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    CHAPTER ONE


    


    My name is Timothy and I AM alive...I think. The last thing I remember with any clarity was the stupid little fucking kiddie party, the hot red-headed bitch, and eating my dad. Wait rewind that last part.


    My fucking head is killing me. Feels like I took a bullet to the brain. I have really got to stop sticking cheap vodka in that old Grey Goose bottle. Live it up! You only live once. But wait, that’s not right either.


    GOD! I hurt!


    DYING! ripped across my brain plate like steel-tipped fingernails over a megaphone-amplified death metal scream.


    “What...the...fuck...was that?” I asked myself – I was also asking the unknown voice in my head.


    “HUGH DYING!”


    I first thought he said ‘You dying!’ And it sure felt like that; but no, he…it…was specific in his reference to Hugh. And like a wave crashing over a beach or an oversized offensive lineman crashing into a cornerback, it slammed into me. The whole entire fuck-fest slammed into me. The kid party. The getting sick. The screwing and sumptuous eating of Gina, my dad, a few other unlucky bastards. The most beautiful woman – nun or not – that I had ever encountered, and then Danielle. Had I saved her? Was she still alive? And then what; I saw two men, one a black man easily equal or better my size and a feisty wo...bitch shot me! THE BITCH SHOT ME! I’m fucking dead! But I wasn’t, not yet anyway. Close though.


    My mind was frying like in those sci-fi movies you watch after the hero’s ship has been slammed with some photon bombs or some shit and the lights are flickering and sparks are arcing wildly all over the place, everything is at a forty-five degree tilt and short-circuiting sounds are happening all over the place. Only this wasn’t some ship in deep outer space; this was my fucking mind. MY fucking mind…well…and Hugh’s I suppose. We were technically buddies now.


    “Woo-wee! Look at the size of that fucking zombie! Must have eaten a village, kind of like Clarence here,” I heard someone say. Might as well have been from the surface of the moon it was so far sounding away.


    “I hate clowns,” I heard a young female voice say. Even from the depths I was in I could tell there was a tremor in her voice.


    “Think it has still got its nose under that body somewhere? I really want it, kind of like a souvenir,” I think the original speaker said.


    “Don’t go near that thing, Tyler!” the girl shrieked. I wanted to eat her kidney just to make her shut up. Well, that and it sounded good.


    “Clarence, go check for a red nose,” Tyler said.


    “Fuck that. I’m not going near that thing,” Clarence stated.


    Hugh was able to slowly roll up our one good eye. Crusted blood had nearly caked it shut and actually helped to keep the action from being noticed. I was now looking at the world through rose-colored glasses – or more likely a thin film of blood.


    I was staring at a kid in his early twenties: skinny as a scarecrow and looked like a stiff breeze would take him for a ride. The girl was a few years younger. From the looks of her frame, she was related to the Straw Man.


    “EAT....SAVE!!!!” Hugh screamed. I initially thought it was so loud that our potential dinner guests would hear it and leave before we had a chance to get to know each other better.


    “Don’t move, Hugh!” I told him. “Do not move!”


    They needed to get closer. There wasn’t any way on God’s brown, disease-riddled world that I’d be able to catch them. I wasn’t even sure I could move my mouth if given the opportunity.


    Then hope surged (or is it sprang) eternal as – I assumed it was Clarence, the third of the party – came into view. He was huge! In the ‘I live in my momma’s basement and play Xbox 360, 24/7 kind of way.’ Or maybe Warcraft…whatever. He had enough nourishment on him to allow Hugh to fix ALL that ailed us.


    “Steady, Hugh,” I said, trying to calm us both down. If my heart could have taken it, it would have been slamming in my chest. He looked like a giant meat-and-blood-filled cupcake and I wanted to dive in face first.


    “Come closer, you fat bastard,” I hissed internally. I don’t think I had enough energy to push air over my vocal chords.


    “He smells like shit,” Clarence said, taking a step closer, then stopping.


    “Duh…look at his pants,” the girl said. “They’re filled with it.”


    “Come on, man, check his pockets. I want the nose, then we got to get back with these supplies,” Tyler told his large traveling companion.


    “Come on, Tyler, I’m not checking that thing.” Clarence’s voice quivered.


    “Listen, Clarence, Staid said I was in charge of this expedition. If I tell you to do something…you have to do it,” Tyler said with all of his Napoleon complex leaking through.


    “This is bullshit,” Clarence said as he approached. “Oh…gross, oh gross,” he said as he pulled his shirt up over his nose. By the way his eyes crinkled and watered up, I don’t think that was a very effective odor shield.


    “Tyler?” Clarence turned just as he got close.


    “Do it!” Tyler shouted, a twinkle of mischievous evil in his eye. He loved forcing the bigger kid to do his bidding, especially something as distasteful as this. I loved myself and I don’t think I would have approached me.


    Clarence pushed his rifle into my belly to see if he could get a reaction.


    “There’s a bullet hole in its fucking noggin, you dipshit. It’s dead, just get me the nose,” Tyler cajoled.


    Clarence prodded further with his rifle, not accepting his ‘friend’s’ less than accurate description on my state. It seems that word of my demise has been grossly exaggerated. When Clarence realized he wasn’t going to be able to roll me over with his rifle, he put it over his shoulder and reached down. The look of wretched terror and stomach quavering sickness dominated his features as he placed one hand on my shoulder and the other on my hip.


    He was so close that I could feel my saliva glands shooting jets of liquid in expectation of sliding his meaty parts down my gullet.


    “Zombies!” the girl shouted.


    Clarence and Tyler turned to follow her pointing back the way I had originally come. Clarence’s forearm was less than an inch from my mouth; I could smell the essence of him. It was like sweet ambrosia. I almost ended everything when I sent my tongue out. I licked the salty, iron taste from his skin.


    “What the fuck!” Clarence shrieked.


    Too late! My head was on the move. I bit hard, just catching a pinch-worthy piece of him in between my teeth. I tasted coppery blood and a bit of skin that wouldn’t have fed a hungry maggot.


    Tyler moved faster than I would have expected when he heard Clarence cry out. He whipped out the pistol he was wearing on his hip and, for the second time that day, I caught a bullet in my head. I couldn’t imagine anything being more painful than that as my head was slammed into the ground with the force of a sledgehammer.


    At the same time that was happening I have to go back to the science fiction description, I felt like I was being whipped through a tunnel much like when the starships go into that faster-than-light bullshit that scientists say is impossible. Back into blackness. It was peaceful and, even better, it was pain free. Maybe death wasn’t so bad.


    


    ***


    


    “Did he bite you?” Tyler was screaming the question at Clarence.


    “I...I don’t think so.” Clarence was looking at his hand. “I mean…he was dead, right? How could he have?”


    “I saw its fucking head move!” Tyler was almost shrieking hysterically.


    “Tyler, you have to shoot him,” Anne told her traveling companion.


    “Wait,” Clarence said, standing up. “I just caught its tooth with my sleeve, that’s all. I pulled his head…that’s it.”


    “Let me see your hand!” Anne asked.


    Clarence held out his hand.


    “He’s bleeding, Tyler. You have to shoot him,” Anne said coolly. “And then we gotta go.” Zombies were fast approaching.


    “Look, Tyler!” Clarence pleaded. “It’s a scratch. It’s not even a bite, you have to be bitten, man!”


    “Fuck. I’m not going to shoot you. But you can’t come back with us. If you’re still alive tomorrow I’ll come get you. Do not show up at the store or I’ll have to shoot you.”


    “Tyler, you can’t leave me out here, I’ll die!”


    “You’ll die if you follow us. Let’s go,” he said to Anne.


    Clarence started to follow. He didn’t know what else to do.


    “You stupid fuck,” Tyler said, turning and putting a bullet into the side of Clarence’s thigh.


    Clarence began to cry.


    “Go hide, you stupid fat fuck. If you live, I’ll come get you tomorrow!” Tyler shouted as he and Anne were in full retreat mode.


    Clarence turned to look behind him; the zombies were within a hundred yards and closing. He headed back to the convenience store they had been raiding. The door was still mostly intact and he thought he could barricade it enough to keep the zombies out. The problem now was going to be getting there before they did. The muscle in the thigh that had been shot was twitching spasmodically. He could no more control it than he could those stupid remote control helicopters they sold in the middle of the mall every Christmas season. For five years he had been duped into thinking that the new and improved design would allow him to fly it like a pilot. After an accumulated flying time of twenty-seven minutes, he was out close to three hundred dollars, two lamps, and an antique vase of his mother’s that he’d never fessed up to.


    He dragged his leg uselessly behind him and began to hyperventilate from the exertion. He had lost twenty pounds since the zombie apocalypse started, but he was easily still close to three hundred and fifty pounds and endurance had never been his strong point unless one were talking about his thumbs which were legendary as any opponent in Halo would attest to – if any of them were still alive.


    He hazarded a look behind him. The zombies had halved the distance and he still had a good fifty yards to go. At this point, he had a better chance of losing his virginity than of making sanctuary, and the closest living girl was about a quarter mile away by now.


    “I don’t want to die!” he huffed as he moved. His injured leg seized up, the spasms so crippling he was afraid to move it for fear that he would tear something. “I’m dead.”


    He had completely forgotten about the rifle on his back. He could hear the zombies closing in. He dared not look, he didn’t think he could take it if his last vision on earth was of a zombie biting through his neck.


    Clarence closed his eyes in preparation for his painful departure from earth. He wondered for a moment if he would be ‘reborn’ in another locale much like his characters in the video games. He didn’t have much true life reference to go on. He thought in school that one of his teachers had talked about reincarnation; maybe the teacher had gotten the idea from the games. It could be based on fact, he thought.


    He squealed in fear as a zombie came up behind him. The zombie was sniffing around his head, even licking his skin once. Another zombie got down by the bullet’s exit wound and was also sniffing excessively. Clarence was sniveling as he was surrounded by no less than seven zombies, all of them vying for a spot around him. They were in varying degrees of sniffing and smelling him, but none of them were biting him.


    What the hell? he thought. A long stain of urine flooded down the front of his sweat pants. That seemed to send the zombies around him into a sort of frenzy.


    Oh God, oh God!


    


    ***


    


    “What the fuck?” I put my imaginary hands up to my imaginary head. The world around me was in complete blackness. “Is this hell? I’m not impressed!” I shouted.


    I was figuring on brimstone, fire, lava flows, the screams of the damned, all of that. I started to think about the Devil. What the hell…it looked like I had time to kill. Was he truly a being of evil? I mean, hear me out. His job is obviously to torture and torment all of the sinners that the world has produced. Doesn’t that make him a saint? I mean, he’s paying back all the assholes on earth that never got their due. He’s the final hand of karma. I think the whole ‘falling out’ thing with God was just a story of convenience. God just really doesn’t like to get his hands dirty is what it comes down to. Tough to preach about love, kindness, and forgiveness while you’re pulling someone’s intestines out through their asshole. Hell of a visual.


    I bet God and the Devil meet every Saturday night and drink a little Sacramental wine. The Devil probably fills him in on the newest bunch of ass-wipes he’s received and what he plans on doing with them. At least that’s my take on it. Maybe God lives vicariously through the Devil. Wouldn’t that be something?


    “Hey! Let’s get this show on the road!” I shouted again.


    “Who’s that?” rang out.


    I tilted my hallucinatory head. “Hugh?” I asked cautiously. It couldn’t be Satan unless he was scared of meeting me. I know I’m an asshole and I’ll have my fair allotment of things to atone for, but there were far worse monsters that roamed the world.


    “Who the fuck is Hugh?” the voice asked again.


    “Who the fuck are you?” I shouted. “This is my death, don’t ruin it for me!”


    “I’m...I’m Clarence,” he responded, the trembling in his voice making the words difficult to understand.


    “The fat fuck?” I asked. “What are you doing in me?”


    “In you? You’re in me,” he answered. I began to feel quaking in body parts.


    “HUGH!” I screamed.


    “Who-who’s Hugh?” he repeated. I was pretty certain he was crying.


    “It’s someone that has a shitload of explaining to do.”


    “W-w-who...who are you?”


    “Please tell me you’re not a stutterer, I can’t take those Porky Pig sounding idiots.”


    “Tyler!” he shouted.


    “Not sure what’s going on yet, kid, but I can guarantee you Tyler’s not going to be able to help you.”


    “Oh God,” he wailed.


    “Him either by the way.”


    He was blubbering. I could feel his gelatinous stomach bobbing up and down.


    “Am I dead?” he asked.


    “I was wondering the same thing…about me, of course. But unless I’m completely off the mark, you’re not and neither am I. Although I can pretty much assure you that you’re going to wish you were before this is over,” I said as I laughed.


    I’m not going to get all technical because, first off, I can’t; but I’m thinking that Hugh pulled us into this new meat bag. He didn’t eat the fat fuck because nothing short of a Lazarus event was going to get me off the ground, so he transferred his virus into Clarence, but that didn’t explain my consciousness. How could that be transferred by a bite? Are we now that intermingled that we’re indistinguishable from each other? Are we one in the same? And then reality slammed into me: if I was corporeal I would have fallen over. The body that had housed me was dead – MY BODY WAS DEAD. I loved my body!


    “Hey, fat fuck!” I shouted.


    “Clarence,” he blubbered.


    “Whatever. Are your eyes closed?”


    He sniffed. “Ye-yes.”


    “Open them, dummy.”


    “Zombies all over the place. I don’t want to see them.”


    “Open your eyes! Or I’ll shove your brains out your nose!” Idle threat I think, but it scared the hell out of Clarence. Light flooded in as his eyes took in the stark ugliness of the world. “Turn around.”


    He was much more pliant. From this vantage point I could see my shoes. “Look lower.”


    He immediately panned to his own feet.


    “You’re an idiot. Look at the perfect beast BY your feet.”


    He hesitated.


    “Squish squish, tardo. Do it!” My heart – if I had one – would have stopped. I was looking down on myself and I looked like shit. I mean, even more so than a dead guy should, but it was still me. I had one missing eye and two bullet holes in my head. I was covered in filth and…oh shit! I just remembered that I had even lost my penis. That is not something easily forgotten about or gotten over. I was truly going to miss myself.


    “Hey, Maurice!”


    “Clarence.”


    “Whatever.”


    “Let me see your dick.”


    “What?”


    “Hey listen I’m not into guys or anything, but I figure since we’re now in this together I might as well see what we’re packing.”


    “There’re zombies around!” he wailed.


    “I didn’t say pull it out and play with it. I just want to see it. I lost mine in an unfortunate hunting accident and it’s kind of nice to know I have one again.”


    “It’s mine!” he said fiercely.


    “We’ll see.”


    His head swiveled down as he first spent some practiced time shifting the enormity of his stomach around and then pulled the elastic of his waistband out.


    “Tightie whities? Really? Nobody wears those things anymore. And from the looks of them, doesn’t look like you’ve cleaned them very often.”


    “I was scared,” he replied.


    “Pull the band further. I can’t see anything down there. What’s it doing, hiding? That’s it?” I told him as he grasped it in his thumb and forefinger. “I’ve seen bigger cocktail weenies.”


    “Who the hell are you!” he screamed indignantly.


    Funny, I thought, guy was a heartbeat away from crapping himself from fear, but question his manhood and he was a half a step away from becoming Rambo.


    “Calm down, Diggler. I’m sure the women folk found you...adequate.”


    He paused. I figured he would retort with ‘Damn straight’ or something equally as inane. Still nothing. “Whoa…wait, the zombie apocalypse comes and you’re STILL a virgin? Why didn’t you screw that little honey you came out here with?”


    “STOP!” he screamed. “SHE’S SPECIAL!”


    “Oh, you have a hard on for her, don’t you? Not that she’d be able to tell, mind you, but you’ve got something for her! We can fix all of this!” I told him with glee.


    “Please don’t hurt her.”


    “We are going to have so much fun together,” I told him.


    


    ***


    


    The problem right now was I didn’t know how I was going to accomplish anything. All I knew was that I was just a voice in this guy’s head. I couldn’t make him do anything. I mean, at least in the traditional ‘I control him’ sense. I was pretty sure indirectly I could make him do almost anything, like a puppet. But I don’t want to be a puppet master. I want to run the whole show.


    And then it kind of hit me. Clarisse here wasn’t quite a zombie yet. Yeah, the virus, germ, worm, whatever Hugh is, was in him and even now probably gaining momentum. Building up and overwhelming his immune system. Sure, when he became a zombie, me and Hugh would become a team again! Happy Days!


    “Hey, Clarisse!” I shouted.


    “It’s Clarence!” he shouted out.


    “How you feeling?” I asked him.


    “Why?” he asked cautiously.


    “Hey…listen, man, we’re in this together now. I just want to see how you’re doing.”


    “I feel fine mostly except for this crazy fucking voice in my head, and where that zombie’s tooth snagged me is stinging like a bitch. Can you just tell me who you are?”


    “I’m the zombie that bit you.”


    He cried out. “I wasn’t bitten!”


    “I beg to differ.”


    “Why are you in me?”


    “Well, that part I’m not too sure of. Hugh did something.”


    “Who’s Hugh?”


    “No wonder why you never got laid. You talk too much. You’re giving me a fucking headache and I don’t even have a head. Alright, I’m going to run through this with you. I was a powerful CEO of a Fortune 500 company (what’s he going to do? Fact check me?) My hot-ass wife was having a birthday party for our daughter. She was a protégé, pianist. (I hoped that was the right word). Anyway, one of the little brats at the party was sick and bit me, must have had the zombie virus in him. I don’t know if he was trying to eat me or not, but I threw him across the room to get him away from me. At that point the party was over and the little fuck-faces went home.”


    “I can see you’re a kid person,” Clarence interjected.


    “That’s what my wife says. I love the little pukes. They’re like little sweet meat treats. Ju-veal-niles! Man I crack myself up. Tough to catch, though.”


    I could hear Clarence retching as he thought about me eating children.


    “Hey, I didn’t always eat them!” I shouted indignantly. “The kid turned me into a zombie.”


    “Wait! You’re a zombie? Zombies think?”


    “I’m getting to that if you would just shut up. The zombie is really a virus or something. It has a consciousness, sort of. Pretty rudimentary, really only concerned with eating for the most part. He…it…came after me when it was taking me over. I thought I was going insane.”


    “You sure you weren’t already? You sound plenty insane to me,” Clarence whimpered.


    “Hey, man, you weren’t there. I was huddled in my mind, much like I’m huddled in yours right now, and I could hear him coming for me. I fought with everything that I was to hold onto my...self, I guess. Me and Hugh.”


    “Hugh?”


    “I named him.”


    “You named the zombie?”


    “I named the thing that made the zombie. Anyway, me and Hugh came to an agreement. He would stop trying to kill me and I would help him in his quest.”


    “You mean to eat? You help the zombie to eat?”


    I thought about it. “Yeah, that’s pretty much it.”


    “How could you? You’re killing innocent people.”


    “Listen, Clarinet, this thing took over my body. I couldn’t do shit except watch. I watched as he ate my date.”


    “You said you were married.”


    “I get around. Then I watched as it ate my dad.”


    “Your dad?”


    “Don’t worry, he was an asshole. And after he was finished with him we were stuck in my apartment with nothing to eat. Hugh was screaming bloody murder and we were SO hungry. Stupid shit couldn’t even open a door.”


    “How’d you get out then?”


    “I opened the door for him.”


    “You let that monster loose on the world?” Clarence asked as he looked down on my used up body.


    “What choice did I have? He was locked in the apartment and I was locked in my own damn head. He was driving me insane with his moaning for food. I told him to give me control of my hand back and I opened the door so he could feed.”


    “And that’s it?”


    “Hell no. He was still stupider than dirt. He kept finding ways to get himself shot. I promised him food if he let me direct the ship.”


    “You’re sick!” Clarence screamed.


    “DON’T YOU JUDGE ME! He was in MY body. If he got shot…I got shot. And you know what? I didn’t want to get fucking shot, plain and simple.”


    “So you valued your life over all others?”


    “Sure I did. Who’s more important to me, than me? That’s a stupid friggin’ question.”


    There was an uneasy silence between us. I didn’t like having my morals (or lack thereof) challenged, and I would imagine Claude didn’t like being pregnant with me. Another case of unplanned childhood. A little protection goes a long way.


    Chlamydia hadn’t moved in a while. We were still pretty much in the same place we had met. Sometimes he would look at the sky, sometimes in the direction his sweetheart had gone. Every blue moon or so he would glance over at my prone form and shudder. But he didn’t move, not much anyway. Sometimes he would get down on his haunches and that would be about it.


    “What are you doing? Why don’t you go find a nudie magazine that we can look through at least?”


    “I don’t feel so good,” he answered right before he leaned over and puked.


    “What did you eat? Borscht?” I asked him as I looked at the voluminous jets of bile being spewed on the ground.


    I thought I was being witty. He sounded pissed when he told me to fuck off. On second thought, as I gazed upon his pool of mouth refuse, it looked like that shit they eat in New Orleans. What’s that crap? Jambalaya? All that is, is some poor country shit, that some barefoot, toothless hag was ripping through her bare cupboards and put all the crap in a big stew pot that hadn’t been eaten yet, and when her fat beer bellied husband came home from putting his drink on, he asked what that shit was his old lady had put on the table, and she came up with that name on the spot. I mean, pretty fucking industrious of her, but a turd is still a turd even if you call it a ham. So, yeah, that’s what Clambake’s puke looked like.


    “My head is killing me,” Clarence said as he dropped to his knees.


    I started singing the Battle Hymn of the Republic as loud as I could. He didn’t appreciate my humor.


    “Oh, God, please let it stop,” he said as he got into the fetal position.


    I was once again bathed in darkness as he clamped his eyes shut. I’d been to this rodeo before. Me and Hugh went way back, but I wasn’t sure who was in here with us. I started to prepare my zombie fallout shelter.


    “Dipwad! Hey, dipwad!”


    “Shut up, just shut up. I need some sleep,” he sniveled.


    “I figure you’ve got another hour or so as a human, then my buddy Hugh is going to come along. At that point he’s pretty much going to destroy you.”


    “W-what?”


    “Not the stuttering shit again. Have you not listened to anything I’ve said?”


    “I don’t want to die!”


    “You can’t stop from becoming a zombie.”


    He started to heave again, maybe from being sick or maybe from the oncoming realization. Who really gives a shit.


    “You can save yourself, though,” I continued. Why did I care? That was the interesting part. I told him about considering himself a person within his own mind and how he needed to build the deepest darkest void within himself. He needed to become his own personal black hole. I could ‘hear’ him rooting around inside his mind; he sounded more like a hippo running around a bubble wrap factory. He was hurting my ears, but even through his loud fumblings I heard something else, something much more insidious. It was the wrigglings of what I considered worms. They were coming…and by the millions.


    “They’re coming,” I said softly. Just as I shut my ‘hatch’ I heard Clementine ask what he should do. I told him ‘survive.’ And then I sat back in utter blackness and solitude. It was as good a time as any to reflect on my life and see how long I was going to have to pay the Piper for my penance. Oh the joys of growing up Catholic; glad I wasn’t saddled with all that guilt they try to push.


    I killed someone when I was seventeen. Did he have it coming? I guess maybe he did, he shouldn’t have intercepted the ball. It was the State Championship game we had gone undefeated the entire season. Then our idiot quarterback gets into a car accident two days before the game, breaks two ribs and his wrist on his non-throwing arm. I told the pussy he should still play.


    The coach didn’t agree. We end up with our greener-than-Ireland freshman quarterback. Idiot could barely hand off without fumbling. We were down 14-12 late in the fourth quarter and we were driving – no thanks to the QB. After I got called for a penalty (tripping) we found ourselves at third down and long. It had to be a pass, we knew it, and they knew it. Our QB hadn’t thrown anything past the line of scrimmage the entire night. We were screwed.


    Fitzgerald, the QB was lined up in the shotgun, Dunnehy, the center, snapped him the ball, and then we did what we’d been doing all season long, we protected the glory boy quarterback. I looked over to make sure the back judge was looking elsewhere and I gave my blocking responsibility a hard nut shot. My fist slammed off his cup and into his – I’m sure – beloved jewels. I laughed as I heard his sideline screaming for a penalty. Fitzie was still dancing around the pocket like he was in a dance marathon.


    “Throw the fucking thing!” I yelled at him.


    The blocking had collapsed on his right-hand side and he was about to be planted into the ground. Well, he let it go; a shot duck would have had a better flight pattern. The ball wobbled like a fat girl’s tits on a treadmill. It was not pretty. The defense was eyeing the prize and it was not difficult to see what was going to happen here. I started to run down to where the ball was eventually going to land. The cornerback for the other team, Lajohn Wilson, made the fateful decision to out jump the competition and pull that ball out of the air.


    His feet hit the turf and he was off to the races. He avoided being tackled by the wide receiver and juked his way out of the path of our running back. That, however, brought him my way. I don’t know if he thought he could get past me or if he was so focused on the end zone he missed me. But I caught the little bastard flush on, my arms hit him in the chest, I grabbed his jersey as I lowered my head, my helmet coming into hard contact with his own. I would later tell people that he must have broken his neck when I drove him into the ground. But no, it happened from that collision. The sound was so loud, so intense, it sounded like I had taken my helmet and dropped it off a ten-story building – that at least covered up the sound of his neck snapping. I watched his eyes, though, mostly because we were face mask to face mask and there wasn’t much else I could look at. But he knew when his neck snapped. I mean, his eyes got this wild glaze of panic. That’s really the best way I could describe it. He knew something terrible had just happened to his body, but his mind had yet to realize the scope and breadth of it.


    I made sure that my forearm crushed down on his throat as I landed on him. The fucker should have just swatted the ball down, not try to make himself the hero in MY championship game. I felt something move to the side as I brought my entire 250-plus pounds down on his windpipe. He started gagging for air, and he couldn’t even signal anyone to come over and help him. He had completely forgotten about the pigskin at some point when his neck became disconnected from his spine. I’m not initially sure whose hands got on it, but it was our running back that finally picked it up and ran the subsequent winning points into the end zone.


    “Please,” the cornerback said to me as I took my time getting up off of him. But hey, I’m a good sport if nothing else. I grabbed his hand in mine to pull him up. His head flopped back like a broken bobble head doll. Both sets of fans gasped. I thought to drop him back down quickly, but since all eyes were now on me, I put him down gently and waved over to the sidelines. That was pretty much a wasted gesture as the trainers from both sidelines were already rushing in. I walked away and congratulated our running back, while both teams were taking a knee as the injured player was being cared for.


    “Dude, get down, man,” Henderson the running back was saying to me. “That guy’s hurt.”


    “I just wanted to say great touchdown, man!” I was all smiles as I came over.


    “What happened to him?” Henderson asked as I got down on a knee next to him.


    “He ran into the Tim Train. It didn’t work out so well for him.”


    “Is he going to be alright?”


    “Do I look like I give a shit? We’re winning.”


    “There’s more to football than winning,” he told me in all seriousness.


    “You’re full of shit, right?”


    He got up to get a better view. The ambulance came onto the field and finally, after a half an hour, they got his broken ass off the field so we could finish the game. The coaches wanted to suspend the game indefinitely but decided they would honor the cornerback by playing. Basically their rationale for continuing when common courtesy says they probably shouldn’t, thereby disproving my stupid running back’s earlier remarks. It IS all about winning.


    We ended up winning the game; the other team had just completely lost the will to play. That didn’t stop me from hurting another kid. He should have been paying more attention, not my fault his brother was in the hospital. Oh shit…yeah it was! I was smiling. Well now they can be roomies. Broken collarbone was infinitely better than snapped neck though.


    A week later I was forced by my coach into visiting the vegetable, good PR or some bullshit. The newspaper was going to be there and it would look good for my college career. I went. The kid had one of those huge contraptions attached to his head, the kind with the screws drilled into his skull, it looked painful. His eyes shifted as I came in. A dawn of recognition twisted his features into a mask of hatred.


    “What the fuck are you doing here?” he asked.


    “Came to see how you were doing. Although I don’t really give two shits. I’m waiting for the newspaper to show up, they take a picture and then I’m going to do something you can’t.” He didn’t bite. “Walk out,” I told him.


    “Docs said if you hadn’t moved me, I might have been able to walk.”


    “Sucks for you.”


    “I’m going to sue.”


    “Over an injury on a football field? Good luck. Even if you won, what do you think I have? My mom and I live in a shitty little apartment, my car is older than I am, and my bank account is in the single digits.”


    He was crying.


    The reporter took that awkward time to walk in. He thought the tears were something akin to joy at my heartfelt apology. He took our picture. I was smiling as I grasped the limp and lifeless hand of whatever his name was. He died while I was in college of some sort of complications arising from his injury. Nothing ever happened about the lawsuit – not that I was overly concerned to begin with. So that was technically my first murder, and really my only one. I couldn’t be held accountable for all the ones that I had done as a zombie, right? I can’t imagine I’d spend all that much time in Hell for one indirect murder. I was feeling pretty good about it when I once again felt the familiar unease as Hugh began to pry around the edges of my internal fortress. He knew something was there, he just didn’t know what or how to get around it.
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    CHAPTER TWO


    


    Then the screaming began, stupid Clambake was shrieking off into the far reaches of his brain with Hugh in close pursuit. Did I care? Not really, had never been much of a people person. More of a people parts person, I enjoyed the hands of anybody that was handing me something I needed or wanted…and pussies. The rest of it was wasted matter as far as I was concerned. With that being said, I wasn’t quite done with Clandestine just yet.


    “Hugh!” I screamed, coming out of my hidey-hole. I felt him stop short, clearly confused with the encountering of two conscious entities. But that didn’t stop him, he was now in full on attack mode. “Hugh!” I screamed again. “Remember me? We’re friends!”


    Were we though? We definitely had a symbiotic relationship; we kept each other alive. Had I made a tactical error by showing myself? How much would Hugh remember? My guess was that our relationship was housed in the memory banks of the body that lay at our feet. That was the master computer, so to speak. Me and Hugh were now what had fit on a pin drive before we moved into our new pc. I’d like to say it was an upgrade, but I’d seen his dick.


    “Hugh, buddy, it’s me!” I told him, giving him the signals – I was upraising my hands.


    I could feel him rippling through Clodhopper’s head. Clod moaned as Hugh did so.


    “What’s it doing?” Clarence wailed.


    “Shut up and be still for a minute or we’re both going to be in trouble. And I will hurt you bad if you fuck this up for me.”


    Clarence was quaking, again, something not so new and unusual.


    Hugh wasn’t a thinker to begin with; damn near made me look like Socrates. And this new curve might take him a minute to wade through, if at all. It was okay; I had nowhere else to go. And if negotiations didn’t go well, I knew how to make him see reason. (Funny, I assumed Hugh was a ‘he’ when the more likely scenario was it was female. What else could insidiously crawl into your head and mind-fuck you? Female, for sure. I wonder how it would feel about the name Hughette?


    Hugh was moving in closer even as he was trying to understand what was happening. He was smart in that regard.


    “We’ve done this before, Hugh. Are you sure you want to do this again?” And then inspiration hit, I knew his weak spot. “The sooner we move past this point the sooner we can eat.” Well that was the hot button.


    “EEAAAAAAAAAAATTTTTTTTTTT!!” Hugh roared. It was pretty frickin’ loud in the confines of our enclosure. “Hungry!!” he bellowed again.


    “Who’s hungry?” I asked, tempting fate. I’d had time to think about this since our first go around. Was Hugh self-aware? Predators were always smarter than prey, it was just a matter of skill sets needed. What the fuck does a gazelle have to do but graze and run for its life? That’s about it. The lion has to plan, coordinate, stalk, and defend. Sort of the same with women. What do they have to do? Eat and fuck and…oh yeah…shop. Doesn’t take a big brain for that. Us men, well you have no idea the amount of planning it takes to get into a woman’s pants. Don’t let anyone tell you it isn’t a hunt.


    “I am hungry!” he bellowed.


    We were making headway.


    “Who are you?” I prodded.


    It was long torturous moments before he spoke again. And still he advanced cautiously, stalking his prey, but I wasn’t a stupid grazer. He’d be in for a hell of a fight if he kept coming.


    “Hugh, keep prodding that wormy brain of yours before you attack!” He was getting closer. “Just because they say ‘history repeats itself’ doesn’t mean we have to.” I started hastily erecting barriers.


    Clapboard’s mind began to quake as Hugh nestled himself into every aspect of it. He was taking hold, more like deep-rooting himself really. “I am Hugh!” he grumbled.


    “That’s my boy!” I clapped. “And who am I?” I asked.


    He was searching through Clarence’s head for the proper vocabulary. “Other?” Hugh spoke.


    “NO! Not other!” I yelled at him. ‘Other’ equated to ‘bad’ in Hugh’s world.


    If Clarence had gears in his head they would be spinning.


    “Feed me!” Hugh beckoned. “Feed me, Timothy!!!”


    “Now we’re cooking with hot entrails!” I told him. “Same game?” I asked.


    The long whirring of his brain processing the request and then I clearly saw the symbol for question.


    “I find us food and you keep the house in order,” I told him. The question mark changed to an approving nod.


    This time I clapped real hands as Hugh released the reigns. I was back in business. Fuckers beware!!!


    “W-w-what’s happening?” Clarisse asked shrilly.


    Me and Hugh might have an understanding, but that in no way included Claustrophobia. Hugh was in full on pursuit of the invader, which was actually a strange way of looking at it because, technically, Hugh was the invader. But since the house was now his, I guess that was how he processed it.


    “Hugh, I’d like to keep Other for a while,” I told him.


    “Other bad!” he retorted.


    “This one not so much. He’s more of a pasty fuck, and he has the added bonus of knowing where a bunch of food is located.”


    “FOOD!” Hugh cried excitedly.


    Plus I wanted to tell him that he made about as much titillating conversation as some of the passed out chicks I’d banged. Not that it truly mattered, because I was comfortable being in my own skin. Then I laughed. I mean internally and externally as I thought of my joke.


    I reached into the pouch attached to Clarence’s right leg. I pulled out what I had hoped it was. I leaned down to my body, and went to work.


    “What the fuck are you doing?” Clarence was screaming from some point behind me. I could hear him retching and gagging, which was followed immediately by silence. My ministrations on my old body had caused him to pass out. Right now that was preferred.


    “Eat now?” Hugh asked almost begging.


    “Soon, my friend. Just have to take care of a couple of things. You should tend to our thigh wound.”


    ‘A couple of things’ took a little longer than I had expected, but doesn’t everything worth doing and doing right take longer? I had to appease Hugh only once--found a drugged out teenager hiding behind a stack of milk crates in the little convenience store. I was more than a little pissed that he was so stoned he really didn’t even know I was eating him alive until I started chewing through his femur. That got his attention pretty quick though.


    I ripped through his jeans and his thigh easily enough. The long, thick muscle was vibrant in color and texture as I chewed through it. I’m not sure what Hugh does to enhance human teeth the way he does, but when I saw that stoner’s leg bone, I knew I had to have it. Screw the dental work. There wasn’t a dog on the planet that had salivated more looking at that pristine bone with meat still on it! I cracked it open on my first bite. The stoner jerked and came up from whatever world he had retreated to.


    I dropped one meaty paw over his head pushing him down as I tore through his extremity. He was convulsing as I completely chewed through. I stood up, ripping his leg off. I was now in possession of one giant-sized turkey leg, and I was going to savor it. Stoner’s eyes were huge as he watched me eat his now-severed appendage.


    “Why are you doing this to me?” he asked, raising his arms weakly.


    “Because you’re so damned tasty,” I told him, tearing through the meniscus that surrounded his knee.


    My voice came out entirely too high-pitched. That wasn’t going to do, not at all. I wouldn’t be taken seriously with a treble little bitch-voice like that. No wonder Clarence was a virgin, well…that and his stupid name. Did his parents think it was still 1926?


    “Hugh, need a little help,” I told him as a tore off a bloody strip of calf muscle. Stoner was passing out. “Hold that thought,” I told him. I liked my meat – I mean Hugh liked his meat – warm. I had some eating to do before business or pleasure; it really was just a matter of perspective.


    


    ***


    


    “Ah you’re awake,” I said to Clarence as I felt him begin to stir.


    “This isn’t a dream?” he begged.


    “‘Fraid not,” I told him. “I’ve got a surprise for you.”


    I could sense a small sort of hope surging in Clarence, maybe he thought we decided we didn’t like taking up residency in his body and were even now planning on leaving.


    “Look out your eyes,” I told him, smiling.


    Clarence did. I’ll give him this; it took him a few seconds longer to start screaming than I thought it would. I don’t truly know what it takes to classify a man as insane, but I’ve got to believe Clarence crossed that bridge that night and I was proud to have driven him there.
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    CHAPTER THREE


    


    Clarence had passed out as he watched me take his hunter’s knife and carefully begin to cut my old face off. I sliced from in front of each ear and down under my chin and completed the oval by cutting midway on my forehead. I cut deep enough so that I could begin to pull the flap of forehead down, I was careful not to slice through the thin viscous material. It was adhered a lot better than I had figured. It got a little dicey around the thin skin surrounding my eyes and nose, the tip of the knife blade came out once on the bridge, nothing a little pancake make-up couldn’t hide. By the time I started to cut my lips off I had worked up a sweat and an appetite; it was another five minutes before I was able to peel my face completely off.


    After finishing the stoner, I scoured the store until I found what I needed. A heavy needle and some even heavier thread. I lit a few candles and headed into the small bathroom, thankful that they had a real mirror and not one of those shiny reflective pieces of metal that really only allowed you to know that you were staring at yourself without any definition whatsoever.


    I positioned my old face over pasty boy’s dough-ish features. It was going to be a tough fit. My face was longer and much more angular than Clarence’s Twinkie-inspired rendition.


    “We can make this work,” I said aloud as I slogged the wet piece of facial meat around. I started with the forehead first, it took a few minutes to work out the mechanics of sewing a face on, but within a few minutes I was on a roll. By the time I was done, I had taken on a reasonable facsimile of my former self. Maybe like if you took a piece of paper and faxed it back and forth twenty or thirty times; the edges are blurred and some of the text is unreadable and canted at odd angles to the rest of the prose, but still a reasonable facsimile. That’s what I had.


    I was careful as I sewed around my eyes, Hugh had shown he could only repair so much and I was already having him work on a few things. The more I taxed him the sooner he would want to eat, and I really wanted to have this on so I could surprise my new roomie.


    


    ***


    


    “What have you done?” Clarence finally sputtered after about twenty minutes of body-racking sobs.


    “Making some improvements. If I’m going to live here I want to be comfortable. You know…in my own skin and all.” I laughed at my rapier wit. “Now we need to work on some proper clothes.”


    “Oh please let me be.”


    “You’re kidding, right? We’re just getting started. Me and you are going to be best buds, at least until I kill you. I guess at that point all bets are off.”


    Hungry, reverberated throughout our shared skull.


    “What is going on? Am I insane?”


    “No padded rooms for you, Clarence,” I told him. “That’s Hugh.”


    “Who the fuck is Hugh?”


    “Well I don’t want to get all philosophical on you, but Hugh is pretty much you now. Well, at least as far as your body anyway. He’s the zombie virus.”


    “I’m a zombie? But I’m still me?”


    “Not so much, Clarence. Try to move your arm. Better yet, here’s a visual that will drive you even further down the road of lunacy. This one almost broke my spirit.” I concentrated hard to make Clarence’s nuts – well, my nuts now – itchy. I mean ‘on fire’ itchy; the kind where you don’t care if you’re in the middle of Macy’s during Christmas and just need to shove your hand down the front of your pants and go to town. Women won’t understand this, but it might just be singularly the most irritating thing a man can experience besides a woman talking about her day.


    I could feel Clarence’s meager consciousness beginning to squirm. He was searching for any means possible by which to move a body part, even attempting to thrust his hips so he could have his underwear rub up against his balls…anything.


    It was actually starting to get to me.


    “Please.”


    “I was going to make you suffer a little longer, but it’s hurting me just as much.” I reached down and quenched the fire. We shared a moment as we both sighed in relief. “This doesn’t make us friends,” I told him. “Wish I could sew my old dick on, probably can’t even take a proper piss out of this thing. I’ve used bigger straws. What do you have? What’s the thing called? Oh yeah micro-penis. That’s it.”


    “Go fuck yourself.”


    “I’d never even know it with this thing,” I said, squeezing his junk. I thought about rupturing his balls for the fun of it, but they were mine now, might as well hold on to them.


    Hungry, surged through us again.


    “Fuck, Hugh, you’ve been in two bodies now. You’d think you’d have picked up a little more vocabulary than that. Let me just clean up a little.” I washed as much of the grisly material off my face as I could. Blood, flesh, and muscle leaked from around the edges of my knitting job. I asked Hugh to see what he could do about that, and I promised him I would find us some dinner.


    “Where are we going?” Clarence asked.


    “Hunting,” I told him. “So shut up.”


    “Hunting for what?” He was quivering.


    “A zombie owns this body, me and you are just along for the ride. What do you think we’re going hunting for?”


    “I…we can’t!”


    “I can and we are. You have no idea how bad Hugh can get if we don’t. Now let me concentrate, it’s not easy moving a body like this. It’s almost like using a remote control, and you’re wiring is a little different, so I need to learn the controls.”


    “You said this Hugh was the zombie. Why are you doing this? What could possibly be your motivation?”


    “You know, Dumpy, not all of us got to live in our parent’s basement wolfing down fucking cupcakes. It’s called survival and I want to live. If I don’t make Hugh move right, he’d gladly walk into a hail of bullets looking for food.”


    “Death would be better,” Clarence said softly.


    “You don’t know anything!” I roared. “Nothing is worse than death!” I didn’t tell him my fears that quite possibly I would have to pay somewhat for my past transgressions. He didn’t need to know that. “Listen, you little weasel. I have my own conscience; I don’t need you throwing your nickel-and-a-half’s worth into the fray. Do you understand me?”


    “Why don’t you just kill me?”


    “You don’t know yet? I mean you’ve kind of seen the extent of Hugh’s dialog, but that’s really alright because I like myself just fine. I’m keeping you around because you apparently know where a safe house is.”


    “No!” Images of Tyler’s sister flashed in front of me.


    “And oh yeah, we have some unfinished business. I want to get you laid before you die. Hardly seems right, a man dying before he dips his wick. Huh, who knew that was a literal meaning,” I said, referring to his size.


    “I will never show you the way!” he said defiantly.


    “Yeah you will. Let’s get something to eat. I’m kind of hungry, too.”


    I realized this was not going to be a particularly easy venture as I walked out of the convenience store. The town looked deserted; I’d seen more people at churches in Sin City –Las Vegas.


    Then a stroke of pure genius struck. I started checking cars along the roadway, most were parked forever. Some had keys in them for when the unlucky soul had to evacuate on foot, most of them had finally ceased to run as the fuel supply ran out. I could get gas, but by the time I did all that, Hugh would be wailing incessantly and I wasn’t ready for that.


    It was about the tenth or so car I came across that the person vacating had the common courtesy to shut it off before they left screaming into the night to either live or die depending on their actions.


    “What’s in front of the vehicle?” Clarence asked just as I was about to sit down and see if she would start.


    “Who cares?” I grumbled. Hugh was beginning to get cranky and it was overflowing into my emotions.


    “There’s something there…someone, I think. We should help them,” Clarence said emphatically.


    Oh I’d help myself to them alright. This would make my job a lot easier if I had the good fortune of stumbling upon somebody right about now. I dragged my heft out of the car and quickly strode to the front. It was there that I found out why the mini-van had never left, dad had junior wrapped in what was left of his arms. It looked a lot like a skeleton holding onto a teddy bear. I moved dad’s arms hoping I could snack on a little something, I carefully unwrapped the blue blanket, my mouth was watering thinking about the fat little dumpling. And it was moving. I almost did a happy dance.


    I pulled free the last of the swaddling. The thing underneath was nearly as blue as its wrappings.


    “Fucking zombie,” I said as I swung it by its legs and let it fly, much like an Olympic hammer toss. The zombie baby arced and finally came down on its head about thirty yards away. Even from this distance I could hear its head explode like a firecracker-laden egg, it skidded a few feet further, stopping as it hit a street sign. It was a ‘dead end’!


    Clarence was dry heaving. I was laughing at him but saddened at the loss of a meal. It was a bittersweet moment for me.


    “How could you?”


    “It was a zombie. What did you want me to do? Take it home and suckle it?”


    He was crying in the background as I reentered the minivan. It started on the second crank, it didn’t necessarily have a throaty roar, but it was pretty loud in the natural quietness of a world not burdened with man.


    I pulled away, driving slowly. I was trolling for food. Thankful that the day was short and the night sky was beginning to take hold. I knew I looked good, but the more squeamish humans left might not see it that way.


    It didn’t take long for my food to find me. I was moving through a business district when I heard faint cries. Sounded like ‘help me’ but could have just as easily been ‘kiss my ass and die.’


    I stopped the car trying to figure out where the cries were coming from – the small buildings were echoing and channeling the screams. Then I saw a woman round the corner of a building about two hundred yards up and over to my left. Two men were in hot pursuit of her, I could tell they were men by their movements. I loved this new world; it brought out the worst in all of us. Maybe I would fight them off so I could get some first. Shit, I didn’t want sloppy thirds. She looked good enough from this distance, but pencil dick couldn’t be a chooser; his time was limited and I did promise to get him some before I offed him.


    One of the men had a crowbar. The other looked like he had a bat and the woman…wait. I sat up. She was carrying a gun. Why didn’t she just turn around and blow them away? Unless she didn’t have any ammo...and then the true picture formed, as a horde of zombies appeared chasing the trio.


    “They’re together,” I said aloud.


    It would make things a little trickier but manageable. Clarence might be fat, but he was strong. His muscles needed to be, to carry the added girth. The woman was frantically waving at me to drive up to meet them. I idled where I was. I was thinking that the salty sweat they produced would add a nice flavor to the meat. I almost rubbed my hands together in anticipation. And no matter what the anti-meat proponents say, adrenaline created in fear adds a sweet tang as you get deeper into the tissue.


    “Run, my little pretties.” And they did. The setting sun was to my back and the headlights were on, I figure there was not much chance of my guise being spotted. I stepped out of the car and urged them on. “Come on!” I shouted waving my arm in an exaggerated gesture.


    “Run away!” Clarence screamed.


    I had not realized it had come out of my mouth until the woman’s steps faltered. But where else was she going to go? Add to that, she probably thought I was talking about her present situation…not the worse one she was about to find herself in.


    “You fucking do that again and our deal is off. I’ll let Hugh do to you whatever it is Hugh does,” I cursed silently.


    Clarence shut up—he knew that was no idle threat. The woman got into the range of the headlights. She lost some of the pretty she had from a distance; she was somewhere in her forties, a little older than I liked them, but she had a body of a woman half her age. She looked like one of them uptight office overachievers. All business and dollars and cents and when she got home after her three hour marathon sessions on her treadmill, she probably fucked her husband with a strap-on while he sucked his thumb. I knew her kind, had two at the office I worked at, walking around in their power suits, hiring and firing people like they were gods.


    “Thank...thank you,” she said breathlessly as she got close. Her head was down, she was breathing hard like she was an asthmatic that couldn’t find her inhaler.


    “Get in.”


    “Wait for Dan and Pete,” she told me.


    “Wouldn’t dream of leaving without them.”


    She paused again. I could see her hand tighten its grip on the pistol. I was fairly certain it had no rounds. Her fear of the zombies far outweighed any trepidation she may have had in regards to me. She did, however, go in the sliding door so that she was in the back and not seated next to me.


    “Come on! You’re about to be zombie food!” I told the two men who looked like warehouse workers in their blue duds and extended bellies of the working middle class everywhere. The two added another gear to their pathetic pace not realizing what I had truly meant by my words. They were keeping me waiting.


    “Thanks,” the first said, not even looking up at me, his head bowed in an exertion he hadn’t felt since high school was my guess.


    “Get in,” I directed him to my meals on wheels van.


    The next man was within ten yards and the zombies behind him were within teeth gnashing distance.


    “Hugh, we’re about to lose our lunch,” I told my buddy. I braced for impact, but I might as well have tried to stop a train with a lamb. Hugh sent out a call to the approaching zombies, attending a knitting club with a gaggle of crack-infused grannies would have been a more welcome than Hugh’s cry. It felt like he was pulling apart layers of my brain much like a gray onion, and there was crying…that was real.


