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      This is for Ayden, Angel & Mama

      Oh…and for y’all who didn’t think I could do it…
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        The Planet Dead Series:

      

      

      
        
        This series is a love letter from a fan of:

        “Night of The Living Dead”

        “Day of The Dead”

        “Night of The Comet”

        “Z-Nation”

        “Dead Alive”

        And “Slow Burn: Zero Day” I would like to thank everyone involved in these projects and the genre for pulling this little horror geek down into the undead rabbit hole.

        I hope my world will bring you as much joy as all those worlds have brought me. Be sure to review.

        ~Author Sylvester Barzey
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      Grab A Free Zombie Horror Book Right Now!

      

      You need a little more zombie madness? Check out “Love Bites” and become a “Survivor Among The Living!” Its access to an exclusive newsletter and secret website for zombie and horror lovers.

      Win prizes, read sneak peeks of my work, and survive the outbreak with Catherine and other like-minded crazy people.

      Join Today

      Also, if you’re on Facebook, join “Sylvester Barzey’s Fan Club” for prizes, updates, and a look inside the author’s mind.

      Join Today

      www.sylvesterbarzey.com
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      Hey Grandpa,

      

      How’s heaven? I hope they’re treating you right. Mama said they most likely turned you away, but I’m pretty sure you found a way in. Things are going crazy down here. People are getting sick, like, really sick. They’re dying left and right, but the worst part is, they won’t stay dead.

      No, I lied. That isn’t the worst part. There’s far more worse things going on than that. Dad and I went down to Savannah to make sure Mama Briggs and Uncle Peter were okay. Mama didn’t come—not because she didn’t want to, she couldn’t.

      I guess I’m writing you this to ask you a question more than anything. Is Mama up there? I keep praying she’s not, but every day, it’s getting harder and harder to believe. Dad tells me she’s gone, but I don’t know…It’s odd, but it’s like I can feel her fighting to get to us. I know you’re lonely, Grandpa, and I’m sorry about that, but I really hope Mama’s not up there with you. We need her down here.

      Anyway, sit back and get comfortable because I got a crazy story for you. I call it, “The Time Shit Hit the Fan,” but you can change the name when you retell it to God.

      

      ~ Jordan Briggs
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      A splatter of blood found its way onto the family portrait—the only photo in the house Mama Briggs had of herself, the boys, and that girl. That girl was a very disrespectful nickname for her daughter-in-law, but Mama Briggs was seventy-five years old and had no plans of undergoing character changes any time soon. However, it had always been a commonly known fact in the Briggs’ household that fate never sticks to the plans you make.

      “Give me the fucking gun, Pete!” Robert shouted.

      A head came tumbling across Robert’s path. His steel toe boot caved in the chest of the headless zombie, who was once Mama Briggs’s favorite doctor—a doctor who, oddly enough, still made late-night house calls. The corpse spurted blood as it was sent flying into a nearby wall. Robert’s hand tightened around the wooden handle of his hatchet, and with his free hand, he started pounding on the hallway closet once again.

      “Nah! I don’t want any part of this!” Peter hollered.

      

      Peter’s hands were tightly wrapped around the metal doorknob from inside the closet, an event that had occurred in the Briggs’ household many times throughout Peter and Robert’s childhood. Peter would normally cause some kind of a mess and hide away from it all, surrounded by the claustrophobic walls of the linen closet. All the while, his older brother, Robert, would be cursing and threatening Peter with bodily harm from the outside.

      The only difference between then and now was, they weren’t boys anymore. Robert had a family of his own with that girl. Also, another notable change was, the event leading to this new closet encounter had nothing to do with Peter. There was an unknown virus turning people into rabid killers…more commonly known as zombies, the non-bath-salt kind.

      “I’m done playing with you! Tell me where that gun is, or I’ll crack your damn head open like a fucking egg!” Robert sent a strong kick into the door, causing Peter to tumble into the towels.

      Pink, blue, and white mothball-scented fabric rained down onto Peter’s shoulders.

      “Listen, just hear me out. I know you have some built-up aggression,” Peter said softly. “She loves me more. And I know you’re still mad about your birthday, but you were nine, and to be fair, you didn’t have any friends. So why would Mama throw you a party?”

      Robert rolled his eyes and took a step back from the closet door. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Peter pressed his ear against the door and could hear Robert’s footsteps moving along the wooden hallway. He opened the closet door slowly, only far enough to peek at his brother, who was walking toward Mama Briggs’ locked bedroom door. Peter flung the closet door open, raced forward, and leaped in front of Robert, placing himself between his brother and his mama.

      “I’m talking about hate. Hate that you’ve built up against Mama for years now! You think people don’t see it”—Peter waved his index finger from side to side in Robert’s face—“but we see it. You’ve always been a petty little man.” His hazel eyes glared at Robert. “You can’t fight hate with hate,” Peter whispered, slowly opening his arms wide, motioning for a hug.

      Peter and Robert stood silently in a brotherly stare-down until Robert lifted his hatchet, placing the bloody blade in the middle of their faces, which caused Peter’s eyes to break away.

      “I love you. I really do, with all my heart. Why, only God knows,” Robert said and then sighed. “But because of that love, brother, I’m gonna give you one chance.” He leaned the hatchet forward and rested the blade on his little brother’s chin. “Move, or I’ll be burying two bodies tonight.”

      Peter’s hands slowly went up, and he cautiously stepped aside. “Damn, it’s like that?”

      “It’s like that.”

      Robert’s fingers wrapped around the doorknob. He took a deep breath, preparing himself for what was about to go down. It wasn’t often a son had to drive a blade into his mother’s skull. Something like that would certainly create a whole new form of PTSD in the former soldier. Then again, what was life now, other than one big trauma trigger?

      A loud bang was heard, causing the brothers to get down low.

      When they were young, Mama Briggs did her best to keep their minds at ease with little white lies like, “That ain’t nothing but fireworks,” but as they got older and the fireworks were going off in the day, she thought it was best to teach her boys the difference between fireworks and gunshots before the streets did.

      “Who the hell is shooting?” Robert’s eyes searched for Peter, but his brother was nowhere to be found. “Pete?” Robert said softly.

      The closet door opened, and Peter’s head poked out. “What?” Peter asked.

      Peter’s face looked both annoyed and puzzled by his brother calling for him. He wasn’t the smartest person in the world, nor was he the strongest. In fact, the man had a list full of flaws, starting with dropping out of college and ending with living with his mama. But Peter did have one thing going for him—the man was fast. Like “why didn’t you go out for the Olympics” fast. Which was very beneficial in a world of zombies, and for living a long cowardly life.

      “What are you doing in there?” Robert asked.

