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CHAPTER ONE
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A lot of heroes in books and movies are glib, sarcastic cynics who try to save the world despite knowing all about things that go bump in the night. I am rarely glib, fight cynicism like a bad head cold and like to think I make the things that go bump in the night check the closet before they go to sleep.

I am a world class bad ass in my own mind.

No one else sees me like this.

It could be the dad bod. I hate that the media picked it up and made it a big joke. Formerly athletic men gone a little soft in the middle. That’s me. Big arms, big shoulders, big thick torso. I hit the gym and drink beer.

Sue me.

Actually, don’t cause I’m two ex-wives and three kids into child support so there really wouldn’t be much you could get. Blood from stone and all that rot.

Still, I like my life.

Most of the time.

I live in a small subdivision north of Orlando, forty-five minutes from the Atlantic Ocean to the East, and an hour and a half from the Gulf to the West. I run. I work, probably too much, and I have children who live out of state with my first ex.

Any money I don’t have earmarked for living here goes to travel to see them. I do it once a month.

Or I did.

Til the ZomBggedon came. Or the Z files. Or the Z war’s, whatever you want to call them.

I’m talking Zombies.

Capital Z.

No glib remarks here.
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CHAPTER TWO
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I’m a big fan of Zombie movies. I watched every season of The Walking Dead, sat through a couple of dozen showings of Day of the Dead, and even liked the new PR campaigns by Zombie advocates that made them soft and cuddly brain eaters in iZombie. Like a million other comic book loving Americans who grew up knowing about the Z menace, I was pretty sure I could handle any outbreak.

Ha.

Yes, that was me laughing out loud. I can even affect a British accent. Ha, I say.

When we first heard about it on the news, everyone said it was FLAKKA. Flakka is a drug made from smoking bath salts. Now who was the first idiot who took a look at the bath salts in crystal bottles and said, “Hey Dude, let’s smoke that up?”

Seriously, it’s no wonder we lost 6 Billion people in a year. People are stupid.

There was the case in Miami where the guy ate someone’s face. The cops shot him.

Then folks got mad at cops shooting too many people, so they stopped using their weapons. That’s when the guy in Tampa lost his mind.

I’m speculating here, because no one is really sure how it spread. Pockets of Z population popped up all over. News teams reported it. Cops and first responders got exposed to blood or the virus or bit.

Then the movies got it right.

Or maybe we’ve seen so many movies that the collective unconscious of the world created the symptoms and foregone conclusions.

Like I said, big dumb dad here, not rocket scientist. Miami. Tampa. By the time it spread to Orlando, reports were rolling in from all over the world. New York got hit hard. Atlanta. Los Angeles.

Texas was the worst due to three huge population centers. Dallas. San Antonio. Houston. Battlefield Z. Texas sized.

Big cities were nasty and fell quickly. Smaller towns emptied out as a scared populace fled for big cities. They were met by the waiting dead, so the infection spread.

It could have been life imitating art.

If it wasn’t so damn ugly.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The change happened slowly. There is a moment when things are occurring, a short window in time where events happen that seem to be random, but in hindsight it’s easy to see they are connected. A cop shoots a guy in Dallas, a husband kills and eats his wife and kids in Tampa, thirty-three homeless people are found slaughtered in an encampment in Baltimore. Just normal random acts of violence across the United States on any given day.

Until you connect the dots.

Cop shoots zombie. Zombie dad kills family. Zombie rampage kills homeless.

Now it’s quiet and the electricity is gone, we’re reduced to reading by firelight. Or thinking, which I do a lot of, not glibly I might add.

But I miss television.

“I wish we had TV,” said Peggy.

It wasn’t the first time I thought she was psychic.

“Ugh,” I grunted.

I could grunt with the best of them.

“What did you used to watch?”

Peggy sat across the fire beside Brian. They weren’t quite shoulder to shoulder but close enough that they could lean their heads together to talk softly.

That was my rule if you were going to stay with me.

“Talk softly. Carry a sharp stick.”

The soft talk was because noise seemed to attract them. The sharp stick was for when it did.

“Full House,” Peggy said just above a whisper. “Gilmore Girls. The Walking Dead.”

She giggled at the last one.

Brian and I snorted at the same time.

Way back in the before time, I was a self-help fan. I read a lot of books about the law of attraction and how strong the power of thought could be. Some nights I wondered if we willed the Z’s into existence, or if George Romero and Haitian Voodoo Priestesses just worked on some premonition level that tapped into our communal fears. The Walking Dead got a lot of it right, especially the human reaction. I thanked God that we didn’t get 28 Days Later, or the human race was screwed.

I looked around the living room where we were camped and thought “We might be screwed anyway.”

“I’m going to patrol,” I said.

I stood up and gently set two logs into the metal fire pit we had dragged in from the back patio. Every move was slow and deliberate, calculated to be quiet.

We were on the bottom floor of a giant Victorian home, set back from the road in what once had been a nicer part of town. Brian stumbled across it as he was foraging and brought it back to the group as a place to camp for a night or two.

He didn’t go in to check it. We never went into a house alone.