    I think Clarence had passed out again because he was quiet, either that or he had died. The shout did have the desired effect, though, as the zombies stopped dead in their tracks. Fucking pun intended!


    Dan or Pete chanced a look over his shoulder. He didn’t stop running though.


    “Come on, man, let’s go!” he shouted to me as he approached.


    “They stopped,” I said, holding my finger up and pointing.


    He turned cautiously. “What the hell?” he asked, coming to a stop not more than ten feet away. He let the arm holding the bat go down by his side.


    “That’s the strangest thing I’ve ever seen,” I said as I came up beside him. I reached down and snatched the bat from his hand just as he turned to look at me.


    “What the fuck is wrong with you?” he asked, getting ready to start the fleeing process all over again.


    As quick as I could get Clarence’s muscles to fire I whipped that bat around and caught him on the side of the knee. The resulting fracture was so loud I thought I had cracked the bat. Dan or Pete’s leg bowed inward from the impact and he went down hard.


    He was screaming in pain.


    “What the fuck, man?” Dan or Pete asked, getting out of the passenger seat. I came around to him; he held the tire iron up in a not-so-serious threatening manner. It might have given me some pause to reconsider, but it was shaking around so violently he was in more danger of dropping it on his own head than of using it on me.


    “Put down the iron,” I told him.


    “You just hit Dan!”


    “Pete, you guys come here with weapons, man, I’ve got to protect myself. There’s real bad people out there. Now put down the iron.”


    “Don’t!” the woman in the back shouted.


    “Don’t hurt us, man, we just want to get out of here,” Pete said as he bent over to put the tire iron down.


    “Kick it over here,” I told him.


    “Pete, what are you doing?” the woman shrieked.


    “Brenda, he won’t take us out of here if I don’t,” Pete said, looking back.


    “Don’t make me say it again.” I pointed with the bat at the iron, gesturing to the ground.


    He kicked it over, Beckham he wasn’t, as the thing traveled about five feet, but it was enough.


    “You’re an idiot,” I told him as I ran at him, bat raised.


    He placed his hands over the top of his head. Little good that was going to do as I swung and caught him flush in the mouth. Blood breached from his lips as they burst open in a dozen places from the impact. I shattered at least ten teeth from what I could tell as he staggered backwards. Osseous matter littered his tongue, some splintered parts were forced into the roof of his mouth; his screaming would have been much louder than his buddy’s except for the blood choking his throat.


    He fell over to the side, striking his head against the mini-van before he fell completely over. I checked his breathing and carefully turned him onto his side so he wouldn’t choke. He wouldn’t do me any favors if he died abruptly.


    “You’re fucking sick!” Brenda shrieked. She had gotten out of the van and was pointing her pistol at me. Unlike her knocked out co-worker she was as steady as a rock with the death dealing device.


    “Put the pistol down,” I smiled at her.


    She faltered as she probably got her first decent look at me. “I saw what happens when you disarm people.”


    “You know what I think?” I told her as I took a step forward.


    “I don’t really care. Now don’t you move another muscle.”


    “I bet you don’t care much about what any human without a six figure income has to say do you?” I took another step forward. “Listen, we both know you’re proficient with that gun, I can tell by the way you’re holding it. And I’ve given you every reason on the planet to believe your life is in danger, which it is by the way. Yet…you haven’t shot me. And we both know why that is. What you’ve got there is a beautiful paperweight or potential walnut smasher if you can find any of them. And unless I stand very, very still, bend over a little bit and let you repeatedly crash it over my head, I should be fine.”


    “Why?”


    “Put down the gun and I’ll make it quick,” I lied.


    She wasn’t buying any of what I was selling. She took off running. I thought momentarily about giving chase, but Butterboy here was about in as good a shape as a stuffed turkey and I had two meals already lined up for me.


    “Hugh, tell our buddies there’s a meal loose.”


    The screeching communication only lasted a moment and the pursuit was back in full swing. I decided to eat Dan first; his shrill bawling was beginning to give me a headache and this way I’d get to eat Pete in peace and quiet. This was turning out to be a delightful evening.


    Dan was, in a word, delicious, I enjoyed every last morsel of him. I was sated by the time I moved over to Pete. Hugh, though…well, his stomach is like a black fucking hole. I disengaged as I let Hugh contentedly ‘go to town.’ I was going to lie back, so to speak and digest my meal. It bothered me not one bit that the meal I had just eaten was human. I no longer was. I was a higher order of beast of prey; it would be like a person giving a shit about the pig he was eating. Oh I know there are those flower-in-the-hair liberal types that tell us ‘meat is murder.’ All I can say is they must have never eaten a bacon cheeseburger.


    I don’t care if my food has feelings – or hopes or desires. It’s my food. It fuels my feelings, hopes, and desires. As it should. I was a zombie hybrid, an apex predator, humans were fair game. I can’t be held liable (or is it accountable) for that. I’m not sure why I needed to convince myself, must be this shared consciousness with Clarence. The sooner I got what I needed from him, the better.


    “Wakey, wakey, Clarence,” I said, pushing at him with my mind.


    “Leave me alone,” he pouted. “I saw you eat that man.”


    He said it like I got caught with my hand in the cookie jar. Hell, I was proud of capturing my food. I was hunting much like our forefathers. And this was the most dangerous game on the planet. Shit, I wanted to beat my chest with my fists.


    “Want to hear a story?” I asked.


    He was silent.


    “Hey, we only have time. Hugh likes to go slow when he eats.”


    “There’s another one?”


    “Yeah, you missed all the fun. Almost had three but the woman got away.”


    “You’d eat a woman?” he asked. He may have been gagging.


    “She was a little on the skinny side, lithe might be a good word. She probably worked out two hours a day before. She’d be stringy, I guess. Probably get a lot of her stuck in our teeth. But oh yeah…I’d eat that. So how about that story?”


    He was silent again.


    “A couple of years back, my knees were killing me. Used to play football and not Madden you fat fuck. Small divergence…sorry. Back to the story. So I was popping some pain pills, not oxy, couldn’t get a hold of those. Had a fistful of hydros, they do the trick if you take enough of them and swig some beer for optimum effect.”


    “I wished you’d have overdosed.”


    “Oh good, you’re still here, I thought your gooey ass might have passed out again. So basically I’m high as a kite, and now I can’t sleep. Had the TV on, wasn’t really paying attention until this ad comes on…it was a dating site. Now I’ve never needed one because I’ve found woman to be the most insecure species on the planet. The bolder you are or the more confident you act, they’re drawn to you. They can’t help themselves. They lack it so much that they seek it out from others. Didn’t matter if everything I blew at them was laced in smoke, they would suck it up until they got black lung.


    “But this site was special. It was a Christian dating place. Christian Tingle or something like that, can’t remember. So I’m thinking, ‘Holy Shit Catholic schoolgirls!’ Sexually repressed women are always the most sexually depraved. Handcuffs, whips, strap-ons, you’d probably like that one.” I psychically nudged him.


    “Just shut up.”


    “So I said what the hell. I joined. I’m thinking I either end up with Kelly Can’t-wait-to-blow-you McGillicuddy, or I end up with the Virgin Mary and maybe I can part her Red Sea, if you catch my meaning.”


    “I get it,” he bemoaned.


    “Either way I’m going to start boning more chicks, and there’s never anything wrong with that. I mean it’s not as cool as capping soldiers on Halo, but what do I know.”


    “They weren’t soldiers, they were aliens called The Covenant.”


    “Kid, I could guarantee that once you docked into a woman’s spaceport you would have forgotten all about what a joystick was for, at least the handheld kind. Well that doesn’t work either. Let’s just say the kind that you have to buy at the store.”


    “I get it, asshole, just finish your story.”


    “So you’re interested now? I thought you might be.”


    “No, but at least when you talk I can’t hear the chewing as much.”


    “So I sign up. It wasn’t cheap, but in reality about as much as a night out’s worth of drinks. They start asking me what my religion is and how often I attend. My views on certain topics.”


    “They still let you through?” Clarence asked.


    “Well I lied, Clarence. I couldn’t very well tell them I thought God was a farce and I just wanted to fuck everything on their site. Well not everything, a lot of those women didn’t have a prayer. Fuck I’m funny.”


    Clarence grunted or moaned, maybe both.


    “I hit enter, went to bed. My head felt like it was swimming in soup. When I got up ten hours later, my email box was full. My answers on their questions were for shit, I half-assed my way through all of them. But you know what the women saw? They saw a confident, six foot five giant of a man…that means security. Doesn’t matter color, culture, or religion, that’s what ALL women want, Clarence. Not a man with strong thumbs. I picked the first one, figured I’d just go down the line. If I’d known the fuckers had a feedback option for each date, I would have chosen more carefully.


    “Amy Brannigan was her name, the only reason I remember was because she was smoking hot. I’m talking porn star quality. She walked into that restaurant and I almost swallowed the ice in my Jack Daniels. Which I had to finish quickly because her profile said she didn’t like people that drank. Her profile also said she was a virgin, which in itself was a sin against mankind. There were probably multiple cases of whiplash at that restaurant as every swinging dick turned to get a look. She probably put a couple of chiropractors’ kids through college that night. She’s wearing this full-length, form-fitting dress that leaves nothing and everything to the imagination. I tell you, I’d seen more skin showing on a Muslim woman. I showed her to our table, she smiled up at me…and for a fucking minute I thought about converting.”


    “Converting?”


    “Yeah to just about anything she wanted me to. I mean she looked like the gods had graced her. Then I started to rationalize that the three stiff drinks I’d had before she got there might have something to do with her heavenly visage.”


    “What could you two have possibly talked about?”


    “See this is where it gets good, because I’m a world class liar. If they ever had allowed a lying competition in the Olympics, I can guarantee I’d medal every time. And the beauty of it is that most women know…they fucking KNOW you’re lying, but they’re so desperate to be loved, to be taken care of, they look past it, ignore it, or pretend it’s true. I don’t know. I’ve told women I was a fighter pilot, an author, and even once a seminal student. They ate it up like I was spoon-feeding them sexual chocolate.”


    “You’re sick, Tim. Why didn’t you seek help?”


    “I lied to her about everything, about my devout Christianity, how many times I attended church, even volunteering for the Big Brother program. The only place she almost tripped me up was when we discussed how we would remain virgins until we were married. I truly thought she was full of shit. We dated another two weeks, but her pussy was like the crown jewels all hidden away behind six-inch thick safety glass. Only in her case, it was a chastity belt. It was a good thing I was still banging other chicks that I picked up at bars or I might have exploded. On our two week anniversary she thought it would be a good time to meet her parents.”


    “And you went? Why?”


    “Oh, I knew I was going to break up with the uptight prude, but I was going to get some payback for all the dinners I’d laid out for her. I showed up, made sure I had a good buzz going too. When she opened the door to her parents’ house…and hers, I guess, too. She still lived with them and I almost changed my mind. I mean, you have no idea how gorgeous she was.” I pictured her in my mind as best I could so that Clarence might have an idea. From his sharp intake of air I could tell he felt the same way. “Definitely worth it, am I right?”


    Clarence’s thoughts indicated a nod.


    “So she invites me in and the true depths of her dementia set in. There are crucifixes everywhere. Looked like a fucking military graveyard there were so many of them. I’m not sure how the wall supported the weight. Votive candles, stained glass depictions of the Stations of the Cross. Dude, it was brutal. I thought her parents were going to make me do a confessional before we sat down to eat. Hell, they probably had the booth in the living room. If I was Amy’s dad I would have done a lot to preserve her sanctity, too, but this was a little overboard.


    “Our pre-dinner conversation revolved around how God should kill all the Jews. Listen, I know I’m no saint, but I’ve never advocated the elimination of an entire race. Who knew Hitler junior’s last name was Brannigan? Hate groups have nothing over this Christian man.”


    I could feel Hugh standing up in the back of my mind.


    “Oh no!” I shouted.


    “What’s the matter?” Clarence cried in alarm.


    “Hugh’s gotta go.”


    “Go where? I don’t understand what’s happening?”


    “Too friggin’ late,” I said as our body went rigid.


    “What’s happening?” Clarence begged.


    I turned on all his senses so he could enjoy and partake fully of Hugh as he relieved himself.


    “Oh no, nooooooo!” Clarence cried.


    Hugh was evacuating two full grown men through his bowel system. It felt and smelled exactly how you would expect three hundred pounds of meat to smell and feel. Clarence was beginning to spin down into unconsciousness again.


    “Oh no you don’t,” I said, smacking him upside his face. “If I have to go through this, then so do you.”


    “Ugh, ack…please let me die.”


    “Revel in this, man! This is a medal-worthy shit. Looking at the size of you, I’m sure you’ve taken a record breaker or two before.”


    “Not after eating people.”


    “People, cheeseburgers, cake, it’s just shit on the other end. The gross part is Hugh has the manners of a goat--he just craps whenever and wherever he is. You should see the dry cleaner’s face when I bring these beauties in!”


    Clarence was phantom puking. I was laughing.


    “Hugh we talked about this,” I admonished. “How are we going to pass as human if you keep shitting all over yourself?”


    “I am not human!” he shouted. “I am Hugh Man!”


    That was different, I thought. Hugh didn’t generally display too many self-awareness moments, he just was. He worked on instinct alone, not really even survival, because he just didn’t know enough to avoid a machine gun nest if it came down to it.


    “Alright, big fella. You’re Hugh Man, that’s fine, but you like to eat right?” I asked.


    A small pause, maybe none at all, when he answered, “Yesssss,” with a longing sigh.


    “The more human we act, the more humans we eat.”


    He liked that answer. Clarence didn’t.


    “You have to give me some sort of heads up.” (Question mark from Hugh) “Umm…some sort of idea when you need to drop a deuce.” (Another question mark). “Shit, Hugh, shit. You need to let me know when you’re going to eliminate fecal matter through your anus, is that clear enough?” He got that.


    “Now we need to clean up before I get back in that mini-van, I’m not sitting in what’s left of Pete and Dan all night. I saw something about a mile back that I think will suit our purposes just fine.”


    I’d been with Hugh for a few days now, and you’d think I’d be used to it. But in reality, how does one deal with that type of mess. I was slogging through brown, black filth. Clarence’s sweatpants were soaked throughout with it. A lot leaked out the bottom and into his boots. I’d gone maybe a quarter mile, my thighs beginning to stick, my ass chafing, when I threw caution to the wind. Who was going to give a fuck? I would be far from the weirdest thing anybody would see that day. I stopped and sat down on a curb, I had to pull away some verminous ribbons of intestines but I was able to locate the shoelaces on the boots. I took them off and my now brown gym socks and then in one deft movement I stripped down to my birthday suit. How easily I forgot! I had taken this body over.


    “What are you doing?” Clarence begged. “You can’t walk around like this, people will see us.”


    “Listen, I’d be embarrassed, too, if I had to cart this donut of a body around, but I can’t handle bathing in liquidy swill.”


    “What if Anne sees me?”


    “Oh right, the whole micro-penis thing.”


    “That’s not it!” he roared.


    “Don’t get your panties in a wad. It’ll only be for a few more minutes, then I’ll get you all prettied up for her.”


    He resigned if only for the fact that I wasn’t going to do anything he said anyway.


    “Finish your stupid story then. Maybe I can forget that I’m walking around naked.”


    “Oh yeah, Amy Brannigan.” My cocktail wienie of a dick began to stir.


    “Oh gross,” Clarence rued as I looked down as his burgeoning man meat.


    A chip of tooth encased in bum butter slogged off the tip as we walked forward.


    “That’ll dampen the mood!” I laughed. “Okay back to the Brannigans. They were dressed formal like we were about to attend church, which seemed weird because they really didn’t have to leave to do that. The freaks had an altar in the living room. I was wondering if we were going to have the Eucharist for dinner, maybe with a little blessed wine. Shit, I crack myself up. So we’re sitting around the living room and I’m leering at his daughter and even the wife, she was damn hot herself. I was wondering how he did it, must have been loaded. Finally we go into the dining room to eat. Yup, you guessed it, more crosses. If those things really protected you, then a direct hit by a nuclear bomb wouldn’t have even rocked the house.


    If I had any reservations about turning the night into a spectacle that all changed when the missus comes out carrying a meat loaf made of fish. I thought I was going to puke right there and then. Who the hell makes meat loaf out of fish? What else could I expect? Peanut butter and asparagus sandwiches.”


    “Was it the Sabbath?” Clarence asked.


    “And how do you think I’d know that? I told you I’d been making up everything. But I guess that explains it. We sit down and we grab hands, I had Mrs. Brannigan’s hand in my right and Amy’s in my left. Mr. B lowers his head to pray and I lean over and lick the top of Mrs. B’s hand, I thought she was going to turn twenty shades of red. Oh, I could tell she liked it; color ran up her neck and onto her cheeks. Her quim was probably quivering at the thought of doing something besides the missionary position. I should have just whipped it out right there and then, because I know them crazy Catholics say it’s better to fuck then to waste a drop of seed.”


    “I don’t think that’s exactly the wording,” Clarence explained.


    “Close enough, I could have done them. Damn…why am I thinking of this shit now? I probably would have got the dad’s blessing to do them both. Don’t want to waste baby batter now, right! I could have high-fived the old man while he watched.”


    “I’m sure it would have happened just like that. How many times did your mom drop you on your head?” Clarence asked.


    I ignored him; the alternative was to kill him. “So anyway, Mrs. B is sweating bullets, her hand is all clammy – like her panties I bet. When the prayer was over I kept staring at her, even as I felt Mr. B looking at me. Amy asked me what I was doing. I told her that I knew where she got her good looks from, still not looking away from Mrs. B.”


    “Beauty is only skin deep,” Mr. Brannigan stated. “It’s God’s eternal love that goes deep into the soul.”


    “He can have the soul, I only want the skin,” I told him.


    “Timothy is a devout Christian,” Amy spoke up. I guess she was trying to smooth things over. “He attends church five times a week.”


    “Well that’s a lie,” I told her. She gasped. “Those nights I was at the bar picking up women because you’re so uptight. There you are with a body built for sin and you’re the damn poster-child for goodness, chastity, and morality. I can’t even begin to tell you how infuriating that is.”


    “I’m saving myself for marriage,” Amy said, aghast.


    “Are you going to be one of those nut jobs that will only screw to procreate, too? Wow your husband’s going to be in for one hell of a ride once a year. What a fucking treat!”


    “Now see here!” Mr. Brannigan shouted, standing up.


    “Oh fuck, now I know why you’re so uptight!” I laughed, pointing at him. “When’s the last time you broke off a little of this?” I stood and grabbed Mrs. Brannigan by the waist. I twirled her around once for good measure. “Why are deeply religious people always the most ignorant? People are animals, we’re meant to eat and fuck, that’s really about it. Then religion came into the mix and screwed everything up. Gotta have morals, gotta act nice or you’ll pay the price when you die. Don’t you fools see that religion is just a way to repress man?”


    “I will not have you saying things like that about the teachings of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ!” Mr. Brannigan was screaming. “Without his guidance, man would be bereft of a soul.”


    “Yeah but we’d be having a blast!” I shouted back at him.


    “Anne you are no longer allowed to see this man. And I use that term loosely,” he said sternly. His face was beet red.


    “What about Mrs. Brannigan? Can I see her? I bet she could teach me a thing or two.” I sneered.


    “Get out! Get out of my fucking house!” he was raging, pointing his finger towards the front door.


    “Hey, man, take it easy…don’t want you to burst an artery or something. Although I guess that would give you something to pray about,” I said as I headed for the door. “Oh, and one more thing,” I said, turning back around. Mr. Brannigan was shaking he was so angry. “This is so far from a fucking house. I emphasized fucking for him.”


    “I got it,” Clarence said.


    “Want to know what the real funny part was?”


    Clarence nodded.


    “Mrs. Brannigan called me the next night. She wanted to meet and offer an apology for her husband’s behavior. We screwed for hours, she was like a pent up animal. Once she was let free she ran wild.”


    “You’re lying, I know you’re lying.”


    “Oh that’s right you can tell. Well, it’s a way better retelling when you don’t know I made that part up.”


    “You’re a sick man.”


    “You’ve said that before, Clarence. And if you’re that repulsed by me, we can end our little relationship right now,” I growled. He shut up. “See how powerful self-preservation is? I’ll have you walking in my footsteps in no time.”


    We made it to the store in another fifteen minutes. Would have been quicker but I stepped on a piece of broken bottle and sliced my foot open pretty bad. I had to awaken Hugh from his nap for some repair duty and then we soldiered on.


    “Party City?” Clarence asked as I looked up at the sign.


    “You’ll see.” I went up to the front. The door was unlocked and, except for the first third of the store where the candy was housed, it looked relatively untouched. Unless some idiot wanted to pretend he was the Masked Avenger during the apocalypse, this store was going to be left alone. Although who knew, the apocalypse brought all the crazies out of the woodwork.


    I walked past the crappy Halloween costumes and to the counter in the rear of the store where the real stuff was rented out.


    “Tim what are we doing here?” Clarence asked. I think he had an idea because, if I was thinking it, then chances were he’d be able to pick some of it up considering it was his mind to begin with.


    I was ecstatic when I found what I was looking for. I took it off the rack and headed to the back. There was no way I was going to don my new duds as filthy as I was. I found the employee bathroom, and a former employee. At least what was left of her, the right side of her face had been completely gnawed off, but it didn’t look like a zombie attack. Then I saw the rat turds all over the place and the bottle of pills on the floor.


    “What a waste of food,” I said, looking down at her.


    The rats had been fairly thorough, taking her eyes first and then the soft flesh of her cheeks and mouth. It looked like they’d taken her tongue, too, but I really didn’t care as I pulled her by the ankle out of there.


    Fifteen minutes later and the absolute destruction of a bathroom, I was a reasonable rendition of clean.


    “Hey, Clarence, want to toss one off? We’ve got a little time to kill.”


    Clarence phantom puked again.


    “You’re right, that would be a little weird, three guys. It’d be like a circle jerk or something. At least I think Hugh is a guy, I’ve always thought of him that way. Would it make it any better if he were a she? Naw, still two guys. Plus I’m afraid we’d damage your little guy anyway. Maybe later.”


    Clarence went sobbing off into the darkness. That was fine by me; I wanted to surprise him anyway. I grabbed some supplies that were hanging on the wall and went into the dressing room thankful there was still some ambient light coming in through an overhead window. I didn’t need too much anyway; I wasn’t going for precision, just effect. It was roughly forty minutes later and I was liking what I was looking at, but something just wasn’t quite right. And then it dawned on me. I quickly exited the dressing room and looked for a maintenance closet. I was just about to give up all hope when I remembered there was a door with a lock in the bathroom. I tiptoed in, doing my best not to soil my new duds and turned the handle, thankful that the bitch that had denied me a meal had not screwed me twice by locking this door. Rats scurried as I opened the door disturbing their slumber. Small bones littered the floor, they looked like little fingers. Who knew rats liked to eat in bed? Oh well; what uninvited guests do they have to worry about showing up if they don’t clean up after themselves?


    There was a small toolbox in the corner. I grabbed it and headed out. I started rooting through the standard fare, screwdrivers, small hammer, wrench, etc. It wasn’t until I opened up the final drawer that I came across what I was looking for. I held it up like it was a newborn baby and I was displaying him to the world.


    “This will do.” I said aloud.


    I was a half hour into my newest project when I realized I could barely see. At some point, the day had run away from me and I needed light. Due to Hugh’s enhancements I could see better in the dark, but it still wasn’t like I had night vision goggles on. I traveled over to the Halloween decorations and aptly grabbed some black candles, went back up to the front for a candle lighter and within 5 minutes I was back in business. I knew I was running out of time. Hugh was beginning to grumble about being hungry again and my buddy Clarence was debating on having a moment of lucidity – although two minutes from now he was going to wish he hadn’t.


    I blew out a few of the dozen candles I had going for dramatic effect. What was staring me back in the mirror was simply awe-inspiring.


    Clarence was staring out of eyes he could no longer control. I made sure not to blink, giving my face an even more exaggerated tone.


    “WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?” he screamed so loud I could hear Hugh coming to check it out. “WHAT THE FUCK HAVE YOU DONE?”


    “I knew you’d like it,” I told him as I plastered on a menacing sneer so he could get the full scope.


    I had layered my new face in white pancake make-up; then, realizing that hid my handiwork, I went back over my stitches with black, highlighting them instead of muting them. Next, I drew round red semi-circles over my eyes, donned a red wig and nose. I then capped it off by ruining what looked like ten thousand dollars of dental work by filing all of Clarence’s teeth to sharp points, which I demonstrated by pricking his tongue on them and drawing blood.


    “I’m back!” I told him, bringing my white glove-clad hands up. I waved them around like jazz hands. The kiddies would have just loved this. And if I found one of the little bastards I was going to give him good reason to fear clowns.


    “I’m ruined,” Clarence was crying.


    “God, you’re a pussy. We are the meanest, deadliest, scariest looking motherfuckers around and you’re crying like someone stole your last Pop-Tart. We are the stuff of nightmares! OF FUCKING LEGENDS!! Mothers will tuck their kids in at night telling stories about how they should avoid Timothy. They will welcome the boogeyman instead of me. That pansy will quake at the mere mention of me!”


    Clarence snapped then and there – whatever tenuous grip he still had on his psyche was shredded. It was fucking hilarious to watch. I could have been entertained for hours, but I was hungry. And what was weirder was that Hugh hadn’t even prodded me on.


    I stepped out of the shop into the cool night air, purple ruffled shirt and yellow parachute pants, fluttering lightly in the breeze. The only sacrifice I had to make was the oversized shoes. If my food would be so considerate as to come to me, I would have worn them. Eventually I needed to find a shoe store so I could get a pair of sneakers, but that would have to wait. I listened carefully for any signs of my prey as they nervously scavenged in the night for their meager supplies. To catch a human, I had to act like one – not always an easy feat for me even before all of this grandness.


    One thing I still shared with my former brethren was the need to feed. I needed to find a store that still had some food. I could lie in wait much like a lion did at a watering hole as gazelle came up to nervously drink its fill. I had one false alarm as a zombie came stumbling out of an alleyway. I had hoped for a bum soaked in a nice wine marinade.


    Something else occurred to me as I saw the zombie. It took a moment to look over at me, when it realized I wasn’t food, it began its ambling to parts unknown. It was doing what I was doing, hunting. And for every human it took down, that was one less potential meal for me. That just wasn’t going to do, I rapidly approached him.


    The zombie looked over at me, as I got close, I saw him sniffing the air. It knew something was different about me, but I don’t think it was much of a thinker. If it couldn’t eat me it really wasn’t all that interested in discovering the why. I hauled back and punched it in the head. He nearly fell over from the force of it. I was more than a little pissed. My old body would have caved that skull in. Clarence was strong like fat people needed to be to haul their heft around, but he wasn’t powerful. I wonder what a gym membership would cost?


    The zombie staggered about ten feet and, as he righted his ship, he kept plodding on. I fell in step behind it. The stupid fucker didn’t even care that I was trying to crush its head. I followed him because I thought maybe he knew something I didn’t, like there was a little human all-you-can-eat buffet going on. And this time there wouldn’t be a little puissant restaurant manager to kick me out while I binged on his shitty Indian food spread. I remember cursing at him that I had spent my $9.99 and I was entitled to do just as his sign stated.


    “All you can eat, motherfucker!” I had said as I tapped him on the side of his head, like maybe some wiring was loose and he needed some adjusting. Punjab – or whatever the fuck his name was – had some balls, I’ll give him that. He was shouting back that ‘Slovenly Americans needed to pay more!’ I had clipped him on the side of the ear, sending him sprawling. I had been on a decent drinking binge when I’d stumbled upon the restaurant’s dinner deal. I didn’t make much at my accounting job, and when I had an opportunity to eat cheaply I took it.


    To be fair I did probably eat the equivalent of a family of five worth of food. I’d even taken two shits while I’d been there. And then, just for the fun of it, one of the times I’d gone into the bathroom and pulled a Roman purging, making sure to spray all over the floor so that I could shove more in. The owner had started pulling my plate out of my hand when I went up for the umpteenth time.


    “You’ve eaten enough!” he said in that ‘You want a Slurpee with that’ voice, or any customer service representative you’ve talked to recently. After I sent him to the floor with a bleeding head, his wife came out brandishing a rolling pin. I pushed her hard on that little fucking dot she had in the middle of her forehead. I thanked her profusely for the target it made. Aiming was so much easier.


    “Man, get out of here, I’m calling the cops,” one of the cooks shouted from out the kitchen doors.


    I looked over at him debating if I should mess him up. He shrunk back through the door, letting it swing closed.


    “Fine I’ll leave,” I told him.


    The restaurant was packed full of patrons, and all eyes were plastered on me. They wanted a show; great, I’d give them one. I stuck my finger down my throat. The owner’s eyes got huge, he knew what was coming. I vomited thick ribbons of half-digested yellow and red-sauced chicken and lamb all over the buffet. The smell of bile-covered spicy curry dominated the room. More than a few patrons followed suit, much like when one watches a yawn and is powerless to stop their own. I made sure that no dish on the large table was free from my offering. The ones that suffered the least amount of damage I made sure to close off a nostril and let loose some thick mucus strings. Any eaters who had not yet turned over their meal quickly fell in line.


    “This place sucks anyway,” I told him as I wiped my mouth and headed out. The place was closed for a week after that incident. Stupid shithead should have just let me eat. It would have been far cheaper. He never did have another all-you-can-eat special.


    I had just finished reveling in my memory when I noticed we were in the midst of passing a strip mall. “Hey, Clarabelle, what size shoe do you take?”


    Clarence was still in his imaginary corner rubbing his imaginary fingers over his imaginary lips really quick, making not so imaginary really weird noises in our shared space.


    I left my zombie walking buddy and headed in. The store looked like a tornado had hit, or at least like a woman with a foot fetish had been there. The world was falling to shit and some titted idiot thought stocking up on footwear was a good idea. I hoped I got the chance to eat her with her new pumps on. The men’s section looked relatively unscathed, after a few minutes of trial and error I determined Clarence to be an eleven-and-a-half.


    “I guess what they say about big feet and big penises doesn’t really apply in your case,” I said to Clarence as I tied the laces on my new boots.


    I decided to go with steel toe. Who knew when those bad boys would be handy. I walked up and down the aisle a couple of times, making sure I liked the fit and then headed out and directly into the store next to it. The sports store had been ransacked, mostly for the energy bars, it wasn’t the kind that carried firearms. Just tennis rackets, cleats, and baseball gloves. True sports, not like hunting. In sports there is always a chance one team or player is going to lose, in hunting I don’t know that I’d ever heard of a deer turning the tables on a hunter and taking him out. Talk about a one-sided venture. It equates to a peewee football team taking on a pro NFL team. Any guesses on who’s going to win?


    I’m not an animal activist, it’s their fault for being so stupid, I just hate the fucking hunters that are all high-fiving themselves after they killed something with a high caliber rifle from three hundred yards away. Do the same thing with a knife to a tiger, I’d be much more impressed. Killing Bambi with a .30-30 is not a sport, stupid shits.


    Damn, where did that come from? I thought as I grabbed a thirty-five-inch aluminum Louisville Slugger. I swung it around a few times accidently (on purpose) taking out a display or two.


    “This’ll work,” I said aloud.


    I walked out of the store and scanned around. It didn’t take too long to find who – or specifically what – I was looking for: the zombie I’d punched wasn’t that far away. I ran over to him, happy that my new boots felt pretty comfortable. I got to within striking distance and brought the barrel of the bat down on its head. I drove the thing damn near halfway into its skull. The bat pulled out with a wet sucking sound as the zombie fell to the ground. I was happy its blood was semi-congealed; the jelly-like substance didn’t splatter as much. I wiped the brain that was stuck to my new killing device on his tattered chinos. I was going to smack him a few more times just for the fun of it, but I was afraid of getting my clothes dirty.


    “That’s one less mouth to feed,” I said with satisfaction.


    I stepped over its body. The hunger to eat was growing by the second. And as if by divine intervention, the dinner bell rang – well, more like a car horn, but same difference. I strode with purpose to where the sound was emanating from. It wasn’t far, a block at the most from my present location. A blue SUV full of sustenance was moving about with panic in their actions. I stood there and stared trying to figure out what they were doing. There were at least four that I could see, and not a gun among them, although it was difficult to tell from the growing number of zombies that had encircled them.


    Even if they had a gun it wouldn’t be the wisest move to stick it out a window and shoot, or worse, shoot through the glass leaving an ingress for the zombies. But that didn’t explain why they were just sitting there, unless they’d either broken down or run out of gas. Either way, it sucked for them. The dipshit in the driver’s seat kept laying on the horn. I walked over quickly before he alerted the whole West Coast chapter of Zombies Unlimited about their whereabouts.


    “Shut the fuck up!” I yelled to him. His eyes nearly fell out of his face when he took a look at me. He became as still as a mannequin…and about as white.


    “Charlie, Charlie! What’s wrong?” This from a woman who most likely had the unfortunate lot in life to have ended up as his significant other. She started screaming when she followed his line of sight to me. I was eating this up! I was a star! There were two older men in the back seat, one was holding a paint stir stick as if that were going to get him out of this present predicament, and the fourth was still searching for something.


    About a dozen zombies were clawing desperately at their food tin, trying to get in and grab a late night snack. I rocked the first one on the side of the head. Clotted brain matter sprayed on the windshield and Charlie’s wailing wife finally shut up.


    “FOOOOOOOD!!!!” Hugh cried.


    “You just now noticing? Nice of you to awake.” I said to him as I turned and swung the bat, catching the next one flush in the face. I was glad I wasn’t squeamish as the zombies face collapsed in on itself. Her eyes, nose, and mouth now all vying for the same spot as she fell to the ground.


    “NOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” Hugh shrieked, nearly sending me to my knees. “Other Hughs!!”


    “Other Hughs want our food,” I told him. “And what’s the matter pal you haven’t cared all that much before are you going all soft on me?” Or more self aware, I thought disturbingly.


    I kept swinging the bat, waiting for more protestations. I don’t know if I was getting Hugh’s blessing as I destroyed the other zombies, but he wasn’t stopping me either. I had definitely hit him in a fragile spot. Hugh’s stomach ruled and someday a little she-zombie was going to realize this and capture his heart with a nice ketchup bathed brain-loaf.


    I was sweating from my heavy exertion in dispatching the undead; who knew bashing brains in was such hard work? I stood up and four pairs of eyes watched my every move.


    “What? No thank you? Fucking ingrates.”


    “Th-thank you.” Charlie’s wife mustered. “Y-you saved us.” She said the words loud enough for me to hear them but I could tell she didn’t feel them.


    “Oh I saved you all right. I saved you for myself,” I said as I brought the bat down on the windshield. The glass began to fragment as spider lines radiated out from the impact point. Charlie was first to react as he laid into the horn again. It took two more whacks before I was able to smash his hand into bone dust. He wouldn’t be honking anything any time soon…or ever really.


    The older crone in the back finally found what he was looking for; it was a gun that looked even older than him somehow. But the size of that barrel, well that gave me some pause to reconsider. It looked like I could shove Clarence’s dick down the damn thing and have some room left over. Then, if he hadn’t been threatening me just a moment ago, I would have laughed as I watched him fumble with a powder horn. It was a black powder revolver. I’d be able to eat his fellow passengers and start on him before he had a chance to take a shot.


    Well not really, but I had time enough. I walked over to that side of the car. The horn was shaking violently in his grip as he tried to get some down the barrel. One hit on the glass and I smashed through. He tried desperately to keep me from popping the lock, but a quick thrust of the bat into his teeth and he quit. Blood and bone bits leaked through his split lips, he was sobbing as I opened the door and pulled him to the pavement. The gun, if that’s what you want to call it, went clattering away.


    “That’s really the best you could do?” I shouted at him.


    I put my bat down and grabbed the old man, one hand deeply into his crotch the other at the nape of his neck. I strained to lift him over my head. He was hitching as I crushed his balls.


    “What are you crying about? You probably haven’t busted a nut since Reagan was in office,” I told him right before I threw him to the ground.


    I’m not sure what broke on him, anything short of an MRI and it would be difficult to tell. He had stopped moving and that was all that mattered for the moment. Charlie’s wife was in full on alarm mode.


    “I’ve always hated eating at loud establishments,” I told her as I yanked her into the back of the SUV by her hair. As soon as she was in range I ripped through her windpipe with my teeth. “Oh…delicious,” I said, gulping down a wet portion of her neck, my eyelids half closed as I savored the moment.


    Charlie was rooted to his seat as he watched me pick his wife clean. At some point the other man had decided he didn’t like this particular eatery and had departed to areas unknown.


    “Agnes, are you alright?” Charlie was finally able to ask.


    “Agnes is fantastic,” I told him. “She must be a bacon and butter eater, her clotted arteries add so much flavor and tenderness to the meat.”


    Charlie merely turned back around, he had his broken and useless hand cupped in his lap; he was sobbing quietly. I left him to his mourning as I moved on to passenger number one. The old bird wasn’t nearly as tasty as Agnes. I was definitely going to take a star off my review unless Charlie could save the day. I was in such bliss I didn’t even care how dirty my shirt got. I had decided in my many human dining experiences that the liver was something to be cherished and generally I made sure to eat that last.


    Charlie had enough manners to wait patiently as I finished up with passenger number one. I was pretty full, but Hugh was like a tapeworm with a tapeworm, he’d eat until the cows came home even if there weren’t cows.


    My bowels started to seize up. “No, Hugh! I’ve got this, we’re civilized now!”


    I was in front of the car dropping my trousers when I looked up. Charlie’s face was aghast. Of all the things he’d witnessed me doing tonight, this apparently was the worst.


    “Do you mind?” I asked him.


    I didn’t need anyone watching as I sought sweet release. It wasn’t quite as tidy of a colon clean out as I’d hoped, but my pants weren’t too bad. When you lose fifty pounds in a sitting there’s bound to be blow back.


    “You ready?” I asked Charlie, as I stood back up and fastened my pants in place.


    He actually nodded. I thought that was downright decent of him. Charlie was going to be the icing on a great cake.


    “Why didn’t the zombies attack you?” Charlie asked, his eyes never leaving mine.


    “That’s a great question, do you have any theories on that?” I asked him back.


    “You can’t be a zombie…you think…you talk.”


    “Listen I’d love to stay and chat all night, but I’m figuring on a little pâté before I call it an evening.”


    I smacked him gently on top of the head with the bat until I cracked his skull. (Well I guess that’s not really gentle, let’s just say I wasn’t trying to end his life just yet.) I bit through the top layers of his skin and peeled back the large fragments of skull so I could get to his pink and delectable brain. Charlie was still moaning as I took my first bite. He even comically raised his right hand as I must have bit down on the appropriate nerve center.


    I scooped out every last morsel. I was too full to even think about the rest of him. I got into the back seat and laid down, taking a much needed respite after expending so much energy. I hoped Clarence would keep Hugh company so that neither one would bother me.
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    CHAPTER FOUR


    


    Birds were chirping and the sun was shining when I stirred. It was like a Disney movie as I sat up. Right up until I saw the giant crow picking at some meat pieces I had left scattered around the car. It left with a disparaging squawk as I stretched and got out.


    “Clarence, you still there, buddy?” I asked. He didn’t stir. “Today’s reunion day, you excited?” I goaded.


    “You leave her alone,” he said weakly.


    “Do you really think that’s going to happen?”


    “I care for her, just let her live. There’s a billion people you can have, just let her be.”


    “What fun would that be? I’m going to get her because you care. Well…that, and her shit of a brother shot me.”


    “Please,” he sniveled.


    I pretended to think about it for a moment. “Ummmm...nope. Let’s go, big guy,” I told him as I started walking back towards where my favorite body lay.


    I was whistling, the bat on my shoulder, not a care in the world. I was really getting to like this new world. What more could I ask for? Plus I got to share it with my two closest friends.


    


    ***


    


    The sun was close to directly overhead when I saw them approaching. I made sure it was only the two of them as I went back to lay my trap.


    “You see him?” Anne asked her brother.


    “We should have killed him yesterday. A fat-ass zombie like that roaming around, he’ll eat dozens.”


    “Tyler! Don’t say such a thing.”


    “Whaddaya know, I think she had something for you,” I murmured to Clarence. He was shaking in impotent rage, I mean figuratively, not literally. I was in complete control of his vast exterior.


    They were turning to leave, presumably to scavenge for more supplies.


    “Hugh? Gonna need the old voice back,” I told him. I would swear he was cussing at me.


    It took a few moments, but after some whispering, I was convinced we had a high-pitched squeakiness that matched Clarence’s old voice.


    “Help, I broke my arm!” I called out from between two houses.


    “Clarence?” Anne questioned back. She was headed towards us.


    “Hold on for a second, sis,” Tyler said, obviously the smarter of the two.


    “It’s Clarence,” she said, trying to pull away from his grip.


    “That you, Clarence? You sound a little funny,” Tyler asked.


    “In a lot of pain, I was running to get away from a pack of zombies and I fell.”


    “Well that sounds like Clarence,” Tyler said.


    “We need to help him.” Anne pulled free.


    “You just hold on a sec, sis. Clarence why don’t you come out into the light?” he shouted.


    “Hurt my ankle, too, Tyler. Please help me. I think there are zombies around here,” I told him.


    “You’re an idiot,” Anne told her brother as she went. “He needs our help.” Tyler reluctantly followed.


    I turned away as she got closer.


    “Clarence?” Anne asked apprehensively as she stared at my back. I think she could feel something different radiating off me. Probably because I didn’t have my shoulders hunched in his defeatist way.


    “What’s with the clothes, freak?” Tyler asked as he caught up to his sister.


    “I’m in so much pain,” I said as I rocked back and forth.


    Anne got closer but was not yet within striking distance.


    “Get out of here!” Spewed forth from my mouth. Clarence had somehow momentarily wrested control and gave his warning. I slammed him up against the walls of my mind, shattering him into unconsciousness.


    You screw this up for me and I will make your life a living hell.


    Already is, he told me as he cascaded into oblivion.


    “Clarence…what?” Anne asked, now clearly on edge.


    “Get me out of here!” I pleaded.


    “You still haven’t answered me about the clothes, Clarence. You’re dressed a lot like that giant freak clown out there,” Tyler said.


    “I tore my sweat pants, please help me,” I begged.


    I heard Anne’s feet shuffle a step closer and then no more.


    “It fucking stinks here, Clarence. Did you shit yourself?” Tyler asked callously.


    “Tyler, stop it, he needs our help.”


    “What he needs is a shower and a wardrobe change.”


    From the sound of her voice, I could tell Anne was turned towards her brother as she talked. Now or never, I told myself as I leapt to my feet. Anne had turned at the sound of my rustling. While Anne was surprised, Tyler was far from caught unawares. He was already raising his weapon to this new threat. He was a survivor, he had adapted well to the change in the world.


    Anne was young and fast and may have been able to get away had not my new face completely frozen her. Her eyes looked comically big as she tried to process what she was witnessing. She was hearing Clarence’s voice but looking at my distorted features.


    “Get the fuck out of the way, Anne!” Tyler shouted. He had seen enough to know he needed to blow my head off. Here was a true warrior, shoot first and sort out all the details later. I admired that in him and maybe I would have a little of that trait infused in me as I ate his gallbladder.


    Anne wasn’t going anywhere; her brain was stuck in vapor lock.


    “What happened?” she babbled.


    “Did a little home plastic surgery, ordered a kit from a late night infomercial,” I said as I grabbed her.


    “Anne!” Tyler yelled in panic. He had the rifle up at his shoulder.


    “Be careful,” I told him. “Wouldn’t want to hurt this delicate flower.” I pinched her shoulder hard, making her wince; I also ducked down to give less of a target. “You should put that gun down before I chew through her spine,” I said as I gnashed my teeth.


    “What the fuck are you?” Tyler asked, not putting his rifle down.


    “It’s your old pal, Clarence,” I told him. “I mean…sure, with some upgrades and all, but the shell is all Clarence.”


    “The shell?” Tyler asked, clearly confused.


    “We could talk all day, but I’m getting hungry. Put the fucking weapon down or I’m going to disembowel your sister right in front of you. How pissed off would your parents be if they knew you let me spill her intestines all over the ground.”


    “Don’t you fucking dare,” Tyler said angrily.


    “Then don’t make me. Put the rifle down.”


    His survival instinct was strong, so strong in fact that he was debating the loss of his own sister to save himself. He hadn’t got where he was by being stupid; he knew if he put the gun down he was as good as dead.


    “Tyler, please. He’s hurting me,” Anne squealed as I tried to dig my fingers completely through her shoulder. I licked the back of her neck and bit down gently on her ear. Her bladder released.


    “Fine!” Tyler said as he quickly put the rifle down and put his hands up in the air.


    My haste to end his life almost cost me my own. I shoved Anne up against the side of the house and came at Tyler. I could tell he thought about fleeing, instead he reached into his coat and pulled out a weapon he must have had stashed in a shoulder holster. I charged in and pushed his arm down. The resulting shot caught me square in the stomach. It felt like a charging rhino had made contact in my mid-section. I drove forward into him and that caused him to fall over with me on top, my weight knocking the air from his lungs. He was momentarily stunned as I wrenched the pistol from his grip.


    “That fucking hurt! Let’s see how you like it,” I told him as I placed a round in roughly the same location as he had drilled me. His body convulsed as it accepted the high-speed projectile. Blood started to come from his mouth. “Guess I’d better do this fast,” I told him as I removed his shirt. I could eat it and Hugh would make sure to pass it through the pipes, but why bother. I mashed my face into his stomach like I was going to eat the bullet out.


    “Oh shit, did you have pancakes for breakfast?” I asked him as I came up for air. His eyes were glassed over, but he was still awake – shock was close. “I taste maple syrup,” I told him as I went back in for seconds.


    Anne was trying to knock the cobwebs from her mind. The shock of Clarence’s extreme makeover, and Tyler being eaten were taking their toll on her. Tyler was rapidly cooling as his life left him. I stripped him of all his internal organs, save for the heart, I found those to be a little too tough. I was the top of the food chain. I’d eat whatever I felt like eating, no matter how much Hugh protested the waste of food.


    “Is he okay?” Anne asked me as I stood and turned to her. I thought she was kidding, but nope she had gone over the edge.


    “Yeah, he’ll be fine,” I assured her, as I helped her up. “We should get you back to your home.”


    “We’re just going to leave him here?” she asked as we stepped over his semi-deflated carcass.


    “We’ll send help back.”


    “You promise, Clarence?” She was looking into my face but focusing on nothing. Her eyes – much like her mind – were a million miles away.


    “Oh yeah, cross my heart,” I told her, making my free hand do a crisscross across my chest.


    “You were always such a good friend,” she said as she gripped my arm.


    This chick is out to lunch! I told Clarence. Is that why you like her?


    I’ll kill you for this! Clarence threatened.


    Whatever.


    Hugh was in full on repair mode, fixing the damage the bullet had caused. The pain was still fairly intense. But the thought of being led back to Anne’s safe-house and its occupants bolstered my mood.


    “Are you sure I should take you back with me?” Anne asked.


    “Why wouldn’t you? I need help,” I told her.


    “But you’re different.”


    “Listen, you little twat, you get me back to those people so I can eat...I mean meet them. Do you understand?”


    Her head nodded up and down, but there didn’t appear to be anyone at the controls.


    “Shit,” I said as I smacked her hard across the face. All she managed was an ‘unh.’


    “Ha!” Clarence smirked in the background. “It doesn’t look like you’re going to get what you want!”


    “One way or the other I’ll get what I want Clarence. You’ll see. Tell me where the safe-house is.”


    “Fuck you,” was his response.


    “Fuck me? How about I fuck her?” I told Clarence as I abruptly escorted Anne to the ground by way of a hard punch to the side of the face.


    “Don’t you dare, Tim!”


    “Come on, what’s a little rape among friends. I’ll even let you watch. Odds are she won’t even know I’m inside her with this pea shooter,” I said as I began to untie my pant belt. “I could always eat her out.” I started laughing. “Hey that’s some funny shit, Clarence, because it’s true!”


    Clarence was silent, I was waiting for him to say or try and do something. “Listen, I know you’re a deviant psychopath, sociopath, compulsive liar, but if you swear to me that you’ll let her live I will tell you how to get to the other people.”


    “How many people are there?” I asked eagerly.


