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​Chapter 1: The Last Brain Cell
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Tim's apartment was a monument to all things junk. He lived like an apocalypse prepper, minus the foresight and with a serious soft spot for cheese puffs. Energy drink cans hunkered down in defensive stacks, creating a miniature fortress of Mountain Dew and sugar-free Red Bull. Potato chips made up the terrain, crumpled bags serving as sandbags for protection. It looked like the kind of place the fire department wouldn't even bother trying to save, but Tim, clad in a faded t-shirt from a company that might no longer exist, knew exactly where everything was.

Empty cans covered the coffee table in layers of crushed aluminum, and a lean tower of old pizza boxes stood precariously in one corner, an architectural wonder of modern junk food consumption. The sagging couch was Tim's version of a command center, crammed against the front door as an improvised security measure. Other pieces of mismatched furniture had been repurposed as barricades, lending the apartment a strategic, though not particularly effective, sense of order. An army of dirty laundry surrounded the couch in a scattered formation. Nothing said survival like worn-out boxers and holey socks.

Tim maneuvered through his obstacle course with the confidence of someone who’d practiced every possible route. He had a true talent for navigating chaos, stepping over and around the mess like a ballet dancer if ballet dancers wore slippers and gym shorts. The crumpled bags of chips that crunched underfoot marked his passage, a trail of crisped debris.

Tim had lived alone since the first news report of the "epidemic" (what the feds called it before disappearing off the face of the earth). Friends had either fled the city or become so detached from their heads that they couldn't exactly hang out. Left with a preference for his own company and lacking a better conversational partner, he spent most days chatting with his plants. "Master Chief, give me a status report," Tim called, crouching beside a lanky, half-dead fern. He flicked a brown leaf, and it crumbled under his fingers. "Hang in there, buddy."

He moved over to a small, hearty succulent perched near the windowsill. "Lara, I need some tactical advice. You think I'm clear to check the perimeter?" The plant didn't respond, but its mere survival in the urban jungle of his living room was answer enough. Tim scratched his unwashed hair, considered Lara's silence. "You know, I'm glad you're the strong, silent type," he said.

His own appearance was as unkempt as his apartment. Scrawny, like he'd tried out a zombie diet of ramen and despair, Tim wore an oversized t-shirt with a faded logo from a tech startup that may have folded or exploded, who really knew these days? His hair stuck out in directions that defied both gravity and basic hygiene. He wore glasses that looked like they'd seen some action and been repaired with an ungodly amount of tape. They rested crookedly on his nose, the lenses smudged but still functional, like everything else in his life.

He returned to Master Chief, giving the plant another futile pep talk. "Don't give up on me," he said. "I need you green and strong if we're gonna make it." The fern continued to look pitiful, a testament to Tim's unique gardening techniques. His dialogue with the plants was both sarcastic and sincere, an absurd reflection of his zero-fucks-given attitude.

"We'll have a proper debrief later," Tim promised, setting up his periscope. It was an ingenious contraption: a selfie stick with a mirror taped to the end. High-tech wasn't the right word, but it did the job. He extended it carefully towards the window, staying low, peeking out without exposing himself to the world. "Lara says it's safe, but what does she know?" he muttered, casting a dubious glance at the succulent.

Tim sprawled on the floor as if starting a covert military operation, his mission to observe the abandoned world outside. He paused to shove a pile of gaming magazines aside, giving himself a clearer view. Life was a mess, but at least it was his kind of mess. He watched his periscope wobble slightly, felt a flicker of excitement. "And here we go," he said, setting his sights on the outside world.

Tim was at war with the apocalypse. Armed with a selfie stick and a mirror, he scoped out the street below with the finesse of a sunbathing cat. The mirror flashed shards of street-level chaos back at him: rusting cars, a rogue stroller, the occasional undead shuffling by. He performed his surveillance with the fervor of someone checking for mail he didn’t really want, narrating the tedium of his findings to the plants.

“Alright, team,” he said, eyeing the fern and succulent. “No sign of incoming hostiles. That's a solid maybe, because you never know.” The periscope wobbled as he adjusted his grip, offering up glimpses of overturned trash cans, a motorcycle on its side like some punk had bailed, and enough fast food wrappers to construct a makeshift shelter. “Anyone want to make a run for those fries?” he asked. “No? Good call. Probably soggy by now.”

