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   Dying Days: Origins
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One: Notorious
 
    
 
    
 
   The apartment was cramped, smoky and the radio way too loud for the neighbors. Tosha Shorb tried to get to the window to open it despite the cold night, but several drunks were in her way. 
 
   "Excuse me," she asked the guy in front of her. He ignored her. 
 
   She was tired - she'd worked a double today - and, despite three shots was still sober. And now she was sweating because forty people were crammed into this shitty apartment. 
 
   "Excuse me," she said louder, trying to talk over the inane pop music blasting through the room. When he glanced down at her and smirked, putting his beer can to his lips, she lost it. Before she could think she'd swung around and smashed him in the face, the can crushing on his cheek and beer exploding in all directions. 
 
   "What the fuck?" he managed, and took a defensive position even as blood and beer streamed down his face and chest. He cocked his fist to punch but stopped, staring at his attacker. 
 
   Tosha was a slight redhead with piercing eyes, which were now filled with rage. She looked much younger than her twenty-seven years, which wasn't a good thing when you worked in a hospital and patients never took you seriously when you came for blood-work. 
 
   She put her hands on her hips, aware the music had been turned down and all eyes were on her. As usual. Glad her twin sister wasn't here to give her the motherly look, she tried to remain calm. "I asked you to move."
 
   The guy laughed. "Are you even allowed in here, little girl? What are you, twelve?"
 
   There were a few snickers from those guests that didn't know Tosha. To her friends and those aware of her reputation, they knew what was coming and took two steps back. 
 
   The rage was building. She had two choices: turn, walk out and go home, or take action. 
 
   She put her right foot back a step at the same time he wiped his face and winked at her. Tosha tipped her weight forward with her hard leather boot swinging, catching him squarely in the groin. 
 
   As he doubled over, dropping to one knee, she leaned over and got in his face. "I'm allowed wherever the fuck I want, you fat piece of shit." Tosha winked at him as people grabbed her by the arms and pulled her away. 
 
   "I think you need to leave," someone said to her.
 
   "Of course. You can't have some little girl in here kicking dude's asses, can you?" Tosha shrugged off their grip and gave them the finger as she left.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two: Flesh Eater
 
    
 
    
 
   It was cold but her rage kept her more than warm. Her Lizzy Borden concert shirt - she'd picked it up in Allentown during their last U.S. tour - was sticking to her chest and her tight blue jeans were starting to bother her. Her toes still felt numb after kicking the guy in the balls, and the thought of it made her laugh. 
 
   The streets of Harrisburg were empty, as usual. "Should've listened to Trista and stayed in." Her sister was the introverted one, preferring to sit home after work and play videogames online with her imaginary friends instead of going out into the actual world and talking to actual people. 
 
   She even preferred to be called by her stupid online name, Mathyu. Tosha didn't know if that was the dumb part, or the fact that she'd started addressing her sister by the name. 
 
   In order to get to her apartment, she cut through an alley between the McDonalds and the Harrisburg Laundromat. It always smelled bad down here, but it was much worse during the summer, when the garbage heated up, rotten food and dead rats stinking. The bums loved this alley because the fast food garbage was tossed in the dumpster, and they'd rip the bags apart and feast. 
 
   Tosha decided to sleep in tomorrow, burying herself in her pillows and stuffed animals on her bed, curtains drawn, and threatening her sister to not wake her unless the world was ending. 
 
   She was so focused on her thoughts she stumbled into the bum, standing in the dark in the middle of the alley. 
 
   "Watch where you're going," she said loudly. Usually when you shouted or acted crazier than they did, the bums would leave you alone. 
 
   He didn't move.
 
   When she tried to sidestep him, he grabbed her left arm. He leaned into her and his breath was like rotting meat and bile. Tosha nearly gagged, but knew she had to get away from this crack-head or drunk and escape before she was raped. 
 
   "Back off, dickhead," she said and pushed him away. He simply reached for her again. Tosha easily moved around him and ran down to the other end of the alley. When she looked back, he was walking slowly toward her. "Fuck you, asshole. Maybe I'll call the cops."
 
   He kept coming with that staggered, insanely slow stutter step. What the fuck was wrong with this guy? Was he fucking with me, trying to freak me out? Playing some game?
 
   As he got closer, she tried to see his face, but it was too dark. Was he smiling, laughing, stoned? Tosha had all kinds of overdoses in the hospital, and she'd seen too many drug addicts with faraway stares or looks like they wanted to kill you. 
 
   She walked backwards to the other side of the street, aware she was alone. A quick glance north and south confirmed her fear. There wasn't a person out this time of night. No cars went by on the cross streets, she didn't hear any traffic, not even a train rumbling by. 
 
   It felt like an hour but he finally made it to the end of the alley and stepped out onto the sidewalk and under the street light. 
 
   Tosha gasped. He was covered in blood, his mouth dripping with it. 
 
   "Is this some fucking joke, asshole? It's not funny. Did you come from that lame party, and think you could fuck with me?" 
 
   She puffed out her chest and planted her feet. She was headstrong and didn't run away from a challenge, even if it was a dumb idea. Her past was littered with dumb ideas, and she thought this was about to be another one.
 
   "Last chance to leave me alone," she said. He took another three steps forward, within ten feet, when she gasped. 
 
   Something wet and bloody fell from his mouth and to the pavement. His eyes were glazed over and dead, his mouth slowly moving like he was biting the air. His arms were bent forward, straining at her. 
 
   "Fuck this," she muttered and turned and ran. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three: No Time to Lose
 
    
 
    
 
   Tosha, out of breath, slammed the apartment door behind her and locked it, even the security chain. "Mathyu?" she called, hating that she'd used the nickname. 
 
   "In here."
 
   Tosha went into the living room and wasn't surprised to see her sister, in her sweatpants and matching sweatshirt, spread out on the couch. Her fingers worked a videogame controller, a bag of chips at her feet. 
 
   "I hit level sixty just now."
 
   "I need to talk to you." Tosha sat down on the arm of the couch. 
 
   Her sister ignored her as she played. 
 
   "Something happened tonight."
 
   "Did you get into a fight again?"
 
   Tosha laughed. Her twin knew her too well. They didn't have that Twilight Zone mind-link or anything psychic, but they knew the other one better than anyone. "Well, yeah, I got into a fight. But that's not what I'm talking about."
 
   "No one was on tonight."
 
   "Huh?" Tosha said. 
 
   Mathyu pointed at the television and then picked up her headphones, sitting next to her on the couch. "There are only a few people playing tonight."
 
   "Normal people are out drinking, dancing, actually talking to real people."
 
   Her sister shook her head. "You don't understand. Even on a slow night, I have a choice of talking or playing with seventy different players, mostly in the hundreds." Mathyu dug a hand into the potato chip bag. "Tonight there are four others online, and no one I deal with. It's weird."
 
   "Can you pause that for a second? I had a really weird night, and I need to tell you about it."
 
   "Yeah, I'm going to turn it off anyway. It's boring tonight."
 
   "There was this weird guy in the alley."
 
   "Which one?"
 
   Which guy or which alley?" Tosha asked. Her sister had an annoying habit of interrupting stories to ask questions, like she was a detective. "Can I tell the story?"
 
   Mathyu shrugged with a grin. "It's your story." She logged off of her game.
 
   "Anyway, I tried to walk past him but he reached out and grabbed my shoulder."
 
   "Did you punch him out? Sorry, go ahead."
 
   "I pushed him away and ran."
 
   "Great story." Mathyu said and switched on the television. 
 
   "You don't understand." Tosha stood up. "He was, I can't explain it; he was bloody and had strange eyes. There was something fucked up about him. His eyes were… dead. I know that sounds weird."
 
   "Actually, not really." Mathyu pointed at the television and turned up the volume. "What's going on, Tosh?"
 
   The scene on the TV was chaos, with a news chopper flying overhead and getting staggered shots of a large riot in downtown Pittsburgh. 
 
   As the camera zoomed in closer, at least three people, covered in gore, were biting into the limbs of a small child. 
 
   "What the fuck is going on?" Tosha said and stared at the screen, unable to believe what she was seeing. 
 
   Her sister pointed to the top right of the screen. "What are they doing to that guy?"
 
   Tosha felt like throwing up. "They're… it looks like…"
 
   "Are they raping him?"
 
   "Yes," Tosha said quietly. "I could've been raped tonight."
 
   When the power suddenly went out, both girls screamed, the darkness absolute, especially with it being a cloudy night. 
 
   "Where did you put the flashlights?" Mathyu asked.
 
   "I didn't touch them. Do we have candles?"
 
   The two collided in the dark and something cracked. 
 
   "That better not be my game system," Mathyu said. 
 
   Tosha struggled, through their apartment's clutter, to the window and pulled the blinds up, but it only offered a bit of light. Even the streetlight was out. 
 
   Mathyu turned on a flashlight and handed one to Tosha. 
 
   "What do we do now?" Tosha asked. She pulled out her cell phone. "Who do we even call at this point?"
 
   "The police, I would think."
 
   Tosha laughed. "Like no one else thought of calling the cops about this?"
 
   Mathyu shrugged and found her cell phone and sat on the couch.
 
   "What are you doing?" Tosha asked.
 
   "Angry Birds."
 
   "Are you serious? We need to do something."
 
   Mathyu shrugged. "Do what? We can't go anywhere, there's no one to call, and it's really cold outside. It will probably start snowing heavily in the next hour. I say we put on some warm clothes, chill on the couch, and play games until morning. Have you seen my GameBoy?"
 
   "Seriously? You're going to crash on the couch like nothing is going on and play video games?"
 
   Mathyu seemed to think about it for a moment. "Yes. We need more candles."
 
   "Unreal." Tosha was starting to get cold and decided to strip out of her 'sexy going-out clothes' and into something warm and comfy. It was going to be a long night. 
 
   As her sister found her handheld gaming system, Tosha decided to grab something to eat from the refrigerator. "Want anything before I open the door? No idea how long the power will be out and everything will go bad."
 
   "A yogurt would be cool, and maybe some of the avocado dip."
 
   "Yuck." Tosha picked out two cold beers, a plate of cold pizza and some turkey, ham and Swiss cheese to make a sandwich. Her side of the fridge was filled with meats, cake, pizza, beer, candy bars and enough junk food to kill someone. Mathyu was a vegetarian, with the three crisper drawers packed with green vegetables and fruit, a stack of yogurt, mineral water, natural juices and weird-looking and -smelling dips for her wheat crackers. 
 
   Tosha left her items on the counter to get to room temperature while she went to her chaotic bedroom. When she opened the door, piles of her clothes littered the ground, although, she had a system (she thought): clothes in the closet were clean, those just outside the closet relatively clean, and then her kinda-dirty clothes near the bed and the shit that stunk near the door. Once the smell was overpowering, she'd pick up the last stack and wash them. 
 
   Her Muhlenberg College sweatshirt (an old boyfriend had gone there and bought it for her, right before he cheated on her) and gray sweatpants were thrown on. She decided against bra and underwear, getting comfortable. She grabbed her pillows and her comforter from the bed and decided she and her sister would make this into a sleepover and have some fun before they froze to death. 
 
   They spent the next two hours talking about their childhood, making fun of each other, and bonding like they were six again. Wrapped in every blanket they had in the apartment, they drank and ate and fell asleep on the living room floor, the candles burning out and the world just outside their window going to Hell. 
 
   Neither wanted to address the elephant in the corner: there was something unfathomable going on in the outside world and they didn't want to leave the comfort of their apartment or talk about what was going on out there. Not right now. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four: Love Kills
 
    
 
    
 
   "The building across the street is on fire," Mathyu said, rubbing her eyes. The sky was overcast but the promise of snow hadn't been met yet. 
 
   "I'm freezing my ass off," Tosha said. 
 
   "It's surely big enough," Mathyu chided her, pointing at her own ass, nearly identical. "Not skinny like mine."
 
   "Whatever." Tosha, still wrapped in her comforter, joined her sister at the window. "The power must still be out everywhere. I don't see any lights."
 
   "I don't see many cars, either." The street was empty as far as they could see. 
 
   "Wish we had a battery-operated radio," Tosha said. 
 
   "Maybe that old lady on the first floor has one."
 
   "Why, because she's old?"
 
   Mathyu shrugged. "Yeah."
 
   Tosha thought about it. "Fuck it, let's go check. What else do we have to do? Get your shoes on."
 
   They opened the door to their apartment but neither moved. One look and they began to laugh. "Chicken-shit, go first," Tosha said. 
 
   "No way. You go first, I'm not getting killed."
 
   "Loser." Tosha made a big show of pushing past her sister. 
 
   "Wait." Mathyu disappeared back into the cold apartment, and Tosha didn't mind the wait. She didn't want to go downstairs, through the dark stairway and anywhere near the street. Whatever was really happening was fucked up and she wanted no part of it. 
 
   Her sister returned with a flashlight and a baseball bat, chipped and well-worn. They'd found it on the vacant lot behind the house months ago and Mathyu took it 'for protection'. Since then it had been taking up space in the closet. 
 
   Tosha took the bat. "Shine the light over my shoulder, but keep it out of my eyes." They were on the third floor, with four apartments on each. "Do we have neighbors?"
 
   Mathyu shrugged. "I know the guy across from us is in jail. Oh, I forgot to tell you that! A couple of days ago the cops showed up and tossed his apartment and led him away in handcuffs. The Rasta Dude was watching and laughing."
 
   The Rasta Dude was the guy who lived next door to them. They didn't know his name. He smiled at them whenever they passed in the hall or on the stairs, and he always slyly checked them out, but he never said a word. The guy across the hall - they called him Bald Guy - used to complain about the reggae music blasting and the smell of sweet leaf filling the hall. Tosha guessed Rasta Dude had gotten even. 
 
   The other apartment on their floor was empty and had been for months, ever since the grow room was found. They didn't live in the nicest neighborhood, but the rent was cheap. 
 
   The door to Bald Guy's apartment opened a crack.
 
   "Hello?" Tosha took a step to the door but it closed and they heard the lock and the deadbolt engage. Tosha gave the door the finger. "Let's go down. Gotta love these helpful neighbors. I guess Bald Guy got out of jail in time for the world to end."
 
   "The world isn't ending," Mathyu said and gave a halting laugh before dropping her smile. "Is it?"
 
   "I hope not." Tosha tapped the baseball bat. "We need to go downstairs and see the old lady with the radio."
 
   "If she has a radio."
 
   "Whatever." Tosha started walking down the steps and was glad her sister was doing a good job keeping the light over her shoulder so she could see. Without the hall lights, it was dark, and every step creaked like a gunshot. Tosha gripped the bat tightly in her hands, squeezing the wood. 
 
   The second floor landing was quiet. They stopped and listened but no sound emanated from the four apartments on this level. 
 
   "Do you know anyone that lives here?" Mathyu asked.
 
   "I think that Devil Beard dude lives on this floor."
 
   "No, he lives on the first floor, across from the old lady."
 
   "Shit. Then I don't."
 
   "Me neither." Mathyu shined the light down the stairs and they continued moving. 
 
   Tosha got to the bottom and realized she was holding her breath, waiting for something to happen, but she didn't know what. 
 
   "Hear that?" Mathyu asked.
 
   They stopped in front of the old ladies door. A static noise was coming from inside and the sister's smiled. "Told you," Tosha said. "Radio."
 
   Through the dirty frosted front doors, a shadow moved by slowly and both girls automatically ducked. When it passed, they stood and Tosha tapped lightly on the old woman's door. 
 
   There was no answer, only the static. 
 
   "Now what?" Mathyu asked. "Maybe she left the radio on but left."
 
   "Maybe." Tosha knocked again, a little harder. She didn't like being in the dark hallway and felt exposed. The front door, while closed, didn't have a working lock on it. Anyone coming by could easily get in.
 
   Tosha tried to turn the old woman's doorknob but it was locked, which she knew it would be. You never left a door unlocked in this part of town unless you were doing something illegal. 
 
   "We should force it open," Mathyu said. "Ram it with your fat butt."
 
   Tosha smiled. "Idiot. I'm not going to break down her door. That's trespassing."
 
   "Good, then she'll call the cops and we'll have some police protection."
 
   Tosha hesitated. What if things were as bad as she thought they were? Would kicking down the door of a neighbor be right? Ever?
 
   Mathyu made the decision for her, with a swift kick to the thin wooden door. It pulled from the doorjamb with a crack that sounded like a shotgun blast in the silent hallway. It was still shut but just barely. 
 
   Tosha laughed. She was usually - alright, always - the one making in-the-moment decisions like that. "Nice kick, Chuck Norris."
 
   "Well, thank you. I've been playing the Wii fighting games the last few days. That's my move in the kickboxing game."
 
   "Why do you play kickboxing?"
 
   "You never know when you need to kick down the door of an old lady, right? The training comes in handy. If I see Nazi soldiers, I think I can kill them from the top of the building. I'm set."
 
   "After you?" Tosha asked with a laugh. 
 
   "Age before beauty," her sister said and pointed. 
 
   "Whatever." Tosha hefted the baseball bat. "You ready?"
 
   "Born ready," Mathyu said with a smile. 
 
   "Thank God you got all the fucking dork genes." Tosha pushed against the door with the baseball bat and it swung open. The cold hit them immediately. "It looks like she left the windows open."
 
   Tosha stepped into the living room. Both of the windows weren't just open, they were shattered, the frame of one a twisted piece on the floor. Someone broke in. 
 
   The kitchen was empty but the bedroom and bathroom doors were all closed. It was the same setup as the girl's apartment. 
 
   Tosha stepped into the hallway and held her breath, listening for tell-tale noises. She looked at her sister for some help but she just shrugged. Finally, Tosha decided to open the room on the left that was her room upstairs. 
 
   It smelled like an old person lived here, she thought with a chuckle. Like mothballs, Ben Gay and Vicks. Through the gloom, Tosha could see the old furniture, the room neat and tidy. "She's not in here."
 
   Mathyu, over her shoulder, went to the other bedroom door. "Hello?"
 
   "Wait," Tosha said as her sister opened the door. 
 
   The old woman, blood covering her upper body, fell onto Mathyu and drove her to the floor. She made no sound as she buried her face into Mathyu's shoulder. 
 
   "Get the fuck off her," Tosha screamed and swung the baseball bat, connecting with the old woman's head. Mathyu buckled underneath her the blow was so hard. 
 
   Tosha stepped to the other side of the two, spreading her feet and bending her legs slightly. She remembered being a tomboy as a kid and playing baseball and football with the boys in the neighborhood. She was one of the best hitters. She used the years and memories now as she connected with the side of the old woman's head, forcing her off of her sister. 
 
   The old woman, eyes white and mouth foaming blood and spittle, rolled onto her side and clawed at Mathyu. Tosha's sister wasn't moving, blood pumping from her shoulder and neck. 
 
   Tosha jumped onto the woman's back, the tight hallway keeping her from falling over. She used the close walls as leverage as she began jumping up and down on the old woman's back, kicking her in the head and pinning her to the floor. 
 
   The old woman kept trying to move forward, never making a sound other than her ruined body dragging inch by inch.
 
   "Fuck me, die already!" Tosha screamed. She stepped back, behind her, and pummeled the old woman's head over and over with the baseball bat, coating the walls with blood and chunks of brain and skull. 
 
   Tosha didn't know when the old woman finally stopped moving, but she didn't stop until her head was pulp. Tosha puked all over herself and the body, crying as she did. 
 
   "Mathyu? Fuck. Sis, are you alright?" Tosha asked but knew the answer. She took her shirt off and wrapped it around her sister's neck to staunch the blood flow. "Say something, please. I love you. Please let me know you'll be alright."
 
   Tosha knew she was babbling.
 
   Mathyu blinked her eyes and her lips curled in a slight smile. "Any excuse to take your shirt off," she croaked. 
 
   "Bitch." Tosha smiled warmly but knew her sister was going to die, and soon. "I need to move you."
 
   "You can't. I'm gone. I can feel it burning inside me. You need to kill me."
 
   "I'll get you to the hospital. You'll be fine."
 
   Mathyu clutched her sister's arm but the touch was weak, very light. "If you don't bash my brains in, I will come back and try to bite you."
 
   "No, that's stupid." Tosha looked at the old woman, who she'd inflicted such bodily harm to without any effect until she bashed her head in. "This isn't real. I'm asleep right now."
 
   "You're half naked and freezing in this shitty apartment. Please," Mathyu said and her eyes pleaded before rolling back into her head. 
 
   "I'll get you to the hospital." Tosha lifted her sister and carried her into the building's hallway. She put her sister down gently in the old woman's doorway and reached to open the front door. 
 
   "What the fuck are you doing?"
 
   Tosha turned to see Rasta Dude one flight up, holding a fire axe. 
 
   "I need to get her to the hospital before she dies."
 
   "She's already dead, and she'll turn soon enough. Get away from her."
 
   "Fuck you." 
 
   Rasta Dude took three steps down. "Don't open the door. Look outside. The streets are filled with dead people. And they're all pretty pissed off and biting everyone. If you open the door, you'll kill us all."
 
   Tosha knew he was right, but she needed to save her sister before she died. 
 
   Rasta Dude came down the rest of the steps and stood next to her, staring at Mathyu. As if reading her thoughts, he simply said "She's already dead. We need to move away from her before she rises."
 
   "Are you an expert on this shit? Are you some voodoo priest who has all the answers?"
 
