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Part I: The Twenty-Nine Shells




Chapter 1

 

The biters were out there, gathering. You could smell them on the morning breeze, a rank stench like rotten meat, dog shit, and all the sour milk you’ve nosed in your life. Mack and I were perched on the south tower, pulling watch duty, and the sun had just hit the edge of the trees.

“Beautiful sunrise,” I said, pointing Dad’s shotgun to the east.

“Beautiful my ass.”  Mack scratched his stubble with a makeshift blade he’d fashioned from a paper cutter, one of those big-ass art style ones from any school in America. “I smell the flesh bags. A whole mess of them.”

I rubbed a hand against my pant leg. If the flesh bags were coming, they’d come in a big bunch. Nobody I’ve stumbled across has enough brains to explain it, but they always attacked in groups, sort of like they waited until the whole lot got whipped into a frenzy and went wilding together. Folks from camp had seen a few on the hills and out on U.S. 81 earlier in the week, but by themselves, they’d never stagger our way. In a mob, they were deadly.

“They’re coming, P. Today.” 

The gun sagged in my hands. “Today?”

“A whole mess of them. You got that pea-shooter loaded?”

After my brother Charlie died, I made sure I found ammunition—looted a Wal-mart with Mack and a guy we called Ghost before looting became a useless gesture. We were headed north, somewhere it was too cold for the bastards. 

Mrs. Phelps made us do a little writing project in 10th grade English about what kind of junk we’d grab if our house was on fire. Phelps was older than both my folks put together. Even her wrinkles had wrinkles, but you won’t see anyone that old anymore. They can’t run fast enough. They can’t swing a bat or sledge hammer hard enough to crack a zombie’s skull. Most kids wrote down inane shit like family photos or their Chihuahua. I think I wrote about my brother’s Playboy collection. That was a different life. 

If I’d known what I know now, I’d have written about the importance of ammunition. Nobody in class said they’d grab the family shotgun and a case of shells. I sure as hell would. I’d get to the Wal-Mart before the shit really broke loose and dump the whole hunting season display in my cart. A bunch of meatwads killed my brother six months ago, gnawed the hell out of him while all we could do was run for lack of shells. My Playboy answer sounds pretty damn asinine, now. 

Ammunition became scarce after the end of the world. I only had twenty-nine shells. 

I figured it would be the thirtieth flesh bag that’d get me.

These weren’t thoughts for a nineteen-year-old, but I guess you grow up fast when every minute each day is about surviving. You grow up, even if you don’t. I’ve watched rot-faced flesh bags chew off a guy’s arm. The last time I saw my sister, she was coughing blood. I don’t know how long my parents survived.  

As Uncle Gary used to say, shit happens.

Mack and I made were holed up in a compound in south central Nebraska—what used to be Nebraska. Some signs still called it Nebraska, but that was the old world, the world before the end. We were Kansas kids, but it’s all the same now. Kansas, Nebraska, Florida, bum-fuck Egypt. All the same. Mack’s real name was Greg Mackey, and he used to live on Yuma Street in Manhattan. We both went to Eisenhower Middle School and later played ball at Manhattan High. He played middle linebacker and fullback, all league in both, and really tore shit up. 

Mack was all-muscle, pissed at the world, and if the number of giggling cheerleaders he bagged back then meant anything, hung like a donkey. It’s the kind of male-machismo garbage which made me want to puke back then. But I loved Mack like a brother—one of those real world ironic situations I guess. Mrs. Phelps would be proud of that if she wasn’t dead. 

We kicked around lots of names for the zombies: flesh bags, meatwads, rotters, biters… Like Shakespeare wrote, “a rose by any other name,” but in this case the roses were dead and wanted to eat us. After the zombies and all this end of the world bullshit, I came to appreciate guys like Mack. A whole lot of us appreciated him. We needed heroes, guys who wouldn’t mind wading into a big mob of zombies. 

They got wind of our compound about three months into our stay. The whole camp—about twenty-five, maybe thirty of us then—sat on alert ready to pop. It was a funny little place, that camp. We weren’t there for the original buildup, but those who were explained the site used to be a ranch of sorts, a day camp for kids with disabilities. Johnny and Maria could come to camp where-the-fuck-ever and ride a pony or play with pigs. Of the original outbuildings, only one small shed remained. The rest had been torn to bits and the bits—sheet metal, lumber, and the like—resurrected as a walled village. Folks
explained how they gradually increased the space of the place after the heavy fighting went down, adding a sizable garden for potatoes and veggies. Each corner of the compound, and the corners aligned with the four cardinal directions, sported a little lookout platform. Mack and I manned the south tower on the early shift every other day. 

Everybody had to pull their weight in the camp.

If you didn’t pull your weight, it was outside the wall with you, an appetizer for the dead.

I tried to make myself useful, even though I wasn’t much use.

There were a couple kinds of folks in the new order. You had your fighters, like Mack and me, but I wasn’t much of a fighter. I’d only ended one flesh bag, and that was mostly a knee-jerk reaction and desire for survival. Guys like Mack did the work the rest didn’t want. They kept the meatwads away from the kids, elderly, and pregnant women and all that. Not that many elderly survived the end. Like I said before: too slow. They risked their necks and asses so some of us could play pretend like the world hadn’t gone to shit. 

In fact, most of the fighters were kind of dumb. 

Take Mack for instance. His hunch proved right about the flesh bags that morning. The sun hadn’t touched noon, and a whole horde of them, a staggering lot like grey masts of sunken ships in a green sea, poured from the trees. Shouts from the other posts alerted us. It’s not like the walking dead had any kind of strategy except some vague “strength in numbers” crap. That morning, there were probably thirty of them. I never counted. They dragged their sorry, rotting carcasses toward the walls of the compound and set to pounding and climbing like they could knock it over. I’d close my eyes some nights and hear that sound, doom, doom, doom, the sound of fists hammering against corrugated metal.  

Mack looked at me, gave me this little smirk.

“Hold your fire, P.”

I didn’t need telling. From the platform, my sixteen gauge wouldn’t have but riled them more with a peppering of shot. Twenty-nine shells and counting down, I wasn’t willing to waste anything. I wasn’t much of an aim, either, but I played like I was. Everybody needed to be valuable. Mack had an old deer rifle with enough cartridges to wreak havoc, but he wasn’t a ducks in a barrel kind of guy. He had different plans. Fate had different plans.

Fate would make him a hero that morning. 

Mack straightened the rag-fuses on a couple of cocktails—glass bottles filled with flammable liquid. We all had some in the watchtowers, and they worked pretty well against the mob. They stank of kerosene, and the stench would stick to your skin if you weren’t careful when filling them.

“Here we go,” he said. His sliver lighter flicked to life, and the orange flame danced. He touched it to the first rag. With a tiny grunt—Mack always grunted when he threw, kind of like the noise he’d make tackling a guy back in high school—he launched the cocktail. The only way to drop a dud was to miscalculate the force of your throw and end up with an intact bottle and smoldering rag. From our height, maybe twelve feet off the ground, we never had that problem. Mack’s bomb sprayed yellow tendrils of flame through the middle of the crowd. Flesh bags groaned and lurched.

“Nice,” I said. 

He nodded. “Sometimes I get tired of all this waiting around bullshit. Now comes the fun.”

Mack hoisted a leg over the platform and clambered toward the top of the wall. For a moment, he teetered only a few feet above the heads of the flesh bags. He clutched his cutting blade club in one hand and steadied himself with the other. Brave? Crazy? Maybe both. I tried to cover him from the perch, but the meatwads would laugh at a shotgun blast from that distance, and I’d probably hit Mack. I couldn’t really do anything should his gamble fail. 

But it didn’t. 

Mack had a charmed life. He leapt into the black circle and started swing his blade, squashing meatwad melons like we used to hit mailboxes on the county roads back home. Some of the poor bastards were still on fire. Others lunged at him only to have the remnants of their smoldering bodies pummeled into steaming pulp. 

A couple other guys, Lennie and Rex, followed Mack. 

Lennie, another ex-high school jock, wore his jersey when on guard detail. It had seen a good bit of action, both before and after the end. The jersey used to be jet black, number 82 with orange stripes circling both arms. Now, it was worn and dirty, more grey than black. The top half of the number eight was missing on the back, and several tears showed his red t-shirt underneath. Lennie would bite the ear off a dead man if the dead man didn’t bite first, and a jagged scar zig-zagged his face, crossing his nose in a pale pink line to show how tough he was.