The periscope moved with him, dancing over a bloated sofa that sat in the middle of the road, maybe once some family's pride and joy, now a festering pit stop for wayward rats. Its faded floral pattern brought a rare hint of color to the monochrome scene, almost cheerful in the apocalyptic drab. He swung his lens to the far end of the street, where a couple of zombies meandered like aimless tourists. "Population’s a little sparse today," Tim noted, flopping to one side and causing the mirror to jiggle dangerously.

He held the selfie stick steady, reading the street like a newspaper full of bad news. He sighed, bored, waiting for something exciting to happen—like a raccoon getting bold or an actual end to the end of the world. It was the same every day: debris, debris, and oh look, more debris. “Scout report to base,” he announced to Master Chief. “It’s a bunch of nothing out there. You know, the usual.”

A car was propped on the sidewalk, its rear end crumpled like a soda can. "That one’s new," Tim mused, though he knew he'd seen it the last five days running. Next to the wreck, a lamppost teetered, as if too weary to stay upright. "Scratch that," he muttered. "I’m just losing my mind."

He continued his patrol, leaning into the surveillance with feigned enthusiasm. “How about those two brainless wonders?” he said, gesturing with the mirror towards the zombies. “They've got the whole zombie shuffle down.” His plants offered no comment, stoic as ever.

The street stretched out like a diorama of post-apocalyptic life, or lack thereof. Fliers for missing pets clung to poles with weather-worn tenacity, while cracked windows reflected the city’s abandoned state. It was a wasteland, but at least it was his wasteland. “All quiet on the western front,” he proclaimed, nudging the selfie stick slightly to the left.

And then he saw it—a sight that made him pause mid-snark. Shambling into view came a zombie with what looked like a business agenda. The creature wore a "World's Best Dad" t-shirt and clutched a briefcase with undead resolve, moving with the determination of someone who didn't know the office had been closed due to extreme zombification. Tim adjusted the periscope for a better look, his eyes wide behind the taped-up glasses.

“Well, will you look at that,” he said, as if calling out a particularly impressive trick shot in pool. The businessman zombie continued its grim march, oblivious to its lack of career prospects in the afterlife. “Guess even zombies have dead-end jobs.” Tim let out a sharp laugh, so unexpected it startled him.

He watched as the t-shirt-clad corpse shambled down the street, following a straight line of ambition and oblivion. It was either tragic or hilarious, and Tim chose hilarious. “Bet he’s late for a meeting,” he said, the sarcasm pouring out of him like a can of expired beans. “Typical corporate zombie.”

He couldn't take his eyes off the sight. It was the most interesting thing he'd seen since the neighbor two floors up had taken a dive into the dumpster with all the grace of a sedated walrus. This was way better, and without the smell.

Tim put down the periscope for a moment, laughing to himself, giddy at the absurdity. “Hey Lara, maybe I should follow that guy’s example and get a job.” He paused, a smirk forming on his face. “On second thought, nah. Way too much work.”

The zombie in the "World’s Best Dad" shirt kept going, briefcase clutched tight, determined in its undead pursuit. Tim sat back, hands behind his head, more entertained than he'd been in weeks. The apocalypse was a joke, and for now, he was the one telling it.

The plant guy looked like shit. He was one energy drink short of a cardiac incident, the kind of scrawny that whispered malnutrition, even in the land of endless chips and soda. Still, he'd survived a whole month into this apocalypse, outlasting even those neighbors who went full prepper with home arsenals and MREs. The plan? Holing up with his chips and root-bound friends and playing an endless game of Fortnite. The other plan? There was none. Windows and doors barricaded, some inexpertly, Tim shuffled from the kitchen, poked his head into the littered living room, and gave a thumbs up to his audience of video-game-named houseplants.

Cans of Zombie-Ade energy drink, stacked like little aluminum soldiers, held the lines around the furniture, and bags of Nacho Blast were haphazardly strewn across every surface. Tim had gone for the sloppy fortification style, pushing the sagging couch against the door and piling chairs around the windows in what could be generously called a defense strategy. A ten-year-old could have done better with a handful of Legos, but what Tim lacked in survival skills, he made up for with sheer laziness. It wasn't a bunker, but at least the place was zombie proof-ish.