I walked around the bottom rooms. We had made camp in the living room which took up an entire half of the bottom floor and connected to the worthless kitchen. There was a fireplace on one wall we didn’t dare use, since the smoke would draw attention from Marauders or Bandits.

The first thing we did was clear all the rooms to make sure we were alone.

A lot of people had locked loved ones in bathrooms or bedrooms or even attics as the virus took hold. I guess they just weren’t thinking that mom or pop or little Suzy would be a danger to anyone who decided to pillage their home after they were gone. Or maybe they did and it was a punishment for raiding.

Either way this home had been clear. No Z’s, no humans.

We took the day’s haul and piled it up in the middle of the living room then went to work preparing the house for the night.

First, we pushed all the furniture up against the windows and doors. We took blankets and sheets and covered the windows in thick layers. We took mattresses off the beds if we could, and cushions and pillows to build little nests for sleeping.

Once the house was secure, we divided up the food, and set aside rations for tomorrow before we started to settle in.

We set watch to patrol the windows and doors so we would always have someone awake to shout a warning.

This house still had food in the cabinets, so we were lucky. Brian dragged the fire pit inside while Mario and I gathered firewood for the night.

We locked ourselves in before twilight.

We needed sleep, the Z’s did not.

And worse, a lot of Humans roamed the night too.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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“All clear,” I said and settled back on the cushions on the floor.

“We’re not putting out much light,” said Brian. “We should be good.”

In the corner, Deb, Julie and Scott sat in front of a nylon three-man tent. No one was sure if they were a threesome, or a couple with a third wheel, but we ran across them a day ago and they threw in with us.

Melissa, Harriet, Hannah and Anna occupied a queen size mattress on the floor just beside them.

“What is the plan for tomorrow?” asked Deb. She was in her forties, sliding down the back slope of attractive. But she had to be tough. She was still alive.

“I just want to say we need to make a plan that extends beyond tomorrow,” Brian looked me in the eye then glanced away.

“I know you probably don’t want to go over this again, but we need to find a place and make it our own. A base. A fort.”

The others nodded.

“You’re all free to stay here or do that,” I said. “I’m going North.”

There were ten of us total and I had never declared myself leader or dictator or anything. Truth be told I could probably move faster and do better on my own.

That’s how dangerous the world was now.

“I think we should stay here,” continued Brian. “This is a good neighborhood, it doesn’t look like it was impacted much. We had a good raid today, and we could build up our supplies here.”

He leaned forward and held up his hand to tick off his reasons.

I watched him because he had done this before.

“This house is secure. We can fortify it. The lake is two blocks from away, so we could fish for food. We could make the fence around the backyard stronger. There are untouched resources in the houses around. We could last for months.”

I nodded. I made a mental note to ask Brian what he had been in the past life. He was pretty good are persuasion and negotiation. I bet he was one of those managers who did the “power of the team” speeches. I bet I would have hired him or worked for him.

“It’s too close to the City,” I said.

Orlando was forty miles away, but the suburbs and bedroom communities extended to within fifteen miles of Mt. Dora. We had the National Forest between us and the two point five million population of Z’s.

Okay maybe they weren’t all Z’s. I wasn’t going to make a statistical calculation for any projection. Here’s what I knew.

There were too damn many of them, and too few of us, and every day those numbers changed.

“But we can rest here,” said Brian. “Recover and move on.”

“I’m going to keep moving,” I said.

That effectively ended the argument. Brian settled back on the mattress and curled up next to Peggy.

“Can you at least tell us where we’re going to stop?” he asked.

“Arkansas.”

“That’s a thousand miles away.”

“Yes. But my kids are there.”

“Are you sure they’re still there?” Julie called from their corner. She was in her thirties, sharp and outspoken. I pegged her for a lawyer once, a skill wasted now. Z’s didn’t give good depositions, what with the biting and all.

“I’m going to go check.”

“Then what?” asked Brain.

“There are lakes in Arkansas,” I answered. “And a couple million less Z’s.”

“Do you think it’s safer?” Peggy asked, her eyes wide circles of fear.

“It could be. Or it could be more of the same.”

“It’s all the same,” said Brian. “All of us are just waiting to die.”

“Then that’s the plan tomorrow,” I looked at Deb. “We fight for one more day.”

She nodded and I looked around at the rest of them. They nodded too, which is why I guessed they followed me.

I was pretty damn good at fighting for one more day.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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We made it through the night without incidence, which meant two nights in a row. I didn’t like it.

Not that I wanted the incidents to happen. I just didn’t think we needed to feel safe. Safe meant sloppy.

Usually something happened to keep us from getting sloppy. A Z bumped against the door, or a giant flock of them moaned and limped down the street.

Or a truck rumbled by.

That noise was almost scarier than the Z’s.

Like I said Humans came out of this plague worse than they went in.

I had a theory about that too. Most of the good people died, which made me wonder for a moment about myself and the company I was currently keeping.

Cops dead. Firefighters dead. Doctors and Nurses dead. They were on the front line of the plague and it was their duty, their nature to help. What they got for their effort was bit.

That left a lot of bad people to fill the vacuum and they did not survive by helping. They survived by killing. By taking. By being some real tough sons of bitches.

I fit right in.