Nobody knows where Rex came from or even his age. He could have been twenty-five or forty. He wore his hair shorn close to his scalp, but the poor bastard used the same dull razors the rest of us did. Those razors caused most of us to wear beards, or what would grow of one. Mine never got past limp stubble. Tiny scars and scabs covered Rex’s skull. The lack of hair made his eyes look bigger, big and pale like a set of saucers. They were grey, those eyes. I never believed such a thing, that a person’s eyes could be grey, but I couldn’t deny it on Rex. 

Rex and Lennie were fighters, too, dumb enough to kiss death on the lips but stupid enough not to care if death slipped in her tongue.

So they jumped down with Mack and started swinging. An inspiration to the rest of us, I suppose. 

I sat in my perch and watched, my fingers shaking on the stock and pump of the gun, sweat beading on my forehead. 

I wasn’t the only one watching. 

That morning was the beginning of Mack’s end.

Like I said before, there were different kinds of folks in the new order. You had fighters, and you had the politicians. They were guys like Big D and Donnie, older guys who managed to survive because they had the young bodies of bucks like Mack and Lennie to hide behind. Not that Big D showed any cowardice. Not that Donnie wasn’t a tough motherfucker himself. They just used their brains more than brawn, and to beat the meatwads, a camp like ours had to have a little of both. 

Big D’d been the head honcho of the camp since I arrived. He’d dubbed the place Worlds of Fun. He was a tall dude, long, thick fingers and face with a crooked nose. Rumor held he’d busted his snout long before the end. His eyes were blue and pale, sort of like Rex’s, but they still held color. A little color, at least. When he looked at you with those pale blue eyes, your skin started to peel away so he could get at the guts underneath. 

But the other thing about Big D was that his face stretched out like a rubber mask with dark bags sagging under his eyes and jowls on either side of his mouth. Permanent wrinkles littered his forehead. He could pass for one of the meatwads except his heart still pumped. I suspect that’s why he became the leader. 

Donnie, his number one, hung onto the edge of Big D’s shirt like a baby to its mama. He was the one I worried about the most—thin like a weasel with a pooch of fat around the middle. His bandy white arms flopped at his sides when he walked. Pockmarks from squeezing too many zits littered his face. When he spoke, his words sounded like they were launched straight down at you from one of his upturned nostrils. I never trusted guys who gauged you by the line of their nose. Donnie carried a pistol, and not one of your everyday snub noses or police specials. A couple old-timers said he’d picked the 9mm he carried from one of the dead—he’d stolen a meatwad’s gun. 

Can’t imagine what a meatwad might need with a firearm, but a story’s a story—nobody makes you believe it, just like this one.

These two fine politicians happened to be watching the morning Mack and the others went berserker on the meatwads. There’d been plenty of fighting before—fighting was a way of life. Death was a way of life. But Mack hadn’t ever taken the leap of faith into the middle of the broil like that before. Mack hadn’t quite etched an impression on someone in power like that before. 

Once the commotion settled outside the walls, Big D had two guys pull back the big arm which kept the gate in place. He strode through the doorway into I’d only seen Big D in the wild three or four other times. Like I said before, there were politicians and there were fighters, and he belonged squarely to the former category. He’d take one trip every few months on a hunting expedition, two guards with guns flanking him the whole time. Before dusk, they’d return loaded with squirrel meat or the occasional possum. They always brought back one of those undead bastard’s heads. Big D had the head mounted up on one of the towers like some kind of trophy until it would rot away and leave a stained skull. Damn thankful I never pulled duty with the rotten melon up there. 

So there he was, waving his fat-knuckled politician’s hands. I leaned over the edge to hear. 

“Mack, my friend,” Big D began. His slick as greased-goose-shit politician’s voice slid out of his mouth like hot butter. He called everybody friend when he was looking for something. “Quite a show you put on this morning.”

Mack grunted and wiped the sweat and grime from his forehead. “Just teaching those bastards not to fuck with us.”

“A damn fine show,” Big D said, and then he leaned really close to Mack, close enough I suspect he whispered something  in my friend’s ear. I couldn’t hear. I’m not sure I wanted to hear because the way Big D talked sometimes made me want to smash his face in with the stock of my gun. When they reentered the compound as several guys went out to deal with the burnt and bludgeoned meatwads, they both wore smiles sharp like daggers.




Chapter 2

 

Mack had been shacking with this girl named Sasha for a couple of weeks. 

I doubt Sasha was her real name because it sounded far too exotic for a ratty-blonde with big tits and hint of country in her voice. She said she was from down near Salina and I had no reason to doubt that bit of history. I figure Sasha must have been eighteen, maybe nineteen—either way a year or two younger than Mack and me. Maybe she had a diploma; maybe not.  She slithered around the compound, wagging her body all over like she was older and a little savvier. Sasha knew you were watching, and sometimes she’d glance over a shoulder and carve a piece from you with her deep brown eyes to remind you she knew. 

The two of them slept in what we called the family quarters, a bunkhouse of corrugated metal, grey studs, and peeling plywood like the rest of our little camp, but the bunks were big enough to sleep two wide. They weren’t betrothed or married or anything, but most social conventions evaporated in the face of survival. 

The women fell pretty neatly into a couple of categories, too. But it was different, slightly. They were all fighters. I saw a girl of nineteen give birth in the camp. Even with the rotters and the death and everything, I never saw so much blood or so much strength.

Before everything came apart, before the plague and the war and the end, I never understood how much fight it took to care for a child. I’d never doubt the fight in any mother once I saw the grit in their eyes. In a different place, my stomach might have turned over. Before the world fell to pieces, I might have skipped writing those lines about babies and taking care of the children because it sounded so God-damned archaic like something out of Old Testament law. Like I was some kind of backwoods redneck. 

Hell. 

The women were survivors, just like the men. Every one of them could, and would fight.  Under all that,  Sasha would make a politician like Big D blush. Women like Sasha knew the secret strings to pull and make a man dance like a puppet. And most men were more than willing to dance. 

 

~

 

I made my bunk near the one wall the single men shared with the family room. The family room had a wholesome name but scarred heart. Lennie called it an orgy once, but I wouldn’t believe it. Lennie like to tell stories, and he always puffed them up. 

We stayed in the adjoining shack, one wall in common. Maybe we stayed there to remember or imagine. Maybe we stayed close so when we heard the grunting and moaning through the thin metal sheets, we’d grab our dick’s and spank them until the loneliness went away even though it never did. Entertainment, I guess. Self-abuse… 

I heard Mack and Sasha whispering the night after the big skirmish, and I don’t mean making the beast with two backs. They were talking.  Their voices came like rats’ scratches at first, so quiet I almost wasn’t sure I heard what I heard. 

“You saw the way Lennie and Rex followed you,” Sasha said. 

“They just wanted to kill some flesh bags,” Mack replied. “Everybody just wants to kill some flesh bags.  All this waiting around for them to come to us is nuts. I didn’t do anything special. I was just antsy. Ready to do something.”

“You’re a leader. A natural. Half this camp would stand up and bark if you asked them to. God knows I’d bark if you asked me to.”

“Sash… I’m no leader.”

“Bullshit and you know it. Nobody else has the balls you do, baby.”

Mack grunted. I imagined where Sasha’s hand must have been. 

“Big D knows it. He hasn’t done anything to move us forward. We just hang here, waiting. He knows you’re going to challenge him.”

“What?”

“He has to know,” Sasha said. “He has to suspect something.”

A metallic squeak leaked through the thin wall. I scooted closer, listening, waiting for their voices again.

“I don’t want to challenge Big D. Plenty of folk love him. He’s done right by us most of the time. He’s kept everyone safe. He was here in the beginning. What’s this all about, anyway? I never mentioned challenging Big D.” 

“But you could. You could take him,” she said. “But maybe not out in the open. You know the council would jump on you if Big D was out of the way. If this pest hole needed another leader, you’d be next in line.”

“What about Donnie?” Mack asked. “Donnie lives in his back pocket.”

“What about Donnie? He’s a snot-nosed weasel.” 

“Donnie’s a dangerous guy. He’s number two, and suspicious as hell. He’s got that lean and hungry look.”

“He’s a head case. You’re a natural leader.”

“No,” Mack said. “I can’t do what D’s done. What he keeps doing for this camp.”

“He’s an egomaniac and weak, too. You should be in charge.”

“No, Sash. Big D’s the man. He’s kept us safe here. Got us planting seeds and farming. We’ll start raising hogs in the next year—once we grab some of those wild razorbacks down in the bottoms.  Big D’s the man.”