Tim sauntered through his cluttered domain, pausing to kick an empty chip bag out of his way. His empire of crap had its own logic, like a messy game of tower defense, and he navigated it with all the grace of a slacker king. He slouched by his plants, each in various states of wilt, and offered them a salute.

"Master Chief," he said, bending over a fern that looked like it had seen better days, "status report, soldier." He gave it a reassuring poke, and a few brittle leaves fell off. Tim didn't look concerned.

He moved to a row of equally desperate greenery. "Lara, how's the mission? Kratos, Mario, you holding up?" They drooped in response, but Tim didn't let it dampen his spirits. It would take more than a little plant mortality to shake his Zen-like indifference.

Tim himself was the poster boy for underachievement. His tech company t-shirt had faded to a depressing gray, and his cargo shorts had too many pockets and not enough style. Unwashed hair flopped into his face, and his glasses, taped at the bridge, were constantly slipping down his nose. He looked like he'd rolled out of a LAN party and into the apocalypse without bothering to shower.

"Don't worry, guys," he said, gesturing around the barricaded room. "I've got us covered." He leaned against a wobbly tower of soft drink boxes. "We'll outlast the bastards, you'll see."

The chairs piled against the windows didn't inspire confidence, but they did create a gloomy, dimly lit ambiance, perfect for watching a civilization collapse. Tim wandered over to one of the blocked-off windows, his interest piqued by the sudden lack of growling and screaming from outside. He scratched his head, thinking maybe he'd try a new configuration of sofa and armchairs tomorrow.

He paused in front of a particularly stubborn succulent. "What's the strategy, Lara? Wait it out, right?" The plant offered no suggestions, resilient in its silence.

He crossed back to the couch, lifting his periscope—a selfie stick with a tiny mirror taped to the end—off the armrest like it was the crown jewel of his defense tactics. He waved it at the houseplants. "Don't wait up for me," he said, adjusting the mirror's angle. "I've got recon to do."

The furniture shifted slightly as he leaned past it toward the nearest crack of daylight. His movements were surprisingly careful, a new vibe for a guy who spent most of his days taking nonchalance to new levels.

With his trusty periscope in hand, Tim advanced towards the barricaded window, ready to peek out into the chaos that he suspected was still the world outside.

The trick to Tim’s daily surveillance was not to give a damn. Thirty days into the end of civilization, he peered out through the cracks in the furniture and took the same old scene in with the kind of disinterested glance a teenager gives a boring Snap. Nothing changed except the rate of decay. Wrecked cars, scattered debris, windows like empty eye sockets—all evidence of a world that had fucked right off. The longer it went on, the more it felt like everyone was in on the same grim prank but him. Only the zombies provided any entertainment, and today, with a shake of his periscope, he finally got his show.

The mirror wobbled as he poked it out through the barricades. Tim tilted his head and watched the street pop in and out of focus like a lousy 3D movie. He’d been at this long enough to know exactly what to expect, and he reported the view with the flair of an uninterested tour guide.

"Let’s see...wrecked car, another wrecked car," he muttered, raising an eyebrow at a rat that dashed across the open road. "Nature’s making a comeback, guys. Better stock up on granola."

Abandoned vehicles sat at crazy angles, a snapshot of panic and disaster now going stale. Glass shards glittered like lethal confetti in the noon sun. The farther down the block he looked, the more he saw nothing but collapse. The windows in the buildings opposite were cracked and empty, looking back at him with an accusing stare. You’re still here, they seemed to say. Even the glass has moved on.

"Hot stuff," Tim said, letting the periscope slip as he repositioned. "Like something out of a real estate brochure." He snickered to himself, and the mirror caught a glimpse of movement, lazy and far off. He honed in, desperate for any flicker of entertainment.

Zombies used to be all the rage, and now even they seemed overdone. Shambling along like grunge rockers at an endless reunion tour, they appeared sporadically, trudging down the street in their torn office clothes. But today, nothing. The closest thing he saw to action was the nervous twitch of a curtain three buildings down.

