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CHAPTER ONE
Day Zero +1, 4:00am EST
“Yo, Kyle, you gotta get up, man,” Captain Terrell Graham demanded as he entered Captain Frank Kyle’s room in the Fort Bragg bunk house.  His muscular, dark-skinned frame blotting out the hallway light like a solar eclipse.
Frank slitted an eye enough to look at his watch and then groaned, flopping back into his bed. “Dude, how in the hell are you still functioning? We literally just landed four hours ago.”
His bald friend shrugged. “Better question is how the hell have you still not learned you’re allowed to sleep on planes?” he teased.
The horizontal dark-haired man threw an arm over his eyes. “Not everyone can be narcoleptic like you. I swear you could fall asleep during a death march.”
“Come on Kyle,” Terrell smacked his friend’s feet, hard. “Sarge is waiting for us.”
Frank groaned and dragged himself up, sitting on the edge of the bed and screwing his fists into his eyes. “I swear to god this had better be some end of the world shit.”
“There’s that robust optimism we know and love,” the taller man declared with a grin and clapped his friend on the back as they left the room.
Master Sergeant Charles Long was short and stout, but solid. He was known around the upper circles as fierce, strutting around with his crew cut and square shoulders. As the two Captains approached him that morning, however, he was not wearing his usual hard gaze.
“Hey Sarge,” Terrell greeted, brow furrowing at the docile expression on his superior’s face. “You alright, man? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
“Graham, Kyle, I know it’s early as hell, but you got a call,” Long replied.
The bald man rolled his eyes. “The perils of being popular.”
“So who did we impress this time?” Frank crossed his arms.
“General Adams,” the Sergeant said.
The Captains’ eyes nearly bugged out of their heads.
“General Adams?” Frank gushed. “As in head of the Joint Chiefs General Adams?”
Long nodded. “Yeah, that General Adams. So you may want to tuck your shirt in there, Kyle.”
The younger man hastily tucked in his shirt, and ran his hand through his bedhead to attempt to smooth it down.
“What’s he want with us?” Terrell demanded. “You’re our C.O.”
Long shook his head. “Not anymore. I was just relieved of duty.”
“What?!” the bald man scoffed. “Why in the hell would he do that? You’re the finest warrior in this entire damn outfit!”
The Sergeant put his hands up. “I’ll let the General explain.”
“We’re gonna fight for you, Sarge,” his subordinate promised.
Long smiled sadly. “Terrell, it’s okay.” He clapped the stunned man on the back. “You guys better get in there. Time is a bit of a factor. I’ll be out here when you’re done.”
Terrell nodded. “Alright, Sarge.”
The two Captains entered the com room, and took a seat in front of the monitor, where there was a young female soldier on the screen.
“Captain Graham and Captain Kyle?” she asked.
Frank nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Please hold for the General,” she replied, and then the screen went blue, proudly displaying the defense logo.
“What the hell is going on?” Terrell threw his hands up. “Why would they let Sarge go like that?”
Frank shook his head. “No clue. Although I’m starting to think I jinxed us with my end of the world quip.”
“Wouldn’t be the first time you’ve done that,” his bald friend replied.
The dark haired man rolled his eyes. “Man, how many times are you gonna make me apologize for that? How was I supposed to know that stripper was an assassin?”
“I tell you what,” Terrell said and pointed to his shoulder, “you can stop apologizing when my scar heals.”
The screen flickered and the broad-shouldered General Adams stood behind a much leaner and older man with graying hair.
“Captains, thank you for the rapid response,” the General greeted, and the two younger soldiers stood and saluted him. “Please be seated.”
“What can we do for you, General?” Frank asked.
“Gentlemen, let me introduce John Teeter.” Adams put a hand on the seated man’s shoulder. “He’s a former analyst for us and he’s been brought back into the fold to help us deal with the current crisis. He’s going to be relaying a lot of the information since it’s his plan you are going to be implementing.”
The older man in front gave a little wave. “Captains, it’s a pleasure to meet you both.”
“Likewise, sir,” Terrell replied.
“So I’ll get right into it,” John began. “A few hours ago, we confirmed that there was a successful bioterrorism attack that took place in Austin, Texas this past Saturday. The virus that was released is airborne and is spreading rapidly throughout the country, infecting anyone with A-type blood. Shortly after exposure, the victim presents with flu-like symptoms, and within seventy-two hours will succumb to it.”
Frank leaned forward. “So we’re looking at a mass casualty event?”
“That’s an understatement, Captain,” John replied. “Once the victim passes on, they reanimate within a matter of minutes and attack anyone within reach.”
There was a moment of stunned silence.
“Sir,” Terrell said slowly, and seemed to chew over his words before speaking. “I don’t know if we have a bad connection or not, but I swear you just told us that there is a zombie virus spreading throughout the nation.”
Teeter nodded. “While we don’t have an official designation yet, zombie outbreak is an apt description of our current situation.”
“Please tell me they are at least the Romero shamblers,” Frank piped up.
Adams leaned over to the keyboard. “If this viral video is any indication, they are anything but.” He hit a few keys and a video feed popped up in the corner of the screen. It showed a cafeteria with a couple dozen students eating lunch, minding their own business.
The doors burst open and a couple of zombies rushed inside, tackling screaming students to the ground and tearing at their flesh with their teeth and nails. A security guard opened fire to try to hit some of the attackers, but they wouldn’t fall, and quickly overwhelmed him. A heavily armed SWAT officer darted into frame and took down a few of the creatures with well-aimed headshots.
“This was uploaded yesterday to social media,” Adams said. “It was captured at the University of Texas campus which is ground zero for the attack. As you can tell, nothing good is going on. These things are fast, vicious and durable.”
“Those center mass hits from the security guard didn’t even slow them down.” Frank gaped.
“Yeah, but rewind real quick,” Terrell said, and the General did so. “Little more, little more,” the bald man instructed. “There! That SWAT guy, watch his shots.”
They paid close attention as the zombies hit in the head didn’t get back up.
Frank pursed his lips. “Looks like headshots are the way to go.”
“Headshots on a sprinting target,” Terrell said, “nothing like a challenge, huh?”
“Sir, if you don’t mind me asking,” the dark haired Captain said, “how is this not national news yet? We landed just after midnight and there was nothing.”
“In what may be the only break we’ve gotten today, the video went viral but was misidentified as leaks from a new Hollywood blockbuster,” Adams explained. “Of course that story isn’t going to last too much longer.”
Terrell nodded. “So how much time we go before this goes national?”
“We are anticipating isolated cases in major cities throughout the night,” John piped up. “Our assumption is that infected people boarded flights on Saturday, which did a damn good job of spreading it around. Here on the east coast, most of the flights would have landed later in the evening, which limited their ability to infect many people. Of course, with church and football on Sunday those numbers grew exponentially.”
“It’s four-thirty now, so realistically we have, what?” Frank asked. “Four, maybe five hours before the major cities become a war zone?”
“That’s our most optimistic assessment as well,” Adams agreed. “Although to be perfectly honest, we have no idea what the situation on the ground will be when you land.”
John swallowed hard. “I’m not familiar with what the Charlotte nightlife is like, but all it would take is a single person from that flight to go have a beer downtown to trigger a horde that is now roaming the streets.”
“So you’re sending us to Charlotte?” Frank raised an eyebrow. “Ain’t that a bit risky given the population there?”
“You’re absolutely correct, Captain Kyle,” Adams said. “But fate kind of forced our hand here.”
“We’re game General,” Terrell declared. “What’s the plan?”
“I’m assuming you boys have been in enough conflicts to know that the success of your mission hinges not only on your ability, but also the quality of the brainpower behind you,” John said. “I mean, not just having intelligent people crafting your intel, but the people who designed your guns, body armor, and so forth. You get a weak link in that chain and it’s bad news.”
Frank nodded. “Truer words have never been spoken.”
“This is a different type of war that nobody has ever planned for,” Teeter continued. “Our primary goal over the next forty-eight hours is to secure the brainpower that will be required to emerge victorious in this conflict. Which is why you are headed to Charlotte.
“The National Engineering conference is in Charlotte this year, which plays host to some of the brightest minds in a number of engineering disciplines. Literally everything from computers to electrical to biomedical. If there’s an engineering field, one of the top minds is going to be there.”
“Losing them would be a major setback to our war effort,” Adams added.
Frank nodded. “How many people are we extracting?”
“Not only that, but where exactly are we extracting them to?” Terrell cut in. “If we’re coming up against a full blown zombie outbreak, do we even have a fortified base strong enough to hold up?”
“Well gentlemen, hope you like pro football, because their stadium is going to be your new home,” John replied, and the Captains shared a very concerned look. “You know this is a video conference, right? I can see your disapproving stares.”
“Sorry, sir,” the two soldiers replied in unison.
“Don’t be,” Teeter said, waving them off. “If I were in your shoes, I would have done the same damn thing. But allow me to alleviate your concerns. See, after nine-eleven, pretty much every building that had a capacity of more than twelve people got significant upgrades to their security. The barricades are state of the art and have the same standards as our embassies do. Nothing is getting through them. Plus, there is plenty of open space so that you can set up greenhouses.”
“Greenhouses?” Terrell gaped. “How long are we going to be there?”
“Gentlemen, I’m sorry, but I don’t have an answer for you.” John shook his head. “Could be three weeks, three months, or even three years. Right now our only goal is to preserve the manpower and brainpower we’re going to need to win this war. And in doing so, we are preparing for the worst case scenario, hence the greenhouses.”
Adams leaned forward. “Captains, within the next hour, the order is going to be given for all non-infected troops nationwide to be evacuated. Your base is currently being notified of their new mission orders. Those close to ports are going to be moved out to sea, and those inland are being moved to sparsely populated heartland. This is a painful, albeit necessary move. If we mobilize our troops now, they will be overwhelmed and any chance of surviving this goes out the window.”
Frank took a deep breath. “General, you don’t need to explain it to us. We understand.”
“While you are securing the high value targets,” John said, “a single battalion at Fort Bragg will be procuring the raw materials you will need from the city and airlifting them to the stadium. There will also be a battle company in Charlotte that will be recruiting the necessary civilians to transform your new home into a functioning habitat. Farmers, mechanics, plumbers, et cetera.”
Terrell put up a hand. “Sir, I have a suggestion, if I may.”
“Please proceed, Captain Graham.” Adams nodded.
“Unless I’m mistaken,” the bald man continued, “new recruits came onto base early Sunday morning. When I came here for basic, I had to go through Charlotte. If that’s still the case, then we could be looking at our own major outbreak in the next few hours.”
Adams motioned and a soldier popped in from out of frame. He hissed instructions and the soldier darted off. The General turned back to the screen. “Just to be on the safe side, Captain, I’m alerting the base commander to lock down the infirmary immediately.”
“I appreciate that sir,” Terrell replied, “but that wasn’t my intention for bringing it up. With your permission, I’d like for my team to stay behind for a couple of days to help secure materials for the Charlotte fortress. If all we have is a battalion of five hundred men, most of them are going to have to be devoted to fortifying the base, because its defenses aren’t equipped to handle thousands of potential zombies.”
“Not to mention the influx of locals looking for shelter,” Frank added.
John covered the mic and turned, murmuring and nodding with the General. Finally they turned back to the screen.
“We concur with your assessment, Captain Graham,” Adams agreed. “You have thirty-six hours, then I want you on the way to Charlotte. Coordinate with Lieutenant Colonel Wagner, as he will be running the show on base.”
Terrell nodded. “Understood, sir.”
“Captain Kyle,” John spoke up, “when you and your team arrive at the stadium, I’ll arrange for you to be met by the civilian administrator for the facility. His name is Bill Huff. He’s an old friend of mine that retired to the area and he is very good at what he does. While you will be running the show, Bill will be there to keep the day to day operations running smoothly. Keeping tabs on the residents, making sure there’s enough food so you all don’t starve, so on and so forth.”
Frank nodded. “Understood, sir.”
“Captains,” Adams said, “I had a talk with the Master Sergeant before you came in, and between his endorsement and your exemplary service record, I am giving you a promotion. As of this moment, you both have the rank of Master Sergeant. This should clear a lot of paths for you to do what needs to be done.”
Both men immediately shot to their feet, saluting.
“Thank you, sir,” they barked, in unison.
“No, gentlemen,” Adams replied, jaw tight, “thank you. We have several of these fortresses that are being set up across the country, but they are all in much smaller cities. What I’m asking you and your teams to undertake is on par with a suicide mission, which is why I wanted to give you your mission personally. There’s not much else I can do from here, but at least I can give you my respect and gratitude.”
Terrell nodded. “We’ll complete our mission, sir.”
“Good luck, gentlemen,” Adams said.
“Go get ‘em, boys,” John added, and then the feed ended.
The two newly minted Sergeants turned to each other, letting out deep breaths as they stared in disbelief.
“Figures we’d get a massive promotion at the exact moment money and vacation days stopped being a thing,” Terrell broke the silence.
Frank shrugged. “Yeah, but look at the bright side, at least you get to loot and pillage to your heart’s content.”
“Man, I’ve been accused of stealing my shop owners since I was old enough to walk.” The dark-skinned man rolled his eyes. “Almost hate the thought of proving those assholes right, even if it is necessary.”
“We can switch jobs if you want,” Frank teased.
“And deprive you of the opportunity to rush headlong into a couple hundred thousand zombies?” Terrell scoffed. “Shit man, I couldn’t do that to you. Wouldn’t feel right.”
Frank raised his chin. “Very noble, Graham. Very noble.”
“What can I say?” His friend grinned. “I’m a giver.”
“Alright, let’s get to work,” the shorter man said. “Staging room in ten sound good?” He held out his fist.
Terrell bumped it with his own. “I’ll let the boys know.”




CHAPTER TWO
“Boys, we’ve been to hell and back more times than I can count,” Sergeant Long began, hands clasped behind his back. Two strike teams stood at attention before him, his new Sergeants at ease at his back. “For the most part, we’ve come through the other side intact. That…” He swallowed hard, and took a deep breath. “That just isn’t going to be the case this time around. You’ll get a full pre-mission briefing, but there was a successful bio-terror attack over the weekend. Anybody with A-type blood will be gone within seventy-two hours. Myself included.”
The rigid stance broke, a round of gasps sounding in the small space. The men glanced at each other, eyes wide and worried.
“If you’re in that group, please step forward,” Long instructed, and four of the twelve men did so. “I’m sorry men, but as of this moment, all four of you are officially relieved of duty.”
“Now,” Terrell piped up. “While you are officially relieved of duty, the reality is, we can use your help. Our mission is a daunting one, and the time you have left can still be put to good use.”
Frank stepped forward. “However, we know some of you have family that you may want to attempt to reach. Everyone in this room has done more than their fair share, so you’ve earned the right to make this choice.”
In unison, Martinez, Cole and Owens all stepped up to the front of the line.
“I’m in sir.”
“Same.”
“Let’s get it done.”
“Guys,” one of the young soldiers stammered. “I’m so sorry, but I have to decline. I have a wife and a three year old on base… and I have to get them to safety… I…”
Sergeant Long put his hand on the young soldier’s shoulder. “You don’t owe us any explanation. It’s been an honor serving with you, son.”
“Get your family to Camp Lejeune,” Terrell said. “They are going to be evacuating the military out to sea, and you might have a chance at getting them on one of the ships.”
The young soldier nodded. “Thank you, sir.” He hurried out of the room, one of his teammates clapping him on the back as he went.
“Well, Graham,” Long said, and took a step towards the strike team. “Looks like you’re a man short. Permission to join?”
Terrell nodded, eyes shining with emotion. “Can’t think of a better person to be watching my back.”
“My squad, gear up, and be at the chopper in five,” Frank barked.
Terrell turned to his team. “Boys, secure us a couple of Humvees and meet outside in fifteen. Have to go have a word with the Lieutenant Colonel before we depart. The Sarge here will brief you in detail on the situation.”
There was a round of salutes as the two new Sergeants stepped away from the group.
“So, you got a pen and paper for my shopping list, dear?” Frank asked.
Terrell pointed a finger right at his friend’s nose. “Just for that, you’re getting a Hello Kitty bedroom set.”
“I was always kinda partial to My Little Pony, but beggars can’t be choosers.” The shorter man shrugged.
His bald friend laughed. “I knew you were a closet Brony.”
“Hey, what I do on my downtime is none of your concern,” Frank replied, and they shook hands, pulling in for a half-hug.
“You be safe out there, man,” Terrell murmured. “It’s gonna be a grade-a shitshow in a few hours.”
“I’ll see you in thirty-six hours,” Frank said firmly.
His friend nodded. “Damn straight you will. Can’t let you be running your own little kingdom all by your lonesome.”
They bumped fists one last time, and then parted.
Frank headed straight for the helipad and hopped inside, his team already strapped in and ready to go. He slipped on his headset and buckled up.
“We good to go, Sergeant?” the pilot asked, voice loud and clear through the earpiece.
Frank nodded and shot him a thumbs-up. “Affirmative. What’s our ETA?”
“Should have you on the ground in an hour-fifteen, sir,” the pilot replied.
“Outstanding,” the Sergeant said. “I’m going to be briefing my men on the situation. I don’t know if you have official clearance to listen in or not, but fuck it. If you are going to be going into this shit with us, you have a right to know.”
The pilot nodded as he lifted off into the early morning light. “Thank you sir,” he said. “Hang tight.”




CHAPTER THREE
Terrell walked into a large office full of bustling soldiers. Some were frantically typing on computers, others running around with armloads of books and paperwork. Lieutenant Colonel Wagner stood in the center of all of the madness, phone at his ear.
“Colonel Wagner?” Terrell greeted, and the older man held up a finger.
“That’s right, use anything and everything you can find for transport,” he said into the receiver. “I don’t care if you have to go rent fucking U-Hauls, just get it done.” He hung up the phone, and then turned to the Sergeant. “My apologies. What can I do for you?”
“I’m Sergeant Graham,” Terrell said. “General Adams instructed me to coordinate with you.”
“Ah yeah, my Delta Force team,” Wagner replied. “At least the higher ups haven’t completely abandoned me.”
The bald soldier raised an eyebrow. “Sir?”
“Sorry, just venting.” The older man waved a hand. “They’re only leaving me with five hundred men to fortify this base and also get supplies for whatever the fuck they’re doing in Charlotte. To complicate things, I also have to help coordinate the evacuation of the base. So I’ll be blunt, Sergeant. Do you know what you’re doing?”
Terrell nodded. “I’d like to think I do.”
“Fan-fucking-tastic,” Wagner replied. “LYNCH!” he barked. “Get over here!”
Corporal Lynch, a young man who looked about thirty minutes removed from his senior prom, scurried over. “Yes, sir!”
“Sergeant Graham, meet Corporal Lynch,” Wagner introduced, wiggling his finger back and forth between them. “Corporal, the Sergeant here is going to be lending a hand to your planning.”
Terrell raised an eyebrow. “I am?”
“Hey, you said you know what you’re doing,” the Lieutenant Colonel insisted. “And yeah, I know, he looks like he’d lose a fist fight with a fucking snowman, but his brain works better than most of the computers in this dump. He just lacks your real world expertise.” The phone trilled and he picked it up. “Hold on,” he said into the phone, and then turned to Terrell. “You need anything, you come find me,” he instructed, and then turned his back to take his call.
“Sergeant,” Lynch piped up, “I’m set up in the back room here, if you’d like to join me.”
Terrell shrugged. “Lead the way, young man.” He followed the kid who couldn’t be much more than half his age into a small square room.
There was a large table in the center with a map of the base and the city. Lynch motioned his new friend closer.
“Damn son.” Terrell whistled as he inspected the various pins and drawings all over the maps. “You’ve been busy.”
“If what I’m hearing is accurate,” the young Corporal replied, “there isn’t any time to waste.”
Terrell nodded. “Lay it out for me.”
“Over the next three hours, this base is going to be evacuated, leaving us with roughly five hundred men to accomplish this task,” Lynch said. “We have a trio of transport helos, four ground transports, and a half dozen Humvees. On this city map, I’ve pinned the most likely places we can source vital items. Solar panels, greenhouse building materials, medications, et cetera. Those are in red. The green flags are secondary comfort items. Bedrolls, winter clothing, and so forth.”
Terrell raised an eyebrow. “Might want to add some Charmin to the list. Pretty sure that’s going to be a popular request.”
“Valid point, consider it done,” Lynch agreed, and jotted it down in his notebook. “The blue flags are for food and need to be our top priority. We are loading down the first transport with MRE’s, but it’s not a long term solution and they’re going to need supplements of real food if they are going to remain healthy.”
The Sergeant nodded. “And what about fortifications?”
“That’s what I’m having issues with,” Lynch admitted. “We have manpower but we don’t have the material to make it happen.”
“We’re never going to be able to reinforce everything in time, so this is what we need to do,” Terrell said. “Create an interior perimeter that gives us access to the necessities and the helo landing pad.”
“I like the idea, but how?” the young Corporal asked.
The taller man pointed to the map. “There are a couple of car dealerships up the road. Send two companies up to—ahem—borrow some vehicles. Have two other companies begin planting rebar at an angle to reinforce the cars. That should be a good emergency barricade that allows us to shoot over should the main get get breached.”
“Consider it done, sir,” Lynch replied with a firm nod. “Now, what do you need from me?”
“Send two of the transports out to collect food, and send the other two to the Humvee lot,” Terrell instructed. “I’m hitting the hardware store. They should be open to the contractors now, which gives the potential for resistance.”
The Corporal nodded. “I’ll have them there by the time you get there.”
“You keep this shit up Corporal, and assuming we survive this I’m probably going to end up saluting you.” Terrell smiled.
Lynch nodded solemnly. “Here’s hoping, sir. Good luck.”




CHAPTER FOUR
“Sergeant Kyle, welcome to Charlotte,” a short and moderately overweight man with balding white hair greeted.
Frank held out his hand to shake. “You must be Bill Huff,” he said.
“In the flesh,” Bill replied. “Let’s walk and talk.” He led the group away from the chopper, and deeper into the stadium, which was a hive of activity. There were soldiers everywhere, scrambling around to prepare for the supplies coming in.
“So, how are we looking, Bill?” Frank asked as he surveyed the soldiers building barricades around the outer rim of the stadium.
“We have three companies with about three hundred and fifty men,” the old man replied. “A good number of them are securing the entrances to make them impenetrable, while most of them are scouring the city in search of the rank and file civilians to keep this place running.”
“Looking good,” Frank said. “I’m going to need a transport vehicle, armored assault Humvee, and a local navigator. Could probably use a few grunts as well.”
“I figured as much,” Bill replied. “I have them standing by for you. What else do you need?”
The dark haired Sergeant cocked his head. “Who is the highest ranking officer here?”
“Other than you, sir, that would be Sergeant Lambert,” the old man replied.
Frank nodded. “Have him meet us at the transports, if you would.”
Bill pulled a radio from his belt and clicked the button. “Sergeant Lambert to the transport garage immediately,” he said, and there was a crackling affirmative in response. “He’s on the way. Something else you should know. While you were in transit, John sent in a secondary VIP target. His name is Doctor Mullins, and he specializes in airborne pathogens. He’s currently at one of the hospitals downtown.”
“He’ll be our first stop, then,” Frank said.
Bill furrowed his brow. “He’s a secondary target, Sergeant.”
“If he’s valuable, then we need to get him first,” Frank insisted. “This virus makes people sick before they turn, which means they’re going to be going to the hospital. If we don’t get the doc out now, then we aren’t going to get him. Plus we can pick up some medical supplies and nurses while we’re there. I’m guessing we don’t have an abundance of either of those.”
“That we do not, sir,” Bill agreed. “The navigator knows where to go.”
He led the team into a garage area, housing an armored Humvee outfitted with a 50 cal machine gun. A large transport stood behind it, ready and waiting to be filled with supplies. There was a thin dark haired man standing next to it, and he straightened upon the group’s approach.
“Sergeant, this is Jason, he’ll be your navigator,” Bill said.
Frank nodded. “You know your way around?”
“Spent the last five years as a taxi driver taking drunks, businessmen, and drunk businessmen to everyplace in the city,” Jason replied.
“Good enough for me,” the Sergeant agreed. “Just keep the small talk to a minimum.”
The cab driver nodded. “Not a problem, sir.”
A tall and lanky man with sandy hair strode over. “Sergeant Lambert, reporting.”
“Sergeant, how are we looking on the fortifications?” Frank asked.
“About eighty-five percent complete, sir,” Lambert replied with a salute. “We will be one hundred percent within the hour.”
“Good to hear it,” the dark haired man replied. “Once it’s locked down, nobody gets in or out unless they have a military escort. Is that understood?”
“Yes, sir,” Lambert replied.
Frank nodded. “The party is gonna get started when the sun comes up, so we can expect civilians to get wind of what we’re doing here. They are not to be let in under any circumstances. I prefer you use non-lethal force against them, but protecting this facility is the only thing that matters. If your men are fired upon, you have a green light.”
“Sir, you want us to fire on civilians?” Lambert gasped.
“It’s not my first choice,” Frank admitted, “but we have to protect this place at all costs. We’re in a fight for our survival, and that sometimes requires us to do unpleasant things. If you don’t think you’re up to the task, I’ll promote someone who is.”
The sandy-haired Sergeant puffed out his chest. “I’ll get it done, sir.”
“That’s what I like to hear, soldier!” Frank barked. “Alright, let’s move like we have a purpose.” He hopped into the passenger seat of the Humvee, two of his team scrambling into the back. The other four manned the transport as he leaned out the window. “Bill, we’re gonna grab the doc and then come back here to reload before going after the engineers,” he said. “When that first transport comes in, I’m going to need you to get a care package set up for us. Ammo, explosives, and anything else you can think of that might help us get out of a sticky situation.”
“It will be ready and waiting,” Bill assured him.
“I’m starting to think John may have undersold you.” The Sergeant smirked.
The old man gave a jovial salute. “Wouldn’t be the first time, sir. Good luck.”




CHAPTER FIVE
The sky was still dark as Terrell pulled up to a large hardware store. The parking lot had a smattering of pickup trucks strewn about, contractors loading up for their workdays. Most of them froze and stared at the few dozen military men in full gear bustled into the store.
Terrell approached the service counter. Off to the side was a short slight woman with long brown hair in the hardware store uniform. She had her hand on a customer’s arm as he coughed violently. The customer’s companion pointed at the entourage, and the service woman turned, bringing a delicate hand to her mouth.
“Oh my,” she breathed, eyes wide. “Can… can I help you?”
Terrell smiled his most charming smile, glanced at her name tag, and leaned on the counter. “Why yes you can, Estelle,” he said gently. “See, my friends and I are in need of some supplies, and we would be eternally grateful if you could point us in the right direction.”
“I think I can do that,” she replied, relaxing visibly at his conversational tone. “What are you looking for today?”
“Well, for starters, we need some solar panel kits,” he said.
She nodded. “That would be aisle thirteen,” she said, and he waved his hand at a group of men. They took carts and headed off to aisle thirteen.
“I also need to build some greenhouses,” Terrell continued, pulling the woman’s attention back to his chocolate eyes. “You have anything to help with that?”
“Garden center is on the other side of the store,” she replied. “There’s potting soil and seeds too, should you need that.”
He gave another wave and the rest of the troops took off. “You have been most helpful, Estelle,” he said with another award-winning smile. “Lovely name, by the way.”
She blushed. “Oh, thank you, I-”
The customer that had been coughing gave a loud hack and Estelle turned back to them, brow furrowed.
“Are you alright, sir?” she asked.
The non-coughing customer nodded. “He’ll live. Too much partying this weekend and his old ass can’t keep up.”
“Okay, well if he needs anything-”
“What in the hell is going on here?” A booming voice was followed by a heavyset man with a combover, wandering out from the back office. “Estelle, why are you ignoring our customers for these military boys?”
She flushed. “It seemed important, sir.”
“We’re in no hurry,” the non-coughing customer said as his friend doubled over.
Terrell straightened. “Sir, I’m Sergeant Graham and I-”
“I don’t give a good goddamn who you are,” the heavyset man barked. “Why are you in my store?”
The Sergeant took a deep breath. “As I was saying,” he continued, “we have an emergency situation that requires us to appropriate some goods from your store.”
“Now wait a goddamn minute,” the man snapped, and narrowed his eyes. “Estelle, call the police right now.”
She blanched. “But, Mr. Francis-”
“I said now, you worthless little bitch,” her boss snarled.
Terrell glared at him. “You should really watch your tone.”
“And you,” Mr. Francis growled, taking a step towards the Sergeant, “do you really think I’m gonna let some nig-”
Terrell lashed out, cutting him off with a hand to the bastard’s windpipe. Mr. Francis gasped for air, dropping to one knee, and the Sergeant leaned down, lips ghosting his ear.
“I know you are in a bit of pain right now.” His voice was quiet, but the undertones of menace were not lost on the fat hardware store manager. “But believe me, I just did you a favor. I’ve had to deal with racist pricks like you my entire life, but I always bit my tongue. Because I knew if I ever spoke up or, god forbid, raised a hand and smacked down one of you doughy assholes, I never would have made it out of my shithole of a home town.
“But now, things have changed. In a matter of hours, the world as you know it is going to come crashing down around you, which means I don’t have to put up with your racist bullshit anymore. So if I hadn’t rudely interrupted your little speech there, and you said what we all know you were about to say, you would no longer be conscious.” He stood up. “You’re welcome.”
The coughing man fell to the floor, and his friend attempted to catch him, failing miserably. There was a crack as the fallen man’s head smacked off of the concrete.
Estelle gasped. “Oh my god!”
Terrell walked around the counter to survey the damage. “Estelle, babe, I want you to get on the other side of the counter by your boss, there,” he instructed, and drew his sidearm. “Sir, you need to back away from your friend right now.”
“Please, get help,” the downed man’s friend begged.
“I will, but first you need to-”
The body of the downed customer reanimated and immediately latched up onto his friend’s throat. The surprised man jerked backwards, and a massive chunk of his flesh tore free, spraying blood all over the floor. He collapsed backwards, body twitching as he bled out.
The zombie customer struggled to get to its feet, but Terrell put a bullet in its head, striding over to make sure it had the intended result.
“Sarge, you okay?” Corporal Coleman rushed from behind one of the shelves, rifle drawn.
The Sergeant nodded. “I’m good. Just had first contact.”
“Christ, it’s starting already,” Coleman breathed, face pale as he surveyed the scene.
“Alert the others,” Terrell instructed. “Our timetable just moved up.”
The Corporal nodded and ran off while his superior leaned over the zombie victim, whose breath slowed to a stop.
“What are you doing?” Estelle asked, voice shaking. “What is going on?”
“Estelle, hon,” Terrell looked at her, gaze softening. “I need you to calm down. I want you to go and get your things, get in your car and get as far away from the city as you can, okay?”
She gaped. “Yes, I… yes.” She ran off as her boss pulled himself up, still wheezing.
“As far as your racist ass goes, I suggest you go home, pack up your cousin-wife, and get out of town, too,” Terrell said, and put his foot against the corpse’s chest, leaning his full weight on it. He wasn’t sure if it would reanimate just from being bitten, but he didn’t want to take any chances. It did, but wasn’t able to move underneath the Sergeant’s hulking foot. “Because if these things don’t get you,” he said to the gasping Mr. Francis, “I will.”
To accentuate his point, he put a bullet in the newly minted zombie’s forehead.




CHAPTER SIX
Frank and his team pulled up to the hospital, blue and red lights illuminating the pavement as he stepped out of the Humvee.
“This can’t be good,” Corporal Freeman said as he stepped up beside the Sergeant, surveying the police cruisers strewn about.
Frank nodded. “At least there aren’t any gunshots.”
“Yet,” Freeman added.
“Alright, Cole, Owens, Gardner, set up a fire line,” the Sergeant instructed loudly. “Webb, Reyes, you be ready to secure whatever we sent out the door. Freeman, you’re on me.”
There was a chorus of Yes, sir!
“Webb, get my driver here a radio so he can be in the loop,” Frank continued. “If y’all get tied up, I don’t want my transport to be late.”
Webb saluted. “Yes, sir.”
Frank and Freeman entered the hospital lobby, finding it backed. Sick people and their loved ones shoulders to shoulder. Nurses and doctors scrambled everywhere, trying to triage everyone and survey the damage. Two police officers stood at the main nurses station.
“Officers, what’s going on?” Frank asked.
One of the officers raised his chin, hand on his gun. “Who wants to know?”
“I’m Sergeant Kyle and this is Corporal Freeman.” He gestured back and forth between them. “We’re here for Doctor Mullins. Now an you tell me what’s going on?”
“Settle down there soldier boy.” The officer put up a hand and rolled his eyes. “I’m not gonna tell you a damn thing until I call this in and see if you’re legit or not.”
“You do what you gotta do, just don’t get in our way,” Frank replied. “Nurse, what’s going on?”
The officer immediately attempted to step between him and the nurse, but Freeman moved into the way, finger on the trigger of his assault rifle.
“Wouldn’t be a wise move,” he warned. “You had your chance to help, but you wanted to be a little bitch about it. So go make your call.”
The officer’s partner gently grabbed his shoulder and pulled him back as Freeman gave them a dismissive wave. He turned around.
“So where’s our boy?” he asked.
Frank pursed his lips. “Top floor, but there’s a complication.”
“As I told him,” the nurse piped up, “about a half an hour ago the top two floors went into lockdown. We don’t know what’s going on since nobody will pick up the phone, but whatever is happening, it isn’t good.”
She turned her small monitor towards them. It showed a vast room with overturned desks, blood spattered everywhere, and a few dark figures stumbling around in the dim light.
“We’re going up to get the doc,” Frank said firmly. “How do we gain access?”
She poked her head out of the station window. “Billy!” she called, and an old security guard lumbered over. “Billy, come here, these boys need your stairwell key.”
“Big gold one right there,” he said as he handed over his keyring. “Get you in any door you want.”
“Thank you, sir,” Freeman said, and took the keys.
Frank turned back to the nurse. “Ma’am, this is what I need you to do,” he said. “Tell every nurse and doctor you can find to drop whatever they’re doing and head out to the transports just up the street. I’m also going to need you to grab every antibiotic, drug, syringe, whatever you can carry and take it with you. And most importantly, we’re going to need every single blood-testing kit you can secure, because we have to be sure to exclude anyone with A-type blood.”
“Um, no,” the nurse replied, putting up a hand. “Do you not see this waiting room? If you think this is bad, the upper floors have several times this many people, all sick, and all in need of our care. I’m not going to abandon them, and the others sure as hell aren’t either.”
Frank leaned over the counter, eyes hard. “Stay calm and listen,” he hissed. “There was a bioterrorism attack, and every sick person here is infected. In a matter of hours, this entire city is going to look like what you showed me on the monitor there. You need to do as I say, and do it now. Not just for your sake, but for the sake of the country.”
The nurse took a step back, face pale. She nodded jerkily.
“Looks like you’re the real deal,” the officer drawled from behind them.
Freeman rolled his eyes. “We know.”
“Officers,” Frank said, “help this nurse with whatever she needs.”
“Hey now.” The officer scowled. “You may be the real deal, but we don’t answer to you.”
“Well, you can either help them,” Frank said as he cocked his gun, “or help us clear the top floor.”
The officer froze, and turned to the counter. “Ma’am, what can we help with?”
The Sergeant nodded. “That’s what I thought.”
Freeman led the way up the stairwell, and the duo reached the door to the top floor. Frank gave a silent countdown, weapon at the ready as his partner unlocked the door. As soon as he opened it, a zombie turned and screeched at him.
In reflex, Frank shot it right in the face, the noise causing three more to immediately rush the door.
“Contact! Contact! Contact!” the Sergeant screamed, firing shots in rapid succession. Freeman slammed the door and they put their full weight against it, two remaining zombies wedging themselves in it. Frank struggled to reload his gun while dodging their flailing hands and helping to hold the door.
“Anytime now, Sarge!” Freeman cried.
Frank grunted. “Working on it!” He finally secured the clip and curled around the door, firing twice to down their opponents. He kicked the corpses out of the way and Freeman kicked the door shut. The two of them breathed a sigh of relief.
“Well,” Frank huffed, “that didn’t work.”
“Were you able to see any others?” his partner asked.
“Maybe, I don’t know,” he replied. “I’m sure if there are, we’ll be hearing from them soon.” As if on cue, there was more banging on the door.
“Fuck,” Freeman said.
Frank took a deep breath. “Ideas?”
The Corporal looked up at the Roof Access sign pointing to a ladder in the corner. “Well,” he drawled, “you wanna John McClane it?”
The Sergeant scoffed. “No, I yippee-ki-yay motherfucking don’t wanna John McClane it. In what universe is that a good idea?”
“I mean, you used to always teach us to think outside the box,” Freeman replied with a smirk.
Frank sighed. “And me dangling off the side of a building by a fire hose would certainly qualify,” he admitted. “But let’s try to keep it in the realm of possibility here.”
“Well, what do you propose?” The Corporal shrugged.
The Sergeant inclined his head. “We’re gonna open the door again.”
“Speaking of good ideas.” Freeman rolled his eyes.
“Obviously not the full reveal we just did,” Frank explained. “But we’ll brace it, open it up just a bit and pick them off until we can clear the way.”
The Corporal shrugged. “Not the worst idea I’ve heard today.”
“Good to know you pay attention to the things that come out of your mouth,” Frank retorted. His partner grinned and then got into position. He braced himself against the door as his superior readied his gun. “On your mark,” the Sergeant prompted.
Freeman took a deep breath and unlatched the door. It immediately flew open, slamming into his leg and shoulder, but he stood fast. Frank took careful aim, and with each shot the pressure against his partner lessened. Finally the door fell slack, and the Corporal raised an eyebrow.
“Are we good?” he asked.
Frank stepped forward. “Let’s find out.” He curled his lip under his teeth and let out a deafening whistle that echoed off of the empty hallways. “Alright, let’s move. Just keep your guard up.”
They moved into the fluorescent-lit hallway, slow at first but speeding up to a trot. The patient rooms on either side of them were locked tight, a nurses station ahead in ruins. A waiting room with a glass wall and doors lay to the left of it, a mop shoved through the door handle.
“Fucking hell, man!” Freeman startled as the sight of several zombies smacked against the glass. A small crack in the glass spidered out, and he swallowed hard. “Fucking hell, man.”
Frank shook his head. “Come on, let’s move.” He led the way quickly to the end of the hallway, to the lab doors that had the Doctor’s name on the plaque outside. He banged on it loudly. “Doctor Mullins, we came to get you out of here!” he yelled.
There was a moment of silence, and then the latch clicked. A young blonde woman gently pushed the door open, and then brought a tattooed arm up to smack Frank’s weapon out of the way.
“Yo, watch it with that thing,” she snapped.
He lowered his arms. “Sorry, you never know what’s behind the doors up here.”
“We’re cool,” she assured him. “Just get in here.” She waved them in and she secured the door. Two shell shocked looking nurses covered in blood stood on either side of a nervous man with jet black hair in his late fifties.
“Where’s Doctor Mullins?” Frank demanded.
The man raised his hands. “I’m Doctor Mullins. Who are you?”
“We’re Delta Force, here to extract you and your team to safety,” the Sergeant explained.
The doctor paled. “Delta Force? What the hell is going on?”
“You’ll get a full debrief, but we have to move now,” Frank insisted.
Mullins crossed his arms. “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what this is about.”
“What happened in this room is going to happen all over this country in a matter of hours,” Frank snapped, voice rising in volume. “My orders are to bring you in, because somebody way above my pay grade thinks you’re important enough to risk my life for. Now get whatever you need because we have to go, now!”
“Hard drives, get the hard drives,” Mullins instructed.
The tattooed woman motioned to the nurses. “Grab that laptop beside you,” she demanded, and one of the nervous women picked up the offending computer, hugging it tightly to her body.
“Webb, we have the package and are on the move,” Frank said into the radio attached to his vest.
“Copy that Sarge, loading up meds and professionals now,” came the crackled reply. “We’ll be ready for-” Machine gun fire blasted through the speaker, and Frank immediately ran over to the window to look down at the street.
“Webb, report!” he screamed as zombies poured out of the hospital and his team fired at them.
“Y’all may wanna hurry up, they getting frisky down here!” came the reply.
Frank raised a hand. “Freeman, let’s move.”
The sound of glass shattering down the hall made the Corporal’s blood run cold as he opened the lab doors. “We’ve got company.”
“Give me a hand with this!” the tattooed woman cried, and pushed a large metal gurney through the doorway. Freeman pulled on it and braced his foot against it, hard enough to block the zombies slamming into the other side. He took selective shots, taking strategic ones down to try to block the rest.
“There’s another stairwell this way!” the tattooed woman said, and pointed out the other end of the hallway to Frank. The Corporal tossed her the keys as the Sergeant led the group of panicked medical professionals to the back stairwell. Freeman slowly retreated while keeping an eye on the gurney. He backed up as the group turned a corner and the woman fumbled with the keys.
“Incoming!” he warned as the gurney toppled over, and he fired to try to slow them down.
She finally hurled the stairwell door open, screaming, “Got it!”
Frank barreled in first to make sure it was clear, and then dove out of the way to give everyone room to get in. Freeman finished his magazine before slipping inside, slamming it shut behind him. The thumps against the door told them he was just in time.
“Alright, everybody stay behind me and close,” Frank instructed. There was a screech from below that echoed up to them, and he pursed his lips. “Okay, maybe stay a few feet back.” He led the way down, the screeches growing louder. He turned the corner on a landing to see a lone zombie running up the stairs. Rather than fire, he waited until it was almost at him before lashing up with his foot and booting it directly in the face.
The zombie flew back, landing on its head on the stairs, a sharp crack the telltale sign of a broken neck. He paused to make sure that it was down for good and there were no friends lurking about.
“Bottom floor, let’s go,” Frank hissed, and then led the rest of the way down to the first floor. Freeman moved up to the door beside him, and they mirrored what they did at the top, the Corporal bracing and the Sergeant ready to shoot.
The door cracked open to chaos. Zombies feasted on struggling victims, people screamed and ran around wildly, screeching creatures in hot pursuit, the occasional bullet tearing bodies and drywall. Freeman shut the door and took a deep breath.
“Webb, do you copy?” Frank asked into his radio.
Crackle. “I’m here, Sarge.”
“We’re gonna be coming out the front and coming out hot,” the Sergeant said. “So be ready to move, and for the love of christ, don’t fucking shoot me.”
The tattooed woman shook her head. “We’re not making it through that to the front door.”
“I know you’re scared, but we’ll be fine,” Frank replied gently.
“No, we’ll be dead.” She glared at him. “There’s another way.”
He furrowed his brow. “I’m all ears.”
“Crack the door again,” she instructed, and they did so. “Ten yards up the on the right,” she whispered to him, “you see that hallway?”
He nodded. “Yeah.”
“About fifteen yards down it, on the right, there’s another short hallway that has an emergency exit,” she explained. “It’s some little park area where we sneak off for a smoke.”
Frank smiled. “Alright, smoker’s paradise it is,” he said, and then grabbed his radio as Freeman shut the door again. “Webb, change of plans. You get the team out of here via the transports.”
There was a click. “Copy that.”
“Jason, we are going to need immediate pickup from the park on the east side of the building,” Frank continued.
Another click. “On the way!” Jason declared through the speaker.
The two soldiers readied their assault rifles and Frank handed his sidearm to the tattooed woman. “You know how to use one of these?” he asked, and she checked the mag, checked the chamber, and cocked it with a wink. “All the answer I needed.” He nodded to the group. “Everybody say on my six, Freeman will be bringing up the rear. We stay low, we move fast. Nobody fires unless they absolutely have to. Last thing we need is to let those things know we’re here.” He took a deep breath as everyone nodded, and then he motioned to Freeman.
The Corporal opened the door and Frank ran out, rifle at the ready. They hugged the wall as they moved quickly down the corridor, eyes everywhere. Freeman brought up the rear but just as he was about to turn the corner to the middle hallway, a zombie took notice of him and tore their way.
He fired, taking its head clean off, and a few zombies stopped their feasting to look in their direction. Freeman dispatched them as the group sprinted to the escape hallway. Frank stopped short, peeking around at the sight of half a dozen zombies feasting on a body, blocking their path.
Freeman continued to fire down the first corridor, holding the lobby horde at bay, and Frank pulled a grenade from his belt, snapping out the pin.
“Fire in the hole!” he cried, and threw it into the group of zombies right at the emergency exit door. The explosion rocked the building, sending body parts flying everywhere. A severed leg smacked against the wall right next to Doctor Mullins, whose eyes nearly bugged clean out of his head.
Frank peered around the corner to see that not only all of their enemies were mush, but the door had blown right off of its hinges. “We’re clear!” He called, leading the group out the park. The Humvee was waiting, and Frank threw open the back door so that the nurses and doctor could hop in. “Let’s go, Freeman!” Frank screamed back through the door, and Freeman sprinted towards him, a horde right on his tail.
“Go go go!” he cried, and Frank leapt into the vehicle, the tattooed woman holding the back door open. Freeman dove in and she pulled the door shut just in time, the zombies slamming into the side of the vehicle.
“I’m in, let’s go!” Freeman yelled, and Jason floored it.
The ride was bumpy but they made it out to the road safely, speeding off down the road. It was deathly silent for a moment, as everyone tried to process what they had just survived.
“So,” Jason drawled, “that was a hell of a thing, wasn’t it?”
Frank huffed as he climbed up into the front seat. “Jason, what did I say about small talk?”
“Sorry,” the driver replied with a nod. “We’ll be at the stadium in ten.”




CHAPTER SEVEN
“Looks like word is getting out that trouble is on the horizon,” Sergeant Long said, inclining his head at a few people hastily throwing bags into a hatchback across the street.
Terrell sighed. “I feel kind of bad for them, because there’s not really a place they can go that would be safe.”
“Well, if you think about it, you could say the same thing about us.” Long took a deep breath. “Well, you, at any rate. Not really going to be my problem soon.”
“Keep your head up Sarge,” Terrell replied and clapped his companion on the back. “Those science geeks have been known to be wrong before.”
Gunfire spattered in the distance.
Terrell’s radio crackled.
“Sarge, was that you?” Coleman asked through the radio, from inside the grocery store.
The Sergeant lifted the mouthpiece. “Negative, Coleman. Civilians down the street.” They walked to the edge of the grocery store parking lot as more shots rang out. “Y’all may wanna wrap this load up, because we might have incoming.”
“We’ll be reading to move in five, Sarge,” Coleman replied, and there was a slick.
Long raised an eyebrow. “Five minutes is a long time, Graham.”
“Be ready to move,” Terrell replied in agreement. “We may have to cause a diversion to buy time.”
A young couple tore around a corner a few blocks down, followed by a man with an AK-47 shooting wildly behind them. He emptied the clip and then swung at a pursuing zombie, but the horde that appeared around the corner overwhelmed him, swallowing up his screaming form.
The two soldiers stood next to each other, popping off assault rifle shots to attempt to take down the zombies chasing the still running couple.
“We can’t take them all out!” Long cried.
Terrell grabbed his radio. “Coleman, keep the men hidden, we’re gonna divert them away from you.”
There was a crackly affirmative, just as a second zombie horde burst out of a side alleyway and leapt onto the escaping couple.
“Light ‘em up!” Terrell cried as the screaming people fell to the pavement, and the soldiers switched to full automatic, unloading full clips into the horde. It didn’t drop all of the zombies, but enough to slow them down as the duo fled.
They rushed down a side street, stopping every so often to fire another full mag into their pursuers. Once a few blocks from the grocery store, Terrell lowered his shoulder to break through the front doors of a sporting goods store, smashing the lock in the process.
Long quickly secured the door with a set of zip ties from his pocket, and then moved through the store to find something sturdier. Terrell swept the dark store, handgun drawn. As he rounded the second aisle, there was a shuffling in the dark and a screech. He opened fire, having to shoot a few extra times due to lack of light. He managed to shoot his attacker in the throat, but it wasn’t enough and the zombie barreled into him, sending them both to the floor.
He managed to grab the zombie around the neck, and force it up, giving himself some wiggle room. He rolled, throwing his opponent to the side, and scrambled up, kicking the zombie as hard as he could in the face. At the telltale crack of its neck, it collapsed, and he stomped hard on the back of its head to just to be sure.
“You alright, Graham?” Long called.
Terrell nodded. “Yeah, I’m good. Bruised my pride more than anything,” he replied as he finished his sweep. “If my trainer saw me get taken down like that he would have given be a Pai Mei level beating.”
“I won’t tell if you won’t,” came the reply as the Sergeant finished securing the handles with a bike chain.
Terrell laughed. “How’s the door? I didn’t break it too bad, did I?” He approached his partner.
“I’m pretty sure those chains will hold for a while,” Long said. “Gonna be noisy as hell, though.”
“Hopefully if we stay out of sight they’ll eventually move on,” Terrell replied. His radio clicked.
“Sarge! Sarge?” Coleman asked through the speaker. “You boys alright?”
“Yeah Coleman, we’re good,” the Sergeant said. “Down a few blocks at the sporting goods store.”
“Well you give us a minute, and we’ll be down there to get you out,” the Corporal instructed.
“Negative Coleman, you get those supplies back to base,” Terrell replied firmly.
“Sarge?!”
“That’s an order, Coleman,” the Sergeant cut in. “Those supplies are the priority. We’re locked up tight here, so we’re safe for a while. We’ve pretty much depleted our ammo so we aren’t in much of a condition to fight anyway. Hit me back when you drop them off, and we can arrange a pickup. Because I don’t know about Sarge here, but I sure as hell don’t wanna do a three mile run through the city.”
Long barked a laugh. “With this humidity? Hell no.”
“You got it, Sarge,” Coleman said reluctantly. “Y’all be safe.”
“Y’all too, Coleman,” Terrell said. “Graham out.”
“I think there’s some lawn chairs in aisle six if you’d care to join me for some lounging,” Long motioned over his shoulder. “I think we’ve earned it.”
Terrell nodded and clapped him on the back. “I concur, sir. Lead the way.”




CHAPTER EIGHT
Frank leaned forward to survey the hundred or so cars parked at the front entrance to the stadium. There were people crowding around everywhere, pleading to be let inside.
“Mother of god,” Freeman breathed. “Didn’t take long for us to get found out.”
The tattooed woman, whose name had turned out to be Marie, peeked around the back of Frank’s seat. “Why aren’t they letting them in?”
“Because we don’t have the resources to keep them alive,” the Sergeant replied. “We let them in and we all starve. I wish we could save everyone… but we can’t.”
She flopped back in her seat, letting the cold reality sink in.
“I’ll take the long way around to the back loading dock,” Jason said.
Frank nodded. “Good call. Freeman, radio in to Bill and let him know where we’ll be.”
“On it,” the Corporal replied, and did so as Jason drove the Humvee around the block. There were no civilians around the loading dock, and they managed to enter the gate unnoticed, soldiers quickly shutting it behind them.
“Sergeant Kyle,” Bill greeted as they exited the vehicle. “The rest of your team is on their way with the care packages.”
“Thanks,” Frank replied. “They have the blood testing kits?”
The old man nodded. “That they do.”
“Good,” the Sergeant said. “I have a few more nurses here, as well as the good Doctor.” He stepped aside and motioned to the dark haired man, pale and nervous looking in the early morning light.
“Doctor Mullins, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” Bill said, extending his hand to shake. “If you and your team would like to follow my assistant here, he’ll get you set up.”
The doctor shook his hand, but didn’t move. “Can you tell me what’s going on?”
“As soon as I get these boys back on the road, I’ll be in to give you a full lay of the land,” Bill promised. “Sound good?”
“Sounds good,” he agreed. “Marie, can you grab the laptops?”
The tattooed woman nodded, turning to one of the nurses. “Can you please follow the doc, here? I’m going to be heading back out with these boys.”
“Whoa, wait a second.” Frank put his hands up. “You’re not coming with us.”
Freeman raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, we already have to babysit our driver, we don’t need any more dead weight.”
“Dead weight?” Marie snarled. “Motherfucker I was a combat medic. Did three tours in Iraq and another in Afghanistan. With the exception of your Sarge here, I’ve taken more fire than anybody else in this building. And yes, I’m including your limp dick condescending ass in my assessment there.”
Freeman blinked at her intense glare and then took a step back, shrugging. “Well, she certainly has the balls to run with us Sarge, but it’s your call.”
“Marie, I appreciate your service and have no doubt you can handle yourself,” Frank began, “but my team is solid and we don’t need you out there.”
“You and your men ever use a blood testing kit?” She raised her chin. “You know how to identify a false reading? What about a failed test?” She paused as they glanced at each other, speechless. “Look, I don’t have all of the information you do, but I’m not a moron. I know what Doctor Mullins’ research focuses on, and I know all too well what went down at the hospital. And with your emphasis on the blood testing kits, it sounds like you could use my help since one fuckup could seriously ruin your day. Or am I wrong?”
Frank took a deep breath, and then let it out slowly. “Bill, get this lady some gear.”
“Yes sir,” the old man replied, and headed off.
“Just so we’re clear,” the Sergeant said, “you follow my orders just like you’re back in the desert. Understood?”
Marie nodded. “Understood.”
“Hey Sarge,” Corporal Owens entered with Bill, carrying a bunch of gear. “Good to see you made it back in one piece.”
“Good to be back,” Frank replied. “So, what did you bring me?”
“Fresh stock of ammo, already mag loaded,” Owens said, rummaging through the pile on the table. “Full assortment of grenades, as well as twenty C-4 charges. And a few hundred blood testing kits we borrowed from the hospital.”
“Well, that should be enough to get us through any door we come up against,” Frank said.
Bill put his hands on his hips. “I thought it might.”
“Alright boys, load it up,” the Sergeant instructed. “Two Humvees, we’re leaving the transports here until we get the engineers secured.”
The old man raised a hand. “Sergeant, if I may make a suggestion.”
“Have at it,” Frank said.
“If that crowd out front is any indication, this place is going to be a madhouse sooner rather than later,” Bill began. “If we don’t move the transports now, we may not be able to get them out of the garage without risking a breach. We can always ladder people in if we get surrounded by those creatures, but it’s a moot point if they’re stuck in storage.”
“I understand that, but I don’t like the idea of them being exposed to city streets,” Frank replied. “It could take us hours to secure everyone we need to.”
Bill set a tablet on the table, and pulled up a map of the city. He highlighted a building in the downtown core. “This is your target,” he said, “the convention hotel. Seven blocks away right here is the city bus lot. Their service started about two hours ago, so the lot is going to be mostly deserted. I can send a few of the grunts over there with them to park until you need them. It’s not totally secured like the stadium, but it should hold for a few hours.”
“Make it happen,” Frank agreed, and clapped him on the back. “I’ll radio when we’re ready to move.”
The old man saluted as the Sergeant headed over to the lead vehicle. He hopped into the passenger seat, nodding back at Marie, Freeman, and Owens.
“Alright Jason, to the hotel,” he instructed.
The driver grinned. “Yes, sir. Tell your boys to keep up, cause we’re gonna be moving.” He popped the Humvee into gear as soldiers opened the garage gate and peeled out, the other vehicle close behind. They tore down side streets, encountering no resistance as they squealed tires around the city. There were rogue zombies here or there feasting on a body, but no large groups.
Jason slowed down as a massive wreck came into view at an intersection a few lights up.
“Shit,” he muttered. “Hoping we could get closer before having to get on the main drag. Hang tight.” He took a sharp left and drove for a few blocks before making a hard right. On the main street, there was complete chaos. People ran around everywhere in the streets, zombies tearing after them. There were several busted cars, smoking and some overturned. Bodies littered the street. Jason slammed on the brakes.
“What the hell are you doing, man?!” Freeman cried. “We gotta move!”
The driver froze, unable to even breathe at the carnage before him.
“Jason, where is the site?” Frank asked gently.
His mouth moved up and down like a fish before he could make any noise. “Uh… it’s…”
“Jason!” the Sergeant said sharply.
He jumped in his seat. “Five blocks up, two blocks left.”
“I want you to floor this thing, drive through anything that comes across your path,” Frank said firmly. “Do it, now.”
Jason took a deep breath and then punched the accelerator, screeching the tires and launching the Humvee up the road. He wove in and out of the wreckage, wincing anytime he clipped a body that he hoped was a zombie and not a person.
“You’re doing good Jason, just two more blocks,” Frank said. They crossed the final intersection just before a car speeding in the other direction, and Marie shrieked as it smashed into the second Humvee.
“Stop the car!” she yelled.
Freeman turned around as the opponent car spun around, totaled, the Humvee’s front axle completely dislodging. “Back it up, back it up!” he cried.
Jason slammed on the brakes and popped into reverse, the soldiers preparing their assault rifles. He stopped a few feet from the accident, and Frank and Owens hopped out, immediately taking down three zombies that ran towards them from the sound of the crash.
Owens surveyed the car, the passenger down for the count with a massive bite wound in his neck. Frank ran over and ripped open the driver’s side door of the busted Humvee.
“They really need to put airbags in these things,” Webb groaned as he rolled out of the vehicle onto the pavement.
Frank hooked a hand under the Corporal’s bicep. “Yeah, you’re alright, on your feet soldier, we gotta move.”
Gardner staggered out of the backseat. “Where we goin, Sarge?”
Jason cried out from the driver’s seat and Freeman and Marie swung around to see a zombie horde running up the street towards them.
“We gotta get off the street, now!” Freeman yelled, and Frank motioned to a set of double doors.
“Get into the mall!” he screamed, and led the way across to the Overstreet Mall. He burst through the doors, gun at the ready, sweeping the small area as everyone scrambled inside. Gardner and Reyes ran up the set of shut down escalators to secure a sentry position, just as a zombie latched onto Owens’ arm.
Freeman dispatched the zombie quickly, brains flying back out onto the street as they pulled the Corporal inside and slammed the doors.
“Son of a motherfucking bitch,” Owens moaned, clutching at the chunk taken out of his arm.
“Just hang tight soldier,” Marie said firmly as Freeman and Webb secured the doors against the banging horde outside. “I’ll get you fixed up.”
“Look at the bright side,” Freeman squeezed his wounded comrade’s shoulder. “At least you don’t have to worry about getting infected twice.”
Owens grimaced and shook his head. “Man, this just ain’t my fuckin’ day.”
“Cole, Webb, move up,” Frank instructed, and they barreled up the escalator to help the other two stand guard. “Owens, you good to go?”
He nodded as Marie finished wrapping his arm. “Yeah.” They helped him stand up and turn to the escalator as shots rang out.
“Contact!” Webb screamed as they pumped lead downrange. Frank led his group up quickly, half a dozen zombies running full tilt towards them. Some of them fell, but many of them gained ground.
“Hit the cafe!” Frank instructed, leading the charge with Freeman to the corner of the corridor. They did a quick sweep as Marie grabbed the hook for the rolling gate and jerked on it.
“Clear!” Freeman declared.
Frank whipped around to face the oncoming horde. “Clear!” he agreed, and the soldiers still outside firing backed towards the cafe to safety. Cole and Webb continued their suppressing fire as the others scrambled under the door.
Cole shoved his comrade towards the cafe while still providing cover fire and Webb slid underneath. He turned around just in time to see the zombie horde take Cole down, tearing him to pieces as Marie slammed the gate down and locked it.
“Cole!” Webb screamed, and punched the metal in frustration. “What the fuck, man?!”
Owens put his good hand on the Corporal’s shoulder. “He did the same thing I would have done,” he said gently. “We were both handed death sentences this morning, and we both want to go out doing something meaningful.”
Webb nodded and took a step back from the gate as the zombies smacked into the gate, teeth gnashing and hands clawing.
“How are we getting out of this one, Sarge?” Freeman asked as he flopped into a booth.
Frank set his rifle on the bar. “Not sure Freeman,” he said. “Not sure.”




CHAPTER NINE
Terrell headed out of the back room, shaking his head. “Well, we ain’t getting out that way,” he declared as he sat down next to the campfire grill Long had set up. “Fire door is locked from the outside.”
“I’ll make a note to call code enforcement when we get back to base,” the Sergeant replied with a grin.
Terrell chuckled. “You going all Gordon Ramsay on me, Sarge?” he asked as his companion poured some noodles into a pot of boiling water.
“This was a bucket list item of mine,” Long admitted. “First thing I was going to do when I retired was take some cooking classes. I figured I had earned the right to eat well the rest of my days after spending decades living off of MREs and whatever protein enriched slop they’d throw together in the mess hall. Looks like I’m gonna just get it in under the wire.”
The bald man shook his head. “Don’t give me that Sarge, maybe those science guys are wro-”
“It’s alright, Graham,” Long cut in. “I’m coming to peace with it. Hell man, in our line of work it’s a miracle I lasted as long as I did. Although it does irk me a bit that after two decades of dodging bullets, blades, and explosions, it’s going to be a fucking cold that brings me down.”
“Don’t forget that desert death march,” Terrell said with a wry grin.
His companion guffawed. “Still pissed at Kyle for that one.” He shook his head, and raised his voice an octave. “Oh, yeah, there’s only two or three insurgents in there!” he mocked.
“Now, now.” The bald man wagged his finger. “He’s a southern boy, so math isn’t his strong suit.”
“Yeah, but the boy has at least eleven things on his body he can count,” Long shot back. “No excuse to be that far off.”
Terrell laughed. “Man, you drove that car like you were Evel fucking Knievel. I didn’t think an early eighties Mazda could get that high off of the ground.”
“I’m still amazed that some small desert shithole had speed bumps.” Long shook his head.
“You know, I’m pretty sure that’s what saved us,” his companion said. “Those insurgents saw you fly through the air and they were like: nah fuck that, these boys are crazy!”
The banging on the door grew louder, and they both sobered, turning to look at the half dozen zombies still pounding at the door.
“What do you think it’s going to be like, Graham?” Long asked quietly.
Terrell pursed his lips. “What are you talking about?”
“Being one of those things?” his companion elaborated. “You think I’ll know what I’m doing? If I’ll have any control?”
The bald man took a deep breath. “I think you’ll be off to a better place. I can’t imagine that whatever god is up there would be cruel enough to make people live that nightmare.”
Long nodded slowly as he stirred his noodles, and they sat in contemplative silence.
A soft crack permeated the air and Long darted to the front door. “They’re gonna get through!” he cried, just as the glass broke and a zombie pushed through, immediately latching onto his leg.
“Sarge!” Terrell screamed, and fired wildly towards the door, managing to dispatch the one on his companion but only landing a few other headshots. Just as his mag emptied, the rest of the door completely shattered, sending half a dozen more zombies staggering in.
Long tripped several of them, holding four at bay to give his comrade as much extra time as he could.
Terrell ducked back into one of the aisles and grabbed two ten pound dumbbells off of a nearby shelf. He turned and swung at the first approaching zombie, shattering its jaw. As the corpse crumpled to the floor, a second zombie came at him, and he slammed a dumbbell down on top of its head, crunching it flat and killing it instantly.
Anger flared in him as he stalked to the front of the store, the four remaining zombies feasting on Long’s now unmoving body.
“Come and get it, motherfuckers,” Terrell declared, and banged the two dumbbells together.
The pack growled and rushed him, and he near blacked-out, a series of skull crushing blows and violent screams echoing in the thick air. He collapsed as the last one fell, hands covered in blood and brain matter, the stench of death ingrained into his skin. He took a series of deep breaths to attempt to calm himself, and looked helplessly at his fallen friend.
“I’m sorry Sarge,” he whispered, crawling over to him. “I truly hope you are in a better place.” He raised a dumbbell and slammed it down into Long’s face, caving in his skull to prevent reanimation.
He swallowed hard, and then reached for his radio. “Coleman, what’s your status?” he asked.
“We’re stuck at base, Sarge,” the Corporal crackled back. “Half the fucking town is out front trying to get in. You need me to come get y’all?”
“Nah, it’s cool,” Terrell replied. “You help them boys get squared away. I could use a little fresh air.” He reached down and grabbed Long’s spare mag, snapping it into his handgun.
With one last salute at his fallen companion, he stepped outside.




CHAPTER TEN
The sucking sound of the steam wand overpowered the grunts of the zombies as Jason made lattes for the group of soldiers sitting around the cafe.
“So, if I’m reading this correctly, we can reach the convention hotel via an over street walkway here,” Frank said, pointing to a section of the mall map on the table in front of them.
“So all we have to do is fight our way through a couple dozen zombies, then it’s a leisurely fifty yard stroll to our target,” Freeman said, throwing up his hands. “You make it sound so easy, Sarge.”
“Don’t I though?” Frank asked. “Sadly, I’m not sure how we’re getting past them. Can’t shoot through the gate, and if we open it up, we’re going to get overrun pretty quickly.”
“We could always use the C4 on the gate,” Freeman suggested. “That should vaporize a good number of those things.”
The Sergeant pursed his lips. “And possibly us in the process,” he said, and knocked on the faux wood counter. “I’m pretty sure the architect picked these based on their aesthetic rather than it’s explosive rating.”
The Corporal motioned to the back room as Marie exited from there. “What about hiding in the store room?”
“One collapsed beam and we’re trapped.” Frank shook his head. “No good.”
“Find any knives we can use to poke at them through the gate?” Freeman asked the tattooed nurse.
“Wasn’t looking for that, but I think I found a way out,” she said.
Freeman and Frank shrugged at each other and nodded, turning back to the coffee bar.
“Pumpkin spiced latte for Freeman,” Jason declared as he set a perfectly poured cup on the counter.
The Corporal grinned at the heart in the foam. “Thank you, my good sir.”
“Good to know that deep within a Delta Force badass beats the heart of a suburban housewife,” Marie teased.
Freeman put up a hand as he swallowed, a foamy mustache left on his face. “Mock me all you want, but this is some tasty shit.”
“Just don’t spoil Days of our Lives or he’ll gouge your eyes out,” Frank said, curling his hand into claws. “Rarrrrr.”
Marie chuckled as she led them into the back room. She pointed up at a large air duct grate.
“Oh look, you might get to John McClane it after all,” Frank declared.
Freeman choked on his beverage a little. “Yeah, there’s no way I’m climbing through an air duct,” he sputtered.
“Relax pumpkin spice,” Marie retorted. “That’s not going to be necessary. Take a look.”
The Sergeant climbed the shelving to peek through the grate. It was only about five feet deep, and opened up into the neighboring store. “Looks like it’s the air intake for the A/C,” he explained as he climbed back down. “It goes right into whatever is next door to us.”
“How does that help us, exactly?” Freeman asked. “One door over isn’t going to make a whole lot of a difference. By the time it takes all of us to climb through, those creatures will follow us.”
Marie shrugged. “Then we just send a runner.”
Freeman pursed his lips, took a deep breath, and then made a fist. “Rock, paper, scissors, Sarge?” he asked.
Frank hesitated, and then met his companion’s gaze. “I think I’m going to pull rank on this one, soldier.”
The Corporal wrinkled his nose. “Goddammit.” He chugged the last of his latte and slammed the mug down as if it had been a beer, licking his lips and rubbing his hands together.
He climbed the shelves and pulled the grate down, slithering through into the other store. He ducked down behind some shelves with various clothes, and crept towards the door.
“In position,” he whispered into his radio.
Next door, Frank nodded and lined everyone up in front of the gate, shoulder to shoulder. “Alright boys, Freeman’s in position, let’s make some noise,” he declared, and the group erupted into screams and yells. It was cathartic in a way, hurling obscenities and curses at the monsters that had been tormenting them all night.
Freeman peeked out from the clothing store, making sure all of the zombies were hyper focused on the cafe buffet. “On the move,” he whispered into his radio, and then slipped out the door.
He quickly moved across the hallway, and drew his handgun, stopping about twenty feet away. His heart pounded in his ears and he took a firing position. “Operation Gump starting in ten,” he said into the radio. “Be ready to move.”
Frank grinned. “Run, Forrest, run,” he replied.
Freeman took a pre-sprint stance and then fired at the horde. After three in quick succession, he took off down the long hallway. He glanced once over his shoulder as the entire horde took off after him, and hoped to hell that nothing would pop up in front of him.
“Now!” Frank cried after the zombies got about twenty feet away, and Webb threw up the gate, he and Reyes diving out first. They all barreled across the hall to the walkway, jerking the door open with their guns raised.
“Clear!” Webb cried, and everyone flew inside.
“We’re across, hurry up and get here, Freeman!” Frank yelled into the radio, holding the door open.
He, Gardner and Owens stood in defensive position inside the door, watching the hallway. Freeman came around the corner, the horde hot on his heels.
“Slide now!” Frank screamed, and the Corporal dropped into a textbook baseball slide, as if stealing second base. The three soldiers opened fire, unloading their entire clips into the oncoming wave. It gave Freeman enough of a gap to pop back up and tear through the door, the three soldiers slamming back against it.
Gardner started zip-tying the doors. “Here’s hoping they don’t know how to open doors, because those ties aren’t gonna do much good,” he said.
“If they get lucky and hit the latch, that should hold them shut,” Frank said. “When we find something stronger, we’ll come back and reinforce.”
“You alright there, pumpkin spice?” Marie asked, standing over Freeman, who lay on the ground, chest heaving.
“I realize we just met and all,” he huffed, “but I hate you.”
“Oh come on now, you can rush a decision like that,” the tattooed nurse teased. “I’m sure once you get to know me, you’ll really hate me.” She winked and knelt down, smacking him on the chest a few times.
“Come on Freeman,” Frank said as he strode over. “We ain’t done yet.”
He helped his laboring second in command get to his feet, and they moved across the walkway in combat formation.
Once at the doors to the hotel, Frank turned to him. “I want you to stay here with Jason and Marie,” he instructed. “We need to keep this doorway accessible in case we encounter major resistance.”
“I need a breather anyway,” Freeman replied.
“Don’t slack off too much, or else Marie will mock you mercilessly,” Frank replied, a wicked glint in his eye.
“Happy to do my part, Sergeant,” the nurse added with a smirk.
He saluted her. “Breach on my mark. Follow my lead and secure a firing line once we hit a clearing. Be ready to retreat at a moment’s notice,” he instructed, and the men all made noises in the affirmative. “Go!”
Gardner and Reyes pushed open the door, and Frank rushed in with Webb and Owens right behind him. The moved with haste down the long darkened hallway, and Frank narrowly ducked as a figure leapt out, swinging a broom handle at him.
The soldiers raised their guns at a terrified looking man in a hotel uniform, who dropped the broom immediately and put his hands up. “Don’t shoot, don’t shoot!” he cried.
“We safe up here?” Frank asked, lowering his weapon. There were a few other hotel employees behind him, dressed in bellhop and housekeeping uniforms.
“Kind of?” the man replied with a nervous shrug.
There were groans in the distance, and Frank led his squad to the edge of the landing at the end of the hall, looking over to the ground floor below. There were dozens of zombies roaming the lobby, body parts strewn everywhere, crimson marring the once pristine hotel.
“Can they get up here?” Frank asked.
“No,” the broom handle wielder replied. “We shut down the elevators when things started going crazy. The only other way up here is the escalators and we have them barricaded. It’s not perfect, but it’s held up okay so far.”
The Sergeant surveyed the luggage carts and furniture jam packing the escalators. “Yeah, that’s not gonna hold. Owens, Reyes, go see what you can do about shoring that up,” he instructed, and the two soldiers headed over to inspect the pile. “What’s your name?” he asked.
“Chad,” the employee replied.
“Hi Chad,” Frank said gently. “I’m Sergeant Frank Kyle, US Delta Force. We’re here to retrieve some of your guests who are attending the Engineering Conference. Are they still in their rooms?”
“The ones who made it are here,” the scared man replied. “We had a lot of cancellations due to illness, but there’s a hundred, hundred and fifty people who checked in yesterday.”
Frank’s brow furrowed. “A hundred and fifty people in a hotel this size?”
“I was talking to one of the organizers of the conference and he said the keynote speaker had to pull out at the last minute,” Chad explained. “When that news spread, the cancellations started pouring in.”
“Shit,” the Sergeant huffed, “give me a minute.” He lifted his radio. “Bill, come in.”
“I’m here, Sergeant,” the old man replied.
“We’re at the objective but we may have slim pickings,” Frank said. “The top speaker backed out due to illness, and a lot of others canceled as a result. I don’t have names, but you may want to alert the higher ups. If I get more info, I’ll pass it along.”
“Understood,” Bill said. “You ready for the transports?”
Frank shook his head. “Not yet. We have some complications.”
“Be safe,” the old man said. “Bill out.”
“We may want to keep it down Sarge,” Owens suggested as he and Reyes strode back over. “That barricade isn’t going to hold more than four of five of those things back.”
“Alright,” Frank agreed. “Reyes, go get Freeman. We’re going to have to clear the deck here.” He turned back to Chad as the soldier ran off. “Tell me about the lobby.”
“There’s two sets of doors at the front there that are on a key card locking system,” the employee explained, motioning across the space below. “The panel is on the left side there. One swipe followed by the code will lock both sets of doors as well as the revolving door. And that’s about it, really.”
The Sergeant raised an eyebrow. “A hotel this size has to have other entrances. Concentrate. I need you to think.”
“And I need you to stop being condescending,” Chad snapped. “Yes, there are other entrances, but we were short staffed this morning so I didn’t bother unlocking the other doors. I wanted to wait for some others to show up, but chaos broke out before that happened. So those doors at the front are the only ones open right now.”
Frank sighed. “My apologies,” he said sincerely. “Been a hell of a day so far.”
“It’s cool.” Chad nodded curtly.
“I’m going to need the keycard and the code,” the Sergeant said.
The employee took a deep breath. “Code is the easy part, it’s 6, 7, 4. Card on the other hand,” he said and pointed down to the front desk. “Going to require a bit of effort.”
“Man, ain’t nothing easy today,” Frank said with a groan. “Okay, where’s the card?”
“It’s on the left side,” Chad began, and then waved his hand. “I mean left as we are looking at it now. Just underneath the desk, there’s a card reader, it’s going to be stuck in there. We needed it to trigger the elevator lockdown, but I wasn’t able to grab it before coming up here.”
“Is removing it going to end the lockdown?” Frank asked.
The employee shook his head. “No, can’t undo it without the code.”
“Thanks,” the Sergeant replied and turned to the group. “Anybody up for volunteering?”
“One-two-three-not it!” Freeman cried as he walked up.
Gardner stepped forward. “What do you need done, sir?”
“You’re going to be our key man,” Frank addressed him. “We’re going to start taking them out on the escalator, and when we do, you’re going to jump down, grab the key, and secure the door. Once we start making a racket they should come flooding in from the street.”
Gardner nodded. “I’ll get it done, sir.”
“Hey Reyes,” the Sergeant continued, “you ever hear back from sniper school?”
The Corporal shook his head. “Missed qualifying on the shooting portion by two points, sir.”
“Well, Gardner, this is your lucky day,” Frank declared with a grin. “If he hit one more shot he wouldn’t be here to cover your run.”
“You know what they say Sarge,” Gardner teased, “beggars can’t be choosers.”
“Just be mindful of the glass, Reyes,” Frank added seriously. “One bad shot and we’re fucked.”
The Corporal nodded. “Ten-four, sir.” He headed over to Gardner and gave him a playful punch in the arm. They bumped fists as Frank turned to the group.
“Alright, let’s set it up.”




CHAPTER ELEVEN
Terrell ducked into a destroyed storefront a few blocks from the base. He did a quick sweep of the place, ducking around mannequins modeling various formal wear. There was banging from the back room, and he raised his handgun, taking a few steps towards the back wall. As the banging grew louder, a zombie leapt over the wreckage at the front of the store and attacked one of the mannequins.
Terrell leapt forward, wrapping his arms around the creature’s torso and flipping it over, slapping it headfirst into the floor. Its neck snapped spectacularly, and the bald soldier whipped around to see if the noise attracted any other monsters from outside.
There were several shots in the distance and his brow furrowed. He raised his radio to his mouth. “Coleman, what the fuck is going on?” he demanded.
The gunfire intensified as a group of civilians suddenly thundered by his hiding spot, closely followed by a large horde of undead. Terrell turned around a back corner as two creatures pounced on a stumbling woman, the rest chasing the live ones.
“It’s a goddamn firefight, Sarge,” Coleman replied, and Terrell turned the volume way down on his speaker. “Zombies showed up, some fucking Private got spooked and fired a shot. Next thing we know, civilians are firing back and everybody is getting lit up!”
The Sergeant sighed. “So, I’m guessing y’all ain’t gonna open the front gate for me?” he asked.
“You may have a way in,” the Corporal replied. “Hundred yards west of the main gate, one of the cars we were bringing in got a flat and we rolled it into the ditch. I’ll be there with something to hold down the barbed wire.”
Terrell stiffened as the two zombies feasting on the fallen woman suddenly straightened up and screeched towards him.
“I gotta move, headed your way!” he yelled into the radio, and dropped the three zombies quickly. He leapt out of the storefront into the street. The road towards base was littered with corpses and blood, zombies feasting all over the place and banging on car doors and store windows.
A trio of undead turned from a nearby car and noticed him, taking off in his direction. Terrell took off towards a side street parallel with the base. Two blocks away from his entry point, he glanced back over his shoulder to see that the trio has become a dozen zombies chasing him. He turned the corner to run back in the direction of the base, and a duo of walking corpses popped into his vision, just too late.
He put his head down and crashed through them like a running back, and the stumbling zombies split apart face first into the pavement as he tore away. He hung a right towards the car in the ditch, beside an eight foot fence topped with an impressive amount of barbed wire.
His leg muscles screamed as he tore up the car, just as Coleman threw a giant rug over the barbed wire to give him something to shoot for. He hit the roof of the car and leapt as hard as he could, hitting the rug with his stomach.
His momentum wasn’t quite enough and he began to slip back, so he grasped the bare barbed wire with his hand and jerked hard, flinging himself ass over teakettle. Coleman attempted to soften the fall, but they both hit the dirt fairly hard. The Corporal popped back up and jerked the mat from the fence as the zombies hit it, rattling and groaning.
“Holy shit, Graham, are you okay?” Coleman huffed, falling to his knees in front of the incredibly lucky Sergeant.
“Yeah, I’m good,” Terrell replied, his chest heaving as he cradled his hand.
The Corporal swallowed hard. “Where… where’s the Sarge?”
Terrell shook his head, and Coleman lowered his gaze for a moment, taking a deep breath. He winced and then offered the Sergeant his hand to help him up.
“I need to talk to Colonel Wagner,” Terrell said. “Let’s go.”




CHAPTER TWELVE
Reyes rested his rifle on the edge of the railing, surveying the lobby as Gardner ducked down behind him. The others clambered up on top of the escalators, poking up over the hasty barricade. Several zombies noticed the movement and shrieked, tearing up the stairs clumsily.
“Nobody fire until I do,” Frank instructed, and his men held steady as several more zombies joined the climb.
They hit the barricade, furniture and luggage shifting and groaning under the weight of the corpses pushing against it.
Frank looked over at the front desk, making sure that the lobby was clear, and then raised a hand. “Gardner, go!” he yelled, and then aimed and hit a zombie in the head.
The other three followed suit, carefully popping off rounds to hit enemy after enemy in the face.
Gardner leapt over the railing, holding on so that he hung off of the other side like a monkey. He turned sideways and sprung out, kicking off of the railing and grasping a light post, sliding down like a fireman. As soon as hit feet hit the floor, he tore towards the desk.
A rogue zombie took off in his direction, but Reyes felled it before it got too close.
The barricade began to crumble, the zombies pressing under luggage and causing it to buckle under the pressure. The soldiers were having a hard time getting good shots with the angle they were forced to take.
“Suppressing fire!” Frank commanded, and Owns and Webb went full auto, pumping round after round into the horde. While not kill shots, the bullets riddling the zombie’s torsos definitely slowed them down, unable to push as hard with their thinner extremities.
Frank and Freeman climbed a little higher and continued headshots through the carnage.
Gardner made it over the desk and looked for the card slot. A zombie popped up from under it, and he grabbed it by the shirt, throwing it over the desk and into the main lobby for Reyes to deal with.
“Got the card!” he declared into his radio.
More zombies from the streets barreled towards him, drawn by the noise from the escalators.
“We got more incoming!” Freeman said.
Frank jumped down from his perch and scrambled onto the center slide of the escalators. “On it,” he said, and ran down. He leapt up onto the makeshift barricade, and leapt over the zombies’ heads, landing into a shoulder roll and popping back up on the other side. As they turned, distracted by him, the three soldiers up top picked them off easily.
Gardner reached the keycard slot and slid the card, but before he was able to punch the code a zombie dove inside and tackled him clean over. He hit the ground hard, pushing up on the corpse’s neck. He shot another oncoming one in the face, and then put the barrel underneath the chin of the one snapping at his nose, blowing up its head. He blinked away a gooey bouquet of blood and brain matter, rolling over to get back up.
“Come and get me, boys!” Frank bellowed, drawing the attention of the zombies pouring inside so they wouldn’t go after Gardner. They rushed him, and he rushed right back, dropping into a slide and slipping right underneath them. Before they could turn around, he popped off three rounds, hitting two in the head and one in the chest. He lowered his shoulder and hit one in the torso, flipping it over his head, and Reyes dispatched it before it managed to right itself.
Gardner punched in the code and the doors locked down, keeping the rest of the street zombies at bay.
“You okay?” Frank immediately asked Gardner, walking over to check him over.
“Could probably use a shower, Sarge,” the Corporal replied as he wiped another slick glob of goo from his cheek. “Feels like I just finished a zombie bukkake.”
Frank barked a laugh. “Lotta firsts today, huh?”
“Too many, sir,” Gardner replied with an exasperated chuckle. “Too fucking many.”
“Holy fuck Sarge,” Freeman blurted as he and the others descended the escalators, “that was crazy! You boys alright?”
Gardner nodded. “Yeah, we’re good.”
“Alright, time to secure these packages,” Frank said, rolling his hand in a circle. “Floor by floor sweep, Marie tests them. If they pass, move them to one of the conference rooms. If they don’t, lock em up in their room. Let’s move.”




CHAPTER THIRTEEN
“Gentlemen, what’s the situation?” Terrell asked as he led Coleman into Lynch’s back room.
“Good to have you back, Sergeant,” Wagner greeted. “We feared the worst.”
The bald soldier raised his chin. “Gonna take more than that to knock me out of action.”
“That’s good, because there’s a hell of a lot more left to do,” the Colonel replied.
Lynch nodded. “The food transport Corporal Coleman came back with was the last bit of supplies we were able to get before the city turned chaotic.”
“The other squad left after us, did they not make it back?” Terrell asked.
Lynch shook his head. “Last report we got from the, they said they were holed up at one of those big box stores on the other side of town. The store got partially overrun but they were able to secure the store room along with a few civilians.”
Wagner crossed his arms, addressing Terrell and Coleman. “Any chance you can get them out?”
“We can, but not now,” the Sergeant replied. “The city is going to be a whole lot worse, and I barely made it back as it is. We go out there now, we’re either going to get eaten or shot by someone who isn’t too happy with the military. Tell your boys to sit tight and we’ll come get them when the sun goes down. Gonna be a whole lot easier for us to get across the city moving through the shadows.”
“I’ll make the call right now,” Wagner declared.
“Lynch, how the transports to Charlotte looking?” Terrell asked.
The Corporal took a deep breath. “Another shipment just took off a few minutes ago. We’re getting that stadium supplied, but we still need more. Even more than they have on that other transport truck.”
“This is what I need from you,” Terrell instructed. “After you do an inventory, give me four or five spots on the map where you think I might be able to find what you’re missing. After we rescue the other team, we’ll do some scouting and stage the gear we need. Then we’ll do one last big sweep at daybreak.”
“Won’t that be risky?” Lynch bit his lip. “I mean, riskier than doing it under the cover of darkness.”
“My boys and I on foot can move well in the darkness and avoid the zombies,” the Sergeant explained. “Can’t really do that with the massive transport trucks. No matter what we do, we’re gonna attract attention. Be better to have daylight so we can spot them rushing us.”
Lynch nodded. “Makes sense. I’ll have the report ready for you in an hour, sir.”
“Take your time, Corporal, we ain’t heading out for several hours,” Terrell said. “I’m gonna go get some food and maybe catch a Z or two. But could you do me one more favor?”
The Corporal cocked his head. “Anything, sir.”
He smiled tiredly. “If my boy Sergeant Kyle radios in, can you come get me?”




CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Frank surveyed the last group trailing into their makeshift testing room by Freeman and Webb. “How are we looking, Marie?”
“Twenty-two more on the top floor are healthy,” she replied. “Only five tested positive.”
He added the numbers to his clipboard. “Alright, that brings us to one hundred and forty healthy people. Eighty-five engineers, thirty-five civilians, and another twenty hotel staff.”
“Why are you separating them like that?” Marie asked, brow furrowing.
He squared his shoulders. “Because the engineers are the mission.”
“Whoa whoa,” she gushed, eyes blazing. “You aren’t thinking about leaving the civilians behind, are you?”
“You do understand that we have limited supplies, don’t you?” Frank threw up his hands. “We let everyone in, then we all die. Our mission is bigger than a handful of civilians.”
“I’m not an idiot,” she snapped. “I know we can’t let everyone in who shows up on the doorstep of the stadium. Not only do they take up valuable space and resources, but they could easily be infected. These people are different, though. They’re actively helping us secure the VIPs. And we know that they aren’t sick.” She lowered her voice. “I haven’t seen the manifest of people that you’re bringing in, but I’m guessing whoever made it didn’t bother to add in low level support staff. Stadium that size with that many people, I’m sure having a few cleaning ladies couldn’t hurt.”
Frank nodded with a sigh of defeat. “Okay, they’re in.”
“Thank you, Captain,” Marie said.
“Please, call me Frank,” he insisted.
She smiled. “Okay, Frank.”
“I swear, you sure you weren’t in Psy Ops instead of being a medic?” he asked, wagging a finger at her.
She shrugged playfully. “Well, I’m a woman, some things come naturally.” She winked and then headed over to the conference room.
“Freeman, get these people ready to move,” Frank called. “I’m calling in the transports.”
“You got it, Sarge,” the Corporal replied.
Frank lifted his radio. “Bill, come in.”
“What’s your status, Sergeant?” the old man asked through the speaker.
“Package is secure, we have one hundred forty civilians ready for transport,” he reported.
“I’m afraid I have some bad news, Sergeant,” Bill said.
Frank sighed. “Seems to be par for the course today.”
“We lost contact with the transport team an hour ago,” the old man said. “They were relaying reports about the city deteriorating, and their message was interrupted by screams and gunfire. We don’t know if they were taken out by looters, or if they were firing on zombies. All we know is we’ve lost contact with them.”
“Dammit,” Frank growled. “Okay, Bill, see if you can patch me through to Fort Bragg.”
“Gonna be just a moment,” came the reply.
“Hey Chad, does this place have a parking deck?” Frank asked.
The employee nodded as he handed out bottles of water. “Yeah, we share one with the mall, but we have direct access to it via an over street walkway.”
“Any idea how tall it is?” the Sergeant asked.
“Pretty big.” Chad shrugged. “Nine, maybe ten stories tall?”
“Webb, go check it out, make sure we can get across it and it’s not overrun,” Frank instructed.
“Sergeant Kyle,” Bill said over the radio, “I have Lieutenant Colonel Wager and Corporal Lynch on the line.”
“Sergeant, this is Wagner,” came the next greeting, “what can we do for you?”
“Any chance we can borrow your transport choppers after they drop off the latest batch of supplies?” Frank asked.
“Yes, just not on this trip,” Wagner replied. “They are scheduled to refuel after this drop and given that they are our only ships, I don’t want to overextend them if I can help it.”
“Understood, sir,” Frank agreed. “What sort of time frame are we looking at?”
“Sergeant Kyle, his is Corporal Lynch,” a new voice came over the speaker. “The transports left here recently, so with the multiple trip flight times and refueling, we’re going to be looking to be at your position sometime around dusk.”
“We can handle that,” Frank said. “We’re going to have around a hundred and fifty people needing transport. We have access to a nine or ten story parking deck, so the top floor will be the extraction point. And we’re going to have to have this thing well coordinated because those choppers will attract a ton of attention.”
“We’ll make it happen, Sergeant,” Wagner promised.
Frank nodded. “Thank you, Colonel.”
“Sergeant Kyle,” Lynch cut in, “if you bear with me just a moment please.” There was a pause. “There we go. Have you on a private line now. Someone wants to say hello.”
“What’s up Kyle?” Terrell asked.
A massive grin spread on Frank’s face. “Hey Graham, you lived through the morning. Guess I owe Freeman ten bucks.”
“Man, I ain’t gonna let a little thing like the end of the world take me out,” the bald Sergeant replied.
Frank laughed. “You wouldn’t be saying that if you went through half the shit I went through today. I had to grenade a hospital.”
“Oh yeah? I beat half a dozen zombies to death with ten pound dumbbells.”
“Ten pounders? You getting weak on me?” Frank teased.
“Stronger than you’ll ever be, boy.”
“You know Graham, if I thought there’d be anybody left to read it, I’d say we need to write our way story memoirs.”
Terrell laughed. “Hell man, if I could write I wouldn’t have gone into the military. I would have went all Robert Frost and lived a hermit’s life in the woods.”
“Yeah, but knowing you,” Frank replied, “you’d be out there wrestling bears and shit.”
“Better than wrestling stripper assassins.”
Frank sighed. “Once again man, I’m sorry.”
“Just giving you a hard time, bro,” Terrell laughed.
“I know man,” his friend assured him. “Just good to hear you’re still going.”
“Alright now, you and your boys get some rest,” Terrell instructed. “When the sun goes down, the real fun is going to begin.”
“No kidding,” Frank agreed. “Be safe, bro.”
Webb walked back in, Chad on his heels, as the Sergeant ended the call.
“Path is clear,” the Corporal said. “The walkway is on the seventh floor so we’re only going to have a couple of floors to go up to the roof.”
“Finally, something going our way,” Frank said with a grin. “Transports are going to be here in a few hours. So I want everyone to get some rest.” He took a deep breath. “I get the sense it’s going to be one hell of a night.”
END
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CHAPTER ONE
“How’s it looking out there?” Marie asked from the doorway.
Captain Frank Kyle sat against one of the skywalk pillars, staring seven floors down to the street. The sun set over the horizon, but the street remained illuminated by a number of car fires and flickering street lights. A few rogue zombies staggered around, looking for an evening snack.
“Nothing but death and destruction,” Frank sighed. “But on the plus side, traffic is pretty light for rush hour.”
Marie chuckled softly. “Finally, a bit of good news.” She tossed him an apple and sat down across from him, leaning against her own pillar.
“Oh, an apple, that’s mighty generous of you,” he replied, and shined it on a small bit of clean fabric left on his sleeve.
“Well, when you consider it could be years before we see another one of those, yeah, it is mighty generous,” she retorted.
He nodded, sobering a touch. “Well, that’s a bit of a downer.”
“Don’t get too down, at least traffic is light tonight,” Marie reminded him.
He gazed back out the window. “That it is.” He took a deep breath. “So. How are we looking in there?”
“Civilians are scared shitless, but the team is holding up pretty well, all things considered,” she said.
Frank nodded. “And Owens?”
“He’s a tough son of a bitch, I’ll give him that,” she said. “But that bite on his hand is getting worse. I don’t know how much time he has left.”
He drew his lip between his teeth with a soft hiss before taking another bite from the apple. There was a crackle as his communicator came to life.
“Captain Kyle?” Bill’s voice asked. “It’s Bill Huff, do you copy?”
“About damn time,” Frank muttered, and lifted the device to his mouth. “Yeah Bill, we’re here. What’s the status?”
“We’ve got two choppers inbound, will be landing on the field in thirty,” he replied. “They should be off the ground in twenty, so they’ll be headed to you within the hour. Will you be ready?”
“Copy that,” Frank said. “We’ll be ready to roll. What sort of max capacity are we looking at?”
“No more than twelve per chopper,” Bill replied. “I know they can handle more weight, but with the fuel situation being what it is…”
The Captain nodded. “Understood, Bill, you don’t have to explain any further.”
“It’s so nice working with professionals,” came the reply.
Frank cracked a ghost of a smile. “Likewise. We’ll be seeing you soon.”
“Ten-four.  Bill out.”
The Captain took another big crunchy bite of the sweet fruit before hauling himself up to his feet. “Time to get the boys.”




