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Nobody in Leonard County liked a spectacle unless they were the ones fucking causing it.

That was understood.

That was tradition.

That was why, at seven-forty on a Thursday morning, six people were standing in the gravel lot of Harlan Pike’s produce stand arguing about tomatoes like the goddamn outcome would affect the stock market.

“They’re soft,” said Cass Mercer, holding one up between two fingers like it had personally offended her.

“They’re ripe,” said Harlan.

“They’re one bad conversation away from sauce.”

“That’s what ripe is.”

“That’s not what good is, you stubborn old prick.”

Harlan pointed a weathered finger at her. “You’ve been difficult since you had baby teeth, Cass.”

Cass set the tomato back in the basket with a little too much force. “And you’ve been stubborn since Confederation, you cheap bastard.”

Dylan Pike stood by the register table sipping coffee and enjoying the argument the way some people enjoyed church — quietly, with judgment.

“She’s right,” he said.

Harlan turned on him. “You hush, you little shit.”

“I didn’t even say much.”

“You were preparing to.”

“I’m almost always preparing to.”

“Exactly, smartass.”

At the far end of the stand, Ty Mercer and his cousin Jace were leaning against the ice cooler, demolishing pepperoni sticks like it was a fucking competition.

Ty squinted at the tomato display. “I’d still eat ’em.”

“You’d eat insulation if you thought it had seasoning, you dumb fuck,” Cass said.

“That’s unfair.”

“That’s accurate,” Dylan said.

“It can be both,” Jace nodded, like he’d just dropped wisdom.

Nobody acknowledged him.

Mrs. Bernice Coyle sat on the wooden bench with a cloth bag of onions at her feet and the calm, long-suffering expression of a retired teacher who’d accepted that most people were disappointing assholes but occasionally useful.

“What you children fail to understand,” she said, “is that a tomato doesn’t need to be firm. It needs to be honest.”

Ty stared at her. “What the fuck is an honest tomato?”

“One that knows what it is.”

“That’s nonsense.”

“That’s wisdom,” Bernice said.

“That’s produce philosophy,” Dylan said.

“That’s why you’re alone, Dylan,” Cass told him.

Dylan looked at her over the rim of his coffee. “Sharp for a girl buying discounted cucumbers before eight, you cheap bitch.”

“Efficient.”

“Cheap.”

“Disciplined.”

“Mean.”

“That too, asshole.”

Harlan slapped the side of the cash box. “Cash only, you cheap fucks.”

Nobody had asked. He still liked to remind people.

Out by the road, the big hand-painted sign read:

HARLAN’S PRODUCE

CORN - EGGS - TOMATOES - CASH ONLY

NO, WE DON’T HAVE TAP

STOP ASKING, YOU ANIMALS

“Could update that sign,” said Jace.

“Could update your fucking haircut,” said Harlan.

Ty barked a laugh.

Jace touched the back of his head. “What’s wrong with my hair?”

Cass didn’t even look. “Looks like you lost a fight with a lawnmower, you idiot.”

“That’s rude.”

“That’s Leonard County,” Dylan said.

That was when Ty stopped chewing.

He pointed down the road with his pepperoni stick.

“What the fuck is Ron Daley doing?”

Nobody answered at first.

Because in Leonard County, “What the fuck is Ron Daley doing?” could lead to a whole lot of disappointing places.

“Could be drinking,” Dylan said.

“Could be trespassing,” said Harlan.

“Could be losing custody of something again,” Bernice offered.

Ty kept pointing. “No, I mean right now, you blind fucks.”

They all looked.

A man was coming up the shoulder from the east end of County Road 9, moving slow and wrong in a way that made your eyes want to reject the shit out of it. One shoe missing. Suit jacket torn open. Head bent too far to one side. Walking like his joints had been assembled by a drunk.

Cass narrowed her eyes. “That is one rough-looking son of a bitch.”

“That is Ron Daley,” Bernice said.

“You sure?” asked Jace.

“I taught him fractions in 1989.”

“You can recognize a man from fucking fractions?”

“I can recognize a man from disappointment,” said Bernice.

Ron staggered closer. The left side of his face was torn open from cheek to ear. Dried blood soaked his shirt. Something black and syrupy had leaked through his collar. One hand flexed open and closed like it was trying to remember how fingers worked.

Ty slowly lowered the pepperoni stick. “Well... fuck.”

Jace nodded. “Yeah, well... fuck.”

“That’s too much blood for before breakfast,” Dylan said.

“That’s too much blood for most shifts,” said Cass.

Ron took another step. Then another. Then stumbled into the ditch, caught himself on the produce sign post, and lifted his head.

His eyes were wrong.

Empty wrong. Like somebody had blown the lights out but left the rotting building standing.

Harlan stepped out from behind the stand. “Ron! What the hell, buddy?”

Ron made a wet choking sound.

Harlan frowned. “Don’t come onto my lot making noises like that, you creepy fuck.”

Ron answered with a long, low gurgle.

Ty blinked. “That’s a pretty aggressive fucking gurgle.”

“There are no non-aggressive gurgles,” Cass said.

“There are neutral gurgles.”

“No, there aren’t.”

“There absolutely are. Bath drain. Baby. Soup.”

“Soup doesn’t fucking gurgle,” Cass said.

“Soup can absolutely gurgle.”

“Then you’re making it wrong, asshole.”

Ron lurched forward.