   He laughed humorlessly. "I was born in Jamaica."
 
   Mathyu began to stir. He pushed Tosha away and hefted the axe. "Jamaica in Queens. New York." 
 
   Tosha started to smile when she saw Mathyu try to get up, but she knew the look in her sister's eyes, the vacant stare, the blood no longer flowing and her mouth moving to bite. 
 
   "I'll meet you upstairs," Tosha said quietly. She didn't want to be the one to do it. That was her sister. She wondered, if they were alone, whether or not she could chop her head off, or if she would let Mathyu bite her. 
 
   She got to the second landing when she heard her sister's body hit the floor. Tosha passed out. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five: Me Against The World
 
    
 
    
 
   He was standing over her, holding out a can of Diet Pepsi. 
 
   "What, you think I'm fat?" she asked, coming off the couch quickly. She was in his apartment. She scanned the room and was surprised to see the place was so nice. So different from her shabby apartment. 
 
   He laughed. "I only have diet drinks. If I'd known dead people were going to start eating people, I would've stocked up on better snacks, a few bottles of Hennessy, ingredients for my amazing bean dip, and something mellow to burn."
 
   "Sounds good." Tosha was getting antsy and wanted to go find her sister… then she remembered what just happened. Before she broke down, she smiled at him. "I'm Tosha."
 
   "Tosha Shorb."
 
   She narrowed her eyes. 
 
   He laughed. "I kept getting your mail when you first moved in. I'm Kevin, but friends call me Chico."
 
   "Why Chico?"
 
   "Don't I look like a Chico?"
 
   Tosha stared at the dark-skinned man with long brown dreadlocks tucked under a Rasta tam. His over-sized Bob Marley tie-dye finished the ensemble. "No, you look like Rasta Dude. That's what we always called you."
 
   He seemed to think about that for a minute before smiling. "I like that. I've been called much worse."
 
   "I've heard you talking, with a very thick Jamaican accent, to the landlord and Bald Guy across the hall. What's up with that?"
 
   He grinned. "See, mon, I's feelin' a bit o' the sweetest leaf known ter man, mon, and I's plays da part." 
 
   "No idea what you just said."
 
   "Exactly."
 
   "I guess you put Bald Guy in jail last week?"
 
   "Nope. I actually had nothing to do with that asshole, but I was glad when they took him away in handcuffs. That dude was always complaining about the scent of me burning one but he was just mad because I didn't buy from him."
 
   Tosha laughed. "Seriously? What a hypocrite."
 
   "They took out sixteen plants he was growing in the spare bedroom. It looked and smelled pretty weak, too. Not like the stuff I get in Reading."
 
   "Used to get in Reading."
 
   He stopped smiling. "Yeah, true enough. I guess we need to figure out what we're going to do?"
 
   "We?" Tosha walked to the front door. "I'm going to hole up in my apartment, pretend my sister is still alive, and wait for this shit to blow over."
 
   "I think we need to come up with a better game plan than that, Red."
 
   "Red?"
 
   "Yeah. You have red hair and I would always call you Red to myself."
 
   "That's rude. I have a name."
 
   He grinned. "You call me Rasta Dude."
 
   "That's different. I'm allowed to do whatever I want. I'll see you around."
 
   "If you decide to leave, or just get bored, I'll be here. Knock three times, like our secret knock or something."
 
   Tosha nodded. "Will do." She opened the door but stopped. "Does Bald Guy know it wasn't you that called the cops?"
 
   "I doubt it. Why?"
 
   "Just be careful. With all this shit going down, he might seek some revenge on your black ass."
 
   Rasta Dude reached under the coffee table and pulled out a rifle. "This is the U.S. M1 Carbine, chambered for the .30 Carbine cartridges. Stoked with hollow point or soft point expanding bullets weighing 90-110 grains."
 
   "No idea what you just said," Tosha admitted. 
 
   "Me neither. My old roommate, Lenny, used to show it off to the ladies whenever we had company. I heard him say that shit so many times it stuck, but I've never actually fired it. He forgot it when he moved out last year and I left it under the couch."
 
   "Is it loaded?"
 
   Rasta Dude shrugged. "I hope so. It's got bullets or ammo or whatever you call them in a box under there, too."
 
   "Great. I feel much safer. I'll see you later. I need to find warmer clothes."
 
   "I know something that will get you warm."
 
   Tosha laughed. "Nice try. Just because the world is ending doesn't mean I'm suddenly an easy fuck. See you around."
 
   Rasta Dude pulled out rolling papers from his pocket. "Suit yourself, Red. I'll burn one on my own."
 
   Tosha closed the door. If the world was coming to an end, she might as well have some fun before it did. "Move over, and keep your hands to yourself."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six: Shock
 
    
 
    
 
   Tosha could smell her sister rotting, even from her closed apartment. For two days, she'd kept busy, cleaning out the refrigerator before the food all spoiled, and finding every last blanket and thick piece of clothing in both her and Mathyu's closet. 
 
   Since her sister was organized and her clothes were actually clean, Tosha now wore two pairs of her sweatpants and three pairs of socks with two long-sleeve shirts and her sweatshirt over them. 
 
   There was a quiet three-knock at her door. Tosha undid the chain and let Rasta Dude in. "Any word?"
 
   He nodded and put two plastic grocery bags on her coffee table, looking around. "You actually cleaned up. Impressive."
 
   "I had to make the place presentable for my new guest." Because her apartment overlooked the main street and his overlooked a closed alley, they decided they would set up their base camp in her living room. "It was easier to stay busy cleaning than to see new footprints in front of the building."
 
   "Things are getting crazy out there."
 
   Tosha sat down on the couch and went through the bags, separating the canned goods from the bags of chips and candy. "What did you do, knock over a convenience store?"
 
   "Gas station on Williamson. This was all that was left, though. I went pretty far. People have looted everything. Like animals." 
 
   "My sister is starting to smell," Tosha said as she took the canned items and put them in the cabinet. "We need to move her and the old woman before we attract more attention."
 
   "I think Kurt is dead, as well."
 
   "Who?"
 
   "He lives across the hall from the old lady on one."
 
   "Oh, you mean Devil Beard."
 
   Rasta Dude laughed. "I guess you have a nickname for everyone in the building?"
 
   "Everyone in Pennsylvania. Any noise from Bald Guy?"
 
   "Nothing." Rasta Dude went to the window and carefully pulled two blinds apart. "It's snowing again. It feels like a big snowstorm will be rolling in soon. It's too cold in here."
 
   "We can't build a fire."
 
   "Why not? If it drops below freezing again, we could die." He smiled. "Me being such a gentleman, I will once again offer to share body heat with you."
 
   "No thanks." Tosha smiled. 
 
   "Is it because I'm black?" he said in his fake accent. 
 
   "Nope. It's because you're not my type, and I'm not going to fuck you."
 
   "Who said anything about making fucking? I was thinking about making love."
 
   Tosha laughed at him. "Making love? Who the fuck says that?" She put her hands up in the air and started gyrating her hips. "I'm talking about fucking, grinding against you as you grab my ass and squeeze."
 
   "Damn you." Rasta Dude walked to the door. "I'm going to get more of my things and bring them over."
 
   "You can move them into her room," Tosha said and stopped, plopping down on the chair. "Are we going to bring the furniture, too?"
 
   He shook his head. "I don't have much stuff worth moving, and I'd rather crash on your couch in case we're attacked or looters show up."
 
   "We're wasting time."
 
   "There's nowhere to go. Without any news, we'd be walking in a snowstorm, blindly, until we froze to death."
 
   Tosha stood up. "Duh."
 
   "What?"
 
   "We went into the old woman's apartment because she had a radio. We need to get it, and clean up the dead bodies as well. I don't know how you keep walking past them each day when you leave." Since her sister's death, Tosha had refused to venture out for supplies, using the excuse about getting the apartment organized for them. She didn't want to see her sister's mutilated corpse. 
 
   "I'm afraid if I drag them into the street, it will attract more attention. And I can't move them alone."
 
   "Tomorrow I'll help you with them."
 
   "We need the radio and whatever else she has down there. Put on a pair of shoes, if you can fit those over fifteen pair of socks."
 
   "It's only three pair. I'll grab the bleach and garbage bags. And a bandana to cover my face. I think I have gloves here, too."
 
   "And a hat?"
 
   "Good thinking."
 
   "That was a joke," he said. 
 
   "I don't want my hair getting in my face. I haven't washed it in too long and it gets all frizzy and unmanageable. On your next looting session, try to find me some shampoo."
 
   "Before all this, you ran out of shampoo?"
 
   "I have this cheap shit Mathyu keeps buying. I want real stuff, but we can never afford it. I let her handle the money things, since I'm so bad at it. She's the only reason the apartment looks halfway decent. She spent her mornings cleaning up after me so she could spend her afternoons on her computer, doing her job. Then she had her nights free to play stupid video games."
 
   Rasta Dude stared at her. 
 
   Tosha turned away and went to the window, shoving her face between two blinds and her nose touching the cold glass. She tried to fight the tears. "I wanted to go first into the other bedroom. I had the baseball bat. I'm the aggressive one, the bitch who picked fights and beat on people. Not Mathyu. She talked her way out of confrontations, making friends with people. Mostly online, of course. She was always the better person, and I was the street thug who tagged along and never learned a fucking thing."
 
   "You can't blame yourself."
 
   Tosha turned to him. "Why not? It really is my fault. Even with all this shit going on, she was still smiling and still having a fun time. She thought her life was a fucking video game, and this was another level to complete. I should have opened that door."
 
   "I'm sure she wants you to live. The only way to do that is to stop feeling sorry for yourself and do something about it. Weren't you just saying how much you jump into things, take charge, and act instead of reacting?"
 
   "I don't remember those words," Tosha joked but she knew what he was getting at. She wiped her eyes with her sleeve. "I guess it's time to stop the crying and get on with my life. Shit, even if I wanted to give her a proper burial, it's so damn cold outside we couldn't dig a grave."
 
   "What if we wrapped her in blankets and hid her in the alley until this all blew over? Then we could bury her remains."
 
   Tosha thought about it. She didn't want to toss her sister away like garbage. But she knew Rasta Dude was kidding himself if he thought this was magically going to end on a good note. "I'll get some of my blankets. Hers are the only ones that are actually clean."
 
   He picked up the hand axe and nodded. "Don't forget your baseball bat."
 
   Tosha went into her room and stripped her bed of the sheets and blanket and willed herself to be strong and not cry when they got downstairs. Mathyu would want her to get her shit together and stop being a crybaby. 
 
   "Let's do this," she said, her words sounding big and bold but her mind reeling at what they had to do. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven: Give 'em The Axe
 
    
 
    
 
   It was even worse than she thought it was going to be. Mathyu had begun to decay, even with the freezing temperatures outside. Her body, once propped against the wall, had slid down to the floor with a trail of dried blood coating the spot behind her. 
 
   Rasta Dude opened the front door slowly, gripping the hand axe. He didn't move. 
 
   "Hurry up," Tosha hissed. She felt bile rising in her throat at the smell and thought of being here. 
 
   "I will, don't rush me." He stuck his head out quickly and pulled back, his face already covered in stray snowflakes. 
 
   "What do you see?"
 
   "A lot of snow. But no new footprints. Grab her arms."
 
   "Fuck that. I'll grab her feet." Tosha didn't want her sister's ruined dead face so close to her. She didn't want her eyes locked on her, staring sightlessly with disappointment. Tosha had failed her in the ultimate way. Because of her mistake, Mathyu was dead. And her head was split in twain, to boot. 
 
   Rasta Dude snapped his finger in front of her face. "Wake up. I'm freezing, and we need to move her before someone, either living or dead, sees us. It's a long walk in the snow and I don't have snow boots."
 
   "Neither do I."
 
   "Exactly. Get her feet." Rasta Dude put the blankets on the hallway floor, already a thin dusting of snow covering them. They put her down and wrapped her up.
 
   They lifted her easily and stumbled out into the snowdrift covering the walkway, snow up to their thighs in spots. It was hard carrying her while also carrying their weapons and bundled so heavily, but they managed. 
 
   As they approached the alley, Tosha saw dark figures moving down the road, features distorted in the swirling snow. She didn't know if they were coming or going or exactly how many were out there. She didn't want to stick around to find out. Whether it was monsters or looters, she wasn't in the mood for a fight out in the open while her fingers were already getting numb. 
 
   The alley was piled with debris and the dumpster was overflowing as usual. Even though it was supposed to be for their building, most of the street used it. The landlord never bothered to dump it more than twice a month, so it was usually a spot to throw excess garbage until the city threatened the landlord with a fine. Then he'd order another pickup the following week, but never any more than that. 
 
   "How far in do we go?" Rasta Dude asked. 
 
   "I'm not leaving her where she could be eaten."
 
   Rasta Dude looked disappointed but simply nodded his head. "If I climb over the trash hill, can you slide her over to me? We can't get over carrying her."
 
   "I can try." Tosha looked down the road. The figures were definitely moving this way. "We'll have company soon."
 
   "Then we need to hurry."
 
   He pushed his way through the junk, pulling himself up and over a broken shopping cart, before dropping to the other side. At the lowest point, it was at least four feet high. "Had her over."
 
   "She's light, but she isn't that light," Tosha said but was able to lift her up, not looking at her ruined face, and sliding-pushing her up onto the shopping cart. 
 
   "Climb over," Rasta Dude said as he swung the blanketed body up and out of sight. 
 
   Tosha was freezing, despite all the layers of clothing. She'd been numb with cold for hours and missed heat and being able to feel her fingers and toes. This is ridiculous. We need to set a fire when we get back upstairs. I wish we'd gotten an apartment with a fireplace, she thought. 
 
   Rasta Dude gave her a hand over the pile, smiling as he did so.
 
   "What a gentleman," Tosha said. "But get your hand off my ass."
 
   "It is a nice ass."
 
   "No kidding. It's also freezing, so let's do this."
 
   The alley dead-ended in a small space between their building and the one next to them, no more than a foot of space going back for six feet. 
 
   "We can wedge her in there until Spring," Rasta Dude said. 
 
   Tosha just wanted her out of the building, as cruel as it sounded. She loved her sister but the smell would draw a crowd, and the sight of her every day would remind Tosha of her failure. 
 
   "Fine. Try to find a path through all this shit," she said. 
 
   They picked up the body and began walking slowly, Rasta Dude stepping backward as he picked his way through the lumps of debris covered in snow. 
 
   Tosha was confused as a lump a few feet behind Rasta Dude and just at the front of the alcove began to move. As a bloody blue-tinged figure emerged, Tosha dropped her sister's legs unceremoniously. 
 
   "What's the big deal?" Rasta Dude said but turned and drew his axe, following her gaze. 
 
   Tosha hefted the baseball bat. "Let me get this."
 
   "Seriously? Now you wanna act all Xena Warrior Princess out here?" Rasta Dude stepped to the side. "Have at it."
 
   Tosha stepped past him and cocked the bat over her shoulder, making sure she had enough room in the alley to swing. 
 
   It was a man, his intestines frozen and bouncing on the ground beneath him as he shuffled. 
 
   "Hit him already. We need to get back inside. We still have another body to get, remember?"
 
   Tosha planted her feet and gripped the bat in her cold hands, watching as the dead guy took another step, his dead eyes seemingly locked on hers. 
 
   She glanced down at her broken sister, wrapped in a blanket and about to be tossed out like trash, and her anger welled. This was not how this was supposed to happen, she screamed in her head. None of this was supposed to ever happen.
 
   Her first swing slapped against his cheek with such force he fell sideways, but he was still moving. As he pushed himself up onto one knee, Tosha raised the baseball bat above her head and swung straight down, driving it into his skull. His head split, his neck shattering at the impact. 
 
   When he twitched and his hands started moving, she swung again and again, pulping his face and head into the snow. 
 
   "I think you got him," Rasta Dude said. 
 
   For good measure, Tosha slammed him twice more with the bat.
 
   Rasta Dude gripped her hands before she could swing again, and for a moment she tried to pull away from him, still angry and wanting to inflict more damage. 
 
   He pulled Tosha into his chest, where she sank into him and cried. 
 
   Their moment was cut short when they heard shuffling at the mouth of the alley. They both dropped down, crouching behind garbage. 
 
   Past the wall of garbage, on the road in front of the building, they could see a shuffling mass of walking cadavers. 
 
   "They got here quick," Rasta Dude said quietly. 
 
   "No way are they the ones I saw. It must be another group coming from around the corner." Tosha put her back against the cold wall. If the undead saw them in the alley, she didn't know if they could get to them over the heaps of trash, but she didn't want to find out. There was nowhere to go and it looked like at least a score of them were walking past. She was sure there were still more heading up the road as well. 
 
   "Shit, how many of them are there?" Rasta Dude whispered in her ear as he slid over next to her, his entire body shaking in the cold. His breath misted before him, mingling with hers. "I count at least thirty so far, and those are just the ones I can see from this angle."
 
   "More are coming." Tosha snuggled closer to Rasta Dude.
 
   He smiled and wrapped an arm around her.
 
   "Don't get fresh. I'm still not having sex with you," Tosha said and watched the zombies move excruciatingly slowly past their hiding spot as the snow came down harder. 
 
   "I don't want to die a virgin," he said with a whispered laugh.  
 
   Tosha glared at him, before returning to her vigil, watching for a break. "I seriously doubt that."
 
   "Why do you say that? Because you find me attractive?"
 
   "Nope." Tosha smiled. "It's because you have weed. Chicks dig a guy with good pot."
 
   "True."
 
   Tosha tapped him on the arm. "There's a break. Let's go see if we can get out of here now."
 
   "I was about to make my move," Rasta Dude said. 
 
   "Just assume I said no and slapped you across the face," Tosha said as she walked in her own path to get back to the pile of garbage. Her prints were almost covered up already in fresh snow. 
 
   As she leaned forward to see, she caught sight of a nearing zombie, coming down the street. She dropped to her knees and held the baseball bat, expecting an attack at any moment. 
 
   When it didn't come, she glanced back at Rasta Dude, who motioned for her to get down. Tosha put her back to the wall again, making sure she couldn't be seen from the street. 
 
   After what seemed like brutally cold hours, Rasta Dude joined her. "They went by. I counted another fifty-six I could see. This is crazy."
 
   "Imagine if this is really going on all over the world. How many people are dead and now stalking us still living?" 
 
   Tosha stood and checked the street. It seemed empty, a white haze of snow blanketing everything.
 
   "We need to get your sister situated," Rasta Dude said. 
 
   They placed her as far into the alcove as they could before going back to the mouth and exiting when they were sure they were once again alone. 
 
   "We still have to move the old woman as well," Rasta Dude said. 
 
   "I'm not looking forward to moving her. She weighs twice as much as my sister."
 
   "Stop your whining," he said as they got back to the front door and he opened it. "This will only take a minute."
 
   They both stopped in their tracks. 
 
   Tosha could see a glimpse of Bald Guy as he stumbled up the stairs and out of sight. The front door to the old woman's apartment was open. 
 
   "Sonofabitch," Rasta Dude said. "I think that fat fuck got us."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight: Be One of Us
 
    
 
    
 
   The old woman's apartment had been picked clean. Her body still remained where the sisters had left it, but the cabinets were open and bare. Anything of value (both monetary and for survival) was gone. 
 
   "We're outside fighting the cold and he's in here stealing my shit," Tosha said. 
 
   Rasta Dude laughed. "How is it your shit?"
 
   Tosha put her hands on her hips. "Fine, our shit. Happy?"
 
   "It was nobodys shit. Finders keepers and all that. That bastard beat us to it."
 
   Tosha shook her head. "No, he helped by carrying everything upstairs for us. I'm going to have a little chat with our rude neighbor. By the time I'm done with him, he'll be cooking us dinner tonight."
 
   "Look, while I agree the guy is an asshole, I can't see storming upstairs and stealing from him. I say we do a door to door search and clean out the other apartments before he gets to it. There has to be plenty of food for us." Rasta Dude pointed to the apartment across the hall. "I say we start right here."
 
   Tosha knew every word he'd said made sense, but she was pissed. How could Bald Guy have such balls, to go into the apartment where his sister had been killed, and steal food she'd been killed trying to get? She was mad, and she was going to do something about it. "We can kick in some doors once I deal with this asshole. There's a score to settle."
 
   "Only in your mind."
 
   Tosha smiled. "Even at the end of the world, it is still about me. I guess you haven't learned that yet." She patted him on the arm. "But you will, soon enough." She glanced up the steps. "Now I need to get our shit."
 
   "I wish you'd think about this first. Seriously."
 
   "I'm a woman of action, Rasta Dude." Tosha took the steps two at a time. "Feel free to be polite and knock on some doors. I'm going to kick his in."
 
   "Wait…"
 
   Tosha walked up to the door and put up her fist but hesitated. What was she going to say? Give me the stuff you stole that we were about to steal, but got caught outside with the dead bodies? 
 
   She heard Rasta Dude come up behind her. 
 
   "I thought you were going door to door," she said without turning.
 
   "And miss this argument? Not on your life. Besides, the dude with the beard downstairs is creepy."
 
