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      My name is Timothy and, well … ummm, I’m fucked.
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      I was a zombie for … what, a week, ten days maybe? I was at a little brat’s party doing my double shift as Spangles the clown when one of the filthy little animals bit me. Well, I showed him, put an imprint of his fucking body in the drywall on the other side of the room. If I’d known the little puke was a zombie, I would have caved his skull in, although it was already too late for me; he’d broken skin on my calf. I went home to where my one-night stand, Gina, was trying to get into my apartment to get her purse. I had such a splitting headache I wanted to crush her head in as well every time she opened her suck hole. Ended up fucking her so she’d shut up. Then, in the midst of the dirty deed, I just decided that eating her would heighten the experience. Who would have thought combining two of my favorite things would lead to such bliss.

      I finished getting off and finished her off before passing out. When I awoke, it was to discover that I was no longer the master of my own destiny. I could not so much as blink an eye. More trapped than some of my dates in my apartment when they realized I wasn’t letting them leave until they took care of my needs. When my dad came into the apartment, the zombie portion of me did what zombie portions do. He ate him. My only regret up to this point was that I was not the one able to do it. Hugh (I named the zombie invader) had done it because that’s what he does. I would have done it because I would have relished it. My dad was a Grade A asshole. He may have been my favorite meal, reminded me of my youth. Then I did what any good zombie would. I terrorized, ate, and pillaged some more. I probably would have raped as well, but somewhere along the way, I’d got shot in my junk and it had blackened and fallen off. The human male part of me should have been more distraught about that, but the zombie half didn’t give a shit—I mean, as long as I got to eat, that was all that ever mattered. I went to war with Hugh. I sort of won; he’d probably call it a stalemate if he knew what that meant. Besides, all he was good for was eating and getting us shot.

      A zombie was inside of me and at the controls. I wrested the helm away but I was no longer running a human; I was the zombie Hugh had turned me into. I could have felt sorry for myself, but that’s not my style. I like to make all the pukes around me feel sorry for ever having to know me. At 6’5”, 280 pounds, I was used to imposing my will upon others, or at the very least, intimidating them until they were ready to piss themselves. Especially when some little twat-man was on a date with his woman. I loved emasculating them to the point where they wouldn’t be able to get a hard-on for a week. Oh, they’d play hard ball for a few seconds, but that would change when I came up on them, chest to chin so to speak. Ah good times, good times. Sorry, digressing; a lot of shit has happened to me in a short amount of time, and sometimes it’s difficult to sort through it all. I’d never been much of a thinker, more of a doer, and even then I would only do the bare minimum to get by.

      I ran around those first few days just getting to know what my better-than-human body could do. Hugh could fix just about anything, except our—I mean my—dick. He thought it an extraneous piece of machinery and would not divert any resources to its repair. Thinking back, maybe I should have lobbied more for that, but what did I give a shit? Eating people was my new orgasmic experience. I didn’t think anything could beat the feeling of tearing into warm, still-moving meat. Nothing could have been any more fulfilling. Funny how much of my time, money, and resources had been devoted to screwing women, never once with the thought that eating them would be better than eating with them. Live and learn, I suppose.

      Life or, I guess, undead existence had been great; that was right up until some bitch shot me, and for no good goddamn reason. Who the fuck just shoots a man in cold blood? I’ll find her someday, of that I’m sure, and when I do … oh boy, I’m going to take my time with that one. Maybe ripping a few bites from her each day then patching her up so we can do it again and again. Yeah, that’s one bitch that is going to regret the day she was ever born. Hugh and I were on our last legs. I didn’t think we were going to make it until some fat slob named Clarence came into the picture. On a dare from his friend, he was trying to take my red clown nose from me when Hugh bit him and took me for a ride as we were transferred into the fat bastard.

      If I thought it was crowded in my head with just me and Hugh, we were all in for a surprise as now we’d added Clarence to the mix. Although I’d only kept him around because, well, for one, he said more than “eat” and he knew a hideout where there was a whole batch of fresh succulent meat waiting for me to harvest. It was going to be perfect. I would walk in under the disguise of Clarabelle and just eat until my stomach burst. What did I care? Hugh could fix it. The disguise thing would have been a better idea, but I just couldn’t leave the fine specimen that was my old body behind, so I cut off my face and sewed it over Clarinet’s fudge-filled, pudgy, sweat-laced face. It wasn’t perfect, but it beat looking at his fat-clogged, doughy visage. Then, to top it off, I filed his teeth into points. Clambake wasn’t too thrilled with my upgrades. I think he lost his mind at that point, which is funny because he literally had and I had proof. It was mine now, and he was still there only by my good graces, and fuck knows I don’t have much good grace.

      My shopping at the grocery store was met with mixed results. I did eat my fair share, but true success was thwarted by a GI Jane wannabe named Yorley. I should have let it go. I really should have, but she looked so good I couldn’t help but think of holding her femur like a turkey leg and just pulling long ropes of muscles and tendons off and into my mouth, where I would wetly savor each and every bite. She was fine in every aspect that I cared about in a woman, and she was probably smart too. I had to have her, even after she wounded me when I burned the store to the ground. It wasn’t revenge; it was obsession. I followed that bitch and her friend across the city at great personal danger to myself. When I finally found her friend’s house, they weren’t there. Either they had never made it or they’d left.

      I’d never felt more impotent than I had at that point. I was on the verge of leaving and taking out my frustrations on everybody and everything that I encountered. That’s when Scarlett’s husband, I think Dipshit was his name, had the unfortunate luck to show up to grab some celebratory beers. I guess he couldn’t have known it would be me that was celebrating. I gave him a little present to bring back to his zombie fallout shelter; little did I know the explosives results it was going to produce. Yorley had once again gotten the best of me. Well, her and Hugh, who had been continually testing the boundaries of our relationship. Just like a fucking parasite to decide it wanted it all. I was wounded. Hugh wouldn’t help and had actually taken this opportunity to launch a coup. Fucking prick—I show him how to do everything, I take care of him, keep him well fed, and this is how he repays me.

      I bested the asshole but at a terrible cost. Here I sit, in a barricaded bathroom with a vicious zombie I created trying to get in. I’m in a fat bastard’s body, I have a sewn on face, and thanks to Hugh’s healing work, it is as much a part of me as my arm. Yorley is gone and I’m … I’m a fucking pathetic human. One swing of a hammer to my skull, and I’ll die just like the rest of the cattle out there. This can’t be happening; just a few hours ago, I was a monster worthy of a tale to be passed down for the ages, and now I’m a pile of blubber pooled on a tile floor in a shit room. I’ll succumb to my injuries long before I die of starvation. The window is out. Maybe a hundred pounds ago, it would have been an escape route, not now though.

      “Think.” I smacked my fist against the side of my head. The pain was fierce and white-hot. It did have the desired effect, though, as it crystallized my thoughts.

      “This is fucking insane, you know.”

      “No shit, dumb ass. You got any better ideas?”

      The cautious side of me decided to keep its mouth shut. Good thing too, because I would have beat the fuck out of him. Every moment I sat on that floor, the bigger the head start Yorley got, and that bitch owed me big time. I didn’t know how I was going to find her. She certainly wasn’t going to be stupid enough to leave a trail of clues behind like Scarlett did.

      “Yo, fuckhead zombie, you still out there?” I rapped my knuckles on the door. I was rewarded with a renewed scratching as she made her way over.

      “How am I going to do this? Just pretend it’s like ripping a band-aid off.”

      “Listen, fuck-tard, if I wanted your opinion I’d give it to you.”

      On some level, I guess I knew I was going insane. Even as psychotic and narcissistic as I was, I had limits and I was fast approaching the abyss. The right thing, the sane thing to do, would have been to let it happen and just die on that bathroom floor. I would have begged Jesus for his forgiveness because apparently that’s all you have to do. You can do the vilest, most disgusting things on this planet, and as long as you meet him at the Pearly gates and tell him you’re sorry, all will be forgiven. What the fuck is the impetus to do good while you’re alive if we all have this get-out-of-hell card in our back pocket? I’d rather screw over as many people as possible, thoroughly enjoying all of my darker fantasies and cravings. Fuck compassion, fuck kindness, fuck caring. What has that ever done for me? You get what you want in this world by taking it, with violent force in most cases. Then, when all is said and done, you just say “My bad” and you’re absolved, I love this system; it’s set up to be abused. Just doing my part!

      I was stalling. Oh, don’t give me that shit. You would too. I stood up and sucked in a couple of rapid breaths into my lungs.

      “You ready for this?”

      My other half was silent.

      “Fucking jerk.” I kept my shoulder against the door. With my right hand, I grasped the doorknob and slowly twisted it open.

      “I cannot believe I’m doing this.”

      “Who the fuck else is going to?”

      “Oh now you decide to speak up?”

      “Do it, you pussy.”

      “I’ll show you a pussy.”

      “I’m looking at one.” It was then I noticed I was staring into the bathroom mirror.

      I stuck my tongue out. “That’s mature.” I said it, but I wasn’t exactly sure which side that came from. I pulled the door open. I had not been expecting the forward thrust from the zombie on the other side. If I didn’t have nearly two hundred pounds of bulk on her, I may have been in a little trouble. I stuck my arm through the opening. Nothing, not so much as a nibble.

      “Are you fucking kidding me? You’re a picky eating zombie?”

      I stuck my hand out further. Even smacked the thing across the mouth. She pulled away. I was just about to completely open the door when I remembered the vial in my pocket. The dildo I’d killed said it was supposed to keep zombies at bay. I guess he wasn’t kidding. I poured the contents down the sink and tried again.

      I had not been ready for the savagery that the zombie inflicted on that exposed arm. Sure, the little kid had hurt when he bit, but this was on a whole different level. This zombie had ripped out a mouthful of meat from my arm. I could think of nothing else except the intense pain. Her hands wrapped around my arm, and she tore more of me away. Electrical impulses scrambled in my brain as agony scraped long, black blades against my thoughts. I was screaming so hard the lining in my throat ruptured and blood began to fill my throat. Muscle ripped free from the lower part of my arm, and still her grip tightened on my upper arm.

      I could not see my extremity, but I knew she was stripping it clean like a chicken wing. I felt her teeth abrade against bone as she sought the marrow deep within. I had vomited blood and bile and all manner of half-digested body parts onto the front of me, it rolled off my large stomach and dripped onto the floor, caking the tiles in a half inch of a caustic brew. I half-heartedly tried to pull my arm away, but it was useless; thinking was beyond my comprehension. The simple act of trying to save myself was something I could not fathom attempting. It was pure unadulterated instinct that made me do what I did. I did all I could think to do. I sent Hugh to fix what was wrong. Although there was no Hugh, it shouldn’t have worked. In a sense, it did and it didn’t. Hugh couldn’t go because he had been killed by me and by antibiotics, but I’d learned a thing or two since I’d been relegated to my mind.

      I knew how to marshal my own forces and send them where they were needed. Minute pieces of me traveled along my blood stream, to the damaged area where most of the masses were lost to the floor. But not all, not all. Some traveled into the gullet of Scarlett, who sucked it down greedily. We sat in her stomach along with most of my arm before passing through the lining, riding along her blood lines, and embedding ourselves into the folds of her mind. There were long moments where I had the dual visage, where I witnessed myself eating my own arm. I’d somehow fucking done it. I’d transferred a piece of me into Scarlett. I was not strong enough to take over or even make myself known, but I’d done it. “I am Timothy, and I’m back!” I wanted to roar like a lion on the Savannah, but instead I squeaked like a mouse at a cat sanctuary.
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      I was horrified and fascinated as I ate myself. There were two of us, but we were still inextricably linked. The unimaginable pain was intermingled with the incredible bliss I experienced as I yanked ribbons of flesh from myself. Scarlett chewed rapidly, hardly bothering to swallow before she would dip back down and rend like a rabid dog at the food in front of her. I wanted to tell her to slow down, to enjoy it, to feel the slimy slide of the fresh meat go down. To masticate it properly, feeling the thick tough texture of the muscle and fat as we broke them down into the proper size for feeding. I was reveling in my victory while also spiraling into despair at my loss. I was dying, I was living. I could not get a grasp on my emotions as they swung the whole width of the pendulum, repeatedly. I was caught up in the whirlwind, so much so I nearly missed the markers that let me know Hugh had discovered something was amiss.

      I had a history with this virus, considering it was my idea to implant him like a biological bomb into Scarlett’s husband. Now the ungrateful little fuck was going to want to extinguish me. I dove down deeper into this foreign alien landscape wrought with doubts, mania, and worst of all, estrogen.

      “What the fuck have I got myself into?” I asked. I was almost at figurative tears as I tried to process my surroundings. I may have succumbed to the hodgepodge of incoherent and illogical past thoughts if not for the siren sound of one even more desperately lost than myself.

      “Who … who’s there?” Scarlett asked tentatively.

      “Oh, this is fucking rich.” I was shedding the irrational and unreasonable ideas that made up the female psyche. Pulling more of myself, well … to me if I’m being literal.

      “What’s going on?” she begged.

      “Shut the fuck up or you’re going to get us both killed.”

      “We’re … we’re not dead?”

      “Not yet, princess, but we will be soon if you don’t shut that trap of yours.”

      “Where’s my husband?”

      “My guess is halfway down your colon by now. You’ll be able to see him again in about a half hour; he won’t look as pretty, that’s for sure. Probably look like shit.” I laughed uncontrollably at my joke, like a mental patient that has finally succumbed to the incorrect moldings inside his mind.

      She was gagging. I was laughing. Hugh was approaching.

      “Shit, shit, shit. Keep it under control, Tim, or this is going to be a short stay.”

      “Tim? Did you say Tim?” The sob went from inconsolable crying to gut wrenching heaves.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll have a fabulous time together. At least until you inevitably piss me off and I have to dispose of you. But until then, it will be funtastic.” I think she passed out. That was perfect; it would keep her silent for the time being until I wrested control from Hugh.

      Hugh had caught wind of me. He was still eating my other half, but he’d sent some of himself as well to discover the invader. I could only hope the repertoire we had together would save me. In a pinch, I would just drag Scarlett out and let him have her. Much better she should sacrifice herself for me than the other way around. Fuck chivalry, unless of course it got me laid. Although now that we were sharing a head, that didn’t seem like it was going to happen. I’d never been mind-fucked. I wanted to find a corner of her brain to hide in, but the horizon was so outlandish, alien, and strange I could not find safe harbor. I could hide or I could confront. My strength was not such that I could yet impose my will on Hugh, I was going to have to try diplomacy with something that looked like an amoeba.

      “Hey, Hugh!” I went with the bold approach.

      He, it, came to a halt. He’d been close.

      “Remember me? We have a history, you and me.”

      Much like he had with my body and Clarence’s, he was searching through Scarlett’s mind for the appropriate words and responses. Like a mental rolodex.

      “You are slave,” he hissed.

      “Slave?” I figured he’d got his wires crossed somewhere. “I’m Tim. We work together. I get food, you keep the machine running.”

      Another long delay as he thought on my words and attempted to find the appropriate response. “We are Many. You are slave.”

      I would have been sweating if I was corporeal. Slaves weren’t generally treated too good. I needed time. I would kow-tow and bow to this virus if I had to, but only for as long as it took for me to be on firmer ground.

      “I am Tim.”

      “Slave.” There was no delay, and he was not getting his words mixed up.

      I gritted my teeth. If they were real, I would have shattered them under the pressure. “I am slave.” I am going to kill you. I don’t know if he felt that thought, but I could feel an aligning of every piece of that virus within him as if preparing for war. “Slave, slave, I am slave!” That seemed to appease him.

      “Kill?”

      “Are you asking yourself if you should kill me? I can be useful to you, Hugh.”

      “I AM NOT HUGH!” he roared, and the part of the brain I stood on shook like we were in an earthquake. “We are Many.” It wasn’t as loud but nearly as forceful.

      “Fine, fine you’re Manny.” I don’t think he got the difference; he might have attributed it to an accent. I’d yield what I had to so that I could survive, but even just this small measure of defiance felt good. “Manny, I can help you.”

      “Help is not needed. We rule this world now.”

      Adept and intelligent. Great, the virus which had started out dumber than a pile of shitty sticks was now hurtling toward Einstein-ian thoughts. Wouldn’t doubt if he started doing quantum physics next week. No, that wouldn’t be possible; it was hunger, a constant gnawing hunger that fueled these beasts. Nothing would ever quench that thirst. They might become more cunning in how they hunted, but they would never build monuments or cities. Their sole reason for existence was to feed. That was my lifeline. That was what I needed to tie myself to.

      “I can help you get food.” He didn’t move in closer, didn’t move away either. “Maybe you know it, maybe you don’t, but your food source is getting more and more difficult to come across.” I didn’t give him a chance to think. “There are more zombies … er, Mannys than ever before. They have eaten more humans. It’s getting harder and harder to come across meat. I can get all you’ll ever want.”

      “How?”

      “You hunt by what? Sight, smell maybe? I KNOW, I fucking know, where people go when they are hiding. I can bring you to them.”

      “Show me now!” he demanded.

      “Not a chance. I give everything away, you kill me. Not going to happen.”

      I felt like my life was a bowling ball and Manny had it sitting on the head of a pin as he decided a course of action.

      “Slave will show food. I will keep Slave … for now.”

      An ice-cold feeling flowed through me. I know I don’t have a body, so you’re going to have to bear with me. I was pure thought or consciousness, or maybe I was just merely a bacterial stream. I don’t fucking know, but I brought with me all of the thoughts and feelings I’d had when I was whole. So when I say I felt like someone had just shoved a frozen ice pick into the small of my spine, that’s exactly what it felt like.

      I let out a sigh to Manny’s words. It was a reprieve. It would give me time to strategize, to build my strength. I thought about going and taking my belittling out on Scarlett, maybe kick her to the curb, then I thought I might actually need her help. “This day could not suck any worse.” And yet it ended up doing just that.
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      The other part of me, the Tim-Clarence hybrid, was fading fast, shock and blood loss taking their toll. The problem was that we were still tied together. What he was feeling, so was I. A five-year-old with a wiffle ball bat could have beat me into the ground. Manny had finally been able to push the bathroom door open as Clarence had fallen to the ground, and he’d left a blood coated snail-trail as Manny had nearly propelled him to the tub in his haste to get to the body. Clarence-Me feebly raised our good arm to ward off Manny. It didn’t work so good, Manny snapped our/his thumb off, chewing it loudly, grinding the thick bone into gristle as he swallowed.

      I screamed the scream that the Clarence-Me thing could not. “I’m dying!” I sobbed.

      Manny dropped down onto his/her knees and ripped into the immense bulk of Clarence-Me’s mid-section. I was horrified as our stomach and liver were exposed and then bitten into. Clarence-Me’s eyes began to rapidly flutter, nerve endings firing wildly as we began to breathe our last breaths. I was in an anguish so deep I did not believe I would ever be able to climb free from its grip. The duality of what was happening played out in my mind. Death came; he was not an embodiment, at least not one that I could see, but he was there, and his presence was felt like a bitter cold wind on a winter’s night. Clarence-Me’s heart froze as he gripped it within his glacial hands. The part of me that was being torn away could not begin to comprehend what was happening. Thought or rationale were gone, the Me that was leaving was an entity of pure thought, emotion, and it was petrified. The connection was lost just moments after I felt the vilest, most torturous hell-infused feelings. It was malice and malevolence in its purest form. Mercy and compassion were emotions it did not even possess the capability to understand. Its intent, its sole purpose, was evil. That was all it knew, that was all it would ever know. It was much like Manny in its single-mindedness.

      I was catatonic, I don’t know for how long. Manny had completely gnawed through Clarence. The flesh had been stripped clean, the muscle, the organs, everything, even a fair number of the bones. Somehow, a hundred and ten-pound woman had taken in nearly three hundred pounds of food. It hardly seemed possible; that was when the reek assailed my nose. It was that, more than anything that had pulled me up from the depths. I was looking through Manny’s eyes. He had finally stood and was looking down upon the skeletal remains of his meal, maybe looking for some morsel he’d somehow missed. I took note that the bathroom, which had been splashed with a heavy dose of blood, was now nearly three inches deep with shit. Black and brown swirls of it, lazily churning around as Manny moved. It coated everything like an offal flooring. It was deep enough that it had broken over the transition barrier from the tile flooring in the bathroom to the carpet in the bedroom.

      A pool of the sludge was spreading out and onto the rug, staining the 70’s yellow shag into hues of liquidy blood. This wasn’t my first glimpse at the after-effects of eating an entire person, but they’d never been me and I wanted to be sick.

      “I wish you’d died, you sick fuck.” It was Scarlett, she was back. “So that’s what’s left of you? I hope I shit on it.” She was full of vehemence. She was also trying not to gag.

      I thought about telling her it was shit, but on some level she knew. I was still having difficulty grasping my faculties. Part of me had died, and we’d never been offered the chance at redemption. Or I’d missed the clues. I was fucked. Even if I became a boy scout, right this very moment, and helped frail old bitches across the road until the day I died, I would not be able to balance my life ledger. And if I wanted to stick around, it meant acquiescing to Manny’s demands, and it was safe to assume that didn’t involve choir practice and Sunday school. My mind was racing in circles, until finally it came across a thought so profound I had to stop and marvel before I started to congratulate myself.

      “I’ve won!” I spun with my arms in the air.

      “You won? What did you win? Douche bag of the decade?”

      “You have a potty mouth for a lady.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Want to know what I’ve won?” She didn’t respond, but of course she wanted to know. “I died.”

      “I wish.”

      “Well part of me did anyway. And that poor bastard got dragged down to a place that I wouldn’t wish even on you.”

      “So what?”

      “So what? You don’t get it. Can’t lose a soul twice. My other Me took the hit for this Me; he took one for the team.” I was as gleeful as a Catholic schoolgirl that came across a box of tapered altar candles. Use your most perverted thought with that last sentence and it will make complete sense. “I don’t ever have to pay for my actions. I don’t have to grovel at Jesus’ feet or beg for…” I didn’t say the last part; it was too fresh. That thing, that being was not something I ever wanted to dwell on ever again. Its black eyes had found mine before the connection had been snuffed out. What I felt could never be explained with human words or thoughts, for it possessed neither. “Well, you get the drift.”

      “Yeah, you’re an asshole vampire.”

      “I guess sort of. How cool is that? I feel so unencumbered. Like I can do whatever the fuck I want. How liberating is that?!” I was loving my new lease on life.

      “More food, Slave,” Manny beckoned.

      Scarlett squeaked in fear. My previous mirth squashed out like an old cigarette butt.

      “Slave?” Scarlett asked.

      “Shut up, BITCH!” I shrieked. There was a pecking order and I was going to enforce it. For now, it was going to be Manny, slave, then way way down below was bitch.

      Scarlett started laughing. I got a small measure of revenge as Manny immediately encircled the insignificant vestiges of her that still remained. He was preparing to obliterate her remains.

      “Manny, I, umm we, no, YOU, YOU need her!”

      He was suspicious. I could feel the tingling of his prodding for the truth.

      “Like me, she knows where food is!”

      “Food? Like people? I’ll never lead you two bastards to anything!” She screamed.

      “Do you want to live?”

      “Not like this,” she said truthfully.

      “You don’t ever want to see your children again?”

      I struck a raw nerve. Of course she did, but if Manny or myself ever caught sight of the whelps, they were as good as stomach fodder.

      “Manny, let her live, and we’ll go find food right away.”

      “Food is good. She lives for now, Slave. You do as you promised.” I could feel him pulling back.

      “Why, why do you want me around?” She was on the verge of tears.

      “To torture is the obvious reason.” She hitched when I said those words. “But there’s more. I may need your help; this virus is more suspicious and much smarter than either of the two parasites I’ve dealt with previously.”

      “Ta … two? You’ve been in two other bodies? What are you?”

      She was pulling back from me, much more afraid of me than Manny.

      “I’m a man trying to survive, that’s all.”

      “You’re no man, you’re a monster. Who’d want to live behind a zombie’s eyes making deals and watching the things it does to the people you lead it to?”

      “Oh, baby, I didn’t sit back,” I said proudly. “I was an active participant.”

      “You … you ate people?”

      “I’m a growing boy. I have to eat.”

      She gagged and retched.

      “It’s not so bad. You get used to it.”

      “Get out of my head!” she screamed.

      “Yeah, there’s little chance of that, and you should probably shut the hell up. Manny’s not a big fan of shouting. Listen, I’m not thrilled to be in a waif of a woman’s body. You’re about as intimidating as rabid chipmunks. I promise that if an opportunity presents itself, I will leave this body and take another one.”

      She collected herself. “You know you sneered when you called Manny the parasite, but did you just hear your own words?”

      “I’m a man, dammit!”

      “No shouting.”

      “If I didn’t need you…”

      She was shaken, that was clearly evident, but I got the distinct impression my threats did not add to that fear level. “What, what more could you possibly do to me?”

      “We haven’t even got started, princess.”

      “Let’s go, Slave,” she said condescendingly. “Go find some food MUSH!”

      “You’ll pay for this. We’re not through.” I turned my attention to Manny. “I need control of this body.”

      “No! NO goddamned way!” Scarlett shrieked. “I’d rather have the other asshole running things rather than you!”

      Manny’s answer was much more subdued although it was identical. “No. You tell me where to go and I will do so.”

      “We can’t work like this. I tried it the first time when I was in my own body. The delay between direction and action nearly got us killed.”

      “Where is that body?”

      “Dead.” I didn’t see the trap for what it was. I was outsmarted by a virus.

      “Where was the advantage then?”

      “I, um, I was tricked.”

      “You were tricked into death?” Manny asked.

      Scarlett was laughing in the background. It was close to a laugh that could slip over into lunacy, but at this exact moment, she thoroughly seemed to be enjoying herself.

      I did as I was told, although I did lead him into the now empty underground shelter.

      “What are you doing!?” Scarlett seemed nervous, more so than if we just meant to desecrate her underground lair.

      “We need some things from here, and maybe I can find a clue to Yorley’s destination.”

      “You leave her alone!”

      “Oh that’s doubtful. She’s the reason I’m in this mess.” I was getting accomplished at being able to do two things at once. I was having a conversation with Scarlett while also setting Manny to some tasks that needed to be done.

      “This is not food,” Manny had groused.

      “This will help us,” I told him as he picked up a small back pack and filled it up with supplies I told him to shove in there.

      “You’re in this mess because you’re psychotic!” Scarlett shouted again.

      “I can hear you, bitch. We can all hear you. We’re inside this small fucking skull of yours. Keep your voice down. The more you do talk, the more I want you to die. Then your babies will be orphans. Is that what you want?”

      She complied. Although if she had a middle finger, it would have been directed at me. I know now I should have just killed her then. I was battling on two fronts. My hope had been to use her as an ally as we took over Manny, but that was not to be the case. Manny and I were more aligned than Scarlett and I could ever be. This was not working out quite how I had imagined. And to top it off, I was smart enough to realize I was third in the brains department here. I demeaned women, used and abused them, so to speak, to keep them down. I used my physicality to overshadow them, because I knew in my mind they were smarter than me, than all men really. That’s why we’d been downgrading them throughout the centuries. Might makes fucking right, it’s been proven over and over. But here in this realm, we were on even ground. I was the one in the most danger if she ever figured out just how tenuous my hold was.

      “Food!” Manny demanded. He didn’t say it—he didn’t have to—I could feel it. ‘Find food or die.’ That was about the nature of it. There was a chance if we waited in the shelter, a weary road traveler would stumble upon it and we could pounce upon him or her like a spider, but that would have to happen pretty damn quickly to appease Manny.  He was getting angrier by the minute.

      I started rooting around inside Scarlett’s head for some obvious human collection points. She perked up when she realized what I was doing.

      “How could you?” she asked in alarm as I stopped at the daycare center where, up until recently, she’d been dropping her kids off.

      “It’s easy … they don’t move fast, and they’re so tender, almost like veal.”

      “No.” She wrenched the thought from me.

      “Food now,” Manny forced.

      “Hold on, you fucking food black hole.”

      Manny growled.

      “I need to see what we look like.” I went to a small restroom that was partitioned from the rest of the shelter by a curtain. “Did you enjoy shitting next to everyone? That’s got to be weird. What if you had the runs? Nobody wants to hear that coming out of your asshole, not even the person doing it. I enjoy taking a dump as much as the next guy, but when that watery crap comes running out of your anus, like a gravy train and splashes the shit water onto the back of your ass, oh boy. Really, no one wants to deal with that. Add to that, the stink of liquefied crap, I mean it must have been wretched in here.” Manny stood over the toilet, not moving, just looking at it. “Oh yeah; sorry, I forgot why we were here.”

      “You’re disgusting,” Scarlett interjected.

      “You have no idea,” I said as I directed Manny over to a small mirror set in the wall. “Wow, you’re a pretty good looking broad. I wouldn’t fuck you, but I could see why your husband would. A little too old for me, and it seems you’re one of them fitness nuts that works out too much. It takes some of the femininity out of women. More angular, like you’re trying to be sculpted or something.”

      “It’s called being healthy, you ignorant fuck.”

      “So does the carpet match the drapes?” I was directing Manny once again.

      “Don’t you fucking dare!” she beseeched.

      “Ohh wee!” I said as Manny pulled her pants down. “It’s pretty fucking gross with all that caked on shit down there, but I wouldn’t have taken you for a shaver. It’s as smooth as a baby’s ass. Wait, wait a sec, a thought is coming to me. Naw, this is like laser removal, you just got back here. I wouldn’t think the first thing you would do would be to shave your snatch. Although I don’t know, maybe you needed a good ramming.”

      “You’re disgusting!”

      “Food, Slave!”

      Manny was getting impatient.

      “Hold on Manny. This here Yummy Mommy.”

      “Fuck you,” she spat.

      “MILF maybe? You like it, you know you do. Why else would you work out like this? You like the stirring your body does to men. You like that control you think you have, holding that pussy over our heads like a trophy. Well I’ve got news for you, Scarlett. I don’t need your damn pussy. Women used to fling it at me!”

      “What makes you think I was offering? You sick bastard.”

      “Come on, that’s what every woman wants. That’s why you work out, wear that tight clothing. You live for dick.”

      Scarlett laughed. “I don’t know if you could be more wrong, and as for your impotent pathetic little dick, I wouldn’t have wanted it if we were the last people on this planet. In fact, I’d probably fill my sexual organs with cement before I’d ever allow you in there.”

      “You … you need to shut up!”

      “Or what?”

      “Enough! Slave and Slave’s thing, I will hear no more. I will eat or you both will perish, slowly and painfully.”

      I don’t know if Scarlett kept quiet on her own or was physically compelled by Manny, but she said nothing. I’m thinking the latter considering her compunction to speak out.

      “You need to clean your lower half off, Manny. You look pretty good, hardly like a zombie at all. We can play Trojan horse.” I sent him the condensed version of the story. I was surprised there was no push back. He saw the benefit of being able to blend in with our desired food choice. Manny did a decent job of washing up; he did so in the small shower. He didn’t take off her shirt, which was a shame. I would have liked to have got a look at her rack. It felt pretty big. Her shirt was white, though, so they were still revealed. Ah the joys of see-through cotton. This would work to our advantage if we were lucky to come to a residence with a male in it. Shit and sludge sluiced off of us and onto the floor. I tried to have Manny avoid stepping in it; again he didn’t care.

      Aggravation really began to well up in him as he wrestled with clothing. It was like trying to teach a bear how to drive. They had all the necessary parts and in theory could potentially do it, but you didn’t hold out much hope for it happening. He put the pants on backward and would hear nothing of my entreaty for him to fix it.

      “Let me at least put your shoes on. We’ll starve to death by the time you figure it out. Probably put those on backwards too.” I wanted to add “stupid fuck” to the end of that sentence, but he would know. “Listen, Manny, you can take back control when you’re done, but only zombies walk around with no shoes. We do that, and we’re as good as dead. Plus, it will be harder to find food.” He relented when I said that part. He might be smarter, but like men that are driven by getting their dicks wet, he was driven by food. Press the right buttons, and I could make him do what I wanted while I sat back and strengthened. He didn’t say anything, but one second I was merely an observer, the next I was a participant. The arms were mine to do with as I pleased. I didn’t let the opportunity go by. I immediately grasped Scarlett’s tits.

      “They’re divine and they’re real. Nice. Usually, you uptight health nuts lose all your breasts. I could play with these all day.” Manny was hovering over me like a parent might the first birthday of their child that they let him cut the cake with a butcher knife and they want to make sure he doesn’t cut his fingers off or stick it in Suzi’s throat by accident.

      “Let me go!” Scarlett hissed.

      I yanked on both nipples to the point where if she could have felt it, she would have cried out in pain. “Was that as good for you as it was for me?”

      “I will kill you.”

      She said it so evenly, I paused for a moment. “Relax, bitch, I’m just playing. Manny, you need to bend at the waist so I can reach.” He finally got the idea, and I was able to get the shoes on. I tied double knots. On the bench, not more than five feet away, was a small handgun. If I were a smarter man, or maybe a more caring man about humanity, I would have picked that thing up placed it to the side of my head and blew our brains across the room, where all the suffering and death we were going to cause would have slid down the cement wall to collect in the small drain set in the floor. I didn’t do that. I did grab the gun and stuff it into the pack along with our other supplies. I’d no sooner zipped up and placed the pack around my shoulders when Manny took control back. I thought we’d made a breakthrough and I was on the road to taking the helm. He wasn’t going to let that happen. He was going to use me for his own ends.

      “How can you be so wrong?” Scarlett asked me. “What could have possibly happened in your life to make you so twisted? You’re helping a fucking zombie for God’s sake.”

      “You know nothing about me,” I grumbled lowly and menacingly. “I’m a survivor. I do what’s necessary to stay alive.”

      “At what point is the cost of your own survival too high?”

      “No such thing, honey.”

      She recoiled at the term of endearment.

      “Food, Slave.”

      “Well aren’t you just a buzz kill. Okay, this is what you need to do, Manny. You can’t just go parading down the middle of the street like you own the place. It will look suspicious. You need to pretend you’re hiding behind bushes and cars, and as we come to houses, you need to go up to the door and knock. If anyone is home, they will let a delicious looking dish like you inside.”

      It took some convincing. Manny was positive he was the top of the food chain, and he was. He wasn’t all about this stealth angle. I told him that when man was the dominant species, more than once a lesser animal like a tiger or an elephant or even feral cats had taken them down. There is no shame in caution.

      “Is it not better to eat without injury?” That was the persuasive question. His “hiding and evading” tactics looked much like a D-list actress in a B horror movie. I’d seen better acting from chicks who told me they didn’t want to have sex. As if. Much of Scarlett’s neighborhood had been ransacked and burned, but there were more than a few houses that stood. Some of them looked like medieval castles from long ago that still stood among the ruins. It was at the third door we finally got some action.

      “I will blow your fucking brains out if you don’t get off my porch,” a man’s voice rang out.

      “We should probably go,” I told Manny. He was starting to lose reason with a food source so close.

      “Brad, who is it?” a female asked.

      “I don’t give a—”

      “Scarlett—my God, Scarlett, is that you?” A face peered down at us from a window directly above us.

      Manny looked up and began to growl.

      “You’re going to blow this!” I yelled. “Give me control of her voice, for fuck’s sake.”

      “Scarlett?” There was a questioning gaze on the woman’s features.

      “Vickie, kill us!” Scarlett screamed. I was thankful the message was contained within the four walls of our skull.

      “I’m … I’m sorry,” I was finally able to speak. Hearing myself talk in the much higher feminine pitch was unsettling, emasculating even. “What’s your husband’s name?” I asked Scarlett.

      She was quiet.

      “Fine.” I told Manny to start crying before I spoke again. “My … my husband is dead, my kids are missing, and there are zombies at my house. Vickie, help me.”

      “You bastard!” Scarlett screamed.

      “Dylan, for God’s sake, open up. It’s Scarlett,” Vickie said, pulling her head back into the window. I could hear her coming down the stairs.

      “I can goddamn see who it is. She don’t look right though.”

      “Harold is dead and her kids are missing. What would you look like?”

      Manny was drooling as we heard the heavy locks being unlatched and what sounded like a cross beam being moved away.

      “Don’t do anything stupid,” I told Manny as the door popped open a few inches. Yeah, that was like trying to tell a deviant at a porn store not to jerk off. Manny pushed that door open, reached out, yanked the rifle from Dylan’s hand and immediately began to work on his face. And by work on his face, I mean tear chunks out of it. Vickie could only place her hands up by the sides of her head and begin to scream inconsolably.

      “You’re going to burn in hell for this,” Scarlett told me.

      “We’ve been through this. I’ve already averted that crisis!” I was laughing as Manny split through Dylan’s cheek, exposing his jaw and teeth, which right now were as far open as it could be in a gurgling scream. Manny took no note as Vickie bolted upstairs.

      “Manny, she’s going to get a weapon.” I was sure of it. She wasn’t shrieking or blindly running in panic. She had a set of determination to her. She’d witnessed her husband getting attacked, and after the initial shock had worn off—rather quickly, I might add—she’d left. “Manny, stop smacking your fucking lips and listen to me. The bitch is going to kill us.”

      “Eating!” Manny shouted, sounding pissed that I was interrupting his favorite pastime.

      As I’d feared and suspected, Vickie came back down the stairs with a shotgun. It looked entirely too big for her, but that didn’t make it appear any less deadly or dangerous looking.

      “Let go of my husband!” She was screaming, the gun up to her shoulder. Dylan was convulsing as blood was filling his lungs and choking the air out of him. Manny was playing at Captain Oblivious as he chewed through Dylan’s larynx and esophagus, pulling on the spongy material.

      “I’m not going to tell you again, Scarlett! Let him go!”

      “I’m so sorry, Vickie,” Scarlett said sadly. This I let her speak aloud, just for dramatic effect.

      Dylan’s back took the brunt of the pellets as Vickie shot, but that didn’t mean we didn’t sustain some damage. Scarlett’s blouse puffed open as her right breast was pelted with bird shot. Manny barely slowed down as, I believe, he was pulling Dylan’s voice box free from its moorings. Vickie moved closer, the gun moved up higher.

      “Manny, you fucking dumb ass, she’s going to put one in our head!”

      “DO IT!” Scarlett said shrilly. I think it was that more than anything that got Manny into action. His mouth kept doing his chewing motions, but he’d given me the arms back. I let go of Dylan’s shirt. He fell away, his legs no longer able to support him. He wasn’t quite dead, though it was only a matter of time. Vickie made the unfortunate mistake of watching her husband collapse. Manny had taken two steps toward her, and I’d gripped the rifle, pulling it free from her. I turned it around and brought the butt stock against the side of her skull, knocking her unconscious.

      “Okay, now we can eat in peace,” I said proudly.

      “How could you?” Scarlett sobbed.

      Manny took back the arms immediately and did not so much as grunt a thank you as he turned and dropped to his knees, burying his face deep into Dylan’s stomach as he tore through the soft belly and into its contents.

      “Fucking ingrate,” I mumbled. I was effectively alone for the moment. Manny was too busy eating and Scarlett had retreated away. Nobody was a fan of watching bowels get devoured. Hell, I’d been doing this for a while, and that still grossed me out. My strength was returning, but I didn’t know if I’d ever get to the point where I could challenge Manny and he was keeping a short leash on all aspects of this body. I could not take over the mind or the physical. At first, I’d been happy I’d made it, but I didn’t want to just be a passenger at the mercy of a ruthless driver. A time would come when Manny no longer saw any value in me or felt I was a threat. We were not on level footing, not even close. If I could not convince or compel him to keep me around, I was done for.

      I sat back and thought on my predicament. Manny had motored through Dylan in record time. If the gurgling of our belly was any indication, we were suffering a severe case of indigestion. Vickie began to stir just as Manny was sucking the toe meat from Dylan. It was almost a slow, sensual gesture, like this was one of Manny’s fetishes. I’d done a lot of strange things sexually, even going so far as to let a woman peg me once. But licking toes and feet was off limits for me. This chick I’d picked up at a bar once kept spinning around while we were getting it on and shoving her size twelve boats in my face.

      “Yeah baby, lick them!” she’d squealed.

      I maybe would have entertained it if they hadn’t smelled like skunk’s ass and looked like crow’s feet. She had at least one plantar’s wart I could see, and dry, split skin I could have hid a pencil in. I slapped them away the first time. The second time she did it, she had rubbed her feet all along the side of my face. I told her I really wasn’t into that kind of thing. The third time she’d stuck them under my nose, I’d forcibly spun her around, pinned her to the bed, fucked her hard, ramming her head into the headboard until I busted a nut, then physically removed her from my apartment. She’d banged on the door for a few minutes, but she was starting to garner attention, and without her clothes on she didn’t want to stay around too long.

      “You’re an asshole!” she’d yelled before she took off.

      “Yeah, at least I don’t have monkey feet, you fucking freak,” I’d mumbled as I’d stepped into the shower, hoping to wash off the stink that she’d transferred there.

      “Run, Vickie, run!”

      “Will you stop screaming, you fucking idiot? She can’t hear you this time, and you’re giving me a headache. Which is kind of funny because this isn’t my head.” I rubbed my imaginary temples. “You and Vickie seem to be about the same age, so where’re her kids?” I asked.

      Scarlett clammed up and then blurted out, “She’s infertile, but they thought about adopting.”

      “You suck at lying, plus there’s toys over in the corner. Dylan doesn’t look like the Legos type.”

      “She’s only seven. Let her live. Please.”

      “You’re breaking my heart, you truly are. I won’t tell our host, but we need to come to an agreement, or I’ll cash this card in faster than rabbits fuck. You believe me?”

      “Of course I believe you. I don’t think I’ve ever known or heard of anyone more detestable than you.”

      “You’ll get to love me. Now, I get that you have no desire to live like this; I sort of understand it. While I had a soul, it took me some searching to make sure this was how I wanted to exist.” I paused. “Yeah, that sounds like bullshit even to me. Listen, I want to live and I don’t care the cost, I really don’t, and for some fucking reason, I am going to need your help. I know that sounds about the worst thing you could do in your life—maybe it is, maybe it isn’t—but what will be worse, me showing Manny here the hidden storage closet upstairs, where little Becky is hiding? And trust me, kid meat is excellent, very tender. We’re missing out on a good meal.”

      Scarlett stayed stoic.

      “Now, I’ll do this for you so you’ll help me. And if you think about crossing me at some point, which you will, and just letting Manny do me in, I’m going to send out some insurance policies, sort of like having letters in a safe deposit box with instructions to mail out to media outlets and police should things not work out.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about? There are no police or news stations.”

      “If you’d shut up, twat, I’d tell you.”

      “Your mom should have wrapped the umbilical cord around your neck and pulled it tight when she saw you come out.”

      “Nobody talks bad about my mother!” I shouted.

      “That? That is where you draw the line? A psychotic with mommy issues, it doesn’t really get much more cliché than that. Does it? Did mommy tickle your little pickle? Make you feel all funny inside your tummy.”

      “Shut up, bitch.”

      “Maybe stick her pinkie finger up your asshole when you were just a mere lad?”

      “Shut the fuck up.”

      “Oh and I bet you liked it a little more than you care to admit. Am I right?”

      “Manny, I know where food is.” She obviously wasn’t going to shut up, and I’d had enough.

      “Don’t you dare.”

      “Your actions have consequences. Upstairs, Manny.”

      “NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” she shrieked. My eardrums would have been as effectively shredded as if I’d shoved an exact-o knife in each of my ears and had an epileptic seizure.

      “Not so fucking funny now, is it?”

      She was sobbing. I could picture heavy wet goblets of water falling upon the ground. “Anything, I’ll do anything.” She sounded broken, I wasn’t convinced. There was no more convincing liar on the planet than a woman, and especially a woman trying to protect the young, whether her own or someone else’s. No matter how much I wanted to give up the kid to Manny, though, I needed to use the brat as leverage, as a bird in the hand kind of thing. If we ate the little bird, then I’d have nothing left to bargain with. I wouldn’t have anything to control her until we caught up with Yorley, and I was going to make that Manny’s number one priority somehow. The further we got from this house, the less likely little Becky-bitch would be around. Either she would split for parts unknown and get eaten, or she would stay here and get eaten. No matter what, her shortened life was forfeit on the teeth of a zombie. Whether ours or another. It was a small window I was working with.

      “That’s a start, but I’m going to need more.”

      “More? More what?” she cried.

      “To be honest, Scarlett, I want to rip your fucking head off, pluck an eyeball free, then whip out my dick and basically and literally skull fuck you until I drop a load right on top of your brain. That’s what I want to do. Unfortunately, due to circumstances beyond my control, I am only going to be able to figuratively screw your empty eye socket.” I flashed her images of me holding her severed head to my groin as I gyrated against it with a fevered pitch that ended in a body convulsing orgasm covering her head in more semen than a sperm whale would have been able to produce. I thought I was pretty fucking humorous. She started retching again. I, unfortunately, had to get stuck with a woman that had the stomach strength of an E. coli victim.

      “Whoo, glad I got that out of my system. I don’t smoke, but right now, I’d make an exception. That was somehow relaxing. But back to our current situation. Contrary to what you believe, Miss Scarlett, I can make this miserable existence you are suffering through orders of magnitude worse. I can make sure you taste what we eat, that you hear what we chew, that you smell what your face is buried in, and that’s just the beginning.”

      “I get it! I get it!” she bleated. “Let’s just get out of here. The girl deserves to live.”

      “Deserves? Why? Life isn’t a guarantee. There’s no fucking warranty on what happens to us. And even if there was, I can almost assure you that the underwriter would find a way to get out of the claim.”

      Manny’s head turned as we heard some sobbing above us. He knew the sound of his prey; the stupid girl had given herself away.

      “Fuck,” I muttered as Manny started up the stairs.

      “You promised!” Scarlett begged.

      “Do I look like I’m doing this?”

      “Stop him!”

      We were now in the upstairs hallway. Manny’s head turned from side to side as he tried to locate the source of the muffled sound. Something was looking out for that little girl, or more aptly named, my bargaining chip. The roar of multiple engines could be heard approaching. It was motorcycles, and lots of them. The little girl could have been professing her undying love for One Direction at the shrill shrieking trill of pre-teen girls, and we would not have heard it. Manny was easily distracted. He’d pretty much forgotten about the girl. Scarlett and I both sighed in relief, but for varying reasons. Manny headed back down the stairs two at a time.

      “Hold on! You can’t just run out there and start eating them! There’s too many!”

      Manny was a little thick headed in the survival department, but he was not suicidal. I could see the churnings in our mind as he began to work out strategies to best attack and still live. It was rudimentary, but it was sight better than what my first Hugh was doing. Humans were doomed; it seemed I had chosen the right side, and wisely I might add.

