on concrete is so loud that I can’t even hear myself think. Which is something since I am one loud thinker. Right? I don’t have to tell you.

The RV seems to right itself, but the screech of metal doesn’t stop. Whatever happened it sounds like part of our cage has come loose and is dragging along Colfax. The way the RV is shuddering and bumping along tells me that the part that came off is probably stuck under one of the wheels.

Nibbles isn’t done with me.

The howling hunk of undead fun stuffs claws his way over to me. I swear the thing is smiling when it gets to me and opens that God-awful mouth again. Fucking Zs smiling and shit. Fuck them. Smiling is for people and happy dogs, not for undead flesh eaters.

He lunges at me and I know my nose is going to be his appetizer, but the RV foils his plans once again. This time it’s not lurching to the side, but spinning out of control. We slam into something heavy, bounce back the other way, slam into another thing and then start to roll. 

Oh, yeah, we roll.

Not my first RV roll. It seems I have the Fast Pass for this particular ride.

It’s just me and Dimples and a few dozen crates and boxes pretending like we’re in the fast cycle of a clothes dryer. I’m on top, he’s on top, crates are on top, we’re all on top. Then the bottom. Then the top. Then the bottom. Then on top.

I’m on top. And alive. And awake.

This is good.

Except for the part that I’m right on Tipples. Like pressed against him, my chest to his chest. My forearm back under his chin, pressed square in his throat. He snaps at me, but my position keeps the thing from getting all chunky with my cheeks.

“I have the higher ground!” I yell at him and shove with all of my strength.

You know, the strength of a marshmallow fart in a cotton candy pillow? That much strength. The funny thing is, that’s all the strength I need because while I landed on him, he landed on an open crate. The back of his neck is right on the edge of the crate and inside are all kinds of machiney-looking things. Sharp machiney-looking things. 

I summon up every ounce of marshmallow strength and I push. I shove. I lean into it.

Huggles starts moaning and hissing and groaning and just making a general ruckus under me. He tries to buck me off, but the majority of both of us is covered in more crates and boxes. The great thing is, the more he protests, the better leverage I get. I do my thing, he does his thing, and it is a race to see whose thing finishes first.

“I win,” I grunt as my thing finishes first.

Gruntles is Gruntles no more. He’s not Giggles or Mumbles or Skippy or Jumpy or Blip Blip. Blip Blip is a clown name, right? Sure it is. A French clown. One of those stuck up Cirque de Sole clowns. 

Anyhoo, the fucker is dead. His spine snaps across the edge of the crate, which allows enough give for the back of his head to get pierced by all kinds of pointy widgets and wangdangles.

As soon as I know the undead life has left him, I slump forward. I don’t give two fucks how bad he smells or the fact that he’s leaking all types of funky fluids. I’m exhausted. I’m so exhausted I may just put my head on my arm (ow) and rest for a second. 

I should give another shout for Stella, but I figure if she survived the crash she’ll think to come find me. If she’s dead then there’s nothing I can do and passing out right now is probably for the best. Just shut it all out, Jace. Shut it all out.

***
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“HE’S BACK HERE!” 

“Is he breathing? Oh, God, please let him be breathing!”

“Holy fuck, what the hell is that?”

“It’s a clown. It’s a motherfucking clown.”

“Dad totally killed a clown Z. He’s my hero for sure.”

“What’s with you and clowns?”

“We do not have time for this! Shut up, both of you!”

“Stella! Hurry! They are almost on us!”

“Jace? Jace? Can you hear me, baby?”

“Jacey need sleepy time. People need shutting-up time.”

“Yeah, he’s alive.”

“STELLA!”

“I know! He’s wedged under all of these crates!”

“We need to go! NOW!”

“Here, let me help. Stand back.”

“I’ve got these. Toss them out the side.”

“Jesus, how did he survive? The back end is almost ripped right off!”

“He’s a lucky fucker.”

“Jacey be lucky fucker.”

“Quiet, baby, don’t speak. Oh, shit. Look at the blood. That’s a lot of blood, isn’t it?”

“Head wounds bleed, Mom. Especially when the head is only held together by staples.”

“Staples the Undead Clown.”

“Jace, be quiet!”

“Mom, come on.”

“Sorry. Sorry.”

“We got him, Stella. Belinda? Grab him under the shoulders while I lift. Lacy? Steph? Get his legs. Ready? On three. One, two, three.”

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHH!!!”

“Shit, shit shit! He’s got a hunk of metal sticking out of his ribs.”

“Jacey hurts! Jacey hurts!”

“Fucking A, does he always talk about himself in the third person?”

“I don’t think he knows what he’s saying.”

“Antoinette!”

“Will someone tell Stuart to cram it up his ass? We’re not leaving Long Pork!”

“Hey, Stuart? Cram it up your ass! We’re not leaving Long Pork!”

“Thanks, Bel.”

“No problem.”

“I’ll get Dr. Stenkler or Dr. McCormick.”

“Thanks, Marcie. Take your boy with. He can look for one while you look for the other. Hurry!”

“God dammit! Just pick him the fuck up and— Oh, shit. What is that?”

“Looks like a socket wrench.”

“Fuck.”

“Yeah.”

“What looks like a socket wrench? Oh, shit! Jace!”

“Stella, get back. Just stay back. There’s nothing you can do. Go help Lourdes and Critter get everyone into the Humvees and the last RV.”

“Jacey will drive.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake. The guy has a fucking wrench sticking out of his ribs and he’s still jabbering?”

“Jacey killed Jabbers the Undead Clown.”

“Jesus. I’m going to help John and the rest of your sisters secure the perimeter. We do not have much time. We’re between Z waves for now, but they are coming. John can only pick off the sprinters so fast. They’re going to be on us in minutes.”

“What about the crazies?”

“Flips is on that.”

“At least they aren’t throwing rocks at us anymore.”

“No shit. Oh, fuck. Hear that? We are out of time!”

“Parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme.”

“Wrong time.”

“Story of Jacey’s life.”

“I swear to Dod. The man’s capacity to mouth off is infinite.”

“Dod?”

“What?”

“You said Dod.”

“No, I said God.”

“Pretty sure you said Dod.”

“Jacey heard Dod too.”

“Oh, fuck you people.”

“He said Dod.”

“Let’s get him out of here. Watch the wrench. Try not to wiggle it too much. Right now he’s not bleeding bad.”

“On three again?”

“Yeah.”

“One, two, three.”

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHH!!!”

“Shut up, Long Pork! It’s just fucking pain! Get over it, you little pussy!”

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHH!!!”

“Can I whack him?”

“No. You try to knock him out with the way his head is and you could kill him. You want to tell Elsbeth you killed Long Pork?”

“No fucking way.”

“Me neither.”

“Jacey neither. Ow. No more lifty lifty Jacey.”

“Sure I can’t whack him?”

“Pretty sure. Like seventy-five percent sure.”

“Jacey one hundred percent sure.”

“Now I’m getting closer to sixty-five percent sure. Damn. He is annoying.”

“No more time to hesitate. One, two, three.”

“AAAAAAAAAAHHH!!!”

“Keep lifting! Turn him carefully! Hold on, hold on! Let me get down there! Okay, hand him over!”

“You got him?”

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAHHH!!!”

“What the fuck? Shut him up or he’ll bring every Z down on us in this whole state! Jesus H. Christ!”

“Move, Critter!”

“Shut him the hell up!”

“AAAAAAAAAAAHHH!!!”

“We’d love to, but he’s completely out of it and won’t shut up!”

“I’ll knock him out! I swear I’ll do it!”

“Do not hit that man!”

“Oh, to hell with you, doc! You’re the new guy ‘round here, remember? You ain’t in no position to give orders!”

“I’m his doctor and he is my patient! Do not try to knock him out! If he’s screaming then that is a good thing. It means he’s alive and his mind is functioning enough to react to pain.”

“JACEY IS REACTING! AAAAAHHH!!!”

“Not even a little smack?”

“Critter! Don’t you dare!”

“Ah, come on, Laura. We can’t be expected to listen to this the whole damn way!”

“Don’t you Laura me, Critter. Call me Dr. McCormick if you intend on doing anyone in this group harm.”

“I wasn’t gonna harm him. Shit. You people need to lighten up.”

“WE ARE LEAVING NOW! EVERYONE CLIMB ONTO A VEHICLE! WE WILL LEAVE STRAGGLERS BEHIND! MOVE YOUR FUCKING ASSES, PEOPLE!”

“Damn, that woman has a voice on her.”

“She’s used to giving orders. Now get out of the way, Critter, so I can do my job.”

“Fine, fine, whatever, doc. But I’m watching you, new guy. No more lip from your ass or you’ll get a fist to your jaw.”

“NO MORE JAW ASS FACE FISTS! AAAAAAAAAAHHH!!!”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

“Go! Go! Keep moving!”

“Hold that wrench! Do NOT let it come loose!”

“We’re holding it, Stenkler! We’re the ones that got Long Pork out of the RV!”

“I know, I know, I’m sorry.”

“They’re here! COME ON!”

“Oh, my God... Look at them all...”

“We are ten kinds of fucked.”

“This way!”

“Who is that?”

“Shit, it’s Flips!”

“Lourdes! This way! Follow this road! We’ll close it off behind you!”

“YOU HEARD THE MAN! MOVE!”

“Jacey no feel so good. Jacey sleepy sleep again.”

“No, Jace. Stay awake. Stay with us. Do you hear me? Jace?”

“Really tired. Jacey so, so tired. So— AAAAHHHH!!!”

“Don’t do that!”

“Woke his ass back up, didn’t it?”

“You could be doing more damage!”

“Really? Look at the guy. Do you think anything can do more damage than has already been done?”

“Lacy? Back off. Listen to the doctor.”

“I was just trying to help.”

“I know. But you can help by getting up in that Humvee and grabbing him as we lift him up.”

“Wait, where are you putting him?”

“On the roof. Safest place.”

“We’ll hold him steady, Stella. Don’t worry. You get your daughter. Watch her. Marcie has your son well protected and we’ve got Jace. The sisters have the Stanfords’ back, okay?”

“Okay...”

“WE ARE MOVING OUT!”

“Shit! Help me lift! Come on!”

“Got him! Get up here!”

“Jacey don’t like the Ferris wheel. Makes Jacey pukey.”

“Fuck! It splashed all over my boots!”

“Hang them over the side. Don’t get any on us.”

“Screw you.”

“Later, baby.”

“Uh...aren’t you all sisters?”

“Not real sisters, Stenkler. So knock it off with the pinched face.”

“Oh, okay.”

“Jacey hears lesbos.”

“Oh, I get to whack him now, right? He just called us lesbos!”

“NO! NO WHACKING!”
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YOU EVER EAT SANDPAPER? I did when I was like three. I have no idea why I did it. It wasn’t like it was fresh. It was a scraggly old used hunk of sandpaper lying on the garage floor, all worn and torn and stinking of pine.

Maybe that was why, because it was pine-scented fresh? Who the fuck knows?

Anyway, I was three, I picked up this chunk of nasty and popped it in my mouth. Well, I stuffed it in my mouth. I was three, so the sandpaper was bigger than my mouth. I remember chewing and chewing and chewing, waiting for it to taste good. It never tasted good. 

I was going to spit it out, this is why the memory has lasted all these years, but my dad came into the garage, saw me chewing, and instantly yelled, “What the fuck is in your mouth?”

So, being three, and scared shitless my dad was going to miss his ratty piece of sandpaper, I swallowed. I swallowed hard and that shit went right down my throat.

So, I guess, the real question is: have you ever swallowed sandpaper?

It fucking sucks.

Why do I ask? Because that is exactly how my throat feels right now. Like I swallowed a hunk of sandpaper and no one will give me a sip of Kool-Aid to wash it down with. 

“Mom? He’s moving,” I hear Charlie say, his voice exhausted and weak.

“What? Huh? Go get your sister,” Stella replies.

“I’ll do it,” I hear a woman say. Marcie? Probably. “You stay here with your dad.”

Footsteps and then silence.

Well, not really silence. I can hear a ton of people talking. Hard to make out what they are saying. Their voices are all muffled, but I know it’s a lot.

“Stella?” I croak as I try to open my eyes. They do not want to open. Cool with me.

“Shhhh, quiet,” Stella replies.

“Water,” I struggle to say.

“I have some here,” Greta says as she gets close. 

I hear a zipping sound. I know that zipping sound. Then a rustle of nylon. 

I’m in a tent. It’s a cozy, warm tent, but that’s probably because I’m wrapped in a million sleeping bags. I can smell them and feel their weight on me. I used to camp a lot in the cold weather growing up, I know what a sleeping bag bundle feels like.

A bottle is put to my lips and I sip slowly at the sweet, sweet water. It’s a little hard not to choke since I’m lying down and no one will help me lift my head.

Hey! I’m lying down! I get to lie down to sleep! Nice. And they are probably not lifting my head because Stenkler told them not to.

“You okay? That enough?” Stella asks. “Did you get enough water, baby?”

“Yeah,” I whisper. I cough hard, regret it instantly as my ribs catch fire and burn like a billion suns. “Ow.”

“What’s the ow for?” Marcie asks. “I’m supposed to report to Stenkler when you wake up.”

“Ribs,” I say. “Did something happen to my ribs?”

“You caught an eight inch socket wrench between your third and fourth rib,” Greta says. “Luckily it got stuck there. If it had gone in another half inch, you’d be one dead Daddy.”

“Lucky me,” I mumble. “Such a lucky guy.”

“Fuck you, Jason Stanford,” Stella cries. “You are a lucky guy. There are a lot of dead people back on that street that aren’t so lucky!”

“Right. Sorry,” I reply, licking my chapped lips. “How many did we lose?”

“Half,” Charlie says. “Most of them were Lourdes’s people as they tried to hold off the Zs. We lost Toad and Porky too.”

“What? The Fitzpatricks?” I ask. I try again to open my eyes, but that just ain’t happening. “Oh, fuck. How’s Melissa? How’re Buzz and Pup and Gunga?”

“They aren’t doing so well,” Stella says. “Critter’s holding it together, but even he’s about to lose his shit.”

“We all are,” Greta says. “This is bad, Daddy. Real bad.”

“He’s awake?” Stenkler asks as the tent unzips. “Jace? How are you doing?”

“I’m awesome,” I say. “But my eyes won’t open.”

“Give it a few minutes,” Stenkler replies. “You suffered some major trauma, so you are going to be light sensitive until you adjust. Take some deep breaths and try to open them every few minutes. They’ll obey eventually.”

“Not sure I want them to,” I say. “Sounds like I’m only going to see sad faces.”

“Well, yes, there are a few of those,” Stenkler replies and clears his throat. “Uh, Greta? Can I see you outside for a minute?”

I growl. Stella lightly smacks my shoulder as I feel Greta shift and leave. The zipper goes back up instantly, stopping the cold breeze from coming in.

“Stop,” she whispers. “Greta is top nurse now. She’s needed out there.”

“How did we get away?” I ask. “I sort of remember some things, but mostly I remember screaming.”

“That was you,” Charlie says.

“Chuck? You in there?” Antoinette asks. “We need you and Marcie now, please.”

“Gotta go, Dad,” Charlie says. His hand squeezes my arm. “Rest up. I’ll be back later.”

More zipping, more leaving.

“What is going on?” I ask. “Give me all the facts. Don’t leave anything out.”

She tells me. It’s not good. We’re down to maybe, what, forty survivors? That includes the cannies. Forty, if that. Fuck.

Stuart is still with us, so are John and Reaper. That’s good. Not that I don’t mourn the loss of folks that used to be my neighbors at one time, or any of the lives gone, but Stuart, John, and Reaper have skills that can help the rest of us survive. 

We talk for a while and Stella tells me how the Zs were just too much to handle. Especially with the crazies coming at us from both sides with random, surprise attacks. Buzz lost control of our RV as a hundred Zs rushed us at once. They just slammed into the cage and it sent the RV into a spin. The chain link got caught up under the wheels and the next thing everyone knew, we were flipping over.

The other RVs and Humvees didn’t fare so well, either. Sounds like we have one RV left and two Humvees. 

“Where are we?” I ask.

Stella chuckles. That’s good. I like hearing that. Good to know she still can.

“That you are going to have to see for yourself,” Stella says.

“Seriously? Come on. Give me a hint,” I say.

“No, you rest,” she says and snuggles down next to me. “We’ll both rest. When you wake up, and if you can open your eyes, then you’ll see exactly where we are.”

“Are we safe?” I ask.

She hesitates. I know my wife well enough to know it’s not out of fear, but out of caution. Safe is a very broad term.

“For now,” Stella says. “The Zs can’t get us and Mr. Flips has the crazies under control.”

“What’s the for now part?” I ask. “We aren’t at the Stronghold, are we?”

“No, not even close,” Stella says. “We’re still in Denver. Very much still in Denver.”

“No hint? Really?” I ask.

“No hint. Just rest,” she replies. Her lips kiss my cheek and I smile.

“Okay,” I say. “I’ll rest.”

“Good,” she says and I can tell by her breathing that she’s already drifting off.

I join her in seconds.

***
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IT’S NIGHT WHEN I WAKE up. This makes it much easier to open my eyes. I blink a few times and glance around the tent. There’s enough light coming from fires outside that I can see the sleeping forms of three other people besides Stella and me.

I slowly stretch my arm, which is painfully asleep and wedged next to Stella. This wakes her up instantly, which isn’t my intention, but it does allow me to ask, “Who’s that?”

Stella glances over at the three sleeping bag lumps on the other side of the tent. She smiles.

“That is our daughter, our son, and our new bodyguard,” Stella says. “She might also be a new addition to the family the way she and Charlie stay by each other’s sides.”

“Marcie,” I say. 

“Marcie,” Stella acknowledges.

“What?” Marcie asks and sits up. She lets the sleeping bag fall away and I am thankful she is fully clothed. “Hey. How do you feel?”

“A fuck ton better,” I say. “Still have a crazy bad headache though.”

“Yeah, that won’t be going away anytime soon,” she says and wiggles out of her sleeping bag to stand up. She glances down at Charlie and grins. “He hasn’t slept this deep in a while.”

“Really? You’d know that because why?” I ask.

“Jace,” Stella says, shaking her head. “We are way past that point.”

“Come on,” Marcie says and reaches for me as Stella gets up as well. “Time to go have a talk with the bosses.”

“Bosses?” I ask. “Multiple?”

“We’re all in this,” Stella says. “The one person in charge thing isn’t going to work anymore. Not with what we have coming at us.”

“Goody,” I say. “Take me to the bosses.”

Getting me up and out of the tent isn’t the easiest thing in the world. My legs are shit, the wound in my side is like hot fire in my ribs, my head screams, my shoulder screams, and I nearly scream before we get to the wheelchair that sits a foot away from the tent flaps.

I look around at where we are and it takes a while for my brain to make the connections.

“Holy shit,” I say. “Is this a football stadium?” I keep looking, seeing the worn out decorations and symbols everywhere. “Is this Mile High Stadium?”

“It was,” Stella says. “It’s out temporary shelter for now.”

“Wow, we didn’t get very far, did we?” I ask. “This stadium is right in the heart of Denver.”

“No, we didn’t get very far,” Stella says. “And we aren’t sure how much farther we can go. Come on. We’ll find everyone else and get you up to speed and make sure we are all on the same page.”

Stella wheels me over to a large campfire where a couple people are sitting and talking. As we get closer, I can see the profile of Critter and Melissa. Their faces are drawn and they each look like they’ve aged a few decades just since I last saw them. I can’t blame them. Not after what they’ve been through.

“Hey,” I say. “I’m so sorry about Porky and Toad.”

“Thanks, Jace,” Melissa replies. Critter just gives me a nod. “It’s good to see you didn’t die in your sleep.”

Critter snorts. “Ha, that’s exactly how Long Pork is going to die. We’ll all get killed in some bloody attack and he’ll survive it to live to a ripe old age and die in his sleep.”

“Hopefully, you’re wrong about that first part,” I say. “I’d like us all to die in our sleep. A long time from now.”

“We’ll see,” Critter says. “I ain’t placin’ no bets on that.”

“I’ll be back,” Marcie says. “I’ll get everyone else.”

She’s gone in the blink of an eye. The sisters move like that. There one second, gone the next.

Stella pushes me close to the fire and I revel in the heat that comes off of it. The night is scary cold. Has to be well below zero. At least there’s no snow right now. Stella pulls up a ragged-looking folding chair, tests it, then sits down next to me. We all sit there in silence until the others start showing up.

Stuart, Lourdes, Buzz, John, Reaper, then Antoinette.

“Where’s Marcie?” I ask.

“She went back to bed,” Antoinette says. “She doesn’t stray far from Chuck. It’s cute as hell.”

I wait for Stella to stiffen at the thought that a hot young woman, that is also a trained killer, is curling up next to our teenage son. But she doesn’t stiffen at all. In fact, she seems to relax as soon as she hears that’s where Marcie is. I’m guessing the trained killer part has outweighed the new woman in Charlie’s life part. Being with Marcie is probably the safest sex Charlie could possibly have.

I panic and look around, but no one reacts as if I said that out loud. This is good.

“So?” I ask. “What’s the plan?”

“The plan is to figure out a plan,” Lourdes says. “We’ve lost half of our group, almost all of our vehicles and supplies, and still have quite a few miles through hostile territory to go before we arrive at a hostile destination.”

“Won’t be hostile for long,” Antoinette says.

“I know. You keep saying that,” Lourdes replies. “But until we know for certain, I am calling the Stronghold hostile.”

“What about the crazies?” I ask. “How did Mr. Flips get that worked out?”

“Did I hear my name?” Mr. Flips asks as he comes walking up to us. “Sorry I am late. I was dead asleep.” He nods at me and doffs his top hat. “Good to see you up, Jace.”

“Good to be up,” I say and wince. “Sort of.”

“Tell Jace what you know about our new allies,” Lourdes says.

“Well, for starters, calling them allies might be a stretch,” Mr. Flips says. “But we can be sure they aren’t our enemies. If they decide not to join us then we at least do not have to worry about them attacking us.”

“How’d you manage the truce?” I ask.

“As you know, we got more than a few refugees headed our way back at Cannibal Road,” he says. “A few had insight into the workings of Denver. I didn’t take much stock in what they said, especially since they were mostly begging for their lives.” He clears his throat, an uncomfortable, unspoken apology for his ex-cannibal ways. “But there were enough consistent reports for me to put a few things together as fact.”

“Such as?” I push.

“Let him finish, Jace,” Stella says. “This gets interesting.”

“Yes, it does,” Mr. Flips says. “It turns out that down in Colorado Springs there is a special school for special children. Or there was before the world fell apart. This school, like many places around the region, was instructed to evacuate and head to Denver where they were assured safety from the plague that was spreading. I don’t need to tell you what a foolish thing that was.”

“Maybe not so foolish, considerin’,” Critter says.

“Very true, very true,” Mr. Flips says. “This special school was the Colorado School for the Deaf and Blind. All of the children were brought up here to the refugee areas just as things turned very bad. The areas were overrun, the adults were lost to the undead, and the children were forced to fend for themselves. Apparently, they have done a very good job at that.”

“Hold on. Are you telling me that the crazies we’re dealing with are deaf and blind kids?” I ask.