   "And that is why we call him Devil Beard. Duh." Tosha knocked on the door. She decided to use a tactful approach with Bald Guy. No use in kicking him in the nuts and busting into the place before they talked. She knew he wouldn't just hand over the stuff, but maybe he would be willing to work with them. Safety in numbers and all that fun. She tried to casually hold the baseball bat. Again, no use in looking like she would beat his face in. She would if she had to, but still…
 
   Tosha stood and stared at the door. She didn’t hear Bald Guy moving around inside. 
 
   "I say we forget about him for now. Let's start moving from the bottom level and up. Looters will hit the first floor, so we should finish those apartments," Rasta Dude said. 
 
   Tosha knocked again. "You're just afraid to confront Devil Beard by yourself. Pussy."
 
   "Whatever. I say we go."
 
   "Not until I get what I came here for." Tosha knocked again. "I know you're in there, buddy. Open this door. We just want to talk to you."
 
   "We? You got a mouse in your pocket?" Rasta Dude asked behind her. "I don't want any part in this dude. He already hates me."
 
   "I guess, when he hears my reasonable request to hand over the food and supplies, I won't have to share anything with you. Because I did all the work."
 
   "You can have anything he puts his hands on. I'm going back downstairs, with or without you."
 
   Tosha waved impatiently and turned to face him. "Fine. Say hi to Devil Beard for me. Just watch out for the pitchfork. I'm going to kick this door in if I have to."
 
   "Have fun," Rasta Dude said.
 
   Tosha heard the lock disengage on Bald Guy's door, followed by the chain. 
 
   "Here we go," she whispered. She still held the baseball bat but made sure it looked unthreatening and the barrel was resting on the dirty hallway floor. In a flash, she could heft it and slam it into the dude's bald head. 
 
   The door opened a crack, darkness behind Bald Guy. "What?"
 
   Tosha didn't want to call him Bald Guy, but she had no idea what his actual name was. "I'm Tosha Shorb and this is, uh…"
 
   "Chico."
 
   "Right! Chico. We are your neighbors. I'm guessing you already know the situation outside. We're wondering if you'd like to join forces with us to survive. The looters and zombies will be arriving shortly, I imagine." 
 
   Bald Guy hadn't said a word, but the door was still ajar. Tosha took this for a good sign. "Anyway, I think if we all band together, we can protect the building and keep people and monsters out. We were outside, and it's pretty grim. Roaming dead on the streets, the snow is falling, and as you can clearly feel, no power. It's cold and our supplies are limited." She glanced back at Rasta Dude. "I know you went down and cleared out the old lady in one. We haven't begun to do an apartment to apartment search, but we think three of us together could do it quicker."
 
   "Step away from my door."
 
   Tosha stared stupidly at first. "Huh?"
 
   "Last chance."
 
   Rasta Dude put a hand on Tosha's shoulder. "I told you. Let's just go before you piss him off."
 
   Too late, Tosha thought. This wasn't going as planned, like everything else in her life. She thought of her sister, currently being covered in snow outside, and sighed. She needed to keep fighting and survive. 
 
   "Gun," Rasta Dude yelled.
 
   Tosha heard the roar of the shotgun as she fell to the dirty hallway floor.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine: Bloody Tears
 
    
 
    
 
   There was blood streaked through Tosha's hair and face. She was on her back and her arm was burning, eyes rolling in her head. Am I shot? Am I dead? She tried to move but her legs were unresponsive. Am I paralyzed? She panicked and tried to roll over when she realized Rasta Dude (or what was left of him) was splayed across her feet and ankles. 
 
   "Get up slowly," Bald Guy was saying to her but she was half-listening. 
 
   "Can I get some help?" she asked. Her head was spinning and she didn't know how much damage her body had taken. She pushed Rasta Dude's corpse off her with her right arm and tried to stand. 
 
   "Slow," Bald Guy said. He was standing just outside his doorway with a shotgun pointed at Tosha. Her baseball bat was next to his feet. 
 
   Tosha didn't think this was going to end well. "Did you fucking shoot me?"
 
   "I shot your boyfriend. You took some of it in the arm. You'll live." He licked his lips. "For now, at least."
 
   Tosha went into survival mode the best way she knew how: by exploiting her strengths. She took her sweet time getting up, getting up on all fours and making sure he had a great view of her ass in her tight jeans. She wiggled her butt. As she lifted her torso up, she casually unbuttoned her jeans, making sure he didn't notice the move.
 
   Her back was to him now and as she stood her jeans slipped down, revealing a hint of her thong. Men are so easy, she thought. "I don't want to die," she said in as small a voice as she could muster before turning to face him.
 
   His eyes went right to her unbuttoned pants and she tried not to smile. Tosha put her hands on her hips and casually slid her jeans down another inch, showing her thong and the hint of her pubic mound. 
 
   He couldn't keep his eyes from her. "No sudden moves."
 
   "Are you sure?" Tosha slowly rolled her hips as she stepped forward. "I have a few moves you might be interested in."
 
   Bald Guy pointed the shotgun at the prone body. "Your boyfriend might not like that."
 
   Tosha scoffed. "He's not my boyfriend. I told him to get lost. I was knocking on your door and he followed me. I'm only hanging with that loser because he had good pot."
 
   Now it was Bald Guy's turn to scoff. "His shit wasn't anything to brag about. I grow some major weed."
 
   "Do you?" Tosha smiled and took another step. "I thought you got busted?"
 
   Bald Guy nodded but never let his gaze wander from her crotch. "They cleaned me out. But I figure I can easily start growing again, especially with all the chaos. Once this mess gets cleaned up, I'll be the only one with great bud. I can charge whatever I want."
 
   "Wow, you have it all figured out." And you sound like an idiot. The world is ending, you moron. "Do you need any help?"
 
   Bald Guy looked confused. "You were going to rob me."
 
   Tosha acted hurt, shaking her head and pouting. "No way. I knocked on your door. I didn't shoot or kick it in, did I? I seriously want to join forces with you."
 
   "What do you have to offer me?" he asked, licking his lips again.
 
   "Whatever you want. I have much to offer in trade," Tosha said and let her jeans drop to the floor. 
 
   Bald Guy aimed the shotgun at her face. "You're trying to trick me. I'm not stupid."
 
   "I didn't think you were stupid. You have the shotgun, right? I am at your mercy. I can be your prisoner, if that turns you on. I can be whatever you want me to be." Tosha wanted to laugh at how utterly stupid and cliché she was sounding, but he was definitely eating it up. 
 
   He was staring at her now but still holding the gun as she took another tentative step, trying hard to smile and not startle him. One false move and he would spook and pull the trigger. She didn't want to end up like Rasta Dude. Tosha wanted to look at her new friend (now dead) but to dwell on all this senseless mess wasn't in the cards right now. 
 
   Right now, she needed to kill or be killed. "Should I put my jeans back on?" she asked, but casually lifted a foot and stepped on one leg of her pants, slipping them off her shoe and releasing her legs in the event she needed to move quickly. It would really suck trying to get away and tripping over her own jeans before she died. 
 
   "No, no, keep them off." Bald Guy's hand dropped a few inches, the shotgun aiming at her legs now. "Turn around slowly."
 
   Tosha did as she was told, making sure to push her ass out slightly as she did and giving him a great show. She hoped it would be the last thing he got to see before she took him out. "Mind if I slide these down?" She didn't wait for a response, turning her hips slightly for a better look at him behind her. He was drooling. 
 
   She put a thumb on each side of her thong and took her sweet time sliding her panties down her thighs, making sure she bent and arched her back as she did. 
 
   "Holy shit," he murmured.
 
   Tosha got the thong down to the bottom of her thighs before stopping, shaking her ass slightly. "It's cold out here. Don't you have something to keep me warm?"
 
   "Huh?" he asked stupidly. The shotgun was almost forgotten, dangling in his hand as he stroked himself through his pants. 
 
   Tosha spread her legs and set her feet. "I want you inside me. Right here. Right now."
 
   Bald Guy fumbled with his belt and dropped his pants down, sliding his feet as he couldn't get to her sweet ass fast enough. "I've been watching you and your sister for months. I used to imagine the two of you making out before I fucked you both."
 
   "Cool." Sick fuck. "Give it to me hard."
 
   Just as he got in position, Tosha kicked up with her shoe, catching him perfectly between the legs. Before he could react, she'd already swung around and punched him in the face. The shotgun fell to the ground and she kicked him in the nuts again for good measure.
 
   Tosha retrieved the shotgun just as Bald Guy, face purple and moans escaping from between his lips, rushed her. She lifted the shotgun and he stopped, which was a bad move. It gave Tosha room to maneuver and distance to kill him.
 
   She did, pulling the trigger and watching his torso rip apart. 
 
   Tosha began crying as Bald Guy joined Rasta Dude in a sea of blood in the cold, lonely hallway. 
 
   She put on her thong and jeans, careful where she was stepping. Her arm was badly damaged and she felt nauseous. And now she had two more bodies to deal with.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten: Waiting In the Wings
 
    
 
    
 
   Tosha knocked on Devil Beard's door and stepped back. "Hello? Anybody in there?" She counted to ten before knocking again. She didn't want to get shot at again, and held the loaded shotgun in her hand but ready to go if she needed it. She didn't want to use it. She was tired of the killing and the bloodshed. 
 
   Right now, she needed help. She was panicking, because she was suddenly alone and cold and hungry and… she banged on the door again. "Dude, are you home? If you want me to fuck off, just say it, but don't pull this silent bullshit."
 
   The bodies were still in the hallway upstairs. Tosha supposed she came downstairs to escape from the sight and the smell of death, even though her every waking moment was filled with it right now. She danced back and forth, trying to stay warm. 
 
   She put her face near the door. "I'm serious like a heart attack. I will kick this door in on the count of three. Open up."
 
   When there was no answer, Tosha started counting. "One… two… I'm going to bust the door in on… three…" She kicked the door right under the doorknob and was amazed it flew open. She was impressed with herself. 
 
   The apartment was dark with the shades drawn. She let the shotgun lead her inside. "I'm guessing you aren't home, Devil Beard."
 
   Tosha hesitated at the threshold, afraid to get shot. Her hands were shaking. She couldn't seem to move her foot and take the first step. 
 
   "Hello?" she whispered, her mouth dry and her hands cold. "I'm coming in. Don't shoot. I only want to talk with you."
 
   She took a step inside and it was silent. Focus on the task ahead, she chided herself. She took four huge strides to the living room windows and pulled a shade, casting scant light into the apartment but managing to chase a few shadows away. 
 
   The snow was coming down hard outside again, a heavy wind blasting it against the window and swirling outside. Tosha didn't want to go back out there. Not unless she had to, and she knew she'd eventually have to get the bodies upstairs into the alley. 
 
   Maybe I can open a window and toss them out, she thought. She didn't care anymore. She was miserable. She slowly turned, expecting Devil Beard to be creeping up on her or pointing a bazooka in her direction. Instead, she saw an empty apartment. The furniture was still intact but it was obvious he'd vacated the premises. The kitchen cabinets were open and empty, and if there were pictures or personal items on the coffee table or walls, they were all now barren. 
 
   She went into the bedrooms and wasn't surprised to see them empty as well, and the bathroom was also cleaned out. The only thing she found in the apartment was a small scale behind the couch and some flakes of marijuana in a bedroom. 
 
   "Shit, was everyone in this building growing pot?"
 
   It was starting to feel like it. Tosha wondered where the guy had gone, and when he'd had time to pack up his shit and split. She remembered he drove some kind of pickup truck, but she didn't feel like going outside in the snow and seeing if it was still there. If it was there or not, it didn't matter. She didn't have the keys. 
 
   "Well, this was a fucking waste," Tosha said too loudly, her words echoing in the near-empty apartment. She dropped down on the couch and admired it; it was comfy and better than the threadbare one she had in her place. 
 
   She knew it made absolutely no sense, but she wanted to drag the couch up the stairs and put it in her living room, slump down on it and open all the blinds and watch the snow as it buried Harrisburg and slowly killed the city. 
 
   The only thing she wished she had was a big unopened bottle of Jack Daniels and a hot pizza. She could blast Lizzy Borden on her stereo and dance around the living room, getting drunk and full before passing out. If it weren't for the death and the zombies, this would be a good time. 
 
   Tosha stood and began dragging the couch to the door. It didn't matter how long it took, she was going to get this couch up the stairs and into her living room. It could fight her all it wanted, but in the end she was going to win. 
 
   The steps were wider than the couch, which (in theory) would make it easy for her to move it step by step. But it was heavy as hell, and she was by herself. Alone now. 
 
   She flipped it end over end and it banged three steps up, but she had no idea how to get it up to the first landing. She put her back against it, gripped underneath, and slid it up the steps. It rammed into the wall at the first landing. She smiled. She now had to figure out how to turn it and get it up the next set of stairs. 
 
   Tosha didn't know what she was going to do once she got onto her floor, since it was covered in drying blood. She decided not to worry about it right now, and just get the couch one step at a time. She was sure there was a lesson here, some simple metaphor or hidden message, but she was too tired to figure it out right now. 
 
   She attempted to slide the couch up and around to the next set of stairs, thinking about stretching out and relaxing. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven: Visual Lies
 
    
 
    
 
   Tosha knew someone was across the street, on the second floor, and rummaging through the apartments. She was pissed because she'd spent the last two days in a daze, burning anything she could to keep warm in the two trash cans sitting in her living room, and not being more productive. Every time she'd looked out the window at the many buildings on her block and thought of the supplies and food she could go and recon, she decided to sit back on the couch and take yet another nap. 
 
   She was in a funk, and now she'd lost out on the closest and easiest building to loot. It was too cold today; she was hungry… she had no energy to do anything but wrap herself in five blankets and hibernate. 
 
   It was a lone woman across the way, packing a box with items from a kitchen cabinet. Damn! There was enough food there to last weeks. Tosha saw the woman smiling as she stuffed at least a dozen cans of soup into the box. 
 
   "I don't think so," Tosha said aloud. Even though she knew it made no sense, she considered this her block and those soup cans her property now. She was going to reclaim them. 
 
   She grabbed her baseball bat, pulled her coat tighter, and stepped into the hallway for the first time in too long. The bodies were still there, blood now brown and cold on the floor. At some point they would need to be tossed into the alley. But, right now, she needed to get safely across the street. 
 
   She opened the front door a crack and poked her head out, but the only zombies she saw were trudging through the snow down the block. She hesitated before stepping out. The wind was stirring up snowflakes, and it was too damn cold. Tosha wanted to close the door, trudge back upstairs and crash back onto her comfy new couch. But she was getting hungry. And someone was finding her food. By the time Tosha got her shit together, it would be too late. 
 
   The walk across the street, through piles of untouched snow, was slow-going, and each crunch of her shoes sounded like a gunshot in the silence. If the chick was even remotely listening, she'd hear Tosha coming from a mile away. Tosha didn’t care right now because she was freezing and wanted to use the baseball bat on something that would make a fucking noise. Hitting zombies in the head was so anti-climactic. They didn't try to evade the blow, they didn't cry out, and there was no begging for forgiveness or pleading for their lives. Especially since they had no life. 
 
   There was a shattered wooden door into the building, with a simple pile of broken furniture inside. Tosha stepped through the clutter, trying not to make any noise or move too many pieces, if she could help it. She got inside and made sure nothing was sneaking up behind her and there was nothing in the foyer to the building. 
 
   Something thumped upstairs. 
 
   Tosha took the steps two at a time, leading with her baseball bat. Moving got her blood pumping and she wasn't nearly as frozen as she'd been. It actually felt good to be up and about. She decided after she bashed the bitches face in for stealing from her, she'd do some exercises or take walks or something each day. 
 
   Tosha got up to the next landing and saw a stack of cans in the center of the hallway, with a door open. It was definitely the apartment the chick was rummaging in. 
 
   Tosha stopped and listened. She didn't hear anything, and hesitated to step inside the apartment in case of an ambush. Had the woman heard her outside, or once she entered the building? Tosha needed to do something, because it was cold. 
 
   The door across the hall was closed, along with the other apartments. Tosha noticed this apartment building was nicer than hers. A lot nicer. She wondered how much the rent was and then smiled at the absurdity. If she wanted to move here, she guessed she could. Who could stop her now? Certainly, the landlord was a zombie by now. 
 
   There was more than enough natural light since the blinds were all damaged or missing, and Tosha took a tentative step into the living room. She could see the kitchen area where the woman had been spotted. She wasn't around but there were boxes and bags of food stacked on the floor and counter. 
 
   Snow was falling outside and Tosha was getting sick of the constant blinding white. She made a mental note to find sunglasses for the daylight hours. 
 
   The living room and kitchen weren't totaled. She guessed the woman either lived here or got lucky and found a space which hadn't been trashed. Too often, Tosha found entire buildings ransacked, every last crumb taken. She had no idea where all the stuff had gone since she didn't see many people still alive. There were also too many abandoned cars. Maybe only a handful of people had taken everything of value. Like she was about to. Had the woman taken a load of food, and slipped out another door? Was she simply in one of the bedrooms or in another apartment going through the kitchen?
 
   Or was the bitch sneaking up behind Tosha with a heavy blunt object? Tosha turned and saw short blonde hair before something slammed her in the side of the head, and she faded to black. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve: Godiva
 
    
 
    
 
   "You do know, once I get out of this chair, I'm going to fuck you up," Tosha said, her speech slurred. Her hands and feet were bound to a wooden kitchen chair. She couldn't see the woman. "Come out and face me, you ugly bitch."
 
   "I'm not ugly," she heard a voice quietly behind you. "When you talk like that, you're the ugly one."
 
   Tosha decided to change tactics. She needed to see her foe and gauge who this was and if there were more of them before she made her move. "Fine, I'm sorry. To be fair, before you clubbed me like a fucking seal, I never got a good look at you. Who knows? Maybe you're really pretty."
 
   "I am."
 
   "I guess I'll take your word for it, since you refuse to come out here and face me. I'm tied up. You obviously have my baseball bat, and the two-by-four you hit me with."
 
   "I hit you with a guitar."
 
   "You have quite a swing. Do you play?"
 
   "Play what?"
 
   Tosha refrained from being sarcastic. She needed to figure things out quickly, especially if this chick was nuts. "The guitar. Do you know how to play it?"
 
   "No. It was just in the apartment and, when I heard you outside, I hid across the hall. I saw you watching me from the other building."
 
   "I live there. I just wanted to know what you were up to. I'm not the enemy. I'm still breathing." Tosha tried to turn her head and look back. "We could work together, you know."
 
   "I work better alone."
 
   Tosha closed her eyes. "This is stupid. My head hurts. Come out from your hiding place and talk to me. I'm fucking tied up. What are you afraid of?"
 
   "I'm not afraid of anything."
 
   Tosha kept her eyes closed as she heard the woman take the long way around the room, keeping Tosha well clear. 
 
   "I'm going to open my eyes," Tosha said and smiled. "Don't run and hide again."
 
   "I wasn't hiding," the woman said, a hitch in her voice. "I just don't trust you."
 
   "Why not? What did I ever do to you? I don't even know you."
 
   "You can't trust anyone these days. At least you aren't a guy. Open your eyes."
 
   Tosha opened them and was genuinely impressed with the woman. She was a few years older but in great shape, with short blonde hair, almond eyes and full lips. She had a nice body, too. Tosha didn't discriminate when it came to sexual partners. If they were hot, she wanted them. "Hey, I apologize for real. You are pretty damn hot. I'm Tosha."
 
   The woman looked away, her face red. "Thanks. I'm Lyssa. Don't try anything stupid."
 
   "Glad you said something. I was going to fly away any second." Tosha made a show of moving around, the rope inhibiting her movement. "You have me tied up pretty good here. I'm still not sure why."
 
   "I find it hard to trust people."
 
   "Since the world went to fuck?"
 
   Lyssa smiled and looked back at Tosha. "No, this has nothing to do with it. I hated people beforehand, and especially men."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Oh, I won't bore you with my life."
 
   Tosha laughed and made a show of relaxing in the chair. "I have all the time in the world."
 
   "Forget it. I'm going to finish packing up and get out of here."
 
   "And what about me? You're going to just leave me here to starve to death, or freeze to death, or be raped to death by zombies? That's pretty shitty, if you ask me."
 
   "Can you please stop using profanity?"
 
   Tosha laughed. "Fuck that. Jesus fucking Christ, are you serious?"
 
   "Please stop, and don’t use the Lord's name in vain!" Lyssa screamed. She put her hands on the sides of her head. "I can't have you doing it. No one can do it."
 
   "What the fu… what are you talking about?" Tosha realized the chick was nuts. Before she freaked out again and called their position away to anything crawling around the building, she'd need to react. 
 
   "Are you from Pennsylvania?"
 
   Tosha nodded. "I live across the street. I'm from here. Why?"
 
   "I'm not from around here. I was living in Iowa before this all happened." Lyssa pulled up another kitchen chair and sat down but kept her distance. "I met a guy on the internet. I believed his lies, and I bought a plane ticket and flew out to meet him. I spent every last dime I had because of the things he told me in texts, e-mails and on the phone. I was so stupid."
 
   "What happened when you got here? Did he leave you stranded at the airport?"
 
   "Yes." Lyssa stood and paced around the chair. 
 
   Tosha admired her nice ass in her tight jeans. She decided not to tell Lyssa, and wondered why she was suddenly acting like a horny dude. 
 
   "I waited for three hours for him to show and he never did. Not even a phone call and he didn't return my texts. I was stranded at an airport I'd never been to in my life, and I had no money to get anywhere."
 