Bernice stood up. “Ronald,” she said in the tone teachers reserve for stupidity and fire drills, “you look like absolute shit.”

Ron launched at her.

Not ran. Launched. Fast in ugly, jerky patches. Like his whole body only agreed on one fucking thing: eat.

Dylan moved first, grabbing Bernice by the elbow and yanking her back so hard her onion bag tipped over. Onions rolled everywhere. One bounced off Ty’s boot.

Ron crashed into the bench, hit the gravel face-first, and for one hopeful second everybody figured that might be the end of the stupid bastard.

Then he pushed himself right back up.

Ty took three quick steps backward. “Nope. Hard fucking nope.”

Jace followed. “Top-tier nope.”

“That there,” said Harlan, “is not fucking natural.”

“That there,” Cass said, “is exactly the kind of sentence people say right before shit gets much, much worse.”

Ron turned toward them, jaw hanging open like a broken hinge. He made a horrible sucking growl.

Ty pointed. “See? That’s a zombie sound, you assholes.”

Dylan looked at him. “You familiar with many zombie sounds, are you, genius?”

“I’ve seen movies.”

“You quote half of them wrong.”

“I quote the spirit of them right.”

“There is no spirit to quoting, you dumb fuck.”

“There absolutely is if the line lands.”

“Nothing you say lands,” Cass told him.

Ron lurched at Ty.

Ty threw the rest of his pepperoni stick at him like a goddamn grenade.

Everyone stared.

Ron kept coming.

Ty frowned. “Well, thought maybe the fucker was hungry.”

Cass turned to Dylan. “Your cousin’s got the survival instincts of a decorative gourd, you know that?”

“Wouldn’t insult a gourd like that,” Dylan said.

Harlan snatched up the broom leaning against the wall. “Ron! Stay the fuck back!”

Ron grabbed the broom handle.

And bit it.

Not nibbled. Bit into it like a dog with a serious grudge, grinding wood between his teeth hard enough to splinter the handle.

Nobody said anything for a beat.

Then Jace whispered, “I fucking hate that.”

“That’s upsetting in a way I don’t have language for,” Dylan said.

“That’s because your language is mostly sarcasm, asshole,” Cass said.

“Not mostly.”

“Overwhelmingly.”

Ty looked genuinely wounded. “He bit a fucking broom.”

“Yes, Ty.”

“Like on purpose.”

“That is how biting generally works.”

“No, but with commitment. Jesus Christ.”

Ron spat wood chips and came again.

Ty, being Ty, charged him.

Broad shoulders, farm strength, and the common sense of a kicked mailbox.

He hit Ron like he was checking a guy into the boards. Both of them went sideways into a display of zucchini. Crates exploded. Vegetables rolled everywhere like green fucking bowling pins.

Jace threw his hands up. “For Christ’s sake, now we’ve got combat squash.”

Ron clawed his way over the smashed zucchini and onto Ty, snapping his teeth inches from Ty’s face.

Ty screamed. Not a dignified scream. A full, shocked, very personal “OH FUCK GET IT OFF!” scream.

Cass said, “Well, he’s learned fear.”

“Little late for lessons,” Dylan muttered.

Ty got one forearm up under Ron’s throat while swinging wild punches with the other. “Get this fucking thing off me!”

“Working on it!” Jace shouted, while doing absolutely fuck-all useful.

“You are not working on it,” Cass said.

“I’m emotionally involved!”

“That’s not the same, you useless prick!”

Harlan shoved at Ron with the ruined broom. Dylan grabbed Ty by the back of the shirt and hauled. Bernice, calm as Sunday dinner, picked up one of her fallen onions and hurled it directly at Ron’s head. It bounced off.

“Worth a try,” she said.

Cass grabbed the flat shovel from beside the wall.

Dylan pointed. “Head, Cass.”

“I know where the fucking head is.”

“Making sure.”

“Do you think I’m stupid?”

“I think this morning is chaotic as shit.”

“That’s fair.”

She stepped in and swung.

The shovel cracked against Ron’s temple with a sound like somebody splitting wet lumber. Ron rolled off Ty. Ty scrambled backward through the zucchini like a man trying to reverse out of his own shitty decisions.

Everybody stared.

Ron twitched. Then pushed himself up again. Half his skull was dented in like a fucked-up soup can. He still stood.

Ty sat there panting. “No. Just... no.”

Jace nodded violently. “Yeah, big fucking no.”

Harlan lowered the broom. “Well, that’s evil.”

“That,” said Dylan, “is actually one of the better summaries available.”

Cass kept the shovel raised. “He’s dead.”

Harlan looked at her. “He’s moving.”

“He can be both.”

“He absolutely cannot.”

“He’s proving otherwise right now, you stubborn fuck.”

Ron took another shambling step.

Ty got to his feet and backed toward the truck. “Okay. Fine. Great. We’re in a zombie scenario. I’d like to fucking opt out.”

“You can’t opt out of the undead, Ty,” said Dylan.

“You can barely opt out of hockey practice,” Cass added.

Ron lunged again.

Cass buried the shovel blade in his face. Right through the eye. Deep. So deep the tip punched into the gravel beneath him with a wet, meaty crunch.

Ron went still. Dead-still. The kind everybody had been praying for the first time.

Cass planted a boot on his shoulder and yanked the shovel free. Blackish fluid and bits of bone dripped from the blade onto the gravel.