“That’s exactly what I am telling you,” Mr. Flips says. “I happen to know American sign language, just one of my many talents, so that was how I communicated with the young men and women that had us boxed in. I didn’t need to shout, I didn’t need to say a word. I signaled and let my hands do the talking.”

“How in the hell can deaf and blind kids survive against Zs?” I ask. “That’s not possible.”

“One sense is lost and the others compensate,” Mr. Flips says. “The blind can hear and smell the Zs well before they get to them and the deaf can feel the vibrations of their shambling feet and see signs of their passing easily. Working together, they built themselves safe places all throughout the city.”

“Then why are the people from the Stronghold so freaked out by them?” I ask.

“These are children,” Mr. Flips says sadly. “Teenagers now, most of them. They have come across some scary adults and have reacted accordingly. I don’t think the Stronghold people know these kids are deaf and blind. I believe that has contributed to their interpretation as these children being feral gangs bent on violence and insanity.”

“They have trained themselves to strike hard, strike fast, and strike last,” Stuart says. “There hasn’t been a lot of interaction between the groups unless it involves blood.”

“Fuck me,” I say. “That’s crazy.”

“It is,” Mr. Flips says. “But not the crazy we expected.”

“And they won’t join us?” I ask.

“Not yet,” Mr. Flips says. “Perhaps once they see how it all plays out.”

“How does it play out?” I ask. I rub at my head and Stella frowns. “I’m fine. Or as fine as I can be.”

“We should get you back to the tent,” she says.

“We should probably show him what’s coming,” Stuart says. “He needs to see this. Then we’ll all get a little sleep and start planning in the morning.”

“Are you up for a ride?” Antoinette asks, grabbing the back of my wheelchair. She looks at Stella. “Do you mind?”

“No, go ahead,” Stella says. “I’ve seen it and I don’t think my legs can make the climb again. I’m going back to the tent.” She kisses me. “See you soon. I’ll be awake when you get back.”

“Don’t wait up,” I say. “Get some sleep.”

“No, you are going to want to talk when you get back,” she sighs. “Trust me.”

I don’t like the sound of that.

***
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THE GREAT THING ABOUT being in this stadium is it’s handicapped accessible. Ramps all the way to the top! And that’s where Antoinette takes me. With Stuart and Lourdes right behind, she wheels me to the very top level so we have a nice view of the city of Denver. 

I gulp at the sight.

“How many are there?” I ask as I look out at the hundreds of campfires just outside what I think are the city limits. No way to really know without city lights to gauge the boundaries by. “That’s more than a thousand, isn’t it?”

“It’s a lot more than a thousand,” Stuart says. 

This far up, I can hear the occasional pop of gunfire. I’m guessing the Consortium army is taking out Zs that get too close to their encampment.

“Estimates?” I ask.

“Rough estimate is five thousand troops,” Lourdes says. “But the sisters think it’s closer to seven or eight.”

“They’ve picked up men and women along the way,” Antoinette says. “The Consortium has kept contact with smaller survivor pockets over the years. Promised them a place in Atlanta if they heed the call when it comes time.”

“Heed the call?” I ask. “That sounds like they have been planning to take Boulder for a while.”

“Exactly,” Lourdes says. “And she doesn’t want Boulder.”

“What does she want?” I ask.

“She wants the Stronghold,” Antoinette replies.

“Huh? Aren’t they the same thing?” I ask.

“No, they aren’t,” Antoinette says. “Not even close. But they have to get through Boulder to get to the Stronghold. That’s why Amy is freaking out.”

Then they explain it to me.

Yeah, I’ll need to talk with Stella when I get back to the tent.
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Chapter Eight
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I highly doubt anyone really slept through the night. I know Stella and I didn’t. And that meant that neither did Greta or Charlie since we weren’t exactly whispering as we talked. Marcie was crashed out and snoring all night long. She wasn’t too troubled by everything going on. I wish I had the kind of cool that the sisters all seem to possess. They are cucumbers in an inferno of blood and guts.

Stella and Charlie help me out of the tent and I look about the stadium. A couple dozen tents are pitched right on the field. Most are large domes like the one I was just helped from. But a few are classic pup tents, long triangles staked right into the turf. Or what used to be turf. It’s all faded crud now pocked by mud puddles and mounds of dirt.

I can see that we weren’t the first ones to seek refuge here. There are signs that the stadium was used by quite a few more people through the years. The major signs are the piles of bones stacked here and there. These aren’t small piles, like leaves in your backyard. These are mulch yard-sized piles. Massive. 

“We cleaned up,” Stella says. “Most of the bones were scattered across the field. All of the entrances were barricaded. Completely locked down. We drove right through one and have the RV there blocking it now, keeping the Zs out.”

“They corralled them in here and then sealed it,” I say.

“They were living here and then got sealed in,” Greta says as she comes out of the tent and stretches. “Someone was bitten or turned and the National Guard blocked them from leaving so it wouldn’t spread. How many did we count?”

“We stopped counting at eight thousand,” Stella says. “No point really.”

“Wait,” I say. “How did you have time to clean all this up and do a count? How long was I out?”

“A full day,” Stella says. “This is day three being here.”

“Day three?” I panic. “No wonder the Consortium is so close.”

“Getting closer,” Stuart says as he jogs up to us. “Come see.”

“Too loud,” Marcie calls from inside the tent. “Trying to sleep.”

Stuart rolls his eyes and gestures for us to follow. We get up to the top of the stadium again and stare at the sight before us. 

“Well, at least they can’t move fast,” I say as we watch the Consortium’s army roll into Denver. “Not that we’re exactly mobile and zippy.”

“We’re working on that,” Stuart says. “Brittany returned an hour ago and we’re all set for the next phase.”

“Next phase?” I ask. “What next phase? No one said anything about a next phase last night.”

“That’s because we were too busy telling you about the Stronghold,” Antoinette says as she comes up next to us, two of her sisters by her side.

Lacy and Steph. I think. Hard to keep track sometimes.

“So? What is the next phase?” I ask.

“We take Boulder,” Antoinette says. “We secure that city and in turn secure the Stronghold. Then we prepare for the Consortium. Camille believes she has the numbers to win, which she technically does, but she forgets that numbers aren’t everything.”

“They’re quite a lot,” I counter.

“But not everything,” Antoinette says. “We’ll have position. There is really only one way up to Boulder and we’ll make sure that route is a nightmare for them every step of the way.”

“How many people do we have left?” I ask. “Thirty? Forty?”

“Fifty,” Stuart frowns. “About. But that doesn’t matter.”

“I am obviously missing something,” I say.

“You are, but that’s okay,” Stuart says. He’s enjoying this.

“Just spell it out, please,” I sigh. “The Jace brain is at about ten percent capacity these days. I spent all my thinking cash on the chain-link cage idea.”

“Good theory,” Antoinette says. “Bad execution.”

“We’ll use the environment against them,” Stuart says. “The one resource we have an almost endless supply of. One that never gets tired and never gives up.”

“The Zs?” I ask. “You want to use the Zs against them? How?”

The enthusiasm for the plan seems to just fizzle away at my question.

“It won’t be pretty,” Antoinette says. 
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I KNOW MORE THAN A few of the faces that are revealed as the tarp is pulled back. I don’t know how they got the corpses back here, but they did. Close to twenty of them.

“We chum the water,” Stuart frowns. “It’s downright sacrilegious, but we don’t have the luxury of those kinds of morals at the moment.”

“Chum the water?” I ask.

“Spray the army,” Lourdes says, having joined us. “Mr. Flips will be assisting us. Apparently the Cannibal Road cannies have experience with this sort of thing. They have done it before with some of their...games.”

“We pretty much liquefy the corpses, add to water tanks and dilute the chum so that we have more volume, then drop it on them as they come up the mountain,” Stuart says. “The Zs will go insane.”

“Why don’t we just stay here?” I ask. “These walls are massive. Nothing is getting inside. We quiet the fuck down and let them roll past.”

“Then they get the Stronghold,” Lourdes says. “We explained why that can’t happen.”

“So fucking what?” I say. “They get the keys to the kingdom and all the fun toys. Good for them. What does it matter? We move on. We find somewhere else.”

“There is nowhere else,” Lourdes snaps. “Once Camille is inside the Stronghold then she can press a button and we are gone.” She snaps her fingers. “Vaporized in an instant.”

“So you say,” I reply. “We assume things are still working.”

“They are still working,” Antoinette says. “Brittany got confirmation of that.”

“Fine,” I concede. “Camille gets the Stronghold and basically she becomes the one and only big, swinging dick in all the land. She can piss on whoever she wants and doesn’t have to worry about splash back.”

“Really, Jace? That’s the analogy you come up with?” Stella asks. “Jesus.”

I shrug. Then I wince.

“Wait a minute,” I say, finally catching up to what Stuart said. “How are we dropping the chum on the Consortium’s army?”

“Chopper,” Stuart says then smiles.

“One problem,” I reply. “We don’t have choppers.”

“We will shortly,” Stuart says. “You’ll see.”

“Okay, okay, okay!” I yell and receive a wallop of a headache for it. But, fuck it. I’m done with all the word games. “Will someone please just be straight with me? You all are having way too much fun keeping me in the dark!”

“We are taking the choppers from Boulder,” Stuart says. “They’ll be here any minute.”

We are sheltered in one of the ramps that lead out onto the field. It’s as good a place to keep dead bodies as any, I guess. Stuart turns from the corpses and looks out at the field, studying our small group of survivors. 

Stella wheels me around so I can see what’s going on. Everyone is breaking camp fast, getting the gear stacked into neat, manageable piles. Others are rushing around with tarps and bungee cords, wrapping a pile up tight then moving on to the next one.

“We hook the gear to the choppers,” Stuart says. “Leaving as much room inside to transport our people. It’ll take a few trips, but we should have enough fuel.”

“So we made peace with Amy and her people?” I ask.

“What? No,” Lourdes responds. “Amy was not interested in peace. She was interested in saving her own skin. That’s all.”

“I’m sure she was interested in saving the skin of her people as well,” I say. “That can motivate someone to do things they aren’t proud of.”

“Bullshit,” Stuart says. “You know why she changed her tune as soon as she realized how many of us there were?”

“Because we would be a drain on their resources,” I say. “We used to do the same thing back at Whispering Pines, Stuart. We’d rarely take in any bums. Just send them on their way or shoot them if they refused to keep moving.”

“Yes, resources played into her motivations, but not in the way you think,” Stuart says. “She ditched us because we would have outnumbered them almost ten to one. Easy.”

“Ten to one? What?” I exclaim. “No way. We met, like, eight of them. And there’s some guy named Crumb too. That’s nine.”

“That’s two thirds of their group,” Stuart says. “Brittany confirmed it. There are fifteen of them altogether. Fifteen. That’s it.”

“Fifteen?” I say, my mouth just hanging open. “No way. That can’t be. How the hell do they only have fifteen?”

“We don’t know the story,” Lourdes says. “Not yet. But we will soon. Audrey is up there right now. She’ll be back with the choppers any time now.”

“But there are two choppers,” I say. “Who’s flying the second one?”

I don’t have to wait too long to find out. The distinct sound of rotors fills the air and soon the two Boulder choppers are cresting the side of the stadium. They hover for a second or two as everyone clears space then they land easily. Well, one lands easily. The other does a little hop before it settles.

And out of the hopping chopper comes Elsbeth. All smiles and big teeth.

“Hey, Long Pork!” she yells as she hurries over to me. “I can fly a helicopter! Did you know I can fly a helicopter?”

“I don’t know what you can and can’t do anymore, El,” I say. “But I am not surprised.”

“I got in and I knew what everything did,” Elsbeth says, like a kid that’s just gone from learning to ride a bike to being able to ride with no hands in a day. “I knew all the buttons and switches. All the levers and sticks. I knew what the pedals do. I could read the instruments. It was great!”

“You nearly crashed it into the ground right after take-off,” Audrey says as she comes up to us. “But you got it together after that.”

“Nerves,” Elsbeth says. “I had the nerves.”

“A little moonshine takes care of the nerves,” Critter says as he comes up to us. “Too damn bad I don’t have none of that. I think we could all use a snort or two.”

“Did you kill them?” I ask. “Amy and her people?”

“What? No, Long Pork,” Elsbeth says, offended. “We ain’t the bad guys. My mother is the bad guy and all her little asshole soldiers are the bad guys. We’re the good guys. Good guys don’t kill dumb asses that have no spines and just want to cry and cry and cry.”

“El broke them,” Audrey grins. “She broke them like the first night.”

“I told them what a bad person my mother is and that she’ll never trade for me,” Elsbeth says. “She’d take me and then kill them all then do whatever she wants to do with the stupid Stronghold place. I said to stick with me and Long Pork and everything would turn out just fine.”

“You told them that?” I ask. “Thanks, El. I’m flattered.”

“Yeah, I told them that because you are always doing stupid things and as long as we do the opposite of whatever you say then we’ll be fine,” she smiles. “It’s called reverse strategy.”

“Oh. Uh. Good,” I reply. “I do tend to—”

“Oh, shut up, Long Pork!” Elsbeth guffaws. “I’m only shit fucking with you! I said that you could help rebuild Boulder and make it strong again. She liked the idea. She was very receptive.”

“You also had just kicked the shit out of her and half her people,” Audrey grins. “That helped with the reception.”

“Yeah, that’s true,” Elsbeth nods. “They thought handcuffs would hold me. They were wrong.”

“So now we have their choppers and what?” I ask. “You left them all up there? What’s to say they don’t shoot us out of the sky when we return?”

Elsbeth cocks her head, looks at me like I’ve just grown eye stalks, looks at Stella like why would she let me grow eye stalks, then looks back at me like she’s going to rip off my new eye stalks. For the record, I do not have eye stalks. This isn’t that kind of story.

“Have you ever heard of a place called a jail, Long Pork?” Elsbeth says, talking really slow like I’m addled in the brain. Which, technically, isn’t far from the truth.

“Yes, El, I have heard of jails,” I say. “So you locked them up in one? All of them?”

“Not all of them,” she nods. “Just a few. Enough so she knows that if she messes with us again, her people die. Oh, and I locked up Kramer.”

“She was really happy about that,” Audrey says.

“I was really happy about that,” Elsbeth echoes. “He yelled at me almost the whole way I carried him into the cell.”

“Why’d he stop yelling?” I ask.

“He bumped his head,” Elsbeth says and shrugs. “Six times on the corner of a wall. He’s clumsy. He stopped yelling after that. Probably because he was asleep. He’s old, he needed the nap.”

“I love you,” Stella says and gives Elsbeth a huge hug. “Only way I could love you more is if you’d made a video of it all.”

“Sorry. No video,” Elsbeth replies as she steps away from Stella. She actually looks bummed she didn’t video the whole thing. “I can do it again for you when we get back. You can video it then. Might kill him though. But at least we’d have video.”

“No killing Kramer,” Lourdes says. “He’s still useful.” She glances at me.

“Don’t look at me,” I say. “I don’t want that asshole’s hands in my head ever again. I’d rather have Stinkler in there, even though I hate the man.”

“Why you hate Stenkler so much?” Elsbeth asks.

“It’s obvious,” I say.

“Not really,” Stella says. “I’ve always thought it was because something went down back at the Tomb with that Lizard Jesus guy you are always talking about. Now, I’m not so sure. Why do you hate him?”

“Never mind,” I say. “This isn’t the time. We live through this and I’ll tell you.”

“We all set?” Audrey asks. “We have fuel in the choppers for four trips up and back. There’s enough fuel in Boulder for a few more trips, but not much. We’ll need to be fast and efficient.”

“That’s why I’m here,” Lourdes says and puts her hands to her mouth. “OKAY, PEOPLE! YOU KNOW WHAT TO DO! LOAD UP ACCORDING TO YOUR LOT NUMBERS AND LET’S DO THIS!”

“Lot numbers?” I ask.

“We drew lots to group folks together,” Stella says. “Wrote it down so we know who we lose if something goes wrong.”

“Something goes wrong? What will go wrong?” I ask.

My answer is a loud explosion outside the stadium.

“They have tanks and RPGs, Jace,” Stuart says. “We’ll be flying targets.”

“God dammit,” I swear. “I was just getting comfortable with this whole plan. Fucking RPGs ruin everything.”

***
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I’M IN THE FIRST GROUP of passengers. I guess they want to move my crippled ass as fast as possible so if things go south they won’t have to deal with me later. Stella says it was so I could help coordinate at the other end and start looking at Boulder and the fortifications already up, but I know when people want to get rid of me. I’ve had a lot of experience with it.

The landscape is breathtaking as we fly over the Denver Boulder Turnpike on our way up the mountain to Boulder. It’s arid yet green due to the pines and firs and cedars that are everywhere. There’s the occasional clump of aspens and birches, which I thought I’d see more of, but I guess those are higher up in the mountains. Our route takes us over a couple of lakes, one of which is pretty good size.

“What’s that called?” I ask as I point down at the lake. I get to be in the front with Audrey.

“What’s what called?” she replies over the headset. “Be specific, Long Pork.”

“That lake,” I reply. “Do you know its name?”

“Yeah,” she says. “I saw it on a map. It’s Standley Lake.”

“Stanley Lake? Like Stanley hotel up in Estes Park?” I ask.

“Standley! With a D!” she shouts over the sound of the chopper’s rotors. Despite our headsets, it’s still really fucking loud. “What’s the Stanley Hotel?”

“It’s where they shot The Shining!” I reply. “Or the interiors, at least!”

“What’s The Shining?” she asks.

I weep for the apocalyptic youth of today. But I don’t say that out loud.

“Yes, you did!” Audrey laughs. “I forgot how fun you are, Long Pork! Good to be back with you!”

“Oh, well, thanks,” I reply. 

I try to settle in for the rest of the ride, but the jostling of the chopper makes it hard. My shoulder hurts, my head hurts, my side and ribs hurt, my whole body hurts. And Audrey isn’t exactly the most graceful pilot.

“But I’m a hell of a dancer!” she shouts and gives me a wide grin.

“Sorry about the out loud stuff!” I yell.

“Don’t worry about it!” she responds. “We all know you aren’t mean or cruel! We’ve got your back, Long Pork! Especially with Marcie digging on Chuck! He’s a cutie! A little young for me, but cute!”

“Yeah, about that!” I yell. “How old is Marcie?”

“She’s twenty-three!” Audrey says. “How old is Chuck?”

How old is Chuck? I mean Charlie. How old is my son now? Eighteen? Is he eighteen? No, he’s not that old yet. Is he? Fuck. I don’t even know how old either of my kids are anymore. Hell, I don’t even know what year it is anymore. Time gets fucked in the zombie apocalypse and birthdays go out the window when you are running across the country for your life.

We really need an official time keeper and historian for this place when we get setup. Keeping track of what has happened and what will happen is important if we plan on making a new life here. Once we survive. Yeah, survival comes first before we start making new desk calendars. 

We’re directly over the Denver Boulder Turnpike and there’s not much down there. Not much that hasn’t been burned down or looted. I see some buildings that used to be intact, but they’ve been stripped of their siding and look like husks of civilization. I’m so busy staring at the remains that I miss our approach to Boulder.

“Long Pork! Pay attention!” Audrey yells. “You won’t get this view again for a while!”

I snap my head forward and instantly regret it. The world turns sideways and I feel a hand grab my shoulder. My non-destroyed shoulder.

“Long Pork?” Audrey yells, but not just to be heard. The concern in her voice is pretty obvious.

“I’m good. I’m good,” I say. 

I straighten up and focus out the windshield. Boulder. We made it. Or I made it. Everyone else is still on their way. 

I first see the sprawl of ubiquitous suburban neighborhoods. It’s the West, after all. Yes, the East has suburbs, but the West perfected the concept. Spread out them citizens. Let them drive, drive, drive their way into the American Dream.

“Okay, you can stop talking now,” Audrey says. “It’s getting old.”

“Try living inside my head for five minutes,” I reply.

We pass over the neighborhoods and I can see some barricades set up here and there at the ends of specific roads, but other than that, the place is not fortified. We get up over the University of Colorado and the place looks fairly intact. This is good. There are signs of heavy fortifications around some of the buildings, but nothing central. Nothing unifying this place as any type of sustainable sanctuary.

Where the fuck did I bring my family? Where the fuck did I bring my friends and those that were looking to me to keep them safe? Whispering Pines was a million times more locked down than this. This is one of the big settlements left in the country?

At least there aren’t that many Zs. I can see some small groupings, but they can easily be handled. The big herds haven’t gotten up this way yet. I’m guessing the mountain road isn’t so easy for Zs to hike up. Not in the middle of winter when their limbs are stiff from the cold. At least the slow ones are stiff. The fast fuckers don’t have too much of a mobility problem.

We keep flying and I look over at Audrey, confused.

“Where are we going?” I ask. “That looks like the main area!”

“Helipad at the hospital,” Audrey says. “It’s secured there.” She glances over her shoulder at the others in the chopper. Most of them are sick and wounded. “We need to drop you all off then start getting the rest up here ASAP. No time to sight see, Long Pork.”

“I don’t want to sight see!” I exclaim. “I want to know what resources and facilities we have! I want to know if we can survive here!”

“We can’t. Not how it is now,” Audrey replies. “But that’s why we have you! Gonna have to get that big brain back to work, Long Pork!”

Awesome.

***
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THE HOSPITAL IS SECURED tight. And I do mean tight. So there’s that.

The first person I see coming towards us as we land the chopper on the helipad is Amy. What the hell?

“What the hell?” I shout.

“She’s harmless,” Audrey says as the chopper powers down. She immediately jumps out and starts helping those that can walk on their own out of the chopper. “What are you waiting for, Long Pork? Get out!”

“I need my wheelchair,” I say. “My strength is shit.”

Audrey nods and reaches past a woman that is half awake. Or maybe she’s half dead. Almost the same thing. Audrey snaps open the wheelchair and comes around to my side, plopping it down in front of me.

“Hurry,” she says and bails.

“I’ll help,” Amy says, walking up to me, her eyes darting to Audrey. “Glad to.”

“You aren’t just saying that so she thinks you’re not going to kill me, are you?” I ask as Amy reaches up and helps me into the wheelchair.

“I kill you and I’ll be dead before the sun sets,” Amy sighs. “That’s been made very clear by your protector.”

“My protector? Oh, Elsbeth. Yeah, she doesn’t mince words,” I say. 

The twins come hurrying out to help get everyone off the chopper and into the hospital. The cargo area is barely cleared before Audrey has the chopper powered up and lifting off. I glance at the sky, but don’t see a second one coming. It should have been right behind us.

“Elsbeth locked up some of your people,” I say as Amy wheels me inside the hospital.

“Yes,” Amy says, sounding less than pleased, but resigned to the fact.

“And you don’t have an extra set of keys?” I ask.

“I do,” Amy says. “But I’m sure she knows it.”

“Oh, I’m sure of that too,” I say. The hospital is surprisingly toasty inside. “Nice place.”

“Listen,” Amy says as she rolls me over to a set of couches and end tables that make up what used to be a waiting area. It now looks more like a crash pad, with blankets and pillows on the couches and boxes of supplies stacked here and there.

“I’m listening,” I say.

“Things started off wrong,” she continues. “I couldn’t trust any of you so I did what I had to.”