      Peter rolled his eyes. “I’m counting the towels. We got sixteen!” Peter hissed. “What the hell you think I’m doing?”

      Robert took a step toward the closet, and Peter quickly pulled the door closed. “Get out here!” Robert demanded, smacking his open hand on the door.

      Peter shook his head. “No! Not everyone can play Paul Bunyan, swinging an axe and shit.”

      “Sometimes you can be a little bitch, you know that?”

      “I know that, and I’m fine with it too. Now, get to getting and find out what the hell is going on,” Peter said.

      Robert looked at the closet door and found himself questioning why he ever asked his mama for a little brother; he would have been better off asking for a bike or a puppy. Robert’s shoulder dragged along the wall. His back hugged the wallpaper as he got closer to the end of the hallway. The smooth baseline of his heartbeat danced along with his calming breaths. It was a sad thing to say, but Robert was getting used to facing off with death. His fingers crept along the wall, getting closer to the edge.

      This was it.

      The last dim lightbulb of the living room ceiling fan created shadows all throughout the area. Robert listened to the shuffling. The hatchet rose. Then, Robert shot around the corner into the living room.

      The bloodstained blade came down half an inch before he heard, “What the fuck, Dad!”

      The short, nappy-haired boy was on the floor, his left hand raised to block the attack. What good his soft skin would have been against the blade was a question his father would never ask.

      “Watch your mouth, boy. What the hell are you doing out here? I told you to stay in the bathroom,” Robert said.

      Jordan got to his feet and started dusting himself off. As his hands ran down his Black Panther T-shirt, Robert noticed the black handle sticking out from Jordan’s waistband.

      “I heard shouting,” Jordan replied.

      “What are you doing with that?” Robert asked, pointing the hatchet blade at the gun bulging from Jordan’s hip.

      The boy raised an eyebrow at the question. Jordan wasn’t sure if it was the tone or the overall air of stupidity surrounding it, but something about it seemed to irritate the hell out of Jordan. He pulled out the gun quickly. The barrel seemed to nonchalantly point toward his father’s lower body.

      “I found it under the sink. I thought I should hold on to it for protection,” Jordan said.

      Thinking that answer was enough, Jordan did his best to walk past his father with his new deadly companion. Yet Robert’s hand shot out, blocking Jordan’s escape.

      Robert closed his eyes and tried to remember a time when Jordan’s answer wouldn’t have made sense. They all needed to be protected, but Robert couldn’t bring himself to put a gun in his twelve-year-old son’s hands. Something in him didn’t agree with the thought. But every day, it seemed like the fight to survive was getting harder and harder. Soon, there wouldn’t be a way to keep a weapon out of Jordan’s hands.

      “You don’t need protection. Not when you got me, little man,” Robert said. He looked down at Jordan and smiled. “Because Pops is a what?”

      Jordan’s rolled his eyes. He didn't feel like partaking in any cute little guessing games. Not only was he no longer five, but there was no longer anything remotely cute about this new era of life.

      “Come on. Pops is a what?” Robert said softly.

      Their hazel eyes locked, and Jordan let out a light sigh. “A super soldier.”

      Robert laughed and nodded as he held out his hand. “The best damn one there is. Now, let me have that gun.”

      “If you’re the best, then why couldn’t you save Mom?” Jordan replied, placing the handle of the gun into his father’s open palm.

      It was the event that turned the whole family upside down—an event that sent a man running home to his mother, and left a boy internally longing to do the same.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Four Months Ago: The Start of the Outbreak

      

      

      ’Twas the day of the outbreak. Reports of crazed people running wild throughout Georgia were all over the television. The news chopper had a clear shot of a bumper-to-bumper freeway, which wasn’t all that new in the Gwinnett area, but this time, people weren’t just sitting and honking their horns—they were abandoning their cars and running for their lives. Fires could be seen, screams could be heard, and a bloody wave of death was running through everything, in the form of the infected.

      Robert’s phone rang, and he answered before the chance of a second ring.

      “Baby!” Robert shouted frantically into the phone.

      “Hey, babe. Shit is fucking crazy right now,” Catherine said.

      "That’s an understatement. Please tell me you’re right down the street.”

      “Yeah, I’m at the light,” Catherine said softly.

      Robert closed his eyes and ran his hand over his face. They had been married for eight years, and in that time, they learned damned near everything about one another. Catherine knew about Robert’s addiction to trash TV and his burner twitter accounts he used to support the stars he staned.

      And Robert knew Catherine was a shitty liar.

      “You’re on the highway, aren’t you?”

      “Yeaaah,” Catherine said.

      “Cat, what the hell!” Robert shouted.

      “Don’t fucking yell at me! I’m sorry. Had I known ahead of time that the world was gonna fall apart, I would have left work sooner!” Catherine hissed.

      “I’m coming to get you.”

      Robert knew how it sounded, like some knight in brightly polished male-ego armor, looking to save his woman from the dragon’s claws. He was impulsive. If something needed to be done, it got done right then and there. Catherine was the brains behind the family. She looked at every angle of a problem, and Robert knew from her deep sigh, his response wasn’t the answer to their current dilemma.

      “Yeah, you’re not doing that. I’ll be home in time for dinner. Then we can figure out what we’re gonna do,” she said softly.

      “Catherine—" Robert’s words were cut short by Catherine’s laughter.

      “We’ve seen worse than this overseas. Don’t punk out on me now, Briggs,” she said.

      Catherine had three deployments under her belt, and they weren’t any cakewalks, but the enemy at the time also wasn’t hordes of infected people with one unified goal…eating anyone and everyone they came across. She didn’t want to admit it—and knowing her, she never would—but she was scared.

      “Don’t make this harder than it needs to be, babe,” Catherine said.

      Robert closed his eyes and dropped back onto the couch. “So, what do you want me to do? Just sit and wait?” Robert asked.

      “No, I’d tell you to pack, but I’d end up repacking anyway, so just get dinner together and—” This time, it was Catherine who was cut off, but sweet laughter wasn’t the cause of her abrupt pause.

      Robert could hear screams coming from the receiver. He shot up to his feet. “Baby!”

      “Fuck!’ Catherine shouted, and like that, the call ended.

      Robert was left staring dumbfounded at the cell phone in his hand. When he turned around, Jordan was standing at the bottom of the staircase.

      “Is Mom all right?” Jordan asked.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      The chamber of the gun flipped open, and Robert stared at the six bullets for a moment. The gun only held six, so that loud blast couldn’t have been Jordan. Robert gazed upon his son, and the two stared each other down.