Ty pointed at the corpse. “Head shots. Jesus.”

Bernice bent to retrieve another onion. “Well done, detective.”

Jace stared at Cass. “You popped him like a fucking Halloween decoration.”

Cass wiped her cheek with the back of her wrist, leaving a dark smear. “He was being difficult.”

Dylan nodded. “That he fucking was.”

For a moment the whole lot went quiet. No wind. No jokes. No broom-biting corpses. Just six people standing in a ruined produce stand with smashed zucchini underfoot and a dead man lying in the gravel like the county had finally lost its goddamn mind.

Then, from down the road, came a scream.

Everyone turned.

A woman burst out of the gas station parking lot running flat out. Behind her was a man in a stained Tim Hortons uniform with blood all over his front, moving with that same wrong, jerky hunger. Behind him came another. And another.

A cyclist swerved. Car horns blared nonstop. Someone on Main Street yelled, “HE BIT ME, YOU FUCK!” Someone else screamed, “GET IN THE CAR!”

Then a crash. Then more screaming.

Ty looked at the road, then at Ron’s body, then back at the road. “Would now be the bad time to mention this seems bigger than Ron?”

“Yes,” said everybody at once.

Harlan looked toward town with the heavy, exhausted rage of a man realizing his nice orderly Thursday had just been set on fire. “How many?”

“Too many,” said Jace.

“That’s not a number.”

“It’s the only one I’ve got, asshole.”

Dylan stared down County Road 9 as more figures staggered into view near the pharmacy. “They’re coming out of Main.”

Cass followed his gaze. “That’s the diner. The pharmacy. The gas station.”

“The arena,” Ty said, suddenly horrified.

Jace turned to him. “Why the fuck do you sound emotional about the arena?”

“My skates are in there.”

Cass looked at him in disbelief. “There are dead people eating the town and you’re worried about your fucking skates?”

“They were expensive.”

“You are exhausting.”

“You are judgmental.”

“You are currently alive through no effort of your own, you lucky prick.”

Bernice stepped around the body and dusted off her hands. “Well.”

That was all she said. Just well. And somehow that settled it.

They were past confusion. Past denial. Straight into this is happening and we fucking hate it.

Harlan took a long breath through his nose, then pointed at the battered green farm truck parked behind the stand. “Cass. Dylan. In the truck.”

Ty raised a hand. “Us too?”

“Hockey boys too, unless either of you plans to die standing here like idiots.”

“I’d rather not,” said Jace.

“Strong preference against it,” said Ty.

Dylan frowned at Harlan. “What’s in the truck?”

“Chains. Gas cans. Feed bags. Two crowbars. A toolbox. Rope.” Harlan started walking. Then added, “And, if the Lord hasn’t finally abandoned this shithole county, the bolt gun.”

Ty blinked. “You have a bolt gun?”

“I run a produce stand and a farm, not a fucking salon.”

“That’s unbelievable.”

“No,” said Dylan, “that’s rural.”

Cass glanced toward Main Street, where someone had now started ringing the church bell wildly and without rhythm. “What’s the plan?”

Harlan opened the truck door. “The plan is we drive into town, find out how bad it is, and keep this shit from spreading past the county.”

Jace stared at him. “With respect, that sounds ambitious as fuck.”

“With respect,” Harlan said, “you’re wearing a sleeveless hoodie in April, so I won’t be taking strategy notes from you, dipshit.”

“That’s fair.”

“No, it isn’t,” Jace muttered, climbing in anyway.

Ty pointed back at Ron. “Shouldn’t we tell somebody?”

Dylan looked at the road full of screaming people and staggering corpses. “I suspect,” he said, “somebody’s begun to pick up on it.”

Another scream rang out. Closer now. A child crying. Glass shattering. The church bell still going like panic had found a rope and decided to share.

Cass climbed into the passenger side with the bloody shovel across her knees. Bernice got in beside her like this was simply the next stop on her errands. Ty and Jace piled into the back.

Dylan paused by the open driver’s door, looking out at Leonard County coming apart at the seams. “What do you call this?” Ty asked from the truck bed.

Dylan thought about it. The blood. The produce. The dead. The screaming. The fact that no one had even finished their fucking coffee.

Then Cass slammed her door and said, “Thursday.”

Harlan started the engine.

And drove straight toward town.
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Harlan’s battered green farm truck fishtailed out of the produce stand lot like it was running from the devil. Gravel sprayed, the engine bellowed, and County Road 9 came up at sixty. The cab stank of diesel, onions, old sweat, and the sharp metallic reek of Ron Daley’s black blood, still dripping off Cass Mercer’s shovel onto the floor mat.

Cass rode shotgun, knuckles bone-white on the handle, watching the county come apart through the windshield. “Faster, Harlan. The diner’s already a slaughterhouse. I can see the smoke from here.”

“Any faster and we’re in the ditch with the rest of these idiots.” Harlan was seventy if he was a day, and right now he looked like he’d aged another ten years in fifteen minutes. “And watch your mouth around Mrs. Coyle.”

Bernice Coyle, wedged calm as Sunday school in the middle seat, adjusted her glasses and hugged her cloth bag of onions to her chest. “I taught middle school for thirty-two years, Harlan. I’ve heard worse from twelve-year-olds who forgot their homework. Just drive like you mean it, dear.”

In the bed, Ty Mercer and Jace Moreau half-crouched against the rusty rails, hockey jerseys snapping in the wind, faces stuck somewhere between adrenaline and what the hell just happened.