      “Hide, sneak up on. Drag away and EAAAATTTT!” I think Manny was getting his rocks off as he thought about his potential third breakfast. Fourth lunch, whatever the fuck it was.

      “No, Manny, you have to start thinking better than that!”

      He wasn’t a fan of the tone I’d used. He could somehow tell I was belittling him. I shifted instantly to a placatory mode.

      “Infiltration, that’s the key. We can walk among the enemy. Look how good it worked here.”

      Manny gazed at the eviscerated bodies of Vickie and Dylan. Scarlett was psychically vomiting over the many folds of her mind as she also looked upon the chewed up remains of her friends and neighbors.

      “Shut up back there. I’m trying to make a point here,” I berated her.

      “Outside,” he said.

      “No, not yet, you can’t,” I told him.

      “I can do as I want!”

      “Yeah, you can. Including getting us, I mean you, killed.” There was the minutest of hesitations. “Listen, Manny, you’re coated in blood, your clothes are drenched in it and I’m sure it’s dripping from your face. If you want to look like a human, then you need to look like a human.”

      “That does not make sense.”

      “To the bathroom, and quickly. We don’t have much time.”

      I got him to go back upstairs and into the master bathroom. He shed his clothes quickly and stepped into the frigid unheated water of the shower. I made sure he kept the glass privacy door open so I could gaze upon Scarlett’s figure. She really was a prize, every bit of her well-toned and defined. She would have no problem inserting herself into a population of males. They would welcome her with open arms and open flies. Oh, to be a man again in full form. I was reflexively gyrating my imaginary hips and grunting.

      “You know you’re dickless, right?” Scarlett asked.

      “Well aware, thanks for reminding me.” After I answered, I wondered if she meant physically or morally. I decided I didn’t want to know the answer. We were never going to be friends—that was clear—but she was my only link to Yorley, and that battle hardened bitch was on my to-do list. Well, my to-eat list really, but I’m sure you get the picture. And I didn’t give a shit what kind of deal we worked out here, I was eating Scarlett’s kids as well. That was just part of the price of doing business with me.

      Manny did a reasonable facsimile of getting clean, but unfortunately the fuck face left the bathroom soaking wet and nude, he was heading downstairs to go out and greet our new guests, who had since parked their bikes a few houses down.

      “Clothes, dumb-ass, you need clothes. You go out like this and you’re going to get gang-raped. You still might, but at least they’ll have to fight through some material for it.”

      I laughed at Scarlett’s horror.

      “What’s a little vaginal tearing among friends?” I asked her.

      “Were you ever human?”

      “Fuck it, Manny. You’re right, just head on out like this.”

      “NO!” Scarlett begged.

      “Listen, roomie, you’ve got to remember I’m the one in a position of power here. I don’t need you. Not really. Sure I want Yorley, but it’s not as if my life won’t be complete if I don’t eat her sweet meats. So I demand you give me some respect! We clear? Oh, and stop with the sobbing; it’s getting old. That’s all you fucking hags have up your sleeves when you start to lose a fight or want something. You think once the water works start, all men will just cave in to whatever the fuck you want. Well, I ain’t that man.”

      “You’re no man at all,” she said, and again I couldn’t tell if she was just speaking a truth or it was an act of defiance, but she didn’t follow it up with another statement so I let it lie.

      It didn’t take much to convince Manny to get some clothes. I took that as a good sign. That we were, indeed, developing a trust between us. We were once again in the master bedroom, but this time, instead of going to the bathroom, we were staring at racks of clothes within the large walk-in closet. For some fucked up reason, Manny seemed to be drawn to the business suits. We needed the dress section, but we had to be careful. When he had first walked in and scanned the room, I caught the sight of some small pink shoes attached to some skinny little girl legs. The daughter was hiding in this room. Scarlett had her hand over her mouth trying not to gasp, and I’ll be honest, it took all of my willpower not to pull Manny’s gaze down to that scrawny meat pile. I knew she would be delicious; I just had to forgo that one small meal in the hopes she paid out for a bigger prize.

      Manny was oblivious as I directed him to put on a sun dress. I didn’t think he had the motor skills to do anything more complicated than pull the material over his head. The stupid little girl I think had fucking worms because she was constantly squirming around. I have no idea how Manny was missing this. Scarlett would have pissed herself in fear if she was capable. We were all ready to go meet our guests when I heard the front door being crashed in. Seems our guests were impatient. My mind was scrambling; it was going to be difficult trying to talk away the two bodies downstairs.

      “Jesus,” someone downstairs said.

      “These are fresh,” the other replied.

      “Manny, let me talk.”

      “You will kill us,” he replied.

      “Are you kidding me? Everything I’m doing is to save our asses. You die, I die, and I don’t want to die.”

      Manny rooted around in our collective mind, looking for some sort of deception. But for once, I’d spoken the absolute truth.

      “You wanna kill it? Or do you want me to?” the first asked.

      “Manny, they’re going to come up here. And they’re going to shoot the first thing they see.” I admit I thought about dragging the little girl out and using her as a shield.

      “Let’s do it,” the second responded.

      “It is yours,” Manny said. I sensed some reluctance, but at least I had the ability to speak.

      I cleared my throat knowing that if I spoke now, I might sound like a large man with a giant frog in my throat. I over-compensated when I screamed “Help.” Sounded a lot like I’d just taken a large blast of helium.

      “Who’s there?” one of the men called from the bottom of the stairs.

      “Please help, my friends were eaten!”

      “Yeah, no shit. Now come out and with your hands up.”

      Manny actually did, without any direction from me. He stopped at the top of the stairs. We looked down on what I can only describe as a dirtier, smaller, non-mustachioed Tom Selleck, holding an Uzi. One squeeze on the trigger, and parts of us would be littering the hallway behind us. I would think from the spray that thing could lay down at least one would strike our head. I don’t know what the fuck Manny was thinking; he chomped his teeth three times, and hard. I think he was fantasizing about snacking on the movie star wannabe. Luckily, the dress had accentuated Scarlett’s features, because Tom was concentrating on her figure not her face.

      I felt like telling him, “Hey! My teeth are up here.” I would have got a laugh out of it right up until all brain function ceased.

      “Bubbs, come here man.” He turned his head slightly so he could yell over his shoulder. The gun never wavered.

      Manny was getting anxious to go down and greet our guest properly.

      Bubbs came quickly.

      “Holy shit, Raoul, you find a BILF.”

      I had a hard time seeing the Tom Selleck doppelganger as a Raoul, but whatever.

      “What the fuck is a BILF?” Raoul asked.

      “Bitch I’d like to fuck.” They both started sneering. “Who’s up there with you?” Bubbs asked.

      “No … no one,” I said in the most scared tone I could muster. Although inside I was gleeful. If this worked, I would in one fell swoop prove my worth to Manny and show Scarlett just how dangerous I was. Maybe shut the BILF up for once. I really liked that term; I was going to have to remember it when I got back into a male body.

      “Well, this is your lucky day.” Bubbs had put his pistol away and was coming up the stairs, fumbling with his zipper to get his flesh pistol out. “Come on, Raoul, let’s do her.” He beckoned.

      “I’ll do her after you. I don’t want to watch you—that’s some gay shit.”

      “Sloppy seconds for you then.” Bubbs had a sinister grin. He was all lust and desire mixed in with a heavy dose of psychoses. I could recognize the look in another. “I gotta admit I like it that you’re not running. Makes me feel like you kinda want it.” Bubbs had wrapped his arm around our waist and lifted us up like a sack of potatoes. This was unsettling for me. Most of my life had been spent as a nearly immoveable object, and to be nothing more than a wisp of a woman was disconcerting. Back in the master bedroom we went. Bubbs tossed us onto the bed, we bounced a couple of times.

      “That’s some sweet looking pussy, and shaved.” The dress had come up. Scarlett was losing her mind trying to control her arms and pull the material down. Manny did nothing; his hands were down by his side. Bubbs sat down next to the bed, nearly ripping the leather on his boots trying to pull them off his feet as fast as he could. He stood, quickly pulling his pants and boxers down in record time.

      I couldn’t help myself. I started laughing.

      “What are you laughing at, bitch?” Bubbs had grabbed his manhood.

      “You look ridiculous,” I told him. “I’ve seen pencils bigger than that thing.”

      “I’m going to fuck you real good!”

      “How would I know?” I was laughing outright.

      “You stupid bitch. I’m going to make you hurt.”

      “Careful. Something that small is bound to be sharp. What are you going to do? Sew me to death?”

      “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “What I’m saying, Bubbs, is that you have a needle dick.”

      Pissed, he raised his hand to strike. “ARM, Manny. I need an ARM!” The virus had somehow figured out what I was going to do. On one side, that was good because he didn’t hesitate to give me control, but on the other he knew what I was going to do. I turned so that the slap caught me across the mouth. I clamped down, catching the meat of his palm between my teeth. Before he could scream out, I wrapped my hand around his throat. A look of shock and fear crossed his features as I ripped away the skin and muscle right below his thumb. I dug Scarlett’s well-manicured nails around his bobbing Adam’s apple. Digging in behind it far enough that I was drawing blood. I had a death grip on that thing. The more blood that poured out, the more I imagined I was grasping a wet peach pit. Bubbs didn’t know what to do. He had two star bursts of pain going on, either one of them enough to send him into shock. I’d swallowed the palm meat like a pelican downing a good sized fish, and before he could pull away, I clamped down on his thumb, sinking my teeth all the way down to the bone. As he jerked it away, he left all the meat in my mouth. I stripped that thing clean. It was exquisite. No more opposable grasping happening on that side!

      He did manage to get something slightly resembling a noise out of his throat, but it was a strangled, wet, tortured sort of sound. Could have been a seal having an orgasm, underwater, for all the coherency it made. Scarlett was a well-toned bitch, a lot stronger than she looked, that’s for sure. I was almost as surprised as she was when we pulled that gullet nugget away from Bubbs’ esophagus. He was coughing up chunks of phlegm, blood, and bits of meat, all of which Manny was trying to catch in his own mouth like we were lovers and Bubbs was tossing us fresh strawberries. It was almost magical. Bubbs was losing blood at a good clip, pain and shock beginning to take over, and he was falling over on to us, pinning us on the bed. I could hear footsteps coming up the stairs. It seemed that Raoul was getting slightly impatient. Seemed he didn’t care if it was some “gay shit” or not, he wanted in. The more the merrier, I always say. Fucking all-you-can-eat buffet was now open.

      “Oh she looks like she’s into it!” a clearly excited Raoul said, and I guess from his perspective it would seem that way. Bubbs was on top of me twitching like he was in the throes of some serious sex-capades. He tried to turn his head to elicit some help from his partner. I pulled him in close while Manny tore his lips off with a soggy smacking sound. Gotta admit I was pretty happy when I heard the heavy thud of Raoul’s rifle striking the floor then the jingle of his belt buckle.

      “Flip her over so I can get in there!”

      Seems he did know his way around a threesome for someone that thought negatively on that type of thing. Fuck it, I’d comply. Once again, Manny and I were on the same page. I let him know what I wanted to do, and he allowed it. Scarlett was nowhere to be seen or heard from, which was fine. Women had a place and a purpose, and both involved servicing men, whether in the bedroom or kitchen. And maybe sometimes the bathroom, which needed cleaning every once in a while. I placed a hand on each of Bubbs’ shoulders and pushed him off. I was in the process of sitting up just as he struck the floor. Raoul had been looking down, his hand wrapped around his engorged cock. Gotta admit there was a stab of jealousy there for a second when I saw it. Thing looked like a sleeve of salami; got to imagine there were a string of bow-legged women in his wake.

      “What … what’s going on?” he asked.

      I caught a glimpse of our profile in a mirror as we stood. We were once again covered in blood and gore. The sequence of events that happened next would be far too unbelievable for me to relate if it hadn’t actually happened. I mean no one would ever believe me. Hell, I barely believe it, and I was there; add the fact that I don’t want it to be real. Raoul, in his haste to add his dick to the fray, had not completely taken his pants off. So when he tried to turn and run, he ended up falling on his ass. His baloney pony was sticking straight up in the air. As we made a move to step in and claim our kill, Bubbs reached a hand out and wrapped it around Scarlett’s ankle. I didn’t think he had enough in him, but he used enough force to trip us up. We were going down, of that there was no doubt. And what also was not of any doubt was where and how we were going to land. Manny’s mouth was open in the traditional, “I’m going to eat you” way. Raoul’s flesh flute was half way down our throat before Manny had the presence of mind to start chewing. The meat stick was lodged in our throat; we were going to suffocate. Add to that the fact that I was horrified I had a meat popsicle in my mouth—well, Scarlett’s mouth. That makes it somewhat easier to think about it that way.

      I wanted to tell Raoul to quit his screaming, sounded like an eight-year-old girl watching a horror film with her little friends, he was shrieking so violently. Normally, I’m all into the human condition if it involves serious suffering on their part. Right now, I wanted nothing to do with this particular matter. Manny was on his own. As much as Manny was in happy land, Scarlett was in hell. Surprisingly, I found myself somewhere in the middle and that pissed me off to no end. This dysfunctional misshapen thing called a female brain was fucking with my psyche, and I was not a fan.

      I found Scarlett, who also seemed to be doing her best to ignore the white snake in the room. She was in surprisingly good condition for where we were in this mess. I think Clarence had already lost most of his mind by this point.

      “Funny meeting you here.” I thought it was pretty witty given the circumstances.

      She rolled her eyes at me.

      I wanted to smash her smug little face in for that, but here’s the thing. I couldn’t afford to kill her. Not yet, maybe not ever. I needed her companionship, not her humanity. These feelings were so foreign and, I’ll be honest, unwelcome. I generally liked being the uncaring asshole I’d always been. I needed empathy like I needed Raoul’s giant weapon of ass destruction up my rectum. Manny had got the tube steak dislodged from his throat and was now busy working on the rest of the man. He was looking less and less like Tom Selleck with every bite.

      “This isn’t so bad; we can live forever.”

      “Exactly how insane are you? No, really? Were you ever diagnosed? Because you are certifiable. You can spew all you want about the desire to live at all costs. But this? What you’re doing, this isn’t normal. People do not eat people. And shut up, I already see you about to say that it’s the zombie eating people, but that’s bullshit. You’re showing him how to do it and you’re actively participating as well.”

      “If the desire to survive is not in the forefront for you, why haven’t you just given up? Why don’t you just die? Wouldn’t that be easier? I know why, Scarlett. Because you’re a fighter, that’s why. You want to save your kids, you want to kill Manny, and more importantly, you want to kill me. Isn’t that right? Killing us is the most important thing to you, maybe more important than seeing your kids again.”

      “Killing you both gives me the chance to see my kids again. You’ve already proved it can be done, Tim-Tim; now I just need to figure out a way to do it.”

      “Don’t you ever call me that again.” I shook with rage.

      “You don’t like that, Tim-Tim?” She was laughing, the bitch was laughing at me. She was directing a rush of liquid past me. I went from wanting to destroy everything in sight to a blubbering baby. I didn’t know it then. In fact, I wouldn’t know it until it was too late. It was estrogen, a chemical I had no previous experience or defense for. Scarlett walked by as I pooled into a great blubbering mass.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      I was in the third grade, and even then I was big for my size. Almost as big as some fifth graders, but not the sixth and certainly not as big as Neil Donohue and his two friends Eddie Kilsner and Pat Jacobs. I was walking home, happy to know that it was the weekend and my favorite cartoon of all time, He-Man, was on tomorrow morning. I was swinging my He-Man lunchbox around, whistling, not paying much attention to anything as I made my way home. I felt a shove to my back, and the box was ripped from my hand. I landed on the right side of my face, leaving a raspberry that would last for more than a week on my cheek. I turned to see Neil and his friends looking down at me, they were all laughing.

      “What happened, Timmy? Did you fall down?” Neil leaned down and held the lunchbox out. I reached out to grab it, and he pulled it back quickly. “Not yet.” He smiled. I didn’t know that smile then, but I’d know it later because I’d donned it enough to recognize it. The sick sneer of the twisted.

      “Come on, Neil, can I have my lunchbox back?” I was on the verge of tears.

      “I think the chubby fuck is going to cry! Freak,” Eddie said almost gleefully, as if my tears would make his whole week.

      “Come and get it,” Neil said, turning and walking away. He made sure to keep an eye on me as I stood and slowly followed. If I ran a little faster to catch him, he would match my pace. I didn’t get an uneasy feeling until I found myself behind the old textile mill. The broken windows looked like the chipped teeth of the homeless. Even at eight years old, I realized I’d stumbled into a shit pile. My mother would have to buy me a new He-Man lunchbox. I turned and was going to run away from there as fast as I could. I would have too, if Eddie and Pat hadn’t been there to prevent it.

      “What’s the matter, Timmy? Don’t you want your lunchbox?” A film of black had passed over Neil’s eyes as he said the words. The evil inside of him had taken the driver’s seat, and I think for a second Eddie and Pat were a little afraid. But that’s the thing about evil, it has the ability to make the weak fall in line. Those two would have made fine Gestapo officers, following every sort of order handed down.

      “Yeah, Timmy.” Pat pushed me closer to Neil, most likely so when Neil popped, he wouldn’t be the one within range. “Don’t you want your lunchbox back?”

      “You … you keep it,” I told him.

      “I don’t want your crappy box.” He smashed it against the side of my head. I didn’t know if it was my skull or the box that cracked. I fell over, crying harder than I ever had, most was from the pain, but a good amount was from the thought I might never see a He-Man show again. Neil was “whooping” over me like he’d just won the heavyweight belt.

      “Boys, help him up.” Rough arms propped me up. I felt sticky fluid running down the side of my face. Blood was dripping to the ground; it seemed my lunchbox and my head had suffered some damage. I was wobbly on my feet, but I stayed standing.

      “Pull your pants down Tim-Tim.” He was sneering at me again.

      “Huh?” I asked. The bell was still ringing within my head.

      “Pull your fucking pants down!” he screamed.

      “Neil, man, what are you doing?” Pat asked.

      “Shut the fuck up, fag,” he shouted at his friend. “Now, Tim-Tim, pull your pants down or I’m going to slice your throat.” He pulled out a small but wicked looking butterfly blade.

      Eddie had stepped up and then stepped back. I think he wanted to say something, but Neil turned on him with the blade and it all went back to that self-preservation shit. Better I was to die than him. Altruism is a lie. I did as he asked, better he saw my green Hulk underwear than stick that knife in my gut. So there I was, my face and head bleeding and my blue chinos around my ankles. Tears and snot flowed freely from me.

      “The underwear too, you freak!” he spat.

      All I could think at the time was that he wanted them for some reason, that maybe he wanted to feel strong with his own pair of Hulk underwear. That wasn’t it at all. He just stood there staring at me. I was so afraid a steady stream of pee began to pour out of me. Neil had to jump back in order not to be splashed by it.

      “What the hell is wrong with you!?” He was yelling so hard, it hurt my ears. “Stop pissing or I’ll kill you!”

      There was not one part of me that did not think he was serious. I grabbed the head of my penis and pinched as hard as I could, something I’d learned when I was in the car with my father. He would not stop driving no matter how bad I told him I had to go.

      “Look guys, he’s playing with himself in front of us! Not only is he a freak, Tim-Tim’s queer too!” His friends were noticeably quiet. This had gone past what they were prepared to be involved in. Insanity didn’t give a shit though; it could easily be its own audience.

      “Pinch it harder, Tim-Tim, pinch it until your fingers are touching!”

      I wanted to cry out from the pain, but someplace inside of me told me that this would be a bad idea, that this was what he wanted. The false-strong like him preyed on the weaknesses of others. If I showed him any, it would only bolster his powerful impetus. He was rapt by the pain he was causing me. I don’t know what he ultimately had in store for me, as we were interrupted by a siren in the distance.

      “Someone called the cops!” Pat shouted. “We need to get out of here, man.”

      Eddie was already running away. Neil looked from the knife in his right hand to me and back again.

      “You’re lucky, Tim-Tim.” He put the knife away, but before he left, he reared back and kicked me as hard as he could in the balls. Even at that age, it is one of the most tender spots on a boy’s body. I was puking before I hit the ground for the third time that day. I hitched, cried, and threw up for another half hour on that glass-strewn, broken parking lot behind the defunct factory. Whoever the cops had been called for, it wasn’t me. It was two hours after school when I finally got myself back home. My clothes were covered in blood and vomit, my junk still ached deep in my belly, and my head was a cluster of pain where the lunchbox had struck. My dear old dad, who was halfway through a bottle of Jack or Jeff or whatever the fuck he was drinking back then, looked over at me with his bleary watery eyes.

      “Pussy” was the only thing he said as he turned away and took a big sip of his drink.

      Pat and Eddie devolved into a life of petty crime as they grew up. In and out of prison for a variety of offenses. Neil, though, he won the prize, a lifetime stay at the big house. He’d only missed lethal injection by a year as the state had voted to remove the death penalty the year before he was caught with a ten-year-old’s penis in his pocket. He’d done it in a bathroom stall in the mall. Just walked in on the poor kid, cut it off and walked out as if it were the most normal thing in the world. The kid had bled out and died, and Neil had his souvenir. At least until the mall security cameras were checked and a suspect identified. They’d found Neil at a bar, with his prize. He hadn’t lasted a year in prison, his death sentence being delivered by the inmates themselves. Prisoners have their own sense of justice, and those that mess with kids and women receive the worst of it. So this basically comes down to why I hate being called Tim-Tim; how Yorley knew to use it is beyond me. Scarlett and I share a mind so that’s easy enough to see. I feel like that scared eight-year-old every time I hear it, and I don’t know whether to piss or run.
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      It was the shouting that pulled me from the miasma of misery I had found myself in.

      “Bubbs, Raoul! Come on, man! Hester says we gotta go!” This was coming from downstairs.

      Manny perked up from his meal only because there was another meal. Zombies are a strange fucking creature. Who the fuck is thinking about their next feast while they’re feasting? That’s insane, isn’t it?

      “Manny, you have to get up. He’s going to kill us if he finds us like this,” I told him.

      “No one kills Manny!” He stood.

      “Grab the gun.”

      Manny was clearly confused. Scarlett was not.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “What’s it look like I’m doing?”

      “You cannot show a zombie how to use a gun.”

      “Sure I can, it’s easy.”

      “You were human. At least once. You do realize that zombies have the ability to talk to each other right?”

      “Yeah, so?” I really didn’t give a shit what she had to say.

      “He’ll tell others how to do it.”

      “Again. So?”

      “More people will die!”

      “We ain’t people no more, Scarlett. You and me, we’re zombies. The better chance he has at living, so do we. That’s all I give a rat’s ass about.”

      “Narcissistic doesn’t begin to describe you. I think they’d have to invent a new word just for you.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment. Now pick up Raoul’s rifle, Manny.” There was a picture of a question mark as he tried to figure out what I was asking. “Pick up the meat’s rifle.” That he got. Whoever was coming was getting closer.

      “Guys, come on man. We gotta go.” The man was more tentative, coming slower, looking for threats. Practical jokes were frowned upon when people were in survival mode. Jumping out of a closet and saying “surprise” was ten times more likely to get you shot than get a laugh these days. With Raoul and Bubbs not answering, this guy knew something was up. Now it was just a matter of how much he would risk before turning around and either leaving or getting help.

      “Manny, I need the upper half. There’s not enough time to show you what to do.”

      Again, he was scanning, looking for deception. When he was satisfied there was none, he let go. Before I could take the reins, we completely folded at the waist so that I bounced our nose off our knees.

      “Fuck, you’re flexible, Scarlett. Your husband must have loved bending you like a crazy straw getting all up in those hidden crevices.” I smiled.

      “You sick fuck.” She was disgusted, I was delighted. Felt good to be more like myself.

      I reached out and grabbed the rifle and stood quickly—felt almost like a marionette pulling strings, trying to figure out how all of these things worked. I mistakenly thought women were just unfortunately born without a penis and half a brain; I’d not known that they were just about an entirely other species. Luckily, they were close enough, kind of like an orangutan that I could get the gist of it quickly enough. I clicked off the safety lever and brought the rifle to my shoulder just as the man came to the doorway, his own firearm out and ready to deliver its lethal payload. I unloaded six rounds into his chest, neck and face at point blank range. Manny had not given me access to the legs and had not moved his feet apart at all in preparation for the recoil of the heavy round. We fell back onto the bed. There was no worry about the man we’d shot; half of his head had blown against the far side of the hallway. Now we just had to contend with whatever offense those remaining wished to muster.

      “The window, Manny, the window.” He got back up and did what I asked. Stupid fuck, though, didn’t have the presence of mind to bend his knees and duck down. There we were, standing for all to see us, and they were looking. The only good thing about it was that after killing three, only four remained. I busted the rifle through the glass and started firing. I nailed at least one, his leg shattered. His femur was broken clean through. He fell over, his leg bent under him at an angle that wasn’t normally possible. His screams were so loud I could hear them over the sound of the bullets and the revving of the motorcycle engines as the three departed, leaving their friend behind.

      The rifle fell from my hands as Manny pulled control back easier than if I were a newborn and had grasped my father’s finger only to have him yank it away. I was powerless to prevent it. At no point did I think I could have offered up any resistance.

      “You should have killed us when you had the chance,” Scarlett said.

      “Why the fuck would I do that?” I told her, although deep down I was thinking maybe she was right.

      Manny walked down the stairs and outside. He strode purposefully onto the roadway, where he grabbed the jacket collar of the man in the road.

      “No please!” the man begged as Manny dragged him out of the roadway. “What are you doing?” He screamed as his broken leg unfolded and towed uselessly behind him. The smallest imperfections on the surface of the road caused him extreme pain as his leg jumped. I thought he was going to pass out when Manny heaved him over the curb. That was usurped as the stairs leading into the house jostled his mangled leg around. By the time we were inside the living room, the man’s breathing was ragged and shallow and his eyes had rolled up into his head. Manny let him go, strode over to the door, and closed it before once again grabbing the man’s collar and pulling him deeper into the room and roughly depositing him. He then climbed the stairs, where he could eat his three square meals all at once and in peace. I stuck around for a while, more watching Manny than Manny eating. Hugh had flaws, weaknesses I could exploit; I wasn’t getting that same vibe from Manny.

      The differences compounded a little later that day. The first noticeable one was how Manny ate. He took his time, well, for a zombie. Hugh just about had bits of food flying around his head, he ripped through things so quickly. Manny was methodically taking his time to make sure he got every succulent drop, leaving nothing behind for the scavengers of the world. By the time he was done with Bubbs, the sun was going down and all that remained were gnawed at bones. I would have been surprised to find some tough tendons stuck behind a knee. Manny stood, gave a sort of sigh, I guess over a good meal, and then started into Raoul. I’d checked out; I still had some bad memories to work through in regard to Raoul. I was going to start working on my problems in regard to taking control, but instead I found myself sleeping almost immediately.

      Manny must have found a slower gear, because he was just finishing up as the sun began to peek through the window. I was happy to note that, from the skeletal remains of Raoul, it was impossible to tell if he had been a male or female. Manny stood and began to evacuate his bowels. For all the advancements he was showing, he still shit like a goat, anywhere at any time, with no concern for what was going on around him. Unlike a goat though, that shot out small pellets or a normal person that laid a pickle or possibly delivered a food baby, maybe with some extra anal leakage, this was a fucking thick sluice of excrement that shot out with force. I think he was shooting shit with enough force that if he bent over, we could have gained propulsion; we would have gone skidding across that floor like Tom Cruise in Risky Business. To be honest, I would have paid good money to see that. We could have been a rock-a-deuce rocket. Too much? Trust me, you’d be trying to distract yourself if you realized that crap was piling so high it was halfway up your calf, unlike Hugh, who generally had super liquidy Hershey squirts, Manny was dropping hefty dumps that were climbing back up toward their origin point rather than spreading out across the room.

      “Why isn’t he moving?” Scarlett was getting alarmed and pretty disgusted.

      “He’s enjoying the moment,” I told her.

      “He’s shitting.”

      She said it in such a way that let me know she had no clue how much men actually enjoyed the evacuation of their bowels. “That’s right, he’s shitting; it’s the one time instead of a woman being all up in his ass he can let shit roll out. For a few moments every day, instead of taking everyone’s shit he can take a—”

      “I get it. You’re so gross.”

      I’m not going to lie; the feeling of warm steaming human remains touching the back of our knees wasn’t doing me any favors either, but I’ll be damned if I was going to let her know. If this ever solidified, we would be mired here forever. Finally, we started to get the flapping ass sounds of gas escaping instead of solids, and it was voluminous. Legends could have started with how long, deep, and stench-worthy these anal acoustics were. There wasn’t a men’s locker room or gym that every man wouldn’t have stopped what they were doing to admire and then laugh, possibly even applause after this world record breaking ass blast.

      “Bravo, bravo!” I gave a standing ovation.

      Scarlett was mortified that something like that came from her perfectly toned derriere. I’m thinking she meant to have it toned in terms of fitness not methane music. Manny didn’t care about us other inhabitants; he pulled himself free and headed downstairs to get breakfast started. I was sort of amazed to find out that the biker had made it through the night and had pulled himself over to the couch so his back was propped up against it.

      “Stay the fuck away from me!” He had a fire poker.

      Manny growled.

      “You reek, you filthy piece of shit!” the man yelled.

      I asked and received permission from Manny to speak. I don’t know why he was so willing to comply, but I wasn’t going to kick a gift horse in the teeth. Isn’t that how the saying goes?

      “You don’t smell so good your fucking self,” I said. “You definitely pissed yourself, maybe a little shit too. I think I can detect the slightest signs of festering infection coming from your broken leg.”

      His eyes grew wide with fear. Zombies were an evil he’d been dealing with for a while; whatever we were was the new monster on the block. And people always fear the unknown. It’s an evolutionary thing. It’s necessary to fear that which is not known, because those fucking things can kill you. We might not have made it very long if we’d gone up to every creature and tried to determine if we could cuddle with it or not. I’m sure the saber-toothed tiger would have loved our direct approach. Meals were hard to come by back then, and if they just knocked at the door, well, all the better.

      “What are you? Why are you doing this? We’re on the same side!” He said the words but he was looking at the shit stained legs and our blood bathed face and chest.

      “Bubbs and Raoul tasted fantastic.” Manny took a step closer. The man swung the poker around a couple of times. Tears of pain and frustration leaked out from the sides of his nearly squeezed shut eyes.

      “You’re just some sick twisted fuck who gets her jollies from eating people!”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Go fuck yourself,” he spat.

      “Well, Go Fuck Yourself—interesting name by the way—sounds like your parents were in the middle of one doozy of a fight when the nurse came in with the birth certificate paperwork. I’m not a cannibal. If I were, I don’t think I could have packed away three hundred and something pounds of meat, fat, organs, veins, brain and all the other tender bits that make a human in just one night. If you want, I’ll take you up there so you can see.”

      “I’m going to shove this through your eye!”

      “That’s very rude, Go Fuck Yourself. You’re a guest inside my home, after all.” I laughed. “Well, it was my friends’ home really, at least until I ate them. That’s not even talking about how I destroyed their bedroom. I’m killing their resale value.”

      “Zombies don’t talk!”

      “You don’t sound so sure of yourself,” I said while Manny was circling around, looking for a way to strike without receiving an eye enema. I could tell he was on the verge of going in when we heard something strike against the door. Manny the insatiable tapeworm turned to go get what he figured were some more warm meals; he opened the door before I could advise against it. Turned out to be some party crashers. Three zombies must have heard our discussion and were coming to investigate. They walked past Manny without so much as a “how do you do” and headed straight for our dinner guest. He was screaming as they descended on him. I gotta admit I was more than slightly impressed when he did in fact shove that poker through an eye, although not with enough force to kill the zombie but merely to extract an orbit.

      This is where it got weird. Manny, instead of joining in like was normal, began to get angry. I mistakenly thought it was Scarlett at first, but nope. It was Manny, he was pissed he was losing a meal. He grabbed the poker that had been dropped on the floor, and without a modicum of prodding from me, began to slam that thing down repeatedly on the skull of the closest zombie. It didn’t really have the heft to do enough damage, but when it was aligned right and the barb started breaking through to the skull—well, that’s when the fun began. The zombie began to twitch violently as its brain was repeatedly poked and mashed. He finally went down, and Manny turned his attention to the other two, who could not have cared less that their trio had been diminished by a third. Unfortunately, the poker had bent and was about as effective a weapon as a pool noodle.

      “The garage, Manny. Go to the garage,” I told him.

      “They are eating my food! My food!” He was enraged. Enraged was good. I could use enraged. Shit, I’d been it enough times to know how to mold and meld it into a useful tool. Unbridled, it could get away from you, get you into hot water in a hurry. Saddled up and ridden properly, well, you could seriously fuck shit up that way.

      “The garage,” I urged again. I was thinking we’d find a nice tire iron or perhaps a piece of steel. I should have known richie rich fucks like this couldn’t be bothered with ordinary tools. The garage was so clean I don’t think their autos even had the audacity to leak fluids onto the floor. Luckily, the little snot nosed kid must have been a lesbian in training. There was a whole rack dedicated to her sports equipment. Kid-sized golf clubs and aluminum softball bats. Manny took one look over at those and grabbed a bat for each hand.

      “Impressive,” I told him.

      Manny entered back into the house proper; the zombies were still going to town on the man when Manny started wailing on the second zombie’s head like it was a drum and he was wielding drum sticks. The first strike sent shivers up Scarlett’s forearm, the second was a more satisfying crack of skull, the third broke away the remaining bone, and the fourth made a loud squashing sound as it crushed into brain matter. Another zombie down. The third zombie did turn, seemed she knew something was amiss here but was not quite sure how to deal with it. The length of forearm muscle she held clenched in her teeth was more important than the question of whether or not her personal safety was at risk. Manny turned his attention and battalion of bats on the last and final food opponent. I imagine it was on purpose, even if this brought everything already going on to another level. The first swing came sideways, smashing into the zombie’s face—well, more specifically, teeth. Sure, crushing a skull is brutal; it’s a way to kill your enemy to take them out of the fight permanently.

      But cracking a bat repeatedly into one’s face to take out all their teeth, that’s sending a message. A “don’t fuck with me” in neon lights message. Manny kept swinging, shattering the zombie’s jaw to the point where it was hanging askew from the top half of her skull. This zombie would never chew anything again, especially since their healthcare system sucked so bad. Then, every time I figured that shit couldn’t get any stranger, it did. Manny grabbed the collar of the blouse the zombie was wearing and dragged her out, tossed her down the stairs and once again closed the door. He dropped the bats, walked over, moved the two dead zombies out of the way, and started eating as if nothing untold had happened this morning.

      “What the fuck just happened?” I managed to say out loud before our mouth was full of lower intestine.

      “That’s not normal is it?” Scarlett asked.

      “Not at all.” I was scratching my figurative head.

      “You didn’t do that?”

      “I’d like to say that was all me, but no,” I said honestly. I was so perplexed about the goings on I hadn’t realized I was acting civil to Scarlett. It was shaping up to be a really fucking weird day. Manny, all contented with himself, was eating in relative peace, the only sounds being his slurping and wet smacking sounds as he pulled arteries and veins free from their moorings. I turned my attention to Scarlett; it seemed we were going to have plenty of time to hang out together uninterrupted.

      “Where did Yorley go?” I asked it suddenly, hoping that it would cause her to frantically cover up the portion of her brain that I know housed that information.

      She was a stone wall of determination not to tell me.

      “You do realize I can sift through your brain and find what I’m looking for, right?”

      “It could take you forever. My children could be grown and have moved away by the time you find it.” There was regret in her voice but also pride in the knowledge that she knew she was right. Without some sort of marker, I could hunt fruitlessly, forever, in the jumbled jungle of her memories.

      “No better time than the present.” I dove in.

      “What are you doing?” she asked in alarm.

      “Well, well, what do we have here? Looks like you kicked little Jimmy Beecham in the shin and blamed it on your sister.”

      “I was six, hardly an earth moving revelation.” She laughed.

      “Oh this one is a little juicier,” I said as I extracted another. “Seems like at the prepubescent age of eleven you had the hots for Father Galligan. I wonder what God would think about you getting nailed by a man of the cloth?”

      “Stop it! Stay out of my shit!”

      She was pissed. Got to tell you, though, I was loving this new game.

      “Holy fuck, this one is a keeper! Who knew you were into incest? You dirty little bitty. At fourteen, you gave your first beej and to your cousin no less. Under the docks at Pot Belly beach. The smell of low tide a turn on for you?”

      “That is none of your business!”

      I was watching what happened almost as clearly as if I had a blu-ray player inside her head. “I gotta tell you, Scarlett, that’s not very good technique. Way too much with the teeth, all that scraping against the skin can be a turn off, but Kelly doesn’t seem to mind too much. Oops, here we go! Money shot! Oh, and we have a gagger! Wait … what is that? Is that what I think it is hanging out of your nose? That’s priceless! Although you really should have hung in there for the swallow, definitely would have earned more points. Oh, and look at him go, he couldn’t be out of there any fucking faster unless he had a jet ski. Oh, you poor girl, you look kind of devastated with that cum hanging from your mouth and nose. What’s the matter, little Scarlett, did you think he was going to marry you after that? I’ll let you in on a little secret, he really just wanted to bust his nut.”

      “Stop it. Just FUCKING stop it!” She attacked, launching herself at me. Like that first blowjob, she really didn’t know what to do, but she was somewhat effective. I was caught unawares from the ferocity and tenacity. I was on the ropes; I didn’t think she knew that, so I did my best to play it off.

      “All right, all right!” I told her. “I’ll stop dipping my pen in the well, I promise!”

      She eased up.

      “Lord knows I don’t want to come across anything that involves you and animals or something.”

      “You’re a fucking pig!”

      I could tell her attack had taken damn near everything she had. I added a little insult to her injury. I gave her a backhanded smack that sent her sprawling away.

      She rubbed her jaw and then started laughing as she slowly stood.

      “What the fuck is so funny? You like getting battered around a little bit? You one of them BDSM freaks that likes a good spanking? Because I’ll give you one!”

      “You were scared.” She was still laughing.

      “Fuck you, I wasn’t scared.”

      “You were. Just for a second, I was beating you and it scared the hell out of you. Don’t forget, Tim, we’re in the same mind. I can easily pick through your cancerous thoughts as you can mine. And I’ve got a feeling I could root around a lot easier in yours than you could in mine.”

      If I wasn’t outright concerned before, I was now. It was a proven fact men were an easier read than women. We like food, sports, sex, bathroom humor, and sleep. Mix all that shit up, and you basically have a male. Plus, where all her thoughts were buried deep within the ripples of her mind, mine were sprinkled on top like sugar.

      “Wow, you shut up fast. I bet you have all sorts of skeletons in that giant warehouse you call a closet.”

      “I’ll kill you, Scarlett. Don’t doubt me on this. I know there is a piece of you that thinks you can beat Manny and me and somehow regain your humanity, like I had. And that maybe you can once again be reunited with your kids. I can see that as clear as day, so don’t push me any further. Because you’re wrong.”

      “You’re right, Tim, part of me thinks I can get rid of both of you parasitic assholes, but I won’t ever sacrifice my kids in an effort to see if it can be done.”

      She wasn’t lying. She wasn’t bluffing. She’d never give up Yorley, not by brute force or subterfuge anyway. Or, at least, a deception she could see coming. Light bulbs started to go on. There was a lot of truth to what I was saying, maybe more so than what I intended.

      “We may need to work together, Scarlett.”

      She didn’t say anything for quite some time. When I didn’t either, she finally replied. “Are you fucking kidding me? You are responsible for the death of my husband, I’m a damned zombie, and now my kids are without parents, and you want to work together? Just how insane are you? How insane do you think I am?”

      “Oh, I don’t think you’re insane, Scarlett. Desperate, sure, but not insane. Desperate to once again hold your kids in your arms. I can make that happen.”

      She grasped at that hope like any dying person will to a lifeline, openly and with both arms wrapped tightly around the notion.

      “Listen, we both know what I am and what I’m capable of, but I’m going to lay some things out and you can get a feel for if I’m telling the truth or not.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “You don’t have the experience I’ve had. Manny is different. Smart, thinking-wise he can damn near solve problems. Hugh, the other two zombies I was in were basically concerned with eating and nothing else.”

      “And how is that different from your previous experience?” We were both staring out through her eyes as Manny chewed through some thick chest meat.

      “Okay, so they have that in common, but how they go about getting to there is very different. Hugh blindly stumbled into everything. He was in more danger of dying trying to eat than his intended victim. But Manny here, he’s starting to reason things out, he’s actively looking for ways to stay safe in an attack. Plus, that killing of other zombies—that’s different. Have you ever seen anything like it? A hundred or more zombies will crowd in on a small dog, and not one fight will break out. He could have easily shared the meal he had, and he chose not to. How long do you think he’s going to put up with our existence?”

      “You tell me; apparently you’re the zombie whisperer.”

      “Not very. Listen, all I want is Yorley; her and I have a score to settle. You can have the kids.”

      “Gee, thanks, I really appreciate you letting me have my own kids.” The words were dipped, coated and fried in a large vat of sarcasm. “You have to know that I don’t trust anything you say, right?”

      “That goes without saying. But you can see the truth for what it is, can’t you? Manny has to go, and I want to be in another body. One where the mind doesn’t look like the bottom of a large pocket book and Manny doesn’t exist.”

      “So you want me to help you ruin someone else’s life?”

      “You’re a zombie, Scarlett. Your kids are orphans.”

      “No thanks to you.”

      I dismissed her words. “I know how to give you back your body, and then you can get your kids back. Isn’t that worth it? I can tell you’re thinking about it.”

      “Go fuck yourself, Tim. If I get even the slightest of chances, I’m sticking an arrow straight through my eye and killing all of us. I’d rather light myself on fire than allow you to spread your disease-addled self around.”

      Furious doesn’t begin to describe how I was feeling. I wanted to rip her asshole off, stretch it over her head and pull it down the entire length of her body so she would be swallowed up in the black void of it. I couldn’t though, partly because I just hadn’t mastered the controls in that fucked up mind of hers yet, plus there was still a very good chance I was going to need her help in dealing with Manny when the time came. I wondered if all women were this screwed up inside or if Scarlett was just an anomaly. But naw, I knew better; how they functioned as a fucking species was beyond me. Every thought they had was in direct conflict with the previous one. Theoretical physicists had an easier time explaining string theory than they did the inner workings of women. I didn’t say or do anything, because I wouldn’t have stopped until Manny had come to investigate. Besides him scaring me to my core, I wasn’t sure I could take Scarlett out. If she knew she could best me, she’d do so in less time than it’s taking me to think about it. I needed to swing the ball back into my court, to put her back in the place she was supposed to be in—the corner, all sniveling and begging me to stop fucking her up.

      Manny did what all zombies do and took a T-Rex sized shit in the living room. With the sheer diameter, about as fat as a standard wine bottle and length, twenty feet if an inch, of the thing escaping Scarlett’s asshole, I had to wonder if her poor anus was prolapsed yet. Pulled out and hanging down like a broken accordion. Easier to wipe that way, I suppose, you could just drag it on the carpet like a wormed up dog does. There were some things I needed at the hospital, how I was going to convince Manny was the question of the hour. I’d have to do what I’d always done with his kind. Promise food.

      “What are you getting at?” Scarlett asked after a time.

      “Just because you don’t want to help doesn’t mean I’m not going to move forward. If it helps you morally by standing back and watching, then do that. Just don’t you dare fucking stand in my way. I will crush you.” I was pretty convinced I sounded threatening, and since Scarlett didn’t reply, I could only hope that she felt the same way. I was formulating my plan when Manny threw me a curve ball. He began to strip, then he headed upstairs and back into the shower. He had a little bit of a problem with the controls, but in less than five minutes he was under a steady stream of water sloughing off the filth that comes with eating and evacuating entire human beings. The drain in this bathroom was never going to work correctly again. Water filled up the small basin we were in and begin to spill out into the rest of the room. Ten minutes later, the sludge had crept over the metal transition and found its way onto the beige carpeting of the bedroom.

      “How do I look?” Manny asked after getting out of the shower. He was standing in front of a large mirror.

      “You letting this whole woman thing get to you too?” I asked. “If you ask if your ass is getting fat, I’m out of here.” Actually I was stalling. Looking at Scarlett’s form in the mirror was mesmerizing. You’d have never known it from the clothes she wore, but she could have easily passed for a fifties pin-up model. She had the full curves in all the right places.

      “Getting your jollies? You piece of shit pervert,” Scarlett said. “You must have been quite the ladies’ man, and by that, I mean you must have had a nice place in the basement where you stored their bodies.”

      “Jealous? I would have treated you right for the five minutes it took me to cum. After that, though, all bets are off. Unless you could cook, then we might be cool again.”

      “I don’t even think misogynistic begins to describe you. To be honest, I think you might be gay.”

      “What’s wrong with you? I’ve nailed at least a hundred women.”

      “Right there.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “You say you nailed women. Someone that really loves females does not talk about hammering them like tools. I think you’re a closet homosexual, and belittling and demeaning women is your way of coping with what you think is an inadequacy. There’s nothing wrong with being gay. Some people are, and I saw how you looked at Raoul’s package; you just about turned green with envy.”

      “You done?” I asked, trying to keep my tone as level as possible. She nodded, giving me the confirmation I’d asked for. “I’m not a pillow biter.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with being a power top. You know what they say, it’s always better to give than to receive.” She was laughing, laughing at me, while she said those words!

      “When we find your kids, Scarlett—and we will, I promise you that—I am going to slowly pull them apart like a smoked pork loin. It will be fabulous as they cry, “Why Mommy?! Why are you eating us mommy?!” And that will be the final thing that they remember on this earth. That their mommy didn’t ever really love them, that she always secretly wanted to eat them. To chew them up and shit them out! That will be my gift to you, Scarlett.” I fully expected her to go running off into the deep dark recesses of her mind. I was slightly shocked when, before she walked away, she told me that she would kill me before she ever let that happen.

      Sometime while Scarlett and I were talking, Manny had given getting dressed a go. He was wearing a men’s dress shirt and little else. I’ve got to admit the image of him in that shirt stirred something deep inside of me and NOT because it was a man’s shirt! He looked hot that way, with his… I mean her hair still wet from the shower. Too hot for a zombie apocalypse. Not sure what Manny’s propensity for menswear was, but we needed to get Scarlett into something more appropriate. I got Manny back into the closet and found some jeans and an old UCLA Bruins sweatshirt. I wanted to get some sneakers on, but Manny wouldn’t let me work the arms to tie the laces and for right now that was past his skill set. We found some slip-on flats that would have to do. I hadn’t thought about it until we were out of the house and halfway down the walkway, but the little girl had not been in the closet the last time. It’s all right, all good things in due time. I was going to eat her too.