      There was no real way to answer Jordan’s question, and Jordan knew that. It was far from fair to place all that blame on his father’s shoulders, but he didn’t care. Jordan needed someone, or something, to blame because he couldn’t understand how his mother could be there one minute and gone the next. He needed it to be his father’s fault because, if it wasn’t, then it was just fate or her time, and he didn’t want to try to survive in a world that just randomly took good people away. It had to be someone’s fault so he could sleep at night.

      Robert watched Jordan disappear down the hallway. He flipped the revolver closed and then tucked it in the front of his pants.

      “Oh, Uncle Peter! Guess what your favorite nephew found,” Robert sang.

      Peter pounded his head into the door slightly. Damn, he said to himself. “I don’t have favorites. It’s not fair to the others!” Peter shouted.

      Jordan pulled open the closet door, and Peter waved with a smile.

      “Hey, Jay-Dog. How’s life treating you?”

      Jordan shook his head and waited as his father came up behind them. Peter rubbed the boy’s hair.

      “You know you’re my favorite nephew. I was just playing.”

      By then, Jordan wasn’t even looking at Peter. Jordan’s focus was on Mama Briggs’ bedroom door. “I’m your only nephew.”

      Peter nodded and smiled. “And that’s why you’re my favorite.”

      The handle of the hatchet appeared in front of Peter. He looked at it and closed his eyes, taking the bloody weapon in his hand.

      “So, we’re really doing this?” Peter asked.

      Robert watched his younger brother’s arms fall to his side and his head lower to the floor. It was the most pathetic and most defeated Robert had ever seen him.

      “Don’t be like that. It has to be done, and this is the fastest way,” Robert said.

      “I know that, but it doesn’t make it any easier.”

      Robert put his hand on the back of his brother’s neck and pulled him in until they were forehead to forehead. “Father, please forgive us for what we’re about to do,” he said softly.

      Peter nodded, adding to their spiritual talk with their maker, “And if one of us must go to the bad place for this great sin, just remember whose idea this was, Lord.”

      Peter felt a slap on the back of his head.

      "Amen,” the trio said in unison.

      Robert turned the key and doorknob at the same time. He cautiously started to push open the door to Mama Briggs’ room. “She’s already dead, boys. Just keep telling yourself that.”

      Peter’s hand went over Jordan’s eyes, and he closed his own. They waited for the loud bang, but moments kept passing by and nothing was heard. Robert looked around the room and turned toward the doorway.

      “Where is she, Peter?”

      Peter opened his eyes and looked around the empty bedroom. “How should I know? You the one that tied her up and locked her in here, like some Misery reenactment.”

      Robert nodded and pushed his brother into a nearby wall. “Yeah, and now she’s gone. So, either Ma is zombie Houdini, or someone let her out.”

      Peter slapped Robert’s hand away and looked over at the bloody sheets and broken nylon ropes covering his mother’s bed.

      “Or, maybe she got better and—” Peter’s words were cut short by Robert grabbing him up by the collar.

      The world was divided into two different camps when it came to the infected. One camp theorized the infected were sick and the illness could be cured. These people believed the government and scientists were held up in some bunker, trying to save the world. The people of camp one would do anything not to kill a zombie, or as they called them, a loved one. This was purely out of fear of killing them before the cure was complete.

      Then there were the people in the second camp.

      “And what! And what, Peter? Maybe she got better and went to bake some fucking mac and cheese?” Robert shouted into his brother’s face.

      Peter’s glare went down to his big brother’s hands. “You ain’t gonna keep putting your hands on me. All right, bro bro,” Peter said softly.

      The two stared at one another, and Robert gave Peter one more push into the wall before he released his little brother.

      Peter tugged at his shirt and rolled his eyes. “You don’t know everything. She could have gotten better,” Peter said. “She’s our mother, for Christ’s sake.”

      “I know who the hell she is!” Robert rolled his eyes.

      “Do you? Because ever since she got bit, you’ve been eyeballing her like she’s just another fucking bottle for target practice!” Peter crossed his arms over his chest as he stood as a wall between his brother and his mother’s demise.

      “Sorry that I’m worried about my family,” Robert said.

      Peter stared at his brother, and then he laughed and nodded. “I guess Ma and I don’t count as family anymore, huh?” Peter asked, shaking his head. “Listen, I’m sorry about Catherine, but that doesn’t make you a fucking doc—” Peter’s words were cut short by a quick jab into his mouth. He toppled over and landed on the bloodstained mattress.

      “Don’t you ever talk about her. Don’t ever act like you know how it fucking feels. The only person you’ve ever cared about was yourself,” Robert said.

      Peter touched his lips. His fingertips lightly brushed against the stinging pain and then slowly came back with red on them. Robert stood ready for retaliation, his fist balled up. His feet were planted, and his glare didn’t break from his brother.

      Like always, Robert was ready for a war, but instead of the enemy taking up arms for battle, Peter sat up on the bed and shook his head. “I’m done.”

      “What?” Robert asked.

      “I’m fucking done! With you and all this shit! Everything has to be your way…” Peter stood up slowly from the bed, the bloody sheet clinging to him as if it refused to let him go. Peter walked over to his brother. His hand came up, and he rubbed his jaw. “And I’m over it.”

      “She didn’t get better, Peter. This isn’t the kind of thing people can get better from.”

      While they were doing their little song and dance, Jordan’s eyes were focused on the events going on outside the window. The complex, originally known as The Grove before the gated community was upgraded with homemade guard towers, was normally a quiet, peaceful, and boring place. That wasn’t the case this morning. Dr. Jones was bitten, turned, and quickly decapitated. Mama Briggs was missing, and now, the neighbors were piling into the street.

      “She'’ our mother. She’s Susie Homemaker. Ms. Thanksgiving Dinner. She’s⁠—”

      Peter was caught off guard by Jordan’s hand pointing at the window.

      “She’s at the window!” Jordan screamed.

      The Briggs brothers both turned to face the window at the same time. Peter’s golden brown skin quickly started to pale.

      A twisted and broken old woman was glaring at him. Peter’s eyes got wide. What was once his mother opened her mouth to show a bloody set of jagged teeth.

      Peter’s hand shot out. He grabbed hold of Robert's shirt as he shouted, “What the hell are you waiting for? Shoot the bitch!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Ante Up!
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      Blood-soaked hands pressed on the wood frame of the window. Red shards shattered along the carpet as Mama Briggs slammed her head through the glass.

      Pete jumped back and pushed Robert forward. “Go handle that, G.I Joe.”

      Robert ignored his brother’s demands and snatched up Jordan. The trio backed up to the other side of the bed and dropped to the floor. Mama Briggs, or Zombie Mama, continued to pull herself over the jagged pieces of glass. They sliced deep into her chest, yet she continued to pull her body through. What started as one deep stab turned into a long gash from her chest down to her belly. It was like a self-performed autopsy. The blood flowed down the cheap wallpaper and onto the white rug below.