“Jesus Christ,” Ty hollered, pointing. “That’s Mrs. Kowalski! She’s got the mailman by the throat!”

Jace leaned out far enough that Cass thought he’d tumble. “That’s not chewing, Ty. That’s enthusiasm.”

“Get your dumb asses back in here before I have to scrape you off the asphalt!” Dylan Pike yelled from the cramped space behind the seats. He had one of Harlan’s crowbars across his lap and the look of a man already regretting every life choice that led here.

Harlan didn’t slow. He swerved around an abandoned Civic sitting sideways in the lane, driver’s door hanging open, bloody handprints smeared down the side. “We’re not stopping for anybody unless they’re blocking the road or shooting at us.”

The gas station came up next. Three figures in blood-soaked coveralls were dragging a screaming kid toward the pumps. One of them — old Pete from the night shift — looked up with milky, empty eyes and let out a wet gurgle that carried over the engine.

Cass tightened her grip until her knuckles popped. “We are not stopping for that.”

“Wasn’t planning on it.” But as they blew past, the kid’s scream cut off in a wet crunch. Cass didn’t look back. Couldn’t, if she wanted to keep her breakfast down.

The truck slammed through a pothole hard enough to bounce everyone like popcorn. Onions rolled across the floorboards. Bernice calmly scooped one up and tucked it back in her bag like this was just another errand day.

“Main Street!” Jace shouted from the bed. “Church bell’s still going!”

The steeple of St. Andrew’s rose against the smoky sky, the bell clanging without rhythm — pure panicked metal on metal. Black smoke curled from somewhere near the hardware store. Cars were jackknifed at the four-way like a drunk had played Tetris with them. People ran everywhere: some toward the arena, some toward their trucks, some just screaming and swinging whatever they could grab — tire irons, hockey sticks, one crazy bastard waving a garden gnome like a medieval mace.

Harlan stood on the brakes as a woman in a blood-splattered apron staggered into the road. She turned, jaw still working on whatever used to be her coworker. Her name tag read Linda in cheerful cursive.

Cass froze for half a second. Linda had refilled her coffee every Sunday for six years. Always remembered she took it black.

“Goddamn it, Linda,” she whispered.

Then she kicked the door open and was out before the truck stopped rolling, shovel cocked back like a bat.

The blade caught Linda at the temple with a wet crack. The thing that used to be Linda dropped like a sack of cement, black fluid spraying the pavement. Cass wiped the blade on the apron, climbed back in, and slammed the door.

“Drive.”

Harlan glanced at her sideways, then floored it. “You’re getting blood on my seats, Cass.”

“It’s already on my boots, old man. Worry about the road.”

In the bed, Ty and Jace whooped like it was overtime.

“Did you see that swing?” Ty hollered. “Ten out of ten, would watch again!”

“Get down, you idiots!” Dylan yelled. “You fall out, I’m not stopping!”

Harlan swerved around a burning pickup outside the pharmacy. Inside, shelves were toppling and glass shattering. Mr. Reynolds — who’d once refused to fill Dylan’s prescription because you look like trouble — was swinging a fire extinguisher and screaming, “Not today, you undead bastards!”

“Pull over at the arena,” Cass said suddenly, pointing at the gravel lot. “Ty’s precious skates aren’t the only thing in there. Emergency kit, tools, hockey gear. We can use sticks as spears. Better than one shovel and whatever rust Harlan’s got rattling around back there.”

“You want to risk the whole arena for skates and sticks?”

“I want weapons that aren’t my shovel and your bad attitude. Unless you’d rather fight the end of the world with onions and prayers.”

Bernice patted her bag serenely. “The onions have been surprisingly effective so far.”

Harlan muttered something that sounded a lot like fucking lunatics and cranked the wheel toward the arena anyway. The gravel lot was chaos. A few cars idled with doors open. Zombies — some still in jerseys, some in street clothes — shambled between vehicles, drawn by noise and the thick smell of blood.

The truck skidded to a stop near the side entrance. Cass was out first, shovel raised like a battle standard. Dylan followed with the crowbar. Harlan grabbed the bolt gun and a length of chain and looked every inch the furious old farmer ready to tell the apocalypse to get off his lawn.

Ty and Jace jumped down, suddenly a lot less cocky on foot.

“Okay,” Ty said, voice cracking. “In and out. Sticks, helmets, whatever. Then we go.”

“And my skates,” Jace said. “I’m not leaving my good ones for some dead prick to chew on.”

Cass rolled her eyes hard enough to be audible. “Priorities, you absolute morons.”

They moved as a tight group toward the doors. Harlan kicked the side entrance open. The emergency generator had kicked in, so the lights were on, but the rink itself was dim and echoing with distant moans and the wet slap of bodies on concrete.

The first one came at them from behind the concession stand — a teenage ref with half his throat missing, whistle still dangling from what was left of his neck. Cass took him down with one overhead swing. Black blood sprayed across the popcorn machine.

“Nice shot,” Dylan said, almost impressed. “You done this before?”

“Farm work prepares you for a lot. You’d know that if you ever got off your ass.”

They pushed deeper into the lobby. Ty and Jace raided the equipment room and came out with armfuls of sticks, a couple of helmets, and — miraculously — Ty’s skates.

“Score!” Ty held them up like Olympic gold.