      I toyed with having Manny get a car, but where I wanted him to go wasn’t too far and it gave me plenty of time to figure out how I was going to proceed. I had two extremely dangerous enemies to deal with. Luckily, they didn’t fight on the same side or I’d have already been extinguished. That little juicy piece of information was going to stay close to the vest. The hospital was a fucking disaster. It was exactly how you expected ground zero of a zombie plague induced apocalypse to look, and then some. The front of St. Deneaux’s Mother of Mercy Hospital was literally piled high with the bodies of zombies. Intermingled amongst them were the scattered remains of humans that had been their victims, and sprinkled all over like chocolate shavings on a heaping sundae were hundreds, possibly thousands of brass casings.

      “There’s no food here,” Manny hissed.

      “For fuck’s sake, you fat bastard, you literally just ate a quarter ton of fucking food; you think you could hold off for like half an hour?”

      “No more than that.”

      I’d not been expecting that reply. He gave me my window and I was going to take advantage of it. It was more of the same inside, except it was more compacted, the disarray and mayhem, I mean. I led Manny to the surgical wing. I found an operating room that had been in mid-surgery when the shit had gone sideways. According to the board outside the room, this was a gastric bypass surgery. Unfortunately, the doctor had turned and used his teeth to rip open the large abdomen instead of the scalpel he’d died with, in his left hand. Can’t trust left-handed people anyway. Don’t believe me? Well the Catholics thought it was the devil’s hand up until fairly recently, and the only reason I think they stopped saying that was because Beelzebub had made a large donation to the papal retirement fund to get them to shut up about it.

      “I need some of those tools.”

      I got a large question mark.

      “To blend in, it will help us infiltrate. If we look like a doctor, more groups will be willing to allow us entry.” I kept my fingers crossed that Scarlett, who so far had been absent, didn’t pop into the mix and start poking holes in my already threadbare explanation.

      Manny watched intently as I wrapped up a handful of surgical tools in a towel. When I had everything I figured I needed, I went out to the lobby. A grandmother who should have maybe passed over a decade before the z-poc was hunched over in her chair. She looked like she’d died waiting for her HMO paperwork to come through.

      “Can’t get good health care anymore,” I told her as I snatched her oversized purse from her bony hands. “What the fuck?” I asked as I strained to lift the thing. I turned it over, and nickels and dimes rained from the bag. “You going to pay for your bill with this?” Had to have been a couple of hundred dollars in change stream out of that thing. What I was more interested in was the .22 caliber that fell atop the pile. That, I wanted. I shoved it and the surgical tools back inside and walked to the pharmacy. I found the antibiotics I wanted easily enough; it was the pain pills and anti-depressants section that had been hit hard. In the middle of an apocalyptic event, who the hell doesn’t want to get stoned off their ass and be made cheery about it? Seems they were onto something. Whatever junkie had hit this place, he wasn’t the most thorough, or maybe, considering the blood stains, he’d been interrupted before he could finish.

      I grabbed a large bottle of oxycodone and some valium and even some prozac in case I started to feel a little fucking blue. Oh boo-hoo, woe is me. Fucking pussies. What’s making you all sad? Your douche bag boss? Quit. Your cheating asshole of a spouse? Divorce them. Your disrespectful kids? Discipline them right or cut them loose. Taking a pill to fix yourself is about as effective as drinking, and you know how well that worked for my shithead dad. The best medicine I ever had was when his brain slid down my throat. That, that should be the cure for whatever ails you. Just fucking eat it. That’s the marketing slogan I’m going to have for all the zombies when they finally and completely take over the world.

      “Got a problem? Just eat it!”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” It was Scarlett, she was holding her head like she’d just woken up from an all weekend bender. “And where did you get that purse. Goodwill?”

      “Typical chick. Why would you give a shit about what kind of bag we have? It carries stuff, that’s all that matters.”

      “So if I said to you, ‘Who gives a shit which football team wins on Sunday, they all just smash each other into the ground,’ what would you say to that?”

      “I’d say you’d better be careful what you say.”

      “The purse. It’s a nice look for you.”

      I swear she couldn’t help herself. It was like she was five and there was a room of brightly colored buttons, and for some damn reason, she needed to push every goddamn one of them.

      “This day is not going to go well for you,” I told her matter-of-factly, and for some other poor slob, definitely not for him either. I kept that last part to myself. We were just walking out of the hospital. I wasn’t paying much attention to where we were going; I was just plotting out my next moves. It was hearing Manny’s growls that brought me to see what he saw. We were looking down the barrels of three rifles. Two men and a woman had us. They were less than twenty feet away, if they started pulling the triggers, we became someone’s bad memory, scattered all across the walkway.

      “Manny, I need to speak,” I said hurriedly. Well, unbeknownst to me, when Manny relinquished control of our voice box, he allowed all users access. Scarlett obviously being more familiar with the wiring was able to get there first.

      “RUN!” was all she could get out before I clocked her in the fucking temple sending her sprawling. The trio with guns looked at me suspiciously. I had to go with what the bitch had put in motion. I begged Manny to start running. We went a good city block before he finally stopped. The taller man grabbed my elbow and spun me so I was facing him.

      “What are you running from?” The other two came up. They no longer had their guns trained on me, but they were close enough that if I did anything even slightly suspicious I would be riddled with holes.

      “There were zombies,” I breathed out quickly, though I wasn’t winded at all.

      “You seemed pretty relaxed when you walked out.” This from the female. She looked to be in her early thirties, fit as a fiddle, and I wanted to rip her tits off.

      “Kindzi, relax,” the second man said as he heard the woman’s accusatory tone.

      “Well what do we do now?” the first man said.

      “Do, Greg? What do you mean? We go back to the hospital get the medication we need and get out of here,” Kindzi said.

      “What’s your name?” Greg asked.

      “Scarlett.” I was shooting for demure, but I had so little experience with that particular emotion I don’t know if I pulled it off or not. Could have been sneering for all I knew.

      “Something’s wrong,” the other man said, looking at me pretty intently.

      “Yeah, she’s fucking scared, Andy. How would you feel if zombies had just chased you and three strange people were surrounding you?” Greg said.

      “I didn’t see any zombies,” Kindzi said. “Don’t let your penis start talking for you.”

      “Please!” Greg said pinching his nose between his forefinger and thumb. “Can we have just a semblance of social graces? Can’t you see she’s petrified?”

      “Please,” Kindzi said. “Petrified, my ass. She’s hiding something, and you can’t see it because your dick thinks she looks like a young Diane Lane.”

      Kindzi was the dangerous one in this trio. Astute didn’t begin to scratch the surface.

      “What do you have in the bag?” Kindzi snatched it from me before I could stop her. Andy stepped up when I moved to get it back.

      “She’s a fucking junkie,” she spat as she pulled the bottles of pills out.

      “They’re not for me. I’m not alone.”

      “What the fuck?” Kindzi said as she pulled her thumb out of the bag. A fat drop of blood was pooling up on the pad, she stuck it into her mouth and sucked down the viscous fluid.

      “Surgical tools,” I explained.

      “No shit.” She was still sucking the wound. I couldn’t tell you how much I hoped that scalpel was infected with the black plague or something equally as nasty.

      “What’s going on, Tim?” Scarlett asked.

      “I don’t need two of you questioning me on this!” I damn near shouted.

      “Huh?” Greg asked.

      Fuck—I’d said it out loud. “Sorry, I’m under a lot of pressure and I’m scared. I just need to go.”

      “We’ll go with you. I was a medic, so maybe I can help.” Greg said.

      “Greg, we’ve got our own shit to deal with,” Kindzi said.

      “She’s right,” Andy beseeched.

      “We’re all in this together. We have to help each other,” Greg pleaded.

      “Is that what you told those twats that killed your mother and father?” Kindzi asked. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry that was too far. Listen, Harlot.”

      “Scarlett, bitch,” I told her.

      “Yeah, whatever. We don’t have time to babysit you and your habit.”

      “I said the drugs are not for me, and I don’t remember ever asking for any of your help. I got what I needed, and I can be on my way.”

      Manny was not liking the path this conversation was heading down. His hands came up and started reaching for Greg.

      “Manny STOP; you’re going to get us killed!” The three were looking at me as if I’d lost my damn mind. I was watching with a surprised look as my hands grasped his shirt. “Manny fucking stop! We’ll eat, we’ll eat soon but not these three!”

      He finally acquiesced and gave me the power of the arms. I smoothed out the shirt where I had wrinkled it up and patted his chest like I’d meant what I’d done all along.

      “Something is seriously wrong with this one. Let’s go, Greg.” Kindzi tossed the bag back by my feet. She and Andy were already heading away.

      “Are you going to be all right, Scarlett?” Greg asked.

      “Fine, fine, but if I do need help?”

      He seemed to be struggling with divulging anything to me.

      “You could keep me safe.” I moved in closer and looked up into his eyes.

      “We’re staying at the firehouse on Barclay. It’s safe there. Bring this other person with you.”

      “Greg, let’s go!” Kindzi waved the man on.

      I could conceivably kill Greg right now, grab his weapon and kill the other two. Still too risky—I’d be in a firefight with two to one odds, and if they were any good, this again would end with me splattered all over the sidewalk.

      “Tonight,” I said to Manny and Greg.

      Greg turned and ran to catch up. He looked back at me one more time and gave a slight wave.

      “Dumbass,” I said, smiling at his departing figure.

      “You let food go,” Manny berated me.

      Manny’s stomach was the definition of a narcissist. Everything, and I mean everything, revolved around his fucking belly. But he wasn’t stupid. Hugh would have been going off the rails about letting a meal go. Manny had understood the low odds of a successful hunt. I’m not saying he was happy about it, I’m just saying he knew that it wasn’t the best time. He was gaining awareness, and that was pretty friggin’ scary.

      “They’ll be ours soon enough. Can you wait until tonight?”

      I could see Manny calculating just how long that was. He finally answered. “No longer. Find us a place to rest.” He retreated somewhat. I could tell he was trying to act more nonchalant than he actually was. But in actuality, he was hovering pretty damn close, watching my every move. What happened in the next few hours could go a long way to establish a trust and rapport between us. Something I needed desperately, and I sure as shit didn’t need anything or anybody ruining that for me. I casually walked over to Scarlett, who was trying to sit up, and I kicked her in the side of the head, knocking her out immediately. With the joy I was feeling with finally being in control, I almost didn’t give a shit about finding Yorley. Looking down on Scarlett’s unconscious body, I thought about bringing the heel of my boot down onto her skull and not stopping until her head was a jumbled mess of stupid inane, insane female thoughts. I snorted when I realized I wouldn’t have to do a thing and that would already be true. Looking back, of course, I should have. I guess that’s just the way the cranium crumbles.

      I found a modest little home with the front door kicked in, which meant no zombies, and most likely it had already been ransacked by scavenging humans. It was a good a place as any to get some shut eye and plan for the festivities of the night. It was perfectly quiet in our mind except for the occasional moaning of Scarlett in the far off reaches. I knew Manny was close, but right now he was leaving me alone, and I’ve got to admit it was nice to be with myself. I wasn’t one of those crazy bastards that wanted nothing to do with himself. I was just fine in my own skin, and I guess in anybody’s skin really. I laughed myself to sleep.

      I sat up with a start, shaking my head back and forth trying to knock the cobwebs away. I didn’t have a clue where I was or what was going on. I answered at least one of the questions when I reached up and grabbed hold of two well sized tits. I’m not going to lie, the sensation was not wholly unpleasant; in fact, I sort of liked it. I just wished they weren’t mine. I missed my body.

      “You can let go at any time.” It was Scarlett.

      I almost pulled away quickly, like the time when my mother had walked into my room and had caught me tugging off to lingerie catalogs. Talk about getting a fucked up message in regard to sex; she’d beat my ass with a paddle. Then she’d told my father about it. His response had been to get me the most hardcore porn magazine he could find; it involved women older than my grandmother doing things with whips and chains. “You jack off to this stuff, then you’re a real man.” That was some stellar advice from my dear old man. Nothing like leather-faced women donning cow hide to get your young rocks off to. Oh, and you can trust me I did, many, many times. I was fourteen; the hole in a toilet paper roll looked appealing.

      I was thinking about finding a mirror and doing a little more exploring. Scarlett began protesting the second that thought flashed across our shared mind. That made it that much more appealing. I would have too, but Manny was not on board with shoving various foreign objects into our privates. He was hungry. His next words chased any sexual thoughts far away from the forefront.

      “It is time to prove your worth.”

      There was no need to read between the lines there. I either fed him or died. My chances of successfully resisting him like I had Hugh were marginal at best. It was just brutally difficult trying to get a proper foothold in Scarlett’s head. Martian terrain would have been more welcome.

      “Get going, slave,” Scarlett whispered in my ear.

      Was that what I still was? Manny certainly was the master. I wanted to consider myself the obedient servant, biding his time until an opportunity presented itself that allowed me to flip the script.

      “Don’t make me show you the pecking order again. My foot still hurts from kicking the shit out of you.”

      “You must have been quite the ladies’ man in your day.”

      “I already told you, I got all sorts of pussy.”

      “How about from anyone with some self-esteem or an I.Q. above seventy-five?”

      “As long as they’re smart enough to walk to my apartment, why should I give a shit if they have daddy issues or a brain?”

      “You are fucking loathsome. Must have been a high suicide rate from the women that spent time with you. Too bad your mother didn’t spare the world and strangle your twisted fucking head from its body the moment you were released from her what must have been festering womb.”

      I was about to go caveman on her ass when I realized that the barrel of a rifle was less than a foot from my head.

      “I didn’t think you’d actually show. In fact, I didn’t really want you to. Wanted to kick Greg out of our group for telling you. There’s something different about you. No, it’s not that, there’s something wrong with you, and I can’t figure it out. I just watched you walk down this street without a care in the world, muttering to yourself. The only kind of people that would do that with all the dead heads crawling around would be a crazy person. Are you crazy?”

      I tightly gripped the scalpel I had in my pocket. Her smooth neck was so close. I could feel the blood coursing through it, right there, so close to the surface. I could plunge the implement into her porcelain neck and drink deeply, eat contentedly. She moved forward, placing the barrel directly against my forehead.

      “Even now, you crazy bitch, I have three pounds of pressure on a five-pound trigger. This 5.56 bullet will rip through your head with no problem, and you look like you’re getting your feet massaged. What is wrong with you? Seriously, tell me.”

      “Kindzi! What the fuck are you doing?” It was my savior and their ultimate killer, Greg.

      “There’s something wrong with this bitch.”

      “Yeah, the fact that you’re holding a gun to her head.” Greg batted the weapon away.

      “There’s more to it than that.”

      “Kin, you know this war hasn’t been easy on everyone. We all deal in our own way.” He threw a protective arm over my shoulder. I almost shrugged it off; I didn’t want him thinking I was gay. I turned my head to the side so I could see Kindzi and then I licked my teeth suggestively. She was not a fan.

      “How many of you are there?” I asked as innocently as I could. I was afraid he would feel the excitement that Manny was thrumming up inside of us leak through me and creep into his arm like a wayward electrical charge.

      “You’re safe here; there’s five plus me. We’ll make sure nothing happens to you.”

      “You really want inside my pants don’t you?” I asked. It was kind of comical being on this side of the courtship.

      “You’re about as smooth as gravel,” Scarlett piped in.

      Greg stuttered and sputtered, “I umm, I’m not sure what. That’s a very forward question.”

      “I’m a guy, I mean you’re a guy, I’m a girl. It’s a zombie invasion … should we just get it on? You know, start procreating and all that shit.” Scarlett was right, I could barely believe the words coming out of my mouth.

      “I think you were lying about getting laid by real women. Unless she was rubber or vinyl. Fruit doesn’t count,” Scarlett said, a knife edge of humor to her words.

      I thought for a moment she had located that memory where I had drilled a hole in a large watermelon and planted my seed in the so called seedless variety. At the time I thought that was the funniest thing ever. I’d had to hide my transgression by slicing the fruit up into small pieces and placing them in a bowl. It got real weird when my mother put that bowl out with some other snacks for my father’s weekly poker game. I about lost my shit when Mitch Dunham, one of my dear old dad’s oldest friends, said that was some of the best watermelon he’d ever had. That it had a sweet salty thing going on. Fuck him, he was an asshole too. He’d once laughed when my father had smacked me so hard I’d fallen into the little stream we were camping next to. It was fall and early in the morning, my teeth were chattering from the frigid dip, and yet my father would not let me change. Said it would toughen me up. Mitch just kept saying, “Sucks to be you.”

      “No, Mitch, it sucks to be your cum eating self,” I said softly from the kitchen entryway before I went back to my room.

      “You okay?” It was Greg. He was holding a candle up to my face.

      “Yeah, yeah sorry.”

      “You dazed out for a while.”

      “Sorry, just stress. Been on the run for so long I sometimes forget how it is to act normal.”

      We headed up to the second floor, and Greg showed me the accommodations, which consisted of eight bunk beds. My stomach rumbled with enough force to ripple my clothes. I swear it sounded like it said “eat.”

      Greg looked astonished that someone as small as me could produce such a noise. I couldn’t wait to show him what my anus could do. All in good time. I had to know where everyone was and what they were up to. And I was sure as hell not going to underestimate Kindzi. Women were proving to be the much more difficult enemy in this war. She was no Yorley, but she was deadly and suspicious. Two very dangerous attributes. The other three that rounded out this small troop were a family. Dietrich, his wife Heimlich or some shit and their son, Gentry. They were German tourists caught over in the states when the world ended. Greg told me that they hardly spoke any English, that the father had mostly checked out after losing two of their other kids. Heimlich was the point of contact for them, though they didn’t do much of anything.

      “Why do you help them?” I asked.

      “Why wouldn’t we?”

      “You said they don’t do anything but sit there. They don’t go on guard duty, and they don’t hunt for supplies. If they don’t carry their own weight, they’re just a burden to the rest of you. Why wouldn’t you just cut them loose?”

      “That’s not how civilized people act.”

      “Greg, I don’t know if anyone has told you this yet, but there’s no civilization left. People don’t have to act one way or the other.”

      He was looking at me strangely, probably trying to reconcile what his dick was thinking with what his ears were hearing and his eyes were seeing. He was a guy; he’d stick it in me if I was reciting the Gettysburg address in a Yoko Ono high-pitched twang. Nonetheless, I needed to tone it down a bit.

      “I get why you’re doing it though. It’s admirable.” I was trying to act all coy and endearing as I reached up to touch his shoulder, but I didn’t really know what the hell I was doing and I ended up shoving him backwards a couple of inches, in a move reminiscent of what guys typically do to each other.

      “Why don’t you just bat your eyelashes at him. You fucking Neanderthal,” Scarlett said.

      “Like I need your help.”

      “Like, I’m happy to help.” Greg was smiling, thinking I was talking to him.

      “I have got to stop talking out loud,” I bemoaned.

      “You’re losing your shit. Sooner or later, someone is going to catch on and put us all out of our misery,” Scarlett said.

      “That’s where you’re wrong. I’m not miserable; I love this.”

      “I’m … I’m happy about that,” Greg said.

      Scarlett was laughing like a loon. I’d been talking aloud again. This was basic shit; if I couldn’t control thinking from talking, I was indeed screwed.

      “Is there somewhere we can be alone?” I asked. It took Greg so long to answer I was afraid this I had not said audibly. Then I saw his Adam’s apple bobbing.

      “Uh, yeah.” He held his arm out and pointed to a set of stairs that led to the roof.

      “No one’s up there?” I breathed in his ear.

      “No.”

      “No one watching for guard duty?”

      “Andy Holman, who you met earlier, will be coming up soon to relieve Kindzi. She says she’d rather be on the street, can tell if anything is coming better that way. I think she’s just being reckless and endangering herself.”

      “Switch with Andy, and we can watch what comes together.” I stressed the suggestive part. Crude but effective. Who knew guys were so easy to manipulate? I headed up the stairs while Greg quickly let Andy know what was going on. Andy sat up, looked over at me, gave Greg the thumbs up and laid back down. Seemed that everyone was getting what they wanted.

      The door to the roof was unlocked. I walked out into the brisk air and entertained the thought of letting Greg get a little before I killed him. I pulled my sweatshirt up and over my head and tossed it to the side, then yanked the pants off in one fluid motion. The feeling of the cool air on my skin was exhilarating. Greg had come up, the door hit him in the side as he stood looking agape at my form. He took a small step and let it shut tight behind him. He was dumbfounded, but he wasn’t dumb. He began to strip down as quickly as he could before he figured I could change my mind. He struggled with his boots. When they were off, he started coming toward me, his penis leading the way. I’d initially thought I’d let him die with a smile, but it just seemed like it would be a little gay if I let him in. When he stepped closer, I shoved my blade deep between his ribs, searching for his heart. It was a great strike. His struggling was kept to a minimum and the puncturing of at least one of his lungs kept him unable to scream out and warn anybody. He didn’t have enough strength to reach up and grasp the handle. I grabbed him before he could fall over, and I gently lowered him to the ground.

      “Have at it,” I said, not sure that more superfluous words have ever been spoken. Manny was chowing through his neck before he touched down.

      I could feel Scarlett standing off to the side, shaking her head in disapproval. Then the wind picked up, or more accurately it was the feeling of wind picking up, but this was more intense. Maybe like at first we were ankle deep in a fast moving stream and the water was quickly rising to our knees, then thighs. I knew I was in serious danger of being dragged away from the surge. I burrowed deeper into Scarlett’s mind, found the memory of her Great Aunt Greta, whom she had stolen a bottle of Scotch from so her and her friend Emma could drink. Both of them ended up getting sick. I was watching both of them take turns puking in the toilet when I heard Scarlett screaming. She’d apparently lost her footing. I should have just let her the fuck go, ah live and learn, or die ignorant I suppose. I reached a hand out and snagged her as she was about to whistle past. I know she must have been petrified because she thanked me, until at least she realized it was me touching her, then she rooted herself next to me.

      When the shock wore off she began to talk. “What’s happening?”

      “Well, for good or bad, it looks like we’re intertwined with Manny now. Not sure when that happened or how. When he bites another victim he injects a part of himself into the new potential host.”

      “Greg’s going to become a zombie?”

      I looked through our eyes, Manny was sucking at the marrow in Greg’s spine. “I’m gonna go out on a limb and say no. Manny isn’t in infection mode; he’s all about eating right now. Something has clicked in his little virus brain that says it is more important to sustain than repopulate.”

      “So we would have been pulled from here and deposited in Greg’s body?” She was shivering as she spoke.

      “Sort of, I think we’d be in both. And trust me you don’t want to do that, especially one that’s dying. Manny can deal just fine with multiple exposures. I think we’d go crazy.”

      “At least you wouldn’t have far to go.”

      “That’s how you thank me?”

      “Let’s not fool each other. You didn’t do it for me.”

      “And yet I did save you.”

      “I’ll have to live with that.”

      Manny moved through Greg with a reckless abandon, I’m not kidding—pieces of him were flying up in the air as they got caught in the motor boat spinning that was Manny’s mouth. It was pretty impressive the way he reduced the body down to just the basic building blocks. There wasn’t all that much blood. Still probably a good thing I removed my clothes.

      “You done?” I asked a lip smacking Manny.

      “Next.”

      “You’re a fucking glutton. Do you need to do any sort of elimination before I get us dressed again?”

      Manny let a belch go that sounded like an F-16 was shooting by overhead. I realized I was once again back in control. I stood, went over to Greg’s pile of clothes and cleaned off as best I could. My hopes were that we didn’t look like the murderer that we were. Getting the clothes back on wasn’t nearly as easy this time, not with all the meat we had just packed on.

      “You need to let me know when you’re going to go again Manny. We aren’t water buffaloes that just randomly shit whenever the mood strikes. We have to plan this. You pop a squat down on the floor below us and you’re going to get us killed.”

      “Next” was all he had to say.

      “Do I look like the fucking Galloping Gourmet? You’re starting to sound a lot like Hugh.”

      “You do realize you’re having a conversation with a bug right?” Scarlett just had to throw that in there.

      “Yeah, well, this bug runs the show, so I’m prepared to grovel at his little spider legs if it comes down to it.”

      “You’re pathetic.”

      “Nope, I’m alive and that’s all that matters. Let me tell you, sister, being a dead hero is for losers. The only fuckers that care that you’re a hero are the living. You don’t give a shit because you’re dead. Wretched, dismal, despicable, strong, heroic, altruistic—those are all human constructs. I do what I do for survival, which is an animalistic construct. Most people like to think they’re above that, that they are somehow better than animals. I say fuck that, those beasts have it right. You do whatever it takes to survive, end of story.”

      “Talk about twisting the facts to suit your own twisted mind.”

      “Well, enlighten me.”

      “Yes, it is survival of the fittest in the animal kingdom, but not for the sole reason of keeping that animal alive but rather to pass his genes on, to become immortal through the raising of offspring. Now unless I’m mistaken, the world has lucked out and there are no little Timmies running around. See, you couldn’t even get that right. That’s how I know there’s a God, He realized the mistake that is you and did not allow you to procreate.”

      “Oh, Scarlett, there’s going to come a time when I’m going to miss these discussions. This isn’t one of them.” I turned to focus all of my attention on obtaining the rest of my dinner.

      I opened up the door, a part of me expecting to run headlong into Kindzi’s barrel and the explosive sound of a round drilling through my skull. What I received instead were the combined snores of the Kraut family and Andy. I’d sort of been hoping to find Kindzi in bed; she was the one that needed to be dealt with next. For all the faults I believed women to have, they were proving to be the most resourceful in this struggle. Had it always been this way? Did men just believe themselves to be better fighters because they were stronger? Women would have to rely more on stealth and their minds to achieve the same results. I didn’t want to think about it and I certainly didn’t want to believe that the gender I’d been belittling my entire life might actually be better than myself. Fuck that! Why are you thinking like that?

      I moved slowly over to a slumbering Andy, Manny was as excited as a pit-bull about to receive a giant steak bone.

      “Careful, Manny, careful.” I tried to slow his roll, but he was having none of it. Took the reins from me easier than I’d taken Cathy Higgins’ virginity in the back of my Olds. Crazy what a fifth of Jack can make a girl do.

      “What are you doing?” It was Kindzi, and she was off to our right in the deep shadows of the room.

      Manny didn’t turn to look, and I couldn’t.

      “I asked you a question, bitch!” Then came the telltale sound of a round being chambered. Manny still didn’t give a shit; he was locked on his target. The hunt was all that mattered. For as much as he was advanced compared to Hugh, he had a lot of dangerous similarities. Andy was just sitting up as we were leaning over. His forehead smashed into our mouth. Manny just started biting down, grasping a sliver of skin and ripping it free.

      Andy started screaming, Kindzi wasted no time and fired. The bullet hit high on the shoulder. The pain was intense; I knew because Manny had relinquished the extremities controls so I could extricate ourselves from the fucking predicament he’d got us into. Manny had torn Andy’s nose clean off and was thoroughly masticating it. Andy was trying to push us away, and I was trying to pull him closer while also attempting to turn him over. Kindzi was approaching to get a better shot as I pulled Andy into a tight hug, trying to use him as a barrier.

      “I’m shot, I’m shot!” Scarlett was screaming and running around like her hair was on fire.

      “Yeah, that’s helpful,” I muttered through closed teeth. “Manny, you need to let me talk.”

      He wasn’t happy about it, but he gave it over to me pretty quickly.

      “Any closer, and I’ll kill him!” I shouted, hoping to halt her progress. It worked. Now, if Andy would shut up his incessant wailing about how much pain he was in, I could get us out of this situation.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Kindzi still had her rifle up. She was less than ten feet away. Being small was definitely an advantage this time, as I was almost nearly shielded by the bigger man. “I knew you weren’t right in the fucking head.” She began to look around. “Greg? Greg, where are you?” There was a slight quiver in her voice. There was not a note of that when she turned her full wrath on me. “What did you do with him!?”

      “I fucked his brains out.” It was sort of true, I’d more fucked him out of his brains. That’s funny shit right there. My humor was lost on my dim-witted audience. I pulled Andy back a step or two. Right there on his nightstand was my key to getting out of this tight spot; I just had to hope it was loaded. I leaned down and grabbed the gun. Kindzi shot again. Pain radiated up from the wound. She’d impaled my left hand.

      “That fucking hurt!” I spat as I twisted Andy and started shooting. Four shots later, I’d hit nothing but air and stupid Dietrich’s forehead. His eyes crossed, and he fell back on the bed. I wasn’t happy about eating a cold meal, but that wasn’t my biggest problem at the moment. Kindzi and her ninja skills had taken my shooting spree as an opportunity to get Heimlich and little Gentry out through the only escape avenue available to them, up onto the roof.

      We’d been shot twice, and Manny diverted some of his resources to getting us patched up. I went over and locked the access door and even threw a bureau in front of it. Manny was going to need to eat, and eat a lot, to fix the wounds. Andy’s whimpering lasted almost the whole time we chewed through his calves and halfway up his thigh. There were some violent kicks thrust out by dying electrical impulses, then he was still. Got to admit, with just a little seasoning, he would have been perfect. What I wouldn’t have done for some garlic salt.

      When we finished with Andy, we still hadn’t heard anything from those above us. Like anything else, that could be good or bad. Manny seemed kind of disgusted with himself as he tore into the already dead Dietrich. Sort of like he was a heavy set girl who had just pushed away from the table after eating an extraordinarily large meal and then diving into half of a pecan pie. That kind of disgusted. Or maybe it was more like she was an upper-cruster who had just eaten a large bowl of caviar and then had slummed it down with a fast food burger. Yeah, that was it, like he was too good to eat cold meat but just couldn’t help himself.

      We were about halfway through Dietrich when I felt the severe clutches in my stomach, like someone had tied up my fucking intestines. Seen and done a lot of disgusting things, this rapidly was heading to the top. I ripped those pants off like they were on fire. Manny never stopped eating as he began the bowel evacuation process. Thick, wet, gloppy chunks of half-digested meat slopped onto the floor in bulky blocks of stink infused stool. And yet he kept eating. You know, I’ve heard of those sick fucks that take a sandwich into the bathroom while they’re taking a shit. How fucking hungry do you have to be, that eating while taking a dump seems like a good idea? The stench of zombies is one thing, the stench of dead bodies is another. Whatever an eaten human smells like I don’t believe can be classified with something so mundane as “stink.” The idea of shattering my nose against a brick wall holds infinite more appeal than having to soak up that essence into my olfactory senses.

      I retreated, I thought pretty far in, but I couldn’t even catch a glimpse of Scarlett. I was absently picking through her memories, some as deep as her feelings about her first love, others as basic as what type of toothpaste to buy at the grocery store. Everything was housed here like a giant warehouse of thoughts. Some of it made sense, but most of it looked like blurry imagery through a rain soaked windshield without the use of wipers.

      I wanted to sleep, but I was afraid Kindzi might be of some sort of relation to Yorley and would find a way down the roof and double back on us, so I needed to stay somewhat alert. My name drifted in lazily at first and then got more forceful when I didn’t respond.

      “SLAVE!” It was Manny. I snapped to. We’d not yet moved from our own private cesspool. Seemed Manny was still reveling a little bit in his last meal. He’d once again relinquished controls. I wish he’d give me a heads up; I didn’t catch us until our knees plunged down into the foul, goopy mixture of Andy and Greg.

      “It is time to eat” was all he said.

      “Fetch.” Apparently Scarlett had come at the request as well. “You really are his slave.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “You’re the parasite’s little bitch is what I’m saying. He eats until he’s done and then when that’s over he makes you go and get some more. What part of that is so difficult for you to understand?”

      “I am in control here!” I yelled at her.

      “You don’t really believe that, do you?” she said evenly, not raising her voice to match mine. “What about this alludes to the illusion of control?”

      “I do things for him under my own volition.”

      “You do things for him because if you don’t, he will kill you. Pretty close to the original definition of slavery.”

      She was making points I didn’t want to hear, so I started off in another direction hoping to move her from the point she was trying to make. “So what the fuck are you doing here? If I’m the slave, what does that make you? Even worse is what it is!”

      “Me? I’m biding my time, Tim-Tim. I’m figuring out how all of this works, and when the time is right I’m going to kill the both of you.”

      I laughed. I could only hope she didn’t see it was more of a cover-up for how nervous she was making me. She sounded so confident, so sure of herself. I don’t fucking know why I didn’t just take action right there and then; part of it was because I didn’t want her believing that she was somehow unnerving me.

      “You’re just a bitch.” That was my parting shot, and for some reason she shut up. I thought wrongly then it was because I’d “told her.” Turns out it was just her being smart. I walked over to the door that led up, got over to the side and knocked heavily on it.

      “Pizza delivery!” I shouted. Kindzi put a nice fat round into the heavy door.

      “We didn’t order anything!”

      I admit I was relieved to find out she was not on par with Yorley. She was still there awaiting my arrival up top.

      I knocked again. “Land shark!” I called out.

      “What do you want, you psycho cunt!”

      “See that body off to your right … scratch that, sorry; my right, your left. That’s what I want to do to you. Do to you all. Just like I did Andy and Sauerkraut Stan over here.”

      Three more rounds impacted the door, none of them having enough juice to burrow through. I wondered how long I could keep tempting her into using her diminishing supply of projectiles. I knocked again. “This is going to end with you three in my stomach.”

      No more shots; either she’d wised up or she was out.

      “Give me the boy and the mother and I’ll let you go!” It wasn’t true, but just giving her that option had to be a serious mind fuck for her. It would be great if she actually did it. It had to be wreaking havoc on her psyche. Even the most altruistic person walking the planet has to have thoughts about doing something just for themselves every once in a while. That one did strike deep, since a short volley of rounds was punctuated by a sharp “Fuck you!” I’d planted the seed into her head, now the question was whether I could make it bear fruit.

      “Seriously Kindzi, you could walk away from this. Who are they to you anyway? Have you said more than a handful of words to them since they came here? You and I both know they’ve been a drain on your resources.”

      There was nothing for a long time. I was thinking of a way to get out there, even wondering if it was worth it. I was startled when she actually responded.

      “You’ll let me go?”

      “There’s my girl,” I said softly. “You have my word.”

      “You can’t!” Scarlett raged.

      “Are you kidding me? I can do whatever the fuck I want. The idea is that we keep Manny happy, and eating those people, well, that will definitely make him happy.”

      “All right, I’m sending them out! You’re going to have to unlock the door.” There was begging and crying. There was no language barrier with the word “no.” The mother was not going peacefully into the night. I’d no sooner flipped the lock and Manny had seized control.

      “Hold on!” I yelled. “It could be a trap!”

      He yanked the door open. The mother and child were behind Kindzi and her rifle; a round blasted through our chest plate. There was a sonic screeching in our skull. As quickly as Manny had taken the lead, he had relinquished it. I slammed the door shut, another bullet ripping Scarlett’s middle finger clean off. Manny processed pain differently than Scarlett and I did, but we were all in agony. Scarlett was not enjoying being the victim of high speed projectiles and was struggling to do anything else besides scream. I was doing my best to make sure the door was secure and to get us to a place of relative safety while Manny marshaled the forces and began the process of getting us back into fighting shape. I got us to one of the bunk beds and laid down as quickly as possible. It was a struggle, as the pain was blinding and all encompassing.

      “You dead yet?” came through the door.

      I had to respond. If I didn’t, she’d shoot through the lock, find us on the bed, and finish the job.

      “Manny, going to need some help here.”

      He was in his own agony, doing his best to repair issues that no human being was meant to suffer. Scarlett’s entire breast plate had received damage. Where the bullet had hit was drilled out completely, but spider web cracks had radiated out from the impact zone as well, completely across the expansive bone. Scarlett’s left lung had collapsed, and the bullet at this point had taken a hard left and blew through two of our ribs. Right this very second, I would have welcomed a quick and merciful death. Breathing was difficult and painful, felt like a small car was parked on our chest. And no matter how hard I tried, I could not get a full breath. I felt like I was slowly suffocating.

      “Endorphins man, flood this fucker with some endorphins!”

      Manny started shifting and cataloging Scarlett’s thoughts looking for the reference. It seemed like days, maybe eternities had passed and then a warm tingling feeling began to flood through our entire system. I wanted to tell him he may have gone a little overboard with the drugs, but fuck it, we’d just about died, so I’d take being a little loopy for a while.

      “Besht ri’ve rever been!” I let Kindzi know.

      “Oh, you sound fantastic.”

      “Rum and ree,” I baited her.

      “Oh I think I’ll wait a couple of minutes until you bleed out.”

      “Good fucking thing,” I said internally. “Manny, you’d better get on this; she’s going to be coming soon.”

      What happened next threw me for a fucking loop. Not sure if Manny was affected by the drugs or I was and I’d heard it wrong. “I’m sorry.” This from Manny.

      “Umm, yeah, next time, maybe run the crazy shit by me and we’ll see if it’s going to work.”

      He didn’t say anything else, but by degrees we all started to feel better.

      “We’re not dead?” Scarlett asked.

      “Why? Would you have missed me?”

      “I would have missed my opportunity to make you pay for all the suffering you’ve caused.”

      “Only a woman could sour how good we’re feeling right now. Can’t you just enjoy this for a little while before you become Super Bitch and Queen of the Rag again?”

      “We just got fucking shot. Or have you already forgotten?”

      “We’re a zombie now dipshit; you’d better get used to the feeling, I’ve got a hunch it’s not going to be the last time.” I brought my right hand up to our face. “Hey, at least I can’t flip you off anymore.” And then I started to laugh.

      I could sense the deep horror within her. “Where’s … where’s my damn finger?!”

      “On the floor over by the door.” I tried to point with my phantom digit. Scarlett was not keen on my attempt at humor.
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      Kindzi knocked a few more times during the night, trying to ascertain our condition. I didn’t respond. I was feeling leaps and bounds better and had since gotten off the bed, gone to the kitchen, grabbed what I needed, and stood guard by the door in case she had enough guts to give it a go. Darkness prevailed. Kindzi was going to wait for what she perceived as the relative safety of day. The sun was just poking its intruding nose through the windows when there was a slight rap on the door. It sounded like Kindzi was trying to prevent waking the dead.

      “You up?” She’d said it so softly, so intimately, I would have sworn she’d known I was right on the other side of the door. I stepped to the side; I knew what was coming next. She twisted the knob a few times then put five rounds in the handle. Metal parts fell to the floor in a jumbled heap of junk. My heart quickened as the light coming in from the new hole was blocked out, Kindzi was looking through it trying to see if anyone was on the other side. What I wouldn’t have done for a screwdriver right then. I would have scrambled her fucking brains if I’d been given half a chance.

      She kicked the door in. It slammed against the wall opposite me. I could hear her scurrying back up the stairs.

      “Come on,” I hissed. “Papa’s gotta eat.” Honestly, right there, I don’t know if I was speaking on behalf of myself or Manny, and being even more forthright, I didn’t give a shit.

      After a couple of minutes of nothing happening, Kindzi was on the move again. Her footfalls were as quiet as an ant’s on shag carpeting, and still I heard her. The barrel of her rifle slowly poked through the opening. When half of it was through, I sprang into action. With my left hand, I grasped the metal tube and pulled it toward me. Kindzi’s face was a mixture of surprise and horror. As she got closer, I brought my cast iron frying pan-clad right hand down onto the top of her skull. The rifle came away easily into my hand as Kindzi fell to the ground. She was twitching violently from the crushing blow. Her legs were moving like she was in the midst of a road race, and her arms as if she were in a prizefight.

      “Was that so fucking hard?” I asked, staring down at her body.

      “Let her go,” Scarlett sobbed.

      “Yeah, as if that’s going to happen.” I looked up from my soon-to-be fresh kill. The sun had been blocked, and Heimlich was standing there. I was stuck in the crosshairs of her pistol.

      “Fuck,” I muttered.

      She tried to pull the trigger, and nothing happened. When she realized that I knew that, she turned, grabbed her boy, and started running. I don’t know where the hell she thought she was going, but I was close on her heels. I certainly hadn’t been expecting what happened next. She jumped off the roof, dragging her boy with her. He hit the concrete head first, and it had ended quickly for him. Heimlich, though, she was in for a much worse ride. I wouldn’t know until after we dragged her back into the firehouse and ate her, but she’d shattered both femurs and her pelvic bone in addition to her spine. The great thing about it was that whatever cruel god monitored the earth, it had not seen anything in its great mercy to sever the nerves that connected to her pain receptors.

      Her throat bled from the screams that ripped through her vocal chords. Normally, I like to eat in relative peace, but this was like mood music as we chomped through Gentry then Kindzi. She’d calmed considerably by the time we worked our way to her. Probably had something to do with me holding up the severed head of her son to her face right before I started eating her genitals. I wonder if that classifies as having some sort of an Oedipal complex? I actually got Manny to use the bathroom, felt like I’d finally potty trained my dog or some shit. Couldn’t have been any prouder. Of course, no one was ever going to be able to use that thing again, but we were now as clean as a whistle. We used the shower in the station house to clean up. The problem was once again going to be clothing. This was as bad as being the Hulk. That should really make sense to just about anybody; if not, he rips all his clothing every time he transforms into a giant green monster. Just like we destroy ours every time we eat. Must buy his wardrobe in bulk from Wally World. Now that I’m thinking about Wally World and clothing for large monsters, why the fuck didn’t he just wear spandex all the time?

      I’d seen some over-sized ogres walking the aisles of Wally’s, having stuffed five hundred pounds of blubber into an outfit created for a yoga master. Why the hell couldn’t the hulk have donned it as well? Random thought, I suppose. If I was going down that road, it might be better if I found us some rain slickers so we could just hose them off every time we ate. Luckily, we were downtown, and there had to be some sort of overpriced boutique selling used shit as retro and trendy. All they were really, were Goodwill stores with higher price tags. The shower was also going to be a no go for the next poor souls to find themselves there. Chunks of things I don’t think I could identify had filled in all the small holes in the drain. Bile swirled around the bottom. I got out and looked in the mirror. Besides the puckered hole in our chest and the missing finger, we still looked pretty good. I’d fuck me, and that’s saying a lot.

      Funny, Manny had eaten more food in the last couple of days than Scarlett had probably eaten in a year, and yet we’d lost weight. Sure, Scarlett was horrified with what she’d become and what her body was doing without her permission. The scarring was cause for concern, and she just outright ignored the missing digit, but I could sense a sick sort of fascination within her as she looked at her svelte body. Gone were any more of the traditional trouble spots she’d been working on. The apocalypse had sculpted her body, and she was sort of ashamed to admit she liked it.

      I grabbed my bag and Kindzi’s no-longer-needed weapon and left the devastation of the firehouse behind, naked as the day Scarlett had been born. She was mortified, like she might meet up with Tiffany from the country club, or something. A few zombies had been milling around by the front door, they quickly went in to see if I’d left them any scraps. I’m sure if I were to go back in, I’d see them leaning down in the shower stall lapping up the excrement that had sloughed off of me. Scarlett had sort of checked out, much like Clarence had in my previous body. This kind of existence wasn’t for everyone; it took a certain mettle to deal with this. Not everyone had it.

      “Two hundred and forty fucking dollars for this? Why?” I asked, holding up the pair of jeans, thinking that maybe the stitching was made from 24 karat gold. We were inside Francesca’s Fresh for You shop, where everything had been worn before, most of it being from the closets of dead people! Sure, the last part of the slogan I made up, but it’s certainly true. Why the fuck Aunt Sophia’s clothing is now hip and in style I don’t fucking know, since she had about as much class as a summer vacation. Oh come on, don’t tell me that you’ve never watched Fat Albert? Whatever. I grabbed somewhere close to two thousand bucks’ worth of stuff, even had the presence of mind to get a large handbag and shove some extra things into it for when I inevitably ruined my stuff. I was three steps out of the store when I realized I had no fucking idea what I was going to do.

      I was at a loss, Yorley was a dead end, and I had no fresh leads on getting some food. Manny was quiet for the moment, but he was a petulant child who would rear his head sooner rather than later. I just kind of stood there in a vapor lock. For so long, I’d been hunting or plotting revenge, and now I basically had nothing. I still wanted to kill the woman who had originally shot me and left me for dead and definitely Yorley, but I had nothing to go on. Wasn’t like I could get on the internet and do a search. Search … that word started to roll around my brain. At first, it was the size of a pea, but as it began to roll quicker it grew in size until soon it was the size of a small boulder smashing around inside my head. Search, yes, one of those. A phone book would work, although of course there was going to be ten thousand Garcias in the San Francisco area. I had to hope that Yorley, first off, had a listed number, and second, that she had a landline in a terrain that was getting more and more dominated by a cell type of life, and third, that the phone was in her name. Bitch like that, though, she wouldn’t let a man use his name, most likely she was the bull, so that shouldn’t be a problem.

      It took a lot longer to find a damn phone book than I expected. I’d walked the streets looking for a booth for a couple of hours and when I figured that wasn’t going to yield any results, I finally got the brilliant idea to go into a hotel. The concierge had to have one. How the fuck else would they know what numbers to call for escort services? What a strange world we lived in. Prostitutes were illegal, but as long as you put yourself in the yellow pages and labeled yourself as a “professional dater,” everything was kosher. My heartbeat quickened as I grabbed that monstrously antiquated, wasteful book of phone numbers. There were way more chances of this being a dead end than a gold-filled pot at the finish line. But there was a part of me that saw this as preordained. Yorley and I were somehow intertwined; one of us was going to die and one of us was going to be triumphant. That we would meet again was already in the cards. The dice had been thrown, the die cast, and all that other supernatural shit. Besides, I needed to rip her ovaries out through her neck. So there was that.

      Five hundred fast-breeding Garcias were in the book. Good thing the fucking z-poc happened when it had, probably be ten thousand of them by now. Of those five hundred, fourteen had a first name that started with a Y. I didn’t give a shit about Yadira, Yago, Yoel or the wittily named Yazmin. That left ten Y Garcias. That was doable; that was extremely doable. Plus, it gave me something to do. Two were close enough I could walk there in the next hour or so. The day was looking bright. I was just about fucking skipping when I heard the sound of an engine. Manny pulled his head up. He’d been checking on our wounds, making sure everything was still working the way it was supposed to. Scarlett was in the corner, I think making “brrpp” sounds with her finger running up and down on her lips. I’d deal with her eventually. I was stuck in a sort of no man’s land. There was a vacant lot to my right I could hide in, or I could run across the street, nothing was obviously open, though, and I could find myself pulling on a locked door when they rolled up. Plus, they were driving, so they were potentially food and I didn’t necessarily want them to pass on by. I had to play this like I was scared though. A woman alone on the street was suspicious in its own right.