“You think those were his ideas? You think any of that shit is going to win the war against the flesh bags? He doesn’t shit without thinking about which way the wind blows. Just think about it, baby. If you want something, sometimes you have to reach out and grab hold of it yourself. Sometimes you have to make it yours.”

Mack grunted again, and then the squeaking came back followed by a few muffled moans. I rolled over and draped an arm across my ear, trying to blot out the sound. 

I’d imagined enough for one night.

 

~

 

That conversation nibbled on me. It was still there in the morning, sticking in my side like a wood splinter under the skin. I tried to imagine Mack as leader of the compound, crown prince of thirty odd or so survivors all huddled together in our half-dozen shacks behind makeshift walls. I tried to picture Mack presiding over the gardens and the expeditions to gather food and cooking fuel and kerosene for our bombs. No matter how my brain worked it, I just couldn’t make it come out right. Mack as leader… 

Or Sasha as the queen, pulling his strings. 

But she already was, wasn’t she? She pulled hard enough for old Mack to tumble into a mess of trouble, filling his head with ideas of grandeur and delusions of a new order where he’d sit in the central hut on Big D’s old throne. Nothing but a stinking stained recliner pulled from a ditch, that throne, but that didn’t matter. 

I wanted to forget it, burn the whole stupid conversation from my head, but memories never worked like that—before or after the dead came back to life and everything we knew crumbled like a toothpick castle in a twister. 

I chewed on my thoughts along with bowls of bitter vegetables and tasteless potato soup. 

But then Mack and I were filling sandbags—we mostly used old plastic trash sacks filled will mud to shore up the outer walls—a few days after I overheard them. My thoughts foamed over into words. 

“Sasha’s got a big mouth.” I sank the shovel into the wet ground and twisted to face him.

Mack heaved a bag onto the pile and then turned his square-jawed face my direction. “What the hell are you talking about?” He asked. Sweat trickled a zig-zag line down his reddened face. His eyes went cold like midnight.

“Nothing.” I looked at my soil-stained hands. “Nothing…”

He snorted. “Bullshit. Come out with it P.  You drop some shit like that about Sash, you better be ready to back it up.” His fists curled at his side. A quick flash of those meaty paws skittered through my head. Nobody really wanted to be on the wrong side of Mack.

I swallowed hard and turned back to the shovel. “Just what she was saying about Big D the other night. Stuff she was saying about you being in charge.”

“You were listening?”

I shrugged. “Thin walls. It’s not like I tried.”

Mack scowled. “What of it?” 

I heard it in his voice, anger like a volcano ready to pop—anger like the powder of a cartridge right before the pin sets it off. 

“She’s going to get you killed is all. She’s going to talk you into doing something stupid.” I wrapped my fingers around the shovel handle and lifted it from the muck. The wrong words crawled over the edge of my tongue and spilled into the air. “She’s got her claws in you pretty deep.”

“Say it again,” he said.

“You heard me.”

His fist hit the side of my skull like a stone. White light burst in my head. My body flopped to the side, limp and broken like a scarecrow knocked down with the wind. I slid a few feet in the mud. 

“Motherfucker,” Mack snarled. He stood above me, his back to the corrugated tin wall of the compound. A couple of guys on watch shouted something, too, but my ears couldn’t grab hold of it just then. Blood throbbed in my head. “Lay off Sash, you jealous prick.” 

I shook my head, asking for more abuse. “She’s—”

His boot caught me in the gut, and I doubled over. 

“She’s… She’s everything. We’re nothing. We’re fucking disposable, you know that? We’ve got to have women like Sash, good tough woman who are going to make this work. It’s not just about fucking and having a good time. They’ve got to be mothers to our kids. Yeah, kids. It’s not something I imagined for my life, ever, but the reality of this,” he paused and waved his hand at the compound, “we’ve got to have good strong women who give a shit. I figure if we want to survive—”

“I want you to survive,” I said. I’d been trying to cover for the guy for years—since high school on the football field and in the classroom. He used to sit next to me in Mr. Alstatt’s algebra class and copy answers during our tests. I’d been trying to keep Mack afloat for too long, and figured this was just another in a long line of bailing out his sorry butt. All that bullshit about the future—children—my God. Maybe Mack came around before I did. Maybe he did get it, but visions of Sasha’s swishing ass and her devil’s eyes kept me from believing him. Maybe I was jealous and jealousy blinded me. Mack might have had his shit together.  

Either way, I must have struck a different kind of nerve because he didn’t kick me again. Maybe he heard some truth in those words. I don’t know. His big fists deflated, but his dark eyes still hammered against me like the twin barrels of Uncle Gary’s shotgun. 

“You need to get your God-damned nose out of my business, P. We’ve been like brothers since—”

“Middle school,” I said.

“Yeah. Since Mr. Grinich’s homeroom. You invited me to your table at lunch when the rest of the damned school looked like it wanted to fling shit at me, the new monkey in the cage. I suppose I owed you one for that. I’m sure I’ve paid up by now.” Mack shook his head. “Just lay off Sash. We’ve got dreams.”

My stomach twisted, snake like. Dreams.  She’d filled his head with delusions of grandeur. 

“Dreams,” I said. “Ambitions. Like maybe—”

“Don’t start,” Mack growled. “This is over.”

I nodded. Nothing was over. Nothing would be over for some time. Nothing except our friendship.




Chapter 3

 

Everyone in camp knew exactly how many shots they had left.

I carried twenty-nine shells when I arrived at the Nebraska compound and hadn’t spent one since. The shells came from a Wal-mart in Concordia, Kansas. Mack and I had been traveling with an ex-GI who called himself Ghost, a skittish, thin fellow who claimed the rotters couldn’t function up north. 

Ghost played too many video games and had Mountain Dew for blood plasma. He claimed strength in numbers because, as he said, “a guy had to sleep sometime.” Ghost had a car and when law and order fell apart in Manhattan—I can’t even imagine the shit-storm in a bigger city—we piled into his Camry and headed west. We passed one town—Clay Center—in flames. The bridge west on U.S. 24 had collapsed into the river, so we swung south and hooked up with U.S. 81. Concordia’s Wal-mart sat just off the highway. 

I had the gun, my father’s old sixteen gauge, already. Damn hard to find ammunition for an odd gauge even in the best of times. 

“Right here fellas,” Ghost said, steering into the lot. The whole damn town appeared deserted. A big brick building like a castle sat on a hill, watching the whole mess. Ghost explained a bunch of nuns lived up there—it was a convent or school or something. I wondered how long they were able to hold off the dead in their cloistered halls. 

We loaded a couple carts with dry groceries before making our way to sporting. The place had seen some action—shelves and clothing and boxes strewn everywhere—but we held hope.

And it paid off for me. 

We found a toppled display of shotgun shells, one of those hunting season specials, scattered across the floor. 

“Looks like somebody’s been here,” Mack said. “Took most of this stuff.”

I knelt and started digging through the boxes. “Still some left… These are sixteen gauge.” 

“It’s your lucky fucking day,” Ghost muttered as he climbed over the counter. “Your lucky day. Mack and me might grab some of these.” He gestured toward the rifle display. “Free for the taking.”

I’d shoved several fistfuls of ammo in my jacket pockets before we smelled them. They made noise, sure, a low, aching moan, but the smell really tipped us off. 

Ghost was behind a counter hammering at the locks on a whole row of rifles. 

“Let’s go,” Mack said. His eyes darted back and forth. We both scanned for the source of the stench. 

“Just a minute,” Ghost said. 

Hard to imagine a lumbering mob of undead ambushing us, but that’s as close to the truth as I can make it. They must have had a nest in there or something. Like some kind of hive. A big crash behind Mack grabbed my attention, and the bastards had us surrounded. Three snarling, grey-faced monsters lumbered toward Ghost down one aisle; behind and to my left, two more. Mack spun to face a sixth staggering on his right. 

“Fuck it,” Mack said. A rack of baseball bats had been strewn on the floor nearby, and he stooped for one, aluminum. “Let’s go.”

The fleshbag closest Mack lunged, but Mack feinted left. He brought the bat up at an angle, landing a vicious uppercut on the thing’s jaw. The mandible snapped, crumbling with a wet pop. The body fell to the floor. 

Blood pounding in my head, I shoved one more fistful of shells in my pocket and scrambled away from the two behind me. 

Ghost grunted. 

I turned. The quickest of the three coming toward him had him pinned against the counter. Ghost had managed the lock and now held a gun in front of him—unloaded. The fleshbag’s rotten mouth snapped open and shut inches from Ghost’s face. The other two bastards started tearing at Ghost’s arms with their nasty-ass hands. 