    “Eleven now, I guess.”


    I’d potentially be handing over one girl for a football team’s worth of food. “You just called me a pathological liar. What makes you think you can believe anything I have to say?”


    “I’ll know if you’re lying or not.”


    “Good point.” I was stalling; trying to think of a way to have my cake and eat my dessert, too. “I can’t just let her go. What if you’re shitting a bull shitter?”


    “You’ll be able to tell the same way I will be able to.”


    “Makes sense. Have you seen your potential girlfriend, though? She’s looped. I leave her out here and she’s a goner within an hour.”


    “You need to find her a house.”


    “What the fuck do I look like, Red Cross?” I yelled at him.


    “Find her a house or no deal.”


    “I don’t like having my hand forced, Clarence,” I growled.


    “I don’t really care,” he replied. “You do this my way or we don’t do it at all.”


    “Weird. She’s simultaneously your Achilles heel and your backbone. Fine, Clarence, I’ll let her live. You give me the others and I won’t touch a hair on her head.”


    Clarence was quiet for a while; he was trying to ascertain if I was feeding him any lines. “I can’t find any deception in your words Tim, but they feel so slick, greasy even. I feel like I’m making a deal with the Devil and he’s a used car salesman.”


    “We good then? Because these negotiations are starting to eat away at my stomach.”


    “As soon as she’s safe, I’ll lead you to them.”


    “Fucking tricky,” I said to him. “Didn’t see that, bet you didn’t think I was going to either. You’d really lead us into a trap? Dying is for the weak, Clarence.”


    “I’d rather be dead than whatever this is,” Clarence bitched.


    “Well if I’m gonna go out, it’s going to be with a smile on my face.” I pulled my pants down and started twiddling my dick between my fingers, as I stared down at the prone form of Anne. It started to do what all manipulated penises do – that was right up until images of some hundred and twelve-year-old crone began to dominate my mind. I thought my dick was going to crawl back up into my belly. I started playing harder, more mental pics of old people peppered my brain.


    “What the fuck, Clarence!” I said, finally letting go of my mini-me.


    “What’s the matter? Big strong virile man like you can’t get a hard on?”


    “I’d be fine if Grandma Moses would leave me alone. Listen, pinhead, I don’t need a hard-on to kill her, although I’ll probably get one later on thinking about it. You get me safely into that safe house and our deal stands. You’ve got five seconds or I’m going to crush her pretty little face with a rock, and while she’s still warm I’m going to strip her clean of flesh. Tick fucking tock, clocks a-ticking.”


    I went a few feet over to my right, it wasn’t a stone like I’d promised, but I figured a cinder block would do the trick. I straddled Anne and raised the heavy cement block above my head.


    “My God, no! I swear I’ll get you in there, NO TRICKS, please don’t!” Clarence was sobbing.


    “I thought you’d come around, although right now I’m kind of wishing you hadn’t, that could have been some fun,” I said as I tossed the block to the side, I grabbed Anne’s blouse and hefted her up onto my shoulder. “Your chariot awaits, madam,” I told her as we walked to any house that would satisfy mine and Clarence’s agreement.


    An even baker’s dozen later I found something acceptable: a small two-story number with bars on the windows, a bit of food in the pantry, and a bed. There were no regular dead people or irregular dead people. Whoever lived here had never made it back once the zombies came and the place looked unassuming enough that looters hadn’t been desperate enough to bother with it.


    I tossed Anne into the queen-sized bed in the master bedroom, her red hair fanned out over the dusty pillow. I was pretty close to saying ‘fuck the deal’. There were things I wanted to do to her that would have made a Thai hooker blush. Clarence and I both stared longingly at her but for very different reasons.


    “You swear to me now, Tim, that once you get that store you will forget about this place. You tell me now.”


    “I already told you, I wouldn’t touch a hair on her head. What more do you want, I’m not a fucking animal.”


    “You’re worse.”


    “What?”


    “You’re worse than an animal, Tim. Animal’s kill to eat.”


    “I kill to eat.” I answered him.


    “Maybe a part of you does, the Hugh part. But you, Tim, you kill for the fun of it. You love the devastation it causes and the chaos that ensues. You love taking what people cherish the most; their lives or their loved ones. I saw, man, I saw how excited you were when you killed Tyler. A big part was the thrill of the hunt, sure. But the bigger part was how you knew what it was going to do to Anne…how it would affect her. You got your fucking jollies off watching her have a breakdown. Who does that to other people? What happened in your life that you derive happiness from inflicting suffering on others?”


    “Holy shit, Freud, you talk a lot. Can we get this show on the road?”


    “Someday, Timothy, someone’s going to come to collect and you’re going to come up short in payment.”


    “Deep, man, deep. Get me my fucking dinner!” I roared.


    Clarence’s heart was heavy as we walked. More than a few times I could feel him weighing his actions. Sacrificing the many for the one was not the way we were wired, at least most of us. But there’s a huge caveat to that line of thought – how much weight does the one have if we love them? As a parent, would you sacrifice five of Johnny or Jill’s classmates if it meant your child came home? How about ten maybe twenty? When does it become too much? Is guilt a stronger motivator than personal happiness? I don’t think so. You altruistic fucks can kiss my ass, you might sacrifice yourself, but you sure as shit aren’t throwing the kiddie to the wolves.


    I don’t know if Clarence was religious or not, but he was praying to anyone that would listen to forgive him for what he was about to do.


    “He doesn’t care,” I said nonchalantly.


    He prayed louder.


    “Suit yourself. Praying is worthless, you pray for things you want but are out of reach, or you pray for forgiveness for sins committed. Both are just to make you feel better. There’s no huge puppet master in the sky pulling strings, sometimes letting a winning lottery ticket fall in your lap or absolving your sinful actions. We do shitty things and then we ask for absolution from an imaginary being and think everything’s going to be alright. Well, you know what, Clarence old buddy, you’re half right. It will be alright, but not because we prayed, but because there isn’t a final tally somewhere. There is no gatekeeper that weighs our actions while we were alive. The whole fucking religion thing was created by man to reign in the chaos, that’s it. We’re thinking apes, that’s it. We were running around caving in skulls with clubs and someone had the bright idea to say ‘If you keep doing that, Big Spirit in Sky will make you pay!’ And the funny thing is, for some insane reason, the guy swinging the club believed him. It’s horseshit! Religion, civilization, it’s just a means of control.”


    “What about just common decency, Tim? Being kind to others? What’s wrong with that? Of striving towards the good of all mankind?”


    “A billion people and I inhabit a damn tree hugger. Just my luck.”


    “Food?” Hugh asked.


    “Dammit!” Clarence exclaimed, he had been startled. “What do you know about him or them?”


    “We off the theological rant then?”


    “Yeah I think so, since you’re pretty much devoid of redeeming qualities,” Clarence replied.


    Clarence seemed to be gaining confidence; I knew our time was limited. I was getting sick of the little bastard, but he still had a part to play in the bigger picture, and I wasn’t going to kill him until I had my food source secured.


    Keep saying condescending things, I thought in a remote portion of his mind. My hatred for him was festering and seething in some deeply rooted spots. On the surface where I allowed him to play I was calm…maybe even somewhat hospitable if you can believe that.


    “Stop!” Clarence shouted.


    I pulled up short.


    “That’s it,” he said as he mentally pointed at a small grocery store.


    If he hadn’t said anything, I would have walked right out into the middle of a street and the armed guard on the roof may or may not have taken a shot at me, the love of clowns had been on a steady decline for a couple of decades now.


    “We’ll have to wait until night to get in,” Clarence informed me.


    Hugh was beginning to pester me about eating, and something wasn’t quite right with Clarence – he was hiding something and he was hiding it effectively, I was getting pissed off. I pried at his psyche as best I could without him knowing. When I couldn’t find the answer, I dug deeper, but this he could feel. Clarence began to throw up mental images as fast as he could in a desperate bid to hide what he was thinking. I just about killed him when he got stuck on a pink elephant, and then I had finally broke through.


    “What the fuck are NVGs?” I asked him.


    He was obstinate.


    “Clarence, one last time. What are NVGs?” A blip of over-engineered binoculars splintered my view and was immediately gone. I still had not pieced it together.


    “HUUUUUUNNNNGRY!” Hugh bellowed upon having seen the man on the supermarket roof.


    “Well we can fix a lot of problems right now,” I said angrily as I turned around and started walking back the way I’d come.


    “What are you doing, Tim?” Clarence asked, fear interjected in his voice.


    “I’m starving. I figure I’ll eat at home tonight instead of dining out.”


    “You promised!” he cried.


    “Yeah and you promised about getting me into that safe-house, but you’re holding something back and I’m done playing.”


    Clarence was doing all he could to put the brakes on his body. He would have had an easier time stopping a hippo with a leash made from string. I strode purposefully towards the house where I’d left Anne. I was chewing up the pavement with the pace I was making.


    “Stop, Tim! NVGs are night vision goggles, please stop!” he screamed again when I didn’t even acknowledge him.


    “Honey, I’m home!” I yelled as I kicked in the front door. Clarence had made me lock it as if that was ever going to stop me. I heard noise from the kitchen. I moved with a cautious purpose down the hallway; who knew if she had found a weapon or was now looking for one. Either way, I saw no reason to take an unnecessary injury.


    I walked into the kitchen. Anne had her back to me. There was a pan on the stove and, unless I was mistaken, she was cooking spoiled eggs on a cold range top.


    “Looks delicious, honey,” I said.


    “Oh, your home,” she replied, a huge smile plastered across her face. It wavered for a moment as she got a good look at my mug and then her eyes glazed over and the happy expression was back.


    “Don’t you fucking do this!” Clarence was raging.


    “We had a deal, dipshit. I gave you every opportunity to hold up your end of the agreement, but you couldn’t do it. And you call me the greasy used car salesman. Go fuck yourself,” I said as I brushed the hair away from Anne’s neck. She had turned back around to administer to her brown, cold eggs.


    “Please, Tim, please! I will do everything and anything that you ask! No tricks ever, man, I swear it!” he begged.


    “See…this was the allegiance I was looking for, it’s almost a damn shame it had to get to this point.”


    “SOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO HUUUUUUUNNNNNGRY!” Hugh raged as I bit down on the nape of Anne’s neck.


    “NOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” Clarence screamed and wailed.


    I tore through her body like a fat man to a stack of cream-cheese filled waffles. Her skin had a dewy lusciousness to it.


    “Not bad,” I said as I smacked my lips. I had devoured her; I don’t even think her soul could have escaped I had so thoroughly picked her clean. I lounged around waiting for the inevitable. I was comforted only by the sounds of keening by Clarence.


    My stomach began to grumble wildly. “Hold that thought, Hugh,” I said as I waddled my expectant food belly to the bathroom. “We’re going to do this right.”


    I was thankful the toilet still had water. I had to flush every few seconds to keep up with the outflow from my ass. “Man, that feels good. Don’t you agree, Clarence? I mean the going out part is damn near as satisfying as when it’s going in. She sure does smell, though, can’t ever say her shit doesn’t stink!” I started laughing.


    Clarence charged. “I’ll fucking kill you.”


    “I was wondering when we’d get to this point. Hugh, we have an invader,” I told my other roomie as I finished the elimination process. It wasn’t much of a fight, Hugh had pretty much just devoured whatever was left of Clarence: his psyche, his ID, his consciousness – whether sub or not, hell maybe it was even his soul. How would I know? Whatever the case, Clarence was now officially deceased and this body was mine...and Hugh’s…but that was fine; the two of us were at least on the same page.


    “Thanks, Hugh, it was getting a bit crowded in here. You ready for the main course, pal?”


    “Food?” Hugh asked inquisitively.


    “Oh, you know it,” I told him as I whistled. “Just one more thing…” I told Hugh as I rifled through the utensil drawer happy enough with what I found.


    It was only after we had left the house that I had wished I’d fucked her first. Must be growing up, my priorities were changing. I had a mouth to feed now. And I laughed. Fuck I was great company. I was feeling pretty good; I knew where a store was with a football team’s worth of food. There were a couple of small details I had to work past, the guard on the roof with the night vision goggles being one of them.


    I loved my clown outfit, it reflected who I was, but right now it was a bit of a hindrance. Without it on I’d be able to walk right in and ask for sanctuary. (Quite literally a zombie with a human coat.) Then I remembered my face; yeah that would have worked out well! Even if I had changed into a three-piece suit and strode up to the door, I was pretty sure my sewn on face would give them pause to consider letting me in. I’m sure I’d get a face full of shotgun pellet.


    I could get a gun. I had as much dexterity as any true human, but where was the purity in that? Zombies everywhere would look down on me, probably even vote me out of their club. Who was I kidding? I was already on thin ice for slaughtering a bunch of them. Much to Hugh’s discontent, I was going to have to wait for the cover of darkness. Odds were, only the guard on top had the goggles and he couldn’t watch the entire perimeter. I was making a lot of assumptions, but even if they spotted me, it would be difficult for them to tell exactly what I was. I took some refuge behind a dumpster and even thought about napping when a thought hit me.


    “Hugh, can you call out to some other zombies?”


    “Eat alone!” he responded in an angry tone.


    “Look at that, my little boy is growing up and he doesn’t play well with others! You make me so proud! Don’t worry, buddy, I don’t want to share either. I’m thinking we’ll use them as a diversion to get into the store.”


    Hugh began to show me pictures, something he often did when there was a concept he was unsure of how to explain. It showed two zombies, sometimes close, sometimes at a distance. The close ones were normal and the far removed ones were shaped like an ‘x’.


    “Okay so you can communicate only if they’re close, right?”


    He nodded.


    “That’ll work, a few close ones will come and the gunfire will draw more. Alright, I’m going to build a little cave to get away from your zombie-speak and then you let loose with a summons, okay?”


    He did his nod again. I wanted to go deep down for this. His shrieks were mind scraping affairs, and the less I had to be witness to it the better. He gave me a few minutes when it was only seconds I needed, and then I sensed something strange just before he was to set loose on his volley of cries. I felt him prying around the edges of my cave. I would have confronted him there and then if not for the wailing.


    What was that all about? It was disturbing, Hugh and I had an understanding…or so I thought. Would I kill him if the opportunity presented itself? At this point I didn’t think so. My body was gone and I was stuck with fat fucker’s for now. But Hugh kept me healthy and somewhat enhanced over the typical human. What wasn’t to love? Any compunction I’d had about eating a person had long since passed. I reveled in it, mankind had done nothing for me and I saw no reason to feel guilty for what I was doing. After all, I was a predator and I was surviving the best way I knew how.


    It looked like Hugh was getting a little sick of sharing our one-headroom apartment. I would have to keep a close eye on him. He had destroyed Clarence in two squirts of my anus. If given the chance, I had to now assume he would do the same to me. After a few more moments his bleating to his pals stopped and I cautiously poked my head out. There was no trap set and he seemed his completely indifferent self as I fully emerged. Within ten minutes zombies began to amble past.


    “Good job, Hugh,” I said, trying to gauge any kind of reaction from him.


    None was forthcoming. It looked as if there were a dozen or so zombies approaching the store and still no shots being fired.


    “What the hell?” I asked as I watched from a safe distance.


    A group of five heavily armed and armor-wrapped people came out of the store. By the size and height, I’d say three were male and two were female; though it was difficult to tell with all the padding they had on. They had also donned what looked like lacrosse helmets.


    “Smart,” I said. And what was even smarter were the melee weapons they were carrying: two had bats, one had a sword, another a homemade club with a spike and the smallest of the set had a compound bow…and she seemed relatively proficient. Within ten minutes they had chopped, bludgeoned, sliced and/or impaled all of the marauders. Hugh watched with a longing to eat and sadness at the demise of his brethren. I had not realized he carried any empathy. He sure as hell wasn’t getting that from me, possibly a legacy of Clarence.


    When the last of the zombies smacked wetly to the ground, two of the attackers turned into guards while the three original plus three more from in the store came out and removed the bodies to the far side of the store. They had an efficient system going on. For a moment I even debated seeking out some easier food source. But what would be the fun in that?


    I could have Hugh send for more zombies, see if I could wear the defenders out, but there were two reasons I didn’t want to do that. One – and most important – it gave Hugh a chance to work on a strategy against me; and secondly, for whatever reason, Hugh didn’t like seeing other zombies die. That would give him more reason to get rid of me.


    “I guess we’ll wait until night. Got any good stories, Hugh?”


    Then he did something that surprised the hell out of me…he gave me a story. It took me a minute to figure out that he had tapped into Clarence’s brain to do it. Surprise, surprise, it started off with Clarence eating. It was some sort of fast food burger joint but I didn’t recognize the color scheme.


    


    ***


    


    Clarence looked down at his meal with a contented sigh. He had two bacon burgers, three large orders of fries and a bucket of soda with which to wash it down. Lunch was always his favorite meal; it was the one time he ate when he was not surrounded by nothingness. He still lived in his mother’s basement, but she didn’t get up to see him off before he went to work, and by the time he got home she had eaten and was already in bed. The rheumatoid arthritis kept her activity threshold low. She could barely move her gnarled fingers and toes, making some of the easiest maneuvers a near impossibility. Last Christmas Clarence had bought her an over-sized gag television remote. Not because it was funny, but because it was about the only thing she could operate. She managed by changing channels with her fist.


    So it was lunch, with crowds of people around, that Clarence enjoyed his meals the most. Often he pretended that his beautiful wife was still getting her order as he sat not-so-patiently waiting for her to arrive. The cries of young children and the hustling business people fascinated him to no end – the ease of their conversations or warmth to each other. By day Clarence was a computer programmer and by night he was a Dark Lord Wizard named Grandalf (he loved his wit naming his character). His interaction with humans was limited to emails and short in-game messages. He longed to be with a woman, his depthless shyness and heavy weight kept him from pursuing that yearning.


    He had just started in on his second burger when an attractive young woman wearing a blue floral dress approached his table. He started reaching for his ketchup thinking that she wanted to borrow it. He noted that she didn’t look well. She probably had a touch of the flu that he knew was going around. Clarence was under the assumption that his fat protected him from the virus and didn’t mind her coming over. Her forehead glistened in sweat, her eyes were red-rimmed and appeared sunken in. Red lines radiated out from her irises which were in an unnaturally dilated position considering the amount of light inside the restaurant.


    The first hint Clarence got that something wasn’t quite right was when a cloudy white film slid over the young woman’s eyes. No…not that, the first was that she had been approaching in the first place. The second was the cloudy film. He stood to help her.


    “Miss, are you alright?” he asked and reached a meaty arm out to steady the woman as she appeared to be on the verge of toppling over. Her mouth opened wide, ‘too wide’ and then she bit down on his offering, which in this case happened to be the bacon cheeseburger he was about to eat.


    “Hey, that’s rude!” Clarence said angrily as he pulled his burger back in to get a closer look.


    The woman had taken nearly half his burger away with one bite and had nearly taken his finger with it as well. The woman kept moving closer, a confused expression on her face as she chewed on his food. Clarence put his hand on her chest to hold her at bay. He was embarrassed that he was getting slightly excited as the top of his hand was rubbing against the bottom of her breasts.


    “Are you going to buy me a new one?” he asked her. He had thought she was fixated on the burger that was plastered against her chest. Her teeth were gnashing and she was struggling to get at it.


    “Fine, take it,” he said, trying to hand it to her. She wouldn’t take it outright and just looked like she wanted to be hand fed. “What’s the matter with you?” Clarence asked. He moved his hand up and moved the burger to her mouth, where she kept chewing. “You’re friggin’ nuts. You’re going to end up with a knuckle sandwich!” He was referring to her actually eating his fingers as opposed to punching her.


    “Emily? What’s the matter honey?” an older woman asked of the woman Clarence was hand feeding.


    Emily turned woodenly to the new voice.


    “Sir, I’m so sorry,” the woman said. “My daughter told me she wasn’t feeling good but I took her out anyway. I don’t know why—” And then the woman started screaming as Emily began to chew through the side of her head.


    Clarence backed up, the hamburger falling out of his hand. Emily had ripped off her mother’s ear. The exposed hole was spilling blood as Emily went in and started to chew through the temple.


    “Get that shit out of here!” the chef shouted from behind them.


    He had thought the women were merely fighting. Clarence had front row seats to prove that wasn’t the case. At least not any kind of fight he had ever seen. He thought he might be screaming, or it was the woman having her head masticated…he wasn’t sure.


    His earlier arousal was all but forgotten as Emily pulled a large fold of skin from the top of her mother’s head. Mom was beginning to shake from shock. Her hands, which had been up fighting against her attacker, were now only part way up as if in submissive offer of herself.


    “What the hell is going on?” the restaurant manager said as he came out from behind the register station.


    “There’s a lot of blood.” Clarence continued backing up.


    The manager had looked down to his floor, which had been mopped only moments before. Blood was plopping in fat droplets at first, and then rivulets and, as Emily punched through her mother’s skull the blood really began to flow. The mother’s legs began to shake violently, and she collapsed to the floor. Emily looked confused for a moment like maybe she had realized what she was doing and was horrified or more likely she had the development of a toddler and once something was out of sight it was quite literally out of mind and she was wondering where it had gone.


    The restaurant manager solved that problem. He dove down to try and catch the mother before her soggy exposed brain fell moistly against the tile floor. It wasn’t altruism; after last month’s food poisoning incident he could not afford another lawsuit and subsequent pay out. Emily had witnessed him diving down and went in to see what the matter was herself. She latched onto the back of his neck and bit deeply. Clarence guts erupted, spewing his value meal as soon as the manager’s spine became exposed. Emily looked over at him briefly as she went back in to pull free a rope of muscle. That was all the convincing Clarence needed as he bounded out of the restaurant, sirens erupting all around him. Cries of alarm arose from the other patrons as they made their ways to the doors. He thought momentarily about going back to work, but instead sought the one place he felt the safest: his basement.


    It had taken him close to an hour to make the normal ten minute commute. Even in bad weather the most it had ever taken was a half an hour. Cars were overturned, on more than one occasion he had to duck under his dashboard as gunshots fired from all around. Wildly running people clogged most of the roads. He noticed some young ‘capitalists’ trying to take advantage of the cacophony by raiding stores. He’d seen more than one looter running down the roadway with flat screen televisions in their hands. And sometimes he’d seen the ill-gotten booty disposed of on the side of the road as other people were eating them. He thought that was a little over the top in terms of punishment. He was having great difficulty processing all that was happening around him, he was aware there was danger but not the wide-scale event of it.


    “Just gotta get home, just gotta get home,” became his mantra. Much like Dorothy and her ruby red slippers, he figured if he said it enough it was sure to happen.


    His front lawn was a killing field. His postman Mr. Guilding had got a hold of the Thompson twins from down the street and was alternating bites from one to the other.


    “No Game Informer magazine this month,” Clarence said to himself as he hastily opened his front door. He was greeted with the mustiness and overbearing scent of old Ben-Gay. “I’m home, mom,” he called as he made a straight line for the refrigerator. He grabbed a cold box of Twinkies and descended into his hovel. His Halo gaming room which was generally ‘standing room’ only was wide open and it took a full ten minutes before there were enough players online to get a match going.


    “Anyone else notice anything going on outside?” Clarence spoke into his gamer microphone.


    “Haven’t been outside in two days, why is it snowing?” one of his teammates asked.


    Clarence thought that was a little strange given that the odds they lived in the same locale were pretty slim. “No snow, at least not here, but I saw a bunch of people eating other people.”


    “What the hell are you smoking man?” his wingman asked.


    “No, he’s right,” the player watching their back added. “Saw the shit all over the news. Figured I’d get one more game of Halo in before the zombies came.”


    “You wankers are pulling my leg. Just do what you Americans do well and shoot our enemies,” the player said, referring to the game.


    The lights in Clarence’s home flickered, the Xbox360 powered down, followed shortly by the rest of the house.


    Clarence fell asleep in his chair waiting patiently for the power to be restored, his headphones still on and the controller in his hands. When he awoke the next morning he had almost forgotten what had happened the day before as if it were the remnants of a bad dream. He stretched, scratched his belly, and headed upstairs. Then it all hit him, the incident at the restaurant and his front lawn. He ran to the window in the living room, seeing that what remained of the Thompson twins was still there. Mr. Guilding thankfully was not.


    “Mom?” he yelled, calling up the stairs. She didn’t respond. He was torn between calling in to work and checking on his mother. Picking up the phone solved that problem, it was as dead as what laid out in his yard.


    “Mom?” he asked again halfway up the stairs. He walked heavily down the hallway.


    “Mom?” he asked for the third time as he opened the door.


    She looked over at him, her eyes were wet with pain. “Clarence, I took my medicine.”


    Clarence sagged in relief, he hadn’t known what to expect when he opened the door. “That’s good, ma. How you feeling?”


    “I feel good, Clarence, no pain. I’ve made my peace.”


    “What are you talking about? Have you seen what’s going on out there?” he asked her, something was beginning to not sit right in the back of his head.


    “You’ll be better off without me, you might have a chance. You’d never make it with me, I know that.”


    “Mom, what are you talking about? Make what without you?”


    “Clarence I know you’ve led something of a sheltered life. You don’t talk to people as much as you should and that’s my fault. These last few years I should have made you go out more. It’s just this pain has been all-consuming, each breathe becomes an exercise in exertion. I’m ready to go. The only reason I’ve stuck it out is to make sure you’ll be alright. Now I don’t know if you will be or not, but if I stay you’ll be in more danger.”


    “Mom, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    “Clarence I took my pain pills…all of them.”


    “Mom! I’ll call an ambulance!”


    “It’s much too late for that.” she said calmly. “Come here, boy.” Clarence rushed over; she stroked the side of his face with her gnarled fingers. “I want you to do one thing for me, Clarence.”


    “Anything, mom,” he answered through a curtain of tears.


    “Survive.” Her hand fell away, her breathing became shallow, and finally…her chest stilled. Clarence stood over her for a while longer, unsure of what he should do. Glass shattering on the main floor got him moving. He rushed downstairs to come face-to-muzzle with an extremely large rifle.


    “Listen, we don’t want any trouble. My sister and I are just trying to get away from the zee’s,” The young man holding the rifle stated.


    “Zee’s?” Clarence asked. “My mom just died,” Clarence said crying again.


    “Is she a zee?” Tyler asked.


    “Put the gun down,” Anne told her brother. “What’s your name?” the angel asked him; at least that was how she appeared to him.


    “Clarence,” he told her, his stomach heaving from the pain of loss.


    Clarence cried in the corner of the room, Anne rubbed his shoulder trying to calm him down. Tyler kept looking through the window for an opening in the action.


    “We’re clear, Anne. Let’s get the fuck out of here,” he told her.


    “What about him?” She tilted her head in Clarence’s direction.


    “What about him?”


    “We can’t leave him here.”


    “This is his house, why can’t we?”


    “Tyler!”


    “Sis, it’s not like we’re leaving him in a back alley. This is his house.”


    “He has nothing here anymore, Tyler. His mother died.”


    “Look at him, sis. He’s like three hundred-plus pounds! He’s gonna slow us up.”


    “I’ll stay with him then.”


    “You have got to be shitting me,” Tyler said in defeat. He’d seen that obstinate look on his sister before. When she said something like that, she very rarely recanted. And he didn’t have the time or inclination to fight with her. “Fine but if Porky can’t keep up, he becomes an all-you-can-eat buffet for the zee’s.”


    “What a horrible thing to say!” Anne yelled at her brother, but she had a sly smile on.


    Clarence never saw it. From that moment on he thought he was in love with the girl.
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     CHAPTER FIVE


    


    “Fuck, you were pathetic,” I said as I came out of my doze. The sun had begun to set and it was almost ‘go’ time. “Remind me not to pick through your useless memories, even your jerk-off visuals are weak. Who the fuck strokes to men and women kissing? I did you a favor by killing you.”


    Hugh had not done the story merely for my enjoyment. He had been busy while I slumbered. I could feel a massing of sorts around me. They weren’t ready to strike – not yet – but that they were there was unsettling.


    “What’s going on, Hugh?” He knew why I was asking, his silence on the matter did not make me feel any better. “Hugh, I can tell you have me completely surrounded. I think we need to talk before we both do something we regret.”


    Another pause.


    “For safety,” Hugh answered.


    “Mine or yours?” I asked. “Hugh, I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you. We have a deal. I keep you fed and alive. You eat and fix damage. It works well for the both of us.”


    “Safety,” he said again. “We eat now,” he said forcefully, letting me know that our current conversation was over.


    Shit, I thought. Hugh could overwhelm me. He had the numbers and the diligence. I was still tied to the human way of thinking. I needed to rest eventually. And even if I was holding my own in an all-out battle, it would be over once I slept. Could I really do something to rid this body of him? Is that why he had set up a perimeter? If that was the case, I sure wish that I had figured it out when I had my own body and not this Stay-Puft version.


    “EAT!” Hugh urged. He wanted me moving not thinking.


    Fine we’ll play this your way for a while, but I’ve got a trick or two up my sleeves.


    “I need fat boy’s voice back,” I told Hugh. It upset me to no end to be a full-grown man and sound like a chipmunk on helium, but that was the only way I was going to be able to get close to the store.


    “Test, test, test.” By the third time, I went from a deep baritone to a pre-pubescent boy. “No wonder you never got laid. You’d have needed to hook up with a woman with fantasies of statutory rape. Fucking loser,” I said as I trotted onto the street.


    I was still a good hundred feet away from the store when I was spotted.


    “You can stop right there and save all of us a lot of problems,” a voice rang out from the roof.


    “It’s me! Clarence!”


    “Clarence? Where are Tyler and Anne?”


    “I haven’t seen them.”


    “They went out after you today, said you got bit yesterday maybe, and that they were going to check and see if you were alright. Haven’t seen them since.”


    “I don’t know where they are, can I come in? It’s dark out here,” I added to make Clarence sound more pitiful.


    “Why are you dressed that way?”


    “I tore up all my clothes running from zombies…this was all I could find. Please let me in.”


    “Something’s not right here, just hold on.”


    I could hear him talking into a walkie-talkie.


    Something heavy moved in the front of the store and then a side door opened up. Two people came out, both armed; one with an assault rifle the other with a pistol. The pistol stayed trained on me, the man with the assault rifle constantly scanned the entire area as they advanced.


    “This could be a spot of trouble,” I said softly as I dipped my head, hoping the dark would hide my alterations for a few more moments. I was screwed if they saw me. I looked over my right shoulder quickly and then back towards the store. “Zombies!” I screamed. And I started to run towards the store door.


    The man with the assault rifle was doing his best to acquire a target that had not yet presented itself. The woman with the pistol began to get happy feet, she was ready to bolt. I was running straight at the pair as if they weren’t there. I slid the small fillet knife I had grabbed at the house where Anne and I guess Clarence died, out of my pocket. It was tricky but I passed it from my right hand to my left as I ran.


    “Zombies!” I screamed again when I was within a few feet of them. The man with the assault rifle saw my face and his eyes became wide. He began to swing the muzzle in my direction. The woman had already thought better of her exposure and was running back towards the store. I slammed the fillet knife twice into the side of the man’s neck. The harness he had on kept his rifle from clattering to the ground as he dropped it, his hand flying up to the burning wounds on his neck. By the arc of blood, I could tell I had struck true; his carotid artery was now a highway to death.


    The woman with the pistol beat me to the door by a few paces and kept going.


    “Hurry!” a man at the door was urging me on. He didn’t have time to look at my face as he watched the man with the rifle drop. “What is Staid doing?” he asked. “Staid come on man. I’ve got to shut this door!”


    “Zombies!” I shouted again for effect.


    “Dammit, I’ve got to shut the door,” he told me as I strode in. “You’re not Clarence.”


    Those were his last words as I shoved the knife hilt deep into his left eye. To be completely honest, it didn’t technically go into his eye but rather underneath it, between the eyeball and his orbital socket. Must have hit some important part of the brain, because he just ceased to exist in less time than it took for me to think these words. I pushed him over after retrieving the knife.


    Hugh was not happy that I had basically just wasted two warm meals. “Relax, pal, there’s nine more.”


    Now I had to be careful there were still eight people unaccounted for not including the guard on the roof. I had to figure that they were all armed. The knife was fun, it gave me the opportunity to get up close and personal with my victims, but I was not going to be on the butt end of the old joke about bringing a knife to a gun fight. I checked Lefty’s body, or I guess now he would be called Righty. He had a revolver in a hip holster and a pocket full of shells, both of which I liberated from his body.


    “Clarence, what are you doing?”


    I stood up. It was the same woman from outside. She had not gone as far as I had first thought. I pointed the pistol at her.


    “Put down your gun,” I told her, happy that Hugh had already taken the initiative and was altering my voice back to a more sinister tone. Although did I really like that he had done that? And why? The woman complied easily enough as I figured she would, she had shown her true colors when she came out to investigate me and then retreat at the first sign of trouble.


    “You’re not Clarence,” she said as she got a better look at me. She gasped when I stepped into a small pool of light. “Your face…what’s the matter with you?”


    “Is that how your mother taught you to talk to people? You’ve got horrible people skills.”


    “I’m sorry,” she replied, fear creeping into her voice, as she backed up.


    “That’s far enough, don’t make me chase you. I get very hungry when I run. And I’ve never really liked fast-food. Man that’s funny, I think I missed my calling.”


    “What? I don’t understand,” the woman said.


    “Oh, I guess how could you? I mean I’m not a cannibal, I’m not a human that eats other humans.”


    “Oh, thank goodness.” She placed her hand to her chest. “I guess I misunderstood.”


    “No. It’s worse, I assure you.”


    “What?” The confused look came over her face again.


    “I’m a thinking zombie. I am now the top dog on the planet.”


    “That can’t be.”


    “Oh…trust me, it’s the truth. I devoured Tyler and Anne, and let me tell you, that little honey was succulent…like a Christmas goose.”


    “You’re sick or something. You should and could get some help,” the woman said as she looked behind her. I took that opportunity to move in close. She was a second away from running and I couldn’t yet afford her to start warning the others.


    She jumped and nearly swooned as I grabbed hold of her elbow. “I need you to show me where the others are.”


    She didn’t move, I think she was fear-locked.


    “Listen, you take me to them and I will save you for last, or I just kill you now and find them myself.” That actually got her feet moving. I didn’t promise her life, only a temporary extension and she had jumped at the chance. She was willingly going to give up those around her maybe with the hope that at some point she would get the upper hand or be able to get away.


    Her legs kept quaking and her knees buckled as we began to move.


    “You’re touch is so cold. You’re hurting me,” she begged, not daring to look at me as she spoke.


    “Walk right, bitch. Even a blond like you should be able to figure that out.” I let go of her arm and gave her ass a thorough goosing. She was a little old for me, but virgins can’t be choosers. “Quick detour,” I told her as I snagged her by the hair and dragged her along. “You’re learning,” I told her when she didn’t cry out and only wrapped her hands around mine so that I wouldn’t yank her skull off her head; although…now that I thought of it, that sounded pretty cool.


    The shelves were still reasonably well stocked and I did not have a hard time as I found what I was looking for. I ripped her hair back again after we started walking. “Gonna grab two,” I told her in explanation. “What’s your name?” I asked her as I lifted her off the ground by her hair. “Don’t scream. Don’t you dare fucking scream.” I told her as her feet wiggled quickly in the air as they fruitlessly sought out solid ground.


    Both of her hands clinging desperately to mine trying to alleviate the pain she had to have been feeling. I jiggled her back and forth a little bit. “Are you light, or has Hugh just made me stronger?”


    “Charlene...Charlene Bronson,” she squealed.


    “You’re doing real good, Charlene. Let’s go get some of your pals.”


    I let her down fairly gently, convinced if I slammed her down she would collapse and then I’d have to carry her – or just eat her, I suppose.


    She led me to the side of the store where customer service and the rest rooms were.


    “Where we going?” I asked.


    “Employee break room has been converted into a large communal bedroom, there are usually a few people sleeping in there at any time.”


    “You’re really getting into this. Nice,” I told her. She didn’t look at all enthused with my observation of her.


    I heard the toilet in the bathroom flush just as we were passing the men’s room. I lifted Charlene off her feet again, she yelped. Then quickly clapped her hands over her mouth.


    “You stay right here,” I told her. I placed her down a few feet from the door and got on the other side. I heard the sink run for a few seconds then the pull of paper towels from the holder. The door opened up softly.


    “Hey, Charlene, you startled the hell out of me. What are you doing there?” a tall thin man asked. He was maybe mid-thirties and balding heavily. Looked like an undertaker or a supermarket manager, and considering my locale I went with the latter.


    I put the barrel of my gun to the back of his head.


    “Is this a joke?” he asked, turning around, hands half upraised as he thought he would be preparing to laugh.


    “Sadly…no,” I said, grinning at him and giving him a full view of my altered teeth. He blanched faster than any human I’d ever seen. Even mousey Charlene had at least stood her ground. “Didn’t you just go?” I asked as the front of his pants darkened. With my free hand I handed one of the rolls of duct tape I had grabbed to Charlene. “Wrap his mouth, then his hands behind his back.”


    She started to shake her head in protest.


    “Do it, Charlene, you know our deal. It all hinges on what you do.”


    “I’m sorry, Calum,” she said as she pulled a strip of tape off and placed it over his mouth.


    “That’s pretty weak, Charlene. All the way around his head this time,” I said as I circled my hand around my head for demonstration purposes. She did two times around. She was so nervous that the second pass around went over his nostrils. “I like my meat warm, Charlene,” I told her as I yanked the tape down so he wouldn’t die from asphyxiation.


    “Calum, please put your hands behind your back,” Charlene said, tears were falling from her drawn face.


    “How many people are in the employee break room?” I asked him.


    He knew why I was asking and was less willing to roll over like Charlene. The tape muffled the words, but it would have been impossible not to hear the distinctive. “Fuck off” in his tone.


    “I wouldn’t have figured you to have a spine. Good for you,” I said as I patted him on the head. Then I punched him; he was probably lucky he had the tape on since I was pretty sure I busted his jaw and at least it would now be held in place. Defiance turned to agony in an instant. I’d probably eat him second to last just so he could suffer longer. A deal’s a deal, and I wouldn’t break my word with Charlene unless she forced me to.


    I had her lead the way as she escorted Calum along. The break room was dark except for two candles on the small countertop next to a microwave that suspiciously smelled like fish heads. Not sure why I found that particular scent disgusting, I’d been ripping through shit filled intestines for close to a week now, I would have thought I was beyond caring.


    There were two more people here and by the size of them they were either kids or women. I jerked Calum down onto the nearest cot. “You move and you’re first.” I don’t think he gave a shit what I had said to him his jaw was hurting so much.


    I could hear light snoring from the person farthest in the corner. Charlene and I went to the nearest person to us. “Wrap the tape all the way around their midsection and under the cot.” There were ten military-style cots arranged in the room. Perfect for human storage, I thought contentedly.


    Charlene pulled the light blanket down, it was a woman. Not very big, she was going to be more like a late afternoon snack than a full meal. She was on her side. I pushed her over onto her back. Her eyes flew open just as Charlene started the preservation process.


    “Shhh.” I placed a finger to my red oversized, made up lips. Fuck that was funny, I wouldn’t doubt if her heart had stopped for a few beats.


    “I’m so sorry, April.” Charlene was crying again.


    “Hey it’s alright, Charlene.” I said tenderly. “You’re just doing what you have to, kind of like the Nazi foot soldiers to the Jews. It’s the same kind of thing,” I said as I stroked the side of her face.


    “What’s your name, sweetheart?” I said to the girl below me.


    She didn’t move, I think she thought she was having a nightmare and she was trying desperately to rouse herself out of it.


    “Still here.” I smiled at her.


    “Her name is April Springer. Please just leave her alone, she’s only twenty-three,” Charlene begged even as she was wrapping the bonds around her.


    “Oh, my pretty Charlene, are you so willing to exchange your place in line? Now tape her mouth so we can get the other one.”


    I looked over to Calum. He was either faking sleep or he had passed out from the pain. I was more inclined to believe the passed out part. The side of his face I had broken was swelling angrily against the tape. It looked a lot like a fat chick trying desperately to stuff herself into her favorite pair of Spanx. My bet was that the constricting tape hurt as much as the broken bones – that was just a guess on my part.


    “Throw a couple of loops around him, too,” I said, pointing to Calum as I headed over to whoever the sleeping beauty was in the corner.


    “Damn trick of the light or something,” I said as I got over to the person.


    He was huge; more in line with my old self and definitely bigger than this incarnation of my new self. I thought about just putting a bullet in his head and being done with the threat. Then I thought of how much meat he had on him. I grabbed my spare roll of tape, this had to be done quickly or we were going to have to tussle, and I didn’t like my food bruised. I yanked a large strip of tape free from the roll, I thought for sure the grating sound would wake him, but I was in luck.


    I got two complete wrap-arounds before his eyes opened.


    “What the fuck?” he shouted as he struggled against his bonds. I had his arms pinned down by his side. He had no leverage and still he made the cot rise up off the ground with his efforts. I used half the roll to secure him, unless he was the Hulk he wasn’t moving.


    “I’ll fucking kill you, clown! I’ll shove that red wig of yours right up your ass!”


    “You sure do talk a lot,” I told him as I securely wrapped his head down and then I covered his mouth. He was still struggling; I grabbed a candle so he could get a better look at his adversary. I’ll give him this, he didn’t display too much outward fear, but his straining sure did stop in a hurry. “You be a good boy and I’ll make sure you’re my first dinner guest.”


    I got up and turned around. “I guess I didn’t scare her quite as much as I had thought.” Charlene had bolted. What rational person wouldn’t? She broke our agreement and I was going to make her pay. Although, in reality, she was going to pay the ultimate price no matter how this turned out.


    It didn’t take long before I heard her screams of warning.


    “Bitch.”


    I threw a quick wrap around Calum and bolted out of the break room, there was only one way in and one way out. Odds were they’d make an assault and there was no guarantee I would come through unscathed and that just wouldn’t do. I looked longingly back down the hallway where my pre-packaged food lay and then I dove into an aisle. I didn’t want to go too far, I had three of them bundled up and I didn’t want to start over.


    I could hear muffled talking towards where I would imagine the dairy section was. My buddy was ratting me out. I was going to peel the flesh from her like a banana. It wasn’t long until I saw the light from tactical weapons start heading towards the break room. Two to be exact. One headed straight for the hallway the other splintered off. It looked like he or she was going to approach from a few aisles over.


    This wasn’t looking good for the home team – although technically I was the ‘away’ team. Fuck them! Everywhere I was, was home. Okay technically we. One at a time, I suppose. I padded quietly to the end of my aisle. My hope was that I’d be able to surprise the person as they came up it. I hunched down to make a smaller target of myself – a relatively fruitless act. I could hear his approach. It was easy to tell he was male from the sounds of his breathing, the light from his gun swept past the end of my aisle and then was gone. He had turned up the aisle next to mine.


    “Fortuitous,” I may have said softly or thought loudly.


    I started to rise, I was going to shoot him in the back and take my chances with the other one. As I was rising, I nearly knocked over a bottle…just catching it before it shattered on the ground. I was able to make out the label and decided on a new tactic altogether, but it needed to happen soon. I grabbed the bottle by the neck, loving the heft of it, rounded the corner and ran towards the retreating back of the man coming to kill me.


    He turned entirely too late. I brought the bottle of barbecue sauce smashing down upon his skull, both of which shattered. His blood mingled with the thick sauce. I snatched his weapon out of his hands as he collapsed.


    “Chris, are you alright?” a frantic woman’s voice rang out. She was the other shooter.


    I had no idea what Chris sounded like, but I tried to mimic him anyway as I started down the aisle. “Slipped, sorry,” I said, trying to keep it to a minimum.


    “You scared the shit out of me,” she replied in hushed tones. “Come on.” She motioned as she entered the mouth of the hallway.


    “Well what are you going to have left when you see me then?” I asked.


    “What?” She turned back around.


    I struck her hard in the forehead with the butt of my rifle. She was a tough bitch and staggered for a moment, but the second hit did the trick as she dropped. I pulled the rifle from her hands and slung it over my shoulder, and then I grabbed her by her short hair and waistline and heaved her down the hallway towards the break room.


    “Till we meet again,” I told her unconscious form as I headed back to Chris.


    He had propped his head up and had a dazed look about him. “What’s going on?” he slurred out.


    “Cavalry’s here, what’s your name?” I asked, making sure to keep the light in his sensitive eyes. He kept trying to raise his hands up to shield them but was lacking the necessary motor skills.


    “Chris Baines, private first class.”


    “Listen, I really don’t give a shit, and this isn’t some war-time scenario where you’re going to be able to get off with telling me your name, rank, and serial number. I really just kind of like to know the names of my dinner guests, makes it that much more intimate…don’t you think?” I asked as I moved in and started to yank up on the part of his skull that was cut and broken. It took a little work, which was made even more difficult by Chris squirming before I was finally able to get a patch of skull up and off.


    Hugh was begging me to eat. I was staring at Chris’ brains and it hit me. “That would be awesome,” I said aloud as I scooped up a handful of the spilled sauce and placed it directly onto the exposed tissue. Chris eyes were starting to flutter as I dove in to the marinated meat. “Oh this is fantastic,” I said at least a half dozen times as I came up for air.


    Chris had passed long before I was finished. I was so lost in the enjoyment of him I had completely forgotten there was still a threat. That was Hugh’s influence, he was making his presence known more and more; sometimes subtle, like the forgetting everything else when we ate part. Although I can’t blame him, the tangy taste that the barbecue sauce added was superb. Sweet Baby Ray really knew his stuff!


    “We done here?” I asked Hugh.


    He was still off in bliss land. I wished I had more time, I’d do a little of my own probing, but right now I was fairly exposed in the middle of an aisle. It was retreat-and-regroup time. I headed towards my hallway and scooped up the woman I had pummeled earlier. I tossed her onto a rack and did a quick tape job on her.


    “Gonna need more tape,” I said to my big captive. He was looking at me with murderous intent as I tossed the empty tape spindle at him. “Five down…four to go,” I told the big guy as I went towards him. While I stood over him, blood, gore, and a healthy dose of barbecue sauce fell on his face, which he tried to avoid, but that wasn’t working out so well for him. “Probably going to need a bucket of ketchup to wash your tough hide down with,” I laughed.


    Hugh started to eye our food stores greedily. “Going to have to wait. We’ve got some unfinished business.” I looked down to notice Big Man looking up at me like I was crazy. I guess from his perspective I was, since there I was, presumably talking to myself.


    “Fuck man, I’m tired.” I walked over to the wall and grabbed a chair. It groaned as I settled down into it. “You know, being a zombie is hard work. Hugh is like feeding a team of hungry teenagers,” I told Big Guy as I propped my feet up on his cot. “I mean, right now I’d like to take a nap and enjoy digesting my latest meal, but Hugh is screaming, I mean screaming in the back of my head to eat you. To eat all of you,” I said as I swept my arm around the room. “And let me tell you…eating a whole person is a lot of work. My jaw muscles ache by the time I’m done.” He was mumbling into his bonds. “What’s that?” I asked Big Guy. He tried to shy away as I leaned in on him. I yanked down on the tape around his mouth. “Probably should have put that on tighter, or were you working it free?”


    “You’re fucking psychotic,” Big Guy hissed.


    “I thought maybe at first that was the case, but you can rest assured…I’m mostly sane. What’s your name?”


    “Go fuck yourself.”


    “Do you even know how many times I’ve heard that? Women, men…and even the occasional spoiled brat at a birthday party. And what kind of advice is that anyway? Can someone truly fuck themselves? Maybe in my old body I would have had the manhood to kind of tuck things down and around. But that’s some seriously weird angles involved, and then I don’t think a dick was meant to bend that way. But that’s really just speculation now. Clarence was...is hung like a turkey.” I held up my pinkie finger.


    “Let me go and we’ll give it a go.”


    “Funny.” I reached over and checked the pockets on the jacket he was wearing. The bulge in his right breast pocket was what I was looking for as I pulled out his wallet. “Old habits die hard don’t they? Probably not really going to ever need anything in this again, but yet you still carry it. Diner’s card? Really? Did anyone even honor this piece of shit anymore?” I asked as I flung the card across the room. “Amazon gift card…that ship’s sailed.” I tossed that too. “Oooh, who’s that honey? Daughter? Too young to be a wife unless you’re loaded. I’ll hold onto this for safe keeping,” I told him as I tucked it in my pocket. “Any chance she’s here? No? I can tell by your face. Too bad.”