I wasn’t a cop, or a soldier, or anything out of the ordinary. I was a mid-level manager hiding an anger issue that I delved into “personal development” to help. It worked for a while, and when it didn’t I jumped into running. It’s tough to be pissed when you’re exhausted.

Then this happened.

Suddenly it didn’t matter if I was angry or pissed. I just had to be tough.

I remember watching a hippie talk on television about showing the Z’s love. They blurred out the part where his throat was ripped out.

I remember politicians argued for calm and ordered everyone to the refugee centers as the cities were overrun.

I remember calling my second ex to get her, my daughter and even her husband to join me. She hung up and by the time I drove over, they were gone.

Not dead, just missing. Maybe they went to the refugee camp. Maybe she went to her parent’s house or her sister’s.

I went back to get on the internet to start looking up addresses and phone numbers but the internet dropped before I got home. The roads were bumper to bumper, and the nine miles from their home to mine took four hours.

That was easy compared to what came after.

There were runs on gas. Runs on stores. Near riots breaking out in parking lots, and in streets where cars ran out of gas and were abandoned.

I locked the doors and hunkered down. TV stations went off the air, radio stopped broadcasting, the lights went out. It was a cascade of events that happened in a cavalcade of frustration and rage.

I couldn’t check on any of the kids, and even if I could there was no way to help anyone.

Except the neighbors who kicked in my front door and racked a shotgun in my face.

I guess I should have returned those hedge clippers I borrowed.

I let them take all my food, my water, everything he demanded, and when they weren’t looking, I ran away.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER SIX
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THEN

Six days on the road but I wasn’t gonna make it home tonight. Or any other night after that. I lived in a small neighborhood built in the 80’s with two styles of home that the developer flip flopped up and down the blocks to give it a sense of uniqueness. It wasn’t gated, but there were only two roads in forming a giant deep half circle, with a couple of smaller roads that criss crossed to add even more homes.

It was probably a great setup for the builder and as it turned out, not so bad for holing up for a Z infestation.

When I bolted from my house and left the neighbor to his robbery, I headed straight for a house four doors down. It had been caught up in the foreclosure storm that swept across the nation in 2010 and had sat empty since.

I did not want to be outside after dark. The streetlights were out, and there was only a quarter moon. I used the dim glow to stay on the sidewalk and rushed.

It wasn’t enough. The telltale moan of a Z cut through the darkness, and I heard shambling footsteps coming my way.

I didn’t have a weapon.

I didn’t have a light.

I had left the house in nothing but some shorts.

I stubbed my toe on a concrete piece of edging and bit back a yelp. Then I reached down and worked the concrete loose.

It was a six by eight by two inches with a rounded edge and as the Z grabbed my arm, I swung it up and around where the head was supposed to be.

The edging hit with a wet crack and the Z fell.

I scurried away and listened. This one sounded alone.

I tripped on overgrown grass and went around to the back of the house. It took just a second to break a pane in the back door, and lock it behind me.

The house was pitch black with that stale smell of mildew and abandonment. I pressed against the wall and waited.

After ten minutes of not hearing anything, I started to explore.

If you’ve never explored an abandoned house in the dark with a Z plague going on outside the front door, I don’t recommend it. After a thirty minute trip across the room, I found a closet door and shut myself inside to wait for dawn.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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NOW

I thought we’d be okay until the Bandit’s showed up. The main difference between Bandits and Marauders, besides the names our little group gave them, was leadership. Marauders had none, and Bandits had structure.

I told Brian I thought Bandits were probably former military, because they still had weapons, mostly working vehicles and a structure with a central command.

Plus, Bandit’s tended to take prisoners before deciding what to do with them. Marauders usually killed everybody, raped the women sometimes even before they killed them and stole everything.

I’m not sure how they found us.

I bet one of the others was followed back to the house, and we were watched.

All I know is in the middle of the night, someone broke the window, ripped down the blanket and tear gas was tossed into the room in a smoky pop.

There was more screaming than I liked, because it would draw a Z crowd and we stumbled from the front door and down the porch.

Since we made it down the steps, I figured it was Bandits and counted one stroke for luck. Marauders or smart people would have just shot us as we exited the bottleneck.

Rough hands grabbed us and threw us to the ground.

“Line ‘em up,” growled a tough sounding voice. It was low pitched and gravelly.

We were rolled around and I struggled to sit up.

The gravelly voiced man looked like a man with a gravel voice should. Lots of bushy hair, very bushy beard and an M16 rifle that looked too small in his oversized hands. He had on grime and gore stained BDU’s that covered him from wrist to ankle so at least he was smart. Or good at following orders, if someone told him to do it.

All of his men were dressed like him, which told me something.

They were smart.

There was little exposed skin, which meant if you ran into a Z, that was one more layer of protection between you and their teeth.

I watched as he looked us up and down. I bet he noticed we were all covered up too.

“I’m with the US Military,” he growled as he paced in front of us. “If you cooperate, you will not be harmed.”

“The military’s gone,” said Brian. “They abandoned us months ago.”

Brushy Beard stopped in front of Brian.

“We didn’t abandon you Sir, we just fell back to regroup.”

Brian looked like he was about to argue, but Peggy stopped him.

“Brian,” she said.