      I went into the overgrown vacant lot, ducking down low. I was thinking about a way in which to “reveal” myself that wouldn’t look overly obvious when the vehicle stopped directly across from me. The occupants nicely released me from that responsibility.

      “I can see you,” he called out. “I have infrared; just stand up slowly with your hands where I can see them.”

      “Fuck.” I had no doubt they were talking about me and not some other unfortunate person who had been spotted. I’d not been expecting to see what I did as I slowly got up. It was an older car, a Hearst, fifties maybe, with large fins riding down the side. Instead of the traditional black, it was painted in a dark metallic green. A large purple circular painting or a sticker was affixed to the passenger door, two crossed swords overlaying a shield and a globe, with some Latin words.

      “We’re not here to hurt you. We’re here to help!” The man waved, putting down his infrared device and casually picking up his rifle. “My name is Heath, and I’m a part of Monster Squad!”

      I felt like I was getting punked, even looked around for the hidden cameras. The man got out of the car, looked to be somewhere in his late thirties. Fit and not of the thin wiry type of someone on the edge of survival but someone with access to food and equipment. Salt and pepper hair was cut clean and close to his scalp. He stank of military, except for the heavy beard—that part didn’t fit in, unless he was special ops. He still had the fucking rifle up, then I realized I as of yet hadn’t said anything.

      “Scarlett, my name is Scarlett,” I gulped.

      “Well, Scarlett, I’m Heath Stallcup, and it’s a pleasure to meet you. My partner over there is Sam Wells.” The other man was scanning the area, looking for threats. He turned and nodded to me when Heath mentioned his name. “It’s safe. I promise you can come with us.” He lowered his weapon and beckoned me to come forward. “This is your lucky day, darling.” Heath was smiling.

      “It certainly is,” I said softly as I approached.

      “We have a facility we can take you to. You’ll be safe there.”

      “I would like that.”

      “We just have to complete this mission, and we’ll head back there.”

      Sam never turned around or looked in the rearview mirror once I was in the car. He was all business, looking around for danger. Heath, on the other hand, became a chatty Kathy, began telling me who the Monster Squad was and what they were all about. I heard his words, but all I could think about was meat, and why was it still yammering. If I listened to Manny, you would think we hadn’t eaten in days and that our stomach was in danger of sucking itself into its own self. Scarlett herself was really hoping that the monster hunter up front would be able to help her. That was a laugh because he was dead; he just didn’t have the good graces to realize it yet. Within five minutes, Sam had stopped the car. We were in front of DB Coopers Toy and Game Emporium.

      “You see anything?” Heath asked Sam. Sam shook his head.

      “You stay inside here. Scarlett, we’ll be right back.”

      “I’d rather not,” I told him honestly, getting out.

      “If you come, no weapons; we’ll protect you.”

      That I wasn’t expecting. I would have to find another way to deal with them. I nodded.

      “Okay, you stay close to us then,” Heath said.

      “Of course. I certainly wouldn’t want you to get away.”

      Sam turned and was looking at me funny.

      “From me, I wouldn’t want you to get away from me.” I think that appeased him. Didn’t matter much; I was going to end this soon. Sure, they seemed to have a haven for wayward souls, but it would be heavily guarded by military personnel and the chances that I could rampage through their ranks without getting caught and shot were marginal at best. I would eat these two and then continue on my quest. Monsters around the world would owe me one.

      “Okay, just stay quiet and stay behind us,” Heath urged.

      The front of the store had seen better days. Glass was blown inward and outward. A serious battle had been waged here. My guess was that the newest gaming system had come out and there were limited supplies. The fight had started outside and had been dragged in when the doors opened in the morning. Couchy and his friend Tater had shot up Geekster and Nerd Man pretty good in their quest for a Fun Station or a Z Crate 420. The first few feet inside of the store were layered in blood, literally. Like someone had filled up containers of the crap and threw it at the walls and let it pool on the ground. The sheer amount of people that must have died here was impressive. No intact bodies was all the information I needed to know that zombies had won the day here.

      Sam was in a typical strategic pose, slightly bent at the knees and back, rifle up. Where his head moved, so did the rifle. He was very careful and deliberate when he laid his feet down to not make any noise. Heath was doing the same, his tactical boots silent as he moved. We were clear of the blood zone, toys lined the shelves. I knew there were zombies here, but they did not yet know we were. That was about to change real quick. I had to convince a reluctant Manny that we were going to need to share this meal. These two were too dangerous, and the chances I could take out both weren’t great even with the element of surprise. Manny sent a short screeching burst of the zombie speak out. Immediately, Sam’s hand went up in the universal “halt” gesture. Had he heard it?

      “Zombies,” he whispered without turning around.

      Yes, there were zombies, just not enough. Five to be exact; that was how many had responded to Manny anyway. These two could dispatch of them easily enough, and we’d be back at square one.

      “Think Scarl—I mean Tim.” I breezed past my mistake as an idea popped into my head. I let Manny know the sequence of events, and he let his friends know. Scarlett hid deeper from that ear-splitting, mind-numbing communication. I got closer to the shelf and threw my elbow out there, knocking over a bunch of dolls and glitter. The resultant clatter was extremely loud in the quiet cocoon Sam and Heath were trying to construct. I smiled as Sam turned to see the source of the noise. There was a look of disgust when he realized what I’d done, then a quick moment of realization that I’d set him up when he saw my predatory grin then heard heavy footfalls coming down the aisle at him. He might have been able to stop them, but not the two that had launched themselves over the shelving to his immediate left.

      I’d bent over, and as I stood, I grabbed a handful of the “pixie dust” in my left hand, and in my right, the elf-like doll that must have gone with it. Sam got hit from the side, knocking him to the far side of the aisle. Heath was shooting at the two zombies coming down the aisle. One had part of his head blown out. I waited until he killed the second before I screamed out.

      “Help me!” Could have got a fucking Emmy for how desperate I sounded. Well, the female voice was good for something besides saying dinner was ready, I suppose. As Heath turned, I tossed a fistful of the eye-aggravating, metal-shaving-like pixie dust, aka glitter, straight into his eyes and mouth. He was blind, and even more so when I jammed the fairy doll feet first into his right closed eyelid. I’d not realized just how hard I’d hit him, at least until I had dislodged his eyeball. He let his weapon drop down, the tactical sling holding it in place by his chest. His hands reached up to wrap around the body of the doll. I wasn’t thinking, I was just acting, and I couldn’t help myself. I reached down and grabbed that optic nerve dangling orb and popped it into my mouth like a gumball. I wrapped my tongue around the flavorful globe before crunching my canines down. A thick jet of jelly like fluid dispersed within my mouth. This was punctuated by Heath’s screams.

      Sam had taken bites to the face and neck and lost three of his fingers down the throat of one of the zombies, yet he fought on. He might have actually succeeded in winning if I hadn’t grabbed the knife from Heath’s sheath and plunged it into Sam’s belly. Whatever fight he had in him flew out the hole in his gut when I withdrew the blade.

      “Why?” he asked as he slumped to the ground, two ravenous, rabid, feeding frenzied zombies on top of him. They were shaking their heads back and forth as they bit deeply and tore chunks of him away like lions on the savannah.

      “Why? Because I’m a monster of course!” I laughed. Heath was trying desperately to rub out the small bit of dust from his one good eye. I’ll give him that, he was a trooper. Had a doll shoved halfway into his skull, and he was trying to fight on. I grabbed his rifle before he could attempt to. I was rewarded with a right cross to the side of my head. With the palm of my hand, I smacked the head of the doll. The feet had to be scraping his frontal lobe. I was giving him a lobotomy by pixie. Heath got rigid, looked like he was at the position of attention. I hit the release on his sling and pulled the rifle free just as a lone zombie came to claim a prize he thought was his. I gave him 5.56 reasons why it wasn’t. The two zombies taking care of Sam looked up momentarily and then went back about their business.

      “Can you still hear me, Heath?” I asked as I placed his rifle on the shelf. His blood-streaked good eye tracked it, but very slowly as if he were on a deliberate delay. He looked over to me. Confusion arched his eyebrow then anger forced it down. He’d known what I’d done. Good, that made this better.

      “I’m betting getting skull-fucked by a fairy wasn’t on your to do list today. Did you know that fairies were once considered to be a part of the undead? I think it was the Celtics that thought that. Generally, the little beasts were full of menace and malice. Well, you know the old axiom, ‘Live by the monster, die by the monster.’” His eyes pleaded as I moved my hand up and grabbed the body of the doll, twisting it slightly from side to side while also putting some pressure on it. Water and blood leaked from his good eye. Nothing moved except that eye and occasionally his hands, which seemed riveted to his sides, clenching and unclenching. Oh yeah, those two things, then his bowels loosened, so technically three. But who’s counting? I didn’t know why I wanted to inflict so much pain on him; maybe it was because I was indeed a monster and his reason for existence was to purge the world of me and things like me. I took that as a personal affront. As well I should, I suppose. Anyone that wanted to kill me needed to die. If he was to be my example to the rest of these soldiers, then so be it.

      I was thinking some poetic justice might be to just leave him there like that. Warn other zombies away from him and leave him untouched—well, further untouched, I suppose. A warning to others who so dared to attempt to rid the night of our darkness. Yeah, that changed quickly when I ran the idea past Manny. I pushed harder on the doll, knocking Heath over, his skull whacking the hard, tiled ground with a sickening cracking sound. We’d broken the brain shell. Like a runny yoke, his brain matter began to leak out. This was all the impetus Manny needed to start eating. He started lapping up the fluid like a thirsty dog.

      “All this good meat, and you’re licking floor food. What the hell is the matter with you?”

      I let Manny do his thing. Heath’s eye struggled to watch us. He held on to the light of life a lot longer than I’d expected. I’d thought about coating him in a heavy glossing of ass juice when we were done, but I’d made my point. I coaxed Manny to the employee bathroom and well, you know, took care of business. I’m not sure why I feel the need to explain this every time I do it. I think it’s because it’s such an epic event. As a 6’5” beast of a man, I’d taken some thick, burrito-sized shits in my time. More than once, I’d had to hotfoot it out of my current lay’s apartment because I’d choked that toilet up to the point where it would probably be easier to just replace it than to ever try and get my brick down through. And not once did anything I’d ever done, if I added a week’s worth, compare to what blew through my colon every time I ate a person. I don’t know if human meat just created explosive diarrhea or, more likely, it was just the vast volume of food eaten.

      Sure, Manny runs fast and hot and when he sustains damage; he needs LOTS of calories to fix himself but not five hundred pounds’ worth. I don’t know how it is for women, probably a lot closer than you’re willing to admit, but as a man, shitting is fantastic. It’s a way to crap out all the shit you have to swallow throughout your day, like the person that sits in the cube next to you that smacks their lips with every chew of their bubblegum, the old woman from Sweden or some stupid place that microwaves fish heads every day for lunch. Your pinhead boss who tells you that you’re underperforming, on his way out for a golf date. The douchebag that cut you off this morning, the guy behind you at the coffee shop who can’t believe you had the audacity to get in line before him. Each and every one of them, you want to snap their necks, but instead you swallow a little shit—it beats going to jail. And then that night, well, you drop off all the kids in the pool, so to speak. It’s not just a cleansing of your colon but one of your psyche as well. It’s one of life’s little pleasures, a break from the day, stress relief, throne sitting. It all applies, and when you do it better than anyone? Well, then it’s just that much more fulfilling. So even when Manny was done purging the system, I stayed there just a little while longer reveling in the feeling and contemplating how good it was going to feel when it was Yorley I was washing down the drain.

      I stood, sighed, and spoke, “I’m coming for you Yorley.”

      Scarlett took that moment to reawaken from whatever she’d been up to. “Oh, God no!”
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      The first two houses were a bust. There hadn’t been so much as a fat baby to curb my appetite. The third house held promise. The windows were boarded up, and I could see candlelight leaking out through haphazardly pulled curtains. I thought about just striding up and knocking. Although, on second thought, that might not be the best course of action. Yorley had seen Scarlett change over and actually chase me. The first thing she’d do if she saw her friend was put a bullet in her head and then apologize if needs dictated. Stealth was going to be the better part of caution on this one. I crossed the street and hid in the shadows of some large bushes. I kept a vigilant watch for a couple of hours, and when nothing happened, I relaxed and sat back against the house to my rear.

      My patience was wearing thin. Well, that’s a lie because I barely have any, so it’s already at a pretty shaved down level. Let’s just say I was getting to the point of kicking in the front door and letting the chips fall where they may. I had Heath’s rifle, I could fuck some shit up in a hurry.

      “Let’s do this!” I was psyching myself up. I was nearly standing when the front door opened slowly. I half-expected the barrel of a rifle to poke out. Instead, a young man, somewhere in his twenties, stuck his head out, looked both ways, and then the rest of him stepped out onto the porch. A match lit up his face. He certainly looked as if he could be related to Yorley. He was clearly of Hispanic descent. I loved those fuckers; they always tasted just a little bit spicier, like they bathed themselves in hot sauce, marinating. From across the street, I could smell the sweet leaf of a burning joint. He was getting stoned.

      “Don’t stay out there too long, Hector,” I heard a woman’s voice call out. I couldn’t be sure if it was Yorley.

      “Yeah, Hector, don’t stay out here too long. You just never really know who you’re going to run into,” I said from the relative safety of my hiding spot. I thought about coming out and chatting him up, but the joint had me rethinking that. Some people got real jumpy when they were high, and I wasn’t going to risk catching a bullet. I was going to wait until the full effects of the drug took hold, wait until he slept, and then I could deal with Yorley in peace. He took three quick huffs in succession, blew out a hell of a cloud, carefully snuffed out the cherry on the railing, placed it in his pocket, and went back inside.

      It was a few more hours when the candle finally went out. After that, I gave it as much time as I could before the excitement in me just threatened to boil over. Yorley was here, and I was going to savor every delicious piece of that melted milk chocolate color of her skin. I don’t know that I’ve ever wanted something as bad as her. It was a pull like no other. I was going to check the front door just because it was the closest, and who knows, maybe Hector was a little hazy in remembering to lock it up. As much as I thirsted to taste Yorley’s flesh, I also had to keep it in the back of my mind that she was easily the most dangerous adversary I’d had to date and it would be very unwise of me to lose focus on that.

      “Fucking locked,” I said as I tried to twist the knob. I crept around back, happy that there was no dog. That made sense. Dogs made noise. In the old world, that’s what you wanted. Noise scared humans with bad intentions away; noise in this day and age brought zombies. Their loss, my gain. It was the same around back. I was pretty sure, even with this body, I could kick the back door in. They’d be confused for a few seconds, but nobody survived these days without having some skill, and Yorley was jam packed with it. No, I needed a more stealthy way in.

      The basement windows looked promising—small, but so was Scarlett. I grabbed a blouse out of my bag, placed it over the glass and punched. There was a crunch, and then a slight tinkle of glass raining down onto a carpeted floor. That was a stroke of luck. I waited for a flashlight to click on or some sort of movement. Nothing. I reached in, undid the latch, and pushed the window open. Pure silence, not so much as a squeal. Scarlett wasn’t much more than a hundred and twenty pounds soaking wet, but by the time we were up to our waist through the window, I had a moment of panic where I thought we were going to get stuck. My legs were flailing trying to get some momentum to pull the rest of me through, and in the throes of my movement, I struck and knocked over a floor lamp. It fell to the floor, sounded like a foghorn cutting through the dark. I didn’t know if I should stop everything I was doing and listen to see if anyone was coming or struggle harder to break free.

      I wiggled like an epileptic until I popped loose, scraping my chin up pretty good when it bounced off the window sill. I dropped to the floor and spun around, figuring for sure Yorley had me in her sites. My heart labored to keep up with the demands I was exerting on it. Still nothing, no questioning words, no sounds of alarm, and more importantly, no bullets firing. It was at this point I knew I wasn’t at Yorley’s. I’d be dead, end of story. That didn’t mean Hector and company weren’t going to pay, because they were. Mostly because they weren’t Yorley but partly because Manny and I were hungry. I waited a minute or two, allowing my eyes to become accustomed to the murkiness of the basement. I’d gone two steps when I stopped.

      “You have absolutely got to be fucking with me.” It was the half snort, mouth smacking sound of someone with extreme dry mouth. Hector was on a crappy, old pull out bed, looked like something that had been passed down from generation to generation then left on the curbside for trash collection before Hector and his friends had liberated it for their own needs. I’m a disgusting individual, I know that, but there’s no fucking way I’d sleep on that thing. There were probably worse things than me in there to worry about. Well not really, but you get the point.

      Manny thrust forward. He wanted to eat, and he wanted to do it now.

      “NO!” I told him with as much force as I could muster. “I did all the work; you’re not just going to swoop in here and take all the fucking credit!”

      Manny was thrumming; that’s the best way I can describe it. We were on a precipice, and he was deciding what to do next. I slowly reached into my bag and grabbed the bottle of pills. If he wanted a fight, I was going to give him one. Scarlett was caught out in the open like an old western townsperson when the two gunmen face off to do battle. If we were about to draw guns, his hand was on his grip. I’d unscrewed the cap and was slowly moving my arm up so the bottle would be close to my mouth. We stood that way for quite a while, right up until Hector asked who we were. I turned and got up next to him. I gave him the over used cliché.

      “Your worst nightmare!” Tough to pull that off as a MILF with a velvety voice. Maybe it wasn’t delivered by the most intimidating person in the most intimidating way possible, but it had an effect on Hector. Got to remember he was stoned, disorientated, in the dark during a zombie invasion with someone he didn’t know staring him in the face. You’d have to have balls of chromed steel not to be scared. Or be Yorley. One of the two would work.

      Hector rubbed his face. “I’m sure hoping that this is some sort of bad dream. Are you real?”

      “Having a lot of problems with that I take it? You know how all those medicinal marijuana advocates talk about how weed never killed anybody?”

      Hector didn’t respond, so I slapped him. “Yeah … yeah, I’ve heard that, man. Ease up!”

      “Well, they lied.” I pulled my knife from its sheath and plunged it into his throat, making sure that he would not be able to scream in his final moments. He began to cough and choke as heavy volumes of blood began to clog his airway and flow into his lungs. There was some push back on the blade from the ligature as I twisted it around. Manny lost all interest in our earlier face off with the spilling of hot blood. He dove in with gusto. I didn’t fight him on it. I was gaining strength as I gained a foothold in Scarlett’s brain. I don’t think I was pure consciousness anymore. I don’t know what I was. Parasite? My own virus? I don’t know, but there was a good chance those pills would do me as much harm as good. Was it possible that Manny and I were so intertwined we couldn’t be separated even if we wanted to? Would killing him kill me? I didn’t like the implications of that. Sure, I loved the benefits of having a body that could repair at a level usually reserved for super heroes, and fucking with the human condition, well that was just a bonus.

      Would telling Manny we were linked help or hurt my cause? So many questions they made my head hurt, but one thing was for sure, this body, the way it was, wasn’t going to scare many people, and that needed to change. I ran it by Manny. He didn’t give a shit; his mouth was full of pancreas.

      “No! NO!” Scarlett was flipping out when she caught wind of what I wanted to do.

      “Come on, Freud wrote about this stuff. I’ll be doing you a favor.” She did the equivalent of huffing off and slamming doors. I pulled down Hector’s pants. “It’s muy pequeno, mi amigo, but it will have to do.” I grabbed his shriveled cock and balls, pulled up, and with my knife I cut it all off in one swift motion. “Relax man, you aren’t going to need them anymore anyway.” I reached into the bag, pulled out a needle and thread and went to work. “I wonder if I’ll be able to get a rise out of you?” I smacked my new appendage around and laughed gleefully. I think I was going fucking nuts, but it’s not like I could really ask myself for an unbiased answer. I completely sewed over Scarlett’s lack of a package. Didn’t matter, it wasn’t like Manny used that portal anyway. Manny took his sweet ass time getting to the repair, too busy shoving food in his pie hole. By the time he got there, necrosis had started, blackening the flesh all around the edges and half way up my new sack. Really wasn’t all that much, they weren’t much bigger than marbles. Apparently, Hector liked to lace his pot with steroids, because his balls were about the same size mine had been when I was ten.

      It was about an hour later. Manny was smacking his lips after finishing off the man. As far as the zombie part of me was concerned, the man hadn’t been much more than a large appetizer, we were ready for the main course. I was under the impression Scarlett needed some more enhancements, like maybe I’d cut off her tits and drag the blade across her delicate facial features in an effort to create some visual scarring. Things that would indeed scare. Manny had other plans. That was all right; we had plenty of time for me to reconfigure this body. I was pretty convinced I could do a lot of it internally, like there were switches I could turn on to make her taller, larger, thicker skulled, smarter, if I was so inclined. I could sense they were there. I just needed more time to locate them and actually figure out how they worked. With enough time and enough practice, I was convinced I could turn her into me. Now wouldn’t that be fucking fantastic! First things first, had some chores to take care of.

      If I’d had kids, I felt like this would be how the conversation would go: “Do you need to take care of anything before we go?” I was asking Manny.

      “Time to eat,” was his terse reply.

      “I know it’s time to eat. I’m asking, do you need to take care of any personal business before we leave and do that.”

      “Just eat.”

      “I don’t think you’re listening to me. I’m not going to be halfway there and need to stop because you didn’t use the bathroom when you had a chance.”

      “Eat now.”

      “I know how this is going to go down. Fine, we’ll do it your way. You get us shot, though, because you have to move a bowel, then it’s on you.” Like an irritable child, he was paying no attention, just ready to get the show on the road. At least there wasn’t a power struggle to regain control. I didn’t know if it was because he was really starting to enjoy the benefits of not having to do anything to reap his reward or something much more sinister, but we were so tightly bound now as to be indistinguishable from one other. I wouldn’t dwell on it; thinking wasn’t my strong suit. I’d take the normal male approach: That which I ignore will invariably get better and/or go away. We were quiet as we headed up the stairs. That was easy enough, since they were carpeted. Had another stroke of luck when, at the top, the door wasn’t locked and it made no noise as I silently pulled it open. The kitchen was cloaked in shadow but not of the deep variety. Enough moonlight was bleeding in that I could see pretty well. I almost checked the fridge for a beer. With my new penis, I was feeling more manly by the minute. As soon as I found the testosterone button, I was going to turn those jets on full blast. I wonder what Scarlett would think about a bearded face? Oh ho! She was going to be a lot of fun to have around for the next few weeks or so. I was going to make her body as foreign to her as it had been to me.

      Did a quick once over on the main floor. There were some dog toys off to the side and a fair amount of blood stains on the floor and carpeting. A few people had died here. The pictures on and over the mantle let me know that Hector had not been an original part of the family. Or if he had been, he was the black sheep that everyone tended to ignore. Probably because of his habitual pot smoking and subsequent Twinkie eating. What a piece of shit he was, constantly mooching off those that actually worked for a living. I’m fucking glad I ate him, saved Yorley the headache of having to feed his ass. I know how hard it is having a mouth dependent on you.

      I grabbed the railing and looked upstairs. She was there, oh she was there, and I could not wait to kill her and the kids. Yorley first though, definitely Yorley first. I placed my foot on the stair, it creaked like an old man’s bones. “Son of a bitch,” I hissed. At any second, I was expecting Yorley to come to the top of the steps with a laser aimed rifle. The second step was a little better, the third and fourth completely quiet, so I should have known my luck was going to run out by the fifth. Our stomach cramped like someone had placed two electrical leads directly on it. One hand clenched the railing to keep us from toppling backward, the other reached behind. To do what? I don’t know? It wasn’t like I could clench my asshole with my fingers. Then I thought about shoving a couple of them up there wondering if that would stop the flood that was about to take place.

      “Manny you’re going to get us killed!” I was fairly confident I had screamed that internally, especially when no one came out to drill us a new ventilation system. I forced my left leg up to the next step. Big mistake. Apparently, that stretched out my anus just far enough to start the wet works. Soggy flatulence blew with such force it caused my cheeks to reverberate. The sound was nearly comical, it was so loud. This was immediately followed by the glooping of heavy waste material running down my leg and hitting the wooden steps and descending down like the world’s first shit-soaked slinky. “This can’t be happening.”

      My stomach constricted so tightly I could not move. Not up, not down. I was seized with the fear of just how vulnerable we were right now. And then it happened. I could hear noise as if someone were awakening.

      “Hector?” came the tentative request. “I told you not to come up here!” There was a thud; either she’d rolled out of bed or her rifle had dropped. I had a hard time picturing Yorley letting either of those things happen. “Oh mi Dios! What is that smell?!”

      I had to suppress a laugh when I realized that Hector had indeed violated whatever border treaty they had in place, maybe not the way he’d meant to, but he sure as shit had. My pun got the better of me, and I did start to laugh. It had the added benefit of tightening my stomach muscles even further, forcing out the unprocessed leftovers of Hector that much quicker. What I made up for in speed I paid out for in volume. A bad trumpet bleat from an inexperienced musician would have been softer.

      Yorley came out of her room. She looked shorter and thicker, could have been a trick of my vantage point.

      “Hello, Yorley,” I half-grunted through gritted teeth.

      “Where’s Hector?” she asked, confused. I didn’t see a gun in her hands. This wasn’t the Yorley I knew.

      “He’s here.” Flatulence slapped my left cheek against my right. I managed to make it up two more steps in my condition. Yorley had not moved away or to get a gun. She was making this too easy, plus she wasn’t gaining in height or thinning out. That was disconcerting. Two more steps, I was nearly at the top, Hector was petering out by this time. The woman started screaming, I knew without a doubt this wasn’t my intended prey. Yorley wouldn’t scream even as I placed my teeth against her neck.

      Scarlett was laughing, but not in a “hey, this is funny” kind of way, but in an “I’ve lost my fucking mind” kind of way—or maybe it was a “you’re a fucking idiot” kind of way. Tough to tell, but one thing’s for sure. I was pissed off, pissed off I had wasted my time on “not- Yorley.” Have you ever bought chicken nuggets from the grocery store? Sure you have, it’s perfectly processed food to easily feed the kiddies when you feel like lying in the tub letting the water faucet give you that perfect orgasm you wish that your fat husband who spends way too much time at the local pub would do for you instead. Two-Pump Pete is too busy pickling his liver to ever give you your due. When you’re done making your thighs shake, you should go back to the kitchen and the trash barrel, pull out the box of nuggets and read the ingredients. It will say “mechanically separated chicken” as one of the ingredients.

      “Where the fuck was I going with this?” My head hurt, so did my arms, my legs and my ass ached, probably prolapsed the fuck out of that thing again. Could probably clean it off by just pulling it up and between my legs and placing it in the sink. Then all you’d need to do was rinse that bad boy off. “Oh yeah, I know,” I said as my eyes focused. Mechanically separated chicken, that is exactly what was once a woman, looked like in front of me. I had ripped her arms and her legs free from her body, she was long gone by the time I got to popping her not fucking Yorley head off her not-Yorley body. Manny was screaming bloody murder we weren’t eating her. I was too enraged that she had the fucking audacity to NOT be Yorley. It was a slap to my face, a fucking insult!

      I yanked her intestines out like they were ribbons in a magician’s mouth. I tossed her internal organs around, screaming as I did so. When we were done stripping her of her meat, I smashed her bones, making sure to break every last one of them. When we were done, the sun was just beginning to leak into the nightmare I had created. A person swallowing a bomb wouldn’t have made the disaster I left in that hallway. I’d expended so much energy destroying her, I’m not sure we were on the plus side of calories taken in compared to calories expended. We were going to need to eat again and soon. Manny was quiet and resting for now, but he was like a newborn bird; he’d be squawking soon enough.

      I drunk stumbled around the house, covered in enough gore I could have played a stand-in for Carrie. We had to clean up. I peeled off my clothing. I didn’t give a shit that my hastily sewn on package was turning the color of an eight ball. I sat under water that wasn’t much above the temperature of freezing, retreating back past the pain receptors so that as the tiny ice daggers cleaned us off, I would be spared the discomfort. I stepped out and was about to leave the room when I noticed some make-up. Now normally this wasn’t my type of thing, but I was still on a quest for Yorley and she’d expect a clown, so I didn’t dare to disappoint. My disposition, which had been down in the dumps, began to improve dramatically as I coated my face in a heavy dosing of white matte foundation. Then I grabbed the eyeliner. This I used to draw triangles around my eyes to give a nice diamond shape and sort of the universal sad clown expression. I had no red ball to put on my nose, so I’d have to do the next best thing. I colored the end of my nose red and then dabbed a nice healthy dose of it around my lips. I wouldn’t call myself terrifying looking, but it was a start. Maybe if I led off with my dick I could freak my victims the fuck out! I was back!

      I took out my last change of clothes and dressed. I checked my not-Yorley’s wardrobe. It wasn’t going to work. Scarlett was petite, this woman looked like she shopped at the Short and Stout store for her clothing.

      “Gonna have to learn to eat like we have table manners, Manny.” I giggled as we headed for the front door. I’d gone nearly a block when I realized I had to turn around. I’d fucking forgotten my Yorley tracking list. I hadn’t been gone more than twenty minutes and it looked like the fly population of Venezuela had descended upon that house. If they swirled into an entity, they would have dwarfed me. I grabbed my old dress and pulled out the gore-soaked page.

      “Shit.” I went down to the kitchen and laid it flat so I could clean it off. I did the best I could, then I tore the cabinets apart until I found what I was looking for, a baggie to keep it dry the next time this happened. Although I was really hoping the next time would be the last, and then I could toss this list. Then what? What would I do then? Would my life just be the purposeless pursuit of food forever and ever? Fuck it, I could live with that. I’d switched food for pussy, big deal. I was heading for the front door when I figured I’d finally gone over that edge the shrink my mother sent me to used to talk about. There was the very familiar tinkle of a sound from my youth.

      “An ice cream truck?” I fully expected, as I stepped outside, that there would be indeed be a truck, but it would be a white ambulance and two very large men all dressed in white; one carrying a straightjacket would be coming up the pathway telling me how everything was going to be okay. Oh there was a truck, but whereas it should have been the white of an ambulance or perhaps the white of that deranged ice cream truck, this one was black, the black of police, maybe special ops.

      “What the fuck are they doing?” I was standing on the small porch, watching as the truck rolled on by, that incessant little jingle ringing like a kid’s Pavlov’s dog experiment. Instead of screaming, spoiled, little brats following though, there were zombies, dozens of them, maybe as many as a hundred, trailing behind. Some with a shuffling gait struggling to keep up, others easily keeping stride, occasionally smacking the side of the truck in an effort to get inside. I honestly couldn’t help myself, I felt compelled to follow. I don’t know why, curiosity maybe. I pushed past the slower ones and got into about the middle of the pack with the fast ones. I was following because I wanted to know what was happening. Manny, I don’t think he could have turned away if he tried, and Scarlett was on board, if only to see if these strangers could somehow help her and the predicament she found herself in.
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      We’d been following for what? A few minutes, an hour tops. Maybe a fucking day. I don’t know, I’d sort of been lulled into a fugue state. Our number had swelled to well over a thousand. I couldn’t see out over the ocean of bodies. We were no longer in a suburban neighborhood. Trees and tract housing had given way to concrete and old abandoned factories. The truck raced ahead, I found myself being dragged along in a desperate need to keep up. This was the first inkling I got that perhaps this was not a place I wanted to be. I’d been forced to the outer edges of the running zombies. The street was constricted by the huge buildings, and now I noticed that heavy fencing lined both sides of the street, making an escape to the side an impossibility. We were being herded; I don’t know what for, but it couldn’t be for anything good. We’d willingly walked into a trap. I elbowed myself completely out and to the side of the zombies that were still streaming past. I was just about to reach out and grab the chain link, confident that I could climb it and escape, when I was gripped with the fear that it would be electric.

      I grabbed a little kid zombie, couldn’t have been much more than eight or nine. Must have been pretty skinny when he was a live, not much more than skin and bones these days. The apocalypse had not been good to him. I tossed him into the fence, and when he didn’t explode like an over-ripened melon striking the ground from a three story fall, I figured it was safe for me to climb over and get the hell out of there. I’d no sooner placed my hand on it when I heard someone talking through a loud speaker.

      “Warning, warning. The front gates will be shutting in ten seconds, the back in a minute.” There was an automated countdown, then a loud siren blare. This was followed by the chatter of machinegun fire. “Rear gate obstructed!” came over the speaker, and again the alarm rang out, followed by extended machinegun fire from more than one location. Zombies were being slaughtered; this angered me a lot more than it had a right to. Manny was indifferent and Scarlett was thrilled. Zombies started to mill about once the music had stopped, and they could not see or smell their prey and went into a waiting mode. I’d stick out like a sore thumb right now if I started climbing. I looked around and up into the buildings. What had looked like broken out windows were actually a camouflaging ploy. I could now see lights shining down and people looking out from a bunch of different locations.

      “I could potentially say I was a human.”

      “Yeah, that’ll work, dumb ass. A lone human among a thousand zombies, yet none have eaten you yet.” Scarlett let me know what she thought of my idea in no uncertain terms.

      “I haven’t heard you come up with any better ideas.”

      “What the hell makes you think I’m going to help you at all? I should have just shut my mouth there and had you walk up to one of the men and try your little ‘oh poor me’ routine. Then maybe you could show them your little dried up pecker for good measure. I’m sure that would get you in good and tight with them. You would have been right in the inner circle!” She started laughing.

      “Shit, what am I going to do?” I wasn’t really looking for some outside input.

      “We eat now.” Manny threw himself on top of the whole heap fest.

      “Oh God, I hope they just kill us,” Scarlett intoned.

      I kept looking around. “Naw, there’s something else going on. This was too elaborate of a trap; they could have mowed us down at any point. Why go through all the effort?” I could sense Scarlett taking more of an interest. She could say whatever the fuck she wanted to, but she wanted to die about as much as I did, which was not at all.

      “Those are labs.” She was looking at what I was. Men and women in white coats were looking down at us. None seemed overly concerned, which meant this wasn’t their first rodeo. “What could they possibly be testing that they would need so many?”

      “Are you really this dumb?” Scarlett asked.

      I didn’t say anything. She was a woman; she’d fill in the blanks soon enough. She wouldn’t be able to help herself. It was in her nature.

      “They must be finding more effective ways to kill zombies. A gas maybe.”

      “We need to get out of here.” I was not a fan of our present locale.

      “Wait until the night. They’ll see you trying to escape and just put a bullet in my head.”

      “Now we’re on the same side?” I sneered.

      “When you die, it’s going to be by my hand. That’s all I have to look forward to now. So yeah, in this matter, we’re on the same side.”

      I laughed then, because it seemed so remote a possibility, I should have maybe paid it more heed. Nothing happened the remainder of that day. We’d occasionally catch glimpses of people looking down at us. Never once saw a soldier or anyone carrying a gun for that matter. Might have had to do with the fact that I wasn’t going anywhere near either end where we had heard the firing earlier, it seemed a safer bet to avoid those places.

      “Soon.” I had my hand on the fence. Darkness was beginning to descend along with the sun. In less than five minutes, I would be over and running for safety, far away from whatever was going on here. Lights clicked on, made it so much brighter than noon time, I thought we were in danger of getting a sun burn.

      “Son of a bitch,” Scarlett and I said at nearly the same time.

      “We need to eat!” Manny was getting perturbed.

      “You see any food, you gluttonous fuck?”

      Manny started reaching for the controls. “Wait … wait … wait. I’ll get us out of here, put some food in your sieve of a stomach.”

      “Now, we eat now.”

      “Now or never, I suppose.” I started climbing, and then I was up and over the top of the ten-foot-high, reinforced fence. No alarms, no cries from surprised men, nothing. I was going to get us out of this. Just as I jumped down, the cold barrel of a weapon was pressed to my forehead.

      “Well hello there, darling,” was said in a southern drawl just as the trigger was pulled and I fell to the ground. Dead, I was fucking dead again….
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      But I wasn’t quite dead, I was something else. Drugged perhaps, but like nothing I’d ever experienced. I was wrapped in a fog so thick it had substance to it. I couldn’t feel my extremities, as bad of shape I was in, Manny had been completely thrown for a loop, I almost got the feeling he’d been tossed completely aside. Had we been cured? And then what? I would need to take care of Scarlett, who seemed about as lost as I was. Then I’d be stuck in a weak-ass female body, which was simply unacceptable. The alternative was to find a huge zombie, have him bite me, and then go through the training process again. I could do it; I was three for three, and there was no reason to think I couldn’t go four for four.

      “Even the best miss sometimes.” It was Scarlett.

      “Not me. I’m immortal!”

      “Yeah, it looks it.” Our eyes were open about the width of a dime, we were on a rolling table, gurney I guess, we watched lights go by overhead. In all those spy movies, they count the lights so that they know how long the hallway is when they escape; I got to one and forgot what numbers meant.

      “Well, hello there.” A face looked down on us. “Interesting, you really shouldn’t be awake,” the man that had shot us said. “Not that you can understand me, but it’s rude to not have introductions. My name is Chance Butrell, and once upon a time I was a taxidermist. Not much call for those anymore. Lucked out and hooked up with ZETI—I know, cool name, right? Means zombie eradication team incorporated.”

      “SHUT THE FUCK UP!” I screamed at him. It came out as a drug-induced groan.

      “You’re a lucky one, Michelle. You don’t mind if I call you Michelle, do you? You look like a girl I knew once upon a time. Her hair was brunette, though, and she didn’t have a sewn on penis. Thank God for that; that would have been awkward the first time we got naked. I’ve seen a lot of strange things in my time. Folks brought all sorts of weird animals to be stuffed. Once did this huge crocodile-looking thing, but that’s a story for another day I suppose. I think some nasty people got a hold of you and were having some fun. I gotta tell you though, some folks’ version of a good time varies greatly from mine. I’d rather drink a cold beer and do some fishing. That’s fun to me.”

      “He sure does like to hear the sound of his own voice. I’m going to chew his fucking lips off!”

      “Going to be a bit difficult considering we’re completely strapped down.” Scarlett informed me.

      “How do you know that?” I asked her. Huge mistake.

      She paused for a second thinking through the implications. “How do you not?”

      I wanted to backtrack, but she was already leaping to the foreground when she realized that she had just wrested the power from the trio. “Help!” she begged.

      I thought my heart was going to seize. Then I started to laugh. Whatever the drug was we were on, it had relaxed every muscle including the diaphragm in her voice box, so everything sounded like a moan. “You sound like someone’s giving it to you nice and hard.”

      “Please, I’m in here!”

      “Oh that’s right, baby, keep going. I’m right there with you! I bet your husband never did that for you. Did you go into the bathroom and use a hairbrush on yourself after he rolled off of you and fell asleep?”

      “You are the most vile, disgusting thing I have ever come into contact with, and that you inhabit the same space as me is a violation of everything I am!”

      I had to keep her off balance because of the way Manny and I were. If she knew what to do, she could crush us. “Did he know the kids weren’t his?”

      “Fuck you!”

      “Oh shit, I was just fucking around, but it’s true! That’s hilarious, my prudish little Scarlett out there fucking around! Were you a street walker? I bet you blew guys for a box of doughnuts.”

      “They were his in every way that mattered!”

      “What was the matter? Could he not get it up? Limp dicky thing going on? Was it too small for penetration? I bet that was it. Tough to get pregnant from a toothpick. If I didn’t know better, I would have bet Yorley knocked you up. That bitch has enough testosterone running through her to do it. Wouldn’t have to do much more than rub up against her. Your poor husband must have looked at those kids every day with disappointment, knowing that he wasn’t man enough to do what needed to be done and that you were just a slut.”

      “I’ll kill you!” She was coming, and I was actually in danger. It was only Chance that saved me. Not the verb but rather the noun, the taxidermist shot us again with whatever he’d used previously.

      “You really shouldn’t be thrashing around so much. This should help you sleep.”

      I watched Scarlett stumble and fall just as I went down myself. Time was indeterminate. We’d been out for five minutes or five days—didn’t matter much. When we awoke, all of us this time, we were in a cage with four other zombies. We stood. I’m not really sure who did the motions. I didn’t think I was capable. We were in a small room with other cages, some holding animals but mostly it was zombies like us. There was a large window on the other side that showed a good sized lab where the doctors or scientists were working on something. I couldn’t tell what it was from this angle.

      “I was wondering when you were going to wake up. Was sort of afraid I might have overdone it. Hope you don’t mind your hospital gown; it gives the scientists easier access.”

      It was Chance; he was sitting in a chair off to our right.

      “Gotta admit, I’m more than slightly fascinated with you. Besides the fact that you look strikingly like someone I used to know. I mean, that could never work out. I’m a human and, well, not to be blunt, but you’re a human eater. Be kind of like a lamb and a tiger—maybe we’d get along for a while, but then you’d get hungry and eat me. It would end badly. Nope, that’s not it. There’s something different, something more. I don’t know what the hell it is. We know the zombies are getting smarter, and I’ll tell you, that in itself is terrifying, but you went up that fence in record time, and that makeup, that makes you look like an oh so scary clown.” He gripped the sides of his face in mock terror, his mouth open. “That’s fresh, like yesterday fresh, but you look like you’ve been through the ringer a little bit. They drew some of your blood. We can tell how long you’ve been a zombie, and from the looks of you I’d say a week or so. So what’s that say about your little get up?”

      I gripped the sides of the bars. He was tantalizingly close. He took a half step back.

      “You’re sly, little one. You’re trying to gauge if I’m in range. I wasn’t, and I’m even less so now. I really don’t like the fact that you are making me nervous. More so than usual.” He sat back down. “Now, I don’t really think there are people crazy enough out there that would have done these things to you—the whole penis thing and clown makeup—but what are the other options? That you did it yourself? That seems leaps and bounds above what your brethren are capable of. Then I look into your eyes and I see that spark of intelligence. That’s not the normal opaque look of one blindly on a quest for food; that’s the predatory gaze of one figuring out how to best get his food. Her food, I mean, though I’m not sure you differentiate sexes. You procreate from a bite.”

      “This little fucker talks too much.”

      “I need to eat.”

      “Oh great, this day is just getting better. What do you suggest we do, Manny? We’re trapped in a cage with four other zombies.”

      “Help!” Scarlett screamed out of the blue.

      “It is getting entirely too crowded in here.” I spun on Scarlett. “You had your chance, and you blew it. Now shut up while I try and figure out how to get us out of here.”

      “I saved your life,” Chance said. “I know that means nothing to you. But most of those zombies outside will be dead within the next couple of days. We’re finding new ways to kill mass amounts of your kind. There might actually be a way to win this war; we could have our planet back. Wouldn’t that be incredible?”

      The idiot was actually smiling. That would be the worst thing ever. What the fuck was I going to do after all my people pillaging? Serve burgers to all the fuckers I’d wanted to eat previously? That would be an awkward encounter, I would imagine. “Hey listen, I know I wanted to eat your fucking kidneys, but do you want fries with that shake?”

      “Some of the science people are actually working on a cure. They think that there is a chance some humanity has remained behind during the infection. Personally, I think there’s a possibility of that too, but what the hell do I know? I used to stuff animals for a living.”

      I turned and sat down while the other zombies crowded into my spot trying to get at Chance.

      “Please help,” Scarlett begged.

      At some point, the taxidermist left, and good riddance. He talked more than most women I’d ever met, and at least with them I could shove my dick in their mouths and shut them up. It wasn’t long afterward the zombies in my cage started to go a little crazy, and that could only mean one thing: Food was close. Five men came in with cattle prods, started zapping zombies away from the door, some needing a little more persuading than others. I kept us as far away from the action as I could, no matter what Manny was urging.

      “Dumbass, do you not smell that char? That’s zombie flesh burning.” They repeatedly kept zapping the zombies until they all fell to the floor.

      “What’s up with this one?”

      “Doesn’t want to get nailed, I guess. Who gives a fuck? Just grab the closest one and let’s get out of here.” The man donned a large chainmail sleeve that went all the way up to his shoulder. A third unlocked the door and pulled it open.

      “Make sure that one doesn’t come after me.”

      There were three sticks pointing at my mid-section, I decided I wasn’t going to move. Chainmail man reached in and grabbed the foot of a slender man next to me. Pulled him completely out then shut and locked the door. They tied a muzzle around the zombie’s face and velcroed heavy protective gloves to the zombie’s hands. These guys weren’t fucking around. If this was the way they moved all of the zombies, I had little chance of escape. And soon, Manny’s pleas for food were going to become overwhelmingly incessant. When I couldn’t deliver, he would take back over and the chance he would once again relinquish it would be reduced significantly. The situation was looking bleak. I saw the door to the lab open, and the same men delivered their capture to the techs inside. They pointed through the window to me as I was the only one they could see.

      “Great, in a world chock full of zombies, I just singled myself out as a special one.”

      Every day, another zombie was dragged out in pretty much the same manner, until I was left alone. I should note that none of those taken ever came back. I would imagine they had received baptism by incinerator when their usefulness was over. Chance would return every night with a hunk of meat. It wasn’t human, but it kept the worst of Manny at bay. He would watch and talk as I ate.

      “Those other zombies are dead; they’re calling it Z-Gas for now. It’s pretty close to live tests. It’s an aerosol version of the thing I darted you with. Causes zombies to drop immediately and stay down for about six hours, except for you, it has been a hundred percent in trials. The only problem is that it’s like a souped-up tear gas for people. Really screws with their sinuses and eyes. Burns pretty bad going down your throat too. I know, I volunteered. Thought I’d swallowed a peck of ghost peppers. Ever had those? I wouldn’t recommend it. Although, at least with the gas, I didn’t feel like I was shitting out burning porcupines. So there’s that anyway!” He started laughing.

      I wanted to rip his bobbing Adam’s apple clear from his throat and split it in half with my canines as he screamed in agony. And still he kept talking, like he was getting paid per word.

      “With the right gear on though, a team of ten could conceivably kill thousands in that time frame. They have these super strong cattle prods calibrated to fry a brain in under half a second. Needs some strong juice though, so they have to wear what looks like a car battery on their backs, but with a harness you hardly know it’s there. I know because I volunteered to try it out. They gassed the whole holding area, looked like all the puppeteers had let go of their strings at the exact same time. Zombies fell in sheets, and then me and nine others, six women and three men, went in and started using the z-sticks. The nice thing about it is that it leaves a brand on the forehead; that way you know that one is already dead. That was my idea, otherwise you’d be zapping z’s three, maybe four times, not knowing if it had already been done. And lord knows you don’t want to miss any. It was safe enough under these controlled circumstances; we had armed men all over the fence line, but when it goes live, well…”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know, you’re going to volunteer.”