    “What did you do with Clarence?” the man asked as he strained against his sticky prison.


    “Eviction, he didn’t pay his rent. George Savage,” I said as I pulled his CDL license out. “That’s a fitting name for you.”


    “I hate to break it to you, you crazy fuck, but you’re not a zombie. I wish you were because that would explain your actions, those poor soulless bastards don’t know what they’re doing. You’re just some sick, opportunistic fuck that gets his rocks off by pretending to be one.”


    “Hey!” I yelled, shooting pink misty spittle into his face. “I didn’t ask for this shit! There I was at some shitty little kiddie party and I got bit. I fought tooth and nail against whatever Hugh is to hold onto my life. MY FUCKING LIFE, not his!”


    “You really believe yourself, don’t you?”


    “Listen, George Savage from Twin Oaks, the zombie – or, Hugh, as I’ve affectionately named the little asshole – is inside of me. I do everything I can to preserve my life.”


    “At the expense of all others?”


    “Especially at the expense of all others. What the fuck have you or anybody else done for me?”


    “Say for half a second I believe your insanity, which I don’t, but I’ll play. How could you do what you do? Why would you? Granted, survival is important, but what are you saving now?”


    “ME, I’m saving ME. And you don’t believe me? Not that it matters, but how would you like me to prove you wrong?”


    “By what? Eating one of us? What’s that prove other than you’re more far gone than you realize.”


    “We’ll do this your way, you can judge me as you lay there, but you might as well have all the facts.” I dragged the table over, grabbed all the candles, and had a fairly well lit room by the time they were all assembled. I stood next to George’s head. “You watching?” I asked as I grabbed my pistol and placed the barrel against my thigh.


    “I’d be more convinced if you put it up by the side of your head.”


    I ignored him as I braced for impact. The shell casing fell to the floor as I staggered back from the slamming pain of the bullet as it parted the meat on my thigh and buried itself deep. It felt like it may have even nicked my bone. It was an intense pain, and I was thankful for Hugh’s interference as he quelled the nerve centers that registered the ache. George was quiet; his eyes were wide with hope.


    “That’s a fair amount of blood leaking out of me, Hugh, you may want to take care of that,” I said – more as dramatic effect.


    I did some contortions for theatrics although it didn’t really matter, Hugh was busy rectifying the injury. Fixing muscle, stopping bleeders, and even better, pushing the lead out. I’ll admit it, was hugely satisfying to see George’s surprise as the bullet hung precariously in my gaping wound then clattered to the floor. I had pulled my pants tight just for this moment.


    “Believe me now?” I laughed.


    He looked up into my face, trying to find some means of deception.


    “Damn near good as new,” I told him as I took a few steps around the room. I also noticed something about Hugh while he was repairing the damage; something I had missed previously. Can’t really be held against me, getting shot was a new process, so while I was panicking I never noted how Hugh would completely retreat as he did his work. He wasn’t looking over my shoulder and demanding things – mostly food – he had a task to do and he was busy doing it.


    “You could be so much more,” he said, looking at me somewhat tenderly, most likely shock. “You could be the answer we’re all looking for. The first step towards a cure. We could have our world back. Son, you’ve got to see that, don’t you?”


    I stopped for a few seconds. “That was really entertaining, you had me going there for a sec. I never cared about the world such as it was, I’m intelligent enough to realize that my best days were behind me, I was a lowly pissuant barely making a living in that world. Here, well…here I’m a king.”


    “A king? Hardly,” George scoffed. “You’re a monster.”


    Po-ta-to, po-tah-to. King of monsters, I’ll take that. Point is, George old buddy, I am master of my domain, I rule all that I survey.”


    “How very far-looking of you, Clarence.”


    “Timothy,” I hissed into his face.


    “Timothy,” he repeated, looking visibly shaken. “You could be hailed as a hero, a savior. So much more.”


    “You really are good, are you a shrink wannabe?”


    “I’ve been around people, Cl...Timothy, my whole life. You have a chance here, a real chance.”


    “You have no idea of the things I’ve done, George,” I said like I cared.


    I’d pretend just to let him think he was getting through if only to maximize the expression of surprise on his face as I ripped into him. I put my hand to my face, wondering if I was going too far overboard.


    “You didn’t know, like you said you were doing what you needed to survive, people get that. You could save the human race, Timothy, and you’ll just about walk on water.”


    “Oh, George…but you don’t get it.”


    “Tell me,” he replied. He was really ramping it up.


    “I just realized the other day when we took over Clarence’s body that I’m pretty much immortal. Hugh can fix almost anything, and if he can’t we can always move to another body,” I said as I slapped Clarence’s chest.


    George’s face changed from hope to disgust. “You’re a traitor to your species, I’ve got a pretty good idea your buddy Hugh won’t be able to do anything with a bullet to that sick head of yours. I can only hope I’m around long enough to either witness it…or better yet…deliver it.”


    “Sadly, you’re right about the bullet to the head aspect. Good thing is you won’t be there to see it.” His screams shredded the night as I tore his nose free from his face. “Keep screaming, George.” I said between chews. “That’ll put the fear of an uncaring God into the others’ heads. I was right you are a tough bird,” I said as I gulped through his cartilage.


    “What are you doing?” he sobbed wetly, blood clogging his airway.


    “I’ve never been much of a foot fetish person, but right now, man, sucking on some toes sounds like just about the best thing in the world,” I told him as I untied the laces to his boots. “These are a little old, George, probably should have bought some new ones with your gift card,” I told him as I tossed them to the side. “Not much into bathing, are you?” I asked as I peeled off his dirty sweaty socks. “That’s a hefty case of toe jam you got going on there,” I told him as I looked at his deep nail fungus which had completely turned most of the nails on his feet a disgusting array of browns and puss laden yellows. “Bon appetite,” I said as I stuck his entire big toe into my mouth.


    He jerked for all he was worth as I bit down where the toe met his foot. I then pulled back and stripped the flesh and meat clean from the bone. His screaming started anew as I moved through all of the toes on his left foot. It didn’t cease until I came away with the tidbit from his small toe.


    “Tastes like mushrooms.” I said as I smacked my lips. “Must be the fungus. You ready for round two, or three I guess, if you count your nose?” He was heaving with racking sobs. “Big strapping guy like you, I thought you’d take this a little better. Eh, what do I know?” This time I started on the small toe on his right foot and worked my way up to the big toe, saving that for last. He passed out somewhere in between the second and third toe.


    I undid the tape around his waist, it was safe to assume at this point that he wasn’t going anywhere. I pulled his pants down and was all set to rip parts off his meaty calves when I heard something from the end of the hallway.


    “Sounds like reinforcements are coming, George old buddy, but they’re a little late for you,” I said as I began to blow out all the candles, plunging the room into darkness.


    I grabbed a gun and headed to the doorway. “Please help.” I said in as pathetic a voice as I could.


    “George?” came the tentative question.


    “Sure,” I answered back.


    “Who are you?” the person asked from the end of the hallway. They were at least smart enough to not come blindly down the darkened narrow way.


    “We could go with ‘your worst nightmare’ but that seems so cliché, don’t you think?”


    “What have you done with our people?”


    “Why don’t you come down here and find out?”


    “Chris is dead,” someone else said, talking to the person that was asking me questions. She said it in a high-pitched, panic-laden voice. “He’s stripped clean,” she added. I could hear her stifling some gagging.


    “Mister, I don’t know what your problem is, but there’s other issues going on here. There are zombies in the store. Why don’t you come out and we can work this out? We’ve got a few people back there with you that we’d really like to have back.”


    “You mean we could really just talk?” I asked in my sincerest voice.


    “That would be preferable.”


    “Gosh, mister, after all I’ve done we could still talk?”


    “Just give us our people back and you can walk out of this place,” he replied angrily.


    “Why in the fuck would I do that? I’ve got everything in here I need.”


    “Because I’ll put a bullet in your head if you don’t.”


    “Oooh…I’m scared now. I guess I’ll just give myself up.”


    A shot rang out, clipping the wall next to my head. I spun and saw the crazy bastard George, he was teetering on his meatless toes trying to get off another shot. His face twisted in agony. How in the hell he had seen enough of me to even get it off, I didn’t know. Duh, you’re framed in the doorway. Sometimes I was a meathead. I moved to the side, the wall at my back, and I came at George’s left side, he was looking around wildly trying to line up a shot.


    I grabbed the outstretched pistol with my right hand and then stepped down hard on his exposed bones. He withered, letting go of the firearm without so much as a struggle. Multiple bones shattered as I ground them into the cement floor. He couldn’t even get air into his lungs to cry out. I turned the gun and blew his fucking skull out.


    “Shoot at me, George? Fuck you.”


    “What’s going on down there!” the man shouted.


    “Domestic disturbance,” I replied. “George and I had a heated argument about how much I liked to eat. So I shot him.”


    I could hear the man start running down the hallway.


    “Better hold on there, Rambo. I’ve still got a couple of other delicate little flowers all bundled up and ready for processing.”


    The footsteps stopped. “Let them go!” he shouted from a much closer vantage point.


    “Doubtful.”


    I could almost hear him weighing his options in his head. He could come in with guns blazing, but he had no idea where I was or where the two women were. Or head back to the mouth of the hallway, tail tucked between his legs. Not a great pose for a typical American alpha-male if – like I suspected – that was what he was.


    “There’s no way out of there, you know. I’ll personally wait here until you have to come out.”


    “I’ve got some time to kill. Bunch of meanings there.” I quipped.


    “You can’t risk it,” the female voice said.


    I don’t know if she was talking loud, or the acoustics were working out in my favor, but I could hear her almost as well as if I were part of the conversation. Then I had a palm-to-forehead moment; if my bionic buddy Hugh had enhanced my vision, I would imagine he had done the same for my hearing.


    “My girlfriend is down there, Jan, I have to.”


    “Vince you’re not going to do April any good if you get yourself shot.”


    “This is bullshit.” He must have stomped his foot and walked a few feet away, as his voice softened and then came back strong. “You heard, Charlene, this guy is full on crazy. We have to stop him before he hurts them.”


    “Vince, Chris is dead, apparently so is George, and Calum is in there as well, so we’ve got to assume he’s dead or near to it. You’re the last guy left and we can’t afford to lose you.”


    “Well that’s some useful information,” I said softly.


    “Shit,” he said. I think I could even hear him drag his hand through his hair. I would have to thank Hugh for this.


    “Jan, you stay here, I’m going to talk to Charlene again and try to get the story straight on this nut job.”


    “Vince, you can’t leave me alone here. Get Yorley to do it, she’s nuts.”


    “Jan she’s on roof duty right now. I need her shooting skills up there. If the zombies get in, then we’re screwed on both ends. Don’t worry, he thinks I’m here. I’ll be right back.”


    I licked my lips in preparation and hardly noticed I cut my tongue open as it grated against my teeth.


    “Hurry,” Jan begged.


    This was one time where I regretted my fashion choice. There was no way that I could go down the hallway silently, my clown pants made more noise when I walked than howler monkeys having sex. I waited until I could no longer hear Vince’s footfalls.


    I stepped out of the break room. Go big or go home. “Hey, Jan, do you know how you steal a piano?” I asked as I walked down the hallway.


    “St-stop…” she hesitated, “or I’ll sh-shoot.”


    “That’s no way to answer a riddle. You steal a piano by pretending it’s yours. You do it out in the open during broad daylight. You gotta have nuts the size of bowling balls, but that’s how you do it.”


    I didn’t figure the bitch would actually shoot, and I would have kept thinking that…right up until the left side of me spun from the impact. High-powered rifle shot from the feel of it. I was glad she hadn’t shot my arm, probably would have taken it clean off.


    “Supposed to shoot moose with that thing, not people, asshole,” I told her as I kept advancing. “And to think I voted NRA congressmen into office, never thought it was going to bite me in the ass.”


    “Stop.” I could hear the lever action of her rifle move, the clatter of the expended brass hitting the floor made me move quicker. She had a rifle and apparently wasn’t averse to using it.


    I was moving faster down the hallway than a three hundred and fifty-pound fat fuck had any right to. Jan was sighting me in down the barrel of her rifle.


    “Clarence? What is wrong with you?” she asked hesitantly. Pulling her sighting eye off of the aperture.


    Well…she could die safe in the fact that she had made her last earthly mistake.


    “Jan!” Vince screamed from off to my right.


    The hero would be back here lickety-spit. I had to take care of business. I had meant to shoot her in the thigh or somewhere less deadly and then drag her injured-but-alive self back into my den of inequity, but Hero-boy was not going to allow that to happen.


    “Sorry,” I told Jan, not because I had to shoot her, but rather because it meant wasting some intimate time together. My shot was fairly dead-on considering I was running at a 4.4 forty pace, at least that’s what it felt like. The side of her head plumed into a shower of deadly debris, chunks of dirty blonde hair fell softly to the ground. The bits of her brain that the bullet had seared with its passing would end up somewhere on the far side of the store.


    “JAN!” Vince screamed.


    Damn, Hero boy was fast himself. I stopped my bulk in a few steps, I knew what the pop in my right knee meant, I had just shredded my ACL and possibly my MCL, that much weight going that fast wasn’t meant to stop that quickly. Hugh was going to be a busy little boy. First things first. Shots flew down the hallway as Vince opened fire. I caught one in the shoulder just as I collapsed into the break room, my knee finally giving out.


    “You fucker! I shot you! Are you dead?”


    Upon reflection I wish I had just shut the hell up and let him come and investigate, but I was pissed. He had shot me and he had made me waste a meal. “Why don’t you come down here and find out,” I replied instead.


    Half a magazine worth of bullets blazed, none close. I guessed he didn’t like my answer, or possibly more likely that I had responded at all.


    I sat with my back against the wall. I was in a fair amount of pain. I had at least two bullets in me, one possibly shot from a bazooka and I had torn my knee up. If I were in the NFL, I would have just been forcibly retired.


    Hugh was barely a distant memory as I sat there. He was so hard at work I felt like I was home alone. I don’t know how long I sat there; I think I may have even dozed off. Hugh was flooding my system with dopamine to help me deal with the pain as he made his repairs. I was awoken by Vince as he spoke.


    “Her name was January Wolff, she was twenty-six years old, married, divorced. She worked in an elementary school. She was up for a teacher of the year award before all this shit started. She made a hellish trip of survival just to get here. Where we actually have a chance of holding out until help comes…and then some piece of shit like you comes and blows her head off.”


    “Is this psychological warfare or some shit?” I answered.


    “No, I just thought you should know who you killed. How decent of a human being she was.”


    “Listen, Vince, maybe you shouldn’t have left her in a position she was wholly unprepared to defend. If anything, it’s your fault she’s dead.”


    “What do you want from us?” he asked wearily, I think I struck a raw nerve. He was probably already feeling guilty about it and I had exacerbated the wound by pouring raw sewerage on it.


    “Nourishment,” was my one word reply.


    “Just let me have my girlfriend and we’ll leave. The rest are yours.”


    “Let me get this straight so that we’re completely clear. I unstrap one of these little honeys, hand her over to you and you and her just leave?”


    “Exactly.”


    “You’d leave the rest of these people to fend for themselves? Doesn’t sound very hero-ish of you.”


    “She’s all I’ve got. I had to shoot my brother and my best friend. I have no idea about my parents. I don’t care about the others…just her.”


    “See, I don’t believe you. I think I give her up and then you’re all happy and shit and then try to kill me again.”


    “I swear to you, you hand her over and we’re like ghosts. I swear it on my soul.”


    “Well that’s a whole other conversation…that would be assuming that I believed in all the mystical shit. Tell me something about this special little lady and then I’ll make my decision.”


    He didn’t say anything for so long I thought the deal was off, not that it was really ever on, but he didn’t know that.


    “I was an addict…” he started.


    “Was? I’ve known enough pill poppers to realize there’s never ‘was’ in their vocabulary.”


    “I haven’t had a fix in five months.”


    “Five whole months you say? Wow, aren’t you just special. I bet you have it down to the hour the last time you swallowed.”


    “Shot.”


    “Heroin. Nice. I guess if you’re going to do it, you might as well do it right.”


    “April saved me.”


    “That would be one of the girls behind me?”


    A hitch caught in his voice, even cracking it a bit when he spoke next. “April...April Springer was at my group therapy session. She became my sponsor.”


    “Was it part of your court appointment? The sessions?”


    “Intervention.”


    “That must have been a blast.”


    “Yeah, never had so much fun in my life,” he answered sarcastically. “My brother is screaming at me, calling me a junkie loser. My mother is wailing, and my sister was in the corner getting soused on bourbon.”


    “What finally convinced you to go? Certainly not the theatrics from your family, I’m sure as an addict you’d been hearing everything they had to say for years. Am I right? And then talk about the irony, you claw and climb out of your own personal hell only to be thrust into this wide scale perdition, that’s fucking rich.”


    He didn’t say anything again for a while. “I had sold everything I owned. I borrowed from everyone that would give me a dollar. I stole what I could get my hands on. It got to the point where they wouldn’t even allow me in their homes for the holidays.”


    “Gotta have your fix, though, don’t you? So what? You blowing dudes at the bus depot?”


    Another pause.


    “Oh shit I nailed it. Did a little sword swallowing for smack, how quaint. Man, at that point you needed to shoot up just to forget you had a little spunk on your chin. That’s pretty pathetic, man.” I got up and crossed the room, as I stood over April’s cot. I asked her if she was hearing this. Her eyes were huge as she tried desperately to pull in enough light to be able to see me. To her I was as dark as a nightmare in a bad dream.


    I dragged the cot towards the doorway.


    “What’s going on in there?” Vince asked with alarm.


    “I just wanted to make sure she heard how truly pathetic you are. Oh I’m sorry…were.”


    “She knows.”


    “Really? And she kept going out with you? What’s the matter with you?” I asked, whispering in her ear. She recoiled from the sound; or it could have been my horrid, meat-rotted breath. “Wait. She was an addict, too? Oh, this makes sense. She was probably busy jacking old farts off in the Walmart parking lot while you were busy with your own specialty.”


    “Listen, I’m not proud of it, but April was able to look beyond my past. She could see the person I could be.”


    “You do realize that two addicts together rarely work out. You weak bastards are usually so co-dependent that one needs to slip up so the other can feel worth in their life. Then, because you’re weak, one will drag the other down with them.”


    “She saved me, man. Please let me save her. Those first few days I went without shooting up I thought I was going to go insane…she got me through it. I won’t make it without her. She’s all and everything that I’ve got. There’s got to be something inside of you, some little piece that’s human. Compassionate maybe.”


    “Keep talking,” I told him, not because he was winning his argument, but rather to hide what I was doing. “Sorry, darling,” I said as I stroked her hair, “but I’ve wasted enough food already and there’s got to be starving zombies in Africa.”


    She blew out a heavy gust of air through her nose as I lifted her shirt and started chewing through her stomach. I didn’t go at it with my normal gusto. I tried to eat like a gentleman, like my mother taught, mouth closed and twelve chews per bite to really taste and digest my food properly.


    April’s breathing quickened and became heavier as I sliced through her midsection. Her blood was pooling on the cot and straining through to the floor as I ate her abdominal section. I almost gagged when I realized she had eaten an oatmeal bar or something equally as disgusting. The flesh of her stomach lining mixed with the half-chewed dried berries was not a great contrast in tastes. I reached in and ripped free a kidney to eat so I could wash the taste out of my mouth. Her body sagged as the last beats of her heart pushed life fluid through her system. I wondered for a moment if she was still having thoughts and what they might revolve around. My guess was she was wishing she had shot up one more time. Had she known her end was so near, she might as well have gone out with a high.


    “Say something, man,” Vince shouted. “I’m talking my gums out over here and I’m not getting any response.


    “Sorry…I drifted off for a moment,” I said, dragging my sleeve across my mouth. “Keep talking, I’m listening.”


    He rambled on incessantly about what a perfect angel she was and how doves danced on her shoulders or some shit. I’d stopped caring about April the person the moment she became dinner. It might have been a half hour later and Vince was still droning on. April the saint had become April the carcass; what was left of her wouldn’t feed a family of mice. I did leave one special part intact.


    I stood up from the cot. “I’ve made my decision.” I said as I tossed something down the hallway. It fell moistly against the floor. “Don’t let it be said I don’t have a heart.”


    Vince’s screams were barely covered by the volley of bullets he sent down the hallway.


    “Oh wait,” I laughed from inside the break room. “I guess you have the heart now.”


    The echoes from his shots finally died down, then the fun began as he started to smash things up and down the aisles. I could have attacked pretty much at any point, but this was so much more fun as he circled the drain into the depths of his own hell. What a pussy, brave enough to smash harmless bottles of mayonnaise but not enough to charge in here.


    “Bet you could go for a little sugar smack now couldn’t you?” I shouted.


    “I’ll rip your asshole through your throat, you fucking freak!” He was bellowing so loud I figured he had to be tearing his vocal chords.


    There was more crashing and smashing, it was moving away from me. I could just make out a female voice trying to soothe him, talk him down from the precipice. It was one of the two women still left. Not the one who had skated out on me, and then it hit me. Those two were out in the store somewhere and there was no way my Charlene was guarding this exit way.


    “I think I’m going to find my wayward little girl,” I told the store manager. He seemed to be lost in his own misery to care all that much.


    I sauntered down to the end of the hallway, took a cursory look over to where things were still clattering to the floor, and then headed off to any location that a scared woman might try to hide. “Either towards the candy or the Kleenex, what do you think, Hugh?” He had just about completed his repairs and was coming up to poke his ugly head around.


    “Eat now?”


    “You’re worse than a tape worm. I’ll admit April was a little on the slender side, but come on, she wasn’t finger food either. And don’t you even think about an elimination. I’ve got some unfinished business to attend to first,” I said as I tried to quell down the gurgling in my stomach.


    I moved away from the mouth of the hallway and the sounds of the retreating disturbance. I found what I was looking for two aisles over; a small mountain of wrappers were on the floor, Snickers, Reese’s Cups, Hershey bars, and at least a half dozen others. As I approached the discard pile, I was able to see a trail – some empty, some not – of candy leading away. It looked like a kid with eyes too big for his arms had come and grabbed all he or she could secret away.


    I followed until the trail grew cold, okay poor pun, the last candy bar, a bite-size Kit-Kat was at the door to the cold storage room where, when the store was running normally, the produce would have been kept. I slowly pushed the door open, the smell of rotten fruit permeated everything. I had thought dead flesh was rank. Why would my little princess hide out in here? There had to be somewhere else in here she had hidden herself in, peanut butter and the smell of decay don’t mix well.


    I walked in, letting the door shut behind me. “Charlene, are you in here, my sweet?” I called out in a sing-song voice.


    I could not pinpoint it, but I heard a sharp intake of breath.


    “Oh…I bet your heart is just trying to bust out of your chest right now. Probably slamming against that skinny little frame of yours. Are your hands clammy? Did that peanut butter just dry up your mouth? We had something between us, my sweet Charlene. And you went and fucking ruined it.” The last sentence went from a sweet to menacing tone.


    “It’s getting down to the nitty-gritty, did you know that? There’s only Vince, you, and some other bitch. Well, and then of course…me. How well can you see in this murkiness? You might be wondering if I am handicapped in the dark the same way you are? Well, let me assure you that I am not. Hugh has really beefed up the optics system, I’d say it’s equivalent to ‘setting sun’ bright in here for me. Odds are you can just about see your hand in front of your face and little more. Man, that’s gotta be scary realizing I’ll see you WAY before you can see me.”


    I heard some scurrying or rustling over to my right. It was faint, and just as easily could have been a rat, but it was worth checking out. I was convinced this time Charlene wasn’t going to move.


    “I wonder if all that candy you’re so liberally eating will make you taste any better?” I asked.


    I scanned around the room trying to ascertain her location. “Are you even now looking over to the double doors wondering if Vince the cavalry captain is going to come charging in on his dust broom? Don’t count on it. You see I just finished off his good tasting girlfriend; or how about flavorful fiancé, that has a much better ring to it don’t you think? Well, either way, he’s pretty far over the edge right now. If he lives, which I wouldn’t bet on, he’s going to do his best to get out of here and find some black tar – that’s heroin for those not in the know. He’s a recovering addict…or as I like to say, procrastinating junkie. They always go back, even the Holier-than-thou, my-shit-don’t-stink-anymore converts. Those are the assholes they find face down in a pile of their own vomit with a needle sticking out of their arm and a Bible on the bed next to them. Praise the Lord, Charlene!” I thumped against a box next to me. I could picture her twitching from the sound of it.


    “How close am I, baby? Can you smell me yet? If you put on any sort of scent within the last few hours, I’ll be able to smell you soon. Maybe a little lotion on your drying hands perhaps? Peanut butter odor carries a bit, won’t be long before I pick that scent up. I can’t imagine the terror you’re feeling. I mean you probably have thought about what you’d do, but when you’re actually faced with it, I bet it’s debilitating. Your mind is racing…do I haul ass, or stay hidden? But it probably feels like you’ve swallowed live frogs. Am I right? Got a big croaker stuck in your neck I bet, and then your stomach is probably doing back flips. I almost feel sorry for you. I’m not even going to offer you false hope. You know the kind, ‘If you come out now I’ll go easy on you.’ Know why? Because it would be a fucking lie.” I sent a crate of green strawberries crashing to the ground.


    “I’m going to stomp your fucking head into the ground, maybe before I eat your insides, maybe after, I haven’t decided. You can’t just go making promises and then breaking them. There’re consequences to be paid. And I demand interest. A lot of it.”


    The bitch was good. I thought for sure she would have made a break for it by now, unless I was too close for her or she was just damn paralyzed – that was a distinct possibility.


    “Hey, I just thought of something. I bet you have a gun on you, am I right? Probably waving that thing back and forth right now hoping I’ll come into view so you can shoot me. Oh, wouldn’t that be so satisfying for you! You know what, though? You’ll have to drill me square in the forehead to stop me, and even with Clarence’s giant old melon, that’s not an easy shot, Charlene. And once I see the flash of that muzzle…I’ve got your location. Gosh, I’m having so much fun. This is better than naked Twister with the nuns at Our Lady of Perpetual Sin.”


    I stopped when I heard shooting outside. It seemed that all the noise Vince was making tearing the joint up had attracted some unwanted attention. That didn’t make any sense. There was nobody on the roof to be doing any shooting. Was it coming from the street?


    “Oh, my sweet amore. It appears we will have to continue our game later.”


    I moved swiftly to the double doors and out. It didn’t take long to figure out what happened. Vince had caved quicker than even I had figured. He was looking for a fix, and right now I was fairly convinced he’d blow a zombie if he thought it would get him product quicker.


    There was a hot little number staring out the window watching him leave. Most likely debating if she should go and retrieve him. She looked like a fat, gun-lover’s wet dream. She was silhouetted against the light coming in from the window. She had long black hair pulled back in a ponytail, camo pants with black boots, a form-fitting green t-shirt that showed her muscular body and on her hip rested an assault weapon. I’m no expert, but I’d say some sort of Russian-made model.


    I wasn’t necessarily a gun nut, but she stirred something deep in me. She was beautiful malevolence; I bet if I bit her she would have the strength to fight off the Hugh virus. Now, if I could just get close enough to test out my theory. I don’t know if she could sense something, but she spun quickly and almost caught sight of me gawking at her. I ducked down and waited until her gaze passed over. Something fell over in the storeroom behind me. It appeared the game was afoot…again. Good, because I was working up an appetite.


    The woman at the front of the store looked around once more, spending a fair amount of time looking at the hallway to my feeding station, then she headed towards a door I was fairly certain led to the roof. I guess to keep an eye on Vince as he retreated into the shadows of humanity. Fuck him, junkies probably tasted like shit anyway.


    I pretty much had the run of the entire store. I couldn’t have been happier than a six year old getting locked in Toys R Us for the night. At least of course until he got to the doll aisle and there were stuffed clowns, then all bets were off. I got up to the wall next to the doors and pressed as far into it as my massive bulk was going to allow. I could hear the tentative shuffle of feet that were unsure of their destination. The one thing I knew was that she would want to get out of the dark…and quick; somewhere where the odds, while not necessarily in her favor, would at least be improved upon. The closer she got to the doors the…slower she moved. The trepidation was almost coming off her in sheets. Who could blame her? Certainly not me.


    “Come on, my little sugary treat. Just a little further,” I said so softly I would imagine God didn’t even hear it.


    The door cracked open. I was so excited I sprouted wood. Strange reaction, I thought. Was that Hugh’s way of showing he was happy? Like instead of wagging his tail, he got a hard-on. Right there with you, buddy, I told him. The door closest to me moved a bit further, the blued steel of a pistol poked its way through. I was thankful the piece of shit, small pieces of clear plastic they called windows were scratched up and so dirty as to be nearly opaque. I could tell Charlene had her face pressed up to the small piece of Plexiglas, desperately looking for me. Why she never thought to look to her left was a mystery. To me, it just meant she wanted to get caught, that she somehow wanted to fulfill her obligation to me. That made more sense than her not looking unless she just couldn’t see me and then the fucking joke was on her.


    The gun was now almost all the way out the door, if she pushed the door even just another inch there would be no way she could avoid seeing me unless she had a brain tumor that was causing her to have giant blind spots. I moved quickly to the door and pushed it heavily inwards. I heard something snap as the doors came together. The gun fell to the floor and Charlene, I believe, fell to the ground in response. I quickly moved through the doors and towards her scurrying form.


    “Where you going, darling?” I said as I grabbed her kicking foot. She kept kicking until I twisted it into an unnatural angle. “A little further and you’re going to have an ankle to match that wrist.” I told her. Her right wrist was already beginning to swell and develop serious blue overtones. “Are you in shock or something? I can’t figure out why you’re not screaming.”


    “Would it do any good?” she asked in reply.


    “Not really, not at all. The only person that could potentially help you is now on the roof. It’s just you and me, Flap Jacks.”


    She sagged as if she was a hot air balloon and someone had let all the air out.


    “Don’t be depressed, honey, we’re together now. It’ll be alright for me.”


    I swung her around and we headed deeper into the storeroom.


    “Please,” she whimpered.


    “I figured it’d be better in the dark for you, that way you couldn’t see what was coming.”


    “Please, I don’t want to die like this.” She was sobbing.


    “I hate to break it to you, Charlene, but there really isn’t a good way to go out of this world. I guess there are those rare occasions you get to be surrounded by loved ones when you take that final ragged breath, but that’s really about it. You all end up in the same place. Dead is dead. Now it’s those last few minutes of life that can have very vast differences. And I’m sorry to say, but yours is really going to suck. I mean, we might not break any records for worst death, but then it’s really all subjective anyway…and who the fuck are we going to find that can be an impartial judge anyway?”


    I kept dragging her, she weakly grabbed hold of an empty pallet which we took for a small ride before it ripped the fingernail of her left hand pointer finger clear off.


    “Bet that hurt,” I said in my most sympathetic tone. I went a few feet further then dropped her leg…well, more like flung it to the floor. She winced as it smashed against the cement. She was looking around blindly for me and pulled her legs in tight.


    “Strip,” I told her.


    She didn’t move.


    “Was I not clear? Here I’ll make it absolutely easy for you. TAKE OFF YOUR CLOTHES!” I shook from the force of expelling the words.


    Her hand moved up to the front of her blouse; she pulled the t-shirt over her head. This was something else I didn’t understand about victims. Why comply? Why do what I say at all? The end result is going to be the exact same – die trying. I guess some people just don’t have fight in them. I wondered for a moment if that was a modern condition, or had there been push-overs since the dawn of man? Did Ugg the caveman force Ula to prepare some dinosaur meat before he banged her over the head with a club? Probably, bitches have been stupid since Eve ate that bad apple.


    “Wait…now I’m confused. Which happened first? The Garden of Eden or cave people?”


    “Wha...what?” Charlene asked.


    “I wasn’t talking to you, get your damn pants off.”


    She kept complying as I pondered my own question. She was shivering with her ass pressing against the cool concrete.


    “When did I say stop?” I asked as I looked at her socks, bra and panties. “Oh for God’s sake!” I grabbed the front of her bra and picked her clean up off the floor by it. “Damn, girl, that’s some strong ass support, not that you really need it, can’t be much more than a B-cup.” The bra finally snapped and Charlene thudded to the floor. “You’re really fucking up my food, Char.”


    She was incoherent. I think I’d finally pushed her over the edge. There didn’t seem much more point in fucking with her if she wasn’t going to get the same enjoyment out of it as I was. She had both hands over her delicate feminine parts.


    “Oh, you’ve got this wrong, sister, I don’t want your body in the traditional sense. Well…I mean the traditional conquest-ual way, you know, rape and pillage and all that.” I gave Hugh a little work to do as Charlene’s screams burst my ear drum. I bit through the right side of her face and into her eyeball. “That’s just like a Tootsie pop,” I said as I leaned back and chomped through it. I ripped her throat out once I finished the eye. The silence was a welcome guest.


    “I told you we’d have fun together,” I said as I licked her candy-coated esophagus. “Who knew that would be so good?”


    I took my time with Charlene – possibly an hour, maybe more. It was nice to not have to eat and run for once. By the time I was done, Hugh felt the need to get rid of some added weight.


    “Wait, fucker!” I yelled, although he was about as close as one could get. “I want to make a statement with this.”


    I undid my pants and straddled over what remained of my sweet Charlene. Twenty minutes later it would have been impossible to tell there was a body under there without an archaeological dig.


    I was content for one of the few times in my life. Although I knew that wasn’t going to last long with Hugh. He was as easy to keep satisfied as a five-year-old with ADD. I glanced quickly out of the door, making sure no one was going to waylay me like I had Charlene. When the coast was clear, I walked out. My thought process was that I would finish off the two I had in storage and get going. She-Commando, besides looking like she could inflict some damage to me, didn’t appear to have a vast quantity of meat on her to warrant the chance it would take to catch her.


    With that thought in mind, I headed back to the break room. I was twenty feet away when I stopped. I looked around quickly and then ducked into an aisle. I had almost been happy enough to whistle when I saw it. It was no bigger than a flea on a tick (gross exaggeration), but there it was, blazing like a light house, sending a beacon of light and warning of the dangers to come. A sliver of duct tape lay on the floor. I was certain it hadn’t been there when I left. That meant a couple of things. Either my food had escaped or She-Commando had set my food free. Either way I was pissed.


    “Shit.”


    I ducked further down. If they were out, the tables had been turned. Well, not completely. I was fairly certain they weren’t going to eat me, they were going to try and kill me, though, that was a fairly easy intuitive leap.


    “You out there, clown?” a female voice asked. Wherever she was, she had the advantage of height on me. “You’re going to have to pay for the things you’ve done here.”


    She said it with such determination and verve that I did not doubt she would follow through if given the opportunity. I wanted to shout back, and I’m sure she was baiting me into it, but to do so would have given them a chance to locate me.


    “What kind of sick fuck eats people anyway? I mean, I guess I get it when your plane is stuck on the top of the Andes and it’s dead Javier or a seat cushion. But you’re in a grocery store, there’s enough food in here for months. My guess is you’ve always been a sick fuck, probably the kind that skinned cats when you were seven and then moved up to little boys when you hit your teens. Am I right?” she asked.


    I was moving slowly trying to locate from where she was yelling. I had to be careful about the other two. Maybe not the woman, I was fairly certain I had cracked her skull, she was going to be out of commission for a while. I wiped a bit of drool as I thought about what lay under her head armor.


    Concentrate, Tim, I had to tell myself.


    “Hey, freak, talk to me!” she shouted.


    It was that last sentence that helped me finally locate her. Not sure how I had missed it, off to the left of the entrance there was door that led to a small office that overlooked the registers. It was either the manager or security. This seemed more like a mom and pop store, so most likely it was the owner’s get away when his old lady was driving him nuts about not charging enough for the kumquats.


    There were two windows both – covered with heavy curtains. “You sly shit,” I said, talking about an owner I didn’t know. I figured he was doing his cashier interviews up there. “Yeah, show me how you reach into the till, baby.” Apparently even zombies were preoccupied with sex. I wonder if female zombies avoided it as much as their counterparts, at least the married ones. It took closer inspection to see that one of the windows was pushed open and the barrel of a rifle was sticking out. That had to be where she was.


    I could get up there easily enough, undetected by her vantage point. Now I had to try and figure out if there was anybody in between me and my destination. Would they all be up there? I could get out of this store now and on to more unsuspecting prey, but what would be the fun in that. The store was dark – not quite dark enough for my liking – but she was going to have a hard time...a spark of pain registered up my side. A bullet had pierced my side. I dropped down, pressing my back against the side of the aisle facing away from her.


    “Did that hurt, you fat fuck?” she taunted me.


    “How?” I asked a little louder than I guess I meant to as I dropped for cover.


    “Night vision goggles, dipshit,” she answered, apparently hearing my question.


    “You should have killed me,” I told her. I said it as non-caring as I could muster, but truth be told, she had me damn near in a panic.


    “Oh, I plan on it, I really do, but I’m curious.”


    “Curiosity killed the cat.”


    “You’re a witty fuck, aren’t you? I just need to know if what Charlene was telling us had any validity. You tell me that and where she is, and I’ll make it easy on you.”


    “That’s normally my line. Will you go easier on me if I tell you Charlene is all over the floor in the back.” A shot blasted out, smashing a bottle of vinegar by the smell of it. “I didn’t think so.”


    “Tell me what you are, Clarence. Or at least what you did to Clarence.”


    “Timothy!” I yelled back.


    “Yeah I give a shit, Tim-Tim.”


    “I’m going to eat you from the inside out.”


    “You wouldn’t be the first that promised me that. All talk and no action, the men I’ve dated. Come out where I can see you so we can talk about it.”


    “I’d love to, I really would, but I have this crazy fear of getting shot. Call me nuts,” I told her.


    I could just make her out talking to someone. It was impossible to tell if it was over a radio or she was saying something to someone next to her. Either way, I had to leave where I was. I was not in a strategic position at the moment.


    “You going somewhere?” she asked as I was slowly sliding away.


    She was guessing. She had to be, she didn’t have the angle on me to see what I was doing – or she had someone on the ground watching me. But that made no sense; they’d be shooting, not reporting back. I kept quiet, not giving her a chance to isolate my voice. I had moved a good twenty feet from my previous position. I was showered in a bottle of hot sauce. The red liquid stung my eyes as it dripped onto my head.


    “What the fuck!” I yelled, when the sauce hit the hole in my side. That wasn’t a lucky shot it couldn’t have been could it? I was wiping the fluid away from the wound as best I could.


    “Oooh do you want me to kiss it and make it better?” She cooed. “You’re an ugly bastard aren’t you?”


    I was wracking my brain trying to figure out if the government had finally come up with a working version of x-ray goggles. How else could she see me? I leaned back my head, resting on a bag of flour when I finally figured it out. The back wall of the store had an angled mirror that went the entire distance across, giving anyone in the office a perfect view of the entire store.


    My tormentor waved vigorously at me when she realized I was watching, and then she slipped me the finger before retreating back into the shadows of the office. That was an easy enough fix. I held up my gun and blasted pane after pane of mirrors.


    “That’s a shit load of bad luck, Tim-Tim,” the woman cried out when the echoes of shattering glass faded into obscurity.


    “That’s the thing, bitch, I have plenty of time,” I told her right before I went on the move again. This time she was blind to my actions – unless of course she did have those x-ray goggles. Prudence would dictate I should take my mostly intact ass out of the store, but I didn’t know the bitch, and I’d be damned if she dictated anything to me. I knew I was going to be in trouble at the end of either aisle. I would be exposed as I made my way to the next. I went back the way I had come, thinking she would be expecting me to leave the way I was headed.


    I took a quick breath, pushed off from the kneeling position I was in and into the aisle closer to the front. Her shot caught me in my left ankle, nearly severing my foot from my leg as it shattered the joint. The only reason I wasn’t dead was she had guessed I would be retreating and not advancing. Otherwise that shot would have caught me in the back of the head.


    “Won’t make that mistake again, Tim-Tim,” she said as she let the piece of brass tinkle to the ground. “I’ll save the one that ends your worthless existence.”


    Nothing happened for a while, I didn’t move, she didn’t talk.


    “Hugh, need some help,” I said in my inside voice.


    “Stop getting damaged,” he answered.


    “I didn’t say I needed worthless advice. Not like I’m doing this shit on purpose.”


    “Too bad,” Hugh replied.


    At first I thought he was getting sarcastic with that ‘too bad’, and I was going to give him an earful for it…then I came to the realization that sarcasm was not one of Hugh’s traits. Straight forward, directness was his calling card. He was telling me the damage to my ankle was beyond his expertise.


    “I wonder if I can get inside of She-Commando, might be fun to inhabit the lesser sex for a little while. She doesn’t have a dick, but that’s about the same condition I’m in now,” I laughed.


    “Something funny, asshole? I know I hit you…that’s twice. I kind of wish you’d just die and get it over with.”


    I made sure to take any signs of distress out of my tone. “Are Sweet Charlene’s words ringing a little truer?”


    “A thinking zombie? Hardly, you crazed fucker. I’m thinking body armor and crude dental work combined with psychosis and a dash of severe physical trauma to the brain or maybe just plain evil. Did your mommy not hug you enough as a child?”


    “Hugh, what can you do for my ankle?”


    “My ankle,” he replied.


    Great – getting attacked on all fronts. “Your ankle. What can you do for your ankle? Dick.”


    “Fuse,” he gave a one-word answer, showing how my foot (screw him) would be flat and not bend anymore, I was going to have a pronounced limp even for a zombie. “Hold,” he said again in his typical monotone fashion. He wanted me to hold the parts together while he welded them with human glue I guess.


    I involuntarily gasped as Hugh went about his handiwork. It hurt significantly more than I was prepared for and my rebellious little cohabitator saw fit to not suppress my pain centers. It flared and radiated out from the wound, up my leg, through my chest, and pounded on the side of my head.


    “What the fuck are you doing, Hugh? I get the feeling you’re being a little less than gentle here.”


    “You say something?” the woman asked from the office.


    “I was wondering if the grapes were on sale, because they look a little soft.”


    “Bring them up here and we’ll take a look.”


    I honed in on ‘we’. Was that telling? Or was she talking about me and her ‘we’?


    Don’t you worry, darling, I thought, that’s where I’m headed.


    “So what were you before the zombies came, one of those whacked out survivalists?” I asked through gritted teeth, waiting for my ankle and leg to be in some sort of usable function.


    “Yoga instructor,” she answered.


    “This doesn’t seem very Zen-like.”


    “Oh, you’d be amazed the chi I receive when a bullet busts through a skull.”


    Great, another psycho off her meds. Hugh wasn’t kidding, I tried to move my foot around; it was virtually nailed in place. I wanted to get up and test it out, see how fast I could move on it, but I was pretty sure Rambette wasn’t going to give me the opportunity no matter how long I waved a white flag for a cease fire.


    “Listen, Tim-Tim, I know you’re thinking you can make it up here. You can’t. I think maybe it’s time you cut your losses and ride off into the sunset.”


    “You’d let me walk? After what I’ve done to your group?”


    “What’s done is done, I can’t bring them back. I can keep myself in one piece, though, and it is survival of the fittest now.”


    “I could just stand up and walk out of here? You really think I’d believe that? I’ve never even used such an open lie on the women I bedded, and they were way stupider than I was.”


    “They must have been if they went home with you. Did you pull this Dahmer shit with them, too?”


    “Hey, I was an asshole as a human, don’t get me wrong, but I never directly killed anybody. Couple of in-directs sure but not directly. I do what I do now because I have to.”


    “Right,” she started sarcastically, “because you’re a zombie. I almost forgot. Man, how did that slip my mind?”


    “You think I get pleasure from eating people?” I asked her. The crazy thing was, I did. I loved their screams of terror and the begging for mercy it added to the entire ambience of the event. Dinner and a show, what more could I ask for?


    “My guess would be yes, because apparently you do it. Just stand up and let’s end this, you deserve whatever fate you have coming. Vengeful gods get pissed off when they are made to wait.”


    “Hugh, I’m going to need some help. Going to need to get some zombies here as a distraction.”


    “No,” came his terse reply.


    “Are you fucking kidding me? We’re in a pretty bad jam right now.” If Rambette somehow convinced the two with her to come out and flank me, she had me dead to rights. I was pinned from above with no way to go.


    “Hughs, die around you.” He even added the imagery of white crosses in a field, which I thought was so fucking cute.


    “Zombies dying are for our benefit, dipshit. We – meaning me and you – survive.”


    He was wracking Clarence’s thoughts for the appropriate wording and pictures, but it basically came down to ‘the Collective is more important that the individual’.


    “Hugh, come on, man. You’re kidding right? Hughs are altruistic? I don’t believe that shit.”


    It took him even longer for the next gem. “Zombies don’t kill zombies.”


    “This is rich. Maybe not, you mindless fuck, but I’ve also never seen one step in front of another to save their diseased hide either. You are not human! You do not have human thoughts and emotions. You are an opportunistic parasite that has taken over, that’s it. That’s all!” I shouted the last part.


    “Sounds like you’re cracking up a little bit down there. Is it hard keeping all those alternate personalities in check?” Rambette asked.


    She almost had me…I almost stood up to give her a good what for. She would have replied with a leaden response.


    “Hugh, are you really not going to do this?” I asked. He turned his figurative back on me. “I’ll leave if you tell me your name.”


    “Why?” she asked suspiciously.


    “What are you afraid of, identity theft? I just want to know who’s bested me.”


    “Looking at you, I’d say life bested you a long time ago, you just haven’t figured it out yet. But if it sends you on your merry little way, my name is Yorley.”


    “What the hell is that, Swedish?”


    “Ignorant and ugly, you must have been a heartthrob. Yorley Garcia, and I’m Cuban.”


    “Ah that explains the fire.” And like that, the idea exploded in my head. I couldn’t get up there, but I could make them come down. Yorley’s origins had given me inspiration. Now I just had to see if there was anything flammable in the aisle I found myself firmly rooted in.


    The luck of the Irish was sort of on my side; I found myself one removed from that mystery aisle where they kind of stick the seasonal items along with the clearance items and the hard to sell. The bitch of it was, that was the aisle I had just left. Would she be expecting a retreat or an advance from me? If she somehow shot my other ankle, I’d look more like Mary Shelley’s creation than George Romero’s, at least in locomotion. Although, if given time to dwell on it, there were a fair amount of similarities. Maybe Yorley could be my bride. I looked up at the aisle marker signs, so close yet so far. Too bad the damned hot sauce that had dripped on me didn’t live up to its advertising and ‘burn with intense heat.’


    I didn’t think she’d be fooled by a distraction, but I had to try. I moved as far to the end of the aisle as I could, grabbed a bottle of pickles, and launched them to the other end. I waited until I heard it crash against the floor before I made my move. I had no idea how severely hampered my injury had made me. My ankle had as much flexibility as a two-by-four, it was with my right leg that I had to do most of my propulsion. I kept my head down, realizing I could take a bullet to just about any part of my body, although the question was would Hugh help? Maybe I moved faster than I thought or maybe the pickles had confused her, whatever the case she had not fired.


    “Where you going, fat boy?” she asked.


    I ignored her as I sat, my back up against the side she had no trajectory on.


    “Just trying to honor my end of the agreement,” I told her as I scoped my aisle out. To my right on the other side were some old bags of briquettes. Directly above them were the cans of lighter fluid.


    Off to my left were cute stuffed animals all resplendent in pink ribbons and bows, a cheery smile plastered across their faces. They would never again be used as a syrupy afterthought for young love. ‘I really love you, here’s a stupid stuffed animal that proves it, now get on your knees and show me how much you care for me.’ I smiled. I had gone from a pessimistic outlook to completely optimistic. I could only hope Yorley tasted as spicy as she sounded.


    Getting the stuffed animal would be easy enough since it was on my side of the aisle, the lighter fluid would require my being exposed, but unless she had a large streak of luck running, this should go fairly well.


    “You’re going the wrong way then.”


    I slid down and grabbed a pink teddy bear holding a heart that said ‘Would you be mine?’ seemed apt. I moved down until I was across from the barbecue section.


    “Lot of movement down there, Tim-Tim. That makes me nervous.”


    “Just trying to get comfortable, Yorley. Ever try to sit on concrete? The cold seeps into your ass and up your spine.”