That was all it took. Funny how quickly we develop shorthand in relationships. One word or tone that speaks volumes.

Brushy Beard moved his eyes from Peg over to me. I just watched from under my eyebrows and refused to make eye contact. All he needed to know about me was I was a cowering meek non-threat.

I wished I could tell everyone else to be the same.

Luckily, I didn’t need to. Brian was the only one itching to make a fuss, and Peg shut that down.

“We’re going to take you to our camp outside of Gainesville,” Brushy Beard continued.

“You’ll be processed there and our General will determine if you stay or not.”

He turned to his men.

“What did we get?”

The men lined up with our packs and gear, everything we had confiscated from the surrounding homes. It was four or five days’ worth of rations for us nine, plus medical supplies, camping gear and weapons.

“Not bad,” he said and bent over.

Brushy Beard picked up my pistol and examined it. He slipped it into his waistband along with the two extra mags in the pouch into his pocket.

“Look at this,” said a young one.

I swear he couldn’t have been more than eighteen. A kid in an oversized uniform who got caught up playing soldier. None of their uniforms had insignia on it, but he looked like a buck private, so that’s what I called him in my mind.

He held up the pikes Scott and I had made. A pike was an eight feet long pole with a machete bound to the end with duct tape, paracord and metal wire. The opposite end had a sharp point, and in the hands of a practiced user, could clear a path through Z’s like a farmer swinging a scythe.

We had lots of practice.

“Damn that’s a good idea,” said Brushy Beard. He hefted mine and tested it with a couple of good swirls.

“Pack it all up,” he ordered.

I noticed he kept the pike.

We were loaded into the back of a transport truck along with our gear. The Private and another hard-looking soldier climbed in with us. They both held their guns on us as we huddled toward the cab.

The trucks lurched away from Mt Dora and headed toward the camp somewhere outside of Gainesville.

At least they were going in the right direction.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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THEN

When I woke up the next morning I panicked.

It took a second for me to remember where I was and why I was sleeping sitting up in a dark closet. I explored the house, but it had been gutted when the tenants moved out and there was nothing there but a couple of dead roaches.

I sneaked back to my house through the backyard.

My cabinets had been ransacked, all the food taken.

I sat in the middle of the floor and felt sorry for myself. My youngest daughter was missing with my ex, I had no way to communicate with my two older children so I didn’t know if they were alive.

I was alone.

No food.

No weapons.

And now, no safe haven. I was surrounded by Z’s. That PMA thing probably saved my life.

I’ve always been cursed with a positive mental attitude so even though things looked bleak, I knew all I had to do was take action.

Normally back in the old days I’d grab a notebook and start action planning and write down what I needed to do.

But with this, I knew it was going to be best to take it one step at a time.

Food. Water. Weapons. Destination.

The destination was a no brainer. I was going to Arkansas to find my kids.

There was a chance my ex went back to her family there, so I’d search as I went too.

Food. I was hungry now, but there was nothing in my house. I needed to scavenge, but I needed to get out of this neighborhood and away from my armed neighbor.

Or get armed and come back to reclaim my food.

I got three sports bottles from the kitchen and filled them with water from the back of the toilet. It made me cringe a little, but I’d try to boil it before I drank it. If I could.

I pulled a backpack from my closet and shoved in a change of clothes, all longs sleeves and tough pants, then dressed in jeans, two layers of shirt, and hiking boots.

I put a paperback into the backpack, more out of habit than anything, and a notebook with pen, just in case.

I sneaked out the back door and heard a moan.

I froze.

A damn Z was in the neighbor’s yard. There was a six-foot fence between us, but it was rotten and falling down and I didn’t have a weapon. It was Mr. Butowski or had been. He was sixty-eight and retired and looked like he was trapped in his own backyard. We had argued over who had a responsibility to replace the fence. He borrowed my hedge clippers and never gave them back. Guess I was gonna have to write them off now.

I eased back into the house and went into the garage. I grabbed a baseball bat, but that was too short. I didn’t want to be that close to a Z, especially since all it took was a bite and you were a goner.

I grabbed the broom and mop and took them back into the kitchen.

The butcher block had been knocked around during the ransacking so it took a moment for me to find, but when I did, I sharpened the end of the handles into spear points. Now I had at least a five-foot weapon.

It wasn’t ideal, but it would do.

I slipped a couple of knives into the backpack, one steak knife into my back pocket and a carving knife into my belt.

I took the broom and mop handles outside and walked over to the fence. I kept expecting it to fall at any second and a horde of Z’s to stampede toward me.

It didn’t happen.

I reached the fence, tapped it with the broom handle and when the Z shuffled close, I shoved the pointed end through its eye socket and into its brain. It plopped down on the ground.

I leaned over and threw up.

It’s the first time I’d ever killed a person, or what was once a person. I didn’t know why vomiting was an almost universal reaction to killing. Maybe it showed a slice of humanity. If I was able to kill without remorse, even Z’s, then what kind of monster would that make me?

Second round of good luck was I hadn’t eaten, so there wasn’t much to the vomit, just a sore stomach after a round of dry heaves.

And a slimy aftertaste of bile. Yuck.

Armed with a spear in each hand, I took off in search of food. I headed North. I had my direction, I was taking action, and I was a Z-killer.