      Chance started scooting his chair back so quickly he fell over and out of it.

      “Shit, did I say that out loud?”

      “You … you can talk? I knew it, I knew something was different about you! Who are you? What are you?” He had recovered from the floor, he got closer but not nearly close enough.

      Chance tried in vain for the next few hours to drag something out of me. I wouldn’t give him the time of day, although it did get a little interesting when he offered a massive quantity of meat—and raw this time—in exchange for some vocalization. I had to turn the reins over to Manny. He insisted. At least this way, there was no way we’d say anything again. Not going to lie, it was nice to be in the background for a little while. Something to be said about not having to have any responsibility. Sort of like being a teenager again. It’s funny when you’re that age, you think the whole world is screwing with you but in reality you’re barely getting the tip of the dick. You have to wait until adulthood when you start to get really good and fucked, and without the benefit of a good lube. In the end, it didn’t matter, he gave up the food anyway; who wants stuff back that has been exposed to a zombie?

      Manny ate up everything and dropped back into his throne. I was surprised he didn’t have me feed his kingly ass. I thought about smashing my head against the bars repeatedly to kill myself when I heard the familiar jangling of keys in the door. If it was Chance again and he wasn’t dragging a sacrificial human behind him, I wanted nothing to do with our next meeting.

      “This is the one I’ve been telling you about, doc.”

      “Great,” I said sarcastically, but internally. I had a hunch it was big time important to keep my mouth shut.

      “I knew it was smart, I just knew it, but this one even spoke!”

      The severe looking woman did not look pleased that she had been dragged from what I would imagine had been a world-class kitten beating session. Her hair was pulled back tight enough that she’d given herself a facelift, a small bun perched precariously atop her head. Her eyebrows were furrowed as she looked at me, and then a look of utter disgust passed her visage when she looked at Chance.

      “Chance, what did I tell you about anthropomorphizing the zombies? No matter what some of my colleagues are trying to accomplish here, I can assure you that there is not a shred of humanity left in these things. They are savage monsters, and the only research that matters now is the one that gets rid of them the quickest.”

      “Yeah doc, I admit I thought I was going insane too. I really did, and then I had Greenie pull the footage.”

      “Oh-oh,” I said as I looked at the computer screen Chance was moving over to. Within a minute, he’d pulled up some intra-web email or something.

      “I had him send me the clip.” He hit play. On the video, there was Chance rambling on like he does, and twenty-two seconds in, I made my debut.

      The doctor took in a sharp intake of air. I thought the bun was in great danger of rolling off her head, she turned so quickly. She then turned back around. “Play it again, and you swear, Chance, this is not manipulated in any way?”

      “Doctor Rosamilia, I saw it with my own two eyes. Even if I somehow knew how to do something like this, why would I?”

      We watched it ten more times, and each subsequent time there were more people in that room. After each and every time, they would look over to me. You’d think one of the bastards would have the good grace to get within biting distance. If anything, they would move further away. Something worse about something self-aware eating you, I guess.

      One of the pencil dicks asked if I was human. Chance answered.

      “She came in herded with the rest of the zombies, and she’s been in that cell with a bunch of other zombies for half a week. I’m thinking they would have sensed something.”

      Pencil dick looked thoroughly embarrassed he’d asked the question. Kind of like he was in the eighth grade and he asked his friends what his pencil dick was for. You may have not done it by then, but you should have a pretty good idea what to do with it.

      “What’s her designation?” the doctor asked. Chance grabbed one of the electric sticks and approached.

      “Move away from the bars, or I’m going to have to zap you.”

      I summarily growled at him.

      “This shit hurts, I’m telling you.”

      I thought about freaking them all out and saying, “Because your dumb ass volunteered,” but I kept silent. I needed to escape, and with all eyes on me and myriad tests to follow, that wasn’t going to happen. The sooner they thought I was just your garden variety flesh-eater, the better. My teeth clenched involuntarily. I figured he’d give me one more warning before he thrust that thing into my ribcage. He was right, it did fucking hurt. Plus, the smell of charring skin sent hunger pains coursing through my body. Chance zapped us again and quickly reached out to grab a chart I hadn’t noticed before. He pulled it off the side of the cage and stepped back. When I had the opening, I was going to shove that stick up his ass and see how much he liked it. Probably make his dick explode, now wouldn’t that be fun! He must have been watching my face because he stepped back further, a look of worry lifting his eyebrows.

      “Doctor, she’s numbered 10235-ZF, zombie female.”

      “I’m pretty sure I know what ZF stands for, Chance, but thank you.” The doctor logged out of Chance’s intra-web account and logged into her own. I didn’t know exactly what she was doing, but the way the science geeks clustered around the monitor I figured it had to be something super nerdy. I found out soon enough, and I was right.

      “Why wasn’t I told about this?” Dr. Rosamilia asked the crowd.

      “About what, Doctor?” one of the little geek-meisters asked. Probably enough pocket protectors in this room I could start my own business. Speaking of which. Where do you even get that shit? I’ve never walked into a store and seen them. Was there a Geek Emporium that I wasn’t aware of? They probably had to hide the place pretty good or else bullies would have hung out in front by the truck loads, pushing the little peckers around. That would have been fun as hell actually. All the little nerds getting dropped off by their moms so they could get their calculators and tape for their glasses and pants that were a few inches too short. Ah, just like school, when it was more acceptable to put them in their place, which generally involved a locker or a toilet.

      “Do you see that?” She pointed to something on the screen. No one answered in the affirmative. “Hold on, let me put them up side by side.” Some clickety clack of the keyboard, and then she spoke again. “Okay, how about now?” Crickets could have pulled off a concert in the ensuing silence.

      I growled. I wanted to say “stupid nerds,” but discretion was a better option at this time. Even so, the group turned to look at me. Better my way than the scrutiny Herr Doctor was giving them.

      “We’ll get to her soon enough.” She took their focus back. “Look at the outer cell structure of the virus. There is a uniform bump at the apex of every last one of them.”

      There were gasps as each of them saw what she was talking about.

      “What’s it mean?” Pencil dick asked.

      “It means our virus has a virus.” The doctor looked over at me. I half expected dramatic music to be overlaid on the scene.

      “That’s not possible. Is it?” one of the others asked.

      “And yet, there it is. Something is in there with this zombie, and we’re going to find out.”

      Great, just fucking great; I was about to become the focal point of the entire facility, and that was exactly the level of inquiry I did not want.

      “Doc, there’s more,” Chance said. “You need to see what’s under her clothes.”

      Not only was I going to shove that stick up his ass, I was also going to twist his head off … slowly.

      “I’m well aware of anatomy,” the doctor said. I could tell she was much more interested on what was going on inside of me rather than out.

      “We can do this one of two ways darling: I can zap the hell out of you until you fall to the ground or you could just lift up your gown,” Chance said. “Jerry, Grant, you want to give me a hand?” Both of the men grabbed sticks.

      I backed up to the far edge of the cell.

      “Your choice,” Chance said as he fed the stick through the bars.

      I grabbed the hem of my hospital garb, there was more than one astonished gasp as I lifted it up. Some was for the distended engorged blackness that was my rapidly failing attempt at a sex change. Most, though, was for the fact that I’d done what he’d asked.

      “She understood? How is that possible?” Multiple people questioning at the same time but that seemed the gist of it.

      Chance had to put an arm out when the doc came up right to the bars. She was looking at my junk.

      “Interesting. I think we can assume this thing believes itself to be a male trapped in a female form and did something to correct that problem. Albeit hastily and with all the finesse of a chainsaw-wielding infant.”

      I couldn’t help myself. I growled at her.

      “A zombie that takes offense. Well missus or mister zombie, when we’re done poking and prodding you for every answer we can get, I’m going to slice your brain up into very thin slices so that I can place them in slides, where I can better understand you. I just want to make sure we are very clear on what is going to happen to you.”

      I rushed the bars she was against, headlong into three electrical sticks, my ass was slammed faster to the ground than Lenny Spindler on the first day of school in the fifth grade. Who the fuck wears garanimals when you’re ten? He deserved it. I had to pay for the calculator that he landed on. Little asshole, twelve bucks when you’re a kid is a lot of money.
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      When I awoke, I was alone, or at least mostly so. Chance was still there.

      “You all right?” he asked when I sat up.

      He was sitting in a chair looking directly at me, again frustratingly out of range.

      “I brought you some food.” He pointed to a large ham on the floor in front of me. I dug into that thing like it was a pussy and I’d just been released from prison after a five-year stint. I gnawed through the bone. I just ate nearly ten pounds’ worth of food and it barely put a dent in the soul sucking hunger I was feeling.

      Chance waited until I was done before speaking again. Maybe he had said something while I was eating, but there’s a good chance I wouldn’t have heard him.

      “They’re going to start running tests on you tomorrow. They were, umm, afraid that perhaps your, umm, enhancements might intrude with that. Said they were worried about infection or some such.”

      What the fuck was he talking about? I wanted to tell him to just spit it out. I was now well aware of the camera that was recording everything I said and did. Probably had someone monitoring it 24/7 as well. Maybe I should take a big shit. I would too, except I hadn’t eaten enough to do so. Almost everything I’d taken in had gone to working the machine. I just kept looking at him. He stood and began to point to his groin. Then it dawned on me. I thought about not doing it, but I wasn’t fooling anyone. They already knew I was different. I lifted my gown. My penis was once again gone. I wanted to cry out. Just how many times could one lose his man muscle without going fucking insane? This was what? My third time?

      “Maybe they shoved it up your ass. Now wouldn’t that be something,” Scarlett said.

      I wanted to squish her like the parasite on a parasite that she was, but then I got a way better idea. I stepped back, completely back. I arm barred Manny, who was rushing in to fill the void. Scarlett was so befuddled by what was happening, she didn’t notice.

      “Help me! Help me!” she begged Chance. I could have used the same words, but I’m positive I couldn’t have pulled off the desperation she had in her voice. Chance looked up to the camera. He knew someone was watching. Good, all we needed was one person on our side to keep them from cutting us open. “I’m trapped in here!”

      Not sure what Chance was buying into. He looked terrified, truth be told. “Who … who are you?”

      “My name is Scarlett, I’m stuck in my own head with the zombie virus and some sick prick that goes by the name of Timothy.”

      “Stuck … stuck in there?”

      “Could you please get someone that understands this? I have control at the moment, but I don’t know how long that’s going to last! Please, I have kids, for God’s sake!”

      Chance scurried over to the desk and knocked over a mug of coffee and a cup full of pens getting to a switch. “You getting this doc?” he asked into a small speaker set in the wall.

      “I’m on my way. Keep her talking!”

      Chance turned back toward us. He swallowed hard. I think he wanted to make a run for it. Scarlett had clammed up while she waited for the expert. The doctor huffed her way back into the room. By the looks of it, she had been at a full sprint.

      “Don’t get too close.” Chance stopped the doctor.

      “Fascinating, what is your name again?”

      “My name is Scarlett, and it’s not fascinating—it’s terrifying! My body has been hijacked by two insane entities. I’ve been witness to some of the most brutal acts ever performed. You have to help me get my body, myself, back.”

      “How do you propose we do that, Scarlett? If that is indeed your name.”

      “You’re the fucking scientist; you figure it out!”

      “Who are these other two that you share this space with?” I couldn’t tell if the doc was humoring Scarlett or getting on board with the story.

      “The virus is named Manny, or that’s at least what Tim calls him.”

      “Tim?”

      “He’s a psychopath that has somehow found a way to transfer his consciousness with the virus.”

      “Is she talking about the parasite?” Chance asked. The doctor shushed him.

      “This is a very fantastic story, Scarlett. I want to believe you, but we have not seen even a remote trace of humanity in any of the thousands of zombies we have studied. Some of my colleagues mistakenly believe the core of the human is there underneath the virus, but I believe the heat generated by the illness burns out any and all of the last vestiges.”

      “How do you explain this?” Scarlett thumped her chest. “I’m here; I’m talking to you. How do you explain that?”

      “That’s troublesome, I’ll give you that. We’ve been watching the zombies get smarter almost on a daily basis, and now it would appear we have one that can mimic a human. That does not bode well for my kind.”

      “I AM your kind!”

      The doctor stepped back from the force of the words.

      “Listen, I don’t know how Tim did it, how he still does it. I hate to admit this, but without him and his help, I would have indeed been wiped clean from my own body. You are right, there are no people left in those shells. But I can assure you I am here. I am in here, and I want my body back! I am continually getting mind fucked, and you just stand there with your judgmental self. Do something!”

      “And again, what do you propose?”

      “I don’t know, but Tim seems to think antib—”

      Holy shit, that got intense real quick. I slammed a brake on her controls. Had she gone too far? I held my breath.

      “Anti what?” the doctor prodded.

      “Nothing, nothing,” I said

      “NOOOOO!” Scarlet was going ape-shit crazy in the background.

      “She was going to say antibiotics.” Chance was looking at me with some intensity.

      “Well then, why doesn’t she?”

      “Because it ain’t her at the helm anymore.”

      I was not liking the way he was peering at me.

      “What are you talking about, Chance?”

      “This one here is different. I’m thinking this is that Tim fellow she was talking about. There were subtle changes in her face, the moment she stopped talking about the medication. Her lips pulled down, a deeper furrow in her eyebrows—look at her eyes—they were panicked when Scarlett was talking, but now they just look angry, I’d say murderous.”

      “I think you are seeing what you want to see, Chance. I know she looks a lot like Michelle; I’ve seen the pictures on your shelf, but this isn’t her. This is a monster that would kill you in a second if it had the opportunity.”

      “This one would, doc, that’s for sure. The other one, not so much.”

      “Nevertheless, it doesn’t appear this Scarlett has any measure of true control, and we certainly couldn’t let her out.”

      “No, but we could load her up with antibiotics like she asked. See what happens.”

      “Chance, you know we’ve tried that. Right? In every available spectrum of medication in every dose. It does nothing.”

      “I get that doc, but we’ve never had a zombie like this before.”

      The doctor looked from me to Chance. “All right, tomorrow we’ll give it a go. If it doesn’t work, then we move forward with some tests and ultimately the vivisection. Get some sleep, Chance. Tomorrow is going to be a long day.”

      The doctor left the room without saying another word. Chance just kept staring at us. I wanted to break his inquisitive little fucking nose.

      “We’re going to get them out of there, Scarlett, I promise you. And you, Tim, I’m going to kill you.”

      “Not if I kill you first, Chance,” I told him. That seemed to pluck a chord in him. He got ready to leave.

      “We’ll see.” And with that, he left.

      “Thank you, Chance,” Scarlett sobbed.

      “Thank you, Chance,” I mocked. “That fucking idiot isn’t going to save you.” I needed her to be as convinced as possible that was the case, but I’m not going to lie; I was petrified at the moment. Was I really just riding Manny’s coattails? Would the antibiotics affect me as much as they had him? What was the difference from when I was in Clarence’s body to now? I had a shit load of questions but no way and, more importantly, no time to answer them. We needed out of here before they started. I’d been brooding long and hard about what to do. My only real choice was to rush them when they came. I’d kill them all and make good my escape. Not likely, but wishful thinking was all I had right now.

      I finally sat down. Standing at the bars wasn’t doing anything. Anybody less than the Hulk wasn’t breaking through them, and sure, I could squeeze more muscle use out of Scarlett, but she was still a hundred and ten-pound female. If I’d thought about it, I should have used her mouth; lord knows it never stops moving. Would have had more than enough strength. I was sourly smiling at my feeble joke when the power flickered for a second or two. I didn’t think much about it. The place had to be on a generator, probably had variations and fluctuations all the time. A few seconds later, the door burst open and three people came through. I stood up to watch them. They looked nervous.

      “Hurry up, Carl,” the female said as a tall man I presume was Carl stepped over to the camera and placed a sticky note over the lens. Well, what do we have here? Certainly not professional bank thieves, but they were up to no good. And I certainly like “no good.”

      “All set,” Carl said. The third person was half in and half out of the door, looking back and forth for any sign of trouble.

      “Scarlett, my name is Rita, and that’s Carl.” The idiot waved. “The one watching the door is Petrov. We’re here to save you.”

      I was too astonished to say anything. What the fuck was going on here?

      “Are you sure about this?” Petrov asked. He looked back. “It’s not saying anything!”

      “She’s all anybody is talking about, Petrov. She’s the key. She validates all the research, all the time we’ve spent trying to get people back, to get our loved ones back. We can’t just let Doctor Rosamilia cut her up.”

      “Rita, we have less than two minutes before the security system reboots and they send a team up here to see why they can’t see anything.” Carl was getting mighty fidgety.

      I wanted to do a fucking jig. I couldn’t believe this was happening. I was convinced it was more likely a mirage my fractured mind had come up with as a way to deal with our inevitable and unstoppable death.

      “Are you sure it is what they say it is?” Petrov wanted to bolt. I as of yet had not given him a reason to stay.

      “I’m…” I had to clear my throat to try and sound more feminine, more like a woman. “I’m here. My name is Scarlett. Please help me.”

      “You bastard,” Scarlett said.

      “Yeah, no shit,” I told her right back.

      Rita’s hand flew up to her mouth as she gasped, “It’s true!” She started crying. “I can get my child back.” She was sobbing. I’m pretty sure she had not heard my shit reference.

      Ah, so this one had her kid penned up somewhere and thought I was the key to unlock little Tommy Zombie. Fat fucking chance, but who was I to crush her dreams?

      “I’ll help you any way I can,” I told her as tenderly as I could. I think I could have said those words while I was shooting her with pellets in the face, and she still would have opened that door.

      “Rita, what are you doing?” Petrov headed for us. I was up by the door, waiting, not very patiently, for that thing to unbolt. She swung her keycard over the lock. There was a very long second when the red locking light did not yield, and then it turned to green. I shoved hard enough on that door that it crashed into Rita’s face, cracking the cartilage in her nose, making it much wider and flatter than it already was.

      “Thanks, sister.” I ripped through the cordage of her neck. “Did I tell you that you’re a fucking idiot? Because I sure meant to.” Carl was in shock. A sticky note floated past his frozen features. Of the trio, only Petrov seemed capable of keeping his shit together. He was coming at me with that damn electric stick. Luckily, he was about as wieldy with that thing as I’m sure he was with his virginal dick. I sidestepped his thrust, he had all his momentum coming forward he stumbled, I bit right into and through the side of his head like someone might a jawbreaker. Rita was desperately trying to get out of the room while also covering the massively leaking wound in her neck. Petrov was doing the funky chicken, I guess I had bit into the part of his brain that either controlled motor skills or he really liked to dance. Clueless Carl was still watching the events, maybe thinking if he didn’t move he wouldn’t become an active participant in the mayhem.

      I absolutely loved to burst his bubble. I nailed him in the groin with the stick I’d just taken from Petrov. He chattered his teeth so violently he severed his tongue; it fell to the ground in a bloody lump. It wriggled around a bit like a worm cut in two and then, before it could go completely still, he covered it in a thick layer of vomit.

      “You look miserable,” I said to a hunched over Carl. I kneed him in his nose. He fell over backward, his head smacking the edge of a desk with a dull thwack. Rita had made it to the door, a hoarse cry for help escaping her lips.

      “Hate to dine and dash,” I said to Petrov as I ripped three quick pieces off his face. “But…” I was chewing, “I’d hate to be that guest that overstays their welcome.”

      I grabbed Rita’s hand and pulled it away from her throat. “With a little medical attention, you might just make it, honey. And then you’ll get to find out for yourself if there’s any part of you left once the zombie virus takes hold.” My laugh was drowned out by a warning alarm.

      “Oops, looks like the cat is out of the bag—or more like the monster has come crawling out from under the bed. Gonna need this.” I ripped Rita’s badge from around her neck. The lanyard was soaked in blood. I didn’t mind.

      “We eat more!” Manny demanded.

      “Shut the fuck up. The first thing we gotta do is get the hell out of here.”

      “Those poor people,” Scarlett sobbed.

      “Those poor people? They were going to kill us!” I raged at her while I was on the move, looking for avenues of escape. This place was going to be flooded with armed personnel, and after they saw what I’d done in that holding room, they were going to shoot me no matter how much the good doctor wanted to keep me alive for her tests. Even over the sound of the alarm, I could hear running boots hitting the hard tile floor. They were coming. I slid into one of the rooms that lined the corridor.

      “What the hell is this place?” It looked like a cross between a Nazi concentration camp laboratory and a deranged madman’s dungeon. There were a dozen tables, and on each one of them a zombie was strapped down to it. Most were cut open and had various probes and medical equipment hanging out of them. A few had the tops of their skulls completely removed, their grayish black brains exposed for all the world. I cared not a lick for any of them as I removed their straps; they were just a means to an end. Nothing like a dozen zombies to screw up even the best laid plans, I thought as I released the hounds.

      “Fetch.” I showed them to the door. “Well, not really fetch, but you get the idea,” I said as I pushed the last one out. I giggled, yeah I giggled like a schoolgirl, as I heard cries of alarm, screams of pain, and then gunshots—many, many gunshots. Seems we had a decent sized distraction going on. Part of me wanted to go to the conflict and get one of those rifles. I was sure the original owner no longer needed it as it sounded like his spleen was being removed. Probably not the best idea. I had my stick, and that was going to have to be it. I had to get moving. Twelve pissed off zombies was going to cause some pain and discomfort, that was a given, but any military base worth its shit would be able to quell that reasonably fast, even if the z’s did have the element of surprise.

      I poked my head out the door and was going to make a run for it when something in the way back, unchartered parts of my head began to wriggle about. I focused my attention on it; it was Scarlett trying to bury something, looked like a dog trying to hide the family roast beef before it had got busted for ripping it off the table.

      “Whacha doing?” I sidled up to her.

      She screamed and jumped up, backing away from the freshly patted down mind matter.

      I kicked it over with my feet. “A door? You’re hiding a door? But why?” I took a closer look at it. A large white, sealed, laboratory door, had caution stickers all over it. “Live test subjects” in traditional block letters, and some scientist’s idea of a joke scrawled underneath it said “Not so much.” I spun my head around, spreading my mouth incredibly wide with a smile that threatened to tear my cheeks. With the make-up on, it must have been a sight.

      “How the hell did I miss that? Glad you’re paying attention,” I said to Scarlett as I pulled the door open. “This is like winning the fucking lottery while getting a blow job by a porn star!” Easily, somewhere north of fifty zombies were piled in a cell designed for ten people.

      “You guys hungry?” I asked them. I waved Rita’s badge over the lock; if this didn’t work, I was in a bit of trouble. By now, my original twelve would be surrounded, dead, or dying. You know how there’s always those people that talk about miraculous things happening in their lives, as if the hand of God came down and guided events or people to do wondrous things? Well, I’ll let you in on a little secret, He’s not the only one that can manipulate events for His amusement. There are dark forces—you feel free to call them whatever the fuck you want—but they are also in this to win it. Come on. Really, what are the odds a scientist with access to all the projects in this facility would want to free me right before I was to become a slide show?

      Then I stumble into a room that has the potential to set me free? It’s almost too deus ex machina, don’t you think? When good pulls, evil pushes. It’s a huge fucking chess match, and one side can’t make a move until the other has, because otherwise the planet stops spinning or something. Let some little shithole in Italy have their blood-tear-weeping statue because this bad boy was getting out of this place and I was going to bring it down with me. Nobody said the moves had to be equal and corresponding; let “good” move their little fucking pawns around because I was a knight. Yeah, a knight of destruction!

      I lost my train of thought for a second, letting my diatribe go to the wayside, as a behemoth of a zombie thundered past me. “What the fuck are you?” I asked, looking at a zombie that weighed in excess of five hundred pounds. This wasn’t some normal, bedridden obese person that liked to snack on pallets of Fritos; this thing appeared to have been engineered to be this big. A head as large as a summer watermelon sat atop the beast. Now, normally that would be a bad thing having your weak spot be so large and vulnerable, but its eyes were deep set, a good four inches, leading me to believe that its skull was abnormally thick. I’m not sure if anything less than a rocket launcher could take that thing out. Was this some science geek’s experiment, or were the zombies evolving to be hardier? Again, didn’t give a shit. I smacked his ass like we were on a football gridiron.

      “Go get ’em, tank! Another one for the bad guys! I could do this shit all day!”

      “These people are trying to help!” Scarlett screamed out.

      “These people are trying to help,” I mocked. “Fuck, I hate liberals. Don’t you have a tree to hug or a whale to save? Besides, if it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t have found this room. We’d probably be dead by now, the memories of your children scattered all over the floor.”

      I don’t know if I realized it then or if it would have mattered. No, I’ll be honest with myself, it wouldn’t have. I was running the show, no doubt about it. The controls were mine, all the actions, thoughts, all mine. I’m not sure I know or knew what that meant. For someone that up until recently had been the master of his own fate, Manny really wasn’t protesting the fact that he was now playing second fiddle to my lead guitar. What the fuck did that mean? I know it’s important, and I should have maybe spent more than a fleeting thought on it, but I was under a little bit of pressure to get my hide out of that place.

      The gunfire, which had gone from chaotic to controlled bursts, immediately started back up to a frenetic pace. Seems my minions had found a food source. The shooting, which hadn’t been too far away, was now thankfully retreating as the new zombies pressed the attack.

      “My God, this is fantastic, exhilarating even. I haven’t had my blood pumping like this since I ate my father.”

      “You ate your father?”

      “He deserved it, the abusive alcoholic asshole. Look what I did there! He was Triple A prime! Although he would have never helped anyone broken down on the side of the road. Throw a beer bottle at their head as he drove on by is more like it. I don’t generally like my food stewed in booze, but it seemed to bring out the mellow notes within his meat.”

      “Your mother never thought to throw a pillow over your face in the crib?”

      I had to pause. “Wow, I’m kind of proud of you, Scarlett. Those are some righteously mean words. We might just get along, you and me! I’ve got a question,” I said as I once again poked my head through the door. The hallway couldn’t have been any emptier if it was high school during a snow day, except for all the dead bodies. Well, I guess it did look like just about any high school these last few years. She said nothing. “Do you want to hear my fucking question?!” I thundered.

      Calmly, she replied, “If it will make you shut up quicker, then by all means.”

      “That’s better.” I was now heading down the hallway, the opposite way that the zombies had gone. “Hypothetically, if you were Hitler’s mother and you knew what he was going to grow up to be, would you have killed him in his crib?”

      “You’re equating yourself to Hitler now? Could that be considered delusions of grandeur? Illusions of posterity more like it. Hitler a personal hero of yours? Did you have posters of him in your bedroom? Did you dream about that little moustache tickling your ass?”

      “Look at you. I think I feel a tear of pride welling up in my eye. And no, he wasn’t a hero of mine. I’ve personally got nothing against Jews, Gypsies, Polacks or any other race he was trying to get rid of. I hate them all, white, black, yellow, red, don’t fucking matter, they’re all assholes. He should have thought bigger would have been my only qualm.”

      “Oh shut up, you myopic prick. Yes, if I knew my baby was Hitler, I would have drove a knife straight through his heart and spun it around like I was trying to make cotton candy. Happy now?”

      “Holy shit, I wasn’t expecting that answer. I thought you were going to go with something like ‘I would raise him right, then he wouldn’t be that man after I was done with him.’ Or some such shit. The thing is, sister, that if it wasn’t him, another would have risen and done something along the same lines. It’s just the way the game is played.”

      “Game? He killed six million people! That’s a game to you?”

      “Not my game. Cosmic crap.”

      “You really don’t strike me as the philosophical type. I can’t imagine you sitting in your study, sipping brandy, dwelling on life’s existential moments.”

      “Fuck you, bitch.”

      “Ah, there’s the Tim-Tim I know.”

      I slammed her up against the wall. “Don’t you—don’t you ever—call me that again! I will end you, no matter how much I enjoy these little talks! You understand me?”

      She was turning red and choking. I had her neck gripped so tightly she couldn’t nod in agreement. Her eyes began to close when I finally let her go. She slid to the floor, convulsing as her oxygen-starved brain tried to fill in the void. I kicked her once for good measure. Man, that felt good. I was going to keep her around for a while just so I had the ability to let out some frustration. Nothing like a decent punching bag to work off some release! “I thought we already talked about that,” I told her calmly.

      The alarm was still blaring and the battle was still waging, but it was further from me with every step I took. The problem with my escape attempt was that I didn’t know how to get out. It wasn’t like there were a bunch of signs pointing to exits. I was going to need a guide. That’s when it dawned on me that I needed to go into one of these offices and wrangle me up one. Now, if this was really playing out the way I wanted it to, Chance or Doc Rosamilia would have been in that room, but instead I got a plumber. Had to admit the guy was pretty dedicated to his trade; there’s a full scale battle going on, and he’d got half his body up and under a sink.

      “Be out of here in a few minutes.” His words were muffled.

      “Oh, no problem, take your time,” I said, getting closer. I was hoping he had a gun or something. Nope, not so much as a slingshot. He did, however, have a large red plumber’s wrench. Thing had to weigh nearly ten pounds, I thought as I picked it up. “Sorry,” I told him when he moved his head to the side to see me and what I was doing. “I’ve always loved playing with tools.” He looked at me strangely, like this was an opening line in a porno movie, but that changed quickly when I brought the wrench completely over my head and smashed it down onto his right knee cap, shattering it into a bunch of little pieces. He sat up quickly, slamming his head into the plumbing so hard he actually knocked himself out for a few seconds. At least that had the benefit of keeping him from screaming.

      “There, there,” I said almost tenderly. I’d pulled him out from under the sink and was wiping the sweat off his forehead. He was moaning in his unconscious state, his eyes began to flutter, I could see the shock and pain begin to register as he awoke. “You’re okay,” I said soothingly.

      “I’m in so much pain,” he breathed out.

      “I bet. I busted the fuck out of your knee cap. But I need you to stop being such a pussy now. Can you do that for me? You might actually make it through this day if you can.”

      “Who…” He paused as he tried to fight through the hellacious hurt. “Who are you?”

      “Well, aren’t you just mister rudey pants.” I don’t know why I thought being flirtatious at this point was going to be advantageous, and it wasn’t like it was something I was actually good at. “The proper way to greet a lady is to introduce yourself first.”

      “You smashed my fucking knee, you psychotic bitch. I think we’re past that!”

      “Listen, dickhead, I’ll smash the other one too if you don’t tell me your name. I tried the nice thing, now I’m done.”

      He laughed. It was a short stunted thing, but he actually laughed. “That’s your version of nice? Fine, we’ll play whatever game this is. My name is Gary Reilly.”

      “Hello, Gary. Was that so hard? Do you know your way around this place?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good, you’re going to show me the way out.”

      “Listen, crazy bitch, I’m not sure how you think I’m going to be able to do that now that you’ve hobbled me.”

      “Should have probably planned that out better. My bad, but if you can’t get me out of here you’re useless, at least in that state. I’m sure you’d still taste delicious.”

      “Taste?”

      “I’m a zombie, Gary. Haven’t figured that out yet? Thought you’d be a little smarter than that.”

      Gary winced as he sat up and tried to pull away. He was hesitant to move his leg, even slightly.

      “You cannot be surprised, can you? Dumb plumbers have to think don’t they? You’ve seen what they do around here. I’m an experiment that exceeded their furthest dreams.”

      “I’m not a damned plumber.”

      “Well, I guess you do seem a little too good in shape to be a stereotypical pipe man. Soldier with some plumbing skills, I take it? Probably a good thing I busted your knee first and asked questions later. Being the demure little thing that I am. So where’s your gun?” I looked around.

      The room wasn’t a much bigger than a maintenance closet, would have had a hard time missing it.

      “I’m off duty,” he grunted.

      “This is your idea of fun then? Eh, whatever, I like to eat people; I really shouldn’t shit on your ideas. So, can you get me out of here or what?”

      “Can you breed?”

      “That’s a pretty direct question considering we’ve just met.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t mean with me. You just broke my knee so I think I’m entitled to ask a pointed question or two.”

      “Why that one then?”

      “Because if you can make more of you I’ll just sit here and take what you plan on doling out. If you can’t, I plan on helping you with the idea that once I get better I’m going to hunt you down.”

      “You sound so heroic right now, if I identified as female I just might have jumped your bones. But let’s get something straight. I’m a zombie. More importantly, I identify as a male zombie. Then there’s the fact that I’d more likely eat any prospective lover, and if it ever got to that point, I’d eat the baby just for good measure.”

      Gary studied me for a few seconds. “I believe you. Now I want to know what are the odds that you are indeed going to let me go if I show you the way out?”

      “Zero if you don’t do it.”

      “That’s not good enough. You just told me you’d eat a baby. That doesn’t give me much faith in the notion that I’ll walk away from this. Figuratively.”

      “What if I pinkie swear?”

      “Oh, that should do it. Are zombies bound by the pinkie swear seal of good faith?”

      “I think I like you, Gary. Listen, here’s the deal. If you don’t help me, I’m going to mash up that other knee then I’m going to spend a good half hour ripping through you like a lion through a zebra’s hindquarters. If you help me, there’s always the chance someone intervenes on your behalf. Or just maybe I’m in too much of a rush to do what comes naturally to me. Or just, this is the slimmest of odds now, but maybe I just walk away. I let you live. So to be fair, I’d say it’s a coin flip out there; in here, those coins end up on your eyelids so you can pay the ferry man.”

      “I’ve had worse odds. There’s a mop bucket in the corner.”

      “You think I’m going to clean up if I make a mess?”

      “No, it has wheels. I’m going to have to sit on it and you’re going to have to push.”

      “That’s probably a better idea.” The bucket looked like it had been around since the Reagan administration. The bottom was nearly rusted out and the handle that pressed the extra water out of the mop had been taped together with nearly a roll of duct tape. I had my doubts it was going to support my guide’s weight.

      “A multi-billion-dollar secret government facility and this is the fucking mop bucket? Thing probably cost seven hundred of my tax dollars.”

      Gary winced and stifled a cry as he worked to get onto the bucket. “Could you help me please?”

      “No. You weigh twice what I do. Just because your knee is broken doesn’t make me think you’re not lethal in some way. Either get your ass up there or let me dine.” His first attempt sent the bucket skittering across the floor and his ass smacking against the ground in a jarring manner.

      “Bet that fucking hurt.”

      His gaze said it all; once his eyes cleared and he didn’t think he was going to pass out, they then tried to burn holes in me.

      “Fine,” I said. “I’ll help.” I placed the business end of my electric stick dead center on his chest. “You so much as twitch and I’m going to keep pulling this trigger until you’re medium rare.” I could tell he was thinking about it as I leaned down and let him brace against me. He wouldn’t have won, and he knew it. When his ass was firmly seated on top of the bucket, I stood back up.

      “Which way when I open the door?”

      “Right.”

      “Convenient, back to the battle. You lead me into a trap, and you’ll be the first to go. I know you’re thinking to yourself that I don’t have a weapon that can do you in quickly. That may be, you can take a couple of shocks before there’s any permanent damage. Now, Gary, I’m sure a big strong man like you probably could. But remember, I only need to take the smallest nibble from your ear and you’re a zombie, and trust me, for a guy like you, that’s worse than a death sentence.”

      I opened the door and took a quick look outside, still empty. I pushed Gary and his makeshift wheelchair out into the hallway. The fucking thing squealed like I’d stabbed a pig with a pencil, repeatedly. The front left wheel wobbled badly. If this thing made it to the end of the corridor, I’d be amazed.

      “Gary,” I said as we kept going, the sound of the battle getting significantly closer.

      “This is the quickest way out and my best chance for you to just leave.”

      “Quickest? Is it also the best? For me anyway.”

      “This is the way, zombie.”

      “It’s Scar … Tim.” I was fucking mortified. I didn’t know if I should correct myself or not. He did not need to know I was having a war within.

      “Scartim?”

      I pushed him faster, the wheels wildly going back and forth, somehow defying the fact that I was pushing it straight.

      I could see zombies up ahead, putting me entirely too close to what I’d started. Just because I’d taken a shit on the facility didn’t mean I wanted to step in it. “I’m getting nervous, Gary, and I’m a nervous eater.”

      “You’ve got a left coming up.”

      We’d no sooner taken that left when I heard the approach of people, moving fast. Had to be more soldiers coming to surround the zombies. The scientists surely weren’t coming to save their experiments. No, they were too busy tinkering with things better left alone. They don’t have the time or, more importantly, the inclination to fix their mistakes.

      “How conspicuous do we look?” I asked. I couldn’t help but laugh when he looked over his shoulder to see if I was serious. We needed to hide. Lovely Rita meter maid’s access card was turning out to be huge. I zipped it past the door panel and waited for the telltale click before letting myself in. The light was out, which was actually kind of a bummer. I was hoping that Ms. C. Rose of the psychics’ department was in so that I could get a bite to eat. All this running and escaping shit was famishing. I shut the door tight before turning the light on.

      “Talk about utilitarian.” There was a small, wooden desk with an old laptop and an even older dot matrix printer on top of it. Behind it was a decent office chair, where Ms. C. Rose presumably sat, according to her white lab coat draped over it. There were two folding chairs for her guests. A picture of a smiling boy holding a football was on the wall. I will always love you inscribed on the picture from a person named Kevin. In the corner was a tall file cabinet, and that was it. I don’t think she had a wastebasket.

      “She’s a unique one,” Gary informed me. “Sort of like you, Scartim. I don’t think you’re a zombie, not completely anyway.”

      “You don’t believe me? That’s not a great position to take, Gary.”

      “It’s the way you talk, your mannerisms. Zombies don’t give a shit about where their tax money goes, Scartim. So what the fuck are you? Some delusional bitch that thinks she’s a zombie? I’ve heard of those crazy people that used to go meet out in the woods and would drink bags of blood they bought off hospitals and called themselves vampires. But you know what, Scartim, they weren’t vampires, they were just deranged fucks with bags of blood. They didn’t have fangs, not real ones anyway. They didn’t need to be afraid of the light, or maybe they did because normal people would shun their stupid asses. But what the fuck is wrong with you, Scartim? No one wants to pretend to be a zombie, especially in this day and age. What the fuck do you do? Get bags of beef jerky and pretend its human meat? Tell me, I’m fucking curious.”

      “You sure are stupid.” I grabbed that heavy ass printer and swung it hard enough that I cracked good old Gary’s skull wide open. Well, maybe not wide open, but he was pouring blood out of a five-inch gash above his right temple. I’d rung the shit out of his bell, he fell to the side and off his ride. He cried out when he struck the side of the desk and then the hard tile floor. “Even if by some weird stretch I wasn’t a zombie—which I am by the way, but we’ll get to that later—I’ve already proven myself to be extremely violent. Haven’t I? How could provoking me in any way seem like a good idea, Gary? Can you tell me that? I thought you military types were a little smarter than that.”

      He looked out of it, sort of like a Russian sailor on shore leave. Just a bit too much vodka to go with his borscht or whatever the fuck they ate.

      “I’m in pain,” he mumbled. Could have been talking about his head or his knee, both maybe. The sight of all that blood was beginning to have an effect on me.

      “Tell me the way out, and I’ll send help back.”

      I’d fucked his head up, but apparently only on the outside because he didn’t believe me.

      “All right fine, just tell me the way out so I can go about my merry little way.”

      “Nothing merry about you,” he slurred.

      “Oooh, sounds like you may have a concussion. Do I look like batman yet?”

      His eyebrows furrowed as he kept staring at me. Blood leaked into his right eye, and still he looked. He cried out when I slapped him hard enough to chip his teeth.

      “I have no idea why you’re stalling, Gary, but I need to get on the move and your little third grade recess game has played out too long.”

      He had the fucking audacity to start laughing. One second, he looked like he was in enough pain to pass out, the next, this raucous amused sound is bouncing off the walls of the small office.

      “Okay, I need to think this out. We certainly haven’t been together long enough for me to drive you insane. My guess is the pain is damn near unbearable from your injuries, but still that shouldn’t have shot you over the edge just yet. So what gives? If you had a weapon, you would have used it. No, I know what it is … you think help is on the way. You’ve got that ‘I got the drop on you look,’ so how the fuck did you pull it off?” I looked around the room. There was nothing. Maybe if the laptop was open, I could see there being a camera. I grabbed the signed picture of the dreamy Kevin, at least dreamy to Miss Rose, and was prepared to smash it over Gary’s head when I saw the lens and the little red light next to it that signified power.

      “Smile, you’re on Candid Camera.” Gary’s tone changed from bemusement to blood thirsty revenge.

      “What have you done?” I railed at him.

      “I didn’t do anything, you fucking psycho. You’re the one that decided to come into the offices of the resident psychic. The camera is programmed to begin recording when it senses movement. A lot of weird shit happens in here, and the doc likes to record it. This may be some of the weirdest, so we’re definitely being recorded.”

      “I don’t give a shit about recorded, Gary. What I care about is monitored.”

      “Oh, most definitely.”

      “You’re playing a dangerous game here. I don’t completely believe you that someone is sitting at a desk just waiting for something to happen in this room, especially during a crisis.”

      “Especially during a crisis; this feeds to the security station. Who’s the dumb ass now?” And then he resumed that infernal laughing sound.

      “You are.” I moved quickly over to his side and bit at his ear. Unlike the little nibble I had hinted at, I ripped the thing clean off. Well clean is more of a metaphor than an actual descriptor of what happened. The side of his head looked like the coastline of Maine; there were ridges and crags of torn shredded skin, blood bubbling to the surface giving the side of his head the illusion of a melting candle. The trick ended when he full-throated, open-mouthed screamed. Red spittle flew from his tongue-bitten mouth hitting the far wall with enough force to splatter off and back.

      “Well, I can see you were never a smoker,” I said around a mouthful of the cartilage-rich snack. “Chewy,” I told him as I took a bite. “A little hot sauce on this thing and we’d be in business.

      “I don’t like being fucked with, Gary. It upsets my delicate constitution.” I reached over and grabbed his remaining ear. I yanked with an upward force. His screams reached a new level and octave range. “Impressive,” I told him, honestly meaning it. “Did you know it only takes seven pounds of force to rip an ear from a human body? Wait, that doesn’t sound like much. Maybe they were talking about what it takes to break a collar bone.” I stepped in front of him and brought the heel of my hand down onto his exposed right collarbone. Instead of crying out more, which in all likelihood he couldn’t, he mostly collapsed in on himself as if I’d poked a hole in a semi-deflated balloon. He sort of folded in. He looked about half the man he’d been when I first encountered him. And no, I didn’t feel sorry for him. He was food. What the hell was there to feel sorry about?

      “Just kill me,” he said, raising his gaze to look at me.

      “And miss out on all the fun that we’re having? Naw, I’m going to get the hell out of here. Your buddies are going to see the footage of you getting your ear chewed off by a bitch….” I started laughing. I couldn’t help myself.

      “Something funny?” he asked, a small sliver of blood running down his bottom lip.

      “It’s just that, even in an apocalypse, some things never change.”

      Gary’s gaze never wavered from the intense ache and fury he was feeling.

      “You’re about as fun as an undertaker,” I told him. “I’m talking about a woman chewing your ear off. Although in this case, it’s literal. Come on, man, that shit is funny! No? Buzzkill. Okay, not that this hasn’t been a barrel of laughs, but I should be getting out of here now. Which way?”

      “Go fuck yourself.”

      I turned on him savagely. “I have woman parts! How in the hell am I supposed to do that?” I covered his face in a frothy layering of spit.

      “Go sit on a grenade for all I care!”

      “Well that’s a visual. I was going to let you enjoy the turning process but you’ve been pissing me off these last few minutes.” I shoved the pole into his mouth, breaking out his two front teeth and at least chipping the bottom ones as well. I tripped the trigger, sending voltage into his mouth and body. He convulsed, flopping around like a fish out of water. Agony did not convey what it looked like he was going through. “They’re going to play this tape over and over again I bet! You’re moving around so much it almost looks like you’re overacting!” Blood was running out of his mouth in runnels. I smelled frying bacon, pretty sure I was cooking his tongue. I pulled the stick free. Fucker was out! I could not help myself, I yanked his jaw down and grabbed his tongue, which was indeed a nice golden brown as if I’d been slow roasting that thing for the last four hours.

      It took considerably more than seven pounds of pulling force to remove that thing from his head. For a few seconds, it looked like a Three Stooges routine. It had come out so far, like a giant rubber band. Must have been close to a half a foot outside of his head when I heard tearing sounds in his jaw and throat. Wherever he was at the moment, it wasn’t far enough away, as he was doing more moaning and groaning. I actually staggered back when it snapped free.

      “Shit, this had better be worth it.” I popped it into my mouth and chewed for a bit. “Meh. It’s kind of like you, Gary, a little dry!” Yeah, then I guffawed again. I really was my own source of entertainment.

      I was going to do some serious protein intake when I noticed that the sound of fighting seemed to be winding down. There was an outside chance that my brothers and sisters in teeth had scored a major victory, but there was a bigger chance the army had not only held their own but won outright. I needed to get out and now. My clothes were coated in all manner of nasty substances. Blending in was going to be difficult. I took one more look at Gary. Blood was now pouring freely from his mouth. I’d had no idea a tongue could cause that much damage. If he didn’t bleed out soon, he’d probably choke on the copious amounts of fluid. If that didn’t do him in, Hugh or Manny or whichever entity the virus decided to adopt would. I was pissed I was leaving such a bounty of meat.

      “That would help.” I was looking at the jacket. I stepped onto Gary’s head as I leaned over the desk to reach for the lab coat.

      “Sorry,” I said demurely. “I’m just too short to reach it on my own.” In my defense, I don’t think he felt it. Like I gave a shit anyway. I put the jacket on, happy to note C. Rose and I were nearly of the same size. She might have been a size smaller, bitch. “Whoa that was catty; where the hell did that come from?”

      “Are you women really that petty?” I asked a clearly upset Scarlett. “Oh come on, I barely tore him apart.”

      “You … you ripped out his tongue,” Scarlett said in a daze.

      “Oh, you saw that? I figured you stopped watching after the first ear.”

      “I should have, I just umm…”

      “Like watching a train wreck?”

      “No, I need to see how deep your depravity goes. Just exactly what you will do in just about any situation. You have no limits that I can tell, and that makes you dangerous.”

      “Why, thank you.” I thought about giving a bow.

      “But predictable.”

      “What?”