CHAPTER TWO
“Reyes, I want you and Marie to get the people into groups for transport,” Frank directed as he led his team across the skywalk to the parking garage. “Check their credentials, anybody who was an attendee at the conference gets moved first. It’s going to take multiple runs to move everybody, so if this goes south, at least the VIPs will be taken care of.”
Freeman raised an eyebrow. “That’s a hell of a pep talk there, Cap.”
“Well, we’re about to sound the alarm to every zombie in a thirty block radius that we’re here,” the Captain replied. “I don’t know how smart these things are, but I’m betting they are attracted to sound.”
“Man, anybody wanna take a bet on how many we get out before we are overrun?” the Corporal asked, raising a hand.
“What’s the over/under, Pumpkin Spice?” Marie gave him a wink.
Freeman grinned. “For you, I’ll go thirty-nine.”
“I’ll take a hundred on the under,” she replied.
He laughed. “Deal!”
“Captain, how big do you want those groups?” Marie turned her attention to Frank.
He raised an eyebrow. “You heard Bill, give ‘em to me in groups of twelve.”
Freeman’s eyes widened. “But… I… these things hold twenty people… motherfucker.” His shoulders slumped, and Marie patted him on the back with a smug grin.
“Don’t worry Pumpkin Spice, I’m pretty sure there’s an ATM in the lobby,” she cooed.
They reached the door to the parking garage, and Webb and Gardner took offensive positions while the others covered them. Webb unraveled the chain, and they stood at the ready to fling the doors open.
“We move silently and quickly,” Frank reminded the group in a low voice. “Guns as a last resort. Last thing we want is to alert them now.”
“Yes sir,” his team replied in unison, and he raised his hand.
“All right, let’s move,” he said, and they threw open the doors.
Frank and Freeman rushed in first, lights illuminating the darkened garage from the tops of their guns. The seventh floor was nothing but a mostly empty structure with a trio of cars parked up in the valet section.
“Move up,” Frank ordered quietly, and they marched up the incline to the next floor, scanning around them for any sign of movement. They made it all the way up to the ninth floor clearing, where there was a lone zombie shuffling aimlessly around the concrete.
Frank drew his knife and darted forward, the corpse whipping around to meet him. It sprinted and he took a quick side-step, tripping it face first into a parking space. The Captain expertly slammed his knife into the back of the zombie’s head before it could screech, and it fell limp. He wiped the blood from the knife on the back of the corpse’s jacket and then bounced back up to his feet to rejoin the group.
“All right, now we just have to hope there’s nothing below us,” Freeman said.
Webb grinned. “Sounds like you just volunteered to check it out, Freeman.”
“I second that,” Gardner added.
Freeman closed his eyes. “Dammit.”
“Hey, look at the bright side,” Frank pointed out, “at least we aren’t all calling you Pumpkin Spice yet.”
“I hope there is something down there,” the Corporal muttered as he wandered back down the ramp, “because I really need to beat something to death.”
The trio of soldiers had a short laugh as they jogged to catch up to him. They reached the skywalk but Webb stopped at the valet key box.
“Hey, Cap,” he said. “I’ve got an idea.”
Frank raised an eyebrow. “Shoot.”
“Let’s use the cars,” the Corporal suggested.
“Yeah, we’ll just head out on a leisurely Sunday evening drive.” Freeman rolled his eyes.
“I meant as a barricade, dumbass,” Webb snapped. “I know that those three vehicles aren’t going to close off the entire driveway, but if we get a handful of zombies it would at least force them into choke points.”
“Actually, you just gave me a better idea.” Frank pointed a finger at his companion. “Let’s get ‘em moved to the down ramp there, but aim them straight ahead. If we get a swarm of those things we’re going to get overrun even if they are coming through the bottleneck. Hoping some vehicular assault might have better luck.”
Gardner lifted a C4 block from his pack and juggled it with one hand. “Especially if we attach a little of this.”
“How much of that shit you got?” Freeman asked.
“If the wind is blowing in the right direction, I’m pretty sure I can get you to the stadium,” Gardner replied. “Might not be in one piece, but most of you will get there.”
“Good to know we have a backup plan,” Frank said, and clapped him on the back. “All right boys, lets get it done, we’re on the clock.”




CHAPTER THREE
Frank and Marie stood on the skywalk, looking down at the street at Freeman led the first group of civilians across to the parking garage.
“First batch ready to go, Cap,” he said.
Frank nodded. “You’d better get a move on,” he replied. “Bill just radioed in that the first transport is about to take off.”
“All right, you heard the man, let’s get moving!” Freeman bellowed to his group, and led them at a brisk pace.
Frank lifted his radio to his lips. “Owens, move the second batch up,” he instructed.
“Ten-four, Cap,” Owens’ voice crackled through.
“Webb, Reyes, Gardner, be on alert,” Frank added into the radio. “Chopper is inbound.”
“We’re at the cars ready to light up whatever comes our way,” Webb replied.
Marie stepped closer to Frank, gun in hand. “So, what can I do?”
“Watch down the other side of the street, let me know if we have any incoming visitors,” Frank instructed. They stood watching the street, the flickering flames illuminating an occasional zombie staggering across the street.
Owens entered the skywalk with the next group of civilians. “Next batch ready to go, Cap.”
“Hang tight here until we unload the first batch,” Frank replied.
The Corporal opened his mouth to say Yes sir, but instead dissolved into a harsh coughing fit that dropped him to one knee. Marie turned to assist him but he waved her off.
“I’m good,” he assured her through a wheezing breath. “Keep doing what you’re doing.”
She shot Frank a concerned look, but the Captain simply shrugged. He knew this wasn’t the time to be worrying about it. They had a job to do.
Helicopter blades sounded in the distance, and the response was almost immediate.
“Frank, we have a problem!” Marie cried, and he darted to her side of the skywalk where there were hundreds of zombies emerging from the shadows. They moved towards the parking garage as the chopper began its slow descent to land on top of it.
A few of the civilians screamed and the Captain whipped around to see the zombies swarming the parking deck.
“Owens, get these people back to the hotel, now!” he screamed, and the Corporal leapt into action. He motioned the crowd back, and Frank and Marie headed quickly to the other side of the skywalk to survey the scene. “Marie, go with them!” Frank demanded, and she darted back to help Owens usher the group back into the hotel.
The Captain lifted his radio as he ran into the garage. “Freeman, we have incoming. Are they out yet?”
“Negative!” Freeman’s voice came back. “The pilot is having issues with the landing zone. Three, maybe four minutes.”
“Fucking hell,” Frank grunted, and lifted the mouthpiece again. “As soon as that chopper lands, you run like hell back to the hotel. Do not wait for them to take off.”
“Ten-four,” Freeman replied.
The Captain ran down to the car defenses, the moans from the oncoming horde echoing up the cement structure. He jumped into the driver’s seat of the SUV in the middle. “Webb, Reyes, on me,” he said. “Rear fire positions.”
The two Corporals leapt into the backseat, guns at the ready.
He grabbed the C4 from the front seat, and tossed it to Gardner. “Grab the other two blocks and get that skywalk ready to blow. Middle third ought to do.” He cranked up the SUV and threw it into gear, peeling off towards the down ramp as Gardner tore off in the direction of the skywalk.
Frank drove down two floors, and skidded into a one-eighty slide. They sat silently with the windows down, guns poking out into the darkness. The moans and pitter-squelch of rotting flesh stampeding their way echoed around them.
“When they come around that corner, you light them up,” Frank said firmly. “Don’t worry about headshots, we just want to slow them down. Webb, you got grenades?”
“Yes, sir!” the Corporal replied.
“When we come around the next corner, drop one at that car,” the Captain instructed, pointing at the vehicle in question.
Webb nodded. “I’ll make sure it’s under the gas tank for maximum impact.”
“That’s my boy,” Frank commended.
The groans and shuffling grew louder and louder, and Frank threw the SUV into gear. He revved the engine to draw some attention. The Corporals readied their weapons, watching for the first glimpse of an approaching zombie. The stampede grew louder and louder, the sounds ricocheting everywhere until finally the first wave came into view.
Without waiting for permission, Webb and Reyes unloaded full automatic fire into the oncoming horde, shredding the first few rows of them. They flew backwards, tripping up the waves behind them as Frank punched the accelerator.
“Webb, grenade!” the Captain yelled as they flew around the corner, the Corporals firing all the while. Webb stopped to ready the explosive, braced himself against the window frame, and deftly lobbed the device underneath the beat up sedan.
“Package delivered!” he cried as he watched the grenade bounce to exactly where he’d wanted it to go, and resumed firing.
Frank sped up to get them clear of the blast, the zombies about thirty yards behind them and keeping pace. The front line of corpses were past the sedan when the grenade detonated, sending hunks of metal careening through masses of decrepit flesh.
Webb and Reyes continued to take them down as best they could, knocking them back.
Frank screeched to a stop just before the barricade cars, and leapt out of the vehicle. “Head to the skywalk!” he demanded, and the Corporals bolted. He grabbed a briefcase from the backseat and shoved the shifter into reverse before jamming the case against the gas pedal.
The SUV tore down the incline, smacking into the wave of zombies and running them right down the middle like a bowler getting a seven-ten split. Corpses flew through the air, but more just kept coming, climbing over their fallen brethren.
The Captain tore towards the skywalk, pulling a grenade as he went. He tossed it back over his shoulder like a dinner guess throwing a pinch of salt for good luck, and skidded into the skywalk. The grenade detonated, barely fazing the oncoming mass.
“Just run, those doors aren’t going to hold!” Frank yelled at Webb and Reyes, who were waiting for him at the handles. The trio pumped their legs as hard as they could across the skywalk, making it about a third of the way before the first zombie hit. Gardner was at the far end, detonator in hand, Freeman and Owens flanking him with their guns up for cover fire.
When the three running soldiers got about ten steps past the C4, Frank cried, “Hit it! Hit it!”
Gardner hesitated, wary of how close they would be to the blast. “You got em, right?”
“Yep,” Freeman replied.
“Hit it, goddammit!” Frank screamed.
Gardner mashed the button, and the force of the blast knocked the trio forward to the ground, as well as a few zombies that were just on the closer edge. Freeman and Owens quickly picked off the stragglers as the Captain and Corporals staggered to their feet.
“Cap, you all right?” Freeman asked.
Frank sat up and shook his head, head ringing a bit from the explosion.
“Frank, you good, man?” Freeman repeated.
The Captain nodded and took a deep breath. “Where’s Gardner?”
The Corporal approached. “You all right, sir?”
“Normally, I’d be chewing you out for ignoring an order…” Frank began, and shook his head a bit to try to clear it. “But goddamn, you made the right call on that one.”
“Yeah Cap, I used a little more than usual to make sure I got the job done,” Gardner said as he helped his superior off of the ground.
Frank turned to watch the zombies screeching angrily on the other side of the skywalk, plummeting to the street below like lemmings.
“All right,” the Captain said. “Looks like it’s time for plan B.”




CHAPTER FOUR
Corporal Coleman approached Captain Graham, who was sitting on a bench in Fort Bragg bobbing his head. Upon drawing nearer, he could hear rap music blasting into his comrade’s ears at what seemed like a million decibels.
“Hey, Cap,” Coleman said, sidestepping so that he was within eyesight. Terrell noticed him, but closed his eyes briefly, continuing to bob his head for a few more moments. The Corporal waited patiently.
“Sorry Coleman,” the Captain said with a sigh, pulling the buds from his ears as he turned to face his friend. “Just wanted to finish that up. Needed to clear my head.”
“Rap music again?” the Corporal asked.
Terrell straightened. “You got a problem with it?”
“No problem.” Coleman raised his hands, palms up. “Just don’t understand the appeal. How do you find enjoyment listening to someone talk over a repetitive beat?”
“You, of all people, have something against repetition?” The Captain rolled his eyes. “Tell me, how many hours this year have you spent watching grown men drive in a circle?”
His companion shook his head. “Come on, that’s different.”
“How?” Terrell raised an eyebrow as he got to his feet.
Coleman pursed his lips in thought, and then smirked. “Well, racing is dangerous! Drivers have been killed before.”
“That’s the best you got?” The Captain laughed. “Shit man, rap has a way larger body count than NASCAR.”
The Corporal paused a moment before shaking his head and joining in the laughter. “Yeah, I think you got me there.”
Terrell slung a pack of gear over his shoulder. “The boys about ready to head out?”
“Just waiting on you, Cap,” Coleman replied.
“All right,” he agreed with a nod. “Come on, I gotta go touch base with Wagner and Lynch before we go. Hopefully they’ll have an update for us.”
Wagner’s office was in complete and utter chaos. The man in question had a phone on either side of his head, and another in his hand. His eyes were wild as he barked into all of the receivers at once, rustling papers around with his elbow.
Lynch stood near his command bunker, and waved them over. “Captain, good to see you again,” he greeted the pair.
“What have you got for me, Lynch?” Terrell asked. “How’s it looking out there?”
“Well, our boys are still safe and sound as their barricaded store room has held up,” the Corporal replied. “The city, on the other hand, is a clusterfuck.” He tensed up for a moment, eyes growing wide at the realization that he’d just dropped an f-bomb in front of a superior officer.
Terrell chuckled and patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry man, we’re R-rated.”
“X-rated if we’re in the proper company,” Coleman added, waggling his eyebrows.
“Anyway Lynch,” the Captain said, “you were explaining the clusterfuck we currently find ourselves in?”
“We’ve been fighting off both humans and zombies at the gates for the last few hours,” the Corporal replied. “Lost a couple of good men to snipers, but we’re relatively confident we’ve neutralized that threat. Or at the very least chased them away.”
Terrell nodded. “How are the streets looking?”
“Sun set about forty-five minutes ago, but we did send a drone up just before dusk,” Lynch said. “The battle lines in the city solidified pretty quickly. The civilians who are left have boarded themselves up in whatever structure they could find. The zombies that aren’t indoors are roaming the streets in packs.”
Coleman crossed his arms. “Packs? How big?”
“Most of them weren’t too large, eight or ten,” the younger man replied. “A few of them, though, were a little more daunting. Saw one that had to be at least a hundred.”
“Well, let’s hope we only run into the small ones, huh?” Coleman let out a deep breath.
Terrell shook his head. “I don’t think it’s gonna matter that much. As soon as we start making noise, every pack within earshot is gonna be headed our way.”
“So, no gunplay,” the Corporal said, giving a sarcastic thumbs-up. “This shouldn’t be difficult at all.”
“You got a map for me, Lynch?” Terrell asked, ignoring his companion. The Corporal handed him a small tablet with a city map on it.
“Here you go,” he said, “GPS with a city map. Should help you navigate the streets.”
“Streets are gonna be too dangerous,” the Captain said with a shake of his head. “We’re going on foot, cut through a few buildings, and hopefully stay out of sight of everyone.”
“Risky play.” Lynch shrugged. “But probably less so than driving down the street in a Humvee.”
“Yep,” Terrell agreed, “kinda hard to do a rescue mission when you lead a horde of zombies right to them.”
The Corporal nodded. “What else do you need from me?”
“When those transports get back, make sure you throw some ladders in there.”
He furrowed his brow. “Ladders, sir?”
“Yeah, cause after we go rescue your boys, my team is gonna go secure more supplies,” Terrell said. “We’ll get them up to the roof, and load them in through the top hatch. When we have everything staged, we’ll be in touch, the team can pick us up and we’ll go around the neighborhood like we’re trick or treating.”
“That’s… kind of…” Lynch stammered. “Brilliant, Captain. Won’t matter if they attract a horde as you’ll be out of reach.”
The Captain grinned. “That’s the plan, my man,” he said, and extended his fist for a hearty bump. “Coleman, you ready?”
The Corporal grinned. “You know me, Cap, love my leisurely evening strolls.”




CHAPTER FIVE
“All right guys, coast looks clear as far as I can see,” Terrell said, addressing his team. “When we hop the fence, head for the side street. We’re going up two blocks until we hit Mason’s Furniture Store. That’ll be our first cut through. When we get there, Jenkins is on lock pick duty, the rest of us are standing guard. Questions?”
“No, sir!” the team all replied in unison.
The Captain nodded. “Well, let’s move out, then,” he said, and the six special forces members set two ladders against the outer fence of Fort Bragg. He surveyed the area with night-vision goggles to make sure there were no civilians or zombies creeping about, and then waved his team forward.
Bennett and Coleman were first, scurrying up and hopping over. Foster and Martinez followed, and then Terrell went up with Jenkins last. As soon as their boots hit the dirt, they automatically took defensive formation, moving down the street as one. The grunts inside the fence saluted and took the ladders away to dissuade anyone from trying to break in that way.
The small roadway was nearly pitch black, trees blocking the majority of the moonlight. Terrell took point with his goggles, watching the path with his green-glowing view. He raised his fist to stop the men at the first intersection, peering around the corner to see a group of about twenty zombies around thirty yards away. Some of them were banging on the front door of a nearby townhouse, the others milling about randomly as if they’d lost interest in the potential human meal inside.
Terrell turned and motioned that they were going to move silently across the intersection, receiving nods all around. He hoped that the shadows would be enough to conceal them. He held up his hand, giving a countdown for everyone to see.
On three, they swiftly moved across the intersection, quiet as could be. The Captain kept his weapon aimed towards the zombies as they went, looking for any sign they were being noticed. He reached the other side first, and took a knee at the corner of the building, watching intently as his team disappeared behind him.
He held his breath as a zombie seemed to be squinting at him in the darkness, but then another corpse slammed its arm into a metal mailbox and distracted the whole group of rotting flesh. Terrell let out a quiet sigh of relief and then pulled back behind the building.
They moved up the dark alleyway and reached the street with the furniture store. It was to their right, floor to ceiling windows showing off the still pristine furniture inside. There was a set of double doors in the center, ornately decorated and almost looked out of place in the ransacked street surrounding it.
Jenkins slung his gun around to his back, and knelt down in front of the doors, working on the lock with deftness and speed. Thirty-seconds later, there was a satisfying thunk and click as he unlatched it.
“We’re in,” he whispered, and took a step inside.
Immediately a shot rang out, and the entire right half of Jenkins’ face exploded in a fantastic array of blood and grey matter, his body crumpling back into the street. His five teammates immediately dove behind the display furniture, still on the sidewalk.
“Why the fuck ain’t they firing?” Coleman hissed.
A loud moan broke the heavy silence, and Terrell muttered a curse under his breath at the sight of the pack of zombies they’d avoided ambling around the corner a block away.
“Probably because the chickenshits don’t wanna get eaten!” Foster cried.
Another moan echoed from the other direction, and the Captain swung around. “We gotta move!” He set his sights on the apartment building across the street with a metal gate across the doorway. He sprinted towards it, his team hot on his heels, and they took a defensive formation as he shoved his assault rifle through the bars to hit the button release on the inner wall.
He pulled it open and they scrambled inside just as the zombies reached it. They wrestled it shut and then backed away as hands clawed in at them, trying to get a piece but getting nothing but air.
“Fuck!” Coleman screamed. “Those motherfuckers killed Jenkins! You assholes are lucky I can’t get to you!” He kicked at the gate with his boot as if to accentuate his point, rattling the gate even more for the corpses between him and their unknown antagonists.
“That’s enough,” Terrell scolded, clapping a hand on his companion’s shoulder. “Keep your head in the game, soldier.”
The Corporal took a deep ragged breath, and closed his eyes for a moment. His moment of zen didn’t last long, however, as screams echoed from the narrow hallway behind them. Martinez and Bennett took a knee, taking lower firing position, as the others raised their guns over their heads. At the sound of inhuman shrieks, Terrell lowered his night-vision and opened fire into the bright green trio of zombies running at him.
Bennett and Martinez helped shred the oncoming creatures, the bodies flopping to the carpet just before they reached the cluster of men in the narrow hallway.
“Bennett, Foster, keep watch,” Terrell instructed, and slid out of the way so they could get past him to the gate. The Captain strained his ears, making sure there were no more groans or moans from their general vicinity inside the building.
“So what’s the play, Cap?” Coleman asked as Terrell pulled out his GPS.
He tapped on the screen. “I think I got us a new route,” he said.
“No,” the Corporal replied firmly, “what’s the play on those assholes who killed Jenkins?”
Terrell straightened his shoulders. “We don’t have one.”
“What the fuck, Cap?” Coleman snapped.
“You need to watch your tone, Corporal,” the Captain said, voice low and menacing, and his companion took a step back under the intimidation. “I want vengeance for Jenkins just as much as you do, but right now we need to focus on the mission at hand. We’d use up every bit of ammo we had just clearing a path to take them out, and we got more pressing issues to deal with.”
The Corporal sighed deeply, turning to gaze out the gate at the furniture store. He glowered at the pack of zombies in his way, brow furrowed. Terrell, satisfied, turned back to the GPS, zooming in on the map to make sure his new route was viable.
“Hey Cap,” Coleman piped up, “give me three bullets.”
The Captain raised an eyebrow, impatience on his face. “You gonna get your vengeance with three bullets?”
“Yep,” the Corporal replied, puffing out his chest.
“All right, three bullets,” Terrell said, waving him off. “Have at it.”
Coleman grinned deviously and headed for the gate. “Hey Martinez, can you give me a boost?”
Martinez let out a torrent of coughs, taking a moment to regain composure.  Once settled, he braced himself, and stuck his right leg out like a stepping stool. “Sure thing.”
The Corporal planted one foot on his companion’s leg, hopped up, and put his other foot on the wall so that he could see over the zombies at the gate. He carefully took aim between the bars, and then fired. The sound of glass shattering permeated the street, and he fired two more times, blowing out the other two windows of the furniture store.
He hopped down, and then there were numerous gunshots from inside the store to return fire. The zombies immediately realized they had a better chance at a meal across the street, and a pack of them ran for the store. The group heard more gunshots, moans, and snarls, until there was silence in the street.
“Vengeance in three shots,” Coleman declared.
Terrell nodded, impressed. “And you partially cleared the street for us,” he agreed. “Well played, Corporal.”
“Just doin’ my part, Cap,” he replied with a grin.
Terrell clapped him on the shoulder and slid the tablet back into his pocket. “All right men, we’re burnin’ moonlight. Let’s get rolling.”




CHAPTER SIX
Frank lifted his radio to his lips. “Bill, do you copy?” he asked, brow furrowed. The civilians mingled about the second floor conference room, his team making sure that the corridors were on constant watch in case of any uninvited guests.
“Captain, good to hear your voice,” Bill replied through the receiver. “The boys in the chopper said you had a bit of a situation.”
Owens hissed as Marie wrapped new bandages around his hand, and Frank gave his shoulder a reassuring squeeze. The Corporal needed to rest, and they’d laid him down on a neighboring table.
“That’s an understatement,” he said. “The VIPs make it safely?”
“Yes sir, getting them settled as we speak,” Bill replied, and Freeman let out a deep sigh of relief from behind Marie. “And based on the conference program one of them was carrying, you were able to secure some of the heavyweights in the industry.”
“Good to know it wasn’t all for nothing,” Frank said.
Bill clicked his end on, but paused a beat before asking, “So, do you have any idea of how you are getting back here?”
“Still kicking it around,” the Captain replied, trying to sound light. “Once we have our terrible desperation plan in place, I’ll be in touch.”
“Let me know what you need,” Bill replied immediately. “Bill out.”
Frank leaned back in his chair, curling his arms behind his head. He was the picture of perfect relaxation, save for the lines on his forehead that gave him away. “All right, floor is open,” he began, “whose got a bright idea on how we move seventy people across a cannibal infested city?”
Freeman, Marie and Owens glanced blankly at each other, seeming to struggle to come up with anything even remotely intelligent.
“Do we need to be in a huge rush?” Freeman broke the silence with a shrug. “This place is pretty posh, might do us some good to get in a little spa treatment and some five star dining.” He licked his lips.
Marie raised an eyebrow. “And what happens in a week, when we run out of food and the numbers of zombies have gone up exponentially?”
“Not to mention there are about a thousand different ways this place can be breached,” Frank added. “We need to get out of here tonight.”
Freeman’s shoulder sagged. “Are there any other places a chopper could land?” he asked, worrying his lip. “I mean, that we could actually get to?”
“Hey Chad!” Frank called, waving over the hotel employee. “Can we borrow you for a minute?”
The wiry man got up from his table and strode over, his uniform still flawlessly in place. “Yes, sir?” he asked, formally, standing in front of the quartet.
“Are there any places a helicopter might be able to land that we could actually get to?” the Captain asked.
“I’m sorry, but no,” Chad replied, shaking his head in disappointment. “That’s the only above ground parking deck for ten blocks. Our building isn’t equipped to handle a landing, and I can’t think of any other nearby that are either.”
Freeman clucked his tongue. “Well, fuck.”
“Chad, why don’t you have a seat and join us?” Frank invited, pulling a chair from behind him to join the group. “You know the downtown area better than any of us, and we might have more questions.”
The hotel employee pinked a little and took a step towards the seat. “Thank you, sir.”
“Oh, hey, before you sit down, can I get a coffee?” Freeman asked. He blinked as Marie and Frank glared at him, and then raised his eyebrows in incredulity. “What? It’s gonna be a long night, and I could use a caffeine boost.”
“How about manners, dumbass?” Marie snapped.
“Please,” Chad cut in, putting his hands up. “It’s quite all right. Would anyone else care for coffee?”
“Yes, please, thank you, Chad,” Marie replied, eyeing Freeman.
Frank nodded. “Yeah, thanks buddy,” he said.
“Edward!” Chad yelled, and a young hotel employee near knocked his chair over in his scramble to run over to the group.
“Yes sir?” he asked, breathless as he reached them.
“Can you please get us a fresh pot of coffee and some mugs?”
“Coming right up, sir!” Edward replied and scurried off to secure refreshments.
Chad sat down in the previously offered chair and noticed the blank stares of the group. “Well, you said you needed my expertise,” he replied sheepishly, “and seeing as how this is the last day I’m going to be a manager of anything, I wanted to use my powers of delegation before I lose them.”
Freeman chuckled. “I like this guy.”
“Chad, are there any employee parking areas?” Marie asked. “Any vehicles we can get to at all?”
“No, we’re not even allowed to use the parking deck,” the hotel attendant replied. “We have to use the park and ride outside of town.”
“What about the walkways?” Frank cut in. “Where all do they connect to?”
“Well, there are only two remaining ones,” Chad explained. “There’s the shopping mall one, then another one that just goes into a small room with an elevator to take people down to the park.”
Freeman laughed. “Hey, we’ve got a bunch of tables and luggage carts. Let’s strap one to the other and have a rolling fortress through the streets.” He raised his fist. “We’ll be like modern-day Spartans!”
“That is the single stupidest idea I’ve ever heard, Pumpkin Spice.” Marie rolled her eyes.
He raised an eyebrow. “In my defense, you weren’t there for Gardner’s C4 idea.”
“Even so, I’d still put my money on you.” She sneered.
He winked at her. “Good to know you still have faith in me.”
She smiled and shook her head.
Frank sighed. “Come on guys, we need real ideas.”
“What about the transports?” Owens piped up, and everyone turned to look at the horizontal man.
“Go on,” the Captain urged.
“Didn’t Bill say they were going to park them at the bus depot?” the Corporal asked.
Frank nodded. “Yeah, he did.”
“Well, we’re a bunch of badasses,” Owens wheezed. “So we get over there, commandeer them, and save the day.”
Freeman chuckled. “I like it. But how are we getting the people in?”
“Well, Gardner has already showed that those skywalks aren’t the strongest,” Marie said. “We could break through and load them in at the mall one.” Owens’ eyes fluttered closed to rest some more, now that the conversation had been taken over again.
“Looks like this one is the winner by default,” Frank agreed. “Chad, how close can we get to the depot without being on the ground?”
Edward approached with a tray of mugs and a coffee pot, and as he leaned over to set it on the table, Chad plucked the pen out of his breast pocket. He started to sketch across the white tablecloth.
“Okay, we’re here,” he said as he finished a crude map of downtown. “If you go through the mall, there’s another walkway that leads to an office building. There’s a connector from the office building to an apartment high rise. It’s only about three and a half blocks up from there on a side street, but you’ll be on the ground.”
Frank nodded. “With any luck, all the noise we’ve made here will have drawn the zombies from that area to over here.”
“Looks like we’re going shopping,” Marie said.
Freeman chuckled. “You women and your shopping.”
She tilted her head to glare at him. “You wanna get your ass beat by a girl?” Her voice was low and menacing, and Freeman stood up from his seat abruptly.
“I… Cap, I’ll go get the boys ready,” he stammered.
Frank grinned. “Probably a good idea.”
Freeman grabbed his coffee cup and took Chad’s arm. “Come on, bud, gonna need you to draw us a map on something we can carry.”
Owens hacked as the duo headed away, a nice glob of pinkish phlegm hitting the carpet with a wet plop.
“Frank, we need to talk about Owens,” Marie said quietly. “I’m not sure he’s fit to be in the field.”
The Captain crossed his arms. “He’s holding his own, but please, share your concerns.”
“Between the virus and the infected hand bite,” she began, pausing as the Corporal hacked again, “and the coughing fits, he doesn’t have long.”
“What do you propose?” Frank asked.
She took a deep breath. “There are lots of hotel suites he’d be comfortable in.”
“I… I don’t know,” the Captain chewed his lip.
“You guys are aware that this virus causes zombification, not deafness, right?” Owens groaned. He sat up as Frank and Marie glanced at each other in embarrassment, and readied his weapon. “I’m only going to say this once, so listen the fuck up. I’d rather walk into a crowd of those fuckers holding a block of C4 than spend my last hours being all cozy in some overpriced fucking hotel room. I’m a warrior, and I’m going to go out a warrior. Anybody have a fucking problem with that?”
The other two shook their heads in unison.
“Good,” Owens glanced at the empty coffee pot. “Now where’s that coffee boy? I could use a cup.”
Marie motioned towards Edward. “He’s over by the door, there.”
Owens nodded to Frank. “Cap,” he acknowledged as he got to his feet, and then nodded to Marie. “Ma’am.” Then he headed off in search of a caffeine boost.
“Looks like we got our answer.” Frank let out a deep breath.
She shook her head. “He’s a tough motherfucker, but I’m still gonna be keeping an eye on him,” she promised.
Frank smiled. “I wouldn’t expect anything less.”




CHAPTER SEVEN
“Okay Chad,” Frank said as they took formation around the door to the mall. “When we get through these doors, I want you to shut them, gently I might add. You give us three minutes before chaining them back up just in case we have to make a hasty retreat. Then, I’m gonna need you to make sure this door is constantly manned. I doubt we’re going to be coming back through here, but I don’t want to be locked out of we do.”
The hotel attendant nodded gravely. “Yes sir. I’ll make sure it’s taken care of.”
Frank clapped him on the back. “Good man.”
“So, according to Chad, the walkway to the office building is about a hundred and fifty yards away,” Freeman piped up. “It’s a straight shot, but it’s a hell of a haul.” He shoved the hand-drawn map back into his breast pocket.
The Captain nodded. “Hopefully they’ve thinned out a bit since the last time we were here,” he said.
“Oh, and be prepared to run like a motherfucker if we get discovered,” Freeman added.
Marie rolled her eyes. “Thank you, Captain Obvious.”
“Eh, it’s better than Pumpkin Spice,” the Corporal replied with a shrug.
She winked at him. “Captain Pumpkin Spice it is.”
“Goddammit,” he muttered.
Frank shook his head in amusement. “When we get to the skywalk, Reyes and Gardner are on chain duty. Lock that son of a bitch up tight. Freeman and Webb, you’re on cleanup duty in the walkway. If it’s moving, shoot it. Owens, Marie, the three of us are support. Everybody good?” He paused for a round of yes, sir, and nodded. “All right, let’s hit it.”
Gardner and Reyes readied themselves at the doors as the Captain counted down from three. At one, they flung the doors open, and Frank and Freeman led the charge through into the mall. There was a small group of zombies milling about across the open gap in the floor, with one rogue one facing away from them against the railing.
Frank darted up and buried his knife in the back of its head, catching the body as it crumpled so they would stay silent. He watched the small group down the way to make sure they hadn’t noticed the intruders, and then motioned for his group to move. Chad and the hotel staff very gently shut the doors behind them,
Frank led his caravan through the mall, senses on high alert. A small group of five zombies wandered out from a storefront, and the two lead soldiers readied their knives. One of the corpses shrieked when it noticed them, echoing throughout the hallway.
His cover blown, the Captain popped off a shot in the zombie’s face, blowing its head clean off. Freeman and Owens squeezed off several rounds, finishing off the others in the pack. The gunshots echoed, making way for the sound of zombie moans and screams growing louder and louder.
“Run!” Frank cried, and the group tore off through the mall.
Eighty yards to the skywalk.
Zombies poured out of every hallway and storefront. Ten zombies staggered into their path from a clothing store, random scarves and tank tops stuck to their rotting flesh as they burst through the displays.
“Freeman, bowl them over!” Frank yelled, and he and the Corporal unloaded a barrage of bullets into the fashionista zombies in front of them. They staggered and dropped a few, and when the duo reached them they lowered their shoulders like linebackers to take them out. The domino effect sent most of the corpses to the tiles, creating a lane for the group to run through.
Fifty yards to the skywalk.
Almost a hundred zombies screamed after them, slowly gaining as the soldiers ran. Gardner peeked over his shoulder and saw that the gap between them was only about twenty yards, and pulled a grenade. He dropped it on the floor as he ran.
“Fire in the hole!” he yelled.
Their pursuers swarmed over it just as it detonated. It didn’t kill a ton of them, but did a great job of knocking them to the ground and tripping up the ones behind for a few precious moments.
Twenty yards to the skywalk.
Freeman and Frank were the first to spot the zombies in the walkway, and opened fire as they continued to run towards their destination. They struck two of them in the chest, sending them tumbling back into their brethren, and as Frank crossed the threshold they took out the remaining stumbling corpses behind.
“Owens, help them with the doors!” the Captain barked. “Webb, on me!”
Freeman, Frank and Webb took a triangle formation, the latter in center rear as they quickly moved down the walkway. The zombies still writhing received bullets in the head, and then the trio raised their guns to the new ones barreling towards them from the office building.
At first it was just a trickle, but as they got closer to the doorway, they saw a flood of corpses tearing down the inner stairs.
“We need chains!” Freeman screamed back over his shoulder, and the three of them slammed their bodies into the doors to attempt to close them.
Gardner, Reyes and Owens weren’t paying attention, struggling to get their own set of doors closed and chained. Marie grabbed one of the lengths of chain from the floor and sprinted towards the office building. She dropped it at their feet, pulling her handgun to fire at the two zombies wedged in between the doors. She grabbed the fallen corpses and jerked them inside, allowing the soldiers to get the doors officially shut.
Once secured and chained, the three men collapsed to the ground as the other trio approached them.
“Mall doors are secure,” Reyes said. “They ain’t getting through there.”
“Same with these,” Webb replied, chest heaving. “Unfortunately, we aren’t getting through them either.”
Freeman sighed. “Well, we made it a block at least.”
“You still owe me a hundred bucks,” Marie teased. “You better not be giving up that easy.”
He shrugged. “Maybe we can hit the street.” He leaned over and looked down at the road, where a sea of zombies stared straight back up at him. “Or not.”
Frank looked up towards the office building, noting a set of windows directly over the skywalk. “Freeman, you like the Jeffersons, don’t you?”
“What sort of cold-hearted soulless person doesn’t like the Jeffersons?” the Corporal replied, putting a shocked hand to his heart.
“Well, we’re gonna emulate them,” Frank nodded. “Because we’re movin’ on up.” He pointed, and the team all looked at the window, gathering around.
Freeman nodded. “All right, if someone boosts me up there, I’m pretty sure I can get that pane of glass dislodged and-”
Marie cut him off by firing two shots in rapid succession at the glass, shattering it.
The Corporal jumped back to avoid the shower of glass, mind reeling. “We can… get climbing…” he trailed off and then glared at the woman when he realized what had actually happened.
“Webb, Freeman, give me a boost,” Frank instructed, and the two soldiers came together to lift him up on top of the skywalk. The roof was about ten feet of the ground, and he had to really reach to manage to get a hand hold. He grunted as he lifted himself up through the hole.
“You good, Cap?” Freeman called.
“Yeah, give me a minute,” Frank replied. “Gonna peek in at the office and see what we’re in for.” He moved cautiously across the metal struts of the skywalk, not wanting to risk putting weight on any of the glass. He reached the building and cupped his hands around his face to peek inside. There was a darkened cubicle farm, but he couldn’t make out any specific movement.
He made his way back to the hole and looked down at the expectant faces of his team. “I don’t see any movement in there, which means there’s probably a thousand of those fuckers in there. But it’s our best bet at this point.” He knelt and then laid face down to take Webb’s outstretched arm as they boosted him up. “Mind the glass, don’t know how strong it is.”
One by one, they all climbed up on top, and soon they stood in two single file lines across the metal struts facing the office building.
“Looks like there’s a conference room to the right,” the Captain said. “That’s our rally point, so if we aren’t alone in there we’ll at least have a fighting chance.” He nodded to Freeman, who was beside him in front, and they both fired several shots into the giant window. It shattered in a fantastic display of sparking glass shards.
As soon as the last giant large piece fell, they hopped over the sill quickly, doing a tactical sweep as they led the way to the conference room. Freeman immediately ran across it to the front door, a zombie surprising him in the doorway. He ducked in shock and tripped it up, holding it by the throat as it hit the floor. He slammed the door repeatedly into its head until there was a gooey mass where its head had been. He raised his gun at the sound of moans and movement in the darkness of the corridor.
“We got company Cap, where are we going?” the Corporal asked.
Frank strode over to him. “We gotta go across,” he said.
“You wanna run, or bait ‘em?” Freeman asked, but Owens devolved into a harsh coughing fit. The Captain and Corporal glanced at each other and immediately closed and locked the door, heading back over as Marie helped Owens into a chair. He spat a glob of blood between his shoes and sputtered for a moment before standing up, running the back of his hand across his mouth.
“Sorry about that, Cap, I’m good to go,” he said firmly.
Frank nodded. “You’re good, Owens.”
They all jumped as a zombie slammed against the conference room window. Two more followed, all of them in business casual, gaping wounds across their throats and arms.
Webb wrinkled his nose. “Looks like they had a meeting this morning that went south real quick,” he said, pointing at the blood-spattered whiteboard. Several of the chairs had been knocked over, and Freeman stepped up to the window. He knocked loudly on the glass.
“Anybody else out there?” he yelled.
Another zombie staggered forward to join its coworkers, but no other corpses came forward.
“Line ‘em up, boys,” Frank instructed, and they stepped up to the window, each aiming at a zombie. In unison they fired, dropping all of the corpses through the glass. “The other walkway is straight across,” the Captain said. “Stay frosty, though.”
Freeman opened the door quietly, peeking out, and then Frank led the way through. There was a loud banging sound behind one of the walls, but the doors were all sealed, so they ignored it. When they got to the opposite side of the building, Frank looked down the window at the end of the hallway at the roof of the skywalk below.
“Hand me that chair, Freeman,” he suggested, and the Corporal grabbed an office chair from the cubicle behind him and rolled it to the Captain. Frank swung the legs into the glass a few times, and on the third swing the window shattered, the chair flying right through it and bouncing off the skywalk to the street below.
“Freeman, you’re up,” Frank instructed. “Get across and check the apartment building.”
The Corporal saluted. “On it, Cap.” He lowered himself from the window down onto a metal strut, and carefully walked across to the other side. He peered into the apartment hallway and then turned to give Frank a thumbs-up.
“Marie, you’re next,” the Captain said, holding out his hand to her. One by one, he lowered the team down to the skywalk roof. Gardner was the last one to go down, and began to cross as the banging from inside the hallway suddenly stopped.
“Cap, you OK?” he asked, turning to look up at the gaping window.
Frank turned to answer him, when a zombie suddenly screeched at him. The Captain whipped around and raised his weapon, but the corpse was on him too fast. He managed to grab the zombie’s throat, but the force of impact was enough to fling them both out the window.
He vaguely heard his team shrieking for him as his back hit the glass roof of the skywalk, the zombie’s only mission to snap wildly at his face. The glass gave way mere seconds later, sending them both falling into the walkway. Frank managed to roll over, driving his attacker’s head into the floor and liquefying it upon impact.
“Holy fuck, Cap!” Gardner cried, the closest to the shattered roof. He reached down through the hole at his dazed comrade. “I got you Cap, come on!” he urged, eyes wild.
Frank finally came to his senses and leapt to his feet, but before he was able to reach up, several zombies burst through the skywalk door. He tore down the hallway, and the Corporal screamed, lowering his gun to open fire at the oncoming horde.
Reyes shot out the glass beneath him, and he and Freeman knelt down at the approaching Frank.
“Come on Cap, you got this!” Reyes yelled, stretching his arm down as far as it would go. Frank skidded to a stop as zombies crashed through the apartment doors on the other side, quickly overtaking Reyes and Freeman’s position. He looked from side to side, realizing he was trapped, and then saw a broken down bus on its side underneath the skywalk.
He fired off a few shots into the window and then leapt through it as it shattered, just out of reach of the clawing fingers grasping for his flesh.
He landed hard on the bus, about ten feet down, and did a shoulder roll to minimize the impact as best he could. At the thuds of zombies falling after him, he took off running, and skidded down to the asphalt, whipping around to aim. A few shots rang out and he looked up to see Gardner and Reyes had taken the corpses out.
Gardner gave him a thumbs-up, but the moment was short-lived as more zombies thumped down in pursuit. They gave cover fire, watching helplessly as Frank turned and tore off into the night.
Freeman was pale and wide-eyed, his team turning to him to issue new orders. Marie pursed her lips at the realization that he was in shock.
“Hey,” she said, and punched him in the shoulder. “You got this, Freeman. So what are we doing?”
He shook himself and gave her a nod, silently thanking her for the return to reality. “All right listen up, we’re gonna get in here, find us a vacant apartment and give the Captain ten minutes to make contact,” he said firmly. “If we don’t hear from him, we press on. The mission is still the same and we have seventy some odd people who need our help. Y’all with me?”
There was a round of yes, sir and he nodded, shooting out the window into the apartment building.




CHAPTER EIGHT
Frank ran across the darkened street, hugging the wall to minimize his visibility in the shadows as best he could. He knelt down at the first door he found and gently pushed on it, but it wouldn’t budge. He approached an intersection and noted a horde of zombies down the block. A car fire burned nearby, illuminating the crossing.
He clenched his jaw. He’d surely be spotted if he tried to cross there. There were a few rows of cars bridging the intersection, all of them bumper to bumper in a pileup. The Captain sighed to himself, knowing that way would be even more dangerous with so many places for zombies to be hiding. But the risk to remain undetected seemed worth it, so he ducked low, shimmying over two sedans into the gap between numerous wrecks.
He drew his knife and handgun, hoping to not have to use the latter, but figuring that if he had to go down, he could go down knowing he took some of them with him.
Frank stayed crouched as he moved, swift and silent and out of sight of the windows of the smashed cars. As he approached the fire car he took a knee, and then quickly rolled away as a bloody hand smacked into the top of his head. He gazed up, an overweight zombie trapped in the back of a luxury car. The arm hung out of a window, but it was only halfway down, making the rotund corpse zero threat to the Captain.
He turned his attention back to the fire car, flames billowing in and out of the alleyway depending on the direction of the wind. Frank took a quick hard breath, and sprinted towards it, doing a barrel roll through the flames and landed on his knees on the other side. He slapped at his shoulder, where a little flame had caught him, and then took off down the row of cars as quickly as he could back into the shadows.
When he reached the original source of the pileup, he raked his eyes over the sedan stopped dead in its tracks by a corpse in the windshield. The neighboring lane housed an SUV with bloody dents all over the front grill, telling a story of meeting a horde that morning. He moved back into the shadows and up to the next storefront, which was a coffee shop.
Frank gently pushed on the door, meeting no resistance this time, and stepped inside. He clicked the deadbolt quietly behind him and did a quick sweep of the shop. A few of the tables had been knocked over, and there was a dark blood spatter across the specials board that boasted Pumpkin Spice Latte with a hand-drawn jack-o-lantern in a coffee mug.
Frank chuckled and ducked behind the counter, finally relaxing his tensed muscles. He lifted his radio to his lips.
“Hey Pumpkin Spice, you there?” he asked.
There was a crackle, then Freeman clicked through. “That’s Captain Pumpkin Spice to you, buddy.” They shared a relieved laugh.
“Everybody else safe?” Frank asked.
“Yeah, we’re good, Cap,” the Corporal replied. “Found us an overpriced apartment to hole up in.”
“Good to know I picked the right second in command,” the Captain said.
Freeman clucked his tongue. “Damn right you did. Now, where are you?”
Frank paused. “Some coffee shop about a block and a half in the wrong direction from where you need to go.”
“We can make a detour,” Freeman immediately replied.
“Negative, Corporal,” the Captain shot back firmly. “You get to those transports and you complete the mission. That’s an order.”
Freeman sighed. “We’ll get it done, Captain,” he said reluctantly.
“I have no doubt,” Frank replied.
“What about you, though?” came the soft question.
“I’m gonna see if I can work my way back towards the stadium,” the Captain told him. “Might have you pick me up with the transports if I can find a good spot.”
“I’ll keep you posted on our progress,” Freeman promised.
“Likewise,” Frank agreed. “Be safe, Freeman.”
“You too, Captain.”
He switched off his radio and leaned back against the cabinet. He looked up at the counter to see if there was something he could make to give himself a little boost. The bottle of pumpkin spice flavoring was right at the forefront, and he chuckled again.
“Eh, what the hell?” he asked himself, and got to his feet, pouring the syrup into the bottom of an empty cup. “At least I’m smart enough to do this out of sight.”




CHAPTER NINE
Terrell led his team across an abandoned department store, taking a knee at the front window. The journey from the apartment building had been significantly less exciting than the first few blocks, and that suited the Captain just fine.
He pulled out a pair of binoculars and peered across the street at the big box store. There were a few zombies milling about the parking lot, with some of them around the transport that didn’t appear to have been breached. He handed the binoculars to Coleman, who took a look.
“We gotta assume there are just as many of those things inside as there are outside,” Terrell said.
The Corporal sighed as he lowered the binoculars. “Any bright ideas, Cap?”
Terrell took the device back and looked again. He noticed a secure ladder bolted to the side of the building. There was a protective covering on it, making the first exposed rung about eight feet off of the ground. He handed the binoculars back.
“Right side of the building, ladder to the roof,” he said. “Figure we can get up there and find a way in.”
Coleman nodded. “And, then what?”
Terrell shrugged. “Fuck if I know,” he replied. “We’ll figure it out as we go.”
“Good a plan as any, I suppose,” the Corporal conceded.
“Martinez, Bennett, Foster, you guys hang tight here,” Terrell instructed. “Once we get a lay of the land in there I’ll tell you where I need you.”
Martinez nodded. “Works for me, Cap, I could use a break.” He coughed violently and took a seat.  Terrell looked on with concern and was met with a halfhearted thumbs up from Martinez.
“We’re on the move,” Terrell said, and waved for Coleman to follow him. They slipped out of the department store and moved above fifty yards parallel to the big box store. They hugged the tree lined driveway to conceal their approach, crouching in the shadows. Terrell faced the tree line, and Coleman kept watch on the parking lot horde, the two of them moving in practiced unison.
At the end of the driveway, they continued across the grass beside the building, and then took a knee. They surveyed the surroundings and then Terrell turned.
“You lead,” he whispered, “give me a boost and I’ll pull you up.”
Coleman nodded, and couch-walked the final distance to the ladder. Terrell paused for a moment, and then followed, moving quickly as the Corporal couched into a launching pad. In a move that would make Cirque Du Soleil proud, they executed a perfect boost. Terrell grabbed the exposed rung, and pulled himself up by his arms a few rungs before he got a foothold. He reached down and Coleman leapt to grasp his arm, and hook a leg up into the bottom rung.
They climbed to the top silently, and then popped up onto the roof, defensive positions in case there were zombies about.
“Well, that went a hell of a lot better than I expected,” Coleman said after they determined the roof was clear.
“No kidding,” Terrell agreed. “Come on, let’s find the store room.” He led the way across the space, looking for any sort of access panel or ventilation duct.
“Hey Cap,” the Corporal hissed. “I think I found something.” He waved his superior over, and Terrell peered down into the giant fan below. It appeared to go directly into the store room, the blades perfectly still.
“Hello? Anybody home?” the Captain called down the shaft, voice echoing a bit. He glanced around, but no zombies came into view. “Hand me that brick,” he said, and Coleman grabbed the stray brick on the edge of the roof’s half-wall.
Terrell dropped it through the vent, and it crashed spectacularly against the cement floor, sending a huge clap reverberating through the storeroom. A few moments passed, and then a few people stepped into view, a store employee and a few guys in military uniforms.
“Howdy y’all,” Terrell greeted. “Heard you were in need of some rescuin’.”
“Well hallelujah,” one of the Privates said with a grin, “I thought we were abandoned.”
“Sorry about that,” the Captain replied. “It’s a bit of a motherfucker out here, so took us a while to get across town.”
The Private nodded. “Just glad you’re here now.”
“What’s your name, soldier?” Terrell asked.
“Private Dixon.” He saluted up at the Captain.
“All right, Dixon, what’s the situation down there?”
“There’s eight of us holed up in here,” the Private replied. “Doors are bolted shut so they can’t get in.”
Terrell nodded. “Any idea how many zombies are in the store?”
“No clue, sir,” Dixon replied with a shake of his head. “We were here in the back when the store was overrun. We heard gunfire and screaming coming from the front. I went to the door to check it out, and had to slam it shut before half a dozen of those things got to me. A few more seconds and there wouldn’t have been anyone in need of rescue.”
“You did good, Dixon,” Terrell commended. “Eight people are alive because of you. You boys sit tight while we figure out how to get y’all out.”
“Ex-excuse me, mister soldier man?” the teenager in the store uniform squeaked. “May I say something?”
The Captain smiled. “What can I do for you, overly polite store employee?”
“My name is Jeff… I’m the assistant manager,” the boy replied, voice a little calmer. “If you go to the far end of the roof, there’s a small gray hatch that will lead down into the manager’s office. It should be unlocked because the manager always snuck out to the roof for a smoke break. I made sure to lock the office up tight before helping these nice men, so there won’t be any of those… those people in there. And it overlooks the entire store.”
Terrell nodded. “Well Jeff, if I have any say in the matter, you just got a promotion to manager.”
“Thank you, sir!” Jeff grinned, eyes lighting up.
“No, thank you,” the Captain replied. “Hang tight, we’ll be right back.”
Terrell and Coleman moved across the roof to the aforementioned hatch. Next to it was a giant bucket of sand that was more cigarette butts than sand. The Corporal popped the hatch open and his superior peered down, weapon drawn.
“Looks like we’re clear,” he said, and shimmied himself down into the office. Coleman dropped down beside him, and they flipped the light on.
“Cap, did we just hit a time warp?” the Corporal asked with amusement, taking in the wood paneled office with matted down shag carpet and a metal desk. “I feel like we just stepped back into 1979.”
“Let’s hope not.” Terrell wrinkled his nose. “I’d rather live in a world with zombies than one dominated by disco and bellbottoms.”
“Hard to argue with that,” Coleman agreed. They moved to the large sliding glass window. The Captain threw it open, immediately able to hear the dull roar of moans and shuffling feet. The PA system squealed as the Corporal lifted the manager’s microphone to his lips.
“Attention Thrift Mart shoppers, we are now running a special on whoop-ass,” Coleman said in a jovial tone, voice echoing through the speakers. “Please proceed to the back office to claim your free can.”
The moans intensified, and Terrell reached out to smack on the wall beneath the window, drawing a crowd of zombies a few dozen strong.
“Man, we still need to get the ones from the outside to get in here,” the Captain muttered, and then pulled his binoculars. He saw the front doors of the store were closed, the zombies bumping against it not able to get in. He lifted his radio to his mouth. “Foster, you copy?”
There was a crackle before the Corporal replied, “I gotcha, Cap.”
“We’re about to pop off a few shots,” Terrell explained. “Wanted to make sure you fellas knew we weren’t in danger.”
“Good to know,” Foster replied. “You got a plan for us?”
“Yeah, we’re gonna open the front door for those things, and hopefully lure them in,” the Captain said. “When I give the signal, I want you three to come in and work your way to the back. The shelving units look pretty sturdy, so try and get an elevated position. Then we’ll just pick ‘em off.”
“Just give us the signal,” the Corporal agreed.
Terrell stepped out of the way and motioned to the window. “Well, go ahead, Coleman, you’re my glass-breaker, after all.”
The Corporal grinned and aimed at the front glass doors. He squeezed off a handful of shots, the windows shattering easily. The duo yelled and started banging on the wall, and zombies poured in through the new path opened to them.
“How’s it looking out there?” Terrell asked into the radio.
Foster crackled back, “Couple of stragglers but we can take ‘em out.”
“When you hear us start firing, move on up,” the Captain instructed.
They reached out the window and aimed straight down at the zombies grasping up in vain at their potential prey.
“I’ll take right, you take left,” Terrell said, and Coleman nodded. They unleashed a steady stream of shots, carefully taking aim to drop the zombies one by one in the most efficient manner without wasting a single bullet.
Across the street, Foster raised his hand. “That’s our signal, let’s go,” he said.
The trio of soldiers ran across the street to the mostly empty parking lot. As they approached the doors, there were a couple of zombies that couldn’t quite figure out how to get through the door frame. They turned around at the sound of footsteps, but the soldiers took them out with silent knives to the face.
Foster led them inside, motioning for Martinez to go right and Bennett to go left. They split off down different aisles, each climbing to the top of the big shelving units. They walked along the tops, reaching their new snipers nests. In the back corner, Terrell and Coleman had been able to take out a few dozen zombies, corpses littering the floor.
Foster gave his Captain a brief salute, and the trio added to the firefight. The zombies fell even faster, and after a few minutes of continuous efficient shooting, the floor was a mound of corpses in a cauldron of death, not a single zombie even twitching.
Martinez coughed as he climbed down from the shelves. “That was a hell of a plan there, Cap.”
“Thanks,” Terrell replied with a grin. “Kind of proud of that one myself.”
Foster nodded. “What’s next, Cap?” He dropped to the floor with a soft thud.
“Foster, you go free our friends from the store room,” Terrell instructed. “Martinez, Bennet, I want you to secure the front. We just made a hell of a lot of noise, and we need to make sure we didn’t attract more hostiles.”
There was a round of yes, sir, and the trio headed off in separate directions.
“What about us, Cap?” Coleman asked.
Terrell turned to him. “We get to study a map and figure out where to go next. We have a lot of shopping to get done by morning.”




CHAPTER TEN
Frank moved through the shadows along a tree-lined side street. The last six blocks had taken him outside the heart of the city, but he knew better than to let his guard down. There could still be a horde around any corner.
The neighborhood was a mix of high-end residential condos and posh niche shops. He passed by a little boutique that sold only scarves, and couldn’t help but think, This place only stays open because of the trophy wives spending four hundred dollars on a scarf made by a sweatshop worker who makes less than that in a year…
It was a heady experience to think about how all of that was gone, none of it mattered anymore. That the apocalypse had taken away the sweatshops and trophy wives and scarf peddlers. He shivered.
A few fancy cars dotted the road, but for the most part it was clear. As he worked his way forward, there was a slight movement in his peripheral vision. He raised his weapon and froze, but there was nothing more. He continued slowly, senses straining, and approached an intersection.
“Fuck,” he muttered to himself quietly as he looked around the empty streets. “I have no idea where I am.” There was a small hotel on the corner. All the lights were off save for a faint glow coming from the one of the back rooms. He moved forward to investigate, knowing that he needed a safe place to get his bearings.
The door was locked, so he slammed his elbow into the small vintage glass pane just above the door handle. He opened the deadbolt through the new hole and let himself in. He locked the door behind him and took in the dim decor. For the first time that day, there were no signs of a struggle, no blood anywhere. He stayed vigilant, however, gun raised and finger on the trigger.
There was a shuffling sound that seemed to come from the lit room in the back, and he cautiously moved towards it. He waited, and then grabbed the handle, throwing the door open and readying his gun.
A twenty-something Latina woman screamed and held a knife in front of her. Her shirt was soaked with blood, eyes wild, hair tousled.
“Whoa whoa,” Frank said, immediately dropping his arm. “It’s okay, girl. I’m not going to hurt you. My name is Frank. What’s your name?”
She muttered something in Spanish, and he relaxed his stance.
“Frank,” he repeated, pointing to himself. “No habla Espanol.”
She nodded and mimicked his movement, pointing to herself. “Millie,” she said, accent thick. “No English.”
He sighed, realizing his day just got a hell of a lot more complicated. He raised his radio to his mouth. “Bill, you there?”
“Captain, what’s your status?” Bill immediately replied.
“I’m just outside the downtown area at some little boutique hotel called...” Frank paused, and rummaged on the desk for a business card, “The Night Cap.”
“Give me a moment,” Bill said, and the sound of keyboard clicks in the background. “OK, looks like you are about ten blocks due south of the stadium.”
Frank sighed. “Man, I am way the fuck out here.”
“And I’m afraid you’re on your own, too,” Bill replied, regret lacing his voice. “Just heard from Corporal Freeman and they are approaching the bus depot. He reported heavy resistance so they are going to be hard pressed to get back here in one piece as it is.”
“Yeah, I figured as much,” Frank replied. “And it’s going to take some time for me to work my way north. They don’t need to be holding up things just for me.”
“Agreed,” Bill said. “Sorry. That sounded harsh.”
“It’s all good Bill,” the Captain assured him, lightening his tone, “I’ve been expendable most of my life. Frankly, it would be weird if I were worth saving.”
“Don’t worry Captain, we’re gonna get you home,” Bill replied.
Frank furrowed his brow. “Well, if you have an idea, I’m all ears.”
“As a matter of face, I believe I do.”
The Captain chuckled. “Well, that’s why you get the big bucks, right?”
“Wait,” Bill laughed back, “we’re getting paid for this?”
“Whatcha got for me, Bill?” Frank asked.
“So, instead of coming due north to the stadium, I’m going to need you to go west a couple of blocks before making the turn,” came the reply. “The practice field is on the other side of the parking lot, about three hundred yards away from the stadium. The zombie horde hasn’t expanded that far out, so if you are lucky, you should be able to make it there without attracting them.”
“Sounds easy enough,” Frank said with a nod, crossing the small room to peer outside. “So how am I getting to you guys?”
“On the east side of the field, there is a nondescript blue outbuilding,” Bill said. “Inside is an underground walkway that connects the practice facility to the stadium. I will make sure that door is unlocked for you.”
Frank tensed. “Whoa whoa whoa, don’t do that,” he said quickly. “I don’t want to endanger the fortress.”
“Relax, Captain,” Bill said, “I have men stationed on the stadium end of the tunnel. We also have it wired to blow if the door is breached and have it under constant surveillance. In a perfect world, we had this tunnel earmarked as an escape hatch, but right now the priority is getting you back safely. That said, if you could manage to sneak in undetected, that would be greatly appreciated.”
“Yeah, no problem,” the Captain replied, voice dripping with sarcasm. “I’ll just quietly make my way through ten thousand zombies.”
“Well, according to our last estimate, the crowd outside has grown to thirty,” Bill said.
Frank let out a whoosh of breath. “Fucking hell,” he breathed. “So, is that your way of telling me to hurry up?”
“Well Captain, you are in charge, so it’s not my place to tell you what to do,” came the pert reply. “That said, yes, you may want to hurry.”
“Ten-four,” Frank said with a sigh. “I’ll radio when I get to the practice field. If I can, that is.”
“I’ll put the guards on alert.”
“Thanks, Bill.” The Captain let go of his radio and paced the small room a bit while his new and confused companion watched. He didn’t know what to do. He knew his chances were slim to make it to safety as it was, let alone with a civilian that didn’t understand him in tow.
Frank shook his head in disgust that he’d even contemplated leaving this poor woman behind to die. “Millie,” he said, pointing at her. “Come with Frank. We have to go outside.” He pointed to the door.
She retreated into the corner, shaking her head violently. She sank down, and the Captain knelt in front of her, turning his body sideways so that he wasn’t so big and threatening.
“I know you can’t understand me,” he said, voice as soothing as possible. “I hope my tone comes across. I will keep you safe. We will be safe.”
She stared at him for a tense moment, and then jerked a nod.
There was a sudden banging on the door, and she gasped, but Frank leapt up and faced the door, gun drawn. The banging was loud, but the door held. The Captain extended his hand to Millie, and she took it, letting him pull her to a standing. He motioned to the back of the building.
“Back door?” he asked, pantomiming opening a door.
She nodded. “Si,” she said quietly, and led him through the building, trembling but moving. She held her knife up in front of her, pausing in front of an outside door, and reached for the knob. Frank took her hand in his and gently moved her behind him, pointing to acknowledge that he was going to go first. She nodded and took a step back from him.
He opened the door a crack and peeked out, holding it there for a few moments to make sure there was nothing. When there was no response, he put his hand up to signify Millie to stay, and then slipped out into the alleyway.
He looked both ways down the tight alley. It was narrow, too small for both of them to be beside each other, but wide enough that they could go single file in either direction. He gently waved for her to come out after him, and she timidly exited the door.
He led her towards the street, and as they approached the exit, she jerked hard on the back of his vest. Frank turned to see a zombie barreling towards them down the narrow passage, and he squeezed past her, drawing his knife. He took a defensive stance, and as the zombie came upon them he slammed his tricep into its throat and shoved it against the wall, planting his knife directly into its forehead. He left the body to block the alleyway and sheathed his knife, readying his handgun and shuffling by Millie once again. She was breathing heavy but not quite panicking, and he hoped that was enough proof for her that he would do his best to keep her safe.
Frank looked both ways and sighed with relief that the coast was clear. He motioned in the direction they needed to go, and she nodded her compliance, following close behind him as the moved up the dark street.




CHAPTER ELEVEN
Freeman peered through his binoculars at the bus depot, scouting the two transports surrounded by a few dozen zombies. He noted the six-foot high chain link fence that surrounded the compound, and the zombies appeared to be trapped inside.
“What do you think, Webb?” the Corporal asked, handing the binoculars to his comrade. “Looks like thirty or forty of those motherfuckers to me.”
Webb handed the binoculars back and shook his head. “Don’t know on the count, but pretty sure it’s enough to overwhelm us. Not sure how everyone else is doing on ammo, but I’m looking a little light.”
“On my last mag,” Reyes said.
Gardner swallowed hard. “Same.”
“I’ve got six shots left,” Marie added.
Freeman clenched his jaw, examining the depot further. He noticed a cut hole in the fence, assuming that to be the original entry point.
“Got it,” he said. “That’s how those things got it. Looks like the army boys forgot to close up after they broke in.”
Webb looked again. “There’s no way in hell we’re going to be able to lure those things out through there,” he protested. “And not exactly the best breach point for us, either.”
“Yeah, if we spook ‘em, we’d essentially be trapped,” Freeman agreed.
Marie raised an eyebrow. “So? What’s the play?”
“Fuck if I know.” The Corporal in charge shrugged.
“Well, you better figure it the fuck out,” she snapped, “cause you’re all we got at the moment.”
“First off,” Freeman seethed, “watch your goddamn tone. Second, if you got a bright idea, I’m all ears.”
“Send a runner to distract them,” she said. “Get them over to the far side of the fence, and give the rest of us a chance to get to the transports.” She jutted out her chin in satisfaction.
“And what happens when their moans attract other nearby zombies?” the Corporal asked. “You know, the ones that aren’t in captivity? You going to volunteer for that suicide mission?”
She sighed, pursing her lips.
“Yeah, not so easy to be in charge, is it?” he growled.
She shook her head. “Sorry, Freeman.”
“It’s all good,” he replied in a softer tone, patting her on the shoulder. “Now, let’s throw some ideas out there. We can work this out.”
“We don’t have the firepower for a straight up fight, so that’s out,” Reyes piped up.
Gardner bumped Webb with his shoulder. “Hey, didn’t you used to play QB?”
“Yeah,” Webb replied, brow furrowed. “I did.”
“Think you can lob a grenade from one side of the depot to the other?” Gardner raised an eyebrow.
Webb snorted. “Maybe ten years ago.”
“Besides, that may not buy us the time we need to get into the transports,” Marie added. “Since I’m guessing nobody has a set of keys for these things?”
There was a tough silence, until Owens coughed violently, spitting another glob of blood-filled mucus on the ground. He removed the harness for his assault rifle and set it on the table, followed by his reserve magazine. He stabbed his knife hard into the wood, the thunk making the whole team startle and look at him.
“Let’s cut the bullshit, we all know what the play is here,” he said firmly.
Marie paled. “Owens?”
“Ma’am, please feel free to arm yourself,” he replied, motioning to his rifle. “You look like you know your way around one of these.”
She clenched her jaw and swallowed hard, but didn’t move.
“Gardner, I need two blocks of C4 and a detonator you don’t want back,” the Corporal declared.
“Whoa, whoa, Owens,” Freeman stammered, suddenly realizing what was going on, “no, no. That’s not happening. I’m getting everybody back to the stadium in one piece.”
Owens hacked and then straightened up. “Not unless I do this.”
“Stand down,” his commanding officer demanded. “That’s an order.”
“Ma’am, how long you think I got left?” Owens turned to Marie.
She hesitated, chewing her lip, but then shot Freeman a sheepish look. “Hours, maybe half a day at the most,” she admitted.
The Corporal in charge pinched the bridge of his nose, and then scrubbed at his forehead. He finally groaned and sighed and then motioned to Gardner. “Give the man what he needs.”
“Yes, sir,” Gardner replied gravely, holding out the C4 and detonator. Owens took the explosives and smacked his comrade on the shoulder. They exchanged a nod, and then he turned towards the group as he backed towards the door.
“I got the keys to the gate right here,” he said, wiggling the block in his hand. “Once it’s opened, I’m going to lead them as far away as I can. When you hear the other one go off, you’d better be on those trucks, because I get the sense they’re going to be headed back your way.”
Freeman nodded, shoulders tight. “We’ll get it done and get those people to safety.”
“Yeah, well, you damn well better,” Owens replied, and then smiled before leaving the building. The group sat in silence for a moment, and then Freeman got to his feet.
“Come on, let’s get a move on,” he declared.
Owens darted across the dark street and over to the depot fence. He smacked the chain link fence, sending a metallic echo through the night air.
“Hey, who’s hungry?” he called, and several nearby zombies growled and sprinted towards him.
They smacked right into it, pressing their rotting faces into the metal, teeth gnashing without a care for the consequences to their tearing mouths. The hubbub alerted more of the dead, and soon enough the bulk of the bus stop corpses had their sights on him.
“That’s right, come and get me!” Owens cried, and jogged along the sidewalk.
The ghouls followed, stumbling along the fence like they were on a leash. They got to the front gate which was locked up tight. Owens attached a block of C4 to the locking mechanism, and then sprinted to the other side of the street.
He took a deep breath. “Boom,” he said, and hit the detonator.
It shredded the gate and the front line of zombies, the rest picking themselves up through the dust and rushing through the now busted gate.
“There you go, Freeman,” Owens said, and then sprinted down the road away from the depot.
“Let’s move!” Freeman barked, diving through the hole in the fence, and rushed towards the two transports. Webb was a step behind, popping off a few shots to take out some stragglers as Freeman took up position beside the truck door.
Webb threw open the door, revealing an army grunt missing the top of his head. The uniform was bloody and torn at the bicep, pistol still in his dead hand.
“Sorry kid, but you gotta go,” Freeman muttered and tossed the soldier’s body to the ground. They hopped in and slammed the door shut as Reyes, Gardner and Marie blew past them to the second transport. As they reached the truck, there was an explosion in the distance, rooting Gardner and Marie to the spot.
Reyes threw open the transport door, and a heavyset zombie in army fatigues flopped out, bowling him over. He shot a few times, but missed vitals as teeth tore into his throat.
“Motherfucker!” Gardner screamed at the ghoul feasting on his friend. He fired several times into the head of the zombie, Marie’s mouth agape at the sight. Gardner stormed past the corpse and into the truck, screaming in anger and frustration.
Marie stopped briefly to shoot Reyes in the head before he reanimated, and then hurried around to the passenger side of the transport.
“What the fuck was that?” Gardner snarled at her.
She narrowed her eyes. “Reyes deserves peace, not running around like one of those things,” she shot back, and the Corporal swallowed, nodding his agreement.
“Gardner, y’all good?” Freeman crackled in over the radio.
He paused before lifting the radio to his lips. “We lost Reyes,” he said, and there was a pause on the other end.
“Ten-four,” Freeman finally replied. “Y’all follow me. When we get to the skywalk, park beside me and we’ll start unloading.”
Gardner nodded. “Yep.”
The transports fired up, attracting a few zombies, but the trucks effortlessly plowed through them. The Corporal remained intensely focused on the drive, and Marie respected his quiet, leaving him to deal with the loss of two close friends in such a short time. She kept her eyes on the rearview mirror, where countless zombies emerged from the shadows and stumbled after the trucks to their destination.




CHAPTER TWELVE
“How we doin’ on time, Coleman?” Terrell asked, inspecting the grocery store across the street through his binoculars. There was no movement, but there were several dead bodies in the parking lot.
“We got about thirty minutes before the sun’s gonna start peeking up,” the Corporal replied.
Terrell nodded. “Then we’d better make this quick. It looks like over there, but I wouldn’t bank on it staying that way. We’re moving straight across and we’re not gonna fuck with the lock. There’s a double panel glass door. Foster, I want you to crack the bottom portion of that sumbitch open. Once we secure the interior, find whatever you can to patch it up. Doesn’t have to last long, just enough for us to get what we need up to the roof.”
“On it, Cap,” Foster replied.
Terrell raised his hand. “All right, let’s move.” He led his team out into the street, moving swiftly with rifles at the ready. There was no resistance as they made it to the store, eyes everywhere to make sure they were still alone. Foster reached the door first, flipping his gun around to shatter the bottom window with the stock.
Terrell ducked in and immediately popped back up to scan the dark store. The others filed in and joined the sweep, also keeping eyes out for something to patch the door.
A shot rang out and the cash register next to Terrell exploded.
The team hit the deck, taking cover behind the checkout counters. Several more shots slammed into their makeshift barricade, causing more irritation than actual harm.
“Yo!” Terrell cried, hoping to stop the waste of bullets. “Cut it the fuck out! We’re friendlies!”
“Bullshit!” A male voice bellowed from the back of the store, and then another barrage of bullets.
“Martinez, Bennett, cover fire!” the Captain barked, and he scrambled to his feet as they complied, rushing the grocery aisles. The first one was relatively empty, the canned good picked clean already. Terrell crawled down the aisle as his comrades retreated to cover, and the unknown assailant began firing once again.
“Eat it, motherfuckers!” he cried. “I’m gonna kill each and every one of you assho-” His jaw snapped shut at the click of a gun hammer and cold metal pressing up against his temple.
“You mind cutting that out?” Terrell asked from behind him, and the man dropped his gun immediately, hands shooting up. He was heavyset, dressed in jeans and a tattered and bloodied t-shirt.
“OK, you got me,” the man conceded. “Just make it quick.”
“I ain’t gonna kill you, old timer,” Terrell replied. “We just need to get a few things and we’ll be on our way.”
“Well, if you’s taking our food, you might as well go ahead and shoot us,” the man shot back. “Bullet to the head is preferable to starvin’ to death.”
The Captain’s brow furrowed. “We? How many others are here?”
“There’s five of us,” his prisoner said, but before Terrell could respond several shots fired. His body went rigid with concern.
“Everybody good?” he yelled.
“Yeah, we’re good,” Coleman called back. “Couple zombies tried to get in.” Loud moans echoed in the distance, and the Corporal sighed. “We’re gonna have company!”
“We need to secure the front,” Terrell said to his prisoner. “Are we gonna get shot?”
“No,” the man replied. “That’s the only gun we got.”
The Captain raised an eyebrow. “You sure?”
“Bobby!” the man cried. “Help them boys at the front!”
A teenaged boy emerged from the shadows, startling Foster, who was closest.
“There’s a table back here we can use,” the kid motioned behind him, and the Corporal followed him to a wooden folding table covered in empty cans. They flipped it over and carried it to the front door.
“Coming across!” Foster warned, and Coleman and Bennett ceased fire so the unlikely duo could get the table in front of the door’s opening. The zombie pack smashed up against the glass, faces smearing blood against the window as their undead legs rattled the wood.
Foster hissed as he pressed his full body weight against the table, lowering himself to the ground to brace it with his legs. “Christ, how many of those motherfuckers are out there?”
Coleman approached the window, and hopped up on a soda display for a better vantage point. The zombies in the parking lot were stacked at least a dozen deep, disappearing into the darkness.
“More than you want to know,” he replied, and hopped down to the tiles as Bobby took the same bracing position as Foster. The kid was white as a sheet, and Foster gave him a reassuring nod.
“We clear?” Terrell called from the back.
Coleman turned in his general direction. “Yeah, we’re good, Cap.”
“This is what’s gonna happen,” the Captain said to his prisoner, “I’m gonna pull back and we’re going to walk nice and slow to the front. If you so much as look at that gun on the floor, I’m gonna end you. We clear?”
The man nodded. “Don’t worry, I ain’t gonna do shit.”
Terrell escorted the hillbilly shooter to the front of the store, and holstered his gun, crossing his arms. “What’s your name?”
“My friends call me Zeke,” the guy replied, taking a spot next to Bobby and Foster.
The Captain nodded. “All right Zeke, why don’t you bring out the rest of your posse?”
“Y’all come out,” the shooter raised a hand, and a frightened young woman stepped out of the darkness with two young boys in tow. All of them were blood spattered and wide-eyed, and Terrell’s stance immediately relaxed.
“Zeke, go over to your family,” he said softly, putting a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Be with you in a moment.”
He nodded and rushed to his family, who embraced him tightly. “Come on now,” he cooed, “it’s gonna be okay.”
Bennett and Martinez jointed the other two at the table, bracing it with every heavy object they could find. Terrell surveyed it, unsure how long it would hold.
“Coleman, take Martinez and Bennett and start collecting what we need and get it to the roof,” Terrell instructed. “Use our new friend Zeke over there, too.”
The Corporal winced. “Isn’t that a bit harsh, Cap? Making them clear out their own supply?”
“Normally I’d agree with you, but they’re coming with us,” the Captain replied.
Coleman raised an eyebrow. “You think Colonel Wagner is going to be okay with you bringing civilians to the base?”
“That barricade ain’t gonna hold, and I don’t feel right fucking up their hiding spot and leaving them for dead,” Terrell said.
The Corporal nodded. “I’m with you, Cap.”
“Besides, what’s Wagner going to do?” The Captain rolled his eyes. “Revoke my weekend pass?”
“What, you already had your fill of the city?” Coleman grinned.
Terrell put up a hand. “More than my fill.”
“Again,” the Corporal said, “I’m with you, Cap.” He smacked Terrell on the shoulder as he moved. “Martinez, Foster, start securing the supplies. Let’s get this shit done so we can go home!”




CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Freeman drove his large transport truck through waves of zombies as if parting the sea as the run rose over the horizon. He crushed as many as he could and then slowed to a stop against the side of the stadium, Gardner following close behind. The horde of ghouls extended as far as the eye could see, and they were very interested in the noisy vehicles, banging on the sides with fervor.
“Man, looks like game day out there,” Freeman joked, taking a deep breath at the insane amount of walking corpses.
Webb nodded. “Yeah, and we’re the main course for the tailgating barbecue.” There were several loud thuds from the roof of the cab, and Freeman grinned.
“Sounds like we’re going to disappoint them,” he said, and stood up to unlatch the top panel. He climbed out onto the roof, surveying the rope ladders dangling down from the second level of the stadium and brushing the top of the truck.
“Go ahead and get up there,” Webb said. “I’ll help the people up.”
“Move quickly,” Freeman replied. “We may have to go rescue the Cap.”
His companion nodded. “I’m on it.”
The Corporal climbed the swaying ladder, quickly reaching the top. He looked around the throng of military grunts helping civilians to safety.
“Where’s Bill?” Freeman called loudly. “I need Bill!” He walked through the crowd, continuing to call for Bill Huff, and finally found the older man barking instructions to the military men.
“If the person is a VIP, escort them to section two-thirteen!” he yelled over the sea of men in fatigues. “If they are civilians, take them to section two-fifteen! If anyone needs medical care, there are doctors standing by in each section!”
Freeman approached him. “Bill, and word on the Cap?” he huffed.
“Corporal, good job on getting these people to safety,” Bill replied, reaching out to clap him on the back. “You did a great thing, here.”
“Thanks,” Freeman said hurriedly, “but what’s the status on the Cap?”
Bill smiled. “He’s a couple of blocks away.”
“Okay, tell him to stay put,” the Corporal replied. “When we get these people off, we’ll go pick him up.”
“Negative.” Bill shook his head. “We have a plan to get him back safely, but it requires him to remain hidden.”
Freeman furrowed his brow and pursed his lips. “I don’t get it.” He crossed his arms in defiance. “Why risk him being in the open when we have the transports?”
“Because he’s already out of the heart of the city, and there isn’t a building tall enough to safely extract him,” Bill replied, waving at a few civilians to stay close to their military escort. “The horde you’d bring with you would overrun them.”
Freeman growled, clenching his fists. “Fine. Just tell me where he’s coming in.”
Bill reached out and grabbed the arm of a passing army grunt. “Please take the Corporal to the practice field tunnel,” he instructed.
“Please follow me, sir,” the grunt said, and led the way. Freeman followed him as Bill turned back to directing traffic. The flow of people was seemingly endless, but they were quick to get up the ladders to safety.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Frank and Millie peered out the window of the small single story building they’d stopped in to take a breather. There were a few zombies wandering by to join the stadium horde, of which—even though they were a few blocks away—the back end was visible from their position. 
“Man, it’s a long haul,” the Captain said with a sigh. “You up to it?” He turned to look at her, receiving only her blank stare in return. He used his fingers to make a running motion, and then pointed to the practice field building across the way.
She furrowed her brow at the plethora of zombies up the street, and then clenched her jaw, turning back to him to nod. Frank checked his assault rifle, noting a measly four bullets left in the mag. He opened his handgun and couldn’t help but let out a bitter laugh at the single bullet in the chamber.
“Well, this oughta be fun,” he muttered.
Millie worried at her lip, staring at him with wide-eyed concern, but he gave her a smile and a thumbs up to try to put her at ease. After a flicker of confusion crossed her face, she reluctantly returned the gesture.
Frank got to his feet and pointed to her, then touched his back and held his hands slightly apart. “Stay close to me, okay?” he asked, and she nodded, likely more to the miming than the words themselves. He cracked open the door, raised his near-useless rifle, and then darted out into the street, staying as light on his feet as possible.
Regardless of their silence, the duo were barely ten feet out the door when they attracted the attention of a couple of zombies skirting the building. As soon as their eyes locked on the fresh meat, they screamed and tore towards them. Millie shrieked something in Spanish, and Frank tried to keep his eyes on the ones coming her way as well as a trio on his own side. He thought quick and spray-and-prayed his last four bullets into the trifecta, taking down two with headshots and hitting the third in the neck.
The throat-gored zombie continued to rush them, and the Captain lowered his shoulder to linebacker his way through, knocking his opponent to the ground. He didn’t bother stopping to stab it in the head, instead leaping over it to lead Millie through the now clear path towards the practice facility building.
Several more zombies had joined the pursuit behind them, and Frank whipped his assault rifle into the crowd, tripping up a few zombies when the strap tangled in their rotted legs. This bought the duo a few precious seconds, and the Captain drew his handgun as they made it to the large glass panel at the front of the building.
“Don’t fuck this one up,” he whispered to himself, and let his last bullet fly. It was on target, shattering the window, and he leapt through, Millie hot on his heels. It was a darkened workout room with rows and rows of machines and free weights. Frank grabbed her hand and pulled her to the side, running to duck behind a large bench press machine.
Dozens of zombies poured into the building, heads swiveling around as they used whatever senses it was that they used to try to find their prey. Frank noticed a glass wall about thirty yards away, the practice field in view. He turned to Millie, putting a finger to his lips, and then pointing at the glass wall. He led her towards it, staying in a silent crouch.
They made it about halfway before she stumbled over the metal footing of a rowing machine. The duo froze, hoping the small noise wouldn’t be enough to alert their predators.
The zombies screeched and tore in their general direction.
“Fuck!” Frank cried, and groped for her hand in the darkness. As he gripped her wrist, he jerked her along with him as the corpses began to zero in on them. The fleeing humans rushed down an aisle, zombies approaching on all sides.
They wove around machines, somehow managing not to trip and fall to their deaths, and made it around to the giant window wall. A zombie reached out and managed to grab Millie’s arm, and she shrieked something unintelligible but clearly full of fear. Frank turned and grabbed the zombie by its throat and belt, teeth snapping dangerously close to his tricep and as he lifted it clean off of the ground.
He ran full tilt towards the window, ducking down just before impact and planting his shoulder into the corpse’s chest. They slammed into it in just the right spot, the impact shattering the glass, the zombie thrashing about wildly all the while.
The Captain did a shoulder roll to dive to safety as they hit the grass, but the zombie flopped over to him. He picked it up in a reverse bear hug and then slammed it down into the ground headfirst, the satisfying crunch of its neck reverberating in the chill air.
Millie leapt from the window and tore past him across the field, zombies pouring out of the building behind her. Frank took off into a sprint, keeping stride with her and leading them towards the outbuilding.
That better be the right door… he thought as he pumped his legs harder than he’d ever thought possible, and it better be unlocked!
Dozens more zombies converged on them, coming at them across the grass from multiple angles behind them. Frank remained focused on getting to the door, and upon reaching it, threw it open and Millie practically flew inside.
He slammed it shut, struggling against several zombies wedged in, and his unlikely companion turned to help him push. He shoved her back and pointed towards the other end of the lit tunnel, the fluorescent casting a greenish glow on their pallid faces.
“Run!” he screamed, and she hesitated for a moment with wide eyes before turning and tearing down the cement tunnel. Frank braced his feet and locked his legs, but slowly lost ground as the door inched further and further open.
He raised his radio to his lips in a frenzy. “Bill! Do you copy?!”
“I’m here, Captain.”
“I’m in the tunnel, have a civilian running towards the door!” Frank cried.
Without hesitation, Bill replied, “Hang on, I’m patching Corporal Freeman in.”
“Freeman here,” came the familiar tone.
“You at the tunnel door?” Frank asked, hissing at the strain in his legs.
“Yeah, locked and loaded!”
The Captain let out a sigh of relief. “Don’t shoot the girl running towards you,” he urged, voice coming out a thick grunt.
“Wasn’t planning on it.” Freeman laughed.
“You got the detonator for the tunnel?” Frank demanded.
“Yeah.”
“Hit it,” the Captain ordered, groaning as he managed to push back the tiniest bit against the door.
“Fuck that, Cap,” Freeman shot back. “I got a plan.”
“Well you better fucking hurry up,” Frank seethed, “I can’t hold this much longer.”
Footsteps echoed down the hallway, and in the distance the Captain could make out the silhouettes of two figures.
“Brace the door and kneel down as low as you can get,” Freeman’s voice came through the radio, and Frank complied, lowering his body and pressing against the door with everything he had. “When we stop firing, you run like hell.”
“Got it!” the Captain cried, and then a torrent of lead unleashed on his position. It tore open the top half of the door, bits of wood and blood splattering everywhere and coating the walls as the enemies and the door shredded to pieces.
Frank got ready to spring, like a runner on the starting mark, and as soon as the prolonged barrage ceased he sprinted towards his comrades. The bombardment bought him a few seconds, as the fresh zombies stumbled over their holey brethren to get into the tunnel. A grenade flew over the Captain’s head as he approached Freeman, and then the duo ran as hard as they could to the stadium, not even flinching at the explosion behind them. Any hesitation could mean death, and all they wanted to do was reach the door.
Body parts ricocheted off the walls, wet slaps of rotted flesh hitting cement all around them as they reached the door.
“Hit it hit it hit it!” Frank screamed as they got through the door, slamming it shut behind them, and Freeman punched the detonator. The walls shook as the C4 went off, collapsing the tunnel and giving the corpses a proper burial. Frank stayed pressed against the door, not wanting to trust that there was nothing on the other side of it.
“We should board this up,” he suggested, chest heaving. “Just to be sure.”
“Not even back thirty-seconds and you’re already dishing out orders,” Freeman pointed out.
They broke into laughter immediately, high-pitched gasping sob-giggles over what had just transpired.
“How the fuck did we survive that?” Frank wheezed as their fit subsided.
Freeman shook his head, brushing tears from his cheeks. “Fuck if I know, Cap.”
Millie threw herself against Frank, crying and blubbering something in Spanish.
“Looks like you made quite the impression,” the Corporal said, raising his eyebrows.
Frank gently patted her back. “It would appear so.”
Freeman furrowed his brow and then rattled off a few sentences in Spanish, as his Captain looked on in surprise. He and Millie exchanged a few words, hers thick with tears.
“What… what the fuck was that?” Frank cut in during a break in the conversation. “Where did you learn to speak Spanish?”
“I grew up in South Texas and love Mexican food,” Freeman replied with a shrug. “It was either learn Spanish, or forever be cursed with subpar meals.”
The Captain shook his head and chuckled. “All right,” he replied with a sigh, “we gotta go find Bill for a debrief.”
“He’s by the transports with the rest of the team,” the Corporal replied. “Come on.”
The trio headed down the hallway, and Millie grabbed Frank’s hand, squeezing it tightly.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Terrell stood up from his vantage point on top of the transport truck as it stopped just short of Fort Bragg’s gate, hundreds of zombies swarming the sides. He walked to the front portion, parallel with the guard tower. He aimed down at four zombies between the vehicle and the gate, but after three shots his gun let out a dull click.
“Soldier,” the Captain called to the guard tower, “need to borrow a mag.”
The young Private tossed a magazine over to him, and Terrell loaded it up and shot the last zombie in the head.
“OK boys, front is clear, you can open the gate,” he declared, and several troops pulled the large gate open, just wide enough for the bus to nose it’s way in. The vehicle inched forward, the troops holding the gate tight flush against the side so that the zombies were forced to stay at the outside. Terrell hung his head over the left side to keep an eye on it, banging on the back of the truck to try to direct the corpses away from the guard tower.
As the end of the bus inched inside, the gatekeepers slid everything closed against the back of it, not a single corpse breaching. Terrell slid down to the ground, grin erupting on his face.
“That worked like a charm, Cap!” Foster exclaimed from the driver’s seat.
The Captain gave him a salute. “Hey, when you’re good, you’re good!”
“We doing another run?” the Corporal asked.
Terrell shook his head. “Nah, it’s time for us to get to the stadium. You and Bennett get the goods over to the transport chopper and take off once it’s loaded,” he instructed. “Coleman and Martinez are a few minutes behind us, so I’ll catch a ride with them. Gotta go debrief Wagner as it is.”
“You got it Cap,” Foster replied. “We’ll see you in a bit.” He drove off and the Captain strode to Wagner’s office.
The Colonel wasn’t buried in phones this time, but was deep in discussion with Corporal Lynch while office workers ran around them like buzzing bees.
“Colonel Wagner, Corporal Lynch,” Terrell greeted.
Wagner turned to him, offering his hand to shake. “Captain. How’d the mission go?”
“First transport is headed to the helipad, the other is a few minutes behind,” the Captain replied and shook. “We cleared this city out as best we could.”
Lynch nodded.. “Based on my calculations, everything we’re loading up now is gravy.”
“That a technical term there, Corporal?” Terrell raised an eyebrow.
“For our purposes, yes.” The young Corporal cracked a smile. “The Charlotte fortress, assuming they ration properly, have enough food and basic supplies to last them for a few months. More than enough time to get the greenhouses up and running.”
Wagner raised his chin. “Well, Captain, I suppose that finishes up your mission here.”
“And yours, too,” Terrell replied, motioning to the Colonel. “You know where y’all are being evacuated to?”
“The higher ups have seen fit to not make us a priority,” Wagner replied. “My current orders are to fortify and sit tight.”
An ear-piercing alarm echoed throughout the room and throughout the base. The Lieutenant Colonel leapt into action, face reddening with rage.
“Lynch, find a way to shut that fucking thing off!” he barked. “It’s going to attract every zombie in the goddamn city!”
“Sir!” Lynch tore off into the back room, and though the alarm continued, Terrell could hear gunshots through the wailing. He and Wagner shared a concerned glance, and the Captain readied his assault rifle.
“Get your weapons!” Terrell snapped at the frozen office workers, and they rushed to their desks to each grab a handgun.
The Captain threw open the door and stepped out, immediately turning in the direction of the front gate. He raised his weapon towards the noise, and waited. The infirmary blocked his view, but within a moment several troops came running around the side. They fired wildly back towards the front gate, one soldier standing his ground and unloading an entire magazine.
Terrell watched helplessly as the soldier was swarmed by several zombies.
“They’ve breached the gate!” he screamed, and there was a thunderous crash as the transport vehicle ripped through the small infirmary building. Medical supplies and bodies flew through the air, zombies latched onto the outside of the vehicle. The driver swung erratically, eventually smashing into a storage building where a handful of soldiers tore outside in the nick of time.
Terrell’s first instinct was to rush to his comrades, but the two office workers began to fire wildly into the oncoming horde of zombies coming right at them. He turned to the gate once again, this time able to see it without the infirmary standing in the way, and his heart sank at the sight of it wide open. Zombies poured in, in a never-ending flood.
There were about a hundred troops setting up an impromptu firing line, and automatic gunfire filled the air, a wall of lead ripping through the front wave of the deadly assault. The bulk of the ghouls weren’t affected much by the random spray assault, with not many headshots, and quickly closed the gap between them and the firing line.
Some of the troops attempted to reload, but most of them attempted to dash back to the barracks. The horde didn’t differentiate, slamming into the line and quickly overwhelming them. The gunfire slowly died down, overtaken by screams of agony, and Terrell grabbed the two stunned office personnel by the arms.
“We gotta get inside, now,” he demanded, and shoved them back inside. He slammed the door shut. “Move that desk over here!” he cried, but they both just stared at him. “Move it, unless you want to end up like them!”
They snapped back into reality and grabbed the metal desk, shoving it as hard as they could to the door. Terrell helped wedge it right against it, the banging intensifying from the other side. The alarm finally ceased, leaving only the terrifying sounds of wet flesh smacking against the outer walls of the building.
“How bad is it?” Wagner asked, as the gunfire died down to only the occasional shot.
Terrell shook his head. “We ain’t going anywhere for a while.”
Wagner slumped down in his chair, jaw clenched. The fire in his eyes slowly flickered away, replaced by a hopelessness the Captain had never seen on the Colonel.
“Can…” Wagner stammered. “Can you… can you contact whoever is above us and… just…”
Corporal Lynch approached him, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry Colonel, I’ll let the higher ups know the situation.”
Wagner flinched at a nearby gunshot, and then turned in his chair to face the wall, rubbing his forehead with his hand.
“He good?” Terrell asked softly as Lynch skirted the desk.
“Yeah, he just needs a minute,” the Corporal replied.
The Captain took a deep breath. “Well, at the moment, we have plenty of time to spare. You get on the horn to his CO, and let them know what’s up. I’ll get in touch with my guys.”
“I’m on it,” Lynch replied.
Terrell took a seat at the remaining desk as the Corporal scurried off, and put his feet up. He raised his radio receiver to his mouth.
“Coleman, Martinez, anybody read?” he asked. “You guys make it through the crash?”
Silence.
Terrell closed his eyes and pushed the button again. “Coleman, Martinez. Does anybody copy?”
Still, nothing but silence.
The Captain turned to one of the office workers who sat on the edge of Wagner’s desk, looking out the window in blank-eyed shock.
“Hey, you, window-watcher,” Terrell said. “Can you patch me through to the transport chopper?”
The worker jumped a bit, but then nodded to him.
“Good, do it,” the Captain demanded, and the man turned, clicked a few buttons on his computer, and then handed a wireless headset to Terrell.
“Go for Foster,” the Corporal’s voice came through loud and clear.
“Foster, it’s Cap,” Terrell replied with a relieved sigh. “You guys make it out okay?”
“Yeah, why wouldn’t we have?” Foster asked, sounding confused.
“Good, good,” the Captain paused, “we… we had a breach back here.”
“Hang tight, we’re coming back for you,” Foster immediately replied.
“Negative,” Terrell said firmly. “There’s nothing you can do for us. Whole fucking base is overrun.”
The Corporal took a deep breath before replying, “Coleman and Martinez?”
“They crashed the transport and I can’t get through to them,” Terrell replied. “Don’t know if it’s the radio or what.”
There was a moment of radio silence, and then Foster clicked back. “So what’s our orders?”
“Get to the stadium,” the Captain said. “Tell Captain Kyle to monitor emergency channel thirteen. When we get out of here, we’ll be in touch.”
“Ten-four, Cap,” Foster replied. “Y’all be safe.”
“Y’all too,” Terrell said quietly, and then tossed down the headset.
“Okay, the higher ups have been alerted to our situation,” Lynch declared as he exited the back room.
The Captain nodded, composing his expression. “They sending a rescue team?”
“They gave us a rally point about fifty miles south of here,” the Corporal replied. “Said if we can get there, they’ll extract us to one of the offshore ships.”
“And if we can’t?” Terrell asked, though he already knew the answer.
Lynch squared his shoulders. “Then they thank us for our service.”
“Yeah, that sounds about right,” the Captain muttered.
“So, what’s the plan?” the Corporal asked.
As if on cue, the banging grew, dead hands pounding on the small building that was the only thing keeping the group from being consumed alive.
Terrell scrubbed his hands down his face. “At the moment, I don’t know if we have one.”
END
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CHAPTER ONE
Day Zero, +2
Corporal Coleman sat behind the wheel of the idling transport truck. His ears rung from the shock of it, the breach, the crash, the death all around him. Blood trickled down his face from where his forehead had struck the steering wheel when he’d crashed into the infirmary.
There was a growl and a moan and Coleman snapped his head to the side, pressing himself against the driver’s side door at the sight of a zombified Martinez still buckled into the passenger’s seat. Blood was congealing around his lips, his eyes dead and devoid of soul.
The Corporal swallowed hard, clenching jaw as he drew his handgun. His heart pulsed in his ears, drowning out the moans and bangs of the corpses outside of the truck behind him.
“I’m sorry, Martinez,” he whispered, as he took aim. “I wish it could have been different.” He pulled the trigger, and his bullet tore through his partner’s right eye. Blood splattered against the passenger window, and the zombie Corporal slumped in his chair, finally at peace.
Coleman muttered a quick prayer under his breath and drew in a deep lungful of air, letting it out slowly to compose himself. Survival instinct kicked back in with a vengeance, and he looted his fallen friend for ammo and tested the accelerator at the same time. The truck was boned from the accident, and barely revved, let alone moved.
He raised his radio to his lips. “Hey Cap, do you copy?”
Terrell leapt up from his chair at the sound of Coleman’s voice coming through the radio, and grabbed his communicator, near fumbling it with hope.
“Holy shit, Coleman, y’all okay?”
“I am,” the Corporal replied. “Martinez turned and I had to put him down.”
Terrell grimaced. “I’m sorry man. That had to be tough.”
“Just doing what needs to be done, Captain,” Coleman said solemnly. “Just doing what needs to be done.”
The Captain nodded, and then got back on track. “So what’s your status?”
“Well, we slammed pretty hard into whatever this building is,” the Corporal replied. “The cab is inside and I’m surrounded by one, two, three… let’s just call it more zombies than I want to deal with.”
“How about the grunts in the back?” Terrell asked, chewing his lip as he looked out the window.
“Hold that thought,” Coleman said as he turned and banged on the hatch that led from the cab to the back portion of the transport. “Yo! You guys all right back there?” he yelled, but there was no answer. He banged again and waited a moment, for either a reply or just groans.
He cracked open the hatch and peered in, eyes widening at the sight of the back door of the transport having been ripped clean off. Half a dozen zombies feasted on two fatigue wearing men, but they froze and shrieked when they noticed the Corporal gaping at them.
He slammed the hatch and secured it, wincing at the thump thump of zombies smacking into the door to try to get at him.
“They’re fucking dinner, Captain,” Coleman replied. There was a moment of silence in which he envisioned Terrell maybe punching a wall, and then a click and crackle.
“You got any way out of there, man?”
The Corporal looked to both sides of the cab that were crawling with zombies. He squinted out the passenger window where the roof of the infirmary was a bit caved in.
“I just might, Captain, give me a sec,” he said, and popped the top hatch on the cab. He pushed up carefully, meeting a little resistance as debris from the roof fell aside for him. He looked around and realized that there was a crawlspace in the top of the building that he could access, and sunlight peeking through a hole in the roof. He lifted his radio again. “Pretty sure I can get to the roof.”
“That’s fanfuckingtastic news, Coleman,” Terrell replied with relief. “If you can get up there, maybe you can give us a lay of the land. All we can tell from our vantage point is that there’s a sea of death out there.”
The Corporal nodded. “On it, Cap.”
He fully climbed onto the roof of the transport cab, and holstered his handgun as he got to his feet. He took his assault rifle and flipped it around, smashing the butt of us against the little hole in the roof. After a few hard strikes, more and more sunlight filtered through onto his face, eventually creating a hole big enough for him to climb through.
He slung his rifle back over his shoulder and climbed up out of the attic, standing on the angled roof and looking around at the desolation below.
“All right,” he croaked into his communicator, “I’m on top and it looks like your vantage point was pretty accurate. There ain’t nothing good going on here.” He walked carefully across the roof, taking it all in.
Fort Bragg was in chaos. Blood-stained zombies in army fatigues staggered out of the barracks, clearly freshly undead. The front gate hung wide open, a flood of zombies still wandering inside to try to get in on the party. The yard was dotted with clusters of creatures feasting on the soldiers that weren’t able to make it to shelter in time.
He turned when, out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of a flashing light coming from a nearby building surrounded by zombies. “I might have something here,” he reported, and then walked to the other edge of the roof for a better view. He squinted and realized that it was a soldier in the window, turning a flashlight on and off rapidly. “Looks like we got one barracks that wasn’t breached,” he said, and waved.
“Any idea how many?” Terrell asked.
The soldier waved back as Coleman took out his own flashlight and used morse code to ask the Captain’s question. The reply came and the Corporal relayed it slowly as he translated into the radio.
“They have thirty-five troops inside…” he said, “but are limited with their ammo situation.”
Terrell sighed back. “Ain’t that par for the fucking course today,” he replied. “All right Coleman, hang tight.”
“I’ll just be up here, soaking up some rays,” the Corporal replied, and lowered himself to the roof, leaning back and curling his hands behind his head.
Terrell strode into Wagner’s office, the man still shellshocked in the corner.
“Colonel Wagner,” the Captain said loudly, “we have some good news. One of the barracks wasn’t breached. There are thirty-five survivors.”
The Colonel’s head snapped up, his eyes puffy and red. He swallowed hard, and got to his feet, smoothing his uniform down with trembling hands.
“All right… I’m sorry,” he stammered, and then took a deep breath, blinking rapidly and clenching his fists. He cleared his throat. “Let’s figure out a way to get those boys to safety.”
“I don’t have a solution yet, but I think I have a way for us to find one,” Lynch piped up from his desk, and motioned to the far counter housing a large drone.
“I like the idea,” Wagner replied, “but how the hell are we gonna launch that thing? Don’t you need a flat surface? I doubt those creatures are going to let us waltz outside.”
Terrell cocked his head, inspecting one of the windows. “How far away from the building do you need to be?” he asked.
“Four, maybe five feet?” Lynch said. “I can get up enough speed on it and launch away from the building. Should limit the potential of a crash.”
The Captain nodded. “Y’all got a folding table?”
“Should be one in the store room,” Lynch replied with a nod, and scurried off to look.
Terrell shoved one of the large floor desks against the wall beneath one of the windows. He climbed up and opened the sliding window from its top clip, high enough that the zombies outside couldn’t reach him. He propped it open and Lynch reentered with the table.
“Now what?” he asked.
Terrell held out his hands. “Give it to me, and put your drone on the end of it,” he instructed, and the Corporal nodded his understanding. He handed over the table and powered up the drone before setting it gently on the end of the table. Terrell rested the plastic on his shoulder, and gently extended it out the window.
Lynch stared up at the Captain in awe.
“You can launch it anytime now, Corporal,” Terrell urged, and Lynch blushed when he realized he’d been gawking.
“Sorry sir, here we go,” he replied, and turned to the monitor. He used a joystick and triggers to liftoff, and once it was clear Terrell pulled the table back in and hopped down to the floor to huddle around the monitor with Wagner.
Lynch flew high so they could get a complete look of the base, the ground blotted completely out of view by the horde. There were two intact buildings, and Terrell raised his radio to his mouth.
“Hey Coleman,” he said, “which building had the survivors in it?”
“Northwest of my current position,” he replied, and they saw him wave up at the drone from his relaxed position on the infirmary roof.
“Ten-four,” Terrell replied, and pointed to the other building on the monitor. “Move the drone over to that one.”
Lynch complied, and the building came closer into view, about twenty feet below. He focused the camera to see several troops in the window, waving at them.
“Do we have any way of signaling them?” Terrell asked.
The Corporal shook his head. “Negative.”
“Well, let’s assume they have as many in there as the other barracks,” the Captain mused. “So that brings us up to what, seventy we need to evacuate?”
“Let me see what’s at our disposal,” Lynch said, and moved the drone over to the helipad. There were a few transport trucks sitting there. “What do you think, can we fit seventy in there?”
Terrell grinned. “Hope you boys don’t mind getting cozy with each other.”
“That’s great and all,” Wagner piped up, “but how the hell are we getting over there?”
“Do me a favor and point the camera down towards the ground as you bring it back this way,” the Captain instructed.
As the Corporal moved his controls to accommodate the request, it appeared that about a third of the zombies were actively pursuing the drone.
“What kind of range do you have on that thing?” Terrell asked.
Lynch tilted his head back and forth. “About five hundred yards, but I only have about ten more minutes of flight time,” he replied.
As he spoke, the zombies seemed to lose interest in the buzzing machine and wandered off in search of a living meal.
“We’re going to need something louder if we’re going to clear the camp,” Terrell muttered.
Lynch pursed his lips. “If we had a helicopter pilot there’s one over by the maintenance hangar.”
“It’s no good, the guidance system is busted and won’t be in until next week,” Wagner replied. He paused at the questioning stares from his comrades and then sighed. “Granted, that may be pushed back a bit.”
“Can it be flown without a guidance system?” Terrell asked.
Wagner shrugged. “You’re not gonna know where you’re going.”
“That works out, since we don’t have a destination,” the Captain replied. “Anything else wrong with it?”
“That’s the main thing, although I can’t promise there’s going to be much gas in there,” the Colonel warned.
“So, we won’t know where we’re going or how far we can get,” Terrell said, rolling his eyes with a ghost of a smile on his face. “But other than that, we’re good?”
Wagner returned his smile. “Yep.”
“Peachy,” the Captain quipped and listed his radio to his mouth. “Hey Coleman, you still remember how to fly?”




CHAPTER TWO
“It’s been a few years, but I’m pretty sure I can get us airborne,” Coleman said into his radio, groaning as he sat up from his comfortable lying position. “Where’s the bird at?”
“Outside the maintenance hangar, about a hundred yards northwest of your current position,” Terrell’s voice came back.
The Corporal looked out towards the hangar, raising an eyebrow at the hundred or so zombies between it and him. “Hey Captain, I’m not one to poke holes in your plan, but I think I see a slight flaw in it.”
“You ain’t underestimating me there, are you Coleman?” Terrell asked, amusement laced in his tone.
The Corporal shook his head with an exasperated smile. “Well, Cap, from where I’m sitting it’s going to take a hell of a magic trick on your part to make these fuckers disappear.”
The drone buzzed up to him and seemed to taunt him in the air.
“You just sit back and prepare to be amazed by Terrell the Magnificent!” the Captain bellowed through the radio.
Coleman deadpanned at the little camera on the drone. “If you are banking on me being your assistant, just know right now that I don’t look good in sequins.”
“That’s easily the most disturbing image my mind is going to see all week,” Terrell replied, “and that’s saying something.”
The Corporal chuckled. “Just doing my part, Cap.” He watched the drone flies by him, and held his middle finger out directly into the camera as it went. The drone lowered down to about eight feet above ground level, and several of the zombies screeched at the noise. It moved away, causing most of them to follow it towards the maintenance hangar.
When it reached the vicinity of the hangar, it cut towards the front gate to try to draw as many as possible away from the helicopter.
“That was impressive, Captain,” Coleman admitted, “but there are still about twenty in my way.”
Terrell chewed his lip for a moment, watching the monitor showing the drone’s camera feed. “Hang tight, and get ready to run,” he finally said into his radio. “And for the love of god, don’t take off without me!”
“Wouldn’t dream of it, Cap,” Coleman replied.
Terrell leaned over Lynch, squinting at the screen. “When you get to the street, see if you can find a high-end car. The ritzier the better.”
The Corporal raised an eyebrow. “Sports car? Sedan? SUV?”
“Doesn’t matter,” the Captain replied, “just as long as it looks expensive.”
Lynch flew the drone to the front gate, a throng of zombies in tow. It ducked out into the street and he turned right and left in his search, finally fixating on a cherry red sports car.
“Got one,” he confirmed. “What do you want me to do?”
“Smack the drone into it as hard as you can,” Terrell replied.
Lynch gaped. “If I do that, it might destroy it,” he warned.
“Were you planning on taking it with you to the rally point?” the Captain asked.
The Corporal looked to Wagner and back. “Um. No?”
“Then crash it into the car,” Terrell insisted, and Lynch shrugged.
He hovered the drone above the car, and then executed a perfect nosedive straight into the hood of it. The force of the impact set off the car alarm, loud bleating echoing throughout the base. Most of the remaining zombies perked up at the noise, screeching and rushing to the gate.
“On the move, Captain,” Coleman’s voice rang through.
Terrell nodded. “Right behind you, Coleman.”
The Corporal ran to the edge of the roof and turned around, dropping down to hang from his hands. He swung towards the wall and sprung off it on the way down, landing lightly on his feet and taking off running as soon as he did so. A straggling zombie took notice of him as he bolted for the hangar, and took off running towards him like a free safety chasing down a receiver.
Just before they were about to cross paths, Coleman stutter stepped, stopping just short of the zombie’s path, shoving it in the back as it flew past him. The ghoul stumbled and fell face first into the dirt as the Corporal continued his sprint, putting significant distance between them.
A few other zombies nearby took notice of the fleeing man and took off after him, but he made it to the chopper and hopped inside. He slammed the door just in time for rotting flesh to slap against the outside. He flipped the engine on, and peered out to see Terrell running at full speed about fifty yards away, a few zombies of his own chasing him.
As he got closer, Terrell let out a scream and the three zombies assaulting the helicopter came running for him. Just before they reached his bolting form, he leapt into the air and executed a stunning flying knee into the lead zombie’s chest, sending it toppling back into his brethren. The Captain stumbled but righted himself just fast enough to fling his way up into the chopper and slam the door.
“Good to see you, Captain,” Coleman said, as casual as if he were discussing the weather.
Terrell nodded, chest heaving as he raised his hand and whipped it in tight circles. “Likewise. Now let’s get this bird in the air.”
“Yes sir!” Coleman replied emphatically, and flipped a few more switches. “Hey Cap,” he said, furrowing his brow. “We seem to be missing the guidance system.”
Terrell pointed straight up. “We’re going that way.”
The Corporal shook his head and chuckled before taking off. One of the zombies managed to hold fast to the side of the chopper, but fell from about fifteen feet in the air, crashing into its buddies like a bowling ball into a set of pins.
“Stay as low as you safely can and try to attract as many of those things as possible,” Terrell instructed. “Lead ‘em out the gate.”
Coleman nodded and maneuvered the chopper around the camp, about twenty feet above the ground. The low flying drew the attention of every single zombie, despite the car alarm, and they staggered after the helicopter right out of the gate.
“Captain Graham,” Wagner came through Terrell’s radio, “looks like the coast is clear. We’re going to move.”
“I gotcha, Colonel,” the Captain replied, and slid open his door, assault rifle at the ready. “If any of them head back your way, I got a distraction ready.”
“Do you have the coordinates of the rendezvous?” Wagner asked.
“Negative,” Terrell said, “we’re pulling in the opposite direction. Don’t know how relentless these things are. Doesn’t do much good to clear a path if we lead them right back to y’all.”
There was a moment of silence before Wagner clicked back. “Understood. If you can, head to the coast and send a message on emergency channel four. I’ll do everything I can to arrange a pickup.”
“Thank you Colonel,” Terrell said sincerely, “and good luck.”
“You as well, Captain.”
The soldiers in the bird kept a close eye on the base as the men exited the buildings and headed towards the transports. Several sporadic shots rang out as they took out the few zombie stragglers left inside. A few of the horde hanging out by the front gate turned, and Terrell hit the ground on his side of them, refocusing their attention on the chopper.
The men piled into the transports, but as soon as they fired up the engines several of the horde startled and turned back to the base.
“Kill the engines!” Terrell screamed into his radio, and the trucks went silent once again. “Sit tight for five minutes and let us draw them away from the gate.”
“Ten-four,” Wagner replied.
“All right Pied Piper, lead them away,” Terrell said to Coleman, who eased the helicopter down the road, making sure not to get too far away from the horde.
After a few minutes of inching away, there wasn’t a zombie within five hundred yards of the front gate. Terrell hung out the door, watching from his vantage point as the transports exited the base and headed safely in the other direction.
“They’re clear,” he said, and got back into his seat, shutting the door.
Coleman nodded in relief. “So where to now, Cap?” As if on cue, the gas light began blinking, signifying low fuel.
“I’m guessing somewhere nearby?” Terrell couldn’t help but laugh.
The Corporal nodded. “Head west?”
“As good a direction as any,” the Captain replied with a shrug. Coleman rose the chopper several hundred feet in the air and sped up, leaving the horde in the dust to head west.




CHAPTER THREE
“Man, I can’t believe we pulled this shit off.” Corporal Freeman crossed his arms as he stared down at the infield. There was a tent city being erected there, a few children nearby playing a game of football in the end zone.
Gardner nodded, stepping up beside his comrade. “You ain’t kidding, brother,” he agreed. “I can’t think of another time it was anywhere close to that level of FUBAR.” He watched personnel ripping the seats out of the lower level of the stadium to make room for greenhouses.
“Maybe that mission we ran a few years back on the Afghan-Iran border?” Webb piped up from his relaxed seat at the dining table, feet up as he munched happily on a stick of pepperoni.
“Whoa now, we have a civilian in our midst,” Freeman said as he whipped around from the massive window of the club-level box they were in. “Pretty sure that mission was classified, soldier.”
Marie barked a laugh. “Let me guess, Freeman embarrassed himself and doesn’t want the story told?”
“Yes,” Frank, Webb and Gardner replied in unison, and Freeman threw his hands up before flopping down in his chair and shoveling beans into his mouth. He scowled at Marie’s expectant expression, and then sighed.
“All right fine, tell the story if you want,” he muttered. “But if you get court martialed, don’t come crying to me.”
Webb grinned. “You want to tell this one, or should I?” he asked.
“You’re the one who got the eyeful,” Gardner replied with a regal bow. “I think you’ve earned the honors.”
“So, without going into all of the boring details, we’d been tracking this warlord for a couple of weeks,” Webb began, lowering his feet to lean forward as Freeman continued to busy himself with scarfing down his bowl of beans. “He had been giving our boys up north a hell of a time, and command wanted us to bring him in for a chat.
“So we ended up in this little shithole of a town, maybe a thousand people lived in this place. We were split up into three groups, keeping watch on a few locations we thought he would pop up. Freeman and I were in this small metal shack that I’m pretty sure was used to slaughter goats, because that smell was overwhelming. Well, about four hours into this stakeout, Freeman’s stomach starts making noises like a cat puking up a dying rodent.”
The offending Corporal raised his spoon in protest. “Now now, in my defense, Afghan food can be hard on some people’s digestive system,” Freeman said, and Frank snorted.
“Especially when said Afghan food is purchased from an unrefrigerated bucket attached to a 1980’s Schwinn,” Gardner added.
“Anyway,” Webb continued, “it gets to the point where he can’t handle it anymore, so he takes a break from the line to find a restroom. Which in this case, was a metal bucket hidden behind a dangling piece of sheet metal. Let me tell you, if you think slaughtered goat smells bad, then you’ve never smelled recycled spoiled Afghan food.”
Freeman wrinkled his nose. “Oh come on, it wasn’t that bad.” He pouted.
“Dude the stench was so bad it alerted the guards across the street,” Webb shot back.
Marie burst out laughing, her shocked guffaws setting off Gardner and Frank as well.
“So, here I am, trying to aim my weapon while fighting off dry heaves when one of them hears Freeman doing his business and opens fire,” Webb continued. “Next thing I know, we’re in a full-blown firefight. Bullets are flying, ricocheting off every surface in the building.
“As I’m hunkered down, I turn and see Freeman crawling across the dirt floor, pants still around his ankles, and the only thought in my head was I’m going to win a lot of bets in the afterlife when we talk about the worst last sights a person had.”
Freeman simply continued to eat as the rest of the table laughed uncontrollably, ignoring the ribbing from his companion.
“So…” Marie gasped for air as she struggled to catch her breath. “How did y’all get out of it?”
“Thankfully, the other two teams heard the fire, and converged on our position,” Webb replied. “The warlord had about forty bodyguards, so there were targets everywhere. Once their attention was spread out, we were able to return fire. I made the mistake of glancing over at Freeman, seeing him on his knees, firing his weapon while his ass illuminated with every muzzle flash. I’ve never openly prayed for death, but damned if it wasn’t a close call there.”
“I can see why you compared that mission to this one,” Marie agreed. “Horror all around.”
Gardner raised an eyebrow. “While horrific, there was that one incredible moment. You remember Reyes off the top rope?”
“That was one of the most surreal things I’ve ever witnessed in person,” Webb agreed, a wistfulness to his voice.
Marie furrowed her brow. “Top rope?”
“So we had orders to take this asshole alive,” Gardner replied. “During the firefight, we saw a bodyguard escorting him out of the back of this little restaurant. We couldn’t risk taking a shot at him, so Reyes broke cover, climbed on top of the neighboring building, ran to the back and went full Luchador.
“He jumped off and landed on top of the two of them. Before the rest of his bodyguards knew what had happened, he had the target in the back of the car and on his way out of town. Craziest thing I ever saw!”
There was a quiet ripple of laughter, but the team sobered up quickly at the cold reminder that their teammate was gone.
Webb raised his glass. “To Reyes.”
“And Owens,” Gardner added, lifting his own glass.
Freeman nodded and extended his own. “And Cole.”
Everyone else followed suit, and they all took a sip for their fallen friends as Bill Huff walked into the club box.
“I’m sorry,” he paused, “am I interrupting?”
“No you’re good Bill, come on in,” Frank said, shuffling over and offering him a seat. “We’re just relaxing and shooting the shit.”
He nodded his thanks and approached the table. “Well if anybody has earned it, you guys have.”
“Ahem!” Marie grunted playfully.
Bill inclined his head to her, putting up a hand. “My apologies. Guys and girl who could whip the hell out of these guys.”
She preened. “That’s better.”
“So how’s our new home looking?” Frank asked.
“We’re a little over our target capacity, but Captain Graham and his team did an exemplary job with the supplies,” Bill replied. “We should be just fine while we wait for the crops to come in. In fact, the extra manpower has come in handy. We’re already about twenty percent of the way there in putting up the greenhouses, and the farmers we recruited are putting in the first seeds as we speak. So in about six or seven weeks, we’ll be dining on fresh produce.”
The Captain nodded. ”How are the VIPs getting settled?”
“We got everybody processed and sheltered, although some of them are stuck in tents in the infield for the moment,” Bill admitted. “The engineering conference wasn’t as fruitful as originally hoped, but you were able to secure forty-five engineers and engineering students across a variety of fields. I relayed the info to D.C. and John Teeter wanted me to give you his personal thanks.”
Frank smiled. “Hopefully they can do some good.”
“John seems to think they will, once they know what the battle plan is going to be,” the older man replied. “At the moment they are still scrambling to acquire and protect assets.”
“Well, if Charlotte is any indication, it’s going to get real bad out there,” Freeman piped up.
Marie cocked her head in interest. “Speaking of that, any word on how the rest of the country is doing?”
“John didn’t go into much detail when I asked.” Bill shook his head. “But suffice it to say, these are not good times. I’ve known the man thirty plus years, helped him navigate some of the words quagmires in history, and I’ve never seen him this concerned.”
A thick air of somber recognition fell over the table. If the people at the top were doubting the success of the human race, then things were dire.
Bill’s radio crackled. “Come in Charlotte Fortress, transport ship alpha is inbound.”
“Say what you will about Captain Graham,” Frank declared, “but the man has timing.” A chuckle flitted around the table as he extended his hand to Bill. “You mind if I take this one?”
“By all means, Sir,” the older man replied and placed his radio in the Captain’s hand.
“Come in alpha, we hear you and are ready for your arrival,” Frank said. “Now with the formalities out of the way, can you please put my good buddy Captain Terrell Graham on the line?”
There was a long silence. “Captain, it’s Bennett and Foster. Terrell’s not with us.”
Frank sat up straight, face going white as a sheet. “Bennett, what’s going on?”
“Just after we took off, Fort Bragg got overrun,” the Corporal explained. “Captain Graham and a few others were safe in the command office, but we don’t know much more than that.”
“Why in the fuck didn’t you go in after him?” Frank snarled.
“We had our orders, Sir,” Bennett snapped. “He said that supplying you was the priority, and they didn’t even have a proper read on their situation. We did a quick flyover before heading this way, and there wasn’t a whole lot we could have done. There were hundreds of those things rampaging through the base, and they were making quick work of the men who were there.” He paused, and the group seemed to hold their breaths in anticipation for what came next. “Sir, he wanted me to give you a message. He’s going to work his way towards the city, and when he gets close, he’ll find a way to signal you,” Bennett explained. “He’s resourceful, he’ll be all right.”
Frank took a deep breath. “Understood, Corporal. How close are you to the fortress?”
“Should be there in a few minutes,” came the reply. “We’re just entering the downtown airsp-”
An alarm echoed through the radio, noise and cursing filling the airwaves.
“Bennett!” Frank screamed into the receiver, and everyone at the table leapt to their feet.
“We’re taking fire!” Bennett cried, and then the alarm and noise drowned him out.
The Captain and his crew tore from the skybox and into the outer walkway of the stadium. They ran to the edge and looked out towards the city, able to see the transport helicopter with smoke pouring out of the engine as it struggled to stay steady in the air.
It violently veered to the left, the sound of gunshots following moments later.
“Who the fuck is firing on them?!” Webb cried.
Freeman clutched the railing with white knuckles. “Well, we haven’t exactly made a lot of friends recently. Can’t imagine people were too happy about being left out in the cold to fend for themselves while we set up shop here.”
Webb shook his head in disgust, the group helplessly watching the struggling helicopter with their comrades inside of it.
“We’re going down!” Bennett cried, and the aircraft lurched again before landing violently on the roof of a tall office building. The group winced at the sound of the crash coming through the radio, and then there was silence.
“Bennett?” Frank demanded. “You guys okay?”
There was a moment of pause before a dull click. “Yeah, we’re here and mostly in one piece. Guess we can mark that one off the bucket list, holy fuck.”
They listened intently as Bennett, muffled, seemed to be checking on Foster. He was cut off with machine gun fire.
“Contact! Contact!” he screamed, leaving the channel open during the firefight. Frank held the radio to his head, wide-eyed, the group huddled around him, fingers twitching as if they could do something through the feed to help their friends.
“I’m out!” Foster yelled from the background, and then there was a hollow click.
“Shit!” Bennett cried.
An unidentified male voice barked, “Toss your weapons down and come out!”
“Captain, we’re being taken,” Bennett whispered. “We’re across from a taller blue windowed building and-”
“Drop the radio!” the voice cried. “Do it now!”
There was a hard smack and then the line went dead.
Frank took a deep breath and lowered his hands, mouth pressed in a thin line. One by one, each member of his team seemed to understand what was about to happen.
“All right,” the Captain said firmly. “Let’s get geared up.”




CHAPTER FOUR
“Captain, you can’t go back out there,” Bill insisted as he matched pace with the determined soldier, practically jogging to keep up with him as he led his group to the equipment room.
Frank narrowed his eyes. “The hell I can’t.”
“Captain,” Bill whipped in front of him and stopped the group dead. “May I remind you that you are in charge of this entire facility? If you want to mount a rescue mission, you’ll have my complete support, but you must delegate it.”
“Delegate it to who, exactly?” Frank crossed his arms. “The fresh-faced kids who are setting up greenhouses? How many of those troops down there have even seen combat? Run covert operations? Hell how many of them have come face to face with a zombie?”
Bill sighed, shoulders slumping as he stepped out of the way. “Fair enough, Captain,” he conceded as he fell into step once again. “How can I help?”
“Get some people up here who know the city, and try to figure out what building that is,” Frank instructed. “We’re going to need to know every conceivable route to get to it as well. God only knows what the roads downtown are like.”
“Consider it done,” Bill replied. “What else?”
“Tell Sergeant Lambert to meet us on the second floor above the transports,” the Captain finished, and threw open the door to the equipment room.
Minutes later, the team of five climbed down the rope ladders to the top of the large transport vehicle they’d rode in on. Freeman and Marie stood guard, looking out over the sea of thousands of zombies, all moaning and reaching for them like a rotten mosh pit. The truck swayed slightly with the ebb and flow of their push.
“So much death,” Marie mused. “I don’t even know where to begin comprehending it.”
Freeman shrugged. “One death is a tragedy, a million deaths is a statistic.”
She cocked her head. “Did you just quote Joseph Stalin to me?”
“I did,” he replied and raised an eyebrow at her. “What? Are you surprised that I quoted a historical figure instead of a movie character?”
“Well, yeah,” she admitted, “but also somewhat confused as to why you thought it applied here.”
“I thought it was relevant because you said you didn’t know how to comprehend all this death,” Freeman explained, motioning to the crowd with his rifle. “The only way to survive something like this is to think of it as a statistic. You can’t look out there and think about the mothers who watched their kids die, or the fathers who never made it home from work, or the entire family trees that were chopped down. No, you have to look out there at the sea of corpses and think, damn, that’s twenty percent of the city right there, and move on while making some quip to yourself about how you thought it would be bigger.”
Marie smirked. “I’m guessing I’m not the only woman to have that thought go through her head in your presence.”
He laughed, glad to have cheered her up. “Glad you took advantage of that one, because they aren’t always going to be softballs.”
She grinned deviously, and he rolled his eyes, shaking his head.
“I’m going to go get this thing started up,” Freeman said, and turned towards the front of the truck.
She nodded. “Good call.”
Frank stood at the top of the ladder as Sergeant Lambert strode towards he and Bill.
“Sergeant, thank you for coming up,” Frank said, extending his hand.
Lambert shook it and nodded. “Yes, sir. How can I help?”
“We’re going on a rescue mission, and in my absence Bill is in complete control of this facility,” the Captain instructed. “I know it’s a military operation, but things need to get done and he knows what they are. You are to support him with whatever he needs.”
Lambert saluted. “Understood, sir.”
“If we are gone more than forty-eight hours, it means we probably aren’t coming back,” Frank continued. “If that happens, your orders are to contact D.C. and let them make the judgment call from there.”
“Yes sir,” the Sergeant agreed. “There won’t be any power play on my part. We’re in this together.”
The Captain nodded, putting a hand on his comrade’s shoulder. “You’re a good man, Lambert. I’m glad they picked you for this assignment.”
“Thank you, sir,” the Sergeant replied, and stepped back as Frank turned to Bill.
“What’s the word on the building?” he asked.
“They’re still trying to pinpoint it, but said for you to head up to Tryon Street and they’ll talk you in from there,” Bill replied.
“Thanks,” Frank replied, and took a deep breath. “We’ll be in touch.”
He slipped over the edge onto the rope ladder, climbing down and landing hard on the roof of the transport truck. He ignored the sea of zombies, walking to the hatch in pure business mode. He dropped into the cab and secured the top hatch before getting comfortable in the passenger seat.
“All right, Freeman,” the Captain began, “once you get out of the front gate, we’re hanging a left on Tryon. And let’s take it slow, because they’re still working on the building ID.”
Freeman grinned as he put the truck in gear, corpses crunching under the weight of the tires as he crawled forward. “Nothing like a leisurely drive to the city.”




CHAPTER FIVE
“Man, there’s a whole lotta nothin’ out here,” Coleman said as he gazed out over the rural farmland of eastern North Carolina.
Terrell nodded as he studied a farm below them, a faded red barn crumpled to the dirt. “There’s a couple of small towns, but that’s about it.”
“Exactly,” the Corporal replied. “You’d figure that with the small towns we’d see some signs of life, or at least some zombies milling about. But there’s just nothing.”
The Captain nodded thoughtfully. The gas light flashed furiously, and he sighed. “Well, looks like we get to see first hand if it really is a whole lot of nothing out there.”
“Where do you want me to set it down at?” Coleman asked. “Figure we have about five more minutes of flight time before we’re not gonna have a choice in the matter.”
Terrell pulled out a pair of binoculars and looked across the horizon. There was a cluster of buildings in the distance that looked like it could be a small town.
He pointed in that direction. “Looks like there’s something resembling civilization a few miles that way,” he instructed. “Let’s set it down short of town and we’ll hike in.”
“You got it, Captain,” Coleman replied and flew to an empty field with a line of trees on one side. He gracefully lowered to the grass, leaving as much open space around them as he could. He powered everything off and the blades slowed as he and his comrade popped out of the cab with their weapons at the ready.
They swept their surroundings, squinting in the sunlight, and then relaxed as they met around the back of the chopper.
“What do you know, looks like you were right,” Terrell said good-naturedly. “Ain’t nothing around here.”
As if on cue, a single high-powered rifle shot cracked through the air, and they ducked before realizing it was too far away to be meant for them.
“You were saying there, Cap?” Coleman asked.
Terrell chuckled and shook his head. “Yeah, yeah, learned my lesson. Last time I give you any sort of praise.”
“What do you think,” the Corporal mused, “you wanna check it out?”
“Well, it’s either that or sleep in a field tonight, because that’s about the only bit of civilization I saw,” Terrell replied.
Coleman held out his arm. “All right lead the way.”
They moved towards the tree line in defensive position, and upon pushing through the wooded area, saw a big box discount store. There were a few dozen corpses scattered around the parking lot, but there was no movement that could be seen.
“Up for a little shopping?” Terrell asked.
Coleman nodded. “Seeing as how we didn’t pack any food or water, it might be a prudent thing to do.”
They kept their guard up as they slowly moved into the parking lot, finding the lack of movement not exactly reassuring due to the recent gunfire. When they reached the front door, Terrell led the way inside, everything remarkably intact considering the apocalypse.
There were a few knocked over display and a blood streak here and there, the power completely out, but for the most part everything seemed still together. The bulk of the store was darkened aside from the occasional ray of sunlight peeking through the odd skylights here and there in the ceiling.
They froze at the sound of shattering glass.
“Be careful with those!” a stern male voice barked.
Terrell silently motioned for Coleman to follow him towards the noise. They moved down a mostly stripped bare aisle towards what looked like a flickering flashlight moving around. As they approached the end, an African-American teenager strolled around the corner and stopped dead, eyes widening in fear.
“Easy now kid,” Terrell said when he realized how young their opponent was, “we ain’t gonna hurt you.”
The kid turned on his heel and sprinted back the way he’d come, towards the lit up area.
“They’re here! They’re here!” he screamed.
Terrell shook his head. “Shit.”
The duo raised their guns again and turned the corner to see a group of civilians loading up several shopping carts. They were mostly younger, late teens to early twenties, but there was an elderly couple as well. They all had ragged, torn clothes, and one rifle between all of them. But it was propped in a cart and pointed at the ceiling.
“Please,” the old man rasped, “just take whatever you want. We won’t put up a fight.”
Terrell relaxed. “Relax there old timer, we ain’t taking your stuff.”
“Although if you have a couple bottles of water, we’d be very appreciative,” Coleman added, lowering his weapon.
The old man looked them up and down and then nodded in approval, motioning to the young teenager that had initially spotted them in the aisle. “Walter, get these men some water.”
The kid chewed his lower lip with nervousness. “But Mister Hoyt, they could be-”
“Walter, do as I say,” the old man snapped. “I think these men are here to help.”
Walter shook his head in frustration, but followed the instructions, gathering up a few bottles of water. He stepped forward tentatively, keeping his eyes downcast, and held them out. Terrell took the bottles but grabbed the kid’s wrist, kneeling down to look him in the eye.
“Walter,” he said firmly, making sure the kid was looking at him, “from now on, I want you to look people in the eye. Never let them think they’re above you.”
The kid nodded jerkily. “Yes… yes sir.”
The Captain stood up as Walter rejoined his group, and turned to the old man. “All right, Mister Hoyt, why don’t you give us a lay of the land? Who did young Walter here think we were?”
“Please sir, just call me Hoyt,” the old man insisted.
“All right,” Terrell agreed, “I’m Terrell and this is Coleman.”
“It’s a pleasure, sirs,” Hoyt replied with a slight incline of his head. “This is my wife Edna, and that’s Walter, Ruth, Clara and Henry. We’re part of a group that took up residence in Clinton, which is about three miles up the road. Rather than have us stay at the farms all around the area, Xavier came around and collected us. He felt like there was strength in numbers.”
“So, what are y’all doing all the way out here?” Terrell furrowed his brow.
The old man held up a mason jar. “We were running low on canning supplies. This is the only big store in the immediate vicinity so we risked coming out.”
“So what were y’all shooting at earlier?” Coleman asked. “Get surprised by a zombie?”
Hoyt pursed his lips before responding, “I’m afraid that wasn’t us, sir.”
Terrell shot the Corporal a concerned glance. “Has somebody been bothering y’all?”
“Yes sir, but I believe Xavier will be able to explain the situation better,” the old man replied. “If you don’t mind coming into town with us, I’m sure he’d be happy to have you.”
“What do you think, Coleman?” the Captain asked his comrade.
“Pretty sure they’re making some fried chicken for dinner tonight, too,” Hoyt added.
Coleman grinned. “I think we have our answer.”
A trio of gunshots rang out, and the civilians all immediately ducked behind Hoyt, who fumbled with his rifle.
Terrell held up a hand to stop him. “I think you’d better let us handle this,” he said, and took up a defensive stance as the old man nodded. “Coleman, aisle six.”
“You got it, Cap,” the Corporal replied and rushed off down the darkened aisle that ran parallel to the group’s but still away from the front door.
Hoots and hollers echoed throughout the store, another shot piercing the air. Terrell stood his ground about ten feet in front of the group, arms crossed and assault rifle slung across his back. A tall and muscular man wearing a flannel shirt with the sleeves torn off strolled out of the darkness with a shotgun in his hands.
“Hey boys, they’re over here!” he drawled, grinning to show off more than a few missing teeth. “Oh yeah, we’re gonna have some fun with y’all.”
Terrell smirked. “I would genuinely like to see you try.”
The redneck clenched his jaw, narrowing his eyes as he stopped a few feet away from the Captain. “Oh, looks like we got one of them tough brothers, here. Tell me boy, what do you think you’re gonna be able to do to me?”
Terrell looked his opponent up and down before smiling. “Well, my initial thought was to shove that shotgun up your ass.” He shrugged. “But then I realized that you were a backcountry hillbilly and would probably enjoy that.”
The redneck snarled and raised his gun, but the Captain lashed out and blocked it, punching his opponent in the throat. The redneck dropped to one knee, struggling for air, and Terrell rammed his knee into the guy’s gasping face.
He picked up the shotgun as the man collapsed into a blubbering mess on the floor, and pointed it at the redneck’s head as his four buddies approached from the darkness.
“Wouldn’t be the wisest move you could make,” the Captain warned.
The men kept their guns pointed at the floor, and a slightly overweight one put his rifle on the floor and raised his hands, stepping forward.
“OK now mister, let’s not do anything crazy here,” he cooed.
Terrell snorted. “Would have been great if you had instilled that sentiment in your boy here.”
“Now, I ain’t gonna make any excuses for ol’ Andrew there,” the man admitted. “Boy’s got a shorter fuse than a bootleg firecracker. But I’m a little more laid back than he is. Now my name’s Ralph, what’s yours?”
“You can call me Terrell.”
“All right now, Terrell,” Ralph continued, “why don’t you just let my friend there go and we’ll just pretend this little misunderstanding didn’t happen?”
“Hey, Hoyt,” the Captain asked over his shoulder, “these some of the people who been bothering you?”
The old man nodded vigorously. “Yes, sir.”
“I got a counter offer for you, Ralph,” Terrell declared. “I’m gonna let your boy here go, provided you explain to me why you’re hassling these poor folks. What do you say, we got a deal?”
Ralph nodded. “OK, I can do that.”
Andrew started to crawl back to his friends, but Terrell stamped down on his shoulder with his boot, preventing his movement. “Now, one more thing,” he said, “just for my own personal comfort. What do you say we deescalate the situation a bit? Maybe secure our weapons.”
Ralph turned and waved to his crew, and they slung their rifles onto their backs. Terrell let go of Andrew and he slithered back to his friends.
“Now, you gonna honor our disarmament agreement, there?” Ralph asked, motioning to the shotgun.
Terrell looked at it and shrugged, then laid it on the ground beside him. “Now, fair is fair after all. Now why don’t you come over here and explain to me why you’re bothering these nice folks.”
The redneck took a deep breath. “Well you see, Terrell-”
“Nah, Ralph.” The Captain put up a hand to stop him. “This feels like a man to man conversation to me. Why don’t you come over here and explain it to me privately instead of announcing it to the world?” The redneck hesitated, glancing back at Andrew’s bleeding face. “Come on now, I don’t bite.”
Ralph nodded to his buddies, and then approached the Captain until they were at arm’s length.
Terrell lowered his voice. “Now, what’s your problem with these people?”
“Well, as I’m sure you are well aware, things have taken a turn for the worse in the last couple of days,” Ralph replied, matching his quiet demeanor. “And without going into too many specifics, they have some things in town that my friends and I require.”
“So that’s it, then?” Terrell raised an eyebrow. “You want to rob these people?”
The redneck scoffed. “Not a matter of wanting to, it’s needing to.”
“Y’all look like you can handle yourselves pretty well, at least against most obstacles,” the Captain mused. “Why aren’t you out there fending for yourselves instead of trying to take from people who are clearly not as strong as you?”
“Look, it’s nothing personal.” Ralph put his hands up. “Just survival of the fittest.”
Terrell shook his head. “Hm. Survival of the fittest. That’s your reasoning?”
“Yes sir, it’s as simple as that,” the redneck replied with a smile.
“Well, it is what it is, I suppose,” the Captain said with a sigh. “Now, what are we going to do about our little standoff here?”
Ralph shrugged. “Well, as far as I’m concerned, we can head our separate ways for the day. Although just a bit of friendly advice since it looks like you’re just passing through. If you’re staying in town tonight, you may wanna get an early start towards your destination tomorrow.”
“Putting your survival of the fittest into practice?” Terrell raised an eyebrow.
The redneck cocked his head. “Not my call to make, however… if I were a betting man…”
“I tell you what, you seem like a man of your word,” the Captain said. “Why don’t we shake on a truce for the day?”
Ralph looked at the Captain’s outstretched hand, and then back at his face. He finally nodded and took it. “Truce it is.”
Terrell yanked his arm and then chopped down with his free hand to break his elbow. He wrenched the shattered arm behind Ralph’s back, his captive shrieking in pain as he became a human shield.
The trio moved to grab their guns, but Coleman emerged from the shadows behind them, a gun in each hand. “Oh, please, please keep moving,” he said.
The rednecks quickly let go of their weapons, raising their hands.
Terrell lowered his mouth to Ralph’s ear, snarling as the redneck whimpered. “Do I look fit enough for you, motherfucker?” he asked, pleased as his charge nodded and sputtered in the affirmative. “Hoyt, if you’d be so kind as to collect the weapons and ammo from our guests,” the Captain directed. “Just be mindful of the potential blood splatter should any of them try to do anything other than remain perfectly still.”
“Yes, sir,” Hoyt replied and quickly collected the weapons. The rednecks didn’t move a muscle with Coleman stationed behind them. Once he was clear and the rifles were in the cart, Terrell gave Ralph’s arm one more violent tweak before kicking him towards his friends.
He drew his sidearm and pointed it at the redneck’s head. “You know Ralph, I’ve thought about what you said, and I feel obliged to give you a bit of personal info,” Terrell said, as conversational as if he were talking about the weather. “I’m kind of a fan of sleeping in, so you may want to pass that long to whoever you see fit. I get the sense that information might impact your morning activities.”
Ralph grimaced as one of his buddies helped him to his feet, and they turned to leave.
“Hold up a sec,” Terrell piped up, and looked to Walter. “You got any bandages in that cart?”
The kid rummaged and picked up a roll of gauze. “Yes sir,” he replied.
“Would you please toss it over to our injured friend?” The Captain motioned to the seething redneck. “I wouldn’t want him thinking that was something personal.”
Walter tossed the gauze to the group, and Andrew picked it up, glaring daggers at them.
“Coleman, please see our friends here get where they’re going,” Terrell instructed as they passed the Corporal.
Coleman grinned. “Oh, I’ll make sure they remember where they parked.” He followed the rednecks out of the store at gunpoint, and Terrell bent down to pick up the shotgun he’d set on the tile. He strode over and set it in Hoyt’s shopping cart, letting out a deep breath as he addressed the old man.
“Hoyt, I believe it’s about time for you to introduce me to Xavier.”




CHAPTER SIX
“Jesus Christ,” Freeman breathed as he drove the large transport truck through the zombie-infested streets of downtown Charlotte. Hundreds of zombies surrounded the vehicle, smacking their hands against the side as it passed in a futile attempt to get at the moving box of human treats. “How the hell did anybody survive this?”
Marie shrugged. “We have, so far.”
“Yeah, but we’re highly trained and heavily armed,” he replied with a shake of his head. “We barely made it through the night.”
Webb poked his head through the hatch from the back into the cab. “People are resilient,” he said. “Hopefully not too resilient, though. Since they apparently don’t like us too much.”
“Just got off the horn with Bill,” Frank said, his own head appearing next to Webb. “It’s going to be the building on the next corner.”
“How you wanna go about getting in?” Freeman asked.
The Captain raised an eyebrow. “Curbside service and go in through the second floor?”
“And to think I got a ticket the last time I drove on the sidewalk,” Freeman muttered as he hopped the curb, crushing some zombies against the wall. Even through the thick metal shell of the cab, the group could hear the crunch of bones under the pressure. He put it into park and shut down the engine as Frank clambered up to poke his head out of the top hatch.
“All right, we’re good,” the Captain declared. “Webb, you’re on me. We’re going to breach and make sure the coast is clear. Y’all hang tight.”
“Don’t worry Ms. Daisy,” Freeman replied with a faux Southern accent, “I ain’t goin’ anywhere.”
Frank barked a laugh. “You keep that up, and I’m going to make you wear a chauffeur hat.” He pulled himself out, Webb following swiftly, and took a moment to peruse the sea of angry-looking hungry zombies.
“Well, Cap, if you ever wanted to crowd surf.” The Corporal grinned.
Frank wrinkled his nose. “Yeah… I think that one’s staying on the bucket list for a while.” He strode over to the building, peering in through the windows. The sill was at chest height, the transport just a touch too low for him to get a good look. “Office,” he said, and then moved to the next window. “Office,” he repeated, and then peeked into the next one, cupping his hands around his eyes. “Bingo. Got a hallway.”
Webb moved over to him, but the Captain waved him off.
“Stay by the hatch,” he instructed. “With this tinted glass and no power, I can only see about ten feet down the hallway. We might have company and need to make a hasty retreat.”
“If that’s the case,” Webb insisted, “I’m covering you while you get in.”
The Captain nodded before taking his sidearm, aiming it at the corner of the giant expanse of glass. He took a couple of steps back and fired, shattering it in a spectacular array of sparkling matter. There were shrieks as a few zombies inside sprinted towards him, clad in blood-covered business suits.
Frank stood his ground, and as the pack reached the window he stepped aside, letting them flop onto their faces on top of the transport truck and then bounce into the sea of zombies.
“What the fuck was that?” Webb laughed, eyebrows raised at his Captain.
Frank shrugged and moved back to the window, the Corporal joining him at the sill. He pulled a flashlight and shone it inside, exposing another zombie towards the end of the long corridor. It didn’t notice them, simply groaning and bumping into the far corner.
“What do you think?” Webb asked. “You wanna go in?”
Frank pursed his lips, thinking for a moment, and then sucked his lower lip between his teeth, letting out a long sharp whistle that pierced the air, echoing down the hallway. The zombie in the corner immediately shambled towards them, though much slower, dragging its leg behind it.
“Well, that’s new,” Frank said as he cocked his head.
Webb’s brow furrowed. “It’s almost like he hurt himself.”
“I’m not up on my zombie lore,” the Captain admitted. “Can they get hurt?”
“Not sure about feeling pain,” the Corporal replied, “but their bodies are flesh and bone. Being dead can’t be that healthy.”
“That’s a valid point there,” Frank agreed.
Webb motioned to the struggling zombie as it got closer to the window. “You want to? Or should I?”
“Nah, I got it,” the Captain replied, shaking his head. He grabbed the windowsill, and pulled himself up, hopping his legs gracefully over into the building. He pinned the zombie against the wall and planted his knife in its head, wiped the blade on his thigh and sheathed it. “Webb, get the others.” He turned back to the window. “We’re on the move.”
Freeman pulled Marie up in through the window as Webb and Gardner kept watch down the hallway.
“OK, Webb is going to lead us up and find the stairs,” Frank explained. “Watch the corners and open doors. If shit goes down and you get separated, the rally point is gonna be the northeast corner of whatever floor is two down from the shitstorm. Everybody good?”
There was a chorus of Yes, sir! and he raised a hand. “Let’s do it,” the Captain said.
Webb took point, his flashlight illuminating the dark hallway. As the team moved along, there were some sudden zombie screams and banging, and they froze. The doors were all shut tight, however, and as they realized that the corpses were all sufficiently holed up, continued to move.
“Man, so many people dying at their desks,” Gardner mused. “I mean it’s good for us, but damn, that’s just depressing.”
“Pretty sure there’s a heavy handed metaphor in there somewhere,” Marie added.
Webb raised his hand as they came to the corner. “Got the stairwell, and the coast is clear,” he said.
“Go easy on the breach,” Freeman said. “Cap and I learned that one the hard way.”
The Corporal led the team up to the stairwell door, and banged on it a few times. The sound reverberated throughout the concrete tower, and they waited with bated breath. A full minute went by with no other sounds.
“I think we’re good,” Webb said.
Frank nodded. “Go slow, just to be sure.”
The Corporal made a noise of agreement and then pushed on the door release, but it didn’t move very easily. “There’s something behind it,” he grunted. “Gardner, give me a hand.”
They shoved, putting both of their body weights into the door, but were only able to get it open about a third of the way.
“Can anybody get through?” Webb asked.
Marie stepped forward. “Yeah, I can do it.”
“No.” Freeman lashed out and grabbed her arm. “Let me do it.”
“Aw, it’s a good thing you’re sweet, because you really come up short when it comes to judging where you’ll fit,” she said, voice sugary sweet. “There’s no way you’re getting through there. It’s me or nobody.”
He clenched his jaw and nodded jerkily, letting go of her arm. “Don’t go being a hero, now.”
She shot him a smile and got into position. The Corporals shoved the door, and she squeezed through as they held it open. As soon as she got to the other side, she coughed into her hand.
“Holy fuck, that’s sick,” she groaned.
“What do you see?” Frank asked.
Marie shook her head. “Somebody put their thinking cap on for this one,” she said. “It’s a zombie barricade.” She surveyed the pile of about a dozen corpses, stacked six tall and two deep.
“Do you think you can move them?” the Captain asked through the cracked door.
She took out her handgun and poked one of the corpses in the head. No movement. She poked the next one. “Yeah,” she replied, “but y’all are gonna have to give me a second to confirm their deceased status.”
“You take all the time you need,” Frank agreed.
She finished her check and then holstered her gun, grabbing one of the top zombies by the back of its suit jacket. One by one, she hauled them to the floor, and then pushed them down the stairs. After she toppled the fifth one down, Webb and Gardner were able to shove the door open far enough for the group to enter.
“Fucking hell, man,” Freeman gaped at the pile of bodies. “That’s just… fucking hell.”
Marie smirked. “Didn’t know you were a poet.”
“Only when I’m properly motivated.” He shrugged.
Frank readied his weapon. “Webb, lead us up.”
“Yes sir,” the Corporal replied, taking point once again. He shone his flashlight up the stairwell. “One thirty-five floor hike, coming right up.” He moved slowly, being cautious. As he hit the third floor landing, he pursed his lips. “Another zombiecade,” he reported, and then continued the ascent.
Each floor had a stack of business suit-wearing corpses piled in front of the door. As they approached the fifteenth floor, Webb stopped short.
“What’s up Webb?” Gardner asked. “You getting out of shape, brother?”
The Corporal turned and put his finger to his mouth, and then pointed towards the door. Frank stepped up and peered around him, noting that there weren’t any bodies blocking the door that time.
“That doesn’t look suspicious at all,” Webb whispered, sarcasm laced in his tone.
“I think we need to push on to the roof,” Frank replied quietly. “Our boys could be in there, but we don’t know what’s above us. We’ll get up there and work our way down.”
Gardner raised an eyebrow. “Anybody think to bring a motion sensor?” he asked. The team all checked their pockets, and after a few moments of frantic patting, Marie handed him a small plastic base with a lens on the front.
“Is this a motion sensor?” she asked.
Gardner grinned. “Yes, it is! Thank you.” He grabbed it, pulled out a small tablet and synced the two. He attached the device to the wall, a faint laser beam aimed right at the door. “If somebody opens that door, we’ll know it,” he said.
Frank clapped him on the back. “All right, let’s keep moving.”
Webb led them up to the top floor, the rest of the doors blocked with a pile of corpses once again. The team got into defensive position and prepared to breach the door. Frank held up his hand in a silent countdown, and when he got to one finger, Webb threw open the door. The group immediately streamed onto the roof, fanning out to cover all directions.
One by one, they each yelled clear, and converged at the fallen helicopter. It was a complete mess, laying upside down, blades broken off and the engine still smoldering. Frank moved to the door, taking a deep breath before looking in. He was relieved not to find the bodies of his comrades, though were was some blood where they’d clearly been after the crash.
“Bennett and Foster aren’t here,” Frank declared.
Freeman knelt down in front of the fallen vehicle, recoiling at the sight of the pilot whose face had been rearranged by a giant piece of shrapnel. “Pilot’s here, but he ain’t going anywhere,” he said, standing as Frank turned away from the wreck, face pensive.
“Checked the holds, and they’re mostly empty,” Webb declared. “So whoever brought this thing down got the supplies.”
“Is that why they shot it down?” Gardner asked. “They wanted the goods?”
“I doubt it was anybody from this building that took it out,” Marie put in.
Freeman nodded. “Yeah, that would be some video game level shit right there. Snipe a helicopter and have it land at your feet on top of a thirty-seven story building. That isn't happening outside of an Xbox.”
“So what now, Cap?” Webb asked.
Gardner’s motion sensor alarm bleated, and Frank turned towards the door.
“We get ready for company.”




CHAPTER SEVEN
Two men that looked to be in their late twenties strolled out of the roof access door, untucked button-down shirts a little bit bloodstained from their forays into the apocalypse. They froze at the sight of Frank, leaning against the downed chopper with his legs crossed, taking in the sun.
“How’s it goin’ there, fellas?” he asked with a grin.
The two men glanced at each other, wide-eyed, and then one of them reached for a handgun in the back of his waistband. The rest of the team popped up from the debris, weapons drawn, surrounding them, and the two newcomers froze.
“Hey, can I borrow this for a few minutes?” Freeman asked, and walked up to grab the handgun out of the guy’s pants. “Thanks.”
“Please, don’t kill us,” the guy pleaded, voice trembling.
Gardner shrugged. “That decision may be out of our hands,” he said with an exaggerated sigh. “Depends on what you tell us about our two missing friends.”
“You mean the other soldiers?” the unarmed man piped up, motioning over his shoulder. “Oh yeah, they’re fine. We… we can take you to them.”
“I bet you can,” Gardner replied. “Let me guess, they’re on the fifteenth floor?”
The guys glanced at each other with surprised eyes, and then looked back to the Corporal, nodding furiously.
Frank pushed away from the helicopter to approach them. “What’s waiting for us down there?” he asked.
“Just a bunch of people trying to survive,” the guy who’d had the handgun said earnestly. “We don’t mean you any harm.”
Frank raised an eyebrow. “So are my friends down there just hanging out with y’all?”
“Well...” The second guy scratched the back of his head. “Not exactly.”
The Captain shoved him hard, his head smacking into the brick wall behind him like a basketball on the blacktop. “What the fuck do you mean, not exactly?” he seethed.
Before he could answer, there was a loud crack of a gunshot, and Gardner blew right off of his feet. Everyone hit the ground, assuming defensive positions.
“Where’s it coming from?” Freeman cried. “I can’t see anybody!”
Webb searched frantically. “I got nothing either!”
Marie scurried over to Gardner, dropping to her knees. He had one hand clamped around his bicep, and she covered it with her own. “Let me see,” she instructed, and he let go to reveal a bit of blood. She studied it for a moment. “Didn’t hit anything major,” she declared, “you’ll be fine. Now get up!”
“Still hurts like a motherfucker, though.” Gardner winced as another shot rang out, the concrete at Freeman’s boots exploding.
“Sniper, three o’clock!” the Corporal cried, and the team moved into useful cover with the direction identified.
Frank kept the two unarmed guys pinned against the wall, his handgun against a throat. “Who is shooting at us?” he demanded.
“Fuck if I know, man,” the first guy insisted. “You haven’t made a lot of friends lately. Notice he shot when you put your hands on my friend, here.”
“Freeman, cover fire!” Frank barked. “Everybody into the stairwell.”
The Corporal popped out and shot wildly at the neighboring building as the team made a run for the door. One by one they dove in, and Freeman let up to turn and dart away. The sniper managed to hit the ground just behind him as he hustled inside.
Frank looked around, doing a head count. “Everybody good?” he asked, and there was a chorus in the affirmative before he nodded. “So where were we? Oh yeah, my friends you’re holding hostage.”
“We secured them because they fired on us!” one of the captives squeaked, his arms high in the air. “We didn’t kill them, though!”
“How many people you got down there?” Frank crossed his arms. “How many of them are armed?”
“I don’t know man,” he replied, shaking his head rapidly. “There’s thirty, maybe forty of us. And a good number of them are packing.”
Frank pursed his lips. “Webb, secure these guys to the railing,” he said, waving his hand.
“On it, Cap,” the Corporal replied, and shoved them down into a sitting position, back to back. He used zip ties to secure their hands against each other, and then another looped to attach them to the railing.
Frank turned to the rest of the team. “Gardner, you okay?” he asked.
“It’s just a flesh wound, he’ll be fine,” Marie replied.
The Corporal nodded. “What the lady said.”
“So, what’s the play, Captain?” Freeman asked.
Frank sighed. “I don’t know, every other time we’ve faced this kind of situation, we’ve gone in guns a blazin’ and killed everyone who wasn’t one of ours,” he mused. “But that just doesn’t feel right this time. These people aren’t our enemies, they didn’t shoot down the chopper. They’re just trying to survive.”
“Well, they did shoot at Bennett and Foster as well as take them hostage,” Freeman pointed out.
The Captain shook his head. “But what if they’re telling the truth that Bennett and Foster fired first?”
“So, what?” The corporal stiffened. “You wanna go have a chat with them?”
“Hey, just some free advice,” one of the captives piped up from his secured position on the landing. “We may not be your enemy, but we’re sure as hell not your friends. A few of the people down there tried to go to the stadium before they ended up here. So you take that for what it’s worth.”
Frank shook his head and sighed. “All right, y’all, let’s move out and go get our boys.”
“So what are we doing, Captain?” Freeman repeated. “Clearing them out? Or trying to strike up a conversation?”
“Not sure yet,” the Captain replied. “But I have twenty floors to think it over.”




CHAPTER EIGHT
Coleman raised an eyebrow at the four foot tall sheets of metal bolted to the side of the truck bed they were in swayed back and forth with each bump in the road. “Not the sturdiest protection, there,” he said.
Walter shrugged. “It’s on there pretty good, and those things can’t get through,” he replied. “What more do you really need?”
“Yeah Coleman,” Terrell said playfully, “what more do you need?”
The Corporal smiled and shook his head as the truck drove slowly down a residential road. There were a few straggler zombies darting out onto the road behind them, and at the sound of gunshots the two soldiers stood up, rifles at the ready.
“You ain’t gotta worry,” Walter said, motioning for them to sit down. “That’s just our people clearing the way for us.”
They relaxed and sat down, but kept their guns ready as the truck drove right into the center of town. Two-story buildings lined the streets, gunmen leaning out the high windows. They each hooted and hollered, occasionally picking off a stray zombie, but keeping the horde out of the way. A few of them simply flipped off the zombies, bringing a bit of joy to the soldiers as they looked on.
The truck passed through a makeshift gate, which looked like a repurposed barn door covered in barbed wire. A few older farm hands shut the gate behind them immediately before the distracted zombies noticed, and then lowered the tailgate of the truck.
“Y’all do okay out there?” The taller African-American farm hand smiled as he helped the kids off of the bed.
“We had some trouble, but our new friends helped us,” Walter replied, motioning to the soldiers.
“You go on and get Xavier now, Walter,” the man instructed as he helped the old man to the ground.
“Yes, sir,” Walter replied, and headed off.
Coleman and Terrell clambered down into a hive of activity. There were well over a hundred people buzzing around, the majority of which looked like farm workers. A small group cooked in large pots over open flame, numerous people carried supplies into buildings, and others reinforced one of the walls blocking the street.
It looked like what had been done originally was to block the city’s center square with whatever they could find. There were cars reinforced with sheet metal, giant hay bales packed two high and eight deep. At the far end there were three large eighteen-wheelers lined up.
“Pretty impressive,” Terrell said, nodding as he gazed around. “Two days into the apocalypse and they’ve already got themselves a kingdom set up.”
“While I don’t consider myself to be royalty,” a loud voice replied, “it would be rude of me as your host to deny you the ability to refer to me as such.”
The soldiers turned to see a tall African-American man that looked to be in his mid fifties striding towards them. He had weathered skin like most of the farm hands, but his clothes were clean and crisp unlike the tattered plaid of the workers. His hair was cropped close to his head and his collar-length beard was well-groomed.
“You must be Xavier,” Terrell said with a smile.
The man nodded as he reached them, clasping his hands in front of him. “Indeed I am, gentlemen. And you must be the two good samaritans young Walter spoke of.”
“Yes sir,” the Captain replied. “I’m Terrell and this is Coleman.” He extended his hand.
Xavier shook with each of them in turn. “Terrell. Coleman. Thank you for bringing my people back safely.”
“It was our pleasure, sir,” the Corporal replied. “The Captain and I never pass up an opportunity to put a bully in their place.”
“I wish that this situation was nothing more than a simple case of bullying.” The leader sighed. “I’m afraid this goes much, much further than that, however.”
“Well, based on our encounter, these guys seem very interested in acquiring something you have,” Terrell explained.
“Yes, they want our food supply,” Xavier replied. He paused and blinked before shaking his head. “My apologies, gentlemen. I have failed in my duties as a host. May I offer you something to eat?”
Terrell’s stomach growled at the mere mention of food. “We would be very appreciative for a meal, Xavier.”
“Hell, I’ll settle for a pack of crackers at this point,” Coleman added.
“Well my friend, I believe we can do a little better than that,” Xavier replied with a twinkle in his eye, and waved for them to follow. He led them to a makeshift camp site where two white-haired women were cooking in a giant pot over a large fire. “Afternoon, ladies,” the leader greeted.
“Hey Mister Xavier!” one of them replied with a toothless smile.
The other winked at Terrell. “And hello to your new friends!”
“Miss June, Miss Ruth,” Xavier said, “I’d like you to meet Terrell and Coleman.”
“It’s a pleasure.” June inclined her head.
Ruth smirked. “Mmm. Love me a man in uniform.”
Coleman blushed as Terrell gave her a little bow.
“Well ladies, what delicacy do you have cooking up for us, today?” Xavier asked.
June preened under the compliment. “We have a wonderful six vegetable soup, nice and hot.”
“Although I see that look in your eye,” Ruth added, pointing at Coleman, “and I got something special for you.”
The Corporal laughed. “Ma’am, I cannot wait.”
She reached behind the pot and pulled out a plate with a fried chicken leg on it. “You strike me as a leg man,” she said coyly.
“Ma’am, you have no idea,” Coleman replied, and gratefully took the leg. The three men each took up a bowl of soup and made their way over to the bench in front of the court house. They inhaled their food, the only sound over the ambient working noises the slurping of hungry soldiers.
“Xavier, that was tremendous,” Terrell said after he drank the last of his bowl.
Coleman nodded his agreement. “Thank you very much.”
“My pleasure, gentlemen,” the leader replied. “It’s the least I could do, given your deeds.”
“May I ask you a question?” Terrell asked.
Xavier nodded. “Please.”
“How did you manage to secure the town of Clinton?” the Captain inquired. “Was it not impacted by the zombie outbreak?”
“We are fortunate with our location, being so far away from heavily populated areas,” Xavier replied. “As a result, people around here had plenty of warning about what was transpiring. Most of those with the means to packed up and headed for the coast, my business partner being among them. He spouted some nonsense about finding a boat and getting offshore before calamity took root. It was a foolish plan, because even if he found a vessel, there wouldn’t be a reliable source of food or water. Alas, he would not listen to reason and chose to follow the majority of the town on their ill-fated quest.”
“If everybody left town, then who are all these people?” the Corporal asked.
“Mister Coleman, we are a poor farming community,” Xavier replied, spreading his hands to motion to the workers. “The farm owners, the business owners, those are the people who packed up and left. The people you see here? Most of them don’t have cars, and the ones who do have transportation wouldn’t have gotten very far given the condition.” He took a deep breath, clenching his jaw for a beat before continuing, “A lot of the people here were working their daily farm jobs when they watched their employers pack up their families and leave town without so much as a warning about the storm that was coming.”
Terrell furrowed his brow. “But you didn’t leave.”
“I did not, sir.” Xavier shook his head gravely. “I was born in this town, built a life for myself in this town, and achieved things I never thought possible when I was a child. The moment I learned vulnerable people were people left behind, I started collecting them. Carload by carload we came to the center of town and secured it. Ten people became twenty. Twenty became forty. And by the end of the first day, we had over a hundred and fifty people safe and secure behind these walls.”
“That’s impressive,” Coleman said, eyebrows raised. “Not to mention noble as hell.”
“Just because you are poor, doesn’t mean you should be left to die,” Xavier said, face stoic but his eyes betraying his anger. “I care about the people of this town, and will do anything to protect them.”
“Again, if you don’t mind me asking, how are you going to provide for this many people?” Terrell worried.
Xavier stood up. “Please, gentlemen, come with me,” he said, and led them to the three huge transport trucks. “Before all of this, my business partner and I ran a successful trucking company. We had contracts with many of the farms in the area to take their harvests to market. As fate would have it, the day this hit, we had three of these trucks loaded up at a nearby farm.” He led them around to the back of one of the trucks, revealing that it was filled to the top with produce. “So food, for the moment, is not an issue.” He led the two shocked soldiers to a nearby building that looked like it had been some kind of recreation hall. There were dozens of large pots on top of burners, workers running back and forth carrying mason jars full of vegetables.
Terrell’s jaw dropped. “This is a hardcore canning operation you have going on here, Xavier.”
“Canning?” Coleman furrowed his brow.
“Come on, Corporal, you don’t know what canning is?” the Captain asked.
“What do you want, Cap? I’m a city boy,” Coleman replied with a shrug.
“Canning,” Xavier said, “is an effective way to preserve food. It’s been around since the early eighteen hundreds and hasn’t really changed a whole lot in the last two centuries.”
“Well, if it ain’t broke, right?” Coleman nodded.
Xavier smiled. “Right indeed, sir.”
“How long do you think you can hold out with this supply?” Terrell asked.
“If we ration properly, I believe we can survive for a year off of what we currently possess,” the leader replied. “My hope is that it will be enough time for the military to get a grasp on the situation.”
The soldiers exchanged a concerned look, and Terrell cleared his throat. “Xavier… I… I hate to be the one to tell you this, but the military isn’t coming. You’re on your own out here.”
The older man pursed his lips, eyes glazing over. “I see.” He took a deep breath, and then licked his lips, shaking his head. “I appreciate your honesty. One way or another, we will figure out a way to survive.”
One of the workers that walked by gave a violent cough, and the soldiers stiffened immediately.
“Xavier, do you have many sick people that are coughing?” Coleman asked.
The leader nodded. “Regrettably, we have a handful, perhaps a dozen or so.”
“This is going to be difficult to hear,” the Corporal replied, “but you need to quarantine them immediately.”
Terrell nodded as Xavier glanced to him with alarm. “It’s an airborne virus that’s causing all of this. If you have A-type blood, you get sick and turn into those things. If you get bitten, you get sick and turn into those things. Anybody that has been wounded or showing symptoms needs to be under lock and key immediately.”
Xavier let out a deep breath. “I understand, gentlemen. I will make the necessary arrangements at the conclusion of our talk.”
He led them back outside, into the shade of a tree. The town bustled around them, and if it weren’t for the ever-looming threat of death, it would have almost been peaceful.
“You have a very impressive setup,” Coleman said. “It’s no wonder someone wants to come in and take it from you.”
“I don’t know how they found out about the food, but they did,” Xavier replied, shaking his head sadly. “We had only been back for a couple of hours when the first shot rang out. There was a young man on guard duty, making sure those creatures weren’t going to breach the barricade. The bullet hit him in the chest.” He paused, pursing his lips for a moment before continuing, “The only comfort I take is that he passed before he struck the ground. We didn’t have time to mourn as they led a full tilt assault from the east. Hard to tell how many there were, at least a few dozen. We had to use most of our ammunition to repel the invaders.”
“Hey, look on the bright side,” Terrell spoke up, “they don’t know that.”
The leader nodded. “This is true, my friend.”
“And I wouldn’t worry too much about them for the moment,” the Captain continued. “We did a number on a couple of them and made it known that we were staying in town.”
“Gentlemen, you have already done so much for us,” Xavier said, clasping his hands in front of him as he turned to face the soldiers. “I do not know what your plans are, however if you wish to move on and attempt to rejoin your military squad I will see to it that you have transportation and supplies for the journey. I fully realize that this pandemic is larger than us, and I’m sure your superiors are missing your talents at the moment. That being said, if you would be so kind as to humor an old man, I do have a favor to ask.”
Terrell nodded emphatically. “By all means, what is the favor?”
“There is a farm about fifteen miles outside of town that has another one of these trucks loaded up,” Xavier explained. “We made an attempt to retrieve it, but were overrun by the creatures. With our limited firepower and the threat of an imminent attack, we don’t have the ability to secure it before the food becomes inedible. I was hoping that you could bring it to town for us.”
The soldiers took a pause before Terrell cocked his head. “May we have a moment to discuss?” he asked.
Xavier nodded. “Please, take your time,” he agreed, and moved towards a group of people stacking wooden skids to inquire about the wall reinforcements.
“What do you think?” Terrell asked quietly.
Coleman took a deep breath. “I think these people could use our help.”
“And let’s be honest,” the Captain added. “Do you really think the military is going to risk a rescue for the two of us?”
“Hell, that’s assuming we can even make it out to the coast before they get out of radio range,” the Corporal replied.
Terrell nodded. “So, you want to say and help?”
“You know me, Cap.” Coleman grinned. “I’m a sucker for good fried chicken. I’ m in.”
The Captain laughed. “Nah, don’t give me that bullshit, we all know you have an eye on Ruth over there.”
“What can I say, Cap?” The Corporal joined the laughter. “I like ‘em feisty.”
They wandered over to Xavier as Terrell clapped his comrade on the shoulder. “All right Xavier,” he declared, garnering the attention of the leader, “we’re in.”
He extended a hand to shake theirs each in turn, his face lighting up into a full smile. It changed his entire face, the stoic old mask looking years younger at the curling of his cheekbones.
“Thank you so much,” he said. “I don’t have the words to properly express my appreciation.”
“It’s our pleasure,” Coleman replied. “Although I wouldn’t turn down some more of that fried chicken.”
“I will make sure Ruth does a fresh batch just for you,” Xavier promised.
Terrell nodded. “All right, we just need a truck and some directions,” he said, and the leader motioned for them to follow him.
Minutes later, the two soldiers sat in an idling truck at the gate, waiting for the distractions to pull the zombies away from the door.
“How are you doin’ on ammo?” Terrell asked.
Coleman checked his guns. “Got two full mags and a half one loaded in. One spare for my sidearm.” He glanced behind him, grinning at the rifle hanging just inside the back window. “And whatever is in that rifle there. Gotta love the rural south.”
“I don’t think I’m doing much better than that,” Terrell replied. “Looks like we just gotta hope we don’t have much resistance.” He punched the accelerator as soon as the gate opened, driving past the surprised zombies at full speed. Once he was out of range, he slowed down to maneuver the residential streets.
As he turned onto the main road out of town, he spotted a quick reflection from the tree line, and slammed on the brakes.
“What is it, Cap?” Coleman asked, lifting his rifle.
Terrell pursed his lips as the bright light vanished. “I think someone was waiting for us to leave town,” he mused.
The Corporal narrowed his eyes. “You wanna take care of ‘em?”
Terrell shook his head. “Not now. I have an idea.”




CHAPTER NINE
Frank held up his hand as they took up defensive positions outside of the fifteenth floor door, assault rifles at the ready.
“When we get into the room, find cover immediately,” he said, voice barely above a whisper. “We don’t know what we’re dealing with, but we have to assume everyone is a hostile. If you can avoid a killing shot, do it. But don’t take unnecessary risks. I’m going right, Freeman you go left. If you locate Bennett and Foster, secure them if you can and get them to the stairwell. Everybody ready?” He waited for the series of nods and then motioned to Gardner. “Here we go.” He fell into a half crouch, and the Corporal opened the door.
Frank went through first, into the mostly dark room. He ducked down behind a cubicle wall, noting a few little pockets of light scattered about. The bulk of the room was a giant cubicle farm, with a large glass conference room on the right. There were a few offices against the far wall with large windows, sunlight peeking in.
As Freeman entered, several shots ripped through the air, forcing him to the hit the ground and crawl to the left to take cover. Gardner jerked Marie out of the way as Webb took a knee and fired a few shots down the center aisle. He inched back and stayed low, eyes on the aisle way in case somebody popped out.
“You all right?” Gardner asked.
Marie nodded jerkily. “Yeah, I’m good.”
“You hit?” Frank asked Freeman, recomposed and leaning up against a cubicle wall.
The Corporal shook his head. “Don’t think so.”
“Good, let’s keep it that way,” the Captain ordered, and Freeman nodded. He shifted his focus to the left flank, aiming down the walkway between the cubicles and the wall.
Several more shots hit the wall, almost as if the shooters were simply trying to scare them instead of actually hit anything.
“Webb, y’all ready to move up?” Frank hissed.
Webb nodded. “On your mark, Cap,” he replied.
“Go!” Frank barked, and hopped up to lay down cover fire. He shot round after round, slamming into the back row of offices, aiming high in hopes of salvaging the situation without killing any civilians.
Webb, Marie, and Gardner moved up, followed by Frank and Freeman, all ducking into cubicles on either side of the aisle.
“Contact left!” Freeman cried as a young man in a suit came around the corner with his handgun raised. Four rounds ripped through him immediately, and the Corporal shook his head in disdain. “We’re moving,” he said, motioning for Gardner and Marie to move across while he secured the aisle. “Get to the end and secure it,” he instructed, and Gardner nodded.
He led Marie up, hitting the corner of the room where the last walkway was. As they reached it, several shots tore apart the top of the fabric wall, barely missing their heads. They hit the ground and then Gardner slowly peeked up over the shredded cubicle wall. There were two figures, silhouetted by an office window with some movement inside.
They fired when they saw him and he ducked just in time.
“What we got?” Marie asked.
“Two assholes at twelve o’clock,” he replied. “Maybe more in the office.”
“How many in the office?” she asked.
He shook his head. “Don’t know, all I saw was movement before I had to duck back down.”
“Was the office glass still intact?” She raised an eyebrow.
“Yeah, I think so,” he replied. “Why?”
She shrugged. “There might be zombies in there.”
His eyes lit up. “Looks like our shot just got a little easier.” He nodded at her and then counted down from three with his fingers. They both popped up at the same time and opened fire, shattering the glass of the office before ducking back down.
Screams filled the space, both corpse shrieks and human fear.
“They’re out, they’re out!” somebody yelled, and then several panicked shots sounded, before the screaming turned to gurgled chokes. The shots aimed towards the soldiers quickly turned to the back of the floor.
Frank popped his head up to see several figures running towards the broken office window, and then noticed a silhouette in the conference room that looked like two men sitting back to back.
“I think I got ‘em,” he said quietly. “Moving to the conference room. Cover me.”
Webb nodded from beside him. “On it, Cap.”
Frank sprinted down the aisle, hugging the wall. A few shots peppered the wall above his head, but once Webb returned fire it stopped. He turned the corner and rushed the conference room, the glass wall shattering as he dashed. He took the opportunity to leap through the broken wall, into the small conference room.
Bennett and Foster were tied to rolling chairs right next to the window, gags securely over their mouths. Frank darted towards them, but the clicks of several guns being cocked froze him in his tracks. Half a dozen armed men and women in full business attire stepped forward, brandishing an assortment of handguns, shotguns, and rifles.
He didn’t back down, aiming his own rifle at the man in the front, standing his ground between the group and his men. The apparent leader was a middle-aged balding man covered in blood spatters, evidence of his folly during the apocalypse.
“You’re outnumbered there, soldier boy.” He sneered. “Put down your weapon and we’ll let you live.”
Webb and Freeman emerged from the floor, aiming around the cubicles.
“And you’re outflanked,” Frank replied. “So I’ll give you the same offer. Put down your weapons, and we’ll let you live.”
The man raised his chin. “Nah, I think we’re gonna stay just like this,” he spat. “After what we saw at the stadium, none of us trust you people.”
“Look, I’m sorry you were turned away at the stadium,” Frank said, sincerely. “But it’s not that simple.”
“Turned away?” The man barked a humorless laugh. “Is that what you think happened? It’s much worse than that. A group of us were standing in that crowd of hundreds when a horde of those things rushed us. The soldiers on guard, your soldiers, did NOTHING. They just watched as people were slaughtered. There were twenty of us who showed up there. Six made it back to this building. Six.”
Frank sighed. “Again, I’m sorry. This is a shitty situation all around.”
There was a staccato of a few rapid-fire shots from the far side of the room, and both parties tensed, raising their guns a little higher.
“Easy, now,” Frank said, voice cool as a cucumber. “You can stop firing now!” he bellowed.
“Are we not shooting zombies anymore?” Gardner yelled back, from near the broken office.
“Well, we’re kind of in a situation over here,” the Captain hollered. “Any other surprise shots coming up?”
“Nah, we’re good!” Gardner cried.
Frank relaxed his aggressive posture and set his weapon down on the conference table. “All right, I’ll make the first concession so we can start a dialogue.”
The balding ringleader pursed his lips, and then lowered his weapon. “So, what you got to say for yourself?”
“For starters, I’m Captain Frank Kyle,” Frank said gently.
The man nodded. “You can call me Wayne.”
“All right, Wayne,” the Captain replied. “The hard truth is, that stadium is a sanctuary for people who are vital to the war effort. What’s going on here is happening all over the country, and if we’re going to survive as a nation, the needs of those people come first.” He pointed to the ceiling. “That helicopter that is on your roof? The supplies in there were meant to shore up the stadium while we start growing our own food. As a show of good faith, whatever supplies you scavenged from the wreckage, you can keep. All we want is our people.”
“I’m afraid that’s not good enough,” Wayne snapped. “I want you to take my people to the stadium.”
Frank took a deep breath. “Is it just the six of you?”
“We have eighty-five,” Wayne replied. “Most of the people are on the sixteenth floor, barricaded in for protection. Lots of defenseless people who aren’t suited for this type of world.”
“I’m sorry, but that’s just too many,” the Captain explained, shaking his head sadly. “We’re already over capacity.”
“Unless you let us in, we’re going to starve in a matter of weeks.” The balding man’s eyes darkened.
“Captain, we got a situation,” Gardner declared as he approached.
Frank cocked his head. “What is it?”
“Marie needs to see you,” he said, “both of you, it would seem.”
There was a pause, and Frank and Wayne looked at each other, then nodded. They motioned for their people to lower their weapons, and the two leaders walked side by side to the far end. Marie knelt over an injured man, another man in torn slacks covered in blood standing next to her, bouncing from foot to foot and wringing his hands.
“What is it, Marie?” Frank asked, and she leaned back, revealing a fallen man with a large shard of glass protruding from his neck.
“This man needs medical attention, and needs it now,” she demanded.
Frank furrowed his brow. “You’re a combat medic. What’s the problem?”
“The problem is, that glass shard has pierced an artery,” she explained. “I’ve stopped the superficial bleeding, but if I remove it, he’s going to bleed out in a matter of minutes. I need medical supplies that are back at the stadium if he’s going to live.”
“Wayne, will you let us take this man to the stadium for treatment?” Frank asked, turning to his new foe-turned-hesitant-acquaintance. “Once he’s healed up, we’ll bring him back to you.”
“Why?” Wayne snarled. “So he can starve to death with the rest of us?”
“No, so he can keep living with y’all,” the Captain replied. “Look, I can’t take you and your people there, but I can offer our support to help fortify and supply this building. With our transports, we can avoid the zombies on the ground and get into buildings, get their supplies, and keep you going. Is that an offer you can live with?”
The frazzled man paused, glancing to his blood-soaked comrades, and received furious nods.
“I think we have a deal there, Frank,” Wayne said, and offered his hand. “Just remember though, if you don’t honor your end of the deal, I know where you live.”
Frank shook with a smile. “Good luck getting to us.” He winked. “Gardner, Freeman, see about making a stretcher so we can get the wounded down to the transport.”
Everyone sprung into action, and before long, Gardner, Freeman and Webb were lowering the injured man from the building onto the top of the transport truck. Frank stood in the hallway, overlooking the progress with Wayne. He pulled out a radio and handed it to the balding man.
“Here, this will let you get in touch with me,” he explained. “If you want to touch base with me at eight PM every night, I’ll give you an update on things.”
Wayne pursed his lips as he took the device, nodding and raising his gaze to the soldier. “I appreciate it, Frank.”
“My team desperately needs rest,” the Captain continued, “but once we are rested up, we’ll coordinate with you about getting this building supplied.”
“In the meantime, we’ll try to make contact with our neighbors who have the itchy trigger fingers,” Wayne promised. “Can’t imagine you boys liked getting shot at that much.”
Frank laughed. “Not really high up on any of our lists, frankly, so we’d all be very appreciative if you could pull that off.”
“I’ll see what I can do,” his new friend replied, and they shook hands one more time before the Captain climbed over onto the roof of the transport truck.
The sea of zombies had tripled in size while they were inside, still banging away at the side of the vehicle. Frank stepped around the patient that they’d secured to the roof, and approached Gardner by the cab hatch.
“You got him secured?” Frank asked.
The Corporal nodded. “Yeah, he ain’t going anywhere,” he replied. “I’m going to stay here and make sure of it.”
The Captain patted the injured man on the shoulder as he descended into the cab. “Don’t worry buddy, we’re gonna get you fixed up,” he said. He jumped down and Gardner’s legs followed as the Corporal took a seat to keep an eye on their charge.
Freeman wrinkled his nose at the boot on his headrest. “I’m guessing you want me to take it slow, then?”
“You do what you want, since if you take a sharp turn you’re the one getting kicked in the head,” Gardner replied with a smirk.
Freeman sighed. “Valid point. Slow and steady it is.” He fired up the transport, put it into gear, and eased it back off of the sidewalk and onto the road. Zombies stumbled out of the way, some getting crushed into puddles of crimson mush, others ambling after the roaring engine as it headed for the stadium.