   "Why did you get on a plane with no money and fly to meet a stranger?" Tosha was curious to know how unstable Lyssa was and if she had been to start, or if being in this shit had made her or contributed to it. "That seems… unsafe."
 
   "I was in love." Lyssa put her thumbs against her temples. "We were in love. I trusted him. He said he had a hotel room for us near the airport, and we were going to spend the weekend together with vodka and takeout food."
 
   "He sounds romantic," Tosha said but Lyssa wasn't listening.
 
   "We talked for months. Webcams, cute texts and I sent him so many pictures."
 
   "What kind of pictures?"
 
   "Embarrassing pictures. A few photos of my ass in a thong. He likes my ass. He couldn't wait to get his hands on it, he told me. I believed him. I'm so stupid."
 
   "Love is blind."
 
   "I was an idiot. I sent him my worn thongs and candy and other things, and he told me he loved me. He told me we were going to be together forever, and I believed his lies." Lyssa looked around. "Plus, he told me he had money. But he lived in this dump. I hate Pennsylvania. I’d never been here but always disliked anyone from the state. Now I know why. It's filled with liars and thieves. He stole my heart and then tossed me aside."
 
   Tosha heard something crash downstairs. "You should calm down. You're getting loud. Drawing attention."
 
   "Don't tell me what to do," Lyssa yelled. She pointed a finger at Tosha. "I'm in command. If I want to yell, I'll yell."
 
   "I've had enough walking on eggshells for one day. Listen, you stupid bitch, you just rang the dinner bell. Can't you hear them downstairs? There must be a score of them coming right to the sound of your grating voice."
 
   "I have a lovely voice." Lyssa opened the silverware drawer and pulled out two large knives. "I was in choir in church. All the boys asked me out. I was quite the catch, but I made a mistake. I'm horrible picking men. It's a character flaw, I suppose. I find the ones who will tell me anything to get in my pants. And the more I resist and act like a good girl the more enticing I become."
 
   Tosha casually tested her weight on the chair. In the movies, she'd be cemented to the floor, unable to move. In actuality, she'd known the second she came awake she wasn't in any real trouble. "Right now, you are about to become zombie food, unless you untie me and let me take a stand with you."
 
   "Untie you? So you can attack me? I don't think so."
 
   "I'm going to ask nicely just once more. I'd actually like some company. It is lonely and cold on my own. So… please, take these ropes off so we can fight these things."
 
   Tosha could hear a thud on the steps as the zombies began their ascent. From the sound of it, there must be quite a few. She heard something else crash in the foyer and figured the way was now clear for a hundred of them. Tosha and Lyssa were going to be in trouble soon. 
 
   Lyssa was spinning the knives in her hands and smiling. "I wonder if I could learn to juggle them. How cool would that be? Maybe a couple of chainsaws and bowling pins, too. I went to the circus as a kid, and I remember the guy was juggling all kinds of crazy objects. I always wanted to learn to do it. I guess now I have the time."
 
   Tosha stood up, feet tied to the chair and not together. As Lyssa saw her and turned, Tosha put her shoulder down and lifted the wooden chair and moved to her right, at an angle, at Lyssa. 
 
   The blades bounced off the top of the chair, near Tosha's head, just as Tosha slammed the chair into Lyssa. The momentum carried them both across the room and into the nearest wall. The chair shattered, freeing Tosha. Lyssa was knocked against the wall and dropped both knives. 
 
   "I told you to let me go," Tosha said before punching Lyssa across the jaw. "You're going to get us both killed. Instead, you're the only one dying today."
 
   Tosha picked up both knives and found her baseball bat. She wished she had time to gather all the canned goods and supplies but knew the zombies would be on her in the next few minutes. Lyssa had burned all her time, and Tosha was pissed. 
 
   Tosha stared at Lyssa for a moment. She should leave her here for dead. Lyssa deserved it. She'd been given ample chances to let Tosha go. She was a crazy bitch, and she would only be a hindrance. 
 
   "Aww, fuck you," Tosha murmured. Instead of taking the time to grab a few cans of food and run, she dragged Lyssa by her feet and jammed her into the bottom of the hall closet, piling clothes on top of her and shoving the kitchen table into the hall to block the zombies from getting at her. 
 
   Tosha ran out into the hallway just as the top of the first zombie head came into view. It was eerie to see the monster stay so calm. She expected growling or rage in their faces, but it was an impassive dead stare she received. 
 
   Across the hall she ran into the apartment, and went right to the windows. There was a fire escape and the ladder was still up. She climbed through the window and pushed the ladder down, grinding her teeth at the loud noise it made as it slid slowly down, metal on metal. 
 
   Tosha looked back just as the first zombie walked slowly into the doorway of the apartment. She gave it the finger and then threw a kiss, making sure it was locked on her and following along. 
 
   She went down the ladder, the metal cold in her grip. She had to drop the baseball bat to the ground but tucked the knives in her waistband. She moaned when the baseball bat disappeared in the snow, and hoped she could find it again. Tosha needed every weapon she could get her hands on. 
 
   The last few feet she had to drop, but landing on the snow was good. Tosha landed on her feet and began searching for the baseball bat. She thought it would be easy to find since she'd tossed it off the side, but the snow drifts were four feet in places against the building and the side street between the buildings. 
 
   Tosha began dragging her feet and smiled when she heard the clunk as she kicked the wooden bat. 
 
   Just as she lifted the handle and pulled it from the snow, a zombie fell from above, slapping the snow-covered pavement with a solid thud. Chunks of cold flesh and brownish blood splattered. 
 
   Tosha looked up to see another zombie as it leaned out the window at her, its weight tipping it over and into a freefall. It was only two stories, but the rotting body against the hard ground was no match. It fell chest first and exploded, tossing parts and gore in all directions, like a thrown water balloon. 
 
   Shattered glass sprayed from above as the zombies tried to force their way out of the apartment. 
 
   Tosha began to run, knowing the street in front of the building could be loaded with zombies. She heard another thump behind her, followed in quick succession by two more. 
 
   She ran into the street and was amazed to see only a few stray zombies. The gaping entryway was still packed with undead but they were intent on getting upstairs and at her. 
 
   A few quick strikes with the baseball bat cleared her path and Tosha Shorb made her way back to the safety of her apartment, still without food and now even colder than she was before. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen: Ultra Violence
 
    
 
    
 
   Tosha ran out of books in the middle of the night and had to scrounge for new items to burn in order to stay warm. She was sure if the world hadn't gone to shit the newscasters and weathermen would be running around with hard-ons talking about the major storm front currently pummeling Pennsylvania. There might be as much as fifteen inches of fresh snow on the ground right now, and Tosha didn't want to chance another journey outside. 
 
   She looked out the window to the building across from her but it was dark. Everything was dark, although, the glow off the snow gave her some light. Nothing moved out there. Nothing Tosha could see, anyway. 
 
   The zombies weren't much for hiding. 
 
   She wondered again how Lyssa was faring and if she'd been found in the closet and attacked. Tosha figured, if the weird chick was now a zombie, it would be fitting for her to die by Tosha’s hand, right? It was so cold and Tosha didn't care about anything right now. She just wanted to get warm and no matter how many layers of clothing and blankets she dropped onto herself, it wasn't helping. 
 
   "Motherfucker," she moaned. She'd need to get up and ransack another apartment, pulling off cabinets and doors to burn. She was running out, though. 
 
   Throwing off her layers, Tosha picked up her baseball bat and flashlight, put a hammer and screwdriver in her back pockets, and went into the cold, dark hallway. She'd yanked the thin wooden doors off the hinges this morning and they'd all been burned, giving off thick white smoke because of the paint on them and who knew what else. Tosha imagined she'd die of lead poisoning or toxic clouds from what she was using as fuel. 
 
   Downstairs she went, taking one step at a time and trying not to use the flashlight she had in her free hand. If there were zombies in the street, they'd be attracted by the light. 
 
   Tosha turned to the two apartment doors at the bottom of the stairs and stopped. They were both open, and the front door was ajar. "Holy shit," she whispered. She had company somewhere in the building, and it wasn't undead unless they suddenly learned how to turn a doorknob, in which case she was royally fucked. 
 
   She turned on the flashlight and put the bat on her shoulder. 
 
   The front door was kicked in suddenly, two zombies vying for the limited space to enter. Tosha, startled, fell back onto the steps and the flashlight went flying. 
 
   Through the shuffling of the zombies, Tosha couldn't hear her own scream. She stood on shaking legs and began swinging the bat in the dark, striking about half the time. She kept striking out blindly in front of her but she was connecting. She heard what sounded like a watermelon exploding and then a body hit the floor, but she still had another one to contend with. 
 
   Her mind registered the undead trip over the downed one the second before it fell heavily into her. She scrambled like she was covered in spiders, kicking and punching and pushing away. The baseball bat had fallen. 
 
   The thin light from the glowing snow outside let her see the shadows, and she took advantage as she attacked furiously with her hands and feet. Once she was sure they were both down and not moving, she retrieved the flashlight and the baseball bat. 
 
   "Are you fucking kidding me?" Tosha asked as another shadow appeared in the doorway, a hulking zombie with only one arm. She struck it with the bat but it had little effect. She hooked the door with her foot and tried to close it before the undead entered, but, just as it closed, the zombie moved forward and knocked the door off its hinges. 
 
   Tosha was ready, standing her ground and swinging the baseball bat, connecting with the giant head of the zombie. When it stopped but didn't go down, she reset her feet and swung again, connecting with its jaw with a crack. 
 
   Before it could move, she attacked, bringing the bat down on its head over and over, splitting the face in two and denting the front of its skull. The zombie finally stopped moving and fell backwards into the doorway. 
 
   Tosha was panting but held the baseball bat in her hands, expecting, at any moment, another zombie to shamble into sight. 
 
   She went to the destroyed entryway and peeked outside. It was quiet, snow falling in a blanket to the ground. With no power, no streetlights and no sounds, she got a chill from more than the cold weather. This was freak-out time, and she was expecting foreboding music to follow her every move. 
 
   Tosha stepped back over the zombie and took the three large chunks of the door that were left, carrying them upstairs and placing them in her trash drum, where only a lick of fire still existed amidst the piles of ash. 
 
   Back downstairs to the foyer, she pulled the door to the old woman's apartment off the hinges and carried it back up. Despite the cold, it felt good to be moving and doing something useful, even if it was taking the building apart piece by piece and feeding the fire. She'd strip the cabinets, chairs and kitchen table, anything flammable in the apartment she could find. 
 
   Tosha was staring at the old woman's mattress and ignoring the stench of death in the small apartment when she heard footsteps in the hallway. She clicked off her flashlight and stood poised with her baseball bat, tiptoeing into the living room and watching for shadows. If it was another zombie roaming randomly in and out of buildings, she'd dispatch it as quickly as she could. If it was another living person, she'd deal with them as well. No one was going to loot her home. 
 
   When she heard someone taking their sweet time going up the stairs, trying not to make any noise, she knew it was a living person. Tosha tried to get through the now-dark apartment from memory, hoping she didn't trip over anything and give away her position. It felt like it took forever to get back to the hallway, and, by then, whoever it was had already gone up the stairs to the second floor. 
 
   More importantly, though, was the zombie moving just outside, a shadowy form shuffling, inch by inch, through the deep snow. Tosha froze. If she was spotted, she'd be between a rock and a hard place and would never be able to sneak upstairs and confront who ever was there… a person who could, even now, be going through her apartment and stealing her shit. 
 
   Fuck, did I lock the door? She didn't remember. Screw it, I'm going up. 
 
   Tosha was pissed at the constant struggle these days, but knew it was better than the alternative. Her thoughts went to her sister, dead and frozen in the alley. Once the spring came, she'd be thawed out and begin to really rot. She pushed the morbid thought away. 
 
   She was also done with this sneaking around and not making a sound bullshit. Since whoever was in her building was alive and breathing, she decided stealth was too much work for her right now. 
 
   "Whoever the fuck is up there better get their asses out where I can see them, or I will send up the dogs to bite your sorry ass," she yelled. 
 
   Nothing made a sound upstairs but she heard movement from outside. "Shit," she said and turned to see two zombies heading in her direction. Tosha moved close to Devil Beard's apartment door so she wouldn't be attacked from the stairs or behind her, once the zombies entered the foyer. That was a dumb fucking move, she thought. No one would fall for me having dogs. Nice, quiet non-barking dogs. 
 
   "You don't have any dogs."
 
   "Lyssa?" Tosha called out. She was positive the bitch was upstairs. "I guess you survived. You're welcome for not letting them eat and rape you."
 
   "Come up the steps and let me thank you personally."
 
   "I don't think so."
 
   The first zombie shambled into the building. 
 
   "I'm a tad busy right now. Why don't you come down and help me clear these zombies away? Then we can talk."
 
   "I don't think so," Lyssa called out. "I'm going to go through your things and take what I want, since you let these monsters destroy my apartment."
 
   "Technically, it wasn't your apartment, sweetie." Tosha swung the baseball bat, bashing blood and brain out of the zombie. "It was your boyfriend who left you for dead, remember? Right after I sucked him off and told him what a loser you were."
 
   "I will hurt you," Lyssa yelled. "Take that back."
 
   "Nope." Tosha attacked the next zombie as it came through the door, aware she was exposing herself to attack if Lyssa ran down the stairs. Two smacks in the head took the zombie down, and when she turned she could see Lyssa standing on the next landing holding a steel pipe. "Hey, Lyssa. How's it going?"
 
   Lyssa moved out of sight and Tosha had to laugh. The chick was certifiably nuts, and Tosha decided she was going to have fun with her before she marched upstairs and took back her shit. 
 
   The street was filled with zombies now. Tosha knew she could easily take them down one at a time, but she'd eventually get tired and they wouldn't. Sheer numbers would press in and overwhelm her. 
 
   Another zombie appeared inside the foyer and Tosha poked it in the face with the bat, pushing it back, where it momentarily blocked the rest of them from entering.
 
   "Ready or not, here I come," Tosha yelled up the stairs. 
 
   "Stay down there if you know what's good for you," Lyssa responded. "I'm not playing. I will hurt you."
 
   "I only want to be your friend. Maybe we can hang out, roast marshmallows, talk about our boy troubles. I can do your nails. We can watch a romantic comedy. Do you like Jennifer Aniston?" Tosha took the steps slowly; aware at any moment the zombies would recover and be on her ass. She just needed to move faster than they did. 
 
   "I mean it. I do not like you," Lyssa said. 
 
   "Now, that hurts. I really like you, buddy. We're the only chicks alive at this point. We need to stick together. Girl Power and all that shit." Tosha came up to her floor but now Lyssa was gone. "You're either in my apartment - in which case I will be very pissed, best friend, gotta be truthful - or across the hall, in which case I will also be a little pissed. I think you need to come out and face me like a man."
 
   "I'm a woman," Lyssa said and peeked out of the neighbor's open door. She shook the steel pipe. "But I would love to bash your brains in."
 
   "You're making me wonder the reason why I didn't kill you when I had a chance."
 
   Lyssa smiled. "You should have. Because I will not help you when they rip you apart. You are a mean woman."
 
   Tosha heard the zombies coming up the steps. She smiled. "Then all bets are off. Every woman for herself, is that it? Fine. I don't like you in my building but I'll deal with you later. I hope when the zombies have moved on, you've done the same. Because, if I catch you, I will hurt you. Not kill you. I'll break both your fucking legs and leave you for them to rape." Tosha ran toward Lyssa, who ducked into the apartment and slammed the door. 
 
   Tosha, laughing, went into her own place and closed the door, pushing furniture against it. Once again, she sighed. She'd stepped outside and gotten nothing done. She wondered why she was even doing this. Was this life worth it? She was still cold and hungry. 
 
   When she turned and saw her dead sister, silently watching from her favorite chair in the corner, Tosha passed out. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen: Phantoms
 
    
 
    
 
   Tosha pawed for her covers in bed. It was so cold? Why wasn't the heat coming on? She didn't want to go to work if it was so damn cold out. Maybe it was the weekend and she was off… maybe her sister would make the coffee for once, and some pancakes…
 
   She woke with a start, her neck hurting from sleeping on the cold floor of her apartment. Weak sunlight was coming in from the windows. It took her a moment to get up and look around, but her sister wasn't here. She'd never been here, you crazy bitch, Tosha thought. The stress is getting to me now.
 
   Lyssa might still be across the hall, although, she doubted it. She was glad to have passed out and gotten some actual sleep, and since the door was still intact she guessed the zombies had moved on or were hanging out in the hallway, waiting for their next meal. Tosha hoped it was Lyssa. The bitch needed a smack in the mouth. 
 
   She looked through the peek-hole, into an empty hallway. The door across the hall was open and she hoped Lyssa was inside, ripped apart and in a million bloody pieces. 
 
   Tosha's stomach growled, threatening to alert the undead for miles. She wasn't a big girl to begin with, and she feared she'd shrink away to nothing, too weak to continue. "Stop being a drama queen," she whispered as she moved the furniture. She put her hands on the door, waiting for it to be kicked in at any moment. 
 
   When she was satisfied she wasn't under immediate attack, she opened the door and stepped out into the cold hallway. Tosha was getting numb and didn't know if it was a good thing. Didn't you stop feeling your fingers and toes when you got frostbite? 
 
   The apartment across the way (Rasta Dude's) was open but empty. She didn't see anything moved around and no new blood, so she figured Lyssa had waited until the zombies wandered off and then split herself. She was glad the bitch was gone but knew she'd see her again. Lyssa obviously felt like they had unfinished business to attend to.
 
   Tosha was getting sick of this shit. She was hungry, cold and tired. Fuck it, she thought. I'm going to eat or die trying. She grabbed her baseball bat and flashlight and loaded up on as many shirts and jackets as she could put on and still be able to move faster than a zombie. 
 
   Without another thought, she headed right down the steps and outside, crunching in the snow as she didn't break stride. She looked around but she was alone. For now. She decided to head to her right. She had no clue where she was going, and she supposed it didn't really matter. If she walked fifty feet or fifty miles, the result would be the same: she'd be cold and hungry. Tosha didn't think she'd get out of this shitty world alive, and right now she didn't care. 
 
   Two blocks later, she trudged through the snow to the 7-11 convenience store and stepped over the shattered doors and into the looted aisles, crushed cookies and punctured soda cans on the floor. 
 
   When a zombie, behind the counter, tried to come around at her, Tosha simply bashed its brains in with her bat and kept moving. She went into the small stockroom and smiled. There were three cases of Budweiser in perfect shape and Tosha found six bags of potato chips. She went to town, drinking four warm beers and stuffing a bag of chips into her mouth. With that crazy bitch loose, she didn't know if it was safe to lug this shit back to her apartment and store it only to have Lyssa steal her supplies. With nothing else to do, she was sure Lyssa was watching her every move. If Tosha knew where Lyssa was, she'd be stalking her to find her weakness and pounce if she got close enough. 
 
   Tosha went to the back door and unlocked it, opening it slowly. The snow was pushed against it but she forced it open. She stepped outside into a caged-in area with two dumpsters. A high wooden fence blocked two sides, the building blocking the third and a padlocked gate for last. "Perfect," she whispered. 
 
   She carried the rest of the supplies from the stockroom and hid them between the dumpsters and the fence. She'd use this as a food dump. The cold air would keep everything nice. When Tosha went back inside, she pushed a cabinet against the door to hide it. 
 
   Four miserably cold hours later, Tosha had gathered items from several businesses on the block, including finding a set of golf clubs, a loaded .357 in a pickup truck, and enough stale food and flat soda to last her for a few weeks. Everything was stacked behind the dumpsters except for what she could fit into a new backpack she'd found. Even though it was Hello Kitty, it was better than carrying stuff in her hands. 
 
   Satisfied she'd had a productive day and amazed the streets were no longer crawling with zombies, she went back to her apartment building, expecting to get attacked at any moment. There were no zombies inside the foyer and Lyssa didn't jump out with an axe. 
 
   Tosha went upstairs, as quietly as she could, and went into her apartment. As she dropped her backpack on the couch, she got a creepy feeling and turned, golf club up and ready to strike. Outside, on the fire escape, was her dead sister. 
 
   "Trista," she said quietly. "What do you want?"
 
   Her sister was silent, slowly looking up before standing and taking the steps up and out of sight. 
 
   "Fuck you. I'm not following. I've seen enough horror movies to know I don't want the clue at the top of this ladder. No fucking way," Tosha said. She opened the window and stuck her head out. Her sister was gone. 
 
   Tosha closed the window and crossed her arms. She wasn't going to be blindly guided by a dead woman. Even a blood relative. She looked up at the ceiling and shook her fist, knowing she looked like an idiot. 
 
   "Not gonna happen, sis!" she yelled. 
 
   Tosha unloaded her backpack. She had four beers and a bag of broken chips, as well as two lighters and a set of colored pens. She didn't want to keep too much in the apartment from now on. 
 
   She needed a real game plan. Scrounging in the snow for things wasn't going to keep her alive, and she was cold all the time. One night the fire would go out and the temperature would drop and she'd die a Tosha popsicle. 
 
   When she was done, Tosha sat down on the couch and decided to take a nap or just relax. She was tired. Even with filling up on beer and chips, she was still losing weight and feeling weak. Tosha stared at the ceiling and thought of her sister. 
 