What could possibly go wrong?
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NOW

The way station was between Ocala and Gainesville, a stopping point before they soldier carried us to the Camp. We drove west from Mt Dora, stopping every five minutes or so to maneuver around the blocked road. Bridges were the worst.

In those instances, the Hummer’s and big truck would just drop into lower gear and start shoving the cars along. Of course, we couldn’t see it from the back of the truck. We could hear the screeching of metal and feel the jolts and jerks as the massive tonnage of the heavyweight vehicles shoved the smaller, lighter auto’s out of the way. We could even hear splashes as some car’s vaulted over the guardrail to plop in the lake or creek or river.

It pissed me off a little.

When people decided to flee, they packed up their cars with belongings.

And food.

These idiots were wasting food and supplies.

If Brushy Beard had been smart he would have stopped at every traffic jam and scavenged supplies. He wasn’t.

I leaned over to Brian.

“Keep your eyes on me,” I whispered.

“Hey,” said the Private. “No whispering.”

“Got any water?” I asked.

“No water for you,” grumbled the other soldier.

“No soup for you,” muttered Peg.

At least the woman had a sense of humor.

“Where are you guys from originally?” I asked.

“No talking.”

“No talking, no drinking. What are the other rules?”

“The other rule is to shut the hell up,” said the Private.

“How far until we get there?”

“That doesn’t sound like shutting up.”

“It’s an easy question. I have to go to the latrine.”

The Private laughed.

“Don’t try to talk like us,” he said. “It’s a dead giveaway that you ain’t one of us.”

“I dig,” I said. “I still have to pee though.”

“Piss your pants,” grunted the angry soldier. “Won’t make much difference once we get there.”

“Maybe I can hold it.”

The truck hit another car and lurched.

I scooted closer to the Private.

“You guys been out here long?”

He looked over at his partner then back down to me. He looked like he hadn’t started shaving yet.

“Since the beginning,” he said.

“Did you see Tampa or Orlando?”

“We were in Gator country,” said the Private. “Not too far from Camp.”

“Were you a student?”

“That seems like a long time ago,” he said. I could see how wistful his eyes got.

“Shut up Doyle,” said the Grumpy Soldier.

“Doyle? That a first or last name.”

“It’s the only name you’re going to get,” the Grumpy Soldier lifted up a boot and shoved me back against the wall.

“Now sit down and shut up.”

Doyle watched me, a sad look on his face. I settled against the wall and waited.
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NOW

I’ve sat up nights since the fall and wondered about myself. I think I mentioned that before, the introspection I can be prone to doing. After my two divorces, I thought I was flawed. I spent a lot of time thinking about the way I interacted with people, my ex’s, my children, my family.

What I discovered wasn’t that great.

Everybody has a choice in life I think. Choose to be happy or choose to be miserable. If you choose to be happy, you know bad things are still going to happen, but you just roll with it. This too shall pass and all that.

During one moment of introspection, I tapped into something that scared the bejeezus out of me.

Rage.

Pure unadulterated rage.

Caveman survival of the fittest type anger that boiled and bubbled with no toil or trouble.

I knew I had anger issues, but damn.

Maybe my exes were right. Maybe I was just a bad person.

It fell right into my theme of why I survived when so many other good people were gone.

Or why I was still surviving.

Maybe I wasn’t smarter than the average bear, maybe I was just one big asshole of a bear.

I had bottled all of that rage up for years, suppressed it, expunged it through running, exercise and exhaustion. It’s tough to be mad when you’re sleepy and sore.

Since the fall it’s been easy to tap into that rage.

Z shows up and I start thinking about my kids.

I start thinking about my ex just taking my youngest and disappearing. Not a word.

I dive down into the red and let it wash over me and when I come up for air, the Z is splattered on the ground in front of me.

The truck came to a stop with a squeal of brakes.

“Time to move,” said Doyle.

He hopped out of the back of the truck, turned around and held a gun on us while we jumped down beside him.

Brushy Beard walked back and lined us up again.

We were in front of a canvas tent set inside a fenced perimeter. There was a twelve-foot hurricane fence surrounding a small storage unit facility, with a rolling gate that squeaked closed behind the truck.

“Into the tent,” he said.

We shuffled inside. There were several chairs scattered around and he ordered us to sit.

“What is this place?” Brian asked.

“It’s need to know,” said Brushy Beard. “We do processing here.”

Peg let out a small shriek and pointed.

The ground around the chairs was churned up and bloodstained, with chunks of unidentified matter sprayed across the tent wall.

I moved away from the group.

“What kind of processing?” gulped Brian.

Brushy Beard followed his eyes to the mess on the floor and laughed.

“Not that kind,” he grumbled. “We’re not cannibals.”

“Then what’s that?” Peg asked.

“They didn’t pass muster,” he said in a matter of fact voice.

“We don’t let just anyone into the camp. We’re going to access your skills, what you can contribute, and then there’s a test.”

“Is that what I need to know?” said Brian.

Brushy Beard jumped across the floor and shoved Brian up against the

canvas wall. A knife came out of somewhere and pressed against Brian’s eye.

“I don’t like the way you talk to me,” Brushy Beard growled.