CHAPTER TEN
Terrell kept an eye on the rearview mirror as they rolled down the country road, the sunset casting a golden glow on the acres of farmland.
“Well, if I’m reading this correctly,” Coleman said as he studied the crudely drawn map, “there should be a dirt road coming up on the right here. Should be in between the two giant corn fields.” He paused, waiting for a reply, and then raised his eyebrow. “Cap, did you hear me?”
“Yeah, dirt road on the right,” Terrell replied absently, still with his eye on the road.
Coleman peered over his shoulder. “You seeing something?”
“Pretty sure whoever was hiding outside of town has decided to follow us,” the Captain replied.
“What’s the play?” the Corporal asked.
Terrell glanced at him. “How’s your sniping?”
“I finished in the middle of the pack during the last set of drills,” Coleman admitted.
The Captain nodded. “That’s a step above me. You take the rifle.” He motioned to the glovebox, the Corporal rummaged around, locating a box of ammunition. He opened it and clucked his tongue at the sight of six long bullets.
“Here’s hoping there ain’t too many of ‘em,” he muttered.
Terrell turned down the dirt road and floored it, kicking up a dense cloud of dust as they headed towards the farmhouse. Corn stalks whipped by the windows, bouncing off the side mirrors, jostling the duo as they bounced across the bumpy dirt.
They got to a clearing and he slammed on the brakes, a large open area about the size of a football field. Xavier’s transport truck was parked underneath a large grain silo to the right. There was a wooden barn that looked old but strong to the left, attached to a large horse stable in the center.
As soon as the truck lurched to a stop, the soldiers dove out of their respective doors and sprinted in separate directions. Terrell took the barn, and Coleman made a mad dash for the silo, taking the spiral staircase two at a time.
Barely a minute later, a pickup truck arrived, two in the cab and four in the bed. Coleman crouched behind the half-wall at the top of the silo, peeking over and then lifting his radio to his mouth.
“Hey Cap, you read me?” he said quietly. “We got company.”
Terrell came back through, hissing but clear. “What we got?”
Coleman peered through the scope, taking in the men milling around the truck, guns at the ready in defensive positions.
“It’s your old buddy Ralph and his merry band of cousin fuckers,” the Corporal replied. “Looks like Big Boy and the two underlings are working their way towards you. Guess that means I got the other three. Let me know when you’re ready to start the fireworks.”
“You got a target?” Terrell asked.
Coleman took a deep breath and lined up a shot, aiming at one of the boys that walked in front of Ralph. “Do it,” he breathed, and Terrell leaned out of the barn door to open fire.
The center man fell to the ground, peppered with bullets, the other men splitting to dive to either side. Andrew couldn’t get behind cover and fired his shotgun wildly at the barn door.
Terrell ducked back behind cover, narrowly missing the shot, and staying pressed up against a wooden crate as another shot hit the door. He dove out to fire back, but Andrew slammed into the door, sending the Captain tumbling backwards, gun skipping away across the dirt.
Terrell leapt back to his feet, immediately rushing the redneck in a perfect form tackle, slamming him down onto his back. Before he could get a punch in, another redneck bustled into the barn, raising his shotgun to fire. The Captain dove, but Andrew tripped him, regaining his footing and leaning over him with a sneer.
“Go help the others,” he directed his friend. “I’ll take care of him.”
The shotgun wielding lackey nodded and ran back outside, where his friends were firing up at the silo.
Coleman watched the redneck emerge from the barn, panic gripping him at the reasoning behind the enemy coming back out from killing the Captain. He took a deep breath to compose himself, focusing on the task at hand. He’d managed to blow up one enemy’s head, but his second bullet had gone askew, hitting a tractor tire instead.
“Three guys and four shots, I got this,” he muttered to himself, aiming towards the barn redneck to fire. This forced him back inside, and then the Corporal aimed down at Ralph and his lackey, moving out of the way just quick enough to avoid their volley of bullets.
As he readied his hunting rifle, he noticed movement in the cornfield, and scrambled over to get a closer look from the back of the silo. There were four distinct tracks in the tall plants, rushing towards them, about fifty yards out.
“The cavalry has arrived,” he said with a grin, and then headed back to the front of the silo, taking quick aim towards Ralph and firing. He struck the tractor, but the attack caused his enemies to stay behind cover.
Terrell got to his feet, wiping his hands against each other. “You should feel special,” he declared. “I usually don’t give two free lessons to the same person.”
Andrew yelled and rushed the Captain, who countered with a leg kick that caught the large redneck in the left knee. As he fell forward, he latched onto Terrell’s leg, flopping him down onto the ground as well.
As soon as the Captain hit the dirt, he rolled over and brought his elbow around into Andrew’s nose, shooting blood up into his airways. As the redneck coughed and sputtered on the ground, Terrell leapt back to his feet, waving at his opponent to get up.
“Come on big fella, that ain’t all you got, is it?” he taunted, bouncing back and forth on the balls of his feet.
Andrew staggered up, giving a few sloppy punches that the Captain easily dodged. Terrell retaliated, his fist connecting with the redneck’s jaw a few times. On the fourth blow, Andrew grabbed his wrist and jerked him forward, head butting him in the face. The stunned soldier staggered backwards and the redneck went on the offensive, sending a few blows into Terrell’s midsection.
The Captain leapt backwards, wiping blood from his face, and hocked a glob of blood to the dirt. Andrew grinned maniacally through his own bloody face, reaching over to grab a hay hook from a nearby post.
“I’m not mad,” Terrell said playfully, “just disappointed.”
Andrew sneered. “You about to be gutted, boy.”
The Captain’s eyes darkened. “Lesson over,” he snarled, and cracked his neck before blocking Andrew’s lunge with the hook. He chopped the redneck in the throat with his free hand, and then dodged the desperate horizontal swing with the hook as Andrew tried to catch his breath. Terrell knuckled him in the face, and the redneck screamed with a backhand swing.
The Captain caught his arm at the wrist and broke his elbow, catching the hook and delivering an uppercut with it. The hook pierced Andrew’s jaw, eliciting a gurgled scream as he fell to his knees in pain.
Terrell kicked the redneck’s hands away and grabbed the handle of the hook, yanking it as hard as he could. The metal tore through the bottom half of his jaw, blood and teeth bouncing on the packed dirt floor. As his opponent shrieked in shock and pain, the Captain swung around and embedded the hook in the side of Andrew’s head.
The screams ceased as the redneck hit the floor, and Terrell reclaimed his weapon. The last crack of Coleman’s rifle drew him to the barn door, and he looked out just in time to see zombies emerge from the corn field.
Two zombies reached the lackey, biting into his neck and thigh as Ralph turned in panic, firing on the others swarming into the farm. Ralph turned and sprinted to the remaining redneck, who fired one more shot before the dull click of an empty chamber alerted him that they were likely fucked.  Ralph rushed by his unarmed partner as the zombies that were in hot pursuit quickly closed the gap.  He glanced back in time to see the creatures sinking their teeth into the redneck, leaving Ralph all alone.
“Andrew!” Ralph screamed as he tore towards the barn. “Andrew!” As he breached the barn door, Terrell punched him right in the face, flinging him backwards onto the ground. The Captain stepped into the light and aimed his assault rifle at the redneck’s head.
“You might want to throw your handgun away there, bubba,” he warned.
The redneck hesitated, glancing with worry at the zombie finishing up with his friend and ambling towards him.
Terrell shrugged. “They’ll get to you before me,” he said.
Ralph panicked and tossed the gun away, putting up his hands. “Help me!” he cried.
The Captain raised his rifle and smacked the zombie in the face. It fell hard and slid against the ground, falling limp with a busted skull. Ralph began to squirm away, but Terrell fired a warning shot that froze him.
“You say right there,” he warned, and then lifted his radio. “Coleman, you good?”
“Yeah, just gotta do some zombie cleanup,” the Corporal replied. He stood about eight steps up the silo stairwell, and whistled loudly. The rest of the feasting zombies rushed him, filing up the stairs one by one. Coleman easily dispatched them with his handgun, and then hopped to the ground.
He walked over to the closest redneck corpse, and dispatched each of them to keep them from reanimating. “I’m clear, you good?” he asked into his radio.
Terrell responded, “One more by the truck, if you don’t mind.”
Coleman laughed. “Fine, I’ll clean up your mess, too.” He headed around the tractor to find the other body.
Terrell cocked his head at his captive and clucked his tongue at the wide-eyed man on the ground. “Ralph, Ralph, Ralph,” he began, “now I could have sworn that you gave me your word this morning that we would go our separate ways for the day. I mean, I have a pretty damn good memory, so you uh, you want to explain what you’re doing here?”
“It wasn’t my choice,” the redneck stammered, face pale with fear.
Terrell shook his head. “Man, passing the buck, now that’s a damn shame, Ralph.”
“What’s a damn shame, Cap?” Coleman asked as he approached, firing a shot into the redneck corpse on the way.
“Our boy Ralph here doesn’t want to take responsibility for his actions,” Terrell replied. “Says he was forced to break his promise to me and come after us.”
Coleman raised an eyebrow. “I guess that begs the question… who’s your daddy, Ralph?”
“The leader of our camp,” the redneck replied immediately. “We came back after our encounter this morning and were ordered to track you down. The orders were to bring back your heads or don’t come back at all.”
“Well, hate to break it to you there, Ralph, but you’re going back empty handed, because you’re going to deliver a message for me,” Terrell said. “But before that, you’re going to have to answer some questions for me.”
Ralph swallowed hard. “O… okay. What do you want to know?”
The Captain leaned forward slightly. “For starters, how big is your camp?”
“I don’t know,” the redneck replied, “there’s two hundred, two-fifty, maybe?”
The soldiers shared a concerned look, and then Coleman pursed his lips. “How many are battle ready?” he asked.
“This is the rural south,” Ralph said, voice trembling, “everybody over the age of twelve can shoot.”
Terrell nodded. “Where’s the camp?”
“About twenty miles north of Clinton,” the redneck waved his hand in the general direction. “But I wouldn’t recommend trying to find it. Our sharpshooters are a lot better than you.”
Terrell took a deep breath. “You got anything else, Coleman?”
“I think this sack of shit has told us every useful thing he knows,” the Corporal replied.
“Ralph, ole buddy,” the Captain said, and knelt beside his quivering captive, “you’re gonna go back to your little camp, walk up to whoever is pulling the strings and tell them one simple thing. Clinton, North Carolina, is off limits. You guys can have free rein over anywhere else, but you stay away from that town. And, oh yeah, make sure everyone knows that if they cross our paths out in the wild, the only thing I want to see from them is a friendly wave. If we see anything else, well, just make sure you explain in vivid detail what took place here. You got all that?”
Ralph nodded furiously. “Yes, sir, I’ll let everyone know.”
“OK, let’s get him up,” Terrell said, and the soldiers bent over to help the man up. At the same time, the Captain slid a small tracking device under the man’s collar, and patted him on the shoulder as he stood on his feet.
The redneck walked towards his truck, constantly glancing back over his shoulder in fear.
“Wait, wait,” Terrell called, “I got one more question for you.”
Ralph turned around sheepishly, fists clenched. “Yeah?”
“You got a spare for your truck?”
The redneck threw his hands up. “Yeah, I got one, but there’s not a fl-”
Terrell cut him of by firing his sidearm at the front driver’s side tire. “All right, Coleman, let’s get their guns and get out of here. Can you handle the big rig?”
“Not a problem, Cap,” Coleman replied.
Terrell picked up the shotgun and Ralph’s handgun as the Corporal retrieved the other weapons. Once he’d reached the transport and started it up, the Captain hopped into his own truck, rolling down the window and stopping beside the seething redneck.
“Don’t be a stranger now, Ralph,” he said with a grin.
The redneck scowled. “Don’t worry, I won’t.”
Terrell simply winked at him, and led the big rig down the dirt driveway.




CHAPTER ELEVEN
Frank sat alone in his makeshift office, looking over a report as steam rose from his much deserved cup of coffee. His eyes began to cross as he looked over the statistics of how many survivors still needed housing, the security situation, everything just began to merge into a jumbled mess in his head.
He sighed, tossing the report aside, and took a sip of his hot brew.
Bill stepped into the doorway and knocked on the frame gently. “Captain, is this a good time?”
“Yeah, come on in,” Frank replied. “Just trying to wrap my head around the report you made up for me.”
“I realize it’s a bit dense,” the older man admitted, “so if you have any questions…”
“I’m sure I will,” the Captain replied, and took another sip of his coffee. “Oh, can I get you a cup? My assistant made a full pot, don’t want it to go to waste.”
“Yeah, I suppose I could take a cup,” Bill agreed.
Frank looked at the phone on his desk, and raised an eyebrow at all the buttons. He picked one and pushed it, but nothing happened. “I can lead assaults across a zombie infested city, but an intercom system stumps me.”
“Try the button on the right,” Bill said gently.
He did so, and there was a beep before a friendly female voice came through, “Oh, hi Captain. I was just about to buzz you.”
“Everything okay, Annie?” Frank’s brow furrowed.
“Yes, Captain,” she replied. “It’s John Teeter from D.C. would like to chat. He’s on secure channel six.”
“Thanks Annie,” Frank said. “Oh, and can you please bring Bill a cup of coffee when you have a moment?”
“Of course, Captain,” she replied.
Frank stared at the phone for a moment, and then up at Bill. “Would you mind? I wouldn’t want to hang up on the boss.”
The older man smiled, reached over, and hit a few buttons in sequence. “Hey John, you there?”
“Hey Bill, I was trying to reach Captain Kyle,” John’s voice came through.
Frank leaned forward. “I’m here too, John.”
“Oh, perfect,” John replied. “How are you boys getting settled in at the stadium?”
“Better than expected,” Bill said, and took a seat across from the Captain. “We’re slightly over capacity, but we’re ahead of schedule on the food growing.”
“That’s fantastic to hear!” came the reply, and then there was a pause. “Now, I have a bit of difficult news. As I’m sure you’ve heard by now, Fort Bragg was completely overrun.”
“Yeah, we rescued Bennett and Foster, and they said as much,” Frank put in.
“Well, after those two made their escape, Captain Graham and Corporal Coleman were able to secure a helicopter and lure the zombie horde away from the base,” John explained. “This allowed seventy-five men to get to safety. One of our ships just off the Wilmington coast was able to arrange transport for them.”
Frank stiffened at the mention of his friend. “What about Graham and Coleman?”
“Colonel Wagner informed us that they saw their helicopter flying west, but that’s the last anyone has heard from them,” John said slowly.
Frank flopped back in his chair, scrubbing his hands down his face. He took a deep breath. “Well, I wouldn’t worry John, those two are tough sons of bitches so if anybody is out there surviving this, it’s going to be them.”
“Nonetheless, we are keeping our ears open in case they try to make contact,” the man on the phone promised.
The Captain nodded. “I appreciate that.”
“It’s the least I can do.”
“So, John, on this last outing, we ran into a bit of a complication,” Bill cut in.
John made a noise of interest. “What’s that?”
“There are survivors in the city,” Frank replied. “The group we ran into was eight-five strong, and they aren’t the only groups left in the city. I had to strike a deal with them in order to get my people out safely. We are going to run some missions with them to help make sure they have enough food to get by.”
“Good, good,” John said. “That’s what we need to be doing. There’s some debate up here about how much we should be doing for the civilians surviving on their own, but in my opinion we need to keep as many of them alive as we can. A group of us are formulating a plan to deliver supplies to some of these clusters of survivors, but we’re a couple weeks out at best from this happening. So my unofficial advice is to whatever you feel like you can do for them. Because the reality is there isn’t a fucking thing anybody up here is gonna be able to do to you if they disagree with the actions you are taking.”
They shared a chuckle, and Bill nodded. “That is a valid point.”
“Well, I’ve been known to make them from time to time,” John replied. “All right, I’ve gotta go deal with more bureaucratic bullshit. If y’all need anything, you know where to find me.”
“Thanks John,” Frank replied.
Bill nodded. “We’ll be in touch.”
Frank ended the call, and Annie entered with a cup of coffee and the pot. “Sorry for the delay,” she said. “I didn’t want to interrupt the call.”
They thanked her as she refilled the Captain’s cup and then vacated the office.
Bill took a long sip and leaned back in his chair. “So, what’s next, Captain?” he asked.
“I need you to do an inventory of our supplies and figure out what we can spare,” Frank instructed. “And see if you can find some people who know the city well. We need to know every single place we can potentially find food and other vital supplies.”
“Consider it done, Captain,” Bill replied. “Anything else?”
Frank considered for a moment before shaking his head. “I think that’s gonna do it for today.”
“You’ve done a hell of a job, Captain,” Bill said as he stood. “You should be proud.”
Frank nodded as he left, and then picked up the report again with a sigh. “It’s going to be a sad day when I’d rather be chased by zombies than deal with paperwork…”




CHAPTER TWELVE
“Incoming!” one of the guards yelled at the sight of two sets of headlights in the distance. There was a loud blare of a transport truck and a second guard raised his hand.
“It’s the soldiers! Let’s get em in!” there was a flurry of movement as they ran in opposite directions, getting into position to distract the zombies.
Terrell and Coleman slowed down to allow the men to do their work, and then easily rolled in as the gates opened for them. Xavier emerged from the canning building, firelight dancing on his smile as the soldiers dismounted from the vehicles inside.
“As promised,” the Corporal said with a flourish, “one giant-ass truck full of veggies.”
Terrell motioned to the pickup truck. “And a few more firearms.”
“Weapons?” Xavier’s brow furrowed. “Did you run into trouble?”
“Yeah, our friends from this morning decided to pay us a visit,” the Captain explained. “But don’t worry, most of them won’t be bothering us again.”
The older man crossed his arms. “Most of them?”
“They were intent on finishing what they started this morning, and we took personal offense to that,” Coleman said.
Terrell nodded. “We left a messenger alive to let them know that this town was off-limits,” he explained. “It remains to be seen if they follow that demand, but at the very least it should buy y’all some time to fortify your positions.”
“Gentlemen,” Xavier said with a deep sigh. “I cannot possible thank you enough for what you have done. Your actions have given people here a sense of hope.”
Coleman smiled. “Glad we could help.”
“Now to be clear,” the older man continued, “my offer of transport and supplies still stands if you wish to move on. However, I would like to personally extend an invitation for you to join our community. I fear as though the aggressors won’t stay away for long, and even with the additional firepower, I don’t see us being able to mount much of a defense if they come in force.
“To put it bluntly gentlemen, having you as a part of our town will give the people here a real chance at survival.”
The soldiers glanced at each other.
“Cap, I’m going wherever you’re going,” Coleman said with a shrug. “You make the call.”
Terrell took in the community. He knew deep down that if they left, the people of this town would be gone in a matter of days.
“Coleman and I are in charge of the defenses,” he said. “We lead the raids, we make final approval of anyone who goes with us or tries to join the town. If you’re okay with that, we’re on board.”
Xavier nodded with a smile. “Gentlemen. Welcome to your new home.”
END
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CHAPTER ONE
Day Zero +4
“First big snow of the year is early,” Emily Walker said quietly, running her hand over the framed photograph of her husband. “But I did as you taught me, brought in the harvest ahead of schedule. So your daughter and I are doing just fine.” She paused, brushing a lock of her sandy brown hair behind her ear and glancing out the window. She took a deep breath and then looked back down at the photo. “Well, as fine as we can be given the sickness going around.” She shook her head. “Jimmy, you wouldn’t believe it. Something straight out of one of those horror movies you loved so much.”
She blinked back tears as she smiled at the photo, feeling—not for the first time—that her late husband would be right in his element in a zombie apocalypse.
There was a light knock on the doorframe and she turned to the tall teenaged blonde standing there, eyes soft. “You talking to dad again?” Florence Walker asked.
“Yeah, seeing the early snow brought back some memories,” Emily admitted. “Thought it was a good time for a chat.” She set the frame back on her desk.
“He always loved the first snow of the year,” her daughter said wistfully as she entered the small office. “He’d have us out in the front yard as soon as the sun came up, making a little snow family. Wouldn’t let me go to school until it was just perfect.” She approached the window and smiled, staring out at the dusting of snow sparkling in the moonlight.
Emily chuckled. “I remember getting yelled at by the school the first couple of years it happened, but the eventually learned that he was set in his ways and wasn’t going to change.”
“Well, if it’s clear when the sun comes up, we’ll have to make a small one,” Florence suggested.
“I think you might be right,” Emily agreed, and put an arm around her daughter’s shoulder. “So, are you doing okay?”
“Yeah, I’m all right,” the girl replied. “Just wrapped up a movie on DVD, then flipped through the channels. Everything in Bismarck is still out.”
“Based on the pictures they were showing, I get the feeling they are gone for good,” her mother admitted. “All the chaos in those streets, I just… I can’t imagine there are too many people left in town.”
“Are we going to be okay out here?” Florence asked, her voice small.
“Oh honey,” Emily gave her daughter a tight hug, and then pulled back, holding tightly to her shoulders. “Yeah. We’re going to be fine. We’re twenty miles from the city, and we have a nice strong fence around the yard.”
There was a chirping sound from the computer on the desk, and the older woman turned to the screen. “And, we have a motion detection system,” she reminded her daughter. “So we’ll know if anything is out there.”
She flipped on the monitor, and a dozen camera angles popped up in a grid. She scanned them and then enlarged camera five. There was a lone zombie caught up in one of the barbed wire fences.
“See? We’re just fine,” Emily said, motioning to the screen. “The fence caught one of those… one of those people.”
She turned to the gun rack and pulled down a scoped hunting rifle, checking the chamber.
Florence clasped her hands in front of her. “You want some backup?”
“No, honey, I got this,” Emily replied with a reassuring smile. “There’s just one of them and I’m staying in the truck. Why don’t you go get some water boiling so we can have some hot cocoa when I get back?”
Her daughter nodded and smiled back before heading for the door. “Just don’t be gone too long, or else there might be a shortage of marshmallows when you get back,” she teased and then darted off to the kitchen.
Emily smiled and shook her head, and then headed outside, heart dropping into more somber territory as she approached the truck. All it would take was one of those fast ones slipping through their perimeter to destroy their quaint homestead. But she didn’t want to worry her daughter.
The drive from the house to the fence took a full minute, all the way to the far end of the property. Emily made sure to take it slow in the snow, taking care not to skid off of the path and then have to walk back to the house in the dark. As she approached the property line, she squinted at the zombie in the headlights.
It had been a man, once. It wore a black suit that was caught in the barbed wire, the right sleeve ripped completely off and a big chunk of flesh torn from its arm. Its head lolled back and forth from the large hole in its neck, looking suspiciously like it had been torn apart with teeth.
She swallowed bile and put the truck in park and opened the sunroof. She stood on the seat and took aim, but then the zombie managed to break free of the barbed wire and in her moment of panic she hit it in the shoulder. She had seen how fast these things could be, and didn’t know if they could climb, but she wasn’t sure if she was safe in her vantage point.
She quickly chambered another bullet and took aim again, expecting the zombie to have closed the forty yards from the fence to the truck already. However, it took her a minute to find it, and when she realized the corpse had barely staggered a few years towards her, she furrowed her brow.
“Why aren’t you running?” she muttered to herself.
A cold gust of wind hit her in the face and she hid beneath the down collar of her jacket until it subsided, and her brow furrowed. She ducked into the cab and checked the temperature gauge.
“Six degrees,” she read, and then stood back up. “And with the windchill it’s a hell of a lot colder than that.” She bit her lip in thought, and then took aim at the zombie, that had only made it about fifteen more yards in its staggering stupor. She carefully lined up the shot and took off the head of the walking corpse, leaving the dead businessman sprawled out in crimson snow.
She quickly slid back into her seat and threw the shifter in reverse, tearing off back to the house a lot less carefully than she’d approached.
Emily burst through the front door, and then locked it securely behind her. “Florence!” she called.
The young blonde emerged from the kitchen with two steaming mugs in her hand. “You got good timing, mom.”
“Honey, I need you to pack an overnight bag,” her mother instructed.
Florence froze, eyes widening. “Mom? Is everything okay?”
“Everything is fine, hon,” Emily assured her. “We just have to go over to the Wainwright Ranch.”
“The Wainwrights?” The young woman’s brow furrowed. “Mom, what’s going on?”
“I’ll explain on the way,” her mother said. “We don’t have a lot of time.” She paused at the panicked expression on her daughter’s face. “Honey, we’re safe, it’s just that I figured something out about these things, and I think the Wainwrights might be able to help. I need you to pack a bag, because we might be over there for a night or two.”
Florence nodded with a half-hearted smile, and then looked down at the mugs in her hands. “And our drinks?”
“Pretty sure there’s a couple of travel mugs above the stove,” Emily replied with a grin, and took the steaming cups from her daughter. “I’ll get these poured over, and you go get your things. Deal?”
Florence nodded. “Deal.” She ran off to pack as her mother entered the office.
She set the mugs down on her desk and opened the closet, moving a few boxes out of the way to reveal the gun safe in the back. She punched in the code and it popped open to reveal a handgun and a few boxes of bullets.
She smiled to herself as she holstered up, remembering the pride in Jimmy’s eyes when he’d gifted her this set on their first anniversary. She’d been so upset, thinking it had been a necklace, and it had crushed him.
“Well Jimmy,” she said as she turned back to the smiling portrait on her desk, “only took fifteen years, but I finally love my first anniversary gift.”




CHAPTER TWO
Emily pulled the truck onto the Wainwright’s ranch, which was by far the largest in the area. It was a massive crop operation, as well as large chicken and hog farming. During harvest season there could be as many as a hundred workers on site, but this time of year it was just the large family in the house.
As she approached the driveway, she stopped at the gate where somebody flashed a flashlight twice at her. That was the local signal for I’m a human in those parts since the apocalypse happened. She rolled down the window and the oldest of the eight Wainwright kids, Chad, approached her in the dark. With his six-foot-two frame, he had to lean down to see her, his broad shoulders nearly taking up the whole window.
“Miss Walker, is everything okay?” he asked.
Emily smiled. “Hi Chad,” she greeted, “yeah, we’re fine, but I need to speak to your dad.”
“Ma’am, it’s a little late in the evening to be making house calls,” he replied gently.
She took a deep breath. “I wouldn’t be asking if it wasn’t urgent.”
He took in her face and tone, and then nodded slowly. “All right Miss Walker,” he drawled, and she couldn’t deny that the Miss instead of Missus stung still after all this time. “Just let me lock this gate up, and I’ll hop in with you,” he offered.
“Thank you, Chad,” Emily replied with a relieved smile.
He secured the gate and then hopped into the truck bed, tapping on the window to let her know that he was sitting down. She carefully drove up the lengthy driveway to the house, and put it in park as the young man jumped down into the snow. His thick arms strained at his coat in the headlights, looking like he was strong enough to lift a cow after milking it.
Mrs. Wainwright and her oldest daughter Susanna stood in the doorway, squinting at the truck as Emily shut it down and got out, Florence behind her.
“Chad?” Mrs. Wainwright asked, voice strained. “What are you doing back?”
The young man motioned to the two women behind him. “Miss Walker needs to speak to Pop.”
The older woman nodded, her graying hair glinting in the moonlight. She waved to her daughter next to her, an early twenties tom-girl with a smart black ponytail. “Susanna, go get your Dad and tell Kristin to put some coffee on.”
“Yes ma’am,” Susanna replied with a nod, and disappeared back inside. Chad stepped out of the way so that his mother could greet Emily and her daughter.
“Well my goodness, Florence,” Mrs. Wainwright gushed, motioning the young girl forward and taking her hand. “You are turning into quite the young woman there. Didn’t realize you had gotten so tall!”
“Thank you, Mrs. Wainwright,” Florence replied politely. “My momma is raising me right.”
“I have no doubt she is!” the older woman exclaimed. “I tell you what, why don’t you go on in and warm yourself by the fire? I think my youngest, Jonathan, is about to put on a movie.”
“Thank you, ma’am,” the young blonde replied, and on her mother’s nod, scurried inside. Chad shut the door quietly behind her and the trio moved down the porch a bit out of the snow to talk.
Mrs. Wainwright turned to Emily, eyes hard. “What in the world is wrong with you?” she hissed.
“Momma!” Chad balked. “Be polite!”
“Trust me son, I am being polite,” his mother snapped, and turned back to Emily. “What could possibly be so important that you’d put that sweet young girl’s life in danger to come over here at this time of night? Don’t you know those things are out there?”
“Mrs. Wainwright,” Emily replied, raising her hands in defense. “I’m here because we’re all in danger. And I think we have a window to do something about it.”
“What in the world are you talking about?” the lady of the house demanded hotly.
“Get your husband and we’ll talk,” the sandy-haired woman insisted. “Probably a good idea for Zach and Chad to join us as well.”
Mrs. Wainwright stared at Emily for a moment, and then took a deep breath, inclining her head to her eldest son. “Chad, go get your brother. Tell Kristin to bring the coffee to the dining room. That way we can talk and the youngins won’t overhear.”
Chad nodded, and headed inside. Emily pressed her hands together.
“Thank you,” she said, sincerity in her tone, and the women entered the house.
“Emily, it’s good to see you again,” Mr. Wainwright greeted as he entered the dining room. His six-foot-six frame hulked over the table, and though he was balding a little, his late-fifties state didn’t show as a result of a life on the farm. Zach entered behind him, almost a carbon copy of his older brother just a little bit shorter. “You and Florence are holding up okay?”
“Yes sir,” Emily replied with a smile. “We’re stocked up pretty well, and been riding this thing out.”
He nodded. “That’s good to hear.” He took a seat at the head of the table as the fiery-haired Kristin entered with a pot of coffee. She poured cups for everyone, and then her father gave her arm a gentle squeeze. “Honey, thank you, why don’t you go in the other room?” He took a sip of his hot brew as she did so, and then turned to Emily. “So, what can I do for you?”
“I need your help in blocking off the three bridges over the Missouri River in Bismarck,” she said bluntly.
The silence in the room was immediate, all eyes on Emily as if she’d grown a second head. Several awkward moments passed, until Mr. Wainwright finally took a long thoughtful sip of his coffee and then stood from the table.
“Emily, it’s always good to see you,” he said, “please enjoy your coffee and have a great night.”
She smacked her hand down on the table, startling everyone in the room except for the man of the house. He glared at her with disapproval.
“Don’t dismiss me like that,” Emily demanded. “We’re all in danger and if we don’t act right now we’re going to lose our chance.”
He sat back down and motioned for his wife to pass the carafe of coffee. She refilled his mug as he folded his hands in front of him.
“You know Emily, your husband was a good man,” he began. “Fiery like you. When his family moved to the area, he actually worked on my farm that first summer. I’m not sure if you knew that or not. Hell, he couldn’t have been more than Florence’s age. Worked harder than most of the hired help ever did, and from then on I had a great respect for him.” He paused and took a sip of his fresh brew. “When he passed, and you took over the farm responsibilities, I was skeptical at first. But it didn’t take long for me to see that same level of dedication that he had. You and your family have been a great asset to this community, which is why I will hear you out.” He took a deep breath. “Please, explain why you think we need to go on a suicide mission to Bismarck.”
She licked her lips and straightened her shoulders to the skeptical group. “We’ve all seen the images on TV,” she began. “Hordes of those creatures rampaging down the street, running faster than most of the citizens, swarming through buildings like locusts. Hell, most of us in this room have had up close and personal encounters with a couple of them. I know you lost a son to the sickness, and I’m so sorry for your loss. I’m even sorrier than you had to put down the thing that he became.” She took a deep breath as the table took a moment to regroup after the mention of their fallen son. “One of those zombies got onto my property tonight. I found it tangled up in the barbed wire on the far end near the woods. He was wearing a shredded business suit, which means he most likely found his way here from Bismarck.”
“Come on now,” Chad scoffed, “you can’t know that.”
Emily cocked her head. “Chad, you’re what, twenty-eight, twenty-nine?”
“Twenty-eight, ma’am,” he replied.
“In all of your twenty-eight years on this earth, how many people wearing business suits have you seen around these parts?” she asked. “Not including weddings and funerals.”
He opened his mouth, and then promptly closed it again as he thought hard. He shook his head. “Not too many ma’am,” he conceded.
“Even if Chad is right and he was a local, we have to assume that sooner or later those zombies are going to get bored and wander out of the city,” Emily continued. “All it would take is one desperate person fleeing the city to draw them our way. I don’t know how good your fencing is, but mine can barely handle six, let alone six hundred or six thousand of those things.”
Mr. Wainwright took another sip of his coffee, seeming to contemplate for a moment before addressing her. “Emily, I understand your point, I really do. But with as fast as those things are, I just don’t see how we’re going to be able to block off the bridge, let alone three.”
“This is why I rushed over, because time is of the essence,” she replied, leaning forward at the opening for her to explain. “The snow is slowing them down.”
Zach’s brow furrowed. “How is the snow doing that?”
“The businessman could barely walk, staggering across the field as if his body was frozen,” she said. “I mean, they’ve lost their minds and souls, but they’re still made out of the same stuff we are. It was a relatively warm day when this hit, and now it’s a negative windchill. Wouldn’t take long for a lightly protected body to seize up. If we have enough people and go about it in an intelligent way, we can pull this off.”
Mr. Wainwright nodded. “Okay, if you’re right and these things are as slow as you say, then we might have a chance,” he agreed, though he sounded reluctant. “Do you have any thoughts on how to block off the bridges?”
“Snowplows,” Emily declared.
He leaned back in his chair, a smile emerging on his hard-edged features. “That… is a brilliant idea,” he admitted. “Those things are big and heavy, and the ghouls aren’t gonna be able to move them. Any idea on where we can get our hands on some?”
“Before I took over the farm I was a big city girl, remember?” Emily asked, eyes brightening with excitement at his interest. “The company I worked for had a huge contract with the city government for vehicle maintenance, and guess who handled all the scheduling for pickups and drop-offs? Don’t know if they’re all running or not, but I’m sure we can scrounge up a mechanic or two.”
“All right,” Mr. Wainwright said slowly, pursing his lips in thought for a beat. “We have an idea of what we’re doing. Now we’re just gonna need the manpower to pull it off.”
“I think the two ranches north of my property were either abandoned or got hit with the sickness,” Emily replied.
He turned his head to the door. “Susanna!” he called. “Can you come here for a minute, please?”
She entered the dining room with curious eyes. “Yes, Pop?”
“Are you still friendly with that boy down at the Prime Dude Ranch?” Mr. Wainwright asked.
Zack made a noise of disapproval. “The Eldons? But they-”
“I know that they did, boy,” his father snapped. “But these are desperate times.”
Susanna waited for her brother to sink into his chair. “Yes, Pop,” she replied, a blush creeping up her cheeks. “His name is Myles. We’re still on good terms.”
Mr. Wainwright took a deep breath, seemingly uncomfortable with his daughter being on good terms with a Dude Ranch cowboy, but followed his own ‘desperate times’ advice. “I want you to head over there and see how many you can recruit to our case,” he instructed. “They don’t shut down to tourists until the end of the month, so there should be a good number of their staff there.”
“Myles said they had several people come down with the sickness, but they were able to contain it,” Susanna said. “A lot of those boys are from out of town and come in for seasonal work so they live there. They probably got thirty or forty people over there.”
“I’m sure even with Myles in your corner, Mr. Eldon’s gonna have an issue since you’re a Wainwright,” her father mused. “When he gets going, just let him do his little bitch and moan dance for a couple of minutes, then tell him if he helps us I’ll consider our land dispute finished in his favor.
“Now, I don’t know if that’s going to do a whole lot, given the whole end of the world thing we have going on. I’m hopeful though he’s just petty enough to think getting one over on me is worth it.”
“All right, Pop, I’ll go right now,” Susanna replied.
He put up a hand. “Take Chad with you.”
“I don’t need an escort,” she declared hotly.
Mr. Wainwright raised his chin and looked affectionately at his daughter. “Susanna, you’re my baby girl, and I know you can whoop everybody’s ass in this room.” His gaze hardened. “But it ain’t about that. It’s dark, it’s snowing, and there are undead cannibals roaming around. So nobody goes out alone. And then he can fill you in on the situation on the way.”
She nodded in defeat and turned to her brother. “I’m driving, though.”
“Works for me, sis,” Chad replied, putting up his hands. “Means I can focus on my coffee instead of the road.” He led her out of the room.
Mrs. Wainwright stood. “I’m gonna go check on the youngins,” she said. “If y’all need more coffee, just give me a holler.” She shared a smile with her husband, and he winked at her before she chuckled and left the room.
“So, I guess that leaves us to plan this thing, huh?” Emily piped up.
Mr. Wainwright nodded. “Yes ma’am, it does.” He turned to his remaining son. “Zach.”
“Yes, sir?”
“Go into my office and look in the bottom right drawer of my desk,” his father instructed. “There’s gonna be a bunch of old maps in there. I want you to look through and find one that has a detailed layout of the city and bring it here. Grab some pencils while you’re at it.”
“Yes, sir,” Zach replied, and headed to the office.
Emily pulled her cell phone from her pocket. “I can’t get us directions because the cell service is down, but I can pull us up a current map,” she said as she swiped around the screen.
“Well, I’m a little more analog,” Mr. Wainwright admitted with a chuckle. “Plus when we explain the plan, it’s gonna be a little hard to get that many people around your phone.”
Emily sighed. “Here’s hoping you’re right,” she said, and raised her coffee mug. They clinked glasses, praying that space would be an issue when Susanna returned.




CHAPTER THREE
Susanna pulled up to a stop in front of the Prime Dude Ranch, its large ornate gate extending a good twenty yards in either direction before turning into a standard barbed wire fence. There were two cowboys standing guard with shotguns in their hands, and one raised a hand in greeting as the young woman rolled down her window.
“Ma’am, sir, can we help you?” The cowboy asked as he shone his flashlight into the cab.
Susanna nodded. “We’re here to see Myles and Mr. Eldon,” she replied.
“I’m sorry, ma’am, but Mr. Eldon isn’t receiving visitors so you’ll have to come back tom-”
“Listen, you rent-a-cowboy motherfucker,” she cut in, eyes darkening. “Open this goddamn gate right now before I get out of this truck, whoop both your asses, and open it myself.”
Her visceral onslaught of profanities stunned the young man, and he looked to Chad, who calmly took a sip from his still-hot travel mug.
“You might want to do what she wants, Bucko,” the passenger said brightly, as if he didn’t have a care in the world.
The cowboy took a deep breath and looked back at Susanna, whose eyes seemed to be calculating a countdown to kick-ass time.
He raised his hand. “Let’s open it up!” he said, and his partner unlatched the gate.
The young woman immediately punched the accelerator, speeding off down the driveway, amused as she kicked up muddy snow at the two guards.
Chad raised an eyebrow and slurped at his coffee again. “Good to know that summer at finishing school wasn’t wasted on you.”
“Oh, I can curtsey like a motherfucker,” she replied with a sly grin. “It’s my victory pose after kicking someone’s ass.”
He shook his head with a chuckle as they pulled up to the house. It was a three-story building with two bunk houses to the left, marking the center of the large compound. A young man emerged onto the front porch as they approached, dressed in typical rancher gear with a six-shooter holstered on his hip.
His slender face broke out into a boyish smile and he ran a hand through his sandy blonde hair when Susanna emerged from the driver’s seat. “The guards just radioed in that some crazy woman threatened to beat them down and she was headed to the house,” Myles declared as he descended the porch steps. “I had a feeling it might be you.”
She gave him a tight hug and then stepped back so that Chad could shake his hand.
“Well, we have a bit of an urgent situation on our hands, and didn’t have time for pleasantries,” she replied.
“Any chance you can go get your boss for us?” Chad asked.
Myles nodded. “Yeah, come on in out of the cold, I’ll go get him.” He waved for them to follow him inside.
There were a dozen civilian city folk huddled around a kerosene heater in the main room, looking like they’d been in shock since the apocalypse happened. The Prime Dude Ranch was a bit of a tourist attraction, for townies to come learn what it’s like to live out in the country. That group must have been their clients when the end of the world happened.
“Y’all wait here,” Myles said, “I’ll go get Mr. Eldon.”
“It’s gotta be hell for them,” Chad murmured as he followed his sister’s gaze to the city folk. “Stuck out here with their loved ones back in the city and no way to contact them. I don’t know how they handle it.”
“I’ve found that alcohol helps a great deal,” a man broke away from the huddle and approached them. “Sorry for eavesdropping. I was just trying to focus on something other than the sobbing of my city brethren.”
“It’s all good, mister,” Chad assured him.
The man extended his hand. “I’m Ernest.”
“Chad,” the young man replied, shaking his hand, “and this is my sister Susanna.”
“Ma’am,” Ernest greeted.
She shook as well. “Sir.”
“I picked a hell of a time to come out here late, didn’t I?” He laughed bitterly. “Usually make this trip in the summer, but for some reason I decided to take up basketball. Six weeks in, and an air cast later, and this is the only week they had left open.”
“Forgive me for saying, sir,” Susanna began politely, “but you don’t really strike me as the country type.” She raised an eyebrow.
Ernest nodded. “Well, for most of my life you’d be right,” he admitted. “I grew up in Chicago and pretty much never left the city except for a few weekend trips to Vegas. Then five years ago, a buddy of mine gave me a gag gift, a week at a Dude Ranch. I called his bluff and used it, and it’s been an annual tradition ever since. Guess deep down I’m really a country boy at heart.”
“Well, sir, it’s a pleasure to have you out here,” Chad replied, “but I’m sorry you had to leave your hometown.”
“Hell, I’m not,” Ernest said, putting his hands up and shaking his head. “I saw the news before the TV went out. If I was back home, I wouldn’t be alive.”
“Chad and Susanna Wainwright,” a husky male voice broke the somber moon with a bucketload of condescension. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your company?”
Susanna turned to face the tall bald man with the tight white beard. “Mr. Eldon,” she said, “we’re here because we need your help.”
Her mouth snapped shut as he barked an incredulous laugh. “That’s rich!” he guffawed, catching his breath. “That old bastard Wainwright sending his kids over to my house to ask for my help? After the stunt he pulled, stealing my land? What, did he think that just because you’re getting all lovey dovey with one of my top men that somehow I’d go along with it?”
Susanna opened her mouth, but Chad touched her arm, a wordless reminder of her father’s advice to let Mr. Eldon throw his tantrum.
“Glenn, can you believe the balls on him?” The older man turned to his middle-aged companion with tanned leathery skin.
Glenn shook his head. “No, sir, Mr. Eldon, I don’t believe I can,” he agreed, and the two of them shared another round of cackling.
“All right, all right,” the older man finally said. “Just to satisfy my own curiosity, what favor did y’all need from me? I like to know what I’m rejecting.”
The Wainwright siblings looked at each other, and Susanna finally motioned for Chad to speak. Her annoyance was boiling too hot—she didn’t want to ruin their chances.
“We need as many men as you can spare,” Chad said. “We’re going into Bismarck to block off the bridges across the Missouri so those things can’t get over to us.”
Mr. Eldon and Glenn shared an incredulous glance before the older man shook his head in disbelief. “You know, Chad, Susanna, I want to apologize for laughing at your old man there. It’s just not polite to make fun of the mentally ill like that.”
Susanna bristled. “Listen you son of a bi-”
“What my sister is trying to say,” Chad cut in, “in so many words, is that we have an opportunity to protect our community and we have to do it now. And if you agree to help us, our father is willing to end the land dispute. In your favor.”
Mr. Eldon cocked an eyebrow. “Entirely in my favor?”
“Yes, sir,” Chad replied.
The older man pursed his lips, mulling it over, stroking the feather-light hairs on his chin as he did so. “Glenn, how many people we have on staff who could be useful?”
“Not sure who all is left,” his companion replied with a shrug, “but probably about forty, forty-five able bodied people.”
“All right, pick the five best men you have outside of you and Myles,” Mr. Eldon instructed. “Have them stay behind to guard the homestead. The rest of us are gonna take a ride and hear what Mr. Wainwright has to say.”
“If y’all give me a minute I’ll grab my things and join you,” Ernest piped up.
Glenn narrowed his eyes. “This don’t concern you, city boy.”
“Oh, it doesn’t?” Ernest squared his shoulders. “Last time I checked, I’m stuck here just like you are. Whether you like it or not, this is my home too, for the foreseeable future.”
His opponent sneered. “In that case, you should just sit back and enjoy our hospitality while the adults go out and handle the business.”
“Listen, you hillbilly bumpkin,” Ernest snarled, “I know math isn’t your strong suit since you got kicked out of the third grade after your kid got promoted to fourth. But let me lay it out for you in simple terms. There’s fifty of you, and fifty-thousand of them. You need all the help you can get.”
Glenn stepped forward, towering over the city boy with his broad shoulders. Chad took a step forward but Ernest put out a hand to motion for him to stay back, standing his own ground.
“All right, I’ve had about enough of your shit, city boy,” the leathery-skinned farm hand growled. “We’re going to war and we need men who can shoot. Not pencil pushers who wanna hide in an office and come play cowboy on the weekend.”
“Fair enough,” Ernest replied, putting up his hands. “Let me shoot for you. I prove my worth, you drop the attitude. I hit nothing but air, I go back to sipping coffee by the fire with no complaints. Good enough for you?”
Glenn grinned and snatched his walkie talkie from his belt. “Front gate, come in,” he said into the mouthpiece.
There was a crackle before the reply, “Go for front gate.”
“You boys got any live ones out there?” the middle-aged farm hand asked.
“Yes, sir, we got a batch of them on the east side of the property,” came the reply. “We were just about to head over.”
Glenn grinned. “Stand down boys, I’ll take care of it.” He motioned to his coworker that hovered near Susanna. “Myles, take city boy here to the armory and let him get whatever he wants.”
“No need,” Ernest replied with a grin of his own, “I have a gun in my room. Just gonna take me a few minutes to get it ready.”
Myles looked to Mr. Eldon, who had simply watched the entire scene unfold with amusement in his eyes. The older man gave a slight nod of approval and Myles clapped Ernest on the shoulder.
“All right, let’s go grab it,” he said, and followed the city boy to his room.




CHAPTER FOUR
“Well I’ll be damned, Emily was right,” Chad breathed as he watched the half-dozen zombies struggling lazily in the barbed wire. “Those things aren’t moving very fast.”
“Hell, I’m slowing down and I have a jacket on,” Susanna added. “Can’t imagine those dress clothes are providing much coverage.”
“Fast, slow, I don’t really care,” Glenn huffed. “I’ll blow their heads off regardless.”
He turned as Myles drove up in his pickup, parked, and hopped out. Ernest slid from the passenger’s side and reached behind the seat to grab his gun.
“All right, city boy,” Glenn drawled. “Let’s see what you got.”
Ernest slid out a twenty-two repeater rifle and approached them, the bright silver glinting in the early morning sun.
Their escort let out a deep belly laugh at the sight of it. “Oh my god, city boy, are you serious? A twenty-two lever action repeater? Who the fuck do you think you are, Richard Boone?”
“Richard Boone was Paladin on Have Gun Will Travel,” Ernest replied, voice completely level and calm as he joined the group. “The man who made this gun famous was Chuck Connors in The Rifleman. If you’re going to attempt to insult me, at least get the name right.”
“Yeah, yeah, Richard Boone, Chuck Connors, don’t matter, you’re still a pussy for using a twenty-two,” Glenn replied, waving him off. “Now see, you need to man up and get you one of these.” He slung his gun from his back and took aim. “Remington bolt action hunting rifle. Watch what this baby does.” He squeezed the trigger, releasing a thunderous clap that resulted in a zombie head exploding in a display of crimson. “Whoo! That was awesome. That’s what a man’s gun can do. Let’s see your pussy twenty-two do that!”
“That is an impressive weapon,” Ernest said. “How many rounds does it hold?”
Glenn puffed his chest out. “Got a capacity of four.”
“I will say, that was a hell of a display there,” the city native admitted. “I was wondering if you could show me that one more time. Oh, and could you reload it too?”
The farm hand narrowed his eyes in suspicion, taking in Ernest’s calm and innocent expression. “All right city boy, I’ll show you one more time.” He removed two rounds from his gun, and Ernest stepped closer to Susanna and tapped the watch on her wrist.
“That’s really nice,” he said with a smile. “Does it happen to have a stopwatch on it?”
She raised her wrist to look at it. “Yeah, I believe it does.”
“Would you be so kind as to tally how long it takes our friend here to shoot and reload?” Ernest asked sweetly.
She raised an eyebrow and gave him an amused smile, nodding in agreement and setting her watch.
“All right, city boy, watch close,” Glenn warned. He aimed, and fired, taking off another zombie head. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a handful of rounds, rapidly putting them one by one into the gun before slamming the bolt back into position.
“And time,” Ernest declared.
Glenn furrowed his brow in confusion as he turned to look at them. “And what?”
“It took you eight and a half seconds to fire that last round and reload,” Susanna replied.
“Hell, that’s pretty good if you ask me,” the farm hand said with a haughty look. “Especially out here in the snow.”
“And if we were hunting game or shooting bottles on a fence, I’d agree with you,” Ernest agreed, his voice still the same level calm as when he’d gotten out of the truck. “But, as you said back at the house, we’re at war.” He stepped up beside the farm hand and raised his rifle. “Susanna, would you be so kind as to time my next four shots?”
She chuckled and shook her head, raising her wrist. “You got it, Ernest.”
He took a deep breath before raising his rifle and rattling off his shots. One right between the eyes, then a quick throw of the lever to chamber a new round, rinse and repeat. With each impact, the ghouls fell limp, their heads not exploding but the bullets finding their mark.
After four quick shots, Susanna declared, “Two point eight seconds.”
“Well, it seems to me, hillbilly, that my twenty-two did the trick,” Ernest shifted his weight to his left hip, cocking his head in amusement. “Four kills in a third of the time it took you to shoot and reload. And while my kills weren’t nearly as impressive as yours, I didn’t spray infected blood all over the place. I still have seventeen rounds loaded up as well, so I can keep on killing. My ammo is also lighter, readily available in just about every store, and thanks to attitudes like yours will be easy to find since it’s not manly enough for you types. Now, you have anything else to say other than to offer an apology to the late great Chuck motherfucking Connors for demeaning his weapon of choice?”
Glenn shook his head, lips pressed into a thin line, cheeks red with embarrassment. Susanna slowly raised her hand.
Ernest smiled at her. “Yes, ma’am?”
“Okay, I’ve got a question,” she said. “Where in the world did you learn to shoot like that?”
“When I got back from my first trip five years ago, I wanted to learn how to shoot,” Ernest replied. “Turns out those bigger rifles hurt my shoulder too much, so I needed to drop down in caliber. The shooting range I went to would play old westerns to set the mood. They had an episode of The Rifleman playing so I gave a repeater a chance and loved it. Had them make me up a custom one like from the show, since I knew it was my weapon of choice.”
His four companions stared at him blankly and he sighed.
“Yes, I’m fully aware that I have way too much disposable income that I can have a custom bright silver repeater built,” he admitted. “But given what you just saw, aren’t you kind of glad I did?”
Glenn approached him and put a hand on the shorter man’s shoulder. “All right, city boy, you got me,” he said with a grin. “But after we get through this, I’m gonna show you how to shoot a man’s gun. Cause you can pull that off at twenty yards, but you ain’t gonna be able to do much from a hundred.”
Ernest laughed. “You got a deal, hillbilly.”




CHAPTER FIVE
Mr. Wainwright patted his wife on the shoulder as she and Kristin handed out beverages to the several dozen men and women piled into the house. He headed to the center of the living room and raised his hands as the murmurs grew in volume.
“Everybody quiet down now,” he directed. “I know y’all have questions, and they will be answered shortly. Your boss, Mr. Eldon and I have some things we need to hash out before we can get this show on the road. In the meantime, while y’all are sipping your coffee and making small talk, get broken up into groups of four or five. I’ll consider it a personal favor.”
He turned and headed to the dining room, leaving the throng of rugged men and women in cowboy gear to organize themselves. He shut the door, giving privacy to the group huddled around the map on the table.
“Man, that is one wild bunch out there,” Mr. Wainwright said.
Ernest looked up at him. “Hopefully they’re like the Wild Bunch cause we got a lot of things that need killing.”
“Come on Wainwright, let’s have it,” Mr. Eldon urged, rolling his hand in a motion for him to start talking. “What’s your big plan?”
“Emily, it’s your idea,” the man of the house said gently. “Lay it out for the man.”
She pointed at the map. “There are three bridges that cross the Missouri,” she began. “From north to south they are the I-94, Main Avenue, and the one ninety-four. We’re going to need a team stationed at each bridge to make sure the path is clear for us to we can set up the snowplows. They’re also going to need to secure the barricades once they have been delivered.”
“What do you mean secure them?” Ernest cut in. “They should be heavy enough to be secure on their own, right?”
“They aren’t a perfect fit,” Mr. Wainwright piped up, “meaning we need men in on the bridge to plug the holes between them. We got plenty of sheet metal and bolts that will be reinforced with any cars that are on the bridge. Not going to be perfect, but going to be damned difficult for a group of them to bust through.”
Mr. Eldon leaned forward. “So, where are these snowplows?” he asked.
“There’s a huge storage facility on the east part of the city by Lions park,” Emily replied. “The building itself isn’t difficult to get in, but with the streets being flooded with those things, we had to think outside the box.”
“Which is where I come in.” Susanna raised a hand. “I’m going to be leading the decoy team. We’re going to be the first in, draw their attention, and lure as many of them to I-94 east as we can. We aren’t going to be able to get all of them, but hopefully we can clear a path for everyone.”
Glenn crossed his arms. “So, you’re just going to have hundreds of those things just latched onto the truck? You ain’t gonna have enough ammo to fend them off.”
She reached under the table and grabbed a long metal rod with a trigger on the end. She tossed it down on the table in front of him.
“A cattle stunner?” he asked. “Are you kidding me?”
“Each one of these canisters delivers a blow powerful enough to penetrate a cow skull and put it out,” she replied, holding up a Co2 cartridge. “So while I have my doubts it’s strong enough to penetrate your thick skull, the average human isn’t going to be a match for it.”
“Well that may work all good for you,” Glenn shot back, face reddening a bit with the insult. “But what about the rest of us? We’re not exactly swimming in ammo.”
“There’s a gun store a few blocks northwest of the capitol building,” Emily said. “We’re going to have a team take it over and runners bringing ammo to the bridge teams.”
“I can lead that team,” Myles piped up. “I’m familiar with the store so I can get us in and out.”
Emily nodded. “Make sure you got a good driver who knows the city. Chances are they’re going to have to take more than a few detours.”
Glenn let out a deep breath. “Well, damn girl, looks like you’ve thought of everything.”
“If you think that now, just imagine how you’ll feel when I finish,” she replied, giving him a wink, and he blushed, giving her a nod to continue. “There are going to be two more teams. The first is going to get to the roof of the Capitol building. It’s the tallest in the city and will provide a pretty good view of the area. From that vantage point, they’ll be able to direct traffic, call out hordes, and be able to let us know if we’re about to hit trouble. It’s not perfect, but it’s better than nothing.”
Chad raised his hand. “I’ll lead that team. It’s going to be a haul getting up those stairs.”
“Just make sure you pick a team that can keep up with you,” Mr. Wainwright warned.
His son nodded. “I’ll handle it, Pop.”
“And the other team?” Ernest asked.
“They’re going to be on rescue duty,” Emily replied. “The city may mostly be dead, but there are bound to be survivors. We gotta pull them out and get them to safety.”
“Hang on now,” Mr. Eldon said loudly, putting both of his hands on the table. “We’re already starting to ration our supplies. If we start taking in more people, we might find ourselves with not enough to go around.”
“Let me ask you a question, Mister Eldon,” Emily began, her voice level as she eyed him. “You have a pretty substantial farming operation to go along with your Dude Ranch, is that correct?”
“Yes ma’am,” the older man preened a bit under the praise. “Outside of Wainwright here, I have the largest operation in the area.”
“So, for planting and harvest season you bring in what, a couple hundred seasonal workers?” Emily asked.
He nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”
“How many of them you think are going to show up this year?” She raised an eyebrow, and he opened and closed his mouth like a fish.
He closed his eyes and nodded slowly as the realization sunk in. “I’m sure between our farms we can scrounge up enough food to get us through the winter.”
“I thought that might be the case,” Emily replied, satisfied.
Zach raised his hand. “I’ll head up that team. There are some shopping areas in the south of the city that would be a good place to start. Couldn’t hurt to check for a few supplies as well.”
“That’s a good idea,” Emily agreed. “But people are the priority. We can always scavenge for supplies later.”
“And that’s the plan in a nutshell,” Mr. Wainwright spoke up. “We’re going to hit the center bridge first thing, since it’s the direct pipeline to the city and decide from there based on the ground conditions. Anybody have any questions?”
“Just one,” Ernest said. “If we block off the bridge, won’t they just come across the ice when the river freezes over?”
“Hasn’t gotten cold enough in years for it to freeze to the point where people can walk across it,” Mr. Wainwright explained, shaking his head. “That said, once we get the bridges secure, we’re going to have patrols go through there to make sure we don’t get stragglers.”
“Good enough for me,” Ernest agreed, and clapped his hands together.” So when do we get started?”
“First light,” Emily replied. “Don’t know if this snowstorm is going to stick around or not, so we have to assume our weather advantage is going to leave sooner rather than later.”
Ernest smiled. “Lucky for me I always wanted to see the sun rise over Bismarck.”




CHAPTER SIX
7:33 AM
“Come in, Mister Eldon,” Emily said into her radio as she watched the fat snowflakes fall heavily on the city streets through her binoculars. The clearing they stood in was relatively safe, but there were dozens of zombies visible across the Main Avenue bridge, flanked by easily a hundred staggering corpses.
There was a crackle as the older man came back. “Eldon here.”
“How is the I-94 bridge looking?” she asked.
“Half dozen at most on the bridge, and not a whole lot else,” he replied. “Won’t be a problem to take them out and get set up.”
She nodded. “Just make sure you do it quietly,” she reminded him.
“Ten-four,” came the reply.
“Glenn,” Emily continued into the radio, “how’s the one ninety-four looking?”
“It’s a clusterfuck with a capital C F,” Glenn responded immediately. “Probably thirty of those things on the bridge.”
She chewed her lip for a moment, thinking hard. “Can you see anything on the other side of the river that you might be able to use as a distraction?” she asked.
“Hang on,” came the reply.
Emily turned to Susanna at her side. “If they can’t find anything, you may have to swing by there after clearing the gun store route.”
“We don’t need an escort, Miss Walker,” Myles replied, voice level.
“I appreciate the thought Myles, but your team is the lynchpin of this operation,” Emily explained. “If we don’t have the ammo, we aren’t going to be able to hold down the bridges. I’d rather delay taking the one ninety-four than risk you guys.”
“All right it’s your call,” Myles agreed. “My offer stands though,” he added.
She nodded. “Noted.”
A gunshot cracked in the distance, followed by the loud bleating of a car alarm.
Emily raised the radio to her lips again. “Guessing you found something there, Glenn?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he replied. “We’ll get this thing secure for you.”
“I don’t doubt it,” she said to him, and then clipped the radio back to her belt. “All right, Susanna, you’re up. Head up Washington then cut across on East Boulevard. Just keep on State til you hit I-94.”
“What about the path to the snowplow warehouse?” Susanna asked.
“It’s only a few more blocks and it’s mostly residential once you get past the capitol building,” the older woman explained. “If there’s too much heat we’ll just circle the block to buy us some room.”
“All right, you’re the boss,” the younger woman replied, and gave her a little salute.
“Chad’s team will be ninety seconds behind you, and I’ll be right behind them,” Emily assured her. “Zach, if you want to follow us in now, you can.”
“Go ahead Zack, we gotta stay back anyway so we can help your dad secure the bridge,” Myles said.
Mr. Wainwright shifted his weight with a playful smile. “Just as a point of order, we don’t really need the help. But we ain’t gonna turn it down.”
A chuckle rippled through the group before Emily declared, “We’re burning daylight, so let’s get to it.”
Susanna clambered up into the truck bed, and then smacked the roof of the cab when she got into position. “Let’s get a move on, slow and steady,” she called. “And make sure the plow is dragging, we want as much noise as we can get!”
A hand emerged from the driver’s side window, giving a thumbs-up. The driver fired up the truck and headed towards the bridge, the plow attachment on the front scraping against the pavement. It sent an ear-splitting screech through the cold air, an occasional spark brightening up the dim morning.
Emily headed over to Chad and his five burly team members, dressed in their insulated farm hand outfits. They looked like a pack of denim bears with knit caps.
“Chad, you got everything you need?” she asked.
He nodded. “Yeah, we got ammo and rations.”
“Binoculars?”
“Four sets, one for every direction,” he confirmed.
She put a hand on his arm. “How do you feel about your team?”
“I don’t even know these boy’s names,” Chad admitted, “but I’m taking Glenn at his word that these are the best he has.”
Mr. Wainwright peered through his binoculars. “Thirty seconds.”
“Looks like I’m about to find out,” Chad said, and exchanged a good-natured fist bump with Emily before they retreated to their respective vehicles. The six farm boys bustled into a large rugged SUV, Emily’s team jumping up into the bed of a truck.
Susanna watched the plethora of corpses moving behind her. Most of them were moving pretty slow, but a few looked like they might have died more recently and were still warm enough to move faster than the others.
The driver slowed approaching Washington Street, not wanting to risk spinning out on the icy roads.
“Turn coming up in about ten seconds,” he yelled out his window.
Susanna braced herself. “Just don’t fuck it up, cowboy!” she barked back.
Two of the faster moving zombies managed to grab on to the tailgate, and she fell into a crouch, loading a co2 cartridge into her weapon.
“Really hoping I’m right about this,” she muttered under her breath as she extended the four foot long metal shaft.
She pressed it into one zombie’s forehead, and pressed the trigger. The force of the blast caved in the corpse’s forehead, and it fell limp and flopped down into the snow.
“Oh yeah.” Susanna grinned. “We’re in business.”
She popped out the spent cartridge and reached down into one of the four large boxes of ammo. She chambered another and shattered another zombie’s cranium before grabbing the side of the truck bed for the turn.
The horde following them continued to grow into the low hundreds, zombies emerging from every nook, cranny, alley and building. The screeching of the plow had stopped hurting her ears at least, but it was still doing its job.
Susanna lifted her radio. “Emily, we just made the turn onto Washington,” she said. “The horde is moving a little slow so you may wanna give it a few minutes.”
“You drawing a good crowd?” the older woman asked.
“Probably picked up about three, maybe four hundred of those fuckers already,” Susanna replied. “At this rate we’re gonna clear out a good portion of the city on this trip.”
“Here’s hoping,” Emily came back. “Be safe and keep me posted.”
Susanna nodded. “You got it.” She clipped the radio to her belt and popped another cartridge into her cattle stunner. “I got something for the next one of you assholes who gets bold,” she declared to her followers. She received lazy moans in return, and lowered to her knees, spreading them slightly for balance.
She watched the capitol building as they passed, noting the several dozen zombies milling about the courtyard.
She leaned back towards the cab. “Honk the horn a few times!” she instructed, and he complied, blasting the horn.
The loud blast drew the attention of a good number of the corpses, but not all of them. When it stopped blaring, she pursed her lips, not seeing as many as she would have liked ambling towards them.
“When you get to the turn, stop for a minute and lay on the horn,” she instructed. “We gotta get as many of them as we can.”
The driver’s arm jutted back out the window, giving her another thumbs up.
“Oh, and you may want to roll your window up in case those things get close,” she said. “I’ll smack the roof when it’s time to go.”
There was a double tap from the inside of the roof, and she nodded, spreading her feet a little into a power stance.
“All right,” she growled, “come and get some.”
The front line of the easily near-thousand strong horde approached the back of the truck, swarming and grabbing for her. The horn blew, and the mass of rotting flesh continued to grow. Susanna dropped them one by one as they got too close for comfort, though more were eager to take their place. She frowned as the corpses grew taller, standing on the backs of their fallen brethren.
“Yeah, I think that’s good enough,” she muttered, noting that most of the stragglers from the capitol had joined them. She smacked the roof of the truck and then knelt down immediately, so that she wouldn’t tumble into the horde.
She felt the truck shift into gear, but didn’t jump forward as quickly as she’d like.
“What’s the fucking holdup?” she barked, and peered through the back window. There was a decent wall of zombies in the way, having come in from the other side. She drew her handgun and stood up, leaning over the roof of the cab, popping off a few rounds at the creatures pushing up against the front. It was just enough to give the truck an advantage, and the driver punched the accelerator, giving them a good twenty yard gap on the horde.
Susanna knocked on the roof as she knelt back down.
“Yes ma’am?” the driver asked through his now-unrolled window.
She leaned over the side of the bed. “The I-94 on-ramp is about a mile up,” she said. “Head east, and when I give the signal, you floor it and get to the next exit to head back to the bridge. With any luck, those things will just keep on walking.”
“Here’s hoping, ma’am,” he replied.
Susanna rolled her eyes. “And stop with the ma’am shit. I ain’t dainty, I’m an ass-kicker. My name is Susanna, use it.”
“You can call me Randall,” he said.
“Oh no, you haven’t earned first name status with me, yet,” she said, shaking her head. “We survive the day, and I’ll upgrade you from ‘driver’ to your real name.” She caught a glimpse of an amused expression in the side mirror.
“Sounds like a fair deal, Susanna,” he replied.
She smacked the side of the truck. “All right, now quit your yappin’ and get back to driving.”
“Yes ma’aaaaa…” he stammered. “Susanna.”
She cracked a smile and turned back to the horde, settling in on her knees and pulling her radio.
“Come in, Emily,” she said.
The response was immediate. “We looking clear?”
“Don’t know about clear,” Susanna admitted, “but it’s a hell of a lot clearer than it was ten minutes ago.”
“Good enough for me,” Emily replied. “I’ll tell Myles to be on standby.”
“Should be there in fifteen or so,” the younger woman reported.
“Be safe,” came the reply, “Emily out.”
Susanna rummaged in the co2 cartridges and found her flask, unscrewing the cap to take a well-deserved drink. She sighed with relief and then buried it back in the box.
“Mmm, that’ll warm you up,” she murmured.




CHAPTER SEVEN
7:53 AM
Chad spread the map out on the dashboard from the passenger seat, studying the roads carefully as one of Glenn’s men drove.
“All right, Lowell,” the burly Wainwright said, “as soon as we turn onto State the entrance to the capitol building is going to be the first left.”
The driver nodded. “Yeah, I remember coming here on a class trip once. The driveway circles that big open field.”
“I’d stick to the left driveway for approach,” Chad suggested. “The library is just off the right side, so there’s a bigger chance of running into resistance there.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Lowell agreed. He turned into the driveway and veered to the left, saying on the path of least resistance. It was lined with trees and perfectly clear, so he accelerated.
“Easy there man,” Chad warned. “No need to take a risk.”
“Relax man,” the driver replied. “I drive in stuff ten times worse than this all the time.” He waved his hand and increased his speed.
His passenger growled. “Slow the fuck down!”
Lowell glowered at him, taking his eyes off the road just long enough to miss a trio of zombies emerging from the tree line. He glanced back at the road and spotted them, jerking the wheel to the right. He smacked into one of the corpses head on, causing the truck to spin out into a one-eighty and slam into a tree. The impact shattered the back passenger side window.
The two remaining zombies leaned in the advantageous window, like a drive-thru for human meals, latching onto one cowboy’s throat. One tore his adam’s apple clean off as he gurgled, screams muffled from the blood and damage to his vocal chords.
The attack shook the others from their shock, and Chad unbuckled his seatbelt to barrel out of the truck. He drew the attention of one of the corpses, drawing a large hunting knife as it turned to him. He slammed the blade into his opponent’s skull and then realized that one of the cowboys had drawn a handgun to deal with the other one.
Chad put his hand up. “No, don’t fi-”
His warning was cut short by the thunderous blast of the gun. The zombie’s head exploded, spraying blood and bone towards the Wainwright boy. He turned just in time so that his back caught the worst of the blast.
The cowboys staggered out of the truck, disoriented from the close-contact blast echoing in such a small space. The shattered door fell open, the bitten victim falling to the snow, blood pouring out of his throat like a faucet.
Chad ignored him, rushing to his live companions, shoving them towards the capitol building. “Get moving!” he cried. “Those things are going to be coming our way!”
The shooter got up and stumbled towards the direction of the building, zombies moans permeating the cold air around them. Chad threw open the driver’s side door and reached in to help a dazed Lowell undo his seatbelt.
“You ever disobey me again, I will shoot you myself, understood?” the Wainwright boy snarled, and Lowell nodded jerkily, eyes wide. As he exited, one of the others screamed, their reanimated friend having sunk his teeth into one of the other passengers.
Chad immediately buried his knife into the newly minted zombie’s skull, its jaw slackening to let go of the cowboy’s arm. He looked helplessly at the now-wounded passenger, anger swelling in his eyes at the thought that so much death had been uselessly caused at the hands of one man’s ego.
A zombie smacked into the side of the SUV in a mad attempt to get to them, and Chad shoved the wounded man ahead. “We’ll deal with it later, go!” he cried.
They moved quickly through the fresh powder, leaving a trail of footprints and blood in their wake. He drew his handgun, deciding there was no use trying to be quiet anymore. When they were about forty yards from the door, a few zombies came trudging through the courtyard. Chad kept his gun trained on them, but they were semi-frozen and weren’t moving too fast.
The group reached the front doors of the capitol building. The Wainwright boy pushed on the door to make sure it was unlocked, and it was.
“When we go in,” he said, keeping his eyes on the abominable snow-zombies, “we’re going to the left. Hug the outside wall until you get to a corner. That’s where we should find the fire escape staircase. Is everybody ready?”
The group nodded, drawing their handguns. The wounded cowboy took a moment to tear the bandanna from around his neck and haphazardly wrap the wound on his forearm.
“And remember,” Chad added, “these things have been inside, so they’re probably going to be faster.”
Lowell flinched at the moans getting louder and louder. “Should we chain the doors behind us so they don’t get in?”
“No, it might hinder our escape,” Chad replied. “Or our rescue.”
They all shared concerned glances and then he took the handle in his hand once again. “Here we go,” he declared, and pushed inside.
Chad entered first, into the spotty fluorescent glow of the emergency lights. The team moved at a quick pace, but cautious, eyes darting everywhere and ears straining over the clicks of their boot heels on the tiles.
There were a few adjoining hallways off of the main corridor, and Chad stopped at the first intersection to peer around the corner. He waved the group after him after checking to make sure it was clear, and repeated the process at the second hallway. At the sight of a zombie, he backed up hard into Lowell, whose gun clacked against the wall and alerted the enemy to their presence.
Chad lashed out and grabbed the zombie by the throat, holding him at bay, holstering his gun so as not to attract any attention. The thrashing, however, alerted more corpses down the hall, as shrieks and footfalls echoed towards the group.
Chad picked up the zombie and tore for the fire escape stairwell, smashing the corpse into the door. Lowell grabbed the handle and wrenched the door open, allowing their interim leader to dart inside and pile drive the zombie head first into the concrete stairs, snapping its neck.
The rest of the cowboys bustled into the stairwell, and Lowell pulled the heavy door shut behind them before the pursuing zombies reached them.
“All right, boys,” Chad said, brushing his hands off on his pants and drawing his gun again, “only twenty-one flights up. Let’s get to it.”
He motioned for Lowell to lead, and the burly cowboy headed up at a brisk pace. His boys followed, and Chad took up the rear with the injured man.
“How’s your arm…” he asked, and then bit his lip. “I’m sorry man, I’ve forgotten your name.”
“It’s all good,” the guy replied. “Name’s Rex. And my arm is burning like a motherfucker.”
Chad shook his head. “I’m sorry, I wish there was something we could do.”
“We’re doing our part to ensure that the innocent people on the other side of the river are going to be safe,” Rex replied with a determined look on his face. “If I gotta go out doing that, I’m okay with that.”
Chad nodded solemnly. “You have my word that your sacrifice won’t be in vain.”
When they reached the twenty-first floor, everyone was huffing and puffing from the exertion of practically flying up so many flights of stairs.
“You guys all right?” Chad asked.
Two of the cowboys gave haphazard thumbs-ups, doubled over to catch their breath. He moved to the door and ever-so-gently cracked it open. There were a few dozen zombies milling about the large open space. None were close to the door, and he shut it as quietly as he could.
“Well, that’s no good,” Chad said with a sigh.
Lowell chewed his lip. “Can’t be that bad, can it?”
“I saw about twenty of the between us and the doorway to the roof,” the Wainwright replied.
The burly cowboy’s eyes widened. “Fucking hell man, there’s no way we can get by that.”
“What about the elevator?” Rex asked.
Lowell shook his head. “Fuck that, I ain’t getting in no elevator.”
“I wasn’t asking you to,” Rex replied, irritation lacing his tone. “What if we used it as a diversion?”
One of the tired cowboys stood up from his heavy breathing fit. “Not a bad idea. Couple of us can go down a few floors, rig it to stop on every floor to this one. When it dings, it’ll draw those zombies to it.”
“It’s a tight window,” Chad mused, “but doable.”
The cowboy grinned and slapped his buddy in the shoulder. “Come on Don, let’s take care of this.”
“Alan, why you gotta volunteer me for shit?” Don huffed.
Alan grinned. “Hey, at least it ain’t cleaning out the chicken coop again.”
“Yeah, it’s just running for my life from zombies,” his friend rolled his eyes. “Totally better.”
“Wait, wait, wait,” Lowell cut in, putting up his hands. “Why don’t we just go down a floor and look out the windows?”
“Because this building was put up in the thirties,” Chad replied. “We wouldn’t be able to see very much due to the tiny windows.”
Rex nodded in agreement. “Plus there’s no telling how many zombies are on the floor below us.”
“It’s all right Lowell,” Alan assured him. “We got this.” He and Don headed down the stairs, stopping on the eighteenth floor. Don cracked the door, revealing a mostly empty hallway. He stepped halfway in and smacked the wall a few times, the noise echoing in the dim space.
When nothing came shrieking and running at them, he waved his partner in and they moved cautiously into the corridor. Guns raised, they worked their way to the far end where the elevators were, and Don hit the button.
His partner froze. “Hey man?”
“Yeah?” Don asked.
Alan motioned to the doors with his thumb. “Think there are any zombies in the elevator?”
They shared a worried glance and ran a few feet back from the door, taking a stance behind the reception desk. The elevator gave a happy ding, revealing three stumbling corpses.
“Holy fuck!” Alan cried, and fired, striking one of them in the head. The other two turned and tore for them, the cowboys each emptying half a clip before finally dropping them. The first one had fallen in the path of the elevator, and the doors tried to close on it a few times before letting out an annoying buzzing noise.
“It’s a shame we can’t keep that sound on to the top floor,” Don said, and his buddy reached down to shuffle some items around on the reception desk. He found a small MP3 radio player and hit the power button. Some new age music blared through the small speakers, and he shook his head.
“Fucking hipsters, man,” he muttered.
Don raised an eyebrow. “I think you mean hippies.”
“Hippies, hipsters, fuck ‘em all,” Alan replied. “Just give me some Johnny Cash and let’s call it a day.”
“Can’t argue with that,” his friend agreed.
Alan headed over to the elevator and set the little unit in the middle of the floor. Don pulled out the barricade zombie and Alan hit the buttons for floors nineteen through to twenty-one. He slipped out and the duo ran back to the stairwell and up to meet the rest of the team.
“We heard shots,” Chad called down the stairs as soon as the cowboys started to run up, “you guys okay?”
“Yeah, we’re good,” Alan huffed as they made it to the landing. “Had a few uninvited visitors in the elevator.”
The Wainwright boy nodded and then carefully cracked the door again. He waited with bated breath as the far doors gave their ding, and then opened to reveal the blasting music.
“Go!” Chad hissed, opening the door as the zombies all took off towards the elevator.
The cowboys moved quickly and as quietly as they could towards the stairwell in the center. It was a walled-in staircase in the middle of the room with a door at each end to help insulate the floor. He opened it, but the click of the latch was enough to attract a straggler zombie from the elevator. It shrieked, and Chad knew that there was no point in trying to be quiet anymore.
He shot it in the head and held the door open. “Move!” he cried.
He and Rex opened fire on the rushing horde as Lowell, Alan and Don burst through the door and up the stairs. Rex shoved Chad in after them, taking a few bites to his legs as the Wainwright boy staggered up the stairs. From the top, he popped off a few more rounds to allow Rex to clamber up as the zombies piled up on top of each other to give him a momentary lead.
As soon as he was clear, Chad slammed the door shut and Don and Alan braced it with a nearby beam just in time.
“My god, Rex!” Lowell cried, accentuated by thumping on the other side of the door.
The wounded cowboy laid in the snow, several bite marks oozing crimson onto the fresh white powder. Most of them were superficial, but one on his bicep was flowing fast.
“Is it too late to switch to the decoy team?” he asked hoarsely.
Chad barked a laugh, causing the fallen cowboy to crack a smile. “Come on, let’s get him over by the wall,” he instructed as the smile turned into a coughing fit.
Blood splattered Rex’s chin and chest, spraying even more across the snow. “Man, if y’all give me a few minutes, I can take a watch.”
“It’s all good man, I think you’ve earned a break,” Chad replied.
The fallen man groaned as they propped him up against the stairwell wall, under a little overhang so the snow wasn’t falling on his face. “Appreciate it,” he said.
“Alan, Don, start seeing what you can see,” Chad instructed.
The duo nodded in unison and split up, moving to opposite ends of the building. They took out their binoculars and took stock of the city’s situation.
“All right,” Chad said quietly to Lowell, taking him aside, “I don’t know how Mister Eldon does it, but on my farm we have a rule. You fuck it up, you clean it up. And you see Rex over there? That’s your fuckup.”
“Whoa now,” Lowell snapped, “you ain’t laying this at my feet.”
Chad grabbed him by the collar and slammed him up against the door, eyes hard. “Listen you arrogant piece of shit,” he said, voice low and menacing. “You’re the one who decided to be a hot shot and drive fast. You’re the one who wrecked the car, and as a result, got your boy killed and Rex bitten. So you are going to man the fuck up and take responsibility for what you’ve done.”
Lowell clenched his jaw, swallowed hard, and then nodded jerkily. “Okay,” he conceded. “What do you want me to do?”
“He probably doesn’t have much time left,” Chad replied, letting go of the cowboy. “But that man has earned every single second. So you’re gonna watch over him, and when the time comes, you’re gonna put him down.”
Lowell’s jaw dropped. “I…” he stammered, “I don’t know if I-”
“Remember what I said to you back in the car?” Chad snarled. “Only difference is that now I’m gonna save the bullet by throwing your ass over the side. We clear?”
He gulped. “Okay. I’ll take care of it.”
Chad nodded and pulled out his radio as the cowboy moved over to his fallen comrade. “Emily, come in.”
“Gonna have to give me a minute,” came the crackly reply.
He took a deep breath. “I’ll be waiting.”




CHAPTER EIGHT
8:04 AM
“Okay, Odell, it’s going to be about three more blocks up on the left,” Emily instructed to the driver. “When you get to the intersection, I want you to stop so we can take stock of the situation.”
The middle-aged dark-skinned man nodded his greying head. He drive slowly through the residential neighborhood, jaw tight at the sight of what looked like a war zone. Limbs stuck up through the snow, bloody tracks cutting paths between the houses. A lot of the doors were hanging open, some of them houses smoldering from fire.
He slowed to a halt at the intersection, not wanting to jostle the six people huddled in the truck bed too much.
Emily scanned the area with her binoculars. “Doesn’t look like a whole lot is going on,” she said. “Pull up around the back side of the building.”
Odell drive to the large warehouse, a two-story tall building with lots of catwalks and no walls. The alleyway behind was still, fresh snow with no tracks. There was a good thirty yards on either side of the vehicle, and the entire crew hopped down, clustering around the warehouse door.
Emily stood between the team and the door, raising her hands. “Okay, everybody listen up. I didn’t see any broken windows or doors on the approach, but that doesn’t mean the building is going to be clear. If someone with the sickness took refuge in there, we could have some runners.” She pointed to a short rotund farm worker in the group. “Ken, you’re my mechanic, right?”
Ken nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Okay, I need you to stay in the truck with Odell while we clear the place,” she instructed, and the driver waved him into the open passenger door.
“Come on in, brother,” Odell said with a smile. “I got the heat blasting and a thermos of coffee.”
Ken smiled and clambered up into the cab.
“We need to split into two teams,” Emily continued. “I need one person with me to go up to the office and get the keys, and the rest are gonna clear the floor.”
A large man in that looked to be in his mid-thirties stepped forward. He had a massive broad build, like he’d been throwing hay since he was in the womb.
“I’ll come with you, ma’am,” he offered.
Emily nodded. “Thank you…”
“Irwin,” he finished.
She smiled. “Irwin. Sorry, too many new people.”
“It’s no problem, ma’am,” he assured her.
“Okay, you four need to sweep the building,” Emily said. “There should be a line of plows in the middle, so you’re gonna have to watch every corner.”
A slight cowboy that looked to be in his mid-twenties stepped forward. “Alex, Barry, Randall, I think we need to stick together,” he said. “Two covering the front, one covering the gaps in the plows, and one covering the rear. It may take a little longer, but gonna be safer.”
“Good idea, Jay,” Randall replied, and the other two nodded in agreement.
“I’d head to the right a little when you go in,” Emily instructed. “It’s a little shorter to the end, and there’s a fire escape door. So if you do get overwhelmed you have a way out.”
Jay nodded. “Will do.”
“So where are we going?” Irwin asked.
Emily turned to him. “The main office is straight back of this door. There is a staircase that’ll take us up to it. It’s a big two room office, so be careful when clearing it.” She waited for his nod and then faced the door. “All right, let’s do this.”
Everyone drew their weapons, except Barry who carried a bulky sawed-off shotgun.
“Hey Jay, I’ll take the gaps,” he declared. “If anything is in there, this baby will take it out.” They lined up behind him, ready to flank Emily and Irwin going in first. Jay gave a quiet countdown and opened the door.
The warehouse was cavernous, with at least a dozen snowplows lined up on both sides of the door. The lights were out, but there were enough skylights to provide natural light.
Emily rushed in first, taking quick glances to either side as they reached the end of the plows. There were no sounds of movement, nor any physical evidence of any struggle. The duo quickly and quietly headed up the metal staircase, sweeping around with eyes and weapons as they went up the final few steps.
The office had large glass panels overlooking the warehouse floor, and Emily reached out for the door handle.
“Ma’am,” Irwin said quietly, “let me go in first.” He stepped closer and she nodded before flinging open the door.
The large cowboy moved in, gun raised, sweeping the room quickly. She stepped in behind him, misjudging the door, and it slammed a lot louder than she meant it. The noise caused Irwin to whip around, leaving his back open for an overweight zombie to surprise him from behind.
He turned just in time for the large zombie to crash into him, sending the two of them into a wooden desk with a loud crack. Emily stumbled backwards as the corpse sunk its teeth into the cowboy’s throat, hitting the floor hard. The zombie’s head snapped up to look at her, a chunk of flesh dropping out of its mouth with a wet smack. It screamed at her, and she fired once, hitting it right between the eyes.
Her radio crackled. “Emily, come in,” Chad said.
Her hands shook as she lifted the radio to her mouth. “Gonna have to give me a minute,” she replied.
“I’ll be waiting,” he promised, and she clipped the radio back to her belt.
She trained her gun on the fallen cowboy, shaking as his last breath left his lungs. As soon as his hand fell from clutching at his torn throat, she fired a shot into the top of his skull. Her knees threatened to buckle as she inspected the zombie she’d taken down. She kicked it to make sure it was gone, and realized there were no signs of it being bitten.
Poor man, she thought, must have had the sickness and came here to live out his days. She moved around the office, sweeping the rest of it to make sure she was fully alone. She walked into the back office and found the key box on the wall open. There were two dozen sets of snowplow keys, and she grabbed the first four before hurrying out to the staircase.
As she reached the first landing a lone shot rang out from the other side of the building, startling her. “Everybody okay?” she called.
“Yeah, we’re good!” Jay yelled back. “Dumbass here got spooked by a raccoon.”
She descended the rest of the stairs and met his team at the bottom.
“Where’s Irwin?” Barry asked.
Emily shook her head. “One of those things in the office got him.”
They took a moment of silence before Jay took a deep breath. “So, what now?” he asked.
“You three are with me,” she said, and handed out sets of keys. “We’re going to drive to the bridge. Mister shotgun here is going to stay here with Ken to make sure our mechanic is safe. And when you collect Ken, tell Odell to be ready to follow us to the bridge.”
“All right, you heard the lady, let’s get a move on,” Jay declared, rolling his hand above his head.
The cowboys broke formation and headed to the plows. Emily took a deep breath, closing her eyes for a moment and then straightened her shoulders. She pulled out her radio as she headed to her plow.
“Chad, come in,” she said.
It crackled, and then, “Go for Chad.”
“We got the plows and are about to head out,” she said. “Our route to the bridge looking clear?”
“Yeah, you should be good to go,” he replied, voice somber.
Emily furrowed her brow as she got into the driver’s seat. “You doing okay?”
“Just a hell of a morning,” he replied after a beat. “Get on the road and I’ll fill you in while you drive.”
She nodded. “Ten-four.” She fired up the plow, satisfied with the loud growl of the engine, and lifted the CB radio to her mouth. “All right boys, let’s do this. Run number one.”
She hit the garage door button clipped to the sun shade above her head, and the large door at the end of the building opened. She pulled out slowly, leading the caravan of plows out towards the bridge.




CHAPTER NINE
8:15 AM
Myles held a sheet of metal against one of the vehicles while a few of his men bolted it in place, further securing the pedestrian walkways on the Main Avenue bridge. His radio crackled.
“Myles, you ready to go?” Susanna’s voice came through.
He whistled loudly to get his team together. “Yeah, Susanna, we’re ready to roll,” he replied into the mouthpiece.
“We’ve picked up some stragglers, so rather than bringing them by the bridge, we’re just going to head up Ward Street,” she explained. “I’m already past y’all, so get loaded in and come on. Path should be pretty clear for you.”
He paused, and then clicked the button. “You doing all right on ammo?”
“Yeah, I got plenty of cartridges left,” she replied, and he didn’t miss the hint of affection in her tone. “Although, if you come across a shotgun I wouldn’t turn it down. Prefer buckshot so I can take out a few of them at the same time.”
He grinned. “I’ll pick you out something nice.”
“Always the sweetheart,” she said.
“I’ll let you know when you can come by,” he promised.
She clicked over and took a deep breath before saying, “Be safe.”
“You too,” he replied, and clipped his radio back to his belt. He jumped up into the bed of the lead truck, and addressed his team. “Kolby, Duncan, you’re on me,” he said. “We hit the store hard and fast. You other three know your destinations.”
The three drivers nodded and made noises in the affirmative, donning their seats in a series of slamming doors. Kolby, a mid-forties ex army veteran, clambered up into the truck bed. He was an old hand at the farm, and a little heavier than the rest, but his expertise in weapons was unmatched.
Duncan followed, an early twenties dark haired man that looked like he was carved out of marble. He closed the tailgate behind him. The trio crouched as the trucks began to move, ready to pounce as soon as they stopped.
The tires kicked up fresh powder, fishtailing a little on the slick bridge. Soon they were speeding down to Ward Street to make the turn towards the gun store. Myles’ jaw dropped in horror as they rolled past a small strip mall, all the front windows smashed in, half-eaten bodies littering the parking lot. There were numerous bullet holes in the smattering of cars left behind, and he shook his head at the evidence of so much death.
The convoy pulled in behind the gun store, a large building taking up half of the block. The solid brick fortress loomed overhead, bars on the windows like a castle. The trio hopped out and rallied at the back door.
Myles tried the knob but it was locked up tight. He nodded to Kolby, who opened the back door of the extended cab to grab his blowtorch. He clicked it a few times, and got a bright flame flowing. He stepped forward and in a matter of seconds, he burned through the lock, freeing it from the door. He turned off the torch and set it down, drawing his handgun.
“Quick but thorough sweep,” Myles instructed. “Call out what you see.”
They nodded in agreement and he threw the door open, leading the charge inside. The store was a super center of weaponry. There were five aisles lining the entire length of the store, broken up by two cross gaps. The front had a massive glass display wall full of heavy duty weaponry, the kinds that every gun fan dreamed of but never had the scratch to drop on it.
Myles headed straight ahead through the gap in the aisle, looking up and down to check for enemies. “Aisle two, clear,” he whispered.
Kolby and Duncan flanked him closely, each aiming down one side of the aisle as he moved forward. Myles stopped at three, and saw two zombies to the ride. He raised a hand to his team, signaling two, and they nodded.
Duncan and Myles leaned into the aisleway, each aiming at a zombie head, Kolby covering them from the back in case of unwanted attention. They fired simultaneously, one zombie going down and the other taking a bullet in the neck. The latter screamed and rushed them, meeting a hailstorm of bullets from the startled duo. It finally dropped, but the silence that followed was broken by a moan from the front of the store.
The trio turned to see a gigantic zombie in survivalist gear stomp around the end of the aisle to face them. The only blood on him dribbled from his mouth, proof that he’d been a sick man who’d tried to prepare as best he could.
Myles took a knee as they opened fire, the zombie sprinting towards them with surprising speed for its size. It reached him first, and he shoved against its chest so that Duncan could fire point blank. The impact sent the creature flopping backwards, spraying Myles in an impressive splatter of blood and brain matter.
They froze stock still, straining their ears in the empty store, waiting for any sign of more corpses. After a few beats, they relaxed, and Myles stood up, picking chunks of flesh from his hair.
“Ah, sorry about that, man,” Duncan said thinly.
His companion laughed, tossing a piece of brain to the tiles with a wet smack. “Well, at least you didn’t miss him with that last shot.” They shared a chuckle and he clapped both men on their shoulders. “Come on, let’s get the trucks loaded up. Ammo and semi-auto first. They are good on hunting rifles, but they’ll need something to take on multiple zombies if they draw too much attention.”
“What about basic gear?” Kolby asked. “Lights, night vision, stuff like that?”
“Save it for the second load,” Myles replied. “This trip is all about defense, we can stock up on other essentials while they’re gone.”
They rushed through the aisles, grabbing every bit of ammo, magazines, and heavy duty assault rifles as they could carry and ferrying it back to the trucks. The drivers stood guard, making sure that the noise from inside hadn’t attracted any unwanted attention.
One by one, the trucks headed off towards the bridges full of gear, and as the last one sped off, Myles shut the back door and secured it with a metal bar. He looked around and noticed a heavy looking display for camping supplies.
“Duncan, give me a hand with this,” he said, and the strong farm hand grunted as they shoved the heavy display against the door.
“Well, now that we’re snug and secure, where you want to get the stash set up?” Kolby asked.
Myles pointed up. “Let’s pull stuff to the roof,” he said. “I know it’s gonna be a bitch, but we have to assume the next time they, or anybody come this way that they’re going to be bringing company.”
“All right, I’ll start staging stuff by the ladder to the roof,” Kolby replied. “Pretty sure I saw some rope ladders in the next aisle. Might come in useful.”
Myles nodded. “Sounds good. Let’s get to it, and I’ll call in the progress.” He walked over to the glass counter and pulled out his radio, checking out the shotguns on display.
“Susanna, you copy?” he asked. While he waited for her to come back, he grinned at the sight of a hot pink shotgun on the rack. He picked it up, and shook his head, knowing that if he gave it to her she’d shoot him with it.
“You make it to the gun store okay?” Susanna came in.
He raised the radio back to his lips. “Yep, and the first load is on the way to the bridges. You wanna come by and pick up your new toy?”
“I thought you’d never ask!” she replied. “We’re south of the Capitol building, so should be there in about ten minutes or so.”
“I will be on the roof,” he said. “Be safe.” He clipped his radio back to his belt and then his eyes lit up at the sight of the perfect gun. “Oh yeah, that’s the one.”
Minutes later, he stood on the edge of the roof, finding the lazily falling snow almost peaceful. A few zombies staggered out of the alleyway across the street, ruining the feeling, slipping and staggering on the slippery surface. He couldn’t help but chuckle to himself, imagining a slapstick silent-movie type of jingle as the zombies struggled to stay on their feet.
He glanced up at the sound of a truck rumbling up the street, and raised his hand in a wave as Susanna leaned over the roof of the cab and did the same. There were a few dozen zombies following behind them, staggering just as comically in the dusting of snow as the truck pulled to a stop underneath him.
“Guess we gotta make this quick, since you have some fans following you,” Myles called, holding up a duffel bag.
“Oh, them?” Susanna waved her hand and scoffed. “Nah, we’re good. The truck is high enough that they can’t get up here. And if any of them get a hold of me, I put ‘em out quick.” She raised her cattle stunner.
“Well, maybe this’ll help clear ‘em out quicker,” he said with a grin, and tossed the bag down to her.
She caught it effortlessly, and unzipped it, her face lighting up like a kid on Christmas morning. “You…” she stammered, looking up at him with shining eyes, “you have fantastic taste.”
“Nothing but the best for my girl,” Myles declared.
She chuckled. “Normally I’d smack you down for calling me your girl,” she began, pulling the gun from the bag, “but I’m going to allow it this time. Semi-automatic tactical shotgun with a five round mag?”
“Six round mag,” he corrected, “they just got the new ones in. And I filled up ten of them for you. Buckshot, just like you asked for. All in the bag, ready to go.”
Susanna put a hand over her heart. “Myles, you sure know how to treat a lady.”
“Well, you didn’t look like the diamond type,” he replied with a wink.
She grinned and her lips curled back from her teeth as the zombies caught up to the truck. She turned and stepped towards the back of the bed, took aim, and rattled off three devastating shots. The spread tore through the densely packed horde, dropping a dozen of them in seconds.
Susanna looked up at her man with the widest smile he’d ever seen. “Myles, I’m going to say something to you that no woman has said in all of human history,” she said. “I feel totally comfortable letting you do our wedding registry.”
“Is that a proposal?” he asked.
She winked at him. “I’ll see you later, cowboy.” She smacked the roof of the truck and the driver sped off.
Myles watched her disappear around the corner, attracting another group of zombies.
“Hey lover boy,” Duncan said from the roof hatch, and slammed a heavy bag of gear onto the roof. “Now that you’re done making goo-goo eyes, you wanna give us a hand?”
The lovestruck cowboy blushed crimson, and rushed to his companion. “Yeah, sorry.”
Duncan just laughed.