“How many did you start off with?” I ask, ignoring her lame attempt at an explanation. Or apology. Whatever it is. “How many of you have died over the years since you have been holed up in Boulder?”

“Close to three hundred,” Amy says. “We started with close to three hundred. We’re at eighteen now.”

“Eighteen? Damn,” I say. “Starvation? Sickness? The Zs?”

“All of the above,” Amy sighs and plops down on a couch.

The pretense of being a leader is gone. She’s just a broken woman that has failed at keeping a broken situation from crumbling completely to dust. I get that. Not the woman part, but the broken situation part.

“They’d still be alive if I hadn’t convinced them to leave,” she says quietly.

“To leave? To leave here?” I ask. “You kicked some out?”

“No, no, nothing like that,” Amy says and looks over at the wall, but I can tell she’s not looking at the wall itself. She’s looking back in time to that fateful decision that— “Who are you talking to? Are you talking to me?”

“Oh, sorry,” I say. “I do that sometimes.” I point at my Frankenstein head. “I’m a little off my game these days. Internal becomes external and all that jazz.”

“Okay,” Amy says. She sighs. “We were safe, but isolated. I decided we should leave. See what it is like out here. So we did. All of us. When we realized I’d made a huge mistake, it was too late. We couldn’t get back in. The system locked down and the protocols changed. It’s all gone downhill from there.”

“The Stronghold,” I say.

Her eyes widen then soften and she nods.

“It’s all gone downhill for everyone,” I say. “You aren’t the only survivor pocket to get its ass kicked.”

“But we’re the most important,” Amy says. “I had one job and I failed at it. I could have stayed. I could have kept everyone where we were and we’d know what’s going on with the rest of the world. We’d know what’s going on almost everywhere.”

I lean forward. Things are getting interesting.

“What does that mean? The rest of the world?” I ask. “What the hell are you talk—”

I stop in mid-sentence as a far off boom reaches us. Amy looks towards the doors.

“It’s started,” she says. “Already.”

“What was that?” I ask.

She gives me a funny look. “You don’t know?”

“I don’t know much these days,” I reply. I shrug and wince. Ow.

The sound of the second chopper landing gets our attention and we wait, two strangers, two failures, two people with a lot of blood and other peoples’ lives on our hands.

The doors open quickly and Stella comes hurrying in with Greta and Melissa followed by a few of our people including Dr. Stenkler.

“Jace,” Stella smiles then she sees Amy and the smile is gone. “Bitch.”

Amy only shrugs.

“What was that boom?” I ask.

“That was Denver,” Greta responds.

“It wasn’t Denver,” Melissa says. “It was our tanker truck and a few extras we left waiting for the Consortium. It worked a little better than we hoped.”

“So...you blew up Denver?” I ask.

Melissa looks at Stella. They both nod at me.

“See?” Greta smirks. “I told you it was Denver.”

“We blew up a good chunk,” Stella says. “Unfortunately, I think we blew up some of those kids too. They were the ones to set it off, so the Consortium couldn’t detect a trip wire or detonator.”

“Kids?” Amy frowns. “You’re working with the crazies? You’re insane. They’ll turn on you as soon as they can.”

“Don’t think there’s much left of them to turn,” Greta says. She looks around. “Nice hospital. Shitty location. Too far from the central area.”

“Yes, we know,” Amy says. “We used to have more secured, but...”

“She let everyone die,” I say. “It’s sad. It’s tragic. Boo hoo. But now we’re here to save her and her people. Yay! Go us!”

“That was out loud, Daddy,” Greta says.

“I know,” I smile. 

“You’re an ass,” Amy says and looks at everyone else. “He’s an ass.”

“He’s also my husband,” Stella snaps. “Which means I’m the only one that can call him an ass.”

“Thanks, babe,” I say.

“Shut up,” Stella says. “Pay attention. The choppers are heading back to drop the chum on the army. Whatever is left of it. Once they are done with that then they are bringing everyone else back up here. We need to have a plan in place. We need to have an idea of how we’ll hold off the Consortium.”

She’s looking at me.

“Why are you looking at me?” I ask. “My brain is pudding.”

“Yeah, we’ve been talking about that,” Melissa says. “Elsbeth has an idea on how to unpudding your brain.”

“Unpudding my brain? Is that a thing?” I ask.

“It involves Kramer,” Stella growls. “I said no at first, but El is right. It could work.”

“Huh?” I frown. “Not following. Pudding brain is pudding.”

“They want Kramer to use his hypnosis shit to focus your mind on how to beat the Consortium,” Greta says. “They want to get inside your pudding and fish out the tasty parts.”

Amy shakes her head. “I’ve always hated pudding. I hate it more now.”

“You want me to allow Kramer to willingly mess with what’s left of my mind? Are you fucking crazy?” I snap.

“No choice,” Stella frowns. “We’ve done the math. They will get enough fighters up here to do some major damage. Especially since this place isn’t even close to locked down like how we thought it would be.”

Fuck this shit.

They all stare at me, waiting.

“Oh, sorry,” I say. “I thought that was going to be out loud.” I clear my throat. “Fuck. This. Shit. Not happening.”

***
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“AH, MR. STANFORD,” Dr. Kramer grins as I’m wheeled up to his cell. “How are you, Jace? It is good to still see you alive.”

“Is it?” I ask.

“And speaking!” Dr. Kramer laughs and claps his hands together. “I was wondering if your speech centers would return to normal.”

“I still talk out loud, so not so much,” I respond. “You’re a shitty brain surgeon.”

“I’m an excellent brain surgeon,” Dr. Kramer says. “Amongst many other medical specialties. Unfortunately, the facilities I was forced to use with Dr. Stenkler, who is also quite accomplished, were, well, less than adequate. But, I believe you already know that.” 

“I don’t know shit anymore,” I say. “Which is why I’m here. I need you to dig out what shit I do still know.”

“I’m sorry? I don’t quite follow,” Dr. Kramer replies.

“I need you to use that conditioning crap and force me to be at my best again,” I say. “Or better. Yeah, we actually need you to make me better than I was. Get all the synapsis firing at once, so to speak.”

“I’m at a loss for what you mean,” Dr. Kramer says.

“Knock it off,” Stella snarls. “You know what he means and you’ll do what we need.”

“You trust me fiddling abut in your husband’s mind?” Dr. Kramer asks. “Without your protector here? Where is Ms. Thornberg? Or any of the others, for that matter?”

“We can handle you,” Melissa says. “You screw this up and you’ll never leave that cell alive.”

“Hey!” someone shouts from another cell. “Hello?”

We look at Amy and she gives us a questioning glance.

“That’s Nick,” she says. “Can I go speak with him?”

“Sure,” Stella says. “Greta? Go with.”

“Do I have to?” she whines.

“Yes,” Stella snaps.

Greta stomps off behind Amy. Stenkler takes her place by us and Kramer’s face lights up.

“Oh, hello, James! Nice to see a colleague’s face,” Dr. Kramer says. “Please explain to Mr. Stanford that what he is asking will put him at great risk.”

“I have,” Stenkler replies. “I have explained it to all of them. Unfortunately, we do not have much of a choice.”

“There is always a choice,” Dr. Kramer says.

“Not for you, asshole,” Stella nearly roars. “Do what we ask! Do it without harming my husband! And do it now!”

“Well, since you are being so polite about it,” Dr. Kramer says and smiles at me. “Jace? I’ll need you to relax.”

“No problem,” I say. “Nothing more relaxing than hanging out in an old jail during the zombie apocalypse while an army comes stomping towards us.”

“Can you try?” Dr. Kramer says.

“Jace, please,” Stella says quietly as she bends close to me. “We don’t have much time.”

“Fine,” I sigh. “Gonna relax. I’m all about the relaxing. Relaxation is my game. I am the captain of the good ship Relaxarooni.”

“He will need a chair... Oh, I see he has one,” Dr. Kramer grins.

“Fuck and you, sir,” I glare. “Fuck and you.”

“Close your eyes, please,” Dr. Kramer says. I do. “Now, think back on that day when we were on our way to Knoxville. The second day, not the first. You were angry at me—”

“That doesn’t narrow it down,” I say.

“You were angry at me and wanted Elsbeth to take me out into the woods and gut me like a stuck pig,” Dr. Kramer continues. “Which is a bit of a mixed metaphor since the actual term is bleeding like a stuck pig.”

“Yeah, I remember that day,” I reply. “You made a point of telling me how wrong my metaphor was. Good thing Elsbeth didn’t listen.”

“When I count to three, you’ll be back to that day,” Dr. Kramer says. “You’ll remember the conditioning I implanted in you. That will allow you to access all parts of your mind. Are you ready?”

“Ready? I thought we’d already started,” I say.

“Oh, Mr. Stanford, we haven’t even begun to get started,” Dr. Kramer chuckles. “Now. One. Two. Three. Blowfish carton toes.”
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I’M SITTING UP IN THE weird trailer we set in the huge haul truck. That giant earth mover thing that Critter stole from Foster’s crew after we killed Mondello. I’m sitting in the trailer and there’s Stuart and Elsbeth and someone else. The Tin Man? Scarecrow? Oh, I missed the Scarecrow the most.

“Hey, Jace,” Jon Billings says, smiling that cocky, smart ass smile of his. “Did you miss me?”

Jon was my closest friend back in Whispering Pines. I know I call Stuart my best friend, but that is after the fact. After Jon was shot in the head by that crazy fucker Vance. Jon was Head of Construction in our little apocalyptic oasis. I designed shit and he made sure it got built and wouldn’t fall over and kill people that were trying not to get killed by shit I designed falling over. Or something like that. We enjoyed witty banter, so I’d say confusing shit like that all the time.

“Jon?” I ask. “What the hell, man? You’re dead.”

“That I am, buddy,” he smiles. “I am very dead. But not undead. Isn’t that a nice treat? Being an ex-minister, I have a deep belief in God. But if I’d come back as one of the Zs, I don’t know. It would have been hard to believe in God when I wanted to snack on Melissa’s flesh.”

“Keep your sex life out of this, perv,” I laugh. “I do not need to hear your undead fantasies.”

“How is she?” Jon asks. “How’s my wife? Is she still alive?”

“You know she is,” I say and tap my head. “You’re in here.”

“Am I?” Jon asks. “I hope not. That is one messed up place to be right now.”

“Yeah, I know,” I nod. “That’s why doctor...uh...that’s why Dr. What’s His Name is fiddling about in my noggin. Shit! What is his name?”

“I have no idea who you are talking about,” Jon says as she stands up and walks to a table. “But we have work to do, pal o’ mine. Get your ass over here.”

I glance at Stuart and Elsbeth, but they are mute, just sitting on a bench watching me. 

“Nothing to add?” I ask. 

Stuart turns to Elsbeth and puts a finger to his lips. She parrots the motion and they both shhhhhh.

“Whatever,” I shrug. Then realize that I have both arms. “Holy shit! Where is Stumpageddon?”

“Who?” Jon asks as he keeps waving me to the table. “Stumpawhaton?”

“Stumpageddon,” I say, feeling my right arm. “I lost this arm, dude. Hacked it off myself with a fucking knife in an SUV up on the Parkway.”

Jon stares at me for a second then shakes his head. “Man, you are one messed up puppy. But it doesn’t matter. Take a look at this.”

I get to him and lean over the table. He’s studying a map of Boulder. It’s a freaky map. Like out of a Harry Potter movie. The buildings seem to jut up from the paper, but are flat at the same time. Makes me a bit dizzy. I grab the edge of the table and Jon grabs me.

“You alright?” he asks.

“Are those people and Zs?” I ask as I watch shit move on the map. “Jesus.”

“Hallelujah,” Jon smirks. “Amen and pass the ammunition.”

“Okay, okay, what am I looking at?” I ask.

Jon points at the map, his finger tracing a road just southish of the University of Colorado campus. 

“This is Baseline Road,” he says. “Fitting, in a way. This road will be very important. You can’t let Camille get past this road.”

“Why?” I ask.

“Because the entrance to the Stronghold is past this road. It’s hidden, but if she has the right intel then she can find it,” he replies. “Hold this road.”

I point at the hospital. “We have a lot of people up here. That’s a ton of open space between there and here.”

“There’s a ton of open space everywhere,” Jon says. “Doesn’t matter. You’ll be able to move old vehicles all along these routes and block off the arteries in and out of the gauntlet.”

“Gauntlet? Fuck. Are you kidding me? Like Cannibal Road?” I complain. “Fuck Cannibal Road.”

“Exactly like Cannibal Road,” Jon says. “And you can’t fuck a road, dude. Don’t even try. You’ll get asphalt all up in your peehole.”

“Peehole,” Elsbeth snickers.

“Oh, now you talk?” I say as I look over at her. But she’s gone. “Whoa.”

“Yeah, your head is ten kinds of shitfucked, sir,” Jon says. “Now pay attention.”

“Attention is being paid,” I say.

“You create this gauntlet up through the suburbs of Boulder,” Jon says. “Shouldn’t be hard. You know how to work the suburbs into being your bitch.”

“I’m all about working the suburbs in the zombie apocalypse,” I grin. “I’m the Z-Burbia king!”

He shakes his head. “Don’t get cocky. When you wake up from this, things will not be how you expect. You are going to freak out.”

“What do you mean I’m going to freak out?” I ask. I look over my shoulder and Stuart’s gone too. “Where the fuck is everyone going?”

“Pay attention, Long Pork!” Jon yells.

I turn and stare at him. “You were gone and then dead when Elsbeth joined us. How do you know she called me Long Pork?”

“You have always been Long Pork, Mr. Torrance,” Jon giggles. “You have always been the King of Z-Burbia.”

“Oh, fuck off,” I say and look at the map. Every detail of the area rushes at me, slamming into my eyes, making me cry out. “Holy fuck!”

“It’s already begun, brother,” Jon says. “You’re doing it. You’re making it happen.”

“Huh?” I respond. “Making what happen?”

He stands straight and grabs me by the shoulders. His eyes are bloodshot and his skin is turning pale then grey. “Stay strong. Do not let all of this be a waste, okay? I didn’t die so you could bring my wife to some strange city and let her get butchered by the Consortium or get eaten by Zs, you got it? I am fucking counting on you!”

“I always thought it was hilarious that you cursed,” I say. “An ex-minister with a potty mouth.”

“They’re just words, Jace,” Jon says as strips of his face start to peel and fall off. “Just words. They don’t have power over you anymore. Do you hear me? Time to wake up and finish this. The words no longer have power.”

He taps me right in the middle of my chest.

“Follow your heart,” he growls. “Follow it wherever it leads you.”

“My heart is actually a little to the side,” I say. “It’s not right in the center.”

“Fuck you,” he smiles and half his teeth tumble out.

“Gross,” I say and then grab him in a big bear hug. His body squishes against me and some foul-smelling gasses escape his rotting corpse. “Dude, you farted.”

“Goodbye, Jace,” he whispers in my ear. “It was a pleasure knowing you. Take care of my Melissa.”

“I will,” I say and he’s gone.

Not gone as in he blinks out of existence. Nope, that wouldn’t quite fit the narrative, would it? He’s gone in like he melts away, his body liquefying into a puddle of Jon juice and pulp. Yuck would be a good word to describe it.

But I’m supposed to forget about the words. That’s what he said. He said the words no longer have power over me.

I try to speak, but nothing comes out. I grab my throat and realize that Stumpageddon is back. My right arm is gone and my head hurts like fucking hell. Screams come from outside the trailer and I turn and walk towards the doorway.

As I get closer, I can see outside onto a landscape of brutality. Everything is on fire and there is blood everywhere. I watch as Stuart and Elsbeth tear into a group of who I can only guess are Consortium soldiers. A few yards from them are the sisters. They move like the whirling dervishes of death that they are. I don’t see Stella or the kids anywhere.

I’m about to turn around so I can climb down and out of the haul truck trailer, but I don’t need to. I’m already on the ground.

“Jace!”

I look about. I don’t see anyone. The scene of blood and fire is gone.

“JACE!”

All I see are the empty streets of the Boulder suburbs. And a fuck ton of Zs coming for me. The fast ones. They are sprinting right at me.

“JACE!”

As the wall of undead flesh gets to me, I bring up Stumpageddon and see that I have some sort of spike strapped to the end by a harness with a bunch of leather straps and buckles. I look like Ash from Evil Dead II, but with a long hunk of sharpened rebar instead of a chainsaw.

The undead slam into me and my spike goes right through one of the Z heads. I pull back and keep stabbing as the Zs try to take me down. But they can’t. I refuse to go down. 

“That’s right, motherfuckers!” I scream. “You can’t take Jace down, bitches!”

I stab and stab and stab until there are nothing but brained corpses at my feet.

I look down at them and laugh.

“Groovy.”
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Chapter Nine
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“JACE!”

I shake my head, really wish I hadn’t, and then look back over my shoulder.

“JACE! Look out!” Stuart yells.

To say I’m a little confused would be a serious motherfucking understatement.

The scene of hell is back and there are people fighting all over the place. Guns are going off, but not as many as I thought there would be. Mostly I see soldiers dressed in black fighting with my people. There aren’t anywhere near as many soldiers as there should be. Which is strange.

“JACE LOOK OUT!” Stuart yells again and this time I pay attention.

Just before the machete reaches my neck, I duck down and stab the guy coming at me right in the balls with Stumpageddon’s spike. 

Holy shit! The spike strapped to Stumpageddon is real! It’s totally real!

The man screams and screams then falls to his knees as I yank Stumpageddon free. Then I plant that spike right in his throat. He gurgles and blood pours out around the steel then his eyes roll up and he’s gone. I yank the spike out and he tumbles over.

“Get up!” Stuart shouts and pulls me back up to my feet.

Which seem to be working fine. In fact, other than the fact I am missing my right arm, everything seems to be working fine. My gunshot shoulder is easy like Sunday morning. My side and ribs hurt, but they aren’t on fire like they were before. No, what’s on fire are a lot of the suburban houses that surround us.

Okay, okay, mental time out. Freeze frame, bitches.

“What the fuck is going on?” I yell at Stuart. He doesn’t react. “Stuart! Answer me! What the fuck is going on? How did I get here?”

He still doesn’t answer me, just keeps pulling at my left arm, trying to get me to retreat with him. I yank it free and grab his shirt.

“WHAT THE FUCK IS GOING ON?”

He doesn’t reply, just slaps my hand from his shirt and starts running with me in tow.

“Whatever,” I mutter.

We sprint, which is so refreshing a thing to do when you’ve been in a wheelchair for days. We sprint towards a barricade that’s set up across the street a quarter mile away. The screams of people follow us. I don’t know if they are our people or the soldiers. Probably the soldiers because there are more of those. No, wait, that doesn’t make mathematical sense. If there are more soldiers then logic would dictate it’s our people screaming because they are outnumbered.

Fuck if I know.

We skid around the barricade and Stella grabs me in a bear hug.

“What the fuck were you thinking?” she yells. She glares at Stumpageddon’s spike. “We gave that to you because you swore you wanted it for self-defense, not so you could go running out there and nearly get yourself killed!”

She hugs me again then slaps me across the face.

“Asshole!”

“Can we hold this?” Stuart yells, looking over at John who has his sniper rifle up and is picking off soldiers one by one through a gap in the barricade.

“Yes,” is all John says.

John. Jon... I saw Jon. The other Jon. My Jon. My closest friend Jon. And he said something. 

“What the hell is happening?” I ask. “Last thing I remember was Kramer putting me under.”

Stella frowns at me and shakes her head.

“I can’t understand you,” she says. “What are you saying?” She looks over at Stuart. “What happened to him?”

“I don’t know,” Stuart says. “He’s been spouting gibberish since I grabbed him. Look at his eyes. They aren’t all wild like they have been since he started planning.”

“Oh my God! What are you people talking about?” I yell. “I’m not spouting gibberish!”

“That fucking asshole did something to your brain,” Stella snarls. “I’ll fucking kill Kramer when this is over.” She puts a hand over my mouth. “Just stop talking, Jace. I can’t understand a word you’re saying.”

I pull her hand away. “What the hell do you mean you can’t understand me?” I ask. “I’m fucking speaking English!”

Then what Jon said to me in my mind dream thing comes back.

“The words no longer have power.”

Oh, that fucking asshole. Stella was right. That fucking asshole!

Kramer done took my words!

“Just be quiet. Please,” Stella says, a tear rolling down her cheek. “We need to get you back past Baseline.”

Baseline.

I look around and realize we are on the Denver Boulder Turnpike. The neighborhoods around us are scorched as fuck. I glance behind us and see an off ramp junction. That must be Baseline. 

We have to hold Baseline. They can’t get past that.

Stella starts pulling at me and I yank free. I stomp my feet and glare. If my words aren’t going to work then I need to go all Harpo on her ass. You know Harpo, right? The Marx brother that didn’t talk? The one with the horn and big eyes that always pulled pranks but looked so innocent doing it?

Fuck you if you don’t know Harpo.

I do a quick assessment of our resources at the barricade.

I see John and Reaper, both putting their Special Forces skills to use and taking perfectly aimed shot after perfectly aimed shot. Stuart is with us and he’s shooting, but not as well. The guy looks like he’s had the shit kicked out of him. I’m a little worried. 

Who else?

The Fitzpatrick brothers are with us. They have hunting rifles and are knocking down Consortium soldiers like they’re bucks in deer season. A few of Lourdes’s PCs are with us, but I don’t see Lourdes. I hope she’s okay.

Then I hear the shouts and hurry to a small opening in the barricade.

There she is!

Lourdes and the rest of her people rush the Consortium soldiers. Barely a dozen against hundreds. They are going to die so fucking fast I almost want to run away. But I don’t.

They cut into the side of the soldiers and start firing and hacking away. Pistols blasting and machetes whacking. Some of the PCs have only their combat knives. 

Jesus, how much ammo do we have left?

The Consortium soldiers are surprised by the attack. Probably more surprised by the small numbers coming at them more than the actual attack itself. Who in their right mind would send barely a dozen men and women up against an army of hundreds?

Then it hits me. Hundreds. There are a lot of soldiers, but not the thousands that were coming at us. How the hell did we cut them down so fast?

I look at Stella and point at the army. I hold up my hand and tick off my fingers then point again. I slowly lower my fingers and hope she gets what I’m saying.

“I have no idea what you are saying,” she says.

Doesn’t matter. All academic anyway. Their numbers are in the hundreds, not the thousands. I’ll take the miracle and shut the fuck up.

I see a man aim his rifle at Lourdes then watch his head vaporize. The heads of the soldiers directly around him vaporize as well, about fifteen in all. The soldiers that still have their heads stop fighting and whirl about, looking for where the attack is coming from. They last all of point one second before they go all headless chic. Bodies are dropping so fast I can’t keep up. Lourdes and her people aren’t even fazed by it. 

“Good idea putting some of the sisters up high,” John shouts at me. “They may be good hand to hand, but damn if they aren’t almost better with rifles.”

I give him a thumb-up. I have no idea what he’s talking about, but I’ll take the credit if it’s being offered. 

He doesn’t see my thumb-up since his eye is to his scope and he’s too busy getting all sniper with it. See what I did there? I switched out jiggy with sniper. I’m hip. Shut up. If I say I’m hip then I’m hip! Fuck all y’all!