Jace was right behind him with a goalie stick. “These things are basically spears now. Let’s go medieval.”

A low growl rolled down the hallway from the ice. Three more shuffled out — two players still in full pads and a coach with a whistle and half a face.

Harlan raised the bolt gun. “These ones are mine.”

Thunk-thunk-thunk. The first two dropped instantly, bolts buried deep. The third kept coming until Dylan stepped in and split its head with the crowbar like he was working a Saturday morning woodpile.

Bernice, who had somehow ended up holding a hockey stick like an elegant walking cane, poked one of the bodies with the toe of her sensible shoe. “Efficient. A bit loud. You boys always were.”

More screams drifted in from the lot. The church bell finally stopped clanging — either the ringer had given up or become lunch.

Cass wiped sweat and blood from her forehead with the back of her wrist. “We’ve got weapons. Great. Now what? We can’t just drive around smashing heads all day like it’s a hockey tournament from hell.”

Harlan reloaded with a grim click. “My farm. Fences, solid barn, enough canned shit and fuel and ammo to last a while. We hole up. Figure out what’s happening. Keep this from spreading past the county line.”

Dylan nodded slowly, crowbar on his shoulder. “Makes sense. But we pick up anyone still breathing on the way. I’m not leaving people to get eaten just because they’re assholes we’ve known since kindergarten.”

Ty looked around the blood-smeared lobby, suddenly quieter. “What about the rest of town? My mom’s at the Legion. Jace’s dad’s at the mill. We can’t just —“

Cass’s jaw tightened. “We can’t save everyone. Not today. Not like this.”

Nobody spoke. Bernice turned and looked out the smeared lobby window at the parking lot, the burning pickup, the small figures moving wrong between the cars. Her hand drifted to the strap of her onion bag and stayed there.

Ty’s eyes were wet. He didn’t say anything.

“We get to the farm,” Cass said, softer now. “We regroup. Then we figure out who we can actually help without getting our own guts chewed out. Okay?”

Ty nodded. Just barely.

Then a fresh wave of moans drifted in from the lot. More of them were gathering, drawn by the noise and the scent of living meat.

Harlan racked another bolt. “Decision time, kids. Farm, or stay here arguing until the dead turn us into appetizers.”

Cass looked at the bloody shovel in her hands, then at the mismatched crew around her: the two hockey idiots clutching skates and sticks like security blankets, Dylan with his crowbar and his half-smirk, Bernice with an onion in one hand and a hockey stick in the other, and Harlan, who’d aged a decade this morning and wasn’t backing down from a fight with the end of the world.

She spat on the blood-slick floor. “Farm. But if anyone starts whining about whose turn it is to do dishes in the apocalypse, I’m feeding them to the dead myself.”

Ty managed a shaky grin. “Fair enough.”

“I call shotgun on the way back,” Jace said.

“You’re in the bed, dipshit.” Harlan was already heading for the exit.

They piled into the truck — bloodier, better armed, already bickering about seating like it was just another Thursday morning at the produce stand.

As Harlan gunned the engine and peeled out, dodging shambling figures and abandoned cars, Cass leaned her head against the cool window.

“Thursday can go fuck itself.”

Bernice patted her knee. “Language, dear. But yes. It really, really can.”

The truck sped toward the edge of town, leaving Leonard County’s Main Street burning and screaming in the rear-view.

But the dead were already following.

And the living were still the loudest, most stubborn problem of all.
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The Farm Isn’t as Safe as It Looks
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Harlan’s truck bounced down the washboard gravel of County Road 12 like it had a vendetta against smooth riding. Dust boiled up behind them — probably visible to every dead thing within a kilometre. The engine coughed and protested every pothole while the cab filled with its now-familiar cocktail: diesel, onion sweat, old barn, and the lingering metallic tang of Ron Daley’s gore still dripping off Cass’s shovel onto the floor mat.

Cass rode shotgun, the bloody shovel clenched between her knees, blade pointed skyward. “How much farther, Harlan? Feels like we’ve been driving in circles.”

“Three kilometres. Maybe four if the creek bridge is still standing.” Harlan’s eyes were locked on the narrow road. He was pushing seventy but looked like he’d crossed eighty sometime around the produce stand. “And ease up on that shovel before you decide to brain me with it.”

Bernice sat ramrod straight in the middle, her bag of onions resting in her lap like she was heading to a bridge club meeting. She adjusted her glasses. “The bridge was perfectly fine yesterday. Though I suppose ‘yesterday’ feels like it happened to entirely different people.”

From the bed, Ty’s voice carried over the wind. “Yo! Can we pull over for two seconds? I gotta piss after all that coffee!”

Harlan didn’t glance back. “You piss in my truck and I’ll load you into the bolt gun myself. Hold it or water the ditch like a grown man.”

Dylan, crammed behind the front seats with the crowbar across his thighs, let out a dry laugh. “This is the apocalypse, ladies and gentlemen. Six adults, one truck, and Ty’s bladder is stealing the spotlight.”

“You try riding back here after four coffees,” Ty shouted. “My teeth are floating.”

Jace bounced beside him, hockey stick across his lap. “I counted four too. You’re gonna explode any minute, and it’ll be the second grossest thing we’ve seen today.”

Cass twisted in her seat and glared through the rear window. “Both of you shut up or I’m throwing you out the back. Half the county is trying to eat us and you two are arguing about piss breaks.”