"Ghost town," he said. "Dead, dead, and...deader?" He laughed, knowing he was still the only audience worth playing to. Tim gave it another pass and was about to call it when he saw something. Something special. He adjusted his rig, squinting into the mirror, holding it steady with a determination he usually reserved for a new game release.

A zombie in a "World's Best Dad" t-shirt was making its way down the middle of the street, an undead businessman clutching a briefcase with steadfast rigor mortis. Tim sat up, getting closer to the periscope's view like a kid to a candy store window.

The zombie had an air of purpose that didn’t quite jive with the end of days. Tim watched it push past a toppled street sign, the letters spelling out a muted warning to evacuate. The zombie seemed late for a meeting it had no idea was canceled, and Tim couldn’t look away.

He let out a low whistle. "Would you look at that," he said. "Looks like somebody missed the memo." Tim adjusted the mirror, giddy with the novelty of it all. His heartbeat picked up just enough to remind him he was still alive.

The zombie trudged on, an undead tribute to tenacity. Tim leaned further, eager to see how it would dodge the gutted Mustang blocking its way.

"Check it out, guys," he called back to his silent, green audience. "Corporate America marches on. Just with more drooling." The absurdity of it made him laugh, a sound that ricocheted off the clutter and back at him like he had an actual sense of humor.

For a minute, Tim imagined what that zombie's last day must have been like. Some poor sap dragging his sorry ass out the door, trying to play superdad and workaholic, only to punch out for good. There was something almost poetic about it, if poetry were written by slackers with too much time and not enough cigarettes.

He caught up with the zombie’s progress as it stepped over a curb and stumbled through some old flyers. "Talk about a dead-end job," Tim said. He grinned, watched it shuffle on, and felt like he’d just scored an extra life in a game that was finally interesting again.

And just like that, it was over. The zombie lurched past an old traffic cone, its shuffling echoing in the vacant air. Tim gave the periscope one last scan, just to make sure he hadn’t missed anything.

With a satisfied sigh, he dropped back onto the couch, the barricaded apartment once more his fortress of snacks and snark. The rest of the world could fall apart for all he cared. Hell, it already had.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2: Snack Attack
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The world's end looked pretty damn mundane from Tim's apartment. He peered through the makeshift periscope he'd fashioned from broken glass and a paper towel tube, zeroing in on the convenience store across the street. The "OPEN 24 HOURS" sign flickered like it couldn't make up its mind. He wished it had an opinion on his current craving for cheese puffs, but the neon letters weren't talking. He rubbed his stomach, half expecting a moan to escape. His usual debate started up—go out and risk becoming zombie chow, or stay inside and starve like an idiot? He flicked on the Christmas lights wrapped around his baseball bat, their yellow glow sputtering on and off. The lights weren't the only things looking shabby these days. He caught his reflection in a shard of glass, and the scruffy dude staring back looked more hobo than hero. Trash and old pizza boxes littered the floor, but he supposed that was just part of the post-apocalyptic charm. With a string of obscenities and a full-on "fuck it" attitude, he grabbed the bat and opened his door.

The stomach growl came first, long and primal, reminding Tim why he was even considering this idiotic outing. The flickering "OPEN 24 HOURS" sign felt like a taunt, each blink mocking his indecision. Maybe he should start a support group for survivors who couldn't make up their minds. He rubbed his beard, a shaggy nest that had swallowed his chin somewhere back in February. If only delivery was still a thing. "Hey, is that the guy who risked his life for cheese puffs?" they'd say. "What a legend." His eye twitched. He talked to himself like this sometimes. Conversations were hard to come by these days, and he was the most interesting person he knew. The city felt as dead as the shambling corpses outside, and the past week had consisted of cereal, regrets, and regret-flavored cereal.

Tim paced the cluttered room, sidestepping a pizza box graveyard. He snagged the baseball bat and felt a little safer—or as safe as a guy with flickering Christmas lights wrapped around his weapon could feel. The whole look was more sad holiday party than fearsome, but he'd take what he could get. His reflection in the broken glass was pitiful, more post-apocalyptic hobo than dashing scavenger. He couldn't remember the last time he'd seen a shower, let alone used one. He stared hard at himself. Was he really doing this? He nodded, chewing his lip. The longing for cheese puffs won over self-preservation and basic sanity.