    “You’re breaking my heart.”


    She had just finished talking when I got into a kneeling position, I launched towards the other side of the aisle. Mostly crash-landing as I slammed into the unyielding steel shelving. I think I snapped my anklebone which was actually a blessing in disguise as it yielded some movement in the joint. The pain was minimal as I think Hugh’s handiwork had severed the nerve endings. A bullet crashed into a cooler not more than six inches from my head. I reached up and pulled at least five or six of the lighter fluid bottles down. They crashed down next to me as I fell awkwardly. I pulled one to me and scooted back. The next round sparked off the floor where my leg had been only a millisecond before. By now, Yorley had a clue of what I was up to.


    “Don’t even think it, Tim-Tim,” she yelled down. “The first time you poke your head up I’ll blow it off.”


    “Hasn’t that been the plan all along, Yorley? If you’re going to make a powerful threat, it has to be something new, something in addition to what is already out on the table.”


    “I’ll keep that in mind for future reference.”


    I could hear murmured talking in the office. I didn’t catch much, but the one sentence I did hear was enough to let me know the gist of it.


    It was a male’s voice, so it had to be the store manager, Calum. “I’m not going down there, he has a gun.” The voice was laden with enough fear to make me sufficiently happy with how terrified I had him. I didn’t catch another, so it was safe to say that the woman – whose skull I had cracked – was not quite battle-ready, and in all likelihood would never be again once this fight was over.


    Would what I was planning on doing be sufficient impetus to bring Yorley down? Odds were yes. I needed to move quickly before that happened, I wanted her to come down on my terms, hopefully smoke-blind and choking. I soaked the bear in lighter fluid and tossed the squishy little bastard in the air. It wasn’t heavy enough; I needed it to crash through the window and spread its warmth and my joy all over that office. I was convinced my best heave would fall well short of its mark.


    Luck was still somewhat on my side as the tape was in the same aisle, but again, it was on the opposite side. Every time I moved, my parachute pants made enough noise to disturb Repugnant up in her Ivory Tower. “Nothing to it but to do it.”


    I scooted halfway down the aisle, rolls of black electrical and silver duct tape were tantalizingly close. I could almost feel the crosshairs of her rifle as I once again jumped up and over. My arm bent at an awkward angle as a bullet smashed through my upper arm, cracking it in two.


    “FUCK!” I screamed, shuddering in pain and shock from the force of the injury. “Hugh, help!” I didn’t care who heard. Although that plea for help most likely saved my life. Yorley had to be thinking that I was out of commission and that now would have been a perfect time to finish me off. But if there was a ‘Hugh’ in the mix she would need to be wary of him as well. I was cursing and whimpering as Hugh took his sweet time coming to my aid.


    “Did that hurt?” she asked.


    I ignored her. If I spoke, there would be no way I could possibly hide the torture I was feeling. That was one more reason she would deign not to come down and investigate. She was still operating under the false impression I was human and the grievous wound she had just inflicted should be more than enough to finish me off in this abysmal lack of a health care system we now found ourselves in.


    Hugh did quiet down the pain receptors this time; a flood of dopamine coursed through my system. I sighed in the relief of it and slouched back.


    “STILL,” Hugh admonished me.


    I grunted as Hugh started sliding chunks of bone back into place. It seemed like hours of agonizing bone knitting as I sat there.


    “You broke my arm, Yorley. This is really going to set our friendship back a little bit.”


    “Oh, you’re still awake. Thought I’d lost you for a minute. If you do by any chance pass out, please rest assured that I am going to cut your throat as soon as you do.”


    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I winced. I watched as the skin under my arm rippled, partly from the amassing of Hugh-ites but mostly from the large chunk of damaged bone being positioned back into its rightful spot. “Where’d you learn to shoot?”


    “Why are you still alive? I’ve seen blood sprays from you twice. Maybe neither was a kill shot, but you should be curled up in a ball whimpering for your bitch of a mother.”


    “Hey there’s no need to go there, I haven’t been dragging your family into our discussion.”


    “How very rude of me, I tend to get a little personal when those around me are eaten by a sicko.”


    I put my head back as Hugh kept at it; Yorley spoke after a few minutes. Why? I don’t know, it’s just something chicks feel the need to do…you know, talk incessantly. Maybe they think words will keep them sane while they drive the rest of us fucking nuts. Makes perfect sense to me.


    “My father was a rebel against Castro. He taught our whole village how to shoot.”


    “He mustn’t have been too good of a rebel, last I heard Castro was still around. If he had done his job better I would have been able to get a decent cigar.”


    More silence.


    “Ooh, sore spot?” I asked. “Whole village wiped out maybe? Were you interred? Maybe raped a few dozen times? Lord knows you have the ass for it.”


    “My father was captured when I was twelve. They lined him up against an apothecary store wall and shot him eight times before he died. My mother and I escaped on a small boat.”


    “You’ve got to know I really don’t give a shit, right? We’re not going to bond or anything here. Either I kill and eat you, not necessarily in that order, or you somehow get lucky and kill me. The rest of this shit is just one giant stall until the inevitable happens.”


    “Once upon a time I considered myself the luckiest person in the world when the US Coast Guard had finally picked us up. Now I wish they had sent us back to accept our punishment.”


    “Funny how that happens, because right now I couldn’t imagine anyplace I’d rather be.” My arm was starting to feel better, the little Hugh-ites were migrating to wherever Hugh-ites vacation. My arm was down to a dull roar and the red ‘stop’ that Hugh had previously flashing in my head was now off. “We good?” I asked him softly.


    He didn’t reply. We were coming to a head, me and him. I could only hope it didn’t come at an inopportune time. I reached behind me with my right arm not yet ready to test Hugh’s repairs. Aptly enough I grabbed a pumpkin spice smelling candle that must have been a hold-over from last Halloween. Had to weigh a good pound and a half including the jar.


    “Well, at least it will smell nice up there as they roast to death.” I said looking down at it.


    I tore the back of the teddy bear open and shoved the candle in, then I did my own surgery, closing the wound with copious amounts of duct tape.


    The next problem presented to me had me break out in a fit of laughter.


    “You can’t really be going any more insane can you?” Yorley asked. “Maybe if you come full circle you’ll realize just how big an asshole you are and take yourself out.”


    “Not likely. I’ve always been strangely comfortable in my skin. Well…I guess in anybody’s skin now that I think about it.”


    “You really think you’re not Clarence. Listen I don’t know what happened out there, but Tyler and Anne should have never left you behind. I think you’ve more than made up for it though. What would possess you to do that to your face? And more importantly hurt those that have been helping you.”


    “You just don’t want to get it I guess. You really think that shy little blubbering ball of shit that was Clarence could do any of this? I bet you dismissed him as any sort of threat in the first ten minutes you met him. He was such a fucking pansy he couldn’t even figure out how to get his dick wet. He died a virgin. Think, Yorley, what could have possibly happened to Clarence that would have turned him from what he was to what I am? Certainly not any sort of vengeful quest. He’d been taking Tyler’s shit for a week and probably a dozen other bullies his entire life, and he never once fought back. Do you think this is his big coming out party? He wanted nothing more than to be with Anne and I ate her. You let me know when the rationalizing part of your mind lets you accept what’s going on here.”


    “I know you’re not a zombie. That doesn’t change the fact that I need to kill you and really doesn’t bother me either way. Zombie or man, I’ve had to kill plenty of both, the only difference is the location of the shot.”


    “There’s the Yorley I know and love. Now, perchance do you have a light?” I asked and started laughing again.
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    CHAPTER SIX


    


    The lighters were next to the bags of charcoal, not the little disposable ones, but rather the long-nozzled grill lighters. Had to have been about twenty of them there across the abyss. Why I felt the need to warn Yorley about what I needed I don’t know. Maybe I did have a death wish.


    I shuddered at my brush with morality (mortality?). “Better now.” I looked up and down my side of the aisle; I found something that might help me on my quest. The wooden flagpole was about five feet long and should just reach without exposing too much of me. I scooted back to my original spot. The bullet was out of her gun almost before I moved. It smashed into the base of the display case sending old marshmallow candies spraying. I swung the pole hitting the hanging lighters, at least three of them clattered to the floor, I had little time to celebrate as the end of the flagpole shattered, blown apart by her next shot.


    “Damn, you’re good,” I told her as I pulled my arm a little tighter to my side.


    I was getting sick of taking damage and so apparently was Hugh. I still had somewhere in the neighborhood of four feet of pole, and if I got down on my stomach and stretched, I was confident it would be plenty to reach out and drag the lighter my way. It was from that position I heard something not quite right. Someone was coming. I pulled the lighter in quickly and put it on the shelf behind me with my soon to be flaming teddy.


    I was not in a good position, pinned down from the top and at least one person closing in. Calum the store manager must have finally discovered which pocket he kept his nuts in, or Yorley had kicked him out. I had to pretend that their surprise was still just that. I got quiet trying to track him down, he was not very stealthy; shit, he was about as loud as a person with OCD and a case full of bubble wrap. Apparently Yorley realized the same thing, because she began to talk loudly and endlessly.


    Hugh’s new and improved stereophonic hearing luckily let me isolate her voice out of the equation, what was left was the drunken shuffling of a Russian sailor on shore leave. I got back down on my stomach and slithered to the end cap, just sticking my head out far enough so that I could take a gander.


    “Son of a bitch,” I muttered quietly.


    Calum had indeed NOT found where he had deposited his nuts; it was the girl whose head I had attempted to cave in on it self. She had a mean looking weapon in her hands and she was trying, God bless her she was trying, but I had to imagine she had a serious concussion. Most likely her vision was blurred and her equilibrium was for shit, but there was my little mercenary headed my way.


    Yorley was beginning to panic. I could hear it in her tone and her words. “Talk to me, Tim-Tim, this silent routine gets me thinking that maybe we’re at a crossroads in our relationship.” She meant it as a barb and a prodding, but she was concerned for the woman headed my way…and with good reason. She had just stumbled into a display case nearly knocking over an end cap full of cheap bourbon. I hoped for my sake that none of them hit the ground. She’d be forced to abort at that point. As the top box teetered momentarily, she reached out, her first swipe missing miserably. Then she lucked upon it and settled the bottle down. She took a deep breath and continued.


    “That’s right, sweetheart, keep coming,” I said softly.


    Yorley began to ramble louder, her words running into themselves she was talking so fast. At one point, I think she started to recite recipes for candied bacon, sounded delicious a couple of lifetimes ago, but not nearly as good as the woman headed my way. Stumbler was one aisle away and coming more or less in a direct line, she had a rifle planted against her shoulder. Luckily Yorley hadn’t shut up, or Stumbler may have heard me as I pushed back a few inches.


    Hugh gave me the impression he was drooling in anticipation. I had actually made a small puddle of the thick fluid as I waited. The floor vibrated ever so slightly as she took another step. My heart was hammering; if she ever got her faculties together. I was screwed. There I was in the prone position, ripe for the taking, it made this hunt that much more special knowing we were both in mortal danger. Another slight vibration – more hoped for than felt. I almost sang out in happiness as the toe of a boot became visible. Things had to happen real fast now or I was about to become a bloody footnote in history.


    I shot my right hand out, latching behind her ankle roughly by her Achilles tendon. I pulled as hard as I could, twisting her leg towards me. Her rifle fired harmlessly into the ceiling as she plummeted to the floor. The back of her head collided with the hard, tiled floor with enough force to shift her already swimming skull pieces around. She was out cold before her brain had an opportunity to stop jiggling.


    It took Yorley a moment to grasp what had just happened. I reeled the woman in like she was a prized catfish.


    “Tim, let her go!” Yorley shrieked.


    “Not much chance of that,” I responded.


    Bullets showered the aisle, all harmlessly bouncing off the floor or into the case opposite me.


    “Let her go!” she screamed.


    “Yorley, you’ve got to be quiet, little missy here is sleeping. You don’t want to wake her do you?”


    “She doesn’t deserve this.”


    “There are people deserving of what I’m about to do?” I asked.


    Yorley was crying. “Please take me instead. I’ll give myself up willingly if you let her go.”


    “Interesting. What’s she to you? Family?”


    “No…” Yorley hesitated; she knew giving me information I could use against her was not a wise decision. But her options were limited. “She has kids.”


    “Are they here?” I asked a little too eagerly. Licking my teeth, carefully this time.


    She didn’t catch my reasoning for the question.


    “No, they’re with their father, but they’re safe. She’s just trying to get back to them.”


    “She should have tried harder,” I answered in honesty.


    Another pregnant pause – and how prescient was I?


    “She’s carrying.”


    Honestly, when I heard those words, I thought of a drug mule, like maybe she had a couple of kilos of coke shoved up her ass. That sounded intriguing. I could be high as a kite as I ripped through her bowels.


    “Wait,” I said as I sat up. “Like with a baby?”


    A sob escaped Yorley.


    “Man, this’ll be like having veal,” I told her.


    “I’ll fucking kill you if you harm her.”


    “Well I’m still alive, and from the looks of your buddy here, she’s already in rough shape. Empty threats are really not the right way to approach this problem.”


    “Fuck this,” I heard Yorley say. She was moving away from the window.


    I cocked the hammer to my pistol. “You come down here before I tell you to come down and the first shot goes in her belly, maybe an inch or two above her belly button.”


    “You’re a fucking bastard!”


    “Stop it. Now you’re just reminding me of my dear old mom,” I laughed.


    Hugh was screaming at me to start mowing through our new dinner guest. I was resisting him with every fiber of my being; if we succumbed to the hunger, Yorley would put a bullet in me before I could chew through this woman’s face.


    No, I had to take care of Yorley first. I scooted back to my original place, dragging my entree by her back pocket, which conveniently tore free when I got to my destination, neatly depositing her pretty much where I wanted her to be. A key card clattered to the floor, I picked it up. It was a magnetic security card most corporations these days used. Not sure why she still carried it, unless of course this was where her husband and children were waiting out the apocalypse. I read the name before I stuck the card in my pocket. I considered it a food cache, in case of emergency.


    “Scarlett Speight. You look like a Scarlett,” I said looking down at her red tresses, now accentuated by a spreading blood red halo.


    “What are you doing, Tim? I don’t like when you’re quiet.”


    “Relax, Yorley, I’m not eating her yet. She’s my insurance policy.”


    I grabbed the biggest most obnoxious stuffed animal available. It was an octopus; nothing says romance like a multiple armed, ugly ass animal. I wondered if they were shooting for the pun of the man groping wildly, that I got. I doused the pink thing in almost an entire bottle of lighter fluid.


    “You ready for this?” I asked Yorley.


    “Don’t you do anything to her.”


    I knew I had her attention, she would be watching this aisle like a hawk. That was to my advantage as I lit the octopus on fire. I tossed it up in the air.


    I heard her cry of anguish as the flare up from the fire had temporarily destroyed any vision she had for the next few minutes. I stood up secure in the fact that she couldn’t see me to shoot me. I lit my altered teddy bear, waited for it to catch nicely, and then heaved it. I was rewarded with the sound of crashing glass and cries of alarm as the bear burned. I reached over and started screwing off the tops to other lighter fluid containers. Heaving them up and into the office before Calum had the foresight to just pick the bear up and toss it back out.


    “I’m on fire!” I heard.


    I would have sworn it was a woman until I heard Yorley tell him to drop to the floor.


    “The rug is on fire!” came the panicked reply.


    There was a nice golden glow coming from the office like a log cabin in the woods during the winter. I almost felt like I could curl up on a couch and read a good book; maybe have a snack or two.


    It was only a matter of time before they were forced out of the office. I had to get to the bottom of the steps before they did or my tactical advantage was lost. I loped over as quickly as I could. It wasn’t long before the store manager Calum came running down the stairs.


    “Sweet flaming brûlée!” I said happily as he lit up the narrow staircase, his head blazing a wonderful shade of blue-green.


    Skin flaps that now resembled sideburns hung down from his scalp as he melted like a wax figure. He was shrieking as his shirt supplied the flames with all the fuel they needed to keep devouring him. His chest had just started to bake as he attempted to run away. He looked too good to just let go by. I grabbed his left arm, which he was beating against his head in an attempt to douse the flames. I latched onto the meaty part of his bicep and tore it free from his arm. His earlier cries, which would have rivaled music at a rock concert, would now drown out a jet. To say I was impressed would have been an understatement.


    “Must not be a smoker.” I said aloud as I picked off his now exposed triceps.


    I dropped him to the ground and kick-rolled him a few times until the flames went out. A healthy amount of smoke was issuing from him, but I’ve always loved what that adds for taste. He had died or passed out just as I picked him up. I was beginning to feel heat emanate from the office, and still Yorley had not made her debut down the blood red carpet (dramatic effect – it was actually brown). I was thinking she might be a no show. I had to strip more meat off of Calum before too much time lapsed, but I’d never be able to enjoy him if I thought someone was looking over my shoulder.


    “Where are you my sweets?” I asked tenderly, shaking Calum around like a rattle. She was beginning to grate on my nerves.


    “EAT IT!” Hugh bellowed. I noticed that my mouth would invariably open and close at a constant pace whenever Calum came closer during my pushes and pulls. I knew for fact it wasn’t me. Hugh was vying for control.


    “Fine, eat, you fat bastard, but if we catch one in the head…it’s all on you,” I told him as I pulled Calum in close. Hugh started to rip the flesh off his face as I kept a lookout for the ever-dangerous Yorley. Calum’s head flopped to the side as Hugh chewed his neck, severing all the connective tissue. It was then that I finally heard movement. Not on the stairs, but by the windows. I had to rip Hugh from what he was doing. I watched as Yorley dropped herself down from the shattered pane, she did a quick tuck and roll and was up on her feet in a second, her rifle at the ready. If she had thought to spin and look for me, she could have drilled me twice while I stared agape at her. We were in trouble.


    I thought about running upstairs, but fuck the poetic justice of that maneuver. I dragged Calum with us as I moved quickly away. I wouldn’t have bothered with the dead weight, but Hugh wouldn’t release our grip on him.


    “You’re a fuck wad,” I told him. He didn’t seem to care.


    I ran and hid behind the customer service counter. Yorley was making a direct line for Scarlett.


    “Son of a bitch, gonna lose two meals. Three if you count the baby,” I said as I peered over the counter top.


    Hugh was busy munching through the guy’s ass. I’ve got to admit it’s a filling part of the human anatomy, but it’s best not to dwell on its location. From my vantage point I could just barely make out Yorley’s approach to my aisle-away-from-home. It was slow and steady and ever alert as she did so. She immediately did a 360 when she realized I was not there. She placed the rifle over her shoulder. I would imagine so that she would have two hands to help my Scarlett up.


    The fire was crackling loudly to my left; it was only a matter of time before the rest of the store started to catch. Smoke was already settling everywhere like a low-lying coastal fog. Yorley had Scarlett propped up with her right arm, her rifle now in her left as she kept scanning the room looking for hidden dangers. Scarlett was semi-coherent; I could hear her mumbling something, probably irked that Yorley had screwed up her dinner plans, or maybe it was a thank you, I’m not a lip reader. I would have confronted her then if not for Hugh. The gluttonous fuck wouldn’t release his death grip on Calum and kept pulling him close to my face so he could chew through pieces of him. Hugh wasn’t seeing the bigger picture here.


    “Where you taking my dessert, bitch?” I cried out.


    The thickening caustic smoke was making it difficult for her to locate me. It didn’t, however, stop her from sending a bullet dangerously close in my direction. She did not answer –how very rude – as she hastened her pace. I had stupidly given my position away, and when she realized I was no longer between her and the front door…well, the rest is self-explanatory.


    I watched sadly as Yorley left.


    “Hey, fat ass, you planning on finishing up soon? There’s a fire,” I said to Hugh.


    All I got was a low growl in return that sounded a lot like ‘mmmmmm’


    By the time I convinced Hugh to let go of what remained of Calum, we were holding a chewed through pelvic bone. I hadn’t particularly remembered masticating through his manhood, and for that I was grateful. I hurled the stripped clean bone down the roadway as I stepped out of the store, smoke following me out like a protective shroud. Yorley and company had not even hung around to say goodbye. I started to walk down the road. Zombies were coming out of the wood work, drawn to the noise and smells the flames were giving off.


    “Too late, boys,” I told them.


    Hugh was slumbering like a fat grandpa after Thanksgiving dinner. I was slightly at a loss for our next move. Up until the point I placed my hands into my pockets, the fingers on my right hand jamming against a stiff piece of plastic. My first inclination was to just pull it out and heave it away. I was still pissed off that we had let food walk. And I probably would have done so had not the little metal clip at the end gotten hooked on the ruffles of my shirt cuffs. As I made a throwing motion, the key card ended up falling to the ground as I released my hold on it.


    I picked it up, the inner-workings of Clarence’s mind began to reason out our next move as I fingered the corner. I had a good idea where my two little chick-a-dees were headed. I figured it would be loutish of me to not pay them a visit. I knew enough of the city to gauge the building wasn’t more than ten or twelve miles away, not bad for one that can travel mostly unhindered; for them it was going to be a living nightmare. As if in punctuation of my thoughts I heard rifle fire up ahead in the general direction I was headed.


    “To follow or lead?” That is the question. I answered it as soon as I found a car that would start, the previous owner having taken his own life with a round to the chest. Who the fuck does that? Looked like he was a little low too, probably blew out his lung and then had the long-suffering death of lost and leaking blood and uncatchable breathe. “Next time, dipshit, put the gun in your mouth. The metal will taste a little bitter…especially if you have gun oil on it. Then angle it up slightly so the barrel is pressed firmly against the roof of your mouth. You would have been dead before your finger could come off the trigger. Dumb ass,” I said to him. As I pulled him from the seat, he cracked hollowly against the pavement.


    I decided to take a circuitous route from the women just so they wouldn’t hear me coming. I had to figure at some point Yorley was going to snag a car, staying on foot was a dangerous prospect, even for her. Scarlett was going to slow her down, that chick needed medical attention. But then don’t they all? Sorry, that would be psychological attention – and lots of it. Maybe we should have just medicated them into a stupor it would have made men across the globe a lot happier.


    The city was a mess; cars were slammed up against every obstacle like the drivers were being awarded points for it. Untended fires blanketed the city in a thick choking mass of ash and embers. Zombies ambled and some even ran at a good clip, hunting I would imagine. This was the prototypical apocalyptic landscape, they say life imitates art…well then, we nailed it! I had yet to see a traditional human, there was plenty of gunfire chatter, and I would avoid those streets but mankind was on a steep decline curve. I wished I’d got a heftier ride when I slammed into my third zombie.


    None of them looked like they were going to die, but it was going to be extremely difficult to catch a person as they crawled around. Fuck them, that’s what they got for being my competition. Hugh was too busy being a fat ass to take notice. The front of my Subaru was dented up pretty good, and if I wasn’t careful, I was going to ruin my fan and then, inevitably, the engine. I bet it would take AAA a fuck-ton of time to get out here, too. And then I’d eat them for their trouble, wouldn’t that be a bitch. I jarred as I ran over a kid zombie.


    “One less fucker to feed!” I shouted gleefully.


    For a fucked up, destroyed world, my ride was fairly uneventful. My biggest scare coming when the cd player in the car started blaring out Taylor Swift. I stopped a couple of hundred yards short of the building; it was a non-descript 4 or 5 story brownstone. Typical insurance company or bank office building. Nothing special. I was glad the smoke was thick and that the sun was beginning to go down, because I’m a scary looking dude and folks these days are quick to shoot first and not even bother with questions. I thought about slinking along, but how hidden can a three hundred and fifty-pound clown with a red wig, yellow pants, purple ruffled shirt and sewn on face hide? I strode down the sidewalk like I owned it. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t have a death wish but my options were fairly limited. I could only hope that if someone were watching me, they didn’t have a high-powered scope to make out my finer details.


    I tossed Scarlett’s keycard to the side when I realized it was going to be useless. First because there was no power, and second, the door was destroyed by people that were trying to escape from the looks of it.


    “Weird,” I said as I crunched the bits of glass underfoot and stepped in.


    It was quiet, I’m not one of those foresighted fairies who’s going to try and build up drama by saying ‘too quiet’ but there wasn’t anything going on. Smoke and dust swirled lazily in the air as the sun’s final rays of the day snuck through and illuminated small pockets. There was a reception desk off to the right where I would imagine guests needed to sign in – someone took it a few steps further. The shredded bloody, intestine-tangled remnants of a light blue rayon shirt and pants were virtually all that remained of Jed the security guard (his name plate was perfectly displayed for all who might pay homage).


    I checked out the information board to the left of the guard-slash-check-in station. Scarlett’s company, Devine Mortgage and Brokers was listed as being on the fourth floor, which ended up being the top. That seemed like a perfect place to start.


    I had a blonde moment as I walked over to the elevators and pressed the ‘up’ button. “Fuck is this how most women go through life?” I asked as I shook my head. I pulled open the door to the stairs.


    Now remember, I’m a human-zombie hybrid, I’ve been face-deep in the recesses of the human body that no one should dare venture, and even I had to step back when the smell from whatever was in that stairwell assaulted my nostrils. My eyes watered so much I could barely see through them. When I was confident I had sufficiently cleaned out my olfactory senses, I tried it again. I think it was worse this go around because now it wasn’t a surprise. It was something akin to burst boils or growth-encrusted skin left out to rot while alternating between a mold marinade and a feces basting.


    “Alright, let’s see what’s behind door number two,” I said as I went to the other side of the elevators.


    It was marginally better, like maybe the meat hadn’t been rotting as long. I’ve got to admit, the silence was unnerving and I’m the fucking monster that goes bump in the night, so that should tell you something. The only sounds as I ascended that staircase were my footfalls and their resulting echoes. I looked through the small window on the door labeled with a giant ‘4’, before stepping through. Again nothing; and now that the sun was setting, it was even less illuminated than the ground floor, not an overly large hindrance for me, but I was still going to be careful. I don’t think Yorley and Dead Weight Scarlett beat me here; but with death being the price for my carelessness, I figured I’d proceed cautiously.


    Having the power off actually worked to my advantage. Otherwise I would have had to go back downstairs and retrieve the keycard. With electricity the magnets that held the door in place were deactivated, the door opened quietly and I slipped in like a serpent. Devine Mortgages must have been doing well screwing over people because apparently they owned the entire floor. The chaos on the city streets below did not seem to have hit this area at all. At least that’s what I thought just as I stepped in an impossibly large coffee spill.


    “That’s not coffee,” I said as I got down on my haunches and pressed my fingers into the mucky substance. I first smelled and then licked my fingers for good measure. “Not toner either.” It was blood, and not zombie-tainted either.


    Some fighting had occurred, but where was the body? Zombies weren’t leopards; they didn’t kill their prey and then drag it off to eat somewhere safer. No, there were people up here and they had successfully defended against at least one zombie. Not that that was a great indicator of their survivability – one zombie down did not a Rambo make. But they hadn’t rolled over either. Shit, I just want to eat, is that too much to ask? And if they were here, where were they? Wouldn’t your first point of business be to block the doorways? Unless they need them open for recon and food gathering missions. Makes sense that there wouldn’t be much more than coffee and some snacks in desks in an office. Occasionally the receptionist would bring old holiday candy and put it in a cute jar on her desk. Maybe she was trying to attract a mate by luring them in with food. Fuck what do I know; it’s worked more than once.


    I turned to look back at the door…sure enough, there was a large file cabinet right next to it. Deep grooves cut into the linoleum tiles as it was pushed back into place whenever they reached their haven. I was glad I had been checking the cuts in the tile or I may have missed the whisper drifting up the stairwell. Someone was coming, and I could only hope it was my buddy and that she was bringing Scarlett.


    “This smell gets worse every day,” a female voice said.


    “I know, but it seems to keep the zombies away,” a male voice responded to her.


    Zombie repellant? Interesting. If the world ever turned back around in favor of man I would market the shit out of this stuff.


    “Got a good haul,” the man said. I could tell he was breathing heavily from the exertion of carrying whatever he had.


    I could see lights shining through the door’s small portal as they continued their climb. I figured now was as good a time as any to get myself hidden. I debated about the file cabinet, but until I knew how many of them there were and what kind of weaponry they were hauling around, I decided discretion was the better part of valor. Although lying in wait to eat my adversaries might not be considered the most gallant act.


    I had just picked a space to hide in ‘cubicle city’ when I heard the food, err…I mean people, come in. Then some more heavy breathing and a sigh of relief as the file cabinet was pushed back into place.


    “Whew, we’re not going to have to go out for a few days,” the male said.


    “I hope not, Nick, it’s looking worse out there,” the female said. “Wait do you smell that?” She asked.


    “You’re kidding right? We’ve got gore on us and we just walked through smells that hell would be envious of and you think I can smell something?”


    “Maybe you’re right, but something stinks.”


    “It’s probably you, Laurie. Let’s take a cold shower and we’ll discuss it over a good fucking,” Nick told her.


    “This is my kind of office,” I mumbled quietly.


    “You’re so bad,” Laurie replied jokingly.


    “Alright, I’m going to take a shower. Be back in a couple of minutes,” Nick told her.


    “Take your time,” she told him.


    I heard another door open, and within a few seconds, the sound of running water. I might at this point have gone out on an exploratory hunt, but I could hear Laurie as she approached. If this was her cubicle, she was sure in for one hell of a surprise.


    “I’m so sorry,” she said as she sniffled. She was no more than two cubes away. “I miss you, honey.” I at first thought she might be talking about her dog or a kid. “I’m only screwing him because I’m afraid he won’t protect me if I don’t. I don’t love him.”


    Ah…the normal female; fuck ethics, do what’s right, right now. Her poor bastard of a husband is probably a shit stain on some suburban sidewalk after having failed miserably to get his ungrateful bitch of a bride back while she fucks for safety. I guess that’s better than the ten bucks and a dozen donuts I gave that one hooker I did freshman year.


    I knew she figured she was safe, probably didn’t even have a weapon on her. I could have strolled over there, lifted her by her slender neck and just eaten her, but I wanted her to suffer just one more small strike against her soul. Who am I to deny the devil his due?


    I could hear Nick the prick moaning about how cold the water was and how that was causing shrinkage on his dick. He thought he was being humorous; I could just about make out Laurie cringing. She’d want to take a shower before and after from the sounds of it. Funny thing is, I bet Nick thought he was her knight in shining armor. Some guys are stupider than the women they’re with. Well, that’s his problem not mine.


    “You’re up,” he shouted with a distinct chattering to his teeth.


    I heard the smacking of lips on glass as she kissed Picture Perfect and then the heavy sigh as she got up and headed to the shower. “Be there in a couple of minutes,” she said in as cheery a voice as she could muster, I suppose.


    “Hurry up or I’ll start without you,” Nick replied.


    “Wouldn’t that be wonderful,” she said softly enough so that he wouldn’t hear. I, however, almost got caught as I let a small laugh slip. She must have chalked it up to nerves as I heard her go in and then the same sound of running water.


    It took a lot longer than I would have thought someone could stand cold water before she came out. A dirty soul can take a long time to scrub clean, I mused.


    “Did you open the whiskey?” I heard her ask as she walked away from me.


    I was confident it was only the two of them as I stood. I kept low and close to the wall of cubicles on my right. One looking very much like the other at least until I came across the one with the name placard Scarlett Speight, Senior Mtg. Broker.


    “I’ll be back,” I whispered as I touched the cool metal rectangle.


    The lovebirds were making a nest in a conference room I saw as I peeked over a cubicle wall. They had removed the large table and replaced it with sleeping bags, coolers, and food. They had a small weapons cache but from the size of it, they must have been liberals. ‘If we don’t bother the zombies, they won’t bother us’ was probably their motto. It’s only free countries that suffer these fools. They only had a couple of battery-operated lanterns lighting the room, I was effectively hidden from their night-blind eyes.


    Laurie was busy taking long pulls of the bitter amber fluid in anticipation of her joy ride. She was pretty enough in that twenty-five-ish sort of way. Basically she was young and had a pussy – two plusses in her favor. Nick had seen better days, he was on the far edge of his forties maybe even early fifties. He had a waistline-expanding belly pooch that alluded to diabetes, and the broken blood vessels in his nose led me to believe he enjoyed his hardcore liquid beverages. His cheeks were dotted with the pocks of acne gone seriously wrong…yeah, he was a looker.


    ‘Fuck if I had to peer at that face in the mirror every morning I’d be a drinker, too,’ I thought.


    Laurie was wrapped in a beach towel and had a death clinch on the front of it. Nick was leering like he could see through to the gems hidden underneath.


    “You ready?” he asked, exposing a body best left to the imaginations of horror writers. I’d seen walruses on television with less wrinkly skin. He had hair and moles everywhere, he looked like a hairy fucking toad. Dude was killing my appetite. Laurie shivered and I don’t think it had anything to do with the forty-degree shower she just took. I was right there with her.


    “Let me warm up a little more,” she told him as she started taking in larger gulps.


    “Don’t pass out on me like last time,” he said, laughing as he grabbed the bottle.


    “Can we turn out the lights?” she asked.


    “Yeah, sure, whatever you want,” he told her as he pulled her towel open.


    Dammit, I thought as she turned both lanterns off. I had wanted to see if he could get his little Tic-tac dick past his voluminous belly and into its proper pussy pounding position. That would have been a neat trick. There was some general rutting and grunting sounds as I approached.


    Laurie even tried to stimulate him into getting off quicker by talking dirty, but she had the tone and inflection of an answering machine as she said the words. “Oh yeah, baby, come for me. Does that feel good?” I could picture the office fax speaking, it was so monotonic. He was eating it up, so I guess that’s all that mattered.


    “Oh yeah, oh yeah, oh yeah,” he was moaning over and over. I could hear the squeal of Styrofoam as Laurie’s head must have been being driven into the cooler. It didn’t stop needle-dick Nick, though; he just kept humping along. Sounded like the little fucking engine that could.


    I had seriously thought about letting him get off, I really did, figured let him go out with a bang. Then I thought better of it. I approached, a trusty weapon attained from my initial cubicle securely in my hands. They were outlined fairly well in the pitch darkness as I approached. I could see them…they couldn’t see me.


    “Do you smell that?” Laurie asked in alarm as I lined up my shot.


    Nick was furiously pounding away, I could see pools of sweat stuck in the dimples of his ass and lower back.


    “Fore!” I shouted.


    “What the fuck?” Nick asked turning his head.


    I swung my golf driver for the fences. I caught him square in the back of the head. The shaft snapped, but not before the head of the driver was lodged half way into his brain bucket. He was convulsing like he was having an earth-shattering orgasm. Laurie was screaming incoherently. I couldn’t really tell; I was laughing insanely. I could see her arms attempting to seek purchase on his sweaty bulk, trying to push him off of her so she could scurry away.


    “Fucking hole in one!” I shouted. “Or is this one in the hole?” I asked as I pulled what was left of the club back and out of his head. “Should probably put a Band-Aid on that,” I told him, tossing the club. Laurie finally pushed him over enough and had escaped; she was hiding in the corner of the room not suspecting that I could see her fairly clearly. She was shaking almost as bad as Nick had been in his death throes.


    “Where you at, honey?” I asked, turning my head so she would think I was walking away. “I won’t hurt you,” I told her.


    She wisely didn’t answer; she wasn’t blonde.


    “Your husband sent me,” I said, trying to bait her.


    I saw her head whip up, eyes wide, maybe surprise…maybe shock.


    “He would have come himself but he’s been banging your neighbor, Mindy-something, I think he said. So you got me instead.”


    Laurie started to crawl towards the open doorway. I just watched. I felt very much like a cat playing with a mouse. I would let her get so far before I allowed her to get away. She was almost to the opening, and to her credit, she was damn near silent.


    She froze as I spoke. “You know I can see you right?” I spoke directly to her. “Grab a light and come over to the table,” I told her. She looked over quickly, but didn’t move in my direction. “I can see you perfectly, you’re about a foot from the doorway, you have a small butterfly tattoo on your inner thigh and you shaved a landing strip with your pubes. Did Nick like that, or was it your husband?”


    She sobbed. “Nick,” she said breathlessly.


    “So do as I told you or I’m going to twist your tits until one of them pops off.”


    She got down on her knees fumbling for the lantern. When she found it, she turned it on. She gasped in abject horror when she saw me. I smiled.


    “Sit, sit,” I said, pointing to the chair across from me. Her legs were shaking so hard she was in potential harm of shattering her kneecaps.


    “Bet Nick looks like George Clooney right about now,” I said as I leered at her. She sat down, swiveling the chair as far as possible without making it appear overtly rude, she had one hand over her breasts and one over the promised land.


    “Move your hands…now!” I said, with force when she didn’t acquiesce immediately. “You’re not really hot enough by my standards, but I’d do you in a pinch.”


    She alternated between anger at my slight and horror at my insinuation.


    “Relax, sex doesn’t hold the same importance it did for me once upon a time. I think with some work I could get this body’s junk into a usable fashion, but I’m failing to see the point.”


    “What...what do you want with me?” she asked, again trying to cover herself up before I motioned with my hands for her to keep her arms by her side.


    “I’d really like to say something evil like ‘your soul’ and then have this death metal music play as a soundtrack, but in reality, it’s a much baser need. Even more base than sex.”


    I think Laurie would have darted away if she could have trusted her legs to support her body.


    “Why? What are you?” she asked, tears falling from her eyes. “Do you know my husband?”


    “Typical fucking chick, you ask rapid fire questions before I can even respond to the first one, you’re on to the next. We’ll start with the husband part, no I don’t know the poor bastard…and honestly, I hope he’s dead, because if he realizes you were fucking that fat fish over there, he’d cut his own wrists. As for what I am? I’m not entirely sure, I’m part zombie and I’m part Timothy. We’ve got this coexisting thing going on that seems to be souring, but that’s neither here nor there, nothing for you to worry your somewhat pretty head about.”


    “Fuck you,” she spat.


    I raised an eyebrow. “Nice, by the trembling in your hands I had figured there wasn’t much scrap left in you.” She thrust her chin out at me. “Then the most fun answer of them all, why? I guess you want to know why I’m doing this. Because I’m starving,” I told her as I grabbed her thigh and quickly dragged her office chair over towards me.


    The wheels making her slide effortlessly towards me. She screamed as I sank my teeth down into her breast. “Well at least they’re real,” I said, coming up with a mouthful of the fatty tissue. She was shrieking. Her hands flew up to her damaged breast and she stood in panic trying to get away. I reached around and grabbed her by the ass, pulling her tight. I bit deeply into her soft, office-induced muffin-top belly.


    I held her tight as she beat around my head and shoulders. “You really should have eaten more granola or something,” I told her as I swallowed my latest bite. The blows from above became less forceful as I continued to meander my way through her midsection.


    “You were superb,” I said as I pushed what was left of her away. She tumbled to the floor.


    “Man, eating sure does build up an appetite. Your turn, fat boy,” I said as I got onto the ground with Nick’s rapidly cooling remains.


    He tasted as bad as he looked. I had no clue how fibrous moles and warts were, it was a lot like chewing through raw stew meat. The sun was making its daily journey when I finally poked my head up to take a look.


    I sat with my back against the conference room wall, my hands placed contentedly over my belly. It was high noon by the time the pleasure of the eat was starting to wear off and I remembered why I had come here in the first place.


    “Yorley!” I said a little loudly, getting up quickly.


    She could have stomped in here playing the trombone and I might have missed her and her buddy. Then it dawned on me, she wasn’t coming back here. Why would she? Her family wasn’t here. Shit, nobody wants to be at work, especially when the world ends, right? Not quite a dead end though, I thought as I headed to her cubicle. Post-It Notes were plastered all over her computer monitor, company knick-knacks dominated her desk space, and her fake walls were covered with calendars and ‘helpful’ tips.


    I shuddered at the nightmare that was corporate America. And they say I’m the scary one; I don’t make people sit in conference rooms listening to me rant about how ‘we need to diversify our synergy so that our paradigm shift will be in line with...’ I’m sure you know the drill.


    I pulled open the top drawer to her desk. She was so fucking OCD that her pushpins were in order by color. “You were a busy little bee weren’t you?” I hastily shut the drawer, screwing up her pencil filing system. There wasn’t anything in there except office supplies. The larger drawer on the bottom looked promising as I pulled it open. There were numerous folders hanging there, all of them labeled. Five minutes later and I was no closer to the information I wanted. The files were all customers, and by the looks of them, the problem children.


    There had to be a million people I could eat within the next few days, but I was fixated on these two. What is it about zombie nature that makes me want the one that got away? I sat down heavily in her chair, twirling around lazily. Inspiration came in the form of a Post-It Note I had looked over at least a dozen times: ‘Sexual Harassment training, Monday 10 am.’


    “That’s it!” I yelled, standing up quickly sending the chair crashing into her desk. “Now where did they stick HR?”


    It took two go-arounds of the entire floor before I found the office. I had thought it was a supply closet by how far removed it was from the rest of the work environment. I tried the handle and of course the door was locked.


    “Privacy until the end.”


    I leveraged back and hit the door as hard as I could with the sole of my foot and the damn thing hardly shivered. My leg would crack and my welded ankle would shatter long before that door gave way. Plus there was a serious dosing of pain that went along with the attempt.


    “This is really pissing me off,” I said, staring at it like it gave a shit.


    “Tim, I really think you’re letting all this meat go to your head,” I said aloud. I really hope I wasn’t going down that road of psychosis, the one where I started to refer to myself in the third person. “I’ll be fine.”


    I went back to the original cubicle I had been hiding in when I discovered Naughty Nick and Lascivious Laurie – not really fitting for her but I like alliterations. I had my two weapons and was pretty sure the door lock wouldn’t stand up too well to a 9 mm round. I placed the muzzle of the weapon right up against the lock, in retrospect or hindsight or after-fucking-thought…it was a bad idea. The round came out as expected, slammed hard into the handle and then took a hard turn downwards and into my shin.


    My head slammed into the wall as the mushroomed round rebounded into me. I could write how many times I said ‘Fuck’ but what’s the point? I was now on the ground rocking back and forth holding my leg up against my chest. I could feel Hugh; the little bastard was standing in the background kind of shaking his head, like ‘what has the little scamp gotten into this time?’


    “Any damn day, Hugh!” He let me linger in misery a lot longer than he needed to. “Better get your ass in gear there, buddy!” I said as I placed the gun up against my forehead, “Or I’ll take your slimy little ass out!” He reluctantly began to mend the wound. “I figured you’d see it my way,” I said as I pulled myself back into a sitting position.


    “EAT.” Hugh said in his normal articulate and eloquent prose.


    “That’s what I’m trying to get accomplished. But me and you aren’t going anywhere until you get me fixed up proper. Maybe you should throw a little dopamine into the mix.”


    Food is a powerful motivator. As Hugh turned on the pain killer jets, I was immediately flooded with feelings of wellness and happiness. “That’s the ticket,” I told him, letting my lids droop a bit.


    “EAT now,” Hugh said as he wrapped up.


    “Hugh, there’s like a billion words for EAT. Do you think you could vary it up a bit? Maybe, get a bite? That actually seems much more fitting, don’t you think?”


    His stony silence let me know in no uncertain terms what he thought of my thesaurus reference. “Fine,” I said as I stood up, thankful that the door handle was destroyed.


    I pushed the door open with the heel of my hand. I got a flashback of my principal’s office as I walked into the HR Generalist’s office. They were similar in that they gave off the smell of disciplinary authority; basically you knew you were screwed if you were called to either. I quickly scanned the room; there was a large file cabinet I figured housed the employee files.


    “Sweet,” I said right before I ripped a fingernail off attempting to open it. “Fuck what are there, state secrets in here?”


    I went over to the desk – top drawer, left hand corner is where the keys sat. “Do they only hire people with OCD in this place? Or are all office workers afflicted with it?” I said, sucking my bleeding index finger. I opened the drawer with so much force I ripped it free from the cabinet almost having it land on my foot. The day was beginning to grate on me, high or not. Some of the files scattered, but not my sweet Scarlett’s: Scarlett Speight, 10325 Tiny Terrapin Lane.


    “How quaint, see you there,” I said blissfully as I quickly exited the building.


    I wished I could have used MapQuest or something. I was going to need to stop at a gas station and get a map, how 1980s of me. I got back into my previous rust bucket and headed out. The day, which had been kind of taking a downturn, was now looking considerably better.


    I spent more time than I cared looking for a fueling station. There were so many road hazards I had to detour that I almost decided to ditch my ride. When I finally came across one, it looked like it had been ransacked and then looted. It was so desolate inside; even some of the shelving was gone. Who takes shelving in an apocalypse? People are fucking weird.


    “No maps. Is every friggin’ survivor lost!” I shouted.


    I heard some shuffling in the back garage. Maybe the day wasn’t completely a bust. “Son of a bitch,” I said as I looked at a few dozen zombies. There were some lying down and then others began to dog pile on top. It looked like the grossest Roman Orgy I had ever seen. A couple looked over at me. I could sense Hugh watching raptly. I could even sense a sort of pull within him like maybe he wanted to join the juice exchange fest going on over there. I’d been into some strange stuff in my day, but I didn’t want anything to do with that offal pig pile going on.


    “Hugh, what the hell are they doing?” I asked.


    He did that index card shuffle through Clarence’s mind ripples until he found an adequate explanation. He came up with a brown bear sleeping in a cave.


    “Hibernating? They’re hibernating? Why?”


    Hugh’s next image was an empty plate.


    “No food? How is that possible?”


    Because there’s too many damn zombies, that’s why, I thought, shielding that from Hugh.


    “Sleep? Eat?” Hugh asked.


    “Oh, we’re getting food, buddy, because if that’s the alternative...” I left the rest unsaid. “That sure is a lot of mouths to feed.” Looking at the zombies as they alternated head to toe, laying themselves over each other like a master mason, I knew what I had to do. It was just a matter of how I was going to do it without Hugh knowing.


    We were already in an unsteady unstable détente, and if I made all his little friends crispy critters, there was no telling what might happen. Out of the two garage bays, one was rapidly filling with tired zombies, and the other had a tired-looking Ford something-or-other hoisted in the air. I glanced over longingly at the gas tank. Odds were it had some fuel in it. Now the question became could I puncture a hole in it and light the resultant spill on fire without my little piggy backer knowing. Of all the zombies I got stuck with mine had to have integrity.


    “Hugh, we need gas for our car.”


    He didn’t give a shit.


    “So we can eat.”


    He perked up like a dog getting promised cookies. He settled back down and I could sense him warring within himself to sleep or eat.


    Yeah, you keep yourself occupied while I find a container. There was an empty windshield cleaner jug in the trash. I grabbed it and headed back towards the Ford. I wish I wasn’t this thick, I was actually aiming my 9mm at the tank to puncture a hole before it dawned on me that that might not be the smartest thing I’d done and just today – a day in which I had already shot myself.


    “Yup, I was the fastest sperm,” I berated myself. I put my gun away and found a screwdriver. The car was so rusted out that I almost ended up putting my fist through the tank along with the screwdriver. A good stream of gas was flowing as I did my best to make it look like I was trying to get it into the jug. No red flags for Hugh yet; he wasn’t putting the puzzle together. I filled the jug up to the top and I let a fair amount of it slosh out as I made a circuitous route around the garage. I told Hugh I was looking for a funnel, and again, he didn’t give a shit. Never did find a funnel, but the car I was driving didn’t need gas anyway. I let more gas spill out before I walked over to the car. I made exaggerated overtones trying to get the fluid into our ride. When I was convinced the Ford had to be close to empty by now I headed back to the garage thankful for the fact I had the foresight to hold on to my lucky lighter from the supermarket.


    I did some magic and made sure to not look as I lit the jug on fire. I was almost rewarded with some third degree burns for my effort. When I felt the heat rising off the jug, I turned my head back towards our car and hurled the fire-bomb into the garage. I then walked at a brisk pace away from the burgeoning inferno. A wave of foul fumed heat blew past me, ruffling my oversized clothes as it did so.


    Hugh kept flashing an angry red question mark. I ignored him completely. He had an idea what happened, he could tell by the stench. I had not thought to somehow dim that sense. But I made damn sure to not look as glass blew out from the super-heated air. I started the car and hauled ass, being extra careful that I didn’t even look in the rearview mirrors. Hugh was stewing, such a human emotion, I wondered if the longer he stayed in a body the more like ‘us’ he would become. He had an inkling what I had done, no proof by vision, but I was having a difficult time containing my emotions.