CHAPTER TEN
8:45 AM
Emily took it slow on the city streets. Neither she nor her team were used to driving such big burly vehicles, and they couldn’t afford any accidents. She took in the sight of the Main Avenue bridge as she approached, happy with Mr. Wainwright’s job of getting things prepped for them.
The cars were lined up about thirty yards back, the sheet metal resting against the walls and divider, waiting to be put up. Mr. Wainwright waved her in, stepping back and directing her so that the snowplow just brushed up against the car that blocked the pedestrian walkway.
Three men stood guard with scoped hunting rifles as the plows pulled into position, occasionally peppering a round or two into rogue zombies. The rest of the small army stood waiting to get the sheet metal bolted as soon as they were able.
Emily hopped down from the cab and approached Mr. Wainwright as the last plow shut down.
“Looks like this crazy plan of yours just might pan out,” he said by way of greeting.
She crossed her arms. “Let’s not celebrate yet,” she warned. “Still a lot to get done.”
As Jay got out of his vehicle, blocking an entire side of the bridge, men ran up immediately to begin bolting the sheet metal to the small gaps, filling every hole.
“Man, that thing handles like an anvil in molasses,” Jay declared as he approached the supervising duo. “Big, heavy, and doesn’t want to move where I want it to.”
“Well young man, we aren’t even at nine A.M. yet, so we got plenty of time to pull this off before nightfall,” Mr. Wainwright pointed out.
A sudden hail of gunfire echoed in the distance, from the direction of the one-ninety-four bridge. Emily immediately pulled out her binoculars, running to the far wall overlooking the river.
“What do you see?” Mr. Wainwright demanded as the gunfire picked up its intensity.
“Something’s wrong,” she replied. “They’re firing in both directions.” There was a small huddle of men in the center of the bridge, firing wildly.
Her radio erupted in echoes of the gunfire, and a panicked voice cried, “They’re comin’ at us from everywhere! We need help!”
Emily and Jay immediately darted for the plows, and he jumped into the one she’d parked. She climbed up to the third one that was waiting for position, and threw open the door, startling Randall.
“Move over or get out,” she snapped, and the cowboy immediately leapt over to the passenger seat. She slammed the door shut and popped it into gear, tearing down the road. She lowered the blade, shoving into a line of cars, paving the way for them with a loud screeeeech. Once through, she floored it and picked up the CB radio.
“All right Jay, you’re gonna have to get outside your comfort zone and drive fast,” she instructed. “We gotta get down there.”
“I’m on your tail,” he replied, “let’s do it.”
She led him down the bridge and reached the exit ramp to head south. She threw caution to the wind and skidded around the ramp driving the plow as if she were in a well-tuned race car. She rolled down the window, the gunshots getting louder in the cold air, even over the sound of the engine.
“Holy hell,” Randall blurted as they turned towards the bridge to reveal close to fifty corpses staggering towards the center.
“You take the left side, I’ll take the right,” Emily instructed into the radio. “Raise the plow up as high as it will go and cut them down.” As she said it, she hit the lever to bring the large metal spade up a few feet off of the ground. Once in position, she honked the horn and kept her hand on it, the loud bleating attracting the creatures attention before she punched the accelerator to the floor.
The first wave on either side were cut in half by the impact, those behind them knocked to the ground and squashed by the giant wheels. In the rearview a few flopped about, not dead, but at least they’d been severely disabled.
“Jay, I need you to stay on this side of the bridge,” Emily said into the radio, “keep them occupied and take out what you can. I’ll handle the other side.” He honked twice to acknowledge her, and she drove to the center.
There were at least a hundred zombies, several groups hovering around the recently killed, feasting on corpses like vultures on roadkill.
She startled at the sound of more gunfire, this time so much closer, and spotted Ernest standing on the roof of a sedan. He popped off several rounds into the creatures surrounding the car, and then waved at Emily with a wild smile. She honked in response, drawing the attention of a good chunk of the group and hit the gas.
She hit the corpses, cutting a bunch of them clean in half and flinging the rest through the air, some right off of the side of the bridge. Ernest finished off the last few staggering around the car, and then rested his precious gun on his shoulder as Emily pulled up beside him.
“You all right?” she asked.
He nodded and flicked open the repeater to reload it. “Yes ma’am, living the dream!”
“You the only one left?”
“Hillbilly took a round to the shoulder when one of those other boys got attacked,” Ernest explained. “He fired off a panic shot that caught him. I drug him over here, and threw him in the back seat before I took to the roof and had my own personal Alamo.”
“Well, we gotta clear this bridge,” Emily replied. “I can take out the ones on this side of the road. You mind following me and doing your trick shot act for the other side?”
He nodded with a little salute. “With pleasure, ma’am.”
“Randall, get your gun and go help Ernest,” she instructed to her passenger. “He’s a hell of a shot, so just stick with him and you’ll be fine.”
“I won’t leave his side,” he assured her.
Ernest hopped down from the roof of the car, and tapped on the window with the barrel of his repeater. “That pretty girl and I are gonna go clear off this bridge,” he said. “You just hang tight there hillbilly, we got this.”
Glenn raised his middle finger in a special salute, and his tentative companion blinked in shock.
“Whoa, what was that for?” he asked.
The cowboy looked at his hand, and then lowered the finger, changing it to a thumbs-up. “Whoops, sorry about that. My hand has Tourettes.”
Ernest barked a laugh. “All right hillbilly, we gonna get along just fine.”
Randall sidled up next to him as Emily accelerated down the right side of the road, swerving and hitting every batch of zombies in her path. There were forty or so between her and the end of the bridge, moaning as they lost their lower halves and attempted to crawl along the pavement after her.
The gun-toting duo began to whistle, drawing the attention of the zombies on the other side of the center median. The cement wall came up to chest height on the corpses, giving Ernest a lineup of Whack A Zombie. He fired from ten feet, each bullet finding its place in the demented carnival game, bodies falling in a heap on the asphalt.
Emily peered in her rearview from the other end of the bridge, watching the crimson snow become slush as Ernest and Randall slowly made their way towards her, picking off any still moaning undead.
She picked up the CB radio. “Jay, how you doing back there?” she asked.
“I got em all pretty well smashed down,” his voice came through. “If there is a live one in there, the only way he’s biting someone is if they stick their hand in his mouth.”
“Okay, go ahead and come to my position,” Emily instructed. “Pick off any stragglers on your way. When you get here park that thing in the middle of the road.”
“I’m on it,” he replied.
She set down the CB and unclipped her walkie talkie from her belt. “Mister Wainwright, do you copy?”
“Wainwright here,” came the immediate reply. “What’s the situation?”
“It’s bad,” she said. “Everybody is gone except for Glenn and Ernest.”
“Son of a bitch,” Mr. Wainwright cursed.
Emily took a deep breath. “I need you to get three of your men over here in cars. We’re going to have to plug this bridge up as best we can until we can get back. Have Odell bring Alex with him so we can head back for another load of plows.”
“I’ll send them right over, but we’re gonna be light on manpower,” he warned.
“I’ll reach out to Zach to see if he’s found any survivors yet,” Emily explained. “He was supposed to use this bridge as the extraction point since he was going to be down south. Gonna have to get people out on yours.”
“I’ll let Eldon know what’s going on and coordinate with the ferry crew to come here to pick up the civilians,” Mr. Wainwright agreed.
“Sounds good, Emily out,” she replied, and then flicked the channel knob. “Zach, you there?”
“Hey Miss Walker,” he replied after a beat. “What can I do for you?”
“Please tell me you’ve found some survivors?” she asked, working hard to keep the desperation out of her voice. “We’re in dire need of warm bodies at the moment.”
“As a matter of fact, we have,” he drawled back. “Found one of those apartment high rise complexes that had twenty people holed up in it. We’re loading them and their supplies into some trucks right now.”
“Thank god,” Emily said, letting out a deep sigh of relief. “When you get loaded up, I need you to haul ass to the one-ninety-four and drop off any able-bodied people you have. There… there was an incident and we lost pretty much everyone.”
There was a long pause, and then Zach finally came back, “Understood. We should be on the move in about twenty.”
“Coordinate with your dad about transporting the survivors back to the ranch,” she instructed. “This bridge isn’t going to be a viable exit.”
“I’ll take care of it,” he promised. “Be safe, Mis Walker.”
She clenched her jaw before answering, “You too, Zach.”
She hopped down out of the vehicle as she clipped her radio to her belt, enjoying the quiet after all of the mayhem. Her moment of tranquility was cut short, however, at the sound of Ernest firing off another batch of bullets. She power-walked towards Ernest and Randall, gun in hand, just as Jay approached in his plow.
“We’re all clear, ma’am,” Ernest declared.
She nodded. “How many shots you got left?” she asked.
He flicked open the chamber to reload from one of the two ammo bags he had attached to his belt. “Not keeping a running tally, but I started the day with two hundred in reserve, so should be good to go for a while.”
“Good, I want you with me,” Emily replied. “Randall, I need you to coordinate things on this bridge.”
“Not to challenge you ma’am, but may I ask why?” the cowboy asked.
She cocked her head. “Because I get the sense Ernest here hasn’t had a whole lot of experience welding and bolting stuff to cars, and I’d be willing to bet that you have.”
The two men looked at each other and then nodded in agreement.
“And you know the people here, they’re going to listen to you,” Emily continued. “They’re not going to listen to him. Hell, would you listen to him?”
“Hey, that’s…” Ernest paused, and shrugged. “That’s a totally fair point.”
Odell pulled up with the reserve crew from the Main Avenue bridge, stopping beside them with Alex in the back. Jay hopped the median and clambered up into the truck bed.
“Ernest, here’s our ride,” Emily said. “Randall, we’ll be back soon. Be ready.”
He nodded. “You can count on me.”
Ernest scrambled up into the back of the truck as Emily hopped into the passenger seat.
“All right Odell, round two,” she said.
He nodded and put the vehicle into gear. “Yes, ma’am.”




CHAPTER ELEVEN
10:15 AM
“Alan, Don, you boys got anything?” Chad asked as he scanned the horizon through his binoculars. The only thing he could see from the top of the capitol building that looked even mildly threatening was a few dozen zombies milling about the courtyard below.
“Not much going on to the west,” Alan replied. “Although if you wanted to squeeze in a quick eighteen, you’re probably going to be out of luck.” He watched a pack of slow corpses trudge up the fairway.
“Don, what have you got?” Chad asked.
His companion didn’t reply, simply gripping his binoculars with trembling hands.
“Don?” Chad furrowed his brow. “You with me, bud?”
He opened his mouth, but no sound came out. The others approached the frozen man carefully.
“What is it, man?” Alan asked.
“The… the horde on the interstate,” Don rasped. “It turned around.”
Alan and Chad quickly brought up their binoculars, zooming in on the thousand-strong mob. Instead of wandering out of town, they’d done a one-eighty and were heading straight for the I-94 bridge.
“Holy fuck,” Alan breathed.
Chad clenched his fists around his device. “Something must have caught their attention and spun them around.”
“What’s going on?” Lowell asked, stepping up to the group.
Alan swallowed hard. “The horde turned around.”
“What do we do?” Lowell asked, unable to keep the tremble out of his voice.
“We’re handling it,” Chad snapped. “You get back to your post of watching over Rex.”
His unavoidable companion growled. “I’ve had just about enough of you talking down to me. I don’t know who you think you are, but-”
“I’m the man in charge,” Chad cut in, rearing on him. “And if you had listened to me, we’d have two more people standing here with us.”
Lowell’s fist connected with the Wainwright boy’s jaw in a hard sucker punch, sending him tumbling to the ground in shock.
“I told you,” he seethed, “don’t you dare put those deaths on me. It was an accident, and accidents happen.”
Chad spit out a stream of blood, but before he could get back to his feet there was a loud moan from behind them. Rex launched from his sitting position and dove for Lowell, who struggled to draw his handgun, but he was too late. The corpse of his fallen friend slammed into him, teeth sinking into his shoulder.
The force sent Lowell staggering, and before anyone could grab him, he flipped back over the edge of the roof. In a panic he grasped onto Rex, but all he succeeded in doing was pulling both over the edge. His scream cut short with a sharp smack as they hit the ground below.
The trio were frozen, eyes wide and mouths dry.
“Jesus fuck man, what the hell just happened?” Don finally asked, voice hoarse with shock.
Alan cleared his throat. “Lowell finally took responsibility. First time for everything, I guess.”
Chad shook his head and got back to his feet, wiping the blood from his lips with the back of his arm. He pulled his binoculars back up and resumed his study of the horde.
“Looks like they are about a mile from this exit,” he reported. “Which means they are three miles away from the bridge.”
“So that’s what, an hour, hour and a half before they hit it?” Don asked.
Chad moved away from the edge and unclipped his walkie talkie, adjusting the channel knob to broadcast to all frequencies. “All right, everybody, listen up,” he said. “We have a serious situation developing. The horde that Susanna lured to the I-94 has turned around and is now headed toward the bridge. We’re just pulling numbers out of our asses, but we’d say they’re gonna be getting close in the next hour, hour and a half.”
“Those goddamn motherfuckers!” Susanna cried back through the radio. “Okay, we’re gonna swing around the backside and see if we can get em going back in the right direction.”
Don pointed to the far end of the I-94, waving Chad forward.
“Hang on, Susanna,” her brother said, and took a look. A hundred or so zombies hadn’t turned around, still wandering up the road. “That’s a no go,” he said into the radio again. “Looks like a pretty large number of them didn’t turn around, so you wouldn’t be able to get through.”
“Son of a bitch,” she cursed. “Okay, we’re down here in the south of the city clearing the way for Zach’s next run, but if there’s something we can do, you tell us.”
“Ten-four, Susanna,” Chad replied. “Emily, do you think you can get enough plows up there in time to fortify it before they get there?”
“Negative,” Emily came back. “We just sent two out to finish up the one-ninety-four. And Ken is telling me it’s going to be an hour, maybe longer, before he’s hoping to have four more in good enough shape to make it to the I-94. So even if everything went perfectly, we’d be getting there at the same time.”
“This is Randall,” the cowboy cut in after the beep, “when we get our bridge secure we’ll send every available man up there. Maybe we can get enough firepower to hold them at bay.”
“Can you divert those two up to the I-94?” Chad asked. “Not going to be perfect, but it could help hold the line.”
“We really need to get this bridge secure,” Randall replied. “We’re short on manpower, and half of what we do have is focused on the rear since we have zombies still coming out of the woodwork. If we don’t plug this hole now, this bridge might be overrun.”
Chad sighed. “Ten-four, Randall.”
“Emily,” Mr. Wainwright’s voice cut in, “when you get that batch ready, send them down to the Main Avenue bridge. It’ll take a little longer to get up to the I-94, but if Eldon has to retreat they can roll right up it and clean em out just like you did.”
“This is Eldon,” Mr. Eldon added, “we’re gonna use the cars as a barricade that will hopefully hold them at bay till you can get here. Just don’t wait too long.”
“Chad, it’s Myles,” Myles cut in. “You have eyes on where we are?”
Chad readjusted his view, honing on on the gun store. “Yeah Myles, I got you.”
“Is there anything in our general vicinity that’s tall and overlooks the interstate?” the young farm hand asked.
Chad focused on a three story apartment complex on a hill just north of the gun store. It stood on a hill overlooking the interstate.
“As a matter of fact,” he replied, “there is. Looks like an apartment building from here. About three, maybe four blocks north and a couple blocks east of your position.”
“Is it close to an exit?” Myles asked.
Chad nodded. “Right on the corner of one.”
“All right, we got this, y’all,” the young farm hand said firmly. “We’re gonna give them something to focus on, and buy some time for the plows to get up there.”
“Myles, just hang tight, I’ll come get you,” Susanna came in.
“We don’t have time for that,” he replied. “By the time you got up here and got us to the apartment building, they’d be past us.”
“But-”
“Susanna, go to channel six,” Myles instructed. “We’ll talk in just a minute.”
There was a pause before she came back, “Okay.”
“Emily, we’re leaving a rope ladder on the side of the building,” Myles continued. “Before the end of the day, you need to have someone from your team swing by here and pick up the stuff on the roof. It’s a lot of gear we don’t need today, but we’re gonna need it in the coming weeks.”
“I’ll take care of it,” she replied. “Be safe.”
“All right everybody, I’m going to be radio silent for a bit,” Myles declared. “Don’t want one of y’all saying hello when we’re trying to sneak past zombies. When we’re in position, I’ll be in touch. Myles out.”
Chad clipped his radio to his belt, and looked through the binoculars at the slow horde of death once again. He looked at the apartment building, gauging that it wasn’t really that far of a distance between the two.
He took a deep breath and muttered to himself, “Don’t know what you have in mind, Myles, but better hurry it up.”




CHAPTER TWELVE
10:23 AM
“Myles, you there?” Susanna’s voice came through his radio as he climbed down from the roof back into the gun store. Kolby and Duncan scrambled around the store, loading up weapons and ammo.
“Yeah, I’m here,” Myles replied, and set the radio down on the front counter as he took down a loaded AR-15 from the wall. He checked the scope and pulled out the mags, loading them up.
“Please just wait on me to come pick you up,” she pleaded. “The streets aren’t safe.”
He took a deep breath. He’d never heard her sound so desperate. He picked up the radio. “Susanna, we’re gonna be okay,” he assured her. “Now you remember that pretty shotgun I gave you?”
“Yeah,” she replied.
“Well, it was part of a his and hers package, so I have one just like it,” he said, and turned back to the wall. He pulled down the bright pink shotgun, shaking his head and smiling at it. “Well, mostly like it,” he said to himself.
“I just worry about you,” she admitted.
“I know,” he replied into the radio. “But what I need you to do right now is focus on helping Zach rescue people. You’re helping to save lives. Just like we’re about to.”
“You’d better call me when you get to the apartment,” she said, voice firm.
“You have my word,” he replied. “Talk soon.”
“I…” she paused. “I love you, Myles.”
A huge grin erupted on his face. He knew how hard it was for her to share her feelings like that. He’d spent a lot of time hoping that he would get to see the more emotional side of her, through that tough farm-girl exterior.
“I love you too, Susanna,” he replied.
“Oh lover boy!” Duncan whistled from the back of the store. “Don’t tell me your heart’s taken, lover boy!”
Myles rolled his eyes as he continued filling the mags for the AR-15. “Just when I thought this day couldn’t get any longer.”
“Hey Myles?” Kolby asked.
He sighed. “Not you, too.”
“Oh, no, there’s plenty of time to mock you later,” Kolby replied as he strode to the front counter. “I was wondering if that was a display, or if they actually have the stuff for it?” He pointed to a few mannequins in military fatigues, posing with a pair of fifty caliber sniper rifles.
Duncan joined them and the trio stared up at the display in awe.
“That…” Myles cleared his throat. “That is an excellent question. Look around for fifty cal ammo.”
They pored through boxes of ammo, and finally Duncan made a noise of victory. “Oh yeah boys, we’re in business.” He slammed a full case of ammo onto the counter.
“All right, let’s get packed up,” Myles said. “We don’t have a lot of time.”
Within a few minutes, the trio stood at the back door, loaded up with guns and gear. Myles squared his shoulders but couldn’t help the smile of amusement on his face. They looked like they were off to raid a Central American compound in an eighties action movie.
He and Duncan grunted as they moved the heavy display back from the door enough for them to slip out. As soon as they were out in the alley, Myles aimed with his fabulous shotgun, sweeping the alley quickly. Duncan followed with a heavy bag on his back and an assault rifle, Kolby bringing up the rear with a lighter rifle to cover his back.
They moved quickly and silently down the alley to the road, Myles peering around the corner of the building. The snow was coming down hard, and he furrowed his brow. It had covered any zombie tracks, which wasn’t a very good judge of whether they’d be running into trouble or not.
“Let’s move,” he said quietly. “Shoot only if you have to. As soon as one shot goes off, we’re going to be a target.”
His companions nodded and followed him into the street. They moved somewhere between a light jog and a mall walker, trucking through fresh powder. Unfortunately, so loaded up with guns, they weren’t as soundless as they could have been, prompting a few moans from a nearby house.
Myles raised his gun in their direction, but the zombies that emerged were very slow moving, stumbling down the front stairs. He waved for his team to follow, figuring they could just outrun them, worth the risk more than making too much noise.
As they reached the end of the first block, Myles looked to the east to see a half-dozen zombies staggering in their direction. To the west, there were about thirty corpses tramping through the snow, but they were on the far side and slow.
“We gotta go two blocks east eventually,” Myles whispered. “You want to move over now?”
Duncan shook his head. “Let’s keep moving north until we’re forced to move east,” he suggested.
“Agreed.” Kolby nodded.
Myles motioned north and hustled forward, leading them across the intersection. He glanced back when the reached the next one, the enemy mob just rounding the corners to shuffle after them. There were more rotting undead hanging out at the following intersection, the moans and grunts growing louder as the mob grew.
As the group passed the third intersection, the moans had become a dull roar, and Myles knew that it would be attracting a lot more attention now. At the fourth intersection, a dozen creatures came around the corner from the east. They had to go that way now, so Myles wasted no time rushing forward and opening fire on the lead line.
With four quick shots, the bulk of the group was laid to waste, Kolby and Duncan popping off a few bullets to headshot the rest.
“Two more blocks, let’s go,” Myles said, glancing over his shoulder at their followers, now numbering easily in the hundreds.
The three tired men trudged through the snow, breathing heavy from lugging their equipment at a faster pace than they would have liked. As they cleared the next intersection, the apartment building loomed ahead.
“That’s it on the left!” Myles said. “Almost there, boys.” He took off at a run, and they sprinted the last block and ran up the driveway.
There were several buildings and a large parking lot in the center, and Myles led them to the building at the far end that overlooked the interstate. A few zombies came out of the breezeway, but a single blast from the pink tactical shotgun took them down easily.
The stairs were on the back side of the building, and Myles led the way up, calves screaming after the sprint. When they got to the third floor, he did a quick sweep of the hallway.
“We’re clear,” he declared. “Duncan, watch the stairs while I get us into the apartment.”
He nodded and stood guard at the stairwell, waiting on any rogue zombies to head up. Myles reached into his bag and pulled out a new magazine, loading it into the gun.
“Blow through a mag already?” Kolby asked, incredulous.
“Nope, but I did plan ahead,” came the reply with the sharp click of the gun closing up. “That buckshot may be great for taking down zombies, but I figured we might need some slugs if we wanted to get into an apartment.”
Kolby stood back as his companion took aim at the door. With two successive shots, he destroyed the knob and deadbolt, leaving the door to swing open. They rushed inside, weapons raised, moving from room to room to make sure it was empty.
“We’re clear!” Kolby called, and Duncan ran in to join them. He dropped his bag and the other two wedged a sofa out and shoved it down the stairwell to block the way.
“It’s not perfect,” Myles admitted, “but it should make it more difficult for them to get up here.” He slammed the door behind them as Duncan rummaged through the kitchen drawers, finding a hammer and nails.
Kolby took it and set to hammering the door to the frame. “I don’t know how well this is going to hold,” he said. “Wish we had a way to take them out as they came up.”
Myles motioned for him to step out of the way, and then fired once into the center of the door.
Kolby admired the baseball-sized hole left behind. “Yeah, that should do it.”
“Myles, you need to see this,” Duncan called from the balcony.
The younger man joined him and looked out at the interstate. About a hundred yards away, the large horde slogged through the snow, turning it to slush as they staggered towards the exit.
“You ready to try out the fifty cal?” Myles asked.
Duncan grinned. “Thought you’d never ask.”
They bustled inside to retrieve the heavy duty weapons and ammo from the bags, heading back to the patio. There was a wooden table there, and they swept off the empty glasses and ashtray to drag it over to the railing to use as a platform. They each placed their weapons on it and took aim.
Duncan fired first, reducing a zombie’s head to a fine red mist. The bullet continued into the throng, dropping about a dozen of them, though not all of them permanently. However it slowed down the stumbling horde as they tripped over fallen bodies.
Myles squeezed off a round with similar results. They continued to fire, the thunderous blast of each shot echoing throughout the cold air.
“It’s working!” Myles exclaimed as he ducked inside to grab more ammo. “We’re pulling them off the interstate!”
Kolby stopped hammering and looked through the makeshift peephole, seeing no zombies but the edge of the couch in his field of view was shifting.
“I got this door pretty secure,” he said. “Although I’m gonna keep an eye on it just to be sure.”
“Any of them making it up?” Myles asked.
Kolby shook his head. “Not yet, but they’re trying.”
“All right, let me drop off the ammo and I’ll find some reinforcements for the door,” came the reply, and he headed back outside to drop the handful of magazines off to Duncan.
He saw the bulk of the zombies were coming down the off ramp and towards them, but a few continued on their movement to the bridge.
“Hey, one or two stragglers getting by is fine,” Myles said, “but if you start seeing a lot, take em out.”
“You don’t want to keep having fun?” Duncan asked.
Myles pointed back over his shoulder. “Gonna go help Kolby keep watch so we don’t get eaten.”
“That sounds like a good use of time,” the shooter agreed.
“I’ll be back shortly,” Myles said before ducking back inside.
Duncan fired off another round, shrugging to himself. “Gotta have my fun now, cause getting out of here is gonna be a bitch and a half.”




CHAPTER THIRTEEN
1:30 PM
“Was worried there for a while,” Mr. Eldon said as Emily hopped out of the final snowplow at the I-94. “But Myles did a hell of a job distracting that mob. My shooters said they only had a small handful of ‘em come into view.”
Jay leaned on Odell’s truck. “Now we just have to figure out how to get them out.”
“Not just them,” Ernest cut in, slinging his gun over his shoulder, “but those boys in the capitol too.”
“One step at a time, fellas.” Emily put her hands up. “We still have to get two more of those plows running so we can finish blocking off the Main Avenue bridge.”
Mr. Eldon nodded. “Speaking of which, why don’t y’all head out? I’m sure Wainwright is throwing a fit he got bumped from first to last.”
Emily rolled her eyes. “If he is, I’ll be sure to let you know, Mister Eldon.” She nodded to her crew, who hopped up into the bed of the truck. Once they were seated and secure, Odell took off down the bridge, taking the back route to the Main Avenue bridge.
As they approached, there were a line of cars on the freeway and a dozen or so people firing in the direction of the one-ninety-four bridge.
“Odell, pull up there,” Emily instructed from the passenger seat. “Let’s see what’s going on.”
He nodded and pulled up along the firing line. She peered over the hood of one of the cars, her eyes widening at the spread of at least a hundred zombies on the other side.
“Hey there, Miss Walker,” Randall greeted, approaching her open window.
“Randall, what’s the situation?” she asked.
“Oh, we got things under control,” he assured her. “Those other plows you sent fit perfectly and we got the holes plugged. When we started coming back up this way, those zombies decided to keep following us.”
Emily furrowed her brow. “Any idea where they are coming from?”
“Apparently there is a high end residential area on our side of the bridge,” Randall explained. “Looks like a lot of folks rushed out of the city and took refuge there, and it didn’t go so well.”
“You good on ammo?” she asked. “Need anything?”
“Ma’am, we’re good to go,” he replied with a smile. “They’ve been thinning out pretty good the last half hour or so.”
She reached through the window and patted his shoulder. “Good work.”
“Thank you, ma’am,” Randall replied, and tipped his cap as the truck pulled away.
As they arrived to their destination, the crew was at work fortifying the plows and cars, three sedans lined up at the end to act as a stopgap for the coming snowplows. Odell parked right next to the man in charge, and Emily thanked him before hopping out of the cab, her crew following from the back.
“Mister Wainwright,” she greeted.
“Emily, you get Eldon squared away?” he asked.
She nodded. “Yeah, his bridge is just about secure, his men are putting the final touches on it.”
“Good, that oughta shut him up.” He wrinkled his nose.
She shook her head. “One of these days, you’ll have to tell me what this feud is all about.”
“Plenty of time this winter,” Mr. Wainwright replied.
“So, what’s the situation here?” she asked.
He motioned to the lineup of vehicles. “As soon as we get those plows here, it should only take us an hour or so to fill in the gaps.”
“Ken said he should have them up and running within the hour,” Emily said. “That should have to locking this thing down by three-thirty or so.”
“Talked to Zach on his last drop off,” Mr. Wainwright replied. “Said he had one more batch of people to extract and that’s all he has. Susanna is helping him with this run so they can get wrapped up.”
Emily nodded. “That just leaves Chad and Myles.”
“Talked to Chad a few minutes ago,” he said, “he said they were trapped on the roof, so if they’re getting out somebody is gonna have to go get ‘em.”
Ernest cocked his repeater loudly, drawing everyone’s attention to him. “Well, let’s go get ‘em, then.”
“Look at that,” Glenn drawled as he walked up behind them, “city boy wantin’ to play the hero.” His arm was in a sling from the bullet wound in his shoulder, but he wore a smirk.
“Well, I figured I already saved your ass today,” Ernest replied with a grin, “shouldn’t be a problem to repeat the process.”
The wounded cowboy turned to a nearby farm worker. “Hey, do me a favor. My gun and stuff is in the car over there. Go fetch it for me, will ya?”
“You got one arm, hillbilly,” Ernest said as the worker scurried off. “What do you think you can do with that?”
Glenn threw his good arm around the city boy’s neck, pulling him into a playful headlock. “I can whoop your ass, that’s for damn sure,” he joked, and then let go as his opponent laughed. “I can also drive one of those snowplows.”
“Pretty sure we got that covered,” Ernest replied. “Ken and Barry are driving the last ones here when they’re ready.”
“Then I’m gonna need Ken to fix me up one more,” the stubborn cowboy replied. “I saw the number it did to those things down on the bridge. Should be good enough to get Myles out of his little jam. Not the first time I’ve had to pull his chestnuts outta the fire.”
“Sounds like a great plan.” Ernest raised an eyebrow. “Except for the part where he’s on the top floor.”
“But you’re forgettin’ one thing, city boy,” Glenn replied. “I’m the one who trained him. And I don’t train no dummies.”
The city dweller shrugged. “I… yeah. I got nothing.”
Glenn motioned to Mr. Wainwright, who handed over his walkie-talkie. “Myles, it’s Glenn, come back.”
The channel opened up, gunshots in the background. “What’s up, Glenn?”
“Tell me you were smart enough to plan a way down from the third floor,” the older cowboy demanded.
“You mean like bringing a rope ladder with us?” Myles asked. “Yeah, I was. So now, instead of leaping to our death, we can die tired after a three-floor climb.”
“You just sit tight, I’ll be there soon to get ya,” Glenn replied.
There was a long batch of gunfire before Myles said, “Don’t be too long, we don’t have unlimited ammo.”
“Ten-four,” the older cowboy said, and then tossed the radio back to Mr. Wainwright. He shot a smug grin at Ernest, who put his hands up in defeat.
“All right, you handle him, and we’ll go get Chad,” Emily instructed. “Hop in the back and we’ll give you a lift.”
The men clambered up into the bed, and Glenn took the center seat, giving Ernest a playful expression that he’d gotten the best seat first. Ernest chuckled and sat next to him.
“Emily,” Mr. Wainwright said as she got into the passenger’s side, “if y’all aren’t back by the time the plows are here, what do you want us to do?”
“Go ahead and secure things,” she replied. “I’m going to send Barry by the gun store to pick up supplies they left on the roof for us. Hopefully there’s a rope ladder in there. Just drape it over the plow so we have a way over. And if you want to leave us a truck, that would be great too.”
He nodded. “I’ll take care of it.” He swallowed hard as he shut the door gently, gripping the window frame. “Be safe. And bring my boy back.”
She nodded solemnly and waved for Odell to drive.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN
2:15 PM
Odell pulled up the driveway of the capitol building, in full view of the courtyard. There were about a hundred zombies milling about, and slowly turned in the snow to trudge towards the vehicle. He came to a full stop and immediately punched the horn.
“Whoa!” Emily cried, gaping at him. “What are you doing?”
“Y’all need in the building, right?” he asked with a shrug.
She furrowed her brow. “Yeah?”
“Can’t get in the building unless we get the zombies away from it, now can we?” Odell replied, and gave her a wink.
She shook her head and smiled, a slight blush creeping up her cheeks at not having thought of that. They idled as the zombies approached, staggering with a slow gait, stiff from the cold. When they were about ten feet away, Odell popped the truck into gear and took off down the driveway.
He drove with grace, moving the truck from side to side along the snow-covered road, smacking zombies with the bumper to send corpses flying off in every direction. Emily held on to the window handle, eyes alight with adrenaline as he wove his way to the stairs, skidding right up to the front step.
“I’m gonna circle the block,” Odell said as she got out, the crew in the back hopping down from the bed. “You call me when you need a lift.”
“Thank you,” she replied sincerely, and shut the door. He sped off as soon as she was clear, the remainder of the horde shambling after him.
Emily led the trio of men up the stairs, weapons raised and ready as they approached the door of the capitol building. A zombie staggered out of it, as if it had fallen against the handle, and Ernest immediately popped a bullet directly into its forehead.
Jay got to the door first, and held it open for the group. They entered, Ernest on point, setting up a shooting stance to the left to cover everyone as they bustled inside.
“Fire door is all the way down,” Emily instructed, filing behind him as he moved down the dimly lit hallway. They moved quickly but as silently as they could.
About twenty yards from the door, a zombie darted around the corner, screaming at them. Ernest silenced it quickly with a bullet to the eye socket, but more screams echoed down the hallway and Emily shoved him forward.
“Let’s move!” she cried, heart pounding in her ears.
Ernest stopped at the fire door and aimed down the side hallway as she flung the door open as he began to fire round after round at the ensuing group of corpses. They dropped one by one, and then he turned to another dozen creatures tearing towards them from the hallway they’d come from. He fired as the group hurried into the stairwell, taking out the front row with headshots. The ones behind stumbled to the tile floor and he aimed to take them out, but Jay grabbed him by the back of the collar and jerked him into the stairwell.
“What the fuck, man?” Ernest demanded as Alex slammed the door behind him.
Jay growled. “What in the hell are you doing?” he demanded. “I know you’re a hotshot and all, but you don’t have to kill every zombie you see.”
“You are absolutely right,” Ernest seethed, “I don’t have to kill every zombie I see. But I figured that since we’re eventually going to have to leave this building, it might be a good idea to kill the zombies that will be in our path.”
Jay raised a finger, leaning forward to get in his opponent’s face, but took pause. He balled his fist and then took a step back, defeated. “Yeah. That’s my bad there.”
“No hard feelings,” Ernest replied with a shrug. “Just means you get to kill them on the way out.” He patted Jay on the back and then reloaded his gun as Emily raised her radio to her lips.
“Chad, we’re in,” she said. “Gonna take us a bit to climb up, so you have some time to think of a brilliant plan to get your boys to safety.”
“Heard that, ma’am,” Chad replied. “We’ll all put our thinking caps on.”




CHAPTER FIFTEEN
2:30 PM
The entirety of the interstate mob had wandered off of the road, surrounding the three-story apartment building. Kolby was pressed up against the back of the door to give extra weight against the zombies pounding on it from the other side.
“How’s the door?” Myles called as he and Duncan secured the emergency rope ladder to the balcony railing.
“I can feel it starting to bow a little bit,” Kolby admitted. “Feels like there’s a good crowd growing out there.”
Myles grabbed his shotgun and strode over, resting it in the peep hole he’d made. “May want to cover your ears.”
His companion nodded and mashed his hands over his ears as he unloaded a few rounds. When the chamber gave its dull click, he peered through to see half a dozen zombies writhing on the floor, starting to pick themselves up.
“Damn, looks like I caught them in the chest,” he said. “At least I took a couple pounds out of each of them, so that should help, right?”
Kolby grunted. “We’ll find out.”
“Myles, come back,” Glenn’s voice demanded through the radio.
The young farm hand unclipped the walkie talkie from his belt and put it to his lips, keeping an eye on the zombies through the hole in the door.
“About time you got here,” he said good-naturedly.
“All right, where you boys at?” Glenn asked.
Myles walked back to the balcony to inspect the rope ladder. “When you come in the driveway, we’re the back building, top apartment on the back right corner. We’re surrounded by zombies, you can’t miss us.”
“Ten-four,” came the reply, “Hang tight.”
“Duncan, how’s that ladder doing?” Myles asked as he clipped the radio back to his belt.
His comrade shrugged, straightening up from his handiwork. “About as secure as it’s gonna get.”
“All right, keep your eye out for Glenn and wave him in,” the young farm hand instructed, and headed back to the door where Kolby was really starting to sweat under the strain.
Myles peered out the peephole, but it was blocked by a zombie chest. He knocked on the left side of the door to draw the corpse far enough over that he could look through the shotgun blast in its chest.
“Damn, looks like another one just climbed over the couch,” he muttered. “Good thing we don’t have to hold out much longer.”
“Myles, come back,” Glenn said.
He took up his radio. “Where you at?” He was starting to get antsy, with every corpse that climbed up that stairwell, they were one step closer to getting their faces eaten off.
“Well, I got some bad news,” came the reply. “There ain’t no way I’m gonna be able to drive this thing back to where you boys are. The only path around looks steep as hell. If I try and drive this big bitch down that I’ll end up rolling it. And chance y’all can get to the front apartment?”
Myles closed his eyes for a moment, and then took a deep breath. “Are you absolutely positive you can get to that other apartment balcony?”
“Yeah, it ain’t no big deal to pop it up on the sidewalk there,” Glenn replied. “Same side of the building, just need you to move to the front. Can you do it?”
“Yeah, hang tight, we’re gonna need a minute,” the young farm hand said.
“I ain’t goin’ nowhere,” came the reply.
“Undo the ladder,” Myles called as he secured the walkie talkie back to his belt. “We gotta change apartments.”
Duncan threw his hands up. “You shittin’ me?”
“Wish I was,” his companion shook his head solemnly. “Glenn can’t get the plow around back.”
“Well, we know where we’re going,” Kolby grunted, “but how the fuck we getting there? Zombies are outside and the door’s nailed shut.”
Myles swallowed hard as Duncan began taking the ladder off of the railing. “Kolby, let me ask you something.” He turned back to his sweating friend. “In all your years, have you ever heard of someone firing a fifty cal sniper rifle indoors?”
“Hell no!” Kolby cried. “That would be crazy! Those rounds are so powerful that they’d rip through right into your neighbor’s house…” His eyes widened. “Which is exactly what we want to do here because we want to destroy everything in sight.” He leapt to his feet, suddenly invigorated. “I’ll get the gun!”
Myles dug through his ammo bag and pulled out a box of slugs to reload the shotgun with buckshot. Duncan ducked inside from the balcony, the ladder under his arm, and picked up the supply bag with the other. Kolby stomped in with a fifty cal strapped to his back, and the other one in his hand.
“All right, let’s do this!” he declared.
“Easy, tiger,” Myles replied. “Okay, you get one shot, so make it count. Put it right through the eyehole. That round should eviscerate everything it touches. When you fire, I’m stepping up and taking out the door hinges so we can get out. I’m first out the door, and going to shoot open the other one. Duncan, you’re first in to clear the apartment. Once we’re clear, you get the ladder hooked up.”
“What about the door?” Duncan asked.
Myles straightened his shoulders. “I’m gonna stand guard and take out anything that gets past the couch. We ready?”
The two men nodded, Kolby with a shit-eating grin on his face. He stepped forward and took careful aim, holding the weapon tightly. When he got the target he wanted, he squeezed the trigger, eliciting a thunderous blast.
The round crashed through the door, obliterating the first few zombies, leaving nothing but a jagged wound from the shoulders up. Body parts flew back into the other zombies, throwing them violently into the wall.
As soon as he lowered the gun, Myles fired three quick shots into the hinges of the door, and then kicked it out in a spray of wood splinters. He leapt out into the hallway, nearly slipping in the pool of blood growing across the landing. He regained his footing and rushed over to the other door, firing quickly into the lock.
“We’re in, go!” he yelled, and Duncan flew by him, crashing through the door into the small apartment. He dropped the ladder on the floor and raised his weapon, sweeping the space quickly and finding no movement.
“We’re clear!” he cried, and Kolby bustled inside as Myles swapped out his slugs for buckshot.
“That was fucking awesome!” Kolby cried, a huge smile on his face.
“Damn right it was,” Myles replied with a laugh. “Now, go help Duncan so we can get out of here.”
The fifty cal toting cowboy nodded as his companion readied his bright pink shotgun. A few of the zombies that survived the sniper round had risen, staggering brokenly leaving a trail of coagulated goo behind them. The bones of their fallen friends stuck out like crimson porcupine quills. He waited until they were about ten feet away and then fired a round of buckshot. A bevy of pellets pierced their skulls and they fell in a jagged spiky heap.
Myles walked quickly to the railing overlooking the stairs, spotting zombies shoulder to shoulder all the way down to the ground. He whistled loudly and they looked up to him, extending their arms and letting out those ear-piercing squeals that were native to the undead. He continued to whistle, turning it into a jaunty tune to keep their attention on him instead of climbing over the couch.
Kolby finally came back out into the hallway. “Hey, Duncan’s in the truck and I’m about to go down,” he called. “Give me two minutes and you’ll be good to go!”
“Good deal,” Myles replied. “I’m gonna whistle them another tune then I’ll be down to join you.” He turned back to the horde and sneered. “So, what do y’all wanna hear next? Some Johnny Cash? Some Elvis? I’m open to requests.” He paused, letting them groan and growl, “Sorry, I don’t know what one.” He shrugged. “Well, ladies and gents, it’s been fun, but my time is up. Until we meet again.”
He gave a bow and a flourish and then hurried into the apartment. He slammed the door and moved the couch over behind it, shoving it tight.
“Better safe than sorry,” he muttered to himself.
Myles jogged to the balcony and his heart leapt at the sight of his friends safely on top of the plow below. He hooked over the railing and climbed down the rope ladder, landing on his feet and taking a knee on the back part with his companions. He pulled out his radio.
“We’re all situated up here,” he said. “Take us home, big fella.”
Glenn honked the horn a few times in response, before putting the truck into gear and gently driving it off of the sidewalk. The three men held on and watched the thousand strong zombie mob stumble after them.
Myles smacked Duncan and Kolby on the shoulders, a laugh escaping him. He was unable to put into words that feeling of disbelief that they’d survived the ordeal at all, and his companions seemed to feel the same way, barking laughs of their own.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN
2:55 PM
“That does not sound like fun in there,” Jay mused as he put his ear to the door of the twenty-first floor.
Emily hissed and pulled her radio from her belt. “Chad, come in,” she said.
“Good you hear you, Miss Walker,” he replied politely.
“We’re outside the twenty-first floor and they sound pretty active in there,” she said. “So you boys have any ideas on how to get you out?”
“Parachutes?” Chad replied. “Zip lines? We really have no clue, ma’am.”
Ernest tapped her on the shoulder. “Emily, see if he can distract them.”
“What good is that gonna do?” Alex asked.
“Well, if he can pull them off this door, I can pop in and take a few of ‘em out.” He shrugged.
Emily nodded. “Good a plan as any, I suppose,” she said, and gave his forearm a gentle squeeze. She returned to her radio. “Chad, we might have an idea. Need you to bang on the door as loudly as you can.”
“Don’t know how much that’s gonna do, but we’ll give it a shot,” came the reply through the radio. There were a few quiet moments, and then he said, “Here we go.”
Ernest kept his ear against the door, hearing the zombie noises grow a bit fainter as they moved away. He stepped back and nodded to Jay, who opened it as quietly as possible. Ernest stepped into the doorway and took aim at the zombies clustering around the center door that rattled with Chad’s kicking and smacking from the other side.
He hit two zombies, but a dozen came running for him. He fired as quickly as he could striking a few of them in the head, as they ran. He had enough time to hit two more, but then they were too close for comfort and he slammed the door shut. Jay quickly put his full weight against the door, to make sure it was securely shut.
“I’d say that went well,” Ernest said.
Jay cocked his head. “How many you get?”
“Five, maybe six,” came the reply. “Couldn’t tell on one of ‘em.”
“All right, let’s give it a minute and see if we can do that again,” Emily said, satisfied with the results. She lifted the radio again. “Chad, we dropped six of them. Wait a minute and then start banging on the door again.”
“Will do,” he replied. A few minutes passed, but the growling and scratching didn’t subside on their end.
“Well, fuck,” Ernest said.
Jay bumped him with his shoulder. “Don’t sweat it man, it was a good idea.”
“Chad, these zombies aren’t moving,” Emily said into the radio. “We’re gonna need to think of something else.”
“Ten-four,” he replied.
The woman pursed her lips and crossed her arms. “Ideas?” She stared around at the group, who all stared at each other and shrugged their shoulders.
“Is there an elevator?” Alex asked, breaking the silence.
Jay shook his head. “Even if there is, I don’t want to get into it,” he admitted. “Ernest is a hell of a shot, but I have my doubts about him being able to clear the room before they get to us.”
“Alex, that’s not a bad idea,” Ernest cut in.
Jay wrinkled his nose. “Apparently you have more faith in your ability than I do.”
“No question there,” his companion replied, “but I have something else in mind. This is an office building, right? That means there have to be some tables in here somewhere we can use.”
“Table in the elevator,” Jay said, eyes widening as he caught on, “use it like a barricade.”
“I can shoot over it, while you two stout cowboys hold it in place,” Ernest said. “I think we can clear them out.”
“Chad, we have a plan for the elevator,” Emily said into the radio. “Going to take us a few minutes to get is set up, though.”
“Well, we aren’t going anywhere,” Chad admitted. “Oh, and be sure to use the eighteenth floor. Alan and Don used it earlier and it was clear. Still might want to do a sweep, though.”
“We’re on it,” she replied. “Contact you before we head up.” She clipped the radio back to her belt, and drew her handgun. “All right, let’s do it.”
She led the way down to the eighteenth floor, determination in her gait, and counted down before flinging the door open for Ernest to leap through first. There was no answering shrieks or moans, and the group banged on the walls and yelled to get the attention of any would-be enemies.
“Looks like we’re clear,” Emily said when there was no response.
They split into two groups to look for a suitable table.
“Those look like a bitch to move,” Jay said, kicking against a large desk.
Ernest shook his head. “I doubt they’d provide enough cover, anyway.”
“Hey boys,” Emily called from another room, “I think I found what you’re looking for.”
They joined her in front of a cubicle farm, and Jay asked, “You find a table for us?”
“Nope,” she said, “something better.” She smacked the side of the cubicle wall, which was about four feet tall.
Ernest cracked a smile. “Ironic that the bane of my existence for the better part of a decade is now going to be the thing that saves us all.”
“Well, let’s get one and get it in the elevator,” Jay said, and he and Alex disassembled a panel.
Ernest hit the button for the elevator, and stepped back. “Y’all may want to do the same.” They all took a step back, and Emily raised her weapon as well.
The elevator gave a ding and the doors open, revealing nothing but a desk radio playing new age music. Ernest grimaced and fired a shot, obliterating the noise.
“Thank you,” Alex said with a relieved sigh.
The gunman grinned. “Anytime.”
He and Emily got into the elevator before Alex and Jay wedged the makeshift barricade into position. They leaned it back so that Ernest could reach over and hit the button for the twenty-first floor. As the doors shot, the two burly cowboys pressed their entire weight against each side of the cubicle call, and Emily took a knee against the middle and put her back against it.
“This is gonna be loud as hell,” Alex said.
Jay barked a laugh. “Eh, it’s just a little tinnitus, ain’t gonna kill ya.”
The elevator gave it’s happy ding and the group braced for action. As soon as the doors opened, Ernest stepped forward, lining the end of the barrel up on the top edge of the wall. He easily took down the closest zombie, but the crack alerted every other corpse in the room and they shrieked, running for him.
He lined up the next shot and fired before going into rapid-fire mode and unloading round after round. He was able to take out half a dozen before the rush made it to the elevator.
“Here they come!” he cried, and the group braced for impact. Four zombies crashed into the cubicle wall, jerking the barrier against the three holding it. Ernest took a step back with their strain, but continued to fire point blank rapidly, clearing the entire row. As they crumpled, a fresh row of corpses took their place, and he repeated his sweep.
Emily watched his face, so calm as he put bullets between the eyes of every business suit clad ghoul. The onslaught lasted for a solid minute, blood and brain splattering all over the elevator and its inhabitants.
Finally he stopped, and the silence was almost deafening, unmarred by a single moan. Ernest stayed vigilant, waiting for another zombie to pop up, but none did. He peeked over the barricade at the mass of bodies three high and four across. The others slowly moved from their bracing positions and peeked over as well, four blood-spattered faces wide eyed in the dim light.
“So…” Ernest broke the silence. “Back to eighteen and hike up?”
Alex nodded. “Yeah, that’s a good call.”
Jay leaned the table back so Ernest could reach the button, and the burly cowboy clapped the city boy on the back.
“Hell of a job, man,” he commended, and they shared a smile.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
3:30 PM
Chad stayed by the inside of the roof-access door all through the gunfight, heart in his throat the entire time. When there was a loud knock at the door, he cracked it open, and then flung it the rest of the way at the sight of a blood-splattered Emily standing there.
“Howdy, Miss Walker,” he greeted.
She smiled. “Chad, good to see you.”
Alan and Don pushed him out of the way and barreled past, rubbing their hands and dancing from foot to foot as they entered the building.
“Pardon us, ma’am,” Alan said.
Don shivered. “It’s cold as a mother up there.”
“You’ll have to excuse them,” Chad said with a smile. “They’re not the biggest fans of the cold.”
“Hard to blame them,” Emily replied, and waved him in. “Come on in, let’s get you warm too.”
He nodded and joined the group. “So, now that the hard part is down, how are we getting on the of the city?” he asked.
She smiled and unclipped her radio. “Odell, you copy?” she asked.
“Yes ma’am,” came the reply. “Y’all ready to hitch a ride?”
“Soon,” she said. “We still have to walk down the stairs, but wanted to put you on standby.”
“Well, I found me a nice cozy hiding spot, so you just let me know and I’ll be up there,” he replied.
Emily nodded. “Thanks, Odell.”
“Alan, Don, you boys ready to get out of here?” Chad asked, drawing his gun.
Alan nodded, blowing into his hands. “As long as there’s heat where we’re going, yeah, let’s do it.”
“I’m sure we can scare some of that up back at the ranch,” Emily assured him as she clipped the radio back to her belt. “Let’s head out.” She led them to the stairwell and down to the bottom floor door. She paused, pulling the radio again. “Odell, we’re in position. We’re gonna have to time this right so we don’t get overrun.”
“I will be at the front door in exactly four minutes,” came the reply.
She nodded. “We’ll be there.” She clipped her radio back as Ernest finished reloading his famous gun. “All right, here’s the plan,” she continued. “Ernest, I want you out first. You go straight for the door, and take out anything in front of you. When you get outside, I want you to shoot anything that’s within thirty yards of the pickup spot.”
“Consider them shot,” he replied.
“Alan, Don, you two cover the side hallways until we get through,” she said. “Chad, you cover our rear. Any questions?” There was a shuffle of shaking heads. “Ernest, lead us out,” she instructed.
He flung open the door, aiming quickly and heading towards the front of the building. There was a lone zombie about ten feet away and he dropped it easily with a bullet in the forehead. The noise sparked a chorus of moans and growls, and the group took off at a run towards the front door. He took out the head of one of three zombies tearing at them from the front door.
Emily and Jay opened fire on either side of him.
“Get outside, Ernest, we got this,” she said, and he rushed out of the snow covered steps.
He stood at the top, looking down at the pickup point, a few slow moving zombies staggering up towards him. He took careful aim and picked them off one by one, making the cracks short instead of one long attention-drawing noise.
The shooting continued behind him, however, as he scanned the area. There were a few dozen creatures within view in the courtyard, but none that were close enough to pose a threat. A few seconds later, he heard an engine and honking from just behind the tree line.
“Our ride is here!” he bellowed, and Emily’s muffled voice called to the others inside.
Odell skidded to a stop at the bottom of the stairs, and the group poured out of the building to the escape vehicle. Ernest stood guard by the tailgate, firing at a few zombies that stumbled too close. He clambered up last and Jay smacked the roof to signal Odell to drive out.
It was crowded in the back, but nobody seemed to mind, huddling close together for warmth. Chad watched the snow fall lazy on the capitol grounds, almost peaceful after a long day of so much violence.
When Odell pulled up to the Main Avenue bridge, he jumped down from the driver’s seat and came face to face with the crew for the first time that day. He started to pocket his keys, and then instead tossed them on the dashboard.
“You don’t want your truck anymore?” Jay asked.
Odell shrugged as he stretched his legs. “Never know when we’re gonna need a ride in town,” he said.
“Fair enough,” Jay nodded.
Ernest and Emily stood guard in the middle of the street, as the survivors climbed over the snowplow one by one. He inclined his head to her.
“Are we the last ones out?” he asked.
“Yeah,” she replied, “Glenn and Myles left on the I-94. Once we’re over, we’ve cleared the city. At least, with our people.”
“I gotta admit Emily, you had a hell of a plan,” he said. “Those things aren’t going to be able to go west, and god only knows how many people Zach pulled out. Lotta people are going to stay alive because of you.”
She stiffened. “Lotta people are dead because of me, too.”
“Look at it like this,” he insisted. “If you hadn’t done what you did, they would be dead in a matter of weeks anyway.”
She made a small noise of acceptance. “Still. It’s gonna keep me up some nights.”
“I’ve heard bourbon helps,” Ernest said, offering a small smile.
She winked at him. “I’m more of a whiskey girl, but I appreciate the sentiment.” She walked off to the ladder, and he stood guard until she was up and over. He climbed up after her, and glanced once more at the city, the shadows cast by the lowering sun concealing the horrors of the day.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
5:30 PM
Chad drove up the driveway to the Wainwright Ranch and before he’d even put the truck in park, Emily leapt from the vehicle to meet Florence, who practically flew down the front steps.
“Hey, baby,” Emily cooed into her daughter’s hair, clutching her tightly. “You okay?”
Florence sobbed into her mother’s shoulder. “Just… just so happy you’re home safe, mom.”
Emily stroked her hair and gave her a kiss on the top of the head, remembering what it was she’d been fighting for. Beneath it all, she’d wanted this area to be safe so that her daughter didn’t have to live in fear every day.
“Son, you all right?” Mrs. Wainwright asked, approaching the vehicle.
Chad jumped out and smiled at her. “Yes, ma’am. Miss Walker and her friends did a good job of getting me out of a pickle.” He gave her a tight hug.
“You go wash up for supper, now,” she patted him on the back.
“Yes, ma’am,” Chad replied, and scurried inside.
The Wainwright matriarch looked Emily up and down before nodding. “You did all right there, lady. My husband and I would be honored if you’d sit at our table for supper this evening.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Wainwright,” Emily replied, chest constricting a little.
“Now come on in out of the cold,” the older woman urged. “We got a fire going for a reason.”
She moved inside, arm still securely around her daughter, and Kristin approached with a steaming mug of coffee.
“My Pa would like to see you in his office,” she said.
Emily nodded, and reluctantly let go of her daughter. “Florence, I’ll be back in a minute.” She took the mug and walked into Mr. Wainwright’s office, finding him sitting at his desk with a map of the city. There were several markings on it, and his lips were pursed as he leaned over it.
“Knock, knock,” Emily said at the threshold.
He looked up at her and smiled. “Emily, come on in,” he said.
“You still working?” She raised an eyebrow.
“The work never stops in the apocalypse,” he replied. “Come over here, want your opinion.”
She leaned over the desk and cocked her head at the map.
“I’ve picked out the most likely spots one of those things could get across the river,” he explained. “It’s an unlikely thing to happen, but I think it would be prudent to put up some barbed wire to catch any who do make it across.”
“I like that idea,” she agreed, and took a long sip of her coffee. “I also think we need to see if we can scare up a few old radios that can be left on the bridges. If there are any other survivors in the city, or any who try to cross it, they might appreciate having someone to reach out to.”
Mr. Wainwright nodded. “I’ll talk to Eldon in the morning and see what we can come up with. He’s going to be pissy though, with all those extra people at his ranch.”
“How many people did Zach get out?” she asked.
“Something like a hundred and fifty,” he replied. “We got a lot of people we need to take care of.”
“Well, tomorrow we’ll start clearing the nearby ranches and taking stock of supplies,” she suggested.
He tossed down his pencil and stood up with a big smile. “Well, as far as I’m concerned, that’s a problem for tomorrow’s version of us,” he declared. “I don’t know about you, but I think we’ve earned a night off.”
She shot him a playful smile. “What happened to the work never stops in the apocalypse?”
“Well, the apocalypse will still be going on tomorrow,” he said, and they shared a laugh. He put an arm around her, and they exited the office towards the decadent smells of the feast that awaited them after a long day.
END
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CHAPTER ONE
Day Zero +3
9:13 AM
Homicide Detective Rogers leaned his head back against the headrest of his 1970 Boss 302 Mustang, running a hand over the steering wheel lovingly. He’d taken pride in his efforts to rebuild his first vehicle, spending years tracking down original parts and wanting it to be as authentic as possible.
His eyes fluttered closed with images of the jet black car rolling through his head, but perked up immediately at the sound of a sharp whistle.
“Now I know you’re not trying to take a nap, are you?” Detective Brad Stevenson bellowed as he approached the car. He held up a tray of coffee and breakfast tacos, looking almost ridiculous standing next to the car with his five-foot-two powder keg frame.
“Just trying to squeeze in what I can, when I can,” Rogers replied. “The last twenty-four hours have been nuts.”
Stevenson nodded. “That’s an understatement,” he agreed, and then skirted the car. He plonked himself into the passenger seat and passed over the large paper cup, and tilted the tray to display the two tacos. “Sausage or bacon?”
“Bacon’s good for the heart, right?” Rogers asked, patting his chest through the plain polo shirt he donned.
His partner cocked his head. “You’re a southern boy, aren’t you?”
“Born and bred.”
“Then, yeah, it is,” Stevenson replied with a chuckle. “Sorry I couldn’t find any gravy for you.”
Rogers plucked the bacon taco with a grin. “Gonna have to write you up, then.” They bit into their breakfast and surveyed the parking lot.
The entire area had been cordoned off to be used as a staging area for the police. Several dozen police officers were moving about, collecting food and ammo, some of them getting emergency medical treatment. Some took power naps on makeshift cots in an erected tent. There were shotgun-wielding guards every twenty feet, keeping an eye on the city that devolved into chaos around them.
The dose of reality sobered the two detectives in a quick nosedive.
“Still can’t believe this shit is real,” Stevenson said quietly.
Rogers took a sip of his brew. “You mean the zombies, or the cartel finally invading us?”
“I may be young, but I’ve been working homicide with you long enough to know we were invaded a long time ago,” his partner replied with a roll of his eyes.
Rogers barked a laugh. “That’s true. Still amazed at how brazen they’ve become though. Makes you wonder just how fucked we are.”
“Well, the military is doing bombing runs in Austin and San Antonio, so I’d wager we are somewhere between super-duper and mega fucked,” Stevenson mused.
His partner swallowed a particularly large mouthful of taco and cleared his throat, scratching the thinning black hair on the back of his head. “You heard any estimates on how many of them flooded over the border yesterday?”
“Too fucking many man,” Stevenson shook his head. “I haven’t heard from anybody I trust, but a couple of guys in the breakfast line were talking about it. They were swearing up and down that fifteen thousand armed cartel members came in.”
Rogers let out an exasperated guffaw. “Oh, is that all? We’re only outnumbered fifteen to one.”
“Look at the bright side,” his partner pointed out. “Fifteen to one is a better ratio than the five hundred to one we’re getting with the zombies.”
“I knew I liked you for a reason.” Rogers wagged a greasy finger at his passenger. “Always looking on the bright side of life.”
The police radio on the dash let out a squeal.
“Emergency SWAT backup is being requested at the east side Mercy Hospital,” a female dispatch operator demanded. “Heavily armed assailants have taken control of the building and are holding an unknown number of hostages. SWAT, please respond with ETA.”
The two officers continued their breakfast, chewing the last bites of their tacos.
“SWAT, emergency assistance needed at the east side Mercy Hospital,” the dispatch tried again. “Please respond with ETA.”
Another twenty seconds passed, and there was radio silence. Rogers looked over to his partner and shrugged his muscular shoulders.
“What do you think?” he asked.
Stevenson licked his fingers clean and wiped them on his jeans. “I’m all for going to save some beautiful nurses.”
“I sincerely hope that’s because you like a woman in uniform and now because of some debaucherous fetish you discovered on the dark side of the internet.” Rogers turned the key in the ignition, and the Mustang roared to life.
Stevenson put up a hand. “Hey now, don’t kink shame. Some of us are just more enlightened about the finer things in life.”
His partner shook his head, cracking a half smile as he picked up the receiver to respond.
“SWAT, do you copy?” the dispatch asked once more.
Rogers clicked the button. “Dispatch, this is Detectives Rogers and Stevenson. I don’t believe SWAT is taking your call at the moment. We’re in the neighborhood and will provide backup.”
“Detective Rogers, that is a negative,” the woman replied immediately. “They are requesting SWAT, not Homicide.”
“Very well, dispatch,” he replied with a shrug. “Question though. Have the assailants killed anyone on site?”
There was a pause, and then a click. “Yes. Numerous fatalities have been reported.”
“Okay then,” Rogers said to her with a large smile on his face. “Dispatch, this is Detectives Rogers and Stevenson of Homicide. We are moving out to the east side Mercy Hospital to investigate a mass murder event. If you need us, that’s where we’ll be.”
The woman sighed heavily through the speaker and Stevenson snorted a laugh.
“Very well, Detective,” she said begrudgingly. “Just make sure you bring some big guns with you.”
Rogers snickered before pushing the button again. “Dispatch, I am deeply hurt and offended at your implication that I am not heavily armed. May I remind you that I am, in fact, a native born Texan?”
“Just be safe, Detective,” she snapped.
He saluted the radio. “Ten-four, dispatch.” He devoured the last bite of his taco and tossed the wrapper out the open window. He revved the engine and Stevenson immediately chugged his hot coffee in its entirety, squeaking and waving air into his open mouth in an attempt to cool it off.
Rogers raised a confused eyebrow. “You know it’s a ten minute drive, right?”
“I’ve seen you drive,” his partner retorted. “It’s not exactly conducive to beverage drinking. Caffeine is more important at the moment than preventing mouth burns.”
Rogers chuckled. “Point taken.” He popped the car into gear and hit the gas, burning out the tires and sending white smoke into the air. He peeled out of the driveway and down the nearly vacant street towards the hospital.




CHAPTER TWO
Rogers pulled around the last corner before the hospital, and slowly rumbled behind a row of trees about fifty yards from the action. There were four police cars parked in front of the four-story hospital building, facing the large glass entranceway. Six officers ducked behind their cars, occasionally popping up to fire a few shots, but retreating as soon as automatic gunfire ripped into their cars in reply.
Rogers shook his head as one of the foolishly brave officers began to creep around the car and took a few rounds to the chest. His vest saved his life but he groaned on the ground, likely wishing for death from the hard impact.
“We should probably get loaded up here,” Rogers suggested. His partner nodded and they exited the car in unison, heading around to the trunk. Rogers popped it open, revealing a small arsenal of weaponry. Stevenson eagerly dove in, picking up an AK-47 and a handful of extra mags. His partner opted for a scoped AR-15.
Stevenson raised an eyebrow. “What, no grenades?”
“Eh, they were on backorder,” Rogers replied.
The duo chuckled as he closed the trunk and they moved up to the trees to survey the situation. The battle was a rhythmic back-and-forth, each side firing for a good ten seconds before switching it up.
“All right, next time our boys pop up, we run for it,” Rogers said.
Stevenson wrinkled his nose. “Can’t believe I’m going to get shot because you didn’t want to risk your car.”
“You’ll heal,” his partner shot back. “It won’t.”
Stevenson rolled his eyes, sarcasm evident in his voice as he said, “Can’t debate sound logic like that.”
They kept a close eye on the battlefield, and as soon as an officer popped up to fire, they took off running full tilt. They rushed across the open space as their comrades unknowingly laid down cover fire.
Unfortunately, a few of the cartel on the second floor noticed reinforcements coming in, and opened fire on the two detectives. Stevenson shot back, hitting nothing but bricks, but forcing their assailants to take cover and stop attacking. The short burst gave them just enough time to slide into safety behind one of the cars.
They ducked behind an overweight uniformed officer hiding behind his back bumper. He fiddled with his shotgun, attempting to reload it.
“Who the hell are you guys?” he rasped, hands trembling as he struggled to put another shell in his weapon.
“Detectives Rogers and Stevenson, homicide,” Rogers replied. “We’re your backup.”
“Homicide?” the officer cried, eyes widening. “We called for SWAT!”
“Well, you got the next best thing,” Rogers snapped. “So you want to give us the lowdown on the situation? Or do you want us to take off, since you so clearly have things well in hand?”
The frightened officer pursed his lips, and then ducked down even further as a bullet ricocheted off the roof of his car. “All right, all right,” he gasped. “About thirty minutes ago we had a report of shots fired in the hospital. My partner and I responded and immediately took fire. We’ve been in a standoff ever since.”
“And idea how many are in there?” Stevenson asked.
He shook his head. “We’ve been able to confirm ten shooters on the first and second floor, with most of them being on the first. But…”
“But, what, man?” Rogers raised his eyebrows in anticipation. “Spit it out.”
“But-” the officer stammered, and scrubbed a hand down his red face. “We’ve heard lots of other gunfire coming from inside the building. And it’s slowly been moving up.”
“You have officers around any other part of the building?” Rogers asked.
“No, sir.” He shook his head violently from side to side. “We checked the other entrances but they’re locked down tighter than the front. After that sweep we pulled back to here.”
Rogers turned to his partner, lips pressed into a thin line. “We need to get in there, now.”
“What you got in mind?” Stevenson asked.
Rogers peeked around the edge of the patrol car, ducking back when the asphalt exploded in a spray of bullets in front of him. “Officer, where are the shooters located?”
“Best I’ve been able to tell, there’s four on the right side, three on the left, and three on the second floor,” the uniformed man replied.
Rogers cocked his head at his partner. “You wanna go for a ride?”
Stevenson’s eyes widened. “No. I really don’t.”
“That’s the spirit!” his partner exclaimed. “Officer, we’re going to need to borrow your car.”
“Wait, what?” The fat officer’s chin jiggled as he gaped. “What about your car?”
Stevenson patted him on the shoulder. “Trust me, man, that’s a battle you aren’t going to win.”
The two detectives got into position and awaited the next volley of fire from the uniformed officers. As soon as the first one popped up, they quickly hopped into the patrol car. Rogers fired up the engine while Stevenson took up the backseat, laying as low as he could. As Rogers dropped the car into drive and hit the accelerator, bullets pierced the front windshield, narrowly missing his face.
The vehicle sped forward, on a direct collision course with the glass front of the building, and Rogers ducked down, keeping his foot pinned to the accelerator. The car slammed into a gunman that attempted to thwart them by shooting the invisible driver, crushing him into the reception desk as glass flew everywhere.
The detective duo quickly bolted from the car, taking cover behind the wheel wells as a few gunmen went on the offensive after avoiding the shattered glass explosion. The moment the enemies paused to reload, Rogers and Stevenson leapt forward, barreling through the door into the ambulatory care waiting room.
They surprised a trio of killers firing out the windows, and the detectives immediately opened fire, striking one of them in the chest. The other two dove behind cover as the detectives skidded behind the reception counter. Paper and computer fragments smashed against the wall above them as the cartel members fired.
“Cover me,” Rogers hissed, inclining his head to the reception door. Stevenson nodded, and during a lull in the action popped up to send a volley of bullets, allowing his partner an opening to sprint hard left and using the reception area to rush to the far end of the building under cover.
He took a knee by the final reception window and peered out, seeing the two cartel members firing on Stevenson from behind cover of a row of seats. As soon as they ducked, he hopped over the counter and ran along the wall, sliding into a kneeling position and firing on the two unsuspecting triggermen.
As their bodies hit the cream tile, blood pooling beneath them, two more gunmen entered the room from the front entrance. They opened fire immediately, forcing him to flatten himself behind the row of chairs.
“Missed me motherfuckers!” he screamed as they paused to reload, barking at each other in Spanish. They split up and moved through the room. Once they got past the counter Stevenson ducked behind, he popped up and dispatched both of the enemies with four quick trigger pulls.
“Rogers, clear!” he called, and his partner hopped up, making his way across the waiting room, gun aimed at the door the whole way. “Is that everybody on the first floor?” he asked.
Rogers shrugged. “One can only hope.”
They both startled as the front door flung open, nearly opening fire until they realized it was the overweight traffic cop from outside. He staggered back into the wall at the sight of the two weapons aimed at his face.
“Holy hell, boys, don’t scare me like that!” he cried, tripping right back onto his ass.
The detectives headed over and each took a hand, helping the rotund officer up from the ground.
“Sorry about that, Officer,” Rogers said. “But as you can tell, we weren’t too fond of the last people to come through that door.” He motioned to the bodies behind them and all of the blood left the officer’s face. He dry heaved before turning away and leaning on the wall, breathing hard.
“You all right there, man?” Stevenson asked, patting him on the back.
He held up his hand and nodded, wandering back to the main entrance. The rest of his crew bustled in with a few injured cartel members in handcuffs.
“How we looking, gents?” Rogers asked.
The arresting officer squared his shoulders. “We have the first floor secure, sir, and best we can tell, the shooters on the second floor have fled out the back.”
A few gunshots echoed faintly in the distance, coming from well above where they were. The detectives looked at each other and nodded.
“Elevators?” Rogers asked.
The round officer took a deep breath and pointed to the hallway towards the back. “Down that hall.”
The duo jogged down the hallway hitting the elevators and punching the up button.
“Top floor and work our way down?” Rogers asked.
Stevenson nodded as they got into the small space. “Works for me.” He punched the fourth floor button, and they both reloaded on the way up, checking their weapons. They stood at the ready, and aimed as the elevator gave its ding and the doors slid open.
A surprised cartel gunman stood in the hallway, fumbling his weapon at the sight of the two armed men. It was enough of an opening for the detectives to fire, sending his body flying against the wall behind him.
Rogers stepped out of the elevator first, and then hastily retreated as automatic gunfire narrowly missed his nose. “That was closer than I would like to admit.”
Stevenson slowly peeked around the corner, spotting a lone gunman at the end of the hallway, about fifteen yards away. He stood in the middle of it, taking no cover, but he had a keen eye, spotting Stevenson and opening fire, forcing him back inside as well.
“One asshole, end of the hallway,” he said.
Rogers nodded. “All right, I got him.” He laid down on the floor, and then readied his weapon before kicking off the back wall to slide into the hallway. The cartel gunman fired wildly at head height as soon as he saw movement, but a single squeeze of Rogers’ gun landed a shot in the middle of the man’s chest, dropping him to the floor. “Clear.”
Stevenson bolted out of the elevator, gun raised to provide cover as his partner pulled himself up. There was another gunshot from the room at the end of the hall, and they each hugged one side of the corridor as they skulked towards it.
As they approached the final door, a cartel member emerged, assault rifle in hand.
“Drop the gun!” Rogers yelled. “Drop it now or we drop you!”
The bald gunman turned his head towards them, then the rest of his body. His clothes were completely crimson, his face a mural of blood and wild eyes. “Go ahead gringo, arrest me,” he drawled, and dropped his gun. He held his wrists out to them. “You can’t stop our work.”
The detectives paused.
“I’ll cover, you cuff him,” Rogers finally said.
Stevenson set his weapon down and moved towards the enemy, deftly handcuffing his wrists together.
“He’s secure,” he declared.
Rogers didn’t reply, his brow furrowed at the sight of the patient in the bed behind him, a bullet hole right in their forehead. He glanced across the hall and saw yet another patient, the top of their head missing.
“Rogers, you all right?” Stevenson asked.
His partner began to shake when he saw the body of a young girl, a similar bullet wound having ended her life.
He clenched his fists as he turned towards their prisoner. “Just tell me why. Why would you shoot a little girl in the head?”
“Because unlike you Americans, I have balls.” The man raised his chin, sneering. “I do what needs to be done. We are doing what needs to be done.”
“Really?” Rogers asked, tone cool and clipped. “You don’t think Americans are doing what needs to be done?”
“The dead are rising up against us, and you still care for them like they have the flu,” the cartel member spat. “You see a little girl in that room, I see her for the monster that she is about to become.”
“How did you know she had the virus?” Rogers demanded. “Did you check her chart first? I mean you don’t really strike me as the medical type, so not sure you’d be able to tell one way or the other.”
Their captive laughed. “You Americans are so weak willed. The world is changing around you, and yet you refuse to evolve. It’s why you handcuffed me instead of killing me.”
Rogers raised an eyebrow. “You are absolutely correct. We are in a whole new world now, and we need to adjust accordingly. So please, allow me to be the first American to evolve.” He smiled, whipped out his handgun, and pulled the trigger. The man only had a fraction of a second to recoil in horror before his brains coated the wall behind him.
Stevenson clucked his tongue. “Well, that escalated quickly.”
“Sorry, did I get brains on you?” Rogers asked.
“Oh, nah, you’re good,” his partner replied with a noncommittal wave of his hand. “Might need to find a water fountain to rinse off my cuffs though.”
There was a crashing sound, and the two detectives swiveled around quickly, raising their weapons. They stalked to a large supply closet and Stevenson flung the door open, Rogers darting in with his gun ready.
A dozen doctors and nurses huddled together on the floor, shrieks for their lives erupting from the group. The duo quickly lowered their weapons.
“Easy now,” Rogers cooed. “Y’all are safe.”
One of the nurses leapt up and hugged Stevenson, bawling into the crook of his neck. He raised an eyebrow to Rogers, who rolled his eyes.
They cleared the room and got to the elevator, packing it full and sending it down before waiting for the next car.
“So, Doc, what happened?” Rogers asked one of the doctors that stayed behind.
The slender young man shivered. “We heard the gunfire coming from the lower floors. I ordered the nurses to close off all the patient doors and take refuge in the supply closet where you found us. I, along with another doctor, stayed out to confront the men when they came up.”
“Looks like they killed everyone else,” Stevenson commented. “How did you manage to survive?”
“They only wanted the sick people,” the doctor replied, swallowing hard. “We tried to tell them that everyone who was showing symptoms of the—ahem, zombie virus—were on the second floor in quarantine. It fell on deaf ears. One man pushed us to the side and said they couldn’t take the chance. Said it would be like letting a sick cow back into the herd. One mistake and it would end us all.”
The elevator gave its ding and opened. The trio got inside in silence, each wondering what kind of carnage these cartel members were doing to the rest of the city they were trying to cleanse.




CHAPTER THREE
The detective duo reloaded their guns as they crossed the hospital parking lot, heading towards the tree line where Rogers’ car hid.
Stevenson paused, lifting the sleeve of his shirt. “You’re springing for the dry cleaning, right?”
His partner wrinkled his nose as he inspected the tiny piece of brain on the fabric. “Oh, come on now, it’s not that bad.” He waved a hand noncommittally. “Tell you what, we’ll swing by the dollar store and I’ll pick you up some detergent and a scrub brush. Hell, I’ll even spring for a diet cola.”
“Whoa now, don’t go breaking the bank, there,” Stevenson replied, eyes wide with sarcasm.
Rogers shrugged. “We work the same job, you know how much I make.”
“Point taken,” Stevenson admitted.
“Detectives!” the round officer from before cried. “Detectives!”
The duo stopped and turned, watching him waddle up to them, wheezing with the effort.
“You all right there, officer?” Stevenson asked, eyebrow rising.
He leaned his hands on his knees for a moment, and then nodded. “Yeah… I’m… I’m good.”
“What can we do for you?” Rogers asked.
The officer straightened up, chest still heaving. “Well, you kind of destroyed my car, so I was hoping you could give me a lift back to the station?”
“Depends,” Rogers replied, cocking his head in thought. “You going to put that in the report?”
The officer paused, and then spread his arms, palms up. “I’ll blame it on the cartel?”
“All right, hop in then,” the detective replied with a grin.
They headed back to his car and got situated before Rogers peeled out of the laneway where they’d been parked. As they drove through the city, there were signs of struggles and confrontations everywhere. Overturned cars, dumpsters riddled with bullet holes, windows smashed, doors hanging open. The scars of battle were evident.
“This town is getting ripped a new one, ain’t it?” Rogers asked.
The officer shook his head. “This is nothing compared to the other side of the border.”
“Oh come on, officer,” Stevenson replied. “Don’t tell me you’re buying into the rumors.”
“They aren’t rumors, detective!” The rotund man leaned forward from the back seat. “In fact, the stories I’ve heard from the officers here are understating things. A good buddy of mine is on the force over there. We chatted just before the cartel came crashing across the border. The only word he could come up with was genocide.”
Stevenson’s mouth dropped open. “Jesus,” he breathed. “You sure that wasn’t just a translation error on your part?”
“You tell me, detective,” the officer replied gravely, pulling up some picture on his phone and handing it over to the passenger’s seat.
Stevenson flipped through the gallery, each photo more gruesome than the last. Bodies piled eight high in the street. Hundreds of corpses strewn across blocks and blocks of city.
“He said the cartel has a zero tolerance policy,” the officer continued. “They went door to door, and if someone so much as sneezed in their presence they got a bullet to the head. If the family protested, they got a bullet too.”
“And, what, your buddy was the cartel photographer?” Stevenson snapped, handing the phone back. “Why didn’t the police step up?”
“My guess is that the cartel owns the police down there,” Rogers piped up. “Or own enough of them to make any sort of resistance futile.”
“Quite right, detective,” the officer replied, nodding his head emphatically. “He kept his head down, which was all he could really do.”
Stevenson took a deep breath. “He still alive?”
“As far as I know,” the officer replied.
There was a sudden burst of gunfire nearby, and Rogers slammed on the brakes, sending everyone lurching forward against their seat belts. The trio scanned the intersection, watching half a dozen zombies run towards a makeshift barricade in front of a store. One by one the creatures dropped, and as the firing wound down, the gunmen stepped into view. They were bald, heavily tattooed cartel members.
The rotund officer struggled with his holster, and once he freed his handgun he fidgeted, waiting for the go-ahead to take on the gunmen.
Rogers raised a hand to signal him to stand down.
“What are you waiting for?” the officer cried. “Let’s go get them!”
“Hang on,” Rogers said firmly. “They see us, but they haven’t opened fire.”
One of the bald men made eye contact with the detective, and then gave a thumbs up and waved them through the intersection.
“Well,” Stevenson balked, “that’s a new one.”
“Yeah, I’m curious about that,” Rogers agreed. “Not curious enough to go talk to them, however.”
His partner nodded. “We should probably get to the station. Maybe they know what’s going on.”
“Agreed,” Rogers said, and punched the accelerator. The sulking officer in the backseat reluctantly holstered his handgun, leaning back against the headrest in defeat.
As the car passed through the remaining few blocks to the police station, they passed several more makeshift barricades manned by cartel members. As they passed each one, several of the gunmen gave rather friendly nods in the car’s direction.
Rogers chewed his bottom lip in thought. What was going on?




CHAPTER FOUR
“Thanks for the lift, guys,” the officer blurted as soon as they walked into the chaotic police station. “Good luck!”
“Thanks officer, you too,” Stevenson said as their passenger ambled off into the throng of people rushing about. Bodies moved weapons and supplies around, stocking and restocking. One of the nearby desks housed a uniformed officer yelling into three different phones before breaking down into a massive coughing fit. His eyes were completely bloodshot and he was as sweaty as an obese man going back for sixths at a buffet.
When he dropped the phones and collapsed onto his desk, two uniformed officers wandered over and helped him to his feet before escorting him to the back.
“Is it just me, or are things getting worse by the minute?” Stevenson asked as they set him down in the quarantine area.
Rogers opened his mouth to answer, but a female voice rose above the white noise.
“Detectives!” she screeched, and the duo looked around before settling on a young woman waving frantically from across the room. “Detectives! Over here!”
Rogers waved back at her, recognizing her as Captain Sanford’s assistant. “Looks like we’re about to find out,” he muttered as they made their way through the chaos.  “What can we do for you, Becky?”
She brushed her matted hair from her forehead, deep bags under her wide eyes insinuating that she hadn’t left her post in days. “The Captain needs to see you right now. He’s in his office.”
“What did we do?” Stevenson crossed his arms.
Becky rolled her eyes. “He told me to find someone competent, and it’s truly a dark time if you’re the best I could come up with.”
“Even in the apocalypse, that one hurts,” Stevenson replied, putting a jovial hand over his heart.
She smiled and shook her head. “Get in there, you two.”
The duo entered the Captain’s large office. Sanford sat behind his desk, the two chairs in front of him full of gigantic Latino men, a trio of six foot plus muscular tanned men standing along the far wall. Each one of them were covered in tattoos and armed to the teeth.
“Sorry Captain,” Rogers said, brow furrowing. “Didn’t mean to interrupt.”
“It’s okay Rogers, come on in,” Sanford replied, waving them forward. “Turns out you have good timing. I have a few people for you to meet.”
Rogers eyes widened as the two men at the desk turned around.
The Captain leaned back. “Detectives, I’d like to introduce-”
“Angel Rivas, heir to the throne of the Rivas Cartel,” Rogers cut in, raising his chin at the young man on the left. “Currently under investigation for several dozen murders on both sides of the border. A little overdressed for the end of the world in those fancy slacks, but you don’t look like the type to have ever worked a hard day in his life. I’m guessing that the whole apocalypse got you spooked about your place in the afterlife and you’re trying to make amends by turning yourself in?”
Angel growled and leaned forward to lash out, but his older companion shoved him back into his seat.
“That’s a good boy, sit down,” Rogers snarled.
“Detective, you aren’t being helpful,” the older man replied as Angel slapped his hand away from him with a huff.
“Oh, my apologies, mister cartel man,” Rogers replied, sarcasm dripping from his tongue.
Sanford stood up. “Detective Rogers! Show our guests some respect.”
“What the hell, Captain?!” the detective cried. “Is everything okay? Blink twice if there’s a bomb under your chair.”
“Rogers!” Sanford bellowed.
“Detective Rogers,” the older latino man said, voice calm and collected. “My name is Rodriguez. I’m the second in command of the Rivas Cartel. Your Captain is in no danger, and in fact, we are here to help with the current situation.”
“Help?” The detective narrowed his eyes. “We just came from the hospital where your men helped by shooting patients in the goddamned face.”
“Detective, I understand you are upset,” Rodriguez replied, putting up his hands, “but those aren’t our men.”
“The men who stormed across the border are from the Meza gang,” Angel added.
“I thought the Mezas were your distributor,” Stevenson cut in. “Wouldn’t that make them your men?”
“Technically yes,” Rodriguez replied. “But when this… situation broke out this week, the gang leader, Juan Pablo, decided to make his move and take over the city. We don’t condone what he and his men have done, and have come up here to put a stop to it.”
Rogers rolled his eyes. “Oh, good, you going to come over and negotiate a ceasefire or something?”
Angel pulled out a butterfly knife and flipped it around. “The Rivas Cartel doesn’t negotiate,” he said, and slammed the blade into the Captain’s desk, “we dictate.”
“That’s good and all, Goldilocks,” Rogers snapped, “but it’s going to take more than you and the three bears here to bring down their army.”
“We brought in five thousand of our own men,” Rodriguez clarified. “In addition, we have already made contact with two of his top lieutenants and brought them and their men over to our side. At the moment, we outnumber them.”
Rogers paced back and forth a bit, taking a deep breath. “So, what’s the play? Not sure an all-out war on the streets of El Paso is in anyone’s best interests.”
“I agree with you, detective,” Rodriguez replied, “a full scale war would ultimately doom us all. Being isolated from the initial infection zone bought us a little time, but sooner rather than later we’re going to have a zombie epidemic on our hands.”
“Not if they keep clearing out the city the way they are,” Stevenson muttered, and the rest of the room went completely silent, turning to look at him with a combination of confusion and disgust. “Settle down, y’all, I’m not advocating their position, just stating a fact. Jesus.”
Rogers shook his head and turned to their new tentative companion. “Okay, Rodriguez, do you boys actually have a plan or is this an unofficial brainstorming session?” he asked. “Because if it’s the latter, then I’m going to need some coffee to get the gears turning.”
Rodriguez snapped his fingers and pointed to the door. The large bald man nodded and exited the room.
“What just happened?” Rogers looked from the doorway back to the cartel second-in-command.
“Well detective, we do have a plan, but we’re going to need you fresh,” Rodriguez explained. “I sent him to get you what you requested.”
The large guard reappeared in the room, holding a mug of piping hot coffee. He held it out to Rogers, who accepted it graciously.
“Sorry…” the guard stammered in a thick accent. “No cream.”
Rogers smiled and nodded. “Thank you, big fella.” He raised his mug in a toast and then took a happy sip. “All right, let’s hear it.”
“Juan Pablo’s second-in-command is a squirmy little bastard named Miguel,” Angel began. “We get to him, he’ll give up his boss.”
Stevenson crossed his arms and leaned against the doorframe, crossing his legs at the ankle. “What makes you so sure about that?”
Angel sneered and snatched his knife from the desk, waggling it above his head. “I can demonstrate on you, if you wish.”
“He’ll talk,” Rodriguez cut in, gently pushing his companion’s hand down. “Miguel is an ambitious one, so when we take out his boss, he’ll be smart enough to know where that leaves him.”
“And once we take him out, then what?” Rogers asked. “Everybody goes home and we call it a day?”
“On the contrary,” Rodriguez replied. “We have proposed a partnership with your Captain. The threat we face is very real and needs to be dealt with.”
Stevenson sighed. “And now we’re back to shooting people in the face.”
“No, detective.” Rodriguez put his hands up, palms out. “We know what causes the transformation. So once the hostilities end we will search out these people and quarantine them across the border. As we speak, shelters for the infected are being set up so these people can live out their last moments in piece.”
A hysterical laugh bubbled up from Rogers’ throat, and he shook his head. “It truly is the apocalypse if we’re contemplating partnering up with the Rivas Cartel.”
“Detective, it’s already done,” Sanford said firmly. “As we speak, their men are forming squad with our officers to go out into the city to find the sick and eliminate any threats they find. Be they human, or zombie.”
Rogers’ jaw dropped. “Captain! Are you out of your mind?”
“No, detective, I’m not!” Sanford slammed his fist down on his desk. “The fact is that between the virus, the wounded, the killed, and the deserters, we’re badly outnumbered and outgunned. If we want any chance at saving the city, this is the only way to do it.”
Rogers pressed his lips into a thin line, clenching his jaw. He drew a deep breath between his teeth and let it out slowly, finally nodding his head.
“Okay,” he conceded. “Rodriguez, where are we going?”
“There is an apartment building on the north east side of the city, where we believe Miguel and his goons are holed up,” his new companion replied.
Stevenson sighed. “So, what? We just going to drive up and knock on the front door?”
“I’d recommend you stop by the armory on your way out,” Sanford replied, taking his seat now that he was satisfied with his men’s compliance. “Detective Stevenson, you want to show these boys the way?”
The detective waved his hand and opened the door, and the cartel members filed out after him, leaving Rogers alone with Sanford.
“Detective, I know what you’re going to say, and I totally agree with you,” the Captain said as his subordinate took Rodriguez’ seat and set his coffee on the desk. “But our backs are against the wall. What choice do I have?”
“I know, Captain,” Rogers replied, rubbing his eyes. “There’s a reason why I’m just a detective and not in charge. Don’t want that kind of responsibility. Just watch yourself, okay?”
Sanford nodded. “You too, detective.”
Rogers downed the rest of his coffee and slammed the empty mug down on the desk, giving a salute before vacating the office to meet the others at the armory.