The door creaked as he opened it. Tim leaned into the hallway, casting wary glances like a teenager sneaking out past curfew. He saw no signs of movement—good enough. He muttered a chain of profanity under his breath and ventured out. The building smelled like a mix of mildew and despair, a step down from his apartment's unique aroma of body odor and expired takeout. "This is how I die," he thought, "smelling like a damn foot."

By the time he hit the street, Tim was in full-on panic mode. His jog turned to a sprint, and he was swearing with every step. "Fuck you!" he shouted at nothing in particular. The thought of lurking zombies made him twitchy, and he swung the bat wildly at every shadow. He zigzagged, convinced that a moving target was harder to catch. The lights on his bat sputtered and died. "Great," he spat. His heart pounded in his chest, each beat a reminder of how out of shape he'd become. As he reached the store, his nerves were frayed, but his snack prospects were looking brighter.

The automatic doors mocked him, jammed half-open like the entrance to an awkward party. Tim hesitated, glancing up and down the street. He squeezed through sideways, never letting go of the bat. "Not today, assholes," he muttered, brandishing his dead Christmas light saber. He kicked the doors in frustration, pushing through the tight space with raw determination and enough attitude to power a small country.

The snack aisle smelled like stale popcorn and desperation. Fluorescent lights buzzed above, struggling to illuminate the scene with all the enthusiasm of a hungover party host. Tim squeezed past the automatic doors, his makeshift armor scraping the metal frame. Inside, the store looked like the morning after the apocalypse, shelves as bare as his patience. He started with Aisle One, eyes darting like a meth addict's on a bad day. Half-eaten boxes of cereal lined the floor, casualties of some previous, equally unsuccessful looter. Somewhere behind the racks, a sound emerged, something between a moan and a belch. Tim raised the bat, creeping forward like an overeager cat burglar. Rounding the corner, he found the most pitiful zombie he’d ever seen, stuck in the revolving snack display like a half-rotten bug in a trap. It flailed weakly, spinning with the sad resolve of a one-legged hamster on a wheel.

"Employee of the month, huh?" Tim laughed, taking a seat on the dusty floor to enjoy the spectacle. "Way to go, champ. Keep reaching for those stars." The zombie's efforts were as half-assed as everything else these days, and Tim felt a strange kinship with the pathetic creature. It gnashed its teeth, mouth opening and closing like a ventriloquist dummy in the hands of a drunk. He waved at it, feeling safer than he had in weeks. This guy was less of a threat than his neighbor's barking dog, and probably smelled better too.

He finally got up, giving his new friend a sarcastic salute. "Don't work too hard," he said, moving down the aisle with the confidence of a man who had just outsmarted a shoe. He scanned the shelves, muttering to himself about the lack of decent food. "Got any cheese puffs, buddy?" he shouted back at the zombie. "Nah, didn't think so." The shelves were nearly empty, the last remains of civilization in the form of dented cans and off-brand snack cakes. He spotted a treasure, the holy grail of processed cheese: one last bag of cheese puffs, taunting him from a high shelf.

Tim stretched like a cat reaching for a particularly elusive fly, standing on tiptoes and cursing under his breath. "Come on," he groaned, fingers grazing the bag. His triumphant grab turned into a catastrophe when he knocked over a tower of canned beans. They came crashing down with all the subtlety of a drunk uncle at a wedding, a deafening clatter that echoed like a gunshot in the desolate store.

He froze, cheese puffs in hand, heart doing a drum solo in his chest. "Shit," he whispered, scanning the aisles for signs of movement. The world seemed to hold its breath. "Shit, shit, shit." The air was heavy with tension and the metallic tang of canned vegetables. He thought maybe he'd gotten away with it. Maybe, just maybe, the universe wasn't going to screw him this time.

But the eerie silence was broken by moans and shuffling sounds from the back of the store. "Oh, come on!" he yelled, panic setting in as the noise grew louder. His first thought was to blame the revolving snack zombie. That traitor. "What'd you do, call for backup?" He knew he had to move, and fast.