      Robert’s hands came up fast, and he pointed the gun at Zombie Mama’s head. He pulled back the hammer, releasing a click into the air, and the pale woman looked up. She pulled herself forward one last time, and then her body made a splat, as she landed in the pool of her own blood that had taken over the floor. Gray eyes glared from a demonic face still somewhat resembling sweet little Mama Briggs.

      “Mom?” Robert said.

      With that word, Zombie Mama sprinted toward Robert. She was faster than he had ever seen his mother move—faster than the day he stole ten dollars from her purse for the ice cream truck, and ten times faster than the day she found out he was about to sign up with the Army.

      Robert pulled the trigger. The blast filled the room, and blood splattered along the wall, but Zombie Mama was too fast. The bullet passed through her cheekbone, blowing off the left side of her face.

      “Shit!” Robert shouted, pulling the hammer back again.

      Her bloody hands shot out. grabbing hold of Robert before he could pull the trigger. Zombie Mama and Robert struggled with one another, until the two fell over onto the bed. Robert put his hands on her chest and pushed. His wedding ring became crimson as his hands started to cave into Zombie Mama’s carved-open chest, the blood running like a river.

      “The gun! Peter, get the gun!” Robert fought against the blood soaked leather skin of his mother.

      Peter shot up with the hatchet in his hand. The blade swung high above his head.

      “I’m sorry, Mama!”

      The bloodstained axe hovered over both Robert and Zombie Mama, and at that moment, Robert honestly and truly wished he had never come back to Savannah.

      As the blade came flying down, Robert could only hope that God was on his side. “Please don't kill me.”

      Peter’s eyes closed, and that didn’t help with the mental heart attack Robert was having.

      “Open your fucking—” Before he could get the last word out, the blade came flying down.

      A loud crack was heard, followed by a fountain of blood, as the blade sliced right into the back of Zombie Mama’s head. She collapsed forward onto Robert, who quickly pushed her off.

      “Is she dead?” Jordan asked.

      Peter sighed and nodded. “Yeah, little man, she’s⁠—”

      Zombie Mama sat back up like a vampire waking in their coffin. She was sitting side by side with Robert, the axe tightly wedged into her skull as she turned slowly to face her son. Zombie Mama’s gray eyes locked with Robert’s hazel gaze once again.

      Robert knew his last moment on Earth was going to be now. He was going to die. The feeling ran through him as Zombie Mama’s bloody, leather-skinned hands started to rise.

      “Oh God,” Robert said.

      He was torn at that moment, not wanting to leave Jordan and Peter to face what was left of this shitty world alone, but if Robert was honest, the thought of seeing Catherine again warmed his heart a bit.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Four Months Ago: After the Called Died

      

      

      “We have to go. We have to go now!” Robert shouted.

      He did his best to drown out the haunting moans filling the air and the crackles of the flames. But the ear-splitting sound of metal twisting started to claim the attention of their eardrums as the infected pushed along the highway. Robert was trying to hold it all together, but the world was ripping everything apart.

      “Jordan! We have to go now!” Robert’s finger pulled back on the trigger, sending bullets flying into the wave of death looking to crash down on them.

      Jordan’s head turned from the rippling waters and sinking license plate that read “BRIGGS1.” It was a cheesy thing he always made fun of his parents for, but no one was laughing now.

      “But mom…,” Jordan said.

      Robert looked over at the dark water, at the last bit of the plate as it sunk below. Then, his eyes turned toward the freeway and the blazing fires, the overturned cars and the dead. The infected were making their way toward Robert and Jordan. Foolishly, they had abandoned the car when they saw Catherine’s in the water. It had been two hours since the last time he talked to his wife. Yet while all signs pointed to a dark but clear outcome, Robert still had one small bit of hope, and it was five feet and six inches tall, standing right next to him.

      Robert looked back at Jordan and said, “Fuck this.” He turned toward the gap in the broken railing. “On the count of three, we’re gonna jump.”

      “Are you crazy?” Jordan asked.

      “One…” Robert slung his weapon onto his back and looked over his shoulder.

      The wave of death once creeping toward their meal was now picking up speed, watching Robert building his escape plan. Jordan turned and faced the water. The car was gone now, swallowed by the darkness of the river.

      “Two…,” Robert said softly. He felt Jordan’s hand slip into his own.

      The Briggs boys stood on the edge of the overpass, looking down into the river.

      “No matter what happens, we got each other,” Robert said.

      Jordan repeated, “No matter what happens.”

      The Briggs boys stepped off the edge and shouted, “Three!”

      The liquid graveyard rippled and splashed as their bodies broke through the river.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      A loud blast filled the tiny bedroom. Blood splattered onto Robert’s face, and the gray eyes that had him at death’s door were gone. The feeling of soon-to-be-death was replaced by a loud ringing in Robert’s ears. He could hear screaming coming from Peter and Jordan, but he couldn’t make out the words. Robert’s gaze went toward Peter, who was staring at him, and for some reason, his hands were up above his head. The whole event felt like it was happening in slow motion.

      Robert’s eyes fell onto Jordan, whose hands were also up. Jordan gestured to the right with his, and his father followed the motion until he saw a group of men dressed in all black, storming into the room.

      “Secure the area!” one man shouted.

      That same man’s boot went flying into Robert’s chest, kicking him back onto the bed next to his dead Zombie Mama. Robert watched as the blood poured out of the bullet hole in the middle of Zombie Mama’s head. Their guns were drawn, and the Briggs boys were quickly surrounded.

      “It’s a mess in here, sir. I think we have a few changers,” the man said.

      Peter looked at the men. “A what?” Peter asked.

      Now, Peter wasn’t an English major, but Peter understood how to use context clues. Dead zombie, plus two people covered in blood, equals changers.

      The man started to take aim at Robert. Leaping over the bed, Peter wrapped his arms around the mystery man’s neck. Fully committed to this piggyback ride, Peter wrapped his legs around the man’s hips and locked his bicep around the man’s neck.

      Peter was doing his damnedest to cut off the man’s air. The two started fighting back and forth. The guns once pointed at Robert were now making their way toward Peter and the mystery man. A quick blow to the back of his head caused Pete’s whole body to go limp. The butt of a rifle sent Peter falling back onto the bed.

      It looked heavy in his hands. The slight tremble in the barrel of the gun caused the men in black to believe two things—Jordan was scared.

      “Stop it, stop it!”

      And if he scared, then he could be dangerous. Robert tried to get up, but when he did, he was face to face with the warm metal barrel of an M4 Rifle. A musty smell pushed its way from the metal, a gift left behind from the last bullet fired.