CHAPTER FIVE
Stevenson looked back and forth between the two giant cartel members on either side of him in the backseat of Rodriguez’ black SUV. “So… you guys lift or what?” he asked, amazed at the fact that their biceps were as big around as his head.
The one to his left slowly turned and looked down at the diminutive detective. “Crossfit,” he replied, and then turned his attention back to the front, where Rodriguez turned the key in the ignition and Rogers settled into the passenger’s seat.
Rodriguez pulled out behind the other black SUV in their small convoy, which Angel was driving, and headed towards the apartment building. The drive was brisk and devoid of resistance, every corner guarded by a mix of armed cartel members and officers alike.
They pulled up to the building, which was a five-story modern mid-rise complex, with a handful of storefronts on one side and a large gated pool area adjacent to the all-glass front office. A small horde of about thirty zombies rushed towards the building, cut down by automatic fire coming from one of the apartments on the ground floor.
“What do you think?” Rogers asked as they slowed to a stop. “Go in through the office?”
Rodriguez nodded. “Good a plan as any.”
The convoy started moving again, heading into the parking lot. As soon as they crossed the property line, bullets peppered the vehicles.
“Everybody out!” Rogers cried as Rodriguez sharply turned to the right, but a spray of bullets caused the engine to sputter to a halt. Everyone poured out of the passenger side doors to take shelter behind the wheel wells. One of the big guards from the backseat flattened himself against the door.
“Yo need to get behind a wheel!” Rogers cried. “That door isn’t going to give you any cover.”
The thick cartel member rolled his eyes. “I’m good. What the fuck do you know, gringo?” A trio of bullets tore through the flimsy metal right next to him, and he dove to the ground behind the rear wheel, eyes wide in shock.
Rogers shrugged as he looked up at him, and the frazzled man gave him a slight nod to acknowledge that he was in the wrong.
Angel pulled up behind them, creating a long SUV barricade. Their crew jumped out, standing at the wheels and popping off a few shots while their leader crawled towards Rodriguez.
“Now what?” he asked.
Rodriguez inclined his head. “We’ll distract them, while you ram your SUV into the front office. After that we’ll-” The sound of tires exploding cut him off, and Angel’s vehicle leaned to one side. “Scratch that. Detective?”
Rogers peeked over the hood of the car to survey the battlefield. There were about two dozen zombies between them and the building. The cartel members inside struggled to land headshots, bullets ripping through torsos.
“They’re behind us!” Stevenson screamed, he and his two new companions opening fire.
A dozen or so zombies from the area ran towards them, attracted to the noise. Everyone behind Rodriguez’ vehicle whipped around, firing into the new horde. They caught at least half of them, but a few reached the group, one managing to latch onto one of the cartel members firing at the building.
Two zombies dragged him to the asphalt, gurgling screams as they tore into his flesh. His partner attempted to fire on the assailants but three more zombies slammed into him. He reached up to grab one by the throat, but misjudged and put his hand right into the ghoul’s mouth, losing three fingers.
He shot the zombie point blank in the forehead, using its body to knock the other two to the ground. Enraged, he unloaded an entire magazine into the two corpses before reloading and pumping round after round into the feasting zombies, as well as his now-deceased comrade. As the gun clicked empty, he turned to the remaining huddled members of the convoy only to receive a bullet to the forehead.
Rogers turned to Angel, who lowered his still-smoking weapon. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
“He was bitten!” Angel snapped, shrugging his shoulders with a scowl. “People who get bit turn into those things.”
“No fucking shit, dumbass,” Rogers spat. “He wasn’t going to turn in the next five minutes, though, and in case you missed it, we’re in the middle of a goddamned firefight!”
Angel snarled and lunged for the detective, but Rodriguez shoved him back before turning to Rogers.
“Detective,” he said calmly. “Focus.”
Rogers took a deep breath and looked back over the SUVs. The guys inside the apartment building continued to fire, but continued to miss their targets pretty badly, oftentimes drawing nothing but air. Several more zombies rushed to join the dozen or so still by the window.
“We can use them as shields,” Rogers declared, motioning to the unmoving corpses on the ground.
Angel scoffed. “Are you loco? Their guns will tear right through them.”
“That’s why we’re gonna hold ‘em high,” the detective replied, and shook his head at the quizzical expressions on the others. “I don’t know why Miguel hired the guys over there, but I can guaran-damn-tee you it wasn’t because they were great marksmen. They are having a lot of problems hitting the head, and last time I looked, they are aiming high. We turn these corpses into seven footers, then that’s what they’re gonna aim for. That’ll give us a chance to get up there.”
Angel crossed his arms. “As soon as they see us carrying those things we’re done. They don’t need to hit us in the head, you know.”
“It’s about a forty yard run from here to the wall,” Rogers insisted. “Pro athletes run that in four seconds. We’re not in the best shape, but I’m betting we can do it in under eight. Your two behemoths over there lead the way, the rest of us flank them and take out the zombies in our path. We get close enough and we throw everything we have at the windows. With any luck we’ll take them out, or at least scare them off.”
Rodriguez pursed his lips for a moment, and then nodded. “All right, let’s do it.”
“Rodriguez!” Angel gaped. “You’re listening to this gringo?”
“We have to get in there,” his companion hissed. “So tell me, do you have a better plan?”
Angel scrunched up his face as he muttered a string of curse words in Spanish under his breath, but then ultimately shook his head no.
“All right then,” Rodriguez replied, and whistled to his other two cartel members. He called out something in Spanish and they leapt up to grab suitable corpses. “If you and your detective will take the left, Angel and I will take the right.”
Rogers nodded. “It’s going to be dangerous as hell, but we need to hold off as long as we can on the firing and get as close as possible. We start shooting and we’re gonna be the target of them and the zombies.”
“The zombies are starting to thin out,” Rodriguez said as he peeked over the top of the car. “We need to move.” He whistled one more time, and the two hulking guards hefted the bodies on their shoulders. The cartel duo and the detective duo got ready to move on Rodriguez’ mark, and when he whistled, the guards led the way.
As they ran, bullets hit the tall decoy zombies in the chest. As they got closer to the building, the gunfire intensified, and one bullet actually managed to find its mark, taking the corpse’s head clean off. The gunfire paused as the creature kept coming, likely the shooters were in shock at a headshot not keeping the creature down.
When they reached ten feet from the horde, the group opened fire. As the battlefield cleared, one of the gunmen made eye contact with Rogers through the window. He quickly aimed, but the detective shot faster, causing the young man to duck.
The guard with the headless corpse dropped it, bull rushing the last few ghouls, and grasping one snapping creature by the belt and collar from behind. He stood up and heaved it through the window, sending the gunmen inside into a frenzy to try to kill the zombie now in their midst.
Rogers and Rodriguez stood on either side of the window, and at the same time popped up and fired on the gunmen, ducking back down to wait for retaliatory shots.
They didn’t come.
The duo turned back to the battlefield where Stevenson and the guards were making sure that everything was dead amongst the piles of corpses.
“We gotta get inside!” Angel screamed, firing on the next wave of thirty or so zombies that had been attracted to the firefight.
“Guess we’re going in this way,” Rogers said, and Rodriguez nodded, giving him a boost over the windowsill.
The detective swept the room, making sure the gunmen bleeding out on top of a red mush zombie corpse were the only ones.
“Cover the door, I’ll find something for the window,” Rodriguez said as he heaved himself through the window.
Rogers nodded and moved across the apartment. As he approached the door, the handle moved, and he quickly ducked behind it, out of sight as a single cartel member entered. He rattled off something in Spanish before noticing bodies coming in through the living room window, and Rogers tackled him from behind.
The two of them crashed to the floor, and Rogers smashed his fist into his opponent’s face a few times, stunning him.
“You got him?” Stevenson called.
Rogers nodded. “Yeah. Lock the door. We need to have a chat with this one.”
Stevenson secured the door, and they dragged the semi-conscious man into the living room, shoving him down beside his two dead friends. The two guards secured the window with furniture, freeing up Angel and Rodriguez to interrogate their fresh prisoner.
Angel began rattling off rapid Spanish, but Rogers put up a hand.
“No, no, no,” he said. “English.”
“Fuck you,” the cartel heir snarled.
“Detective,” Rodriguez cut in, “time is of the essence, and I’d be surprised if this man spoke even halfway passable english. I fully realize you don’t trust us-”
“No, Rodriguez, I don’t,” Rogers said. “Given that a week ago, any one of you would have put a bullet in my face and not lost a moment’s sleep over it, we still have a ways to go before we reach the trust stage. Now I want to know what he has to say. From his own mouth.”
Rodriguez nodded at Angel, who rolled his eyes but sighed with compliance.
“English?” he asked.
The prisoner’s voice was hoarse. “Yes.”
“Where is your boss?” Angel asked.
The prisoner’s head lolled with grogginess. “Not telling you a damn thing.”
Angel stared at him for a moment, and then leapt down and grabbed the guy in a headlock, jerking him off of the floor and dragging him over to the window. One of the guards moved a shelf out of the way, just enough so a zombie could squeeze its snapping maw through. Angel shoved the prisoner’s face within six inches of the creature, its teeth clicking excitedly in anticipation of a meal.
“You want to rethink that?” Angel purred.
“Okay, okay!” the prisoner cried as the zombie’s putrid breath grazed his face.
“Talk,” the cartel heir demanded.
The prisoner reached into his pocket as he hit the floor again, holding out a set of keys. “He’s… he’s in the penthouse on the fifth floor. The elevator requires a key to access. It’s the small silver one.”
Angel examined the keys and then tossed them to Rodriguez. “How many men are up there?”
“Miguel and two others,” the prisoner wheezed.
Angel faked a punch, causing the man on the floor to flinch. He laughed. “Are you lying to me? I think Miguel would have more men than that.”
“They’re all out clearing the city,” the prisoner pleaded. “I swear, it’s only Miguel and two others up there.”
Angel stood up. “See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” he asked, and smiled. The prisoner eyed him warily, and then offered a small smile. His eyes widened in horror a split second before Angel shot him between the eyes.
“What the fuck man?!” Stevenson yelled.
Angel shrugged. “I did him a favor.”
“Remind me never to ask you for anything,” the detective muttered.
Rodriguez raised a hand. “We don’t have time for this. We need to get to the penthouse.”
Rogers clenched his jaw and patted Stevenson on the shoulder.




CHAPTER SIX
The elevator doors closed behind the group.
“Angel, I need you to holster your weapon and get to the rear,” Rogers instructed.
The cartel heir scowled. “Bullshit, gringo, I ain’t doing that.”
Rogers whirled and got right in his face, nose to nose. “Listen to me, you hot headed know-nothing,” he hissed. “We need to bring this guy to our side. He knows where the big boss is, and you guys said that he was…” he inclined his head to Rodriguez. “How did you put it?”
“Ambitious,” Rodriguez said.
“Right, ambitious,” Rogers repeated, turning back to Angel. “You go in there half-cocked, blowing people’s heads off, there’s a good chance he’s gonna go down swinging instead of talking to us. Now, holster your weapon and get in the back.”
Angel stared him down, unmoving. “That’s a nice speech, but I’m gonna stay right here,” he said firmly. “But I’ll give you my word that I won’t shoot anybody in the head.”
Rogers nodded, and casually reached over to hit the button to open the doors. As they slid open, he shoved Angel back into the main floor hallway. The cartel heir growled and drew his handgun as he found his footing.
The detective aimed his own first. “Put it down,” he demanded, and Angel reluctantly lowered his arm. “Good boy. Now, I want you to sit there and think about what you did.”
The doors closed, leaving the cartel heir in the lobby. Rogers hit the button for the penthouse, and the elevator began its ascent. He sighed as he noticed Rodriguez staring at him in his periphery.
“What?” he asked. “You think I was wrong?”
Rodriguez shook his head. “On the contrary, you were a hundred percent right. He’s young and hasn’t learned self-control yet.”
“Based on some of the things we’ve investigated him for,” Rogers mused, “that’s an understatement.”
Rodriguez just nodded, eyes thoughtful.
The group readied their weapons as the elevator gave its ding at the top floor, and as soon as the doors slid open, they fanned out in the narrow space, weapons drawn. Two shocked guards whipped around, but didn’t have time to raise their weapons in the face of their attackers.
“Not a good idea, boys,” Rogers warned. As he, Rodriguez and Stevenson kept them under aim, the two guards stalked over and collected the men’s weapons. They shoved them towards a supply closet in the hallway, and Rodriguez stepped up as they bustled into the small space.
“I’m leaving one of my men here,” he said coldly. “If you open this door, he will turn this closet into your coffin. Understood?”
The men muttered a sheepish si in unison before a guard slammed the door and barred it with a nearby bench. The rest of the group moved towards the end of the hallway and slowly opened the door to the main residence.
Stevenson gawked at the outlandish decor, a large chandelier hanging from the cathedral ceiling and a wall of windows giving a panoramic view of the city. “Man, can you imagine the amount of tail this guy must have been pulling?”
“Settle down there, Hef,” Rogers replied.
There was a roaring fire in the massive fireplace off to the side, a closed door on either side.
“So, where you want to look first?” Rogers asked.
Rodriguez motioned to the single door across from the fireplace. “If I know Miguel, he’s probably sprawled out in the master bedroom.”
“Thought you said he was ambitious?” Rogers cocked his head.
His companion barked a laugh. “Ambitious in the sense that he wants to be the kingpin, not in the sense where he actually has to do anything other than issue orders.”
“Amazing he’s made it this far up the ladder.” The detective let out a puff of air.
Rodriguez nodded. “That sentiment is more common than you think, detective.”
Rogers gave a nod, and the quartet moved towards the master bedroom door. They paused outside, and he gave a silent countdown with his fingers before flinging the door open. They leapt inside, and then recoiled at the sight of a short and hairy overweight man lounging on the bed in red bikini briefs and a matching silk bathrobe.
“Mother of god, man,” Stevenson blurted. “Who in their right mind thinks that’s a good look?”
Rogers wrinkled his nose. “Someone who grew up in a house without mirrors?”
“What is the meaning of this?” Miguel grunted, sitting up to let his gargantuan belly hang over his junk. “Who are you?”
Rodriguez stepped forward. “You know who I am, Miguel.”
“Oh, please, Mister Rodriguez, I am so sorry for my appearance,” the older man whined, slipping off of the bed hastily. “Please, give me just a moment to collect myself.”
He scurried over to the nightstand and slid into a pair of fuzzy slippers before securing his robe around himself. He cleared his throat and turned, approaching the group with a large fake smile pasted across his plump red face.
“Please, come into the main room,” he said. “I will get you some drinks and we can discuss business.” He paused. “We… we are going to discuss business, are we not?”
Rodriguez raised an eyebrow. “Is that what you wish to do?”
Miguel reached out and slowly pushed down on Rogers’ gun, and licked his lips nervously. “Anything I can do to avoid the alternative, sir.”
Rogers grinned and holstered his weapon. “Miguel, I’ll take a scotch on the rocks.”
“Coming right up, sir,” the portly cartel wannabe slid past them and into the main room.
Rodriguez nodded. “Detective, I believe this might actually work.”
As if on cue, Miguel shrieked from the living room, and the group rushed back out to see him cowering behind the couch. Angel stood there, gun drawn, and let out a string of Spanish before making a beeline for Rogers.
Rodriguez stepped into his path, straightening his shoulders up to full height.
“Move!” Angel snapped. “I have to teach this asshole a lesson!”
“The only thing you have to do is calm down,” Rodriguez insisted firmly.
Angel took a step back, a blood vessel pulsating in his neck. “Are you taking the American’s side?”
“We have a mission to accomplish, and you’re endangering it,” his second-in-command declared calmly. “Now sit down and calm yourself.”
The cartel heir snarled. “Do you have any idea who you are talking to?”
Rodriguez inclined his head towards the windows. “Someone who will learn to fly if they don’t learn how to take orders.”
Angel drew his bottom lip between his teeth, fear rippling in his eyes. There was a tense moment before he clenched his jaw and huffed, throwing himself into a nearby armchair in defeat.
“I believe you were going to get us some beverages, Miguel,” Rodriguez said, and the quivering man in question rushed off to the kitchen. The sound of ice hitting glass echoed as the group all took seats around the comfortable living room.
Angel glared daggers at Rogers as he sat down across from him, and the detective simply shot him a playful wink, knowing that there wasn’t a damn thing the young man could do.
Miguel bustled in with a tray of glasses and a bottle, and set them down on the coffee table. Rogers picked up the bottle to pour, and clucked his tongue.
“Well, that’s a disappointment,” he muttered.
Miguel wrung his hands. “Please, please forgive me,” he pleaded. “This was the only bottle that was in the kitchen. I… I can go see if they have something else.”
“It’s okay.” Rogers waved him off with a sigh. “Just disappointed it’s only a twelve year old scotch. You’d figure with digs like this, they could afford better hooch.”
Rodriguez didn’t bother to hide his smile of amusement. “Well, Miguel, I’ll get right to the point,” he said, turning to the nervous man. “We need to know where your boss Juan Pablo is.”
“I know where he is,” Miguel replied, and then took a deep breath, seeming to grow a little bit of confidence in the knowledge that he had something they needed. “So… so what is in it for me?”
Angel pulled his fancy butterfly knife, flicking it around a few times before stabbing it down into the coffee table. “Your reward for telling us is you don’t get to see what I can do with this.” He sneered.
“Your boss has been a bad, bad boy,” Rodriguez said as Miguel went white as a sheet. “Caused a lot of trouble on both sides of the border. Now, we know you’ve played a role, but Senor Rivas is willing to overlook your transgressions and reward you if you are willing and able to help bring an end to the current hostilities.”
Miguel continued to wring his hands, mouth opening and closing a few times before finally finding his voice. “We can save specifics for a later discussion,” he said, and cleared his throat. “I will tell you where he is. There is a warehouse complex about a mile north of the Westside Open Reserve. I don’t know the name, but it’s a huge grey building with a hundred trucking bays.”
“Well, that was easier than I thought,” Stevenson piped up, leaning back and curling his arms behind his head.
“Getting the information is the easy part,” Miguel replied with a shake of his head. “Getting there will be a whole other ordeal. I left there eight hours ago, and came in on the I-10. If I wasn’t in an escorted vehicle I would have been cut to shreds. Every exit and overpass has been reinforced with heavily armed men. Side streets are no better as there are two thousand men clearing the sick out house by house. The only way you are getting in there is if you are invited by Juan Pablo himself. I can’t even get back in.”
There was a tense silence as everyone contemplated the reality of the situation.
Rogers leaned forward. “Where exactly is this warehouse?”
“I told you,” Miguel replied, pursing his lips, “about a mile north of the Preserve.”
The detective shook his head. “No, where is it exactly? Is it close to the I-10? Can you see the interstate from it? What is close to it?”
Angel scoffed. “What difference does it-”
Rodriguez shushed him in Spanish, and motioned for the others to continue.
“I’d say it’s about a mile east of the interstate,” Miguel replied, scratching his head in thought. “As far as what it’s close to… nothing significant I can think of. Outside of a wall of trees.”
“That’s our way in, then,” Rogers declared.
“What are you talking about, gringo?” Angel blurted. “Did you not listen to Miguel? How in the hell are we getting to the woods?”
Rogers shrugged. “Easy, we’ll just start on the other side of them.”
“You want to go hiking?” Angel raised his eyebrows and let out an incredulous guffaw.
“Yep,” the detective replied. “Franklin Mountain State Park runs right up against the target. It’s highly unlikely they are spending resources defending the forest, so we hike across it. There are several trails leading through it. Can’t be more than four, five miles if we pick our entry point right.”
Angel laughed again. “I don’t believe this. Rodriguez you don’t think-”
“I think you should learn the lesson of if you don’t have a better idea, you should keep your mouth shut,” Rodriguez snapped. As the cartel heir sulked back into his seat and crossed his arms across his chest like a pouty teenager, he turned back to Miguel. “Thank you. Your help will not go unrewarded. However, we have one more favor to request.”
Miguel nodded emphatically. “Please, anything you need.”
“We need transportation, as your men did a good job of trashing our vehicles,” Rogers said, downing the rest of his glass.
“Please, gentlemen, accept my sincerest apology,” Miguel replied, and bowed as low as his belly would allow. “I will go down with you and instruct them personally to escort you to the transportation you need.”
Rogers coughed. “We… kinda killed your men.”
Miguel choked on his breath and then composed himself. “Even easier!” he bellowed, wide grin stretching his face. “Just head to the garage and take their vehicles. Should be a few SUVs on the second floor. Keys will be in them. Take them with my compliments.”
Rodriguez stood and shook his hand, whispering something in Spanish to him before the group headed for the door.
“Hiking with the cartel,” Stevenson said to Rogers as they exited the penthouse. “You sure we don’t want to ask Miguel for some food and we can make an afternoon out of it? Have a picnic and just, you know, enjoy the company?”
“Yes, I know, Stevenson,” Rogers replied with a roll of his eyes. “This day is turning out stranger than I could have imagined.”




CHAPTER SEVEN
“That trail will take us close to where we need to go,” Rogers motioned to the path between the dense copse of trees.
Everyone readied their weapons after shutting the doors to the vehicles, and the detective studied his compass against the map in his hand.
“The last half mile or so is going to be a bit rougher though, since we’ll have to go off the path to reach the warehouse.” He folded the map and stuffed it into his pocket with the compass and checked his own weapon.
Angel sneered. “Oh, so you’re a boy scout, now?”
“Eagle scout actually, but why split hairs?” Rogers shrugged.
Rodriguez started towards the path. “We’re wasting time, let’s move.”
The thick trees provided good shade from the sun, but reduced visibility. Every snap or movement in the woods set the group on edge, forcing them to raise their weapons until they were sure it was an animal or a falling branch instead of a zombie or a cartel enemy.
“This hike is not going to be good for my health,” Stevenson muttered as a squirrel skittered across a thick branch overhead, kicking down dirt and leaves on his head.
As time wore on, they grew numb to the forest noises, the background noises not freaking them out so much, and were able to move at a brisker pace.
Rogers pulled out his map as they passed a marker on the trail. “There’s going to be a pretty deep gorge in a half mile or so. Once we cross that bridge, it’ll be time to veer off the path.”
“We seem to be making good time,” Rodriguez commented.
“I’m impressed,” Rogers agreed. “Even your big fellas are keeping pace. Usually guys that size don’t have much stamina.”
Stevenson grinned. “It’s all that crossfit, right big guy?”
The two guards simply grunted in acknowledgment, and the others chuckled. As they came around a bend, however, the group froze at the sight of torn-apart camping gear on the path. They raised their weapons and took defensive positions as Rogers and Rodriguez moved forward to inspect the scene.
There were no bodies, but there was blood everywhere, shredded tents dripping crimson. Tent pegs and unused matches floated in a pool of blood directly in the middle of the path.
“What do you think?” Rogers asked quietly.
“I think we need to move with haste,” Rodriguez replied just as quietly, and reached down to dip a finger in the pool. “It’s still lukewarm, so this happened recently.” He wiped his fingers on an empty backpack.
Rogers turned and waved for the others to follow quickly, and they scurried forward silently. They shuffled as quietly as they possibly could, and met a lone zombie staggering out of the trees. It took off towards them at a run, and one of the hulking bodyguards turned and grasped the creature by the neck. He used its momentum to spin, lift and crash it hard onto the ground. The corpse thrashed around violently, limbs flailing, but the guard held fast.
Angel began to aim his gun, but Stevenson pushed his arm away, drawing a knife instead. The cartel heir glared at the detective as he knelt and planted the blade into the zombie’s skull, cutting off the thing’s screech.
The group froze from the noise, waiting for the fallout from the piercing noise. Screams and groans echoed in the forest, coming from all sides. It was impossible to see how many and from what direction with the thickness of the trees.
Rogers aimed at the dirt path in the direction of the bridge, and saw a half-dozen tearing towards them. He took aim and fired, clipping one in the head. As it fell, several of the others tripped over their fallen comrade.
“We gotta move!” he cried, and Rodriguez came up next to him, attempting to clear the path ahead. The rest of the group moved with them, firing into the trees as zombies leapt out from the dense woods. Some bodies fell, but some bullets only found foliage.
Angel moved behind the two leaders, but a zombie knocked him clean over from the side. He flung it off of him, regaining his footing quickly.
“You done fucked up,” he declared, and whipped out his knife. He flicked it around a few times while the zombie got back up, and then planted his foot in its chest. He kicked it down and then knelt, crushing its ribs with his knee while he stabbed it multiple times in the face.
He stood and spit on the creature before jogging to catch up with Rogers and Rodriguez.
Stevenson brought up the rear with the two bodyguards, fighting off five zombies together. The detective hit one with a clean headshot as the other two grappled hand to hand with one zombie each. Stevenson dispatched the first one, and the second guard panicked and threw his corpse at a group of enemies emerging from the woods.
“Go, I got this!” Stevenson barked at the first guard, and he nodded, taking off towards the bridge. The detective fired around the almost-overwhelmed guard, hitting three ghouls in the head, ending their search for sustenance. The final zombie met the guard’s hands, and he lifted it up over his head and dropped it over his knee, shattering its spine. He threw it to the side, and grunted to Stevenson in thanks for his help.
They took one more look at the top half of the corpse, desperately trying to claw its way along the ground to get to them. As they turned to leave, two zombies sprinted out of the trees and attached themselves to the beast of a guard. Stevenson didn’t even have time to turn around before the man was on the ground, flailing and punching and fighting for his now-much-shorter life.
“Fuck,” the detective cursed through clenched teeth, shooting a few more approaching zombies, but knowing that the guard had no chance now. He turned and sprinted towards the bridge, feeling terrible about it but knowing it was the only way.
As he dodged pools of blood and camping gear, four zombies burst from the woods and onto the path. He fired a shot behind him and took one out, but the next shot produced a hollow click that sounded like a nail in a coffin.
They didn’t let up and he dove to the side, barreling into the woods. He ran through the trees, reloading as he dodged branches. The corpses chasing him weren’t as agile, smacking into trees, but more joined him, somehow managing to keep up.
A gooey hand grasped his shirt collar and he lurched backwards, flinging his arm back to try to protect himself. His fist met with the trunk of a tall pine, and he wrenched around to see the zombie caught up in the branches, unable to get its mouth close enough for a meal.
Stevenson finally clicked in the magazine and fired over his shoulder, but missed due to the pine branches obscuring his vision. Another zombie tore towards him from the front and he easily dispatched it, firing over his shoulder again. When he missed a second time, he pressed the barrel of the gun up against the zombie’s wrist and fired twice, tearing through the rotting flesh.
The detective wrenched free, the severed hand flopping to the forest floor. He took off running, the pounding of his heart not quite drowning out the footfalls of the zombies behind him, eventually finding his way back to the path. The bridge was within sight, and hope soared in his chest at the sight of Rogers and the others waving wildly to him from the other end.
Stevenson glanced behind him to see a flood of zombies filling the path about forty yards behind him. Eyes widening, he took off as hard as he could towards the bridge.
Rogers motioned to the wooden structure, about fifty feet long and just wide enough for two people to walk shoulder to shoulder. “We need to bring down this bridge once he’s across. Or else we’re going to use all our ammo holding them off.”
Angel and the living bodyguard just shrugged, while Rodriguez pulled out a flask. He calmly unscrewed the cap as he walked a few feet onto the bridge and dumped the contents onto the wood. As soon as Stevenson hit the other side, running full-tilt towards him, Rodriguez knelt and set the bridge ablaze.
Rogers rushed forward and pulled out his own flask, flinging the flammable liquid forward through the flames like a priest dishing out holy water. The flying alcohol did a great job of creating a large wall of fire.
Stevenson leapt through the blaze like a dynamo, and hit the dirt with one leg on fire. He rolled back and forth and the bodyguard kicked some dirt onto him to put it out.
The fire on the bridge grew, and the zombies bottlenecked into the other end. Rogers and Rodriguez stood at the edge of the structure and aimed downrange, waiting for the footsteps to get closer. They opened fire, aiming at chest height to create a barricade of zombies and let the fire do its work.
The blaze grew to an inferno, and there were a series of sharp cracks before the bridge began to wobble under the intense heat and weight of the horde. One flaming zombie staggered almost to the guarding duo, but fell flat on its face as the structure finally gave way, tumbling into the gorge below.
Rodriguez and Rogers pulled out their flasks, giving a little toast before finishing off what little was left in them.
“Let me guess, tequila?” Rogers asked.
Rodriguez shook his head. “Detective, I would expect better from you. Throwing out such a racial stereotype like that.”
“If you must know, I guessed tequila because I saw how fast it went up,” he defended with a laugh. “Brought back some bad college memories where I had to go a semester without eyebrows.”
Rodriguez smiled. “If we live long enough, I think I would like to hear that story.”
“Hell, that wasn’t even the best story from that week,” Rogers said, “but I’ll happily share it.” His companion clapped him on the back and they turned to the others. “Stevenson, you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m medium rare,” the detective groaned as he got to his feet. “So I’ll live.”
Rogers inclined his head to the bodyguard. “Sorry about your friend,” he said sincerely.
His companion just grunted and nodded.
Rodriguez checked his gun. “All right, let’s get moving. This isn’t over yet.”




CHAPTER EIGHT
“Well detective, what do you think?” Rodriguez asked quietly.
Rogers peered through the bushes atop the tree-lined ridge overlooking the warehouse. There was a small building with a dozen or so bays and a much larger building with around a hundred bays separated by a large parking lot. Several transport trucks docked on both buildings, and a dozen or so guards roamed the grounds.
Rogers pursed his lips when he noted that the smaller building was largely ignored by the guards. “I think our luck isn’t anywhere near good enough for Juan Pablo to be in the small building.”
“I tend to agree,” Rodriguez said. “It appears as though the guards are focused on the main building. The question is, how do we get there?”
“I don’t know about y’all, but my ammo situation isn’t exactly conducive to a large scale fire fight,” Stevenson cut in.
Angel rolled his eyes. “Even if it was, you wouldn’t stand a chance against Juan Pablo’s best. Hand selected, well-trained, and heavily armed.”
“I’m sure you friends at the hospital thought the same thing,” Stevenson shot back with a smirk. “Last time I checked, they weren’t on the right side of the ground anymore.”
Before Angel could lunge at the detective, Rodriguez piped up, “We need to get into the main building.”
“I would say we could take the long way around and circle the place,” Rogers mused, “but who knows how many men we’d encounter along the way.”
“What about a diversion?” Stevenson asked. “Distract them on one side while we get into the building on the other?”
Rogers and Rodriguez nodded in unison.
“I think I know how we’re doing this,” Rogers said as he surveyed the area. “Anybody have a bandana? Handkerchief?” When there was no reply, he raised his eyebrows. “A bolt of fabric?”
Rodriguez suddenly caught on to what he was thinking, and said something in Spanish. The bodyguard removed his shirt and handed it to Rogers.
Stevenson eyed the intricate tattoos covering the man’s entire chest and back. “Muy Bueno.”
The big guy just grunted in response.
“All right, you boys get down to the far end of the small building,” Rogers instructed. “When you see the guards go by, give me the signal and I’ll get the fuse lit. With any luck, it’ll go up in a fireball and give us a chance to get across to the main building.”
“How are we getting in?” Angel asked.
“Look closely at the trucks in the bays,” Rogers replied, pointing. “There is a little bit of a gap on both sides. It’s probably going to be a tight squeeze, but we should be able to get in that way.”
Rodriguez nodded. “Good luck, detective.”
Rogers cautiously emerged from the tree line and rushed towards the small building. At the sight of two guards coming into view, he hit the deck, flattening himself into the moderately tall grass. He hoped he was alone in there, being in Texas he could have been cozying up to a scorpion or snake’s home. He couldn’t help but feel like it was a little nice to be worried about that kind of thing instead of getting infected by walking corpses.
When the guards turned around and walked back the way they came, he leapt to his feet and ran over to the vehicle. He drew his knife and wedged open the gas cap and shoved the sweaty t-shirt as deep as it would go. He looked to the opposite end of the building, where Rodriguez had his arm extended high in the air.
Rogers nodded, standing and waiting, and once Rodriguez pointed his finger and thrust his arm down, the detective lit the shirt on fire.
He rushed to join the group, crouching behind the corner of the small building.
“How long until it blows?” Angel asked as Rodriguez kept watch around the corner.
Rogers shrugged. “Fuck if I know, man,” he admitted. “What’s the standard burn rate of a sweaty tank top?”
Before Angel could reply with some kind of snarky comment, the car detonated. A massive fireball punched high up into the air, and the percussion rattled the windows of the building.
Stevenson grinned. “Apparently thirty seconds.”
Rodriguez waited another beat, watching a few guards run towards the blast with their guns at the ready.
As soon as they passed, he waved the group forward. “Let’s go!”
They darted to the edge of the building and looked over the large parking lot. It was another fifty yards to the main building, but the guards had all ran over to the blaze behind the smaller compound. The group sprinted across the lot unnoticed, and ducked behind one of the large eighteen-wheelers.
Rogers ran up to the docking bay. There was a four foot gap between the truck and the wall, and he grasped the platform to hoist himself up. At the sound of footsteps he dropped back down to the asphalt, motioning for everyone to hug the wall.
He watched footsteps exit the bay, and face away from him, likely looking out at the explosion outside. Rogers motioned for Rodriguez to give him a boost, and the cartel member silently pushed his foot up to get him up onto the platform.
He silently moved behind the distracted guard, and jerked him back by the collar, smacking the back of his head against the concrete. He put a knee to the man’s chest and covered his mouth, cocking his gun and putting it to the man’s sweaty head.
“Hola,” Rogers said, as the others clambered up onto the platform.
The man’s eyes went wide as saucers, fear evident in his orbs as Stevenson and the bodyguard wandered over to the warehouse side to keep watch. Angel and Rodriguez knelt next to their new captive.
“Nice job, detective,” Rodriguez said.
Rogers grinned. “Thanks. You want to interrogate him?”
“Be my guest,” his companion offered.
Rogers leaned down so that his face was all his prisoner could see. “Do you understand English?” he asked in a low voice.
The man nodded.
“Do you understand, that if you speak above a whisper or try and alert anyone, that I will shoot your balls off?” Rogers continued, and shoved the gun into the man’s crotch.
He nodded yes with even more intensity.
“Good,” Rogers replied, and slowly peeled his fingers from the man’s mouth. “Now, where is your boss, Juan Pablo?”
The man drew in a ragged breath. “He-”
Rogers shoved the gun against his nuts in a warning for the volume of his voice.
“He’s in the main office,” the man whispered. “Far side of the building.” He motioned in the direction they needed to go, which was conveniently the opposite side of the car explosion. “There’s a door beside the break room that leads to the offices. You can’t miss it.”
Rogers nodded. “How many men are back there with him?”
“I… I don’t know…” The prisoner grimaced at the pressure on his family jewels. “I swear I don’t know… they don’t let me back there.”
The detective released his gun a little. “You believe him?”
“Generally speaking,” Rodriguez said with a shrug. “A man wouldn’t risk his balls over something that small.”
Rogers nodded. “You’re probably right.”
Angel pulled out his knife, and the detective smacked his hand away. “What the fuck are you doing?”
“Well what do you propose we do with him?” Angel snapped with his signature scowl.
Rogers looked behind him and saw that the truck door was halfway open. He dragged their prisoner inside before giving him a forceful pistol whipping, knocking him out. He ducked out a carefully pulled the truck door down, doing his best to limit the noise.
“There we go,” he said, smacking his hands together as if dusting them off, “body concealed and no blood stain to set off alarms.”
Angel threw his hands up. “But why leave him alive?”
“Not everybody needs killing,” Rogers shot back. “You saw him, he was like fifty with dirty torn clothes. He didn’t exactly look like a huge threat, did he?”
“You’d better be right,” Angel warned.
Rodriguez checked his gun. “Come on,” he said with a wave, “let’s get to the office.”




CHAPTER NINE
They moved quickly and quietly through the empty warehouse, through rows and rows of boxes stacked floor to ceiling. They knelt down along the wall by the office door, Rogers in front.
“The door opens towards us,” he said to Rodriguez beside him. “I’ll fling it open and you lead the way?”
“That’s very generous of you detective,” his companion replied with a smile, “to allow me to go first into a room that is potentially filled with armed men wishing to do us harm.”
“Well, I figure since you’re the second in command of the Rivas Cartel they might think twice before shooting you,” Rogers said with a shrug. “Or at the very least, hesitate long enough for me to get a shot off.”
“Hard to argue with that detective,” Rodriguez nodded and grinned. “I’m ready when you are.”
Rogers got into position, holding the doorknob, and nodded to the group. He did a quick silent countdown, and then opened the door.
There was a long hallway with several offices on either side of it and rows of glass windows. Rodriguez carefully moved up to the first one and peered inside. Rogers checked the one across from him. Both were dark, and the doors were locked. They repeated the process on the second set, as the other three entered the hallway behind them.
As Rogers and Rodriguez reached the third set of offices, there was movement around the hallway corner on the far end.
“Put ‘em on the ground!” somebody yelled, and the entire group aimed at the two AK-47’s pointing at them around the corner. “Put ‘em on the ground!”
“I don’t have a shot, do you?” Rogers murmured, keeping as steady as possible so as not to spook their assailants.
Rodriguez swallowed. “No.”
“Your office locked?” Rogers pursed his lips.
Rodriguez sighed. “Yep.”
One of the men fired a warning shot into the air, and the cartel member and the detective slowly and gently bent to lay their guns on the ground. Just as the two of them stood back up, Angel shoved past them, a cocky smirk on his face as he spread his hands, strutting down the hallway.
The two men emerged from around the corner, aiming at him.
“Do you know who the fuck I am?” Angel snapped.
The men looked at each other before turning back to the young man.
“I said, do you know who the fuck I am?” he repeated, smacking a hand off os his chest. “I’m Angel Rivas of the Rivas Cartel. I demand that you take us to see Juan Pablo, immediately.”
The men hesitated, but slightly raised their guns.
He held up a finger to warn them to wait. “If you pull that trigger,” he purred menacingly, “my father will find you. He will take you to your family, and cut off your eyelids so you can watch him skin them alive. After that, he will seal you away in a room with them, where you’ll spend the last days of your miserable little lives listening to them whimper as their final, painful breaths leave their bodies.”
Stevenson’s breath caught in his throat. “Goddamn.”
The guards lowered their weapons, and motioned for the group to follow them. As Rogers retrieved his gun, he noticed that they still had their fingers on the triggers.
“Last door at the end of the hall,” one of them declared. “No sudden movement or we will end you, threat or not.”
Angel nodded and strutted down the hall like he owned the place. The rest of the group followed after him, though not quite as cocky.
“My apologies, Rodriguez, we should have sent him in first,” Rogers said, giving his companion a playful punch to the shoulder.
Rodriguez didn’t reply, only gave a pained smile. Before the detective could inquire or think about that, Angel threw open the doors to the big office.
It was a huge conference room, set up now as a giant office for a narcissistic boss. A younger man in his early thirties sat behind a dark wooden desk. He had dark slicked hair and his suit didn’t have a scuff on it. He raised his eyebrows as Angel made his grand entrance.
“Angel Rivas, it has been a long, long time since our paths have crossed,” Juan Pablo said, his voice dripping with charm. “What’s it been? Two years? Three?”
The younger man shook his head. “Do you not remember last summer?”
Juan stood up from his seat and walked in front of it, leaning back on the wood as Angel stopped in the middle of the room. The group clustered behind him, the two AK-47-wielding guards lingering in the doorway.
“Oh, yes,” Juan smiled, “I had almost forgotten you were at the police station. You were quite the wild man if memory serves.” He put a finger to his lips in thought, and then raised it in the air. “Yes! You were the gouger! Gentlemen, did you know that you are in the presence of a legend?” He stepped forward, patting the young man on the shoulder. “This man… this legend.” He vigorously pointed his finger at Angel. “He did things I never would have contemplated. There were three… or was it four? No matter. There were several officers who took it upon themselves to do that they believed was the right thing. They saw some of their fellow comrades moving some of our product through the city, and decided to alert the Federales of their activities. But little did they know, their contact was one of ours.”
He began to pace around the room, alternating between grandiose hand gestures and clasping his arms behind his back. “A few days later, Angel and some of his men show up, and join us on a trip to the station. We waltzed right in, padlocked the door, and chased the vermin out from their hiding place into the center of the room. These men… these scum… needed to be dealt with decisively.
“If it had been up to me, I would have put a gun to the base of their skull and fired.” He waggled his finger at Angel. “But this man… this man wanted to send a message. He ordered the other officers to hold them down as he scooped their eyeballs out with a rusted spoon. Forcing the men who were on our payroll to get up close and personal with the consequences of betraying us.
“One by one, he blinded these men, scarring them in a way that would send a message to anyone who gazed upon them. You could see it on the faces of every man and woman in that room. Every scream, every plop of an eyeball hitting that dirty floor. This had more impact than any amount of money or threats could have.
“But he wasn’t finished, oh, no. With every socket cleaned out, he pulled the police chief over to them and shoved his face into theirs. He told the chief that each and every one of these men were to be kept on the force, working in the station every single day. They were to be a reminder of what happens when you go against his family.”
He paused, hands behind his back as he surveyed the room. Angel remained stoic, while the detectives looked both horrified and disgusted. Rodriguez betrayed no emotion, while the guards seemed amused.
“The stories of that brutality spread like wildfire throughout the neighboring police forces,” Juan continued, waving a hand as if over a kingdom. “Within a matter of weeks, we no longer had to recruit officers, we had them volunteering to be in our service. This man deserves our utmost respect.”
“You deserve some too, Juan Pablo,” Angel replied, and they embraced like long lost brothers. “This was your plan, after all.”
Stevenson poked his partner in the ribs. “Rogers, what’s going on?” he hissed.
“We’re fucked is what’s going on,” Rogers replied.
Rodriguez clenched his jaw. “I’m sorry, detective.” He pulled his handgun and pointed it at his ex-companions, motioning for them to drop their weapons. They did so and raised their hands. He waved them over to the corner.
“Wait a goddamn minute, Rodriguez,” Angel declared. “I know you weren’t about to rob me of my fun!” He stalked over to Rogers, licking his lips. “You’ve been smarting off to me all day, boy. It’s time to show you the consequences of disrespecting me.”
The detective braced himself, but Angel tore away from him and grabbed Stevenson by the back of his shirt. He dragged him back to where Juan stood, and then slammed his butterfly knife into the back of the detective’s knee.
Rogers lunged as Stevenson screamed, but Rodriguez held on to him.
Angel chuckled and kicked him down to one knee, wrapping a hand around his neck as he skimmed the blade around the detective’s face, leaving some deep gashes and some shallow red lines.
“You’d better have your fun with me,” Stevenson spat, “because our boys back at the station will get you.”
Angel let out a hysterical laugh and stepped back, bracing himself on Juan Pablo, who joined in the hearty laughter.
“Detective, I want to thank you,” Angel said. “That’s the funniest shit I’ve heard in a long while.” He wiped a tear from his eye, and leaned down to cock his head as he ran the blade lightly along Stevenson’s neck. “Nobody is going to avenge you, detective. Would you like to know why?”
The detective stubbornly pressed his lips together, chin jutting out defiantly.
“Juan Pablo, would you like to tell him?” Angel sneered.
The cartel boss clapped his hands together with glee. “With pleasure!” He began his leisurely pacing again. “For years, we have been forced to live in your shadow. Extreme poverty on our side, while you Americans embraced decadence. Any time we tried to pull ourselves up out of the gutter, you Americans would smack us down to keep us in our perceived place.
“Well, when this sickness began to spread throughout the land, I knew it was our moment to strike. After securing our city, we came into yours to claim it as our own. Seeing as how at one time, it was ours, and was unjustly taken from our ancestors, I felt it was the right thing to do.” He paused, stroking his chin, and then turned, switching directions. “However! We knew a full frontal assault on the city would be a war we wouldn’t be able to win, especially with the nearby military base filled with troops. So we devised a plan. My men would come into the city and start trouble, and shortly after that, Angel and his men would come riding to the rescue to help out an overwhelmed military and police force. Little did we know, the military was going to cut bait and run away, making our jobs all the easier.”
Rogers’ face went white as snow as the reality of the situation sunk in. Stevenson’s sick sway looked like he wasn’t faring much better.
“That’s right, detective,” Angel cooed, grinning from ear to ear in his captive’s defeated face. “All of your friends are dead. Shortly after your Captain paired up my men with yours, they were executed. With the military abandoning the city, and the police force eliminated, El Paso has finally been returned to its proper owners.”
Stevenson thrashed against the devil’s hand. “You son of a fucking whore! I’m going to gut you from your throat all the way down to your balls! You’re gonna wish you never-”
His threat cut off on a wet garbled gag as Angel plunged his knife deep into the detective’s throat. Rogers screamed in agony as blood poured out of his best friend, but Rodriguez held tightly, clutching the man upright as all the weight went out of him. He knelt down, staring deep into his victim’s eyes as he watched the life drain from him.
“No, detective, you won’t,” he purred. “The last thing you will ever experience in this life, is me staring you down and reminding you that when I find your family, they will meet the same fate as you. Unless your wife is hot, in which case she’ll get a little something extra.”
Stevenson grasped his killer’s shirt, twisting it slightly before his strength gave out and his hand flopped to the floor, consciousness seeping out of him with the blood. Rogers found his fight through his shock and jerked against his captor’s arm, but Rodriguez punched him in the gut hard, sending him to his knees, winded.
“You son of a bitch,” Rogers wheezed, and spat at his feet.
Rodriguez grabbed the detective by the throat, shoving him up against the wall. “Head east on the I-10 to Fabens,” he whispered rapidly, lips ghosting Rogers’ ear. “They are coming from the west. I will send people when I can.”
He shoved him back down onto the floor and aimed his gun at the stunned man. Rodriguez gave him a wink and a nod before he fired, the bullet tearing through Rogers’ left ear. The blast sent him careening to the ground, wound to the floor, a pool of blood growing beneath his pale face. He drew in a deep ragged breath and held it.
“Whoo!” Angel cried, leaping to his feet as Stevenson’s body flopped forward. “The city is ours!” He pointed to Rodriguez with a wild grin on his face. “You, you have done a fantastic job. My father will hear of this and you will be rewarded!”
The older man nodded. “I appreciate that, but our job is not finished yet.”
“Oh, our men can do mop up duty,” Angel replied, waving his hands dismissively. “Juan Pablo, you have some beers so we can celebrate?”
“What kind of host would I be if I didn’t?” Juan replied. “Cooler is behind the desk.”
“Angel,” Rodriguez piped up, “your father will be arriving in a matter of hours. Do you want him to find us at city hall with fortifications being constructed? Or do you want him to find you and Juan Pablo drunk off of your asses at the warehouse with the goods we need for the fortifications?”
Angel defiantly stalked behind the desk and grabbed two cold bottles, handing one to his well-dressed partner. “Not gonna tattle, are you?” he teased as the two cracked them open, heading for the exit.
“Get moving and you’ll be fine,” Rodriguez replied coldly, and followed everyone out.
Rogers remained motionless on the floor. He told himself it was out of fear of being discovered. But he knew deep down it was shock and pain.




CHAPTER TEN
A half an hour later, Rogers couldn’t stay still any longer, his joints screaming at him to move. He figured his enemies had plenty of time to vacate the premises by that point, and rolled over with a groan. He staggered to his feet, applying pressure to the sticky wound on the side of his head. He wrinkled his nose as he pulled his hand away, finding it covered in crimson.
His mouth went dry at the crumpled heap in the center of the room that used to be his best friend. He fell to his knees at Stevenson’s side and tears pricked the corners of his eyes. At least Angel had angled the knife so that he hadn’t had to see his friend come back as one of those monsters.
“I’m sorry, Stevenson,” he said, clenching his fists as his sorrow churned into anger in his chest. “You have my word that bastard will pay.” He patted his partner on the chest in a silent goodbye, and looked around the room. “But first things first, friend. I’ve gotta get out of here in one piece.”
He spotted a coat rack by the door and headed over, digging through the pockets of a trench coat. He found a black scarf and gingerly wrapped it around his head, securing it tightly in hopes that it would stop the bleeding from what felt like a thumping geyser in the side of his skull.
He walked over to the desk and rummaged through the drawers, hoping to find a weapon. Instead of a gun, he managed to find a silver letter opener. He pressed his finger on the slightly rounded tip, groaning at how blunt it was.
“Great,” Rogers muttered, “looks like it’s an eye shot or nothing with this thing.”
He walked towards the door, pausing one last time at his fallen friend before shaking his head in sadness. Vengeance boiled in his gut and he pressed his lips into a thin line before leaving the room.
The warehouse was almost completely empty. Several of the trucking bays were missing the trucks that had been there before, and many boxes had been moved from the main floor. Rogers moved as silently as he could, not wanting to attract any attention from enemies, be them living or dead.
As he crept towards the middle portion of the warehouse, he heard a few voices speaking in Spanish. He ducked behind some boxes, reading his makeshift weapon as they approached. They grew louder and he fell into a crouch, ready to spring.
As the two men came into view, he pounced, tackling one from the side and smashing him into the other, sending them all to the concrete. He struck quickly on the first man, taking advantage of their surprise to grab his throat and thrust the letter opener directly into his eye. When the hilt met skull, Rogers leapt onto the second man, who was struggling to unholster his handgun.
The detective growled with animalistic fury as he clamped his hands around his victim’s throat, eyes wild as he stared down at the reddening face of the man below him. He continued to squeeze with all his might long after his opponent stopped moving, regulating his breath and his heartbeat.
When he pried his hands free, he relieved the bodies of their weapons and ammunition and gave them a pat down, relieved to find a set of keys. He pocketed them and cocked one of the guns, continuing his journey through the warehouse.
“Let’s just hope you parked nearby,” he murmured to himself as he approached an open bay door. He shimmied forward and cautiously peeked out, seeing no movement save for the little bit of smoke rising from the car he’d blown up.
He hopped down to the asphalt and skirted the building, peering around the corner. There was a Jeep standing by itself, with two guards standing beside it, having a cigarette and shooting the shit in Spanish. Their backs were to Rogers, and he raised his gun before silently stepping around the corner. He glided forward with catlike grace until he was within killing range.
With two quick pops, both men dropped to the ground, squirming in pain. They rolled over, mouths agape in shock and fear, and one of them attempted to raise his rifle. Rogers put a bullet between his eyes and then stalked up to the other one, who began to whine in Spanish, something that sounded very much like begging.
The cold detective stared down at him with detached eyes. The pleas fell on deaf ears. Any empathy he had had at the beginning of the day had been extinguished along with his best friend’s life.
“Adios,” Rogers said, and fired.
He looted the corpses for for more guns and ammo before hopping into the vehicle. He fumbled with the keys, selecting the one with the right symbol on it to slide into the ignition. He fired it up and put it into gear, punching the accelerator.
He drove about twenty feet before slamming on the brakes. “Where in the fuck am I going to go?” he groaned. “I know I have to get to the other side of the I-10, but how do I get there?”
He swallowed hard, knowing that a trip down the freeway would be a suicide run. He glanced back at the woods, and let out a deep sigh.
His long day was just getting longer.




CHAPTER ELEVEN
Hours later, Rogers trudged his way through the mountainous state park. He’d long since abandoned his vehicle when the path he’d been on had narrowed too much.
The sun hung low in the sky, not quite dusk but rapidly approaching it. The air was thick, with that sense of death and danger that it held since the outbreak, but also a desperation as well. That feeling that he had nothing left—that he needed to carry on, needed to remind himself that he still had to fight even though everything that mattered to him was gone.
He tensed at the sound of gunshots in the distance, freezing to strain his ears. As they echoed again, he relaxed, estimating that the shooters were far enough away that they weren’t a threat.
Rogers eventually emerged from the thick trees into a clearing, and stared down at the city below. He clenched his jaw at the sight of muzzle flashes all over the place, as if a wild celebration was going on. He stared daggers at it, imagining himself covered in the blood of his enemies, standing atop a pile of bodies holding Angel Rivas’ severed head.
He turned, fire in his heart, and headed up a nearby hill, and then froze at the top.
A group of elderly people sat in the grass, several young children tussling around them. The older people looked like a deer caught in the headlights at the sight of the man cresting the hill with a bloody scarf around his head carrying four guns.
The children noticed him and stopped, curling up with their elders, and the closest man cleared his throat, pushing a toddler behind him as he addressed Rogers.
“Are you here to do us harm?” he asked, wrinkled face pale.
The detective shook his head at the grey-haired man. “No. You have nothing to fear from me.”
The man pursed his lips for a moment and then waved him over. “Well, if that’s the case, then why don’t you join us?” he asked. “We don’t have a whole lot, but we can spare a bottle of water if you’re interested.”
Rogers nodded and holstered his weapon, securing the rifle on his back before striding over. He took a seat beside the old man and gratefully accepted a lukewarm bottle of water.
“The name’s Barry,” the old man introduced, staring at the blood crusted side of his new acquaintance’s face.
Rogers chugged half of the bottle in a single gulp, avoiding curious gazes as he stared down into the trees. “I’m detective Rogers,” he finally replied. “At least I was, when the day began.”
“Forgive me for being blunt, detective,” Barry said slowly, “but it looks like you’ve had a hell of a day.”
“Barry, my friend,” Rogers replied, unable to stop the exhausted chuckle from escaping his lips, “that doesn’t even begin to describe it.”
The old man inclined his head to one of the women next to him. “Helena, can you please bring the first aid kit over here?”
“It’s fine, really,” Rogers insisted.
Barry shook his head. “It’s no trouble.”
An older lady with dark brown hair headed over, carrying a plastic grocery bag filled with rudimentary medical supplies.
Rogers cocked a small smile. “Looks like one of those high-end first aid kits.”
“Nothing but the best for you, detective,” Barry replied with an exaggerated wave of his hand.
Rogers raised an eyebrow. “So tell me, Helena, were you at least a nurse before this all went down?”
“No,” she replied as she approached him with her hands full. “But I did raise four boys on a schoolteacher’s salary. With our lack of money, the only time I’d take them to the hospital was if they lost a significant appendage. Everything else I took care of.” She reached up and began to unwrap the makeshift bandage.
Rogers chuckled. “Well, as you’ll soon find out, I am missing an ear.”
She smirked. “I said significant appendage.”
He nodded, and then winced as she peeled the final layer of the scarf away from his head. The wound was pretty significant, ripping the ear completely off of his head. He swallowed hard as the air hit it, and she opened the bottle of antiseptic.
“Here it comes, cowboy,” Helena said, and before he could respond she splashed it on the side of his head.
He clenched his jaw as the side of his head erupted in a fresh wave of burning pain, and let out a choked thank you before letting out a deep ragged breath.
“So, Barry,” he asked when he caught his breath, and Helena began to dab lightly around the wound. “What are y’all doing up here?”
“The cartel is on a warpath,” Barry replied with a deep sigh. “At first, they were just taking out people who had the sickness. Or who they thought had it. But after they ambushed the police, they started killing anyone they didn’t think could be useful. The people on our street were all rounded up and put into an office. They went person by person, pulling out anyone who was young and healthy, taking them to god knows where.
“Eventually they got down to just us in the room.” He paused, voice thickening. “They… they started shooting us one by one. One man tried to fight back, but was unsuccessful, so they tortured him for a few minutes before finally putting him down. Guess it was their way of telling us to sit down and take it.
“I thought we were done for until a neighborhood teenager busted in with a handgun and started firing wildly. He hit one of the men in the chest, and distracted the other gunman long enough for a couple of us to overwhelm him. Once freed, we came up here, since we didn’t really have anyplace else to go.”
Helena finished bandaging up the detective’s ear, leaving a huge white gauze pad on the side of his head, secured with white medical tape. “There you go, all patched up. We’ll have to keep an eye on it, however.”
“Thank you, Helena,” he said, with a warm smile.
They sat in silence for a few minutes, the echoes of the gunfire in the celebration below a macabre background to what should have been a peaceful night in the forest.
“Detective,” Barry finally said, “is anyplace safe for us?”
Rogers took a deep breath, glancing down at the toddler peeking at him from behind the old man’s back, her big brown eyes wide and curious.
“I was instructed to go to Fabens,” he replied. “Told it was safe there.”
Barry raised an eyebrow. “Who told you that?”
“The man who did this,” Rogers said, pointing to his bandaged ear.
Barry’s eyes widened in horror and confusion. “Why in the world would you take advice from that man?”
“Because he very easily could have put the bullet here,” the detective replied, pointing at his forehead, “and he chose not to.”
Barry nodded thoughtfully. “Very well. But that’s going to be quite the journey, especially for some of us old fogeys. Any plans on how to get out there?”
“We’ll head east on the 601,” Rogers explained. “It runs between Fort Bliss and the Airfield. With the military cutting tail and running, it will hopefully be vacant. There are a couple of stores along the way, so with any luck, we’ll find some transportation to help us out.”
Barry nodded. “If we’re going by the store, we might consider picking up some supplies. We barely have enough food and water to get us through tomorrow.”
“Well, in that case, we’d better get a move on,” Rogers declared. “My guess is the cartel is going to celebrate their victory tonight before branching out and looting the outlying stores. So it’s tonight or nothing for us.”
“Agreed,” Barry said. “I’ll get my people ready to go, if you want to lead us out.”
Rogers nodded and got to his feet, downing the rest of his warm water before staring back at the raucous city. He clenched his jaw. His retribution would have to wait.




CHAPTER TWELVE
Rogers drove the lead vehicle slowly down the darkened highway towards the small town of Fabens. In reality, town was a bit of a stretch. It was really a single road leading off of the interstate with a handful of storefronts lining it. There were two residential streets running parallel to the main drag, filled with low-end housing.
The detective kept a keen eye out for trouble, and was disconcerted by the lack of anything. No movement, no zombies, no cartel, nothing. He slowed to a crawl and moved past several stores before a set of headlights flashed them in the distance.
“What do you think, Barry?” Rogers asked thoughtfully.
He shrugged. “If I didn’t know better, I’d assume someone was awaiting your arrival. Here’s hoping they’re friendly.”
Rogers cocked his handgun. “Just in case they aren’t.”
He led the convoy towards the flashing headlights, pulling into a parking lot in front of a strip mall. There were two SUVs in the lot, one of them with a moving trailer attached to the back.
“Y’all stay in the car,” Rogers instructed. “When I get out, I want you to get behind the wheel. If this goes south, at least you’ll have a chance.”
Barry nodded. “Be careful.”
The detective slowly got out of the vehicle, standing behind the door to hide his gun behind it. A few tense moments passed before two cartel members got out of the opposing lead SUV. The passenger held an AK-47, but kept it pointed at the ground.
The driver was a young well-dressed man, somewhere in his thirties, of average height and build. Rogers wrinkled his nose at the fact that he wore sunglasses even though it was nighttime.
“I assume that you are detective Rogers?” the man called.
The detective squared his shoulders. “I could be. Who wants to know?”
“My name is Francisco,” he replied, spreading his hands. “I’m a close associate of Rodriguez.”
Rogers’s shoulders relaxed a bit, and walked around to the front of the car, still holding his handgun.
“Is that really necessary, detective?” Francisco pointed at the weapon.
Rogers motioned to the rifleman. “Is that really necessary, Francisco?”
The man smiled and waved for the man to put the weapon back in the car. He complied immediately, and Rogers holstered his own. Francisco approached and extended his hand, and the detective hesitated for a moment before firmly shaking his hand.
The cartel member’s face erupted in a smile. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, detective.”
“You wanna tell me what you’re doing here?” Rogers asked. “Hell, you wanna tell me what I’m doing here?”
“It’s quite simple, detective,” Francisco replied. “Some of us in the Rivas cartel disagree with the current course of action. Rodriguez, myself, and others have taken it upon ourselves to right some of the wrongs that are taking place.”
Rogers crossed his arms. “So y’all are the good guys now?”
Francisco let out a deep belly laugh. “Thank you, detective, I needed that,” he gasped, wiping faux tears from his eyes. “No, I assure you, we are very much still the bad guys. However, we are bad guys with rules that we dare not break. And one of those rules is being against the senseless murder of civilians. We understood that drastic measures needed to be taken to combat the plague that was rampaging through our cities, but we believed that shouldn’t include murdering people like the ones in your caravan.”
Rogers clenched his fists. “Then why didn’t you do something to stop it?”
“Because we are in the extreme minority, detective,” Francisco replied, a hint of regret in his voice. “Speaking up would have done nothing but sign our own death warrants. Our only chance is to operate in the shadows.”
“Understandable,” Rogers replied with a nod. “So what am I supposed to do? What is Rodriguez’ grand plan for me?”
“There is no grand plan, detective, only an opportunity,” Francisco replied gently. “He saw potential in you today, which is why he risked his own life to spare yours. He sent you to Fabens because he knows the cartel isn’t interested in coming this far outside of El Paso.”
Rogers furrowed his brow. “So what am I supposed to do, run a refugee camp out here?”
“I wish it were that easy, detective.” The cartel leader shook his head. “If you want to survive, you will need to find a way to be useful to the cartel. Sooner or later, word will get back to those in charge of your existence. When that day comes, it’s all of our hope that you will have something of value to offer them.”
Rogers growled. “What the fuck does that even mean?”
“It means, the head of the Rivas Cartel likes expensive booze and freshly grilled wild game,” Francisco replied with a grin. “So you and your band of survivors might want to get really good at hunting and scavenging. As long as you are proving yourself useful, there’s a good chance he won’t order your destruction.”
Rogers rolled his eyes. “Great, I’ll get my seventy-year-old friend and his eight-year-old grandson acquainted with desert game hunting.”
Francisco smiled and motioned towards the back SUV. “Please, detective, come with me,” he said, and led him over to the hood.
He waved to the window, and the doors reluctantly opened. Seven twenty-somethings piled out, eyes wide with fear and nervousness.
“Rodriguez and I anticipated your predicament, so he had me recruit you some help,” Francisco explained. “They were hiding out in one of the college dorms, so I snuck them out. If they were left in the city they would be put to work as slaves, or worse for the women.”
Rogers’ eyes softened. “It’s gonna be okay, y’all,” he assured the scared youngsters. “I’m a police detective and y’all are safe. Just give me a few minutes and I’ll explain everything.”
“We loaded up what we could and threw it in the trailer,” Francisco continued. “There’s some food, water and weapons in there that should help you on your way. When we can, we will send you more people and supplies, but you shouldn’t expect them. At least not until we know who we can trust.”
Rogers nodded. “Thank you, Francisco,” he said sincerely. “And if you would, please take a message back to Rodriguez.”
“Certainly.”
“Tell him…” The detective grinned. “No hard feelings on the ear.”
Francisco chuckled and patted his new acquaintance on the shoulder. “I’m sure he will be happy to hear that, detective.” He went back to his vehicle and opened the door, standing up on the step so he towered over them. “Dark days are ahead, detective. I hope that whatever Rodriguez saw in you is the truth. Good luck.” He ducked into the vehicle, and drove off into the night.
Rogers looked around with a touch of bewilderment. To one side he had a group of elderly and children, and to the other a terrified group of college students. Before he could open his mouth to try to verbally figure out the situation, one of the storefront door opened, startling him.
He drew his gun immediately, swiveling to aim at a scared young man standing in the doorway with his hands high above his head.
“It’s okay,” Rogers said, holstering his gun and putting out a hand. “You can come out and join us. We’re here to help.”
The young man nodded jerkily, and waved over his shoulder. He emerged with a dozen or so people of varying age, slowly moving over to the group. Rogers scrubbed his hands down his face and looked around at the expectant and scared faces watching him.
He took a deep breath, fighting off the feeling of being overwhelmed with the responsibility that has been placed at his feet. A chuckle bubbled up from his throat and he shook his head. His presumably deceased Captain was likely somewhere in the afterlife, laughing his ass of at Rogers being thrust into the decision-making role despite decades of avoiding it.
“All right, everyone,” he said, composing himself. “My name is detective Rogers of the El Paso PD. As of this moment, this is our new home. I know you have all been through the ringer over the past few days, but it’s not going to get any easier from here on out.
“Tonight… tonight we eat and we rest. We rejoice in each other’s company and be thankful that we are still here. When the sun comes up tomorrow…” He squared his shoulders. “We begin the fight for our survival.”
END
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CHAPTER ONE
Day Zero +6
Sergeant John Kersey wandered through Grand Bend, jaw clenched as he scanned the organized chaos around him. There were troops everywhere. The town was a hotbed of activity, supplies being loaded up in trucks, food being transferred to barracks and transports alike. Men loading up to ship out to the front lines.
It seemed to John that the military had things as under control as they possibly could—but with more and more zombies seeming to crop up every day, he didn’t know how long it was going to take to contain this plague. So many places had fallen back, pulled out.
But not Kansas. The military had over two hundred thousand troops inhabiting the rural areas, cleaning out north of Wichita and taking control of most of the small towns in the area. Most of the locals seemed disgruntled about staunch military presence in their normally quiet lives, but didn’t really have much of a choice in the matter but to let the soldiers have their run of the towns.
John entered the small town hall, that had been cleared out of its mayor to be the base of operations in Grand Bend. He lightly knocked on the doorframe of the back office, surveying the form of his superior and long time friend, General Stephens.
“Sergeant!” Stephens said with a smile, and stood up from his chair.
John returned his smile and stepped inside, leaning over the desk to shake the General’s hand. “Back in one piece, General,” he replied.
“Good, good,” Stephens said, and motioned to the chairs in front of his desk.
John took a seat and leaned back, thankful for the cushy chair cradling his exhausted body. It had been one hell of a week. And he was sure it wasn’t going to let up anytime soon.
“So,” the General said, folding his arms in front of him over the notebook on his desk, “how is it out there?”
The Sergeant shrugged. “Same as it’s been for the last six days, General,” he replied. “What have you got for me?”
Stephens put up a hand and pushed a button on his phone, leaning over.
“Yes, sir?” a bright young voice asked through the speaker.
“Can you send someone with some coffee for Sergeant Kersey, please?” he asked.
“Right away, sir,” the voice replied.
John was about to protest, but he knew it had already been done, and damn if he wasn’t looking forward to some fresh coffee.
Stephens leaned back in his chair, lacing his fingers together and stretching them above his head. “Sergeant, do you remember back in Debecka, when your team had to covertly move a prisoner?”
John scratched the back of his head, fighting a smile. Iraq had been rough. But he was proud of some of the things he’d accomplished back then. “Yeah,” he replied. “You had the troops light a bunch of shit on fire as a distraction.”
A young woman set a mug of coffee on the desk in front of him, her eyebrow raised at his colorful language.
“Thank you,” John said, offering her a smile as he lifted his mug. He took a sip and realized she was still looking at him quizzically. “I said shit because I meant literal shit. The troops used an outhouse as kindling, that town stank something awful for days after.”
“Likely weeks,” Stephens agreed, and the woman wrinkled her nose.
“Sorry I was curious,” she muttered to herself, and shook her head. She saluted the General, and then left the office, closing the door on the two chuckling comrades.
“You did one hell of a job getting that prisoner out,” Stephens nodded, his slicked-back salt-and-pepper hair not moving an inch with the motion. “I still don’t know how you did it by yourself.”
“Honestly…” John shook his head. “I strapped him on like a backpack.”
The General blinked at his subordinate.
“He was in a pretty bad way, barely conscious,” the Sergeant explained. “I knew with the crawling I’d have to do that slinging him over a shoulder wouldn’t work long term. There were a few short lengths of rope in the barn, so I put him on my back and tied his wrists to his knees and took off.”
There was a moment of silence, and John took a long loud slurp of his hot, satisfying brew.
“And that is why I asked you here, John,” Stephens said, shaking his head and flattening his palms on his desk. “Because you think outside the box.”
Kersey leaned forward, setting his mug on the table, ready to get down to business. “What’s the mission, General?”
“Tens of thousands of zombies are fleeing the cities,” Stephens explained, taking a deep breath. He pursed his lips, took a deep breath, and continued, “Both Kansas City and Wichita are hemorrhaging walking corpses. All of my troops are along major roads and interstates to try to prevent a breach.
“Unfortunately, it’s been reported by one of my scouts that two to three hundred zombies from the Wichita flood have broken free of the main group and are heading up Highway 96 towards Hutchinson. The troops in the area are already overwhelmed with the tens of thousands coming from the front line, so I need you and your team to go and take care of the stragglers before they become a real threat.”
“What about the civilians in Hutchinson?” John asked.
“Evacuated to the north of the city, and the bridges across the Arkansas River have been fortified,” Stephens replied. “The plan is to barricade the four-lane highway at the Highway 50 bridge, blocking off the exit ramps to funnel the zombies to the barricade.”
“I’m going to need ammo,” the Sergeant said, taking one last gulp of his coffee.
Stephens nodded. “There’s five hundred extra rounds with your name on it, and that should be more than enough to cover it,” he said. “The horde is about three or four hours out, so with a forty-five minute travel time, you should be able to get there early enough to get set up.”
“Aye-aye, General,” John said, setting his mug on the desk and standing up.
“Be careful, John,” Stephens said firmly. “And as soon as you get back, come and see me again. I’m working on something else that will need your talents.”
The Sergeant saluted his General, and headed out of the office to gather his team.




CHAPTER TWO
Kersey approached a set of Humvees where his team had set up a bit of a rest area in the grocery store parking lot. They sat in a semicircle on folding chairs, tearing into thick sandwiches that a few local young women were passing out to the troops.
“Well, thank you, little lady,” Private Buck Johnson drawled with a grin.
The blonde in the daisy dukes blushed and giggled as she handed over a ham and cheese sub. “Y’all are very welcome, sir,” she said, and linked arms with her friend as they trotted off across the parking lot.
“Those girls don’t even look legal,” Private Adam Baker scoffed as he tore the plastic wrap from his own sandwich.
Johnson shrugged, a lopsided grin on his leathery-skinned face. “They was legal enough to flirt with me, which means I can look all I want.”
“I don’t think it works that way.” Baker shook his head and took a bite of his food. “They make good grub, though,” he attested after swallowing his mouthful. “Dijon and everything.”
“Mine doesn’t have dijon!” Private Stuart Kowalski pouted, peeling back the layers of bread to find just mayonnaise with his turkey, lettuce, and tomato.
Baker shrugged. “I guess I’m the favorite. I think this is gouda cheese, too.”
“I don’t need no fancy cheese,” Johnson replied, munching away.
“Where’s my sandwich?” Kersey asked good-naturedly as he assessed the group.
Private Ben Mason held out half of his sub, but the Sergeant shook his head, patting the man on the shoulder.
“No wonder the locals hate us,” Kersey said. “What with their teenaged daughters making us sandwiches in booty shorts.”
“They weren’t teenagers,” Johnson muttered.
“General didn’t feed you?” Corporal Brandon Bretz asked from his perch on the hood of one of the Humvees. “I thought he’d have a personal chef in there.”
“No, though I did have somebody bring me a nice hot coffee,” Kersey replied, grinning at the envious looks on the men’s faces. He approached the Corporal, his second in command, and leaned against the side of the Humvee. “We’ve got a new mission.”
Private Jack Edwards scoffed. “Where are they sending us this time? Some other little crap-ass two-toothed town?”
“Just another standard meet-and-greet with the enemy, nothing too strenuous,” Kersey replied, ignoring his most ornery teammate. Beggars couldn’t be choosers in times like this, but he was often annoyed with Edwards’ attitude.
“What kind of meet-and-greet?” Baker asked thoughtfully.
“There’s a horde of a few hundred heading up the Highway 96 towards Hutchinson,” the Sergeant explained. “We’re going to head them off, barricade the town, and take them all out.”
There were shrugs and nods of acceptance all around, though Edwards wrinkled his nose.
“I keep waiting for the day that we’ll be making a real push against these fuckers,” Private Marvin Berry piped up as he finished off his sandwich. “Feels like we’re just sitting here, waiting.”
“A real push isn’t really an option at this point,” Kersey replied. “We’re too outnumbered. Each community needs to do their part, and eventually the higher-ups will figure out what the hell to do. In the meantime, we go where we’re needed.”
“And kill what’s needed.” Johnson cracked his knuckles. “We’re gonna need extra ammo.”
Kersey nodded. “General approved five hundred extra rounds,” he said, nodding towards the armory. “Johnson, Baker, you go load up a bin and we’ll split everything between two Humvees. It’s forty-five to Hutchinson and I want to leave us a good window of time to set up those barricades.”
The two privates headed off to the armory, Johnson with a spring in his step. “Wanna make bets now on whether or not I can dust more of them zombies than you?” he asked, and Baker shook his head.
“Civilians?” Bretz asked as he slid from the hood of the vehicle.
“Evacuated,” Kersey replied. “It’ll just be us.”
“No problem, then.” The Corporal swiped his large hands together as if dusting them off. “Piece of cake.” He paused. “I could go for some cake. And a beer.”
Kersey laughed. “Maybe we’ll find an intact bar in Hutchinson.”




CHAPTER THREE
Baker waved Mason forward until the sedan crunched up against the bumper of the hatchback in front of it. Kersey checked their handiwork, the barrier across the highway complete. The cars were nestled tightly together to stop the zombies but allow the soldiers to fire over them easily.
“Looks good,” the Sergeant said, clapping both men on the back as he headed over to the Humvees behind him. “You go on and take your station with Kowalski on the overpass,” he instructed Bretz, who finished gathering all of his ammunition. “Take one of the vehicles.”
“Sure thing, Sarge,” the Corporal replied, giving a quick salute before jogging around the Humvee to get inside.
Kersey checked his own guns and headed back to the lineup, where his men were spaced out across the line of cars. He pulled the receiver to his mouth. “Sending up Bretz, see anything yet, Kowalski?”
“Nothing yet, Sarge,” came the prompt reply. “We made good time.”
“Damn right we did!” Johnson bellowed, prompting a few chuckles from the lineup.
Baker leaned on the hood of the sedan that was to be his firing range, crossing his arms. “So the redneck here thinks he can outshoot all of us,” he teased, inclining his head to Johnson.
“Bullshit.” Edwards rolled his eyes. “Just because you’re trigger happy doesn’t mean you’ll hit anything.”
Johnson clapped a hand over his heart as if he were offended. “Oh, well that’s a mighty bold claim, buddy. Why don’t you put your money where your mouth is?”
“Money’s not worth anything anymore,” Edwards muttered.
Baker raised an eyebrow. “My flask says I get the most.”
“How about your flask and the pack of cigarettes you’ve got in your boot that you don’t want anyone to know about?” Johnson replied with a lopsided grin.
Baker blinked at him in shock.
“It’s the apocalypse, kid.” Johnson shook his head. “You don’t gotta be ashamed to smoke ‘em if you got ‘em. I know I won’t be once they’re mine, since I’m gonna be the one shootin’ the most zombies today.”
Edwards rolled his eyes. “You two grunts are on,” he said.
Kersey shook his head in amusement and turned to Mason. “You’re not joining on this?”
The dark-skinned private shook his head. “Got no flask,” he said simply.
“Then you just gotta win,” the Sergeant replied.
Mason smiled, and lifted his radio to his mouth. “I’m betting on Kowalski, then.”
The three initiators groaned in unison as the sniper from the bridge above came back through the speaker, “What are we betting on?”
“That you take down the most zombies,” Kersey replied into his own receiver. “Mason’s betting with nothing, too, so you’d better do him proud.”
Up on the bridge, Kowalski barked a laugh and shook his head as Bretz pulled up behind him and stepped out of the Humvee.
“What’s funny?” the burly Corporal asked.
Kowalski shook his head. “I need to shoot the most zombies or Mason’s gonna owe the others more than he can pay back,” he replied.
Bretz laughed and leaned on the cement railing of the walkway. It was waist-height, and he squinted at the dust rising from the distance.
Kowalski raised his high-powered sniper rifle, peering through the scope at the horde cresting the horizon up the highway. He froze solid, lowering his gun for a moment and blinking in confusion. Bretz furrowed his brow as the Private raised the scope again, and took a deep breath.
“What is it?” the Corporal asked.
“How many zombies did Kersey say were supposed to be coming to Hutchinson?” Kowalski asked, his voice hoarse as if his throat had just gone completely dry.
Bretz pursed his lips. “Two to three hundred. Why?”
The Private raised the rifle one more time, and then swore under his breath before lowering it completely. “Looks more like two to three thousand.”
“Shit,” the Corporal cursed and lifted the radio to his mouth. “Sarge, we’ve got a problem. Whoever fed the General this information was wrong. The horde is two or three thousand, not hundred.”
There was a pause and he watched his comrades below freeze at the news.
“That’s a pretty big margin for error on an estimate,” Bretz said, letting out a deep whoosh of breath.
Kowalski shook his head. “Doesn’t really speak well for the local education system.”
“Okay,” Kersey came through the radio, “how much time do we have?”
The Private raised his rifle and looked again. “About ten, maybe fifteen minutes before they reach the barricade.”
“Take out as many as you can, try to trip them up,” Kersey instructed.
Kowalski nodded. “Yes sir,” he replied before letting go of his radio to line up a shot.
“Bretz, what do you see up there on bridge level? There’s no way we’ll be able to hold them all off down here, we’ll need to fall back to somewhere.” the Sergeant asked as his sniper began to fire, each crack taking out a corpse that would hopefully slow down the horde.
The Corporal paced across the bridge. “There’s a two-story motel just northeast of here, and it looks like a suburb behind that,” he replied.
“Okay, good,” Kersey said. “We’ll hold them off as long as we can here, and then we’ll head to the motel.”
“Sarge, we only have five hundred rounds of ammo,” Mason cut in. “How are we supposed to take out more than five times that in zombies?”
Kersey readied his rifle. “We’re gonna burn ‘em.”




CHAPTER FOUR
Bretz led Kowalski, Mason and Berry onto the motel grounds, everyone fanning out and keeping their eyes sweeping for zombie activity. There was no gunfire from the highway yet, which meant that the horde wasn’t too close. The Sergeant had instructed to wait until the zombies were within twenty yards to maximize ammo.
Bretz banged on the door to the motel office, to draw any corpses from inside to the forefront. He waited a moment and there was no noise from inside, so he flung the door open and crossed the threshold, gun at the ready.
“Clear,” he announced, and approached the wall of keys behind the desk. A few were missing, but enough remained that they had a fighting chance. He emerged with a fistful, and doled out the ground floor ones to Mason. “Kowalski, you take the roof, keep watch and draw the zombies once they’re ready to come this way,” Bretz reiterated the Sergeant’s instructions, and the Private saluted him and jogged off towards the stairs. “Mason and I will start opening doors and searching rooms for anything flammable. Turn on the showers and faucets to try to make as much noise as possible to draw them into the rooms. Berry, you check all of the cars, see if you can find any flammable liquid or bottles to siphon some gasoline if there’s any left in the tanks.”
They both nodded and rushed off, Bretz himself heading up to the second floor. He had keys for all but one of the rooms, so he started at one end and worked his way across. There were no signs of unlife in any of them, but unfortunately he didn’t find any oil or lighter fluid anywhere either. He did, however, find a chocolate bar on one of the side tables and happily gulped it down while he searched the last few rooms.
He kicked in the door of the one he didn’t have a key for, and scoured it. He found a few lighters on the desk and pocketed them, though he didn’t think the little bit of fluid inside them would do much.
“Corporal!” Mason called from the bottom of the staircase.
Bretz leaned over the railing. “What did you find?”
“One of these units looks like it belonged to the manager,” he replied, holding up a keyring. “I found the key to the maintenance room. Looks like this place has oil heating.”
The Corporal grinned and hurried down the stairs, following Mason into the dark room at the far end of the strip. They approached the giant tank and Bretz knocked on it in a few different places along the side.
“Sounds about half-full,” he declared, and clambered up on top. “Go see if Berry found any containers.” He took the large cap in his hand and twisted, pulling it as hard as he could and barely budging it. He gave it a few more hefty reefs with his triceps screaming, and finally loosened it enough to twist it off. The pungent scent of heating oil hit his nostrils just as the two privates bustled inside with three gas cans in tow.
“One of the trucks had these in the back, fuck knows why they wouldn’t have taken them,” Berry said.
Mason pulled a garden hose from the wall and drew his knife to cut it to an easier working length. “So that we would find them,” he said simply, and the trio froze at the sound of gunfire echoing outside. It was too far away to be Kowalski, which meant that the zombies had come close enough to the car barricade.
“Double time,” Bretz said, as Mason successfully cut a length of hose and passed an end up to him. The corporal fed it into the top of the tank and then slid down as Berry gave the hose a hearty suck to start the flow. He had to suck twice, and crimped the hose just before he got a mouthful of oil.
Bretz held out an open gas can and Berry fed the hose into it, the splatter of oil on plastic like music to their ears. As soon as it was full, Bretz transferred the hose to another can.
“Start at the top floor, furthest unit, douse as much as you can, and make sure to make a path from room to room and down the stairs,” he said, and the private ran off. Mason took the next can and started at the furthest end of the ground floor. At the sound of Kowalski firing above, Bretz took a deep breath.
This needed to work.




CHAPTER FIVE
Kersey readied his rifle, still signaling for Baker, Johnson, and Edwards to hold their fire. They needed to wait until at least twenty yards had closed, to make sure they were maximizing their ammunition.
“Aim!” he cried, as the horde closed in closer.
They were moving at a quick pace, more of a power walk than a jog, but as they caught sight or scent of their new potential prey they perked up.
“FIRE!” Kersey screamed, and the quartet opened fire into the horde. Corpse after corpse dropped, rotted heads squelching on the asphalt, the ones behind not letting up as they pushed towards the hope of a meal.
As the zombies trampled their fallen brethren and smacked into the line of cars, the soldiers continued to fire, headshot after headshot as accurately as they could. Before long, the bodies piled up so much that the zombies had a decent ramp to trudge up and slip and slide over the tops of the cars.
“Fall back!” Kersey instructed, and the line of soldiers began to walk backwards as they continued to shoot. They took their time, making every shot count, but moving backwards to draw the zombies towards them. Like pied pipers, the group led the horde of groaning corpses up the ramp towards the motel.
As soon as they were in Kowalski’s view, he waited patiently for the zombies to enter his field of vision. He fired off a shot, taking one corpse down, and on that cue, Kersey and his team bolted for the stairway of the motel. They aimed at the horde, firing as accurately as they could to continue to drop zombies but draw them closer to the building.
Kowalski made use of his bullets picking off stragglers, hoping to keep the horde to their mission of the meal in the building.
Once the zombies reached the grounds, Kersey and his team barreled inside, hooting and hollering as they ran through the hallway to the emergency exit out the back.
Meanwhile, Bretz, Mason and Berry made as much noise as they could in the upper level to draw the corpses upstairs.
“You guys need to hurry up,” Kowalski came through the radio. “It’s just a sea of bodies down there, and some of them are heading around the building.”
“Get off the roof and set the fire,” Kersey’s voice came back. “Bretz, you guys get out of there, now.”
Bretz fired into the shoulder-to-shoulder shuffle of zombies approaching them in the hallway, guarding the middle unit on the backside of the top floor.
“Go!” He motioned behind him into the unit. Their escape route was a balcony where Berry had parked one of the Humvees below for them to jump down onto. The two Privates hurried inside, and he backed into the unit, closing and locking the door behind them.
They peered down, and saw that zombies were already milling about down there.
“Fuckin corpses are way too close for comfort,” Bretz muttered, and slung his rifle over his shoulder. “I’ll go down first and start trying to clear the way. Mason, jump down to help me, and Berry, when you get down we’ll cover you while you get into the driver’s seat.”
The other two nodded and he leapt over the railing, taking pause on the other side to loosen his legs and then drop to the vehicle below. He immediately took a knee and began to fire on the zombies closest to him, dropping as many as he could. There was a loud thunk as Mason hit the roof next to him, and knelt at his back, firing at the other side.
When there was no thunk signifying Berry’s descent, Bretz looked up at the ashen face of his teammate.
“Come on, man, hurry up!” he bellowed.
Kowalski shot the few zombies in his path upon hitting the asphalt and pulled out the molotov cocktail that Mason had given him. He chucked it through the open window on the first floor. There was a smash and a whoosh and then inhuman screams, and that was good enough for him. He took off as fast as he could into the suburbia behind the motel to meet up with Kersey and the others.
“Berry fucking jump!” Bretz cried, and finally the Private let out a fearful scream and leapt over the railing of the balcony. His boot slipped on the side of the humvee and he went face-first into the roof, his body flopping down onto the asphalt just a hair too quickly for Bretz or Mason to be able to grab him.
“Berry!” Mason screamed, and fired into the zombies, but they already had his legs. The Private shrieked for help, his cries coming out in painful wails, but Bretz and Mason knew it was too late. The zombies made quick work of him, gravitating towards his flopping form.
The soldiers regretfully had to take advantage of the distraction, and hopped down to get into the vehicle. Bretz took the wheel and muttered curses under his breath as he backed over as many zombies as he could before squealing the tires and heading off down the side street towards the suburb.
They skidded to a stop in the middle of the street where Kersey, Baker and Kowalski were standing on the sidewalk to meet them.
“The others are scouring the houses for something to fight with,” the Sergeant explained as his somber-faced teammates exited their vehicle. “Where’s Berry?”
Bretz shook his head. “He’s gone.”
Kersey nodded and gave Mason’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze, but there was no time to mourn. “How many do you think we took out back there?” he asked.
“Seven, maybe eight hundred,” Bretz replied. “The rest are avoiding the blaze and heading this way.”
“So about seventeen hundred to go, then,” Kowalski replied, and cocked his gun for effect. Groans echoed towards them, and they all took aim into the oncoming horde, only a little smaller and not that much less intimidating than before. They walked backwards as they fired.
“I’m out, Sarge!” Mason cried, and Kersey glanced over his shoulder at the duplex behind them.
“Get in there, try to find anything to use as a weapon,” he instructed, and Baker slung his empty rifle over his back and followed the him.
They tore through the house, eventually ending up in the kitchen. Mason flung open a broom closet and kicked at the heads of a few brooms, so they had a few wooden staffs to use. Baker opened up one of the drawers and found a junk drawer, snatching up a roll of duct tape.
“Give me one of those,” he demanded as he held out his hand, and Mason handed it over. Baker grabbed one of the butcher knives from the knife block and duct-taped the handle to the wood, creating a makeshift spear.
Mason raised an eyebrow. “Not bad,” he said, but there was no time for an answer as the rest of the team backed into the front of the house.
Kersey closed and locked the door, and Bretz helped him move a cabinet in front of it. “What do we have, boys?” the Sergeant called, and Baker and Mason emerged with three broom-spears and a bottle of Scotch.
“Holy Christ, is that Dalmore?” Bretz gawked, and reached for the bottle. Before he could take it, however, Kersey snatched it out of Baker’s hand and tore a strip from a nearby curtain, stuffing it inside to make another molotov.
“Hell of a waste of good whiskey,” Baker muttered as he passed off one of the spears to Bretz.
The door began to give under the weight of the pressing horde, and the group took defensive positions, ready to take out as many as they could before vacating through the back of the house.
“Do what you can, but keep falling back,” Kersey instructed, molotov firmly in hand. “We’ll back out through that sliding door and burn this place, too.”
There was a sharp snap as the door gave way, and the soldiers yelled as they stabbed as many skulls as they could, all the while backing into the kitchen. Kersey threw open the sliding door and held it, waiting for the three spear-wielding soldiers to be out before chucking the molotov inside. He spotted a large in-ground pool in the neighboring yard, and led the team over there as flaming zombies staggered out of the house. Others swarmed the back fence, and it didn’t take long for it to give way underneath the pressing monsters.
The team used their spears and some of the long pool cleaning nets to knock clumsy zombies into the pool as they approached, trapping them in the pit.
“Gone swimming!” Kowalski cried as he kicked one of the corpses into the deep end. The disoriented zombies attempted to get out, but the pit quickly became a writhing pile of pissed off corpses.
“Head to the front!” Kersey called out as the horde began to overrun the backyard, and the team dropped the pool tools, sprinting with guns bouncing on their backs and spears in hand around the second house to the cul du sac.
As they burst out onto the street, they froze at the sound of a throaty engine revving.
“Outta the way, boys!” Johnson came through their radios, and the team dove to the side as a huge truck screamed past them. He’d found a big farm truck and outfitted the grill with hunks of sharp wood and rebar to make a zombie-killing machine.
Johnson drove into the backyard, skirting the pool to do donuts in the backyard, crunching and stabbing corpses all the while hooting with glee.