The guy was dead meat. I knew it. I looked at Mack.

Mack’s face went red.

“Mother-fuckers,” he muttered. Swinging the bat, he came at the two nearest us. With one swift strike he sent the smaller of the two toppling sideways. It struck an empty shelf with a clatter and collapsed. The other sort of paused, almost like it was trying to understand what happened. Mack swung the bat with two fists, breaking the head of the second—a big, bullish meatwad with a beard—off at the neck. The skinny one started crawling toward us, but Mack hopped over it and headed for Ghost. 

My hand swooped low and snagged a bat. I swung in one swooping down stroke like a guy might with a sledgehammer. Skull fragments and rotten flesh squirted to the side like black jelly. Ooze hit the floor with wet plops.

It was my first kill. 

The first time I’d killed something that wasn’t dead, wasn’t alive. 

I stared at the end of the bat, the black stain, my own hands…

Ghost howled in pain. 

My attention snapped to the moment. Mack had managed two of the three baddies, but the last one, the one Ghost was fighting, latched his foul mouth on Ghost’s shoulder. Mack swung like a thresher, landing blow after blow on the rotten torso until the teeth came loose with a deep red spurt of Ghost’s blood. 

“Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck…” Ghost groaned. 

“C’mon,” Mack said. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

I couldn’t move. My eyes flicked between the black mess in front of me and the slick flow of red on Ghost’s shoulder. Mack punched me in the arm. 

“Time to go, P. Unless you want to hang around and feed the animals.”

We hurried through the store. Shotgun shells rattled in my pockets as we ran through the doors and across the lot. The earth rattled in my bones as my feet struck pavement. The sky, cold and grey and unsympathetic pressed down like a lid of iron. Once in the car, Mack fired it up and tore through Concordia. Ghost lay groaning in the back seat. I counted the shells in my pockets after the shaking went away.  

“Twenty-nine,” I said. 

Mack grunted. We zipped past a “Welcome to Nebraska” sign, a blue blur against the grey sky.

“Twenty-nine shells,” I said again. I looked at my hands. 

The silver bat rolled on the floor at Mack’s feet. “Better than zero,” he said.  “Damn lucky they had your size.”

Lucky. 

Right.

 

~

 

I hadn’t fired the gun since living in the compound. Most of the fighting came in short bursts after the flesh bags gained strength in numbers and hammered away at the metal walls. I supposed those walls might not hold for long if we let them pound away all night and all day. The cocktails took care of most of the bastards, and before Mack splatted the lot that day, we’d simply wait for the fire to swallow the rest. 

Besides, the damn things were too stupid to stop, drop, and roll. A dead body burns a hell of a lot faster with one still full of blood and piss and stomach juice to slow the flames down. 

Safety lay tucked away in the compound, but the future stared at us each day with the sunrise. We’d run out of glass bottles soon enough. What then, take pot-shots at the meatwads until our guns went dry? Our ammunition was limited, too, and seemed a hell of a lot more precious than bottles. Each man and woman carried what he or she owned, never letting a cartridge out of one’s sight for fear it could be the lost bullet which might save one’s life. All sorts of mythology sprang up around our guns, but they’d be no more use than a fence post without shells.  Once the guns fell silent, we’d have nothing left but to fend off the meatwads with sticks and bats until their number swallowed us like a frothing red tide. And they would, too. If we couldn’t keep them off the walls, those walls would never hold. 

A dream of dying in a flood of grey flesh woke me at least twice a month. It was the only dream I ever remembered in color. Hell, I could have closed my eyes and almost smelled that dream.

Part of surviving meant scavenging. We sent small bands down old U.S. 81 at least once a week. On occasion, they’d come back with a trophy head or two. Often they spent more ammunition then they ought.  They always spent more ammunition than they brought back, but sometimes they’d return with more than a trophy head. Sometimes, they’d come back with little snatches of the old world: a comic book, titty magazine, some canned fruit cocktail or even rock-hard Twinkies. We used to imagine Twinkies would survive right past the end of the world. We were wrong.  If you gave them a few years, they’d petrify.

Before Big D and Mack went on their hunt, we’d only lost one other member of the compound. He was a weasely guy with slick hair greased back into what Dad used to call a duck tail. I don’t know where the guy—name was Fischer—found the hair gel. I don’t know that it was hair gel. He stood tall enough to duck through any of the entrances to the shacks inside the compound. His gut used to poke out like Mom looked after about five months with my baby sister in her belly. The rest of him was toothpick thin. He never said much. His eyes always searched the edges of the trees like he was waiting on something which would flap into the air and fly away. 

Fischer went out in a group of six; five came back three hours later, sweating and talking in quick, excited tones about the flesh bags gathering together for another attack. None of them noticed Fischer missing until they were safe inside. 

Small bands went out into the wild at least two or three times a week, but Big D only made the trip on rare occasions, and he always waited until after we killed a few dozen in an attack. Being a smart guy, I suppose Big D figured after a raid was just about the safest time to venture into the woods. It would take a week or more for those bastards to form up enough strength to come at us. Big D’s trips were called hunting parties because he’d come back with at least one trophy which we’d mount on a pole on the high tower. 

Real old school, that head on a stick trick. Reminded me of something we read in Phelps’s class about the clans in Scotland and how they put the fear into the Romans when the Romans had most of Britain conquered. 

Big D always handpicked his hunting party, and after his show of stupid heroism, Mack made the cut. 

I watched them go from my perch on the southeast corner of the wall. The midday sun glinted from Mack’s blade. He held it in one hand, and the other swung at his side. He had his rifle slung across his back. Just before they were out of sight, he turned and looked back at the compound. I’d swear on my sister Reanne’s grave the bastard looked right at me. 

 

~

 

The threat of death—a violent, painful death—lingered on everything like stink on shit, but most of our lives were spent in mind-numbing routine. Those of us in our twenties were used to a life filled with constant entertainment and information at our fingertips. The end brought an end to everything. Sometimes I felt like I was just waiting. 

Waiting for the meatwads to come back. 

Waiting to squeeze off those twenty-nine shells before they grabbed me with yellow-brown nails and started tearing. Waiting for their teeth and the sound of my own skin ripping open while the blood gushed out all warm and sticky. Sometimes, while on guard duty, I’d try to imagine just how much pain could go through before dying. 

Sometimes I tried to imagine heaven on the other side. 

It was hard to see heaven when you have such a good view of hell.

 

~

 

We heard the shot after they’d been gone for about an hour. I stood on my rickety perch and peered along the wall to the southwest tower. A guy we called Easy-E waved at me and pointed toward the woods. Inside the woods was a small creek and beyond that the highway. Big D and Mack and the two other guys had hiked that direction once they left the compound. 

A single shot. A tiny little echo.

I waited for more, expecting a barrage and trying to gauge the distance from the sound of the gun. After a couple of concussions playing football, I lost a little bit of my hearing. A permanent hum always floated under everything. I couldn’t remember what real silence sounded like. Two more shots came after a few minutes—pop, pop—and then nothing. 

“What the hell’s going on?” 

I looked down at Lennie. 

“Gunshots,” I said. “Coming from somewhere out in the woods.”

“No shit,” Lennie hollered. “Can you see Big D?”

I crept to the edge of the tower—it wasn’t much more than a platform of plywood on stilts—and tried to work my eyes into the wooded shadows. The wind shifted. Chill breeze brushed across my face. Clouds had begun to gather in the west. A thunderhead rose in a wobbly pillar to the top of the sky. Just as I was about to turn and tell Lennie the field was blank, I spotted a lone figure jogging from under the canopy of trees. 

“One’s coming back,” I shouted. My gaze wandered to the southwest. Easy-E pointed his rifle at the figure, and his black silhouette looked for a moment like a plastic army man from a different life. His head leaned forward as his eye pressed against the scope. 

 “Mack,” he shouted. “It’s Mack.”

I forgot myself for a moment and slung off the platform. I slid down the ladder two or three rungs at a time. My boots hit ground with a thud, and I ran halfway to the south gate before they started to open it. The gates—made from the same corrugated metal as the walls—were rigged on a set of old car wheels to slide in place when enough force pushed one way or the other. They’d overlap once shoved as far as they could go, providing a reasonable amount of safety from the monsters outside. 

A couple of guys heave-hoed just enough for Mack to slide through sideways. His face was streaked with sweat. A scratch above his right eye bled in a dark smear on his forehead and cheek. He still had his own rifle and the bandolier of ammunition, but no signs of anything from the others. When I guy died in the field, you had to scavenge the ammo. You had to if you could. 