Brian flinched away and stammered.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I just get like that when I’m nervous.”

I thought about the distance between Brushy Beard and the door, the Soldier at the entrance watching the two men with rabid eyes. I wasn’t sure who to take first, or to even try and then the moment passed.

Brushy Beard let Brian go and motioned to Melissa.

“Take her,” he said.

The Soldier lunged out and grabbed her. Melissa struggled and screamed as he dragged her from the tent.

“First part of the test,” Brushy Beard said.

He backed out of the tent with the knife aimed toward us.

“Aren’t we going to do something?” Brian hissed.

“What do you think we should do?”

“Help her!”

“How?”

He glared from me to the tent flap and Doyle who moved to stand at attention just in front of the door.

“We can’t just let them rape her.”

Peg collapsed on the floor and sobbed. Brian fell down beside her and wrapped his arms around her shoulder. Scott sheltered Julie and Deb in a corner with the others.

They all stared at me.

Like they expected me to do something.

I’m not a knight in shining armor.

I don’t rescue damsels in distress. I’m just a dad who wanted to get to his kids.

We all flinched as Melissa screamed.

So, I reached down into the red and took a bath.
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THEN

Outside of the neighborhood, things were different. The main road was jammed with abandoned cars, some with doors open, some canted at odd angles up on the sidewalk. I took a right off of my street and headed West. I knew the road crossed a highway a couple of miles from the house, and that highway stretched all the way through Florida to Georgia.

Best of all, it left Orlando and hit small cities on the way up, one of those forgotten thoroughfares that was abandoned with the advent of the Turnpike and Interstate system, but had a resurgence in the past decade as aging boomers wanted four lane “scenic” highways to cruise.

I hoped it would be less crowded than a freeway, plus maybe the small towns were impacted less.

I crept over cars that blocked the sidewalk or moved around them when I could. I was playing church mouse rules, don’t be seen, don’t be heard.

It didn’t work.

I climbed up on a Buick Roadmaster to hop across the hood and a Z sat up in the seat. It glared at me through the windshield and moaned.

“Damn it,” I muttered.

The window was down. A Z trapped in a car, no brain to know how to open the door, but the moan carried across the roadway.

And let a dozen more Z’s know exactly where I was.

It was like that Z moaned out, “Dinner, come and get it.”

I huffed across the next car and tried to watch for Z’s.

One popped up in front of me and I tested my broomstick spear on its head. Another lurched from the side and swiped my legs out from under me.

The hood dented with a loud bang. I kicked out at the Z and knocked it’s jaw off. Fluid, ichor and gore dripped from its mangled face. I shoved the mop handle spear through its eye with a pop.

The Z collapsed and tore the handle out of my sweaty hands.

I don’t remember much of what happened next.

The Z’s kept coming.

I kept poking and jumping and running. They weren’t fast but there was so damn many of them. Z to the left of me, Z to the right of me.

I jogged past a neighborhood with a nine-foot brick wall around it. A herd of a couple of dozen Z trailed a hundred yards after me.

The entrance streets had been blocked with an overturned school bus and a garage door on wheels. I wish I’d thought of that.

Of course, I had to be in my neighborhood to do it, and my neighbor had kicked me out with a shotgun to the face, or ran me out rather since a shotgun to the face has a more lasting effect.

He’d probably killed me anyway just by me coming out here.

I glanced over my shoulder at the shuffling horde behind me.

Then I turned right on Hwy 1792.

“Damn it,” I screamed.

No point in being quiet now.

Attracted by the noise of the horde behind me, another was building in front of me. I had a football field distance between me and them, and another football field distance between me and the ones behind me.

That’s when I noticed Brian and Peggy.

They were ducked down and waddling between cars as they tried to hide from the horde chasing them.

“Great,” I thought.

I normally have better luck. I mean before the Z-geddon.

Peggy spied me and shouted.

“Hey!”

“SShhh!” I hissed back.

“What?” she screamed.

I ran to them.

“Shut up!”

“You have to be quiet,” Brian said. “They’re attracted to noise.”

“I know they’re attracted to noise that’s why I’m telling you to shut up.”

“I wasn’t screaming at you,” he shot a look at Peggy.

“We can blame each other later,” I said. “After we get out of this.”

Brian glanced over my shoulder.

“I see you brought your own horde,” he shook his head.

Now maybe it’s just me but I knew right then I was going to like Brian. If we survived. Any kind of guy that can be just a little sarcastic in the face of being overrun by about a million Zombies is the type of man I’d like to share some beers with.

Suddenly I was craving an ice-cold beer.

“Check the cars, find some bottles,” I said.

To his credit, Brian didn’t ask why, he just hopped to do it.

While he tore the door open, I sprawled under the Honda and pulled out the carving knife.

I jammed it into the reinforced plastic that was the gas tank, but it couldn’t penetrate the shell.

Peggy leaned down to watch me.

“Try the corner,” she offered.

“Watch my feet,” I growled.

I didn’t want a Z to start gnawing on my toes.

I pressed the tip of the blade into the tank seam and worked it back and forth.

The Zombie moans grew louder.

Brian plopped down with two empty water bottles from the car.

“Got them,” he huffed.