CHAPTER SIX
Edwards came out of the back door of one of the houses on the edge of the neighborhood and spotted a gas station on the dirt road running behind. He crept through the backyard, keeping low along the bushes, and peered out at the parking lot. There was a heating oil truck there, and he checked his rifle, peering around before making a mad dash across the grass.
He peeked in through the passenger side door, but there were no keys inside. He darted across to the gas station, where he found the front door completely shattered. He ducked through the jagged doorframe and did a quick sweep of the store, finding it empty. He grabbed a chocolate bar from a display case on the way behind the counter, stuffing the candy into his mouth as he searched. A drawer beneath the register housed a keyring, and he held it up, the same logo from the truck on the fob.
Edwards grabbed a few packs of cigarettes from the wall behind him and stuffed the side pockets of his pants. He snatched the rest of the packaged pepperettes from the counter and shoved them in beside the cigarette packs before ducking back out the front door.
He barely registered the groans before something slammed into his side.
He hit the asphalt hard, and whipped around and fired, taking a zombie right between the eyes. As it fell, another tripped over it, diving into his abdomen before he could react. He screamed as pain exploded in his stomach, the zombie latching and tearing right through his shirt into his flesh. He dropped his gun and grabbed the corpse’s head, throwing it to the side and straddling it, punching it repeatedly in the face.
His blood boiled and rage blackened the edges of his vision as he pounded the zombie’s head into mush, the body going limp and his fists connecting with wet gobs of rotted flesh.
Edwards finally stopped, falling back onto his ass. “Motherfucker,” he hissed as he peeled up his shirt, examining the jagged bite wound. “Mother. Fucker.” He almost put his head in his hands, but then remembered that his fists were full of pungent grey matter.
He took in a deep ragged breath, and got to his feet, reclaiming his rifle and slinging it over his back. He stepped back into the gas station, and headed for the washroom. He managed to get himself as clean as he could, and removed his shirt, using it to mop up his wound with clenched teeth.
He tore into a few bandage packages in the small travel section, and gauzed and taped up the wound as best he could. There was a wall of knock-off sports t-shirts along the far wall and he pulled down a Royals t-shirt, struggling into it to conceal his wound.
This time, as he exited the gas station, he flicked his eyes everywhere, scrambling into the driver’s seat. He started up the truck, and it roared to life, with almost a full tank of gas.
“At least something is going right today,” he muttered, and tore open one of the pepperettes. It tasted like ash in his mouth, and he wiped at the sweat on his brow. It wouldn’t be long before the fever took hold.
Edwards lifted his radio to his mouth. “Sarge, come in,” he said.
“Edwards, what have you got?” Kersey replied, with a fair bit of noise in the background. It was almost like a dull roar, not zombies but an engine, maybe.
“I found a heating oil truck,” he replied as he put the truck into gear and eased out of the parking lot. “There’s a shallow lake to the northeast of the suburb, I’m gonna go spray it down with the hose. If you can lure the zombies into the lake, we can burn ‘em all up in one fell swoop.”
“Ten-four,” Kersey replied. “You get started, we’ll meet you there.”
Edwards nodded and increased his acceleration. “Ten-four.” He swallowed hard and bit down defiantly on another piece of pepperette. He was determined to enjoy it.




CHAPTER SEVEN
“Johnson, come back,” Kersey said into his radio, and the big truck paused in its zombie-slaying, a few rotted heads affixed to the spikes as it idled.
“Yessir,” Johnson replied, voice full of glee.
Kersey couldn’t help but smile a little. “Edwards is filling the lake with heating oil, we’re going to lure the zombies over there. You pick off any stragglers left behind.”
“Ten-four!” Johnson replied, and drove back to the street, heading back towards the bridge to give them room to make noise to lure the horde.
Baker and Mason emerged from one of the houses, each armed with pots and pans. They had their spears tied to their backs in their rifle slings. Bretz, Kowalski, and Kersey had a bit of ammo left, and they fired into the horde to grab their attention. The Privates smashed their kitchen utensils together, causing loud clangs to echo through the air, and the zombies began to pour onto the street.
Once again the pied pipers, the quartet led the horde to the lake. Edwards sat atop the truck on the far side, giving them a thumbs-up to signify that he was finished filling the lake. The whole area stank of flammable fluid.
“Circle the lake,” Kersey instructed the others as he leapt into a rowboat at the dock. He rowed out a few feet and then fired into the horde, drawing them towards his position. The zombies began to wade into the stagnant water, groaning and snapping as he rowed out of reach once again.
The Sergeant alternated rowing backwards and firing, to keep the zombies attention on him, keep the horde pushing into the deadly water. When he was about two-thirds across, he finally saw the back of the horde stagger into the water, and hope leapt in his chest.
But two zombies managed to snag one side of the rowboat. He fired and hit one in the head, and the other resulted in a dull click.
“Fuck,” he muttered, and began smashing skulls with the butt of the rifle. There were too many of them. They were overtaking the boat, and he knew if he didn’t bail now, they’d surround it and he’d have no chance.
Kersey slung the rifle over his back and dove off of the back of the boat, narrowly missing grasping hands as he kicked as hard as he could. Swimming in combat boots and fatigues wasn’t ideal, but he managed to evade snapping jaws and gripping claws, making it to the far side of the lake.
As soon as Mason and Kowalski pulled Kersey from the water, Bretz fired a flare into the lake, and it went up in a whoosh of flames. The Sergeant scrambled back as far as he could, considering he was covered in oil, and they watched the blaze, the screams of the zombies like music to their ears.
“That was one hell of a plan, Sarge,” Kowalski said as he helped his superior to his feet.
Kersey shook his head. “This was all Edwards,” he huffed, motioning up to the soldier on top of the oil truck.
“What happened to your shirt, man?” Mason raised an eyebrow.
Edwards scoffed at the attention that was suddenly on him. “I got oil on mine, and found this one in the truck. This isn’t a fashion show, it’s the apocalypse,” he snapped, and turned to slide down the far side of the vehicle.
“Okay, then,” Mason put his hands up, palms out, in surrender.
“Alright,” Kersey cut in. “We need to regroup, head back into the neighborhood and take out any stragglers that didn’t make it into the lake.”
Edwards hopped back into the driver’s seat of the heating truck, and started it up.
“Get on in, Sarge,” Bretz opened the passenger door.
Kersey shook his head. “No, I don’t want to choke anyone out,” he replied, wringing some fragrant water from his shirt for effect. “We’ll take the top.”
He and the others climbed up onto the tank, straddling it as Edwards eased the truck forward. It didn’t take long for them to reach one of the cul du sacs, where Johnson waited, stabbing the skulls of the zombies he’d gored on the front of the truck but not killed.
“Go for a dip, Sarge?” he asked with a grin as Kersey climbed down the ladder on the back of the truck.
“Yep, and I need a fuckin’ shower,” the Sergeant replied. “I want y’all to do a sweep of the area, make sure every last zombie is gone. Whoever runs back by that pool, get the barbecue fire pit going. I’m going to grab a shower.” He didn’t wait for a reply before heading into the nearest house to utilize their facilities.




CHAPTER EIGHT
Kersey headed into the town hall, clad in beige slacks and a polo shirt. The secretary raised an eyebrow at him and he shot her a thousand-watt smile.
“I could use a fresh set of fatigues,” he said.
She smirked. “I hope your old ones didn’t get covered in burning shit?” she asked.
He laughed. “No, heating oil,” he replied casually. “We burned a lake this time.”
“Slightly less disgusting,” she declared, and nodded. “I’ll have some brought in for you.”
“Thanks,” Kersey replied and headed into the General’s office. A middle-aged local stood inside, looking as if he’d just risen from the seat at the desk.
“Sergeant,” the General greeted, “welcome back. This is Dale, the scout that gave us our intel for your mission.”
Kersey snarled, and reeled back, smashing his fist into the man’s face. The General gaped at him as he twisted the man’s shirt in his hand.
“One of my men is dead because of your incompetence,” he growled. “If I see you again, I’m going to drag you to the front lines and feed you to the horde. Understand?”
His eyes flashed with menace and Dale nodded jerkily, moaning low in his throat. Kersey released him and he staggered away, scurrying out the door with his tail between his legs.
“What the fuck happened, John?” Stephens asked, and Kersey fell into a chair with an exhausted grunt.
“It wasn’t a few hundred,” he said, and took a deep breath. “It was a few thousand.”
The General pursed his lips, and folded his arms in front of him on his desk. “So five hundred rounds…”
“Were not near enough,” Kersey finished for him. “But we managed. We got ‘em all, but it took a lot. And we lost Berry.”
Stephens sighed. “I’m sorry, John.”
“I’m sorry that fucker couldn’t count,” Kersey muttered.
“I don’t want to assume he had malicious intent,” the General said carefully, “but we seem to have worn out our welcome here. I continue to hear reports from our men and the locals alike about clashing between them. It’s worrisome.”
“You’re fucking right it’s worrisome,” Kersey snapped. “If they’re disgruntled enough that they’re sending us to our deaths then we have a problem.”
“It’s not our biggest problem, however,” Stephens replied with a sigh. “The front line battles are going well and we’re slowly stemming the tide, but ammunition is running dangerously low. We won’t be able to hold if one of the big cities completely empties out and heads our way.
“I haven’t heard anything official… but logic would dictate that a full-scale offensive is going to happen soon. Especially with the situation on the front lines. My best guess would be northwest of here. Texas is ground zero, so it’s out of the question.”
“The east coast is way too populated,” Kersey mused. “And the southwest… unlikely with the extreme temperatures.”
The General nodded. “Exactly. So, we need to figure out a way to move two hundred and fifty-thousand troops northwest, so we’re ready when the order comes down. Also that will solve the problem of the locals being irritated with our presence.”
“Yeah, let’s see how happy they are when we aren’t here to protect them,” Kersey muttered, and scrubbed his hands down his face.
“So, with the railroad tracks running through town, I’m thinking trains might be the best way to go,” Stephens said, raising an eyebrow.
Kersey nodded. “That’s a good idea,” he agreed. “But nobody knows the first thing about trains, on my team, at least.”
The General produced a manila folder and slid it across the desk. Scrawled across the top was the name William Collins.
“Train employment records,” Stephens explained as Kersey opened the folder. “He was suspended from his rail yard job in Kansas City last week. Best we can tell, he went home to La Crosse right before the outbreak.”
“Meaning he has the knowledge, and there’s a better chance that he’s alive if he got out of Kansas City,” Kersey mused. “Once we extract him, where are we going to get a train? It would be suicide to go into Kansas City.”
“Topeka,” the General replied, and swiveled in his chair to motion to the map on the wall behind him. “You recruit him, get back to me, and we’ll mobilize and get ready.”
The Sergeant nodded. “I’ll see what we can find, sir.”
“Pick up some satellite communication on your way out,” Stephens instructed. “That way we can keep in contact.”
Kersey stood up and saluted him. “Yes, sir.”




CHAPTER NINE
“You’re saying that out of the entire camp, nobody knows how to drive a fuckin’ train?” Johnson asked from the backseat. “Nobody?”
“Nobody experienced enough to do it well in a pinch,” Kersey replied. “I’m sure we could figure it out if we tried, but without YouTube, it would take too long. And we’ll likely be facing a lot of opposition in Topeka. So we need somebody that we can just get in there, make sure the train is in working order, and quickly get us out again.”
“Makes sense,” Edwards agreed. “It’s not like trains are a military vehicle.”
“Maybe they should have been, just for times like this,” Johnson countered.
Kersey shook his head. “I don’t think anyone really saw the zombie apocalypse coming.”
“Oh come on, man.” Johnson rolled his eyes. “Look at all the movies, books, shows. The government had to have been prepared for at least one of those scenarios, you don’t think?”
Edwards shrugged. “With the way all of this unfolded, I don’t think they really were. Or at least it didn’t go according to plan.”
“I think we’re doing the best we can in a shit situation,” Bretz put in from the passenger’s seat. “Even if the government did have a plan beforehand, it’s not like they would know where such a thing would crop up, or how fast it would spread, or why. Especially since this appeared to be a bio-terrorism attack as opposed to just a random experiment or outbreak gone wrong.”
Kersey nodded. “Agreed. The government’s plan for any apocalypse is for us, the military, to contain it, really. And that’s what we’re trying to do.”
“Wonder what the President is up to right now,” Johnson mused.
“Probably sipping champagne and eating expensive cheese in a bunker somewhere,” Edwards scoffed. They all shared a chuckle.
“La Crosse, Kansas,” Bretz read the sign as they rolled into the small town. “Population thirteen hundred, home to the world famous barbed wire museum.”
Edwards barked a laugh. “Enough barbed wire to fill a whole museum?”
“Damn straight,” Johnson piped up beside him. “Over two thousand kinds ‘o wire in that museum. Shit’s a big part of our history.”
Edwards scoffed and brushed a hand across his forehead.
“You’re lookin’ a little sweaty there, bud,” Johnson said, raising an eyebrow. “You okay?”
“Meat sweats,” his companion muttered, and threw an empty pepperette wrapper at the redneck.
Johnson flicked it back at him. “Well stop it, you’re gonna start stinkin’ us up back here.”
“We can’t all smell like lavender and vanilla, huh Sarge?” Edwards changed the subject.
Kersey shook his head with a laugh as he pulled the SUV to a stop on the side of the main street. “Beggars can’t be choosers,” he replied with a shrug. “I was happy to smell like girly shampoo as opposed to rotten flesh and heating oil.”
The soldiers shared a chuckle as they exited the vehicle, Kowalski pulling in behind them. He, Mason and Baker exited the rear SUV, and the soldiers grouped together on the sidewalk.
“Okay, we split up and comb the town for Collins,” Kersey instructed. “Pair up. Edwards, you’re with me.” He waved the Private forward and they wandered up the sidewalk. “Hook me up with one of them pepperettes,” he prompted, and Edwards snorted, pulling out his second last one for the Sergeant.
“You only want me for my meat,” he said under his breath, feigning offense.
An older woman bustled out of one of the doors, a red-faced man rushing after her as if trying to stop her.
“Get out of here! You’re not welcome here!” she shrieked, and spit, the glob landing on Kersey’s surprised cheek.
“Ma’am, I assure you-”
“We don’t need no assurances!” she screamed, and the man behind her grabbed her arm, trying to pull her back inside. “Y’all killed my baby boy! We don’t want you here!”
Kersey put his hands up, palms out. “Ma’am-”
“Murderers!” she squealed, and the man finally succeeded in dragging her back to the house. “Murderers! He would have gotten better, but you didn’t listen! He wasn’t gonna turn into one of those things! I knew he’d get better!”
“Listen, sir,” Kersey began, but the man disappeared into the house behind the crying woman, slamming and locking the door behind him.
Edwards let out a low whistle. “Jesus.”
“I suppose that sets the tone for our welcome party,” Kersey said. They continued to walk, and found a few men loitering on a front porch. “Excuse me, sirs, would you happen to know a man named William Collins?”
“Who’s askin’?” one of the men drawled, and took a deep drag from his pipe.
Edwards squared his shoulders. “Who do you think?”
“It’s a matter of national security,” Kersey replied gently. “It’s imperative that we find him, for the future of the war.”
The man barked a laugh, and horked a yellow glob of snot onto the sidewalk. “Collins is where he always is. At the bar.” He inclined his head across the street. “If he’s gonna be helpin’ the future of the war, though… I think we’re all fucked.”
The men shared a sharp cackle, and Kersey nodded his thanks, though his brow furrowed in worry. He and Edwards wandered across the street, and pushed open the door to the dingy bar.
There were a three men sitting at the bar, a middle-aged woman wiping glasses behind it and eyeing them warily.
“We’re looking for William Collins,” Kersey declared.
The men snickered, and the middle one glanced over his shoulder. “You here to kill more of the townsfolk?” he drawled, and then turned back to his beer.
“At least they’re usin’ yer full name, William,” the one to the left cackled and bumped the first man with his elbow.
Edwards pushed past Kersey and stalked right up to the middle-seated man. “Look asshole, we were told you know how to run trains.” He cracked his knuckles. “So can you, or not?”
“Hah.” The man didn’t even look at him. “Why don’t you ask your sister, since I ran a good train on her last night?”
“You motherfucker,” Edwards snarled.
The man threw a hand up. “Mother fucker, sister fucker, to you I guess that’s the same person,” he said, and his two friends continued to laugh at the red-faced Private.
Edwards took a swing but the man dodged, returning a punch to the Private’s gut. Kersey grabbed his comrade by the arm and shoved him towards the door.
“Wait outside,” he instructed, and the Private hissed in pain, staggering out onto the sidewalk to catch his breath. “Are you William Collins?”
The man rolled his eyes. “Name’s Bill, Princess.”
“Listen Bill, we need your help,” Kersey said firmly, keeping his hands at his sides so as to be non-threatening. “The military is trying to get out of here, so that we can get out of your hair and stop drawing zombies out of the major cities. We have too many troops, so we’re thinking a train from Topeka is the way to go. But we need you to take us.”
Bill shook his head and sneered. “That’s stupid. North Platte has the largest rail yard in the country and it’s less populated than Topeka. Are all you army meatheads so dumb?” There was less venom in his voice this time, however.
“Look, this whole apocalypse thing is taking everyone for a ride. It’s tough on everyone,” Kersey said. “We’re all just trying to do our best to save humanity. It’s unfortunate that some of the townsfolk had to die, but our job is to protect people. And if there are infected, then we have to take them down to save the people that are still healthy and alive.”
Bill nodded, and took a deep gulp from his beer. “I know,” he admitted. “It’s just hard watchin’ our loved ones go down, y’know?”
“Yeah, I know,” Kersey replied, anger and helplessness overtaking him at the feeling of losing Berry.
Bill sighed. “So how many troops...” He paused, noting blood on his knuckles where he’d punched Edwards, and his brow furrowed.
“Did you cut yourself?” the Sergeant wondered.
Bill shook his head. “I didn’t hit him that hard…”
Kersey drew his bottom lip between his teeth in confusion for a moment, and then a lightbulb went off in his head. The new shirt, the excessive sweating, the way Edwards had seemed in so much pain from a simple gut punch… before he could vocalize his thoughts, gunshots cracked through the air outside.
The Sergeant barreled out the door, the other barflies hot on his heels, and saw his men pinned down behind vehicles on the far side of the road. There was a cluster of locals in the middle of the street, firing at them, with Edwards on the ground as a hostage.
Kowalski aimed over the hood of a sedan, but Kersey bellowed, “Stand down!” and his men froze. The ringleader of the locals whipped around to face him, and it was the woman who had spit in his face.
“Y’all killed my son!” she screamed. “Y’all are gonna pay!”
Kersey put his hands up in surrender. “Ma’am, please, that man-”
She simply shrieked and fired in his direction. He grabbed Bill around the waist and flung them both back into the door of the bar. Men scattered left and right, diving behind cars.
“Can you negotiate with them?” Kersey asked Bill as they sat up from the scuffed wood floor.
Bill sighed. “This isn’t how I wanted to spend my fuckin’ afternoon,” he muttered, but got to his feet and brushed off his pants. He emerged into the doorway, hands held up in front of him. “Miz Decker, this isn’t the way to solve this, come on,” he called, and she wavered when she looked at him.
“Bill,” she said, voice coming out in a strangled sob, her gun shaking. “They killed my son, my boy.”
“I know, and we all miss Charlie,” Bill replied, taking a step forward. “But this ain’t the way to bring him back. And that soldier, he’s-”
As if on cue, a reanimated Edwards leapt up and snarled, latching on to one of the men’s necks. Ms. Decker fired in Bill’s direction, causing him to leap to the right, and the group tore Edwards from his prey and shoved him towards the bar, continuing to fire at the soldiers across the street.
The zombie dove towards Bill, who kicked up with his boot to try to keep the snapping jaw away from him, and Kersey flew out of the front door of the bar, barreling into his reanimated comrade. He grunted as he held the zombie by the throat, and Bill rolled towards them, pulling his own handgun to blow Edwards’ brains all over the sidewalk.
Kersey rose up onto his knees as their attackers disappeared around a corner down the street, having been shooting all the while to keep everyone else pinned down. As soon as they were gone, Bretz and Kowalski led the charge across the street.
“Sarge!” Bretz cried, question in his wide eyes.
Kersey nodded as he got to his feet. “I’m fine,” he said.
“How did Edwards…” Kowalski trailed off, gazing down in horror at his dead teammate.
“He must have gotten bit when he picked up the oil truck,” the Sergeant said, and then held his hand out to Bill to help him to his feet. “Thank you.”
“Thanks right back, I s’pose,” Bill replied sheepishly.
Kersey turned to his team. “We need to find those people,” he said firmly. “Otherwise it’ll be an outbreak in this town.”
“Why can’t you just call it in?” Bill’s brow furrowed.
“Because if we call it in,” Kersey replied with a shake of his head, “the standing orders are to firebomb the whole town to make sure no infected escape.”
Bill’s face paled. “Okay, let’s go find the Deckers.”




CHAPTER TEN
Kersey led the group through town, following a trail of blood down the alley the Decker family had disappeared into. As they came around a corner, there was a groan as a civilian reanimated from a pool of crimson on the asphalt.
Kersey quickly dispatched it with a bullet to the head, just as screams erupted from the two-story building in front of them. The team approached the front door, but a hail of bullets peppered it, causing them all to duck as windows exploded out into the street.
The Sergeant peeked up over one of the windowsills to see a small restaurant, the patrons on the floor with their hands over their heads. Two of the Decker boys struggled to keep their zombified family member at bay, while Ms. Decker waved her gun around wildly, shrieking at the restaurant-goers to stay down.
“Nobody’s touchin’ my boy!” she screamed, eyes aflame. “Nobody’s touchin’ any of my boys ever again!”
“Crazy bitch,” Bretz muttered and shook his head as Kersey ducked back down.
“Mason, Baker, get up to the second floor, see if you can find a way in,” the Sergeant instructed. “Bill, I’m going to need you to go in and distract them, try to talk them down.”
Bill sighed, and scratched the back of his head. “Here’s hopin’ they’re less likely to shoot my balls off as opposed to yours,” he replied.
Mason and Baker skirted the building, finding a back staircase to one of the upper apartments. The door was unlocked, and Baker gave Kowalski a thumbs-up before the sniper turned and motioned to Bill and Kersey.
“Here goes,” Bill said, taking a deep breath as he approached the front door to the restaurant. “I’m comin’ in, Miz Decker, don’t shoot me!” he announced, and pushed the now-decrepit door in.
“Whaddya want, Bill?!” she shrieked. “You brown-nosing sonuvabitch! I saw you cozying up with them military fuckers!”
“I’m not cozying up or brown-nosing, Miz Decker,” he replied quickly. “But we’re gonna have to co-operate with them in the long run. If you don’t turn Leroy over, then they’re gonna firebomb the whole town.”
“They’re the reason this happened in the first place!” she cried, tears streaming down her red face in angry rivulets. “They’re they ones with the infected people! They should be fuckin’ firebombed! They killed my boy and I ain’t lettin’ ‘em have another!”
“I know, Miz Decker, it was their soldier that bit Leroy,” Bill said gently. “The soldier became a zombie and he attacked me, and his own men had to put him down. Because he wasn’t himself anymore, you understand? Once you’re dead you’re dead. Charlie’s dead. Leroy’s dead.”
“NO!” she screamed, and pointed her gun at him. Baker and Mason burst from the back kitchen, firing on the family. One bullet took Mama Decker, and one took out one of the brothers holding Leroy. He immediately turned and took a chunk out of his living brother, and then turned to scream at Bill.
He drew his gun and fired on instinct, taking out Leroy and his brother in four shots.
Everyone was frozen, waiting for somebody to move or fire or attack, but the dust settled and the Decker family was completely down. Kersey, Bretz and Kowalski burst in, sweeping the area. The customers clustered off to the side watched fearfully as the soldiers checked the building.
Kowalski noticed one of the customers cradling a bleeding arm, and he clenched his jaw. “Sarge.”
Kersey approached, and looked down at the shaking man with empathy in his eyes. “Did you get bitten, sir?” he asked gently.
The man nodded jerkily, and the woman clutching his other arm let out a deep wail of sorrow. “Please,” she sobbed.
“I’m sorry, truly I am,” Kersey said softly, and fell into a squat in front of the couple. “But there’s no cure. And it’s a terrible way to die. We’ve got to take care of you, or the whole town is in danger.”
The man nodded, pulling the woman against him. She buried her head into his neck, murmuring incoherent things into his skin.
“It’s okay,” he said shakily, “it’s okay. I’m not going to get better. And I don’t want to hurt you.”
“Dad…” a young girl cried from behind him, and he pulled her against him as well.
“Will you…” He swallowed hard and looked up at Kersey. “Will you take me out of town? So they don’t have to see?”
The Sergeant nodded and stood, turning to his team so that the man could say his goodbyes.
“Okay,” he said, as the soldiers grouped around him with Bill in tow. “We need to get Bill to La Crosse. Once we get back to the vehicles I’ll radio General Stephens and let him know what’s going on.”
Bill’s gaze softened as the bitten man approached the group. “How you holdin’ up, Tim?”
“Let’s just go,” Tim replied hoarsely, and Kersey nodded, leading the group from the restaurant that was now splattered in a bloodbath.




CHAPTER ELEVEN
Kowalski drove the lead SUV, with Kersey in the passenger seat. Mason and Tim were somber in the backseat, both staring out their own windows. Bretz followed behind, with Bill, Baker, and Johnson in tow.
“This is Sergeant Kersey for General Stephens,” Kersey said into the satellite phone, and a woman on the other end confirmed his connection.
There was a click, and then Stephens asked, “John, how did it go?”
“We found Bill,” Kersey replied tersely, taking a deep breath.
“That’s great news,” the General said, “are you heading for Topeka now?”
“Negative,” the Sergeant replied. “Bill suggested North Platte, because it’s the biggest rail yard in the country and it has a lower population than Topeka. He’s already proven to be extremely helpful.”
Stephens paused. “Okay, that’s good foresight. Is there something else, John?”
Kersey rubbed the bridge of his nose with a deep sigh. “We lost Edwards.” He slammed his fist down on his thigh. “He’d gotten bit, back on our last mission, and didn’t tell anyone. He turned and caused a lot of trouble.”
“I see,” Stephens replied carefully. “I’m sorry you lost your teammate, Sergeant, but forgive me for asking, how bad was this trouble?”
“It’s contained,” Kersey assured him. “We left no infected in La Crosse.”
“Good,” the General replied, though his tone wasn’t unkind. “You’ve done us a great service today, Sergeant.”
“Don’t say that until we’re all safely on the train,” Kersey countered.
Stephens chuckled, though there wasn’t much humor there. “Ten-four, Sergeant. We’ll get ready to move.”
“Ten-four.” Kersey ended the call and pocketed the phone, resting his head against his seat and closing his eyes.
“There,” Tim said suddenly, and his traveling companions perked up. “Over there,” he said, and they looked to where he was motioning, a beautiful big tree in the middle of a farm field.
“You heard the man,” Kersey said quietly, and Kowalski turned down the dirt farm entrance. They parked about twenty yards away from the tree, and everyone got out of their vehicles.
Bill looked at Kersey and stepped up next to Tim, and the Sergeant nodded his acceptance of the unspoken question. The duo wandered towards the tree, Kersey following at a respectable distance with his gun drawn just in case of any trouble.
“I’m sorry, bud,” Bill said.
Tim shook his head. “It’s not so bad. At least this way I know I won’t become one of those creatures. The last thing I would want is to hurt my family and friends, all because I was selfish.”
Bill swallowed hard, admiring the man’s bravery. Tim sank to his knees, in front of the tree, and began to pray. His executioner pursed his lips and cocked his gun, standing behind him, hand shaking as he pointed it at the back of Tim’s head.
The man whispered a tearful, “Amen.”
And then Bill pulled the trigger.
His shoulders slumped with the body of the man who’d sacrificed himself for La Crosse, the town that Bill himself had grown up in. It maybe wasn’t the best place to live, what with the shitty attitudes most of the residents had, but it was home. And Tim had given his life to save it. Bill didn’t know if he would have done the same thing in that position.
The least he could do now was help these men finish their mission.
Kersey waited for him to approach, and they slowly walked back to the SUVs in silence. The soldiers waited in a semicircle, hands folded in front of them, all wearing somber expressions of respect.
“He was a good man,” Bill said. “A better man than me. And that’s all I want to say about it.” There were murmurs and nods all around.
“Before we move out,” Kersey said, clearing his throat. “I want to make something abundantly fucking clear.” He lifted his chin, eyes hard as diamonds. “As much as I am mourning Edwards, what he did was unacceptable. If any of y’all are bit, you fucking tell me. You don’t put us, the mission, and everyone around you in danger. That is an order, no fucking exceptions. Do you understand me?”
There was a series of firm YES SIRs, and Kersey turned to Bill, who was scratching the back of his head.
“That goes for you too,” the Sergeant said, though gentler. “Except you’re just not allowed to get bit. We need you to do your job. Let us do ours and protect you.”
“Yes sir,” he replied, giving a sloppy salute, and it seemed to diffuse the tension, a ripple of chuckles running through the group.
“I’m driving,” Kersey said to Kowalski, clapping him on the back, and the Private nodded.
“I kinda feel bad,” Bill said as he climbed up into the seat that Tim had vacated. “The last thing I said to Edwards before he died was to tell him I fucked his sister and that he was inbred.”
Both Mason and Kowalski bit back snickers, and Kersey just smiled, shaking his head as he took the driver’s seat.
“He fought for this country,” the Sergeant mused, “but he could really be a dick sometimes.”
Kowalski couldn’t help but bark a laugh at that. “Amen.”




CHAPTER TWELVE
The SUVs stopped at a gas station and rest stop just south of North Platte. After a quick sweep of the area, Kersey suggested they grab some refreshments and loosen up their limbs for the likely trouble ahead. He grabbed a map of the area from the mostly looted convenient store and spread it out on a picnic table off to the side of the pump area.
“This is the rail yard,” Bill pointed to the Northwest end of town.
Johnson whistled low at the size of it. “You weren’t kiddin’ about it being the biggest.”
“No, I wasn’t,” Bill replied.
“There are only two bridges going into town over the South Platte River,” Kersey continued, pointing to the two. “One is the highway 83, the other is Buffalo Bill road.”
“If we take Buffalo Bill road, we can stick to the outskirts of town and follow the outermost roads around to the rail yard,” Johnson pointed out through a mouthful of chips.
Kersey dodged flying crumbs and nodded. “That’s what I was thinking.”
“But there’s a superstore on the 83,” Bretz cut in as he unscrewed the cap on a bottle of water. “Shouldn’t we try to find some supplies to bring with us?”
“There are lot of small towns along the way that would be much safer for that,” Bill said quietly, and the Sergeant nodded.
“Bill’s right, we can’t risk stopping for supplies here,” he said. “Plus, we don’t really have all that much room. Two SUVs packed to the tits with guns, it’s not like filling the little bit of extra space will make a big dent in supply stock. Better to stop in a town where we can load directly onto the train.”
“So what are we looking for, train-wise?” Kowalski asked.
Kersey shrugged. “That, unfortunately is going to be a know-it-when-we-see-it kind of affair. Bill is the expert, but I do know we’ll need an engine car to haul what we need. Off the top of my head I’d think three, maybe four boxcars should get the job done.  Our mission is to clear the path for the others to follow, so we’ll let them worry about the logistics of finding enough boxcars.”
“Sounds about right” Bill replied, shaking his head. “That will make it a lot easier on the fuel, and make us a lot more nimble.  It’s a lot easier to stop three cars than three hundred.”
Kersey nodded in agreement. “Okay, looks like we have a game plan,” he said with a upbeat attitude. “So when we get to the rail yard, we’re going to let Bill lead us to where he needs to be. We’re operating under his orders for what he needs us to do to assist in putting a working train together. First and foremost, though, is his safety as he does so. We form an effective perimeter of him at all times. Understood?”
There were yessirs all around, and then Baker leaned over, motioning to their route across the bridge.
“What’s over here, anyway?” he asked. “What can we expect in the way of population density?”
“Suburbs,” Bill replied.
“Hopefully deserted suburbs,” Mason put in, shaking his head as he tore into a bag of pork rinds. He turned to Johnson. “Hey, you know, we never settled who killed the most zombies last mission,” he said.
Johnson smirked. “I took down a lot of them fuckers,” he declared proudly.
“Kowalski was the only one shooting the entire time, though,” Mason replied with a glint in his eye.
The sniper nonchalantly breathed on his nails and shined them on his shirt, assuming a victory pose.
“I think y’all are forgetting whose idea it was to lure almost two thousand zombies into the lake of oil,” Kersey put in. They all nodded, and Mason pulled a flask from his pocket.
Johnson gaped. “I thought you didn’t carry booze on ya?”
“I traded for it when we got back to base,” Mason replied with a shrug. “Seemed like the kind of thing we should just have on us. In case we ever need a drink… or to set a fire.”
There were chuckles all around and the men produced their flasks, toasting to Edwards for a job well done.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN
“So I gotta ask,” Mason turned to Bill as they drove parallel to the river to reach Buffalo Bill Avenue. “They said you got let go just before the outbreak. What was it that you did?”
Bill rolled his eyes. “Stupid shit.”
“Stupid shit that saved your life,” Kowalski cut in.
“Come on, what was it? Drinking and conducting?” Mason pressed.
Bill scoffed. “No they’re pretty harsh on that, so we save our drinking for the off hours” he replied. “Well, I guess I may as well tell you the whole story. One of the local commuter lines got hit with a nasty stomach bug, so they were short on conductors.  Needing the extra cash I decided to volunteer to help them out for a couple of weeks.  So during one of the runs I did to the south, I’d always get these same commuters coming back on my train every day. I’d get down to take a piss and grab a coffee, and I’d see the same people hopping off the one car.
“One of them was this bombshell, she always wore these fuck-me pumps and little skirt suits. She had blonde hair, a natural honey blonde, not one of those bleached bitches. It was always down and wavy, lookin’ like she’d just taken it out of the bun she had it in for work. She’d run her hands through it and just shake it out while she strutted into the terminal. I always enjoyed following her back into the terminal, you know how it is.” He smirked.
Mason shook his head, but he was smiling.
“So one evening, I take a piss and head over to grab a coffee, and there she is,” Bill continued. “She smiles and says ‘hey, you’re the conductor for the last commuter train, right?’ and I say yeah. I’m not sure where she’s goin’ with this, maybe she left something on the train and she wants me to get her back on or something. Anyway, I’m just happy she’s talkin’ to me. As much as I like checkin’ her out from behind, it’s pretty enjoyable from the front, too.” He waggled his eyebrows and Kowalski snorted. “So, she says she’s super fascinated by trains, always has been since she was a little girl. I’m thinkin’ ‘holy shit, here’s my chance’, and I ask her if she wants to see the engine.”
“Okay, come on, this is just fantasy land now,” Mason cut in, putting his hands up. “It’s cool if you were just laid off due to budget cuts, you don’t need to-”
“Don’t stop him just when he’s getting to the good part,” Kowalski joked.
Bill bristled. “I’m tellin’ you the truth, boy,” he said to Mason. “Now do you wanna hear the story or not?”
Mason motioned for him to continue.
“So I ask her if she wants to see the engine, and she gets all excited,” Bill continued, “so I’m thinkin’ there’s no way that this is going where I think it’s going, but whatever, pretty lady wants to see my engine. I’ll give her a tour, enjoy the view, and then I’ve made her day and she’s made mine.
“I help her up into my domain, and give her a tour. She’s so fuckin’ excited, like she wasn’t lyin’ about likin’ trains. I’ve never seen a girl get so juiced over mechanical parts. I’m havin’ a hard time containing myself, if you get my drift.
“Turns out, that’s totally okay, because she comes on strong, and before long, we’re fuckin’ like rabbits in the train.”
“Okay, no way,” Mason said. “This is ridiculous.”
“You asked,” Bill replied with a shrug. “I’m tellin’. If you don’t wanna know-”
“I want to know,” Kowalski piped up. “What happened? Did you get caught?”
“Well, not right away.” Bill scratched the back of his head with a laugh. “But when one of the inspectors found a pair of lacy panties hanging off the fuel gage, she flew into a rage and demanded that the company make an example of me.”
“Damn,” Mason replied. He paused for a moment. “Apocalypse aside, you think it was worth it?”
“Fuck yeah,” Bill said without missing a beat. “She blew my fuckin’ mind. I’ll never forget the sight of her bent over my console. The only thing that sucks is that I never got her name. She’ll forever just be the blonde that fucked me out of my job.”
“I’m still calling bullshit.” Mason proclaimed.  “They would have just suspended you for that.”
Bill got a sheepish grin on his face before coming clean.  “All right Mason, ya got me.  The real reason just isn’t anywhere near as fun.”
Everyone other than Mason let out a deflated sigh, disappointed that the mental images of  sex fueled antics were nothing more than a figment of their imagination.
“Well, spill it man.  What got you let go?” Mason pried.
“The part about taking the commuter train work was true.” Bill said, attempting to regain his credibility.  “On the third run I got a call about an unruly passenger, so we made an unscheduled stop in some pissant town so the asshole could be kicked off.  Turns out the asshole was the son of the commuter line owner.  Needless to say this didn’t go ver well with him, so asshole complained to his asshole daddy, who complained to my asshole former boss.”
“Yeah, upon further review you should have just stuck with the lie” Mason deadpanned. 
There was a round of chuckles through the vehicle, and then Kersey slowed down as they approached the bridge.
“Shit,” Kowalski muttered. The entire thing was packed full of vehicles. There had either been a traffic jam overrun by zombies, forcing everyone to flee, or somebody had blocked off the bridge on purpose. But it looked too haphazard, not planned enough.
“Should we try to move ‘em, Sarge?” Bretz’ voice came through the radio.
Kersey pursed his lips in thought. “Let’s have a look.” He turned to the backseat. “Mason, stay here with Bill while we investigate.”
“Yes, sir,” Mason replied.
Bretz, Baker and Johnson met Kersey and Kowalski in front of the bridge, taking a good, long look at it in a loaded silence.
“Well?” Johnson asked. “We could always just plow through ‘em. The SUVs will make quick work of some o’ them hatchbacks.”
Kersey shook his head. “I don’t want to risk damaging our vehicles and not being able to get to the rail yard,” he replied. “Getting Bill to a train is priority one. If we can’t do it quickly, then we need to do it as safely as possible.”
“You think we should go back to the 83 bridge, then?” Bretz asked. “What if it’s just as blocked?”
Kersey sighed. “If that’s the case, then we can work on making a path on this bridge. But I feel that trying to take the path of least resistance might be our best option right now.”
“Whatever you say, Sarge,” Johnson replied.
Baker shrugged. “It makes sense. It’s not really that many blocks over, anyway. If we’re going to encounter resistance, I don’t think taking the other bridge will make it that much worse.”
“Famous last words,” Johnson replied, and clapped him on the back as the headed back to the SUVs.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN
The 83 bridge had a few cars smashed up here and there, but was fairly clear. Kersey led the convoy carefully across, keeping eyes peeled for any signs of trouble. Not only were there zombies to worry about, but after what he’d seen in La Crosse he couldn’t help but be wary of any survivors lurking about, especially opposing the military.
Once across, he turned left on an eerily empty street, away from a big box store. They passed a car wash and a few industrial buildings, and then a hospital on the right.
Kersey fought the urge to stop. Medical supplies were the most important thing next to food. But they wouldn’t even know what they were looking for, and they didn’t have a lay of the land. Not to mention the amount of zombies wandering around in the courtyard, in and out of the busted-in emergency room lobby.
Shortly past that was a park, and he had to slow down to avoid debris in the road.
“What the fuck is that?” Mason breathed, looking out the window to his left. There was an adjacent park, but it was absolutely littered with little crimson lumps. It looked like there had been a massacre, but the bodies were too small to be human or zombie.
Kowalski pointed to a sign up ahead: Waggin’ Tails Bark Park. Bill gagged.
Mason shook his head. “Maybe it’s stupid to be sad for a bunch of dogs… but it’s worse they probably died trying to protect their owners.”
“Who probably fed on them after they turned,” Kowalski muttered, and the imagery made the other passengers shiver.
“Okay, be ready,” Kersey said as he pulled into a parking lot, avoiding a few burning cars. “I’m going to drive the walking path through those trees and then we’re in the suburbs. This could get ugly.”
The soldiers checked their weapons, and Bill grasped his handgun tightly. Kersey eased up onto the walking path, the sturdy grass on either side providing traction for the large vehicle. Bretz stayed right up close to his back bumper, knowing they were about to head into a possible war zone.
What else was new? They were always about to head into a possible war zone.
When they crested the trees and hit asphalt once again, the soldiers’ eyes widened.
“Looks like they got hit hard,” Kowalski breathed, surveying the damage. Not one house seemed to be intact, windows and doors blown out. Cars were overturned, some smashed together, some burnt to a crisp. There was new development happening on the right of them, but the wooden framing was busted and all caved-in on itself.
Kersey took it slow, eyes sweeping the road in front of him, back and forth. A few houses on the left were on fire, and the smoke blew lazily onto the road. Visibility was poor, and it made the hair on the back of his neck stand on end as if each follicle were on high alert.
“Sarge!” Kowalski cried, the first to spot the jagged shadow of a pack of zombies through the smoke.
Kersey hit the brakes, turning slightly so that Bretz could avoid him if he didn’t stop quickly enough.
“What’s up, Sarge?” the other driver asked through the radio.
Kersey clenched his jaw. “We’ve got company,” he said, and opened the sunroof. “Kowalski?”
The sniper nodded and stood, poking the top half of his body up through the hole, bringing the scope to his eye. There was a short gust of wind, and it blew the smoke clear from the top for just long enough of a moment for him to see just what lay ahead for them.
“Sarge, it’s a horde up there,” he called down.
“Fuck,” Kersey muttered. “How many?”
“I only got a glimpse, but they went over a block up the street, and are covering everything, front lawns, sidewalks, there are a lot,” Kowalski replied.
“Okay, come back in,” the Sergeant instructed, and lifted his radio to his mouth. “Bretz, we gotta turn around, there’s a horde here that’s too risky to face head on. You take point, take the next side street and then take the next left, we’ll see what we can see.”
“Ten-four,” Bretz replied, and began a five-point turn to swing around. “Shit, Sarge, there’s a bunch on this side now, too.”
“How many? They can’t have just amassed out of thin air,” Kersey replied.
“A fucking sea of them, sir,” Bretz said.
“We don’t have the bullets to deal with a battle of his magnitude,” the Sergeant mused. “And this neighborhood is in a lot worse shape than the last one we were in. I doubt we’ll be able to forage for weapons here. We need the ammo to sweep the train yard.”
“But we need to get to the train yard,” Kowalski replied, and as if on cue, the corpses reached the SUV, smacking wet flesh against the fiberglass and windows. The groans echoed in the pungent air, bouncing into them from the sunroof.
“Let me draw them away,” Mason said, leaning forward from the backseat.
Kersey shook his head. “What?”
“I’ll get in the other SUV, they get into this one, and I’ll crank the music and lead them away,” he said.
Kersey shook his head again. “No, that’s ridiculous. We can’t do that.”
“Why not?” Mason jutted out his chin. “Sarge, we don’t have another choice. We can’t just drive over them, because they’ll follow us. We don’t have the ammo to take them all down, and you need to get Bill to the train yard. Two hundred and fifty-thousand troops need those trains.”
The Sergeant scrubbed his hands down his face. “It should be me,” he muttered.
“No, you should be heading this mission,” Mason countered. “Let us grunts do the grunt work. When you’re all ready to go, radio me and I’ll leave ‘em in the dust and circle back.”
“You’d fuckin’ better,” Kowalski said sternly.
“Bretz, I’m going to need you three to climb over into this vehicle,” Kersey said into the radio.
A laugh came back. “Sorry, Sarge, I misheard you. It sounded like you said you wanted me, Baker and Johnson to get into your SUV.”
“That is what I said,” Kersey replied. “Mason is going to take yours and draw the horde away from the train yard.”
“Alone?” Baker’s voice came through, sounding strained. “I’ll go too.”
“No, Private, priority is to secure the train yard,” Kersey replied. “Mason can handle himself. Bretz, pull up beside us.”
Mason slung his rifle over his shoulder and smirked. “Finally, I’ll get to listen to the music I wanna listen to.”
“Ugh, you’re gonna blast shitty gangsta rap?” Kowalski wrinkled his nose.
“That,” Mason pointed at his comrade, “is racist.” He stood up, and slid out of the sunroof onto the roof of the SUV.
“Be safe,” Kersey called, and Mason gave him a salute before clambering over to the top of Bretz’s vehicle.
Johnson was the first to pop up, shaking his head. “Crazy fuckers, how are we all gonna fit in there?”
“You could always sit on Bretz’ lap,” Mason replied with a smirk.
Johnson muttered to himself as he stepped over to the other SUV, lowering himself into the backseat, narrowly missing kicking Kowalski in the head. Baker was a little more graceful, dropping down to sit between the redneck and Bill.
Bretz paused a moment, reaching out to shake Mason’s hand. “See you later, Private,” he said firmly, and his companion nodded with a smile.
“Yes, sir,” he said, and then dropped into the driver’s seat.
By this point, the zombies were going absolutely crazy, so upset that their boxed meals weren’t opening up for them.
“Guess you’re gettin’ in the trunk,” Johnson bellowed, and Bretz shook his head.
“Fuck no, I’ll stay up here,” he replied, and dangled his legs into the sunroof, planting his ass firmly between two lengths of roof rack. Kersey cut the engine, turning off the lights, and pulling out the keys so that there was no incessant beeping.
Mason revved his engine, and a sudden blast of loud death metal exploded into the air. Kowalski laughed and shook his head. His companion gave him the devil-horns through the window, and then squealed the tires, putting the car into gear to start plowing through zombies. He moved slow enough that they could keep up, but drew them back towards the 83.
“Thanks, buddy,” Baker said quietly, and the mood in the car was somber as the distorted power chords faded away into the distance.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN
The air in the SUV was thick with trepidation. Bretz eventually ducked inside and closed the sunroof, as it seemed that some of the zombies were too interested in the breathing meal up on top of the vehicle. There was enough leg room that he was able to sit backwards on the center console, facing the three in the backseat.
“He’ll be fine,” Bretz said quietly, studying Baker’s fearful expression.
His comrade shook his head. “I know. I mean, there are about a billion things that could go wrong, but he’s tough. As long as we don’t leave without him.”
“I’m not leaving him behind,” Kersey replied firmly.
“If anything happens, at least he knows to just follow the train tracks back towards Kansas,” Bill supplied, but Baker just glowered at him.
“They’re starting to thin out,” Kowalski cut in, in his level tone. Everyone looked outside, and he was right. The zombies were no longer shoulder to shoulder—there was definitely more breathing room.
It felt like forever for the horde to finally break up into a few stragglers. They didn’t seem to be interested in following their brethren, but it was only a dozen or so.
“Wish I had ol’ Betsy with me,” Johnson said wistfully, and Bill raised an eyebrow at him.
Bretz laughed. “You sure seemed to have fun with that spiky truck,” he said, and the redneck nodded emphatically.
“Okay,” Kersey piped up. “I think we’re on enough of a decline that if I put it in neutral we’ll roll back without making too much noise. Bretz, head back up top and see if you can get a better lay of the land.”
“Yes, sir,” he replied, and opened up the sun roof, climbing back up onto the roof rack. The smoke wasn’t as thick anymore, and the few zombies milling about didn’t even seem to notice him. He drew his hunting knife and laid down flat on his belly, holding onto the rack and entwining his feet in the sunroof so that his arm was within headshot distance of the enemies that would be going past.
Kersey put the shifter into neutral, and eased off the brake. The SUV began to roll backwards, as he’d hoped, and slow enough that it wouldn’t attract too much attention. Bretz grinned as a few zombies thwacked off of the back bumper, staggering and being flattened by the big tires.
He managed to stab two on the way by in the skull, dropping them in crumpled heaps to the ground. Soon the street was clear, and he flipped over, sitting up so he could look down into the driver’s seat.
“Clear behind us, Sarge,” he reported. Kersey gently turned the wheel, looking behind him to guide the SUV half-into a driveway before there was no more gravity pulling them backwards. He turned off the headlights and started the engine, and then eased back onto the road, trying not to rev too loud. When it looked like they were in the clear, he sped up a bit and they wound through the rest of the suburb, fingers on the trigger.
Mason leading the horde away had been a one-time thing. If they encountered anything to that magnitude again, they’d be in a shitload more trouble.
Kersey let out an audible sigh of relief as they drove out of town, hitting a dirt road that would wind along the river to the south end of the rail yard.
Johnson hooted, startling everyone in the vehicle. “Fuck yeah! We fuckin’ got this!”
“Save your cheering for when we’re driving away on a train,” Baker muttered, but he couldn’t put a damper on the redneck’s excitement.
Kowalski lifted his radio to his lips. “Mason, we’re clear of town, copy?”
There was a pregnant pause, and everyone held their breaths.
“Copy, good to hear, buddy,” he came back, crackling a bit with some crunchy guitar riffs in the background. “We’re having a rave downtown.”
Kowalski laughed. “Copy that,” he replied. “We’ll touch base when we’re on a train. Head to the north end of town and try to circle back, got it?”
“Ten-four,” Mason replied, and then cranked the music back up to full volume before letting go of his receiver.
“If you take this road up, there’s a tourist tower where we can see the entire rail yard,” Bill said, leaning forward and pointing at the next crossroad.
Kersey nodded. “Good idea.” He turned up Homestead Road, stifling a bitter chuckle at the name. There was nothing about the apocalypse that felt like a homestead anymore.
The tower stood tall and proud overtop of a parking lot, with a tourist building attached to it, likely a gift shop. Kersey pulled into the parking lot and drove as close to the front door as he could. He turned around, and Bretz leaned forward to listen in.
“Baker, Kowalski, you’re with me,” Kersey said. “We’re going to take Bill up that tower and have a look at the rail yard. We’ll sweep the area and see if there are any threats, figure out how to neutralize them, and Bill will locate where we need to go to get the rig that he needs.
“Johnson, Bretz, keep your eyes and ears peeled, make sure there’s nothing lurking about. One of you stay in the driver’s seat in case we need to make a quick getaway. Everyone clear?”
There was a chorus of yessirs all around, and then Kersey nodded. He turned to the driver’s side door, peering out before opening it and hopping down to the asphalt. Bretz slid down into the driver’s seat from the sunroof, giving him a thumbs-up as he closed the door. Kowalski opened the back door to let Bill and Baker out, and Kersey touched the conductor’s arm.
“You stay between us at all times, understand?” the Sergeant asked firmly.
Bill rolled his eyes, and held up his gun. “I’m not exactly helpless, ya know?”
“You’re still not trained military,” Kersey shot back. “And you’re the only one who knows how to operate that train. So stay between us.”
Bill nodded in defeat, and let the men form a rough triangle around him, Kowalski in front. They knocked on the front door of the tourist building, to try to draw out anything from inside. A lone zombie staggered to the door, looking pretty loopy with a bashed in head.
“Apparently somebody didn’t finish the job,” Baker mused. Kowalski opened the door and immediately stabbed the corpse in the head, kicking it inside so it wouldn’t obstruct the doorway.
The quartet moved slowly through the area, which was a museum and gift shop combo, all the way to the back where the walkway to the Golden Spike Tower was. The glass-topped walkway was ominously quiet, but the encountered no resistance. Kowalski moved slowly but purposefully all the way up the spiral staircase inside, popping up into a large viewing area. It was easily the size of two conference rooms, with windows all along every wall. It was a panoramic view of the area, and showed them all of the rail yard.
“Clear,” Kowalski announced, and the other three emerged behind him. He crossed to the panels facing the southern rail yard, and slid open the window so he could rest his rifle on the sill and have a look through his scope.
“What have you got?” Kersey asked, coming up behind him.
The Private shrugged. “Nothing we can’t handle,” he replied. “Random stragglers around, none in groups of more than two. It doesn’t look like there are any pockets where there could be giant groups, aside from the warehouse buildings that I can’t see inside. But they look open, so I don’t know if there would particularly be anything trapped inside.”
“That’s good news,” Kersey replied with a nod. “Bill, do you want to take a look, see what we’re working with here?”
He stepped forward and Kowalski gently handed over the rifle. The older man peered through the scope, and swept around the large rail yard.
“There’s our girl,” he said quietly, and pulled back, pointing. “See the red engine over there with thirty-or-so cars behind it? We’d have to unlatch the majority of them, but that’s easy enough. It’s a diesel-electric, too, so better on fuel.”
Kersey looked through the scope to where he motioned, and nodded. “Looks good.” He turned to Kowalski. “I want you to monitor things from up here. Keep a bird’s eye view on what’s going on, if you see any big groups of zombies you give us a heads up. Don’t fire unless you have to, though, we don’t want to make too much noise before we get up and running.”
“Yes, sir,” Kowalski replied.
“Okay,” Kersey turned back to Bill. “Let’s get you in that train.”




CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Bill directed Bretz from the backseat, driving slowly around the winding driveways to get to where they needed to be. Thankfully all of the tracks were lowered into the asphalt, so there wasn’t any trouble driving the SUV over them.
“That one,” Bill said, and pointed to the red engine car he’d spotted from the tower. Bretz pulled up right next to it.
“Baker, Johnson, you’re with me,” Kersey instructed. “Bill, you stay in the car with Bretz while we sweep the area and unlatch the extra cars.”
They dismounted the vehicle, guns at the ready, and checked around the train, listening hard for any moans or groans in the immediate vicinity. Kersey stepped up into the engine car, checking the driver’s area and the back engine room.
“Clear,” he said from the doorway as the other two came back around from the front of the train.
“Clear,” Baker replied.
Kersey stepped down and opened the back passenger door, letting Bill out. “Okay, what’s next?” he asked.
“I need to have a look inside, make sure everything is in working order,” Bill replied. “And check the fuel levels.”
“Is it possible to do all of that quietly?” Kersey asked.
“Yessir,” Bill said. “We’ll also need to check to make sure that only the cars we need are coupled. We don’t wanna drive away with a full train.”
“Baker and Johnson can take care of that,” Kersey replied. “You’ll just need to show them what to look for.”
“Okay, let’s do that first,” Bill agreed, and headed towards the back of the engine car.
They reached the coupling between the engine and the first box car, and Bill knelt down. “These claws are gripping each other, this means it’s attached. There’s a pin that goes in the top here, and the cord underneath is plugged in. Just pull the pin and rip out the cord and we’re good to go.”
“Got it,” Johnson replied, and Baker nodded.
“Okay, you two check the cars and make sure we don’t have any rail riders.  And keep alert,” Kersey said. “Bretz, you stay out front of the engine car, keep an eye out. I’ll assist Bill where I can inside.”
The burly soldier nodded and led Bill back to the door, where he clambered up the stairs into the engine car. Kersey followed him, finding the relieved smile on his face a bit endearing.
“Happy to be back in action?” the Sergeant asked.
“Yes and no,” Bill replied honestly. “I did really love my job, and it was shit to be let go over something so stupid. And I always planned on getting back into the game someday, when the dust settled. Then the fuckin’ apocalypse happened, and I figured I was just going to die in La Crosse. It’s nice to be back in here… but I definitely didn’t think that it would be under these circumstances.”
“Fair enough,” Kersey replied.
“I suppose I should be thankful,” Bill said with a shrug. “Now not only am I back doing my job, but I’m also not going to die in La Crosse. Maybe somewhere else, but definitely not in that shit hole.”
They shared a chuckle as Bill wandered along the engine. He whistled low in his throat, and muttered some specs under his breath that Kersey wouldn’t have understood anyway.
“Well, we’re definitely going to need fuel,” he said. “We won’t be able to get very far on this. I don’t want to bank on the refueling stations along the way being in working order. If we’re lucky, there should be fueling trucks in one of the warehouses.”
“If we’re lucky,” Kersey retorted. Had luck really been on their side all this time? He supposed a little bit, since they’d made it this far. But they’d lost a lot, too. And they weren’t in the clear yet. He walked to the doorway, peering at the nearest warehouse. “What are the chances there’d be one in that one?”
Bill stepped beside him. “Your guess is as good as mine, I ‘spose. If this were my operation, I’d have them in every building so they were accessible to every set of tracks. There are so many fuckin’ trains all over the place you’d think they’d want to be able to refuel from every direction.”
“Okay,” Kersey replied, and lifted his radio to his lips. “Kowalski, come in.”
“Loud and clear up here, sir,” Kowalski replied.
“We need to locate a fuel truck to fill up the train,” the Sergeant said. “They’re likely in one of the warehouses, but we’re hoping to make better time than combing every building. You see anything that might be useful?”
“Give me a sec, Sarge,” came the reply, and then a click.
Meanwhile, Johnson and Baker were checking the third car.
“Lookin good, broski,” Johnson said, using his knife hand to get back to his feet.
Baker rolled his eyes. “Where’d you get broski from—Mason?”
“Edwards, actually,” the redneck replied. “Sometimes when he was good and liquored up, he’d get all ‘bro’ with me.”
“Odd, considering how often he gave you a hard time,” Baker replied, a note of regret in his voice. He and Edwards hadn’t always seen eye-to-eye, but it still stung to know he was gone, and in such a manner.
“Yeah, well, booze brings people together,” Johnson said, pulling out his flask as they wandered down to the next car.
Baker chuckled as they approached the coupling, and then squinted. “All right, let’s get this bitch unlatched,” he said, and knelt down. He grabbed one end and reached up under the metal of the other car to feel around for the other side.
A snarl greeted him and he threw himself backwards, smacking his head off of the coupling itself.
“Shit!” Johnson hissed, dragging his comrade backwards as a zombie flopped around from behind one of the wheels. It looked like it didn’t have legs anymore, and wiggled like a fish as it tried to grasp its meal.
Johnson leapt forward, burying his knife in its head, silencing it. The two soldiers froze, listening, but there were no more moans or groans in the still air.
“You okay?” Johnson asked finally.
Baker nodded. “Yeah, thanks man,” he replied. “Fucker hiding down there.” He peered under the cars carefully before reaching up to grab the cables again. Once they were detached, he stood up and Johnson patted him on the shoulder, offering his flask.
Baker laughed and took a swig.
“Sarge, the warehouse behind the one closest to you has some open bay doors,” Kowalski reported. “It looks like there are a few trucks there. I think there are tanks on the back of them, but it’s hard to tell from my angle. That’s the best I got for you.”
“Ten-four, Kowalski, thanks,” Kersey replied. “Seeing any movement from up there?”
“Just a few stragglers here and there, nothing major,” the sniper said.
Kersey nodded. “Copy that,” he replied, and clipped the radio back to his chest.
Bretz appeared in the doorway. “You need me to go get one of those trucks, Sarge?” he asked.
“I’d much rather everyone travel in pairs,” Kersey replied. He switched to Johnson’s frequency and clicked the button on his radio once to signal that he wanted to talk without making too much noise in case they had to be stealthy.
“What’s up, Sarge?” Johnson replied.
“We need to go get a fuel truck from the warehouse to fill up the train,” Kersey explained. “What’s your ETA?”
There was a pause. “We’re about halfway down, probably fifteen or so to go?”
“You know I’ll be fine in here if I just close the door,” Bill piped up. “I’m just doing checks in here, Bretz will need you as backup much more than I will.”
Kersey pursed his lips in thought. Bill was right. And time was important. They had to be as quick as they could. Every second they wasted was one more second that Mason was in danger.
Bretz shrugged. “It’s your call, Sarge,” he said.
Kersey lifted the radio to his lips again. “Okay, be thorough but quick,” he instructed. “When you’re done get back here as fast as you can. I’m going to go with Bretz to retrieve the fuel, and Bill is going to close and bar the door. I’m leaving him with this radio, make sure to stay in contact.”
“Ten-four, Sarge,” Johnson replied.
Kersey turned to Bill, and unclipped the radio from his belt. “Keep that door barred, do not leave this train car, do you understand?”
“Ten-four, Sarge,” Bill replied with a smirk and a little salute.
Kersey shook his head and moved down the steps to join Bretz. They waited until Bill closed the door, and then got into the SUV. Bretz lifted his radio to his mouth.
“Kowalski, Sarge and I are headed to the fuel trucks,” he said. “Johnson and Baker are checking the couplings and then returning to Bill in the engine car.”
“Ten-four,” Kowalski replied.
Kersey drove out of their section of train yard back to one of the driveways, bustling around the multitude of tracks to circle around to the nearest warehouse. He swerved gently to the right to run over a staggering zombie, reveling in the crunch of its head beneath the tires.
He eased into the parking lot of the first warehouse, aiming for the maintenance road to the left. At the far corner, there was a cluster of bodies moving out from behind the back of the building, and Kersey slowed. They noticed the vehicle and groaned, tripping over themselves to run towards the vehicle.
He waited until they were about twenty yards away and then gunned it forward, smacking into them hard. Bodies flew, disoriented, and the soldiers drew their knives and hopped out of the vehicle, taking advantage of the stunned corpses to dispatch them.
As Kersey stabbed one in front of the car, another managed to get back to its feet and dove for him, shrieking. Bretz barreled into it, landing hard in the dirt, and stabbed it multiple times in the face. Both soldiers waited for a moment to make sure none of their friends were coming, and then got to their feet.
“Thanks,” Kersey said as he wiped his knife on his pants.
Bretz nodded. “No problem, Sarge.”
They got back in the SUV and drove over the enemy around the warehouse. Kersey nosed around carefully so they could take a look at the parking lot. There were a few cars and trucks strewn about, but no zombies.
They headed for the back warehouse, the bay doors open as Kowalski had reported. This one was smaller, with a maintenance area by the bay doors and the whole other side full of offices with glass walls. Bretz pointed as they got out of the SUV, jaw set.
“Looks like they had an outbreak on a workday,” he said, noting the zombies slapping against the glass. They all wore business attire, button-down shirts stained with crimson. Kersey shook his head.
“Keep on alert in case they manage to break through,” he said. “Let’s check these trucks.”
They moved down the line of tanker trucks, sweeping behind them to make sure there weren’t any zombies lurking about. The first two were empty, much to their dismay.
Kersey leaned over to check the fuel gauge on the third truck. “This one is almost full,” he declared, and Bretz came around the back to join him. The Sergeant opened the driver’s side door, and felt around for keys. “No keys.” He sighed.
“Hey, Sarge,” Bretz said, motioning to the glass wall of zombies. Behind them, affixed to the far wall, was a big board full of keys.
“Of course,” Kersey replied.
They approached the offices, the zombies going even more crazy on the other side as their potential meals got closer to them. The soldiers surveyed the door on the far end, and then looked all the way down the row of cubicles to the other end.
“Okay,” the Sergeant said, “you head to the other side and bang on the glass, see if you can get them all to follow you. I’ll crouch down on the other side of that door and when you’ve got them all occupied I’ll run in and grab the keys.”
“Sure thing, Sarge,” Bretz replied, and clapped him on the shoulder. “Be safe.”
“Will do,” Kersey replied, and jogged over to the door.
Some of the zombies attempted to follow him, but as he crouched down and Bretz began to knock on the glass, they got distracted quickly. The burly soldier tapped on the glass, running along the wall and sneering at the corpses trying so hard to get to him.
“Fuckin’ murdering shits,” he muttered, drumming out a beat on the last glass panel to keep them all occupied.
Kersey crept to the door and pushed it open silently, closing it gently behind him. He stayed low as he ran to the back wall, and ran his hands over the key rings. There were four that bore the same emblem as the fuel truck, so he stuffed those into his pockets, and ducked down to stay out of sight for the way back.
As he passed one of the cubicles, a body fell out of it and smacked into him, knocking him clean over. He smashed into a water cooler and it fell over, causing an epic clatter on the tile floor. Kersey jumped to his feet and tore for the door as the zombies decided that he was more interesting than Bretz. He grasped the handle and pulled, throwing himself out and jerking the door shut behind him.
He swung wildly with his knife, trying to dislodge the arms stuck in the door, and Bretz ran up to join him, kicking the limbs back inside as best he could. Finally, the door latched, and they backed up, breathing hard.
“All good, Sarge?” Bretz asked.
Kersey nodded jerkily, and reached into his pocket for the keys. “Yep.” They ran back over to the truck, and Kersey got in. The third set was the charm, and the vehicle roared to life. “So much for being quiet,” he said. “Okay, I’ll take this back to the train and get fueled up, you take the SUV and go pick up Kowalski.”
“Ten-four,” Bretz said, and headed off to the SUV, lifting his radio to his mouth to instruct Kowalski to be ready.
Just as he put his foot inside to get into the driver’s seat, gunshots echoed through the still air.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Kersey pulled up next to Bretz as he raised his radio.
“What’s going on over there?” he asked.
“Looks like a bunch of them just came out of nowhere!” Kowalski replied. “They’re just popping out between the trains, Johnson and Baker are backing up towards the engine car.”
“Can he hit any?” Kersey asked.
Bretz nodded. “Can you shoot any from where you are?” he asked.
“A few, but it’s tight and I’d be worried about ricochets,” Kowalski replied.
“Negative,” Kersey said immediately, and Bretz nodded again.
“Sarge says hold your fire,” he instructed. “I’m coming to pick you up now, meet me outside.”
“Ten-four,” Kowalski replied.
Kersey nodded to Bretz. “See you over there,” he said, and revved up to bustle up the maintenance road. Bretz quickly hopped in the SUV and tore after him, kicking up dust as he turned to the right to go and pick up their sniper.
Bill clutched the radio as he heard gunshots from outside, and looked through the windows. He couldn’t see anything on the front side.
“What’s happening out there?” he asked.
“Stay inside,” Johnson came back, and then clicked off at the sound of more gunshots.
“Shouldn’t you guys come in here?” Bill asked, but there was no answer. Kersey had told him not to open the door or go outside, but if it would save his men, then shouldn’t he do it?
“Don’t even think about openin’ that fuckin’ door,” Johnson came back, as if he could read his mind.
Bill clenched his jaw. His eyes widened at the sight of a pack of zombies coming into view around the left side of the train, and leaned over the console to stare, openmouthed, at the heads of the dead.
“They’re coming around the other side!” he cried into the radio, but there was no reply.
Kersey screamed around the line of trains, pulling up just at the corner of the last train before theirs. He wanted to be close enough to fire, but not so close that an errant bullet could hit the tank on the back.
He opened the driver’s side window and snaked out of it, sitting on the sill and flipping his rifle off of his back. Zombies swarmed the engine car, smacking the sides, and he drew his eyes up to see Johnson and Baker standing up top, the redneck hooting as he fired down at the hungry horde.
“We got this, Sarge!” Johnson cried, and fired down, dropping bodies left and right. Baker stood over the other side, taking care of the zombies over there, and Kersey shook his head, lifting his rifle to take out the ones at the front, careful not to hit the train itself.
Bill gripped his gun tightly, unable to see any action outside. He could see Sergeant Kersey hanging out of a fuel truck off to the side, but couldn’t see what his shots were producing out front.
“Fuck it.” He shook his head. He had to finish his checks. That was his mission. It wasn’t his job to protect the soldiers, it was the other way around. And if by some horrible fate, they all died out there, at least he could get the train out of the city and try to get in touch with somebody.
He turned away from the front window and moved back to the engine, pulling a clipboard from the wall and running through the last few gauges.
A few minutes later, the gunfire stopped. Bill paused, and then hung the clipboard back up, walking slowly to the front of the train. He couldn’t see much through the front window, and he paused by the door.
His radio crackled. “You can open the door now, Bill,” Johnson’s voice came through, and the conductor’s heart began to beat again.
He unbarred the door and opened it, nearly gagging on the stench of rotten flesh that hit him in the face. There was a sea of bodies around the train, a few feet deep, and the soldiers stood on the other side, guns in hand.
“You assholes are badass,” he breathed, and Johnson smirked.
Kersey nodded. “How’s it going in there?” he asked.
“Ready to go when we’re fueled up,” Bill replied, trying to stifle the shaking of his hands.
“Just show us where it goes,” Baker prompted, and he and Johnson wandered off to grab the hose from the fuel truck. Bill walked down the steps, adrenaline leaving a heavy exhaustion on his joints, and gingerly stepped on the pile of corpses at the bottom.
Kersey reached out to steady him and helped him jump down to the ground. “You’re pretty good at following orders,” he commended. “Thanks for staying inside.”
“I wasn’t about to come out into… this,” Bill replied, waving his arms at the bodies. “I figured I’d be more of a liability than a help.” He peered around the front of the train. “We’ll have to clear those if we want a smooth takeoff.”
Kersey nodded, and Kowalski and Bretz set to moving bodies out of the way. The Sergeant stayed beside Bill as he led Baker and Johnson to the fuel hookup.
“Keep alert, soldiers,” the Sergeant declared. “We might have attracted a lot of attention with that shootout.”
“Bring ‘em on,” Johnson said with a sneer.
Baker shook his head. “Fuck off,” he scolded, but there wasn’t any venom in his voice.
Kersey lifted his radio to his mouth. “Mason, come back,” he said.
The air between the group seemed to go dead still while they waited for an answer. And answer that didn’t come.
“Private Mason, do you copy?” Kersey repeated.
Nothing.
“Fuck,” Baker snapped, stepping back from the train with his fists clenched.
“He might just be out of range,” Bill said gently.
Baker glared daggers at him, and the conductor put his hands up, turning back to the fuel line. When it finished, he unhooked it and Johnson pulled it back out of the way.
“Shotgun,” he said brightly, in an attempt to lighten the mood, but a somber heaviness had fallen over the group. Kowalski and Bretz waited by the door, frowning.
“We’ll try again when we’re headed back past town,” Kersey assured them. Bretz nodded and waved for Bill to step inside first. Johnson followed, and then Kowalski. Kersey turned to Baker, who was firmly standing away from the door.
“We can’t leave him,” he said.
Kersey shook his head. “We’re not,” he replied. “When we get back towards town, I’ll keep trying him.”
“But you won’t wait if he doesn’t reply,” Baker shot back.
The Sergeant took a deep breath. “No, we can’t wait if he doesn’t reply,” he said. “We can’t. If he’s not replying that means he’s dead, Private, and we can’t compromise a mission for one man. Even Mason.”
Baker stared at him helplessly. “I’ll just take the SUV, and-”
“No, Private,” Kersey said firmly. “If you drive alone into that city, you’re not going to rescue anybody, you’re going to die. Get on the train. That’s an order.”
Baker growled, but he knew he was beaten, and he stomped up the stairs. Bretz clapped Kersey’s shoulder in understanding and walked up after him. The Sergeant closed and barred the door behind him.
“So what if there’s zombies on the tracks while we’re goin’?” Johnson asked.
Bill got comfy in the driver’s seat and fired up the engine, his heart soaring at the sound of the train rumbling to life with no problems. “Oh, we’ll be fine once we’re movin’,” he said. “That grill on the front of the train is called a cowcatcher. It’s made to knock shit out of the way so we don’t get derailed.”
Johnson let out a low whistle. “Well, if it can catch cows…”




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Kersey pulled out his satellite phone, dialing up General Stephens.
“Stephens,” the General greeted immediately.
“Hello, General,” Kersey replied. “We’ve secured a train, and heading out to clear a path for you guys.”
“Great news!” Stephens replied. “How did it go?”
“Never smoothly,” the Sergeant admitted. “But we got what we needed. Managed to fuel up enough to get us back to you, hopefully the refuel stations on the way are working so we don’t run into any complications.”
“Excellent,” Stephens replied. “I have a team working on mapping out routes to get everyone northwest, should the order come down.”
“Hopefully that’s sooner rather than later.  The locals really don’t like us.” Kersey replied.
Baker lifted his radio to his mouth. “Mason, come in,” he said, peering out the window at the city as they passed through it.
Zombies drawn to the noise emerged from the streets, between buildings and cars. Some of them stuck against the railings, others, like lemmings, fell down to the gravel below lining the train tracks.
“Mason, come in, fuck, come on,” Baker tried again.
“Problem, Sergeant?” Stephens asked.
Kersey sighed. “Mason drove into the city by himself to draw a horde off of us so we could complete the mission. We haven’t been able to get back in contact with him.”
“That’s unfortunate,” Stephens replied. “Keep trying, John. But don’t forget what he sacrificed himself for.”
Kersey nodded. “Understood, sir.”
“Keep me posted,” the General said. “Talk soon.”
“Ten-four,” the Sergeant replied, and ended the call.
“Mason!” Baker yelled into his radio. They were two-thirds of the way through the city, and his heart sank into his shoes. “Fuck.”
“He knew what he was doing,” Kowalski said quietly.
Baker shook his head. “I know that,” he huffed and swept back past them be alone at the back of the car.
“Is the General happy?” Bretz asked.
Kersey nodded. “You bet.”
“Almost through town,” Bill called back over his shoulder. “You want me to stop and wait?”
Kersey took a deep breath. “No. We haven’t heard back from him, it’s unlikely we will.”
Bill nodded and the train flew out of North Platte, leaving behind zombies staggering around on the hot tracks. As the Lincoln Highway swerved in to run parallel to the tracks, movement caught Johnson’s eye and he did a double take.
“Is that a car?” he asked.
Kowalski leaned forward to look. “Is that an SUV?”
“Hey there, Sarge,” Mason’s voice came through the radio, his death metal still going in the background. “Leaving without me?”
Baker tore to his feet from the back of the car. “What the fuck?”
“Mason, where the hell have you been?” Kersey said into his radio. “We tried to reach you.”
“I couldn’t circle back, so I zig-zagged around town and decided to speed out this way to lose the horde,” Mason explained. “I figured I would see you since the highway follows the tracks.”
“Sonuvabitch,” Johnson said with a laugh.
Baker smacked Bill on the shoulder. “Stop the train!”
“I’m slowin’ down, keep your panties on,” Bill replied good-naturedly. “Can’t just slam on the brakes on these puppies.”
“We’re going to stop,” Kersey said into his radio. “Get ready to pull over.”
“Ten-four,” Mason replied.
As soon as the train came to a stop, Baker unbarred the door. Mason pulled over and jogged down the grass ditch between them, hauling himself back up the other side.
“You fucker, we thought you were dead!” Baker cried.
Mason smirked. “That sounds like a personal problem,” he retorted, and his companion smacked his shoulder as he came up the stairs. “I’m starving,” he announced. “Anyone got any Cheetos?”
END
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CHAPTER ONE
Day Zero +6
“Smells good,” Zion said as he entered the kitchen of the small apartment he shared with his sister, Monique.
She grinned. “Eggs and potatoes, just like momma used to make.”
Her brother pulled up a stool and sat on it, his linebacker build looking almost comical on such a small seat at the island counter. Monique couldn’t help but chuckle at him as he audibly moaned while shoveling potatoes into his mouth. She was five years older, and even in their twenties it was hard not to see the little boy he used to be.
She filled her own plate and faced him, standing at the island to eat her own breakfast. “I hope momma’s doing okay,” she said quietly, pushing her eggs around with a fork.
Zion stopped shoveling and reached out to grasp her hand. “Mo, you know she’s fine. Ty is taking care of Compton, there’s no way he isn’t. It’s probably locked down tighter than a drum with our old gang holding the fort.”
“Yeah.” She pursed her lips. “I just can’t help but feel like we should be there, with her. If we hadn’t left…”
“If we hadn’t left, then she’d have been mighty disappointed in me,” Zion cut in. “Escaping the gang life was best for both of us, and you know that. Momma knew it, and that’s why she wanted me to take you away from Los Angeles.”
“I know,” Monique replied with a sigh. “It’s just… if I’d have known the apocalypse was going to happen, I maybe would have stayed. Or brought her with us. It would have been nicer to be together.”
“Nobody could have predicted this,” Zion said with a shake of his head. “Don’t beat yourself up over it.”
Monique took a bite of her potatoes and decided to change the subject. “How’d everything go out there last night?”
“It was quiet,” her brother replied with a shrug. “Few stragglers here and there, but this place is secluded enough that we don’t get many zombies out here as long as we don’t make too much noise.”
“I guess it’s a blessing that the city lost funding for this area,” his sister replied thoughtfully. “I mean, it was nice that the place was so cheap, but it was going to be nice to have shops and stuff being built around here. I remember feeling like it was really too bad that we didn’t move into the city instead of this apartment building in the middle of the woods.”
“Definitely better we ended up here,” Zion agreed. “If we’d have been in the city that would have been a whole different ball game during the outbreak.”
“Yeah.” Monique nodded.
There was a light knock on the door, and Zion put up a hand to his sister before walking over to answer it.
“Hey, Z,” Calvin greeted, running a hand through his shaggy brown hair. He was a wiry little guy, the same age as Zion but probably a third of his weight. “I’m workin’ on a new project, and I could use your help.”
“I’m not interested in your projects,” Zion replied, though not unkindly. “There’s more to our survival right now then your weed plants. Plus we’re going on a run this morning, in case you forgot?”
“That’s the thing, I got rid of the weed plants,” Calvin replied, putting up his hands. “The maintenance closet was full of all kinds of vegetable seeds, I guess the original plan for this place was to grow food as foliage in one of the courtyard gardens. I figured if we change my grow-op into an indoor farm, we’ll be set for fresh food.”
Monique nodded her approval from behind Zion, who stared in shock at the stoner.
“My apartment is pretty much just a giant greenhouse now,” Calvin continued. “Brent said that we can grab more lights on our outing today so I can start retrofitting other apartments.”
“That’s…” Zion shook his head. “That’s great.” He turned to Monique, and pulled her into a hug, planting an affectionate kiss on her forehead. “Thanks for breakfast.”
“Be careful,” she replied, worry knitting her brows.
He smiled. “Always.” He left the apartment and closed the door behind him.
“Dude, your sister is so gorgeous,” Calvin groaned as they wandered towards the stairwell, and then clapped his hands over his mouth, fear widening his eyes as if he hadn’t meant to say it.
Zion just laughed. “Man, she would chew you up and spit you out again,” he assured him. “Keep that in mind if you ever get the bright idea to say that to her face.”
“I thought I was going to die just there,” Calvin admitted.
“Again,” Zion said, an amused smirk on his face. “Keep that feeling in mind if you ever decide to hit on my sister. I don’t need to threaten you. She could kill you with her bare hands.”
Calvin gulped. “Is it bad that makes her even hotter?”
“Ugh.” The bigger man rolled his eyes. “You white boys are suckers for punishment.” He shook his head. “What’s the mission today, anyway?” he asked, changing the subject as they descended the stairs.
“We’re heading to that strip mall just off the interstate, about ten miles away to the north,” Calvin explained. “Just a regular supply run, but also for lights for more farming.”
“Would have been nice to sleep in after my night shift,” Zion muttered.
His companion shrugged. “There’s just not enough people fit to fight. You’d think there would be in a building that can house seventy people, but I guess years of office jobs have made ‘em weak over time.”
The bigger man raised an eyebrow as he opened the door to the main floor, eyeing up the wiry stoner. “And you’re in fighting shape?” he teased.
“Hey, I work out,” Calvin replied, flexing lean muscles in his bicep. “Besides, facing off against zombies are more about determination than strength.”
Zion shrugged. “You’re probably right about that. But strength sure helps.”
“I like having you watching my back, dude,” the shorter man declared.
Zion grinned. “Remember that if you ever think about hitting on my sister.”




CHAPTER TWO
The duo stopped into the armory on the way outside, which was the repurposed security office. When the apocalypse had hit, they’d gathered every weapon they could find in the entire building and put it in here, then added to it as they went on scavenging runs.
“What can I get for you boys?” the older gentleman attending the armory asked as they walked in.
“I’ll take one of them hunting rifles, please,” Calvin said politely, pointing at the one he wanted on the wall. “Grew up shooting game with my pops,” he said to Zion. “Growing up in the country and all.”
“Ah, is that where the weed plants came from, then?” The bigger man raised an eyebrow. “Learn to grow ‘em on the farm?”
Calvin laughed. “Yeah, actually. Family business. Growing is better out there, but selling was definitely better in town.”
“Too bad you had to tear down the family business to grow food instead,” Zion said.
His wiry companion shrugged. “Gotta do what we gotta do in the apocalypse, dude.”
The older gentleman manning the armory slid a handgun across the desk he stood behind, and Zion pursed his lips with distaste. “A black man comes in here and you just assume he’s good with a handgun, huh?” he asked, and then slid the gun back. “I prefer a more hands-on approach.” He walked around the desk and took an aluminum bat off of the wall, along with an ornate-looking dagger. It had definitely been someone’s show piece, and he checked it to make sure that it wasn’t a cheap replica. It was plenty sharp, and he sheathed it on his belt.
“A bat and a knife, huh?” Calvin mused as they wandered to the stairwell again to head down to the parking garage.
Zion nodded. “Neither of them run out of ammo,” he explained. “And they’re only loud if I want ‘em to be.”
They exited the stairs into the expansive parking garage, where three men stood around two large black vans. Brent whirled around to face the pair, crossing his gigantic arms. He squared his shoulders and looked distastefully at Zion.
“What took you two so long?” he demanded, nostrils flaring.
Zion scoffed, and turned on his heel, heading back towards the stairs.
“Brent, man,” Calvin said, rolling his eyes. Brent took a deep breath and jogged forward.
“Z, wait,” he called, and his opponent stopped, but didn’t turn around. “I’m sorry, man, just come on, will you?”
Zion turned and faced him, raising his eyebrows. He crossed his arms, and didn’t move. “Calvin was telling me on the way down that you don’t have a lot of able-bodied people to help with this shit,” he said. “And I was up all night guarding the perimeter so you fucks could get your beauty sleep. You’re welcome.”
“Thank you,” Brent muttered, and waved him forward. “Come on, now, please?”
They rejoined the group and Calvin shook his head at Zion, who simply shrugged. He wasn’t about to take any shit from Brent, when he was the one doing him a favor.
“Cory and I will take the second van,” Jerry, the biggest hulk of them all, motioned behind him. Having been a personal trainer before the apocalypse, he was definitely a good guy to have around. Cory was only slightly smaller, being his best friend and coworker at the gym.
Brent nodded and headed for the lead van, Zion and Calvin skirting to the passenger’s side. Calvin opened the passenger door with a flourish.
“After you,” he declared dramatically.
Zion shook his head and climbed up into the seat, jerking the door shut right out of Calvin’s hand. He clambered into the middle seat in the back, leaning his gun so that it was accessible as he reached over to slide the door shut.
Brent started the vehicle, a somber expression on his face. Zion studied him, and not for the first time. The ex-football player had quite the alpha personality, and as soon as shit had hit the fan he’d taken charge of the motley crew of apartment-dwellers. It suited most people, but occasionally he could be a bit of a power-tripping brat, and it was up to men like Zion to put him in his place.
He tucked his bat between his legs, reclining his seat a bit to get comfy for their ride.




CHAPTER THREE
There were only a few straggler zombies that Calvin took out easily from the windows of the vehicle on the way down the long driveway. Not many made it this far, sticking mostly to the city, which was why their complex was a great place to hide out. With the forest too it was difficult for zombies to become hordes as they were too stupid to be able to push through the trees, opting to fall and stagger around instead.
When they crested the tree line, Zion surveyed the pillars of smoke rising from the city proper. Calvin leaned forward from the backseat.
“Looks like the smoke isn’t as bad as it was after all that rain we got,” he mused.
It had definitely lessened. Zion wasn’t sure if that were necessarily a good thing, considering the fires likely took care of a decent amount of zombies. Bright lights also seemed to attract them, and keeping the corpses in the city and away from them was a definite plus. However, for survivors… spreading fire could mean even more trouble for those that were stuck down there.
“The fuckers are slowing down, too,” Brent said. “I don’t know if it’s the cold or if they’re rotting, but it’s getting easier to take them out.”
“Still need to be careful,” Zion replied gruffly. “If it is that they’re just rotting, then any fresh ones will still be fast and strong.”
Calvin shivered. “Doesn’t make any fuckin’ sense why they’re so strong. They’re fuckin’ dead.”
Zion pursed his lips. Sometimes it was better not to worry about the why behind things one couldn’t change.
“So what’s the plan today?” he asked, not bothering to turn to Brent.
The driver nodded in his periphery. “There’s a big strip mall about ten miles north of the city,” he began. “It’s got a hardware store and a big superstore, as well as a few fast food chains. Tools, supplies, and food. Hopefully.
“Zombie population should be low, considering that it’s not right in the city, so we should be able to just get in and out, easy peasy.”
Zion stifled a snort. Nothing was ever ‘easy peasy’, but he didn’t feel like arguing.
There were cars strewn everywhere along the side of the road, some with zombies stuck inside. Families that had been mortally hurt in accidents and left to turn into the undead with their seat belts still on. Banging at the windows with rotting hands and scraping teeth, desperate to get out and eat something warm and living.
The devastation was real. It was easy to forget what it was really like out here in the peacefulness of the apartment complex, which Zion knew was a good thing. That’s what he wanted for the residents there, for his sister. To just live without worry while the able-bodied people came out into this carnage to provide for them. The less the others had to experience this insanity, the better.
Stores just off the interstate burned, cars smashed into the fronts of them, zombies peppering the landscape and staggering about. These stores had clearly already been looted, or at least what was left of them. It wasn’t even worth checking with the shape they were in.
Brent exited the highway, onto a thin street that led to the strip mall. His mouth set into a grim line as he took in the smashed front doors of both the hardware store and the super-center.
“That doesn’t look very promising,” Calvin piped up, echoing everyone’s thoughts.
Brent cut the engine and checked his weapons. “Well, we’re here, so we might as well check it out,” he declared, and opened the driver’s side door, sweeping his eyes around for any company as Jerry and Cory turned off their van as well.
They grouped in front of the lead vehicle.
“This looks like a waste of time,” Jerry spoke up, sounding defeated.
Brent shook his head. “Only a waste of an opportunity if we don’t use it,” he said. “We’re already here. Since it’ll be an easy sweep, we’ll split into two teams. Zion, you’re with me in the hardware store, Jerry and Cory, you take the super-center.
“Calvin,” he turned to the wiry younger man, “you climb up on top of the van and keep watch. Don’t fire that rifle unless it’s an emergency, we don’t want to attract any unwanted attention.”
“Aye aye, sir,” Calvin replied with a sloppy salute, and tossed his rifle up onto the roof of the van before clambering up himself. He laid down on his stomach, peering around, and the two sets of two broke off towards their respective stores.




CHAPTER FOUR
Jerry stepped through what was left of the busted glass door of the superstore, shaking his head at the carnage inside. “We’re not going to find shit,” he said with a sigh as he waited for Cory to duck in after him. “This place is a mess.”
“I miss the good ol’ days,” his friend replied with wistfulness in his voice. “When all we had to worry about was not oversleeping to open the gym.”
Jerry nodded as they began to move up one of the aisles. “And whether or not we were overbooking.”
“And how to get more hot girls to buy gym memberships.” Cory smirked. “Remember Danielle?”
The ex-trainer scoffed. “Of course I remember Danielle,” he replied. “How could anyone forget Danielle?”
“I hope you ain’t mad, but I gave her a free membership,” his friend said with a grin.
Jerry chuckled, bumping him with his elbow. “No hard feelings, I gave her a lot more than that,” he said.
Two zombies staggered around the end of a shelf housing a few random canned goods and not much else, and Cory darted forward to stab the corpses in the head.
“This isn’t going to make much of a difference.” Jerry sighed, lifting up one of the cans of tomato sauce.
Cory shrugged. “Might as well bag it anyway. The girls can work magic with whatever we bring back, you know that.”
“When you’re right, you’re right,” his friend agreed. They bagged up the few cans on the empty shelves and continued on their way. “Might as well check out the back, see if there’s anything left in the storage area.”
As they came out the other end of the aisle they were in, they froze at the sound of quick footsteps. That was definitely more deliberate and much faster than a zombie. They both drew their guns, quietly stalking after the noise, until they came to the open door of the employee break room.
Jerry gave a silent countdown and then they both burst inside, guns aimed.
“Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!” a man screamed. He was dressed in military fatigues, but cowered in the corner with his hands in the air.
“Who are you?” Jerry barked, eyes hard and distrustful even as Cory lowered his weapon.
“Please,” the man begged.
Cory shook his head. “We’re not going to shoot you man, but we need to be careful, okay? You know how it is these days,” he said gently. “What are you doing here by yourself? Did you go AWOL?”
The man drew in a deep ragged breath. “P-please, just bring me back to your camp with you. Please help me.”
Jerry clenched his jaw. “I don’t like this.”
“I don’t know.” Cory shrugged at his best friend. “But we can’t leave him here. Let’s bring him to Brent and see what he says.”
The ex-trainer took a step back, but didn’t stop aiming his gun. “All right, get up. We’re taking you outside.”
***
“-and that’s when we took state for the first time,” Brent was saying as they loaded up a flatbed cart with glass panels and greenhouse lights. Zion tried not to roll his eyes. He wasn’t really interested in Brent’s glory days on the football field, but they didn’t really have anything to talk about. It was easier to let the leader chatter away and give a grunt here or there to let him know he was still semi-listening.
Speaking of grunts, two corpses made nearly the same noises as him as they rounded the corner at the end of the aisle. Zion, happy for the distraction, grabbed his baseball bat and easily bashed their brains in, leaving little pops of crimson on the white store wall.
“So what’s your story, man?” Brent asked as his companion joined him again. “I’ve heard rumors you were a gang member in California.”
Zion didn’t meet his eyes. “Don’t believe everything you hear,” he said gruffly, pulling down another box of lights.
“Look, I’m just saying, some of our residents are nervous,” his companion said, his voice in that political tone he liked to hold while he felt he was being a diplomat.
Zion growled. “And what would you do if it were true, huh?” he demanded, eyes narrowed. “Confine me to a room? Kick me out?” More grunts, and he turned and headed purposefully to the group of zombies that had been attracted to their noise. It took less than ten seconds to dispatch them all by crushing their skulls, and he turned back to Brent, blood splattered across his shirt. “Or would y’all realize that it’s a good thing?”
The leader took in a breath, seeming to choose his words carefully. But before he could reply, a gunshot sounded from outside. They shelved their argument and each grabbed one of the overloaded carts, pushing them quickly down the aisles to outside.
As they shoved open the front doors, they didn’t see much going on. There were no zombies, just Jerry and Cory standing in front of a guy sitting on the ground in military fatigues. They pushed the carts to the van and left them there to assess the situation.
“What’s going on?” Brent asked.
Calvin stood on top of the van, waving his gun around, eyes wide. “I saw a scope in the woods! This guy is a fuckin’ spy!”
“Hey, calm down,” the leader said, using that diplomat voice again.
“I’m not going to calm down, we need to put this guy back where he came from and get the fuck outta here,” Calvin insisted.
Brent’s brow furrowed. “And where did you come from?” he asked.
“He wouldn’t tell us, either,” Cory said after it was apparent the guy wasn’t going to answer. “He just begged us to take him with us back to wherever we live.”
“We should leave him,” Zion said firmly. His gut churned at the sight of the guy on the ground, and though he was immune to Calvin’s panic there was something very wrong about this situation.
“No,” Brent replied, surprising all of them when he shook his head. “We could use a military guy. We need more manpower to defend the complex.”
Zion raised an eyebrow. The guy didn’t look like he had very much manpower left in him. “Even a coward who abandoned his duty?”
“We don’t know if he did that,” Brent replied, steel in his eyes as if he were challenging Zion to continue arguing with him. “His unit might have just been overrun. He could be dealing with some traumatic stuff.”
“Then he’ll just be a liability,” Jerry spoke up. “We don’t need more people to babysit.”
“What did you find in the superstore?” Brent changed the subject abruptly.
Cory held up the mostly empty bag of canned goods. “Not much.”
“Okay, you two go check out the burger joint over there and then we’ll head out,” the leader instructed.
The two slunk away, not happy with their dismissal but not wanting to argue. They had a feeling that Zion would argue just fine for them while they were scavenging.
“We need to leave him behind,” Calvin said again as he slid down the windshield and hit the asphalt hard on his feet. “I don’t like this, I don’t like it at all.”
“You don’t have to like it,” Brent snapped. “All you have to do is follow orders. And I say he comes with us.”
Zion clenched a fist. “Something is off about him. I don’t like it.”
“Look, we can’t just do things based on gut feelings,” Brent began, that diplomatic drone creeping into his tone once again. “I have a responsibility to our people, and it’s not easy to be the one who has to make the tough decisions. But somebody has to do that, and that somebody is me. I know what’s best for the complex, and what’s best is to have the best defense to keep our people safe. I need to-”
Zion did roll his eyes this time with a scoff. “Listen, you condescending-”
“Hey!” Jerry called as he and Cory approached, hauling a large keg of beer between the two of them. “No food, but it wasn’t a total loss!” He grinned.
Brent shook his head. “No, we’re not lugging that thing around.”
Zion narrowed his eyes. “A real leader would understand the importance of a happy populace.” Slight sarcasm laced his tone, and the two stared at each other for a beat before Brent waved his hand.
“Fine, load up the keg,” he relented. “And our new friend.”