I am about to really agree with John, seeing more and more heads go kasplooshy, but then it’s like a juggernaut is moving up through the soldiers. Like some invisible force is just shoving them aside, rolling them like waves, ripping through the army as if it’s not a force made of highly armed men and women.

Then I see a flash of blonde hair amongst the helmeted black of the Consortium. A flash of red hair. A flash of a brunette bob. More blonde, but curly. 

The sisters are in it now. Not just shooting from up high (wherever up high is), but now in the thick, in the middle, ripping, shredding, kicking, and killing. 

That’s when I realize a very significant fact. It’s probably something the others have already realized. Shit, I probably already realized but don’t remember. 

The Consortium may have the numbers, but we have the training. Or at least the sisters and some of us have the training. I wouldn’t exactly say I’m trained in the deadly art of combat. More importantly, I wouldn’t say that about the Consortium soldiers, either.

I look about and see a pair of binoculars on Stella’s belt. I point at them and she frowns. I roll my eyes and give her a pitiful look. She acquiesces and hands them over to me. I take a quick look and smile then hand the binoculars back to her.

“They’re just regular people,” I say. “Survivors like us. Not a fucking army of soldiers.”

Stella sighs. Right. She has no idea what I’m saying.

But even so, I’m right.

The soldiers... No, wait. The “soldiers” are emaciated. I needed the quotes there. If I had two hands, I could do air quotes. I should get some sort of prosthetic for that. Everyone would love it if I could do air quotes all the time.

Anyhoo, they look sickly, like they’ll drop dead at any second. Some of the men and women are barely standing up. They sway on their feet until they get hacked to death by the sisters or get their brains blown out by the sisters or get hacked or shot by Lourdes’s folks.

Long story short: we are kicking their ass with our smaller numbers.

Of course, there is always a grey cloud inside the fucking silver lining. Stupid clouds.

“Oh, fuck me,” I mutter. Pretty sure it sounds like “gubble flup flup.” My ears are starting to get used to how I actually sound. With some luck maybe there’s a pattern and I can create my own language. I’m sure that’s just what everyone wants to learn, some Jacese.

The fuck me was because through the smoke and blood of the battle I can see something coming. It cares about as much for the pitiful soldiers as the sisters do, crushing them with abandon as it rolls forward.

Guess what it is? No, come on, you have to guess. Fucking guess!

Fine, fine, I’ll tell you.

A tank. A big beige tank. The Consortium must have picked it up at an Iraqi War yard sale. Unlike the soldiers, though, it looks legit and ready to fuck us all up.

The first shot goes wide and long, blasting apart what looks like a set of campus condos. Cracked, red tile flies up into the air and a geyser of flames shoots out towards the road behind us. None of us are hurt, but it sure as fuck makes us realize that probably won’t be the case the next time it fires.

Which it does in about three seconds.

The shell screams towards us and I’m ready to kiss my ass goodbye, but it misses again. Once the dust and smoke clears, there’s a fifteen foot wide hole in the Turnpike. I look about and we are still unharmed, but the barricade has started to shift and crumble from the impacts. You can only rock and roll so long before things fall apart.

“Fall back!” Stuart yells and everyone at the barricade gets up without hesitation. 

We’re turning and running as the third shell hits. Bulls-fucking-eye!

The barricade is gone in a flash. Hunks of concrete and furniture and whatever else it was made of fly past us. I catch something across my spine and scream as pain radiates up and down my legs. I tumble to the ground and lie still for a minute, my ears ringing and my back telling me I’m not a young man anymore, so why the fuck did I decide to get in the middle of an apocalyptic war? Stupid, old man.

I still can’t hear worth a shit when Stella helps me to my feet. I can stand and I can move, but doing both hurts like a motherfucker. We keep running, or really stumbling, along the Turnpike, headed towards Baseline Road.

Without the barricade as a target, the tank is just firing at random, hoping shells blast us into smithereens. Great word that. Smithereens.

A shell lands about ten yards to our right and suddenly I’m flying through the air, Stella by my side, tumbling, tumbling, tumbling, smash!

I’m choking on dust and Stella is on top of me. No, wait, I’m not choking on dust, I’m choking because Stella’s arm is across my throat.

“Sorry,” she says and rolls off me.

The ground is shaking underneath us and I know exactly why. Here comes the tank.

It rolls up towards us and we are fucked because the barrel starts to zero in our exact position. A tank seems a little like overkill, but fuck it, what a badass way to die, am I right?

Then the sound of the tank’s treads is joined by something else. A different sound. A whumpa-whumpa-whumpa sound. 

“There!” Stella yells and points up into the sky.

I look up and see one of our choppers fly by. Okay, fly may not be the best word. How about fall by?

The chopper dives straight for the tank and if I thought tank shells were loud, the impact from some chopper on tank action puts that right out of my head. It also nearly puts my head right out of my head. It makes sense. Shut up.

Stella and I roll and roll until we are in a ditch next to the Turnpike. Burning hunks of metal rain down around us, but luckily we avoid getting hit by the fiery shrapnel. We stay there, our arms over our heads, for quite a while until we think the coast is clear.

It’s a painful struggle to get up on our feet, but we make it. Holding on to each other, we stumble back towards the barricade, our mouths hanging open at the sight of the burning wreckage of chopper and tank.

“You okay?” Reaper yells as he comes up to us. He pats us down, which is a little invasive, then nods as he realizes we aren’t wounded. Well, not anymore wounded than usual. He sprints off to find those that are.

We make it around the wreckage and through the remains of the barricade. It’s probably not the best idea, heading back to the fighting, but neither of us hesitate in the slightest. We have to see what’s happening.

There are moments in your life that will always be etched in your mind. Like a photograph has been permanently exposed against the grey matter of your brain.

The dead lie everywhere, ours and theirs. There are a few people standing and I am more than glad to see that they are our people. Some of the Consortium soldiers are still living, but they are sitting on the ground in groups with Lourdes’s people covering them with whatever firearms are handy. 

None of the soldiers look like they have the strength or will to put up a fight anymore. I have a feeling they have figured that the glory that Camille promised them isn’t going to happen. They just marched halfway across the continent to get their asses handed to them by a rag tag group of survivors. Yes, we are badass, but we’re still rag tag.

I want to cheer and whoop and holler at what I’m seeing, but the tone of it all stops me. The mood isn’t celebratory. The mood is tense and frightened. Our feet scrape along the cracked asphalt, making enough noise that some people turn and see us coming. The looks on their faces tell me more than I want to know.

Ahead, as the smoke clears, stands our son. Charlie. But he’s not alone. He’s standing there next to a woman that I haven’t ever seen in person, only spoken to on the phone, which was surreal enough. What else is surreal is that I know her face even though I’ve never seen it. 

It’s Elsbeth’s face.

Or close to it. It’s much older and there are specific differences like a sharper nose and different eyes, but damn if I’m not looking at Elsbeth thirty years from now.

“Hello, Jace and Stella Stanford,” Camille says, one arm wrapped across Charlie’s chest, the other holding a pistol which is pressed against my son’s temple. “It is good to meet you finally. I am sorry it couldn’t be in a more hospitable environment. And warmer. Why would people want to live up in these mountains? The wind is like a weapon itself.”

“Charlie? Are you alright?” Stella asks.

“Seriously?” he replies.

“He’s fine,” Stuart says, limping up behind us. “Still a smart-ass Stanford.”

“Yes, he is,” Camille says. “I thought you would have raised a more polite southern gentleman, but his mouth and the things he has said to me. Tsk-tsk-tsk. Not gentlemanly at all.”

“How’s this for gentlemanly, you fucking cunt ass bit—”

“Charlie,” Stella snaps. “Be. Quiet. Now.”

He shuts up.

A woman with a 9mm pressed to his head doesn’t scare him, but his mother does. Now that’s a good southern boy.

“What do you want, Camille?” Stella asks.

“Two things,” Camille says.

“You only have one thing to trade,” Stella says. “So choose.”

“I don’t think so,” Camille replies. “I am fairly certain that you’ll give me both in exchange for your son staying alive.”

“Talk,” Stella says.

“First, I want safe passage to the Stronghold,” Camille says. “I get there and inside and I’ll let Charlie go.”

“Why wouldn’t we just kill you once you let him go?” Stella asks. I hiss. She glares at me to shut the fuck up. I do.

“Once I’m inside the Stronghold, I’ll be safe,” Camille says. “I’ll lock it down tight and you will never be able to get to me.”

“Assuming we say yes to that, what is the second thing?” Stella asks.

“I want my daughter with me,” Camille says. “You know how hard it is for a mother to be separated from her child, don’t you, Stella? While I am a goal-oriented woman, I am also a person with a heart. My heart would be broken if I had to spend the rest of my days alone.”

“Will someone just shoot the cunt?” Charlie asks. “Seriously. We have like a dozen perfectly trained snipers. Blow her fucking head off.”

“Charlie,” Stella growls. “Let me handle this.”

“A sniper may be able to get a shot off and end my life, but not before I pull this trigger,” Camille says. “That’s why they haven’t taken the shot. They can see through their scopes that I have the hammer cocked back and even the slightest movement on my part will result in young Mr. Stanford’s death.”

“I know,” Stella says. “That’s why I haven’t told them to blow your head off. And Charlie? Shut up. No more talking. Not a goddamn word out of your mouth until after I kill this bitch.”

“That there is why I admire you, Stella,” Camille says. “You have a strength and confidence that few women have these days. The apocalypse comes along and suddenly it’s a crazy man’s world all over again.”

“Excuse me?” Stella asks, looking around. She catches the eye of each of the sisters as well as Melissa who is standing off to the side, a shotgun in the crook of her arm. “A man’s world? Could you have more of a chip on your shoulder? Do not project your feminine insecurities onto my world, Camille. At no point has this apocalypse turned into a man’s world. You are insane to think so.”

“Perhaps, perhaps not,” Camille says and shrugs. I gasp at the shrug since it jostles the gun in her hand. A wicked grin grows on her face as she catches my fear. “But, I guess having to take care of a man like Jason Stanford may be why you think it’s not a man’s world. He’s hardly a picture of strength and virility.”

“Go fuck yourself, you slimy, privileged psychopathic cunt nugget,” I say. I know it sounds nothing like that.

“Oh, dear, and his wit is gone now too,” Camille mocks. “Just another burned-out moron waiting out his days. How sad for you.”

“I can let you get to the Stronghold,” Stella says.

“Stella,” Stuart warns. 

“Be quiet, James,” Stella says. Ouch. First name slap down. “I can let you get to the Stronghold, but there is nothing I can do about Elsbeth. She has to choose if she wants to go with you or not.”

“I know she will,” Camille says. “My sources have said she is quite fond of this boy. He is family, as she has put it.”

“Sources?” Stella asks.

“Did you think I just left you all alone in your mountain town?” Camille laughs. “Did you think there weren’t people following you and reporting back to me? You’ve seen the resources at my disposal. Simple surveillance equipment was hardly an issue.”

“Then you know she won’t let you live the second that door to the Stronghold closes,” Stella says. “She’ll slice you open and then join us.”

“No, she won’t,” Camille says. “She’ll come with me and she’ll stay with me. Once that door closes, it will not open again for a very long time. I doubt she’ll want to spend the rest of her days with my rotting corpse.”

Stella doesn’t respond. Camille doesn’t add anything. Arguments have been made on both sides, so now we just stand here in the middle of a scorched street-slash-battlefield. There are two powerful women holding the fate of my son’s life in their hands.

Actually, make that three powerful women.

“Camille,” Elsbeth says as she walks across the road.

Where the hell she’s been, I have no idea, but she sure has taken her sweet-ass time getting here.

“Carly,” Camille beams. “You have no idea how wonderful it is to see you.”

“Elsbeth,” Elsbeth says. “That’s my name, Camille.”

“That is not your name,” Camille says. She’s not exactly angry about it, but there is a tone in her voice that says she is not to be argued with on the point. “Your name is Carly Michelle Thornberg.”

Elsbeth sighs. It’s a true, full body sigh. Her shoulders lift and fall, her body goes slack and I can see the exhaustion coming off her in waves. Yet, as there always is, I can also see that spark that makes Elsbeth Elsbeth.

“My name is Elsbeth,” Elsbeth says. “Call me that or do not call me anything, Camille.”

“I refuse to address you by a name that some perverted, backwoods redneck gave you,” Camille snaps. “You are from a family that has deep history in this country. You will not belittle that by accepting a false name.”

“Not a false name,” Elsbeth says. “It’s my name, Camille.”

“No, it is not,” Camille says and that calm is long gone. Nothing but venom in her voice now. “And stop calling me Camille! I am your mother! You will call me Mother!”

“No,” Elsbeth says. “I won’t, Camille.”

“Stop that!” Camille shouts.

“El...” Stella cautions.

Elsbeth’s hand twitches slightly and Stella backs off.

“I will not call you by a name you do not deserve,” Elsbeth says. “You gave me away, Camille. Just like all the parents of my sisters gave them away. You sold us to a program that would make you greater, not us. Our greatness wasn’t your concern, was it?”

Camille’s face is red. She’s itching to respond, but she holds her tongue.

“You used us,” Elsbeth says. The sisters move in closer to her. “You used us all and left us to die when the world fell apart.”

The twang in Elsbeth’s voice is slowly going away. I can start to hear the person she used to be before Pa found her. There is a distinct Yankee accent coming forward.

“You let us be warped by that man,” Elsbeth continues. The sisters are all now shoulder to shoulder with her. “You let us be cut into and brainwashed us. He drugged us, tortured us, made it so we wanted the pain, so we wanted the agony of his voice around us at all times. He did the dirty work, but it was all you in the end, Camille. Do not think for one second I don’t know that.”

“Stop calling me Camille,” Camille whispers, almost too quiet for us to hear. “Say it again and I kill the boy.”

“Fine,” Elsbeth says and I tense. “I won’t say it again.” I relax. “But I will not call you Mother either. I have a mother. I have someone that has been true and kind and has risked her life for me this past year more times than you did my entire life.” 

Elsbeth looks at Stella. My wife has tears in her eyes that spill down her dirty, soot coated cheeks. 

“Family isn’t blood. Family is love,” Elsbeth continues, this time with that Elsbeth accent we all know. “And I do not love you. Goodbye, whatever your name is.”

There’s a single gunshot and Stella screams, her hands going to her mouth as Charlie tumbles forward onto the pavement. Camille staggers backwards and I can see that half her face is missing and her hand is clutched to her chest. The one eye she has left focuses on Elsbeth then slowly closes as she falls to her knees then collapses face first (half-face first?) onto the ground.

“Fuck!” Charlie yells, his hand to his ear. He pulls it away and it’s covered in blood. “My fucking eardrum burst! Jesus Christ!”

“Oh, my baby!” Stella yells as she sprints over to him and takes him in her arms. “Oh, my God! Oh, Charlie! Oh, my baby!”

No one moves except for me and Elsbeth. We both walk up to her mother’s body. El looks at me and I look at her then we look down at Camille. I hook my foot up under her, but she’s dead weight and I don’t have the strength to flip her over. Elsbeth does, though. She gets a foot under and kicks.

Most of Camille’s face is gone. There’s only bone and blood and a gaping hole. If I was expecting some last second villain come to life startle, it sure as hell isn’t coming from this stiff. He he, I sound like I’m in a noir novel. Cool.

Finally, the others move. Stuart limps around us and picks up Camille’s pistol, holding it up so I can see how the muzzle is shredded and looks like one of those cartoon guns when someone puts a cork in it. It’s torn apart and most of it is ripped back. I’m guessing the rest of it is what ripped into Camille’s face. Stuart points at where a bullet hit the pistol, knocking it away from Charlie’s head.

Elsbeth stares at it and nods then turns around and nods again. I look over my shoulder and see Marcie walking up, a very large sniper rifle over her shoulder. 

“Thank you,” Stella says as she finally lets Charlie go. She smiles at Marcie. “Thank you so much.”

“No way that bitch was taking out Chuck,” Marcie replies. “Not a chance in frozen hell.”

“Frozen hell?” I ask. 

Everyone looks at me and frowns. I shake my head.

Stella hurries up to Elsbeth and takes the woman by the face, she leans in close and kisses her forehead.

“I love you,” Stella says. “Do not ever think I don’t. I love you like a daughter, I love you like a friend, and I love you like an equal. You complete this family.” Stella pulls back and looks around. “All of you do. I don’t care if your name isn’t Stanford. Fitzpatrick, Stuart, Torres, Baptiste, Billings, Stillwater...” She looks at Marcie then the other sisters and laughs. “Whatever your last names are. I don’t even know. And I don’t even care. You are all my family.”

She moves away from Elsbeth, who has tears running down her face, and looks at the Consortium’s scraggly soldiers.

“And you can join us too, if you want,” she says, pointing east. “There’s nothing back there for you. You can try to go back to Atlanta, or wherever you originally came from, but I doubt you will. You joined with Camille to be part of something. That was a mistake. A big one. But mistakes fucking happen. Promise to do your part, promise to never harm anyone in this big, crazy family, and we will welcome you in.”

The soldiers stare at her like they’ve never heard words before. They just watch her, their eyes red and swollen, filled with fear and despair. Then one by one they slowly stand up, their eyes darting from Stella to the guns trained on them.

“Good,” Stella says and nods. “Let’s get back to the campus and see where we’re at. We need to know what supplies we have left, how many are wounded, how many died, who is missing.”

But before we can even take a step, we’re quickly reminded of the world we live in. This isn’t a world of survivors trying to start over. This isn’t a world of megalomaniacs with their own personal armies. This isn’t a world of cannibals or crazies. This isn’t a world of humans.

It’s a world of the undead.

“Motherfucker,” I shout as the front of the herd comes into sight.

They may not understand the word I said, but I’m pretty sure they got the gist from the inflection.

Everyone turns and looks at the thousands of Zs heading our way. Mountain road or no mountain road, we made enough noise to wake the dead. Literally.

Every weapon left on the ground is snatched up instantly. Consortium or Whispering Pines, Lourdes’s PCs or the sisters, we all brace ourselves for the herd coming straight at us.

“Any ideas?” Stuart asks me then shakes his head. “Nevermind. Not like I can understand you.”

Good. Because I’m all the fuck out of ideas.
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Chapter Ten
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The Zs surge up to us. They come up the Turnpike, they come out of the neighborhoods on either side, and they come from behind. While we were busy fighting each other, human on human stupidity at its finest, the Zs made it up the mountain and managed to surround us. 

We are boxed in by the undead and there is nowhere to go.

I look at the spike on the end of Stumpageddon and shake my head. “It was nice while it lasted.”

“I don’t know what you said, Long Pork,” Elsbeth says next to me. “But I bet it was some pussy bullshit. This ain’t over. No way it’s over. Not gonna let it.”

“There’re too many,” Stella says.

“No, there ain’t,” Elsbeth snaps. “You know family. You know how to keep a family together. Well, me and my sisters know how to keep a family alive. We can do this. Just get behind us and watch your backs.”

Elsbeth whistles and a sniper starts up. Marcie is by Charlie, so there’s only one sniper, but damn if she isn’t efficient. I do a head count and see Lacy, Antoinette, Audrey, and Belinda are with us. With Elsbeth by my side and Marcie hovering close to Charlie, that leaves Steph.

Hot damn, the woman can shoot.

Z heads turn to mist. Z legs turn to broken sticks. The Zs coming up from Denver begin to topple and die, giving us enough cushion to focus on the ones coming at us from the sides and those that got behind us.

We turn and get to work.

A group of six Zs lunge at us and a couple of the Consortium’s soldiers go down as they are torn apart. I have a distinct feeling Lourdes didn’t really put much effort into trying to save them, despite Stella’s grand speech. Their screams for help and mercy are cut short as their throats are feasted on by the undead.

I don’t bother with the dying and focus on the living. And the living dead.

Three Zs come at me and I stab one through the skull, snap another’s leg with a quick kick, and duck to the side, letting the third one slip past. I yank out my spike, spin around, kick the broken leg Z’s other leg, turning it all gimpy, and then stab the Z that lunged past me in the head.

Man, I feel good! Sure, I’m exhausted and I hurt like a mother, but it’s nice to be back in the fight, not some whiny bitch in a wheelchair. Not that I’m saying people in wheelchairs are whiny bitches. The complete opposite. I have mad respect for the disabled. I’m just saying that I was a whiny bitch in a wheelchair.

What’s that? Yeah, I’ll shut the fuck up. Good call.

My spike stabs, stabs, stabs some more and I kill another three Zs. Elsbeth has killed a lot more than that. There are bodies everywhere. Some of the bodies are Consortium soldiers that died in our fight, but most are Zs that El has taken out.

She is whipping about, swirling in and out of a wild formation that her and her sisters use to push the Zs back from us mere mortals. Yes, Elsbeth is mortal too, but not as mortal as us normals. No, I will not argue that Elsbeth is normal. We all know that ain’t true.

A Z comes at El and she drops her shoulder, sending it flying up into the air as she stands up. Antoinette slashes out with a long blade, the ubiquitous weapon of choice for the sisters, and two halves of a corpse land on the ground. One half is still wiggling and Antoinette puts a blade through its skull before it can bite her ankle.

Two of the other sisters step out of formation and punch a hole in the wall of Zs, ripping through the walking corpses like they are made of paper. Limbs go flying this way and that, guts fall into piles everywhere, black blood sprays up into the air like grotesque geysers.

The rest of the sisters flank us, herding us through the hole after the first two. I’m pretty sure it’s Lacy and Belinda up ahead. Zs that try to get in at us are cut down fast. There is no time for the undead fuckers to even give us the evil eye. They barely get a hand outstretched and a moan out of their throats before the hand is severed and the throat is sliced open. 

Shots are being fired, but I have no idea if they are doing any good or not. All I see are the sisters and their handy work.

Not to say there aren’t plenty of Zs that get through the sister’s defenses. Stella hacks a few to death, a machete in her hand as she fights by my side. I do more spikey spikey stabbing. Stuart is close by and he empties a pistol into the heads of a surging group of Zs. Most of them drop. Some of them don’t.

He goes down in a pile of undead. I yell, choosing not to use words and just use my very loud voice, and a couple of the Zs glance up at me. I jam the spike through one then the other’s head, kicking the corpses off as soon as they are still. But that leaves three more on top of Stuart. He struggles to keep them from biting him, but he’s losing strength as their weight bears down on him.

I go to stab one of the Zs, but there’s no head left. Then the other two end up headless and the echoes of the far off shots reach my ears. Man, you can never say enough good things about snipers.

The ratatatatata of automatic fire erupts behind us and I look back as I help Stuart to his feet. Ha. That’s funny. I help him up. It’s always the other way around.

We look back and see some of the PCs emptying their carbines into the herd of Zs chasing us down. There is no way they can take them all. As soon as their magazines are empty, they are swarmed and end up being shredded right there, so close to sanctuary, so close to a life off the road.

That really pisses me off. 

We made it all this way and people are still fucking dying. Fuck that!

I dive in with a renewed energy. Any exhaustion I was feeling, any lethargy from the years in this fucking Hell followed by months and months on the road, is gone. Bitches, Jace has got his second wind!

Which is immediately knocked out of me as a fast fucker tackles me about the waist. My back slams into the asphalt and all the air is sent flying out of my lungs. I gasp and struggle to breathe, but the Z is right on my chest, keeping my lungs from filling up. The thing snaps its jaws at my face and I turn one way then turn the other to keep from being a cheek sandwich.

