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Black Ford Shelby
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Joe Budinovsky had been driving the same stretch of ruined highway for hours. Asphalt split by weeds, guardrails peeled back like cheap tin. Every few miles a burned-out rig leaned sideways, cab gutted, tires melted to puddles. He drove past them without slowing, one hand resting on the wheel of his black Ford Shelby F-150, the other drumming on the console.

The truck was the best thing he had left. He kept it clean, tuned, oiled like a weapon. Took him years to get it road-worthy after the firestorms of ’29. He’d scavenged parts out of scrap yards, stripped engines with nothing but a socket wrench and patience. Every piece had a story, same as his scars.

Joe muttered to himself while he drove. He did that a lot. Sometimes whole conversations. Other times just words, phrases, curses.

“Rot set in,” he said. “World was meat gone bad. Years of it.”

The voice sounded raw in the cab. He cracked the window, let the cold mountain air slide in. Pine trees lined the ridges in broken ranks, smoke from some distant fire staining the sky a dark orange. The land looked tired, same as him.

He pushed the truck to seventy, engine growling deep. The Shelby still had muscle. He liked hearing it work, that steady piston thrum. Reminded him of when things had rules—oil changes every five thousand, gas under three bucks a gallon, road trips where the worst you worried about was traffic.

Now the rules were different. Rule one: don’t stop. Rule two: don’t trust anybody breathing. Rule three: don’t get bit.

He touched the scar running down his left cheek. Knife, not zombie. Some scavenger thought he’d take the truck off him. Didn’t live long enough to learn otherwise. Joe remembered the sound of the man’s last breath, wet and fast. The memory came easy. They always did.

A rusted sign leaned out over the road—EXIT 49, some name half burned away. He didn’t care what town it was. Most towns were the same: hollow shells, husks gnawed down to their frames. But he needed fuel, and maybe food if luck was generous.

He flicked the blinker out of habit, realized what he’d done, and laughed. Like there was anybody else out here to warn. The Shelby turned off onto the ramp, tires crunching glass.

At the bottom he slowed. The main drag lay ahead, storefronts sagging, a diner roof collapsed in the middle like a broken spine. A bar sat on the corner, wooden sign bleached but still readable: The Lone Star Saloon.

Joe cut the engine and listened. Wind through busted windows, a loose sheet of tin rattling somewhere. No groans, no shuffle of the dead. That was good. He slid his shotgun across his lap and stepped out of the truck.

The gravel crunched under his boots. He paused, eyes working every angle—doorways, shadows, rooftops. His discipline kept him alive. Discipline and never being in a hurry.
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THE SALOON’S DOOR HUNG open. He smelled dust, mold, old beer. Inside, the bar still had bottles on the shelves, glass thick with grime. Tables overturned, chairs splintered.

Joe muttered again. “Place like this, twenty years ago, I’d’ve been throwing back a longneck, watching some game on the screen.”

Now there was only silence.

He moved behind the bar. The mirror was cracked but showed him anyway, grizzled face, beard gone iron-gray, eyes too sharp for his years. He looked like a man who’d been underground too long. Which he had.

He found a few bottles still sealed. Whiskey, tequila. He pocketed one, twisted the cap, and took a swallow. Burned all the way down. Reminded him he was still alive.

That’s when he heard it. A scrape on the floorboards. Slow.

Joe set the bottle down easy and raised the shotgun. “Come on out,” he said, voice flat.

From the dark corner by the jukebox came a shape. Stiff legs, arms slack, mouth working. The eyes cloudy white.

Zombie.

It shuffled forward, clothes hanging in strips, stench of rot filling the room. Joe had seen a thousand like it. Every one of them carried the same hunger.

He sighted down the barrel. “Should’ve stayed dead.”

Pulled the trigger.

The blast tore through the thing’s head, painted the back wall. Body dropped like a bag of rags.

Joe worked the pump, shell clattering on the floor. His ears rang but his hands stayed steady. He checked the room again, slow circles, breathing through his nose. Nothing else moved.

He lowered the gun and went back to the bottle. Took another swallow. He felt the warmth spread through his chest.

“World’s still rotten,” he said.

Outside, the Shelby sat waiting, black paint gleaming dull under the ash-colored sky. Joe looked at it through the doorway. Truck was more than wheels and engine. It was home, fortress, coffin on standby.