      “Stay the fuck down!” one of the men shouted.

      A loud click pulled all eyes to Jordan after he pulled back on the hammer of the gun. “I said, stop it.”

      Robert's eyes didn’t break away from his son. The boy had full command of the room. Every man was watching that barrel, trying to figure out where the shot would go and if they were going to have to put down a little boy.

      No…to them, he was just threat. He might of been a little boy to Robert and the family, but to the outside world, with that gun…he was just another person who had a bullet with their name on it.

      There weren’t any more T-shirts for Robert to put Jordan’s face on. There wasn’t going to be anyone who was going to right this wrong. “Put the gun down, Jordan,” Robert said softly.

      Footsteps echoed throughout the hallway, and the men in black slowly started to make way.

      “You heard your daddy. Put the gun down, son,” the old man said as he stepped into the room.

      “We ain’t related, so back up,” Jordan replied in a low voice.

      The older man wore a military uniform, unlike the SWAT-like combat gear everyone else had on. Jordan knew the pattern all too well—it was the same multi-cam gear hanging in his parents’ closet. Except this man’s uniform came with two nice black stars in the middle of his chest and bold black letters spelling out the name Ford.

      “Stand down, men,” General Ford said.

      One man kept his weapon pointed at Robert’s head. The barrel didn’t drift from Robert’s blood-covered body.

      “I said, stand down! That’s an order!” the general shouted.

      The soldier’s head slowly turned to look at his commanding officer, and then he nodded. The muzzle lowered, and Robert could breathe easy, if only for a moment. The men started to step back, and Robert grabbed hold of Peter, shaking him awake. The brothers rose and cautiously moved toward Jordan, who still had the gun pointed into the group of me.

      Jordan’s arms were shaking. He never thought something so small could weigh so much.

      “You all right?” Robert asked, and Peter nodded.

      Robert cleared away some of the thick red blood caking his face. His open hand went out toward Jordan. The boy looked up at his father and then looked back at the gray-haired man’s smirk. Jordan carefully passed the gun off to his father, and Robert held it tightly in his hands.

      “Who the hell are you people?” Robert asked.

      General Ford’s combat boots made a small splash trudging through the bloody carpet. Ford’s hands folded behind his back as he stared out into the street. Military vehicles were conveying their way into the complex.

      “We’re the people that just saved your necks,” the general said.

      “Y’all shot my moms,” Peter shot only to be held firmly in place by the guards.

      The general’s head turned toward Zombie Mama, and he shrugged. “Mother, zombie. Zombie, mother. The point is, she won’t be killing you in your sleep.” The General turned around and folded his arms over his chest. “Now, my men are normally told to handle something like this with a bit more...” The old man’s face wrinkled as he said, “Aggression?” He laughed and pointed at Jordan. “But I can see that putting down one of you calls for putting down all of you, and that’s not what we’re here for.”

      “What are you here for?” Robert asked.

      The men in black descended on Robert and Peter. Robert backed up and pointed the gun, but then he saw Ford pointing a weapon of his own, and its crosshairs were fixed on the center of Jordan’s head.

      “Drop the gun, son. I’m only gonna ask once,” General Ford said.

      Robert’s eyes went back over to Jordan, and then he let the revolver fall onto the blood-stained carpet.

      “That’s a good boy.”

      Ford’s men surrounded the Briggs Boys.

      “Calm and cool, Peter,” Robert said softly, putting his wrists out toward the men.

      Peter rolled his eyes and reluctantly did the same as his big brother.

      “If they kill us, I hope they kill you first,” Peter said.

      With that, the zip ties came out, and both men had their hands tied behind their backs. They were being escorted out of the room, when Robert stopped and turned to look at Ford.

      “Wait. My son.”

      Jordan started running toward his father but felt a strong hand grab him by the shoulder, pulling him back.

      “I'm sorry. Contact is going to have to be limited until we’re sure you two aren’t infected.” Ford pulled Jordan back. “Don’t worry. I’ll watch over him for you.”

      Robert's eyes locked on the general, and then he looked over at Jordan.

      “Everything is gonna be okay. Don’t worry, allright?” Robert looked at the general and softly said, “You're as good as dead if anything happens to him. You hear me?”

      “I don’t believe you’re in any position to be making threats, son,” the General said with a nod. “Take the fuckers away.”

      “Oh, hell nah! You’re dead even if you take little man to Disneyland!” Peter shouted.

      The Briggs boys were forced into the hall. Jordan pulled his shoulder free of Ford’s hold, and the old man laughed.

      “Have no fear, little buddy. The United States Army is here.” General Ford folded his arms behind his back and smiled. “And we’re gonna make everything right again…Everything.”

      Jordan didn’t turn to look at the old man. His eyes were glued to the empty doorway.

      “I’m not your buddy.”
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            99 Problems
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      “What the fuck is going on?” Peter shouted.

      Friends, neighbors, and that one mean-ass old lady from down the street were being forced from their homes. The streets of the complex had only looked this horrid once before—when the crazies first attacked the state.

      Peter dug his heels into the sidewalk, trying his best to fight against the two men holding him. “This is some bullshit! I pay motherfucking taxes!” But he honestly couldn’t recall if that was true or not. “I know the president! We follow each other on Twitter! Hashtag no justice! Hashtag Twitter matters!” Peter was tossed forward toward the opening of a large black van. “No justice, no⁠—”

      Before Peter could even think about the next word, he felt a size eleven boot slam into his chest. Bones and skin bashed along the dirty metal floor of the van.

      “Shut the hell up!” one of the men commanded.

      Peter rolled over slowly, letting a set of hoarse coughs escape his lungs. He pushed himself up to his knees, and his eyes fell upon Robert and others from the complex, who had been forced into the van before him. Peter fell to his side, resting his head against the van wall.

      “You speak G.I Joe. Talk to these clowns,” Peter said softly.

      Robert was beyond talking at this point. The only thought that kept running through his head was his arm wrapping around the general’s neck, squeezing the last bit of life out of him. But as he sat on that dirty van floor, his hands zip-tied behind his back, he knew that moment wasn’t going to come just yet. Aside from his current problems, Robert still had his son to worry about.

      “Where are you taking us?” Robert asked.

      The men laughed, and one of the van doors slammed closed, but before Robert was locked into the darkness like a dog on his way to the pound, he nodded.

      “When this is all said and done”—he turned his head toward the men and smiled—“you’re all gonna be dead.”

      “Oh really?” one of the men replied.

      Their faces were covered by all-black helmets. Only their eyes could be seen through the clear visors, so Robert had no real way of knowing if they were laughing at him or not, but he felt it as he stared into the deep blue eyes looking back at him.

