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William Rivers is dead one way or another. 

If the zombies don't kill him, his worsening pneumonia will.

For the last few months, ever since everything went to hell, William has been surviving however he can in a small Colorado mountain town. Unable to get home, he's been living on the roof of a gas station at the edge of town with a Ukrainian cook named Anton. But as William's cough worsens and his lungs fill with inevitable death, the young man is faced with the deadly prospect of going into town and braving the zombie horde to find some antibiotics from the pharmacy there. When he and Anton encounter new terrifying zombies that they haven't seen before, will the two of them be able to find the antibiotics William needs and get back to their gas station sanctuary alive? Can William cure his malady?

This is a novella related to my "Apocalypse Gate" EMP SHTF series. That series involves interdimensional portals unleashing all kinds of havoc and monsters on Earth, and Colorado develops a bit of a zombie problem. Do you love guns, tactical realism, and monsters? Are you a fan of cosmic horror and dark fantasy / sci-fi? Love the Mist and Cabin in the Woods? Lovecraft? Doom? Stranger Things? EMP and Prepper Survival? This story is full of terror, suspense, and bad language. If you can dig it, strap in for a ride to Hell!

Want a FREE BOOK related to this series?

Join my Fiction Mailing List, and I’ll send you a FREE NOVELLA related to the Apocalypse Gate series—something not sold in bookstores and only available to my fans! As a member of my mailing list, you’ll receive occasional updates about upcoming books, and you’ll get more free goodies from time to time as well. I won’t spam you—I promise.

Click Here to Download “The Sniper and the World Eaters”
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THE AFTERNOON SUN WAS hidden behind the ash in the sky.

It had been days—maybe a month—since William Rivers had seen a sunny day. He hoped that Anton was right about the time. Being stuck out after dark would bring almost certain death, and it was always hard to tell what time it was late in the day. William could always turn on his phone, but now wasn't a good time for that.

Usually, Anton Bratenko was pretty spot-on about the time despite the gloomy murk of the ashen Colorado sky. That kooky Ukrainian seemed to have a supernatural sense of the minutes and hours. 

A few months ago, William never figured that he'd be breaking and entering into the back of a fancy house in a mountain town's gated community. But here he was, low and crouched behind a plastic outdoor armchair on a back patio, a heavy fire axe in his hands, clenching his fingers around its slick yellow fiberglass handle. The young man watched Anton creep up to the shattered sliding glass door, the Ukrainian man's boots crunching and scratching against the pieces of glass and other debris strewn on the concrete. Anton held his recurve bow at the ready, the notch of an arrow balanced on the string in his fingertips.

William tried not to cough, but the deep pain in his lungs twisted in his chest like a stabbing, twisting fork, and he felt the gunk rising up. When he couldn't stand it anymore, he quickly and quietly coughed into his jacketed elbow, drawing his partner's attention. The Ukrainian furrowed his brow, looking over at William with alarm in his dark eyes.

Even as William tried to gesture that he was sorry, a sound came from inside the darkness of the house, and both men looked through the broken door. There was a scrabble of feet, a crash of something being knocked to the floor, and a zombie growled with a wet sound from somewhere inside.

The sound of feet breaking into a run—crashing through furniture in the darkness—gave William a splash of icy fear in his guts. The young man clenched his axe as Anton raised his bow, drew an arrow, and fired into the house.

Just as the dead woman appeared in the doorway from the black interior, Anton's arrow whistled through the air. It appeared almost magically, piercing through one of her eyes, extending through her head, and sticking out of the back of her skull amidst a tangle of filthy blonde hair. The zombie's other eye burned in the darkness as a fine point of blue fire in the middle of a melted black socket as she regarded William for a moment.

The undead woman let out a brief gurgling sound then collapsed back into the house.

"Another coming," Anton said in his low Ukrainian accent, fitting another arrow onto his bowstring. The man's clean-shaven face was set in deep lines and grim determination. "Help, Will!"

William stirred and ran to catch up, resisting the urge to double over into a sudden coughing fit. His chest burned whenever he moved quickly, and he coughed deeply as he stepped up beside his friend, readying his axe...

A teenage girl ran up to the shattered door from the living room inside. She wore tight jeans and a blouse that had been torn open and spattered with blood, which was now dark brown. William could see her breasts— contained in a lacy bra spattered with grime—clearly through the opening. Her skin was grey and soggy now. As soon as the zombie girl crossed the threshold onto the back patio, her lurching run slowed down to an awkward shuffle, and she reached out with both hands; one with fingers stripped down to the bones as if the meat and skin had been sucked off. She snarled at both of them, blue fire flaring in the black pits of her scorched eye sockets.

"I've got her," William said. He stepped forward, hefting the axe in his arms. The young man coughed twice and spat dark brown phlegm onto the concrete.

When the girl closed the distance, William swung the axe over his head and easily landed the blow in the center of the zombie's long mass of dark hair, splitting her skull. Her knobby knees shook and flew out to the sides, and she collapsed like a sack of rocks, the blue fire in her eyes snuffing out like windblown candles.

"Good hit, boy," Anton said. "I could have shot her, I suppose. But you wanted to see the breasts, eh?" He chuckled and stood.

William pried his axe blade out of her head. He coughed and spat again. "Nah," he replied. "There's just no point in you maybe losing an arrow."