      “I’m going to kill you, Tim, that’s just a fact. When I have my chance, there can be no mercy because you will not show any.” After a moment of silence, she continued, “Oh, look at how that shut you up. And yes, we can be jealous of another woman’s frame size. Remember, we share information both ways. I can see you’ve had bouts of jealousy in you when you viewed bigger cocks than yours. Didn’t keep you from jacking off, though, did it? Did you hate yourself when you finished up? Maybe had a batch of tears mixing in with the semen by the end?”

      “I’m not gay!” I roared.

      “Never said you were. In fact, I never hinted at it. Seems to me you’re the one with the problem there, little fella. I just assumed with how large of a man that you were that everything would have been proportional. Must have been a major disappointment for those poor women you conned into going back to your apartment. You sure didn’t win them over with that charming personality of yours. I have to imagine it was the promise of a package that rivaled the rest of you.”

      “Just shut up!” I hit her with a backhand hard enough to send her spinning away. “Gosh, that never gets old. Really, you think it would, but you show surprise each and every time I hit you. Like you’re not expecting it or something. With all that watching, one would assume you had picked up some extra knowledge by now.”

      “I need to eat.”

      “Oh, the peanut gallery is in full swing now! You do realize I’m trying to get our asses out of this particular predicament don’t you Manny?”

      “I don’t care. If you cannot do it, I will.”

      I was not liking Mister Self Aware. If he wanted the controls back, he’d take them easily enough, and then he’d get us killed and that was unacceptable. I was as powerless to stop him as Scarlett was to stop me.

      “All right, all right.” I’d opened the door to make sure the coast was clear, my intention being to finish off Gary before the zombie virus even now coursing through his system took over. Although my guess was he was going to die before that became a problem, but still, I don’t like being a cannibal. Just a matter of perspective, I suppose. I had no problem eating people because I wasn’t one, is what I’m saying.

      “Yeah, keep telling yourself that.” Scarlett had stood and was wiping the corner of her mouth. She’d gotten up much quicker than I would have expected.

      “I didn’t say that out loud.”

      “You can’t be that thick, can you? We’re sharing the same space.”

      Now I was concerned. Could she access every thought I had? And if so, why could I not access hers? And maybe a little more unsettling: She would have known I was going to hit her and didn’t care. I needed out of this body and fast.

      “EAT now, slave!” Manny demanded.

      “I fucking hate it here!”

      “Doctor! Doctor!” Oh shit, there was a soldier running down the hallway hailing me. My grip tightened on the pole. I was convinced I could have surprised him, but not likely with two other soldiers tailing him.

      “What do I do?”

      “Die would be nice,” Scarlett said.

      “Food,” was Manny’s contribution to the discussion.

      I was trying to shut the door while Manny was attempting to go through it. We were stuck in a wrestling match. At the moment it was a stalemate, but I was already beginning to flag; Manny would be able to do this indefinitely.

      “Not yet, Manny,” I grunted. “Soon, I promise.”

      The promise seemed to seal the deal. I pulled the door shut with enough force to rattle the frame. I quickly engaged the locking mechanism.

      “It’s okay, Doctor.” There was urgent knocking on the door.

      “You’re in a bit of a spot now, aren’t you?” Scarlett asked as the door handle twisted back and forth.

      Gushing Gary was making a mess; soon his running blood would reach the doorway and would begin to seep underneath. Of all the directions the damn building had to be sloping, that it was toward the door was pissing me off. Can’t imagine that would bode well if blood began to leak out into the hallway.

      “Doctor Rose. It’s okay, I’ve been ordered to get everyone to the cafeteria, where we can make sure everyone is safe.”

      “I’m safe here,” I said through the door.

      “Doctor Rose, you’re not. More zombies have escaped, and they’re all over the place! I need to get you to a central location!”

      “What about my research?”

      “It’ll be fine. Please, Doctor, we don’t have much time before they come. If you don’t comply, I have the authority necessary to break through the door!”

      “Shit, shit, shit,” I said softly.

      “You’re about as quick on your feet as a sedated sloth,” Scarlett chimed.

      “When I kill you, it’s going to be spectacular.”

      “Doctor? No one’s getting killed. Please come out now!”

      “I have got to stop talking out loud.” Of course I said it out loud again, just not loud enough this time to be heard. The soldier was becoming more forceful. He’d be coming in soon enough, and at that point he couldn’t miss my latest victim.

      “DOCTOR! They’re coming!”

      I quickly opened the door and immediately shut it behind me. If the soldier had been looking my way, he would not have been able to miss the body. My zombie brethren had once again saved my bacon as they had distracted him just enough. He grabbed my arm and started dragging me the way I had been going. Gary had been leading me in the wrong direction the entire time. Not that I had been feeling bad about ripping him partially apart, but now I was actually happy for it. Aw shit, who the hell was I kidding? I’d been happy about it all along.

      The two other soldiers that had been tailing my personal guide were nowhere in sight. I imagine they had continued on to the battle. That was fine with me. My personal bodyguard, Private Gallstone—I’m not even making that up—was so focused on his goal, he’d lost all his observational skills. My hands were filthy with blood, gore encrusted on my fingernails. I did not have a mirror, but I had to imagine there were telltale signs of my gluttony all over my face, not to mention my clown make-up.

      “Almost there, Doctor.” He was pulling me faster, my guess to be done with the baby sitting duty and back to the action. “Here we go. You should be fine.” He reached for his badge to swipe it on the card reader. His neck passed right in front of my face. Even if by some strange twist of reasoning I wanted to spare him, I didn’t. I bit down onto his outstretched neck. I ripped through the skin into the muscle. When I pulled away, veins and arteries ruptured as I tore them in two. I was like a loosed animal that had been caged most of his life. Gallstone tried to mount a defense, but he could barely bring his arm up as I kept digging deeper into his neck, pulling thick ropy sections of muscle from him. The meat was so fresh it was still wriggling as I swallowed whole pieces in a rush to fill my cavernous stomach.

      I pulled a Hugh; I just ate, oblivious to everything around me. If a toddler with a BB gun had strolled up at just that moment, they could have kept repeatedly shooting until the small steel projectiles finally penetrated the soft tissue of my temple and started to send the small pellets into the side of my brain. I just didn’t give a shit. I was starving! Cramps had nearly split my stomach in two. I ate as Gallstone feebly fought back. I ate as Gallstone’s electrical impulses kept his body twitching for long seconds. I ate while Gallstone finally released his bowels and bladder. I ate long after Gallstone’s soul departed. I ate Gallstone even after I ate what I think was a Gallstone, which was sort of like a sour jawbreaker; I cracked right through and proceeded on. I ate until that gnawing, cloying pain subsided from me. It didn’t completely retreat, but it pulled back far enough that I could think clearly again. There was a puddle of Gallstone left on the floor. “Have you lost weight?” I asked as I stood up and looked down at the rumpled clothes. “Whatever you’re doing, it’s working wonders for you!”

      “You’re truly a sick fuck,” Scarlett informed me.

      “Oh come on, is that the best you can do? That’s so cliché.”

      She gave me a steely gaze, maybe in preparation for some retribution. “You’re inhuman, and I don’t mean heartless or more like an animal. I mean you’re not a human anymore.”

      “I don’t want to be, Scarlett. Humans can’t live forever. Humans can’t mend themselves with superhero speed. You know who can, Scarlett? Zombies can! I can!”

      “Zombies can’t love!” she shot back.

      “Love? Who gives a shit about that overrated emotion? What’s that ever got anybody? Certainly not laid. Lust, now that’s an enviable emotion; that’ll get you some. Hate, that’s a good one, can cause some serious damage with that one. Envy works pretty good, makes you take what you covet from others.”

      “Your momma must have been a saint.”

      The contempt and sarcasm that she used to deliver those words required an immediate and painful reaction on my part.

      “She wasn’t actually a saint, but it’s not your job to talk about her. Why do women just never know when to shut up? You push and you push.” I started the mighty backhand delivery system, trying not to show any concern when it felt like my arm was moving through thick sludge. The closer I got to striking her, the more difficult it became to move my mind-driven appendage. I was three inches from her face when I struck something. Felt like I’d rapped my knuckles off a hunk of rusty iron.

      “What’s the matter?” she asked with a smile pulling up the corners of her lips in a predatory manner.

      I looked to my right hand, which had been bruised and may have been bleeding. Then without ever thinking about it, going completely on instinct, not giving her the time to react, I shoved my left fist into her midsection, folding her neatly in half as she winced to suck in air. I brought my knee up just as she was coming down. The impact was glorious, shattering that righteous nose and high cheekbones into oblivion.

      “Don’t fuck with me, bitch,” I said to her sobbing body. Hindsight can kiss my fucking ass, but oh I should have crushed her skull right there and then. Whatever she’d done to prevent me from initially striking her was pause for concern. Lucky for her, I’d already tempted fate for entirely too long eating Gallstone and the chances I was going to stay undiscovered for much longer were slim. I bent down, retrieved his rifle and magazines through the slop, cleaned off the important parts as best I could, and was two steps down the hallway in an effort to get out of the place when I had an epiphany. I guess that’s one word for it, but it was more like a white hot anger. I realized what this place was and what it stood for and, more importantly, what it could potentially do. Basically destroy my kind.

      “They are not your kind!” Scarlett railed. She had not yet got up from the floor, but she’d turned her head so she could see me.

      “I’m more them than I’ve ever been you.”

      “Tim, stop,” she pleaded. “I know what you want to do. You can’t. You can’t seal all of man’s fate because of a parasite.”

      “Parasite? The zombies aren’t the parasite. Man is. That greedy, corrupt, twisted being that destroys everything in its path, including itself. Zombies are purity; they are restoring order back to the world. They have one purpose, to rid the planet of the scourge. We’re doing great and wonderful things here!”

      “Even you, even you, Tim, cannot be that lost. Zombies don’t have a purpose other than to completely strip life away from this planet. They’re not going to stop at people. They’ll just keep going until there is no animal life left. That’s all they know how to do!”

      “How’s that so different from your beloved man? How many species has man hunted into extinction? How many habitats have been destroyed killing all the animals there? You make it sound like man is such a glorious creature. He’s a debased aberration that must be brought to heel.”

      “Don’t do this, Tim, please.”

      “Well, since you said it so nicely and you added a ‘please,’ I’ll tell you what: I won’t tell you to fuck off.” I passed my badge over the door to the cafeteria. It was a spacious room with large, white tables and chairs of varying colors all around. Nobody paid much attention to me at first, as they were all busy, talking animatedly in their little cliques, I’m sure spreading gossip about who kissed who next to the beaker locker. They were a little older and it was all nerds, but this could be high school all over again. There was a gasp, and then fingers began pointing as they finally began to take notice of the bloody woman standing in the doorway. I held the rifle by my hip and just started spraying a full magazine into the crowd. It was glorious, fucking orgasmic, as the vibrations sent waves of pleasure through my pussy. My god, it was intense. If I’d been born a woman, I would have had sex all day, every day. Sure, blowing a load is a fantastic experience, but it can’t even begin to compare to what was happening right now. I was shaking so badly I could barely get the next magazine into the magazine well.

      “This is, fu … fu … fucking fantastic!” I just kept shooting, blowing holes into the backs of the staff as they tried desperately to get away, my knees threatening to give out at any moment. “How long does this go on?” I could feel my eyes threatening to roll up into my head and my toes curl into tight knots within my shoes. Screams, begging for mercy were masked by my shrieks of ecstasy. I couldn’t tell you how much time had elapsed from when I’d fired that last round until I stopped trembling. Bits of body parts and bodies littered the floor. Some did escape unscathed, out a door by the back, but the rest lay broken and bleeding by my feet. It was the most visually stimulating sight I’d ever seen in my life, so many of them taken down by my hand. I got it now, I got why people went on mass shootings.

      I grabbed Scarlett by the scruff of the neck. “Isn’t that just the prettiest sight you’ve ever seen?” She vomited down the whole front of me, and somehow, just now, that was perfect.

      “Probably should get going.” I turned and stumbled, having to catch myself on the wall. “Maybe a little housecleaning first,” I said as I took a look behind me. I found one of my victims that had bled the least on his lab coat. I’d neatly removed the top portion of his head with a bullet like he’d been driving a high profile vehicle under a low hanging bridge.

      “Shit, I couldn’t have done that with a saw.” I gazed at the perfectly vivisected brain. I took my coat off, wiped my face and hair, and then changed into the new coat. It was too big, but it was clean and that was all that mattered right now. I followed the cowards that had ran out the back way. My loins stirred a little as I walked into the darkened corridor. There were a couple of people there that had decided, rudely I might add, not to die in my presence. Then there was a crawler. I must have shot him in the spine. He was dragging his useless lower half through the hall, leaving a blood trail behind him. In the low level light, I could make believe it was slime and he was the world’s largest slug.

      “You’re making a mess,” I told him. He turned to look at who had addressed him, his eyes growing large—like comic book large—and then he started to crawl faster.

      “Where the fuck do you really think you’re going to get to?” I placed my right foot down on the small of his back and pushed down, pinning him to the ground like a butterfly. He grunted out in pain. “Oh shut up, you can’t feel that.”

      “Please,” the man begged.

      “If you’re asking me to help, I think we should have some full disclosure. First what’s your name? Yeah forget it, I don’t care. Okay, so D-Rag, get it? Because, well, you’re dragging yourself around. Nothing? You have zero humor, D-Rag. All right, time’s a wasting.”

      “You’re slipping, Tim.” I figured that to be Scarlett, but she didn’t look like she was in much better shape than my present footstool. Manny? No way, not his style. Who, then? I actually turned around to see if anyone was there. I did the only thing I could think to do, and that was completely ignore the unknown intruder.

      I turned my attention back to things that actually existed. “D-Rag, you need to tell me how to get out of here.” I pressed down harder on his back. His arms gave out and his face collided with the floor in a teeth-cracking way. I stepped completely up onto him, this time he cried out.

      “Just tell me what I need to know, and I’ll get off.” There was some awkward silence there until I figured he might not be able to speak with me pressing on him. I gingerly stepped off. “Oh, do pardon me, good sir,” I said in what I thought was a decent English accent. Blood was coming out of his mouth, kind of like I had been forcing his innards out his mouth. “Man, that’s a little graphic even for me.” I shuddered. “Which way is out of here? Hurry up and tell me or I’m going to keep kicking you in the junk until it’s lodged somewhere up in your throat. Not that it really matters. You’ll never be using that thing again, but at least sometimes when you’re alone and contemplating suicide, you can pull it out of your pants and remember all the good times you two had together even if you were always alone.”

      His hand, which had been pinned to his side, came loose and a finger pointed the way. It was the only way I could go, as I could hear soldiers entering the cafeteria behind me. I stepped onto his body as I went over.

      “Sorry to cripple and cruise, but I gotta go.” When I was out from the little back corridor, I had two options when I got to the door. I decided to follow the fleeing survivors. They were far up ahead, in the longest corridor thus far, there had to be some sort of bridge to another annex or something. Seemed likely I would stumble across an exit eventually.
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      “Can someone give me a goddamned answer and tell me what happened here?” Major General Stultz, a tall man with white grizzled hair and a scar that went from the corner of his mouth to just below his left eye, asked. On any other person it would appear to make someone look like they were constantly smiling, but on the general, it had nearly the opposite effect. It was hard not to see that, and think that he had contempt and disdain for all things around him. That wasn’t always the case, but right now, that description fit perfectly. He was walking among the littered dead of the staff, a few were being treated for wounds, most were long past that point.

      “Reports are scattered, sir, but the ones who saw anything, say a woman in a lab coat came in and just started shooting,” Captain Hardings, the aide to the major general, responded.

      “One of ours?” The general stopped to look at the captain.

      “Right now, sir, that’s what we have to assume. There were no security breaches, and it certainly wasn’t a zombie. Why? Why would someone do this?”

      Dr. Rosamilia had come in through the door Tim had only moments earlier vacated. “These were some of the greatest minds still left on this planet. Without them, there’s very little chance we can stop this virus.” The doctor was looking at the faces of each of the deceased.

      “How bad is it?” the captain asked.

      Dr. Rosamilia had a panicked look in her eyes. “Picture that you have a brain tumor and the neurosurgeon has been killed.”

      “There are still survivors,” the major general said. “Can they not go with the research data we have?”

      “This was almost a surgical strike. That’s Doctor Emerson, the leading virologist, not just on site but on the planet. Over there is Doctor Gregorovich, the preeminent bacteriologist. Over there is Doctor Youngstein. He’s—”

      “Yes, I know who the good doctors were,” the general said. “But surely—”

      “I don’t mean to cut you off; yes, there are some people left, but if I can go back to the neurosurgeon example, it’s like the surgeon has been killed but the anesthesiologist is still alive. I’m sure he’s seen the procedure done before, but that’s not the person I’d want digging around in my head.”

      “We’ll just have to relearn. The people still alive will need to pick up the pieces.” The general was trying to find the silver lining on a plastic bag full of shit.

      “That could take decades and maybe not even then. I could read volumes of books on how to build a rocket and still never be able to do it. And to be honest, I don’t think we have decades, not with the way the zombies are adapting and learning. Do we know who did this?”

      “Witnesses say a red-headed woman in a lab coat. That’s all we’ve got so far,” the captain said.

      The doctor’s face blanched. “Oh, God no.” She appeared as if she were about to bolt.

      The captain grabbed her before she could do that. “Do you know something we could use to track this person down doctor?”

      “It wasn’t a person, it was a zombie.” The words were caustic as they formed in her throat.

      “She had an M-16; surely this wasn’t a zombie.” The captain tried to reason the unreasonable away.

      “We had her in captivity. We were studying her. She was such an anomaly.”

      “Jesus, Doc, you capture an apex zombie and you don’t think to notify me and have a security team monitoring her twenty-four/seven?” The general pulled his cap off to run his hand through his short hair.

      “We … we didn’t know what we had just yet, and she was locked up.”

      “How advanced?” the general asked.

      “She can speak.”

      “Jesus H Christ!” The general walked a couple of steps away before coming back. “I’m going to need an accurate description. We need to track her down and dispose of this threat. And no, Doc, we are not going to attempt to capture her alive. She’s already done enough damage and may have single-handedly nullified this entire project. Goddamn it, one fucking zombie has destroyed us, has destroyed us all.”
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      “Stairs. About fucking time.” Unlike everywhere else in this place, I did not need to use my card. I stepped in, the flashing of a yellow alarm light had a strange strobe effect within the cemented confines, giving it a very claustrophobic feel. Luckily, that wasn’t a malady I suffered from. If I could share head space with two others and not go insane, this was no big deal. I grabbed the handrail and took the stairs two at a time as I bolted down. It wouldn’t be long before they figured out who’d done what, and I needed to be long gone when that happened. I hit the door leading out at a full sprint, nearly toppling over a soldier who was standing there. He was alarmed as he righted himself to see what was going on. I wanted to keep running, but that didn’t seem like the best course of action at the moment.

      “Help me! Help me!” I started reaching for him. “There’s been a massacre in there!” I was sobbing. “There’s zombies, and someone went psychotic, started shooting up the room we were in!”

      “Hold on, ma’am. You can’t come out here, it’s more dangerous. You need to get to shelter zero. I’ll radio someone to take you there.”

      “I can’t go back in there. People are killing each other, zombies are killing people. Look at me? I’m covered in blood!”

      “Central, this is Corporal Greenich I have….”

      A thick static filled the air and a broadcast overshadowed the corporal’s call. “Be on the look-out for a red-haired woman in a lab coat. She is to be considered armed and dangerous!”

      I was moving before the corporal could look over. I didn’t need to hear the warning to know that I needed to act, and fast. He was never going to let me go on my own. His eyes grew wide. I never gave him a chance to defend himself, to bring that weapon up and either shoot me or detain me. I reached down and grabbed his balls, happy to note that the commando was going commando. Not a great choice in the middle of an invasion, but who am I to judge? I gripped those things like I was trying to make lemonade and this was the last lemon on the planet. I can’t say for sure, but I think I may have cracked one of them like an egg. His mouth opened in the classic ‘o’ face but he was about as far from that sensation as one could be and still be alive. His left hand went down to try and pry my vise-like grip away, while with his right, he punched me in the jaw.

      He got a fair amount of force behind that strike. Panic will do that to you. I would have faltered if not for Manny taking control of the hand that had seized his junk. I don’t know how my favorite little worm knew what was going on, but he sent more juice down to our fingers and palm. When I’d initially cupped the corporal’s family jewels, they had nestled in my palm like a baby duckling, Manny had compressed our hand down so tightly you would have been hard pressed to slide a quarter between the tips of our fingers and palm. Things were most definitely rupturing down there. The front of the corporal’s pants burst into red, like he’d been shot repeatedly in the crotch with paint balls. He hit me one more time, but I’m not sure he could have squashed a fly. He was done for. He was falling over, and would have done so if Manny would have released his grip. Corporal Greenich now looked like a piece of luggage the way we were carrying him, and the handle was what was left of his manhood.

      “You can let go, Manny.”

      The corporal fell to the ground, the red spreading out around his groin.

      “I’m going to borrow your rifle. You don’t mind, do you?” I grabbed the weapon then rolled him over so I could get the strap over his head. “No time to eat, Manny, stop begging. This is why I never owned a dog.” I had planned on shooting him so that he couldn’t warn others where we’d gone. But he wasn’t going to be telling anything to anybody any time soon, and if he did, it would be in this high chipmunk falsetto, and no one would really be able to understand anyway. Plus, I’d maimed him to the point of being a eunuch and that was seriously funny to me. Fuck him. I was making my run for it. A parking lot and two fences later, the facility was becoming a memory. I heard distant gunfire at one point. All I know is that it was not coming in my general direction. I stayed off the streets though I heard no vehicles. If a search mission had been sent for me, they had yet to discover my location.

      I’d gone at least ten miles before I felt somewhat confident enough to stop and look around at my surroundings. We were most assuredly out of the business district and deep into the suburban sprawl. Shitty little houses were planted in uninspiring lines along the street. One looked much like the next.

      “This is the American dream? People really crossed oceans to live this shit? How bad was it where they were, that this is somehow ideal?” I was not in a good mood, if I had come across a bag of kittens, I would have played soccer with it. I walked into the nearest house; blood had long ago dried on the front stairs. The picked over skeleton of the previous occupant was still holding a small rifle as they were straddling the threshold to inside and out. Whatever they had been protecting had long ago been eaten. Bones were strewn on the floor. Most looked human, could have been a couple of dogs in there as well.

      “Yoo hoo?” I called when I stepped over the body and into the abode. The house had wooden paneling, which gave it the look of outdated desperation. The rug as well hadn’t been updated since the ’80s. It was a mustard green color, with travel paths worn deeply into the fibers. I walked into the kitchen, I don’t know why. Couldn’t imagine there’d be anything in there that I desired to eat unless one of the kids had hid under the kitchen table. Linoleum the color of tobacco-stained teeth gleamed dully in the fading afternoon light. A puke-green colored refrigerator sat off to the side. The red countertops were empty save a New York Yankees toaster.

      “Shit, these people were classy all the way around,” I said sarcastically as I pulled out a chair. The red vinyl seat was patched up with duct tape where it had split and curled. I rested my arms and hands on the table. I leaned my head down onto my hands.

      “Now what?” I asked, and before Manny could respond with his trademark line, I found myself looking down into my lap. Absent was the pocket and page that had Yorley’s address. I started laughing. I’d never lost the telephone book page, not technically anyway. It was housed in my memory, and since it was recent, I could retrieve it easily enough. As if it were a nickel that had fallen out of my pocket, all I needed to do was bend over and pick it up, it was that close to the surface. Just because I’d had a detour, in no way deterred from the fact that Yorley was still out there and I needed to kill her. The events of the last few days had taxed me beyond words. Yes, I knew Manny could go indefinitely, but I was not confident enough in his abilities to keep us safe. I knew he wasn’t going to agree, but I wanted to go upstairs, find a bed, and get a decent night of sleep.

      I ignored the blood trail coming down, knowing it was like a discarded Snickers wrapper; the good stuff was already gone. This was just a reminder that something good had been eaten and that was more depressing than anything. At least it hid that carpeting. A dark hallway at the top of the staircase was lined with pictures. Some had been smashed in a struggle, but there was still a decent pictorial history of the family that lived here represented, hanging up. Fuckers that lived here had to have been in their eighties; they’d had three kids and five dogs, any of which I would have given a left nut, if I still had it, to eat. I made sure to knock each picture off and step on it, just in the off chance that one of the little ingrate kids came back looking for a memory.

      “You’re pathetic. You’re just ruining something, just for the mere fact of ruining it,” Scarlett said.

      “That’s not entirely true,” I told her though it was. There was part of me that envied a family that had at least for milliseconds at a time been happy in life. Then there was a bigger part that just didn’t give a shit. As outdated as the rest of the house had been, it was nothing in comparison to the bedroom that looked like it had been chiseled from prehistoric times. They were so old school the bed had been made! The top covers had been pulled tightly into the corners and the pillows arranged nicely. A purple shag rug laid the foundation for the single chamber water bed.

      “Grampy and granny still getting their freak on! There’s something I’m glad I didn’t have to see. Can you imagine all those wrinkles slapping together? That would be terrifying. I bet if I look in the drawers, there will be chains and whips, and a shit load of leather. I bet granny wore a strap-on and just drilled poor grampy’s ass. Hell, he was probably thrilled when the zombies came, gave his asshole a rest. When you start to take shits as thick around as a deli salami it’s more than likely time to give that kind of lifestyle a rest.”

      “Is that what you do? Belittle people that seemingly had it better than poor little Tim and his douchey drinking daddy? Oh, I’m sorry, was I not supposed to know about that? Want to know what else I know?”

      “No and you’d better keep your mouth shut.”

      “I found a whole drawer of thoughts labeled ‘repressed’; there’s some sick shit in here Tim. Even for you.”

      “Stay out of there!” I lunged for her. I was deflected as easily as if I were a pebble thrown at a steel wall. “What’s going on?”

      “You see, Tim, I’ve been observing things during my isolation. Watching, learning, practicing. I haven’t quite figured out how to get rid of you. But your days of hitting me are over.”

      I started beating my hands against whatever force she had put up that was now repelling me. At first, she would flinch when my fists would come dangerously close to her face, and then when she realized it was fruitless on my part, she grew emboldened. I’d beaten my knuckles bloody by the time I finally stopped.

      “Fine, bitch, we’ll play this your way for now. But don’t think for a second that I won’t figure out a way around whatever voodoo shit you have going on right now. And just as a small show that you don’t have as much power as you think, I’m going to give you a little demonstration.” I took off the lab coat and pulled my shirt up over my head. I could see Scarlett watching intently. She did not like the fact that I had complete control of her body.

      “Shit, you’d think with a nice rack like this, you’d want to show everyone. I would have walked around the bar flashing these things constantly. Would have drank for free for life!”

      “Yes, because that was my ambition in life. To consume alcoholic beverages for breast display,” she scoffed.

      “Why not? What else are women good for?”

      “I feel sorry for the poor women that went home with you. How many things had to have gone wrong in their lives? Such poor self-esteem.”

      “You’re really going to wish you’d learned to shut your mouth. But that’s just not in your nature though, is it? I don’t mean you specifically, women in general, all women. They just fucking talk and talk. Won’t shut the fuck up as a matter of fact.”

      “You’re the one rambling, Tim. But maybe that’s because your big strong self is stuck in a small, weak, woman’s body. Who knows? I did read some of your secret files; maybe this is exactly what you want.”

      “I’m going to cut your tits off!” I reached down and grabbed a large shard of glass. I saw the gaze of a crazed person reflected back as I lifted it up. “Yeah, you look alarmed now! I can only take so much shit. A lesson must be taught. I’m going to slice this thing off, like a side of bacon, then I’m going to eat it.” There may have been maniacal laughter on my part, I’m not entirely sure. I’d been divided so many times it was getting difficult to tell what was me and what wasn’t. I placed the jagged point of the makeshift blade under my left breast and pushed up. Or, more accurately, attempted to push up. There was a bubbling welt of blood where I’d punctured the skin, but certainly not the torrent I’d been expecting when I cut through the fatty flesh. “What the fuck are you doing!?” I railed at Scarlett. She looked just as shocked as I did.

      “No injuries.” It was Manny, the ever-present Manny. Almost like a fucking cop, he showed when I wanted him there the least.

      “Where the fuck were you when I was making my hands bleed, you fucking stiff! I’ll rip my tit, I mean Scarlett’s tit, off whenever I want!” I attempted to push again, but if anything, my hand was pulled downward from its upward thrust.

      “Injuries require healing, healing requires food. I see no food.”

      And that was it. Manny had laid it all out in a neat little package for me. I would have argued with him if not for the fact that Scarlett was whooping it up like her team had just won the Super Bowl. I would have turned and focused my rage on her, but I’d gone from omnipotent to impotent in a matter of a day. Only two little letters of difference had toppled me from my king of the mountain perch to puissant pauper.

      I swept the dusty coverlet, blankets, and sheets off the bed before plopping down atop it. I was lost in my miserable mood as I violently rocked back and forth. As it gradually slowed to a more rhythmic lolling, I found myself somewhat comforted, like I was a small child in the loving arms of my mother. I began to doze off, rest … blissful rest.

      “Get up.” Manny issued the order.

      “Danger?” I bolted upright, disorientated as the bed swung back and forth. Felt like I’d been on a three-day bender and the buzz had not worn off yet. Had a moment where vomiting would have been welcome. Although it didn’t happen often, vomit was undigested food and Manny was not a fan of wasting it.

      “Hungry.”

      I could argue with the glutton, call him all sorts of unflattering names, but it would do me no good. In the end, I would have to do exactly what he told me. I was the fucking puppet on parade, here for the service and entertainment of others. Pissed off didn’t begin to impinge on what I was feeling. I dutifully sifted through the closet and found exactly what I’d been expecting, granny knit pants and sweaters that smelled musty and were infused with muscle ointment, like it had been rubbed into the fabric, so when it was adorned, it would just start working. Why the fuck do all old people smell the same? Can’t they make the salve smell more like sugar cookies or some shit? At least that way, their ungrateful little bastard grandchildren would come and visit them more often. Either that or maybe give them more than a two-dollar Social Security check; it isn’t 1902 anymore. They should be able to get something that doesn’t smell like embalming fluid.

      The more I thought about things, the more frustrated I was becoming. Maybe I couldn’t take it out on those with me, but I could certainly release my frustration on those out there, and that was exactly what I was going to do. I hopped off that bed like I’d been atop a geyser and it had just blown. By the time I stomped out that front door, I felt more like the 6’5” behemoth I’d left behind than the 5’2” waif I was.

      “Maybe I can’t touch you directly, Scarlett, but my guess is you can’t do much to me either or you would have. But you know what I can touch, my dear, because frankly I do give a damn. I can touch your mind repeatedly. I can stomp all over it like a fucking hippo spreading shit with his tail. I am going to produce imagery for your memory that a fucking lobotomy wouldn’t dispose of. You are going to feel so fucking dirty that even wire bristling your lily white skin under scalding water would do little to strip away the diseased infestation of thoughts I am going to indelibly inscribe on your mind!” Oh, maybe she had thwarted me one way, but I was not going to be turned away!

      I started showing her images of babies being eaten, puppies, kittens. Families forced into copulation as I devoured them. I worked on every fevered fetish, and they all ended with me ripping into them. We’d walked for an hour, and every ecstatic second of it was filled with eclectic, disturbed imagery, guaranteed to fry even the sanest of minds! I hadn’t really been focused on my outer surroundings; I’d been too intent on crushing Scarlett’s spirit. And if the way she’d retreated was any indication, I was succeeding. Who knows? Maybe at some point the bitch would come out on top, but the tattered remnants she was going to be left with would make the victory wholly unsatisfying. It was the smell that pulled me from the inner to the outer.

      “Eau de shite.” I did my best French accent. It was not as good as my French, and I didn’t know any of the language. I laughed at my quip. But the smell, that was intriguing. Shit in and of itself is only shit, but it signifies something. Something had to take that dump, something living. Well, that’s not necessarily true; zombies shit and are not technically alive, not in the traditional way anyway. But when they shit, well, that’s a whole different odor. Zombies process their proteins differently, and even if they didn’t, crapped-out people just reek, and reek badly. Humans as a species will eat just about anything, sugar in massive quantities, over processed foods, preservatives, steroid infused meats, mercury laced fish, E. coli coated vegetables, we don’t care. But I’m here to tell you, when that tainted meat is eaten, it produces one horrific fucking fragrance. What I was smelling now was more on par with that sweet sickening smell of offal after an all-you-can-eat night at the local Mexican bean and burrito stand. Low quality ingredients at an even lower price. Nothing is tastier than old, ground up cow and bean paste covered in asshole shredding hot sauce.

      Whatever was making that grand abundance of putrid perfume needed to be found. My belly was grumbling, and I had a need … I had a need to feed! Yeah it’s a rip-off. I somehow doubt Tom Cruise cares right now, probably got the fuck off the planet and is in his rocket ship heading to wherever the planet Hubbard promised his followers is. My prospective dinner guest or guests’ stench was so over-powering I was wondering why this place wasn’t zombie-shuffling-room only with everyone struggling to get into the restaurant. That was fine with me. They’d take the heat off of me if the humans were in defense mode. Still, though, I was a yummy mommy; I could get in just about anywhere. Too bad I was dressed for bingo. I sniffed around, using Manny’s improved scent detector. When I honed in on where I was certain the smell was coming from, I was looking at a ranch style home that came across as if it had been kept up—at least until the zombies had come—but other than that, it was wholly unremarkable with its off-white color and blue trim.

      “House looks like a lunch box. Let’s just hope when I open the door, there’s something good to eat and not some damn nasty old banana like mom used to put in mine. Jimmy Fletcher always had Ring Dings and Ho-Ho’s, and I had brown bananas. Thanks, Ma! You damn bat. Maybe if you’d spent a little less money on the cigarettes, I could have had a dessert that didn’t smell rotten and come with its own battalion of fruit flies. Do you know how mercilessly they teased me when those things would come out of the box? Got to the damn point where I’d toss everything out as soon as I left the house. Ma, I didn’t eat lunch for most of the fourth grade! My stomach used to be twisted up in knots by the time I got home!”

      “Who are you talking to, Tim?” It was Scarlett. I was now standing on the porch of the lunchbox. Right there, with my hands by my side, a glazed look over my face (I could see my reflection in the storm glass in the screen door), drool pouring from my mouth, I looked more the zombie than the person I was masquerading as.

      “This is how zombies get shot, Tim. Pull yourself together.”

      “It’s encouraging the way you talk to yourself to get ready for things,” Scarlett said sarcastically and maybe a little caustically.

      I didn’t acknowledge her. I couldn’t. What would be the point? She was right. Something was fundamentally wrong with me and appeared to be getting worse. I thought about knocking, but instead I opened the storm door and twisted the knob to the front door. You’d think I would have been a little more surprised that it was unlocked.

      “This is too easy.”

      “I hope they blow your head off,” Scarlett said evenly and calmly, considering it was her pretty little head that was going to send little itty bits of all over the place.

      “Typical chick, you just told me to get my shit together so I didn’t get shot. Make up your damn mind. If I did get shot, at least I won’t be bothered by the voices in my head,” I said darkly, though I’d been shooting for humor. There was no cocking of a gun, no clicking off of a safety, no hitting of a firing pin on a primer, and more importantly, no explosion as a projectile lodged into my head. There was that smell though, that sweet, sweet smell. The inside of the lunchbox was as kept up as the outside had been. Furniture that looked as if it had never been sat in decorated the living room I was standing in. Light fake wood flooring stretched off to, at least, the hallway; my guess is it went throughout the bedrooms as well. But that was not what had the fist hold on my attention. No, that was reserved for the large, brown swath of what had to be shit that had come out of that same hallway and headed into what I guessed was the kitchen.

      Kind of looked like the world’s largest dog had a bad case of worms and had been dragging his ass over the floor in a desperate bid to scratch that itch after a wet syrupy diarrhea-taking experience. There were sounds coming from the kitchen, it was tough trying to find some precursor that gave me an idea of just exactly what was going on. Sounded something like an elephant on a respirator. I wanted to call out, though I wasn’t sure of the wisdom in that. Was it possible a wild boar had got in here? They could do some serious damage to a zombie. I was just about to turn around and go try my luck somewhere else when I heard the tell-tale sound of a most human mmmm. Someone was eating, and whatever it was, they were enjoying it thoroughly. I moved slowly over, toward the sounds, not making any myself, not so much as the squeak of a loose floorboard. Didn’t much matter, as I could have been playing a trumpet and the thing that was laying there on the floor wouldn’t have heard it over the shoveling of food into his mouth, and if he had, my guess is he would not have cared.

      I’m not sure I’m going to be able to accurately describe what was in the kitchen taking up most of the floor in the ten-by-eight room. Let’s start with an overall visual—you’re going to need to be a Star Wars fan for this one. Picture Jabba the Hut, with many more skin folds and flaps and much, much paler like … umm, like Interview with a Vampire Tom Cruise, pale. You getting close to what I was witnessing? Here was a humanoid thing, human only in the fact that it had two arms and two legs, though none of those extremities had been much good for most of this thing’s life. What laid before me had to be at least eight hundred pounds of monstrosity, and it had lost at least half more of that weight if the bed-sore laden skin pooled around it was any indication. He sort of looked like the world’s largest candle and he was in the midst of melting. Oh, and did I forget to mention that it was naked? I guess that goes without saying; not a big and tall store on the planet could cater to something along these lines. Not like that thing was going out anyway. Whoever had stayed with it previously most likely went to Bed Bath and Beyond’s sheet department, I think, to find something to cover this thing up with.

      The beast had dragged itself here to feed. Either it had eaten its caregiver or that poor bastard had left when things had gone bad. This thing must have been lying in bed for weeks begging to be fed. Its sty was something even I did not want to venture down the hallway to see, must have been stewing in his own juices that entire time. Pigs rutting through swill had more manners than this man. His enormous head was inside one of the floor cabinets, had nearly taken up the entire width of it, and he was mowing through a box of what looked like mashed potato flakes. Frothy white particles would occasionally fall to the side and onto the vinyl flooring. I was fascinated as I watched this alien creature in his natural habitat. And by that, I mean stuffing things into its face.

      Who was the asshole that had enabled this thing? At some point he’d become bed-ridden, and still trays of food had been brought. Maybe they were fattening him up for the slaughter. Well, I guess I could thank them for all their hard work.

      Used a modified Chance colloquialism to introduce myself. “Well hello there, my hefty eater.” Maybe I’d lean up against the entry way in a seductive manner, but unless I coated myself in bacon grease, I don’t think he would have given a shit. Nothing, not so much as a “How do you do.” Then I realized he was making so much noise eating, in such a confined area, he had not heard me. I can only be civil for so long. I stomped on some of the rolls that were by my feet. There was a loud grunt, then a squeal, as he slammed his head off the top of the cabinet. Then something happened that I had not been prepared for. It spoke, and its voice was suited to a woman; a falsetto sound from this thing was like a Yeti roaring and having it sound more like the squeak of a mouse or a dog toy.

      “What … what do you want?” It was trying to push back and away from the cabinet, ripples of fat formed as it did so, much like a bull walrus. A thick coating of sweat broke out over its entire body, enough it could have drowned a normal person. Just the foot it was trying to move now was stretching the limits of its capacity. The crawl from the bedroom to the kitchen must have been monumental, like a quest for the Holy Grail or to the gates of Mordor.

      I waited and waited, but this was akin to the proverbial pot watching. It was sighing, sweating, jiggling, resting, and snorting.

      “How are you not dead yet?” I asked, truly wondering.

      He repeated his first question.

      “Did you hate your parents so much you ate them? You fat fuck. Fat … that’s funny, that gives plus-sizers a bad rap.”

      He had anger in his eyes. He weighed as much as a cow and he sounded like Pee-wee Herman on helium, and still there was a spark of anger in him. I guess he sort of had a right to be angry at the world. But he’s the one that kept shoving sheet cakes into his mouth.

      “I’m curious, I don’t know why I need to know, but do you have a cock somewhere buried in all that?” I swirled my finger around in the general area of his crotch. The pink mottled flesh was thick with dried crusts of excrement and piss. Could probably do an archaeological dig on him. “I guess I was assuming you were male, but now I’m not sure. Your tits are nearly as big as I am.”

      “I’m a man!” it said defiantly.

      “No way.”

      “I was married.”

      Now I snorted. “Come on, you are not seriously going to tell me that something crawled on top of Mount Vesuvius for a little bronco bucking are you? You said you were married. What happened? Did you want to be on top once? Is the poor bitch even now imbedded in your top sheets?”

      “I’ll kill you!”

      “Please. I’m in more danger of prostate cancer. Get it? Because I’m female and that’s not a problem. No? That not funny for you?”

      “Get whatever you want and get out.”

      “Well see, that’s the problem, Whale.”

      “Barry… my name is Barry.”

      “Barry, that’s funny. I didn’t know marine creatures started naming themselves now. Listen, Whale, I am going to take whatever I want and leave, but I guess it’s nice to have you be all right with that. The problem is, though, there’s no way ten of me could lift you out of here.”

      “Me? What do you possibly want with me?”

      “Well you see, Whale, I think you and I share more in common than you might realize.”

      Whale didn’t answer. He wasn’t rising to the bait, although how could he possibly know what I was talking about?

      “Fine, I thought you fat men were supposed to be more jolly? Although I’m guessing the last time you had the ability to jack off, there was an actor in the White House. That would make anyone fuming mad, all that testosterone flowing through your blood without the ability to release, although it looks like you may have replaced that with grease. Now that we’re on the subject of that general area, what’s it like to have someone wipe your ass? Was it your wife? Did you kind of roll onto your side and she had a high pressure hose? Otherwise she would have been in danger of being crushed between your ass cheeks, wouldn’t she? Wait, is that where it happened? Her death, I mean. Was she choked off by an anaconda sized hemorrhoid? Poor thing … her last gasps for air were in your asshole.”

      “My wife did not come home from the store the day the zombies came.” It was tough to see facial features due to the fat that surrounded and encompassed his eyes. His eyebrows, which floated on a curtain of blubber, could not convey any true meaning. But his voice had an angry warble to it.

      “Whale, Whale, Whale. Can you blame her? Poor thing was probably praying for an apocalypse so she’d have a reason to not come home. Wouldn’t doubt if she jumped in front of a zombie to get it over with. Fuck, I wonder what she did in a previous life that warranted being saddled to you. I wonder if she was Jonah. Now that would be ironic!”

      “Get out!”

      “Make a deal, Whale. You get up and tell me to my face instead of yelling up like a giant earthworm, and I will. I promise.”

      Barry’s head dropped. I don’t think it was resignation. Not yet anyway. He just couldn’t support the watermelon-sized thing anymore. A voluminous and thunderous rush of air exploded from Whale.

      “Thar she blows! Wow whee, Whale.” I waved my hand in front of my face. “I think you could supply enough methane for a small town. I’ll let that clear out for a minute.” I stepped on the accumulated mass of skin that was on the floor so I could get around him and to the kitchen window, which I pushed open. “Much better.” I took in some deep breaths of cleaner air. Whale was groaning in pain. “How can you feel anything?” I stepped on it the whole way over to a small door that looked like it led into a pantry. Didn’t look like it would be big enough to keep Moby fed full time; maybe the big one was in the basement and this was just the meal time storage.

      I don’t know exactly what I was looking for, just something to sate my curiosity I guess. I opened the door to find that it was actually a small utility closet. Batteries, thumb tacks, and all manner of other clutter was on some shelves. Underneath were a mop, bucket, and a broom.

      “That will work.” I pulled the broom out and unscrewed the whisk part. Then I sliced the wooden handle through the air. It made a whooshing sound. Moby turned to look at me, trying to figure out what I was going to do. The fat receded from his eyes as they grew wide when I brought the handle over my head and whipped it down onto his gigantic buttocks. A welt as thick as my forearm immediately rose up.

      He cried out in pain.

      I kept smacking him until his ass had swelled to nearly double its size from my ministrations.

      He was blubbering loudly. “What are you doing?”

      “Tenderizing my meat, dumbass.” I was beginning to give my muscles a work out as I slid up to the small of his spine and then to his middle back. He was hitching terribly the further up I went, not even able to get out a coherent plea for me to stop. I stopped because my arms were starting to ache. “This is hard work. You should have maybe tried it sometime and maybe you wouldn’t be getting crucified by a person not much larger than an elf. I know, I know, it wasn’t your fault. You’re just big boned, like super-sized boned, like maybe dinosaur boned. Break’s over, the foreman is really an ass.” I sniggled at my own poor joke. Blood was flowing freely from his caned back, down through the deep channels the strikes had caused and onto the loose skin.

      I licked my lips. “Can you imagine if I had the ability to deep fry you? All that skin. Oh, it would be so crispy. The world’s largest supply of chicharrónes. Nothing like fried back fat! You know what I’m talking about.” I prodded him with my foot.

      He jumped. Well, jumped is a bit of an exaggeration, but he did twitch from the contact.

      “You ready for round two? Shit, I think I broke a nail.” I once again brought the stick up high, this time I was aiming for his head. There was a solid thunk with the first strike. Good, hard contact on his skull was absorbed by his fat, like it had been on the rest of him. I wanted to knock him out, only so I could enjoy my meal in peace without having to hear him cry for mercy and all that unnecessary noise. I struck again, a loud snapping sound indicated that I had broken the handle in two.

      I tossed the part I had left away. “Tree must have been grown in China. You get it?” I nudged him with my foot again. “Because it’s cheap.” He was wailing away. “You’re a tanker truck of laughs. Aren’t you, Moby? Fuck it, nothing to it but to do it.”

      “Wha … what are you going to do?”

      “Why talk when you can show. I was always able to grasp difficult concepts by watching somebody do something as opposed to having them try and explain it. Moby, this might be the single best thing you will see in your life, followed by the single worst thing that can happen.”

      His bottom lip was quivering, looked like a giant earthworm dancing around. I slowly peeled off all my clothing. Gotta admit, I think I looked kind of sensual doing it too. But really, whenever a woman takes off her clothes, it’s pretty hot. Doesn’t really matter how it happens. Moby actually turned away.

      “You’re bashful? What the hell, Moby, it’s not like you can be a wallflower. Sure you could be a wall but that’s a little different. Be proud, you fat fuck, you worked hard to look like that. And now it’s going to pay off for you. Well not you, but me. It’s really going to pay off for me.”

      “Why … why are you taking your clothes off?” He still was not looking up.