   "Damn you, bitch," she finally said. She knew against her better judgment what she had to do. Grabbing a golf club, Tosha opened the window again and stepped onto the fire escape. Nothing moved below her. She looked across the street, expecting to see Lyssa in a window watching her, but she didn't see anything. The crazy bitch might still be there but she didn't see her. 
 
   Tosha went up the fire escape, turning her brain off until she got to the roof. "Now what?" she whispered, looking around. 
 
   The roof was empty. She didn't know if she was expecting her sister to give her a monologue about the secrets to staying alive, or find a surplus of canned goods stockpiled. 
 
   Tosha walked to all four corners of the roof, starting from the farthest two. She looked down to the street below, into the buildings around her and up to the sky. It was cold and gray but at least the snow had stopped. Hers were the only footprints on the roof, and she was careful not to step onto exposed pipes or trip over anything hidden in the blanket of snow. 
 
   When she looked again at the building next door, she saw Lyssa in her 'boyfriend's' apartment, staring at her with a blank expression. Tosha gave her the finger. 
 
   Beyond the building, however, was something Tosha was not expecting. 
 
   She could hear the distant sounds of gunfire and see smoke. But the smoke wasn't a typical fire and it was moving at a steady pace to the south. Cars? Trucks? 
 
   Tosha decided to find out what the source was. Maybe it was the military, killing zombies and saving the world. It might explain why the zombies were few and far between right now. 
 
   Giving another finger to Lyssa, she went down the fire escape and back into her apartment. 
 
   "Thanks, sis," she said and grabbed her backpack. 
 
   Mathyu, standing near the doorway, only stared at her. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen: Menace to Society
 
    
 
    
 
   "Where are you going?" Lyssa shouted down from an open window as Tosha walked past. 
 
   "I'm going to fuck your boyfriend who dumped you. Fuck off, whore."
 
   "Take that back," Lyssa shouted. "Or you'll be sorry."
 
   Tosha kept walking. "Go fuck yourself, bitch. Or better yet, come down here and face me like a normal person. I guarantee, one on one, I could kick your fat ass."
 
   "I don't have a fat ass."
 
   Tosha smiled as she passed the building. "I've seen it. Like you're smuggling two watermelons in your granny panties."
 
   When Lyssa didn't comment back, Tosha knew she'd struck a nerve and the crazy bitch would be coming down to face her. Tosha decided not to be standing around when she did, and ran into a side alley two buildings away. There was a zombie at the other end of the alley but it hadn't spotted her yet, and, even if it did, it would take it forever to get down here just to get its head smashed in. 
 
   "Where are you?" Lyssa yelled a few minutes later from the street. 
 
   Tosha peeked out and saw the woman, who wasn't bundled up. It was still cold out and Tosha got the funny notion to call out and tell her to get a sweater. 
 
   "I just want to talk," Lyssa said, but she was carrying a baseball bat and had two steak knives stuck in her belt. "I think we got off on the wrong foot. I want to be your friend now. I need to find my boyfriend, and, if you know where he is, you need to tell me."
 
   She was insane. How the hell did she think Tosha knew where this guy was? He was long dead, like just about everyone else. As much as Tosha wanted the company of another living, breathing person, Lyssa was too far gone to be of much use. At some point, even if they could call a truce, the bitch would turn on her and slit her throat. Not an option. 
 
   Tosha glanced back to make sure the zombie behind her hadn't suddenly started jogging or wasn’t joined by ten of its friends, but it was still wandering in circles down there. 
 
   Lyssa was on the other side of the street, looking into apartment building foyers and street level stores, but she was too far for Tosha to get a shot at her or attack without her footsteps in the crunchy snow giving her away. She wanted Lyssa to keep moving and then she'd follow her and bide her time. 
 
   "Just come out. I swear on my life I will not hurt you," Lyssa yelled. "I'm sorry."
 
   Tosha watched the woman as her shoulders slumped and she leaned against a wall, baseball bat now loose in her grip. Is she going to cry? Tosha felt sorry for the woman. She had definite mental problems but maybe Tosha was being too hard on her. What if she just cracked under the strain of what was going on and needed someone to talk to? 
 
   I cannot believe I am going to do this, Tosha thought and stepped out from the alley. Lyssa was looking down, wiping her eyes with her free hand. "Hey," Tosha called out. 
 
   Lyssa looked up with a smile and hefted the baseball bat to her shoulder as she pushed off the wall. "I knew you'd come out, you pathetic jerk."
 
   "Wow, you are a fucking bitch. I can't believe I fell for your crocodile tears act," Tosha said, but, as she got closer, she saw Lyssa really had been crying. "You need help. I hope for your sake this shit gets settled and they open a sanitarium for your sorry ass. You are truly a menace to society."
 
   "Take that back," Lyssa said. She swung the baseball bat in the air. "Or I will bash your pretty skull in."
 
   "You called me pretty."
 
   Lyssa shook her head. "Stop confusing me." She took two steps forward and pulled one of the knives out. "I will cut you into little pieces."
 
   "That I don't doubt, but I won't stand here and let you." Tosha tapped the golf club with her hand. "I plan on bashing your pretty skull in with this, and then beating your fat ass as well."
 
   "Stop calling my ass fat," Lyssa said and actually stomped her food like a child.
 
   "No." Tosha smiled. "Fat ass."
 
   "I swear…"
 
   "You keep swearing but then you don't do anything. You're getting boring again. Either we beat each other to death out here and let the zombies eat what's left, or we go our own way and stop wasting all this time. I'm cold and hungry, and you have to be cold. I can see your nipples through your shirt, by the way. I want to get out of this shitty town but you keep getting in my way and stealing all my food."
 
   "It's not your food. I have just as much right to it as you do."
 
   "I am going to disagree. I think, once I bash your brains in and the zombies get a taste, I'm going to find your stash of shit and have myself a feast. Maybe a bean feast."
 
   "Don't touch my beans."
 
   Tosha laughed. "You are so stupid. It was a joke, but, now that I know you have beans, I'm going to eat all of them over your dead body and drip the juice onto your dead heart."
 
   Tosha knew she was sounding insane right now but she couldn't stop. She shivered, the cold golf club in her hands beginning to sting. Crazy thoughts were running around in her mind, blood and gore and Lyssa's dismembered head rolling on the street and her sister watching silently… 
 
   Mathyu was standing down the street, the way they'd come, and staring at Tosha. 
 
   "What do you want now?" Tosha asked her sister, who was too far off to hear her. And she was dead, Tosha reminded herself. 
 
   Lyssa laughed. "Who are you talking to?"
 
   Tosha smiled. "My dead sister is following me." When Tosha saw the look on Lyssa's face, she shrugged. "You're not the only crazy bitch around town, you know. Sometimes I make you look positively sane. Are we done here or are we going to kill each other? I'm really tired and I still want to see what's going on with all the smoke."
 
   "What smoke?"
 
   "I was on the roof for a reason. In fact, my sister guided me up there."
 
   "You are insane," Lyssa said. She was still holding the baseball bat and knife. "I'm cold. Let me pass and I'll leave you alone and not follow you."
 
   "And don't go into my apartment."
 
   "Sure, whatever."
 
   Tosha was far from convinced. "Seriously, I will hurt you if you so much as go near my apartment. I'm not kidding."
 
   Lyssa smirked. "Not a problem. Go and enjoy your smoke."
 
   "You bitch." Tosha decided she was just going to kill Lyssa and be done with it. She was once again getting in her way and she needed to be dealt with. 
 
   When she took a step toward Lyssa, she heard movement behind her. Tosha turned to see the alley zombie finally getting close. It was an obese woman, her guts and fat rolls dragging on the ground and painting the snow a sickly pink. 
 
   Tosha swung the gold club and buried it in the zombie's head. When she went to yank it out, she couldn't, and the zombie kept moving at her, teeth clacking as it moved. 
 
   She kicked at the zombie's big ankles, trying to drive it to the ground, but her blows didn't do much other than keep it at bay. Tosha spun around it, punching the back of its head (or what was left of the back of its head with a golf club stuck in it), and pushing the zombie to the snow, where she stepped on the back of its neck and finally yanked the golf club from its skull. 
 
   Tosha slammed the club over and over into the back of the zombie's head until it stopped moving. 
 
   There were parts of the zombie everywhere: in the snow, on Tosha's clothes, caked on the golf club. 
 
   Lyssa was gone. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen: Terror on the Town
 
    
 
    
 
   There were tracks everywhere: car tracks, what might have been a tank or something really big, and maybe a hundred footprints, all moving in a southerly direction and away from the shithole Tosha was currently stuck in. It was a large group and they weren't bothering to cover where they'd been. Of course, she was sure a mess of zombies were following along, too. 
 
   While she'd been fucking around with Lyssa, the group had moved on, even at such a snail's pace. Tosha had had to walk over three miles just to get here, and she figured they were maybe seven or eight miles away by now. This was just as well, because, if a zombie horde was following, they’d already passed this point. 
 
   Tosha saw a few stragglers heading in her general direction, mostly zombies missing a leg or two, and even one with nothing from the waist down but entrails. It would be dark soon, and she didn't want to get caught out here. Three miles had taken her longer than she'd thought it would. Unplowed streets and large drifts will do that. 
 
   She thought it would be smarter to find another place to hide for the evening, but feared she'd freeze to death. It wasn't nearly as cold as it had been a few days ago and the snow had begun to melt in places but it was still winter as far as she knew. 
 
   There were warehouses across the street behind a chain-link fence, and she went to the fence and followed it around to the front, hoping the gate was still closed. Maybe people had survived inside. 
 
   The frozen blood told her otherwise, and a stack of charred body parts just inside the twisted and open gate made her heart sink. While she didn't need Lyssa around, normal people would be nice, someone to have her back and let her sleep without having to do it with one eye open. 
 
   It had been a trucking company, several eighteen-wheelers lined up in a row with their loads still attached. The dock area was wide open, and Tosha knew there had been a huge struggle on the docks. There were pieces of bodies and a coating of blood where the snow hadn't covered it up, and a body, frozen and crimson, hung out of a forklift. 
 
   Tosha got excited. What if the warehouse was filled with unspoiled goods? She could live here, comfortably, until the spring. Lyssa could have the downtown area. Maybe she'd run out of food and die. 
 
   There was movement on the roof and Tosha ducked behind the closest truck cab next to the open gate. She peeked around to get a better look when a bullet ricocheted off the truck a few inches from her face. 
 
   "Step out and let me see you," someone shouted. It was a male. 
 
   "You first." Tosha didn't have any ranged weapons and throwing a golf club two hundred feet and onto a roof didn't seem too realistic. If it was only one loner, she might be able to trick him… show him her ass and get him to drop his guard. And stop shooting at her. 
 
   She looked again and frowned. There were at least ten people on the roof and they all had rifles. She ducked back away. "I am fucked," she whispered. 
 
   "I'll give you one more chance to surrender," the man yelled. "Then we're going to use you for target practice. It's up to you."
 
   "I don't want any trouble. I'm just passing through and needed to find a place to sleep and maybe some food. I'm on your side. I'm alive."
 
   Another bullet shattered the cab's window above her and she jumped. 
 
   "You're not on our side, bitch. You are another living person trying to steal what is ours and eat all the food we have left. There's only so much to go around. If you step out right now, we won't kill you, but you are our prisoner."
 
   "What's the other option?"
 
   "There are no more options. I'm going to count to five."
 
   Tosha looked around. The only way out was through the gate and her back would be exposed. If all ten had bullets, she'd be a pincushion in seconds. Even if one had ammo, she wasn't going to make it. 
 
   "Maybe we can work something out. I know where food and supplies are, and they are close."
 
   "Bullshit. Five… four…"
 
   Tosha went to the fence, making sure the truck was blocking their view. She pushed against it but it held. "Fuck."
 
   "Three…"
 
   Tosha dropped to her knees in the snow and wedged her hand under the fence. It wasn't bolted down or anything, the fence only attached at the posts. There was plenty of play in it, and Tosha pushed against it. 
 
   "Two…"
 
   She was digging the snow out of the spot in front of her and pushing as hard as she could, moving it inch by agonizing inch. 
 
   "One… time's up."
 
   Tosha got down on the ground as low as she could and began climbing through the breach as the bullets started to fly. She heard them clanking off of the metal truck and two zipped past her. Don't freak out; just keep moving, she thought, forcing herself through the gap. 
 
   She was halfway through when her jeans caught on the bottom of the fence. She pulled but she was snagged. 
 
   "I think she's trying to leave," someone shouted from the roof. She turned to see someone hanging off the side and looking at her. 
 
   Tosha wedged the golf club under the fence and pulled her body, the caught belt loop pulling free and ripping the back of her jeans. 
 
   She slid out from underneath and ran across the road as shots rang out, bullets bouncing off the pavement. Tosha dove into the ditch running along the length of the road with bullets still trying to find her. 
 
   Because of all the shooting, there were now zombies in the area moving to see what all the commotion was. Three of them appeared close to her, drawn to the noise. 
 
   One of the zombie's heads exploded from a bullet and Tosha heard the men whooping and yelling at the kill shot. She began crawling down the ditch slowly, face-first, and the snow numbing her face. 
 
   Tosha heard more shots but was too busy trying not to lose a limb to frostbite or get attacked by a zombie as she was in such a bad predicament. She made it to the end of the block, vowing she'd kill those fuckers on the roof. 
 
   For now, she needed to find somewhere to hole up and collect her thoughts. She'd never make it back to her apartment building before nightfall, and there was no way she wanted to chance it. 
 
   "Hey, where you going, bitch?" she heard one of them yell. Tosha popped her head up quickly and saw two of the men running toward the ditch, but they were going the opposite way. Tosha saw why: three female zombies were going in the opposite direction. 
 
   She shuddered when she thought about why these jerk-offs were so intent on chasing female zombies. She didn't want to know. She wanted to kill every one of them, but she'd bide her time. Right now, she needed somewhere to crash for the night. 
 
   Two blocks later she found what she was looking for: a print shop with a secure backroom she could block with a desk and bookshelf. 
 
   Tosha curled up in a corner, sweating in the still air, and hoping she could get some sleep. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen: State of Pain
 
    
 
    
 
   Tosha looked out her apartment window, expecting to see a gloating Lyssa across the way. She wasn't there but Tosha flipped the bird anyway. 
 
   Her apartment was empty. Literally looted, not a crumb remaining. The bitch had stolen everything down to the garbage can in the bathroom. She'd been gone for no more than twelve hours. "I will hunt you down and kill you," she said out loud. Tosha was losing it.
 
   When she turned around and saw her sister silently watching her, she exploded. "What the fuck are you looking at? Why don't you talk anymore? When you were alive you wouldn't shut the hell up. Now you just stare at me like a retard." Tosha charged her sister, who didn't move from her spot, standing near the door. 
 
   Tosha got right up next to Mathyu but couldn't reach out and touch her. What if she disappeared forever? What if she was solid? What if, what if… "Sis, I need your help. I'm at a loss for words. I was robbed and now I have nothing again, and I'm cold and hungry. I slept on the floor last night, and that was yesterday's highlight. This crazy chick is trying to destroy me and, at every step, I keep failing. I need your help." Tosha heard her stomach growling. "I need to eat."
 
   Mathyu was looking at the door now and Tosha reached and opened it without thought. Her sister walked out and she dutifully followed her, even though she was exhausted. 
 
   Tosha followed her sister down the stairs and into the street. Tosha turned off her brain and just kept being led, walking a familiar route back to the convenience store. Through the store and into the stockroom, she trudged, going back outside. Her sister was gone but the food she'd stashed was still here. 
 
   "Thank you, Mathyu," she whispered. The snow was melting and some of the food was getting wet. She began putting it all back into the stockroom in weak cardboard boxes and pushing them as far back as she could. She ate some of the food, devouring a box of stale strawberry PopTarts and drinking some of the room temperature water. 
 
   "I'm going to survive and I'm going to stop feeling sorry for myself," she said loudly. "And it starts right now. Fuck all this." Tosha went into the convenience store and searched for more food and a weapon but the store had been picked clean and it was a chain store so probably didn't have many guns or knives to begin with. 
 
   Tosha went back outside. It was cold but there were no zombies in the immediate area and she was thankful. She scanned the stores up and down the block, the ruined cars and the piles of melting snow. 
 
   She went back inside and found some buckets and empty milk jugs and packed them with snow. Tosha decided she wasn't going back to her apartment and wasn't going to stay in Pennsylvania for too long. 
 
   It was too cold, too gray and too depressing for her and what better time to change her scenery than at the end of the world? 
 
   Tosha decided to keep moving. 
 
   "I hope, when I leave, you'll be coming with me," Tosha said to her sister, who was standing behind the counter when she broke through the door and into the corner bar. "Wherever I go, it will be shitty without you haunting me. I just need to take care of two things before I go."
 
   Mathyu looked down behind the counter. 
 
   "You know I hate when you do that, right? Just open up your mouth like you did all the time and let me know what it is I'm supposed to see. I'm sure this game is fun for you, but it sucks for me."
 
   Mathyu might have smiled but she looked away and began walking. 
 
   "Wait. Do I see what's behind the bar now or follow you somewhere else? I'm going to smack you, I swear." Tosha hopped up onto the counter and slipped over, coming down on a pile of broken bottles and what was a body not too long ago. 
 
   Tosha smiled. "Why, thank you." There was a shotgun taped to the underneath of the bar and a full bottle of vodka. "What other fun toys are you going to find for me? This might be a good thing. I'll stop complaining." Tosha looked around. "Shit, where did you go?"
 
   This wasn't going to work if her sister kept floating off and leaving her behind. 
 
   Tosha walked quickly through the kitchen doors to find her, carrying her new shotgun and bottle of vodka. She wasn't leaving anything behind. 
 
   A zombie appeared next to her and Tosha only had time to smash it in the head with the shotgun. It stumbled backwards but didn't fall or stop moving, teeth gnashing and arms pumping slowly. 
 
   "Shit, you led me into this shit?" Tosha asked her sister, wherever she was, as more zombies showed up in the tight space and came at her. 
 
   The only weapon she could use was the shotgun but she didn't know if it was loaded and to shoot it in such a small area would make her deaf and only bring more zombies. If she kept using it as a club, she was liable to crack it or bend it somehow, and she didn't want that. How ironic would it be to find such a devastating weapon and then break it before she could use it properly?
 
   Tosha decided that her feet and hands would be better, even though the monsters would get closer to her than she liked. She punched the nearest in the face and thought she'd broken her hand. In the movies, their heads exploded in a bloody splash, but in reality she was still hitting a person's face with a thick skull underneath. 
 
   She switched to her feet, and kicked out and heard a satisfying crack as she connected with a kneecap. The zombie fell forward and she jumped back, let it fall, and then stomped on the head until it stopped moving. The zombie behind it also fell, tripping over the one on the ground, and Tosha gave it several swift kicks to the temple. 
 
   There was a row of sinks to her right and Tosha climbed into the first one, grabbing onto the overhead pipes for support. As zombies came at her, one at a time because of the close quarters, she kicked them in the face until they fell back and were replaced by another. And another. 
 
   She was getting tired and began to panic when another one came from around the corner. Was there a back door open and a hundred zombies wandering in? 
 
   Tosha finished off the last one she could see and hopped back down, crushing heads as she walked on the gore-streaked floor. At any moment, another ten zombies could attack and her nerves were frayed. 
 
   Mathyu was standing in front of a closed door she assumed was the office and stepped aside as Tosha walked up. Tosha put her hand on the door knob and something slammed into the door from the other side, and she jumped back. "Are you trying to get me killed?" Tosha asked her silent sister. "I'm guessing through the door is a bunch of zombies and they'll try to bite and rape me."
 
   Mathyu remained silent, staring at her. 
 
   Tosha opened the bottle of vodka and took a sip. "I swear, if there isn't a bunch of cool shit in there and I have to fight these fucking things for nothing, I won't talk to you ever again. You're not the only one who can do this silent treatment bullshit, you know."
 
   Tosha stared at the door and listened to at least two of them pounding on it. How big was the office? She hoped there weren't more than two of them in there. 
 
   When she glanced at her sister again, she sighed. "Stop looking at me. I'm going, I'm going. Seriously… I'm in no rush. I have all the time in the world. Whatever that means these days."
 
   Tosha gripped the door knob again and turned it, the door opening. She stepped back and there were three zombies jammed into the small room and they all came at her at once, blocking one another in their haste to get at her. 
 
   "It's like the Three Stooges," she said. Tosha waited until one of them was almost squeezed out before kicking it in the legs and hearing a nice snap of bones. It fell and the next one tripped over it and promptly got its head pulverized by Tosha's shoes. 
 
   The third couldn't seem to get around the two twice-dead and Tosha finally stepped onto the bodies and punched it in the neck before grabbing it by the dirty shirt and slamming it repeatedly into the wall until it stopped moving.
 
   Sure there were no more lingering inside, Tosha stepped over the carcasses and into the office, scanning it for weapons or food. It was a mess, the former store manager (Bradley, by his bloody nametag) was propped in his office chair with his head chewed off and his pants down. Tosha looked away from his genitalia, or what was left of it. 
 
   "Well, where are the goodies?" Tosha asked but her sister was once again gone. "I am really starting to hate you when you do this, sis."
 
   Tosha saw something sticking out from the store manager's jacket and slowly withdrew a blood-soaked .45. "Dude was packing heat," she said with a laugh. "Next time, pull it out and use it."
 