Bernice patted Cass’s arm. “Language, dear. Though the priorities discussion is long overdue.”

The truck crested a low rise and the smoking chaos of Main Street finally vanished from the mirror. Distant sirens wailed somewhere behind them — probably the volunteer fire department, assuming any of them were still breathing. Cass’s phone showed zero bars. Dylan’s was the same. Bernice’s ancient flip phone blinked a sad NO SERVICE like it had given up on life.

“Try the radio again,” Cass said.

Harlan flicked it on. Static hissed before a frantic, distorted voice broke through:

“— this is the OPP detachment in Leonard County. All residents, stay indoors. Do not approach anyone showing signs of aggression or illness. Bites are fatal. Repeat, bites are —“

The signal died in a screech of feedback.

Dylan snorted. “’Don’t get bit.’ Groundbreaking. I’ll write that in my apocalypse journal.”

Harlan killed the radio. “We learned that lesson the hard way when Ron turned my broom into a chew toy.”

The road narrowed, trees pressing close on both sides. Golden cornfields and soybean rows stretched under the late-morning sun, almost peaceful until you spotted the occasional lone figure stumbling between the stalks. One wore a bright orange hunting vest. Another might have been the propane delivery guy.

Ty banged on the cab roof. “Incoming left! Three by the fence line!”

Harlan didn’t slow. The zombies turned toward the engine noise, arms outstretched in that jerky, hungry way, but the truck blasted past before any of them reached the road.

“Nice driving, old man,” Cass said. Almost grudgingly.

“Don’t patronize me.”

“I’m not. I’m genuinely surprised we’re not in a ditch.”

“High praise from the woman who turned my produce stand into a gladiator pit.”
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THEY HIT THE LONG DRIVEWAY to Pike Farms about ten minutes later. The old wooden sign — PIKE FARMS, EST. 1893 — swung crooked on its post. The cattle gate was still chained and padlocked, which counted as a miracle. Harlan killed the engine twenty metres short, grabbed the bolt gun, and climbed out stiffly.

“Everybody out. We clear the house and barn first. No hero shit, no wandering off. Ty, Jace — hockey sticks, sweep the yard. Dylan, you’re with me on the porch. Cass, Bernice — stay near the truck until we give the all-clear.”

Cass stepped down, boots crunching gravel, shovel raised. “Bossy today, aren’t we?”

“Somebody has to be.”

Bernice climbed out with surprising dignity, onions under one arm, hockey stick held like a walking cane. “He’s not entirely wrong, dear. Though the arguing does keep the circulation going.”

Ty and Jace dropped from the bed, weapons up, riding the jittery edge between adrenaline and raw fear.

The farm looked exactly like Cass remembered from countless summers baling hay: solid white two-storey house with green shutters, the big red barn that could probably survive a bomb, chicken coop off to one side, windbreak of tall pines standing sentinel.

Peaceful. Quiet.

Too quiet.

Harlan unlocked the front door with a key on a grimy lanyard. “Stay behind me. Eyes open.”

Inside, the house smelled of old coffee, wood polish, and faint hay dust. No blood. No broken windows. No moaning corpses. They cleared it room by room — kitchen, living room, Harlan’s cluttered office — then upstairs to the bedrooms. Nothing. Power was humming, fridge running, but the landline was as dead as Ron Daley.

Back outside, Dylan was already poking around the barn. “Clear in here. Couple of cows looking pissed off but alive. Chickens squawking like normal.”

Harlan exhaled a breath that sounded like it had been trapped in his chest since breakfast. “All right. We’re holing up here tonight at least. Barn’s got the best sightlines and the thickest walls. Start moving supplies — canned goods, water, generator fuel. Cass, you and I board up the house windows. Dylan, get those solar panels hooked up in case the grid goes down for good. Bernice, you’re on medical. First-aid kit in the mudroom, antibiotics in the cupboard.”

Ty raised his hand like he was back in school. “What about us?”

Harlan gave the two of them the look he reserved for particularly slow livestock. “Roof of the barn. Set up a watch. And don’t fall off and break your necks.”

Jace gave a mock salute with his hockey stick. “Aye aye, Captain.”
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THEY WORKED THROUGH the afternoon as the sun slid westward. Cass and Harlan dragged plywood from the barn loft and screwed it over the house windows, drills whining in the stillness. Dylan wrestled with solar panel connections and extension cords. Bernice sorted through bandages, peroxide, and painkillers with quiet efficiency, then — because she was still Bernice — put on a pot of coffee like it was any other Thursday.

By the time the sky turned a bruised orange, the yard was as secure as short notice allowed. Cattle locked in the lower pasture. Main gate double-chained. A small fire pit behind the barn for light and morale, though nobody was feeling much of either.

They gathered in the barn loft on hay bales, passing around cold beans, stale crackers, and a bottle of Harlan’s homemade rye that tasted like it had been distilled from regret and battery acid. The little radio in the corner crackled with static and half-heard emergency broadcasts, but nothing gave them real answers.

Ty poked at the fire with a hockey stick. “So what do we actually do tomorrow? Hide out here forever eating beans and hoping the dead get bored?”

Dylan took a swig of the rye and winced. “Not forever. Long enough to figure out if this is isolated to Leonard County or if the whole province is gone. Phones are dead, internet’s gone. We’re flying blind.”