    I was still driving without a purpose and, pissed off or not, Hugh was going to want to eat soon. There was already some telltale gurgling going on, but of course that could have been the excrescences that had covered Nick’s body. Brainstorm number three of the day, if I was keeping score, I stopped the car and opened the glove compartment.


    “You have got to be shitting me,” I said as I unfolded the detailed map of the city. My hands were almost shaking as I tracked down Tiny Terrapin Lane. I turned the car around, very careful to steer clear of the site of my previous barbecue. The smoke from it swirled heavily and mixed with the rest of the exhaust from a world gone to hell.


    By my rough estimates, I figured Sweet Scarlett’s house to be roughly twenty-five miles away. I could see now why she had chosen to not yet attempt to bridge the gap from where she was to where she wanted to be. I was straight out of a horrid dream-turned-rancid; of that there was no doubt, but I wasn’t the only monster that had come out to play. A single female had about as much chance of making that post-apocalyptic commute as a gallon of chocolate ice cream had of surviving a support group for divorced women.


    Once we got out of the city, the sailing got marginally smoother. Whatever had happened to mankind had happened fast. There hadn’t even been enough time for mass exodus or for Army pukes to mobilize and really screw the pooch. I was trying to figure out if the women were behind me or had succeeded and were even now in the arms of their loved ones. I didn’t know which scenario intrigued me more. I kind of liked the idea of letting my girl be happy for a few moments before I ripped that away from her.


    I was so distracted that I never noticed as a black SUV snuck up on my tail. My head smacked off the headrest as it bumped into my rear end. I looked up into my rearview mirror. All I could see was the grill of whatever was slamming into me. They hit me one more time, causing the nose of my car to drop down and the rear tires to squeal as they nearly came up off the ground. The SUV then backed off a few feet and began to come up on my driver’s side.


    “Holy shit, Dad! It’s a clown!” the man in the passenger seat yelled. I wasn’t going particularly fast, so it was easy enough to hear the idiot when he spoke.


    I could see him in the side mirror. He looked like he was in his twenties or so; from this angle I couldn’t see his father, but I thought I saw someone else in the back seat, possibly younger by the size of them.


    The SUV was coming up quickly. “Why the fuck you dressed as a clown, clown?” the son asked.


    I turned and smiled as they came up broadside. The gun he was holding all but forgotten as he looked at my face. At first I could see him trying to reconcile the image, and then wretched fear took over. I wiggled my tongue at him like a lizard.


    “Dad, get the fuck outta here!” the son said, smacking his father on the shoulder, never taking his eyes off of me.


    “We need his stuff, just shoot him,” the father replied.


    “Not very neighborly!” I yelled, standing up as far as I could from the confines of my seat. Half of me leaning out the window.


    The father looked over I wouldn’t have thought it was even possible, but his look of fear was worse than his son’s. Must have had a wicked case of coulrophobia (fear of clowns, for those of you without a thesaurus). He almost tipped the truck attempting to turn it around so quickly.


    “Oh, and just when we were getting to know each other.”


    I turned to follow suit. The SUV was pulling away, its engine being almost double the size of mine, and add to the fact that the guy was probably trying to drive the gas pedal through the floor. I would have been more concerned that my ‘fast food’ was a little too fast, but the writing in this case was on the wall. The highway was not completely debris free. Sure, it was fine and dandy for someone going forty…not eighty. His swerves were becoming more erratic and less controlled as he frantically kept looking over his shoulder to see if I was still following.


    It was three miles later when the SUV sideswiped a parked VW Van, it rolled three times before it came to a stop on its roof. It was slowly spinning like a second hand on a watch as I pulled up. The heavy ticking from an over-worked engine and the dripping of multiple fluids were the only thing I heard. Then the moans started in earnest. I leaned against my car wishing right then I had a cigarette. That sounded like just about the best thing in the world right then.


    “Dad, you alright?” I think the passenger asked.


    “Unnhh,” was the reply. I was going to need my pocket-dictionary for that meaning.


    “Jerry?” the passenger asked the person I guessed was sitting in the back.


    “My leg is bent,” came a definitely pre-pubescent, shocked voice in reply.


    Well he’s not going anywhere any time soon, I thought as I sauntered up to the turned over hunk of shit.


    “Whose out there?” the passenger cried out.


    “Well it’s either Triple-A, or Triple-F, where the ‘F’ stands for Fucked. I’d guess option two, if I were you,” I said as I peered through the windshield.


    He started screaming and throwing punches into the air. He was hung upside down from his seatbelt – they all were as I took a closer look. The father seemed to be coming to and was looking at me. Blood, which should have been pooling in his head from the way he was oriented, was instead blanching out. His mouth defied gravity as it fell open. It looked like I was going to lose him to unconsciousness.


    “So let me get this straight, Dad,” I said sarcastically. “You care enough about your kids to have them put their seatbelts on, but then you put them in danger by attempting to hijack unsuspecting people? Well you sure did fuck up this time, didn’t you,” I said more as a statement of fact. “Damn, the way you guys are all hung up there, you look like vending machine food. I can only hope you taste better. Might as well get started, all this chasing has worked up my appetite.”


    “Please, mister,” the passenger said, scrambling to undo his belt that was keeping him prisoner.


    “I’ll get to you, just wait your turn like everyone else,” I told him as I walked over to the driver’s door.


    I was happy for small favors. The door had nearly been sheared off its hinges from the force of the accident and subsequent somersaults. With a modicum of effort I was able to pry it open. I got lost in the symphony of screams as I bit down on the father’s arm. He was half-heartedly trying to push me away.


    The boy in the back was crying for his momma – and so was the driver as a matter of fact. I paused for a moment, wondering if they were one in the same. We weren’t in the South, but stranger things have happened. I had ripped through most of the man’s left side when I heard the solid ‘thunking’ of the passenger as he was finally able to rid himself of his constraints. No measure of humanitarianism in him as he climbed through the passenger side window and hastily made his way towards the tree line. Forgetting to take a weapon as he drunkenly weaved away.


    “Kids these days,” I told the father; he was convulsing.


    Blood and a mixture of foamy bile were running freely from a mouth that had not and now would never close. The boy in the back seat was getting the glassy-eyed stare of one going deep into shock, plus, his damn eyes wouldn’t blink. It was sort of unsettling, although he was smiling grotesquely at me. I had to stand up and hold my gut when I started to laugh so hard. I realized he was upside down so, what I thought was a huge smile, was more – I guess – a gigantic sneer.


    I finally undid the dad’s buckle and let him drop onto the roof and then I violently yanked him out onto the pavement. “I’ve been telling people for years that seatbelts kill! Waste not, want not,” I said aloud.


    The boy started wailing with the disappearance of his dear departed dad. “I’ll be back soon,” I told him. Jets of vomit began to spew from his mouth, almost hitting the windshield, which I thought was pretty impressive. It began to taper off and runnels of it flowed up his face, and across his eyes, and still he didn’t blink. “You’ve got talent, kid, I’ll give you that.”


    I got back out and started tearing anew into his old man. I was shaking him back and forth like a rabid wolf. His body was continually coming up off the ground as I tore ragged strips from him, and then falling back to earth each time with a little less force as I consumed him.


    “I had no idea how hungry I was. You’re up, kid,” I said as I tossed his dad into a ditch. What was left of him might keep a rat or two happy for a few minutes.


    The kid was alive, but he was full-on catatonic. He was as rigid as a board in his folded up position. I had gotten a crick in my neck from eating his dad at a weird angle inside the truck, so this time, I unfastened him. He hit the roof head first and fell to the side, not even acknowledging it. I pulled him out and deposited him pretty much in the same bloody mess of his father’s remains. Seemed fitting; as they always say, like father like son.


    His leg was indeed bent at an awkward angle. It looked like he would be in excruciating pain. “Here, let me help you with that,” I told him as I placed my foot on his chest and gripped his leg in both arms. He winced some, but he was deep down in whatever world he had retreated to as I yanked hard on his leg, bending it back and forth like one would with a piece of wire they are attempting to snap.


    “Oh screw this.” I chewed through the skin and muscle to release his lower leg from the rest of his body. I held it up over my head and yelled a victorious war cry, my foot still on his chest.


    “A nice cold beer right now and I’d be all set.”


    I started to eat the leg like a tailgater with a turkey leg. I belched long and deep after I finished him off. I didn’t think I could eat another bite, that was, of course, until I looked up and son number one was staring blankly back at me from just before the line of trees. Maybe a hundred yards away.


    “You’re about as stupid as your dad,” I told him as I started to lumber off toward him.


    I’d only made it about a quarter of the way when his brain started working again and he figured that now would be a good time to run. I’d thought about letting him go along on his merry little way, knowing full well he was going to be hampered with the guilt of his actions for the rest of his life. But fuck it, he looked tasty.


    “Hey…wait…hold up,” I yelled mockingly to him. “Well that’s very rude,” I told him as he vanished into the woods. “You should quit running, you’ll just die tired,” I said, thinking I was being witty, but in retrospect, I may have seen it on a t-shirt. I don’t have any recollection of how long it had taken to eat my would-be way layers, but the sun was nearing its descent and the woods were painted in a growing, dreary darkness. This had to be terrifying for the young man, and I was eating it up – bad pun intended.


    Within ten minutes of being in the woods the sun had set. I felt no pang of remorse thinking that the man had seen his final day. Shouldn’t have been hanging out with his dad and he would have been fine. He was still a ways off, but I could hear him running blindly for his life. I could make out his occasional curse as he stumbled into a tree or maybe poked his eye out with a branch. I was aided greatly by a moonless night and a cloud cover to boot. Saint Lorenzo must be on my side tonight; patron saint of food eaters, I think. I could be wrong; I was usually too busy pulling on Cindy Lillie’s pigtails during catechism classes. Had more than one scar across my knuckles to attest to that fact.


    After one particularly nasty shout out, my prey stopped completely. So…he had either knocked himself out, or he was packing it in for the night. I can’t say I blamed him the woods were a deep, dark, and dank place. Also, there were creatures out there that would rend you from your heart.


    “Almost poetic, Tim,” I murmured. I had a general idea in the direction he had headed, but without his constant bumbling, this was going to get a lot more difficult.


    “Nothing ventured nothing eaten.”


    I trudged on. I was as quiet as I could be, but let’s face it; I’m half zombie, with a fused ankle and zero tracking or hunting skills coupled with the mentality of an offensive lineman. I figured the only thing that might be noisier than me in these woods would be that man’s heart as he heard me approaching his position. Now I was going to have to play the part of hunting dog and flush him out, otherwise there was a good chance I would pass him on by, and I still had a date with my two girlfriends at some point. I certainly didn’t want to disappoint them.


    “Oops, I just burped, or your dad said hello,” I said not too loudly.


    I had a feeling I was close, like a snake can detect a rabbit, it was kind of like that. I couldn’t see him, but I could sense him like an existence in the darkness that didn’t belong.


    “I can almost hear your heart thrashing around. Do you have your hand over your mouth too? Like you want to scream from the insanity of this situation, but you can’t because your life depends on it? Fuck…that sounds scary when you say it aloud. I’m really thankful right now that I’m not you.”


    I moved a few feet to my left, still nothing. I was wondering if maybe he had fainted. A flash of light so fast and dim I mistakenly figured it for a lighter. That was up until the point another followed.


    “Storm’s coming, my friend. How about we get out of the approaching weather and seek some shelter together.” I was rewarded with a fat drop of rain hitting the top of my head. “This is going to be a good one!” I yelled over a distant rumble of thunder.


    “If you come out now I promise to eat you fast. I don’t want to get wet either.”


    Still nothing. Either I had missed him, or this guy was the living embodiment of a black hole. I seriously thought about leaving his worthless ass to the elements and then he chose that moment to move. A brilliant display of arcing lightning outlined him better than a spotlight as he was in mid-stride not more than twenty feet from me.


    “Just got to have faith,” I told Hugh like it was he who was the one wanting to cut short our hunting party.


    The kid was stumbling almost every step on the uneven terrain, I wasn’t even running, I felt like Jason of Friday the 13th fame, just slowly methodically slogging my way through the rain and dark. Meanwhile, the heroine – who in this case was male – tripped constantly. If he had spent less time looking over his shoulder at how close or not I was and kept watching where he was going, he would have completely avoided the wall of brambles he ran headlong into.


    His cries were punctuated with brilliant iridescent flashes of lightning; his screams matched the crescendo of thunderclaps. It was a symphony all adding to the climax of the event.


    “What do you want with me?” he begged, struggling to free himself from the inch long thorns. The smell of the blood as he tore his skin was heavenly. I reveled in it.


    “Surely you cannot be so ignorant. I realize that the American school system is not what it once was, but they had to have taught you something, boy,” I said as I stepped up next to him. He was shaking so violently, the rainwater that was cascading down was having a difficult time adhering to him. A dog fresh from the tub didn’t shed that much water.


    “There’s nothing to be afraid of,” I told him as I dipped my finger into one of his many puncture wounds. I stuck the blood-dabbed finger into my mouth enjoying the sweet, metallic taste.


    “You...you ate my brother and father.”


    I looked off for a moment in sweet remembrance. “Yes...yes I did,” I told him, matching his cadence.


    “Why?”


    “Why? Because I was fucking hungry.”


    He shirked back as far as the unyielding hedge would allow. I absently dipped my finger into a blood flow, swirling it around and getting as much to stick as possible before popping it in my mouth.


    “Please, mister, just let me go.” His face soaked with tears and rain; it was so thick and heavy it almost looked like he was underwater.


    “What’s your name, son?” I asked tenderly, although in physical years he looked a little older.


    “Ned Ferguson,” he gulped out, maybe thinking that if we got personal it would be that much more difficult for me to murder him.


    False hope I can assure you, but he grabbed at it anyway.


    “Well, Ned,” I said, pinching his face and turning his neck slightly more than nature had intended. His eyes cinched shut, his mouth quivering. “Look at me, boy,” I said with authority. His eyes opened up, at first only wide enough to insert a dollar bill. I gripped his jaw harder, grinding his teeth together. “Wider,” I said menacingly. We were at coin slots now and I was tiring of the game. “Son, you’d best open your eyes wide or I’m just going to rip your jaw off,” I told him as I stuck my finger in his mouth and began to pull down. He gagged as he sampled the remains of his kin that had coated my entire hand and was nestled deep in the crevices of my chipped and broken finger nails.


    “Good stuff, wouldn’t you agree?” I told him with a laugh. He looked like his body couldn’t decide what action to take: cry or puke. At least I finally got him to open his eyes all the way.


    “Look at me,” I told him. This time I only needed to gently guide his chin in my direction. The lightning was flashing so brilliant and so often that it was the light that was interrupted by the night rather than the other way around. The thunder rolled in long continuous arching booms. Rain and wind were pelting our clothes, alternating between making them stick and lifting them from our bodies.


    Ned had not yet resigned himself to his fate, but the storm alone should have been his omen. Tenderly I spoke, “Ned, does this look like the face of someone that is going to let you go?” He passed out.


    The storm had passed by the time I had completely devoured him. Funny thing is, I don’t remember either Ned’s or the storm’s ephemeral wake. At some point during the tempestuous night, I had stripped naked, delighting in the feeling of the cold hard rain against my skin. I had marveled at the pain as I willing thrust myself into the large spurs, cutting myself dozens, hundreds of times. Even Hugh seemed to be caught up in it, the siren song of the power we wielded. Life and death…well…in all honesty, mainly death. We weren’t so much an amnesty group; we were most alive when we took the precious gift from others.


    “That was amazing,” I said to Hugh as I pulled my pants up. From the sound of my voice and the actions I was performing, one might have mistakenly thought I had just concluded an incredible sex session but they’d be wrong. What I’d done last night had been infinitely better. I may have had a hard-on or two while I sucked the marrow from Ned’s bones, but it was the lust of living…not sex, that had spurred that reaction.


    “Well, my sweet Scarlett and Yummy Yorley, if you guys can even half match the ecstasy I felt last night, we’re in for a ruckus!”


    Getting out of the woods was not quite as easy venture as going in. Refer back to the part where I said I wasn’t a woodsman. Ned had gone a lot further and deeper than I thought he had. I was more turned around than a blonde watching a record player. My useless dad had once told me that if I ever got lost in the woods I used to play in, that the best thing to do would be to sit still and be quiet for a moment. Eventually you would begin to hear the noise pollution of people. At that point you just followed the sound.


    “That advice isn’t so fucking good now, Dad.” I won’t lie; I had a slight moment of panic thinking about being lost in the woods.


    Hugh was a champion eater. We could have cleaned house in those eating competitions that showcased our gluttony. Can you imagine what a starving kid in Zimbabwe – fuck Detroit even – would think if they saw some asshole eat twenty-seven hot dogs in eleven minutes? Kid was clinging to life by the slimmest of nutrient intakes and there were sports on television where people uncaringly shoved mountains of various offerings into their stretched out bellies for prizes and cash. I’m glad I wasn’t an alien looking down trying to figure out what we were all about.


    Although, I did have a moment of humor when I thought about a zombie Kobiyashi with a pallet full of humans as he devoured them in record time. I’d pay to see that. I meandered for well on three or four hours, if the movement of the sun was any indication. And I had to pat myself on the back when I realized I was exiting the woods not more than a tenth of a mile or so from where I had entered. I was happy in the thought of getting back into my ride and on to my reunion.


    “What do we have here?” I asked the day as I came out into the clear and was now looking at the turned over truck.


    I stopped and watched as a big man dressed in typical lumberjack attire was either looking for supplies to steal or admiring my handiwork. I could hear him yelling clear as a bell from where I stood. I would have gone up and introduced myself if not for the hunting rifle in his hand. I wasn’t pleased at all with the scope he had mounted on it either. The man turned away from the truck, looked up towards the heavens and then down to the ground. He followed something to the edge of the road and then even went a few more yards more or less, following the trail Ned and I had made.


    Woodsman? I thought. His clothes certainly lent credence to that. For maybe the first time since I’d been on this adventure, I felt exposed. The man whistled; I watched as a large hound jumped down from a pick-up truck I had not noticed before. The man also signaled back to the truck. Two more men came out, each a bit smaller than the original man, but by ounces.


    “Well ain’t this a pickle,” I said.


    I really wanted to blend into the background. But that was really tough to do as a six foot three inch man clad in a clown suit covered with blood, gore, and an alternate face. At least I could rest assured that he would not be able to see my altered teeth. I thought about turning and heading back in to the woods, but at this point I was fairly confident that any movement on my part would get noticed. And like a sixth sense, the man’s head shot up and he was looking right at me.


    “Who the fuck are you?” he shouted.


    I put my hands up, somewhat to tell him I wasn’t a threat and somewhat to shield my face from his high-powered scope as he put the optics up to his eye.


    “Did you see what happened here? Where’s the other boy?”


    I started backing up.


    “Don’t you move!” he shouted.


    “Fuck this.” I turned and ran.


    A shot blistered through the air sending up bits of dirt from next to my feet. Warning shot, I thought as I kept going. Son of a bitch, if I had been ten minutes later getting out of the woods I would have missed him completely, probably would have never even known they were looking for me or Dead Ned. The next round spun me down as it slammed into the right side of my back. I could feel the broken ribs shifting as I stood and started to run again.


    “I shot him,” the man was telling his passengers.


    “Want me to kill him, got a head shot all lined up.”


    “No, he’s got some explaining to do,” the original man said.


    “Shuffling like a zombie, what’s he going to tell you?”


    “Ever seen a zombie run from a meal?” the first man asked.


    “I reckon you’re right, I’d still rather drill the fucker than go chasing him.”


    “It’ll be fun. Let’s get some more equipment.”


    I was back into the woods a good twenty feet, enough to be hidden, but not enough that I couldn’t see the men. They were returning to the truck; I hoped that they were leaving. And I even thought that might be the case, that maybe the first man thought better of chasing a bloody clown into the woods (dual meaning if you say that last sentence in a proper British accent, it becomes more of an expletive). I held onto that thought right up until the driver pulled a chainsaw out of the bed of his truck. It didn’t seem all that intimidating until he started it up. He lifted it up over his head and revved it a few times. If I hadn’t already crapped out the trio of would-be pirates, I just might have soiled my pants.


    “Coming for you clown!” he shouted between revs. “Go, Bowser,” he said to his dog. The dog started barking wildly and was making a direct line for my present location.


    “This cannot be fucking happening, I’m the damn king of the hill,” I said even as I stood and began to move deeper into the cover. The barking was growing closer as was the engine noise of the chainsaw. Fucking wonderful, I thought as I was flat out running, I piss off a Kenyan lumberjack, what are the odds?


    Hugh was busy doing his best to mend my wound, but my constant motion was frustrating to him. “Stay, heal, eat.” His words of wisdom were about as useful as a football at a Star Trek convention. (It’ll come, think about it for a second.)


    “Hugh, this is one time we can’t stay, those men will kill us.”


    “Men are food.”


    “Most times, buddy, not this one though.”


    The dog was close and I turned to confront him. He stopped about ten feet shy of me and just kept barking. I lost precious moments wondering what he was doing. Then I figured it out; he wasn’t an attack dog, he was merely marking my location until the cavalry came in.


    “Shit.” I was going to let him come in, maybe get a bite or two on me and then snap his neck, and then I was going to return the biting favor – probably in spades. I didn’t want to shoot him because it would give that element of surprise away but there was no way I was going to be able to elude my furry tail. The dog stopped barking as it stared down the barrel of my revolver. I can imagine it wasn’t so used to this end of the dirty stick. I was going to take its head off and then I had a better idea. I shot him low in the leg, close to his paw. He whined and fell over. His pitiful requests for help were giving me a headache.


    I moved in closer and was going to finish the job by eating his lungs out when I heard the rapidly approaching chainsaw. The man seemed to have another gear.


    “Dammit,” I said as I looked up and turned, running in the direction I had been going.


    I could only hope the dog was a beloved family pet and that they would take the time to bring him out and get him help, thus allowing me time to get away. A gunshot let me know in no uncertain terms where the dog stood. The hunt continued; at best I had only bought myself a minute. Had I known they were going to put him down, I would have taken a few bites.


    I only needed a few short hours to elude them and then the tide would turn back to my advantage as the night took hold. “A few short hours,” I echoed as a branch tore at my pants.


    This wasn’t good; I was leaving markers every so often, almost like a damned survey team. I could only hope Chainsaw man thought this was TOO easy, and maybe slow up thinking I was laying a trap.


    “Hey, you run pretty good for a fat boy!” his voice sounded out, in the woods it was difficult to tell from which angle.


    I was thinking I could say the same to him considering he wasn’t so svelte his damn-self.


    “Clown, I’m going to carve you up like a Thanksgiving turkey. That was my best dog you killed!”


    Well, technically you killed him, and why are you more upset about the dog then those people? I kept my thoughts to myself.


    “He’s close, Olaf.”


    The words shook me. I heard them in a conversational tone. Even with my zombified hearing, they were close. And to be honest, the name Olaf wasn’t sitting well either. The only Olafs I’d ever heard of were Vikings, and who the hell wants to fight a Viking?


    “Fan out, ten yards no more, we stay in sight all the time,” Olaf told him.


    The chainsaw was in a low idle; it still sounded menacing enough though. The sun was on the decline, but my allotted time was slipping faster. I had to move. My ribs were nearly healed and unfortunately Hugh had to do his repair job while we were on the move. The bones were sticking out grotesquely on that side enough so that it appeared like I was making shelving for a personal pantry. Great idea in concept.


    How ironic would it be if I found an old farm house to seek shelter in while the humans tried to kill me? It may have sounded humorous if I wasn’t fighting for my life. The only benefit I had from them splitting up was that they were advancing slower. They weren’t making up chunks of ground anymore. We were pretty much staying even with each other – this favored me as well. If my left ankle still worked properly, I could have actually pulled away. Every step I took put one more grain of sand on my side of the scale and took one from theirs. They’d pay for putting me through this, for making me feel weak…yes, they’d pay. I just had to figure out how to collect on the debt.


    “Olaf, Olaf,” the man repeated.


    “What?” he asked over the buzz of his saw.


    “We’re losing light. These woods are going to be pitch black soon.”


    “That’s why we brought flashlights,” Olaf responded.


    “Shit,” I said softly, hadn’t thought about that; at least they weren’t those damned night vision goggles.


    “He’s not going to be able to move in the dark without giving himself away. Let’s build a fire and we’ll go after him first thing in the morning.”


    “He’s close, Sven, I can just about smell him.”


    Are you fucking kidding me? I’m being chased by the Swedish Marines.


    “We start a fire, eat a little food, post a guard…and then kill him.”


    “Not before I take my measure from him,” Olaf said angrily.


    “Of course,” Sven responded.


    I ducked down quickly. It was a ruse. While I was listening to the two men discuss their plans the third had snuck up on me. The distinct clicking of a hammer being pulled back and the cold steel of a rifle against my temple the first and only clues I needed to realize I’d been caught.


    “Don’t move…don’t even raise your hands. I’d shoot you now and be done with it but Olaf wants to talk,” he said gibingly. “Got him!” the man shouted, never taking his eyes from me or his finger off the trigger.


    I heard the other two men making their way quickly through the brush. I felt a flood of adrenaline as Hugh and I weighed our options. Well…while I weighed our options, Hugh kept gnashing his teeth, which wasn’t going to do us any favors.


    Hugh, I’m going to need our mouth back if you want any hope of me getting us out of this mess.


    “Wow, I knew you were ugly, but I had no idea,” Olaf said as he got close, though, I noticed not too close. “What’s the matter with your mouth?”


    “Man asked you a question,” the one with the gun said, pushing my head with the barrel.


    I wrested control from Hugh. “Sorry, it does that when I’m nervous.”


    The barrel from the gun moved from my head as the man to my side was surprised.


    “It fucking talked,” he said, obviously shocked.


    “Please,” I stood, “I don’t know what happened to your friends.” I raised my hands over my head.


    “Jürgen, grab the gun,” Olaf told the man that had caught me.


    “Olaf, I don’t know what this thing is, but it isn’t human. Look at its face. Let’s just kill it,” Sven said, standing to the right and back a bit from Olaf.


    Jürgen wrenched the gun from my hand.


    “Why’d you run?” Olaf asked me.


    “That seems to be the norm these days. Three armed men--I was attempting to preserve my life,” I told him, trying to keep my mouth as small as possible.


    “What’s with the clown get up?” he asked.


    “I was caught at a kids party when it turned to shit and I haven’t had a chance to change.”


    “Parents hire you? How pissed off at their kids are they? Fuck, man, I’ve been to war and I haven’t seen anything that scares me as much as you,” he added. No one laughed at his quip; to say it was a tense moment was a vast understatement.


    “I was in a car accident, burned really badly. The clown make-up usually hides most of the damage.”


    “Doubtful,” he said, shining a brilliant beam of a flashlight into my face.


    “For the love of God, Olaf, turn off the light. He’s hideous,” Sven said. Jürgen backed up another step when he got a clearer picture.


    “In a sec. Open your mouth, freak.”


    I pretended not to hear his request as I looked around.


    The revving of the chainsaw brought my attention back. “Pull your motherfucking lips back or I’m going to severe that ugly head of yours from your starchy body.


    Nothing in his words led me to believe it to be an idle threat. I did as he said. “Sweet mother of mercy,” He intoned. “What are you?”


    “Please I’m just trying to survive like you are.”


    “I don’t believe that for one second. Got an alternate explanation?”


    “They attacked me first…I ended it.” My options were limited so I went with the blunt approach.


    “I fucking told Jordie that raiding bullshit was going to get him killed. Idiot brother of mine wouldn’t listen. Said it was easier to take from others than trying to scavenge. He always was a dumb shit, but I loved my nephews.” He took a hand off the chain guard and wiped it across his face. “We were supposed to meet up this morning, when he didn’t show, I figured the worst. And still that didn’t touch on what I did come across.”


    “I don’t know anything about that,” I told him. “I shot them, zombies must have come after the fact.”


    “See there’s a couple of inconsistencies in that one sentence, friend.”


    “Timothy.”


    “Shut up.”


    I did, seemed the wisest course of action.


    “You see, we’ve noticed a few things about zombies. First…they don’t eat the dead, I mean unless of course they do the killing. And secondly, zombies have normal teeth. Yeah, they chip bone when they bite into it, but they don’t cut it like say something with pointy pearlies would. Something like yours.”


    “What?” Jürgen asked. “You think this crazy fuck ate Jordie and your nephews? What’s wrong with you?” Jürgen asked of me.


    “Olaf, man, just kill it. If it was ever human, it isn’t now. What kind of sick fuck eats its own?” Sven asked.


    “Oh I’m going to kill it, that’s for certain. But it’s going to pay a little first.” The teeth of the chainsaw were resting against my neck. The vibrations of the engine running were making the teeth rock slightly back and forth and I could feel them trying to bite in. “Jürgen, tie him up.”


    One pull on the trigger and my head would roll away like a King Henry ex. I stayed steadfast as Jürgen shouldered his rifle and bound my hands.


    “I was in the Navy,” Jürgen told me. “Don’t even bother trying to get out of that,” he said, referring to my clasped hands tied securely behind my back. “That’s a constrictor knot, the more you fight against it, the tighter it gets. It’s brutal really. It will start to wear on your wrists and your body’s natural tendency is to shift and find a more comfortable position. Doesn’t work. The rope just keeps getting tighter and tighter. It won’t be long until you can’t feel your hands anymore and once the blood flow stops, well, the tissue starts to die. And if too much of it dies, you’ll have to cut your hands off just to make sure the death doesn’t flow through the rest of you. Although I don’t think you’re going to have to worry about that too much,” he said as he shoved me to the ground.


    Olaf finally moved the saw away from my neck. “Let’s get him up in a tree,” he said, placing the wicked death-dealing instrument down.


    Jürgen tied a rope around my ankles and then looped it around my hands, pulling me into a hog tied position.


    “We’ve left prisoners of war tied like this, some up to twenty-four hours. Most go insane within sixteen,” Jürgen told me as he found a particularly large bough to throw the end of the rope over. “And that’s not even including the ones we pin up like you. In about a half an hour your own body weight is going to wrench your arms right from their sockets. Normally we’d put a rope around your neck tied to your ankles so that if you let your head drop you begin to choke. Personally, I wish I could, but Olaf wants to carve you up a little. You’re going to wish your daddy had just beat off instead of dropping his seed into your whore of a mother by the time we’re through with you.”


    “I already feel that way,” I panted as the trio of men hoisted me up like a fucking piñata.


    “What now?” Sven asked.


    “We build a fire and get some rest,” Olaf said.


    “Are you shitting me? Let’s do this and be done with it, being around this diseased maggot makes my skin crawl.”


    “He killed my kin, Sven, he’s going to pay. If you want to wait back at the truck until tomorrow, I’ll understand.


    Sven looked around. The dark had taken root like a mighty oak and a low level of ground fog was lazily drifting across the ground. “Shit, Olaf, even if I wanted to leave, now doesn’t seem like the best time. Looks like the beginning of a horror movie out there.”


    Olaf laughed good-naturedly.


    “I’ll check the perimeter,” Jürgen said.


    Sven gathered materials to start a fire, which was far enough from me so as to not offer any heat but close enough that I was visible from the glow of the flame.


    “Jurg, set the string,” Olaf said, looking over at me.


    “Out here? You think there are zombies out here?” he asked.


    “I don’t know what’s out here, but if this thing has any friends, I want to know about it.”


    I could just make out Jürgen pulling out a spool of fishing line from his vest pocket. Although it was tough to keep sight of him, my head was being pulled down and the sweat of the strain of keeping my arms firmly locked into my body was making salted water pour off my head and sting into my eyes.


    “This fucking hurts!” I bemoaned.


    “No shit,” Olaf said, turning to go and help Sven get the fire ablaze.


    Jürgen tied off the string with a tin can secured to the end, must have been small stones in it as the can pulled the line down further than an empty can should. I could only guess that he had encircled the entire encampment, and if anything bigger than a field mouse broke through the line, the can would clatter to the ground and warn them.


    The three men sat down and pulled out some food packets. I was tied here in a pain indescribable and they were sitting down for dinner. I wanted to rip their lungs out through their ear holes. Hugh was around, but right now I couldn’t be bothered; the misery was a palpable entity. It had form. It had definition. Insanity would be a welcome reprieve. It could have been three days, three hours or three seconds later; time has no meaning when all of the pain centers in your brain are engulfed in an apocalyptic blaze. I surfaced long enough to see that the men had finished eating. They were talking animatedly about something. But to care less would have meant that I would have had to care at all. And I didn’t; I just wanted to be down on the ground, to not feel like my arms were going to pop off of my torso, like the rope was going to severe my wrists, like my back wasn’t going to snap from the awkward position it had been forced into.


    And when I truly thought I could not be in any further agony, Hugh surprised me. A screech that dwarfed anything – maybe like the sun dwarfs the earth is a good comparison – shaved through my brain, shredding and molting pieces of me off to the side. My existence blurred as Hugh continued on. This was it. This was my death peal. I could feel myself sliding down the drain of existence. Hugh had been playing possum with me the entire time. I had not now, nor ever, the strength to repel the onslaught he was throwing at me right now. The only thing I could wonder was, why now? And then I faded into obsidian.
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    CHAPTER SEVEN


    


    “Rise and shine, pretty boy. Fuck you’re ugly.”


    The softest of light basked against my eyelids. I struggled mightily as I came up from the depths of consciousness. Pain rushed into the void. Crusty blood and thick drool hung from my mouth as I swayed slightly in the morning breeze. We were encapsulated in a loosening fog. It was giving the feeling that if I were to make it through the Pearly Gates this would be very much what it would look like.


    “You still with us?” Olaf asked as he cracked a good sized stick across my back.


    I would have screamed if I could have found the strength.


    Jürgen got up and wiped the sleep from his face. “He’s still with us?” he asked, peering into my eyes. “Figured he would have snapped sometime during the night.”


    “That’s just going to make this that much better,” Olaf said as he went back to the now smoking fire to retrieve his chainsaw, which started in one effortless pull.


    “Motherfucker,” I sighed.


    “You say something, precious?” Olaf asked as he got closer.


    It took multiple gulps through my arid throat, but I was finally able to get out what I figured were my last words. “Parents...had a...chainsaw...always...took fifty fucking...pulls.”


    Olaf laughed. “Proper maintenance,” he said, revving the machine making sure to have the teeth whir dangerously close to my face. “You’ve suffered enough, I figure. I’ll make this quick.”


    Enough talking already, just fucking do it, I thought.


    Olaf brought the chainsaw high above his head, Jürgen stepped back. Sven was cleaning up camp and had stood to watch my demise. There was a lull in the engine noise as the engine choked for a moment accepting the intake of gas as Olaf squeezed the trigger a little too enthusiastically. The tinkle of the can as it hit the ground froze all the men. If I could have found a way to speak I would have told him to finish me off first. The stay of execution did not seem like such a favor right now.


    “Zees!” Sven shouted, grabbing his rifle.


    “How many?” Olaf asked, peering into the diffused light.


    “Dozens! Hundreds!” That last part cut off as he began firing.


    The imagery took on a surreal feel as I watched the battle through an insubstantial light. The ground fog and the fog of pain contributed a lot to my take on the scene in front of me. The three men fought with a vehemence I’d only ever seen in movies – and those were the unbelievable kind. I don’t know what kind of battle Sven had been expecting when he first entered the woods, but he appeared forewarned as he kept pulling magazines from strategically random places on his body. It was impressive. The chattering of his rifle was keeping the zombies at bay.


    Jürgen had not taken any lessons from Sven and had already resorted to using his rifle like a club. His time left was measured in hummingbird heartbeats. It was Olaf that looked like a Norse god as he slaughtered zombies with his mighty chainsaw. Odin, the Norse God, was looking down enviably as he watched Olaf cut down the hordes as they approached. Heads rolled through the grass, arms flopped down. Butchers with band saws weren’t as productive as Olaf that day. Although, to be fair to butchers they weren’t overly concerned about the cow getting up off the table and trying to eat them.


    The ground became slicked with the brackish fluid that leaked from the zombies, Hugh was mourning and I was laughing in delirium. I was struggling with even remembering who I was pulling for. Was it the kind I had been most of my life? Or the other that was threatening all I’d ever known? Did it matter? The pain had a way of both distorting and crystallizing every thought.


    Olaf moved like a samurai; instead of a sword, he used a four-foot-long rotary blade. It was magnificent. I think he could have survived, too, if not for the fact that Jürgen got pushed into him. As Olaf brought his blade left to right, Jürgen slammed into the back of his right leg making Olaf fold down to that side, the torque of the blade brought it into Jürgen’s thigh. I didn’t have the angle to truly see, but with the power Olaf wielded that death-dealing machine, I had to imagine he was halfway through Jürgen before he realized his mistake. I’ve got to imagine having your junk cheese-grated with a chainsaw might just be a worse way to go then I was dealing with right now. I started laughing uncontrollably as I thought about Jürgen’s junk being repeatedly pulled across a steel slicer.


    “I’ll take a pizza with head cheese!” I screamed.


    Jürgen easily drowned me out. Olaf made the mistake of stopping to see how bad he’d hurt his friend. That was the final mistake he would ever make. Zombies piled on to him even as Sven fought desperately to keep them off. He fought valiantly for another couple of minutes before finally succumbing. I was thankful they were dead, happy to realize they would no longer be a threat to my kind who were even now ravenously feasting on their bodies.


    “Hugh, I don’t know how much longer I can last.”


    The words had no sooner escaped my thoughts when I wondered if I had just made my own final mistake in this life time. Hugh could do this forever, discomfort, pain, bodily damage; he basically didn’t give a shit. I, on the other hand, was holding on like only a man that fears what awaits him can.


    “Hugh, please.” I was begging a parasite, how low had I stooped? I could feel him in the peripheries of my mind lurking about. He was avoiding me like he owed me twenty bucks.


    “Hugh, I know how to get food!”


    That piqued his interest; it wasn’t hard, it’s not like he was a nuclear physicist. Hugh was an eating machine, his entire world revolved around food. And how different was he from man whose entire existence revolved around finding a place to put his penis. I laughed again, maybe outwardly, it was getting difficult separating fiction from fact at the moment. One of the zombies involved in the feeding frenzy looked up and over at us.


    A deep-seated fear roiled in my gut as we became the center of that thing’s attention. Its head tilted like the world’s ugliest dog hearing a strange sound. It stood completely up, half-chewed intestines spilled from its maw as it silently mouthed its disapproval at being pulled away from its meal. Hugh was going to kill us both. He had pulled back so far from the fore that the zombie thought I was human.


    “No, you stupid fuck, I’m one of you!” I shouted as the zombie advanced.


    I struggled against my bonds so hard that I thought for sure I would fall to the ground as the rope cut through my wrists. As it was, blood leaked from the serrations, curved around my back, down my side, and was even now creating a stain among the carpet of the forest.


    “Hugh, if I die…you die!” I said as I tried to get my body rocking, hoping that I could generate enough force to possibly head-butt the creature and knock it to the ground. The zombie easily avoided my pathetic attempt at self-defense and circled around. I tried to kick my legs to swivel in his direction, but it was a useless cause. I waited for the inevitable crunching of my spine. I’ll admit I was somewhat curious to how much it would hurt, I’d been doling out punishment for so long, now I’d have insight into the damage I’d done. Don’t get me wrong I wasn’t looking forward to it, quite the contrary. What I was feeling was resigned and defeated, and I was laying that all on the feet of Hugh for putting us in this situation.


    I waited and then I waited some more. I couldn’t figure out what was going on; zombies don’t generally play with their food. And then I felt it, a slight tug at my wrists that became more pronounced. The thing was biting at my bonds. Hugh had somehow communicated enough with the zombie to give it direction. If I hadn’t been so immersed in my own misery and need to be released I would have realized the grave implications this had for the remainder of mankind. Right then I didn’t give a shit if Tiny-fucking-Tim himself were to be snatched up and eaten if it would get me free one second sooner.


    Even over the crunching of multiple bones being snapped at the buffet I could hear my zombie gnashing at my lashings, occasionally busting a tooth, but that didn’t deter my eager little go-getter. The longer he took, and presumably the closer he got to completion of his task, the more I begged to be released. My shoulders burned in an unimaginable pain that radiated down to my fingers. I think they were only being held in place by sheer force of will at this point. The strain of my bulk malformed my shoulders nearly into wings as it pulled back on the bone and connective tissue.


    Something(s) cracked as I dropped to the ground. At least the top half of me did anyway. My face slammed into the ground, my features grinding against the ground as I swayed back and forth. I thought I couldn’t be in any more agony than I had been. I was wrong. When my hands became free and my arms flopped in front of me, my shoulders popped with a force that had me screaming, but that’s not quite right I had gone to a pitch that was inaudible. My arms hung uselessly by my side as I sobbed. We swung there for time undefined as my new best friend chewed through the rope attached to my legs. I hardly noticed as they joined me on the ground. I was slipping into unconsciousness at an alarming rate, and Hugh was watching with great interest.
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    CHAPTER EIGHT


    


    I awoke some time later; the zombie cavalry was long gone. I was drawn up into the fetal position, my still-tied legs drawn up against my chest. My shoulders had dulled to a minor ache as Hugh must have been at work making the necessary repairs. He acknowledged my rising into cognition and then resumed whatever it is parasites do to pass the time.


    He’d had ample opportunity to finish me off. I needed to figure out what value he figured I still brought to the table before he figured out how to do it himself and then disposed of me. First things first, as I untied my feet. I took cautious moments to stand fully up, even using the tree I had been strung to as a brace.


    The three men were dead as were somewhere in the neighborhood of fifty zombies. A small battle had been waged here, one that history would never remember. When I felt like I could walk without needing support, I began to follow the trampled pathway the zombies had left in their wake – it seemed like the easiest course of action.


    “Glad to still be alive,” I told Hugh. “Thank you.”


    He responded with a picture of a person. I got it. And maybe that was why he kept me around; I was pretty adept at finding food stores in a time and place in which that was becoming an increasingly valuable commodity. Humans were on the short end of the stick and things were only going to get more difficult. My belly was cramping and I realized that our last meal might have been as long as forty-eight hours ago. Plus, Hugh’s ministrations were always a strain on our internal holdings.


    With Highway Z completed, I was able to get out onto the roadway a lot quicker than I had expected. I did not see our car as I came out, but I had a good idea it was north of our present location. With a renewed vigor for life and an absolute hatred for mankind I walked on. It was at least fifteen minutes before I saw where my latest melodrama had started off. Another five before I arrived. I was exhausted both physically and mentally. I wanted to sleep, but I was pissed off, too. Pissed off that I had been scared and helpless. I would make sure to not make those mistakes again. I started the car and turned it around.


    There had to be easier pickings than my little Rambette, but I didn’t have time to flush them out. If I didn’t get some meat into Hugh, he was going to make me start eating myself. I’m sure I’d be tasty, but that was not the road I wanted to go down here. I did some soul searching while I drove; it was not a long and arduous journey, and there wasn’t much of it left. I was thinking back to my and Hugh’s first encounter, how I had fought for my self-preservation at every turn. He had done some horrific things beginning with eating my latest pussy pump and my father – neither of which were pillars of society but didn’t deserve to go out that way.


    And then what?


    When I realized Hugh was as dumb as a post, I showed him the way. I basically led him to salvation. What did that make me? Did preserving one’s own life at the expense of so many others make me a traitor to man? What were they to me? So many fucking questions…it made my head ache. They were obstacles to my existence. I had transcended them and they had given themselves up to make something better, something more powerful, something damn near immortal.


    I quickly shoved down the thought of being hog tied and potentially chopped up into pieces down into a dark corner. This wasn’t a violation, it was an evolution, Hugh and I were becoming the next best thing. Some day in the future, little zombie children would be learning about the history of us: their forefathers.


    “Hugh, we still have about a half hour drive ahead of us. Did I ever tell you about the time my father made me stay in a cemetery overnight? No? Well you’re going to love this. I was seven, nope eight, sorry, don’t want to embellish. My grandmother had just died. She was the only relative I had that I’d felt anything close to feelings for. Alright, I said I wasn’t going to embellish, except for one girl in high school, she was the only person I’d cared for besides myself. Does that make me a narcissist? Fuck it, like I care. So I’m eight, my grandmother died and I’m balling my eyes out.” Hugh was in the background not really paying attention, but then again, I wasn’t really telling him the story as I was reliving it for myself.


    “My father called me a baby for crying so much, blamed it on my mother…said she was raising me to be a sissy boy. Can you believe that shit? I was eight! He told me if I kept it up he was going to toughen me up. The day of the funeral came; I sniffled and cried throughout the entire proceedings. I just kept remembering all the kind things she had said and done for me. How she had produced such a cold and indifferent offspring like my father…I don’t even know how that could be possible. From the church we had to drive about a half an hour because my father found the cheapest plot he could drop her ass in. His words not mine.


    “Started to drizzle about halfway there. I had my head pressed against the window and was looking at the pastures as we rolled by. My mom had gone home after the mass, presumably to get shit-faced, which was a pretty normal occurrence with her. After one of my sniffles my dad flicked my head against the glass. I almost started crying anew, but I knew that’s what he wanted. I sat back, staring out the front, not letting him think he had got the best of me. Grandma was a fairly well liked person; she still had a lot of friends that weren’t pushing daisies yet. Must have been twenty or thirty blue hairs there that day. Dad and I stood in the rain as the priest did his ashes to ashes yada-yada spiel.


    “Oh, I guess I sound indifferent about it now, but I was crying like a little pussy that day. My dad kept trying to move away from me, I think he was so embarrassed. All of the blue hairs came up to my dad and offered their condolences and also to me, giving me words of encouragement, like ‘she is in a better place’, or ‘you loved her didn’t you?’ I nodded and cried every time one of them came up and called me a little dear. I could feel my father tensing up next to me. He was coiling like a cat getting ready to spring. But the cagey fuck, he smiled and nodded and thanked each and every one of them. We stood there long after the last of them shuffled off to their bridge parties or home to their crappy frozen dinner. We stood there long after the rain went from a calming sprinkle to a downpour. We stood there long after the grave digger had pushed in a mound of dirt, forever enshrouding my nana in an earthen grave. I was shaking, some from the coldness of the rain, some from the fear of my father.


    “You done crying, boy?” he asked me, not turning to look down.


    I nodded.


    “I can’t hear you, boy, if you don’t speak.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Yes sir what?”


    “Yes, sir, I’m done crying.”


    “I don’t believe you,” he told me, this time looking at me.


    What could I say? My father was calling me a liar, not like I could turn it around and say the same about him.


    “You’re going to prove to me that you’re done crying.”


    I agreed. What the fuck else could I say or do?


    “You’re staying here tonight until you’re done sniveling like a little bitch-boy.”


    “Staying where, Dad?” I asked, looking around wildly for some sort of comfortable habitat. Panic was welling up inside of me as dread was weighing down heavily. I simultaneously felt like I was watching this horror unfold from outside myself, whilst also feeling myself retreat into a deep, dark corner as I tried to escape this nightmare.


    “You are staying right here on top of your grandmother’s grave.”


    “Where...where are you staying?” I choked out, tasting the crappy baloney sandwiches my mom had made for the trip as they made a return visit. Nothing quite as tasty on the planet as a regurgitated baloney sandwich. Baloney and belly butter, ummm ummm.


    “I’m going in to town. There’s a little motel. Gonna get myself a bottle of Jack and a hooker.”


    I didn’t know what a hooker was, sounded like he was going fishing, but I’d seen enough empty bottles of Jack Daniels to know that my dad planned on getting blistered. A night in a graveyard almost seemed like the better bargain. Odds were a ghost couldn’t punch.


    “Dad?” I asked as he started to walk away. I guess I thought he was kidding. I knew on some level he was as mean as a snake, but he was my dad, this couldn’t possibly be happening.


    “Oh yeah…one more thing,” he said, turning around. I was pretty happy thinking that maybe this was just a joke and he was going to bring me along with him. I even started to follow. “Stay near your grandmother’s grave…she’ll be able to protect you,” he said as he turned and left. I abruptly stopped following him and immediately went back to my former spot within the rectangle of my grandmother’s freshly filled in grave.


    “Ollie, ollie oxen free,” I said softly, hoping the spirits would honor this safe zone.