   She methodically went through the office, finding a drawer filled with melting chocolate and a full bag of breath mints. There was a carton of Marlboro cigarettes in the closet which she decided she might be able to use for bartering. A new white bandana was found and she put her hair back with it. The coffee machine was useless but the sugar, dry creamer and the can filled with dry coffee might be worth something. 
 
   When she pushed the desk out of the way, she found a trap door. "Ah, things are getting better by the second."
 
   She left everything on the desk except for the .45 and pulled the trap door open, staring at a ladder leading into the cellar and darkness. When she began to descend, she felt a thin line hitting her face and pulled it. A faint light bulb blinked on. 
 
   Tosha saw the dolly first, a big industrial-sized one sitting next to a set of double doors above, on a slant. A way out of here without any fuss. 
 
   But what really caught her attention was the row after row of alcohol cases stacked and waiting for her. 
 
   Tosha went back into the office and made sure the door was locked, and then took all of her findings with her down the trap door before closing it. 
 
   Tonight she'd dine on chocolate and alcohol and sleep peacefully. 
 
   "Thank you, Mathyu," Tosha said before opening a skunked Sam Adams beer and having a seat on the dolly. She looked around. "Wherever you are."
 
   She laughed when she saw the bolt cutters on a high shelf. She knew exactly what she was going to do… as soon as she finished drinking. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen: The Darker Side
 
    
 
    
 
   This group was either arrogant or stupid, but Tosha didn't care either way. They were making so much noise on the roof of the trucking company it was easy for her to circle to the other side of the yard and cut off the locks with the bolt cutters she'd found. 
 
   She carried a shotgun even though it had only one shot left. She pulled the dolly behind her, cardboard boxes stacked on it. 
 
   Tosha had been busy the last few days, keeping focused. She swung the gate open and went down the road, making enough noise to attract zombies but, hopefully, not enough to attract attention from the roof crew. 
 
   When she was happy with at least a dozen following her, she went inside the compound and made sure they were still following. Tosha didn't try to get onto the roof or into the building right away. She went to the nearest gate and quietly opened it, waving at a zombie nearby. It took the bait and began stumbling towards her and the open entryway. 
 
   A few more from across the street at the next lot spotted her and began coming. She knew, once you set them on a path, they mindlessly kept moving in that direction until something else distracted them. Tosha hoped it would be the group on the roof. 
 
   She found an open back door and went to go inside when she saw the trip wire. She didn't panic, even when she came so close to stumbling right into it. She traced it with her eyes, expecting to see sticks of dynamite. Instead, there were two empty soup cans attached, one at either end. She doubted anyone would be able to hear it even if it was hit. 
 
   She stepped over and kept moving, into the building and the shadows. She left the dolly at the door, under an awning, and hoped it couldn't be seen from above. Tosha moved through the main areas of the building but there wasn't much to see. Any boxes she came across were empty. 
 
   Satisfied she'd seen everything below she had to see, she made her way back to the door she'd come in through. Just as she got there, she heard gunshots from above. 
 
   A zombie's head exploded across the parking lot and she heard hollering from the roof, but it wasn't panic. It was the group having some sport with zombies loose in the compound. Crazy bastards. 
 
   The good part was not only did the gunfire attract more zombies, but no one had come down to close the gates yet. Maybe they didn't realize there was a breach. 
 
   Tosha looked up at the rusty fire escape and figured it was the easiest way to the roof. She grabbed two bottles of rum and the pile of rags to head up. All she needed to do was leap up a couple of feet and grab onto it. She didn't know how she'd be able to carry the alcohol at the same time, though, and she wasn't going to abandon her plan. 
 
   "One thing at a time," she whispered and instinctively looked around and up above, hoping to see her sister to guide her. She wasn't around. 
 
   Tosha leapt up and gripped the bottom of the ladder and it pulled down reluctantly and only made a soft grating sound as it did. She realized she was skinnier and weaker than before this shit hit the fan, and she wasn't a big girl to begin with. She also tired quickly, and had to stop to catch her breath. This was a good thing because a shadow passed over her from above. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen: One False Move
 
    
 
    
 
   The woman was too preoccupied with the zombies and the gate to notice Tosha as she came down the fire escape and dropped to the ground. Tosha was about to pounce when someone from above called down. 
 
   "Go see if any other gate is opened. I think we got company," the man shouted down. "This is bullshit."
 
   "The bullshit is you ordering me around," the woman mumbled. She was dirty, her hair stringy and wild. Her clothes were tattered but she carried an assault rifle and had two knives strapped to her thighs. Tosha had to let her go and was now pissed her path to the roof was being watched. A few seconds earlier and she would have either been halfway up the ladder or crawling onto the roof and right into a chick with a loaded gun. 
 
   She watched the woman get to the gate and try to pull it shut, shooting two zombies as they tried to enter. The sound of gunfire came from above but further away. Had they moved on to other targets, or was someone waiting and watching her?
 
   Tosha went inside the building to try to find a safe place to hide until all the shooting was over. She'd already gone through it once and didn't remember anywhere she would feel totally safe, especially knowing gun-toting killers were above her. She settled into a ruined office with a wall missing, putting the dolly in the corner and stretching out. 
 
   She wasn't surprised to see her sister again, this time standing in the rubble of the broken wall. 
 
   "Now what? I'm about done here, sis. I gotta tell you. I'm not used to all this hiding and sneaking around. I haven't done it my entire life, and I know it gets me in trouble way too much but it gets me by. It's who I am, right?" Tosha began pacing. "There are people on this roof that shot at me and pissed me off. Hell, they got me so mad I've thought about nothing except how to kill every one of them. Does it make me a bad person? Maybe. I don't care. All I know is I need to do something." Tosha looked at her sister. "Fuck this hiding shit. I'm going up to the roof and I'm going to make someone pay. You coming?"
 
   Tosha grabbed the handle of the dolly and walked back outside just in time to see the woman as she began climbing up the ladder. As the woman stopped and saw Tosha, she was greeted with a throat punch. Tosha pulled her to the ground, covered her mouth and put the shotgun to her face. 
 
   "I'm gong to ask you questions and you're going to answer them by shaking your head. Do you understand me?"
 
   When the woman didn't move, Tosha jabbed her in the eye with the shotgun. 
 
   She waited a few seconds for the woman to recover, her eye swelling up. She'd have a nice shiner in the morning, if she lived that long. "Do I need to explain how this is going to work again? You still have a good eye."
 
   The woman shook her head. 
 
   "There, was that so hard?"
 
   Tosha moved the shotgun until the woman shook her head again. 
 
   "I'm going to ask you some questions and, based on your answers, I am either going to kill you or let you live. Understand?"
 
   The woman nodded.
 
   "Are there more than ten people on the roof?"
 
   The woman nodded.
 
   Shit. "More than fifteen?"
 
   She shook her head. 
 
   That was something. Tosha smiled. "Do you have a ton of ammo up there?"
 
   The woman shook her head. 
 
   "Then why are you idiots shooting and shooting?"
 
   The woman stared at Tosha. 
 
   "Is your husband or boyfriend or kids up there?"
 
   The woman nodded. 
 
   "You people shot at me. Almost killed me. This is going to be what I like to call payback. Are there kids up there?"
 
   The woman shook her head. 
 
   "Good. It will make it easier for me to kill everyone then. I hope you have a lot of food up there."
 
   She shook her head. 
 
   "Figures. You people are just waiting to die." Tosha lifted the shotgun slightly and uncovered the woman's mouth. 
 
   "What about me? I answered your questions."
 
   "Yes, you did." Tosha stood up and offered the woman a hand. 
 
   When the woman took it and Tosha pulled her up, she bashed the woman in the face with her elbow. When the woman dropped back to the ground, Tosha leapt on top of her and began smacking her in the face with the shotgun until she stopped moving. 
 
   Mathyu was standing a few feet away. 
 
   Tosha shrugged. "I did what I had to do. This bitch had a gun. How do I know she wasn't one of the fuckers taking shots at me for fun? Besides, she has a husband or boyfriend or fuck buddy up there. She'd never walk away from this place." Tosha stood. "I don't have to justify my actions to you or anyone else, anyway. I am all about me from this point forward. You just stand their like a fucking mime and watch me do my thing."
 
   There were no more zombies in the yard that were standing. 
 
   Tosha took the two knives off the woman and the assault rifle, which she checked. It was empty. Tosha put it on the dolly and rifled through the woman's pockets, finding a cigarette lighter and three pieces of hard gum. 
 
   She'd been surprised no one had looked over the side all this time to see where the woman was and she didn't want to take a chance any longer. Tosha went up the ladder with a bottle of opened alcohol, its neck stuffed with one of the dirty rags. 
 
   There were still gunshots coming from the roof. She hoped more zombies had been drawn to the shots and not all the breaches had been closed. I should have opened the gate again, she thought, but it wasn't worth running across the open area and getting spotted and shot in the back. 
 
   Tosha was going to do what she did best from now on: whatever it took to survive, and without putting too much thought behind it. Stopping and thinking it through had never helped her in the past and it wasn't going to help her now. 
 
   At the top of the ladder, she paused before peeking up and over and checking out the group of people who'd tried to kill her. She was going to return the favor. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty: Warfare
 
    
 
    
 
   There were only three men with rifles patrolling the roof right now, weapons at the ready. They were covering the other three sides of the building, which was fortunate for Tosha. There was a group of others, all clumped together, standing or sitting around two fifty-five gallon drums, flames and smoke rising from them. They were all wrapped in layers of clothing, with extra blankets strewn about. She didn't see any food or water, though. Tosha wondered why they were living on the roof, exposed to the elements, when there weren't any zombies in the buildings below and (until she got here) the exits were closed off. 
 
   A few feet in front and to the right of her sat an air conditioning unit. She crouched down and ran to it, putting the bottle and the shotgun down. Watching the people on the roof, she walked backwards and climbed back down the ladder. 
 
   She prepared two more bottles, stuffing them with rags, before ascending back to the air conditioning unit. She was able to do it twice more before one of the men got too close. He was still focused on the ground below but as Tosha got back up the ladder she knew there was no way she'd be able to dash back across without being seen. And his patrol would take him right to her in a few minutes. 
 
   The shotgun was in the hiding spot and useless right now. She needed a distraction. Crouching down on the ladder so her head was too low for anyone to see, she lit the rag with the cigarette lighter by wrapping her arm around the ladder so she didn't fall. If you slip, the Molotov cocktail will explode and either the fall or the explosion will kill you, she thought. 
 
   Tosha rose back up and scrambled to the roof, throwing the makeshift grenade as far as she could toward the main group. 
 
   The closest man, the one she was worried about, lifted his rifle but, instead of firing, followed the Molotov cocktail with his eyes. It was all she needed to run to the air conditioning unit and scoop up the shotgun as she heard the alcohol explode and people scream. 
 
   She stood and fired the shotgun, striking the man and dropping him in a rain of blood. She picked up another bottle and lit it, putting the shotgun back down. The first toss had missed by a couple of feet but it had been a direct hit on at least one person because they were busy trying to cover someone with blankets and put the fire out. 
 
   Tosha lit the next one and threw it as far as she could. 
 
   So far the other two men with rifles didn't know where she was, looking around but coming toward her. 
 
   The throw was perfect, exploding onto the side of one of the drums and scattering flames in all directions, coating people and the piles of clothing all around. 
 
   One of the men saw her and began shooting. Tosha ducked down and lit the last bottle she had with her, crawling on her belly to her left and taking a look.
 
   The man was running at her. 
 
   She stood and threw the bottle over his head, but he instinctively ducked and let it sail. Before he could react, she had drawn a knife and charged him, knowing he was too far for her to get a clean attack before she'd be shot but having no choice. 
 
   The explosion behind jarred him and he half-turned just as Tosha got to him, jamming the knife into his side. As his eyes went wide, she twisted it and pulled the gun from his hands, tossing it to the side. 
 
   "This is for shooting at me, fucker." She yanked the knife out of him and hoped he didn't die right away. 
 
   When she turned, expecting to be shot by someone else, she was surprised to see the remaining people running to the other side of the roof and climbing down what she figured was another fire escape. 
 
   The roof's contents were burning, billowing smoke. 
 
   Tosha found the man's rifle and went to the side of the roof, looking down. 
 
   The survivors were running to the nearest gate in panic, even with zombies stumbling around. 
 
   "You're all not so tough anymore," Tosha yelled. 
 
   One of the men, holding a rifle, looked back at her. She shot him in the shoulder and he pitched back. On the ground, as he tried to rise, he was an easier mark and Tosha shot him in the chest. 
 
   She knew she could let them run and they'd all probably die at the hands of zombies, but, if even one survived, they could turn around like she did and want revenge. 
 
   Tosha was getting so sick of Harrisburg, and knew she'd worn out her welcome. She had one more job to do after this and then she'd be gone.
 
   She shot as many as she could from the roof before the fire was out of control behind her, noting only two people remained. 
 
   Tosha slipped down the fire escape ladder as quickly as she could and ran off to kill them. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty One: Save Me
 
    
 
    
 
   "Lyssa, get your fat ass out here," Tosha shouted. She looked up to the window. "I know you're up there. I can smell you, you skank whore."
 
   Tosha carried the shotgun, which was out of shells, and the last bottle of alcohol. It was strong rum and she'd been pulling on it for the last hour to keep warm and to get drunk. It was working on both accounts. She knew she needed to eat something but the long walk back from the trucking company had only made her more determined. There'd been zombies everywhere, single walkers who were easy to dispatch with one of her knives, and she was pissed she didn't have a permanent and safe place to live and gather her meager belongings thanks to this Lyssa bitch. She'd stolen her things and tried to kill her, even though Tosha had let her live and saved her life back in her boyfriend's apartment. 
 
   "Last chance before I come up there," Tosha shouted. She waited a full minute, making sure a zombie didn't sneak up on her. It was still cold but at least the sun was out, there didn't seem to be snow about to fall from the sky, and what snow was left was starting to really melt away. 
 
   The front door to the apartment building was wide open, which was not a good sign. Tosha pulled her knife but held the shotgun for show. This could easily be a trap and it wasn't like Lyssa didn't know she was coming for her. You had to scream like an idiot instead of just sneaking up and gutting the bitch, Tosha thought. Pretty fucking stupid. 
 
   There was blood on the floor that hadn't been there the last time Tosha came this way, another bad sign. Maybe Lyssa was dead, finally ripped apart by a horde of zombies. It wouldn't be a big loss, but Tosha wanted to kill her. It was an insane thought but it was how she was feeling. Selfish and crazy, right now. 
 
   She hadn't seen her sister since the trucking company and she didn't know what it meant. She hoped nothing bad and hoped she'd see her again. Even dead, she was the only companion Tosha had right now. 
 
   Tosha kept moving, turning her thoughts off. She had one singular reason for being here: Lyssa. She was at the front door to the apartment and stopped. 
 
   The door was open, blood splattered on the floor. 
 
   "Come out and let's talk," Tosha said quietly, unsure how she was going to proceed. If she blindly walked inside, the bitch would get the jump on her, but she couldn't just stand out here all day. "Unless you're too chicken-shit, you ugly fat cow."
 
   She figured that would get Lyssa to at least say something.
 
   A few seconds later a rail-thin zombie, caked blood on her face and dripping onto her naked flabby boobs, shuffled to the door in welcome. It wasn't Lyssa. 
 
   Tosha stabbed it in the face, with the knife, repeatedly, until it stopped moving and fell to the floor. 
 
   Tosha stepped inside and saw the body with two zombies hovering over it, both ripping flesh from the bone. 
 
   "Get away, you sick fucks," Tosha said and attacked, easily stabbing both in the head before they could react, watching as their eyes finally closed and they stopped moving. 
 
   She bent down to get a closer look at the ravaged body. The head was gone, either already eaten or cut off. The body was ripped open, intestines and blood strewn across the living room. 
 
   "Lyssa?" Tosha whispered, knowing from the clothes the corpse wore it was her. "You stupid bitch."
 
   Tosha sat down on the dirty floor and sobbed. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Dying Days: Randy Jackson
 
    
 
   Armand Rosamilia
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Randy Jackson (named after the lead singer of the Long Island, New York band Zebra, and not the dude from American Idol) had no idea where he actually was. Not that it mattered, he supposed. Every city and town was another death trap, filled with zombies and looters and killers, the town stores picked clean of food and supplies. 
 
   He was fine now. Right in the head for the first time in his life. Randy could see where he'd gone wrong, and where he needed to go.
 
   But first, he needed to figure out where he currently resided. Since his escape from Baltimore, he'd headed in random directions, killing zombies and just surviving. He remembered Becca… but she was like a dream now, a fantasy he'd had instead of an actual woman he'd met and… lost. 
 
   He turned off the engine to the candy apple red Charger and exited the vehicle, making sure he had his baseball bat at the ready. He knew he'd been heading north and into cold weather. Everything had been random since Baltimore. Randy might have been running in circles for all he knew, and might, even now, be a block away from the apartment building where it all started. Where he'd met Becca… 
 
   It was cold, the end of winter melting the last fragments of snow, and a faint warm undercurrent giving hope to sunny days and better times ahead. 
 
   Randy needed to find a place to hide and food, both things in high demand and not likely to be found. There was an eerie silence on the deserted street, like this dead town was holding its breath. 
 
   His ears registered the odd sound and he was already moving behind a torched building before his mind had fully processed it. He put his back to the cold bricks and fingered his baseball bat handle. 
 
   Randy crouched, getting his shoulders loose in the cold weather, trying to relax. If it was a zombie, he could easily deal with it. If it was another living person, he would play it by ear. Everyone was now a one-man army, and out for themselves. Even the Hellfire Club, as evil as their individual members were, had a sense of strange community. But out here, in no man's land, it was every man for himself. Randy was calm and back to his senses and hoped he was done killing. He wanted a nice, safe place to call his own. Somewhere warm where he could grow some vegetables, raise some chickens and build a log cabin or a beach hut. He had no idea how to actually do those things, but he had all the time in the world to learn them. 
 
   He took two steps to the street and looked both ways, but there was nothing. Just decay and the lingering smell of fire and death. 
 
   Randy stiffened when he felt something cold and metallic suddenly pressed against the back of his head. 
 
   "Move and I will blow the top of your head off. Understood?"
 
   Randy went to nod but the gun barrel was pushed against him. 
 
   "What fucking part of don't move are you not getting? Drop the Louisville Slugger and put your hands on your head."
 
   He did as he was told. It was clearly a female holding him at bay with a gun, and he hoped she was small so he could overpower her if he had to. He wouldn't hurt or kill her. He was done with the senseless violence. Randy just wanted to be left alone. 
 
   "I don't have anything," he said. 
 
   "The baseball bat, for starters. The keys to your car, as well." The female paused. "And your clothes."
 
   "What are you going to do with my clothes?"
 
   "Use them to trade for things in the future. I don't know." She tapped his skull with the gun barrel. "You aren't in a position to ask questions. Slowly take your clothes off."
 
   "It's freezing."
 
   "I can just as easily shoot you."
 
   Randy sighed. He could die of frostbite, although, he knew it unlikely. It wasn't that cold. As soon as he pulled his shirt over his head, he felt differently, though. He handed his shirt over his shoulder and she snatched it from him. 
 
   "The jeans," she said.
 
   Randy was going to be abandoned in a strange town, naked, in the middle of winter. Or the end of winter. Regardless, it wasn't sunny and eighty degrees out. "Do we really have to do this? Can't you just take the car and be done with it?"
 
   "I can be done with you."
 
   Randy decided he'd had enough. He put his hands back on his head. "I'm not giving you my pants. If you feel the need to shoot me in the head, then just do it already. But I'd rather die with my boots on than die from hypothermia or the flu."
 
   "I'm going to give you one more chance to give me your jeans."
 
   "Nope." Randy decided to tempt fate and slowly turned, expecting to hear the gun fire before his head exploded. 
 
   "Turn back around," she said. She was holding a shotgun. She was beautiful. 
 
   Flowing red hair, pulled back with a white bandanna, was the first thing he noticed. She might have been in her late twenties and she didn't look like a killer. She looked like a hot stripper wearing tight jeans, boots and a skin-tight concert t-shirt. 
 
   "I'm Randy Jackson."
 
   "I'm not Paula Abdul."
 
   He smiled but kept his hands on his head. "Ever hear of the band Zebra?"
 
   "Tell me what you want," she said.
 
   "I just want you to relax…"
 
   She snorted. "The song, dumb-ass. The Zebra tune. You were named after the lead singer of some band. So what?"
 
   "What's your name?"
 
   "It doesn't matter." She waved the shotgun. "I have the power right now, so I ask the questions. This is how it works." She tapped on the shotgun. "Woman with gun gets to talk. Those are the rules."
 
   Randy needed to think fast, but charging her would just get a punch in the torso from a shotgun blast. "I get it. Your gun and your rules. But I don't want to lose my pants or shoes. Sorry. If you're going to kill me, just get it over with."
 
   She lifted the shotgun and aimed at his head. "Suit yourself, Randy Jackson."
 
   He stood his ground, even though his knees felt like they'd buckle at any second. "Do what you need to do. I can't stop you. But can I ask a question of my executioner?"
 
   She frowned but didn't waver with the shotgun.
 
   "What?"
 