Cass stabbed at her beans with a plastic spoon. “We can’t stay forever anyway. Maybe two weeks of food if we stretch it. Then what? Raid the IGA and hope the zombies take union breaks?”

Harlan stared into the flames, face carved with deep shadow. “My brother’s got a bigger spread up near Minden. More fences, more guns, better setup. We could make a run for it in a few days once things settle. But that’s a long drive with no idea what’s between here and there.”

Bernice sipped her coffee. “There’s also the small matter of the people we left behind. Ty’s mother at the Legion. Jace’s father at the mill.” She paused. “My neighbour Mrs. Kowalski — though she did seem rather occupied when we passed her earlier.”

Ty’s face tightened. “Mom’s tough. She’ll be fine. Probably turned the Legion into a fortress with pool cues and beer bottles already.”

Jace didn’t look convinced. “Dad’s got a shotgun and a temper. He’ll be okay.” A beat. “Probably.”

The barn fell into uneasy silence — fire crackle, a distant moo, the wind shifting through the pines. Then, somewhere out in the gathering dark, a low wet moan drifted across the fields. Not close. But not far enough.

Cass set her empty can down with a sharp clack. “Look. We made it this far without killing each other. That’s something. But if we’re doing this — surviving together — we need rules. No lone-wolf hero shit. No hiding bites because you’re embarrassed or scared. And if anyone starts turning, I get first swing with the shovel. No arguments.”

Harlan nodded once, slow and heavy. “Fair.”

Dylan raised his cup of rye. “To not dying from our own stupidity.”

Ty and Jace clinked their bean cans against it. “To not dying at all. And maybe finding more beer.”

Bernice smiled faintly into her coffee. “To honest tomatoes... and honest people. Wherever the poor souls still are.”

They sat like that for a while, watching the fire and letting the rye burn warm. For the first time since that half-rotted bastard had stumbled into the produce stand, Cass felt the tiniest flicker of something almost like relief.

Then the cows started screaming.

All at once. High, panicked, terrified sounds that cut through the night like wire through skin.

Harlan was on his feet instantly, bolt gun in hand. “That’s not right. Those aren’t normal sounds.”

Cass snatched up her shovel. Dylan grabbed the crowbar. Ty and Jace scrambled up the ladder to the loft window, sticks ready.

Outside, shadows moved along the fence line. Dozens. Maybe more. Drawn by the firelight, the noise, the smell of living meat.

Harlan chambered a bolt with a cold click. “They followed us. The bastards actually followed us.”

Cass wiped her palms on her jeans and tightened her grip until her knuckles cracked. “Of course they did.”

The first zombie slammed into the cattle gate hard enough to rattle the chain. Then another. And another. The moaning rose into a chorus.

From the loft window, Ty’s voice came tight and thin. “Guys? There’s a lot more than I thought.”

Jace, beside him: “And they’re not stopping.”

Harlan looked around at the ragtag, bloody, exhausted crew — still arguing, still breathing, still somehow alive — and for the first time all day, the corner of his mouth twitched.

“Well,” he said, raising the bolt gun, “welcome to the farm. Try not to die before breakfast.”

Outside, the dead kept throwing themselves at the gate.

Inside, the living kept swearing they wouldn’t let them in.
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Gatecrashers
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The first zombie hit the cattle gate hard enough to make the chain links sing. The sound cut through the night and straight into Cass Mercer’s spine. She was already moving before Harlan finished his half-assed smile, shovel up, boots pounding dirt.

“Positions!” Harlan barked, bolt gun snapping to his shoulder. “Ty, Jace — roof! Dylan, flank left! Cass, you’re with me on the gate! Bernice, stay inside and keep that coffee hot — we might need to throw it in their faces if this goes south!”

Bernice picked up her hockey stick like it was her favourite pointer from thirty years of teaching and tucked two onions into her cardigan pockets like spare ammunition. “Try not to bleed all over the clean hay, dears. I just swept.”

Cass and Harlan burst into the yard. The fire pit threw wild orange light across the gravel, turning the whole scene into a flickering nightmare. The gate was holding — for now — but the press of bodies on the far side was swelling. Dozens, then fifty, then more. They staggered out of the dark cornfield like they’d been waiting in the stalks all day for the dinner bell. Some still wore faded Leonard County Fair T-shirts. One had a name tag: Hi, I’m Steve — Ask Me About Our Specials! in cheerful cursive, smeared with dried blood.

Cass gripped the shovel until her knuckles popped. “They tracked us all the way from town.”

Harlan raised the bolt gun, sighted, and fired. Thunk. The closest zombie — burly, torn Carhartt overalls — dropped with a bolt buried dead-centre between its milky eyes. It twitched once and went still.

“Head shots only!” Harlan yelled over the moans. “Every bolt counts!”

From the barn roof, Ty and Jace leaned over the edge, jabbing their hockey sticks down through the chain-link gaps.

“Eat wood!” Ty screamed, driving his blade straight through a gaping mouth. The thing gurgled and toppled backward, taking two more down in a tangle of limbs.

Jace was laughing — that high, slightly unhinged laugh that meant he was one bad hit from losing it entirely. “This is better than overtime! Line up nice and pretty for me!”

Dylan came around the left side of the barn, crowbar already swinging in a wide arc. He connected with a skull so hard the crack carried across the yard. Black fluid sprayed the gravel. “Too many! This gate won’t hold if they keep piling on!”