    I knew of no stronger charm to implore. I heard a car door slam and then the roar of an engine from a distance; he was really leaving. The rain had stopped, but the damage had been done, I was soaked and so was the ground. I was shaking from the cold leeching into my bones or maybe from the passing of so many spirits within my proximity.


    Night descended in full force, a sodium light burned brightly about a hundred yards away. It shed not an ounce of light on my present location; it merely served as a reminder that light did exist somewhere, just not here. My legs hurt I had been standing so long. Every so often I could hear the caw of a crow off in the distance and the sighing of the wind as it whipped around the mini monoliths that represented the final resting place of so many people.


    “Grammie, are you here?” I asked, looking at her headstone.


    A small crescent moon rose that night but was quickly hidden behind a curtain of clouds. For the longest time I didn’t cry, mistakenly thinking my father was watching from some distant vantage point and when he felt an appropriate time had passed he would come and get me and say I was brave. But that wasn’t going to happen, he was busy getting a case of syphilis. Gave it to my mom, as a matter of fact. That was one of the biggest blowouts they’d ever had. Even at that age I was able to kind of piece the puzzle together of why and what they were fighting about, and I thought it served him right for leaving me in the graveyard.


    When I sort of came to the conclusion he had really left me in this dark, bleak, and deathly place, I lost it. My head pounded from the force that I had cried. Snot ran from my nose with the same intensity as the tears that cascaded from my eyes. I was panicking; so much of me wanted to run to that distant sodium glow and bask in the circle of light it provided, but my father’s last warning halted me in my tracks. To leave grandma’s protection was to invite a gruesome end. I’d watched enough horror movies to know that.


    When I got to the point where I could no longer stand, I sat down, the bottom of my pants instantly soaked through as I rested my back against her headstone. The cold became a tangible thing. It had a force of its own, but it paled in comparison to the fright I felt. I was as much locked in place by the fear of the unknown as I was by my loss of body heat. The stone slab was extracting heat as if in payment for its use. I dozed a couple of times that night, awakening when I dreamed my grandmother was reaching up through the ground to pull me down with her in a deadly embrace. Funny thinking back on it now, but it was just a couple of pointy stones – one sticking on the right side of my ass and the other on my left leg. At the time, though, I thought my heart was going to stop I had been making it work so hard.


    By the time the sun had come up the next morning, I had slid off to the side and my face was now covered in dried dirt and my ear was filled with it. Birds were singing and the sodium light had gone out. I had survived the night, no thanks to my asshole dad. The only thing that never made any sense were the footprints in the dew covered grass surrounding grandma’s plot. They were slender and small almost like a woman’s or a young girl’s. They had come right up to where I was sleeping but had not actually made an impression on the grass itself like a person would but rather, as if the imprint of the footfall had removed all the moisture in that exact shape or more likely had not allowed it to ever form come the morning.


    I watched as the rising sun burned the dew off and erased any signs of my visitor before I stood. My pants were caked in dirt and I thought about taking them off and draping them across the grave stone so they’d dry, but the idea of being in my underwear in this place seemed sacrilegious, and if my father caught me he’d call me a fruit and cuff me around my ear.


    It took longer this way, but I just kept turning with the sun to make sure the wettest part was exposed to the sun’s rays. I was like a fucking human sundial. The sun had crested and was starting its downward trek. I really thought my old man was going to make me stay out here another night. The thought of the girl coming back almost made me involuntarily empty my bladder. My stomach ached from emptiness, and the sun had done its job pushing the cold out, but just barely. Another night in the crisp air and I’d have some exposure problems. Although I didn’t know that’s what it was called then.


    I didn’t cry that day; not because I didn’t want to, but rather, if I did and my old man saw me he would leave my ass again – and also because I was fairly dehydrated. I hadn’t pissed the entire day I don’t think there was any water in my system to spare. My dad showed just as the sun began to slip past the horizon. His shirt was untucked, he had a couple of day’s growth of beard and he looked like he’d gone a couple of rounds with a pissed off monkey. He tossed a Happy Meal box at my head and then turned around to head back to the car. Only the fries that had slipped out of the small bag were remaining, and the burger was half gone, but I wolfed down what was left before we got to the car. The toy I tossed to the side when I realized it was for a girl. Maybe my ghostly visitor would like it better than me; it was a pink plastic pony.


    I sat in the back seat wondering if anything back there with me would be sufficient to cave in his skull. I had an ice scraper and beer bottles to choose from. I leaned down to grab one of the rolling empties when my father finally spoke, freezing me on the spot.


    “Learn your lesson?” he asked, looking back at me through the mirror.


    “Yes, sir,” I told him, and I had. Maybe not the one he’d meant.


    I’d learned to hate my father and not trust anyone. Unless of course that was what he’d set out to do, because if that was the case, then yes…he had succeeded. Thanks, Dad. It was that happy thought that almost had me plow into a hastily erected defensive perimeter.


    My screeching brakes momentarily caught the attention of the beleaguered bunch. There was seven of them, five men and two women that would have given runway models a run for their money. I’m talking in terms of how skinny they were, not how pretty, because the scraggly gap-toothed hag that had turned to look back at me was going to disturb my sleep tonight. This was a pack of humans who certainly were not doing well, and from the looks of it, they had been this bad off from the start. Their mismatched clothes and demeanor suggested that they had all, up until recently, been transients. And upon having awoken one morning from their slumber under a bridge, discovered that the world had now been drastically altered. If they hadn’t mushified their brains with excessive drinking of cheap liquor, they could have been kings of this new domain. But stupid people are stupid people. Instead of finding a vacant mansion and setting themselves up nicely, they were probably running around stealing shitty booze from liquor stores.


    “Beggars can’t be choosers,” I said.


    The car had come to a complete stop about twenty feet from them. To prove my point only two of the men were armed and only one was shooting as the other appeared to be working on a malfunction. One of the women was jumping up and down waving wildly like her fucking hair was on fire.


    “The bitch is on crack,” I said aloud as I pressed down on the gas pedal. Two of the men jumped out of the way. The one with the misfire and the one still shooting did not. I pinned the both of them up against the side of the car they were using as a barricade.


    I beeped my horn wildly to drown out their cries of pain and surprise.


    “Fuckin’ hurts, I bet!” I smiled as I stepped out of my car.


    “Sweet Mary mother of Jesus!” one of the women screamed upon seeing me.


    In her haste to get away from me she ran right into the zombies that had been attacking.


    “Shut up!” I told the man closest to me.


    He had dropped his gun and was trying to bend over and touch his shattered knees. The other man that had been stooping down wasn’t moving, I had caught him sideways and it looked like I had caved in his ribcage. Only one of the men stayed to fight; he had a broom handle.


    “You’re kidding, right?” I asked him.


    “I’m going to shove this up your ass!” he said valiantly as he approached, the stick whistling in the wind as he swung it rapidly around.


    “I’m not sure why you’d want to do that, and to what end?” I asked as he came closer, the stick still swinging wildly.


    The shocked expression his face took on as I snatched the stick out of the air was priceless. He was tugging on it with both arms, I was pulling him in closer before he let go and went running.


    “What about the wooden enema we talked about?” I shouted to him.


    Zombies peeled off from the main attack force and began to pursue him. He was screwed. Years of alcohol and drug addiction had left him ill suited for a prolonged chase, and even as I was turning back to my meal, I heard his cries as they caught up to him.


    “I wonder if I should shove this up your ass?” I asked the man with the busted knees. His eyes were glazing over. “It’d be like beef teriyaki, meat on a stick…or a fucking corndog looking at the quality of food you represent.”


    Hugh was keeping the zombies at bay from this prize, but the rest were free game, even the one being squished. Zombies had crawled under the car and where even now ripping strips off his ankles and lower legs. He wasn’t quite as dead as I had originally thought, but the punctured lungs he’d suffered made his screams for mercy sound weak and pathetic.


    “Dammit, we could have saved him for later,” I said as I watched the man being yanked back and forth in his confines as zombies scrambled to take chunks off of him. “Well I guess you’re up,” I told the man standing before me.


    His eyes flew open as I took my first few bites. They closed quickly as I tore chunks from him. I started to feel strange. The more I ate of the man, the weirder it got. Hugh was acting strangely, randomly throwing images up. Birds, tv show credits, watermelons; he was going through them so fast I couldn’t keep up, and at this point, I didn’t really care enough to do so.


    I was halfway done tearing through the man’s carcass when it dawned on me what was going on. The guy had been hopped up on something and now we were taking it into our system. My guess from looking at the scraggly fucks was that we had just broke Benjamin – meaning we had just done meth. I was torched, my head was swimming, and I had a rapidly building feeling of euphoria. Now I know why the ‘spin tops’ did this shit.


    “This is great,” I said, smacking my lips. I was touching my faces enjoying the tactile feel as my fingers ran over the dual layers of skin. Now I knew I should have saved the second guy just to keep the high going.


    “Hugh, call off the dogs, the rest of this little tea party is ours.”


    I was not going to share this with the zombie slobs. Apparently Hugh was having as good a time as I was and wanted to keep the party rolling. The shout he spiked through my head barely went noticed as I reveled in my stoned state. Echoes of zombies moaning and growling drifted up from my feet where they were dragging what was left of the crushed man underneath with them.


    “Whoa, that’s weird,” I said as I stumbled away.


    The man that had originally promised to make me a puppet had already fallen and was being stripped faster than a Honda on a dark side street in L.A. That still left two men and one woman, and one of the women was even now getting up warily. She had fallen and was seconds away from becoming chowder. The zombies that had been chasing her were now watching intently but were not coming any closer.


    Her crack head partner was urging her to come on, but he was not going to her to help. They seemed so far away as I began to make my way through the haze of my buzz, and then the brilliance hit. I showed Hugh what I wanted, and he did the rest. A couple of zombies stayed with the fallen princess making sure she didn’t move and the rest headed off to round up the remaining two like the good hunting zombies that they were. This was fucking brilliant. I was going to use zombies to flush and contain my food. Perfect!


    I walked up to Pockmark Paula. She was shaking violently as I approached. I didn’t really notice as I was enjoying the sun upon my skin and the feel of the breeze as it blew past.


    “This is great,” I told Pock.


    She smiled, seven or eight teeth missing. “Am I gonna die?” she asked.


    “Without a doubt,” I told her as I turned my face upwards to gather in the rays of the sun.


    “Can I smoke one more rock?”


    “Smoke ‘em if you got ‘em,” I told her. “I’d prefer you that way,” I added without even looking at her.


    The zombies seemed to be getting a little impatient just standing there; I had Hugh send them on their way. Pock wasn’t going anywhere except on a mind journey. She had sat down on the grass, I sat next to her.


    “Want a hit?” she asked through gulps of smoke. She attempted to hand me the glassware.


    I politely refused. I liked the infusion through blood.


    “I got another rock,” she said after a few minutes.


    “By all means please,” I told her.


    I watched in fascination as she took in the harsh smoke. She was making so much merry in her high, I don’t even know if she realized when I ripped her nose off. She went quietly, odds were she had given herself a hot dose and was dying anyway. If you were going to die (which she was and violently) there were worse ways to go. I laid her down so I could also lie down. At that point I just rolled over and grabbed a few mouthfuls, turned onto my back and chewed appreciatively, admired the day, and then grabbed some more. I don’t know how long I did this, but however long, it was well worth it! By the time I’d ransacked her drug-ravaged body, I had attracted a small crowd. Zombies were swarming around and jockeying for position to eat any scraps I had left. As I got up and stumbled past the throng, I heard Pock’s bones getting crushed as the crowd converged on her.


    “This is fucking great, Hugh!” I’d smoked a little weed in college and drank to excess, but never had I been quite this altered of state. I could get to enjoy this new sense of well being. Who knows, maybe if I’d been a meth addict I wouldn’t have been such an ass in life. Doubtful, but fun to think about nonetheless. The next guy I came across was pinned up against a tree, with a ring of ten zombies surrounding him, his lip was twitching like he was in the throes of a major stroke.


    “What the fuck, man?” he asked me as I came up. I was smiling so wide both my sets of lips were hurting.


    “What...the...fuck...man,” I said haltingly in return. “You got any rock?” I asked him.


    “Is that what this is all about?” he asked, looking around wildly.


    “Well it wasn’t when I came up on you guys but it is now.”


    “Yeah, yeah I got a couple of rocks,” he said, his hand shaking as he pulled out a handful of twisted off baggie ends.


    “Damn,” I told him as my vision blurred. “Smoke them,” I told him.


    “I don’t smoke, been sober a year and a half.”


    “You’ve got like fifteen bags there.” Then it dawned. “You’re a dealer, so you don’t do the poison you just peddle it. Gotcha. Now fucking smoke it,” I told him as I got within an inch of his face. Then I smiled, honked his nose and backed up.


    “I can’t,” he begged.


    “Are you afraid of a parole violation? Don’t be a dipshit,” I told him.


    “I made promises…I’m trying to live my life the right way.”


    “By selling drugs? Could you be any more hypocritical? And as for ‘living your life’ how much more of it do you think you have left anyway? Might as well meet your maker all glowy eyed and smiling wide. Don’t you think?”


    He fumbled in another pocket pulling out a glass pipe that was clean but that had obviously seen a lot of use in its day.


    “That just a reminder of better times?” I asked him cynically.


    “In moments of doubt I would pull it out and reflect how bad it had been when I was smoking it.”


    “I would think you’d want to get lost in that crystalline haze,” I said wistfully.


    “Oh I did, trust me,” he said as he unpackaged a couple of rocks and placed them into the bowl.


    I watched in a spellbound trance as he inhaled deeply of the white gray smoke. His pupils immediately dilated, thin red veins streaked out from the center of his eye to all four corners of his eyeball. His lids drooped and sweat blossomed on his forehead and under his arms. I placed my hand on his chest; his heart had increased its beating.


    He took another hit, holding this one in for a little longer, by the time he exhaled, there was only the slightest hint of vapor to emerge.


    “That’s talent,” I told him.


    “I’ve missed this,” he told me like we were old friends and were catching up after a particularly long time apart.


    “Me too,” I answered back.


    He screamed a little as I tore into him, but I think it had more to do with him dropping his rocks than with me ripping through his Adam’s apple. Blood and air foamed as I chewed through his neck, some smoke that must have been trapped in his lungs leaked out as well. To be honest, the concoction was pleasing to the senses. His body spasmed for a lot longer than anyone I had thus encountered. I think it had to do with the fact that he wasn’t quite ready to let go of his high no matter how much of him I ate.


    Hugh was lit like a Christmas tree, running around like a six-year-old who had just left Grandma’s house and she had him hopped up on Red Bull and Pixy Stix. Random parts of my body would begin to flail about as if independent from the rest of me. I thought it was both hilarious and upsetting. Funny in how fucked up he was, and scary at how easily he could take the physical controls back. Even in my altered state I knew this for the concern it was.


    “Well, Hugh, three down one to go. Should we go look for him?” I asked, rubbing my belly as I stood.


    It was then that I noticed the ring of zombies, not so unusual because they liked food, but these – or at least most of them – were looking up. I craned my head to see what they were looking at. The vertigo this caused almost spilled me back on my ass. I saw two boot-clad feet above me. I stepped away from the tree to get a better view. The last of the meth crew had gotten himself treed like a bear on a hunt.


    “You’re kind of fucked,” I told him.


    He didn’t say anything, but stood up and climbed a little higher. He was about twenty-five to thirty feet up. He was relatively safe; as I don’t think I could have climbed stairs in the state I was in. Even if I was stone straight, I don’t think I could have pulled Clarence’s bulk up that tree.


    “You should come down,” I told him, motioning with my arm for incentive. He didn’t buy it. “You’re going to have to sleep at some point. We all know how this is going to end, just come down so we can be done with it.”


    “You want me to come down so you can eat me? What kind of freak are you?”


    “Well, actually a relatively full one and pleasantly stoned, thank you very much,” I graced him with a bow.


    “Go fuck yourself!” he screamed down.


    “The first thing to go in an apocalypse is manners,” I said, and showed Hugh how to send a couple of our brethren up the tree to bring our quarry down. Our success was limited; the best any of them could do was about five feet. That’s not to say it didn’t scare the shit out of our holdout at least for the first few attempts, after that he realized the futility.


    “You’re really planning on being this big a pain in the ass?” I asked him.


    “To save myself? Yeah,” he answered like I was the dumb ass for asking.


    “Hugh, tell our buddies to hold tight, I’m going back to the car.” It was about a half hour round trip because I meandered a bit, and a few times I actually forgot what I was even trying to do. When I returned, my holdout had not moved. If anything, he had climbed a little higher and looked as if he was going to try and do a Tarzan thing and jump from tree to tree. I pointed my gun at him for incentive. He had been watching warily as I came back.


    “You can shoot?” he sighed.


    “Not great at it, and I’m sure even worse right now, but I’ve got enough bullets that I figure I’ll get lucky eventually.” I held the gun up, pointing in his general direction. “Just come down so I don’t have to watch out for the bullet while I’m eating. I could break a cap or something,” I guffawed.


    He didn’t respond. I was beginning to think he was a barbarian and then he did it – the unthinkable. It’s amazing to me what a person will do when their options are limited. He was a good fifty feet in the air when he pushed off that small branch.


    “No way,” I said aloud, watching as he fluttered through the air, my words an indication of the chances I thought he had of getting to the tree next to this one which was about fifteen feet as a crow flies and about fifty-five feet for a human’s trajectory. Even if he made it, he was fucked. I did appreciate the effort he was giving forth. Dinner and a fucking show, or in this case the other way around.


    “Son of a bitch,” I said as I watched him start to careen off branches, loud ‘umphs’ were punctuated by the splitting, tearing, puncturing and general breaking of the human body as he battered himself through thirty feet of tree boughs. He did one final flip around the bottom most branch before his still near-lifeless body fell to the ground not more than five feet from where I stood.


    “Well that was handy,” I said as I dug in.


    He had not been quite as high as his counterparts but his self-tenderizing made for a delicious meal. I left close to half of him remaining for my hunting zombies. My bulk had gained some girth during my recent gluttonous feast. I stripped off my clothes as I waited for Hugh to store away what he needed and eliminate the rest. It wasn’t long before the elephantine-sized mound of excrement began to leave my body in a vile red-brown river of death and stench. I watched as bits of bone, clothes, buttons, and several other unidentifiable objects flowed past my splayed feet.


    “Probably should have pointed myself uphill,” I said.


    The force with which I expelled my waste made me wonder if I was going to make my asshole prolapsed. I’d seen it on a girl once; it was pretty gross, just picture an asshole turned inside out, what more do I need to say? Had no real desire to stick my dick anywhere near that thing. I was afraid it would never let it go once in its clutches.


    Twenty-five blissful minutes later I was finished, the lower half of my body was covered in filth in some places more than an inch thick. I was like a strawberry that had been double dipped in chocolate fondue. Well, not really, but you get the picture.


    I needed to get cleaned up. When you realized that maggots, cockroaches and rats wanted nothing to do with you, then you had serious issues. If I went to find Yorley like this, she’d smell me long before I could get close. I traipsed around the woods for a little while until I found what I was looking for; the stream wasn’t as big as I would have hoped, but at least I’d be able to break the bigger blocks of solidifying shit off of me. I was going to foul up the local eco-system, I mused as I watched the water behind me turn brown. I imagined that choking conflagration concoction as it flowed in and around fish downstream.


    “Sucks to be lower on the food chain,” I said as I briskly wiped more and more of the solids away.


    It was actually quite refreshing to be scrubbing myself clean. I wasn’t in any rush to get soap and shampoo as I turned my skin pink from my actions, but the feeling of getting the grime off was invigorating. When I was done, I even dipped my clothes. This wasn’t a Tide commercial, and I didn’t get the myriad of stains out, but they did smell a little better. Although, in reality, I could have rubbed Muenster cheese all over them and they would have smelled better.


    “I hope Yorley appreciates this,” I said as I wrung my clothes out. I walked out of the woods with the dripping wet clothes strewn over my back. I was as naked as the day I was born. Well at least as naked as the day Clarence was born that is.


    Hugh was still off in buzz-land as I got in our car and headed off to my date with destiny. There was something extremely liberating about driving a car naked. I wondered what a cop would think if he had the misfortune of pulling me over. I was naked, high as a kite, and craved humans as food. Yeah, it would be a bad day for that cop. Although bringing the absurd thought out to its fruition, prison would have been fucking spectacular. All the food I could eat housed in ten-by-ten foot containers. I’d eat like a king for years in a maximum-security facility. John Q. Public would love me; just think of the tax money I’d save them. Capital punishment could be administered by me! Lethal injection, electric chair, firing squad, hanging…or Timothy, perfect! Everybody would be guilty in my court of law. Guilty of tasting delicious!


    “Shit I must still be high,” I said aloud.


    The sun was setting as my buzz was beginning to wear off. Hugh had completely withdrawn as the drugs pulled back their cloak of mirth. Normally I didn’t feel the need for sleep in the zombie state, but the events of the day had worn my ass out – that last part was even literal! I pulled over to the side of the road. Last thing I wanted to do was get plowed into by some wayward tractor-trailer. I let the seat recline all the way back and, even in the uncomfortable confines of a car, I got a pretty restful night of sleep. It was a pretty easy procedure; all I really needed to do was withdraw from the fore and get into my hidey-hole and that was it, no light, no sounds, no thoughts, and no distractions. Sleep came effortlessly. It was upon waking up that I found something truly unsettling had happened.


    Sun crept in my crusted up eyelids. I tried to wipe it away but was unable to do so. Then I realized we were in unfamiliar territory and on foot.


    “Hugh, what’s going on?” I asked, seeking some way to regain control of my movements. There were zombies all around us and we were moving as a pack.


    “Stomach empty,” was his reply, better than ‘hungry’ I suppose.


    “Well, let me help you find some food then.”


    No reply. We were in the midst of a fairly good-sized zombie horde that must have roamed by sometime during the night. There had to be close to a hundred, but I couldn’t get an accurate fix as Hugh didn’t seem to give a shit about anything other than what was in front of him and the invisible pull of the group.


    Where were we headed? It was impossible to tell and Hugh was as non-communicative as ever. He had slid effortlessly back into the driver’s seat so to speak. Wait, how the fuck did he get the car door open? That showed a level of intelligence light years above the rest of this clan. These fuckers couldn’t find their way out of a refrigerator box.


    “Hugh, come on, man, we had a deal.” Nothing. At least he wasn’t attacking, that was something. “Is this about the drugs? Come on, you have to admit that was fun, right?”


    The herd changed directions in mid-step almost like a flock of swallows. A moment later I heard engine noise and it was approaching. Within moments we were at full sprint trying to keep up with the rest of the zombies as a tractor-trailer pulled up to a stop on the side of the road.


    What the fuck are they doing? I thought. There’s no way they can’t see us; we’re running straight for them. Two men got out, both holding wicked looking rifles – the kind I would imagine specifically built for the military. They were kind of antsy with so many of us coming for them, but they weren’t shooting and they weren’t running. What the fuck is going on?


    A few of the faster zombies were already to the men, and this was where the strangest part came in, they weren’t tearing the men apart. They sniffed around them a few times and moved past them.


    Were they men like me? Would they know a way to get control back from a zombie host? I needed to get up to them and ask.


    “Shit, Remy, come over here, man, look at this fat, ugly fuck, he’s naked!” the man I came up to said.


    “Grant, come on, man, let’s just round these things up and get going, they fucking creep me out. Special vial or not, I don’t want to be around them,” Remy replied.


    “Dude, what is the matter with your face?” Grant asked shoving me to the side with the butt of his gun. I tried to scream at him for help, but I couldn’t get past Hugh.


    Hugh moved back in closer, sniffing like a truffle-seeking hog.


    “Listen, you ugly fuck, I’m not going to tell you again. You come near me and I’m going to beautify the world by blowing a fucking hole in the center of your head. Orders or not!” Grant shouted, shoving us so hard we fell to the ground.


    Hugh’s thoughts were going faster than I could intercept them, but the gist of it was that the man was human but had some special protectant on him that kept us from eating him. Something about a ‘Liza’ but I couldn’t get him to make any sense.


    “Eat…can’t,” Hugh moaned in my head.


    “I thought you were kidding,” Remy said, standing over my grounded form. “Even for a zombie he’s ugly. Must have been a lady’s man when he was alive.” The two men laughed and turned their backs.


    “Can you eat him?” I asked Hugh, pissed off that I was the butt of anyone’s joke.


    Hugh’s head hung low. “Dammit,” I said as Hugh stood. We just kind of milled around for a moment.


    “Let’s get the bait ready,” Remy said.


    Hugh followed (but not too closely) as Grant went to the back of the truck. We turned the corner and saw what looked like a family of four tied up and taped together. The father’s eyes widened as he saw Remy come around. Well if Remy scared him, the sight of me must have just about made him shit. The wife was unconscious; it looked as if she had taken a serious beating. The two kids were both in their late teens, both boys.


    I figured them to be the bait, but for what purpose? Hugh was salivating at the prospect of getting a hold of that smorgasbord. But the same clouded look of confusion settled over his thoughts as he sniffed the air. It was then that I noticed something in common with everyone in this little drama, they all had a small vial attached by a silver chain hanging low on their chests.


    What in the fuck was it?


    Remy went up into the truck, there was a small hole, way in the back of the trailer – so actually the front – he grabbed a rope and fed some of it through that hole.


    “Got it!” Grant shouted.


    What in the hell is going on? I wanted to ask.


    Remy took the other end of the rope and tied it to something on one of the boys. I couldn’t see from this angle, and I knew better than to ask Hugh to go up and get a better look. Zombies were all around, jostling about, realizing there was food around but unable to do anything about it.


    “Just about ready!” Grant shouted pulling on the rope making sure it was secure. “Any last words?” Remy asked the father as he ripped the tape off.


    “Please let my kids go,” the man pleaded.


    Remy lifted the small chains from the four and bolted for the back. “Ready!” he shouted as he dropped down. Something clicked in Hugh’s brain, it must have happened in all the zombies as well. It was like chum had been dropped in a shark tank. Zombies began to stream in to the truck. I then realized what the rope was for as Grant began to pull the family back towards the front of the trailer, zombies following by the score. The father was screaming as zombies fought over the rights to get into the truck first and get first bites. Hugh was not exempt. And with his bulk he was winning his way there with sheer determination.


    “EAT, EAT, EAT!” He repeated over and over again, a broken record would have been proud.


    “NO!” I shouted with as much force as I could muster. Hugh was squishing a woman zombie up against the tailgate. She was grinding her teeth, but not at us. She was agonizingly close to food, but had not used the ramp like a plethora of her brethren were. Some were even now beginning to dine. She keened, her moans rising as she watched others partake. Hugh, however, was no ordinary zombie. He was beginning to climb over our line jumper, his (our) hand on her head, he was pushing her down as he (we) started to rise.


    “No, Hugh, this is a trap!” I was screaming at him, but he was fixated on the prize like a gold digger on jewelry. There was no distracting him. “Fine…we’ll play this your way, dumb ass.” I started marshaling my forces, namely white blood cells. They had been lulled into believing Hugh – the virus – belonged here just like everything else. That was the beauty of being this in tune with my body, I might not be able to control Hugh, but I wasn’t defenseless or without power. Like a prized bloodthirsty pit bull I directed my white blood cells to attack the invader.


    It was a little more complex than that, and I’d be lying if I said that I completely understood the particulars, but it boiled down to getting ‘in touch’ with them and letting them know who the foreigner was. The real trick was going to be, once I released the hounds, is if I would be able to recall them. Hugh had just stepped on the woman’s head and was bringing his other foot up to step into the trailer when the first of my minions attacked. The effect was instantaneous and devastating. Clarence went rigid and luckily teetered off to the left side away from the truck.


    Fortunately, this was like stage diving. We landed on a host of zombies before our body kind of slid in between a few and then down to the ground. We were too tightly packed for any true movement and we weren’t in any danger of being trampled. Hugh quickly moved into damage control mode, his previous meat mania all but forgotten. I could feel Clarence’s body temperature begin to soar as an internal war was waged. Snot and puss leaked from our nose, sweat dampened the ground. We alternated between shivering and roasting; vomit gorged the ground as it was thrust out.


    “Must have ate something bad,” I said, directing the troops like a field general. Off in the distance I heard a truck engine start.


    “Shut the doors, Remy. Let’s get the fuck out of here. We’ve got all that’s going to fit.”


    I heard the doors close.


    “Can I have a little fun?” Remy asked.


    “Go for it, I’ll finish this chapter.”


    “Why in the fuck do you read books about zombies? Don’t you have enough of them already?” Remy asked Grant.


    “I read ‘em because I like to see how wrong they were about it, or to get some pointers, whatever the case may be. Some of these fuckers were damn near prophetic. Hurry up…and make sure you shoot away from the truck this time,” Grant said as he climbed up into the cab, closed the door, and rolled up the window.


    I began to ‘blind’ the white blood cells to Hugh’s invasion just as Remy opened fire. He was blowing zombies away with a grim determination. There was something else there, too; it was pure enjoyment. More than once he would step up and place the barrel of the weapon against some unsuspecting zombie, normally a child, a sick grin spreading across his features as the back of the head would yield its gristle-covered prize, with the zombie child falling sickly to the ground.


    Don’t get me wrong, it didn’t bother me in the least, but it certainly was getting the Hughster all riled up.


    “You ready to listen?” I asked him as our in-house domestic dispute began to wind down.


    “Food,” he said as an accusation.


    “Yeah, yeah, I took food away from your mouth. It was a trap, dumb ass.”


    “Killing,” he said, showing an image of Remy.


    “Aw, look at my little bleeding-heart-Hugh. Are you angry that he’s killing your kind?” I saw an opportunity. “Want to do something about it?” I asked him.


    “Different,” Hugh said, talking about Remy.


    “How about you let me work the controls? I’ll stop him from killing your buddies, and I’ll get you a decent meal.”


    He didn’t answer, but when I was able to put my hand under my body and push my head out of the pile of chunder-from-down-under, I had already received my answer. Remy was plowing through a seemingly infinite supply of ammunition as he gunned zombies down. I waited until his back was towards us before I fully stood. He was a good fifteen feet away and I had a few dozen zombies between him and me. If he spun at any particular time I was screwed. I placed my meaty hand against more than one zombie face and pushed them to the side as I advanced quickly. Remy had taken that inopportune time to turn. I was thankful he had not brought the gun around with him.


    “Oh fucking hell, it’s the ugly one. Well, looks like I’ll be doing the world that favor after all,” he said as he began to spin.


    I grabbed the rifle as he came around.


    “What the fuck, man. You can’t do that…I’ve got protection!” he screamed, his voice rising in multiple octaves as fear lanced his body. I ripped the gun from his hand, from the wincing he did; I was convinced I had broken a finger or two.


    “I have a vial!” he bellowed as if this alone would stop me from my present course.


    “What, this thing?” I asked him as I wrenched it from his neck.


    “You...you talk?” He was trying to back up.


    He looked like a person that had seen Casper in those cartoons I watched as a kid.


    “I can juggle, too, but this probably isn’t the appropriate time,” I told him as I bit deeply into his shoulder. I tore through his denim jacket and his cotton blend t-shirt and found pay dirt beneath as I sank into soft tissue and muscle. I pulled a long, thick string of him away.


    “Are you done playing?” Grant asked from the truck.


    Remy was gurgling a cry of shock and anguish as I dived in for another morsel.


    “Answer the man,” I said between lip smacks. “We’re civilized people.”


    He was going into shock as his arm began to fall towards the ground. I had chewed through the connective tissue and the ball joint. “Stay with me, buddy,” I said as I slapped him across the face. He regained some degree of consciousness. “I prefer my food raw and kicking,” I told him as I pulled his arm free and began to gnaw on the nub.


    “Remy?” Grant asked, opening the truck door.


    “Vial,” Remy stuttered.


    “Yeah, yeah, yeah, I’ve heard all about this magical vial. I’m going to shove it up your ass when I’m done,” I told him as I pulled him behind the truck and out of sight of Grant.


    “Remy, what the fuck are you doing, man? We’ve got to go,” Grant said, starting to sound a little pissed off.


    “Hold your fucking horses…he’ll be there in a minute!” I shouted.


    “Remy man, that’s not funny. That doesn’t sound like you.”


    “He must be the brains of the outfit,” I said to a rapidly fading Remy.


    I hurriedly ripped through the flesh of his cheeks and under his chin, not enough to kill him quickly, but enough that I could peel his face up over his forehead. I pushed him past the back of the truck and into Grant’s field of vision.


    It was a moment before Grant’s cognition took over. He screamed much like I’d hoped he would. More power to him, though, he didn’t come to help his friend. I heard the truck door slam shut and the truck began to pull away as quickly as he could get it started and into gear. The zombies descended on poor Remy like rats on a discarded baby.


    “Ooops,” I said as I held the vial up. Remy couldn’t even die with dignity by falling to the ground; zombies tore at him from every angle. “Well there goes breakfast.” I said as I placed the vial in my pocket and walked off.
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    CHAPTER NINE


    


    “Don’t you ever fucking do that again, Hugh,” I chastised my little parasite.


    I don’t know if he was being petulant or still recovering from my attack, but he wasn’t responding.


    “You damn near got us killed. Once again I had to save our asses.”


    I needed him to know who was boss, or at least lead him to believe that. I think if he hadn’t been so fixated on eating he would have turned against me, and who knows what could have happened in a surprise attack.


    It was a few miles before I got back to our car. I dressed back up in my dried and somewhat clean outfit. There was something very liberating about walking the world naked, but on the flip side, there was entirely too much vulnerability. I started the car, waited for some sign of Hugh to show himself and then I drove off.


    I was feeling pretty good about the day. I had avoided a near disaster, reestablished my supremacy, and even gotten a little snack out of it. All in all, a good start.


    “Want to drive?” I asked Hugh. He poked his head out of whatever corner he had it buried in. “You do, don’t you? Okay, you take this hand,” I said, holding up my left, not sure if he knew right from left. “I’ll keep hold on the other. If I tell you to let go, you do it. Sound good?” Again, no answer beyond the pins-and-needles sensation when my left arm up to my shoulder fell under his dominion.


    He was like a teenager who had seen his first tit as he gripped the wheel. The car nearly flipped as he pulled it hard to the right. “Easy, killer,” I said, righting the ship. “Just follow the yellow line like it’s a blood trail. That should be easy enough for you.”


    After a few false starts and a near horrific fiery exit from the world, he caught on pretty quickly. I still don’t know why I had felt the need to show him how to do one more human thing. He showed the ability to adapt and learn, and I was giving him just one more reason to think he could do this on his own. I don’t know…maybe it was a death wish. Maybe my religious upbringing was finally making me see the errors of my ways. Or, more likely, I thought it was funnier than fuck, kind of like teaching your dog how to drive. Who wouldn’t want to see that shit?


    When our exit was coming up I told him, and he complied, yielding my arm once again. Driving was easy enough on a straight highway, but I was not going to trust him in a suburban neighborhood.


    “Getting close,” I mumbled.


    I stopped to look over the map once again. The action was superfluous as I already had the damn thing memorized, but I wanted this to go off without a hitch. I ditched the car a few blocks from my destination. Yuppieville looked bad; it looked just like you would expect a neighborhood to look when all of the residents believe the omnipotent government and its servants would be there to get their entitled asses out of a jam but failed and failed miserably. When the system failed to protect them, they were wholly unprepared to defend themselves.


    “Serves them right,” I said as I passed another burned out shell of a once opulent home.


    What wasn’t burned was riddled with bullets, and/or steeped in blood. Babies defending their sandboxes would have put up a better fight. Now I was concerned, not for myself, but rather for Scarlett and her family. Did they survive? I had to hope so; otherwise this entire journey would be for naught. My stomach was twisting at the realization that they may already all be dead. I had never taken any of that into account until I stepped into this town.


    I guess even I thought the spoiled people here would have been somehow able to pay someone to save their collective asses. I was so damned distraught I almost completely passed by my destination. I stopped at the walkway leading up to the house.


    “Real sneaky, Tim. You sure are a stealthy one, should have joined the Rangers or something,” I said aloud. “Too fucking late now.” I walked up the pathway. “Fucking nice place you’ve got here.” I admired the house from the deck.


    Unlike the majority of the houses along the street, this one seemed in pretty good shape. That relieved some of my angst. I twisted the door handle – locked. That was also a good sign. I dwelled on ringing the doorbell, but I was still thinking I had the element of surprise on my side. The mere fact that someone inside hadn’t tried to drill me with a bullet was a fair indicator. Unless of course they had listened to the media hype and decided guns were bad and were even now huddled behind the couch with a rolled up newspaper getting ready to swipe at me when I showed myself.


    “Well, no sense in keeping them waiting.”


    I walked around the wrap-around deck to the back door that had not fared nearly as well as the front. Someone had kicked it in but there were no signs of a struggle, and even more confusing, the kitchen was pretty much intact. If it was raiders, I had to believe their second point of business after checking the house would have been food, the first being weapons.


    “Weird,” I said as I crunched down on some glass, silently thanking myself for having put my shoes back on.


    I cautiously moved through the rest of the household just on the off chance that someone was still here and had something marginally more effective than the rolled up newspaper to defend themselves with. The house was empty – not cleaned out, but empty. Furious didn’t even begin to describe my feelings. If Yorley and Scarlett hadn’t come here, they could have gone anywhere, and I wasn’t about to go door-to-door looking for them. Odds were the two hadn’t even made it here. I would have to live with the semi-satisfaction that someone else had meted out my revenge. That sat about as well as Remy’s cirrhosis-plagued liver in my gut.


    I did a once-over one more time, even checking out the crawl space where I had nearly gotten stuck. Nothing except a family of spiders, which I ate merely for spite. I crunched them down angrily. As I came up out of the basement, I went into the living room and sat heavily on the love seat. I didn’t know what to do, for a moment it seemed that I had lost the purpose for my existence. I knew that was bullshit even as I thought it, but that’s what went through my mind. The sun was making its arduous way across the sky and I hadn’t moved. It was only a matter of time before Hugh began his incessant nagging about food. I was sitting with my head hanging down, my hands pressed to my face. As the last licks of sunlight retreated from my perch, I was immersed in the quiet of the night.


    I wanted to lie down, maybe this time give Hugh the opening he needed to finish me off, then I heard it: a metallic clang. It was soft, but in the preternatural quiet of a man-less world, it was unmistakable and alien. I propped my head up. The moon had not yet ascended but that was not that great a hindrance for me. A small light diffused as if by a cloth bobbed in the room across from me – the kitchen. I heard footfalls on the same broken glass I had traversed earlier.


    Could I have beat them here after all my delays? Chances were they had encountered just as many obstacles. My sweet Yorley was finally coming home to roost. And I couldn’t have been any happier than a gold miner striking a life-altering vein of ore. I was so excited that I was almost tapping my feet. I stayed in my chair, making sure whoever it was came all the way in. The small light turned and went deeper into the kitchen. I heard some minor fumbling around; however, it was not the chaos and disorder of a raider, this was someone that knew the layout and was looking for something in particular.


    Might as well say hello, I thought. I stood, the chair groaned as I did so – this went completely unnoticed by my houseguest.


    I leaned up against the entry into the kitchen. I could see the back of a good-sized man (or an Amazonian woman) stooped down and grabbing something out of the bottom of a nearly cleared pantry closet.


    “Hi there,” I said in my least gravelly menacing voice.


    The light swung around so fast I thought the man – that’s what he was – was going to tip over. The muted light barely cut through the murkiness of the night, but still, he saw enough of me to gasp.


    “What do you want?” he asked, dropping the six-pack he had snagged inside the small closet. He started to fight with his holster that was now gripping his sidearm in a vise-like hold.


    “Hold on there, buddy,” I said, pulling the hammer back on my own gun. The metallic noise froze him in place.


    “This is my house,” he said over the hiss of the escaping beer. One of the cans had burst from its impact with the tile flooring.


    “Talk about dying for a beer, huh?” I stated with a laugh. The man was not amused; I could see his eyes darting around for an escape avenue. “You celebrating something?” I asked him.


    He was still eyeing me warily.


    “Okay, let’s start over,” I told him. “Just keep your hand away from your holster, okay?” I released the hammer on my gun and slowly lowered it to my side. He relaxed somewhat, but not completely. Can’t say I blamed him. I still smelled fairly ripe. There’s no amount of washing that is going to cleanse the smell off a massive meat eater and especially one that eats the most disgusting meat available: man. I was fairly confident he couldn’t see my dual face, probably looked like a blurry distorted image, or a trick of the light if he was trying to rationalize it.


    “Are you Scarlett’s husband?” I asked. Odds were this was the case.


    “What?” Hoped seemed to surge through him when he mistakenly figured me to be a friend of his wife and that he might yet live through this encounter. “You know Scarlett?” he asked, advancing a step and stopping probably when he realized my ‘blurry’ face wasn’t clarifying.


    “We’ve met a couple of times,” I told him honestly.


    “Oh thank God, I thought you were going to kill me. Would have been a shitty night for that.” His relief made him chatty I let him keep going. “Scarlett and her friend...”


    “Yorley?” I asked interjecting, my heart hammering.


    “Yes, Yorley,” he said, all smiles. “I was so worried about my wife…hadn’t seen her since the zombies came. I waited as long as I could and packed as many supplies into the shelter as would fit while I waited for her. Of all the damn things to forget, I leave the beer. But I had to get it now that there’s something to celebrate.”


    “How’s her head?” I asked.


    “Oh, you know about that? Probably a hairline fracture in her skull and definitely a concussion, but I’m trained in sports medicine and I have some decent medical supplies in the shelter, she should be fine. It’s just so good to have her back.”


    “I bet. Did she tell you what happened?”


    “No, she’s really been out of it mostly, and Yorley doesn’t talk too much. Keeps pacing the shelter like a caged animal.”


    “That’s my Yorley,” I said proudly.


    “You guys an item?”


    “Oh, we have a history. Kind of a love-hate thing, she hates me and I love her.”


    Mr. Speight was looking at me strangely.


    “So where is this little shelter thingy?” I asked, closing in on him.


    “I really should be getting back.” His earlier panic was returning.


    “I agree, let’s go,” I told him as I got up close and personal, his flashlight able to illuminate my facial features from this distance; although from the way he quickly lowered it, I’m pretty sure he wished it hadn’t.


    “I...I have an idea, we’ll surprise them. I’ll tell them you’re here and then you can come in. They’ll love that,” he said, doing his best to keep a semblance of a smile on his face.


    “Yeah, that sure would be a surprise. But I’d really like to be there for the big reveal.” I grabbed his arm and placed my pistol up against his lip, scraping the barrel against the front of his tooth. It etched deeply into the enamel. “Drop your gun on the floor.”


    “It’s not loaded,” The man said, letting his head drop low.


    “You’re fucking kidding, right?”


    He shook his head.


    “You do know there’s all sorts of bad things out there, don’t you? In here as well I guess.”


    He nodded in ascension this time.


    “Well, let’s prove your point and have a little fun. Slowly, pull your gun out of its holster,” I said as I simultaneously pulled the hammer back on my gun. He flinched as I did so. “Put your gun up against your head.”


    He did as I told him to.


    “Well where do you think I’m going with this?” I asked. “Pull the fucking trigger, dumb ass.”


    He did so without the slightest bit of hesitation.


    “I keep thinking this world is going to be the survival of the fittest, and yet I keep coming across some of the stupidest shits on the planet. I just wiped out a gang of crack heads just yesterday. Crack heads, can you believe it? And now I come across you, out in the middle of the night, getting beer with an unloaded gun. I feel like I’ll be doing the evolutionary process a favor by disposing of you. If the world were still normal, you’d probably get a Darwin award.”


    “Please…I have kids.”


    “Two right?” I asked a bit too eagerly.


    “I won’t take you to them,” he said stoically.


    “Oh, I can be very persuasive.” I pressed the barrel of the gun so hard against his forehead the skin split and began to well up in droplets of blood. “Fine…how about the mouth?” I shoved the gun in, cracking one of his teeth on the front sight. He gagged as I pushed it in deep. He mumbled something around the steel. I pulled the gun out.


    “Just kill me. I’ll never lead you to them.”


    I slammed him on the side of the head with the butt of my gun. He fell to his knees. I kneed him in the nose, blood gushed from his shattered proboscis. He fell over to the side cupping his hands over his wounded facial feature.


    “What about now?” I asked leaning down.


    He shook his head. I kicked him so hard in the nuts it was long minutes before he stopped retching. A pool of sweet water lay by his face, his shattered nose all but forgotten as he protectively covered his damaged jewels.


    “That do any convincing?”


    I didn’t give him an opportunity to respond as I kicked him in his spine. He howled in pain from the contact. It unfurled his fetal position, he was writhing in agony, not sure where to cover up next.


    “Are they worth it?” I asked, leaning over and whispering in his ear.


    I licked up the water that was running from his eyes, then I flicked my tongue to drink in some of the blood and snot coming from his nose. “Delicious,” I sighed, my eyes half closing as I basked in his taste.


    “Pl-pl-please,” he finally managed to get out.


    “Come on, man, you know how this is going to go down. You either give them all up and die in a little while. Or you die now, well, I mean after a thorough beating that is.”


    I started humming the tune to Jeopardy as I awaited his response. By the time I got to the end of the little ditty he still had not responded. I rolled him over onto his back and dropped down onto my knees while simultaneously bringing my fist into his nose. The grinding crunch as I drove soft cartilage into delicate facial bones was quite satisfying. I ground my fist around for added effect. His legs were kicking about wildly as he screamed in pain – at least as loudly as he could with the blood choking his throat.


    I stayed there for a while with my knees on his chest, pounding at his face and neck. He had long since passed out. His wife was suffering from a mild headache in comparison to what I was doing to him. I had broken so many bones in his face that his features were beginning to shift.


    “Looking a little like Pangaea there, buddy, everything is adrift! I love being witty,” I told him.


    He, however, feigned oblivion and didn’t respond. He was breathing, I could tell by the air bubbles that formed in his bloody spit. I rolled him onto his side so he wouldn’t choke on it, nice guy that I am – I should get a fucking medal.


    Hugh startled me out of my momentary mind medal ceremony. “Eat?” he asked.


    “Look at you you’re getting manners. Yeah, we’ll eat.”


    I was pushing around on Mr. Speight, figuring out where I wanted to start my dining experience when another brilliant, if I dare say, thought came to mind. I laid it out to Hugh. He wasn’t as enthusiastic as I had hoped, but he was a zombie; they were all about the here and now, not future promises and payouts. After some serous cajoling and threatening, I think I got my point across. I pulled down Speight’s pants and took hardly a nibble from his thigh. Someone would be hard-pressed to find the wound. Hardly anything bigger than a virus would be able to find its way through the opening.


    I dragged Speight over to a chair and deposited him in there.


    “Oh, man, he looks like shit. You’d better have your buddies fix him up,” I said as I sat across from the man.


    I wondered if possibly Yorley would eventually come looking for him; I’d deal with that if the time came. It wasn’t long before I saw blood stop flowing from his mouth and his nose began to pull back from its position where it was lying flat against the left side of his face to a more proper area. Even the small cut and bruise I had made on his forehead were clearing up.


    “Well, you’re modeling days are over,” I told him as I gripped his healing face in my hands and twisted it back and forth, looking at Other Hugh’s handiwork. “But your wife will probably still love you. If she ever did.”


    He was beginning to come to. “What happened?” he asked, smacking my hand away. His eyes going wide when he pieced everything together and realized he was looking at me.


    “I’m sorry, man,” I told him. I stepped back. “I found God or some shit while you were dying on the floor. I prayed and prayed for your recovery…and look, man, he delivered. It’s a miracle. Hallelujah!” I said while doing the ‘jazz hands’ thing above my head.


    I wasn’t super convincing and Speight was picking up on it.


    “Look I’m not a good guy and I’m in a bad situation. I did something wrong, and I just want to get out of here and let you get back to your family.”


    “What?”


    “Go, man, just go back to them.”


    He stood, he might be shocked and slightly dazed, but he wasn’t stupid. “You’re serious?”


    “Get out of here, man,” I told him, thrusting my thumb over my shoulder towards the back door. “Oh yeah…tell Yorley that Timothy says hi!”


    I heard him twist on the broken glass to look back at me to see if I was following. When he realized I wasn’t, he cruised. I smiled widely. “Gonna have some fine dining today, my little buddy.”