CHAPTER FIVE
Brent led the vans to the front doors of the apartment complex instead of the underground lot, so that it would be easier to load up the supplies to where they needed to go. Everyone bustled out, and Calvin pulled Zion around to the front of the van out of earshot of the others.
“I’m heading in to prep another apartment,” he said, quietly as if it were some big conspiracy.
Zion nodded, and as soon as he left he headed to the back of the van where their new friend, whose name turned out to be Benny, stood nervously. A few guys came out of the front to help unload the supplies, and Brent pulled Benny out of the way.
“Come on, I’ll give you a tour,” he said, not unkindly, and led him along the perimeter of the building. Zion followed at a respectful pace behind, not wanting to be overbearing but not quite ready to let this guy have his roam of the place yet.
He wasn’t surprised to find Jerry had joined him, and the two brought up the rear of the guide group.
“We have a few empty apartments in here that had been bought but never moved in to, so we’ll get you one of those to stay in,” Brent was saying. “Eventually if we find enough survivors some of the singles will have to double up, which will mean you. All the one bedrooms are taken already by those that already lived alone and like it that way, so our few empty units are two bedrooms which will mean sharing space. There aren’t any three bedroom units here, so no worrying about too many people up in your face all the time.
“This is where we’re growing food for now,” he continued, motioning to one of the gardens. “We’re working on growing food inside for the colder months, with Calvin being an experienced plant cultivator.”
Jerry snorted.
“We’ve got round-the-clock perimeters set up, so no worrying about any zombies coming up here,” Brent said, ignoring his comrade. “What do you think?”
“S’nice,” Benny replied hoarsely.
The leader put a gentle hand on the man’s shoulder. “Do you want to talk about what’s happened to you?”
The military man shook his head, jerking back and forth violently, lips pressed in a thin line.
“Okay,” Brent relented with a sigh. “Come on, let’s find you an apartment. I’ll send somebody over with some food for you, too.”
Zion was glad that Brent didn’t do a full tour, as in he didn’t show him where the armory was. He didn’t trust this guy as far as he could throw him, and showing him the gun cache was a bad idea at this point.
They stopped at a second-floor apartment and Brent unlocked it, opening the door for their new charge. “I hang on to all the keys, just in case of an emergency,” he explained, pocketing the large keyring. “We all share everything anyway, so you don’t have to worry about people messing with your stuff while you’re out. Get some rest.” He smiled, and Benny nodded wearily, closing and locking the door behind him.
Brent turned to Jerry with a somber expression. “Stay here and keep an eye on this door,” he said quietly. “If you get tired, make sure that somebody switches off with you. I want twenty-four hour surveillance here.”
Zion’s shoulders relaxed. He was glad that the leader was at least being careful. “I’ll come check on you in a few hours, man,” he promised, and clapped his friend on the shoulder before heading back to his own apartment.
Monique looked like she’d just returned from somewhere as he entered, as she was just setting a pile of books on the kitchen table. She shrugged out of her coat with a smile.
“You’re back sooner than I thought,” she said.
Her brother nodded. “It was a bit of a bust, the stores were looted already. We didn’t get much food, but we got a ton of greenhouse supplies.”
“That’s something, at least,” she agreed, and then furrowed her brow. “What is it?”
“We picked up a straggler,” he admitted. “And there’s something… off about him.”
“Off, how?” she asked.
Zion shook his head. “We all had a bad feeling. He was cowering in the superstore in military fatigues, all sketched out. None of us wanted to bring him back, but Brent insisted. Now even he put a watch on the guy’s door because he’s being careful… and I just wonder why we even bothered bringing him back. Seems like too big a risk to me.”
“Z,” Monique said gently, offering a smile to her brother. “I know it’s hard to trust people nowadays. Hell, it was hard to trust people before all of this. But there ain’t that many people left in the world. When we find those in need, especially when they’re alone and vulnerable, isn’t it up to us to protect and help them? Otherwise what kind of world are we building here?”
One where we survive, Zion thought to himself, but didn’t voice this. He knew better than to argue with her. He simply nodded.
“I’m going to crash for a bit,” he said. “Wake me up before you head to bed, yeah? I’m going to go relieve Jerry for overnight.”
“I’ll leave dinner out for you,” she promised.




CHAPTER SIX
Zion’s eyes shot open at the crack of gunfire outside. Monique burst into his bedroom, stopping short when she saw him sitting up. He dove from the bed, hastily pulling on his jeans from the floor.
“How did zombies get all the way up here?” Monique worried. “They-”
Gunshots echoed in the hallways, and her brother’s gaze darkened. “That ain’t zombies,” he replied. This fight sounded two-sided, and unless the corpses had figured out how to use guns, then there was no way that this wasn’t some kind of attack. “Hide.”
“No, Z, you can’t-” she pleaded, but he grabbed his bat and brushed past her.
He cracked open their door and peeked out, screams bouncing around the corridor as he saw men in military fatigues dragging people out of their apartments at gunpoint. He shut the door.
“Motherfucker,” he muttered under his breath, and turned to his wide-eyed sister. “Hide. Now,” he demanded, and she nodded jerkily, this time complying with his wishes. She scurried back to the bedroom, and as Zion turned back to the door, it imploded.
A burly military man burst in, and Zion immediately lunged for him, bat flying. The guy caught it and wrenched it free of his attacker’s grip, going for the throat. Zion ducked, clocking him with an epic uppercut that snapped the meathead’s face back. He took the opportunity to dive on top of him, knocking them both to the floor, where he pummeled the holy hell out of the guy’s face.
There was a sharp pain in the back of his head, and then everything went black.
***
When Zion came to, he was very aware at the cool grass beneath his bare back. He groaned and his sister looked down at him, her expression relieved that he was conscious. He sat up slowly, taking in the clusters of apartment dwellers around him. There were moans and crying and whispered conversations, with more shots and yells from inside in the background.
“What’s going on?” he asked Monique quietly, barely audible, eyeing the soldiers standing guard over their group.
She took his hand in hers tightly. “Looks like the military has taken over,” she replied, her voice barely above a whisper. “Don’t know what they want, yet.”
The gunshots subsided and a group of army guys poured out of the front doors, the last few stragglers in tow. They dumped the beaten and bloody victims with the rest of the group, and Zion looked around, mouth in a grim line. Nobody looked like they were in very good shape.
“Ladies and Gentlemen,” one of the attackers stepped forward, his hands clasped behind his back. His uniform looked freshly pressed and he didn’t have a speck of blood on him. “I am Sergeant Holcomb, and I am in charge of this facility now.” He paused for effect, a smile on his face.
Zion couldn’t help but feel like this guy could give Brent a run for his money in the faux-diplomat department. Except this Sergeant had some insanity in his eyes that did not bode well for them.
“Please don’t kill us,” somebody begged tearfully.
Holcomb cocked his head in their direction. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to kill any more of you than I have to,” he said, sounding sincere and regretful. “I apologize for the theatrics, but I had to make sure that I had you all in one spot and that you understand your place.” He began to pace back and forth in front of the group, one hand still behind his back and the other raising to accentuate his speech. “You see, in times like this, the end times of the world, there is an opportunity. An opportunity for greatness to rise to the challenge. I am rising to that challenge. I am proving my greatness.
“And so, I am taking this facility. It is mine now. Those of you who are fortunate enough to still have your lives are welcome to stay here, but you must abide by my rules if you are to be my loyal subjects. Obey me, and you will be treated fairly.” He paused, clenching his hand into a fist. “Defy me or my men, and you will be punished.” He snapped his fingers, and a group of his men marched into the crowd to drag certain community members to the sidelines.
A soldier with a very broken face jerked Zion up by the arm, shoving him towards the lineup and down onto his knees. Monique leapt to her feet and shoved the soldier, attempting to run to her brother, and he stopped her with a sneer, raising his gun to her chest.
Holcomb pushed down on the gun barrel, shaking his head and clucking his tongue. “Shooting dissidents is too easy,” he said calmly, and the soldier backed off. The Sergeant wound his fist into Monique’s hair, and licked his lips uncomfortably close to her ear. “You just earned yourself a spot with these insurgents.” He shoved her down onto her knees in front of Zion, and she scrambled to her brother, clutching his arm.
Holcomb walked to one end of the line, bending to stare with amusement into Brent’s seething face. “Violence against me or my men will not be tolerated,” he declared, and straightened up, pacing back in front of Jerry, then Cory, then Calvin. “A zero-tolerance policy, if you wish. There will be no warning. You stay in line, or you pay the price, no negotiations or hesitation.” He raised his hand and waved to his men. “This ragtag group of bandits is going to be made an example of. Take them to the center of the city and leave them there.”
“No, no please!” Tom begged, falling forward on his hands, tears pouring down his cheeks. “Please, I didn’t mean to take a swing, I was just trying to protect my wife, please!”
“What did I just say?” Holcomb clucked his tongue again. “Zero tolerance.” He stepped to the end of the line where Zion hadn’t moved a muscle, but simply stared daggers up at the Sergeant. “Maybe in your next life, you’ll learn to show your superiors some respect,” Holcomb declared.
Zion stayed still, eyes hard. “Not done with this life yet.”
The Sergeant’s eyes widened the slightest bit, and then he straightened, glaring down his nose at what he viewed as scum beneath his boots.
Holcomb waved his hand. “Exile them.”




CHAPTER SEVEN
The group was somber save for Tom’s sniffling as the military transport began to head down the driveway of the apartment complex. They all sat across from each other, hands tied behind their backs securely.
“Fuckin’ idiots!” Benny cackled from the front seat, hanging into the back to taunt them. “You shoulda gone with your guts, huh? Now you ain’t gonna make it til tomorrow!”
The guy with the busted face that Zion had beaten up drove, and glanced over his shoulder to give a smirk that looked more like a grimace to the prisoner in question.
“You all better be sayin’ your goodbyes to each other,” Benny continued in a singsong voice, “because were we’re takin’ ya, you ain’t gonna last very long, fuckin’ morons!” His voice was a loud maniacal screech, like nails on a chalkboard.
Zion decided he liked him much better when he was playing subdued PTSD soldier. He looked down at his sister’s grim expression beside him. He wished better for her. But he couldn’t help but feel that she’d be safer with him than back at the complex. Had she been left there by herself, he wouldn’t have been there to run any interference, and who knew what these assholes were going to do to the women.
As the transport headed into the city, the noise of the engine attracted hordes of zombies.
“Whoo, look at that!” Benny exclaimed as they ran over corpses, leaving tons to stagger after them in their wake. “They gettin’ ready for their midnight snack! You pussies ready? Ready to be zombie chow?”
They managed to get ahead of the mob into a large parking deck. Up and up they drove, to the very top of the five story parkade. They cut the engine and the only sounds were the heavy breathing of the prisoners and the echoing groans of the dead as they made their way up to claim their meal.
“Come on, now!” Benny cried brightly as he opened the back of the transport, grinning ear to ear. “Everybody out!”
When nobody moved, the other guy reached in and grabbed Calvin’s shoulder, jerking him out and down to the asphalt.
“Ain’t it a nice night for a picnic?” Benny asked. “The stars are twinklin’ away, ah, so peaceful here!”
“You’re fucking crazy, man!” Cory spat as he jumped down from the transport, voice full of venom.
Benny laughed and smashed the butt of his gun into Cory’s face. “Come on now, chocolate!” he called to Zion, who was taking his sweet time not moving from his seat.
The guy with the mangled face ran his fingers through Monique’s hair, pressing the barrel of his handgun into her cheek so hard her skin puckered around it.
“Should I shoot her in the face?” he growled. “Or shoot out a kneecap so that she’s easy picking for the zombies?”
Zion clenched his jaw and got up, shuffling forward to the edge of the truck bed. Benny kicked out as he jumped, knocking his legs out so that he hit the asphalt hard on his side with a grunt.
“Ta ta, chumps!” Benny proclaimed, waving as he bounded back to the passenger’s seat. The mangled-faced soldier shoved Monique down roughly on top of her brother.
Zion glared up at him. “See you soon,” he promised.
The soldier sneered and jogged back to the driver’s seat, peeling out in a loud display of tire squealing.
“What are we gonna do? What are we gonna do?” Tom began to hyperventilate. “Ohfuckohfuckohfuck-”
“Hey,” Brent said firmly not not unkindly, “calm down. Deep breaths.”
“Turn around, man,” Cory said to Jerry, and the two shuffled back to back, trying to untie each other.
Tom began to rock back and forth. “We’re gonna die, we’re gonna die.”
“No we’re not, it’s okay,” Brent cooed. “How many times have I gotten you outta shit? I got you.”
Zion looked around, and wandered off towards a busted down car on the far side of the lot. Monique furrowed her brow, and then jumped at the feel of someone at her back, turning her head to see Calvin shimmying up behind her to do the same as Cory and Jerry.
Zion squatted down in front of the car, where the front tire was gone and the car rested on a rim, and used the jagged metal to cut through his ropes. He stood up and tried the driver’s side door, but it was locked. He thrust his elbow into the window, and it shattered upon impact. He reached in to unlock the door and searched the car, finding nothing useful. He popped the trunk and rummaged around, pulling out a tire iron and slamming it closed again.
At this point the group of untied prisoners approached him warily, Tom still blubbering as Brent dragged him along, regrouping next to the busted car. The zombie groans echoed even louder. They didn’t have much time.
“Jerry, head on down the driveway and see how many zombies they are and how close they are,” Zion instructed, and his friend nodded, running off. “Monique, Cory, Calvin, everyone take a side and look down at nearby buildings to see if there’s anywhere we can escape to from up here.” They too left, and he turned to Brent. “You keep babysitting Tom.”
“Hey, fuck you,” the leader of the complex let go of the moaning man, who fell hard on his ass but didn’t seem to notice. Brent crossed his arms. “I’m the one in charge. You listen to me. And don’t ever-”
Zion lashed out and gripped his collar, jerking his face inches from his own. His eyes were hard as steel, shocking Brent into stunned silence.
“Your stupidity fucked us,” he said, voice low and menacing. “You wanna be the boss at the complex, fine. But we ain’t at the complex no more. You in my territory now, bitch. So either do what I say, or get the fuck outta my way.”
Brent swallowed hard.
“Hey Z!” Monique called. “I found something!”
Zion let go of the ex-leader and ran to his sister, who was pointing below.
“There’s a building close enough to the second floor, we can jump to the roof,” she said.
“Thousand zombies!” Jerry yelled, huffing as he pumped his legs to crest back up to where they were. “One floor down! We gotta move!”
Zion pursed his lips as everyone made their way to his and Monique’s position, even Brent dragging Tom along. He looked over the edge, and took a deep breath.
“We’re gonna have to climb down,” he said.
Jerry snorted. “Are you fuckin’ kidding me? That’s some parkour shit.”
“Come on, it’ll be just like climbing trees as a kid,” Calvin put in, clapping his comrade on the back. “Just with a bigger threat of death.”
“No, no, no,” Tom burst into a fresh set of panicked gasps. “I’m pushing two-fifty and get winded walking to my car… there’s no way I can do that!” He scrubbed his hands down his face.
Zion pointed to the driveway, the shuffling and groaning growing louder and louder. “That’s your other option,” he said firmly. “Choice is yours.”




CHAPTER EIGHT
“So watch me,” Zion instructed, gripping the side of the cement wall and hopping over. He anchored his feet against the outside, hanging off of the top with firm hands. “I’m going to hang and drop, and bounce with my feet off of the next level. That’ll make me bounce back, and I’ll have to grab on and pull myself up with my hands. Once I’m down there I’ll be there to help catch you. Monique, you come after me.”
She nodded nervously, but there was trust in her gaze. She knew that her brother would never let her fall.
They all leaned over as he let go, bouncing gracefully for his size and then hopping down, just as he’d said, grasping on to the next level down with his strong hands and vaulting back over to the floor below. He immediately popped back out, anchoring his body so he could help catch Monique as she dropped down.
“Come on!” he called, and she climbed over the side, letting her legs dangle. She swung a little just like she’d seen him do, and then dropped, stumbling when her feet landed on the ledge, but her brother grabbed her waist and pulled her in next to him. Calvin, Jerry, and Cory nodded their understanding and went in succession, the latter two finding it fairly easy considering their upper body strength.
“Like a fuckin’ glove,” Jerry fist bumped his best friend and they shared a grin.
Brent went next, scowling when Zion had to steady him and get him onto their floor, not wanting to be shown up by the others. When Zion leaned back out, Tom was leaning over, white-faced, staring fearfully down at him.
“Come on, man!” Zion urged. “Don’t worry, we’ll catch you!”
Tom nodded jerkily, and ever-so-slowly eased his body over the edge, hanging from his hands.
“Let go!” Zion called.
Tom shook his head, unable to make his hands let go. “I can’t!” he screamed.
Brent poked his head out to look up at him. “It’s okay, Tom, let go, we’ve got you.”
Tom’s heart pounded in his ears, mouth parting in a terrified moan. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to will away his fear, will away the world… and then a zombie brushed up against his fingers, and the feeling of squishy rotted flesh caused him to panic, letting go of the concrete.
The rest of the group watched in horror as Tom plummeted to the roof that was their destination, his head meeting the concrete with a sickening splat.
A zombie screeched nearby, and Zion snapped his head around. “We got spotted,” he warned, and vaulted over to the outside of the wall, repeating his previous movements to get down to the next floor. Monique went next, and then Jerry and Cory hopped down simultaneously by themselves, helping to get Calvin and Brent back in.
The next floor was even more populated with the backlog of zombies from the street, but from this floor they’d be able to drop down to the roof that was their escape route, and Tom’s untimely grave site.
Jerry and Cory leapt over first, dropping down and tucking into expert rolls to minimize impact on the concrete. Calvin attempted that, and managed, though far less gracefully than his personal trainer friends.
“Hurry,” Zion urged his sister, and helped her over the edge. He lowered her hands as far as he could go, giving her a little less of a drop than the others, and she crouched into the landing, safely hitting the ground on her feet.
Zion turned to motion for Brent to go next, just as a zombie made a lunge for the ex-leader’s arm. He reeled back with the tire iron, ramming it right through the corpse’s face.
“Go!” he cried, and Brent hopped over the wall, letting himself hang before dropping down. Zion followed suit, rolling into his own landing. He looked up at the horde on all three floors, pushing up against the walls like lemmings attempting to fall off the edge. Luckily for the group, the cement barricade was too high, trapping the corpses in the parkade.
Brent hissed, and Cory hooked an arm under his to help him to his feet.
“Looks like you rolled it, man,” the younger man declared, furrowing his brow. “Be careful putting weight on it, now.”
Brent tore his arm away. “I’m fine,” he muttered, and limped over to Tom. He shook his head as he stared down at the motionless body, glad that the fall had liquefied the man’s brain so he wouldn’t come back as one of those things.
“We gotta move,” Zion said quietly, and led the group across the roof to the only door, standing a tall silhouette in the early morning light.
They moved briskly, Brent skipping to avoid putting too much weight on his ankle, and thankfully the door was unlocked.
“I’ll go first, in case there’s any resistance,” Zion said, holding up the tire iron to accentuate the point that he was the only one with a weapon. He grasped the door handle and opened it a crack, listening for anything.
It was quiet inside, and he slowly moved into the stairwell, wandering down onto a massive expanse of cubicles. He strained his ears and didn’t hear any shuffling or groaning, so he leaned back into the stairwell and waved the others after him.
“Daily nine-to-five grind,” Jerry commented as he surveyed the office floor.
“Everyone spread out, try to find anything you can use to arm yourselves,” Zion instructed, waving his arm. He moved towards one of the floor-to-ceiling windows, squinting out over the street to see if he could get their bearings.
“This isn’t good,” Jerry commented from beside him, smacking a metal ruler against his palm. “They fucked us, man. It’s not going to be easy getting out of here.”
“You know the city better than me,” Zion admitted. “If it ain’t gonna be easy, at least what’s the least impossible?”
Jerry shook his head. “We’re about four blocks south of the Pearl District,” he mused. “If we can get over the Willamette River, then we can get out of downtown into residential areas.”
“The 405 is just behind us, right?” Zion asked.
Cory and Monique wandered over to them, each holding metal staplers.
“Yeah the 405 is going to be a mess,” Cory piped up, inserting himself into the conversation. “There’s no way we’ll make it over there. And it’s so open that there is no hiding from zombies kicking around. Of which there will be lots.”
“We could try the Broadway bridge,” Jerry replied, pursing his lips in thought.
Monique peered out the window to the street. “First things first, we need to figure out how to get outta this building,” she said.




CHAPTER NINE
There were zombies clustered around the front doors of the office building, all across the street, nearly shoulder to shoulder. Zion peered over the edge of the roof, holding a metal disc they’d found in one of the maintenance closets. He reeled back as if he were about to throw a discus and hucked it up the street, in the opposite direction to the way they needed to go.
The clang echoed brilliantly, and the zombies immediately turned to look for the source of the noise. As they headed towards it, Zion saw Monique open the front doors of the building, waving everyone out silently into the street. He nodded to her and then took off running for the far end of the roof, vaulting over the edge.
He hung for a second before dropping down on top of a dumpster as noiselessly as he could, hopping down into the alleyway below. He smashed in the head of a wayward corpse with his tire iron on the way down, leaving it crumpled next to the dumpster. He took off towards the group on the street in hopes of making it to the Broadway Bridge without detection.
It didn’t take long, however, to realize that their hopes weren’t going to get them very far. They were attracting too much attention by virtue of being such a large group. Brent skipped as quietly as he could behind them, but his rolled ankle wasn’t doing him any favors.
Zion made it to them, taking the lead and busting a few heads in the process. He shoved one corpse into another, knocking a few over like bowling pins, able to clear a path for them to continue block after block.
When they barreled around the corner to head towards the bridge, however, they skidded to a stop. At least a thousand zombies turned towards them all at the same time in a horrifying synchronized display.
“Guys!” Jerry cried as he and Cory fended off the zombies clustering in the rear.
Brent swung with the two-by-four he’d found in the maintenance closet, taking one down, but at least a dozen descended on Cory.
“No!” Jerry screamed, diving for his friend who disappeared under a mass of bodies, and Brent grabbed his arm to keep him from needlessly fighting into his own death.
“Back up!” Zion cried, motioning to the only open space that would back them against a building. “Look for an open window, something!” he called to Monique and Brent as he, Jerry and Calvin attempted to fend of the oncoming horde.
“INSIDE!” a voice boomed from a nearby rooftop, and Zion looked up to see a silhouette motioning to his left. About twenty yards away there was an unbarred window.
“This way!” he bellowed, leading the charge to the window. He continued to slash and stab and swing with his tire iron, clearing a path for the group to the building. He managed to reach the window and throw it open, stabbing a corpse to use as a barrier to that Monique and Calvin could boost Brent inside. They hopped in after him.
“Jerry, let’s go!” Zion yelled, but the ex-personal trainer was blind with rage, smacking down corpses in retribution for the death of his best friend. “Jerry!” The horde was closing in fast, and soon there wouldn’t be a path for him to get to the window.
Zion jumped up inside as the barrier he’d made crumpled under five zombies, and watched as Jerry swung around, his eyes widening with the realization that he’d waited too long. The sea of zombies between himself and the window was too thick. The remaining quartet watched with horror as he fought valiantly, but was quickly overtaken by the hungry corpses. Zion clenched his jaw and slammed the window shut with more force than was necessary, drowning out the happy groans of the munching zombies.
He didn’t say a word, only clenched his jaw as he pushed past them further into the building. It looked like it had been a machine shop once upon a time. The big bay doors had a few CNC lathing machines stacked up against them as a barricade, and a stern-looking older man with a shotgun stood at the base. His shoulders were square and his gun aimed at the group. His face betrayed no emotion.
“What in the ever-loving fuck were you doing out on the streets?” he demanded, voice gruff with age.
“Our home was overtaken by a power-tripping military maniac,” Zion replied, keeping his own shoulders back, tire iron firm in his hand. “We resisted, so his lackeys dumped us in the middle of the city as punishment.”
The man let out a deep breath and lowered his gun, scratching the back of his head. “That’ll be Holcomb, I bet,” he said. “As soon as the zombies started slowing down, they rolled on up through town, killing everyone they could find and taking their goods. We saw what they did to a neighboring group a few days back. It wasn’t pretty.” As he spoke, a small cluster of people came out of the shadows, all dressed in the same navy coveralls as the old man. “They don’t just kill people… they got creative.”
“Well it seems like they’ve found their new home,” Monique said bitterly. “Our apartment complex. It’s full of people that can barely fend for themselves. Now those soldiers are there, having exiled those of us who were taking care of the place. God knows what the hell they’re putting our friends through right now.”
“Probably nothing pleasant,” the man replied grimly. “Come on. We don’t have much in the way of supplies, but you can have some water.” He motioned for them to follow, and his group led the newcomers into what looked like it might have been a break room at one point. “Name’s Adam. I’d say it’s a pleasure to meet you all, but these aren’t exactly pleasant times.”
“Well it’s a pleasure on our end,” Calvin piped up. “If we hadn’t have met you, we would’ve been zombie chow.”
“Ain’t that the truth,” Zion added quietly.
Monique reached the table first, where a middle-aged woman handed her a few bottles of water.
“Thank you for your hospitality,” she said with a smile.
Adam narrowed his eyes at Brent. “Why are you limping?” he asked, suspiciously.
Brent scowled.
“Don’t worry, he ain’t bit, he just rolled his ankle,” Monique said quickly, and Zion leaned back against the wall, letting her act the mediator. These people weren’t warriors—they didn’t need intimidation. They were just a scared group trying to survive the apocalypse. He knew his sister’s gentler bedside manner would be more appropriate here.
The woman who’d handed over the water took a step forward. “Have a seat, then,” she offered, pulling out a chair.
“You a doctor?” Brent raised an eyebrow.
She deadpanned. “Former middle school nurse,” she replied flatly, as if challenging him to say something.
“Beggars can’t be choosers,” he muttered, in typical Brent fashion, and she pursed her lips as she sat across from him, lifting his leg none-too-gently into her lap.
Monique couldn’t help but crack a smile as he tried not to grimace. She startled when she realized Calvin was standing a hair away from her elbow, and raised her eyebrows at him. He crossed his arms, jutting out his chin, as if he were a wiry little kid playing at being a bodyguard.
She shook her head and chuckled, taking a seat and unscrewing one of the bottles of water.
Adam’s brow furrowed as Zion walked over to the far side of the room, digging through a pile of discarded scrap metal in the corner without even asking permission.
Monique sighed. “His gang enforcer mentality seems to have kicked back in,” she explained. “We’re originally from California, and he ran with some pretty dangerous people. He’s done shit you can’t even begin to imagine.” She put up a hand. “Don’t worry, he’s reformed.” She paused and chewed her lip for a moment. “At least… he was before our home was taken from us.”
Adam stroked the silver stubble on his chin and rested his shotgun on his shoulder, strolling over to the far corner where Zion was still digging for a weapon.
“Your sister tells us you were in a gang,” he said.
The other man didn’t look up, tossing aside a bent hubcap. “I was an enforcer,” he said with a grunt as he reached for a chunk of rebar, but frowned when he saw it was too short. He straightened up. “I don’t like guns. Too quick, too deadly. I wanted the people I was punishin’ to remember me. I wanted them to live with their busted up fuckin’ limbs and remember never to cross my boys again.
“That said…” He raised his chin. “I’m lookin’ to make an exception this time. On the livin’ part.”
“I can imagine,” Adam replied with a nod. “I wouldn’t be too happy if anyone hurt my family and took my home from me.” He paused. “What’s your weapon of choice?”
“Aluminum bat,” Zion replied immediately. He swung an invisible one for effect. “I love the fuckin’ ping sound it makes when it cracks against a skull.”
The old man couldn’t help but crack a smile at that. “Well, I don’t have a bat, but if you give me an hour or so I think I can whip something up for you.”
“Unless you have a secret exit, we ain’t got nothin’ but time,” Zion said with a shrug.
Adam’s eyes sparkled. “As a matter of fact, I do have a secret exit, but you’re going to want to hang out for a bit.”
His new friend nodded in intrigued appreciation, and extended his hand. The old man shook it with an affirmative smile.
Adam selected a four-foot long by eight-inch wide hunk of metal, and brought it over to a welding table outside of the break room. Zion followed him, watching in quiet interest as he set it down, inspecting it. There were holes along the center of it, as if at one point there had been rods that would slip through it like a shelf.
Adam pulled the short side to the edge of his table and used the torch to bore a hole up into the metal. He pulled a thinner round solid rod from a pile of scrap next to the table and worked it into the still-warm hole, until it was buried securely inside. He welded it together, and then plunged it into a bucket of dirty cooling water to set it.
Zion watched as he wandered over to a nearby tool chest and pulled out a roll of duct tape, wrapping it around the handle he’d just fastened to make sure no jagged edges would irritate the wielder’s hand.
“Sorry, the tape might make the handle a little sticky,” Adam said as he held the makeshift club out to his new friend. “But we work with what we’ve got.”
Zion offered a rare smile. “No worries, I plan on baptizing it in blood soon enough.”
“I’d be happy to add some spikes to it when we have more time,” Adam added, and Zion nodded appreciatively. “But for now,” the older man continued as he wiped his hands on an old rag, “we have a basement exit that leads to a neighboring building. Both of these buildings used to be a multi-level factory. We can create a distraction over here to give you a chance to get outside and head north from over there. We know another group north of the river that are friendly and can help you get back home.”
Zion nodded, eyes sincere. “Thank you,” he said, and put a hand on his new friend’s shoulder. “We’ll be in touch.”




CHAPTER TEN
Zion peered out of the double doors of the neighboring building. It looked out into a quiet side street, though there were a few zombies milling about. It appeared that whatever the others had done to distract the horde had worked, and these few were definitely preferable to the sea that had been here before.
He burst out of the door and swung his brand new weapon at the nearest corpse, knocking its head nearly from its body. He grinned as the zombie crumpled to the ground, neck lolling at an impossible angle, and waved for the group to follow him as he swung at corpse after corpse, heading north.
They stayed low when they crested the alley, keeping behind busted cars and trying to stay silent so that the horde didn’t come back towards them. A few times Zion felt as if he had to hold his breath, they passed so close to a few groups. As much as he wanted to leap out, weapon blazing, and take out as many of the fuckers as he could, he knew he had a duty to get his group home so they could save it. And they wouldn’t be able to do that by taking unnecessary risks.
There was a little cafe across from the bridge, and Zion peered inside, seeing no movement. He opened the door and waved for the others to follow him so they could regroup before making their way across.
“It’s bumper to bumper out there,” Monique pursed her lips as she looked out at the bridge, arms crossed. “And there are tons of zombies… and those are just the ones we can see.”
“We could swim,” Brent offered the idea as he sat down on one of the barstools. Calvin snaked behind the counter and dug around for a drink, finding a few unopened cans of cola.
“I think it’s a little cold for that, bud,” he said as he set a can in front of the ex-leader. “Here, have a can of sugar and let’s rethink that strategy.”
Brent scowled as he popped the tab on the can, taking a long sip and enjoying the burn on the back of his throat.
“Can we go under the bridge?” Monique asked. “Is there a walkway?”
Calvin shook his head. “No ma’am, there is not,” he replied, walking out from behind the bar to hand her a can. She thanked him and opened it, resuming staring out at the bridge of writhing hungry monsters.
“We’ll go over the cars,” Zion finally said after chugging his own can of soda. “We’re going to have to be quick, though. It’ll attract a lot of attention with the noise, and we’re gonna have to haul ass that five blocks to where Adam’s friends are.”
“So he says,” Brent muttered.
Zion didn’t bother answering him, because he knew that it was a risk. Those people hadn’t given them any reason to distrust them, but this was the apocalypse, and to trust too easily was to die quickly. They would have to be careful. If there was help there, then great, but if not, then they’d just keep going.
Calvin let out a grunt as he crushed his empty soda can, grinning at Monique’s unimpressed but amused expression at the faux-manly gesture. “We ready to go, then?” he asked. “Let’s ride out this sugar high.”
“We go two-by-two,” Zion instructed. “Brent, you’re with me on the left row of cars, Monique and Calvin, you’re on the right. Stay focused, be fast, but make sure to know your footing.”
The group nodded and Brent put a little weight on his bad foot to test it out. It wasn’t perfect, but the pseudo-nurse had done a good job strengthening it a little. They readied the pipes they’d salvaged from the factory and followed Zion as he stepped out onto the sidewalk.
“Ready,” he hissed. “And go!” He took off at a sprint towards the cars, clambering up onto the trunk of the first sedan. Calvin kept pace with him, and Monique and Brent took up the rear of their respective rows.
The zombies immediately figured out their meals were running overtop of their heads, and started attempting to get there. One managed to flop onto a low hood, and Zion leapt down from the roof, crushing its head with his weapon and kicking the corpse to the side so that none of the others could use it as leverage.
Calvin whacked two corpses back from the trunk of a Cadillac, glancing over his shoulder to make sure Monique was keeping up with him. She waved him off, urging him with a hand to hurry up.
“We’re halfway!” Zion called as he thwacked the head off of another zombie, and glanced back just in time to see Brent trip over a flailing arm.
The ex-leader screamed as he hit the back window of a compact SUV, the zombie tearing into his calf as he went down. Zion scrambled back over the vehicle, grabbing Brent by the back of his shirt to haul him up onto the roof.
“Fuckfuckfuck,” Brent babbled as he clutched at his knee, fear evident in his eyes.
Zion clenched his jaw, offering his hand. The ex-leader smacked it away.
“You gotta kill me, man, I don’t wanna become one of those things,” he begged, voice strained. “And I don’t wanna slow you down, either. You gotta save our home.” He reached up and clutched at the bottom of Zion’s shirt, eyes pleading. His comrade nodded and stepped back, tightening his hand around his weapon.
“Promise me you’ll rescue our people,” Brent whispered, as he let his hands fall to his sides, preparing for death.
Zion raised his weapon high above his head with a firmly sincere expression in his eyes. “You can count on it.” And then he cracked Brent’s skull open.




CHAPTER ELEVEN
“Fuckin’ Brent, man,” Calvin moaned as they hit the asphalt on the other side, still shellshocked from so abruptly losing their ex-leader.
Monique shoved him from behind. “Later, we’ve gotta move!” she cried, the zombies easily staggering out of the traffic jam to follow them.
Zion darted into the residential street at full speed, leading the last two remaining survivors of their rag-tag group of exiles into suburbia. His legs screamed as they pumped, outrunning the horde that, though slower, was large enough that they needed to put as much distance between them as they could.
“This has gotta be it,” he huffed as a makeshift fortress came into view.
It was a set of six houses, all with high privacy fences around the back halves, the middle two reinforced with busted cars and sheet metal. In the middle someone had built up the gate between the two center houses, two guards standing on top of a seemingly well-built guard tower.
“Let us in, please!” Monique shrieked as they reached the front lawn.
Zion stopped to smash a few zombie skulls of stragglers to give them a few extra minutes.
Calvin banged on the wooden gate. “Please, man, come on, Adam sent us up here, open the gate, please!”
One of the guards’ eyes widened at the sight of the thick horde of zombies groaning their way up the street. He lifted a radio to his mouth.
“Permission to open the gates,” he said, and Monique and Calvin turned around, pipes at the ready, to back up Zion in case the corpses got too close.
He whirled around and pointed his weapon at the guard tower. “I’ll burn this whole fucking place to the ground if you don’t open those fucking gates right now!” he bellowed.
Both the guards went white as sheets, and hastily opened the doors. The trio bustled inside and helped pull the gates shut as soon as they were inside to keep the horde from slipping in after them. Several guards rushed up to reinforce the gate with wood, metal, and their own bodies, pushing back against the smacking corpses on the other side.
“What the fuck are you people doing?!” a tall red headed woman stormed over to the trio, eyes blazing.
Zion reared on her, his own expression dark with anger. “You tried to get us fucking killed!” he yelled.
“You led the horde here!” she screamed back, pointing at the doors. “If they get in then all of my people are fucked!”
Monique put a hand on her brother’s chest, pushing him back from the woman who looked ready to wring his neck with her bare hands. “Listen, we appreciate you letting us in, and we want to help you,” she said calmly, hoping to defuse the situation. “We were with Adam and his group on the south side of the bridge and he said you were friendly and could help us.”
The woman grunted, crossing her arms, as if petulantly accepting this information because of affiliation with Adam. “These gates aren’t going to be strong enough to keep a large horde at bay. What the fuck are you going to do to fix this?”
Zion stepped forward. “We can lure them away for you. We need to move on. But we need transportation to do that.”
“And why should I give you anything?” The woman scowled.
“Look lady, we’re in the goddamn apocalypse,” he said, throwing up his hands to emphasize their surroundings. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but humans are in short supply. And we need to work together if we have any hope of surviving the zombies and the end of the world. We had a home, a self-sufficient place with gardens and people living. And a group of power-tripping military assholes came and took over, exiling a bunch of us and are doing god-knows-what to our people. We need to save them.”
The woman’s gaze softened, as she took in the trio’s defeated bodies but determined eyes. “Name’s Wendy,” she said gruffly, and waved for them to follow her. “This way.”
She led them through the fortress, which looked to be about a hundred people strong.
“I’ll also need a rifle,” Calvin piped up, trotting after them.
Wendy pursed her lips. “I don’t know if I can part with that,” she said with a shake of her head. “Ammo is a very limited resource.”
“Oh, don’t worry about that, I won’t need much ammo,” he assured her. “I can shoot the squirrel off a tick at a hundred yards.”
She raised an eyebrow as they paused in front of a large bug tent. “Shouldn’t that be the other way around?”
“Not if you’re hungry.” Calvin shrugged. She sighed and motioned to the tent, which was their makeshift armory.
“I also need my sister to stay here,” Zion spoke up.
Monique gasped. “No! No way! I’m coming with you, Z!”
He shook his head. “I don’t think you’re prepared for what needs to happen when we get back to the complex,” he said gently, taking her shoulders in his hands. “And I’d be able to focus a lot better if I knew you were safe, here.”
Tears welled up in her big eyes as she wound her fists in her shirt. She knew he was right, but she didn’t have to like it. “Fuck you, big brother,” she said weakly, and he pressed his lips affectionately against her forehead.
“She can stay,” Wendy replied gently, crossing her arms. “But nothing comes for free. We all earn our keep here.”
“Monique’s got lots of skills,” Calvin announced as he came out of the tent, rifle in hand. “Don’t worry about that.”
Wendy turned back to Zion. “There’s a park and ride three blocks east of here, with cars that seem to be in working order, but there aren’t any keys,” she said.
He grinned. “Oh, don’t worry about that,” he said.
Her radio crackled. “The gate’s starting to buckle!” somebody’s voice yelled through, and she motioned to the wall behind her.
“You can go up and over here,” she tugged on a rope hanging there, and the trio approached.
Monique pulled her brother in for a tight hug. “You come back for me, you hear?” she said.
“Don’t worry Monique, I’ll keep your bro alive and kicking,” Calvin said, puffing his chest out.
She laughed wetly and wiped her eyes, punching the wiry stoner in the shoulder. “You’d better not die on me either, you little shit,” she said affectionately, and he winked at her before slinging the rifle over his shoulder and grabbing the rope in his hands.
Zion extended his hand to Wendy. “Thank you,” he said sincerely.
She shook it with a nod. “Just hurry.”




CHAPTER TWELVE
Calvin hit the ground behind Zion, rifle in hand, and they crept around the corner to see about a hundred zombies pushing against the front gate of the small community. Zion leapt out, banging his bat-sword against the asphalt to cause a ruckus.
“Hey, cocksuckers!” he bellowed. “You hungry? I’m packin’ a giant one for ya!”
Calvin kept pace with him as they tore off for the parking area. “We maybe should have waited until we hot wired the car,” he huffed breathlessly.
The lot was fenced in, but the walkway that used to be locked up behind a gate was hanging open instead. Zion shoved the wiry young man ahead of him, and Calvin tore open the driver’s side door of an impressively shiny truck, popping open the console to grab the wires.
Zion stood in the walkway entrance, which was about double his width, smacking his weapon back and forth in an impressive display of zombie dominance. The bodies began to pile up, but the horde just kept coming, climbing over their fallen brethren and forcing him to back inside the lot. More flooded in, spreading out of the bottleneck to surround him in a more threatening way, the stench of rotting flesh overwhelming.
The truck roared to life and he darted around to the passenger’s side, hopping it just as Calvin slammed his own door shut and popped the vehicle into gear. He mowed down the zombies ahead of them, crashing right through the remaining gate as if it were made of paper. Bodies flew everywhere, but what was left of the horde was sufficiently distracted from the small community at least.
Hope swelled inside of the duo as they sped towards their home. If there was anything left of it, that was.
“Do you think everyone is okay?” Calvin asked quietly, jaw tense.
Zion shook his head, more than a little taken aback at the sight of his young friend being serious for once. “Can’t say for sure. But we’ll do what we can. We’ll take out every one of those fuckers, and pick up the pieces after as best we can.”
They drove off of the beaten path just as the sun was setting, cutting the engine in the trees to keep a low profile.
“We’ll rest up here for a bit while we wait for nightfall,” Zion said, jumping down from the truck. Calvin rummaged around in the backseat and found a backpack full of crunchy snacks, cheese puffs and salt and vinegar chips. There was a bottle of water too, which was a godsend.
They lounged in the grass, leaning up against a thick tree trunk, cracking open bags and sharing the bottle of water as if it were chardonnay and smoked cheese. In the apocalypse, it almost was.
“Well, since there’s a good chance we’re not gonna live to see the sunrise, I gotta know…” Calvin trailed off around a mouthful of cheese puffs. “Are the rumors true? About all the gang shit?”
Zion swallowed his own mouthful and took a swig of water, contemplating. “Yeah,” he replied with a shrug. “Though I don’t know what the specifics of all of the rumors are.
But I was in a gang back on the west coast. And I did some pretty horrendous shit for them.”
“Why?” Calvin blurted, and then clamped his mouth shut as if he regretted asking anything.
Zion shook his head. “They were like my family, you know? I mean I’ve got Monique, and our ma was out there too, but I didn’t know any other life. They were my brothers, and they took care of me so that I could take care of my sister and ma.” He took a swig of water and then handed the bottle back to his companion. “And I guess there was a level of security that I couldn’t get anywhere else. I was an enforcer, which meant that I was the guy that went out to make sure people paid their dues and their respects. If somebody was fucking around, or doing something that offended the gang, I went to enforce the rules.”
“Wow,” Calvin breathed, and swallowed audibly. “That’s pretty badass.”
“I guess,” Zion replied with a shrug. “At the time I felt like hot shit, you know? Chest puffed out, gang at my back, workin’ hard to make ‘em proud. I didn’t have to worry about nothin’ or nobody. People fuckin’ cowered when I entered a room, and if they didn’t they would be by the time I was leavin’.
“Now, after the end of the world… I guess it all just seems so petty. I feel guilty for a lot of the shit I did. I disappointed my ma a lot of the time, and I tried to justify what I was doing because I was taking care of her. But when she put her foot down and told me she’d disown me if I didn’t get Monique the fuck outta L.A., well… family comes first.”
Calvin nodded. “I guess shit must have gotten pretty hairy for that to happen,” he replied, playing absentmindedly with the cap of the bottle. “But at least, even if you do feel guilty about some of the shit you did, it wasn’t totally petty. You got all kinds of fighting experience to use in the apocalypse.”
Zion chuckled. “That’s what I keep telling myself.” He shook his head, sobering a little and looking at the inky sky. “I just wish I knew if she was alive. I wish we’d have brought her with us. If I’d have known this shit was going to happen…”
“Ah, man, you couldn’t have predicted the zombie apocalypse, come on,” Calvin said.
His companion got to his feet. “Now you sound like my sister.”
“Speaking of your sister…”
“Don’t even fuckin’ say it,” Zion snapped good-naturedly, pointing a finger at his wiry friend. “If we live through the night and save our home, you can profess your undying love to her face, and then we’ll get to watch as she skins you.”
The blood drained from Calvin’s face and he nodded jerkily. “Deal.” He got up, stretching his back and slinging his new rifle over his shoulder. “So, what’s the plan?”
“At the back of the parking garage there’s an exit-only door that probably won’t be guarded,” Zion said as he began to trudge through the near blinding darkness of the forest.
Calvin followed the sound of his footsteps, brow furrowed. “Probably?”
“It’s our best chance to sneak inside,” came the reply. “We’ll get up to my apartment, and be able to get a lay of the land from there, since the window is pretty central. Then we’ll figure out a plan of attack based on where the enemies are.” The sound of his knuckles cracking echoed in the thick woods. “We show zero mercy. No fucking survivors. We’re going to make an example of these bastards.”




CHAPTER THIRTEEN
“So if it’s exit-only, how the hell are we going to get it open?” Calvin hissed as the two approached the door, the prediction of it being unguarded having been a good one. Zion ducked around the corner where there was a barred window, still with the missing pane of glass that he remembered.
“Get ready,” he whispered. He slid his weapon through, managing to get his arm through the bars up to the elbow where his biceps were too wide to fit. He poked the release on the door, and then tightened his grip, giving a valiant jab and pushing it open just enough for Calvin to slip his fingers inside.
Zion pulled himself back through the window and they slipped into the dimly lit parking garage, shutting the door quietly behind them. They stayed low behind the row of cars, though they didn’t hear any movement echoing about. They scurried over to the door leading to the main stairwell for the building, but Zion shoved Calvin out of the way at the sound of somebody coming downstairs.
Thankfully it was just one man, and he burst into the parking garage, whistling a jaunty tune and not even paying attention to his surroundings. Zion wasted no time whacking him in the back of the knees with his bat-sword, dropping him easily.
Calvin pointed his rifle at the kneeling man, who put his hands up over his head obediently.
“You,” he spat, clearly remembering them. His face clenched with anger, but he didn’t make a move against them. Zion checked the stairwell for anyone else, but it was clear.
“Where are all of your men posted?” he demanded as he walked back over to their prisoner, tightening his grip on his weapon.
The military grunt looked curiously at the weapon that had caused the current throbbing in his legs, and wrinkled his nose. “Everyone’s in the courtyard eating,” he said with a sneer. “Your people are compliant as kittens. They know they have to cook and entertain us, or they die.”
“Entertain?” Zion’s eyes blazed as he imagined exactly what that meant.
“Don’t worry, the prettier ones are locked away for safekeeping,” the man said, licking his lips lewdly. “We don’t want them to get loose too fast.”
Zion growled, smashing the blunt end of his weapon into the guy’s stomach, winding him. “Where are they?” he demanded.
“Room 2145,” the guy wheezed, doubled over and gasping for air. “Now leave me the fuck alone.”
Zion snarled. “Not a fucking chance.” before slamming the heavy makeshift weapon down onto the bridge of his nose.  The soldier convulsed violently before falling silent.  “Let’s go get em.”




CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Zion used his key to silently open the door to his old apartment, and Calvin carefully closed the door behind them. They did a quick sweep, but found nobody inside, just the mess from the earlier fight. It didn’t look like anyone had bothered to stay in here since then, and he was glad that the fuckers at least hadn’t defiled his personal space.
They moved over to the large window. Thankfully it was already open, so they could hear everything that was going on outside without drawing attention to themselves. Calvin removed the scope from his rifle and peered out into the courtyard to get a good lay of the land.
“What have you got?” Zion whispered.
“Nine troops by the fire, four roaming around that I can see,” he reported, jaw clenching at the whimpering woman between two of the fire-dwellers. He couldn’t tell who she was, but it churned his guts. These bastards all had to die.
Zion retreated to his bedroom, digging around in the back of his closet for a duffel bag. He pulled out a pair of trusty gloves, homemade out of leather with four long nails jutting out of the knuckles. He exited the bedroom as Calvin snapped his scope back onto his gun, and raised his eyebrows at the new digs.
“What the fuck are those?” he blurted.
Zion held up a fist. “Made these back in my enforcer days. Effective, but easy to dismantle if the cops were around.”
“Fair enough,” Calvin replied with a nod. “So, where to first?”
“2145,” his companion said immediately. He slung his weapon over his shoulder and cracked open the apartment door, peering through the slit to make sure they didn’t have company in the hallway. It was empty, and they crept out, quietly making their way to the corner at the end.
Zion peeked slightly around it, seeing a guard lounging on a folding chair just outside of the door to 2145. He lazily flipped the page of a magazine, not really paying attention to his surroundings.
Zion held up a hand, palm out, to Calvin, to motion for him to stay put. The sharpshooter nodded, watching as his companion fell into a loose crouch, silently moving forward on the balls of his feet. Seeing such a burly man move with such grace was mind blowing.
Zion soundlessly crept up the hallway towards the guard, and was able to make it about eight feet away before he was in the guy’s periphery, causing him to leap up. The magazine hadn’t even hit the ground before his attacker reached him, a sharp uppercut tearing his jaw apart with the nails, puncturing his throat in the process.
Calvin came around the corner just in time to see the last breath leave the gurgling man, and Zion turned to open the door to the apartment.
There were four women huddled together on the couch, dressed only in lingerie, eyes wide and fearful. They immediately recognized Zion and Calvin, and one of them pointed to the bathroom, where the light was on and the door was ajar.
There was an echo of a toilet flush and the sink running, and Zion stood in front of the door, waiting for it to open. When it did, it revealed a man wearing only a towel around his waist, and he froze, eyes the size of saucers at the sight of the intruder standing before him.
Zion attacked him immediately, ferocity in his fists as he tackled the man into the room. Calvin stood with the women, the five of them collectively wincing at the sounds of screams and flesh tearing echoing in the tiled space. A few moments later, Zion calmly emerged, covered in blood. He casually flicked a hunk of skin from one of his claws, and it smacked into the wall, sliding down slowly and leaving a crimson smear on the drywall.
One of the girls scurried to the kitchen and came back with a towel, stepping forward to wipe his face.
“Thank you,” she whispered, voice thick.
He took the towel and offered her a smile, careful not to touch her after everything she’d probably been through. “We’re gonna take care of this,” he promised. “You all hunker down until it’s over.” He turned to Calvin. “Can you get a good vantage point from the balcony here?”
His wiry friend peered out of the sliding door and nodded. “Yessir.”
“Wait five minutes,” Zion instructed. “Then shoot the soldier on the farthest to the right, and work your way back to the left. I’ll come in on that side and tear these fuckers a new one.
One of the girls who he knew as Abby, stood up, opening the door to the apartment, and glanced down at the fallen soldier there. She wrestled the assault rifle from his cold dead fingers and stepped back inside, checking and cocking it.
“I want to help,” she declared.
Zion nodded. “Sure thing,” he motioned to the hallway. “I’ll take you down to one of the apartments flanking the courtyard.”
Abby put a hand on her hip, resting the gun on her shoulder, not even fazed by her mostly-nakedness. “Let’s go.”




CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Zion stayed low to the ground, pressed up against the far wall of the building, waiting for the firefight to start. He leaned his bat-sword against the wall and flexed his knuckles, readying his gloves.
Calvin shot first, taking out one of the soldiers on the far side. This spurred a flurry of action, Abby firing from the other end of the building. Somebody had the foresight to snuff out the fire, plunging the courtyard into moonlight and obstructing the view of the shooters. It didn’t take them long to figure out where to fire back at, and once their attention was drawn, Zion leapt from the shadows.
He stabbed his claws into the back of one guy’s throat, tearing up and bringing his vocal chords up into his gurgling mouth. Zion put his foot into the guy’s back, kicking the corpse off of his hand. He leapt up off of the guy’s back, landing on a bench and springing off into the air, swinging the bat-sword on the way down.
He caught a soldier in the jaw, and the guy staggered backwards in shock, grunting, but raised his gun instinctively. Zion kicked up, catching the barrel with his boot just as it fired, and jammed his weapon into the guy’s stomach. He doubled over and received a swift knee to the nose, his attacker reveling in the sound of cartilage shattering against his kneecap.
A nearby soldier cried out in anger at the sight of his bleeding comrade, and barreled forwards. Zion clotheslined him with the bat-sword and leapt backwards to avoid the blind swinging of the broken-nosed soldier. He jabbed forward, catching the barrel of a gun with his claws and then shoved forward, pinning the guy’s arms into his chest by stabbing him. The soldier screamed in pain as his wrists were pierced into his chest with the blades and Zion swung his body around as a shield.
The soldier he’d clotheslined leapt to his feet and fired, peppering his friend with bullets, and Zion shoved forward, using the sufficiently bloody body as a battering ram into the shooter. The soldier staggered backwards and hit the ground hard, and only then did Zion remove his claws, splattering blood everywhere. He took up the bat-sword once again and brought it down hard, caving the two heads together into a mushy pulp that made both indistinguishable to one another.
He quickly rolled to the side to avoid a chair being flung in anger, and barreled into the back of an unaware soldier. His opponent went chest-first into the still-hot embers of the fire, and tried to push himself back up as his clothes began to smoke. Zion put his full weight into his knees on the guy’s back, grinning maniacally as his victim screamed, his shirt catching on fire and his skin melting, bubbling, fusing into the pit.
This was how Holcomb found his enemy as the gunfire died. He stared, jaw clenched, at a blood-soaked Zion, standing triumphantly atop the charred body of his last soldier. The clawed man raised his chin, extended a hand, and waved his primary target forward.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Holcomb raised his weapon immediately, aiming for Zion’s kneecaps, but his opponent was too fast. Zion rolled to the left and swung out with the bat-sword, the bright moonlight giving the area an ethereal glow after the tungsten of the smoldering soldier wore down. The Sergeant leapt back, and jutted the butt of his gun forward, catching his opponent in the jaw.
Zion simply laughed, spitting a stream of blood to the ground, feinting left and then dropkicking to the right, catching Holcomb’s arm. He followed that with three quick jabs of his claws, hitting nothing vital but doing enough damage to cause the Sergeant to lose his weapon. He gave Holcomb a mighty kick in the chest, sending him back onto his ass in the grass.
“How the fuck are you still alive?!” the Sergeant wheezed through his pain.
Zion brought his weapon down hard on his victim’s ankle, the shattering of bone drowned out by the bloodcurdling scream from the bastard’s mouth. “I told you, I wasn’t done with this life yet,” he said. “You fucked with the wrong people.”
“Fuck you…” Holcomb groaned between ragged breaths, holding his battered leg. “You’re making a big fucking mistake…”
Zion barked a laugh. “No, it’s you that made the mistake.” He sneered. “You left me alive.” He jabbed his weapon into the bastard’s gut, winding him once again. Civilians walked out of the shadows, fearful relief on their faces at the sight of their returning savior and the bodies of their captors littering the ground.
“At least make it quick,” Holcomb moaned.
“No, but thank you for asking,” Zion replied, as brightly as if he were declining an extra helping of ice cream. “Calvin, you still up there?” he called up to the balcony.
“Down here now,” his wiry companion said from the front steps of the building, jogging down. He had his rifle in his hands, and pointed it at Holcomb as he approached, keeping his eye on the Sergeant.
Zion rubbed his chin. “Do you still have that spool of chain with your greenhouse supplies?” he asked, and his comrade nodded. “Jeff, head on over to the supply area and grab that for me will ya,” Zion instructed a nearby dweller, and the man scurried off to complete his instructions.
Holcomb hissed as his would-be executioner leaned forward, pressing his foot down on his busted one. He leaned his elbow on his knee, his blood-spattered body looking like a slasher film crossed with an after-school special.
“I t-took this place, fair and square,” the Sergeant stammered petulantly.
Zion raised an eyebrow. “Fair and square? There weren’t nothin’ fair about it,” he snapped. “You fuckers snuck in at night and surprise attacked us, beating and raping innocent people.” He extended his hand to Jeff, who had returned with a length of chain clinking in his hands. “Now we’re takin’ it back. Fair and fuckin’ square.”
He leaned over and wrapped the chain around his prisoner’s neck, tightening it before securing the links together. Holcomb let go of his leg to grasp at the metal now tight around his throat, eyes widening in terror.
“Get up, cocksucker,” Zion demanded, straightening up to his full height. “We’re takin’ a walk.” He jerked on the chain as if to accentuate his point.
The Sergeant cried out as he fell forward onto his hands. “I can’t fucking walk, you broke my ankle!”
“Guess I’m draggin’ you, then,” Zion replied with a wistful sigh, as if this were a great inconvenience to him. He jerked on the chain again, reveling in the strangled gag that came from Holcomb as he did so.
The Sergeant scrambled to get to his one good leg, not wanting to be dragged by the neck, and hobbled after Zion as best he could. Calvin followed, rifle still trained on him, and the apartment dwellers made a path for the procession as the trio headed inside.
Zion turned to address them as he got to the front doors. “You all stay right here in the courtyard,” he said, “and you won’t miss a second of what’s going to happen to the good Sergeant.” He reached over and patted Holcomb’s head like a child.
His prisoner scowled, but there was fear in his eyes, and Zion relished it. He led the man inside, where four women stood in a line, dressed in a mishmash of clothes. The last one was Abby, and she stood with her assault rifle, still dressed only in her lingerie.
She lashed out and grabbed Holcomb’s crotch, squeezing and twisting as he squealed like a pig and fell to his knees. She let go of him and looked him dead in the eye.
“Your dick was so small I couldn’t even feel it,” she said, voice low.
Calvin barked a laugh. “Well, that explains a fuck of a lot.”
Zion gave the chain a yank and Holcomb whimpered, leaning against the wall for support. His arms hung limply at his sides, not even sure where on his body hurt the most anymore, and between Calvin continually jabbing him in the ass with his rifle and Zion half-choking him with the chain, he didn’t know how he even made it up the stairs.
When they exited the roof access, Holcomb’s stomach sank.
“Don’t,” he pleaded, but it came out as a strangled gasp, as Zion dragged him across the roof to the front of the building.
The new leader of the complex was officially out of fucks to give, and he grabbed the back of the Sergeant’s collar, holding him up to look out over the expectant faces of the civilians he’d tortured. Calvin secured the loose end of the chain around a nearby beam.
“This is what happens to those that cross us!” Zion bellowed, and slashed his claws across Holcomb’s stomach, kicking him off of the edge of the roof.
The Sergeant didn’t even have time to scream before he hit the end of the chain, the momentum sending his guts spewing through the hole in his stomach. His neck didn’t quite break, leaving him to sputter until he fell still, swaying gently back and forth, innards dripdripdripping on the asphalt below.
Zion spread his bloody hands. “This is what happens,” he said loudly, over the heads of his new flock. “Brent is dead, because he was fucking stupid. He put us in this position with his stupidity, and that stupidity ended his life. It ended Jerry and Cory’s lives. Tom’s too. It made the rest of our lives a hell of a lot harder than they needed to be.
“I keep getting asked if the rumors are true about me.” He paused for effect. “I think it’s fuckin’ clear that yes, they are. And guess who’s skills saved your asses, protected you? Mine. So going forward, I’m in fuckin’ charge. And you won’t be getting tortured and killed on my watch. Because I’ll torture and kill anyone who fuckin’ tries.
“Monique is at a settlement in the city, and we met with a few very nice groups of people who were integral to our survival in coming back here to save our home. We’re going to connect with these people, trade with them, form relationships so that we can be strong together. That being said… I won’t take any unnecessary risks. I won’t put your lives in danger with lack of intelligence nor blindness to the truth.
“But I’m not going to hold you here and bend you to my will. You have a choice.” He gripped the cement ledge and leaned forward, jaw set. “What do you say?”
The roar was thunderous for such a small group of people. The relieved citizens, cheering for their new leader that had come back to save them from their fate. Calvin stepped up and clapped his comrade on the back.
Zion nodded at him, and then raised a blood covered clawed fist to his subjects below.
END




















STATE OF THE UNION
DEAD AMERICA:  THE FIRST WEEK EPILOGUE




CHAPTER ONE
Day Zero +7
John Teeter and General Adams hovered over a desk, sifting through a veritable mountain of paperwork. There were maps, diagrams, and more information than they felt a single human could ever hope to digest. They were exhausted, but determined, and knew they had a job to do.
They were quietly studying, attempting to continue to comprehend information in their tired minds, when the General’s lead researcher, Whitney Hill, entered with another stack of papers.
“Here are the latest east coast reports,” she said as she set the stack down on the desk. She was a fiery redhead with a no-nonsense attitude, and it showed with her crisp casual business suit even in the apocalypse.
John scrubbed his hands down his tired face. “I thought we already had the east coast reports?”
“Those were state by state reports,” Adams replied. “Given that the invisible lines on a map don’t really matter anymore, I had Whitney combine it into a regional report.”
“And to clarify,” she put in, “when I say east coast, I mean everything east of the Mississippi River. I’m preparing two more reports one for the west coast which is everything west of the Rockies, and central is everything in between.”
John groaned. “Son of a bitch.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly through clenched teeth. “Okay, well, I suppose going forward this will be easier. Although without reading a single page, I’m going to assume that the situation is still fucked?”
The redhead nodded gravely. “Six ways from Sunday, John. Six ways from Sunday.”
“How is your research team holding up?” Adams asked.
She shrugged. “About as good as can be expected,” she replied. “Most of them have lost contact with their families, and they’re doing their best to handle it. A couple of them have military spouses so they’ve gotten word that they’ve been evacuated to the sea. That’s the closest thing we have to good news.”
“I’m guessing that’s a pretty common theme throughout the entirety of the bunker,” John piped up.
Whitney nodded. “Unfortunately it is.”
The phone on the desk beeped, and John smacked it haphazardly to trigger the speakerphone. “Yes, can we help you?”
“Sir, the President is ready for you in the War Room,” a female voice came through.
“Thank you, Vicky,” John replied. “Please inform him that we’re on our way.”
“Yes, sir,” came the reply, and then a click.
The two men stood up from their desk, gathering up a few of the documents that they knew they would need to show.
“Whitney, I’d like you to join us in the War Room for the meeting,” Adams said, and she blinked at him in surprise.
“I’m more than happy to assist you General, but everything I know is in these reports,” she explained. “I’m not sure how much help I would be.”
“Ma’am, the General and I are both a bit past our prime,” John said with a chuckle. “Frankly, we could use a set of young eyes that can throw out information quickly. We’ve read the reports, but you’ve been living and breathing this for a solid week. You would be a great asset to us in there.”
The redhead nodded. “Just let me tell my team what I need them to focus on next, and I’ll be in there.”
“Thank you, Whitney,” Adams said sincerely, and the woman left briskly.
John sighed as the duo began the walk to the War Room. “Let’s hope the President is in a good mood today, because I don’t think we have a single bit of positive news to deliver to him.”




CHAPTER TWO
General Adams and John entered the War Room, which was empty save for President Williams at the head of the table. His presence seemed to fill the room, despite the fact that he looked like he’d aged a thousand years in the span of a week.
“General, John, thank you for coming,” Williams greeted them, motioning to spots to his right. “Please take a seat and we’ll get started.”
“Mister President,” Adams said. “I’ve asked my top research assistant, Whitney Hill, to join us for this meeting.”
Williams’ brow furrowed. “Do you not have all the information?” He eyed the documents the men set down on the table.
“Yes sir, but she knows it better than anyone in the building,” the General assured him. “She’ll make sure we don’t miss anything.”
The President sighed, but nodded. “Very well.”
Vicky poked her head into the room. “Mister President, General. Would anybody like some coffee?”
“Gentlemen?” Williams asked.
John raised his hand. “Yes, I would love some, please.”
“I could use a cup as well,” Adams added.
“Vicky, go ahead and make a full pot and bring four cups, please,” the President instructed.
“Yes, Mister President,” she nodded and left, nearly knocking into Whitney as the redhead headed in.
“Apologies for the wait,” she gushed.
“It’s perfectly all right, Miss Hill,” Williams assured her, and motioned to the seat on his left. “Please take a seat, and we can get started.”
She sat across from John, and laid out several reports on the large conference table in front of her.
“All right,” Williams said. “Let’s have it. What’s the situation looking like?”
The trio looked at each other, and John finally shrugged his shoulders.
“There is no good way to put this, so I’m just going to throw it out there,” he declared. “The world as we knew it is no more. The virus has spread worldwide. As best as we can tell, every country on earth has been affected.”
The President nodded gravely. “How are our allies holding up?”
“Western Europe was hit almost as hard as we were, since several infected flights from New York and Atlanta landed there shortly after the outbreak,” Adams said. “Given their near complete lack of warning, they were overwhelmed before they knew what hit them. South America was also hit especially hard since they not only had no warning, they didn’t have the sophisticated communication systems to alert their populations.” He flipped through a few pages of his notes. “My apologies, Mister President,” he huffed as he dug through his reports, finally sighing and motioning across the table. “Whitney, would you be so kind as to cover the Far East?”
“My pleasure General,” she replied. “Mister President, Asia has fared a little better with the plague since they had roughly a day’s warning before it struck. Granted that’s a low bar considering the devastation most nations have faced. Out of all of the countries, China was hit the hardest, with an estimated billion dead already. Most of the Asian nations, China included, were able to set up protective shelters for their best and brightest.”
“And let’s be honest,” John piped up, “those with the best connections.”
“Very true,” Whitney replied with a nod. “However, there is a bit of concerning news regarding South Korea. Not wanting to waste an opening, North Korea pushed across the border a few days ago. We don’t know how successful they were, as communication lines with the Korean Peninsula went down shortly thereafter.”
Williams furrowed his brow. “What about our troops stationed there?” He pursed his lips.
“They were successfully evacuated to sea and are on course for home,” Whitney assured him. “As are most of our troops worldwide.”
The President took a deep breath, folding his hands in front of him. “It pains me to know that I’m the President that oversaw the complete and total withdraw of America from the world stage,” he said. “However, I do take some comfort in knowing that if we aren’t successful in the coming weeks, nobody is going to be around to be angry with me.”
There were some light chuckles around the table despite the morbidity of the joke.
“Thank you for the update, Miss Hill,” Williams said. “Now what can you-”
Vicky knocked at the door and poked her head in. “I’m sorry to interrupt, Mister President,” she said, struggling with her serving tray.
John leapt from his seat and held the door for her. “Nonsense!” he declared. “You are providing us with the elixir of life. You can interrupt us anytime you like provided that pot is full.”
She smiled at him, relieved nobody was angry with her. “If you need anything else, please let me know, I’ll be right outside.” She set the tray down on the table.
“Thank you, Vicky,” Williams said, and she nodded before leaving, closing the door quietly behind her.
There was a quiet moment of contentment as everyone poured their coffee, taking a few long sips before focusing back on their task.
“Okay,” Williams finally said, setting his mug in front of him. “Where were we? Oh, yes, the home front. How bad are things here?”
“Generally speaking, the larger the city, the harder it got hit,” John explained. “Cities with international airports were the worst. Obviously the Texas big four cities were decimated as they were closest to Ground Zero. Austin and San Antonio are nearly a complete loss, partially because of the bombing runs we did in an attempt to distract the news media and buy us precious hours to enact our plan. Which is going surprisingly well, I might add-”
“Forgive the interruption John,” Williams cut in and put up a hand. “But I’d like to hear more about how hard we were hit before moving on to how we’re fighting back.”
“Of course, Mister President,” John replied, flipping through his notes. “Cities like New York, Boston, LA, Atlanta, and Chicago are near total losses. The streets were flooded with zombies before anybody knew what was happening. Those who weren’t infected or killed are trapped in their buildings without any hope of escape or rescue. Our best guess is ninety-eight percent dead in those cities, and will be close to one hundred percent within a few weeks.”
Williams nodded grimly. “What about overall numbers?”
The two men began to dig through their papers.
The President turned to Whitney. “Miss Hill, why don’t you field this one?”
“Of course, Mister President,” she replied, turning one page of one of her reports. “Conservatively, we’re putting the number of dead at eighty-five percent, but more than likely it’s probably at ninety percent. Unless drastic measures are taken in the next day or two, our projections have ninety-eight percent of the population dead by the end of the month.’
“Mother of god,” Williams balked, all of the color draining from his face. “Why so high?”
“A wide variety of factors,” she replied. “Aside from the obvious zombie attacks, there is a dwindling food supply which will not only cause starvation, but prompt violence as groups of desperate people fight for the scraps that remain. We’re also well into flu season, and without easy access to medication, it won’t take much for it to decimate a group of survivors.”
The President shook his head, chewing his lower lip for a moment, contemplating the near total destruction of his country.
He finally sighed. “Does anybody have any good news?” he asked, a hint of desperation in his voice. “General? How is your stadium plan going?”
“We were able to secure approximately twenty-seven thousand key personnel at eighteen stadium fortresses throughout the country,” Adams said. “We have everything from engineers to scientists to gunsmiths. Everything we need to mount a proper war effort when the time comes.”
“And these stadiums are secure and well stocked?” Williams asked.
Adams nodded. “That’s correct. They are locked down and have enough basic supplies to keep them afloat until their greenhouses begin bearing fruit.”
The President raised an eyebrow. “Okay, maybe I’m bad at math, but if ten to fifteen percent of the country is still alive, then where are they all at? If we only have thirty some-odd thousand in our fortresses, and a few hundred thousand troops, that leaves about thirty million people unaccounted for.”
“Small towns have proven to be very resilient,” John explained. “Not only are they statistically prone to be armed to the teeth, but their isolation from large populations have allowed them to turn their entire towns into fortified outposts.”
“While we haven’t been actively looking for them on satellite, we have discovered the existence of a few hundred of these communities,” Whitney added. “In all likelihood, there could be thousands of them.”
“That is fantastic news!” Williams exclaimed. “Small town America is what put me in the White House, and knowing they are still alive and kicking will certainly give a great boost to my re-election campaign.” He barked a laugh and the others followed suit, happy to have the tension broken, if only for a moment. “So, how can we help them out?” he asked.
“Well, Mister President, right now, we have a quarter of a million troops sitting in rural Kansas,” Adams said. “A lot of this year’s harvest has yet to be shipped out, so there is a plethora of food. If we spare a couple thousand men, we could get them running convoys to these communities.”
“That is an amazing idea, General,” Williams said. “I want to make this our top priority. Use any means necessary.”
John took a quick breath. “With all due respect Mister President, before we do anything else, we need to figure out what to do with the military.”
“Why do we have to do anything with them?” Williams asked. “You all just told me that rural communities are flourishing and are relatively safe. And they’ve got to be extra safe with the greatest military in the world there.” He waved his hand in a dramatic arc. “General, just have them set up a perimeter and protect Kansas. Turn it into the Heartland Safe Zone, it will be a beacon of hope that radiates throughout the land.”
John and Whitney glanced at each other with drawn expressions.
“Sure,” John said gently, “we could do that, assuming the goal is to turn Kansas into the largest all-you-can-eat zombie buffet in the world.”
William’s glared at him. “I don’t appreciate the attitude, John.”
“Well, sometimes a little attitude is necessary to get the point across,” his confidant shot back.
Williams folded his hands in front of him. “Very well. State your case.”
“Well, for starters,” John said, “they’re surrounded.”
“They’re in the middle of nowhere!” the President cried. “Have you ever driven through Kansas? It’s like god was creating a civilization for the ages, but ran out of building material after Wichita.”
“Yes, I’ve driven through Kansas, Mister President,” John replied gently. “I’ve also looked at a map and can see that there are eight major cities within a couple hundred miles of where our troops are. There are already reports coming in that tens of thousands of zombies are finding their way out of Kansas City and Oklahoma City.”
“Just yesterday there was a major conflict outside of Oklahoma City,” Adams piped up. “Took forty thousand troops the better part of a day to stem the tide. And that was only a fraction of the zombie population in the city.”
“And that’s just one city,” John continued. “Imagine if Dallas, or Chicago, or Denver empty out and head towards the troops? Hell, imagine if all of them do? General, correct me if I’m wrong, but I’m guessing that our fighting men and women don’t have enough bullets to handle that kind of horde?”
“Are there enough raw bullets?” Adams shrugged. “Perhaps. Is there enough manpower to handle multiple fronts with that level of zombie power? Absolutely not.”
Williams sat back and sighed. “Okay, so the Heartland isn’t the answer. Where should they go?”
“Texas is out, that’s for damn sure,” John replied.
Adams nodded. “We’re going to need a place that has farmland.”
“And oil,” Whitney added.
“And that is geographically isolated,” John said.
Adams leaned forward. “And as limited in population as possible.”
“Well, that eliminates the entirety of the east coast,” Whitney said.
“What about Florida?” Williams piped up. “Surrounded by water on three sides. They’d only have to defend the northern part of the state.”
“That’s a great plan,” the redhead retorted, “until a hurricane comes.”
The General raised a hand to soften the blow of the President’s idea shot down so brutally. “What about Arizona and Nevada? Limited population, access to some West Texas oil fields. Farmland may be an issue, but plenty of sun for greenhouses.”
“Plus, who doesn’t like Vegas?” Williams rolled his eyes.
“Too much of a risk of California emptying out and overrunning us.” John shook his head. “I mean, unless you want to pull a Lex Luthor and nuke the San Andreas Fault Line.”
The President raised his hands. “If you could possibly come up with a solution that doesn’t involve me becoming a super-villain, I would greatly appreciate it.”
“Oh, come on, Mister President, you’d look great bald.” John grinned.
Williams ran a hand through his hair. “Might become a necessity when we run out of shampoo.”
The men shared a laugh when Whitney shoved a map into the center of the table.
“Seattle,” she said.
There was an awkward silence before the President leaned forward and asked, “Come again?”
“The answer is Seattle,” she repeated. “It’s more or less geographically isolated, with the Rockies on the east and the ocean on the west. Portland is a couple hours to the south, but with only one real path to get there. Vancouver is a bit of a concern since we wouldn’t want to get into a two-front war, but we could utilize our air superiority and take out the bridges in the city.”
Williams blinked at her. “You want me to authorize a military strike on a foreign land?”
“They’re Canada, what are they going to do?” Whitney shrugged. “Hell, they’ll probably apologize to us for being an inconvenience.” There was a chuckle, but she didn’t even crack a smile as she leaned over the map, pointing. “There’s access to oil, farmland, and we’ll have a port so our troops coming back from Asia will have a place to land.”
The men sobered up and glanced at each other, nodding their heads.
“Well done Whitney,” John said. “I believe you may have picked the invasion point.”
“I commend your research, Miss Hill,” Williams added. “Do you happen to have any thoughts on how to move a quarter million troops from Kansas to the Pacific Northwest?”
She bit her lip. “Still working on that one, Sir.”
“This might be a good time to get General Stephens on the phone,” Adams piped up. “He’s in charge of the troops down there.”
Williams leaned forward and pushed a button on the conference phone. “Vicky?” he asked.
“Yes, Mister President?” she replied immediately.
“Can you get General Stephens on the line for us?” the President asked. “He’s heading up our troops in Kansas.”
“Yes sir,” Vicky replied. “I’ll call when I have him on the line.”
“Thank you,” Williams said. “Looks like we have time for another cup of coffee.”




CHAPTER THREE
The quartet studied various reports, enjoying a second cup of hot brew that soothed them to their bones. They couldn’t help but ride the high of having something to plan for, something versatile and productive to do despite the situation of the world falling apart around them.
The phone beeped and Williams tapped it.
“Mister President, I have General Stephens on the line for you,” Vicky said.
The President nodded. “Thank you,” he said. There was a click, and he cleared his throat. “General Stephens, this is President Williams.”
“Sir,” Stephens replied.
“I also have General Adams, top advisor John Teeter, and top researcher Whitney Hill,” the President added.
“Gentlemen. Ma’am,” Stephens said.
Williams set down his mug of coffee. “General, can you please give us an update on the ground there?”
“Certainly, sir,” Stephens replied cordially. “The last twelve hours or so have been trying.  A horde of nearly fifty thousand strong started migrating out of Oklahoma City, and another one about half that size has started coming out of Kansas City. We were able to move the necessary men around to stem the tide and both fronts are now pacified.”
“General, is there any indication of other mass migrations of zombies towards your location?” Adams asked.
“Negative, General,” Stephens confirmed. “Typically it’s a few hundred here and there, but nothing more widespread yet. That said, I do have significant manpower stationed on every major interstate and highway coming out of the large cities as a precaution. We should be fine for the moment, but if both of those cities empty out at once we might be in a bit of trouble.”
“General, this is John Teeter,” John cut in. “We have assumed that might be the case, and have come up with a target destination for the troops under your command.”
“Guessing it’s the Pacific Northwest?” Stephens replied, and the room fell silent.
Whitney shook her head. “Seattle to be specific, but how did you know about that? We literally came up with the idea a minutes ago.”
“Just made logical sense, as I’m sure you’ve already determined,” the General said. “Natural barriers, access to vital goods.”
Williams leaned forward. “Well, since you seem to be a step ahead of us here, do you have any bright ideas on how to move a quarter million men halfway across the country?”
“With the supply lines out of commission it’s unlikely there is enough fuel to travel via standard transport,” Whitney mused.
“As a matter of fact, I do,” Stephens cut in. “Yesterday I sent a small scout team north to commandeer a train from the yards in North Platte. I heard from them a few hours ago, and they were having success charting a course north, clearing the way for us to use the remaining trains as a transport to the Northwest.”
Williams blinked at the phone, and clapped his hands together. “General, I must say, I am impressed by your initiative. Do they have an ETA on clearing the path?”
“It’s really hard to tell at this point, Mister President,” Stephens replied. “It’s going to be dependent on what sort of human resistance they run into, and how many abandoned trains are clogging up the rail lines.”
“Understood General,” Williams said. “But give me your best guess. I promise I won’t hold you to it.”
Stephens paused for a moment. “Ballpark?” he finally said. “Seven to ten days. Once the route is clear, it will take less than a week to shift our assets to Seattle.”
“Very good, General,” Williams said, and then looked around the table. “Does anybody have anything else?”
Whitney leaned forward. “General Stephens?”
“Yes, ma’am?” came the reply.
“We have a loose plan in place to supply the civilian strongholds that have popped up around the country, mostly in small communities,” she explained. “We are going to require your assistance on this.”
“What can I do, ma’am?” he asked.
“I’m going to be working on the logistics once this meeting is concluded,” she assured him. “However, if you want to start finding long haul truckers with rigs, that will be a huge help. We’re also going to need two and three-man teams to accompany them for safety.”
“Consider it done, ma’am,” Stephens assured her.
Whitney nodded. “Thank you General, I’ll be in touch soon.”
“Thank you, General,” Williams added.
“Mister President,” Stephens replied, and then there was a click.
“Adams, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say Stephens in gunning for your position,” the President teased.
Adams barked a laugh. “Pretty sure the only reason he’s not in my position is because I have a few years on him. He’s a valuable asset and is going to do a lot of good.”
There was a knock at the door.
“Come in, Vicky,” Williams said.
She poked her head in. “Mister President, we have a satellite uplink with our fleet in the Gulf of Mexico as you requested.”
“Thank you Vicky, please patch them through,” he instructed, and she nodded before disappearing again.
John raised an eyebrow. “Something special planned, Mister President?”
“Yes,” Williams replied with a somber nod. “I requested that our head researcher give us an update on the virus.”




CHAPTER FOUR
“Hello?” Williams asked into the conference phone. “Who am I speaking with, please?”
“Um…” a nervous young voice came back. “My name is Ben Jackson, sir.”
“Hello Ben, this is President Williams,” he said formally. “I’m here with John Teeter, General Adams, and Whitney Hill.”
Ben cleared his throat. “Hello, everyone.”
“Ben, please don’t take this as an insult,” Williams said gently, “but you sound rather young to be heading up research on this virus.”
“Yes, Mister President, I am young,” Ben replied, and cleared his throat again. When he spoke again, his voice was a little stronger. “I was a graduate student working under Doctor Alvison. On the day this nightmare began, we were brought the research direct from the bio-terrorist compound to analyze. I was subsequently tracked down and brought to this research ship to help the other scientists decipher what Doctor Alvison had discovered.”
“Ben, this is John Teeter,” John cut in. “We all appreciate the work that you’ve done, and again please don’t take this the wrong way, but is there nobody with more experience heading up the research?”
“Not on this vessel, sir,” Ben replied. “Or in the fleet for that matter. This is an extremely specialized area of research and there aren’t a lot of us going around. However, we have been able to reach a few experts who were evacuated to the football stadiums around the country. At the moment though, nobody has a fully functional lab set up. So for the time being, I’m all you’ve got.”
There was a moment of awkward silence until Whitney leaned forward.
“Well, Ben, why don’t you give us an update on what you’ve found so far?” she asked.
“With pleasure, ma’am,” he replied, his voice no longer shaking. “As you know, the virus is airborne and according to several models we’ve run, approximately ninety-nine point nine five percent of the world’s population has been infected. Only ones spared at the moment are those on remote islands in secluded jungle areas. And anybody with the A-blood type has already turned.”
“In your research, have you been able to make any progress towards a cure?” Williams asked.
Ben paused. “A cure, sir?” he swallowed audibly. “Well, some of the preliminary tests we’ve done have shown that it’s theoretically possible to neutralize the virus in a victim, however we haven’t found a way to administer that outside of a laboratory setting.”
“And in all honesty, it would be a waste of time,” Whitney cut in. “Anyone who was bitten would die from the bacterial infection of the bites. Not to mention the damage caused to the body from going without food and water for extended periods of time.”
“Well, if not a cure, what about a vaccine?” Williams asked.
“Again, in theory, yes, I believe a vaccine should be possible,” Ben replied.
The President smiled and took a sip of his coffee. “That is fantastic news, son. Fantastic news. I think we should be moving forward with this immediately.”
“Mister President,” John said carefully, “I believe that would be a waste of our extremely limited resources.”
Williams set his mug down a little harder than necessary. “I disagree, John.”
“Mister President, I don’t say this lightly, but if you choose to use our resources on coming up with a vaccine, it’s going to get a lot of people killed,” John insisted.
Williams sat up ramrod straight. “You’re being overdramatic.”
“On the contrary sir, my assessment is dead on,” John argued.
“Noted, John,” the President replied, and then turned back to the phone. “Ben, I want your top priority to be the vaccine.”
“No!” John stood up from his chair and smacked the table hard. “This is the wrong course and people will die as a result. We don’t have time to be messing around with a worthless vaccine!”
Williams stood up as well, drawing up to his full height, which was considerably taller than his angry subordinate. “You are out of line, John!” he bellowed.
John ignored him. “Ben, you still with us?” he asked.
Ben hesitated. “Yes, sir,” he replied quietly.
“Hypothetical for you,” John said. “Let’s say everything goes smoothly and you get every single thing right on the first try. You get the perfect human safe vaccine on the first go, and your first set of human trials go perfectly. What’s the timetable on that?”
“Uh…” Ben stammered. “Five… may… maybe six months?”
“And what sort of facilities would you need in order to produce millions of vaccines?” John continued. “Not to mention what materials you’d need, or how to distribute it?”
“I honestly don’t know, sir,” came the nervous reply. “I know there are a few facilities that could handle that level of production, but I have no idea if they’d have the resources required since I don’t know what all is going into the vaccine.”
“Ben, I’m gonna put you on hold for a minute,” John informed him. “The President and I have something to discuss. Don’t go anywhere, now.”
“I’m not going anywhere, sir,” Ben said firmly.
John hit the mute button on the conference phone, and Williams sank back down into his chair, the facts sinking in slowly.
“Mister President,” John declared, “we have a much, much larger threat to our remaining population than zombie infections. Common viruses like the flu will kill far more people than someone getting bitten, surviving, and turning.”
“The reality is at this point Mister President,” Whitney cut in, “that most people who are killed by zombies are going to be mostly devoured, so even if they do reanimate they won’t pose a threat.”
The President scrubbed his hands down his face. “I hear you both,” he assured them, “and you make great points. However, one day and one day soon we are going to retake part of this country. Civilians are going to leave their fortifications and come to our stronghold. If we are going to keep the peace and succeed in rebuilding civilization, people will need to have their minds put at ease. They are going to have to know that their neighbor isn’t going to turn into a zombie in the middle of the night because they are hiding a bite.” He clasped his hands on the table in front of him. “This is why we need the vaccine.”
Adams took a deep breath. “How about a compromise?”
All eyes turned to him, and the President motioned for him to continue.
“Set aside ten percent of time and resources towards developing a vaccine,” the General began. “Keep the focus on what is necessary now, which is developing the flu vaccine and getting it distributed. As we get closer to securing the Northwest, we can ramp up production on the zombie vaccine. People will gladly remain vigilant, especially if they know a vaccine is on the way.”
Williams raised an eyebrow. “John, are you good with that?”
“I am, sir.” John nodded firmly.
“Good,” the President replied. “Oh, and Whitney, add finding a flu vaccine production facility to your list of tasks.”
The redhead scribbled a note on one of her pages. “Yes, sir.”
Williams reached over and unmuted the phone. “Thank you for holding, Ben.”
“My pleasure, sir,” the young man replied.
“For the foreseeable future, your primary objective is to come up with basic, everyday vaccines and medications,” Williams said. “Treating the flu, providing insulin, common things that keep people alive.”
Ben paused. “What about my research, sir?”
“I want you to set aside ten percent of your time to work on a vaccine,” Williams explained. “If you want to assign tasks to researchers in our fortresses who have limited supplies, please feel free to do so at your discretion.”
“Thank you sir, I won’t let you down,” Ben replied.
“I have no doubt, son,” Williams assured him. “And you have my assistant Vicky’s direct line. So if you need anything, don’t hesitate to reach out.”
“I will do that, sir,” Ben said.
The President smiled. “We’ll be in touch, son.” He hit the button to turn off the phone. “Okay, I think that about covers everything for today. Unless someone has something else we need to discuss?”
Adams and John both shook their heads, but Whitney dug through her papers.
“Something else, Miss Hill?” Williams asked.
She pushed a stack of papers into the center of the table. “Yes, Mister President, there is,” she said. “We have to talk about isolating the east coast.”




CHAPTER FIVE
“I’m sorry, you want to do what?” the President exclaimed.
“We need to isolate the east coast, and do it sooner rather than later,” Whitney replied, voice even. “With reports coming in that zombie hordes are breaking out of the cities, we may not have a lot of time.”
“Time to do what?” Williams flattened his hands against the table in agitation. “You want to barricade the bridges over the Mississippi?”
She pursed her lips. “Not exactly.”
There was a moment of silence as she let the insinuation hang in the air.
Williams’ eyes widened when he realized what she meant. “No way in hell! You want to destroy the bridges over the Mississippi? There are a hundred and twenty million people east of the river!”
“It’s actually closer to a hundred and fifty million,” John piped up, “and that’s exactly the reason we need to do this. Most of those people are zombies now, and conceding the east coast to them will give us a much better chance at securing the other two thirds of the country.”
“Unacceptable,” the President clenched his fists. “Out of the question. What about the survivors who aren’t lucky enough to be in a self sustaining bunker like we are?”
“We can still provide supplies to them,” John replied.
Williams furrowed his brow. “If we destroy all the bridges, then how will we accomplish that?”
“Mister President, if I may?” Whitney piped up, and handed out sheets to everyone. “My team and I have identified six rail line bridges, circled on these maps, that are located in less populated areas,” she explained. “We will keep these bridges, as the number of zombie that find their way across them will be negligible. This will allow us to move massive amounts of goods across via rail car, and since these are in smaller towns, we can send in strike teams to clear them out and set up bases.”
Williams stared at the paper for a moment longer before tossing it down onto the table. “General, what are our capabilities?” he asked, sounding even more exhausted than he had at the beginning of the meeting.
“We have several carrier groups off of the east coast that are equipped with Tomahawk cruise missiles, which will be able to eliminate a large number of the targets,” Adams replied. “For the Upper Mississippi River, we will have to rely on aircraft coming from some of the Kansas air bases that are still manned.”
“Very well, General,” Williams relented with a wave of his hand. “Make it happen.”
Adams nodded. “Yes, sir.”
The President pressed his lips into a thin line, staying quiet for a moment before folding his hands in front of him once again. “This is a dark time in our nation’s history,” he finally said. “I greatly appreciate each and everyone one of your efforts, as well as the pushback. No President in the history of our nation has ever faced a threat on his scale, so I’m in uncharted territory. So thank you, all of you.”
John nodded. “It’s our pleasure, Mister President.”
“Now, I want us to meet like this every two days,” Williams continued. “General, I want you to begin work on the Seattle invasion plan. Assume we’re going to have troops arriving by rail from the east and sea support from the west. Whitney, I want you to coordinate with General Stephens on getting the caravans going to survivor compounds. As well as cataloging where they are. And if you can spare the manpower, start searching for settlements we haven’t found yet. John, I need you to locate a vaccine facility and figure out how we can get to it, secure it, and manufacture what we need.”
There was a chorus of yes, sir through the room.
“And I want everyone to remember,” Williams declared, standing up from his seat and squaring his shoulders, “that even though things may be looking down and we have a tough road ahead of us, the state of our union is strong.”
END
Coming soon:  The action shifts to a tiny community on the banks of the Mississippi River when the next series,  Dead America:  The Second Week kicks off. 
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