      Robert nodded. “Really,” he said.

      The last van door slammed closed, and darkness filled the hot, small space. Robert dropped back on his ass and quickly tucked his legs to his chest as he moved his arms from behind his back to in front of him.

      In the shadows, Robert heard another set of dry coughs coming from Peter.

      “I said talk to the monkeys, not piss them off,” Peter said.

      The van jerked, and bodies went flying along the metal. This wasn’t a regulated transport vehicle. There were no seats, nothing to keep the prisoners strapped down so they could safely make it from point A to B. This told Robert two things: wherever they were going, it didn’t matter what condition they were in when they got there—whoever was collecting them had no concern for their well-being; and the other thing it told Robert was, these soldiers, or monsters, had no real concern for citizens, and if they weren’t doing this for America, then they were doing this for themselves. Leave it to the apocalypse to bring out the worst the military had to offer.

      “Mercenaries,” Robert said softly. His hands went down to his bootlaces, and he started to tie both his feet together.

      “What?” Peter asked.

      “They’re not your regular Joes. They’re ‘all shoot first and ask questions later.’ They’re mercenaries.” Robert leaned forward and stepped his left leg through his arms until the zip tie was resting on the laces. Then, he started to cycle his feet back and forth, dragging the black laces along the plastic tie. “Talking to them isn’t gonna get us anywhere. Someone told them there’s blood in the water, and they’re not gonna stop until they get what they want.”

      “And what the fuck is that?” Peter asked.

      “I don’t know ,Pete, but what I do know...” Robert continued to cycle his legs until he heard a small pop. He slowly started rubbing his wrists, trying to bring back the feeling to his hands from where the zip ties were tightened. “We’re not staying here long enough to find out.”

      “And just what do you think you two are gonna do?” A soft voice came from within the darkness, causing Peter to roll his eyes and let out an over-dramatic sigh. “You two think you can fight the government? Fight America?”

      “Shut up, Mrs. Wilson! Ain’t nobody got time for your bag of crazy,” Peter said.

      “Well, you’ll make time, Hakeem!” Mrs. Wilson shouted.

      Peter closed his eyes and rested his head back on the wall of the van. His mother was dead, and his nephew was in the hands of some freaky old general. Life wasn’t what he thought it would be at twenty-eight, but then again, no one thought the dead would be walking the Earth.

      “You remember when you took me on my first ghost tour?” Peter said quietly.

      Robert cautiously made his way toward Peter’s voice as the van bounced along the road. Their ride was too rough to be on the highway. Wherever they were going wasn’t anywhere near the major highways.

      “Yeah. You refused to sleep without the light on for the rest of the year. The worst damn year of my life.” Robert grabbed hold of his brother's hands.

      “You told me it wasn’t gonna be scary.” Peter laughed and shook his head. “After the first story, I told myself I would never listen to you again.”

      “You never do,” Robert said.

      A small snap was heard, and then Peter rubbed his wrist slowly. “You told me to get Mama out of Georgia, and I didn’t listen. I just blew you off, blamed it on your PTSD.” Peter turned around and stared into the corner for a moment. “This is all my fault, isn’t it?”

      “Yes!” Mrs. Wilson shouted.

      “Shut up, Mrs. Wilson!” The Briggs Boys replied in unison.

      Robert rolled his eyes, and his hand went out, resting on top of his little brother’s head.

      “Unless you got some hidden superpower to raise the dead, none of this is your fault.” Robert smirked in the cover of the darkness. “You’re gonna stop blaming shit on my PTSD. I’m not crazy.”

      “Yeah, you are.” Peter laughed. “You were just crazy before you joined.”

      The van came to a quick stop, causing the group to tumble along the metal once again.

      Robert quickly rushed toward the van doors. He stood slightly, his hands braced along the roof of the van. “Fight or flight time, baby boy,” he said.

      Peter stood up and rushed toward his brother’s voice. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      Before Robert could reply, the sound of footsteps on gravel started to fill the van. First, it was just one set, then two. Then it sounded like a whole company marching along the road.

      “What the hell is going on?”

      Robert shook his head. “Nothing good.” He pulled on the handle of the door, but there was no lifesaving click. “Fuck,” Robert said softly.

      Just then, a gunshot grabbed everyone’s attention. Robert’s head turned back to look into the darkness for a moment, until a whole mess of gunfire started taking over his senses. At first, he thought they had taken them to the middle of nowhere to use them as target practice, but after the first round of bullets passed and no one was screaming, aside from Mrs. Wilson, Robert was sure something else had the men spooked. He backed up for a moment and then sent his foot flying into the van door. A loud bang echoed through the van, but the door didn't move.

      “Help me out,” Robert said.

      The Briggs Boys both took a step back and sent their boots slamming into the van door.

      “Stop it! You don’t know what’s going on out there! You’ll get us all killed,” Mrs. Wilson shouted.

      “Better to die out there than in here,” Robert said.

      With those words, another boot went flying into the door, but it didn’t belong to Robert or Peter. No, it was Mr. Cruz, who owned a three bedroom, two bath ranch house down the street from Mama Briggs. He was also, for some odd and racist reason, called the Mexican Devil by sweet Mrs. Wilson.

      “If I have to stay in here with that old bat for one more second, I’ll kill her!” Mr.Cruz yelled.

      “Well, go! Go and get us all killed with the Jackson boys. When I’m in heaven⁠—”

      Mrs. Wilson’s words were cut short by the loud roar of the group.

      “Heaven?” they shouted.

      “The only way you’re getting into heaven, Mrs. Wilson, is if the devil closes hell, and even then, your ass would still be sitting at the gates saying, ‘But you let the coloreds in,’” Peter said.

      Robert and Mr. Cruz laughed. The trio sent one final kick into the dented metal, and the two doors flew open.

      “I guess the Lord agrees,” Mr. Cruz said.

      Robert leaped from the van, but he only made it two more steps before he stopped cold. Mr. Cruz was right behind him, followed by Peter. The three men stood on the rocky dirt road, taking in the sight. Shells were filling up the ground. Bullets were flying through the air. The men in black were all assembled, most in a line, but some were shooting and taking cover from behind vehicles.

      Their shouts and gunfire were deafening. Sweat started to run down Robert’s face. His finger twitched, and for a brief moment, he was miles away, trying his best to bring a group of young men back home.

      “There’s too many of them!” one of the men in black shouted.

      Robert’s eyes went back to the front line. The men were taking any shot they could get, hoping to slow the horde down. In any other war, they would be a well-oiled killing machine, but in this war against the dead, they were just buying time. Because beyond their well-oiled machine was an even better killing machine, but this one needed no oil. This one took no orders and damn sure didn’t take any prisoners. Walking through the wave of bullets like a dark mass of death was a horde of infected.