    I stood up when I heard the now familiar metal clanking. There was a moment of confusion as I looked out into the back yard for the shelter’s entrance. All that stood in the yard was a small utility shed and a doghouse, neither of which were large enough to house five people for any longer than it took to retrieve a weed whacker. The doghouse was big as far as dog houses go, so maybe a Rottweiler would be happy with it, but not three adults and two kids.


    “What the hell?” I asked, scratching my face. It had been itching a lot the last few days. I attributed it to dry skin. “I guess it’s the shed. Really shouldn’t have taken my eyes off of him, didn’t know he was going to pull a Houdini.”


    The more I thought about it, the better I liked it. I wouldn’t mind being that close to my little Yorley. I crossed the yard carefully, staying out of sight of the decorative window on the right. I yanked open one of the doors and dodged to the side expecting a hail of bullets. Nothing; not even the clamoring to make sure a gun safety was off. I got in close to the side of the structure and quickly peeked my head around. I pulled back quickly, taking a mental picture as I did so.


    There was nothing, I mean except for some basic gardening equipment. “What the hell?” I asked, once again poking my head around, this time taking an extended look.


    When I was confident no one was going to blow my head off I walked around and in. I was pissed off and swatted a hoe out of my way. Then I started laughing. “Now I’m a pimp!” I said merrily. (Wait for it...wait for it, it’ll come. I figured you’d get it.) “Okay, there has to be a secret entrance.”


    I checked around the whole floor, which wasn’t tough considering it was only about a ten-by-ten structure.


    No trap door. The only anomaly was a pipe roughly six inches in diameter that came up through the floor and halfway up the wall; a large box was fitted over the top capping it off. I touched the pipe and quickly pulled my hand back; it was hot to the touch. I still hadn’t a clue what the hell was going on. I reached up and tentatively touched the capping box. It was warm, but not overly so. I twisted it around and then straight up. It came off followed by a cloud of exhaust fumes.


    “Fuck,” I said, placing what I figured to be a filter back over the pipe.


    Part of my problem had been solved – the bunker was underground. Now to find the entrance. The only other place in the small yard it could be was the doghouse. Well this might be one time where if a husband got his ass in trouble he might not mind having to sleep with Rover. I did a quick 360 of the yard looking for any signs that someone might be trying to end my life. When I was mostly satisfied, I headed over to the dog’s abode. I poked my head in and felt around. Nothing, no trap door nothing except the wood my hand was on.


    “Fucking great,” I said, standing up. “Got the entire apocalypse and I come across a magician.”


    I walked around the doghouse. It was during the second trip that I noticed something. “Why, you tricky bastard,” I said as I noticed hinges located on the bottom, rear of the house.


    The whole doghouse was a trap door. I grabbed the roofline from the side and heaved it up. I jumped back expecting someone to start blasting away. Again I was rewarded with silence. I inched closer. The opening was framed out in wooden studs, which encased a set of five concrete steps that descended onto a small landing. Immediately to the right at the bottom of the stairs was a door that looked like it would have been comfortable in any major metropolitan bank protecting folks’ investments and jewels.


    “What a dumb ass,” I said thinking of Mr. Speight leaving the sanctuary of that fortress for a six-pack of beer.
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    CHAPTER TEN


    


    Harold Speight’s head was splintering as he ran from the mad man in his living room. He moved quickly to the house of an animal he never owned, lifted it up and rapidly descended the small staircase. He placed his thumb over the fingerprint identifier and punched in his five digit code, nearly messing up a number he had ingrained in his head considering it was his anniversary date: 1-1-5-9-2, January 15th 1992. The miscue would have cost him an automatic fifteen-minute lockout mode, which he didn’t think he could take right now. As it was, he was barely holding on to the tide of panic, which was rendering his structured world into the abyss of chaos. The man with the melting face had scared him more than he could ever express in words. He felt normalcy shedding off of him like thick coats of paint under a heavy application of mineral spirits.


    If he locked himself out, he would have to bang on the door and hope someone inside heard him so that they could activate the manual override before the evil clown located the source of the noise and stole his soul. For that’s what the thing was, a demon of some sort sprung loose from its moorings in the depths of hell by the actions of a callous mankind. Harold had an idea the thing had only been toying with him when it released him. He wouldn’t feel safe even if he got inside the bunker. What sort of barrier was steel and concrete to a demon? He thought of the safety of his family even as the door swung open and he stepped in, quickly sealing it behind him. He more than half expected to be greeted by the demon named Timothy holding the surplus shredded strips of his wife and children in his bloody hands. Instead, it was the concerned look of his wife’s new friend Yorley.


    “Where have you been?” she accused him, rifle nearly at the ready.


    Harold was shaking so deeply from his core that it had spread to his extremities. His arms and hands quaked madly.


    “What’s the matter with you?” Yorley asked, almost advancing. He seemed on the verge of collapse, but she was unsure why; and if he was infected she was going to put a bullet in his head no matter who he was related to. “You look like shit, have you been bitten?”


    “No nothing like that,” Harold said as he sank down to the floor, his back against the cool steel wall. He buried his head in his palsied hands.


    “What happened then?” she asked, not yet letting her guard down.


    “How’s Scarlett?” He looked up at Yorley. His black-rimmed eyes appeared even more sunk in from the shelter’s night-lights.


    “She’s still out,” Yorley answered.


    “The kids?” he asked in a desperate anxiety, his head shaking from the effort.


    “They’re fine. What is going on?” she asked again. His trepidation was infectious and she was beginning to feel nervous herself.


    “There was...”


    What? he thought. Do I tell her demon? She already looks like she wants to shoot me, maybe it would be for the best. I already feel like my soul is tied to the spawn. If I’m dead he won’t be able to come in here. Those thoughts ran through his head before he completed his sentence to Yorley with, “man.”


    “Did he hurt you?”


    “He...he beat the shit out of me, Yorley.”


    Yorley looked him over, true he looked like shit but not like he had suffered a vicious beating. She had only known the man for twenty-four hours, but he hadn’t seemed like the type to have a propensity for drama.


    “What did he look like? Did he see you come in here?” she asked, looking at a small scar on his forehead.


    Harold grabbed her arm, pulled her close, making sure that her eyes were locked on his. “Its face was melting.” He exhaled sourly and a putrid smell of decay issued from his mouth.


    Yorley yanked herself away from him, some from the odor, but mostly from his description.


    “You don’t believe me?” he asked with desperation in his eyes. He began to sob and then laugh. “His face was melting and he was dressed like a...”


    “Clown,” Yorley said, finishing his sentence.


    The laughing sobs came to an immediate halt.


    “He’s here? How is that possible?” Yorley asked, the question not really directed at Harold. She ran to the door to make sure it was shut and locked. “What’d he say?” She came back to Harold who had managed to prop himself up into a normal sitting position.


    “He said he knew Scarlett and you, that you two had a history. He told me to tell you that ‘Timothy says hi.’”


    Yorley staggered. “He was the one at the grocery store I told you about,” she responded, looking over her shoulder at the door as if it could suddenly open on its own.


    “You didn’t say anything about a melting face and a clown get-up.”


    “I hardly believed it myself. It was something I wanted to forget forever. I got your wife home and I wanted to just chalk it up to some random madman encounter.”


    “That madman is here now, Yorley!” he shouted, spittle shooting from his mouth. He said it as if it were her fault.


    “How is this even possible?”


    “He must have followed your ass here! My wife and children are in danger because of you!” His words were forceful, but he had not yet stood to deliver them.


    “Your wife would be dead if it wasn’t for me, so shut your damn mouth!” she yelled at him.


    “Children, children,” came the chastising, muffled sound of a voice through the four-inch thick door. Yorley froze; Harold started scooting back deeper into the chamber. “I hate to see you guys fighting like this, open the door and we can sort all of it out,” Timothy said mirthfully.


    “Can he get through there?” Yorley asked, backing up herself.


    “He’s a demon…I’m sure he can do whatever he wants,” Harold said, once again placing his head between his knees and covering it up with his hands.


    Yorley was half-convinced to believe Harold. “I shot him, he bleeds, so he’s no fucking demon.”


    “Demons don’t bleed?” Harold asked, grasping at the only straw he could.


    She honestly wasn’t sure now that he had posed the question.


    They waited a few more minutes for Tim to say something. When he didn’t, Yorley asked another question. “Why did he let you go?”


    “He wanted to know where you and Scarlett were, when I wouldn’t tell him he beat me mercilessly.”


    Again with the overreaction, Yorley thought. But he seems sincere when he says it.


    “He broke some stuff, even shoved a gun in my mouth. When I wouldn’t tell him, he beat me until I passed out. When I awoke he told me he had had a change of heart.”


    “Just like that?” Yorley questioned.


    “What can I say? I found God,” Tim shouted through the door with a laugh.


    “He can’t possibly hear us,” Yorley whispered. She and Harold left the antechamber and retreated into the living portion of the shelter.
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    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    


    “Well that ought to keep them in place,” I said aloud and then went back up the stairs.


    I was in for the long game now. One thing I needed was to sate a growing hunger and the other was to get something for some entertainment. First things first. I walked around the neighborhood looking for any signs of life, an errant candle light, a rustling window shade, smoke from a chimney. Something to let me know there were humans around. I’ve got to admit, as saddened as I was that there was not food readily available, I was exhilarated at the karmic justice of the rich having met their ends. These two million dollar megalithic homes stood empty as a testament to their arrogance. I hoped the fuckers died miserable deaths. Still, though, eating one of them would be nicer.


    I had gone a good mile or two and the houses were getting considerably smaller. I had just started thinking if I should turn around and get my car when I noticed movement. My pupils dilated – my palms most likely got sweaty, I didn’t bother to check. It wasn’t much and I wasn’t completely sure what I had seen, but since it was the first wisp of a chance I figured, what the hell?


    I checked the doorknob, it was locked. A locked door during an apocalypse event – shocker! Then I smiled. I busted out a sidelight, reached in and threw the deadbolt. I half expected a shot or, at a minimum, a knife strike to my exposed forearm…nothing. I wasn’t quite sure why I was throwing caution to the wind. It was later I would learn that Hugh was depressing my cerebral cortex for his own devices.


    Never understood sidelights. I guess they’re nice enough if you’re into that kind of thing, but why bother having a stout oak door to stop intruders only to have a thin windowpane on the side of the locking mechanism? Do people really think a criminal is going to overlook that fact? The door opened with merely a slight squeak. My eyes watered immediately as they were assailed with the pungent odor of ammonia. But not the cleaning kind. Two cats were looking at me from across the room, their tails swishing back and forth in an aggressive and agitated manner. I closed the door behind me. The piss smell was almost overwhelming, but there was something even worse. There was at least one dead person in this house.


    “I wonder if there’s anything salvageable?” I asked as I headed further in.


    I walked casually down the hallway. The door on my right led to a small bathroom that was completely overrun with cat feces and urine. The litter box was completely encrusted with a foot deep layer of cat crap. At the end of the hallway was a bedroom. Something that at one time had been of human origin was lying on the bed. Its clothes, which pinned it as female, or a cross-dresser I suppose, were in tatters on the floor.


    The near-skeletal remains were almost picked clean, but that didn’t stop a couple of skinny cats from tugging on some connective tissue on its knee. They hissed and spat and even took a couple of claws-extended swipes at each other for a morsel that would not have kept either of them satisfied. Bones from the hands and feet littered the ground, and I imagine that it would only be a matter of time until the rest of the body was scattered about like so much dirty laundry.


    “Fucking cats, feed them, pick up their shit, give them a house, and then they eat you. My kind of animal.”


    The two that had been playing tug of war with a dime-sized morsel looked up suspiciously when they heard me talk. I stepped into the room and shut the door. “Not much to you I suppose, but my mama always said I should try out new things. The cats hissed and fled, their earlier dispute completely forgotten as they shot down and under the bed.


    “Oh my, I’ll never think to look there,” I said mockingly, placing my hands against my cheeks.


    I yelled as I flipped the bed over, dry bones crashed against the wall. The two original cats bolted towards what I figured was the closet. A third who had been napping was caught completely unawares. I roughly grabbed him around his mid-section. He howled in rage as I crushed him in my grip before taking ravenous bites out of his frame.


    “Just like chicken wings,” I said a few minutes later as I licked my fingers and discarded the cat carcass. “Furry chicken wings…but chicken wings.”


    “Here, little kitty,” I said as I approached the closet.


    I was smacking my lips. They weren’t buying it, but their hissing gave me all the information I needed. I reached into the closet and was rewarded with a few bites and some slashing cuts from their razor-sharp claws. I pulled the scrawnier of the two, an orange tabby free from the detritus of the closet. He was hissing and spitting right up until the end when I bit halfway through his head.


    “These things are fucking delicious,” I said as I shook his lifeless body around. When I was done, I grabbed his former adversary and did the same to her.


    She tried to run, but I had the closet blocked off like a goalie. Her claws sought purchase in my thighs and she was almost past before I snatched her up.


    “Oh so close,” I told her. She ripped into my lip as I brought her up to my mouth. “Fucking bitch,” I said as I pulled her away with half of my old lip attached in her mouth.


    She was doing her best to spit it out when I slammed her little streamlined head into the corner of the wall. She was much more docile being half unconscious. It was an hour or two before I had done my part to keep the world free from stray pets. I even checked twice.


    “Not bad,” I said as I came up from the basement with what I had been looking for.


    I strolled back to the Speight shelter or – the more aptly named – meat locker. I whistled as I did so, not a care in the world. I liked this life; it was easy to figure out what needed to be done. I didn’t need to rely on anybody or anything else in this world. Just pack food in the gullet and the rest would take care of itself, it really was that simple. It was with that happy thought I descended back down the set of stairs to the large door.


    “Miss me?” I yelled. “I’ve been gone for hours, you guys could have left!”


    “Fuck off,” wafted out from a female voice.


    “Oh, Yorley, is that the best you have?” Then I slammed my five-pound hammer against the door with all the power I could muster. “Oh fuck,” I said, staggering back, “that was friggin’ loud. Holy shit, how bad was that in there?” I asked laughing. “I bet your fillings came loose!” The entire steel structure was still vibrating as I brought the hammer back down. Screams of confusion and crying children were the next sounds I heard.


    It was after a good hour or so of slamming the dinner bell that I spoke. “I bet you guys are trying to cover your ears or shove stuff in them! Won’t work!” I shouted. “You see, what happens is that the noise is conducted through the bones in your head and then into your ear drum, completely circumventing the ear canal…so it doesn’t really matter. You could shove lead down there and you’d still hear this!” I gonged again.


    “Fucking stop it!” Yorley screamed.


    I gonged again and waited until the vibrations stopped. “Send one person out and I will.”


    “Fuck you, Tim,” she said softly.


    “Oh…you’re defiant now, but I can do this for days. I wonder what you’ll be like tomorrow morning when I make the same offer. Hell, you’ll probably come out yourself.”


    “Fuck you, Tim,” she repeated.


    I answered with a gonging.


    I gave control of my left arm over to Hugh while I zoned out. He was pretty good, but he had the rhythm of a white guy. His beats were so random I thought he was tackling jazz. Next thing I knew, sunlight was streaming on my face and Hugh was still entertaining our guests.


    “Maybe we should speed this process up a little bit,” I told him as I stood, my left arm swung out and smacked into the concrete wall. “You can probably stop now, Hugh. Hey! How’s it going in there?”


    “Please stop,” Mr. Speight’s voice begged. “You’re killing us.”


    “Well duh,” I told him.


    “Please…for the sake of my kids.”


    “Why don’t you come out as a ‘piece’ offering?”


    He went silent.


    “Not very altruistic of you, Mr. Speight. They are your kids, after all. All this noise must be doing some serious damage to their little ears. And that’s not even mentioning what it’s probably doing to your wife with her skull injury and all. Man, it probably feels like I’m banging this thing directly on her head every time it hits. You could stop all of this if you just came out.”


    “Why did you ever let me go?” he replied. I think he was sobbing.


    “How else was I going to figure out where you hid my little Yorley? Who knew you could take such a beating?”


    “All you want is Yorley?” he asked, maybe a flicker of hope lining his question.


    “Sure,” I responded, then added much quieter, “for now.”


    “Get out!” he shouted. “Your presence has endangered my entire family!” He was screaming now, the ragged words were being torn from his throat.


    “I’d go out there, Harold, if I thought it would do any good. What do you think he’s going to do once that door is open?” Yorley yelled back, but I think it had more to do with her loss of hearing.


    “What are you saying, Harold? You can’t kick her out.” It was Scarlett and she didn’t sound so good. I can’t imagine the personal hell she was living through each and every time I banged that hammer. I was probably making her shattered skull plate swim around from the vibrations. “She saved me.”


    “And look what that’s accomplished!” he was shrieking. “Our whole family is in danger now!”


    “Would you rather I had not made it home?” she begged.


    Through muffled sobbing and Hugh’s enhanced hearing I heard him mumble out a ‘Yes.’


    “Scarlett, if you think it will help, I’ll leave.”


    “No!” she said defiantly. “If anyone walks out that door, it’ll be me. At least I now know where I stand in Harold’s pecking order…his royal fucking highness, followed by everyone else!”


    That’s right, kick him while he’s down, I thought.


    I smacked the door just to let them know I was still around, and then I went back up the stairs and over to the shed. “I wonder if this will work?” I asked as I picked up the small gas can.


    I popped the filter off the exhaust pipe, a black plume of smoke billowed out. “Here goes nothing,” I said as I dumped the remaining contents of the can into the opening.


    The gas did what gas does under these circumstances, it ignited. The pipe began to burn as did my shirt and, by the smell of it, my hair. A fire trail was leading back into the can. I tossed it aside, fluid pouring out and onto the floor and walls of the small shed.


    “Well that went bad fast,” I said as I patted my arm and head down, quashing out the flames.


    I had to get out of the shed; it was a lost cause. It took a full half hour before the blaze consumed the structure and most of its contents. The generator seemed unaffected; I could still hear the hum of it over the cooling metal implements that had survived. My right sleeve was mostly gone and Hugh was doing a little damage control on my scalp and forearm, but otherwise, we were as right as rain – at least of the toxic variety.


    “Really thought that would work,” I said, looking at the pipe. Inspiration came in from left field. “Well let’s see if that was just some more made up Hollywood bullshit,” I said as I tore up tufts of sod. I shoved them into the pipe a la Eddie Murphy and the infamous potato scene from Beverly Hills Cop or maybe it was a banana, or a child’s arm, like I give a shit. It was the third or fourth packing of dirt into the pipe that I heard it sputter and quit. I could only imagine their moment of panic when the lights and other implements shut off and then switched over to the emergency lighting. Batteries were only going to last so long.


    “Let the games begin!” I shouted, raising my hands over my head in an approximation of a victory celebration. I went back over to the staircase and down. I grabbed my hammer and tapped lightly on the door. “Everyone alright in there?” I asked in as concerned of a tone as I could. “Will you guys be able to breathe once the batteries die?”


    I hadn’t thought of that until just then, and it gave me a moment of trepidation. I didn’t want them to die in there unless I was the cause of it. And not indirectly responsible either. I still had my ace up my sleeve, my own private sleeper cell. My concern was, once unleashed, would he do as we asked or would he go rogue.


    “Whatcha thinking, Yorley? I know you’re weighing your options. I fucked that generator up. No matter what Harold does down there, he’s not going to get it running. My guess is he’s a tax lawyer or some shit anyway, probably doesn’t even know how to turn a screwdriver. Is that the man you’re going to have your life depend on?”


    “Are you the man that I should rely upon, Tim?” she replied.


    “That’s my girl. Of course I’m the guy you should rely on. You know exactly where I stand on the matter.”


    I could hear some coughing and crying. I think from Scarlett and the children, most likely Harold as well.


    “Sorry about the smoke, a little bit of a mistake on my part,” I told them. “Oh, and you’re going to want to talk to your home owner’s insurance about the shed, it’s a total loss. I hope your deductible isn’t too high.”


    “I’ll fucking kill you!” Harold screamed.


    “Tax accountant with teeth. Ooooh, how scary. What’re you going to do, throw a calculator at me? Maybe a ledger. Yeah, the corner of it could catch me in the temple, it could be real bad!” I said with an amusing lilt.


    “I’ll fucking kill you!” he replied impotently.


    “Gonna be a little difficult from that side of the door, don’t you think?”


    “Listen, Tim-Tim,” Yorley interceded, “I don’t know if you are what you claim to be, or just some sick fuck who jerks off thinking about hurting people. Either way, I know why you want us, and I’ll be damned if I’ll let that happen. I’ll gun everyone in here down before I let that door open.”


    “Yorley!” Scarlett gasped.


    “Scarlett, you saw what he did in the supermarket! Could you stand it if he did it to your babies? If he made you fucking watch?!”


    Scarlett was bewailing inconsolably.


    “I’d make it quick, I promise…no suffering.”


    “Shit, shit, shit,” I said softly. She was throwing a wrench into my plans. “I’m listening!” I told her.


    “Well, I don’t expect you to leave, that would be asking too much. I just want us to have a chance,” she said.


    “A chance at what?” I asked, truly perplexed.


    “A chance at life.”


    “Are you fucking kidding me? Why would I do that?” I questioned.


    “We get a chance at getting away, or you get no chance at us at all.”


    “Bullshit, you won’t shoot them!” I challenged.


    “How sure of that can you be, Tim-Tim, because I’ll tell you what, I’m not going to be eaten no matter what. I’ll put a bullet in my brain long before that happens.”


    “Shit, shit, shit,” I said, banging my fist against my thigh.


    “Not sitting so well with you?” she asked as if she had heard me.


    “Fuck you, Yorley,” I told her.


    She laughed! She had the fucking audacity to laugh at me. How the hell did this happen? She now had me over the barrel.


    “Better hurry up, Tim-Tim, air’s getting a little thick in here,” Yorley prodded.


    “Get the fuck out of my way, Yorley!” Harold shouted.


    I heard Yorley chamber a round. “You move even an inch in my direction and I will spill your guts all over the floor and in front of your family,” she told him.


    Nothing in her voice made me think she was saying anything but the absolute truth.


    “What do you want, Yorley?” I asked through gritted teeth.


    “Well…normally under these conditions I would ask you to move and that you would be honor bound to comply. But I’m pretty sure you’ve got absolutely no moral compass, so even if you promised me you would move away, you wouldn’t. I’m as sure of that as I am of this rifle in my hands.


    Smart girl, I thought. “Nailed me with your pop psychology, so now what?”


    “You’re going to have to prove you’ve moved.”


    “What do you want me to do, mail you a letter from a new location?”


    “It’s not as far away as I would like, but you’re going to have to tap on the exhaust pipe.”


    She nailed me again before I could even begin to formulate a trap.


    “Now, before that ugly, oversized melon of yours gets any ideas, like maybe rigging something with a rope or tossing rocks, I’m going to want you to yell into the pipe.”


    “It’s clogged, you dumb bitch.” She was really beginning to irritate the hell out of me.


    “The sound will still travel clear enough down the metal. We going to play this game? And don’t stall; Harold says we’re running out of air. And to be honest, he looks like he’s about to panic…and if that happens I’ll have to shoot him.”


    “Fine. We’ll play this your way,” I said, going up the stairs and across the yard to the smoldering ruins of the shed. “I’m here!” I yelled into the pipe.


    “Keep tapping it and every time you do, count.”


    “Just like Sesame Street.”


    “Whatever.”


    The tapping and the number remunerating made it extremely difficult to tell what was going on inside the shelter. And the more I thought about it, the less I liked the situation. Without the benefit of the limited shelter the shed offered I was in the wide open and Yorley had an effective fighting hole with which to dispatch me. How in the fuck had I been so completely waylaid into believing this to be a good idea? I mean, I get men and zombies think with their stomachs first, but at the cost of rational thought?


    “This is your fucking fault!” I shouted to Hugh as I bolted for the neighbor’s house. Harold’s house was closer but that meant running straight back towards Yorley. Whose shot went wide right, by the way.


    “You fell for that shit?” she yelled, following my running with a trail of bullets. More than one connected as I crashed through the back door.


    “Did you kill him?” Scarlett asked hopefully.


    “Not yet, but I will,” Yorley replied. I watched as she got up slowly.


    “Hugh, we’re in trouble. Release the hounds.”


    We almost died while he tried to figure out the reference. I could see Yorley advancing cautiously. However, I was too busy bleeding from a few life-threatening wounds. Luckily she missed my head, but she had nicked my neck. I had at least one in my thigh and one in my shin, which, if I could put pressure on it, would let me know it was broken. He finally got my message as I showed him a mental image of Harold and of himself.


    I was pushing away on the floor, leaving a noticeable trail when Hugh ‘called out’ to our comrade in arms.


    “Oh my God!” I heard Scarlett cry out. “Harold what’s the matt—” her question trailed off into a scream that pierced the day.


    Yorley, who was within about five feet of seeing how incapacitated I was, turned to see what the matter was with her friend. Hugh was working his magic, but he was spread thin with so many injuries. Scarlett was screaming.


    “What the fuck?” Yorley joined in.


    Hugh was somehow linked to our clone zombie, and we watched through his eyes as Harold had come out of the shelter, immediately attacking his wife who had one child in each arm and was unable to defend herself. She had put up her forearm in an attempt to stop him and he had latched on, biting clean through the shirt she had been wearing. A strip of skin an inch wide and half an inch thick came loose as either Harold pulled away or Scarlett fell over. It was difficult to tell from this angle. The toddler she had been holding slipped to the ground. I think he was fine, but Harold didn’t care about him so we didn’t see. He was fixated on the blood leaking from his wife. She pushed as far back as she could in the small stairwell. He had just gone in for seconds when Yorley got to the top of the stairs.


    Her cry of alarm had gotten Harold’s attention. He pivoted his head to look at the new Cuban cuisine and must have liked what he saw because he began to come up the stairs. Whatever surprise or shock Yorley felt, she got over it quickly as she placed two rounds in his head. Hugh wailed as his clone died and our connection was severed.


    “What happened, Yorley?” Scarlett was crying.


    I couldn’t tell from my location for sure, but from the tone of her words, she sounded like she was in shock and probably not even aware she had been bitten.


    “Give me the kids,” Yorley said, descending a step.


    I had pulled myself over to the door and was peering out, making sure to keep as little of me exposed as possible. I would have shot the bitch if I hadn’t dropped my gun in an attempt to get away.


    “What, Yorley! What are you going to do?” Scarlett was wailing. On some level she knew she was dead, but that’s a pretty hard notion to come to terms with.


    “I’ll take care of them, Scarlett, I promise. Just hand them over.”


    “I’m their mother.”


    “You were,” Yorley answered sincerely. “Soon you’ll be trying to eat them. Give them to me before that happens.”


    “I’m fine.”


    “So was Harold,” she told her. “I knew that bastard wouldn’t just let him go. Must have infected him before he did. Son of a bitch…should have seen that coming. Come on, Scarlett, we don’t have much time.”


    “I...I can’t. They’re all I have left.”


    “I will shoot you if you make me,” Yorley said, raising her rifle to her shoulder.


    “Wow, she is a cold bitch,” I said appreciatively and with more than a modicum of admiration.


    “Food...” Hugh moaned.


    “Fix us first! Then eat,” I told him. He wasn’t impressed with my answer.


    At least he began to direct all of his focus to get us mobile again. At some point Yorley had retrieved the appetizers. She took one long look down at Scarlett and then a quick glance my way. Then she bounded off.


    “Fuck,” I said.


    “Food...leaving!” Hugh shouted, following my line of sight. He was abandoning his tasks and was beginning to wrest control from me.


    “NO!” I told him. “Fix first!”


    He was now less impressed. I felt my (our) broken leg start to twitch as he put locomotion on it. The pain was excruciating. Black spots at first danced in my eyes then began to blot out my vision. I knew if I passed out Hugh would take over and would be a lot less willing to yield the power once he possessed it.


    “Fine!” I said through gritted teeth. “This is the way you want it…let’s play.” I marshaled up my white blood cells that had not yet fully recuperated from our last round. But Hugh was also degraded from our fight, plus he had his forces split, some still working on repairs others were being used in an effort to take over.


    My body broke out in a bathing sweat across in its entirety. My thoughts became fragmented as my temperature soared. Hugh was cutting paths through my defenses like a blowtorch to snow. He was a virus on a mission. I pushed away from the door with my flagging reserves. Hugh was charging for the brain, and once he got to the control tower he wasn’t going to stop until one of us was dead and gone; and right now the smart money was on him. I wobbled mightily as I stood, a fortuitously placed hat rack the only thing allowing me to keep my balance.


    “Who uses hat racks anymore?” I asked as I pushed away down a small hallway.


    The bathroom was a few steps away…or a few miles, depending on perspective. The pain along with my weakness was threatening to topple me like a tree in the forest.


    “KILL!” Hugh shouted.


    “My sentiments exactly,” I told him.


    As I gripped the edge of the bathroom doorway, I had one chance. If this failed I didn’t have enough left to stave him off for very much longer. I let go of the doorframe and fell towards the sink, thankful that the craftsmanship kept the pedestal style sink standing as I slammed into it. A small, mirrored medicine cabinet above the sink was my goal. My left arm betrayed me; I couldn’t move it at all. To move my right meant releasing my tenuous grip on the porcelain edge.


    I shot my arm out there and gripped the corner of the cabinet. It tore loose from its anchors and toppled to the ground with me, glass, and a variety of washroom utilities cascading around me. I was thankful the same handyman had not put the mirror up or I would have slipped off it without my prize in hand.


    At least three orange-brown prescription bottles landed on the floor near me, possibly more, but if they weren’t directly in front of me they were, for the most part, lost. I fumbled until I could bring a bottle up to my eyes; my vision was clouding from pain.


    “Cialis. At least I can die with a hard-on.”


    I tossed it aside; although that was a liberal use of the word, more like let it roll out of my clenching and unclenching near-traitorous hand. The next bottle was labeled: Valtrex. Somewhere in my head the word ‘herpes’ flashed.


    “Next,” I said as I grabbed another bottle. “Fucking-A!” I shouted in triumph, which cost me a coughing fit. Penicillin. I twisted the top off, thankful that it was not screwed on the childproof side.


    “One fucking pill? Are you kidding me? Douche bag has herpes, the clap…and needs help with stiffies. Must only be able to afford ugly hookers. What the hell,” I said as I swallowed the pill more suited for a horse by its size. I put my head down to wait for the fall of my siege, my head looking straight at the Valtrex bottle. “Cocksucker, herpes is a virus.” I reached, or so I thought for the bottle, neither arm was under my command. Three inches from help and I was powerless. I willed, begged, cajoled, and threatened them to move. Nothing, not so much as a stir, although Hugh hadn’t completely gained power either. Snot was pooling on the side of my face as it poured from my nose.


    “More than one way to skin a cat…and I should know,” I said as I lifted my head as far as I could.


    I brought my mouth down on the bottle and began to chew, plastic mixed in with the utter bitterness of the pills as I devoured the entire container and its contents in four large swallows. There was a momentary pang of panic as a piece of the cap lodged in my throat. Of all I’d been through, death by choking seemed the most ironic way to go out. Well maybe not considering some of the things I’d been eating as of late.


    I was able to move my torso but I had lost all feeling in my lower extremities and arms. I got as close to a sitting position as I could and then let myself topple over into the side of the toilet. I hooked my chin on the rim of the bowl and pulled myself in. I greedily started lapping water like a desert raised dog. When my mouth was full, I snorted in a large dose of mucous, the two combined were more than enough lubrication to get the obstruction moving in the appropriate direction. The water tasted like shit – go figure – but the air was sweet as I pulled it in. I didn’t know if I had enough time left for the pills to do anything or if they would even help at all. I was running out of fight and Hugh seemed like he could do this forever.


    Like a field marshal I surveyed the battle scene and I wasn’t liking what I saw at all. The white blood cells weren’t retreating. Like an ill-trained militia, they were just being overrun at every impasse. Hugh was gaining momentum as he steamrolled over what I was throwing at him. I would not be allowed to be a prisoner of war in this engagement, had he no honor?


    Minutes flew by as my end rushed to meet me, then something happened. It’s tough to relate, because I’m not entirely sure myself, but Hugh began to hesitate as something, some as yet unseen force, began to attack his flank. He turned to face this new threat and the white blood cells, which seemed to be bolstered with confidence or a shot of whiskey, attacked with a renewed vigor. “YEAH!” I would have shouted if I had the strength to do more than watch.


    Hugh was in trouble. He had completely given up on attacking me and was entirely on the defensive, but the antibiotics and white blood cells were offering no quarter as they attacked relentlessly. I was getting weaker by the moment. As the battle waged on, my internal temperature began to spike. It had to be cruising past 107, because I felt my brain beginning to liquefy. Hugh might not be a danger to me anymore, but the liquid fire approaching like magma sure as shit was. I passed out in pain as the fire lapped against my feet.


    I couldn’t even begin to assess how much time had elapsed when I awoke. I hadn’t moved much from my perch against the toilet. My head was splitting, I was thinking due to the severe dehydration I was suffering if the burning in my throat was any indication.


    “Hugh…help,” I said, seeking out my longtime ally.


    No response. It was then I remembered our epic battle. Was he even now sulking in a corner plotting his next maneuver, licking his wounds like I was?


    “Oh fuck, Hugh, I’ll forgive you if you fix this damn leg,” I moaned, grabbing my still-throbbing appendage. I noticed a bullet half lodged in my skin. “What the hell?” I asked as I gripped it with my thumb and forefinger. I yanked back, red emblazoned my world as pain lanced every fiber of my being. I rocked back, smacking my head against the wall. The clatter of lead on tile kept me coherent. I had staved off unconsciousness. Blood plopped from my new wound. “Hugh, what are you doing, man?”


    I felt under my shirt. There was a bump a few layers deep under a puckering wound. The bullet had been pushed up, but nowhere near the surface.


    “Come on, man, we can figure this out,” I begged. I was pissed at myself for it, but the pain was so great, prostrating before him seemed prudent. “Listen, I’ll get you all the food you can eat, man. I’ll raid a damn orphanage if that helps, just fix these wounds, man.”


    Nothing, not even a contemptuous sneer.


    “Fuck you then, we’ll sit here and starve!” I yelled.


    Hugh’s a lot of things, patient isn’t one of them. If I’m hungry…he would be starving. I went and sought him out. I mustered what I could in terms of white blood cells in case he was playing possum and was luring me out for a surprise attack. The forces I garnered were so pathetically low, I’d be lucky to fight off a pollen attack. I swept my entire being; there was no sign.


    “Hugh?” I questioned.


    A thick green-yellow puddle mixed in with some mud browns of spent mucous coated the bathroom floor where my head had been. “Hugh?” I asked looking at the refuse.


    I pulled myself to a sitting position, and then to something akin to standing. I started to walk, although with a noticeable limp. I went to the end of the hallway and into the master bedroom. I had a momentary fright when I realized there was someone on the bed. In this weakened state, I wouldn’t be much of a match for a toddler with an attitude. The thing on the bed didn’t move. I wondered if it was alive. I could only hope that it was holding on just like me, and then I could eat him or her and gain some sustenance. I moved slowly, not for stealth purposes, but because I didn’t have any other gear.


    I pulled the covers away, and then I started to laugh. Unless I was into latex and plastic this wasn’t going to be much of a meal. An anatomically correct sex doll stared blankly at me.


    “Oh, this guy was a winner,” I said sitting next to Suck Me Susie. “Probably spent five grand on this thing…should have used it on a higher class escort service.”


    I waited until I built up enough steam to attempt another go at a horizontal slant. “So far so good,” I said as I teetered towards the master bathroom. I opened the shade to the window, the bathroom looked out over their backyard and the Speights. Enough light came in for me to see my reflection in the mirror. I looked ten times worse than I felt. Muddy brown-crusted fluids had solidified on my face. It looked like I had been crying shit. Thankfully the water turned on as I turned the faucet. A holey towel was on the rack. I chose not to think where it had been as I dunked it in the overflowing sink.


    I scrubbed my face raw with a pat of soap I had found. Even with all the aftermath of war removed from me, I didn’t look or feel good. “What now?” I asked my reflection.


    I was convinced now that I had vanquished Hugh, what should have been a celebration of epic proportions was reduced to how I was going to deal with the rubble of my destroyed existence. I started to lie out a rebuilding plan; somewhere there had to be a dentist that could cap my teeth, but unless he was blind, my two-faced countenance was never going to gain me entry into his sanctuary.


    “First things first,” I said as I grabbed a crappy disposable razor. I broke it open, cutting my finger as I did so. When I had the sliver of metal free I gingerly dragged it across my hastily sewn stitches on the top of my forehead. “I cannot believe I have to spend the rest of my days looking like Clarence with his doughy face,” I said with chagrin. When I had completely cut through the top stitches, I lightly pulled to see how hard it was going to be to rid myself of my slack-faced mask. What happened next I was wholly unprepared for; it didn’t fucking move, not one millimeter. My heart was thumping so hard it actually hurt.


    “It’s just stuck, that’s all. Dried blood and all…there’s got to be somewhere where I can get it started.”


    I cut every stitch, even going back around to make sure I hadn’t missed any. I fumbled about the entire edge, looking for a seam I could pry back. As soon as I found one, I was going to pull it like it was a giant Band-Aid.


    “What’s going on?” I asked in alarm, my feet dancing about independently of each other as I had a rising tide of hysteria. “Fuck this,” I muttered as I pried the piece of blade under the skin. The pain was intense and the answer was horrifying. I almost put my head through the mirror so that I could get as close as I could to see what had happened, and even then I couldn’t and didn’t want to believe it. Hugh had knitted my old face to this new body like he would fix anything he figured to be broken.


    “Oh God no!” I wailed as I smashed my fist into the glass.


    I was human and I was grotesque! My leg was partially broken, my left ankle was useless, and I still had two chunks of lead free-floating within my body. I had gone from the top of the food chain to the bottom and all of this realization was brought crashing to the fore as I witnessed a zombified Scarlett emerging from the bunker stairwell. She began to come across her lawn and then her neighbor’s, staring straight at me through the window as she did so, and then went running for the back door, the same one I had slammed through. The fucking twist of this was not lost on me in the least. I heard Scarlett blaze into the living room and her running steps were coming down the hallway for me. At no point in my life had I been more terrified than when I saw her staring at me from across the bedroom.


    I shut the door to the bathroom just as she jumped over the bed. The assassin had become the mark. (Or the predator had become the prey). Either way I was fucked.


    


    


    Check out these other titles by Mark Tufo
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    Zombie Fallout


    


    It was a flu season like no other. With the H1N1 virus running rampant through the country, people lined up in droves to try and attain one of the coveted vaccines. What was not known, was the effect this largely untested inoculation was to have on the unsuspecting throngs. Within days, feverish folk throughout the country, convulsed, collapsed and died, only to be re-born. With a taste for brains, blood and bodies, hordes of modern-day zombies began scouring the lands for their next meal.


    This is the story of Michael Talbot, his family and his friends: a band of ordinary people trying to get by in extraordinary times. When disaster strikes, Mike a self-proclaimed survivalist, does his best to ensure the safety and security of those he cares for. What he encounters along the way leads him down a long dark road, always skirting on the edge of insanity. Ensconced in a seemingly safe haven called Little Turtle, Mike and his family, together with the remnants of a tattered community, must fight against a relentless, ruthless, unstoppable force. This last bastion of civilization has made its final stand. God help them all.


    


    


    


    


    


    [image: ZF2 Print - resize]


    


    Zombie Fallout 2: A Plague Upon Your Family


    


    The Talbots are evacuating their home amidst a zombie apocalypse. Mankind is on the edge of extinction as a new dominant, mindless opponent scours the landscape in search of food, which just so happens to be non-infected humans. This book follows the journey of Michael Talbot, his wife, Tracy, and their three kids - Nicole, Justin and Travis. Accompanying them are Brendon, Nicole's fiancée and Tommy, a former Wal-Mart door greeter who may be more than he seems. Together they struggle against a ruthless, relentless enemy that has singled them out above all others.


    As they travel across the war-torn country side the Talbots soon learn that there are more than just zombies to be fearful of: with law and order a long-distant memory some humans have decided to take any and all matters into their own hands. It's not just brains versus brain-eaters anymore. And the stakes may be higher than merely life and death, with eternal souls on the line.
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    Zombie Fallout 3: The End…


    


    As the world spirals even further down into the abyss of apocalypse, one man struggles to keep those around him safe. Michael stands side by side with his wife, their children, his friends and Henry the wonder Bulldog along with the Wal-Mart greeter Tommy who is infinitely more than he appears. Whether Tommy is leading Mike and his family to salvation or death remains to be seen...
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    Zombie Fallout 3.5 - Dr. Hugh Mann – Prequel


    


    Before there were zombies there was the virus...


    In this Zombie Fallout prequel, Mark Tufo tells the story of the virus that started it all.
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    Zombie Fallout IV: The End…Has Come and Gone


    


    “The End…has come and gone. This is the new beginning, the new world order and it sucks. The end for humanity came the moment the U.S. government sent out the infected flu shots. My name is Michael Talbot and this is my journal. I’m writing this because no one’s tomorrow is guaranteed, and I have to leave something behind to those who may follow.” - From Mike Talbot’s Journal


    So continues Mike’s journey, will he give up all that he is in a desperate bid to save his family and friends? Eliza is coming, can anyone be prepared?
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    Zombie Fallout V: Alive In A Dead World


    


    Eliza turned to Tomas: “This is the end...he is no longer alive in a dead world.”


    In this installment of Mark Tufo’s action-packed Zombie Fallout series, Mike Talbot and his family continue their fight for survival as Eliza plots their demise.
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    Zombie Fallout VI: ‘Til Death Do Us Part


    


    Mark Tufo’s Zombie Fallout novels have their share of memorable characters. Throughout the series, we have become acquainted with Michael Talbot. We’ve gotten to know Mike’s wife, Tracy, their children, and several other characters, including Mrs. Deneaux, BT, and Tommy.


    One character here, however, deserves special mention - that of Eliza. In Zombie Fallout 2, we discovered the queen’s origins. In particular, we learned of her transformation from human to vampire. Subsequent novels in the series, indeed, affirm this villain’s bloodthirsty nature. Eliza will not rest until she sees to the destruction of the entire Talbot clan.


    Now, in the latest novel in the Zombie Fallout series, the moment has come for the final showdown. But as BT, Gary, and Mrs. Deneaux prepare to face Eliza, they have other worries. With Mike still missing, they cannot help but fear the worst.


    Is Mike alive? Will the Talbot’s defeat their nemesis once and for all? Readers will learn the answers to these questions and more in the much-anticipated sixth installment of the Zombie Fallout series.
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    Indian Hill


    


    This first story is about an ordinary boy growing up in relatively normal times who finds himself thrust into an extraordinary position. Growing up in suburban Boston, Mike Talbot undergoes the trials and tribulations of all teenagers, from the seemingly tyrannical mother, to girl problems to run-ins with the law. From there, he escapes to college in Colorado with his best friend, Paul, where they begin to forge new relationships. It is one girl in particular that has caught Mike’s eye, and he alternately pines for her and laments ever meeting her.


    It is on their true “first” date that things go strangely askew. Mike finds himself captive aboard an alien vessel, fighting for his very survival. The aliens have devised gladiator-type games - games of twofold importance that they use both for entertainment value and to learn about human strengths and weaknesses. The aliens want to better learn how to attack and defeat humans, and the battles are to the death on varying computer-generated terrains.


    Follow Mike and Paul as they battles for their lives and try to keep the United States safe.
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    Indian Hill II: Reckoning


    


    Reckoning starts where the first book in the series left off. After escaping from the Progerian alien vessel, Michael Talbot is given the opportunity to hide in obscurity with the rest of the human race or rise to the occasion and once again find himself immersed in a battle that he wants nothing to do with.


    Mike goes home and decides to join whatever resistance force can be mustered to repel the oncoming invasion. As humanity gets thrust towards the abyss of extinction, two women in love with the same man make a desperate bid to travel across the country to reunite with him.


    Mike will suffer the ultimate betrayal from those he loves the most. Will mankind fall and be ground to dust like so many other civilizations, or will the tiny humans thwart a takeover? Only time and shed blood will tell.
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    Indian Hill III: Conquest


    


    And so the end begins...Indian Hill introduced us to Michael Talbot, an ordinary boy thrust into extraordinary circumstances when he finds himself captive aboard an alien vessel and forced to battle for his very survival in gladiator-type games. As Michael learns, the aliens were using him to learn about human weaknesses in preparation for an impending invasion.


    In Indian Hill 2, Michael escaped from the alien ship and joined whatever resistance forces could be mustered to repel the oncoming alien invasion.


    Now in the final chapter of the Indian Hill trilogy, Michael joins forces with an unlikely alliance in a desperate attempt to head off humanity’s mass extinction. This is the long awaited conclusion to man's very struggle to survive against overwhelming odds and an aggressive alien species hell-bent on enslaving the entire world.
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    Timothy


    


    Timothy was not a good man in life, and being undead did little to improve his disposition. What will a man trapped in his own mind do to survive when he wakes up to find himself a zombie controlled by a self-aware virus?
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    The Book of Riley part 1 - My Name is Riley


    When the zombie apocalypse strikes without warning, one dog will hold the fate of her pack in her paws. This is the story of Riley, an American Bulldog who takes charge when the dead begin to walk. Follow along as she struggles to protect her pack from danger. Traveling with Riley are Ben-Ben, the high-strung Yorkie; Riley’s favorite two-legger, Jessie; Jessie’s younger brother, Zachary; and Riley’s arch-enemy, Patches the cat. They are a rag-tag group of survivors who, when pushed to the limit, realize they are all that each other has.
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    The Book of Riley part 2 - My Name is Riley


    


    In the second part of this unique horror tale from acclaimed author Mark Tufo, Riley, an American bulldog, continues to defend her pack in the midst of a zombie apocalypse. When the zombie apocalypse struck, intrepid American bulldog Riley quickly discovered it was up to her to keep the pack safe. Together with Yorkshire Terrier Ben-Ben and former archenemy Patches the cat, Riley helped to keep the zombies at bay while favorite human Jessie traveled cross-country to find safety for herself and her baby brother, Zachary.


    But after a long journey, Riley and the gang arrive in Las Vegas - one of the few remaining inhabited cities - only to find that it has been taken over by a group of thugs who rule through fear and brutality. Making matters worse, ruler Icely and his gang have taken to staging dog fights as popular entertainment, and Riley catches their eye. With Riley forced to fight for her life and Jessie locked up in the home of Icely himself, the future is uncertain. Will Riley save the day once more and help her pack escape?
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    The Ravin


    This is book one of the Indian Hill series in a more youth friendly version.
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    Coming Soon - The Prey! Book Two in the Youth Adventures of Michael Talbot.


    


    


    [image: Spirit Draft 02 - resize]


    


    


    The Spirit Clearing


    Mark Tufo’s novels often center upon a single figure - that of Michael Talbot. Fans have joined this unforgettable character in numerous adventures. They’ve accompanied Mike in his struggle to navigate the apocalyptic world of the Zombie Fallout series. They’ve cheered him on his quest to save mankind from an alien threat in the Indian Hill books.


    Now, in The Spirit Clearing, Tufo presents a Michael Talbot adventure like no other. Our hero wakes one morning to find himself in the hospital. Blind in one eye, he is the sole survivor in a horrific car accident. Soon Mike discovers that his injured eye allows him to see what others cannot. When he tells others of his visions, no one believes him.


    Overcome by confusion, Mike feels as if he’s caught between one world and another. Then, hope arrives in the form of the beautiful Jandilyn Hollow. Will she be able to pull him out of the depths of his despair? Can love transcend even death?


    Join Mike as he embarks on his latest adventure, in this eerie, well-paced tale. Full of twists and turns, The Spirit Clearing will keep readers guessing until the very end.
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    Callis Rose


    


    Callis Rose is a girl blessed with a gift from above or cursed with a ruthless power she barely understands, it’s really just a matter of degrees. As her family life is turned asunder she is thrown into an indifferent Social Services program where she defends herself the only way she knows how. Callis is moved from home to home until she finally settles at the Lowries. As she starts her first day of high school she meets both her favorite and least favorite person, both happen to reside at the same household.


    Mindy Denton makes it her single mission in life to destroy Callis, even as her brother Kevin falls deeper into love with the mysterious and beautiful girl who is hiding something from them all. Follow along in Mark Tufo’s newest adventure.
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