I can see spots and my lungs burn without fresh air. My arm weakens and I can’t get an angle with the spike. I just keep stabbing the thing in the ribs over and over again even though I know it is doing nothing.

Then it’s yanked up off me by Stella and Charlie takes its head off with a swipe of a machete. I know I’ve expressed my love of snipers, now let me express my love of machetes. 

God bless you, machetes! May your blades stay forever sharp and your handles always slip free!

My family helps me to my feet and we start to run. That seems like the smart thing to do.

“Where are we headed?” I yell.

They have no idea what I’m saying.

“We need to get to Baseline!” Stella yells. “Then work our way back to Kittredge Hall!”

I’m guessing Kittredge Hall is our base of operations. I’m hoping we have more guns there. And machetes. And chainsaws. And bazookas and some grenades on nuclear warheads and—

“Jace!” Stella yells, getting me focused again. 

We keep running as the sisters widen our avenue of escape. I glance back and see most of the Consortium soldiers falling under the never-ending attack from the Z herd. But we still have some of Lourdes’s people as well as all of our survivors.

I don’t see all of the sisters, though. That’s not good. If any of us should fall, it sure as shit shouldn’t be one or any of them. The human race can do without a Jace, but it fucking needs the killing machines that are Elsbeth’s sisters if it’s going to live through the next decade.

We run until our lungs burn and our legs are noodles. We finally reach Baseline Road and then skid to a stop.

The herd behind us is only half of what we are up against. The real threat is the herd in front of us. Thousands more Zs shamble along Baseline. They see us instantly and we freeze, the living meat in an undead sandwich.

“What are you doing?” Elsbeth yells. “Move!”

“Where?” Stella shouts as Elsbeth starts running parallel to the herd. “We can’t get back to the Hall!”

“Don’t need to!” Elsbeth replies. “They’ll be here before that!”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Charlie shouts. “Who will be?”

Elsbeth grins. It’s that knowing grin of hers when she has a secret she doesn’t want to share, but is also dying to share at the same time. That woman does love her suspense and dramatic reveal, I tell you what.

No one argues. If Elsbeth has a plan, which she seems to have, and she knows where she is going, which she seems to do, then we’d be idiots not to go along for the ride. 

Yes, yes, I know I am an idiot, but I’m not that much of an idiot.

We’re heading northeast along Baseline, keeping the Zs to our left. There are a couple of screams, but we are moving too fast now for me to look back and see who we might have lost. Right now all I can think about is myself and the two Stanfords with me. 

God, where is Greta? Is she safe? Is she locked down somewhere? Maybe at this Kittredge Hall place? I fucking hope so. Man, I really, really fucking hope so. 

“There!” Elsbeth yells and turns us towards the herd. 

Okay, she’s lost her fucking mind.

The sisters sprint ahead of us all and begin clearing a way through. They say fuck it to trying to kill the Zs and only aim for the legs. Rotted jeans, pants, capris, and long skirts get hacked to bits as the sisters’ blades cut through the material and lop off thighs and calves. Those Zs wearing miniskirts don’t have to worry about their clothes getting ruined, they just get the metal to skin treatment. 

And why the hell would anyone wear a miniskirt in this weather? Jesus. Stupid fucking Zs.

We push through and Elsbeth leads us across a frozen, overgrown lawn to a long, brick building. Hold on. I know this building,

“The jail?” I ask, but no one listens because I’m marble mouth Jace.

I see the sign and realize it’s not the jail, but campus security. Huh. How did I miss that before?

Elsbeth shoves open the doors and locks them in place as we run inside. John, Reaper, the Fitzpatricks, including Melissa even though she’s technically a Billings, Lourdes, Stuart, some of the Consortium soldiers, followed by the last of the PCs and then the sisters. 

We get the doors shut and bolted just as the herd hits us.

“Furniture!” Stuart yells and everyone scrambles to grab what they can and brace the doors.

Chairs, desks, couches, more desks, more chairs, a refrigerator. Hold on. A refrigerator? I see gouge marks on the tile floor coming from what I guess is a break room. Shit just keeps piling up until the doors are covered and the only evidence of the Z herd outside is the constant banging and clawing on the glass. Plus the never-fucking-ending moans and groans and hisses.

I swear, if we live through this and rebuild here in Boulder, I am passing a no-moaning ordinance.

“We need to find the back way,” Stella says. “Maybe we can slip out and get around the herd. Double back to Kittredge Hall.”

I tap her on the shoulder and shrug.

“That’s where we are based,” she says. “You know that.”

I shake my head.

“Yes, you do,” Stella insists. “It’s where you had us set up. Don’t you remember?”

I shake my head.

“Do you remember any of the planning and getting ready for the Consortium?” she asks.

I shake my head.

“Fucking Kramer,” she snarls.

I nod. 

“We don’t need to go to Kittredge Hall,” Elsbeth says. “We’re fine here.”

“No, we’re not,” Stuart says. “Do you hear that out there, El? That will eventually get inside and kill us.”

“We should get on the roof,” she says. “Better view.”

“Better view?” Stuart frowns. “What the hell are you up to?”

“You’ll see,” she says. “They are late, but they’ll be here.”

Elsbeth hunts around for the door that will lead us to the roof and we follow like lost children. It’s a bit of a role reversal. Up the stairs we go and we come out onto the roof where we have a perfect view of the massive herd that has us surrounded. Everyone looks from the herd to Elsbeth, from Elsbeth to the herd. No one is happy about our situation.

Elsbeth isn’t happy either, especially since we are missing Lacy. She fell back in the herd, keeping Belinda from getting eaten by a couple of the fast ones. All of the sisters look like shit. They also look like they could jump down off the roof and rip the herd apart with their bare hands. But even that would be a stretch for their abilities.

We wait. And we wait. I hear a crash below and start to say something, but before I can I hear something else. A familiar sound. A deadly sound.

Several of us point at the same time as we see the tank come into view. The main gun is aimed right at us and I think it’s game over, but instead of firing its shells, it opens fire with the fifty calibers it has mounted. I can see someone standing up from the turret, spraying heavy caliber slugs this way and that, shredding the Zs where they stand.

“What the fuck?” I ask as I notice what’s behind the tank.

For miles I see vehicles. And standing in those vehicles are heavily armed people. They rip into the herd, unloading their weapons with abandon. There is a glee about how they cut through the herd that looks familiar. It’s almost a party atmosphere, a celebration of violence that makes me squirm a little.

Then, as the tank gets closer, I realize what’s so familiar about it all. First, it’s the music. Classic rock cranked up to eleven. Second, it’s the top hat. 

Last, it’s all the fucking goggles the damned crazy sons of bitches are wearing! Motherfucking apocalypse goggles! God, I hate goggles.

“Son of a bitch,” Stuart says as things click for him about the same time they do for me. “Mr. Flips brought the cannibal cavalry.”

Everyone stands there and stares, except for Elsbeth and the sisters. They just smile those killer smiles and watch as the cannibal army keeps pushing through the herd. The vast majority of the vehicles are open-bed trucks with shirtless crazies standing in the back, flame throwers scorching the living fuck out of the Zs. They slash and burn, cutting the numbers of the undead down exponentially with every block they drive.

A radio crackles and all eyes turn from the impossible scene to Elsbeth. She casually pulls out a radio from her pocket and puts it to her mouth.

“Hello, Mr. Flips,” she says. “You’re late.”

“We got here as fast as we could,” he replies over the radio. “Had a little trouble taking the tank off the soldiers below. It looked like they wanted it for themselves so they could turn tale and run. I guess loyalty to your mother wasn’t their biggest priority.”

“Camille is dead,” Elsbeth says. “And she wasn’t my mother.”

“She wasn’t?” Mr. Flips asks. “Okay. Whatever you say. Doesn’t matter to me. Where are you right now?”

“We are on campus in the security office building,” Elsbeth says.

Even over the violence happening out in the city, I hear another crash from below. I grab Stella’s arm and point back at the stairs. She cocks her head and I mime being a Z. She sighs and looks at Stuart.

“Sounds like they’ve gotten inside,” Stella says.

“Let them,” Stuart says. “Once Flips and the cannies have the streets cleared then we’ll have them make as much noise as possible and draw out the ones that have gotten in. I doubt they’ll be able to get up the stairs at us.”

“The fast ones will,” Charlie says.

“Then we block the doors,” Stuart says. “We can wait them out. Better safe than reckless. We’ve made it this far. No need to risk our asses to kill some stray Zs downstairs.”

Everyone nods their heads. Then one by one we go back to looking at the cannies do an amazing job at destroying the herd.

Also, one by one we get tired of watching the carnage and sit down on the roof to wait until it’s all over.

***
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THE AIR GETS COLDER as the day wears on and night comes. We huddle together for warmth and there are more than a few grumbles about how if the Zs don’t kill us then exposure sure will. But no one decides being warm is worth opening the doors to the stairs and seeing just how many Zs got inside. The fight has left us and we’re all shell-shocked. I doubt we could kill a rabid squirrel, much less a horde of Zs.

The night is pitch black up here in the mountains. Except for the occasional burst of light from the streets below as the cannies set off their flamethrowers. I’d say it’s a waste of fuel, but what the fuck are we saving fuel for anymore? We’ve made it to Boulder and the Stronghold. Once we get settled in, the only fuel we’ll need is firewood and solar panels. 

Not that solar panels are actually fuel. They’re energy. Okay, the sun is the energy and the solar panels help trap that energy and harness it for electricity.

“Jace, quiet,” Stella says. “You’re mumbling.”

“Mumbling words you can understand?” I ask.

The look I get from her tells me no. Fuck. I wonder how long this will go on?

I lean against my wife and close my eyes. Might as well get some sleep if we’re going to be up here for a while.

***
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SLEEP IS HARD TO COME by when you are freezing your dick off. Or tits. It’s just as hard to come by if you are freezing your tits off. I should have said tits to begin with since both men and women have tits. Do men have tits? Or do we just have nipples? I guess we have pecs, but those are the muscles under the tits. If you have tits. I don’t know if I do.

“Shut up,” Stuart growls. “I never thought his talking out loud could get worse, but now that it is all nonsense, it is a hundred times worse.”

“We can go down,” Elsbeth says, standing by the edge of the roof.

Our freezing, stiff group stands up and you can actually hear the frozen joints cracking in everyone’s knees. The sun is starting to crest the horizon and I guess that’s a good thing. We’ve made it to one more sunrise in the zombie apocalypse.

Stella shuffles over to the stairs door, looking more like a Z than a person, and puts her ear to the metal. She instantly regrets it and Charlie has to hurry over and yank on her head to get the skin free.

“Motherfucker,” she snarls as she holds a rag to her bleeding ear.

“You two have matching bleeding ears,” I say. But they have no idea what I’m talking about so I give them a thumb-up.

The thumb-up is not returned.

“Is it clear?” Stuart asks, trying not to smirk as he looks at Stella’s ear.

“Shut the fuck up,” Stella says. “And yes, it sounds like it is clear.”

“We’ll go first and make sure,” Antoinette says. “Elsbeth?”

“Go ahead,” Elsbeth replies. “I’ll bring up the rear with everyone else.”

Antoinette nods then yanks open the door. A single Z comes out. Just one. It lurches for Antoinette and the woman looks at it with pity. She starts to reach for her blade, but stops and just walks slowly backwards until she is right at the edge of the roof. The Z lurches for her again and Antoinette sidesteps then gives it a little push. It goes tumbling off the roof and we all listen for the splat. When it comes, we smile and then make our way downstairs.

There are a few Zs inside the building, but just as Stuart said would happen, it looks like the majority made their way back out to the streets when the canny army rolled by. The sisters quickly kill the few stragglers then do a sweep of the building to make sure everything is clear.

“Hello?” a voice calls out. “Is anyone out there?”

My eyes narrow. Stella’s eyes narrow. We both follow the voice back to the holding cells.

Kramer.

“Oh, hello, Stanfords,” Dr. Kramer says, his hands pressed up against the bars of his cell. “I had thought you civilized folks had forgotten all about me.”

“I wish,” Stella says.

We look at the floor in front of his cell and see two dead Zs. Kramer follows our gaze.

“Yes, it seems as if some of the undead made it inside last night,” Dr. Kramer says. He holds up a fork and butter knife, both coated with Z blood. “I lured them closer, which wasn’t hard to do, and put them out of their undead misery. I was afraid that more would come and burst into my cell, you just don’t know how strong these bars are since they were built with government money by the lowest bidder.”

We glare at him.

“Hmmm, I am sensing some tension,” he says. “Is there some specific cause?”

“What did you do to my husband?” Stella snaps. 

“Why? What is wrong with him?” Dr. Kramer asks, all psychotic innocence and shit. “He looks perfectly healthy. And my, he has a weapon on his stump. How very post-apocalyptic of him.”

“I’ll go get a gun and come back here and put a bullet in your head if you don’t tell us what you did,” Stella says. “I am at the very end of my rope, asshole. You have three seconds to start talking or no amount of begging will save you.”

“I did nothing to Jace,” Dr. Kramer says. “But you must remember that the man had brain surgery and has suffered all kinds of trauma to his head over the years. His reaction to the conditioning can be wildly unpredictable. I explained that before doing what you told me to do.”

“Bullshit,” Stella says.

Kramer leans against the bars and glares at her. “Not bullshit. Not bullshit at all,” he replies. “I have no idea what is wrong with your husband.” He focuses on me. “I have no idea what has happened to you, Jace. If you would care to help me understand by explaining the symptoms then I can begin to diagnose the issue and perhaps we can work together to find a solution.”

“I can’t fucking talk, you fucking piece of shit,” I say.

“Oh my,” Dr. Kramer reacts. “That isn’t good. I am trying to parse the language, but it isn’t one I am familiar with.”

“It’s nonsense,” Stella says.

“I doubt that,” Dr. Kramer replies. “The human mind may at times seem chaotic, but it craves order. I am sure there is a pattern to his speech we can decipher given time.”

“No,” Elsbeth says from behind us. “No deciphering. No time. Fix Long Pork or you die, old man. We have won. The Consortium is dead. We control the Stronghold.”

“Do you now?” Dr. Kramer says, licking his lips. “I will make you a deal then.”

“No deals!” Elsbeth shouts and Stella and I jump. It’s a loud shout. “You have one week to fix him or I start slicing off hunks of your flesh and feeding them to you!”

“Everything alright in here?” Stuart asks as he comes hurry limping into the holding cell area. He looks at Elsbeth. “I thought I just heard you say you’re going to feed someone flesh.”

“I’m going to feed him his flesh,” Elsbeth says. “If he doesn’t fix Long Pork.”

“Oh,” Stuart nods. “Carry on then.”

He leaves and we all turn and look at Kramer.

“Well, I guess that explains my position here better than anything,” he says and sighs. “It seems I have no choice in the matter.”

“You never did,” Elsbeth says. She looks at us. “Leave him. Come get food. Get some sleep. We’ll come back tomorrow and he’ll start the fixing.”

“He starts now,” Stella says.

I grab her arm and pull. She tries to resist but gives in after I turn around completely and put my weight into it.

“Tomorrow,” Stella says, pointing at Kramer. “You fix him or you die.”

“Yes, yes, I understand the terms of the threat,” Dr. Kramer says as he sits back down on his cot. “Would it be too much trouble to have someone bring me some food as well? Perhaps a bottle of water?”

“Don’t push your luck,” Stella snarls.

“Yes,” Elsbeth says. “Someone will bring food and water.”

We get outside the holding cell area and Stella turns on Elsbeth.

“He doesn’t deserve food or water,” she says.

“He will die if he doesn’t get those things,” Elsbeth says. “He can’t help Long Pork if he’s dead.”

I nod in agreement.

“Fine,” Stella says shaking her head. “But no salt. I want it to taste like shit.”

“I can mix shit in it and not tell him,” Elsbeth smiles. “That he deserves.”

“Yeah, he does,” Stella says.

Damn. I have some seriously cold bitches looking out for my ass. 

I am very glad that even if that was out loud they can’t understand me. I probably shouldn’t refer to my wife or Elsbeth as bitches. I mean it in a respectful and endearing way, of course. But still, not the brightest choice of words to-

“Jace!”

Shutting up.

***
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WE COME BACK THE NEXT day and it all goes to fucking hell from there. 

The front doors are repaired with heavy-duty plywood to keep out any stray Zs. The cannies have done a great job rounding up the stragglers, but this is the zombie apocalypse so there’re always one or two or three lurking in the shadows ready to jump out at you.

There is nothing wrong with the doors when we get to the security office. It’s what we find inside that’s the problem.

Blood. All pooled under the two chairs where the sentries that were assigned to the building should be sitting and waiting to be relieved.

No sentries. Lots of blood. 

Stella pulls her pistol. I don’t have one, just the spike on Stumpageddon.

After some quick sleep, we made sure a full inventory of all supplies was done. We don’t have much ammunition left which is why I don’t get a pistol. That and no one trusts my brain with a firearm. Probably a good call.

The weird thing about there being lots of blood under the sentries’ chairs is that there’s no blood trail leading away from the chairs. Large pools of blood themselves are not exactly a strange occurrence these days. No sign that the owners of the blood moved? That’s freaky as shit.

Stella looks back at the doors and I know what she’s thinking. She’s debating whether or not to go get help. Turn and bail and go back to Kittredge Hall to find Stuart or one of the sisters. I want to tell her that we should do just that and forget about Kramer.

But that’s not how it goes.

We keep moving, our eyes and ears peeled. Can ears be peeled? I don’t know. We’re alert. We’re all the way to the door to the holding cells when Stella stops. She is about to open the door, but turns and shoves me out of the way instead. I fall right on my ass and smack my head on the floor. Having only one hand to brace yourself makes falling a little more treacherous. 

I shake off the pain and look up. Stella grunts and stands there for a second, looking down at her belly. I don’t see what’s wrong at first then I realize that her hands are wrapped around something.

“Stella?” I mutter.

She looks at me, but I have no idea if I’ve said her name or if I’ve made a farting noise. I’m too shocked by the blood that starts pouring from between her fingers to know the difference.

“Hey there, Long Pork,” a familiar voice says.

Cassie walks up to Stella, her eyes locked onto mine, and yanks out the knife that she threw into Stella’s gut. My wife cries out and falls to her knees. Cassie gives her a little push then shoves her out of the way with her feet in order to get the door open.

Before she walks back to the holding cells, she wags a finger at me. 

“Don’t start screaming for help now,” she says. “I hear one peep from you and I’ll kill you both when I get back. Right now, I think I like you alive. It makes the world more interesting. I realized that after thinking about our last talk.”

“You crazy fucking cunt ass bitch whore piece of shit,” I snarl.

“No,” she says. “None of those sounds were words. I’m guessing your brain has finally gone bye bye. Which is exactly what I plan to do in just a few minutes. Need to grab something first.”

She walks back to the holding cells and I concentrate on keeping pressure on Stella’s bleeding belly. She looks up at me, pain and fear in her eyes, and all I can do is look back. Anything I say, no matter how soothing I intend it to be, will be idiotic gibberish and only make things worse.

It’s a couple minutes before Cassie is back. She has an unconscious Kramer over her shoulder.

“Good for you,” she says. “You were quiet as a moron could be. Now, I’d appreciate it if you stayed quiet for a while longer so I can get away.”

She starts to walk off then stops and frowns.

“Hmmm,” she says as she comes back to me. “You really have no motivation to stay quiet, do you? Oh, well.”

Her boot meets my face.

“Loyalty above all else,” she says just before it all goes dark.
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Chapter Eleven
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They say we were gone for three hours before someone came to find us. I was collapsed over Stella, my weight keeping pressure on her wound the whole time. It’s the only reason she didn’t bleed out right there and then.

Not that it makes much difference.

Stella won’t wake up and her condition keeps getting worse.

I’m sitting next to her side in the hospital, her hand gripped in mine, as she slowly slips away from us.

I say us because not an hour has gone by where the hallway outside her room hasn’t been packed with people. Dr. Stenkler and Dr. McCormick tried to fight it at first, but it became evident that no one was going to listen, so they made a rule that only immediate family was allowed inside.

That is me by the bed, Greta asleep in a chair, Charlie pacing back and forth incessantly at the foot of the bed, and Elsbeth standing by the window, her eyes looking out as jumbo snowflakes start to fall.

“I could track her,” Elsbeth says. “I could track her in this snow and find her and kill her.”

“No,” Charlie snaps. “You don’t get to kill her. I do. We do. You bring her back and we all get to cut a part off.”

I grunt and let go of Stella’s hand long enough to grab a pad and pencil from the bedside table.

No, I write. Everyone stays here. Cassie is long gone. She had hours to get away. They still haven’t found the sentries’ bodies. You think you can find her and Kramer if she doesn’t want to be found?

“I can find her,” Elsbeth snarls.

No. We need you here. Stella needs her family here. You don’t want to be gone if she

I stop writing. I don’t have to say it.

The lights flicker and we all look up. There’s an old generator hooked to the hospital’s power system, but it hasn’t been maintained well. I’d blame Amy and her crew, but I am so sick of blaming people. Just fucking sick of it.

We don’t know how this nightmare started, and we probably never will, but it doesn’t matter. We can figure it out and then what? Blame them? Why? It solves nothing.

And we sure as fuck can’t blame the Zs. They don’t know what they are doing, even the newer ones. All they want to do is eat. Eat human flesh. I fucking hate them for that, but that’s like hating a great white shark for munching on surfers. Pointless.

The lights steady and I sigh with relief as the machines keeping Stella alive continue to whir. As long as her chest rises and falls, I am okay. So I stare at her chest, I watch the slow rise, the stop, then the slow fall, and I pray to whoever is listening for my wife to come back to me. I pray with all of my might.

***
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A WEEK IS HOW LONG she lives. One last week with the woman that meant everything in the world to me.

One fucking week.

I never got to say goodbye because she never woke up. Her chest just didn’t rise again one morning and that was that.

I wrote the eulogy for her funeral. I couldn’t say it, which nearly killed me, but it was probably better that Critter got to say it anyway. He cried, but he wasn’t a blubbering mess like I was. Shit, I was worse than both the kids combined. He did a great job. That old man is a cantankerous bastard, but damn if he didn’t respect my wife. That all came through as he read my words then said a few of his own.

Everyone was there. Everyone that had survived the trek from Asheville, that we picked up along the way, and that we found here in Boulder.

James “Don’t Call Me Jimmy” Stuart. Melissa Billings. The Fitzpatrick brothers- Buzz, Gunga, and Pup. Dr. Laura McCormick. Landon Chase, that pompous asshole. Lourdes Torres. Medical Sergeant Alex “Reaper” Stillwater. Weapons Sergeant Sammy “John” Baptiste. Mr. Flips and the cannies. Dr. James Stenkler. Amy Lowden. Nick Henshaw. The twins, Bo and Luke. That Crumb guy (never did find out whether that is a first or last name).

And the sisters- Antoinette, Brittany, Steph, Belinda, Audrey, and Marcie.

There are more people, but I either don’t know their names or I’ve forgotten them. That seems to be happening quickly these days.

Someone that wasn’t there was Elsbeth. The day Stella died she took off. No one has seen her since. Not even John. He says he woke up and her stuff was gone, all her weapons and supplies.