      “It’s gonna get messy in here, Moby, and I seriously doubt you have anything that would fit me if I ruined my clothing.”

      I kneeled down on his rolls and bit deeply into his right side, where normally you would call it a love handle. All I can say was he must be fucking Casanova with the amount of love he had to give. Moby’s screams sounded like a multitude of angels singing. Manny had turned off whatever switch it is that sends us, I mean him, in for the next infection. We could eat until our heart’s content. The deposits of greasy, oily, fat that poured out of his wounds coated me in a thick, viscous layer. I looked like I’d taken a dip at a lard factory. It ran down my face and dripped onto the floor. I don’t quite remember when he stopped screaming and went into quieter sobbing. Eventually, that stopped, though he was still warm. But hell, he was big enough to be his own sun, he’d have a lot of body heat to dispel.

      I rolled around in the spillage coming from Moby like a dog will on a particularly odorous pile of shit. It felt so good to be coated in the discharged vestiges. Scarlett and the little bubble boy parlor trick were nowhere to be found. She’d disappeared like she had on a cone of silence! I literally laughed out loud. Manny was methodically working the jaws, motoring through slabs of Moby like a leaf ant does a leaf. It was impressive, I have to admit. Things took a turn for the worse when we got about a quarter of the way through Moby and Manny needed to make some room.

      “Oh come on, Manny, didn’t your momma tell you not to shit where you eat? You’re like a fucking bear, man, you’ll go anywhere!” It was one thing to be covered in fat, blood, viscera and an organ or two, but once that’s been chewed, masticated thoroughly, swallowed, digested and pushed through the intestines and colon in an accelerated process, then anally distributed, it kind of loses its appeal.

      I decided to pull back. Manny was going to be set for hours, as would Scarlett, as she avoided the whaling grounds. I needed to figure out what to do here. I was like the less liked friend in a group of three women. Sure, the two would act super friendly when we were face to face, but the moment I had to use the restroom, they would take sniping shots at me. What is it with women anyway? One is about the total number of them you can have without problems. Outward problems, anyway, because most of them are bundles of walking self-esteem issues. Two together will work at least for a little while because the other is the only one they can talk to. Throw that third in there and stand back, because that’s when the fun begins. Two just cannot wait to team up and rip the third to pieces. And that’s the position I felt myself to be in. I needed to change this dynamic. I needed to be ruling the roost and not just as a figurehead but with an iron fist.

      I just kept running around in circles. Scarlett had a complete and utter way to thwart any move I made on her, and Manny could push me out with a flick of his wormy little hand. The sun had gone down and come back up. Manny was still contentedly chewing through Moby, my mind began to wander; an unsolvable puzzle, insomnia, and the monotony of eating a village worth of food are wont to do that.

      I was nineteen when I avoided my first DUI. I was with some of my college football teammates at a bar called the Sideline. Almost all jocks and pussy, it was generally a nerd-free zone. The word had got out for them by owl or something to avoid this place, which was a good thing for them. Nothing like some nerd knocking when you get some booze in you. Some science geeks had come in there one night after a rough round of testing; they should have relieved their stress somewhere else.

      I’d gone up to their table and hucked up the largest wad of phlegm I could muster and neatly deposited it in one of the little douche bags’ cranberry spritzers or whatever the fuck he was drinking. I saw the anger flare up in his eyes, but unless he was smart enough to build a laser gun and shoot me with it right there, he was powerless to do anything about it.

      “Just kidding, Dexter.” I leaned in. Red flared up his neck and blushed out his face. “You look hot. You should drink this,” I said as I handed him his glass, a nice ball of congealed green and brown floating lazily on the top.

      “I’m good. You should leave,” he’d had the balls to say.

      “Oh I should, should I? But we’re having so much fun.” I scooted into the booth, pushing him up against the wall.

      “Okay, you had your fun,” one of the dweebs on the other side of the table said.

      “Shut up. I’ll get to you if I want to.” I pointed my finger, mashing his nose against his face. If I thought Dexter had turned red, holy shit, this one looked like a fire engine. I just kept my finger, which actually smelled like ass because I had not cleaned up well after my less than savory and sanitary deposit at the porcelain bank, pressed against his beak, and wiggled it back and forth. “Sorry man, I think I got a little shit on there,” I told him when I finally stopped poking him.

      He glared at me like only a powerless goober can. I bet he wanted to use a dungeons and dragons spell on me! Dork number three wisely kept quiet. He was constantly looking to the doorway, his subconscious way of signifying that he wanted to be anywhere but here.

      “Listen, we just want to have a drink to celebrate the end of our science mid-terms, and then we’ll be gone,” Dexter said.

      “And I want you to have that drink, Dexter, I do. So that’s why you should drink it up.” I slid it over to him while simultaneously wrapping my left arm around his slender shoulders, pulling him tight. “Man this is chummy. Isn’t it?” I smiled. “I’ve never had such good friends as you. We are going to have to hang out more. You could tell me some science theories, and I’ll tell you guys what it’s like to stick your dick in a pussy. Because between the three of you, I’d be surprised if you added up to second base outside the sweater, and that was probably a mistake with your auntie or something. Although I don’t know, maybe she’d had a few too many mimosas that time she’d come to visit for the holidays and she wanted one of you little pencil necks to touch her sensitive nipples. Weirder shit has happened.” I took a big swig of my beer.

      “Are you going to leave now?” Dexter asked.

      “And drink alone? Do I look like an alcoholic that sits by himself and gets stewed?” Nobody said anything.

      “I asked a question. Where’s your manners?”

      “You don’t look like an alcoholic,” Goober Two chimed in.

      “That’s what I thought, but then why are you guys treating me like that? I raise my glass to drink, and Dexter here does nothing. I garnish his drink perfectly, and he rejects it. How do you think that makes me feel? You know, in some cultures rebuking a gift can get you killed. I guess it’s just lucky we’re not in Canada.”

      Nerd two rolled his eyes at my statement. Apparently, I’d got the country wrong or maybe the whole custom. If we weren’t in a public setting, he’d be dunking for dookies in my toilet right now, and I wouldn’t let him up until he had a corn laced shit firmly planted in his mouth.

      “Chris, let’s just go,” Goober Two said to Dexter.

      “Wait, your name isn’t Dexter? Look, we’re already getting to know each other better. Let’s toast to that.”

      “I’m leaving,” Chris said, pushing up against me. He’d almost made me spill some of my beer. With my left hand wrapped around his shoulders, I gripped his left ear lobe and started yanking on it.

      “What the hell!” he said in a high pitched whine that was completely concealed by some shitty 80’s cover song coming off the jukebox. He tried to stand, but first off, the table was too close and he would have busted his knees, and secondly, if he had stood, he would have left a significant section of his ear behind.

      “Drink your little foo-foo drink and you can leave.”

      “Just leave us alone.” Goober stood. “I’m going to get a manager.”

      “My friends and I dump a couple of thousand in here every fucking week. You think he’s going to listen to three bitches that just bought eight dollars’ worth of fruity drinks? And if by some strange occurrence he did listen to your whining ass, I now know you’re sciencey guys. How long do you think it would take me to track you down and make myself feel better about what went down? And I guarantee I’d make the extra effort to find you, worth it. Cheers.” I clinked Chris slash Dexter’s glass. “Bottom’s up,” I growled around a mouthful of brew.

      Chris grabbed his glass. “Don’t,” Goober urged.

      “Do,” I told him. I watched in pleased fascination as Chris closed his eyes and brought the glass to his lips. The chunk of hairy snot drifted closer to his lips as he chugged. He was gagging, and the meaty part hadn’t gone down the hatch yet. I don’t know what he was thinking, but he was drinking with his lips nearly pressed together. They were acting as a trap as my lung cookie smacked up against them. I’m sure he got a nice surge of saltiness as it rested there. He started to cough, as he opened up wider to allow the foreign body to gain access into his mouth. Can’t imagine how gross that must have tasted and felt as it slid along his tongue and taste buds. He was panting and dry heaving as he polished off the remainder of the drink.

      “You happy now?” Goober asked me.

      “Of course I am. I’m fucking jolly. Oh hey, Chris, I figure you should know this, now that we’ve swapped spit. I just found out I have Hep-C; you’re probably going to want to get that checked out.” I clapped him on the back, hard enough that his head glanced against the table top. I scooted over and stood, lucky when I did it too, because Chris started puking all over the table and himself.

      “Look at that little guy! Can’t hold his liquor!” the running back, Lamont Bell, said as he passed by.

      “I know, right?” I walked with him back to my teammates.

      Shit, that wasn’t the story I meant to relate. I took a peek in on Manny and he was still busy, what the hell, I have time for one more. It happened that same night, maybe that’s why I digressed. After I left Dexter and his two pathetic friends, I started hitting on this little honey. Jane something, or maybe it was Joan, whore, bimbo, what the fuck do I care. She was plastered, figured she was going to be an easy score. Then, when her friends bailed on her because she wanted to stay longer and chat me up, I knew I was going to be plowing her into my bed. If I was lucky, I could dump a load into her and then stick her out in the hallway of the dorm. Odds were she wouldn’t know what room she’d come out of. I’d probably stick her in front of Lamont’s door. His girlfriend showed up every Sunday morning so they could go to church. She’d lose her shit if she saw Helen of Whore Town all splayed out by his room. That’s funny stuff right there.

      Chick could barely walk by the time the bar closed. I got a couple of funny looks from my teammates. The prima donna quarterback had the stones to tell me to not do anything that would hurt the team.

      “Mind your own fucking business—and I’m not going to hurt the team. Sure, she’s going to walk funny for a few days, but not because of anything she didn’t enjoy immensely.” I didn’t prove my point too well when I bounced her fucking head off the roof of my car. It was an accident, not my fault the bitch didn’t bend over the right way to get into the car.

      An “ung” escaped her mouth. Then she started laughing.

      “See,” I told the pansy qb.

      “Fuck you, Tim,” he said as he climbed into his booster-bought Camaro. I didn’t have a souped-up sports car given to me. I had an older but reliable Chevy. Now that I think about it, that was about the only thing in the world I treated with any measure of respect. I cleaned and washed that car meticulously, once a week. I was just sitting down into my seat when Blow-Job Betty said she wasn’t feeling too good.

      “Oh, fuck no. There is no way you’re puking in my car. That smell takes forever to go away.” I quickly exited, opened her door up, grabbed her arm and yanked her out of the car. Her ass smacked hard on the ground.

      “Wha … what are you doing?” she asked, although it was much more slurred. Sounded more like a flooded engine trying to start, than a chick talking.

      “Are you going to puke or not?”

      “The earth is spinning.”

      “No shit, you have to go to college to figure that out? And they say football players are dumb.”

      “Righ shrool,” she managed to get out before giggling. Right after giggling came some brown bile. It dribbled onto her chin, and that led to that evening’s drinks and eventually dinner, which looked like some sort of noodle dish with broccoli.

      Then it dawned on me what she’d said. “Did you say high school?”

      She wiped some crap from her lips, nodded with extreme exaggeration, then giggled again.

      “How stupid are you? I stick my dick in you, and it’s statutory rape!” I was pissed.

      “Sex? I was thinking of maybe letting you touch my breasts. We’re not in love,” she said. She still had that incessant fucking giggling going on. “Soon maybe.”

      “Yeah, I just poured thirty dollars’ worth of booze down your throat so I could squeeze a nipple. You better start figuring your shit out soon. If hitting your honey pot wouldn’t cost me my spot on the team, we’d be banging. Your little school girl morals might protest at first, but no one wants to miss out on my man meat, I can assure you that. Find your own way home, idiot.” I went back around to the driver’s side and got in.

      “Where are you going?” She was trying to stand. It was comical, her legs were so unsteady her ankles were wobbling, and she was in high heels so she kept rolling them over. I didn’t bother answering; I’d already wasted enough time on the dead end. I squealed the tires in my haste to get away from her. I could only hope I pelted her with small stones as I did so. I didn’t notice it at the time because I was slightly hammered, but I cut a car off as I exited the bar parking lot. Didn’t bother me none—well, because I didn’t know it had happened—but it sure as hell pissed off the guy I’d done it to. We’d gone about a mile when I noticed the asshole behind me had his brights on and was less than ten feet from my rear bumper.

      For an intense second, I thought maybe it was a cop and I was going to get pulled over for drunk driving. I’d probably get out of it though, because our team was nationally ranked and nobody, and I mean nobody, wants to screw with that. When I realized it wasn’t the cops, I stuck my hand out the window and flipped the peckerwood off. I smiled when I realized I’d made him madder. He got closer and was actually laying on the horn.

      “Douche bag is going to get both of us in trouble.” I looked up into the rearview mirror. I took a quick right onto a less traveled road and slammed on my brakes. Numb nuts behind me smacked into my bumper. His door flew open and a slightly bigger than average man came out quickly. He was screaming something about me being an asshole, his arms were flailing about in a wildly gesticulating manner.

      “Oh, buddy, you picked the wrong person and at the wrong time. Nothing pisses me off much more than not dipping my wick.” I slowly opened my door, he stopped advancing when he began to get a decent look at the size of me. It was amazing how quickly the volume of his shouting diminished as well.

      “Hey man, I don’t want any trouble,” he said, his hands now up in a placating manner.

      “Too fucking late for that.”

      My first punch caught him square in the eye, broke his orbital socket. If the way his eye was jiggling around in his head were any indication. He was fairly tough; he didn’t just call it quits. It would have been better off for him if he had. I wasn’t much in the mood for bending over to hit him. He was reeling from the strike I’d given him, but he still had the presence of mind to get his hands up and actually lash out. His depth perception must have been jacked, because he ended up tagging my shoulder. I hit him with a hay maker to the left temple, his knees buckled, and his one good eye began to roll up.

      “Oh no, not yet, asshole. We’re just getting this party started.” He wasn’t taking direction too well, he was starting to fold in on himself, like a wet piece of paper. With my right hand, I grabbed the front of his shirt to keep him standing as I pulled him closer to me. I finally let go, bringing my knee to crash full force into his face. The satisfyingly sickening crunch of his nose, and maybe his cheekbone, sent him spiraling away. The guy had looked something like Kevin Bacon when he’d gotten out of his car. I’m sure he was a favorite with the ladies. At least, before he met me. Now he looked like chopped liver. Fuck, I love how funny I am. His features had been recessed a good half inch from their previous locations. Like he’d been run over by a truck or something.

      I was going to start mercilessly kicking him in the ribs until I’d caved in one side, then I looked over to the douche’s car.

      “A fucking corvette. You drive a corvette?” I asked the man.

      He didn’t reply. He was too busy crying out in pain.

      “Shut up, asshole. Maybe next time you should think before you get your ass handed to you. Got anything good in there I can take as compensation for your stupid actions?” I stepped over him and poked my head in. There was a handful of compact discs on the passenger seat, which I grabbed.

      “Really? Barbara Streisand? Sandra Dee and Liza Minnelli? You don’t look seventy.” I tossed the discs across the road. “You better have something in here worth a shit or I’m not going to be done with you, asshole.” I leaned over and opened the glove box. “Oh what do we have here?” I pulled out a small pistol. There was also an expensive looking watch, and that I stuck in my pocket without looking at too long. The gun had all of my attention. “You should have maybe thought about pulling this out, although if you had, I would have shoved it up your ass and then pulled the trigger. I wonder what that would have done? Can’t imagine it would be good. Punching a hole in your colon is probably not a prescribed practice. But what do I know—you listen to Liza; maybe that’s your kind of thing.”

      I’d stepped out of the car and moved a couple of steps closer to hamburger face. He was rolling slightly back and forth. I was staring from him to the gun wondering if I should put one in his kneecap just for fuck’s sake. That would most likely keep him out from behind the wheel for quite some time, if not forever. “How much would it suck to have that beautiful car and never be able to use it again? You could just give it to me, and I’d forget about this whole unfortunate incident. How’s that sound for a deal?” Even drunk and an offensive non-thinking lineman, I knew this for the bad idea it was. I’d be hard-pressed to convince the cops that the pummeled man on the ground had consented to give me his car as payment for his transgressions.

      “Keeping the watch and the gun. I’ll let you have the car … this time. I ever see you again, and that’s mine too. I don’t give a shit.” I was just stepping back over him, okay, okay, I was stepping on his chest, I couldn’t help myself, when I was bathed in the pulsing blue and red of cop lights.

      “Fuck me.” For a guy that prides himself on not thinking too much, I actually let rip this one time. I dropped the gun I’d been palming. It was like the divine powers were watching over me. The gun hit his chest and bounced over to the side and not more than six inches from his hand.

      “That’s really going to work out well for me.” I moved another step closer to my car and then turned to the approaching cops.

      “What the hell is going on here?” the cop asked, shining that small beacon he was carrying into my face. I shielded the light as best I could.

      “This guy road-raged me, man, forced me to pull over on this street. When he came out of his car with the gun, I had to defend myself,” I told the cop. Meat face groaned his disapproval at my version of events, but he really wasn’t in any shape to lay out his side.

      The cop called for back-up and told me to sit on the curb and not move. It was only a few minutes before two more cruisers pulled up. I again told them my story. In the meantime, they called an ambulance and checked who the gun was registered to. When they found out it was Steven’s—guy’s name was Steven Gordon—they let me go. I’d beat the guy into an unrecognizable mess, but it was under the presumption of self-defense, and according to them I was completely within my rights. I was drunker than a skunk, but they didn’t even check and I’m not sure if they would have given a shit. If they called it on me, I was going to tell them I drank a bunch after the fight because I was so upset. Had to wait almost half a year before they could try him. The reconstructive surgery had only gone so well. He had better hope he was rich because that mug wasn’t going to attract a mate any time soon.

      The guy cried up on the stand about how badly I’d beaten him and that he’d never pulled that gun on me. The “facts,” though, were not on his side. His car was parked behind mine and the gun was found next to his hand. Oh, and he had a previous conviction of abuse. All of that got him three to five in a state prison, where I’m sure Steven got passed around for packs of cigarettes. I’d told him to “have fun” after he’d been sentenced and they were leading him away. And, oh yeah, the watch was expensive, worth nearly five grand, was apparently from his dear departed grandpa if the engraving was to be believed. I might not have got laid, but the night turned out pretty well anyway. When one bitch bails, make another one. Oh, the good old days, I reflected. I missed that glorious, destructive body. Once I was through with Yorley, my new quest had to become to find something equally as magnificent as I had been. I pulled away from that happy time within myself and gave a peek to what Manny was up to these last few hours. I was shocked to find that another day and night had passed.

      Manny had been a busy little beaver, powering through most of Whale’s mass. How the fuck his jaw hadn’t worn out was a testament to his fortitude, stamina, and most importantly, his healing powers. The kitchen was totaled, probably the living room as well, though I couldn’t see it. We were lying in a thick muck, nearly two inches deep. Been through more than my fair share of gross ass things, even before becoming part of a zombie, but this was leaps and bounds beyond anything I’d yet to encounter. This would be most like diving into a port-a-potty without the added benefit of that blue chemical smell. Lard chunks floated along on the pond of excrement I found myself wading in, and still Manny chewed, oblivious to what was entering into his mouth.

      I can’t begin to tell you how happy I was when Manny finally finished up. It was in the afternoon of that second day. Manny was about as sated as a zombie can be. He rolled over onto our back, shit was flowing into both my ears. I hadn’t had that sensation until any woman spoke to me, although not quite this literal.

      “I take it you’re done?” I asked. Manny gave me the very human gesture of man to servant and “whooshed” at me with his hand, flicking his wrist. I thought about telling him to fuck off, then realized my position and instead took back control of Scarlett. I was thinking of her body as hers again, only because it was soon going to be my sole goal to find another. Although right now, this body housed the perfect disguise to get a hold of Yorley. I turned off the nerve endings on my skin as I stepped into the shower. I was relieved to see the water was running but certainly wasn’t expecting it to have any heat to it. Within a few minutes, the water was running over the lip of the shower stall and the drain was plugged up pretty bad. Roto rooter would be adding a surcharge after this visit. I was heading down the hallway to retrieve my clothes when I had to place my hands on the sides of the walls to keep from falling over. Cramps threatened to crush my loins and asshole. Then in one quick moment, my sphincter blew open like it had a jaw and had unhinged.

      If I let go of the walls, I’m convinced the force from the thrust blowing out of me could have propelled me into the next room and beyond. Would have been like an ass-tronaut using my shit pack. “See what I did there, Scarlett? I used two esses instead of one. Oh screw it; if you’re too humorless to get it, then that’s not my problem.” She was not amused. My bowels ached as I evacuated them. I guess that’s what happens when you eat junk food.

      “You suck, Manny. You couldn’t have done this before we got in the shower? Maybe even during?” It was then I got the distinct impression that Manny had done this exactly at this time on purpose, to just give me a hint of who still steered the ship, or in this case, smeared the shit.

      “You think this up all on your own?” Scarlet berated me.

      “Oh this hurts so bad but feels strangely good at the same time,” I told her. “Well, if this doesn’t turn your dainty little asshole inside out, I don’t know what will.”

      We had to have been continuously eliminating for somewhere in the neighborhood of a half an hour, at some point I’d become so exhausted I’d got on my hands and knees, my head hanging down. I didn’t care it was getting all over me, there was a return visit to the shower coming in the foreseeable future.

      “This isn’t right.” I was so worn out I’d had to lay on my side. Yeah, apparently, someone had stuck Energizer Bunny batteries up my ass because I was going and going and the end didn’t look like it was anywhere in sight. I had dozed off and had awoken to a stench much like you would expect after two days of binge eating bad food, because that was what Whale primarily was. Twice processed Twinkies, Ho-Ho’s, donuts, frozen burritos, potato chips, cheese puffs, chocolate, candy corn, toaster pastries, and corn chips were guaranteed to have their own pervasive funk, and let me tell you, it didn’t disappoint.

      “You done, asshole?” I could have been asking my literal asshole, but I really meant Manny, who I was now certain was doing a little power play to show just how much he was in charge. Just great, I was housed with a virus that had a sense of humor. “I’m going to try this again,” I said as I pushed up through my own personal sewage. Back to the shower. I hope someone, some day had the good sense to plow this house over and then burn what remained. We’d scored a major feast at this house, yet I felt utterly defeated as I walked out.

      Yorley had to be my salvation. I started off in the general direction of my next house on the list. Wish I could lie, but I had some serious discomfort in my rear region. I figure it felt a lot like what a new prisoner felt like after the first night. That’s graphic enough; I figure I don’t have to spell it out.

      Again, Manny was being a dick and not only not repairing the damage, he wasn’t allowing me the opportunity to shut off the pain receptors. Yeah, this was a lesson for sure. I’d like to say tough love, but he felt nothing of the sort toward me. I was merely a vessel to do his bidding as he saw fit, and like a mean owner, he would gladly beat his cur.

      “The day will come.” I fingered the lid on an antibiotic bottle. I’d replaced the one I lost with some at Whale’s house. Lord knew he needed something strong to counteract the infestation and infection of bed sores. I could hear things happening in the distance: an occasional truck engine, sometimes gunfire, every so often a scream. Nothing remotely close, and even if it was, I really didn’t care. I had enemies within and without, and that was all I was concerned with. I had to have been walking for nearly six hours, lost in my own thoughts. I’d truly been on autopilot, so much so, I was fearful I would have to backtrack to the house I was planning on going to. Would I? Did I really think I was going to find one woman in a city destroyed by an apocalypse? Despair, a feeling I did not have much experience in, was beginning to weigh me down. What was the point?

      “Oh, you pussy. Are you going to get all existential on me? Maybe we should find a shoe store and get you some Birkenstocks and a braid for your pony tail.” I slapped the side of my face, letting the sting of it burn away the momentary weakness, what my father so eloquently called “the cunting.” Like the depths were rewarding my renewed attention to the quest, I looked up to find I was less than a block from my next destination. I couldn’t help but notice there was an edge of desperation, gilded with a hint of hope to Scarlett. I had been planning on strolling on up like I usually did, but Scarlett had inadvertently let me know that this time, I might be on to something. Well, one good thing about being a petite woman, it was much easier to hide. I dashed from bush to large tree to car all in an effort to get closer while also shielding myself.

      “Two forty-two Pesky Place, well there you are.” I was looking at a two-story Tudor, fairly common for this neighborhood. What was strange was the color palette. The house itself was a purple much like a certain dinosaur on most parents’ hit list back in the nineties. “Yeah, I love you too, Barney, as long as I can stick a switch blade in your eye.”

      “It was a children’s show. How can so much be wrong with you?” Scarlett asked.

      “I was wondering when you were going to make an appearance, my dear. Are you going to try and dissuade me from going to that house? Perhaps distract me at an inopportune time?” Nothing, she was as quiet as my mother after my father would knock her around for a bit after a night of tequila shots. Oh she’d say things at first, call him all manner of low life, despicable things, that would only enrage him further. Sometimes I wondered if she wanted to be beaten, because it was only when she became stone silent and stared unflinchingly at my dear, old dad as he struck her that he seemed to become unnerved. He’d then weakly call her some filthy name and then fall onto the bed and be instantly asleep. Why she never beat his skull in with a hammer while he was so incapacitated still eludes me.

      “That’s Yorley’s house, isn’t it? Oh, don’t worry, you really don’t need to answer me, the gold trim paint around the windows kind of says it all. Gives it a garish look that all Latinos seem to have a flair for. Why do you think that is?”

      “Please, Tim,” Scarlett begged.

      “Well holy shit, we’ve finally come home.” Elation flooded through me.

      “They’re my babies.”

      “And now they’ll be mine too,” I said as tenderly as I could. “How confused are they going to be for what’s left of their lives, as their beloved mom starts chewing on them? I should maybe find a camera so I can save those memories! Naw, screw it, I can just sort through my mind. I can pull those images up any time I want. Oh, what fun we’re going to have.” I mentally clasped my hands together and rubbed them furiously.

      I peeked around from the vehicle I was hiding behind, just down the street and to the right of my target. I was trying to get a peek at Yorley. If she was indeed in there, it was certain she would have a guard position set up. I looked down at myself. I was not in Clarence’s body anymore, but would she believe her friend Scarlett was really here? Maybe for a second or two, but she’d been there when Scarlett had turned. And she knew I’d inhabited Clarence’s body, she’d have no reason to think it couldn’t happen again. No, this little surprise had to wait until later, when we were up close and personal and the second or two it took for her to process what she thought she knew, with what she was seeing, would shift the advantage to me.

      I needed to do more recon. The front of the house wasn’t going to do. The street approach was unusually clear, as if the automobiles had been removed for cleaner fields of fire. There was that … and the six-foot privacy fence that had been bolstered. I don’t think it would hold up to a horde, but it would easily hold off some stragglers. I was just about to move when the wind shifted ever so slightly, and a small breeze came downwind from the house. Smelled like beans and shit, well more like shit-out beans. I propped myself up far enough that I could see through the driver’s side window to the house. A man with a dark complexion and darker hair was standing on a small porch. He was cautiously looking around from side to side before he descended the steps. I noticed he had a small plastic grocery bag in one hand. I hadn’t paid much attention to it then. Maybe should have, would have realized how much they’d had their shit together. (That pun will make more sense later.)

      I waited until he went back in. He had that same furtive, haunted look as he scanned the area before closing the door behind him. He looked like he’d been through the wringer, must have lost a few people he loved. “That’s okay,” I murmured. “I’ll help end all your suffering soon enough.” I pulled back down the road, running like I had springs in my shoes as I got further away. I don’t think I could’ve been any happier even if I’d found out my father had been cloned multiple times and I could eat every one of him. The backyards were a little more difficult to navigate as the majority had a fence of some sorts. It would be obvious to anyone that saw me I was sneaking around, though I did look human and that was the general state of things today, hiding I mean. Not many would peg a thirty-something small female as a murdering zombie-thief anyway.

      I was two houses away; this was where I was going to set up my surveillance. This one was empty, except for maybe the ghosts of the previous tenants. I’d once read that ghosts are spawned by swift and violent deaths, that the soul doesn’t know what has happened to it and is forever doomed to wander where it passed, trying to reconcile what has happened to it. If that were truly the case, there were a good seven or eight ghouls in this place. The Manson family, if there were any of those idiots still around, would have loved it here. The kitchen, the living room, most of the stairwell, and the hallway leading to the bedrooms were coated in blood and bones. What the zombies hadn’t picked clean other scavengers had. Cat, rat, mouse and cockroach shit was everywhere. Must have been like an all-you-can-eat buffet in here for a few weeks. I bet all the little vermin were saddened when this place closed up shop.

      I got past all of that and found a young girl’s bedroom. It was surprisingly untouched, strange given the state of the rest of the household. Typical boy band posters hung on the wall, along with some serious breast-revealing pics of Katy Perry. A pink blanket covered a bed strewn with pillows covered in princess-themed pillowcases. A small desk with a large mirror was off to the corner. “Oh look, a little narcissist in training. Soon, she would have started painting herself up to look like a little doll, and then get pissed off when men tried to own her like a possession. I got news for you, honey, stop trying to look like one! Whoa, where’d that come from? I am so sick of having a vagina.” I strode over to the window before having the common sense to duck down. Yorley would surely have wondered what the hell was going on if she saw someone in the window of a house she must have ransacked by now. Even if she thought I was human, she would have a warning and proceed with caution.

      It was an assault on the senses, looking at that house for any extended amount of time. “You, Yorley,” I said aloud, “are the reason Home Owners Associations came into being. Ain’t nobody wants to live next to that fucking eyesore.”

      “Isn’t Manny going to get hungry if we keep waiting here? Why don’t we go someplace to find something to eat?”

      “Really, Scarlett? That’s the best you have? Sure, he will eventually get hungry, but for the first time in maybe the history of zombies, that bastard is satiated. I’ve got a little time. And look at you, so willing to sacrifice some other poor unsuspecting slob in an effort to protect your babies. That’s so…” I fluttered my hand in front of my face and allowed fake tears to fall as I put a quiver in my voice. “…motherly. I think we’ll wait right here and see what’s up.”

      It took a while. I was just thinking about wrapping my hands around Yorley’s throat and squeezing the life out of her when I caught movement in her backyard, something which I had a great vantage point of. A teenaged boy who looked suspiciously like a younger version of the other man that had come out earlier was walking around the backyard. I noticed he was stepping gingerly and also had with him a plastic bag.

      “What the fuck gives?” I asked as I watched. As much as this kid’s father or older brother had been nervous and had his head on a swivel, this kid didn’t seem to care at all. He found a place that he thought was better than others and then opened his bag before turning it over. It took me a few seconds to figure out what he was doing.

      “Smart fuckers, aren’t you. That’s all Yorley.” They were dropping their eliminations all around the yard—what better way to hide the stink of humans than to spread human stink around. Shit, its shit, in case you missed that part. Keep up. I was now noticing due to my better vantage point that the fence, which I thought was moderately okay, was fortified much better than I’d anticipated. Wooden beams had been nailed along its entire length, and these were braced by more lumber attached to them and stuck into the ground at an angle. Sure, a horde might still be able to take this down, but it would have to be a good sized one. I might go that route if I couldn’t find a way in, but for now I wanted to be the one and only one that took my prize. I’d played on teams my entire life, this time I wanted to go solo. So far I’d only seen a fence and some piles; I wasn’t overly worried at this point. Didn’t mean I was gonna go racing in just yet, but I felt pretty good about my chances. The man and the boy both had pistols attached to holsters on their hips. But they weren’t machineguns, and one looked like a Nervous Nelly and the other an Indifferent Isaac, both of which were extremely bad dispositions to have in this world.

      It was another long span. Watching crap ferment is not my favorite way of spending time. Night was quickly falling, I wanted—no, that’s not strong enough—I needed, I needed to fucking know that Yorley was in that house. Sure, the inhabitants were all going to die by my hand. That was a foregone conclusion. It was that the she-bitch needed to be among them. I’d done something right at some point in my life, because my prayers were answered. I wanted to simultaneously jump up to the ceiling in celebration and out the window to get at her. It was my incredible edible Yorley, in all her yummy momminess. To be fair, I guess she was a practicing mom and not one in earnest, but man did she look good. My heart labored with the exertion I was putting it through. She was standing on the back porch, at first I thought smoking a cigarette. But she was holding it and her breath strangely.

      “Ah, look, my little Yorley is a stoner. Hey Scarlett, she probably sold your kids for that dime bag. That’s right, my sweetheart, keep smoking the sweet leaf, take a nice long nap, and I’ll be waiting for you when you wake up.” I had my hand pressed against the glass and was leaving a fog on it as well from my heavy breathing. Like a dart to a bullseye, Yorley turned that quickly to where I was, like the bitch had some sort of trouble-finding radar. Right now, I knew the best thing was to not have any sudden movement, no matter how much I wanted to duck and cover. If I still had my soul, which right now was roasting like chestnuts, she’d be peering at it. She took another toke of the joint and continued looking at the window. There was no way she could see me. What little of the sun that still remained was on the other side of the house. This window had to be as dark as a cellar at midnight during a power outage. She turned back, stubbed her joint out on the railing and went back in the house. The sigh of relief I let out was long and slow as I pushed it through clenched teeth.

      “That was fucking close. Damn chick is like a ninja.”

      “She’s going to kill you. You know that, don’t you? On some level, Tim, I think you do and that’s the real reason why you needed to find her,” Scarlett said.

      “Wow, it looks like you’ve figured me all out with your pseudo or is it quasi-psychiatry? I’ve been such a bad boy that I needed to go and find my retribution. Is that it? Is Yorley going to serve me my penance? I really hope you weren’t going to teach your kids this New Age shit. Just what we needed, a new generation of crybabies that go running to momma when they don’t get their participation trophy.”

      “Shut the fuck up, Tim. She’s going to kill you—again, I might add, and you’re not going to be so lucky this next time. I’m going to cheer her on while she’s doing it. Nothing except the birth of my children will give me greater pleasure than to seeing you finally be put out of the earth’s misery.”

      “There’s no woman, ever, that is going to get the best of me, honey.”

      “Are you kidding me, Tim? She already has. You’ve been following her around like a little lost puppy, and I hate to tell you, but she has no plans to adopt you. Euthanize, sure. Adopt? Not so much. And, oh yeah, it does look like she’s already castrated you!” Scarlett was howling with laughter. It was difficult to say whether she had lost her mind or not, but she sure was enjoying herself.

      “You’ll pay, you’ll all pay,” I told her. She was wholly unimpressed. “Yeah, keep laughing, bitch, wait until I pluck your kids’ heads right from their shoulders. That ought to be a truly laughable event.”

      She immediately sobered up. “I won’t allow it.” The quiet voracity with which she delivered those words gave me pause. I couldn’t let her know that though. “Looks like Mexican tonight, Manny, we should stock up on some antacids. You know what all that spice does to our stomach.”

      Scarlett was glaring at me.

      “Then, I think we top it off with some white cake for dessert. Two of them, as a matter of fact.”

      “We’ll see,” Scarlett said before she retreated from the area.

      “What can she do?” I nudged Manny. He didn’t care, we were so beneath him as to be inconsequential. He was still in a state of food bliss.

      Night had finally come and with it the advantage I had over the people in that household. They had to sleep at some point, and as of right now, I’d only seen three of them. If and only if they did guard duty, only one would be involved; there was no way they could cover the entire perimeter, so most of their effort would be on the easiest approach. Zombies weren’t going to climb fences. I’d sneak in the back and have that midnight snack I was so looking forward to.

      “Just going to have to settle in for a little bit and wait. I wonder if I should call ahead to make reservations?” I quipped. I was just about to hop onto the bed when I caught movement in the backyard. Figured some more food babies were being deposited. Not sure if I could have been any more wrong. I don’t think you can blame me though. Who in the fuck has emus? The large birds flooded out of the basement and started running around the yard pecking at food that only they could see. Then it dawned on me.

      “Meat. That’s smart. Put them out at night so their movement doesn’t attract attention. Again, pretty smart. Wonder if I should drag one of those things down and eat it. Just to check, might be delicious.” I waited a couple more hours, figured by then the inhabitants of the house would be lulled into thinking everything was hunky dory. “Time to go.” I roused the troops. Manny just told me to hurry and Scarlett flipped me off. “I guess I’ll do all the heavy lifting … again. I’m coming, Yorley. Can you tell?” I asked as I headed out of the house. I climbed over the middle neighbor’s fence and was halfway across the yard when I heard a strange sound, sounded like a kid beating on a hollow log with a heavy stick.

      Couldn’t figure out what the hell it was at first, then the closer I got to Yorley’s fence the louder and from more sources it came. It was the fucking birds, a warning, like a dog barking, the emus were booming. Just about got caught with my pants down around my ankles. They weren’t meat; they were guard animals and the alarm was sounding. I had just enough time to run across the yard and get back over the fence when I heard more movement at Yorley’s. No cries of “Who’s out there?” and no flashlight beams, but oh yeah, there was someone out there and I could just about guarantee it was Yorley with some high powered weapon, scanning for threats. They’d been warned that something was out there, and my guess was they’d be on high alert for the rest of the night.

      “Fuck,” I hissed. “This is going to be harder than I thought.” Manny was good to go for now, but he wasn’t going to wait forever. I had to come up with a plan that didn’t involve me just going straight over there and ripping through stuff, hoping for the best. I thought about wallowing the night away, not getting to eat Yorley, and well, it was eating at me. Not much into puns, but that seemed fitting. I’d just gone into the back door of the house and was going to head back upstairs and see if anything new developed when I figured now was as good a time as any to go and enlist some help.

      After some serious prodding and cajoling, I got Manny to reach out and find some friends. For someone that prided himself on being part of a collective, he really did have some selfish tendencies. Appeared that we were all having greater influences on each other than we were prepared to admit. I don’t know what the range was on the zombie telephone network, but I walked at least two miles to Laura’s Sausage Fest. It was a diner that specialized in breakfasts for gay men. I don’t know if there was a big demand for that kind of thing, but it was San Francisco, I suppose. I wonder if any straight old timers had walked in there just wanting to get their eggs scrambled and almost had their tickers give out by some leather-clad men pouring their syrup. Funny how you can make just about anything sexual with the right tone.

      I was trying to distract my mind from the intense dislike I had of the stasis piles. They represented at least two things I hated. Hunger and stillness, and being all huddled up in the jelly like mess was not on the top of my list either. Manny would probably go to sleep for that entire period we were congealing there, but I’d be completely aware, immobile and nearly blind, as my eyes were coated with the protective zombie grease, made from who the fuck knows what. I’d go insane trapped like that, without the ability to take action in any form. I’d be like a mental patient, harnessed in a straightjacket and bolted to the floor. I could not imagine a more claustrophobic experience. It gave me the chills just thinking about it. Luckily, Manny was more inclined to think along those lines as well, although I could feel a part of him that was drawn to the security of that pile.

      “No way, Manny. The idea is to bring them along for a party, not to join this snooze-fest.” I knew zombie-speak. I pulled away so I would not get blasted by that high, ear-splitting chatter they call communication. I should have been more concerned when I found it wasn’t quite as mind numbing as it had been in the past. I just chalked it up to excitement at the prospect of getting to Yorley. It was coming up on dawn as I walked the dead back to Yorley’s; this fact was not lost on me. I can’t say I was a huge fan of Romero, but I’d seen the movies, and yeah, zombies always paid a heavy price, but it didn’t usually work out too well for the people either. Manny gave the z’s some final directions, and we went back to our perch, like any good field marshal should.

      It wasn’t the largest horde in the world, but sixty-seven of the smelly bastards should be enough to keep the Garcia household busy for a while. This would also give me a chance to see some more of their defenses and how many adults were there as well. It would do me no good to walk into a room of ten people or so when I was only expecting two—and not to be racist or anything, but this was a Mexican home, lord knows how many were in there. Could be a mini Guatemala, as far as I knew. I looked into the backyard; the emus were gone back to wherever they had come from. The dipshit zombies were passing by the house. None looked over to their right because Yorley and her cohorts gave them no reason to do so.

      “Manny, you need to give them a little nudge.” Like they were troops on the parade grounds practicing drill, they turned sharply to their right and straight toward the house. A group of flying swallows could not have been any more choreographed. “Yeah, that’s not going to look suspicious,” I whistled through my teeth. Still nothing, no response from the house. The zombies had smacked into the fence, which was moving slightly from the contact but looked in little danger of falling. Their legs kept moving, looked just like the stupid, stuck, remote control vehicles they were.

      “Stop, Manny, she’s going to know something is wrong. That’s not how zombies act or attack.” I shut up as soon as he showed them how to climb that fence. “Holy shit. Sorry for doubting you.” One zombie had dropped into the front yard and another was just cresting the top when the first shots were fired. The battle was on. Three people, including Yorley, came out onto the raised porch. I couldn’t tell for sure, but one looked like the older man from yesterday, the other I’d not seen before. While I was trying to figure out who was out there, Yorley had bent over and pulled some pins, and the four stairs leading to the deck fell away.

      “Fuck, that bitch is smart.” That made it much more difficult for the zombies to make it to them. I could see puffs of smoke coming from some higher windows in the front. I was going to use the zombie distraction as a means to sneak in the back, but there were at least five shooters in there, odds of success were not greatly in my favor. I paced back and forth in the room like a fucking target at a carnival. At some point, Yorley must have detected the movement. The bullet grazed the front of my neck and blew through my shoulder; if I had a pronounced Adam’s apple, she would have sheared it off. I collapsed down from the pain but mostly the shock of the whole thing. Some prescient sense in her had made her look my way, and in my lost in thought state, I had nearly paid with my life. Blood leaked from me at an alarming rate. I wasn’t worried about that at the moment though. What really had me concerned was that Wonder fucking Woman would come over and finish the job.

      I had to get out of there and now. I picked myself up and dashed out of the room, petrified that when I got to the top of the stairs, Yorley would be waiting for me at the foot of them, her rifle and an “I got you now” expression written all over her lips. I was two steps down and in mid-flight to go another three when I detected movement in the living room, a shifting of light. This was it, she had me. I hit that next step, my ankle rolled, and I went down, landing hard on my already damaged shoulder. The pain nearly caused me to black out. The only thing keeping me from doing so was the thought that Yorley would be standing over me soon. From my vantage point, I saw the curtains flutter in the next room. The source of movement. I would have laughed if I wasn’t terrified.

      “Oh yeah, you definitely have the drop on, Yorley,” Scarlett scoffed. “She doesn’t know you’re here and she’s already shot you and has you running like a rabbit from a fox. I just watched you fall down the stairs because you’re so petrified. You can’t even get your body parts to work correctly! Just go out there, show her your forehead, and get this over with. It will be merciful. Put us all out of your twisted misery.”

      When my heart stopped feeling like it was being punched by a donkey, I was finally able to speak. “She kills me, you don’t see your kids.” I thought that would tear her up inside. I was shocked when it didn’t.

      “That’s what I want. I don’t want them to see me like this, with this sickness I now carry inside of me, and surprisingly, I’m not talking about the zombie virus. It does what it does because that’s what it has been genetically programmed to do. You, on the other hand, there aren’t even the correct words to express the type of thing you are. Certainly not human and definitely not animal.”

      “Oh, look at pious, little Scarlett. Tell me there was never someone who fucked with your perfect little world that you wanted to gut like a fish?”

      “You just don’t get it do you? I truly think you’re incapable of ‘getting it.’ Were there people in my life that needed a karmic slap? Of course, as you’ve proven repeatedly, there’s assholes everywhere. That in no way implies I wanted them hurt or killed. Somebody checking out with twenty-two items in a fourteen or less aisle is not an offense punishable by death.”

      “Should be. It’s basic fucking math.” By this time, I’d got out of the house and was heading away from Yorley’s. I’d not been shot again and I was not being pursued. So far, so good. Manny was repairing the damage from the bullet wound. I was three blocks away before I felt confident enough to stop and reassess. I pulled the corner of my shirt down. The bleeding had stopped and the hole was mostly knitted up. Scarlett’s days of wearing a strapless dress were over though. She had a large puckered wound, looked a lot like an octopus’s mouth.

      “Fucking Yorley,” I said as I ran my finger over the burgeoning scar.

      “She’s better than you in every way imaginable.”

      “She doesn’t have a penis,” I retorted.

      “Ah, Tim. Neither do you!” Scarlett said. I could tell she thought she was just the funniest thing ever.

      “I hate you.”

      “I wouldn’t want it any other way. If something as loathsome as you actually liked me, then I wasn’t living my life the right way.”

      “I would have never given you the pleasure of a good fucking.”

      “What makes you think I would have ever allowed you the chance? Do I look like I’d need your dick to make my life complete? Celibacy would take on a magical quality if you were the only alternative.”

      “I’m going to deal with you, Scarlett; your time is coming. First things first though, Yorley has to die.”

      “Yeah good luck with tha…” Maybe I couldn’t smack the hell out of Scarlett, but I could shut her up. Or at least make it so I couldn’t hear her. Close enough as to be the same thing. Gunfire went on for another fifteen minutes. It was entirely too much to hope for that the zombies had broken through the defenses and killed everyone except Yorley, who in a desperate bid to escape, had fallen down the basement stairs and broken her leg. But not before she’d shot and killed the last zombie. So there she lay, busted up, unmoving but alive. Exposed and vulnerable. If I dwelled on that long enough I could almost make it real within me, so much so, I thought about heading back.”

      I knew the lie for what it was when I looked over to Scarlett and she was mouthing the words “do it.” Chick couldn’t wait to get us killed. She was like all women everywhere, psychotic. The silence was daunting, giving me ample opportunity to realize the magnitude of my failure. I’d sent a stasis hive, and it had been wiped out, Yorley had nearly killed me, but more importantly, she was going to be on higher alert now that she realized there was another player in the game. I wouldn’t be able to go back to that house. Chances were she’d have some sort of booby trap set up. If I had a shred of sanity in me, I would have left, right there, right then. But I thought about having some sanity, doesn’t that mean I did? Somewhere, someplace? Naw, I guess it’s like an alcoholic. Sure, there’s times when they’re sober, but they’re always thinking about their next drink.

      “Need to eat soon.” Manny flashed in like a low gas warning light.

      “Working on it. We need to find more zombies. I think I have an idea.”

      Didn’t take too long to find what I was looking for. There it was, sitting in the back lot of the local grocery store, and the employees had had the common decency to empty most of it before they’d departed or perished. So that was decent of them. I’d gotten my CDL soon after graduating college. I thought correctly, I might add, being behind the wheel of a big rig would beat that of sitting in a cubicle. You get two complaints against you of potentially running people off the road and all of a sudden nobody wants to hire you. It had been a couple of years since I’d driven one, but it was like riding a bike. Sure, a giant, eighteen-wheeled bike, but same difference. I had to move the seat close enough to the dashboard I could have licked the steering wheel if I so desired.