“Rip off your shirt.”

He peered under the car.

“I don’t usually do that on the first date,” he scoffed.

I could hear the sound of ripping cloth. The knife tip sunk in through the plastic.

“Bottle,” I screamed.

“Don’t scream,” whispered Peggy.

She passed me a bottle. I filled it with a trickle of gasoline from the tank, then the other and passed them back.

Brian stuck the rags down into our Molotov cocktails and held one out to me.

“Can I borrow your lighter?”

“I don’t have a lighter!”

A Z rounded the front of the car. One of the hordes was here.

Peggy shrieked. Or maybe it was me.

I jammed the broomstick spear into the Z and it fell over the hood of the car. I looked through the window of the car.

“Find a lighter!”

Brian lifted Peggy up and searched the car beside our hiding spot.

Another Z slammed into the open door and tried to reach me through the glass. I shoved the door open with my foot and held it against the rising tide of Z’s that filled in behind it.

“Got one!” shouted Brian.

A flaming arc lobbed over the windshield and splashed against the Z’s. The bottle slid down between them.

I jumped out of the car and up on the trunk.

“Follow me!”

I didn’t want to see if Brian and Peggy followed. I started across the cars and leaped from trunk to hood, trunk to hood. The Z’s saw the movement and surged against the cars.

The Molotov cocktail exploded when we were three cars away.

It was a very disappointing tiny “wump” sound that spread flames across the ground and started burning ten or fifteen Z’s from the feet up.

“That was helpful,” deadpanned Brian.

Seriously, I liked this guy. I hoped he wouldn’t die.

We were five cars away when the Honda exploded. Flaming debris rained down on us and on the cars surrounding it. The explosion took out a big chunk of remaining Z’s.

I pulled Brian and Peggy up short in the back of a big Pickup Truck jacked up five feet off the ground.

“Now that was helpful,” I said to Brian.

The car next to the Honda exploded. Then the car next in line exploded.

Ever seen those cartoons where they lay out the line of gunpowder? That’s how the cars were, lined up and led directly to us.

I climbed over the cab of the truck and raced along the tops of cars, trucks and vans. Brian and Peggy clunked and grunted behind me.

The heat and flames of each blast made it faster for the next car. The explosions got closer together, the heat even faster as bang after bang chased us up the Highway.

I hit a slick spot on a car roof and careened off to the side of the road.

“Good idea,” shouted Brian as he jumped down beside me.

I sputtered dirt and grass as he helped me up and we limped across an empty parking lot.

The cars kept exploding all the way to the Interstate.
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NOW

Private Buck stood on the inside of the tent flap and looked out while Melissa screamed. He didn’t hear me walk up behind him, he didn’t make a sound as I grabbed the bottom of his jaw from behind and jerked his head up as I planted a knee in his back.

He squirmed under me as I rode him down, bowing his spine backward in a direction it wasn’t meant to go. This is what the rage can do.

His arms scrambled for purchase against my wrist while his legs spasmed.

I bent him like a bow, until his throat crushed under my fingertips and something snapped in his lower back.

I don’t think I broke his spine, but by that time it didn’t matter. He couldn’t breathe, his body twitched. I rolled him over and squeezed his trachea tight until his eyes rolled back in his head and he stopped breathing.

Peg wiped tears off her cheek and put a hand on my shoulder.

“Melissa,” she whispered.

I took his rifle, and stripped him of his ammunition. I tossed a K-Bar knife to Brian, and motioned for him.

“Strip it of what we can use, then follow me.”

He nodded.

The blood in my ears thrummed, like a drumbeat of my racing heart. Nausea wracked my stomach, my vision narrowed. It was a chemical reaction to all of the adrenaline dumped in my system a part of me knew. Regret threatened me. That boy was the first live person I had killed. I knew there would be a backlash to it, because no sane person can be so casual about ending a life.

I shook it off and quelled it inside. I didn’t have time for it now.

The tent flap was still open. I peeked around the edge. Grumpy was watching something off to the side. His vision was fixed, his mouth open, a half smile on his face.

I almost left a note on his body.

“Now I’ve got a machine gun. Ho. Ho. Ho.”

But I couldn’t be sure if they’d get the reference, and I didn’t want to hunt the Bandit’s in Nakatomi Towers. I was just glad to have upgraded from the Glock. We still needed more weapons, and I wanted to take one of the Humvees. We could cover more ground in it, but it didn’t make sense to take the risk, unless one was unguarded.

I glanced at what Grumpy was staring at. Four soldiers had Melissa pinned over a table. One held each arm, Brushy Beard pressed her face down against the plank, while the fourth raped her from behind. She screamed again.

I lifted the rifle to my shoulder and sighted on Brushy Beard’s face and pulled the trigger.

It clicked. I didn’t click off the safety.

Brushy Beard heard the click and looked up.

“Ambush,” he screamed and backpedaled. The two men holding Melissa let go and fumbled for their weapons.

I clicked off the safety and squeezed a shot. My aim was off, but it made them duck.

The soldier behind Melissa waddled back, his BDU’s bunched around his ankles. She lashed out with a leg and kicked him in the groin.

He howled, and collapsed. She turned around and stomped on his face. Melissa kicked him again and again.