      Robert took off running toward them.

      “Where the hell are you going?” Peter shouted.

      His question needed no answer. Robert was diving into hell, with no plan other than fighting back. Yet not everyone was ready for battle. Cowering behind a beat-up Jeep was one of the men in black. He held his weapon close to his chest, poking his head out every so often to watch the nightmare unfolding.

      Robert ran past the man.

      “How the fuck did you get out?” the man shouted.

      Robert stopped cold and turned around to see a pair of blue eyes staring at him. The man stepped out from his hiding spot and pointed his muzzle at Robert.

      “I asked you a fucking question!” he shouted.

      Robert was trying to battle the sounds of war around them. He shook his head and pointed at his ear.

      “How did you get out!” the man shouted again.

      Robert shrugged his shoulders, pointing at his ear.

      The blue eyes rolled as the man ran over. His muzzle was a few inches from Robert’s chest as he shouted, “How did you get⁠—”

      The man’s words came to an abrupt stop when Robert’s hand grabbed the muzzle, forcing it up and backward. Before the man knew it, the barrel was tightly pressed against his chin. The blue eyes locked with Robert’s hazel glare only for a moment. Robert’s finger came down on the man’s gloved trigger finger. A loud blast was heard, and the man’s body dropped to the ground. Robert turned the M4 over until he had it tightly locked into his shoulder, and he continued toward the front line.

      “We should double back! Try a different route!” one man shouted.

      As Robert got closer, he could see who the man was speaking with. The general shook his head, staring out at the horde of infected quickly making their way toward the vehicles.

      “No! This is the fastest route back to base. We go through them!” General Ford shouted.

      Robert’s hand tightened around the rifle grip. Air went into his lungs slowly and came out as he raised the M4. Through the black ACOG scope, Robert could see the silver-gray head of the general in his sights. One more ounce of pressure and Robert would leave the old man’s brains on the dirt road, much like the blue-eyed coward. Yet if he did do that, where would that leave him?

      In the path of a horde, with a group of pissed-off, trigger-happy mercs.

      The thought of letting the old man live was stomach turning, but there was a bigger mission at hand. Robert moved slightly to the left and pulled the trigger. The bullet zipped by the two men and landed square in the center of an infected man’s skull. The zombie’s body twisted into a hauntingly creepy backflip before slamming into the dirt. The general watched the whole ghostly act, and then his head turned toward Robert. The two men locked eyes.

      “I got him!” the merc shouted, but the general’s hand went up.

      “No, Lopez. Leave him be,” the general said.

      The old man nodded at Robert, and at that moment, Robert cursed himself for not taking his first shot. He ran up to the front line, right next to the mercs, and started firing round after round into the sea of infected.

      Lopez dropped down next to Robert and fired as well. As the bodies began to drop, the men could see an overturned car sitting in the middle of the dead.

      “Poor, son of a bitch must have run right into the bastards,” the general said.

      Robert could feel the old man hovering behind him. There was a war being fought right in front of his eyes, but like brass before the outbreak, the general didn’t want to get his hands dirty. He was just another old figurehead, playing with expandable toy soldiers.

      “We’re outnumbered!” Lopez started to rise from his kneeled position.

      Grabbing a hold of Lopez’s vest, Robert pulled him back down to the ground.

      “We’re outnumbered, but they’re outgunned!” Robert shouted. He stared into Lopez’s black visor. Robert didn’t need to see the man’s eyes to know that he was scared. He didn’t need to hear Lopez’s heart racing to know what was going through his mind. “We're all getting out of this. Just keep shooting,” Robert said.

      Lopez nodded and turned back toward the oncoming horde, flipping his toggle from single to three-round burst. The shells danced along the ground as the line of men continued to plow through the horde with their wave of lead.

      Robert did his best to avoid making eye contact with the monsters. They were just targets in his head. He didn’t want to think about their faces, didn’t want to know if they were mothers, fathers, or best friends. It was too hard to think of them as people that could be saved, people who happened to get sick. He needed them to be monsters to ensure that he wasn’t one.
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        * * *

      

      ONE MONTH AGO

      “Hand it over!” the man shouted.

      Robert stood still and slowly guided Jordan behind him. It hadn’t been more than two weeks since the outbreak hit the state, but people were acting as if this was the normal way of life. They were looting, preying on one another. The strong, or those who believed they were strong, were hunting the weak. The man’s knife was pointed toward the Briggs boys. Robert’s eyes were locked on him.

      “We don't have much, but I am willing to share,” Robert said softly.

      The man with the knife took a step closer toward the duo. Robert pulled the shopping cart back. His hand stayed behind his back, keeping Jordan still. Robert could hear the frantic breaths pushing out of his son’s chest. There was fear filling up that moment, and fear caused you to overreact. Overreacting lead to someone dying. The last thing Robert wanted was for something to happen to Jordan, to lose his son so soon after losing his wife.

      “We’ll share, but you’re not getting all of it,” Robert said.

      The man laughed and walked slowly toward Robert.

      “Don’t do that,” Robert warned.

      “You think you’re the only one with needs? With fucking people to feed? Give me the cart,” the man said.

      Robert shook his head. “The food was sitting in there. You could have gotten it whenever you wanted. You waited for someone to do the dirty work for you.”

      The man ran toward the cart and grabbed onto the thin metal.

      “Don’t do that,” Robert warned again.

      “Shut the fuck up!” the man shouted, pulling the cart.

      The wheels squeaked and clattered along the sidewalk as the man pulled it free of Robert’s hold. After he released the cart, Robert’s hand came from behind his back with a desert tan and black pistol. The trigger pulled back with a blast.

      Jordan’s hands went over his ears, but his eyes took in the full sight of the man dropping to the ground. Blood drained from a small hole in the middle of the man’s head, creating a dark red pool surrounding the cart’s wheels.

      “Oh my—” The shocked voice was silenced by another shot.

      It was a reaction, one Robert didn’t want to blame himself for. Yet when her young body hit the ground and the blood started to come, Robert knew he would be blaming himself for the rest of his life. He ran over to the young girl. Her body was hanging out of the alleyway, her blond hair starting to matte with the blood pushing from her chest.

      Robert picked her head up. “You're gonna be okay,” he said softly. “You’re gonna be all right."

      “What did you do?” Jordan said.

      Robert turned his head to his son. Then he looked over at the man with the knife. His eyes were locked on them, his dead stare casting a spell on the alley.

      It had been two weeks since the outbreak. Some people were acting like this was the norm, and other people…

      “I didn’t know,” Robert said softly.