“They got him,” he panted. “They fucking got him.”

Lennie caught Mack’s arm and helped him to his feet. “Who? What the hell are you talking about?”

“Big D,” Mack said. “The flesh bags got Big D and the others.” His eyes turned upon me as he spoke, and I felt them push right through the ice in my gut. 




Part 2: Shooting Star




Chapter 4

 

The council held a quick meeting that night to solve two problems. First, the issue of Big D’s death had to be sorted. The council—a group of five men and two women who’d been in the camp since the start—called Mack to an inquest of sorts. I managed to weasel my way in the back of the head hut—the biggest shack at the center of the compound. The inquest brought a crowd; nearly every member of the camp crammed into the tiny building. 

After the council named a new honcho, I didn’t need to hear any piece of the inquest. 

They’d made Donnie the interim head of the camp. 

Mack wore a scowl like he’d swallowed a whole bucket of soured milk while they decided he wasn’t at fault for Big D’s death. 

 

~

 

Everybody needed an ally after the end of the world. 

Everybody needed someone to trust.

Sasha had this friend, Ellen, a girl Mack had tried to hook me up with in the past. It was Ellen who would save my life, in a way. Ellen kept me from being food for the undead. 

Ellen was pretty, I guess. She held a certain kind of beauty in her features. She wasn’t Sasha—round and full and dripping with sex. Her eyes sort of took over her face, big and dark and ancient like the heart of an old tree polished to high shine, but the rest of her was thin and twiggy. She wore really loose fitting gear and covered any piece which might look the womanly part. Her hair, long and wavy, was usually done up in a braid, often tied to two braided strands round her head. You could see something really hurt in her face, not quite hidden in the lines which made their home on her forehead and around her eyes long before their time. Maybe it was the eyes or the way her cheeks were always sort of sunken in… I guess she had that lean and hungry look, too. Where Sasha oozed woman, Ellen spoke survivor, tough, unflinching. 

She brushed against me as we left the head hut that night. Her big dark eyes held mine for a moment, and something passed between us. A thought, maybe. A vision of the future. She knew—God will witness to it. She knew about Mack and Sasha, maybe from something Sasha let slip when the two of them tossed gossip back and forth. 

She passed a thought with her eyes and a slip of cardboard in her hand. 

“Careful,” she whispered. Her fingers touched my forearm, the scar left from a hot metal burn I earned while in high school metal shop. 

My fingers closed around the scrap of cardboard, and I clutched my hand to my side. 

Later, after I’d slid into my bunk, I pried back those fingers and found the words “Armory. First light.”

 

~

 

There wasn’t much sleep for me that night. My brain went to work puzzling through Mack’s scowl, the fact he was the only survivor of four into the wild. Since I’d been a part of the camp, Big D had never wandered far enough to find a mess of flesh bags big enough to stop him. Sure, they’d hunt a lone rotter or two, but never a mob of them. A zombie—God how that word seemed too trite, too pop culture for what the bastards really were—by itself wasn’t much of a threat. The poor sons-of-bitches moved slowly enough and with enough stiffness in their rotten joints, they could hardly do much on their own. 

In a group, they were murder. A wilderness of teeth.

Lying there awake that night, I figured that’s what caught Big D more than anything: they’d stumbled across a whole hive of meatwads and didn’t have enough to fight their way out. I remembered Ghost trapped behind the counter in Wal-Mart. I thought I understood.

It seemed to me like a trip I’d had as a kid, back when families did such things as take trips. We landed in Yellowstone or Grand Teton, somewhere in the upper corner of Wyoming. The car ride took more than one day from before the sun to well into the deep shade of twilight. Mom bought Reanne and me a set of bells with elastic bands to wear on our wrists. Bears were supposed to hear the jingle and therefore not kill us should we stumble upon them out in the woods. I figured the salesman at Yellowstone Lodge really made Mom a sucker because a set of jingle bells wasn’t going to stop a bear, but a ranger corroborated Mom’s take: most hikers who were attacked by bears surprised the poor dumb brutes. 

That’s the way it worked in the wild—at least had worked in the wild before I landed in the camp. Most of the undead bastards only attacked when they’d been surprised. In numbers, they brought chaos. 

When I closed my eyes, I saw the whole lot of flesh bags tearing into Big D. Mack stood and watched with that shit-eating grin of his. 

An eternity later, the eastern sky warmed, and I slipped out of bed to meet Ellen.

 

~

 

The armory—funny we called it an armory because most of us carried our weapons twenty-four hours a day—stood under the shadowed reach of the eastern wall. It was a short walk from the bunks, within shouting distance of the community hall. Corrugated metal and cast-off timbers made up the structure, like everything else inside our walls. We stored extra bludgeoning weapons there, mostly, bats and shovels and anything which might have use against the ruined men in the wider world. Nobody left a single live cartridge in the armory. Somebody had even brought two old flak jackets—the kind you might find at a military surplus store. They wouldn’t stop a big caliber gun, but might protect a guy’s chest. It’d be hard for the rotters to gnaw through, too.

Of course you couldn’t convince a zombie to only go for the ribs. 

 Ellen stood in the shadows of the armory doorway. Her pale face hung like a ghost in black air. 

“Good,” she said. “I’m glad you’ve come.” She vanished into the shack.

My heart—already amped from the hour and lack of sleep—echoed in my head like a hammer against stone. I followed her.

Inside the armory, the air was thick and warm and tainted with a slightly rotten, moldy odor. I couldn’t see anything for a moment, and started when Ellen’s slender fingers wrapped my arm. She yanked me deeper into the darkness. 

“You’ve got to watch yourself, Peter.”

My eyes narrowed. The outline of her face came into view. My heart slowed. 

“Watch myself?”

She released my arm. “I don’t like what’s happened. Big D. Donnie. Smells rotten, you know? I don’t like…”She paused and tilted her head toward me. Her eyes were visible, barely, as light from a chink in the wall sparked in them. “Stuff that’s been happening.”

 “You think Donnie did—”

Her hand pressed against my mouth, warm and soft. 

“I don’t know what to think except I’m not ready to drop names like that. I just don’t know what to think. But you’ve got to watch yourself. Your buddy—Mack—he’s sticking his neck out pretty far. I used to think the dead caused the most trouble. No. Fuck no. It’s the living. The folks who are stuck together inside these walls… They’re the real monsters. We’re the real monsters.”

Her hand slid from my face. I wanted, selfishly, for her to let it linger so I could feel another’s skin. 

“Politics,” I said.

She hesitated and then nodded. My eyes had adjusted as much as they would. Ellen’s face, lean with angles and enough softness to be beautiful, moved in the darkness. 

“Politics. One thing the end of the world couldn’t stop…”

I groped behind me in the darkness and dragged my fingers across a rack of what felt like rake handles. “How long have you been here?” I asked. 

 “Too long. Almost since the end—or beginning—however you want to frame it.” She took a step toward the doorway and glanced into the courtyard. “What’s it been, just over a year and a half? Nearly two?”

“Nearly two,” I said. Suddenly, I realized this was the first conversation I’d had with a woman, any woman, alone since the world went to shit. “Why me? I mean, why are you telling me about this?”

She shrugged. “You’re Mack’s friend, I suppose. Sasha’s pretty in love with him.”

“You can’t tell me who or what—”

“I would if I could. Donnie’s survived three camp leaders since I’ve been here, but never taken the position for himself. If that doesn’t stink, I don’t know what does.”

“But he’s the leader now.”

“The leader,” Ellen said. “For now. Big D seemed to be grooming your buddy for second in command. Donnie wouldn’t have liked that. He’s been number two as long as I can remember. The flesh bags devoured the last honcho we lost—a guy named Griffon—in about the same manner as Big D’s death. We never saw that poor bastard again. But…”

She turned away from me. 

“But what?”

“I’ve got this gut feeling like Big D’s not gone. Not really gone-gone, you know?”

My mouth was dry.  Thoughts swirled together in a lump. Ellen—who the hell was she? Could I trust her? And most of all, what the fuck was I supposed to do if this Donnie guy set up Mack? Confused? Yes, I was, and more than a little. From the late night conversation with Sasha, to the Cheshire grin he had before the council meeting and sour-puss scowl afterward, Mack had been acting the guilty one.

“It’s just a feeling,” she said like she’d been reading my mind.

“You get feelings like that very often?” I asked. 

Ellen exhaled through her nostrils in one quick puff. “Premonitions, you mean?”

“Whatever you want to call them. Do they hit you very often?”