“Melissa!” screamed Scott.

I jumped at the same time he did. He was right beside me holding Julie’s hand.

Melissa looked up from her assault. A pink mist erupted from her forehead and she pitched over the soldier’s fallen body.

“Run,” I shouted.

I pulled the trigger four or five time’s wildly and didn’t bother to aim.

We ran toward the row of Humvees and Trucks. Brian climbed into the lead Hummer and fired it up. The others piled in behind him.

“Our gear is here,” screamed Peg.

I stopped and shot out the front tire of the other Humvee. I aimed at the truck tire, but a bullet whizzed by my head. I ran and leaped into the back of the Hummer as Brian floored it. We fishtailed around and rocketed up the road. Bullets pinged off the trunk.

“They still have the truck,” I said.

“She’s dead,” Harriet sobbed.

“Hold it in,” I said. “Hold it in until we have time for it.”

She sniffled and wiped the back of her hand across her eyes.

Brian wheeled around a car crash in the road. We couldn’t make much speed, twenty or thirty miles an hour at most or we ran the risk of hitting a wreck.

“Not too fast,” I warned.

“Backseat driver,” he scoffed. But he slowed down a little.

By the time we made the bridge, we slowed down a lot.
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THEN

We made it into Sanford, about ten miles from where we started, when I called a halt. The rush up 1792 had been quiet. We huddled between cars when we could or ran alongside them. The acrid stench of burning gasoline, rubber and plastic washed over us in spurts and gales as the breeze shifted toward or away from North. It smelled toxic and dangerous and had an added benefit of cloaking us in its stench.

“Where are we going?” asked Brian.

Dirt and grime smudged his face where sweat had dried.

“1792 cuts West under Lake Monroe before taking a jog back in a Northern direction,” I huffed. It was tough to draw a full breath.

“There are two bridges that cross there, one of the River, one over the lake. I think we have a good shot at one of them being clear enough to make it. across.”

“I’m Peg,” said Peg. “This is Brian.”

I nodded.

“What’s North?” she kept going.

“It’s away from here. Which way were you going?”

“We were roaming,” said Peg.

“We were locked up in a safe place, good fences, good walls,” said Brian. “We had three families in a big house.”

“Food,” sighed Peg.

“Enough food,” Brian added. “Water from a pool, plus pools all around.”

“What happened?”

“One of the kids got sick. Died in his sleep. He bit four more before we all got out.”

“Sad,” added Peg.

“Sad,” I agreed. “Why didn’t you kill him?”

“He was just a kid,” she said.

“A zombie kid.”

“Is that what you’re calling them?” Brian asked.

I looked around the edge of the car. Our way was clear of Z’s and we still had some ground to make before nightfall. I remembered a couple of strip malls along the highway in Deltona or Debary. We could make them and hole up for the night, if we hurried.

“Zombies. Z’s. What else would you call them?”

“I don’t believe in Zombies,” said Brian. “That’s just make believe.”

I studied him for a moment. Sure, I liked the guy. He was a smart ass, and who didn’t appreciate that. But I had to decide if he was crazy, and not in the good way. If he was out of his mind, delusional, then he was a liability.

“What he means,” said Peg. “There’s no such technical thing as a zombie. In science. There’s no precedent for it. Zombie is a made-up term from the movies, so they’re not real.”

A moan echoed across the street from somewhere carried on the wind.

“That’s not real?”

“It’s not a real zombie. There’s no such thing as zombies. These are people.”

“Were people,” I said.

“Were,” Brian agreed. “I don’t know what they are now.”

“They’re dead. They’re back to life. They’re zombies. Or Z’s.”

I hopped up and started moving again. The road was clearer here. That wasn’t a good thing since we would be missing a lot of cover.

“Z’s,” said Brian as he trailed after me.

“Z’s,” agreed Peg. “Works for me.”

“I don’t give a damn what we call them,” I said. “Just kill them if they try to eat us.”

“Z agree,” said Peg.

Brian snickered. Maybe I would like her too.
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NOW

We were making good time when it happened. The Army truck roared out of a logging trail on the left side of the road and smashed into the Hummer. It caught the rear left panel which sent us spinning with a screech of metal and the scream of rubber on the asphalt.

Brian fought the wheel as we threatened to roll. The vehicle spun around, bounced off an abandoned station wagon and completed an almost three hundred sixty degree turn. The nose rested just off the road.

“Everyone alright?” Brian gulped.

A bullet shattered a back window. I threw open my door and spilled out, reached back to drag Peg and Julie out. They dropped and scooted behind the station wagon.

I jerked Scott out and shoved him after Julie. I grabbed Deb by the arm and pulled. A bullet slammed through her chest and knocked her to the ground beside me. Harriet and Dena scrambled over her body toward the others.

“Damn it,” I shouted.

Another bullet pinged the door behind me.

Brian shimmied across the console and fell out of the passenger door beside me. He fumbled the rifle my way.

I racked the bolt and sighted in on the Truck.

Brushy Beard and three soldiers had their heads above the hood, but their bodies were hidden. They didn’t have quite a straight shot on us, more like an angle due to the way we hit the tree.

But one of them would figure out they
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