   "Where am I?"
 
   "Harrisburg, Pennsylvania." She smiled. "Or what's left of it, anyway. I've picked everything clean in a ten block radius. The zombies roam in huge packs for whatever reason. I haven't seen another living soul in weeks."
 
   "What's your name?"
 
   She shook her head. "You asked your one question. Get on your knees and turn around."
 
   "Shoot me in the face if you have to. I want to stare at you, coward with no name." Randy wanted to piss his pants right now. 
 
   "What if I shot you in the balls then?" She aimed at his crotch.
 
   "I wouldn't like it," he said truthfully. 
 
   "Turn around. I won't ask again."
 
   Randy gave up. At least I haven't been bitten by a zombie or raped by a horde of them. I'll go out, on my knees, in some shitty town in Pennsylvania. Killed by a hot redhead with a shotgun. Always my luck. "Fine."
 
   He turned and dropped to his knees, fingers locked tightly behind his neck. Randy closed his eyes and tried to think of something poignant or a kaleidoscope of images about his life, but his mind was blank. He thought, in the end, he'd dwell on Becca and how she was probably still out there. All he could think about was the coldness of the pavement creeping up his knees. Even in the end, it can't be easy, he thought. 
 
   "My name is Tosha Shorb. I'm going to let you live today, and you can keep your shirt, but you can't keep the car. It's too nice and I need to get out of Pennsylvania. I hope you'll understand," she said from right behind him.
 
   His shirt sailed over his head and he instinctively reached up to grab it at the same time he felt the jarring impact of the shotgun as Tosha smashed him in the back of the head. 
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   Eric White crouched under a table, watching the bloody chaos unfold before him. He had never seen anything like this and, while his mind completely and totally tried to reject what he saw, the very core of his being somehow accepted it as reality.
 
   Zombies. That simply wasn’t a plausible explanation (hell, it was downright crazy) for what he was watching. But that is most certainly what appeared to being happening. For all practical purposes, it looked like zombies, the monsters of television dramas, horror movies and nightmares, were shuffling through the enormous building that Des Moines residents referred to as “The Arena”, attacking anything that moved. Usually the arena was filled with thousands of screaming concert goers or sports fans.  Now, screams of a different sort echoed under the high roof.  Blood splattered through the air and body parts littered the floor.
 
   He continued to watch the bloodbath unfold, considering his options, as he saw person after person being eaten alive. Or raped. What the fuck? Eric didn’t believe what he was seeing.  The zombies in movies didn’t rape people, for the love of God. However, the evidence was right there in front of him. People were being violated in unthinkable ways that were literally ripping them apart. The zombies helped themselves to chunks of flesh from their victims as they sexually assaulted them, making the horror even more terrible. As if that was even possible.
 
   Eric was by no means a coward, but he wasn’t a stupid man either. When the shit hit the proverbial fan minutes ago, he quickly took cover under a folding table with a table cloth that reached to the ground so he could observe the action before deciding on his own plan of action. After all, you can’t fight an enemy you don’t know and Eric was gathering as much intel on them as he could right now.
 
   Zombies poured into the arena where an antique sales event had been underway only minutes before. Eric had been searching for his next trash to treasure makeover for his television show Everything Old is New Again, hoping to find a Hoosier cabinet that had recently been made popular thanks to the internet pinboard craze. He briefly considered the possibility that this was all a horrible dream, and that he was, in fact, really asleep several blocks away in his upscale, downtown hotel. As a severed arm, bloody and studded with teeth marks, slid under the table and up against his knee, Eric decided that was wishful thinking.
 
   Trying to make as little noise as he could, he carefully lifted the tablecloth to check the status of the fight. The place was still a madhouse as people tried to avoid the stumbling undead and get to the exits. The living were going down by the dozens, but some were fighting back with makeshift weapons they had scavenged from the antique-laden tables that filled the arena. It appeared that the best way to dispatch the dead ones was a hard blow or stab to the head. So, the first order of business was finding a suitable weapon, and that meant leaving the relative safety, for now anyway, of the table he was hidden under.
 
    
 
   *   *   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Eric White hadn’t always been the host of a television show that specialized in tutorials for do-it-yourself refurbishing projects. After a four year stint in the Marines, he spent years in the construction business, learning from the ground up, and he still possessed hard, capable muscles and calloused hands from the years of physical labor. At only five feet ten inches, he wasn’t tall enough to be considered tall, nor was he short enough to be considered short, either. His height was strictly average. But his strong jaw and striking blue eyes, along with his more than adequate physique, made him handsome enough to be successful in his small niche of the television market. His hair was what people referred to as “salt and pepper”: black with silver strands scattered throughout, especially around his temples. He preferred to keep it longer and pulled it back into a ponytail most of the time, thinking that it enhanced the ruggedness of his face and lent credibility to his television persona of an earth-friendly, Mr. Fix It, who recycled junk into beautiful creations.
 
   Exactly how he had gotten from the construction yard to the television studio remained as much a mystery to Eric as anybody else. It seemed as if one day he was building houses and moonlighting by refurbishing old dressers and such for a shabby chic clientele he had developed on the side, and the next he was offered a job doing it in front of the cameras. It was a dream come true, as cliché as that sounded, and it came with more money than he had ever made in his life.
 
   And that is how Eric White found himself smack dab in the middle of the zombie apocalypse at an antique show. Who would’ve ever thought it would all come down to this?
 
    
 
   *   *   *   *   *
 
    
 
   A weapon and an exit strategy, Eric thought. That’s what he needed to get out of here alive. He slipped out the back side of the folding table where he would still be hidden from those things and crawled along the vendor side of the corridor that had been set up with curtains. At each table, he stopped only long enough to glance at the wares for sale to determine if any of them would make a suitable weapon. The first table offered a large variety of milk and carnival glass, most of which had been shattered in the slaughter. Moving on, Eric began to feel dismay as table after table turned out to hold only useless shit, until, finally, at the ninth table, he found a display of old, wooden baseball bats. 
 
   Eric picked up the largest one he could find and rose from his position behind the table. Immediately, a woman, soaked with blood and missing a sizable portion of her neck, reached for him with ruined hands, teeth gnashing in anticipation. Here goes nothing, he thought as he reared back with the bat and swung it at her head with all the strength he could muster. It met with a satisfying “thunk,” which nauseatingly reminded Eric of smashing watermelons with his brother during summers as a boy, and the woman went down in a motionless heap.
 
   Oh, hell yeah! For the first time, Eric felt a glimmer of hope that he may just make it out alive. He lowered himself behind the table again, this time to plan his escape route. In the short amount of time it had taken him to find the bat and take down the female zombie, the arena had cleared out more than he had thought possible. As the living poured out the exits, the dead (or would it be undead?) streamed after them, leaving only a few dozen stragglers. Most of them were locked in battle with people that had managed to find weapons of their own and stand their ground, letting the panicked masses lead the majority of the zombies away like greyhounds chasing a rabbit. Eric stood up and joined the battle to retake the arena.
 
    
 
   *   *   *   *   *
 
    
 
   One hour and forty-two minutes later, every remaining zombie had been killed and removed from the main floor.  The survivors had sealed off the arena with the large, metal roll down doors at each entrance. At the moment, they were hurriedly dismantling all the displays and throwing whatever they could lift, including the zombie remains, up into the seating area, in an attempt to clear the floor so they could maintain an unobstructed view of the surrounding, gore spattered area. Just in case they had missed one or two. The last thing they needed was a straggler popping out from behind one of the curtains that separated the large area into rows and taking them by surprise.
 
   The stuff they couldn’t toss, the men were pushing in front of the smaller doors to fortify them. This, clearing the area and beefing up the security of the doors, had been the idea of Paul Rais, retired full bird Colonel of the US Army, and Eric thought, one smart son of a bitch. He commanded respect and obedience, all while maintaining an air of calm certainty that soothed the survivors of the initial attack. Not that there were too many of them. Eric had counted thirteen all together, including two children. That meant they had eleven fighters, though the fourteen year old boy, Mason, looked like he could be a scraper, if you asked Eric.
 
   After clearing the area, the remaining people gathered in the middle of the arena floor unsure how to proceed. They found themselves simply staring at each other, sizing up their fellow survivors. Were they companions or competition for survival and any supplies they might be able to scavenge? Eric could see these thoughts flitting over the other’s faces as they sat in a circle, heads craning back and forth, so they could observe any potential danger that might present itself, various odd weapons held tightly in their hands.
 
   Eric started to speak and found his voice scratchy and almost nonexistent because he hadn’t used it since the attack began, so he cleared his throat and tried again. “Has anybody heard anything from the outside? A phone call or a news update on your smart phone?” Eric lost his own phone somewhere during his mad scramble behind the vendor tables.
 
   A twenty-something redhead, sitting two people down from him answered, “This thing might as well be a door stop” she said, holding her phone up. She was attractive in a girl next door kind of way. Not chubby, but not rail thin, with full lips and striking, green eyes. Eric thought she was just right, though maybe a bit too young for him. She seemed about half his age. “I can’t get a signal at all and, on second thought, it’s too light to hold open a door.”  She threw the phone across the room in exasperation. “Anybody else having better luck with their phone,” she questioned the group.
 
   Everybody checked their phones, but all experienced similar results. Nobody was able to obtain service. Modern technology appeared to be useless in helping them determine what the hell was happening in the outside world.
 
   “So, exactly how long should we just wait here? I’ve got a family out there. I need to get home and check on them. Make sure they’re okay. I can’t just sit here,” said a young man with dirty blond hair. “I’ve got to go.”
 
   “Nobody is opening those doors,” Rais, the Colonel, said authoritatively. “Not until we can scout the area and determine what’s out there.”
 
   “But what about food?” asked a middle aged woman, clutching an old, weathered garden hoe, its rusty blade covered with blood and something that could be brains. “All the food, the concession stands, the vending machines....they are all on the other side of those doors.”
 
   “We don’t know that for sure. If you had paid attention, you would’ve seen the doors under the stadium seating. Those doors go somewhere. Could be janitorial closets, employee bathrooms, or they could be break rooms.” Rais explained. “We need to split up and explore whatever is behind those doors. Let’s not panic until we know exactly what we are dealing with here. Now, we don’t know for sure that none of those things got into those rooms, so I’m recommending we use the buddy system. Get a partner and make sure that both of you are armed. Report back here in half an hour. That should be plenty of time. Make a list of everything you find that you think might be even remotely useful: food, water, flashlights, batteries, fire accelerants, anything at all. Let’s go. Find your partners and, above all, be safe.”
 
   People started milling around and Eric found himself standing next the attractive redhead.
 
   “Hey, Red! Wanna partner up?” he asked.
 
   “The name is Jessa. Don’t call me Jessica, Jess or Jessie. Ever,” she replied tersely.
 
   “Ooookay. Man, you are really touchy about your name.” Eric teased.
 
   “You would be surprised how often people get it wrong. What the hell am I talking about? We just killed zombies. Fucking real live zombies! Or is it real, dead zombies? Undead? We watched people die, and I’m worrying about you getting my name right. I think I might be going into shock, actually. I don’t feel so well.”
 
   “Oh, shit!” Eric exclaimed he as noticed the color draining from her face. She swayed before him, obviously dizzy. “Um, sorry. Sit down and put your head between your knees.” He led her to the front row of seats and sat her down in one that wasn’t cluttered with stuff from the earlier purge.
 
   Jessa put her head down and took deep, controlled breaths. While she concentrated on not passing out, Eric rummaged through some of the junk they had tossed up into the seats. A few minutes later, Jessa was sitting upright and some of the color had returned to her face.
 
   “Holy shit!” Eric whispered loud enough for her to hear.
 
   “You really like that word, don’t you?” she inquired, rubbing her forehead.
 
   “Well, in all fairness, you did say “fuck” earlier. And it’s a good word. Useful in all sorts of situations.” Eric responded.
 
   “Like, say, a zombie apocalypse?”
 
   “Absolutely,” he answered with a lopsided grin.
 
   “But, in all fairness, I said ‘“fucking”, not “fuck”. And I think fuck is way more appropriate in all situations than shit. Tom-a-to, tom-ah-to. To each is own. Anyway, I never got to finish my introduction and this is important, or it used to be before the fucking zombies, so pay attention. My full name is Jessa James and if you laugh, or even think about making a Jessie James joke, I will clothesline you so hard you won’t eat for a month. My parents were obviously on crack. Now that that is out of the way, what’s your name? I like your ponytail, by the way,” Jessa finished and smiled brightly.
 
   Eric raised his hand to his short ponytail. He forgot he had pulled it back into a rubber band earlier in the day, while he was inspecting an old butter churn. “Eric White. Pleased to meet you, Jess. Um, under the totally fucked up circumstances and all.” He was messing with something he held in his hands.
 
   “I said it’s Jessa,” she said between clenched teeth. “Not Jess. Whatcha got there? It looks like a cross between a toy gun and a bow.”
 
   “You’re not too far off. It’s a hand crossbow. This one is old and it really needs some working over before it will ever be functional, but I think I might be able to fix it. I wonder if there are any bolts for it around here, too.” Eric started groping through more junk.
 
   “Later, Eric. Let’s get started on what we are supposed to be doing. Food? Water? Weapons? Any of this sound familiar,” she asked.
 
   “Oh, yeah,” Eric replied absently. “I tend to get sidetracked sometimes. Sorry. But, technically, this is a weapon.  Or it could be if I could find some damned bolts for it.”
 
   “That’s a big ‘if’ considering this mess. Sorry about what happened back there. I don’t usually lose my shit like that.”
 
   “Hey, if you are ever going to lose your shit, today would be a good day to do it. Glad you’re feeling better, though. Let’s go see what we can find.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Eric and Jessa moved to the furthest walkway in the arena. Sure enough, there was a door on each side of the tunnel. Eric grabbed the doorknob on the left, but it refused to budge. Locked. He examined the door and its frame while Jessa tried the right door. It, of course, opened right up.
 
   “I’m in,” she said.
 
   “Good. Because this is all metal over here. I don’t know if I can kick it in or not. Maybe if I had something that would give me some leverage, like a crowbar, I could force it.”
 
   They walked inside the room. Jessa flicked on the lights and groaned in disappointment. It was a decent sized room, loaded with....bathroom supplies. Toilet paper, paper towels, gallon jugs of liquid soap and cleaning products lined the shelves along the walls of the room.
 
   “Wonderful. If those things come back, we can wipe their asses to death,” Eric quipped.
 
   Jessa, taken by surprise, barked out a quick laugh before she slammed her hand over her mouth to stifle it, a look of horror filling her eyes. “Oh, my God. I shouldn’t be laughing at a time like this. People just died out there. I still don’t know what happened to my friend Paula, if she got out or was killed and dragged out by those things.” Tears started to fill her green eyes.
 
   Eric put a hand on each of Jessa’s arms and rubbed them comfortingly. “It’s okay, Jessie. People laugh at inappropriate times a lot. Some bullshit about reaffirming life or something. I can’t remember the specifics, but I read that somewhere. Or maybe I saw it on the Discovery Channel?” He pulled Jessa into his arms for a supportive hug and was surprised by the primal need the feeling her body pressed into his caused within him. 
 
   Jessa pulled away, wiped her eyes and began to search the room. “Yeah, I’ve heard that. Same with sex. People have sex all the time after funerals and stuff to remind themselves they are still alive,” Jessa said absently, walking along the shelves looking for anything that could be useful.
 
   “Is that right?” Eric asked, looking her up and down, grinning wickedly. “Sex?”
 
   Jessa, realizing that she was talking about sex with a strange man, blushed bright pink. 
 
   “Oh, shut up! You know what I mean.”
 
   “Yeah,” Eric questioned, bumping up against her with his shoulder.
 
   “Yeah,” she responded toughly, bumping him back. “And quit calling me Jessie,” she added, good-naturedly this time. 
 
   Then they heard the gunshot.
 
    
 
   *   *   *   *   *
 
    
 
   “Oh, my God! That crazy fucking bastard shot Clarence. Shot him right between the eyes like he was some kid of animal. I’m going to rip out your insides and shove them back up your ass! Do you understand me? I will kill you!”
 
   When Jessa and Eric finally arrived at the scene of the uproar, some people were screaming, some were weeping quietly, but most were just milling around as if having found themselves suddenly dropped onto an alien planet. A well-dressed, African American man was sitting on the floor, cradling another man in his arms gently.  He rocked back and forth in his grief. The man he was holding had a perfect hole in his forehead like a third eye.
 
   The Colonel, as Eric had come to think of Rais, was standing by with a pistol held loosely in his hand.
 
   Eric turned to the nearest person, an attractive, short haired, blonde woman who appeared to be the mother of the group’s only two children, and whispered, “What the hell happened here?”
 
   She turned her back to the group and whispered back, “That Army guy, he just shot him. They found a room where the vending machine supplies were kept, and supposedly, the dead guy was trying to stash food where the group couldn’t find it. Under the seats and stuff. So, he shot him.”
 
   Tears filled her brown eyes as she spoke and by the time she had finished her explanation, they had overflowed and spilled down her cheeks. Streaks of black mascara traced the tears making her look slightly clownish.
 
   “Fuck!” Eric said to Jessa under his breath. “Now we don’t just have zombies to worry about. There is a lunatic control freak trapped in here with us. God damn it! Could things get any worse?”
 
   The couple headed off across the building trying to put as much space between them and the dead man as they could. The blonde woman followed them, along with her two kids, one the teenage boy that Eric had noticed earlier and the other a girl that seemed to be about ten. The girl was sobbing while her brother tried to comfort her, patting her back and murmuring soothing words in her ear.
 
    
 
   *   *   *   *   *
 
    
 
   After everybody got settled in after the shooting, the survivors who had once been one large group, ended up separated into two different factions: one led by the Colonel and one that, for some reason he could not begin to fathom, had rallied around Eric as their apparent leader elect, a distinction he neither liked, nor wanted.
 
   Rounding out Eric’s group was Jessa, the short-haired blond, Mindy, her two children, and Anthony, who turned out to be the brother of the man that was shot by the Colonel. The final person to join their group was practically a Vin Diesel clone, at least in the physique department. His name was Noble and Eric hoped that he was as much of a bad ass as he looked. Eric thought having the two children in their group put them at a disadvantage, if push came to shove between the two groups.
 
   The Colonel’s group consisted of himself; David of ‘I’ve got to go’ fame; Shannon, a woman who was just slightly on the wrong side of middle-age;  and two teenaged lovebirds, Tilynn, the girlfriend and her boyfriend, Travis. Both were covered in acne, piercings, bad tattoos, and fuck the world attitudes that made Eric want to squish them like grapes. But, they both looked healthy and able-bodied. And, of course, they had youth on their sides. 
 
   Eric sat evaluating the two groups. Sure, he had more people, but two were kids. That Mason kid might be able to come through in a pinch if someone he loved were threatened, but the little girl was definitely a liability. Eric thought the mother would fight to the death to protect her children, so she might be a hellcat in battle. If it came to that. Eric hoped it wouldn’t. Jessa was obviously a fighter and Noble turned out to be ex-special forces, though that was all the information that he would give them. Wouldn’t even tell them what branch of the armed services he had worked for, which made Eric uneasy. He didn’t know whether he should find that comforting or frightening. Rounding out the group was Anthony, but he was so traumatized from seeing his brother murdered before his eyes; he hadn’t spoken or even moved after sitting himself down with their group.
 
   So, the numbers appeared to be on Eric’s side until you considered one, little, but very important fact: the Colonel had a gun. Why did somebody bring a gun to an antique show? On second thought, what was an ex-special forces guy doing at an antique show by himself? Everybody else seemed to have been with someone. Someone they had either lost to the zombies or just lost track of and didn’t know whether they escaped or were killed.
 
   The two groups watched each other over the expanse of the arena, murmuring quietly amongst themselves. Eric surveyed them one last time and finally spoke.
 
   “We need to continue to look for supplies and weapons. Eventually, we are going to have to leave the safety of the arena. We have to prepare ourselves for that.”
 
   “But the room with the vending supplies is on their side of the building. I doubt they are in a sharing mood right now,” Mindy said from the edge of their group where she was still trying to get her daughter, Marissa, to quit crying.
 
   “Then we take it. We have just as much right to it as they do.” This came from Noble, the Special Forces guy. He had a distinct northern accent, maybe Minnesota or North Dakota. Definitely not from Des Moines, Iowa, thought Eric. He filed the factoid away to examine more closely later, if needed. 
 
   “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Just because we are sitting at separate ends of the building doesn’t mean that we are enemies,” stated Eric.
 
   “The hell it doesn’t. He shot my brother! I think we are over here because we think that is wrong. They are over there either because they don’t, or they just want to be on the side with the gun,” Anthony retorted. Tears streamed down his handsome black face. “That definitely puts us at totally different ends of the moral spectrum, I think. And it scares the hell out of me. If it doesn’t scare any of you, you all are naive. Or just plain stupid.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *   *   *
 
    
 
   A conversation was also going on at the opposite side of the building. “Fuck them!” the teenaged Travis exclaimed. “Everybody saw that he was hoarding food. His brother was probably in on it as well. Should have shot him, too. Those blacks...you just can’t trust them. They only care about themselves.” His pimple covered face was almost purple with fury. Tilynn, his purple-haired girlfriend, nodded in agreement so vigorously that she resembled a bobble-head. 
 