“I’m not a freak or anything.”

“No one said you were.” My heart started to throb again. My hands began to sweat. “I didn’t mean—”

“Just keep your head up,” she said and strode from the armory door.




Chapter 5

 

She was right.

Big D came back less than a week later. 

Part of him, anyway. 

Rex and Lennie were manning the south towers that day. I was in the bunkhouse cleaning my gun after doing time in the gardens. Time was, I could close my eyes and tell you about every scratch and ding in the barrel, every swirl and dark line in the stock, and even the way the trigger looked, all smoothed and worn down with grease from my hands. I kept one small bottle of Remington oil and an old rag in my bag. The rag used to be a cloth diaper, I think. When I wasn’t on duty, I’d often run that rag over the shotgun’s barrel and over the stock, chasing away invisible dirt. 

I heard their shouts and nearly dropped the gun. 

They were muted, but the name—Big D—hit my brain as clear and clean as a church bell at ten paces. 

“Big D’s back.” 

I said the words without processing much, but my stomach dropped through my feet like a bag of ice hitting the floor before I made the door. 

Others—half the camp at least, nearly thirty of us—stumbled toward the gate like a whole mess of flesh bags drawn by the scent of fresh meat. My eyes darted around, searching the other faces for some explanation. They fell on Ellen—they locked with hers for a moment, but the moment passed quickly like a summer breeze. She shook her head quickly and flicked away. 

“It’s Big D,” Lennie shouted. He waved his rifle over the wall, pointing it like a spear toward something on the other side. “Open the gates—It’s Big D!”

Two guys grabbed the blocks on either side of the gate and began pulling. I fingered the trigger guard on my gun. We all had them—anyone who owned a gun, that is. Without looking, I worked three shells into the chamber. Some of my twenty-nine shells had been worked with my fingers so much the metal wore a high polish around the rim. The metal and wood groaned as they pulled back the doors. My heart throbbed until I felt my ribs rattle. My gaze swept over the crowd again, brushing past face after filthy, dirt-stained face, searching for Mack. More camp members filed in behind the crowd. 

Where was he? 

Sunlight spilled across our faces as the gate split. Voices murmured. 

The tree line made a near-black ridge behind a single, staggering figure. 

Big D.

He’d been turned. He was one of them, the undead. I pushed toward the front of the crowd. Most folks backed away, stunned I suppose. Most of us had seen a loved-one turned before. It was the way of things in a dead world. Not that seeing a loved one with the blank eyes and snarling, undead grimace could ever be easy—something about Big D being a zombie was worse. He’d been our hope. Our leader. This staggering thing which stole his skin, his bones, terrified me like nothing had yet. He became a harbinger of our fates, a sign of the end to come for the rest of us. 

Nobody raised a gun. My grip tightened on my rifle stock. 

“Shoot him,” somebody yelled. I didn’t recognize the voice; maybe it belonged to me, my own voice. 

I lifted the gun. It grew as part of my arm, an extension of my own flesh and bone. My eyes walked the length of the barrel and found range. Thirty yards. Maybe less. Still moving toward me. 

Knock, knock, knock, my heart hammered my ribs. 

Why didn’t the others shoot? Rex… Lennie… We all had guns—all of us. 

Fifteen yards. 

His teeth had yellowed and wore a dark stain. Blood? 

Ten yards. 

The side of Big D’s face had been torn open. I blinked sweat from my eyes. 

Five yards.

Why didn’t anyone else shoot?




Chapter 6

 

Guilt belonged to a different time. 

It belonged to a place where people hurt each other out of malice, need for vengeance, or selfishness. Human beings wrought unmentionable cruelty upon one another long before the dead rose and the world went to shit. We hurt each other and then, later, in the comfort of our beds, our homes, our churches, we prostrated ourselves and begged for forgiveness. Some never knew guilt. Some reveled in the shit storm we’d made. Some thrived on adventure and risk and lawlessness. 

I was not one of them. 

 

~

 

The thing which had been Big D jerked as my shot tore through its lower jaw and neck. Even from five yards—especially with my shaking hands—I hadn’t made a clean hit. The body lurched and stumbled, collapsing on the packed earth at the camp’s threshold. It hit with a solid sound, the whump of something big and heavy and wet. One arm curled and uncurled in swift, involuntary spasm. A thick, black goo oozed from the remnants of its neck. Two cataract covered eyes spun lazy orbits. 

Was it looking at the crowd gathered, searching for old friends’ faces? 

“Jesus, Peter.” A man put a hand on my shoulder. I didn’t recognize his voice. Less than thirty live bodies in camp, and I didn’t recognize the voice. “You blew that bastard to hell.”

The crowd shuffled and shifted behind me. A couple of folks whistled. 

My mouth dried like a slug under a shake of salt. My tongue wouldn’t move.

The guys who had worked the gate open hurriedly started to shut it. Several members of the camp lifted Big D’s corpse from the entry and carried it inside. The tide swept me as well. Moments later, with the gate shut, they dropped him and we stood in a ring around the body. My tongue became stone. 

“Mack was right,” someone on my left said. “They got him.”

“Damn straight he was. Look what the rotten sons-of-bitches did to Big D. Poor bastard.”

Several voices muttered agreement. Whispers skittered around the fringe of the crowd. The acrid burn of gunpowder still hung in my nostrils. I took a step forward, toward the thing. 

Big D’s jacket—the green Army surplus coat he always wore on a hunt—had a funny tear in the back, a hole no bigger than a thumb. My gaze flicked to the near-black barrel of my gun and back to the back of the corpse. I moved forward, knelt next to the body, and lay my gun on the ground. The eyes of the crowd leaned on my shoulders; their hot breath tickled my neck. Their stares cut like razors.  

“What is it?” a woman asked in a whisper. 

My tongue thawed.

“Looks like something happened to his coat,” I said. My hand worked without conscious thought. It found the folding buck knife in my pocket and flipped open the blade. The sun crested the eastern wall, and its light glinted on the metal as I worked the knife back and forth, sawing through the jacket. 

Beneath, in the grey-putty undead flesh, I found a bullet wound, a tiny hole in the flesh puckered around the edges. Not a big one, just enough for my index finger. Somebody had shot Big D in the back. Shot him with a small caliber gun. Somebody shot Big D in the back long before I ripped open the side of his face. The words caught in my dry, sticky mouth. 

“What is it?”

“Nothing,” I lied. “Looks like he tore it or something.” The other thing I noticed—the other inscrutable fact which didn’t leave my lips—was that Big D’s ammo was missing. Mack hadn’t brought any of the weapons or ammo when he’d run for his life. Somebody—not Mack—must have stripped them from his body. 

My eyes lifted from the corpse. 

Who would shoot Big D in the back?

A man shifted away in the crowd. 

Mack.




Part 3: Heavy Burdens




Chapter 7

 

After shooting Big D in face, I had twenty-eight shells left. 

 

~

 

The undead had to eat. It’s about all they had to do. 

Even those of us resigned to a life of waiting to die had to eat, too. 

To stay as part of the compound, you worked as part of the compound. On off mornings, on those days I didn’t watch from the south tower, I played farm. I mucked chicken coops and the yard while others collected eggs. I then spent part of the morning on my knees plucking weeds from our garden. Flat-bladed water-grass sprouted between our peas, beans, and carrots each time it rained, and spring unloaded a holy deluge on us. None of us were farmers—we did the best we could with our meager abilities, stumbling along with trial and error and hoping more success came with experience. Canned goods collected from nearby towns and farmhouses wouldn’t take us to the crack of doom. 

The choice held us in its cold grip: become self-sufficient or die.

I was rooting around on my hands and knees, plucking weeds from a row of beets when something blotted the sun. My head lifted from the work, and I found Ellen. She made a dark, angular shadow at mid-morning. 

“Praying, Peter?”

Mud covered my hands. I wiped them on my tattered jeans. “Just that I don’t have to eat these beets.”

“Better than starving.” Ellen’s eyes wouldn’t meet mine. Her head shifted from one side to the other. “I’d like to talk again.”

I lurched to my feet. The muddy knees and thighs of my pants sagged under the weight. “Talk.”

Her head shook. “Not here. Not now.”

I squinted, focusing on her face. Damn me, but I wanted to kiss her—I wanted to smash her lips with mine just to feel something other than the bitter rot in my gut. 

“Tomorrow morning, I’m on duty,” I said. “South tower.”

She nodded. “Before dawn. Be safe.”

I watched her walk away, her baggy shirt shifting over her lean shoulders. I watched until she disappeared behind the buildings on the opposite edge of the fields.  