Anton called him 'boy' sometimes, but William sure didn't think of himself as one. It had been over a year since he'd reached drinking age, and he was taller and more muscular than the 36-year-old line cook from the Ukraine. But William didn't mind being called boy. Life was tough. He'd been stuck in Blake, Colorado for months now, ever since his weekend camping trip up on Green Mountain. William didn't fish or do any boating, so he didn't bother staying at nearby Grand Lake or Lake Granby. He didn't hunt either, but April wasn't hunting season anyway. He did like to do a little amateur rock climbing from time to time, and whenever he wasn't working hard during the week, he liked to drive up to Blake and the nearby Camp Majesty to just hang out, drink beer, roast marshmallows, and generally putz around in the mountains.

But things were different now.

William didn't know if his apartment back in Nederland was still standing, but he figured that the only thing that could burn intensely enough to blot out the sunshine like this for the last month would be Denver and its surrounding suburbs to the east.

Maybe William's place was still fine, sitting untouched in the blackout that killed the power grid. Or maybe it had burned to the ground, or been broken into and looted by roaming survivors, just like he and Anton were doing to this house right now in the gated community at the edge of Blake named Aspen Heights.

He looked down at the collapsed, stinking form of the girl at his feet. Was this some rich family's daughter? Maybe a cheerleader or something? Or just a random zombie that had gone into standby mode in this house recently...?

Either way, William was stuck here. With all of the vehicles being as dead as doornails, it was a long walk back to Nederland, and the mountains were full of wandering undead.

He was trapped here in Blake. With Anton. And they had to do what was necessary to survive.

"I hear nothing else," the Ukrainian said. "Let's go."

As quietly as they could, walking on broken glass and random junk, the two men slipped into darkened living room through the shattered door pane. Anton paused to pull his arrow out from the zombie's pierced skull, wiping the ichor and congealed blood and brain matter onto her shirt. The woman they killed—the one Anton shot through the eye—looked like an older lady, still young enough not to have chopped off her long hair into what William considered a grandma cut. It was possible that she was the girl's mother. They had different color hair, but who knows? This might have been their house from before the collapse.

William coughed abruptly and covered his mouth with his sleeve when Anton shot him a worried look.

"Sorry," the young man muttered. "Damn it, I wish we could find some lights that fucking work. It's dark as hell in here!"

Anton ignored him and slipped around the overturned couch deeper into the living room. William followed, his hands itching, breathing shallowly and slowly to keep his lungs from convulsing in pain. He could feel the phlegm building up in his windpipe again.

"Did you bring torch?"

"Yeah," William replied, pausing to pull a makeshift torch out of his backpack. Using one of their precious cigarette lighters, the young man ignited the oil-soaked cloth and looked around the house's living room as it was filled with a flickering, orange glow. When William made the torch, he'd wrapped wires around the cloth bundle to keep it from falling apart. Building actual torches was another thing that William thought he'd never do in his lifetime.

"Good," Anton said. "Look—there's the kitchen."

The house was tossed. Most of the places they explored on a daily basis had been looted already at some time or another—usually back when there were still plenty of survivors. It started with a blackout, and a few days later, people started fighting and stealing from each other. It was possible that this house was looted from top to bottom before the zombies even came. Maybe.

Back in the beginning, William had been up on Green Mountain. He didn't notice much wrong at first. His flashlights suddenly stopped working. His phone lost signal. There were a few other campers out there, and they'd all suffered the same thing, although their phones had died immediately with their other electronics as well. William had come to learn since then that his phone staying operable was actually a really rare thing. It turned out that nearly every electronic device around them for miles had been neutralized. Some people said that it was an EMP, and that they were being invaded. Someone had suggested that China or North Korea had ignited a nuke very high up in the atmosphere, which was enough to do something to fry all circuits everywhere. William didn't know anything about that or EMPs, but there was no denying that anything electronics-related was toast. 

Except for his phone. And a solar charger that Anton had found, which William used every day to make sure that his phone stayed topped off.

Now, if only they could find some damned flashlights that still worked...

As William waved his torch around the hall connecting the living room, kitchen, and the rest of the first level of the house—squinting his eyes against the oily smoke and trying to keep from coughing—Anton scoured the kitchen, sometimes on hands and knees, pulling anything he could find out of the cabinets and setting them on the cooking island in the middle of the area.

"Ah! What is this?" he exclaimed, drawing in close to the torchlight with a small spice canister. He peered at the label. "Cumin. This is good. Tak. I can use Cumin." The man shoved the spice into a pocket, then continued stacking up the handful of canned food he found. He'd also found two bottles of water from far back in a cupboard. 

There was a clunk from up the stairs next to William; from somewhere in the upper bedrooms.

"Another zombie up there," William said to Anton, setting his big fire axe down on the dining bar. It was too big to wield one-handed. He pulled out the framing hammer that he kept in a loop on his belt after feeling at his Glock 17 to make sure that it was still there, nice and secure in its holster. He coughed and spat. "Or just an animal."

"This is all I find," Anton replied in his thick accent, picking up his bow and arrow from the counter. "Let's go upstairs. Maybe we find good clothes ... or guns."

The thump repeated; a soft crash against a closed door.

William slowly and carefully climbed the stairs, leading the way with the quietly roaring torch. He paused to endure a coughing fit, spit some dark phlegm out onto the carpeted stairs, then continued, flexing his hammer arm, getting ready...

Upstairs, there was an open bathroom with trash, toilet paper, and toothbrushes and junk scattered all over the floor
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