I have a feeling I know where she’s going.

The days go by fast, a blur to my addled brain. People come and go, talking to me and telling me how much they miss Stella. I nod, I smile, I cry with those I feel comfortable crying with. I grieve. I don’t think that will ever stop.

On a completely different note, and it may seem insubstantial, but it means a shit ton to me, is I finally get to see who the fuck Boyd is. All this time and the mysterious Boyd is revealed. It takes a few months, not until spring and the world begins to warm up, but I finally see him. 

Who is that with Stinkler? I write as I sit with Greta on the porch of one of the campus buildings. 

We can hear the far off sounds of hammers and equipment getting a protective wall in place. Charlie is out there overseeing that since I can’t. Not that I’d be much help. Whatever damage has been done to my brain is not healing. I’m slipping away fast. A lot faster than I will admit to anyone.

“That’s Boyd,” Greta frowns. “And don’t call Jimmy ‘Stinkler’. It’s mean.”

I don’t like the guy.

“Why?”

Because.

“Because you think he wants to get in my pants?” Greta laughs.

Yeah.

She laughs harder and I start to get mad as Stinkler and Boyd walk by. My legs don’t work for shit anymore, but damned if I won’t get off this porch and go kick that guy’s ass.

Then as they are about a block away Stinkler grabs Boyd in an embrace and they kiss.

Greta laughs even harder at the look on my face.

Fuck you.

“You are so damn cute,” she says. 

Fuck you again.

She gets up and stretches then heads for the front door. Right now we’re all in dorms. We have individual rooms since there is plenty of space, but it’s still living in dorms. Eventually we’ll have our own houses once we get the area secured. But for now we’ve learned to figure it all out.

“I’m going to take a nap before the work crews get back. You staying out here?”

I pat the stack of notebooks next to me.

“Going to start on those journals?”

I nod. 

“Okay. I guess someone has to write it all down and tell what has happened to us. Promise me you’ll make Mom the hero, okay?”

I nod again.

“I’m going to read those, so you better keep your promise.”

I frown and flip her off.

“Love you too, Daddy.”

***
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I TRY TO WRITE FOR hours and hours, ignoring Greta and Charlie when they come to tell me it’s time to turn in, but the words won’t come. Someone finally leaves me a light and I think there are guards posted as I stare at the blank paper. I search my mind for everything we’ve been through, but it’s just a blank.

No, that’s not true. It’s a blur. It’s like I need to twist it into focus except I don’t know how. Frustrating as fuck, is what it is.

“Come on,” Greta says as she finally puts a stop to my useless staring and helps me inside. We walk slowly down the hall to my room, waving and nodding at folks as they go about their night routines. 

It’s a nice room. On the first floor with my own bathroom and everything. I think it may have been the RA’s room way back when the dorm actually housed students.

It doesn’t take long for me to drift off to sleep.

It doesn’t take long to wake up either when I feel someone’s presence in my bedroom.

“Hello?” I say, but know the words mean nothing. 

“Hello,” Elsbeth says.

I switch on a light and stare at her. She looks rough. She’s coated in dirt and grime and there are wounds, fresh and old, up and down her arms. I grab my pad and start writing.

Where the fuck have you been?

“Hunting,” she says.

For what?

“Don’t you see?”

That’s when I hear the muffled sounds of kicking and thrashing. I had thought it was the wind in the trees outside the dorm. 

Is that who I think it is? 

I look at the squirming bag by her feet. It’s a big bag. A human-sized bag.

“Yes.”

We stare at each other for a couple of minutes.

Then let’s do this.

“Good,” Elsbeth says and smiles.

We need Greta and Charlie.

“Yes, we do,” Elsbeth says. 

She disappears quickly and is back even quicker with both of my kids hurrying behind her. Charlie locks the door as Greta stands over the bag. No one says a word as Elsbeth drags the bag into my bathroom and throws it into the shower stall.

To her credit, when Elsbeth pulls the bag down and we see Cassie’s face, the woman looks as defiant as ever. She glares at us and doesn’t even try to scream or curse us around the considerable gag El has jammed in her mouth.

“Who goes first?” Elsbeth asks as she pulls one of her blades and holds it out.

My kids look at me.

I nod to Greta.

She takes the blade and walks over. Without any hesitation, she stabs the woman in the gut. Cassie doubles over as Greta yanks the blade free then hands it to Charlie. He moves forward, not missing a beat, and stabs her in the gut too. Blood pours everywhere. Good thing the bitch is in the shower.

“Jace,” Elsbeth says as Charlie hands the blade to her.

I furrow my brow.

“I already done and said what I need to,” Elsbeth replies to my confusion. “You finish this.”

I nod and take the blade. I limp over to the shower and look down at the mortally wounded woman. A part of me doesn’t want to stab her. I want her to suffer. I want her to sit here for days and bleed out. But I know that can’t happen.

Where would I shower?

I put the tip of the blade under Cassie’s chin and lift it up. She stares at me, but I do nothing. When her defiant eyes finally turn to fear, I shove the blade through her throat and yank to the side. Blood spurts against the shower walls and I step back to avoid any spray.

We all stand there and watch, waiting until the last spurt is done and we know the bitch is dead.

Then we leave the bathroom and grab each other, hugging and holding on for dear life as we all cry and weep. We are like that for hours, until the sun comes up. Elsbeth tries to apologize for letting Cassie live when she could have killed her back in the Barnes and Noble. We tell her to fuck off because it’s not her fault.

Finally, the kids leave, taking whatever peace they can with them after the night’s events.

Is it over?

“I don’t know,” Elsbeth says. “I haven’t found Kramer.”

You will.

“How do you know?”

Because you’re a Stanford and we never quit.

She puts her head on my shoulder as we sit on my bed and watch the sun come up out my window. At some point I lie down and go to sleep. When I wake up, Elsbeth is gone. I don’t worry about where she is because I know she’ll be around.

***
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ELSBETH AND I SIT TOGETHER a lot when she’s home. We hang out on the porch every afternoon, the torturous stack of empty notebooks by my side. Silence is our thing. Elsbeth excels at it and I am learning. But that enigmatic silence is easy for her. For me?

I’m about to lose what little mind I have left.

Elsbeth finally sighs. “Here.”

I look at her and she’s holding out a piece of paper. I frown, but she shoves it at me.

I take it, unfold it, read it, and the world is back.

It says: blowfish carton toes.

My conditioning trigger words.

The blur whips into focus almost immediately and I cry out as memories flood back. They aren’t easy memories. There is plenty of pain, but it’s pain I embrace. It’s my fucking pain.

She smiles at me and stands up, kissing me on the forehead.

“Do what you do best, Long Pork,” Elsbeth says. “Tell our stories.”

She’s gone and I stare at the stack of notebooks.

I grab one up, open it, and set my pencil on the first line. It takes me a while to figure out where to start, but after a few minutes I know exactly how it begins.

People that move to a subdivision do so for only a couple of reasons. Ours were price and location. Great price for the size of the house and great location since it was just on the edge of Asheville, NC, down by the French Broad River. Once the dead began to walk the earth, the price didn’t matter so much anymore. It was all about location.
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Chapter Twelve
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She set the notebook aside and looked at the faces of the children seated before her.

“That’s it?” a girl asked. “What the hell happened to Jace? Did he live a long time?”

“He lived long enough to write these,” the old woman said as she patted the stack of carefully laminated notebooks next to her. “But it wasn’t easy for him. His mind fell apart fast. He wrote day and night for weeks to get it all down. Sometimes he wouldn’t eat, sometimes he would fall asleep in mid-sentence. It took a lot of people to keep him alive until he was done.”

“Then what?” the girl asked. “Did he just croak?”

The old woman laughed. “Jace Stanford just croak? Hardly. He knew when it was time and he wrote down his goodbyes. Then the son of a bitch walked out past the wall being built, sat down in the middle of a field, and started clanging pots and pans together until some Zs found him.”

“Wow,” a few of the kids said.

“He let them eat him?” the girl said, rolling her eyes. “What a weak way to go.”

“No, he would never let them eat him,” the old woman said. “He waited until a bunch were close then he pulled the pins from the grenades on his chest and started laughing.”

“How do you know?” the girl asked, not believing a word of it.

“Because I was there,” the old woman said. “I found his goodbye note and I ran as fast as I could, hoping to catch him in time. I got there just as the grenades went off.”

The old woman touched a scar on her cheek.

“Got this when that damn spike of his he kept strapped to Stumpageddon went flying by,” she frowned. “Asshole.”

“Did he ever speak again?” another girl asked.

“He did,” the old woman smirked. “Right at the end.”

“What did he say?”

The old woman shook her head back and forth, a sly grin on her face.

“He held his hand up in the air and shouted ‘STELLA!’. Smart ass son of a bitch.”

“Granny G?” a boy asked. “Was Jace your papa?”

“He was,” Granny G smiled. “And he was the best papa a girl could have ever asked for in the zombie apocalypse.”

“Granny G?” the boy asked again. “What happened to Charlie Big Thinks?”

“Oh, sweetheart, he helped build this place, you know that,” Granny G replied. “He built that wall up nice and strong and he designed the trolleys and everything.”

“But how did he die?” the boy asked. “No one ever says how he died.”

Granny G leaned forward and all the kids in the circle leaned in too.

“Well, you’re just going to have to wait to find out,” Granny G laughed.

“There’s more?” the first girl asked. “More stories?”

“Of course, sweet thing,” Granny G smiled. “Jace Stanford wasn’t the only fool that knew how to use a pencil and paper. Next week I’ll get out the journals the sisters brought home.”

“Even the Great El’s journals?” a different girl asked, her eyes bright and excited.

“Oh, especially the Great El’s journals,” Granny G said then flapped her hands at the circle of children. “Now git. I’m tired and I have to pee.”

The children laughed at that as they jumped up, their young muscles springy and full of energy. They took off running from the grassy spot under the giant fir tree. Granny G watched them go, another batch of children that knew only life after Z-Day. She sighed as she thought about what it was like way back when, back in Whispering Pines, before the undead rose and came after them all.

She was startled awake by a gentle shake of her shoulder. The sky was purple as dusk came on and the stars started to twinkle in the Colorado sky. 

“Granny G?” a young woman asked. “Do you want some help back to your house?”

“No, child, I got it,” Granny G said. “I can walk there myself. Got my cane and everything.”

“You sure? It’s getting dark and I don’t want you to fall,” the young woman said. 

“That’s so sweet of you,” Granny G said. “But I’ve made it this far in life. If something as simple as a fall kills me then I’ll gladly take it. That would be a blessing considering all I’ve been through.”

“Okay,” the young woman said and nodded in the dusk light. “But I’ll stay here and make sure you get up your steps, okay? I can see your house from here.”

“That’s kind of you,” Granny G said as she slowly got out of the chair and reached for her cane. 

The young woman handed it to her and Granny G gave her that smile that everyone in the Stronghold knew so well. Granny G took a deep breath and started off for her house. She waved to the young woman once she reached her porch and the woman waved back, but she didn’t stop watching as Granny G climbed the three steps. 

Glad to be inside the cool house and away from the always watchful eyes of the people of the Stronghold, Granny G made her way back to her bedroom. She didn’t bother stopping off at the bathroom, she knew she’d have to wake up in the middle of the night anyway to pee. No, she walked herself right to her bed and got undressed.

She climbed in then reached over and pulled at the head of the cane, making sure the blade would slide easily out if she needed it. She set it close at hand, for sure it was within reach if something woke her up. Something she didn’t want to wake her up. There hadn’t been a breach of the wall in decades, but that didn’t mean she was willing to get soft.

It didn’t take her long to drift off to sleep.

It didn’t take her long to wake up either when she felt the woman’s presence in her bedroom.

“Come to bring me another journal?” Granny G asked. She didn’t need to light the candle by her bed. She knew who it was.

“Yes,” the woman replied. “I set it on the kitchen table.”

“It would be nice if you came to see me in the daytime, you know?” Granny G said. It was the same thing she said every time. “Getting to see a familiar face would do these old bones some good.”

“My face isn’t so familiar these days,” the woman chuckled, “I have quite a few more scars than the last time I came by.”

“Don’t we all, sweetheart. Don’t we all,” Granny G sighed. She waited a few minutes then asked the question she hated to ask. “How many are left?”

“Two,” the woman said. “ Just the two of us now.”

“Who?”

“Marcie.”

“That’s good,” Granny G sighed. “She deserves a long life. Especially after...”

“She thinks she deserves a short life,” the woman replied. “It’s hard for her some days.”

“Hard for us all,” Granny G said then asked what she always asked. “You find him yet?”

“No,” the woman replied. 

“He was old way back then,” Granny G said. “He’s dust by now.”

“I know,” the woman replied. “But I have to know for sure.”

“Are you and your sister going to come back to your family finally?” Granny G asked, very awake despite the late hour. Her old eyes strained to see the woman in the dark room, but age conspired against her. “Are you two finally going to end this?”

“There is no end to this,” the woman whispered. “We can’t come back. Not now. It’s been too long and people will talk.”

“Dammit, El!” Granny G nearly shouted, but managed to keep her voice under control. “You barely look a day older than when you left. There’s no way they’ll know who you are.”

“That’s not true, G,” Elsbeth laughed. “I look a lot older. Just not as old as I should. And they’ll know.”

“Stay,” Granny G said. “I need you to.”

“Why?”

“Because my days have gotten as hard as they can,” Granny G said. “It’ll be time soon and I don’t want to be alone.”

“You can’t ever be alone,” Elsbeth smiled in the dark. She climbed into the bed with Granny G. “You’re a Stanford and Stanfords always have family.”

“Not like you,” Granny G said and leaned in to the woman. “Never like you, El.”

Elsbeth nodded and waited until Granny G fell back asleep.

Elsbeth didn’t exactly stay and she didn’t exactly leave. She waited until the night came and then she slipped inside Granny G’s house, crawled into bed, and held the old woman in her arms.

It wasn’t that night, it wasn’t that week, but eventually Granny G just didn’t wake up. Elsbeth was there. She gripped the hand, feeling the life leave it. There were tears, many tears.

When the dawn light broke through the window, lighting on Granny G’s still serene face, Elsbeth kissed her brow and slipped silently out of the house, out of the Stronghold, out of a life she had been blessed to ever have.

She got to be a Stanford and there could have been no greater wish, no greater life. 

No greater family.

The End
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Author’s Note
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Don’t cry! This isn’t the end!

Well, yeah, it is, but only of this part of the story. You can find out more of what happens to the folks in the Stronghold (and what the Stronghold actually is) in my Dead Team Alpha series. And you can find out how the world survives all this in my Apex Trilogy which begins with Dead Mech. 

Like I promised in the introduction to Z-Burbia, if this relaunch takes off then maybe I’ll be able to get to some of the other stories Granny G promised would be read. The sisters journals, Charlie’s life, Greta’s life, and the many, many other stories from the Stronghold and all across the post-apocalyptic landscape.

We’ll see...

Cheers,

Jake Bible

June 2021

Asheville, NC
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Read on for a sample of Kaiju Winter: An End of the World Thriller! 

Get the whole Kaiju Winter series!
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Not into kaiju? Then skip this bonus chapter and check out the first chapter in the Apex Trilogy!
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Enjoy the free sample of:

Kaiju Winter: An End Of The World Thriller


One
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“Jesus, this suit is roasting,” Dr. Coral Hartness snaps as she suffers yet another drop of sweat falling into her eye. “Couldn’t Bartolli have sprung for the cooled versions?”

“He did,” Dr. Robert Tomlinson replies as the two volcanologists make their awkward way across the ash covered earth a few miles from the epicenter of the Yellowstone caldera. “But the bastard kept those suits for himself. Like the ass is ever going to come out here in the field.”

Ash falls about the two scientists, adding to the six inches that already coats the dry and cracked earth underneath. There to recalibrate the eastern sensors in Zone Two of the supervolcano, Dr. Hartness and Dr. Tomlinson are ready to get the final task finished and head back to the “comfort” of Bozeman, Montana a few miles away. 

Not that Bozeman is either comfortable or safe since the entire population has been evacuated in response to the imminent eruption of the Yellowstone supervolcano. Neither of them is happy they have to fetch their own towels and bed sheets at the abandoned motel they are staying in. Especially since they have to wrap the towels and linens in plastic to walk the breezeway from the office to their rooms in order to keep the ash from soiling everything.

“You two know the radio is on, right?” Dr. Cheryl Probst of the United States Geological Survey says in their ears. 

“Yeah, but we know you are the only one back in Virginia listening,” Dr. Hartness responds. “Bartolli hasn’t once done radio duty.”

“Would you want him to?” Dr. Probst laughs. “Half the reason you go into the field is to get away from that ass.”

“Says the woman that gets to sleep in a bed without having to wear a respirator,” Dr. Tomlinson grumbles. “Want to trade places? You are welcome to come out into the field in my place. I don’t mind.”

“Just fix the sensors and get back to the motel,” Dr. Probst says. “You can have a few drinks and sleep the night away knowing you only have two more days of repairs.”

“Cram that bright side up your ass, Cheryl,” Dr. Hartness laughs. “You can also cram anything else up there you want. Be my guest.”

“There it is,” Dr. Tomlinson says as he points to the top of a black box that sticks up from the ash. “Last one, then I’m taking Dr. Probst’s advice and heading back to get drunk.”

“I didn’t say get drunk. I said have some drinks,” Dr. Probst replies.

The scientists kneel down by the box and get to work, each systematically going over the machine to double check each other’s work so they can make sure they don’t have to come back out and repair the sensor any time soon.

“That should do it,” Dr. Tomlinson says. “Is it working?”

“Hold on,” Dr. Probst says. 

The two doctors wait not so patiently as their colleague back in Reston, Virginia goes over the signal and readings being sent to the USGS headquarters. Dr. Tomlinson looks up at the dreary winter sky, ignoring the small flakes of ash that begin to coat the plastic face mask he wears. It’s almost impossible to tell what are actual clouds and what are the never ending ash clouds that puff up from various points close to the Yellowstone caldera. The man shakes his head and then looks down, watching the grey flakes softly land on the unseen ground.

“Anything?” Dr. Hartness asks.

“Yeah,” Dr. Probst replies. “But it isn’t making sense. Is there a vehicle close by?”

“A vehicle?” Dr. Hartness asks. “What kind of question is that?”

“I’m getting readings, but they are uniform...almost rhythmic,” Dr. Probst replies. “That’s why I wanted to know if a vehicle was close by. Maybe some redneck that didn’t evacuate and is out in his bubba truck with the stereo on.”

Dr. Hartness turns awkwardly in her environment suit, the thick plastic crinkling and bending as she looks at Dr. Tomlinson. The man looks back at her and shrugs his shoulders, which looks more like a twitch in his identically bulky and awkward suit.

“We don’t see anything,” Dr. Hartness says. “It would have to be some stereo system for the sensor to pick it up.”

“Do you feel anything?” Dr. Probst asks. “Because whatever it is should be right about...huh. Never mind. It stopped.”

“Does that mean we can go now?” Dr. Tomlinson asks.

“I just mentioned a weird anomaly the sensor is picking up and you think you can go?” Dr. Probst laughs mockingly. “Nice try, Bob.”

“I hate you, Cheryl,” Dr. Tomlinson replies. “We’ll take it apart and start over.”

“Joy,” Dr. Hartness sighs.

Dr. Tomlinson kneels next to the box again and pulls his tools back out from his bag. He gets the sensor open, and then stops, one hand resting on the ground.

“Hey...I do feel something,” Dr. Tomlinson says. “It’s getting stronger. Coral, check this out. This doesn’t feel-”

Dr. Tomlinson is yanked down flat and a large cloud of ash explodes up around him. He’s jammed hard against the ground, his arm lost from sight and the rest of him shaking as he starts screaming bloody murder.

“Bob!” Dr. Hartness yells as she rushes forward. “Bob! What is it?”

“Jesus Christ!” Dr. Tomlinson screams. “It has my arm! IT HAS MY ARM!”

Then the man is suddenly free and rolling across the ground, his right arm torn from his body. Blood sprays everywhere, turning the grey ash black. Instead of continuing forward, Dr. Hartness stumbles back, turns, and throws up. The vomit fills her suit which makes her vomit  again, but even harder as her colleague lies on the ground screeching.

“Coral! Bob!” Dr. Probst shouts over the radio. “What’s going on? What happened?”

Dr. Hartness rips the hood off her suit and wriggles out of the whole thing as fast as possible, her chest coated in her own sickness. She keeps her eyes averted from the man crying for help just feet from her, afraid she’ll never stop vomiting. Unfortunately, what she sees instead doesn’t comfort her any.

“What the hell...?” she rasps as ash begins to coat her throat.

The ground before her cracks and splits, and then something comes shooting out; something long and bright blue. It wraps around Dr. Hartness’ body and yanks her down into the newly formed hole, folding her in half in order to make her fit. Blood spurts up from the hole like a small geyser. Geysers are common around the Yellowstone area, just not ones made of human blood.

“Bob!” Dr. Probst yells. “Tell me what is happening!”

But Dr. Tomlinson is too busy screaming to give her an answer. Then he’s too busy being yanked into the hole after Dr. Hartness by the same long, bright blue thing. His screams are cut off and all that can be heard is the buzzing of the radio earpiece in Dr. Hartness’ suit that is slowly being covered over in ash as it lies empty on the ground.

“Bob! Coral! Someone talk to me!” Dr. Probst yells from the earpiece. “Hello? Hello? Tell me you’re okay! Let me hear your voices! Please!”

***
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THE SOUND OF HANK WILLIAMS’ “Lonesome Whistle” plays quietly as the late model sedan makes its way down the ash coated Montana highway. Special Agent Tobias Linder watches out the windshield as tiny flakes of ash float down from the sky, adding to the three plus inches that have accumulated just in the past 48 hours alone. He’s lost count of what the actual total is now.

His attention drifts from Highway 37 to his dashboard and the small device that continually flashes red numbers at him. He sighs as the number climbs from 36% to 38% in seconds. Another two miles and the number hits 40%, telling him he can just make it to his destination before he has to change the air filters. Otherwise, the car’s engine will be choked with ash and turned into a useless hunk of metal.

His phone chimes for the seventeenth time that morning, but he ignores it, knowing exactly what the voicemail will say. As much as he’d like to do his duty, as ordered by the Office of the President of the United States, Linder has a wholly different agenda than helping with the evacuation of the Southwest United States. There’s business waiting for him in Champion, Montana, a small town just a few miles ahead on the edge of Lake Koocanusa.

Or so he hopes.

It’s taken him well over a decade, and hundreds of dead end clues, to track down this place, and supervolcano or no supervolcano, Linder has zero intention of letting his one chance slip away. He’s been so close in the past, but come up short every time. This time, he knows in his gut he’s right, that the person he’s been hunting is only a couple miles ahead. And it all came down to one monitored phone call.

The last refrains of Hank Williams fade away, but Linder ignores the lack of music as he comes around a bend and finds himself facing two sheriff’s patrol cars parked across the road. He comes to a stop and rolls his window down as a puzzled looking deputy walks up to the side of his car, a light blue medical mask across his mouth and nose.

“Sorry, sir, but the highway is closed,” the deputy says, pulling the mask down. “Champion is being evacuated today and this stretch of road is one way only.”