 

~

 

I held my guard vigil alone after Big D’s less-than-triumphant return. From around three in the morning until well after dawn every other day, I sat on the south tower and waited for something to happen. I hoped for something. I would have prayed if believing in God was still an option.

Mack had become Donnie’s right hand. He was the one with an arm shoved up the head man’s ass. Some part of me felt surprised Mack didn’t take the rule of the place straight away. I figured it made sense, what with Donnie being the slick second in command bastard he’d always been. 

Sitting on my platform, I puzzled through that hole in Big D’s back more times than I can recount. 

Mack acted as guilty as anyone. 

Mack never carried anything small caliber. He had his old man’s thirty-ought-six and a snub nosed .38 nobody but me and I’m sure Sasha knew about. The pistol was half worthless because he only had three rounds. Damn fool kept it tucked in his pants under his shirt as much as possible. The hunting rifle hung on his back like a newborn in a papoose. He jumped into the gang of meatwads that one fateful morning with the gun on his back. He probably fucked Sasha with the gun hanging back there. Whoever plugged Big D had used something smaller—a .22 maybe. 

The thought made my stomach turn over. A .22 to the back, at least where it struck Big D, wasn’t going to kill a man. Not a guy as beefy as Big D. No, the bullet would have wounded him. A flesh bag must have finished him off, and judging by the lack of wounds, I’d say it had only been one of those monsters. 

Their hunger might not go away, but their stomachs could only hold so much. 

These thoughts echoed in my head while I sat with my shotgun and twenty-eight shells, waiting for the sun or grey death, whichever found me first. 

These thoughts played an endless loop until Ellen climbed up. 

The platform shook, announcing somebody’s presence. I tensed, sure the meatwads couldn’t be climbing to my perch, but wary of any one who might. 

“Don’t shoot me,” she said. A moment later, her brown hair appeared. “That wouldn’t be friendly.” 

I smiled. A breeze drifted over the platform.

“Damn it’s cold up here,” she said, patting her arms. She wore the same baggy clothing, a shirt which looked like it must have belonged to her brother and a pair of rolled-up jeans. “But look at the view.”

“It’s best without worrying about any unwelcome visitors.”

“I can go,” she said. “I just couldn’t sleep.” Her big eyes hung like a whipped puppy. 

I didn’t buy the look for long. Ellen was too tough. Too savvy. She’d already shown me that hand. I leaned back on one hand. 

“Couldn’t sleep? But yesterday you said—” 

“Yesterday. Yes.” She shook her head, settled on her backside, and pulled her knees to her chest. Moonlight glowed in a strip of naked flesh at her ankle above a pair of ill-fitting black boots. “Thinking too much. It’s too damn easy to think too much in this damn world.”

I grunted.

She locked onto me with her eyes. “Thinking about you.”

I pressed my lips together. I hadn’t heard a woman say something nearly as nice since Amanda Gant at junior prom. Even if I was misreading her, it still felt like a heavy compliment. 

We passed a long minute, both of us pale and blue under the moon. 

“Another premonition.”

She shook her head. “I hope not.”

Her words didn’t comfort. I glanced toward the tree line. “How’d you know about Big D?”

She shrugged. “I couldn’t sleep that night, either.”

I rubbed a thumb against the polished stock of my shotgun. “Sometimes, I’m worried that… Fuck.”

“Fuck what?” She scooted closer. “You’re worried?”

“I’m not this guy. This gun. This watch shift. Even that bit with Big D when he came back to us. I peed myself a little when I shot him.”

She didn’t move. She didn’t laugh. She didn’t say anything. 

“I’d never really shot anyone before, alive or dead. I just carried on with Mack.”

“Never really?”

“I never did. I never shot this gun except when Dad and I would tag cans of cheap cola for the hell of it. He’d buy a case for a couple of bucks and we’d drive out to the river… Oh, fuck it.”

Ellen turned away. 

“What?”

“Mack. Sasha. The whole dirty thing.”

The conversation I’d overheard a week before floated to the surface. I could make out its edges. I played their words in a loop, trying to remember the juiciest bits, the parts which had rankled me the most. “What about it?”

“Sasha’s different. I’ve known her for a long time. A long time. She’s always been a bit of a slut, so I don’t think that’s it. Not that a girl’s going to stop sleeping around because it’s the end of the world or anything. Fucking Armageddon.” Ellen shook her head. “She’s just different now that she’s got her claws sunk into your buddy.”

“Claws… Yeah.” Hadn’t I said the same thing to Mack?

And what had Mack said about growing up? That we all needed to grow up? The world had gone to shit. The countryside was loaded with living dead monsters who wanted to make ol’ Pete into a snack. I shot a man—what once was a man—in the face, and I still wasn’t grown up. My guts were a stew. Was Mack growing up? Did he really understand? All that shit he told me about women like Sasha… I hated how logical it sounded, even after replaying it dozens of times. 

“What’s eating you?” Ellen asked. 

“Mack.”

“He’s not dead yet.”

“Great joke. Really. Do you ever think about it? Think about what it would be like to be bitten?”

“By one of them?” Ellen’s nose wrinkled. “Hurt like hell, wouldn’t it? I figure it’s got to be a lousy way to go. But you’re armed. You can either knock a few heads off those bastards or take one for yourself.” She opened her mouth and stuck an index finger inside, mimicking a gun. “Pow.”

“Great. Sounds like a helluva way to go. But I’ve seen someone bitten. Bled like hell.”

“What happened to him?”

I closed my eyes, trying to push down the memory of my brother. I should have never mentioned it. My brain grabbed the nearest memory which might lead away. “His name was Ghost. A nickname. Mack left him on the side of the highway a few days before we landed here.” 

“Had he turned?”

I shook my head. “We just left him. I thought about…” The words shooting him died in my throat.

She nodded, slow and easy. “I’m worried about you, Peter. Look, Sasha was telling me something the other day. Mack’s going to ask you to go out with him. To go hunting like Big D used to, but not quite. Something about food.”

My intestines twisted. “I haven’t been out of the compound for months. Not since we got here. Mack knows more about me than anybody else in this whole fucked up world. Anybody left alive, that is. He knows I’m a chicken shit. Why would he want me to go with him?”

“Good question.” She held out a hand and grabbed my wrist. “I was asking myself the same thing.”

The blood throbbed in my head. I rubbed one temple. Her fingers tightened against my skin.

“What are you doing?” I asked, not pulling my hand away.

She lifted her shirt and slid my hand across her naked belly and underneath her tattered bra. Her breast felt small and warm and smooth against my skin.

“Just feeling you, Peter. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt much of anything.”

I squirmed. My dick stiffened in my pants. 

“Shhh…” She held a finger to her lips. “Just enjoy the sunrise.”

 

~

 

Three days later, I woke to a crisp cold dawn. 

Had I known—really known—I’d be shot in the back, I might have stayed in my bunk. 




Chapter 8

 

The plan, Mack explained, was to catch a couple of the wild boars some of the expeditions had seen. We’d catch them and bring them back to the camp, build an enclosure, and hopefully have roast pork on some invented feast day. It would have to be an invented holiday because truthfully, dates meant nothing. In two years, we’d regressed to a system governed by seasons and little else. 

The camp would raises its own pigs, one of Big D’s ideas before D became dead. 

The plan, Mack explained, required some of the best guys. Fighters. If we didn’t come against any flesh bags, the boars might give us problems. 

He asked me to go. 

Ellen’s warning itched like a mosquito bite in mid-August. 

But what was I going to do, say no? How could I say no to Mack? How could I say no without rousing suspicion? I was going to risk my ass for some barbeque and middle school memories. 

I cleaned my shotgun one more time before leaving the bunk house for the gate. My gaze climbed to the south tower, my tower, and held there for a moment. The silhouette of another guy, maybe Rex or Lennie, waved back. Water splashed around my boots. Rain had come in the night, and puddles dotted the packed camp paths. Mack and Donnie and another guy, a fidgety prick we called Rabbit, waited at the gate. He stood to Mack’s shoulder, but was as thin as one of his thighs in the middle of his chest. If he was a rabbit, he’d be one of those skinny, freaked-out bastard’s Aunt Penny had in her backyard. 

When I saw Rabbit, Ellen’s warning gave me an extra kick. Best guys? Rabbit could hardly take a shit without losing his cool. Now, he was covering my ass? Outside the walls, the undead waited. Outside the walls, death would mock our strides and howl in our ears as Coach Freeman did at Manhattan High. Gutless, it might call me. Chicken shit. Afraid. 