   “That’s enough of that kind of talk,” the Colonel said quietly. “I will not tolerate racism over here. The fact that he was stealing has nothing to do with the color of his skin. If you continue with this bigotry, I will not hesitate to open those doors and toss you out on your asses so fast that you’ll be zombie shit before you even know you’re dead. You got that, Travis? You too, girlie,” he finished, glaring at Tilynn.
 
   The Colonel had spoken this threat so calmly Travis didn’t doubt for a second that he meant every word. The hair stood up on the back of his neck. He walked over to Tilynn, grabbed her arm and walked her slightly away from the group, wanting to put a little distance between them and the man he just figured out might be insane.
 
   “Listen up, people,” the Colonel addressed the group. “This is how this is going to go. We have the food and water; at least, we have it located on our side of the building at this time. I intend to keep it here. Therefore, we will need at least one guard on that room at all times. I will take the first watch. Keeping that food is our number one priority. Secondly, better weapons. Maybe they keep some of the grounds maintenance items in one of these storage rooms. That could provide us with pruning shears, shovels, weed eaters, maybe even a chain saw, if we’re lucky. All things that could be useful if the security of this arena is compromised. And finally, we don’t know what the hell is going on the other side of those doors. We have electricity for now, but if this situation is more widespread than The Arena, and I fully believe that it is, we might not have it for long. Look for generators, gasoline and flashlights. If we lose power, it is going to get very, very dark in here, and you cannot effectively fight what you cannot see.”
 
   “Who exactly are we guarding the food from?” the older woman asked, nervously, as she stood up. “We aren’t going to make them” nodding her head in the general direction of Eric’s group, “go hungry, are we? Because, that just isn’t right. They didn’t do anything to us.”
 
   The Colonel regarded her coolly. “I’m sorry. What is your name?”
 
   “Shannon,” she answered.
 
   “Shannon.” He repeated. “Well, Shannon, do you want to starve to death waiting for help to come and free us from this room? Those people are harboring a traitor. That man was just as guilty as his brother for stealing the food they found by keeping his mouth shut and letting him do it. Now, if somebody has to go without, do you think it should be him....or you?”
 
   “Him. Them,” she answered meekly and sat back down.
 
   “Let me make this clear, people.” The Colonel was pacing in front of them now. “Make no mistake about it. This is a war. A war against two enemies. The people across the floor and the monsters outside the walls. Don’t ever forget it.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Eric and Jessa sat on the floor apart from their group, heads together, talking.
 
   “We should get started looking for things we can use,” Eric told her.
 
   “I know. I kind of don’t want to move from this spot though,” Jessa replied.
 
   “Why, Miss James, are you flirting with me? I must be twice your age,” Eric stated.
 
   “Maybe. What if I was? And you aren’t exactly ancient, Eric,” she said laughing.
 
   “Oh, yeah? Wait until you see me try to get up from this floor. I hope you have an hour or so to spare.”
 
   “What else do we have,” Jessa asked a little wistfully, “except time?” She jumped up easily from the floor and offered Eric her hand. “Come on, old man. I’ll help you up.”
 
   “Thank you, young lady,” he said and slipped his hand into hers.
 
   The impact was electric, immediate and terrifying. Eric had never felt so much from the single touch of a woman’s hand in his own. And judging from the wide-eyed look of shock and longing that was visible on Jessa’s face, the feeling was entirely mutual. Before he could stop himself, Eric leaned down and kissed her lips. To his amazement, Jessa kissed him back. Each seemed reluctant to pull away and end the sweet, lingering kiss, but finally he pulled back and tucked her head under his chin.
 
   “As much as I would like nothing better than to keep kissing you, well and for a good long time at that, I think we should get back,” he said.
 
   “Yeah. You’re right,” Jessa answered. “But just so you know, that is the probably first and last time you will hear me say that.” She was smiling up at him.
 
   As they headed back to the group, Eric tried his hardest to look anywhere other than at the pretty redhead walking next to him, but he was hyperaware of every movement she made and every breath she took. This was the worst time he could think of to be worrying about women, when there were literally zombies at the doors.
 
    
 
   *   *   *   *   *
 
    
 
   The Colonel’s group was spread out, canvassing their side of the arena for things of use, when he slipped into the room filled with vending items under the pretense of taking inventory and preparing rations. Once inside, he closed the door, locked it behind him and began filling a large bag he had found with chips, candy, granola bars, water and Gatorade which he planned to stash up in the stadium seating area. The others wouldn’t need it anyway. 
 
    
 
   *   *   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Eric looked his group over and addressed them, “It doesn’t look like the Colonel’s group wants to play nice. So we need to scavenge what we can from our side. They have a room with food from the machines and the concession stand on that side, so hopefully there is a similar one over on this side, as well, or maybe a break room with vending machines in it. Let’s split up and see what we can find. Look for things that can be used as weapons, too. You never know who, or what, you are going to have to defend yourselves against right now. This is not the same world we woke up to this morning.”
 
   “Mindy, you and your kids stay on the far side of this room. I don’t want those kids anywhere near that psycho or any of his minions. Noble and Anthony, you two take the right side. Start in the middle and make your way back here. Jessa and I will do the same on the left. If you find anything good, don’t shout it out. We want to keep our assets to ourselves for now. We’ll all report our findings when we are done with our search and meet back here. Everybody good with that?”
 
   Eric searched the faces of his group. Each of them nodded their understanding and they all took off in their separate directions. He and Jessa headed up the left to the walkway that split through the seating in the middle of the stadium. They opened the door on the right side of the aisle first, and Jessa laughed when she saw the contents.
 
   “Whoever is in charge of this place must have OCD or something!” she burst out in spurts between her peals of laughter.
 
   “I think you might be right,” Eric agreed.
 
   The room was filled with yet more cleaning supplies and enough hand sanitizer to kill all the bacteria in a small state. Brooms, mops, buckets and such filled the room.
 
   Jessa was bent over from laughter, the tension of the day, finally getting the best of her. Tears ran down her face and she was taking huge gulps of air in between her fits of giggles. She reached out and grabbed Eric’s arm to steady herself and it happened again. Eric’s body stiffened at her touch and he was instantly aroused. Embarrassed, he looked away from her in an attempt to collect himself and get his dirty and completely inappropriate to the situation at hand thoughts in order.
 
   When he turned back to her, she wasn’t laughing any longer, but rather looking at him seriously, her sparkling green eyes now sexy and hungry. Jessa turned to face him and put her hands on his face, searching his eyes with her own. 
 
   “What is happening?” she whispered.
 
   “I don’t know.” Eric’s voice was rough with desire. “We shouldn’t be doing this. You’re probably twenty years....”
 
   “Shut up, Eric. Age doesn’t matter anymore. This is a different world, remember?”
 
   “Yes, it is,” he responded as he bent to cover her mouth with his own.
 
   He kicked the door shut behind him and locked it without breaking the kiss.
 
    
 
   *   *   *   *   *
 
    
 
   The Colonel sat and watched both groups, swarming over the arena like ants on a hill, a humorless smile playing over his lips, as he realized they had no idea how pointless their actions were. Really though, it was a fitting analogy. They were no more important to him than ants. And when the time came, another 12 minutes according to his watch, he would throw open the doors and let natural selection do its thing. 
 
   He stood up, walked to each metal, garage style door that shut off the arena from the outer building and began to disengage the locks from each one. He wondered if Jackson, in the other group, was doing the same on that side, as he was supposed to be.
 
    
 
   *   *   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Physically spent, Jessa and Eric lay in each other arms in the supply room. They had prepared a bed by emptying at least fifty packages of brown paper towels and piling the contents in the middle of the floor. Jessa called it their nest, but now she had brown paper towels stuck to her ass. She laughed and rolled over and put her chin on Eric’s chest so they could talk face to face.
 
   “I’m having second thoughts about the paper towels,” she said.
 
   “Gotta use what you got, Jess” Eric replied.
 
   “Speaking of,” Jessa said, “we should probably search more than one room.” She sighed. “This one is a total loss.”
 
   “Not necessarily.” Eric got up and quickly pulled on his jeans. “See this hand sanitizer? It’s about 90% alcohol. Now, I’m not sure if you can burn a zombie to death, but, if you can, we have a ton of fuel here. And these brooms and mops.” He picked up a mop and broke it in half over his knee. “Now I have a spear. Straight through the eye and you have yourself one dead zombie. There are probably a dozen...”
 
   He broke off as he heard yelling from outside the room.
 
   “Get dressed!” he said and he continued to quickly break the mops and brooms.
 
    
 
   *   *   *   *   *
 
    
 
   When they finally dressed and got to their group with the new weapons, it was in chaos. Noble had Anthony in a headlock and Anthony’s eyes were bulging as he struggled to catch a breath. 
 
   “You son of a bitch!” Noble shouted, his face turning red and muscles bulging from exertion. “Tell me what you were doing and why, or I swear to God I’m going to break your neck.”
 
   The rest of the group circled the pair, eyes wide as they pleaded with Noble to release the smaller man.
 
   “What the hell is going on here? Noble, can you let go of Anthony for a little bit. Just until we figure out what is going on. And then you can go back to killing him, if you want,” Eric told the larger man in an attempt to placate him.
 
   Noble shoved Anthony away from him suddenly and the man fell in a heap, choking and gulping air like a fish out of water. 
 
   “I’ll tell you what is going on,” Noble answered. “I caught this asshole unlocking the doors. The big, metal doors that are keeping the monsters out! Looked like the Colonel over there was doing the same thing on that side. I don’t know exactly what is going on here, but something is seriously fucked up.”
 
   Eric looked at Anthony suspiciously. It didn’t make any sense. The Colonel had killed his brother, so why would they be in cahoots with each other. Unless....
 
   He marched over to the dead body, which they had left along the side of floor in the middle of the arena. Eric flipped the man over and removed his wallet from his back pocket. His driver’s license identified him as Walter Williams. Clarence, my ASS, Eric thought as he ran back to the group and grabbed Anthony by the collar.
 
   “Who are you?” Eric was so angry, spit flew from his lips. “Because that man over there sure the hell isn’t your brother. I’m almost certain, if he was your brother, you would know his name. And it isn’t Clarence. You were very convincing though. Maybe you should have considered a career in acting.”
 
    Anthony stared at him stoically and, in a fit of rage, Eric hauled back his right fist and slammed it into the man’s nose. It gave under his hand with a sickening crunch and blood spurted from Anthony’s nose, which was clearly broken. He fell to the floor with a loud thud.
 
   “Who are you?” Eric shouted down at him. “What do you want? Why are you here?”
 
   Anthony appeared dazed, but he still wasn’t talking. Noble walked over and grabbed the bleeding man and dragged him to his feet. Reaching into Anthony’s back pocket, Noble pulled out his wallet and tossed it to Eric. When he opened it, the blood drained from his face.
 
   “What?” Jessa implored. “What is it? Eric?”
 
   Eric looked up from the wallet and tossed it on the floor, face up. “He’s ex-military, too. Army. And his name isn’t Anthony. It’s Jackson.”
 
   “He probably is working with the Colonel then. My guess is they planned the whole ‘killing his brother’ incident to split the group into two factions and ensure that they had a mole in our group. People are easier to deal with if they are fighting amongst themselves than if they are working as a whole. Divide and conquer and all that. What I don’t know is why. But I’ve got a way of making people tell me stuff they would rather not. I’m pretty sure it won’t take me long to find out.” Noble smiled eerily.
 
   “Fuck! No. That’s not necessary. I’ll talk. I’ll tell you everything you need to know,” Jackson was becoming very talkative, indeed. “But we have to secure the doors again. We have to hurry. Before...”
 
   “Before what?” Eric demanded.
 
   “Before he lets the zombies in again,” Jackson stated.
 
    
 
   *   *   *   *   *
 
    
 
   No sooner had Jackson uttered those words than all the doors rolled up one by one. Zombie after zombie shuffled in slowly, moving blindly through the arena searching for prey. Their groans echoed though the vast space, joining to form a cacophony of sound that was almost deafening.
 
   Drawn by the noise, the people from the Colonel’s group came out of the various rooms they were searching only to be promptly taken down by the dead that now surrounded them. All the zombies turned toward the screams and starting walking toward them.
 
   Eric’s group stood still as statues, trying not to draw attention to them. When they were clear of the slow moving zombies, Eric grabbed Jessa’s hand and whispered, “Run!”
 
   The group moved as one, running towards the nearest open door on the northeast side of the arena. As they cleared the door, they discovered the outer area was full of zombies as well. One grabbed Marissa, the little girl, and started to chew on her left arm. Mindy, threw herself onto the screaming girl in an attempt to protect her, while Eric and Jessa pounded and kicked at the dead woman feeding on Marissa. Noble grabbed the woman from behind, threw her on the ground and stomped on the zombie’s head until it stopped moving.
 
   Jessa turned to Eric, “The spears. The ones you made from the handles. They’re still in the arena. Our only hope of getting out of here is to get them.”
 
   “Leave them! Just run!” Eric commanded and grabbed her hand.
 
   They turned to the others to tell them to run, but it was too late. Mindy, Noble and Mason had been outnumbered and overtaken. Jessa screamed, fear filling her eyes.
 
   She ripped her hand from Eric’s and ran back into the arena. Eric followed her and they reached the small pile of broken broom and mop handles at the same time. They gathered them up as quickly as they could and took of running toward the exit. As they rounded the corner, every zombie in the outer corridor stopped and turned toward them, sniffing the air, catching the scent of living flesh.
 
   Jessa and Eric started fighting. Eric took the first one down, using the jagged edge of a handle to stab the zombie through the eye. Jessa lacked his finesse, but managed to dispatch the second by piercing it’s skull with a mop handle. Their level of decay made the skulls much easier to penetrate than they had anticipated, making the job much easier.
 
   The fighting continued for what felt like hours, but finally, Eric discovered there were no more zombies between them and the main entrance to the building. They bolted for the doors and pushed them open, squinting in the bright sunlight. Instead of the bustling capitol they expected to see, they found a desolate cityscape. And none other than the Colonel himself, gun drawn, smiling smugly. 
 
    
 
   *   *   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Eric wanted to beat that grin off his face more than he had ever wanted anything in his life. But he couldn’t figure out how to get around the gun pointed squarely at his chest. The Colonel stood just out of his reach, mocking him, laughing at his impotence.
 
   “Why?” Eric asked simply.
 
   “Because we could, I suppose,” the Colonel answered. He chuckled, “No, not really. I mean we could, and we did. But we did have a specific purpose in mind. If we, and by we I mean Jackson and I, sacrificed the rest of you, perhaps it would ensure our own escape. You all were to be our diversion so we could slip out, unnoticed.  And it worked.  At least, for me.  I guess things didn’t end up so well for Jackson.”
 
   “As an added bonus, I figured it would give me a chance to study their behavior as well. How do they hunt? Choose their prey? Some of them are in such an advanced state of decomposition that they no longer even have eyes. So how do they track the living? Sense of smell? Can they hear the heart beating? Feel it?”
 
   “Frankly, I’m surprised that you two survived at all. I didn’t expect there to be any survivors. There can’t be any, in fact. I do have a reputation to protect, even during a zombie attack. I really am sorry.”
 
   Before he could pull the trigger, Jessa who had been forgotten in the stand off between the two men, moved in, as quickly as a cat, from the side. She grabbed his gun arm and bit him. The Colonel was so surprised that he didn’t even bother to fight back.
 
   When she released him, he jerked back, lost his balance and fell back on his ass, his face frozen in a mask of disgust. The gun clattered to the ground and Eric quickly bent to retrieve it.  He pointed it at the older man’s head. He turned to Jessa and looked at her quizzically. She shook her head and pulled her leather jacket to the side, exposing a bite mark between her neck and right shoulder. 
 
   A sad smile played over her lips. “One of those bastards got me right before we made our final break. I can feel something...wrong...happening to me. Inside me. I’ve got it. Whatever it is. But now he’s got it, too.” She nodded her head in the direction of the Colonel, who was desperately trying to clean the wound she had inflicted on him with the sleeve of his shirt.
 
   “Hey, Colonel!” Eric said to get the other man’s attention.
 
   “What?” the Colonel demanded.
 
   “There’s a shit ton of hand sanitizer and antibacterial soap in one of those storerooms in there. That might help. Of course, there’s a shit ton of zombies in there, too. Thanks to you.”
 
   Eric put his arm around Jessa. They turned their back on the Colonel and walked away.
 
    
 
   *   *   *   *   *
 
    
 
   As they circled the building, they saw that the streets of the city lay empty except for an occasional zombie limping along the streets. Other than that, Des Moines was a ghost town either left to the dead by the living or taken from the living by the dead. They couldn’t tell which. 
 
   Jessa stopped Eric before they made their way all around the building. “I’m almost out of time,” she said to him, her hands clasping his.
 
   “I...I can’t. I can’t do it, Jessa.”
 
   “Hey, you finally called me Jessa,” she answered. “It must be serious.”
 
   “Stop joking around,” Eric pleaded. The lump in his throat was so large he felt he would choke on it. But, he wouldn’t let his tears, his feelings, his sense of loss, make this harder on Jessa than it already was. He knew, of course, what he had to do, but still, he wanted to put off the inevitable.
 
   Eric pulled her close. Her hair fell around her face to her shoulders and he buried his face there, desperately trying to memorize her scent, knowing this would have to last a lifetime. He kissed her neck, her chin, her ear, her lips, etching the feel of them under his lips into his mind forever. Finally, he pulled away and looked at her.
 
   “I don’t want to be the one to do this,” he stated.
 
   “I know. But I don’t think I can do it myself. I’m sorry.”
 
   Jessa’s lips were blue against her too pale skin. Whatever it was that was raging inside of her, killing her, was spreading quicker than either of them could have imagined. “It’s time,” she said and she took off her leather jacket and handed it to him.
 
   “Uh, we’re not exactly the same size, you know,” Eric quipped trying, and failing, to lighten the mood.
 
   “Well, I’m not going to need it where I’m going,” she retorted. “Give it to somebody who can use it or just keep it to remember me by. It was too expensive for me to rot in. Find a car and head south were it’s warm. Go to the ocean. See if you can get ahead of them and stay ahead of them. See if you can survive. For both of us.”
 
   Jessa turned and headed for a grassy area along the sidewalk. “I figure I’ll lie down on my back and close my eyes. Then you ca...” a shot rang out and Jessa fell to the ground, a hole now visible in the back of her head. 
 
   “I will survive,” Eric spoke softly. “For you.”
 
   He turned, picked up her jacket from the cement where he had dropped it as he had fired the gun, and walked away without a backward glance, preferring the Jessa of his memory to the lifeless one now crumpled on the ground.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Author Notes
 
    
 
    
 
   Obviously, this origins tale of Tosha Shorb (featured prominently in Dying Days 2) begins at about the same time as Darlene Bobich: Zombie Killer does, right before the zombie apocalypse begins. 
 
    
 
   A strange thing happened when I wrote Dying Days 2 and decided to shake it up and add half a dozen new characters to the mix. Out of all of them (and there were some characters, notably Steve 'The Breeze' Brack and David Monsour) Tosha stood out. Readers responded and wanted to know more about her. Thus, this book was created with her in mind. 
 
    
 
   Some readers have said she is like the antithesis of Darlene Bobich, darker and with more of an agenda. I tend to agree. 
 
   And yes… she will return in Dying Days 4, since readers are asking about her. I hope this story holds you over until 2014 when I get Dying Days 4 out. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Readers will also recognize Randy Jackson in the bonus story as the main character (I can't really say hero with a straight face) from Highway To Hell, which really kicked off the Dying Days series. Just a glimpse into what he's up to now. Poor Randy. But I think we'll see more from him in the near future, too. 
 
    
 
    
 
   The last story is another origin piece, this time about Eric White, who is featured in the Dying Days series. I always liked his character but there was never enough about his back-story. Lisa McKinney, author and huge fan of these stories, suggested I write his origins. I knew I wouldn't have time but did the next best thing: I asked her to do it. 
 
    
 
   At first she balked. She was a bit hesitant to play in my world, but once the ideas started flowing she was hooked. I'm hoping to team up with her again in the future since she is well-versed in the Dying Days settings. And I still won't tell her how the zombie apocalypse began, which is killing her. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Will there be a Dying Days: Origins 2? You bet your sweet fanny pack. Look for the back-story of David Monsour, which you can actually find the beginning of in Still Dying: Select Scenes From Dying Days. The full tale will take you on quite a journey. And a few more surprises, I'm sure. 
 
    
 
   Thanks again for taking the time to read my creation, and as long as you keep reading them I will keep writing them!
 
    
 
   Armand Rosamilia
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Armand Rosamilia is a New Jersey boy currently living in sunny Florida, where he writes when he's not watching the Boston Red Sox and listening to Heavy Metal music... and because of him they won the 2013 World Series, so he's pretty good at watching!
 
   He's written over 100 stories that are currently available, including a few different series:
 
   "Dying Days" extreme zombie series
"Keyport Cthulhu" horror series
"Flagler Beach Fiction Series" contemporary fiction
"Metal Queens" non-fiction music series
 
   he also loves to talk in third person... because he's really that cool.
 
   You can find him at http://armandrosamilia.com for not only his latest releases but interviews and guest posts with other authors he likes!
 
   and e-mail him to talk about zombies, baseball and Metal:
 
   armandrosamilia@gmail.com
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