“I understand, Deputy...?”

“Mikellson,” the man replies. Tall, square shouldered, and young, Deputy Eric Mikellson leans forward, his eyes studying the interior of the car. “You have business in Champion, Special Agent...?”

Linder grins and pulls his badge from his pocket, flipping it open for Mikellson to see.

“Special Agent Linder,” Linder says. “How’d you know I was FBI?”

“Good guess,” Mikellson shrugs. “You look federal and your car sure looks federal.” He nods at the air filter gauge stuck to the dashboard. “I just watched the webinar on those things and know they’re only handing them out to agencies assisting with evacuations.” He nods his head towards the patrol cars. “Guess they forgot to ship us ours.”

“The ash shut down your engines yet?” Linder asks.

“Not yet,” Mikellson replies, “but just a matter of time.”

“That’s the saying of the day, isn’t it?” Linder laughs, looking towards the patrol cars. “Think I can get through? I have some business to take care of in Champion.”

“I doubt that,” Mikellson laughs. “Only business in Champion is fishing, hunting, and camping.” He peers up into the early winter sky and the constant fall of ash. “And ain’t none of that happening around here anymore.”

“Right, right,” Linder nods, grabbing a manila folder from the passenger’s seat. He opens it and pulls out a photo of a young boy. “You ever seen this boy before?”

Mikellson reaches for the photo and Linder reluctantly lets it go. The deputy studies the picture for a few seconds, and then shakes his head. 

“Can’t say that I have, Special Agent,” Mikellson says.

“Linder,” Linder smiles, “you can call me Linder.”

“Well, Linder, he doesn’t ring a bell,” Mikellson says, “but we get so many kids up here in the summer it’s hard to keep track of them all. Come winter, my mind usually wipes the slate clean and makes room for the new faces that show up in the late spring.”

“Of course, totally understand,” Linder nods, tapping the photo. “But this is an old picture taken when he was six. The boy would be about seventeen now. I’ve been looking for him since he was born and I got a lead that pointed me this way. He’d probably be a lot taller and might even have facial hair. And he’s staying with an older woman, I believe. Red hair, green eyes, looks like a mature model for L.L. Bean. Or she used to, at least.”

Mikellson hands the picture back to Linder and shakes his head. “Sorry, Linder. Wish I could help you, but I can’t. Haven’t seen this boy, and to be honest, there’s a lot of fine looking older women up around here. Just the way the land breeds ‘em.”

Mikellson gives a short laugh and smacks his hand on the car door.

“Sorry you wasted your time coming all this way,” Mikellson says. “I’m sure you’re needed down with the major evacs to the south.”

Linder watches the deputy for a long, hard second then smiles wide. “Oh, I don’t think I wasted my time,” he says, then points at the patrol cars. “You mind if I move through and have a chat with your sheriff? Since I’m already here. I promise not to waste any of his time.”

“Her,” Mikellson says. “Sheriff Stieglitz is a woman.”

“Really?” Linder asks. “Didn’t know Montana was so enlightened.”

“We are in Lincoln County,” Mikellson says. “You fit the job and it’s yours. That’s how we do things around here. And it’s the 21st century.”

“Then may I proceed to Sheriff Stieglitz? I won’t be a bother to her at all,” Linder says. “Scouts honor.”

Mikellson watches Linder for a couple of seconds then nods. He backs away from the car and pulls his mask up over his nose and mouth.

“Go ahead,” Mikellson says, then he turns and waves at the other deputy standing by the cars. 

The man cocks his head, shrugs his shoulders and gets into one of the patrol cars. The engine sputters as its starts up, but it catches and the deputy reverses enough to make space for Linder’s sedan.

“I appreciate it,” Linder says as he puts the car into drive. “I’ll only be a few minutes, then on my way and out of your hair. I know you have more important things to think about than some stupid fed coming around right when you’re all trying to get your friends and neighbors to safety.”

“We sure ain’t bored these days, that’s for sure,” Mikellson says as he waves Linder along. “Drive safe and watch that filter gauge. The ash is getting heavier and heavier by the day.”

“Thank you, Deputy Mikellson.” Linder nods as he rolls up his window and slowly moves the car past the two patrol cars.

The second deputy waits a minute, and then puts the patrol car back in place, so both sides of Highway 37 are blocked again.

“Who was that?” Deputy Shane Weaver asks as he pulls his soft bulk from his car and adjusts his face mask. “Stephie said no one gets through.”

“FBI,” Mikellson says. “Looking for someone.”

“In this shit?” Weaver asks, spreading his arms as the ash continues to fall. “Who is he looking for?”

“Someone that doesn’t want to be found,” Mikellson says.

***
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SHERIFF STEPHIE STIEGLITZ stands on the curb outside Sheena’s Diner, her brow smeared with soot and sweat as she watches a family board one of the school buses being used to evacuate the townsfolk of Champion. The family’s father helps the youngest up the steps, while the mother holds the older one’s hand, waiting their turn. The girl looks over her shoulder and her eyes crinkle, the smile hidden behind her medical mask.

Stephie lowers her own mask so the girl can see her reassuring smile. Champion is a very small town, and Stephie knows every single person being loaded onto the dirty yellow school bus. This little girl, Brita Hoverson, just turned seven last Monday, the day the Yellowstone supervolcano started to spew ash actively into the atmosphere.

Pretty crappy birthday present in Stephie’s opinion.

“Hey, Stephie?” Deputy Mikellson’s voice calls out from the radio on the sheriff’s hip.

Stephie puts her mask back on and grabs the radio. “What’s up, Eric? You and Shane holding down the fort?”

“You have a visitor coming your way,” Mikellson replies, skipping the niceties. This gets Stephie’s attention instantly. Eric Mikellson is known for his easy going charm and politeness, so when that disappears then things aren’t good.

“What kind of visitor?” Stephie asks. “And why is this visitor coming my way when no one is allowed into Champion?”

“FBI,” Mikellson responds. “He’s looking for our friends.”

“Shit! Now?” Stephie barks, causing little Brita’s mother to turn and open her eyes wide in surprise. Stephie pulls down the mask, mouths, ‘sorry’ to her, pulls the mask back up and walks off down the sidewalk, careful of the slick ash that covers every inch of the pavement. “You’re sure he’s looking for our friends?”

“Positive,” Mikellson replies. “He showed me a picture of Kyle when he was a kid, then described Terrie to a T.”

“Shit,” Stephie says again. “Shit, shit, shit!”

“You want me and Shane to head back there?” Mikellson asks. “You think you’ll need backup?”

“No, I can handle this,” Stephie says. “What I want you to do is track down Terrie and Kyle. They were supposed to have been here by now, but they haven’t showed. You mind running out to the cabin and seeing if they’re still there? We have to get a move on or we’ll miss the federal convoy rendezvous in Coeur d’Alene. Lu did us a solid by getting us space in that line. I’d hate for her mother to be the one to screw it all up.”

“What about the agent?”

“What’s his name?”

“Linder,” Mikellson responds. “He’s probably getting close to town by now.”

Linder. Shit.

Stephie turns and looks down the road, her eyes peering through the ash haze. She sees a black sedan come around the bend in the road, the backdrop of the Montana mountains barely seen as the ash keeps falling. 

“I got him,” Stephie says. “You find Terrie and Kyle. Once you have them, you let me know ASAP. No more names over the radio, though, got it?”

“You bet,” Mikellson says. “Oh, and hey, Stephie?”

“Yeah, Eric?”

“Watch yourself,” he warns. “The guy’s smile don’t meet his eyes. He’s a predator.”

“Oh, don’t worry, I know all about Special Agent Tobias Linder,” Stephie responds. “I’ll stay on my toes.”

She places her radio back on her belt and watches as the sedan drives around the line of school buses and parks a few yards from where she stands. Special Agent Tobias Linder steps from the car, pulls on a mask, and walks quickly over to Stephie.

“Sheriff Stieglitz?” Linder asks, holding up his badge. “I’m Special Agent Tobias Linder. You have a quick second?”

Stephie looks the man up and down. Tall, dark hair, dark eyes, muscular. She can see the outline of a pistol on his right hip under his suit jacket that’s getting covered in ash. She catches the hint of a backup pistol on the inside of his left ankle. When she looks up again, Linder locks eyes with her and she knows everything she’s heard about the man is right. This guy is a predator.

“A second is about all I have,” Stephie says as she walks towards Linder. “What brings the FBI up this way? I thought all federal agencies were gearing up for the impending order of martial law?”

“Yes, well, I’m trying to tie up some loose ends before everything turns completely to chaos,” Linder replies, putting his badge back into his pocket. He pulls out the photo of the boy and holds it out for the sheriff to see. “This boy went missing over ten years ago and new information just came in that he could be around this area.”

“That so?” Stephie says. “I hate to burst your bubble, Agent Linder-”

“Just Linder, please,” Linder says, his mask stretching as he grins.

“Well, Agent Linder,” Stephie says and smiles inwardly as she watches the man’s eyes narrow at the edges. “I know every face in this county, and probably the next two over, and I haven’t seen that one.”

“He’d be much older by now,” Linder says. “More a young man than a boy.”

“Strange time to be working a missing persons case,” Stephie says. “I’m surprised the FBI authorized your trip here.”

Linder doesn’t reply, just stands there with the photo held out.

Stephie takes the photo and studies it closely, careful to keep her emotions in check and expression neutral.

“Handsome kid,” Stephie says. “Bet he’s a fine looking young man now.” She hands the photo back. “Must have been hard for his parents when he went missing.”

“It was,” Linder says.

“You deal with that a lot, Agent Linder?” Stephie asks. “Breaking bad news to parents when their children go missing? I deal with lost hikers and hunters up around here and that’s difficult enough. Couldn’t imagine what it’s like being in the Missing Persons Division of the FBI.”

Again, Linder doesn’t reply. He looks at the row of school buses. Stephie follows his gaze.

“Well, as you can see, I’m a little busy today. Have a deadline to meet so we can get down to Coeur d’Alene,” Stephie says.

“Coeur d’Alene?” Linder asks. “I thought all civilians in this area were to head due south down to the gulf?”

“We’re meeting the federal convoy,” Stephie says, “then on to Seattle. We have space reserved on one of the carriers in Everett.”

“That must have taken some string pulling,” Linder laughs.

“I have a friend,” Stephie replies. “Didn’t take much, just a phone call.”

“Yep,” Linder nods. “That’s all it takes. One single phone call.”

Stephie’s blood runs cold as she realizes why Linder is all of a sudden in Champion. So many years of being careful, then she picks up the phone and decides to call in a decade of favors.

“Listen, Agent Linder,” Stephie says. “I hate to be rude, but I’m going to need to focus now. Wish I could have been more help. I’d offer to have you caravan with us, but I’m sure you’re busy.” She points at the six buses. “And you can see we’re still filling up two buses, so you probably don’t want to waste your time waiting on us. Better get that car of yours out of the ash fall before that engine gets gummed up.”

“Actually, I think I’ll stick around and talk with some of your fine citizens here,” Linder says. “I came all this way and it would kill me if I didn’t at least put in the leg work. You don’t mind, do you Sheriff? I promise not to hold you up or get in your way. Like you said, you’re still waiting to fill two buses.”

“No, go right ahead,” Stephie replies. “But try not to push too hard. Folks around here aren’t always the most friendly to the federal government in the best of times. Put the threat of martial law on them and their tolerance level drops fast. You know what I mean?”

“Oh, I do,” Linder nods. “I certainly do.”

He holds out his hand and Stephie shakes it.

“A pleasure, Sheriff,” he says as he walks towards the first bus. “Hope your trip is a safe one.”

“Thank you, Mr. Linder,” Stephie replies. “Good luck with your search.”

Linder pauses and looks at Stephie for a few seconds then shakes his head. “Thank you, Sheriff. I can use that luck.”

He moves quickly to the first bus and pulls out the photo of the boy as he takes the steps and stands by the driver’s seat.

“Hello, folks, my name is Special Agent Tobias Linder of the FBI. I’m not here to hassle anyone, just need to know if you’ve seen this boy.”
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“GRANDMA!” KYLE MORGAN shouts. “Eric’s here! We need to go!”

Seventeen and still growing, Kyle stands six feet tall with a shock of pure blond hair peeking out from under his baseball cap. A medical mask covers a big toothed grin as he waves at the patrol car pulling up to the cabin he shares with his grandmother, Terrie Morgan.

Not that they’ve used those last names in a long time. Most folks know to refer to them as the “Holdens” when strangers are around. Their identities are a loose secret in Champion, but a secret everyone accepts. Northern Montana is a place where people go to escape pasts that they would rather forget, so Kyle and Terrie fit in just right and have for quite a few years.

“Hey, Kyle,” Mikellson says as he gets out of the patrol car. “You and Terrie are supposed to be in town by now.”

“Hey, Eric,” Kyle says as he comes up and shakes the man’s hand. “Biscuit took off after something and Grandma is chasing after him again.”

“We can’t wait for your dog to show up, Kyle,” Mikellson responds. “You know that.”

“Grandma won’t leave without Biscuit,” Kyle laughs, “and you know that. I think she loves that dog more than me half the time.”

“Well, that’s a crock of shit,” Mikellson says. “Everyone in Champion knows how much Terrie Morgan loves her grandson.”

“Terrie Holden, you mean,” Kyle says.

“Well, that’s what I’m here about,” Eric says, nodding towards the two story log cabin. “Can we go inside and out of this ash? I’m getting sick of this shit.”

“Watch your mouth, Eric Mikellson,” Terrie Morgan snaps as she comes around the corner of the cabin, preceded by the massive half-husky, half-wolf named Biscuit. “What the heck you doing out here? Shouldn’t you be watching the road?”

“We have a problem,” Mikellson says. “Someone’s come to town looking for you.”

A handsome woman in her early sixties, Terrie Morgan stands almost as tall as her grandson. Her bright red hair is now mostly white and it is twisted up into a bun under her ash covered black cowboy hat. Her face is weathered from a life out in the elements, but still holds a glow of youth and strength common to the people of northern Montana. Some of that strength drains away at Mikellson’s words.

“Get your butt inside,” Terrie says. “Tell me all about it.”

She turns and smacks her leg and Biscuit heels instantly, the 100 plus pound canine falling in step as they all walk inside the cabin.

Terrie shakes off her hat and sets it on a rack by the door. They strip off their ashy coats and hang them up as Biscuit runs to the huge deer hide couch and jumps up, spins around four times, then lies down in a puff of ash.

Animal heads of all types and sizes adorn the cabin’s walls, side by side with pictures small and large of Kyle with Terrie, as well as Terrie and Kyle with a woman younger than Terrie, who looks just like the two of them. There are also quite a few pictures of Terrie standing arm in arm with Stephie, some with Kyle, some without, but it’s obvious the cabin is home to the sheriff as well.

“You aren’t boxing everything up?” Mikellson asks as he looks around the cabin, seeing only a few duffel bags and suitcases stacked by the door while the rest of the cabin’s contents remain where they’ve been for years. 

“No point,” Terrie says. “That supervolcano blows and this cabin will be buried under several feet of ash. Won’t make a difference if this stuff is packed in boxes or sitting out. We won’t be coming back for it anytime soon, if at all.”

“True,” Mikellson nods and takes a seat at the breakfast table next to the open kitchen.

“This is a sitting visit?” Terrie asks, her hands on her hips. “Better just come out and say it.”

“Special Agent Tobias Linder just rolled into town,” Mikellson says. “Sure you don’t want to sit down?”

“Shit,” Terrie says, surprising both Kyle and Mikellson. “Pardon my French.”

She takes a seat and gestures for Kyle to do the same.

“Where is he now?” Terrie asks.

“Talking with Stephie, last I heard,” Mikellson replies. “She’ll get rid of him, but I don’t know how long that will take.”

“Who’s Special Agent Tobias Linder?” Kyle asks.

Mikellson gives Terrie a surprised look, but the woman just shakes her head and the deputy drops it.

“FBI,” Terrie says to Kyle. “He’s one of the reasons we live here.”

“I thought the FBI helped with witness protection?” Kyle asks. “Why are we afraid of him?”

“I’m not afraid of that man,” Terrie snaps. “Not ever.”

Kyle looks from his grandmother to Mikellson then sighs and crosses his arms.

“So, who is he?” Kyle asks.

“Trouble,” Terrie says.

“And a delay,” Mikellson says. “If he stays in town, then that means you can’t get on a bus.”

“I’d rather drive the Bronco anyway,” Terrie says. “The thought of being cramped in one of those school buses gives me the creeps. And Biscuit won’t like it none either.”

At the mention of his name, the huge hybrid looks up and gives a low woof, then settles back down and closes his eyes.

“See?” Terrie says. “He’s completely stressed out.”

“You two still haven’t told me why we are hiding from this Linder guy?” Kyle says. “Maybe Mom sent him. The US Marshals and FBI work together all the time. Maybe he’s here to help escort the buses to the convoy?”

“He’s not,” Mikellson says. “He’s here for you two.”

“I’m confused,” Kyle says. “Mom’s a US Marshall, Stephie is the sheriff of Lincoln County, and you pretty much live here.” Kyle points at Mikellson. “Or at least you always eat here. It’s not like we’re hiding from the law. Why are we worried about an FBI agent? Isn’t he one of the good guys too?”

“No, he’s not,” Terrie says. “And I don’t have time to explain it all to you.”

“Probably should have done that a while ago,” Mikellson says quietly.

“Shut your meat hole,” Terrie says, jabbing a finger towards Mikellson. “You have no idea what it’s taken to keep us hidden here.”

“I have a pretty good idea, thank you,” Mikellson replies. “Don’t think I don’t, Terrie Morgan.”

“Yeah, yeah, you do,” Terrie nods. “Sorry, Eric.”

“So no one is going to tell me who this guy is?” Kyle snaps. “Just gonna leave me in the dark like usual.”

“Oh, stop being such a drama queen,” Terrie says. “Finish packing the Bronco while I talk with Eric. You do that and maybe I’ll fill you in once we get on the road.”

The sarcastic reply dies on Kyle’s lips as he sees the look in his grandma’s eyes. Not the time to be a shit.

“Fine,” Kyle says as he stands up quickly, knocking over his chair.

Biscuit jumps from the couch barking, his massive jaws open wide.

“Biscuit!” Kyle shouts. “Shut up! It’s just me!”

The hybrid gives a last bark, then looks over at Kyle and whines.

“Come on, boy,” Kyle says as he walks over and grabs his coat. “You can help me pack.”

“Keep an eye on him,” Terrie says. “We’re leaving as soon as the Bronco is ready. We won’t have time to chase him down if he takes off after another darn squirrel.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Kyle says, sounding just like his grandma. “Come on, B.”

The boy opens the door and Biscuit rushes out, straight for the firs and pines that surround the cabin.

“Biscuit! Dammit! Get back here!” Kyle yells as he closes the door behind him.

Mikellson looks at Terrie, but she holds up a finger. “Don’t say it.”

“You still haven’t told him who Linder is?” Mikellson asks.

“I said not to say it,” Terrie replies. “And, honestly, it wasn’t my choice. Lu is the one that said she’d tell him when she thought the boy was ready.”

“But, Terrie, knowing who the man is, is important to keeping you safe!” Mikellson exclaims. “You know better!”

“And so does my daughter!” Terrie snaps. “But no matter how many times I bring it up, she just says she’ll do it later.”

“Why do you think he’s here now?” Mikellson asks. “There’s a freaking volcano about to fully erupt and cover most of this country in feet of ash. Strange time to all of a sudden pick up the trail.”

“It’s not strange at all,” Terrie says. “He must have gotten a hold of Lu’s call logs.”

“Why would that matter?” Mikellson asks. “Lu uses burners when she talks to you. You never call her work number. Did she screw up and call here with a damn federal phone?”

“She didn’t screw up, Stephie and I did,” Terrie says. “When the evacuation information came in, and we found out it was going to be a lottery system for all civilians to get on the ships leaving Galveston, New Orleans, and Mobile, Stephie called Lu directly to see if we could get the folks here in Champion on one of the military carriers.”

“I know all of that,” Mikellson says. “Why would that lead Linder here?”

“Lu didn’t have a chance to get a new burner when this all happened,” Terrie explains. “The only way to get a hold of her was to call her on her official cell phone. It was one call and only lasted five minutes.” Terrie spreads her arms to indicate the cabin. “It has taken Stephie a lot of work to make a home for us and keep us safe. To say Lu owes the woman a favor or two is an understatement. Stephie took a risk to cash in on those favors. We thought that even if Linder was snooping on Lu’s phone logs there’d be no way he could come up here now, not with the chaos of everything.”

“I guess you were wrong there,” Mikellson says.

“Yeah, we were,” Terrie says. “Don’t rub it in.”

“What’s the plan?” Mikellson asks. “How do we get you two out of here without Linder knowing?”

“I’ll take Kyle with me in the Bronco and we’ll head over to Bonners Ferry,” Terrie explains. “We’ll wait for you there.”

“But you have to go right through town to get to 37,” Mikellson says. “If he’s still there he’ll see you. I can tell this guy doesn’t miss much.”

“He doesn’t know my Bronco,” Terrie says. “And I won’t be driving.”

“Who will?” Mikellson asks then pauses. “No...Kyle? You think he won’t recognize him?”

“It’s been years,” Terrie says. “Lu barely recognizes the boy each time she sees him and that’s every three months or so. It’ll be enough to get us through town and onto the highway.”

“I hope so,” Mikellson sighs. “For that boy’s sake, I really do.”
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“JUST STAY RIGHT THERE,” Kyle growls at Biscuit as he drags the hybrid over by the Bronco. “Don’t move. No more chasing squirrels.”

The hybrid woofs, and then lies down in the ash by the rear wheel of the big SUV. A classic 1984 full size Bronco, the vehicle has been outfitted with heavy duty suspension, a turbo charged V-8 multi-fuel engine, oversized tires, and reinforced front and rear bumpers. Kyle calls it the Tank.

He lowers the back and tosses in two duffel bags, then turns to go back to the porch for the suitcases. Biscuit watches him go, then his hackles rise and he jumps up barking.

“Jesus, B!” Kyle yells, leaping a foot into the air. “You scared the shit out of me!”

Biscuit keeps barking and barking and Kyle is about to stomp over there and whack him on his massive snout, but he stops as he feels his legs start to tremor.

No, not his legs, but the ground. The entire ground tremors. Then it’s shaking and after two or three seconds, it’s full on quaking.

“Grandma!” Kyle yells. “Grandma!”

Terrie and Mikellson burst from the cabin and stare at the swaying trees around the cabin.

“This can’t be good!” Mikellson shouts over the sound of the earthquake.
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The traffic was awful. Jimmy hadn’t moved more than a mile in the past hour, surrounded by cars honking, their electric motors purring in the hot summer evening. 

His com phone buzzed and he casually answered it.

“Hey, Sweetheart! What’s up?”

“Where are you?” Michelle’s voice was frantic.

“Stuck in traffic, baby. It’s Friday night rush hour. What’s wrong? Rachel okay?”

“Yes, but you need to get home.”

“What’s wrong?”

“I just talked to my dad. He said we need to get out of the city right away.”

Capreze woke with a start; thankful the nightmare didn’t proceed any further.
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THE TWO MECHS STOOD on the ridge looming over the valley below.