Yes, afraid. 

Ellen’s warning, coupled with the tiny hole in Big D’s big dead back, had moved me action. I’d taken a detour through the armory the night before. I gathered a little something I never thought I’d need… It proved the smartest thing I done since the world came to an end. 

 

~

 

“All right. This is what we’re going to do,” Mack said before we pushed back the gates and let the wider world swallow us whole. He spoke like a playground quarterback, like he was drawing up plays like we used to on Saturday afternoons. “Donnie and Rabbit have this net. I figure those pigs live in the thickets down around the creek bottom. They’ll come around on the creek side with the net, and we force one of those little squealers downhill into the trap.”

“The woods?” I asked. Yes, the woods. Yes, I knew. I felt like it was a last second plea bargain for life without parole instead of… What? Was Mack going to leave me out there for the flesh bags? I shook my head, trying to dislodge some of the more stubborn cobwebs. Maybe Ellen was wrong… Maybe jealousy drove her to confide in me. Maybe…

“Yes, the woods.” Mack straightened, standing tall. “You have a better plan?”

No, I didn’t. I wasn’t trying to play for position, but I figured Mack was showing his behavior for what it was—a power grab. A simple power grab.  Politics of the apocalypse… What would one want with the leadership of a dysfunctional band of apocalypse survivors? 

Nothing, of course. 

I had no expectations. I didn’t even have an expectation I’d live until sundown.

“No,” I said. 

Rabbit scratched the stubble on his chin. “You really think we’re gonna to run a hog farm up in here? Stink to heaven. Hogs don’t lay no eggs. They ain’t good for much other than barbeque.”

Mack cast a crooked glance at Rabbit. For a moment, I thought maybe both of us were food for the worms. “But we need to eat. A handful of vegetables won’t keep us fed and prosperous. The dry provisions—canned goods and boxes—are running low and we’ve stripped every house and store within a day’s travel. Once we get a couple of cars up and ready—”

“Cars?” I asked. “What cars?”

“That heap you and I drove in with, for one. A couple trucks parked near the old house. We’re going to modify them.”

Donnie nodded. “Bio-diesel.”

“Is this part of the hog operation?”

Mack shrugged. “We need to eat more than anything, but if we manage to get those trucks and Ghost’s old Camry running, we might be able to really beef this place up. Make it a palace instead of just a place to hide.”

Ambitious? 

Yes. 

Did I believe him? 

What choice did I have?

 

~

 

Any other time, I would have enjoyed a nice walk through the woods. Any other time—some life where the dead didn’t come back and munch on the living—I would have reveled in nature. 

It had been winter when Mack and I joined the camp, so the fresh spring growth—weeds and leaves and all—caught me off guard. We trekked without speaking, pounding our feet over the rocky path leading toward the remnants of U.S. 81 down a ditch and into the trees. I knew the trees must follow the creek as they did in Kansas. Near the water was the only place trees grew well out in the open prairie. 

The trees brought shade; shade brought a chill colder than the lack of sun. We continued on a rough path into the woods, one fashioned from repeated ventures into the trees. I figured it must have been the same trail Big D took on the day he was shot. Maybe I was wrong, but it felt right. The woods smelled like murder. They smelled like the dead. 

Rabbit caught my eye. “The beast is out here,” he said. “And it’s hungry.”

I offered a weak smile and nodded. We trundled along until the path broke apart, leaving us groping through aggressive underbrush. New branches tugged at our clothes like the fingers of the dead. Sweat spilled from every pore, but it wasn’t likely seventy-five degrees. We tromped maybe fifty yards before Mack, leading the way, paused and faced us over his shoulder. 

“Big D figured there must be a nest down here near the creek.” 

I held my breath. Mack met my eyes—a quick, cold glance—and then turned and stepped away from the path. A branch snapped to my right, and I turned, feeling the stock of my gun. 

“Jumpy,” Rabbit said, sneering. “Fucking jumpy. Bet you wouldn’t fire that gun nine times of ten with Big D’s big undead ass bearing down on you. Bet you got lucky is all. Lucky and alive.”

Another snap dragged my head to the other side. Mack was gone. Donnie was long gone. 

The gunshot came like a long gone summer firecracker, snap, and Rabbit lurched forward. 

His mouth opened, and a little sound tumbled out. Ungh. Just ungh. The whole thing happened kind of herky-jerky, like I’d been flipping a hand drawn comic book. 

I didn’t hear the shot that hit me in the back. 

As I fell forward, driven hard by the impact of the bullet, my brain flashed to one name. 

Ellen. 




Chapter 9

 

Nobody really expects to be shot in the back, let alone feel the impact of the mossy, leaf-covered ground and live to spin a story about it. Usually, when a guy is shot in the back, it’s treachery at its most treacherous. Usually, the shooter finishes the job and leaves nothing behind—no half-dead victim to dust himself off and seek revenge. 

Most guys just don’t expect to be shot in the back, much less cover themselves with not one but two vintage army surplus flak jackets. 

Had it been a hunk of lead from Mack’s rifle or another big caliber shooter, I would have bled out on the Nebraksa dirt while waiting for the meatwads to munch away at my still steaming parts.  Maybe I’d still be alive when the chewing started. Maybe I’d get a really good sense of just how bad it hurt. 

I’d made my little detour through the armory before going on Mack’s hunt. Two vintage flak jackets and a small caliber weapon added to one stiff Pete and maybe a broken rib. 

I didn’t stand at first, but lay there, nose in the dirt. The soil gave me a good, stiff whiff. Funny how dirt—worm shit after all—can smell so warm and wholesome. The first few breaths came in stiff, staccato shudders. White hot pain danced across my back. 

“Fuck,” I muttered.  A louder shot crawled around in my mouth, but I thought better of it and kept my trap shut. If any flesh bags had been stumble-strolling through the woods, they’d have heard the shots and come close enough for their rotten noses to take over. I didn’t need any more trouble. My right hand crept forward until fingertips touched polish wooden stock. 

They’d left my gun. 

I listened. 

Quiet. Rabbit hadn’t stirred either. Sometimes a guy’s ears would play tricks and suggest the undead were shambling his way, but I listened, sure to hear a cracking twig or grunt or groan, but nothing came. Nothing came. 

I sucked a big, deep breath into my lungs and, wincing against the pain, struggled to all fours. 

Somebody had shot me—I was pretty sure it wasn’t or couldn’t have been Mack from where I saw him standing last. Donnie maybe? That might make sense because Donnie’d been a real weird asshole since I met him. But motive? I don’t suspect Donnie had much reason to off me.

I forced my hands from the ground and, squatting, dusted my filthy palms against my knees. The pain throbbed like a hammer tapping a sore finger, thud, thud thud. I closed my eyes, squeezing them tight. The dim awareness that the flesh bags might still be coming sparked in my head. I couldn’t stay there, alone, exposed. 

Rabbit groaned. 

I stooped for my gun and limped to his side. He lay face down, his back dark and matted with blood. 

“Unngh…”

“Quiet,” I whispered. “Quiet.”

“Fuck… Somebody…”

“Shhhh. I’ll get you out of here.” 

“Y-you?” He tilted his head slightly so I could see the side of his face. His eyes flickered and rolled back in his head. 

“Pete.” 

His mouth opened again, but instead of words, another groan tumbled out. There was another sound, not from Rabbit, but somewhere behind us. A twig snapping. Footsteps. 

My throat closed off. I couldn’t feel my legs for a moment, but the pain in my back vanished, too. The meatwads were coming. They were coming, and I couldn’t do anything about it. My right hand tightened around the stock of the shotgun. My left hand patted the thigh pockets of my worn BDUs. The shells. Whoever shot me hadn’t taken the shells. 

Twenty-eight of them. 

Whoever shot me had left both of us as food for the God-damned monsters. I slid a thumb over the shotgun’s safety and worked my index finger into the trigger guard.  My gaze fell to Rabbit. His face had gone pale, but his eyes were open. 

I counted down in my head. 

Three…

Another broken twig. The wet crunch of damp leaves from last autumn. 

Two…

I imagined the stale, rotten breath of the flesh bags on my back. My finger stroked the smooth metal trigger. 

One…

I turned. 

Three men had melted out of the woods and stood less than ten feet away, each of them pointing a crossbow at my chest. 

“Don’t think about firing that damn gun.”

THE END

(for now)

 

 

Want more? Drop in at www.aaronpolson.net and sign up for the newsletter to receive updates on Pete’s plight. Hell, I’ll even send you a copy of part 2 (once it’s done) for free. 
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