      “You should have eaten your broccoli when you were a kid, maybe you would have been taller than a small child. Shit. Can barely see over the damn dashboard, Scarlett.”

      “What are you doing?” Scarlett had some alarm in her voice. As well she should, she already had a good idea on what I was planning.

      “Just having some fun. Sit back, relax, and enjoy the show. Lords knows I’m going to.”

      Didn’t take too long to find another stasis group, although it did take a bit of convincing on Manny’s part for them to get in the truck. Zombies are all about immediate gratification, not that mythical, looking to a brighter future bullshit. Packed the smelly bastards like cattle in there, crushed a couple getting the doors shut. It was all right, they didn’t complain too much, sort of like smellier illegal aliens. I drove the few miles back to Yorley’s, stopping a ways away, while I figured out exactly how I wanted to do this. The best way for me to stay safe was going to be a little tricky, but what the hell, safety first isn’t always that bad of an option, especially given that it was me that would be in harm’s way. Maybe this was like riding that big stupid bike, but I had forgotten a couple of things along the way. Damn near jackknifed the rig as I turned it around. The smarter play might have been to just drive past the house and then immediately back up, but there was no telling what Yorley would do.

      I got out, opened up the back doors, and immediately five zombies spilled out onto the roadway.

      “Food’s up there, fellas.” I went back to the cab and started backing up. Ran over two of the idiots before the other three figured out that getting out of the way might be smart. I was picking up speed, going backward, when a few more zombies fell out and I summarily flattened them into the roadway, the truck jostling as I did so. This would cause more zombies to fall out, it started to become a cyclic condition. The rearview mirrors were bouncing wildly, but I could still detect that there were people gathering on Yorley’s porch. I couldn’t exactly tell who, didn’t matter, I was going to introduce myself soon enough. The truck slammed into the wooden fence, foot-long splinters shot away like I’d blown the thing up. The steering wheel was jumping wildly in my grip as I tried to keep the truck lined up with the porch.

      Gunfire was coming in earnest, and my driver’s side mirror was blown completely off the truck. I was forced hard into the wheel as the rear of the truck smashed into the porch, the windshield splintered. There were screams coming from the people in the house, most were panic, but a couple were the sweet ambrosia of those in great pain and suffering.

      “Time to bail.” I slid across the seat and went out the passenger door, keeping the truck between me and anyone with a gun. The zombies were streaming out of the trailer like Black Friday Walmart shoppers all vying for that one cheap television. “Good luck, fuckers,” I said as I headed across the street. “But not too much, I want to come back and do some clean up duty.” The house directly across the street was far enough from the action I’d not be in trouble from a stray round but definitely close enough that I could watch the action. The whole street-facing section of fencing had been obliterated, zombies had the whole front of the house encased.

      Couldn’t tell from here, but they looked to be busy on the porch, eating at least one victim. The front door was shut and shooters from upstairs were pouring lead on the enemies at the gate. Still, zombies were coming out from the truck. They began to circle around to the back, looking for alternate means of entry. Couldn’t have been more than ten minutes later the gunfire became sporadic, then more and more infrequent, until finally it stopped altogether. That meant a couple of things. The first being that they had a finite number of rounds, and because of that had, secondly, given up the yard to the zombies. Got to imagine that was going to piss the emus off something fierce.

      Where’d that leave us though? Wasn’t like I could just stroll over and claim the spoils. I could wait them out, Manny could not. Could I chance them finding a way to leave as I foraged for other food? I’d never find them again. How the hell did this happen? I had them exactly where I wanted them, and I couldn’t do anything about it. Yorley came to the top window, why I hadn’t thought to arm myself with a rifle eludes me even now. I could have watched her head explode with bits of brain and skull flying around. It would have been fantastic, not magical, however, and that’s how I wanted her death to be. I wanted to embrace the memory of her most exquisite dance with death as if it were a passionate love making session between us. I found the thought of her demise to be erotic. It needed to be intimate; I wanted to feel her hands on my hips as she struggled to take that last breath. I wanted to feel the feather light touch of her soul as it glided by me. Those were things I did not want to be denied. Yes, the rifle would do the job, as crude as it may be. But we deserved so much better than that, and I aim to please.

      “Please, you’ve never satisfied anything in your life, and beyond a doubt, no woman.”

      “Oh, I see where you’re going with that, Scarlett. Very funny, the thing is, I never cared in the least if the chick got her rocks off or not. Not my concern. I did my part.”

      She was disgusted. See, that’s the problem. What the fuck response did she think she was going to get? Have I in some way alluded to the possibility that I am actually a deeply caring, altruistic, empathetic sap that will bend over backwards while the asshats of the world shove shit up my rectum? I’m consistent, but no, that’s not how women work. They have to change things, they have to change everything. They are so screwed up in their own selves that the only way they can begin to reconcile themselves with the world is to attempt to change it so it looks right to them. How fucked up is that mentality? “It’s not me,” they say. “It couldn’t possibly be me. It’s every other thing,” they say. Hey don’t hate me, I just call them as I see them.

      I railed on the insanity of women for a little while longer before the seed of an idea began to germinate within me. An hour later, it had flowered into a wonderful plan with long, broad leaves and deep roots. Tonight, Yorley was going to be mine. After all this time, I was finally going to cash in on this debt she owed me. Yup, she was going to pay me back and with all the interest I could muster. It was all I could do to keep from dancing like a six-year-old that had just been told he was going to Disneyland. Although I really didn’t know how that felt. The only place my parents had taken me to that was even remotely fun was the laundromat, and that was only because occasionally I’d find some money in the machines. It certainly wasn’t because of the smell of urine that emanated from the corners of the building.

      Night had descended in all its dark beauty. I’d not heard anything from Yorley and her cohorts since right after I’d taken out the fence, and that was fine with me. But between the earlier doomed attack and the next, the sounds of battle had attracted other zombies from the area. The numbers had swelled to about triple the amount I had shoved in that semi. The Garcia household was now under siege, with more coming all the time. I waited and watched as a trio of new zombies were coming to join in. I fell in behind them, making us an easy going quartet. Fuck it, I was going to hide in plain sight. Yorley wasn’t shooting, and if they started, I had some chaff in front of me. I stayed up right in tight and close as we approached the household, I kept scanning the second story windows for any signs of trouble.

      There was no way for me to know what was going on. I can’t imagine Yorley giving up, but to not even have someone stationed at the window with a rifle was strange, unless they had some sort of bunker in the basement, which could be a whole other set of problems and difficult to breach. Though I’ve had prior experience in that department. It had almost got me killed, but I’d learned from my mistakes. Yorley was a woman, and as such I had figured her beneath me and not worthy of my respect. I had a higher opinion of Clarence, and he was an idiotic, simpering, virginal fool. That should give you a good idea of how I feel about the lesser sex. They were weaker in every way that mattered. Except that one, there is always an exception to the rule and that was Yorley. I’m not saying she garnered my respect or admiration, but she was worthy of my attention.

      “Oh aren’t you magnanimous. She’s worthy of your attention? She’s better than you in every way that not only matters but also is imaginable.”

      “Is that what’s going on here? Did you and Yorley have some serious scissor action going?” I made a ‘v’ with my pointer and middle finger on each hand and then thrust them together repeatedly so the webbing touched.

      “I’d tell you that you were sick in the head, but it would mean nothing to you. Maybe I’ll try to say this in terms that will get through the disease that has plagued your brain. Yorley is all the best in humans, that which we should all strive for, while you are what she should kill so we have a better chance of achieving that greatness.”

      “How’s the view up on that pyre you’ve erected for yourself? Don’t move, I’ll light a match so you can see better.” I was threading my way through the horde, trying my best to not look any different from the hundreds around me, although if anyone were paying attention they would notice that one of these things was not the same as the others. The zombies were mildly milling about, some dim circuitry within their heads alerting them to the fact that there was food inside, although they just weren’t quite sure how to get inside. It was like the house was a closed can to them; fortunately, I was a can opener.

      The doors that led out into the backyard were glass, but they looked stout and without getting too close, it appeared that they’d been fortified as well. I guess I was going to have to see just how much. I moved in closer, not really all that thrilled with being up in the front lines. I found what I was looking for in the form of a zombie child, maybe six or seven years old, and she looked fairly starved. Swinging her around should be easy enough in this little body I found myself in. I had Manny mentally “push” a few zombies away from us, and then I hefted the little zombie kid up. I had one hand wrapped in her long, greasy hair and the other had a fist full of her denim pants. Then, like a battering ram of old, I slammed her skull into the glass.

      I had not been expecting the shock of vibrations up the entire length of my arms. The glass had bent but not broken. I reared back further and thwacked the living shit out of that door with that skull. A spider vein of a crack formed and was immediately filled in with the spilled blood that shot forward from the split in the zombie’s head. A cry of alarm rang into my head from the zombie child. I’d not been expecting that. Most of them seemed entirely too stupid to be self-aware enough to know when they were about to die. I rammed that little shit’s head into the glass again, she went limp as I smeared her mind all over that plate glass. She’d done her job though; those earlier spider webs had turned into a network of major arteries, traveling the entire length of the door.

      “Have at it!” I told the zombies behind me as I stepped back. At first, they had not a clue what I was talking about. Manny got them on the same page. Zombies began to press against the weakened area en masse. I heard the sweet angelic sound of glass shattering and falling to the ground, where it was trampled into a fine powder. I’d hoped that the zombies would have gained entry but wasn’t overly surprised when that didn’t happen. Yorley didn’t seem to be the type that would have her life depend on a sliding glass door. I wormed my way back to the door and moved aside the heavy curtain material to reveal the back of some large piece of furniture—book shelf maybe, could have been an armoire. Didn’t matter, it was in the way, and it was heavy. I pushed against it, hoping to get a hint of a wobble or something along those lines. The thing was either a thousand pounds, or more likely, anchored to the wall.

      “Dammit. I really hate smart food.” I circled the entire house looking for another, what I hoped would be a weak entry point. All of the windows on the first floor were covered over with the same blackout material as the back door had been. My guess was they were fortified with wood as well. I craned my neck to look at the second story. Again, slivers of a thought began to shimmy into my mind, until they were deep enough they could form into something cohesive. This was going to be extremely dangerous both times. First when I left, and more so when I came back. The night was nearly pitch dark, the elements having conspired on my side tonight as thick cloud cover had completely concealed a crescent moon. Without the use of infrared, which I wasn’t sure if they had or not, I would be completely invisible. It’s one thing to think you’re safe, but it’s a whole other thing to absolutely know. I wouldn’t know until I knew, not really something I wanted to gamble with, but the pot was too magnificent to not.

      I moved slowly but methodically away from the house. My fear level increased as I got to the edges of the horde. A zombie moving away from a food source would be certain to arouse suspicions. One foot away, I kept moving, now five feet. When I hit that twenty-foot threshold, I told myself, I should have felt safe, yet I couldn’t get rid of the nagging suspicion that someone had eyes on me. Maybe the only reason I was still alive was that whoever it was, was just curious to see what I was doing. That’s fine; the phrase “curiosity killed the cat” came about from real life situations. I’d do my best to reiterate the point. I got across the street and to one of the neighbor’s houses. I was breathing heavily.

      “That was intense.”

      “Just let her kill us, then we can all be free.”

      “Put down whatever defense you have going on, Scarlett, and I’ll gladly end you now. I’ve found Yorley, my need for you has come to a conclusion.”

      “On one level, Tim, I’d just about welcome that. To be away from something so vile would be a relief. Going to have to pass though; when we die, I am going to make sure it is together. I will not leave this world knowing you are still in it, spreading your rot.”

      “I’ll make it painless.” I snorted. “Sorry, sorry. I know you saw that for a lie. Couldn’t help myself. Killing you would nearly be as good as killing Yorley, and I would stretch it out for days if I could, bringing you to the brink before I revived you. I think I’d start by ripping all of your extremities out of their sockets. I’ve seen guys on the football field, huge tough guys reduced to blubbering babies with one separated shoulder. I cannot imagine the pain that would be shooting through you with both of yours out of whack and both sides of your hips displaced. That would be fucking miserable. Plus, once you’ve popped one, it’s much easier to keep doing so. After a while, I’d pop them back in, let you rest for a minute before starting all over. I’m not sure if someone can die from pain outright, but we’d give it the old college try, me and you. Now, I need you to shut up for a while so I can find what I need to get into that house.”

      “A ladder? What do you need a ladder for?” she asked.

      “You can’t really be that stupid, can you? Oh wait.” I slapped my hand against my forehead. “You are a woman. It must be hard to be at such a disadvantage right from birth. Good thing the government has the disability act that helps those like you with severe limitations.”

      Scarlett was fuming. I could almost see her like those cartoon characters when their faces turn red and their heads blow off into a small mushroom cloud.

      “Since the concept of a ladder is apparently a little too much for your miniscule mind, I’m going to explain it to you. I’m going to place it up against the house, and then some very industrious zombies are going to climb it. They are going to enter the house and cause all sorts of chaos, mayhem, and death, and when things are really looking bleak within those walls, I’m going to saunter on in and claim my due. So, are we on the same page now?”

      Didn’t take me long to find a nice twenty footer. This was suburbia. Pretty sure these were standard issue with a house. The trick was going to be walking back over to the party with it. Easy enough to blend in when you’re a regular old zombie, but one carrying a climbing device, or in this case a siege machine, well, that tended to change things. I had the lack of light going for me, but if my Yorley was using any type of night vision, I could be in trouble. I had actually said “fuck it” in my head. I’d opened the garage door, picked up the aluminum ladder, and was halfway down the driveway when I began to think just how odd this would look. Manny had no problem getting a couple of his lackeys to come on over. Zombies had been getting smarter since the beginning. Not these two though; seemed they kept calling in to work when the bosses were handing out the clever cards.

      Thick and Thicker could not grasp the concept of carrying no matter how many times Manny tried to explain it. I got sick of listening to their insect squelching and just plopped it over their heads. The ladder rested nicely on their shoulders. Only had to readjust once, as Thicker was a little faster than his counterpart and had completely pulled his slow friend down, the ladder making all a clatter, as only one can. Maybe the people in that house couldn’t see what was happening, but they sure heard that. Had to think that it put the fear of Dios into them. Some shots blasted out from the house, sort of in the direction of the ladder bearers but far enough away I was confident Yorley had not the time to raid a sporting goods store. Although one look at her, and I would have figured she had a drawer full of the starlight gathering devices. Right next to her thermos-sized dildos, hand axe and Western novels.

      “You can try and disparage her all you want. Doesn’t make her any less dangerous, you misogynist douche,” Scarlett said.

      “I don’t know what me-so-horniest means, but I can’t figure you meant it in a good way. I don’t really care what she does to get her rocks off; I just need for her to be dead by the end of this night, and demeaning her, well that just makes it that much more fun.”

      “What a sad, small man you must have been.”

      “Small? Did you say small? I was fucking huge once! I just oozed menace. People went out of their way to avoid me! I could do whatever I wanted, to whomever I wanted, it was grand!”

      “If this were a debate, the more you talked, the better my score would be.”

      She was pissing me off to no end. I had to clear my head of Scarlett and soon. She just needed to stay around a little longer so she could watch me eat Yorley and the kids. I was going to crush her spirit under the heel of my boot before she was evicted from this life. That was without a doubt the last thing I wanted her to witness. With Manny on my side, there really shouldn’t be any way she would be able to stay. I’d be lying if I didn’t say there was a small part of me that was frightened that she could possibly withstand our combined assault. If that were the case, it would stand to reason that at some point, she could force us out and that just wouldn’t do. If she somehow did win the upcoming battle, it would be after I destroyed everything she loved.

      Thicker had once again pulled Thick over. He’d wandered off to the far side of the house still dragging the ladder behind him. At least until other zombies started stepping on the back furthest rungs, pulling him over as well. He became trapped underneath, zombies were stepping on and over him doing their best to make him fertilizer for the lawn.

      “Do you really think your paltry attempts at diversion are going to somehow make me forget my plan? I’m not blond,” I told her as she was humming some boy band song, and horribly I might add.

      Before I knew it, could stop it, or more importantly, figure out how to prevent it, Scarlett screamed and not internally.

      “Yorley! Ladder!” I slammed my mouth shut so violently, I sheared one of her front teeth in half. The bony fragment hung suspended midway down our throat, which had gone as dry as a whisky bottle in my father’s hands.

      “Aren’t you a tricky little bitch. Should have known there’d be no way I could keep a woman quiet. Shutting up just isn’t in your gender’s vocabulary. What do you think she’s going to do with that information, Scarlett? She can’t see her hand in front of her face right now. The next thing she will see, though, will be your smiling face as you descend down on her. Oh fuck, the look she’s going to give will be priceless. That’s one I’m going to savor for a good long time. So you let her know the end is coming. Big deal.”

      “You see it your way, I see it mine. She’s going to be able to tell that was my voice that called out to warn her. She knows I turned into a zombie and that I went after you. I’m now among zombies and not getting attacked, how long do you figure before she puts all the pieces together? Right now, she’s probably whispering your name.”

      And like the fucking two somehow had this all figured out, choreographed even.

      “Tim-Tim, is that you, my little bandejo?”

      A spike of fear lodged in the small of my back and slowly spread its feelings of heavy dread up my spine and pressed heavily on my shoulders. They sagged under the weight. Scarlett was laughing and clapping her hands. She looked like a psychotic seven-year-old. I said nothing, tried to not even think of anything. My thoughts would have betrayed me, as I pondered just leaving. Walking away from this show-down. I could live virtually forever, the earth and the remaining inhabitants left ripe for the taking. Why then? Why was this damn one so important to me?

      “If you had balls, Tim, I think they’d be in your throat right now!” Scarlett was giggling.

      She was going for the “kick ’em while they’re down” mentality. I got that, understood it completely as a matter of fact. Considering how many times I’d employed it, it’s not really all that surprising. Angered me more than anything that I was the one down, that somehow these two women thought they could in some way keep ME, ME, down; it was beyond infuriating.

      “You know what, bitch? At first, I was just going to eat your little bastard children, Yorley included. Now though? Not so much. I’m going to prolong their misery for an eternity. I’m going to lord over them like a despot king!”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” It was now Scarlett’s turn to be nervous.

      “One bite, my dear. That’s all I have to do. Part of me and Manny will then be in anyone we choose. And those special people, well I’m not going to eat them, I’m going to keep them as pets. Kind of like you. Us four will be together forever, hunting, eating, and being a family. It will be wonderful. I’ll be your overlord, dictating everything that we do, but other than that, Scarlett, you’ll have your family back.”

      “I’d rather they were dead than have the stigma of you on them!”

      “I know you would, Scarlett, that’s the only reason I’m going to do this. Every day, you will get to look at your kids and wish you could help them or put them out of their misery. You will be unable to do anything, as I torture them mercilessly. This is … this is incredible. I’d first thought eating them would be the ultimate way to screw with you. That didn’t even scratch the surface to what I’ve got planned now, being that they’ll be zombies soon. I can have you watch as I have them injured in all manner of new and unusual ways. What are you going to do when I snap little Johnny’s femur with a baseball bat? Maybe cut off a limb? Naw, I’ll start off small. Tips of their fingers first, then I’ll work my way down, mutilating your kids a little more every day until they become virtually unrecognizable. Oh, I’ve got to think that would be a mother’s worst nightmare. You’re not going to believe the things I’ll be able to get away with because they’ll be zombies! I can put other faces on them! Maybe I’ll graph parts of different animals on them! Yeah, I’ll cover their faces with rat tails or something! Holy shit, this will be like having real Mr. Potato heads! Now you’re quiet? Are we not having fucking fun anymore?” I screamed as Scarlett jumped back. “I cannot for the life of me figure out how you thought poking me was a good idea.”

      I was physically pushing zombies away from the ladder when it would have been so much easier to do so through our mental link. I needed the roughness of this encounter, not some stupid finesse. The problem, though, was the zombies gave not one shit I was pushing them around and sometimes over, space permitting. I’d encountered nearly thirty of them and I was still no closer to getting the ladder off of the ground. I finally had to get Manny involved. I won’t swear to it, but I wouldn’t be surprised if Scarlett was silently celebrating what she perceived as my impotence. All the time I spent genuflecting and talking to Scarlett was wasted time. It brought me no closer to the success I craved. If anything, it brought me closer to my demise. As soon as it became light out, Yorley would make it a point to look for Scarlett and take us out. I entertained the thought of shaving all of her ginger locks off but was fearful I’d again waste massive amounts of time. The ladder was free; it was now time to go into action.

      I picked up the ladder, the guide rope wheel lightly bumped into the rung it was attached to. Within half a heartbeat, a shot blew a hole in the ground not more than a foot from me. I thought I was going to swallow my tongue, I held my breath with such force.

      “Did I get you Tim-Tim? You’re being really quiet! I would rather you were really dead, but we work with what we have.”

      That she didn’t just begin to spray that area with bullets told me that they were dangerously low on ammunition. She fucking knew pretty much where I was, and if she could have afforded to just let loose a hundred rounds or so, one would have eventually found its mark. I was stuck. Moving an aluminum ladder without making noise is an impossibility. I told Manny what I needed him to do. It wasn’t a normal thing for zombies, but they could push this ghostly mournful sound across their voice box that was very moan-like in its qualities. It wasn’t much individually, but when a few hundred were doing it, it became a chorus, easily loud enough to mask my movements.

      “Well, don’t you just have a bag of tricks up your sleeve? Wouldn’t expect anything less from a fucking has-been clown, I suppose.”

      “I’ll show you clown.” The ladder banged against the house. Even with my choir going at full throttle, it could not hide that. I jumped back before she could zero in a shot.

      “Come on up! Drinks are on me, Tim-Tim!”

      She had not yet shot; I was so angry I could about spit flames. I moved quickly back to the ladder and grabbed the sides, my foot hovering in mid-air as I was about to place it on a step. Without thinking about it, I was going to go up, which would have ended with me falling through the air, a neat hole drilled in the middle of my forehead.

      “That was close.” I stepped back from the ladder, hands still raised as if the object itself were electrified and I just missed being electrocuted by scant inches. Manny had a way of telling which zombies would have the smarts available to them to be able to grasp the difficult concept of moving their extremities in unison to achieve ascension. Within a few minutes, there were close to thirty zombies staring at us in a loose semi-circle. Some looked like they were on the cusp of having some mind power. The others, they had predatory looks, they knew what was going on and they wanted in. I couldn’t help but notice we were sending the brightest to die. Morally, it didn’t bother me at all. You’ve got to have a conscience for something to affect you, and that has never been a problem for me. Just a strange observation: Without a doubt, they were all going to die, but it had to be done and they were the only ones capable of doing it.

      The first zombie was already halfway up, the second just starting to climb when Yorley had apparently heard enough. I was already on the move. While the defenders were busy with the ladder, I was going in through the basement. It would be my only chance. I went to the far side of the house and waited a moment for a heavy volley of bullets before smashing out the glass of the small window. I moved back, more than expecting gunfire to erupt here as well. Nothing. Either this person was cut from the same cloth as Yorley, it was Yorley, or better yet, no one was there. I wriggled my way in backward, my legs dangling in the basement as they sought something to stand on. Finally, I had to jump down. I turned quickly, still expecting an attack that did not come. I looked up to the window. My Tim-self, and certainly my Clarence-self, would have never made it through that sliver of an opening. Even Scarlett’s lithe form barely made it through, there would be no reason to think this was likely going to be a zombie ingress. Worth manning a guard, but not anyone with any high degree of ability.

      “This is where you stuck your stupid cousin, isn’t it, Yorley? Idiot is probably eating a fucking carton of Pop-Tarts right now on the shitter.” The gunshots above me were muffled by two floors of wood and insulation, but it got momentarily louder as a door was opened. A sliver of light illuminated the stairs and was out before a small candle flame was lit.

      “Don’t leave your post, she says. Have to be constantly vigilant, she says. Who the fuck made her the boss? I’m a man; I’m supposed to be running things.”

      There was a reason why this one had been banished to the basement. Late thirties, early forties, he looked like a big fan of churros and cerveza. An oversized stomach hung over his too small pants. This was a heavy beer drinker who had long ago passed over into the realm of alcoholism. The large gut and the chicken thin legs were a dead giveaway. I’d seen it enough times in my youth. My dad’s friends all seemed to have this body type proclivity, as if somehow the muscle and tissue were pulled up from the legs and redistributed around their mid-sections. They looked like a bunch of proud turkeys strutting around in the back yard, all glad handing each other on their past deeds. Fucking douche bags. White, Hispanic, didn’t matter. I moved closer while he was still grumbling about not getting any respect.

      “The day will come when she’ll grovel at my feet. She’ll beg for my forgiveness.” He’d got all the way down the stairs. His candle flame had still not yet touched me as I stayed frozen in the middle of the room. He might be a dimwitted drunk, but he was carrying a pistol, roughly the size of a loaf of bread. Don’t have to be a skinny rocket scientist to pull a trigger. I about lost my shit when he turned and placed the gun down on the stairs. He bent over and opened a small door, where he reached in all the way up to his shoulder. He came out with a large bottle of a brown liquid I’m sure was some cheap ass brand of whisky, the kind that had just enough quality control to not be considered paint thinner.

      “I’ll show her, yeah I will.” He unscrewed the cap and took a large swig of the liquid.

      My nose twitched at the astringent smell of the booze. He moved a few feet away and deposited himself into an old La-Z-Boy chair that had cigarette burn holes up and down both arms. I moved closer to the gun he’d left behind just as he was dipping his head down—he was lighting a cigarette with the candle. He took a large toke, coughed twice, then took a heavy swig from the bottle. He belched, shifted to the side, and let off a large fart. It was when he started to wriggle back and forth I got curious. He was pulling his pants down, for a second, I thought he was going to take a shit on the chair, that maybe it was some sort of modified port-a-potty. When he grabbed his dick, that was about when I’d had enough.

      “You’re not going to be able to show Yorley anything with that little pud,” I told him.

      “Who’s there!?” he asked, quickly pulling his pants up. “I had an itch!” he beseeched.

      “Is that what you kids are calling it now? We just called it beating off when I was young. You look a little like Yorley. Are you related? You really shouldn’t be teasing the weasel to images of a relative. Treading on dangerous ground there.”

      With his pants up, he was now starting to get worried, and with good reason too, with what exactly was going on. “Who are you?” He placed his hands around himself looking for the weapon he’d forgot to bring with him.

      “You can stop wasting your time. I have it. What’s your name?”

      “Fuck you,” he spat then took another swig of his drink.

      “I catch you here, playing with your pickle, talking about your cousin. Yeah, I bet she’s your cousin. And you tell me to fuck off? How about I just put a bullet in that twisted purple thing you call a dick and we’ll be done with it.” I pulled back on the hammer, the metallic sound extremely loud in the confines of the basement. Liquid courage or not, there isn’t a man alive that doesn’t take a threat to his manhood seriously.

      “Wait, wait, wait.” He had his hands up and was attempting to stand.

      “Don’t bother.”

      He sat back down heavily. “What do you want?” he asked angrily as he took another drink. It was easy enough to tell he was a mean drunk; that was most likely why he’d been banished to the basement.

      “I want you to show me how you were going to give it to Yorley,” I said evenly.

      “What? What the hell are you talking about?”

      “I have a past grudge with Yorley and have a thing or two I’d like to give her myself and … well, I’d like to see how you would go about it. Maybe I could get some pointers or something.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about? You that crazy bitch she’s calling Tim? What kind of chick is named Tim? You a tranny or something?”

      “Oh, so you know my name. You know who I am, but you don’t seem too afraid.”

      “Yorley doesn’t seem afraid. Why should I, bitch?”

      “Because you aren’t Yorley. Now, I asked you to show me how you were going to give it to her, now do it!”

      He sat there with a confused look on his face.

      “Your pants; pull your pants down, dumb ass.”

      His eyes narrowed and a look of lust washed across his features.

      “Oh. You want to see Franco’s anaconda. Is that it? You want to see his venom?” He pulled his pants down to his ankles, his shriveled little dick hiding like a scared turtle in his meaty fist.

      “Has the booze caused you to go blind, Franco? I’d be hard pressed to call that thing you’re squeezing the life out of a Vienna sausage. And no, I don’t want to see you beat that thing mercilessly, I just wanted to make sure you couldn’t move fast when I did this.”

      His eyes grew wide and he was about to scream. He would have if his larynx wasn’t in my mouth. I’d chewed a decent-sized hole in the middle of his neck. It was that fucking cock though. I was dipping into his neck and when I’d turned, the little thing was just staring back at me, like something that was going on right now excited it. I dug my fingernails up and underneath his balls. When I was certain I had a firm grasp, I ripped them outwards. It stretched so far it was almost comical, like this was a comedy and they’d replaced the skin with rubber.

      Franco’s movements though, they were no joke. He was thrashing about like only one can who is literally having his balls ripped off. Like with a stubborn bag of potato chips, I could not get the seal to break. That was, of course, until I dipped down and just bit the edge of his skin to get a tear going. After that, they came loose easily enough. His legs flailed around wildly, like he was being tasered by multiple sources. His penis had rapidly deflated. In fact, due to Franco’s stout gut, it looked like it had actually retreated inward.

      “Good try, but that’s not going to save you,” I told it. I had to eat fast, first off was because there was a battle going on above my head, and secondly, I like my food warm. It had been quiet going on twenty minutes by the time I was wrapping up with Franco. There was still a good portion of meat available, and Manny was not too thrilled to leave him behind, but with Yorley in the house, I needed to be careful. If I somehow did not make it through the night or someone discovered this household after I left, what was left of Franco would haunt their sleep for years to come. From his navel up, he had been stripped clean; this was also the same from his hips down. All that would be left of my latest victim would be his ass and ball-less dick. They’d spend a lot of time trying to figure out just what had happened there.

      My gut cramped up, I knew what that meant. I turned to go find a place to take care of some business. My foot almost slipped out from under me as it came down upon Franco’s carelessly discarded balls. I made sure to put all of my weight on them, so that the fibrous material burst out from around the sides of my shoes. I wanted to get away from the stairs, only because of the stench, so I went to a door on the far side. I had my hand on the handle and was about to enter when I heard a loud chuffing sound on the other side.

      Emus, it had to be. I wonder what would have happened if I’d broken into that room? Would they have attacked? Is there such a thing as an attack emu? I pondered eating them. “First things first.” Franco made more of a splash as he exited my ass than he ever had in life. “They say it’s the little things in life that make you happy. Maybe the big things make you ecstatic, because this is fucking great, jets of Franco by-product were striking the concrete floor with force. If I could keep this up, I was under the impression I could start to carve channels into the ground.

      “All good things must come to an end I suppose.” I stood, delighting in the way my ass cheeks slid together, lubricated by the offal. Scarlett was heaving. It was perfect. I had my foot on the first step when I realized it was silent. I was somewhat hopeful that was because they were all dead, but it was highly more likely the attack had been repelled.

      “I think I should have maybe pressed Franco for some details about the inhabitants before I just started choking him down. Stupid gluttony. Our stomach has gotten us into more trouble than I care to recount.” I wouldn’t admit this to anyone—I could barely admit it to myself—but I was scared. I definitely wanted to kill Yorley and in the worst possible way. I just didn’t want to die trying. I needed to move. Getting stuck in the basement was not a good place to be, but I didn’t want to come up onto the first floor and be confronted by a half dozen pissed off Garcias. Again, I found myself stuck. I forced my way up to the second step and so on until I was on the small landing by the basement door. I grasped the handle and turned slowly. It was quiet enough I could hear the internal workings of the mechanism as they moved.

      There was no reason to think anybody would start shooting. The last thing anybody knew was that Franco was down there. Maybe he was just coming up for a snack or to drunkenly hit on someone. I’m sure both of those things had happened on a plethora of occasions. Unlike in the basement, there was light up here. It was steady but soft, like a battery-operated lantern turned down very low. I pushed the door open just far enough so I could peer out. I couldn’t see much from this vantage point, except a living room couch and a window completely boarded up. I pushed a little further, this time enough that I could stick my head out, which I did. Straight ahead was the other side of a hallway. On the right was what looked like the kitchen. I could just make out the leg of someone sitting.

      “Jesus, Franco! You’re supposed to clean the emu room every once in a while. You stupid drunk!”

      The man at the table had yelled but had not moved. Must be difficult trying to eat a little something when all you can smell is the blown mud I’d left downstairs. I was halfway out the door when he pushed back on his chair and stood.

      “Fuck, Franco, you couldn’t be any more useless if you were just a giant ass.” The man had turned and was preparing to come down the hallway. He caught sight of me and stopped.

      “You’re damn near psychic,” I told him right before I shot him square in the chest. The look of surprise and confusion that had been on his face immediately changed over to pain.

      “Pablo?” Came from upstairs. “Franco? What’s going on?” a man, an older teen boy, really, asked. I thought about saying something, but if I could draw even one more of them down and dispose of them, then all the better. I heard footsteps rapidly coming down the stairs.

      “NO!” It was Yorley. “Pedro get up here now!” Her voice so authoritative he could do little else but obey it. My phantom penis wanted to get hard at just the sound of her.

      “Something is wrong down there. Pablo isn’t answering!” Pedro cried out.

      “Most likely never will either. Get all the way up here and out of the stairwell. I’m going to kill you tonight, Tim-Tim, I promise you that.”

      “I’m in your home, Yorley. I tracked you down and have already taken care of two people here. It’s destiny that I finish this job. How else can you explain this? Kismet maybe?”

      “Scarlett, it sounds just like you but I know it’s not. I hope you’re still in there. No wait, I’m sorry, I truly hope you’re not. But if you are, these words are for you. Tim-Tim, if you could fuck off for a minute I would greatly appreciate it.”

      “Speak your mind, bitch, Scarlett’s listening. Oh yes, indeed she is. It’s been so much fun having her company. Manny and I just wouldn’t know what to do with ourselves if she wasn’t around to brighten up our lives.”

      “Scarlett, your babies are fine and I’m going to put you out of your misery tonight, honey, I promise you that. I’m so sorry you’ve had to go through this.”

      “Holy fuck sticks, is this vag-fest almost over? I’m getting heady from the estrogen overflow. Smells like bad patchouli oil and bulldog ass.”

      “Be patient, Tim-Tim. I’ll get to you, and by the time I’m done fucking you over, you’re going to be pissed at your bitch of a mother for ever bringing you into this world.”

      I popped a round into the ceiling in the approximate direction of where I figured Yorley was. It happened so fast I wasn’t really sure what had happened. A three round burst had been returned, one blew right through my left foot. One had missed by an inch or two, the third had grazed down my right side, leaving a trail of fire where it had ground a groove into me.

      “Two can play at that game,” she rang out.

      I didn’t say anything. I was in extreme amounts of pain, and if she’d known just how close to killing me she’d come, she would have kept shooting. I backed out of that hallway as fast as I could with my hobbled foot. Manny seemed to be perturbed that I’d disturbed his lazy ass to start the patching up process.

      “Just my luck I get a couch potato virus. What are the fucking odds? Probably been playing fucking video games all day while I slaved away for your ungrateful ass. Let me guess, plant versus zombies?” I chuckled. It beat crying out.

      “Awfully quiet down there, clown. Did I get a wee bit lucky?”

      “Come down and find out.” I was hoping to sound as menacing as possible, but it would have been hard to miss the tremor in my voice. There was a loud banging that came down the stairs. I fired off a round hoping she was the one coming. Anger was the emotion that took over when I watched a bowling ball come to rest against the wall.

      “Someone’s a little jumpy!” Yorley shouted. “You scared, Tim-Tim?”

      “I am evil incarnate, come to take your very soul away. I am afraid of nothing!”

      “Evil? No, I don’t believe in evil, Tim-Tim. Twisted, demented, and sick, well that I believe in, and I’m pretty sure you have all those bases covered. Psychiatrists probably don’t have the correct terminology for everything that ails you, but evil isn’t one of them. Good, evil those are just words. Mostly used in regards to a religion I hold no stock in. Want to know my take on it?”

      “Nothing much else to do at the moment except to hear you drone on with your pop new-age psychology.” In reality, this was fine. Not the part about her talking but about the part where she gave me time to get my broken foot knitted up and ready for action again. That part I was fine with.

      “Humans are much like machines,” Yorley started. “Very highly evolved, complex machines. You with me so far? I know you’re kind of a dumb shit with a one-way mind, so I don’t want to confuse you.”

      I growled.

      “I expected no better answer than that. Anyway, so like I was saying, we’re very complex machines, and sometimes, Tim-Tim, they just break. Something goes wrong within all that circuitry. It’s not really anyone’s fault, these things happen. There’s a weak part and it breaks under the strain of normal use. Or possibly it was defective right from the onset. That kind of thing is bound to happen when you build something with so many moving parts. Look at the auto industry. How many cars come off that assembly line as lemons? We’re just like that. Any chance you were conceived on a Monday? How about Friday?”

      “What the fuck are you talking about, bitch?”

      “It’s a statistical fact, Tim-Tim, that cars produced on Mondays or Fridays are more likely to have problems. Mondays because, well, it’s Monday and some folks are still suffering the after-effects of a hard partying weekend, and Fridays because of the “I don’t give a fuck” attitude that particular day has inherently built into it. That’s what I’m talking about. You’re not evil Tim-Tim, you’re defective, and defective things need to be repaired. Well, in your case, destroyed because there aren’t enough spare parts to fix you. So all this bullshit people used to spew about good and evil is just that, bullshit. They needed something to blame the defectiveness on. Most just aren’t willing to accept that they are just plain flawed. Too painful to look inwards like that, I suppose.”

      “You talk a lot for a dead person.” I stood up from the same chair Pablo had vacated a few minutes previously. I put some weight on my foot. Manny might not like to work, but he does a good job. There was still some lingering pain, but I was thinking I’d be able to get back into the thick of it pretty soon.

      “I could say the same for you.”

      “Why don’t you just come down and we can settle this woman to woman.”

      “I’m thinking about it, Tim-Tim, I really am. In the meantime, before I kill you or by some stroke of misfortune you kill me, could you at least humor me for a second?”

      “What do you want?” The stalling still worked in my favor, so I thought I’d keep the game up for a while longer.

      “How are you doing it? How are you staying conscious in a zombie? At first, I just figured you for a regular person who thought it would be better to act like a zombie in a zombie filled world. The whole “if you can’t beat them, join them” mentality. But I witnessed all you did. I saw all the damage you took while you were in Clarence’s body. I’m just curious.”

      “Curiosity killed the cat.”

      “Clichés Tim-Tim? That’s the best you can do?”

      “I didn’t want to die.” There was long pause.

      “That’s it? You didn’t want to die? I’ve got to think that nobody that became a zombie wanted to die, there has to be something else.”

      “You writing a fucking book?”

      “You’ve hunted me across the city, you’ve killed people I’ve known and loved, I think I deserve to know.”

      “I hid.” I don’t know why I felt the need to tell her. My swan song maybe? Maybe I could finally give her a reason to be frightened of me. “I hid inside my own mind. I watched as the virus swarmed over and through everything that was me. How it took control, wrenched everything about me away. My sight, my movements, and it had started on my thoughts. I made my stand, I used what I had available in the defense of myself. When I knew I could never overpower him, I struck a bargain.”

      “You struck a bargain with a virus?”

      “It beat dying.”

      “Really? Running around with a deadly virus inside of you that compelled you to eat innocent people was better than dying?”

      “Fuck them, I didn’t know most of them and I didn’t give a shit about any of them.”

      “You’re a real pariah aren’t you? The sacrificing of the many, to save the one, isn’t really the way it’s supposed to work. Now that I know what you are, Tim-Tim, and what you’re capable of, I cannot allow you to live any longer.”

      “Cannot allow it?” I scoffed. “What makes you think you have the power to do anything about it?”

      “My stand is here. One of us is going to die soon. My money is on you.”

      She said it so fucking calmly that a large nugget of fear thundered through me.

      “You see, Tim-Tim, I think in reality you’re a coward, always hiding behind a mask. Whether it’s a clown or a zombie, you’re too afraid people will see you for what you really are, a pathetic psychotic—”

      “SHUT UP! SHUT THE FUCK UP!” I screamed. She was in my head, and she was kicking things around, unearthing stuff I never wanted to see.

      “I want to eat.” Manny picked this most inopportune of times to throw in his two cents. Before I could berate him, he told me he had an idea.

      “You can do that?” I asked him. It was no secret that zombies could communicate telepathically. And it was also true that the virus and I could communicate. I don’t know if it was because of my exposure to zombies or Manny’s exposure to me. Whatever it was, Manny thought he could now reach out in a limited way to other people. “Can you control them as well?”

      “No. Frighten them.”

      “Frighten them? Big fucking deal, pretty sure I already have that base covered.”

      “Not like this,” Manny said.

      “Stop Tim, please!” Scarlett begged off. “Just let them go, go somewhere else, I’ll do whatever you want. I’ll put my shields down, I promise.”

      “That’s enticing Scarlett, not going to lie, but you can keep hiding in your ivory tower. It’s all right. This way you have a front row seat to the death of your children. I wouldn’t want you to miss out on that. I’m giving you closure in this most uncertain of times. That’s pretty decent of me, if I say so myself.”

      A screech came over the zombie airwaves. This time it was different, more frenetic. I could feel my pulse quicken. It was like Manny had tapped into something that was hard-wired from man’s earliest days. Like being frightened of spiders or snakes. It was a fundamental, universal fear. I gritted my teeth and did my best to close out the sound; even so, I could hear multiple screams from upstairs. Whatever he was doing, it was working pretty well. I kept waiting for the grating noise to trail off, but if anything it was increasing. It was possible he could drive them catatonic. It might not be as much fun to eat someone who wasn’t crying for mercy, but I could eat in silence and Yorley wouldn’t be trying to kill me. I could live with the tradeoff.

      I’d retreated as far as I could to get away from the sound. It was still there on the peripheries though. Won’t be long now! Excitement was beginning to mount within me.

      “What the fuck?” I could feel this acrid taste moving across my tongue and sliding down my throat. “What is that? Tastes like I ate an ash tray.”

      Manny was still bellowing, and I was reluctant to investigate too deeply. All I could think was that Manny had eaten a handful of cockroaches to take the edge off his hunger. Little fuckers were probably crawling up the wall, and he just couldn’t help himself to a little snack. I stayed with that thought for a little while longer and then really didn’t think about it anymore. The thought of finally getting to Yorley’s succulent flesh dominated above all else. The great tenor finally fucking warbled off, and the resultant quiet was like a gift from the heavens.

      “Now or never.” I took a step, the loud crunch of exploding plastic had me look down to a small brown vial. The realization of what that was and what it implied was not lost on me. “WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?” I screamed out loud.

      “This is MY body! Those are my children! You cannot have either of them!” Scarlett stood before me.

      There was no time! No time at all. She’d taken an entire bottle of antibiotics and she’d made sure to push them through the stomach lining in record time, not allowing me to ralph them back up. I could stand here and try, but if it didn’t work then what? I started bolting for the stairs, oblivious to any danger. Yorley was at the top of the steps, but she was slumped to the side, blood trickling from her nose, and she looked as if she’d just downed ten shots of tequila.

      “Soon!” I told her as I pulled her over. Her face and head bounced off the top stair. “I’ll be back!” The war within this body had begun in earnest. The antibiotics on their own would not cure what ailed us, but it would put this body in jeopardy for a while, from within and externally. As soon as Yorley regrouped, she’d kill us, so I had to inflict as much damage as quickly as I could, and the first order of business was letting Scarlett know just how big of a mistake she’d made.

      Two men were in the first room I came to, one by the door and one on the bed. Both were incapacitated. It wasn’t them I gave a shit about; it was the two young children on the far side that held all of my interest.

      “NO!” Scarlett screamed. A savage pain rippled through my stomach. I lurched to the right as my legs stopped taking my commands for an agonizingly long second.

      “They … are … mine!” We… I said with heavy exertion. I looked like a puppet with a drunken master as I jerked my way across the room, forcing my limbs to keep going. Manny was in full-on panic mode dealing with the flood of medicine and white blood cells that Scarlett had apparently been stockpiling. Bitch must have been gleaning information from my memory, because she knew exactly what to do. The difference was that she was not me. This fight, while intense, was still a foregone conclusion. I would vanquish her once and for all. The older brat’s eyes grew wide as I got within his field of vision. He sat up slowly.

      “Mom?” His eyes were seeing his mother, his instinctual brain quite another, as he was attempting to push further away, toward the wall.

      “Miss … me?” I hissed.

      The word, “help” got lodged in his throat. He was terrified, and that was fine with me. Scarlett was kicking and screaming, pulling on everything she could think of in a vain attempt to halt my progress.

      “Come … to … momma.” I outstretched my hands. The halting movements were making the boy more scared. With great difficulty, I was able to wrap my hand around his upper arm. Scarlett was losing her fucking mind as I simultaneously leaned in and pulled him closer.

      “Can’t do shit about it!” I grabbed a chunk of his bicep between my teeth. A burst of blood blew through the gap and into my mouth like the sweetest of ambrosias. I sighed with ecstatic victory. The boy’s screams of terror and pain, intermingled with his mother’s wails of grief, completely masked over Yorley’s approach. I’d only known she was there when I felt the cold steel of her barrel press up against the base of my skull.

      “NO!!!” I swore I would never go through the dying process again. I rallied all that I was and flooded into the boy, just as I heard the dry click of a firearm misfiring. You would be hard pressed to find a deeper and heartier laugh given once I realized Yorley had missed her opportunity. I was now imbedded deeply into the body of Joshua, Scarlett’s son. I looked up to her, her eyes nearly obscured by the volumes of tears that they were drowning in. I had not yet marshaled myself to put the boy in his proper place. All in good time. For now, all I could do was watch and savor my victory.

      Scarlett screamed in rage as she pushed Yorley back. “It’s me!” Her gaze shifted to the knife on Yorley’s belt. Whether Yorley was still out of it or she saw something in Scarlett that made her trust her, I don’t know, but she allowed Scarlett to grab the knife from her calf-sheath.

      “No, mommy no!” Joshua put his hands up to fend off the attack. Scarlett drove that knife deep into his—OUR—skull! Neurons were shooting off in all directions, confusion, fright, acceptance, blasted through everything we—I—knew. A white light brighter than the surface of the sun seared my very being, and then I was alone. Darkness, everlasting darkness and the frightening reality that I would be forever alone.

      “Don’t worry,” a deep, gravelly voice said. “I’m here now. I missed you once, but that won’t happen again.”

      

      My name is Timothy, and I’m in hell.
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