“You sure you picked up something?” Bisby asked over his com.

“Positive,” Stanislaw responded, double checking his scanners. Nothing.

“Hmmm, guess we have to go down into that bake oven of a dust bowl and check it all out,” Bisby grumbled. “You sure?”

“Yes, Biz, I’m sure,” Stanislaw snapped back. “I don’t know why you’re bitching; this is why we’re here.”

“Yeah, but the Rookie comes in today. I don’t want to miss the fun.”

“You didn’t think being a Rookie was much fun.”

“Shit rolls down hill.”
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CHIEF MECHANIC JAY Rind stood and stretched, his back cracking and popping into line.

“Ahhhhh, that’s the shit,” Jay yawned, turning to survey the mech hangar. He glanced at his watch. 0600. “Damn, did it again.”

Jethro laughed, walking into the hangar holding two cups of coffee. “You fall asleep in here last night?”

“Unfortunately, yes,” Jay replied, cracking his neck and taking the offered coffee mug. He nodded his thanks to Jethro and turned back to his workbench and the schematics lain upon it. Jethro sidled up next to him.

“That’s some ballsy shit.”

“Don’t I know,” agreed Jay.
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“WHERE YOU WANT ME, Stan?” Bisby asked, watching Stanislaw’s mech stomp down into the barren valley.

“Stay put. Keep scanners at full and watch for the ambush.”

“Listen, I know you’re the best and all, but I don’t think anything is in this valley. We’re wasting our time.”

“Never assume, Biz. That’s how I stayed alive this long and following that advice will keep you alive just as long.” Stanislaw’s scanners beeped. He checked the readings. “I just shot you my scan. You seeing that, Biz?”

“Yeah...looks like some crevice off to your left. Hard to see from up here.”
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MATHEW WALKED INTO the barracks, towel around his waist. The noises from Masters’ bunk made him stop.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake you two!” Mathew said, tired of walking in on Masters and Harlow going at it.

“Just...keep...walking...pilot,” Harlow muttered between grunts.

Mathew swore under his breath, walked quickly to his bunk and grabbed his uniform. He turned and huffed to the barracks door, trying to ignore the lump of sweaty flesh that made up Masters and Harlow.

“Briefing in fifty, kids,” he called back, walking into the hallway. “Don’t be too late.”

“OH GOD,” was all he heard in response.
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“WHATCHA SEE, STAN?”

“Not sure. This is more than a crevice. It’s a fuckin’ rift in the Earth’s mantle. Jeezus.”

Stanislaw set scanners to full spectrum. What looked like a thin opening to a crack in the valley floor, quickly opened up below into a massive cavern. A cavern able to hold any number of dead mechs. Stanislaw backed away, powering up his weapons.

“Hey, Biz?”

“Yeah, Stan?”

“I’m not sure what I’m looking at here, but I think we may need back up.” Stanislaw shot the data over to Bisby.

“Shit! That cavern’s huge. Who knows what’s down there...”
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CAPREZE STOOD IN THE middle of the tracks, cup of coffee in hand. He watched the dawn sun lift over the far off mountains.

“Mornin’, Papa Bear.”

Capreze looked up at the mech to his left. The cockpit was wide open, Rachel’s legs dangling over the edge. He lifted his cup in salute.

“Mornin’, Baby Girl. You make this joe?”

“Yep.”

Capreze took a sip of his coffee and sighed. “You have the gift.”

They stayed silent, each sipping from their mugs.

Rachel looked to the distance, down the tracks.

“Rookie’ll be here soon.”

“Yep. Hope he’s worth a shit.”
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“COMING TO YOU, STAN.”

“Stay up there. No point in both of us getting ambushed.”

“Fuck that! How about you drop a couple plasma charges down there and just frag it all.”

“What if it isn’t hostile?”

“We’re in the fucking wasteland! Everything is hostile!”

Stanislaw pondered this for a moment, but just for a moment. Proximity alarms blared in his cockpit, interrupting his deliberations.

“Stan? What is it?”

Stanislaw checked his scanners. He pinged a shape, large and moving. Moving fast.

“Not sure, hard to get a reading through this rock.”

He aimed his plasma cannons at the opening.
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DR. HECATE THEMOPOLOUS sat in her windowless office, head in her hands. She stared at the piece of paper laid out upon her desk. Tears welled in her eyes.

She sniffed and wiped at her nose, grabbing up the paper and ripping it to shreds. She tossed the bits and pieces into the trash, subconsciously wiping her hands on her uniform as if the message on the paper had somehow dirtied her physically.

Her door chime rang. She stared at the shreds lying at the bottom of her wire trashcan. The door chimed again. She quickly wiped her eyes.

“Enter.”
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THE DEAD MECH BURST from the crevice, exploding chunks of rock in its wake. It quickly gained its footing on the valley floor, its one arm raised and glowing ready for battle.

“Jeezus...” Stanislaw whispered.

“Stan!” Bisby shouted into his com, powering up his own weapons, dropping his mech down into the valley. “I’m coming down! Push it to the left, I’ll flank it.”

Stanislaw stared at the dead mech, watching its zombie pilot thrash and howl in its cockpit. 

“Biz, something’s not right...”

“No fucking shit, Stan! It’s a deader with one arm, that’s the definition of ‘not right’!”
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MASTERS TRIED HANDING Harlow the soap. She fumbled around, blinded by suds. Masters laughed, gripped her hand with his and carefully placed the slippery bar into her open palm.

“Thanks, baby,” she smiled, still blind.

“No problem, your Hotness.” He turned back to the water, letting the warm spray beat down on his chest. “You think Mathew was pissed?”

“Who fucking cares,” said Harlow, washing the soap from her face. “They’re all just jealous cause they ain’t got their own fuck buddy.”

“That all we are?”

Harlow stepped from her stream into Masters’. “No, baby, that’s not all we are.”
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STANISLAW PILOTED HIS mech into a crouch, setting up the leap and slash move. He waited for his opponent to take the bait.

It didn’t.

One Arm waited, watching Stanislaw, calculating the possible attacks. Coming to a conclusion, One Arm aimed its plasma cannon.

Stanislaw’s eyes went wide; he’d never seen a dead mech react this way. His com crackled.

“Get the fuck out of there Stan! He’s too close for you to dodge those blasts!” Bisby screamed into his ear. “I’m too far away to take him out!”

Stanislaw knew all of this. And what his fate would be.
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CAPREZE STEPPED NEXT to Jay and appraised the schematics.

“You think this will work?” the Commander asked his Chief Mechanic.

“No, but I plan on putting hundreds of man-hours into it anyway,” Jay sniped, never making eye contact with the Commander.

Capreze grinned and slapped Jay on the back. “That’s the spirit! You need anything?”

Still not looking away from the schematics, Jay handed Capreze an empty coffee mug. “She makes it every morning, and yet, I’m always surprised what your girl can do with some ground beans and water.”

Capreze laughed, took the mug and headed to the mess.
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THE BLASTS CAME HARD and fast. Stanislaw dodged the first wave, but couldn’t side step his mech fast enough to miss the second wave. The concussion knocked his mech back 300 yards.

Stanislaw struggled to right his mech.

“Hydraulics on my left leg are out!”

“I’m coming Stan. Hold the fuck on!”

One Arm moved in, firing twice at Stanislaw, then whirled around, sending several blasts towards Bisby.

Bisby was far enough away to evade the shots, but it slowed him down, wasting precious time needed to get to Stanislaw.

“Stan! Stan? Jeezus fuck, can you hear me?” Bisby screamed.
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“GODDAMIT, JETHRO! WHAT did I say about coffee mugs ON the schematics?” Jay barked at his assistant mechanic. “What did I fucking say?”

“Don’t do it?” Jethro responded sheepishly, grabbing up his mug, leaving a coffee ring behind on the plans.

Jay smacked him upside the head. “Go double check Harlow’s left hydraulics system, I think I heard a hiss when she docked last night.”

“I already checked it,” Jethro answered.

“Then go wash the fucking thing!” Jay roared.

“Wash a mech? Really?” Jethro asked. Jay’s face turned beet red. “Okay, okay. Jeezus, calm down.” Jethro stomped away, muttering epithets.
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ONE ARM BLASTED STANISLAW’S mech twice more, sending mechanized limbs flying in all directions. The live mech’s torso lay smoldering on the baked earth. One Arm turned its attention on Bisby.

Seeing the state of Stanislaw’s mech and the dead mech’s new tactics, Bisby stopped his mech and set blast anchors into the ground. He prepped the machine for full rocket launch, intending on sending the one armed abomination to hell in a million tiny pieces.

One Arm roared and charged. Bisby’s blood ran cold at the inhuman sound coming from the dead mech’s loudspeakers.

“What the fuck...?” Bisby croaked.
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“HEY, MATTY! COME SIT here!” June called as Mathew finished loading his plate from the mess line. 

Mathew glanced around, but the mess hall was empty and he was trapped. He slowly made his way to June’s table.

“Mornin’,” he nodded, fake smile in place.

“Wow, did you hear Harlow last night?” June asked conspiratorially. “She and Masters were non-stop.”

Mathew laughed. “This morning too.”

June’s eyes widened. “Wow. Must be nice having someone all to yourself like that...”

Mathew kept his eyes down, preferring to look at the pile of yellowish synth-eggs, than to look into June’s inquiring eyes. 
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BISBY CHECKED THE ANCHORS and set his mech into a squat, bringing its body to a lower center of gravity. He watched the dead mech rage towards him and braced for impact. 

Twenty yards out, One Arm leapt, using its mini-rocket boosters on its legs for extra lift. It raised its arm high into the air.

Bisby, realizing what the dead mech was about to do, disengaged his ground anchors, hoping he could side step the falling mech in time.

Everything slowed. One Arm roaring, Bisby scrambling, Stanislaw dying. It all froze for a split second in the barren valley.
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“MAN, I NEVER GET OVER how good this coffee is!” Masters crowed. “I mean, how do you grow something this tasty in the fucking wasteland?”

He plopped down next to Mathew and June, smelling of soap and smiling from ear to ear.

“Hey, Baby? Grab me a muffin, will ya?” he called over his shoulder to Harlow, still in the mess line.

“Will do, Sugar Dick!” she called back.

Mathew shook his head, but couldn’t help smiling. Masters raised his eyebrows in mock innocence.

“What?” Masters took a sip of coffee. “Can’t two bad ass mother fuckers be in love?”
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BISBY DIDN’T MAKE IT out of the way. The impact of mech on mech was earth shattering. Literally.

One Arm came down just as Bisby had disengaged his last ground anchor and tried to execute a tight side roll. The dead mech smashed into Bisby’s cockpit; putting the two close enough that Bisby could smell the rotted zombie pilot. 

A massive crack appeared in the baked earth, opening the world above to the world below. Both mechs tumbled into the fissure, smashing at each other with iron fists, knees and feet. The darkness swallowed them, their battle echoing, echoing, lost.
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DR. THEMOPOLOUS WALKED into the mess hall. Finding Mathew, she quickly moved to his side and bent down close. “May I speak with you for a second?”

Mathew looked at the other pilots at the table and then at the doctor. “Um, sure. I’ll see you all in the briefing.” He stood and followed Doctor Themopolous outside the mess.

He raised an inquisitive eyebrow when they were alone. Doctor Themopolous cleared her throat, glancing around to make sure they were unobserved. “You came from Foggy Bottom, right?”

“Yeah...?”

“Have you heard from anyone there recently? Any news of any...problems?”
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MATILDA PLACED A KISS on his cheek. “Bye, Daddy!” she said, skipping out the back door into the spring rain.

Stanislaw got up from his chair, grabbing an umbrella and followed his daughter. “Take this, baby.”

“Awww, Daddy, the rain isn’t going to hurt me,” Matilda complained. “It’s not like when you were a kid.”

Stanislaw smiled. “It’ll make your old man feel better.”

Matilda laughed and reached out. Before she could grasp the umbrella, her skin started to melt from her arm. She screamed, so did Stanislaw.

He was still screaming when he came to in his burning cockpit.
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“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” Jay called up to Jethro.

“I finished washing Harlow’s mech and I’m working on the Rookie’s mech. That’s what you wanted, right?”

Jay closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “No, what I wanted was for me to work on the Rookie’s mech. I’m just going to have to go back over all of your work to make sure it’s right.”

“Fuck you, Rind,” Jethro barked, lowering the lift to the ground. He handed Jay his span-wrench. “You really need to start sleeping in a bunk. You’re a grouchy bitch in the morning.”
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A MECH HAND CRESTED the newly formed crevice’s side, struggling for purchase. The giant alloy fingers dug into the edge, anchoring them fully. With a groan of damaged hydraulics, Bisby pulled himself from the fissure, rolling his mech yards from the opening before standing.

“Stan?...Stan?” he croaked into his com. “ Goddammit Stanislaw! Can you hear me?”

He was met with static as his damaged mech swayed its way over to the smoking debris that was Stanislaw’s machine. He tried to bring up life sensors, but only basic navigation scanners seemed to cooperate.

“Shit!” he yelled, pushing his mech on.
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MATHEW WALKED BACK into the mess, nearly running into Commander Capreze.

“You heading towards the hangar, Mathew?” Capreze asked.

“No, sir. Wasn’t planning on it,” Mathew responded.

“Are you sure about that?” Capreze laughed, handing the mech pilot a full mug of steaming hot coffee.

Mathew took the mug, looking at Capreze, puzzled.

“Jay’s thirsty...and in a mood. My time is better spent getting ready for the briefing, don’t you think?”

Mathew laughed, “Sure thing, sir. I’ll make sure Mr. Grumpy Pants gets his fix.”

Capreze clapped Mathew on the shoulder. “Good man. Way to take one for the team.”
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BISBY WAS CLOSE ENOUGH to see the extent of the damage Stanislaw’s mech had taken. He gulped, prayed, and swore at the same time.

“Stan? Come in man!” Silence.

Bisby switched on his loudspeakers, feedback squelched at ear shattering levels. “FUCK!” Bisby roared, cutting the switch. His already battle damaged hearing rang and protested.

He stopped and took a deep breath. Grabbing his binocs, he peered down at the twisted cockpit below, hoping for signs of life. After focusing briefly, he was rewarded with movement. Stanislaw was alive.

Bisby looked closer and gasped. He pulled the binocs away, tears welled.
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“ROOKIE ARRIVES TODAY,” Harlow said over a mouthful of synth-eggs.

June straightened. “Really? Today?”

“Yep,” Masters responded, sitting down with his second tray of food.

“Careful, Darling, don’t lose that tight bod,” Harlow joked. 

“Don’t you worry, Babycakes. It’s all so I can keep up with you.” He leaned in and kissed her strongly, then pulled back, licking his lips. “Mmmm...eggy.”

Harlow laughed, sending bits of yellow flying. June recoiled.

“Jeezus, you two are fucking gross!” she snapped, getting up from the table and stalking out of the mess hall.

Harlow frowned. “What’s up her twat?”

“Nothing, that’s the problem.”
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STANISLAW COULD SMELL the acid from the fuel cells. His mech was down hard.

He tried to reach for the strap release, but his right arm wouldn’t cooperate. He didn’t want to look, but knew he only had moments to get his ass out.

He pissed himself when he saw his arm two feet away, wedged between hatch brackets.

The cockpit shook violently. The dead mech was on him and Stanislaw wept as he wrenched the pistol from its holster and put the barrel to his head. 

A hulking shadow of death fell over him as he pulled the trigger.
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JAY JUMPED WHEN MATHEW sat down next to him. Closing his eyes, he took two deep breaths. “Don’t you pilots have a rec room to go play in?”

Mathew laughed, offering the mug of coffee. “You want this or not?”

“Thanks,” Jay sighed, taking a sip from the mug.

Mathew studied the schematics, then pointed at the coffee ring. “If that works, it’ll change the entire battle landscape. The deaders won’t stand a chance.”

Jay glared at Mathew, daggers for eyes. Mathew drew back. “What? It’s fucking genius.”

Jay followed Mathew’s gaze and saw what he did. It was genius.
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WRENCHING AT HIS STRAPS, Bisby tried to free himself from his cockpit, hoping he could reach Stanislaw in time.

“Stan! No! It’s me! Don’t shoot!” he screamed. “IT’S ME!”

The pistol shot rang out, seeming insignificant compared to the cacophony of battle only minutes before.

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” Bisby roared, pounding his fists against his cockpit’s frame until they were cracked and bleeding.

Slowly, fearfully, Bisby lifted his binocs, looking down at Stanislaw’s wrecked mech. It took him a second to focus, but when he did, he wished he hadn’t.

Bisby prayed some day he could erase that image from his memory.

***
[image: image]


MASTERS AND HARLOW left the mess hall, grabbing at each other and laughing. Harlow stumbled, tripping them both up and they crashed to the hall floor. She quickly took advantage and pinned Masters, straddling his hips with hers, slowly rocking back and forth.

Masters licked his lips and let out a playful growl. Harlow leaned down, nuzzling against his neck. 

“Careful what you start,” Masters warned, his breath coming in short gasps as Harlow nibbled at his ear.

“Think we have time for a quick one before the briefing?” Harlow asked.

“No. You don’t,” Capreze said, stepping past them both.
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USING ALL HIS SKILL as a mech pilot, Bisby carefully pulled apart Stanislaw’s cockpit, exposing the body of his mentor and friend.

The colossal hands lifted Stanislaw’s body away from the wreckage and into the air. Bringing the body to eye level, Bisby said his silent goodbyes, then deposited the corpse in an auxiliary cargo pocket.

Bisby turned his mech 360 degrees, trying to get his bearings, not trusting the minimal info his navigation scanners were giving him.

He spotted the ridge and pushed his crippled mech in that direction. The direction of the mech base. The direction of home.
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“OKAY, EVERYONE SETTLE down,” Commander Capreze said. “Let’s get through this as fast as possible and get on our way.”

The mech pilots grabbed a seat, ready for the daily briefing. Capreze sipped at his coffee, glanced at his tablet, then started in.

“Alright... Only real order for the day is to keep an eye on Balsam Ridge. Harlow noticed some activity out there yesterday and we should probably keep a watch on it. Harlow?”

“Nothing, really. Just some Rancher movement. They didn’t engage, so I didn’t either, but they watched my ass the whole time.”

“Okay, next quick item...”
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BISBY PUSHED HIS MECH as fast as he could without the thing falling apart. He knew the damage was bad since he couldn’t engage the motor drive; he was walking the thing in to the base. Even with the hydraulics working, the long trek was starting to take its toll on Bisby’s legs.

Off to his right he caught movement. He tried activating scanners, but they were shot. He was walking blind, a 50-ton target with a living meal in the cockpit and a quickly putrefying corpse in the auxiliary cargo pocket. He raised his binocs.

“Fucking great,” he muttered.
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DOWNING THE LAST OF his coffee, Jay rubbed his eyes and pushed away from his worktable. “That might actually work...” he muttered. “But first, some real work.”

He crossed the hangar to a partially dismantled mech, grabbing a span-hammer on the way. He surveyed the mech, taking in the wounded behemoth.

Nodding to himself, he raised the span-hammer, took aim and whacked the mech in a junction point just above its ankle. He listened carefully then whacked it again. This time he smiled and tossed the span-hammer aside.

“Jethro! Put this heap back together! Try not to fuck it up!”
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BISBY WATCHED THE WAVE of zombies crest the hill and swarm towards him. There must have been hundreds.

“Jeezus fuck! Where did they all come from?” he cursed aloud. 

He tried to outrun them, but his mech was not cooperating. Accepting the inevitable, Bisby double checked his weapons, turned and made a stand.

When the front of the undead horde was fifty yards out, he fired up the 50mms. Scorching hot lead ripped through dead flesh, painting the wasteland grey and black.

“DIE ALL YOU MOTHER FUCKERS!” he screamed in his cockpit.

Row upon row of zombies fell, finally dead.
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“NEED A HAND?” JETHRO asked, his grin filling his voice.

Jay struggled with the six cables he had hopelessly tangled around his legs. Jethro just watched him, eyebrows raised, waiting for Jay to give in.

Within seconds, Jay’s shoulders slumped in defeat. “Yes.”

“Yes, what?” Jethro asked enjoying Jay’s torture.

“Yes, you can help me,” Jay growled.

“What’s the magic word?” 

Jay whirled on Jethro, intending to throttle him, but his feet stuck solid and he lost his balance.

Jethro smirked and offered his hand. Jay slapped it away. Jethro offered it again, unfazed.

Jay gave up and laughed. “Thanks.”
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THE RIGHT 50MM OVERHEATED within minutes. Bisby watched it redline and swore as the gun froze up, metal fusing. He flipped switches, sending all available ammunition to the left gun without stopping the flow of bullets aimed at the overwhelming zombie masses only yards away.

Unbelievably, a few zombies made it past his onslaught, climbing his mech’s legs, fighting to get at the flesh taunting them above.

Bisby agilely picked off the zombies, flinging each against the ground, pulverizing them.

Eyes manic, Bisby grinned wickedly, forgetting his loss and remembering why he had always dreamed of being a mech pilot. 
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JAY SETTLED INTO THE cockpit, secured his limbs and powered up the mech.

“So when do I get to do that?” Jethro asked over the com.

“When you become Chief Mechanic,” Jay responded. “Only the Commander, the pilots, and the Chief Mechanic have their Reaper chips altered. You know that.”

“Yeah, but you know how things are way out here in the waste. Can’t rules be bent, just a little?”

“Fuck that! Last thing I need is your zombie ass coming after me. I like your chip just the way it is.”

Smoke poured from the mech’s control panels.

“Fuck!”
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“FUCK THIS,” BISBY MUTTERED. He started flipping switches across his weapons array.

He emptied the 50mm, started in with the plasma cannons, tossed in some plasma charges, fractal grenades and a little home made napalm Jay was kind enough to fit his mech with. 

75 seconds was all that passed before movement ceased on the valley floor.

The already barren terrain was now a blackened hell, littered with smoldering zombie husks. 

Bisby would have laid waste to God Himself if He had been unlucky enough to be present. That wasn’t an issue; Bisby had a bone to pick with God.
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COMMANDER CAPREZE ENDED the briefing, dismissing the pilots to their respective duties. Mathew hung back waiting for the others to leave, then approached Capreze.

“Yes, Mathew?” Capreze asked, looking up from his tablet.

“Has Doc Themopolous talked to you about Foggy Bottom?” Mathew asked.

“No, why?”

“Not sure. She asked me if I’d heard anything from there in a while. She wouldn’t go into details, but, I don’t know, her tone was off.”

“How so?”

“More fear than worry. When did we trade with them last?”

“Not sure, check the requisitions. Let me know what you find out.”

“Sure thing.”
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BISBY CRESTED THE RIDGE out of the valley and turned his mech to survey the carnage he had wrought on the landscape. His breath caught in his throat.

Sifting through the wreckage of Stanislaw’s mech was One Arm. It tossed pieces of debris aside, hunting for sustenance. 

Bisby raised his binocs and watched in horror as One Arm found Stanislaw’s severed right arm, cracked open his cockpit and tossed the morsel to the ravenous zombie pilot inside. Bisby wanted to put his binocs away, but he couldn’t tear his eyes away.

One Arm turned and roared at Bisby in triumph.
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