Tim clutched the cheese puffs like they were the last ounce of hope left in the world. He could hear the echo of his own ragged breathing, drowning out the flicker and buzz of the failing lights. "Of course," he said, laughing at the absurdity. "Of fucking course."

He took a step, and then another, his heart racing in time with the chorus of undead moans. The stakes couldn't be higher, the situation couldn't be stupider. Tim realized he was living out his own nightmare scenario, and for once, it had nothing to do with running out of food. The last sounds of shambling zombies getting closer filled the air, leaving him in a precarious, snark-fueled standoff with his own desperation.

Tim's first instinct was to freeze, but the moans were louder than his fear, louder than his doubts. He bolted. Sneakers squeaked on the tiled floor as he sprinted down the snack aisle, zombies pouring from the stockroom like shoppers on Black Friday. He looked over his shoulder, seeing them trip over each other in their eagerness to taste-test his brains. Tim made a hard left, knocking over a stack of cat food, then a tower of toilet paper, creating an obstacle course that would have made any third-grade gym teacher proud. Vaulting the checkout counter, he used it as a barricade, heart pounding and breath ragged. There were too many. There were always too many.

The store felt smaller, the walls closing in with every step. Tim sprinted like he hadn't since middle school PE, the fear and adrenaline doing more for his cardio than a month's worth of desperate dashes for supplies. The zombies were behind him, but the space was cramped, and he had to keep moving. He dodged an aisle that was nothing but rotting candy and made a mental note not to die near anything that smelled that awful. Displays crashed around him as he kicked them over, glancing back to see if it was enough.

They were already closing the distance, mindless persistence more efficient than any strategy. Tim had one thing going for him: desperation. He used it to fuel another burst of speed, weaving through the mess he'd made. His breath came in short gasps, a rhythm of panic set to the soundtrack of moans and shuffling feet. He could almost feel their fingers brushing against his sanity, tugging at it like a loose thread on a cheap sweater.

Tim vaulted the checkout counter, landing hard and feeling the jolt all the way to his teeth. He swung around, using the counter as a barrier. The zombies swarmed like they were handing out free samples. There were too many, and Tim could almost hear his survival instinct laughing at his poor life choices. He grabbed cans of spam from a nearby shelf, lobbing them like grenades. "Eat this!" he shouted, feeling the satisfaction of a direct hit. "Fucking take-out!" The impacts were grotesque music, thunk after thunk against rotting flesh.

His breathing was a mess, lungs screaming for relief, but his heart knew better than to quit. He looked around for an escape plan, knowing the counter wouldn't hold them back for long. The refrigerated section gleamed like a promised land, but it was crowded with the undead. He needed a diversion. Tim snatched energy drink bottles and smashed them on the floor, watching the liquid spread. The caffeine-infused slick sent the front line of zombies sliding, buying him a precious few seconds.

With a full-on war cry that was as much terror as it was triumph, Tim made a break for it. The zombies scrambled like toddlers on ice, but they weren't down for long. His own feet skidded, nearly betraying him to the sticky mess. "Nice knowing you, fucker," he said to himself, half expecting this to be the end. He pushed harder, propelling himself toward the jammed doors. They were a hundred miles away, and he felt every inch.

He was almost there, almost through, when he felt a hand close around his ankle. It was a vise, pulling him back into the madness he'd barely escaped. Tim panicked, kicking frantically. The world narrowed to that one point of contact, and he felt his heart drop to his knees. One shoe came off, and he was free, stumbling forward with renewed urgency.

He squeezed back through the doors, barely making it through the tight space, adrenaline making him slippery. The cheese puffs crinkled against his chest as he clutched them like a lifeline. With one shoeless, bleeding foot, he tore across the street, the ultimate snack run turned survival sprint. He didn't look back. Not once. The automatic doors, the flickering lights, the stupid "OPEN 24 HOURS" sign—he left them all behind with a final, triumphant "Fuck you!" screamed at the void. The relief hit him as he burst through his own apartment door, collapsing into the mess he'd missed like an old friend. Alive, snarky, and still the king of bad decisions.
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