He picked up the shotgun, slung it, and walked out into the cold. He knew there’d be more coming. There always were. The sound of the shot would bring them, same as blood in the water.

That was fine. He had shells, fuel, steel under his hands. He had discipline.

Joe climbed back behind the wheel, started the engine, and listened to it roar alive. He muttered again, words lost under the growl of the truck, but he knew what they were:

“Keep moving.”

The Shelby rolled out of the lot, back onto the broken road, tires spitting gravel. Behind him the Saloon stood empty again, door banging in the wind. Ahead stretched the long blacktop, cracked and endless.

And Joe kept driving.
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The Lone Star Saloon
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Joe pushed on the doors, wood swollen from years of damp. They creaked open slow. The smell hit first—dust, mold, sour beer that had seeped into the floorboards and never left.

The place was quiet, too quiet, but not empty of sound. Somewhere near the back, the jukebox still worked. Country music came out in a broken crackle, like a voice caught halfway down a well. Some song about a woman leaving and a man drinking himself stupid. The words were chewed to static, but the steel guitar carried.

Joe stood in the doorway, shotgun resting loose in his grip. His eyes swept the room: long bar with bottles gone cloudy, stools bent, floor sticky even after two decades. Tables overturned, cards scattered on one like the last hand played had ended bad.

He muttered under his breath. “Saloon kept its manners. Music and all.”

The jukebox clicked, needle skipping. Joe stepped inside. The doors swung shut behind him, thudding like a coffin lid.

The light came through broken windows, stripes across the dust. In those beams floated ash motes, turning the whole place into something that looked frozen. But Joe knew nothing stayed frozen long.

He walked slow, boots sinking into layers of dirt. He didn’t like the sound of his own steps, heavy and loud. The music sputtered, then caught again. He almost thought he heard a voice under it, but no—just static.

He made for the bar. Reached out, ran his hand along the counter. The wood was sticky, same as it must’ve been back when folks leaned on it, laughing too loud, drunk on whiskey and the lie that the world would keep spinning forever.

Behind the bar, shelves leaned, bottles still standing. Most were empty, a few with brown liquid left. He picked one, twisted the cap. Smelled like gasoline. He set it down.

The mirror behind the bar was cracked in a spider web. It showed him anyway—gray beard, eyes sunk deep, face hard like a boot heel. He didn’t look away. He never did.

Something scuffed in the corner. Joe turned fast, shotgun up. A stool toppled. He watched it rock on the floor, listening. The room went still again.

“Just me and you,” he muttered to the jukebox.

He moved toward it. Machine stood against the far wall, half the lights dead, but a few still blinked weak. The song faded, another one came on. Hank Williams, if Joe wasn’t mistaken, voice stretched thin through static.

He thought about shutting it off. But the sound was better than silence. Silence let your mind wander. He’d had too much of that in the bunker years.

He turned, scanned the room again. One of the doors in back was shut. Kitchen, maybe. Or storage. He studied it, waiting for any sign it might open. Nothing.

He went back to the bar, picked up the bottle again, took a small swallow. Tasted sharp, burned his throat. He let it sit in his chest, warming him in a way the cracked stove in his cabin never could.

The jukebox clicked, needle scratching. Joe sat on a stool, shotgun across his knees. For a while he just listened. The world outside might’ve been gone, but inside the Lone Star Saloon, some things refused to quit.

That was when he heard it: faint dragging, from upstairs.

Joe looked up. Ceiling sagged, plaster crumbling in spots. The sound came again. Slow steps, like feet dragging across old wood.

He rose from the stool, shotgun steady. “Knew it wasn’t just me.”

He backed toward the stairs at the side of the room. Each board groaned under his boots. The dragging stopped, then started again, as if whatever was up there had been waiting.

At the bottom of the stairs, Joe paused. Took another breath. Smelled rot under the dust, sweet and wrong. He muttered, “Figures.”

He climbed slow, gun barrel pointed up. Each step cried out. At the top, the hall stretched narrow, doors hanging open like mouths. One shut tight at the far end.

The dragging stopped again. Silence pressed in. The jukebox kept playing downstairs, faint now, like it came from another world.

Joe reached the door. Put his hand on the knob. Cold.

He muttered, “Let’s see.”

Turned it fast, shoved the door wide.

Inside, the room was dark, curtains pulled. But in the corner something moved. A figure, hunched, arms stiff. Head tilted, jaw working.
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