      We’re just trying to stay alive.
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        * * *

      

      The last shell hit the ground, and what was once a nightmare they couldn’t wake from was now a horror movie none of them wanted to see. It was harder to avoid who they were when they stopped moving. Bullet holes and blood covered the brown dirt road, but in the end, it was the living who stood victoriously. Robert slowly got to his feet, his eyes glued to the battlefield they had created.

      Lopez pulled his helmet off his head and laughed. “Fuck yeah!” he hollered.

      The man was young, maybe a year younger than Peter. He had a dark shadow buzzcut that seemed to fade in nicely with his manscaped five o’clock shadow. Lopez smiled at Robert and put his hand up for a high-five. Robert stared at Lopez’s hand and then looked back at his perfectly groomed face. Wherever they were held up at, they clearly had nothing for them to worry about. Haircuts and shaving were indulgences only a few had these days.

      “Where’s my son?” Robert asked.

      Lopez’s hand came down, and his eyebrow went up. “Your son?” Lopez repeated.

      Just then, Lopez felt a warm metal barrel press against the back of his head. His hands slowly went up.

      “Yeah, his son. My nephew,” Peter said.

      Robert hadn’t noticed his brother following him to the front line.

      “Where is he?” Peter asked.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Lopez hollered.

      Peter smiled and let out a soft giggle. “Well, my name is Peter Briggs, but my friends call me P Money. I’m a cancer. I like long walks on the beach...” Then his barrel slammed into the back of Lopez’s head.

      The man staggered forward, only to come face to face with Robert’s M4.

      “Oh, and I’m also the one asking the fucking questions!” Peter shouted.

      The men from the front line slowly turned their attention from the massacre to the showdown happening right beside them. Peter scanned the area and then looked back at Robert.

      “I feel like I’m at prom, with my dick in my hand,” Peter said.

      Robert looked around as the men started to surround them. “Listen, all I want is my son. We can forget any of this happened. You let us go, and we’ll never speak of this again,” Robert said. His eyes scanned over all the men. Then he saw him, running toward them, pushing past everyone who stood in his way.

      “Dad!” Jordan shouted.

      Robert’s weapon lowered, and he ran toward his son. “Jordan!”

      The pair wrapped their arms around each other, and Robert held the boy close.

      “I thought…I thought you were…” Jordan’s voice started to break, and Robert shook his head, resting his hand on the boy’s shaggy black hair.

      “The one thing you can count on, little man, is that I’ll never leave you.” Robert buried his son’s head into his shoulder and closed his eyes. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “That’s cute,” General Ford said.

      Robert turned around, only to feel the handle of Ford’s pistol bash him in the temple. He collapsed to the ground, his vision starting to fade to black. Peter was tossed down to the ground and zip-tied once again. Robert rolled over to see the dark hole of the pistol pointed down at him.

      General Ford’s foot rested on Robert’s chest, and the old man smiled. “Thanks for all the help. You did some great work for your country, son.”

      “Dad!” Jordan shouted.

      Yet his words faded in and out of Robert’s mind until there was just darkness.
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      “This is bullshit! Complete and utter bullshit!” Peter shouted.

      The floor was colder than it had been a few hours ago, which told Robert the sun had set. Yet with no windows or clocks, there was really no way of telling how much time had truly passed.

      Peter’s head rested on the chipped paint of their cell’s wall as he sighed and looked over at his brother. They had carelessly dropped Robert on the floor after a long debate about whether he had killed their blue-eyed companion, or if the coward took his own life. Peter assured them it was a suicide, which wasn’t too hard to believe, apparently, for those who knew him.

      Suicide seemed to be the death of choice these days. People were checking out left and right. Who could actually blame them? Certainly not Peter. He understood the feeling of hopelessness. Sadly, there wasn’t a person alive who didn’t know someone who saw that hauntingly bright exit sign and ran toward it. Even Peter thought about it. Moments would come where he wondered just what the point of it all was, why keep pushing through the days, only to watch everyone around you die. He was currently in one of those moments, questioning just what were they surviving for?

      Peter closed his eyes and then opened them, just in time to see Robert’s body shoot up from the cold concrete floor.

      “Oh shit,’ Peter said.

      “He’s a zombie!” Mrs. Wilson screamed.

      Peter spun his head toward the old woman and jumped to his feet. “Shut the hell up!” he hissed.

      “You shut the hell up, Hakeem! He’s a zombie!”

      The pair stared at a bloody Robert, who was sitting still. His eyelids didn’t move. There was a blank look on his face as he glared at the rusty bars keeping them locked up tight.

      Peter cautiously walked over to his brother. He licked his lips and then ran his hand over his jet-black goatee. “Rob? Robbie, you all right, bro bro?”

      Robert’s hands shot toward his head, and he screamed as a sharp pain flooded his skull. They had done their best to clean them all up before bringing them into the building. Peter was still a little damp from the hose-down. However, blood was still rushing from Robert’s forehead and onto the floor.

      “Robert, if you’re not a zombie, now is the time to announce that. Otherwise, I’m just gonna bash your head into the floor, okay?” Peter said.

      Robert’s head spun toward Peter’s voice.

      “Fuck!” Peter shouted.

      Mrs. Wilson started to wobble toward the bars. “Zombie! Zombie! Zom—” Her screams were locked away by a hand wrapping around her mouth. Slowly, she was pulled back from the bars.

      Robert leaned forward and whispered in her ear, “Shut up.’ Robert’s arm muscles started to relax, and he slowly released the old woman.

      Mrs. Wilson quickly wobbled back to her corner of the cell, doing her best to scrub away the feeling of Robert’s hands on her skin.

      Robert rolled his eyes and looked over at Peter. The brothers stared at each other, and then for a moment, Robert saw her leaning on the wall, her long black hair pulled back into a ponytail. She was in her tan tee, camouflage pants, and tightly laced combat boots. She smiled at Robert and blew him a kiss before he started to slowly fall backward.

      Peter rushed over to catch his brother before he hit the floor.

      “I love you, Catherine,” Robert mumbled. His eyes closed for a moment and then slowly opened to see Pete’s face come into view.

      “I know I let my hair grow out, but I’m a lot prettier than Kitty Cat,” Peter said with a smile.

      Robert laughed for a moment, and Peter helped him get back to his feet.

      “You thinking about Cat?”

      At the mention of her name, the man who had always kept Peter’s world on track started to cry.

      Peter put his hand on the back of his brother’s head. “I wanna say I’m sorry. Maybe say it’s gonna get better, but we both know nothing anyone says is gonna stop the pain, and it never gets better.” He looked into Robert’s tear-filled eyes. “We lost Cat, but we can still save Jordan.”

      Peter was a slacker, by all definitions of the word. He dropped
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