Cass didn’t waste breath on a reply. She waded in, shovel swinging two-handed. The blade caught the next one square in the temple — satisfying wet crack, sent it spinning. Another lost half its jaw on the backswing. She planted her boot on a third’s chest, yanked the shovel free, and brought it down again.

“They’re not slowing down!” she shouted, sweat pouring, streaked with black gore. “Harlan, we need a better plan than standing here hitting them until our arms fall off!”

Thunk. Another clean drop. “The plan is we don’t let a single one through this gate!”

A heavy body slammed the chain-link. The whole gate shuddered. The padlock rattled. More zombies piled on behind, pushing, clawing, moaning that endless hungry chorus. One — a woman in blood-soaked nurse’s scrubs — reached a rotting arm through a gap and grabbed Ty’s ankle from below.

“Get this thing off me!” Ty yelped, kicking wildly.

Jace swung down hard. The blade connected with the nurse-zombie’s wrist — sharp snap. The hand came away still clutching Ty’s pant leg. He shook it off and kicked it into the dark.

“I can still feel it twitching through my sock!”

Cass spun toward the gate. “Dylan — grab the chain! Reinforce this before it gives!”

Dylan was already moving. He snatched a heavy logging chain from the barn wall, looped it through the gate posts, and cinched it with the come-along ratchet until the metal groaned. The gate stopped shuddering so badly. For the first time in minutes, the assault eased a notch. The zombies still pushed and moaned, but the reinforced barrier bought them breathing room.

Harlan lowered the bolt gun, breathing hard. “We can’t keep this up all night. Ammo’s not infinite and neither are those hockey sticks.”

Cass leaned on her shovel, chest heaving, black blood dripping from the blade onto her boots. “Then we thin the herd. Draw some of them off. Make noise somewhere else — they’ll follow it.”

Ty poked his head over the roof edge. “Draw them how? Stand up here and yell ‘fresh meat’?”

“Close enough. The old tractor in the back forty — does it still run?”

Harlan nodded. “Keys in the ignition. Half a tank.”

Dylan caught on. “One of us drives it out the back gate, circles wide, lays on the horn. The dead follow the sound. The rest finish off whatever’s left here.”

Jace grinned from the roof. “I volunteer as tribute.”

“No,” Cass said. “You and Ty are too loud even when you’re trying to be quiet. Dylan — you drive.”

Dylan hefted the crowbar once. “Fine. But somebody better have my back when I circle around.”

Harlan tossed him the tractor keys. “Take the bolt gun too. Save the last few shots for anything that gets close.”
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THEY MOVED LIKE PEOPLE who’d already run out of time. Dylan slipped out the small back gate, keeping low. The rest scrambled up to the roof. From there the view was worse than any of them had imagined. The cornfield was alive with dark shapes — hundreds shuffling between the stalks, all drawn toward the firelight and the smell of living blood.

The old John Deere coughed once, twice, then roared to life. Dylan revved it hard, flicked on the headlights, and laid on the horn.

The effect was instant.

Half the zombies at the front gate turned. Then more. Then most. They shuffled away in a slow, relentless tide, drawn to the loudest thing in the night.

“Now!” Harlan shouted. “While they’re distracted — hit the rest!”

Cass dropped back to the ground with Ty and Jace behind her. They slammed into the remaining zombies at the gate. Shovel, hockey sticks, crowbar — rising and falling in brutal rhythm. Skulls cracked. Jaws shattered. Bodies piled against the fence in a twitching, stinking heap that grew higher with every swing.

Cass lost count after ten. Her arms burned. Her shoulders screamed. Black fluid soaked her sleeves to the elbows and splattered her face. Every swing felt heavier than the last, but she didn’t stop. Couldn’t. Not if she wanted to see sunrise.

Ty was laughing again — that scared, wild laugh that ran on adrenaline and nothing else. “We’re actually winning for once!”

“Shut up and keep swinging!” Jace yelled back, but he was grinning too.

Harlan picked off stragglers from the roof. Thunk. Thunk. Clean and final.

After ten brutal minutes, the front gate was clear. Bodies littered the gravel. The moaning had shifted toward the back field where Dylan was still circling wide, horn blaring.

Cass leaned against the reinforced gate, gasping. “Dylan — bring it back! We’ve got room!”

The tractor lights swung in a wide arc and started heading back.

That’s when she saw the new problem coming out of the corn.

Not dozens anymore. Hundreds. The noise had pulled in every dead thing for kilometres, all converging on the farm like it was the last open kitchen on earth.

Cass’s stomach dropped. “Back inside the barn. Now.”

Harlan saw it too. “Move!”

They ran. Ty and Jace scrambled down the ladder. Cass brought up the rear, shovel dragging for half a second before she forced herself to lift it. They piled through the barn doors just as Dylan killed the tractor engine and sprinted the last fifty metres flat-out.

He slammed the heavy door behind him and dropped the crossbar into place. “That bought us maybe twenty minutes. There’s way more coming than I thought.”

The barn went quiet. Just their ragged breathing and the distant, growing roar outside the walls.
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BERNICE APPEARED AT the top of the loft ladder with a tray — fresh coffee and the first-aid kit. “You’re all bleeding. Sit down. Drink. Then we decide how long we can stay before this place becomes our tomb.”

Cass dropped onto a hay bale, shovel across her knees. Her hands wouldn’t stop shaking. “We can’t stay. Not with that many. They’ll break the gate eventually, climb the fence, or just pile up until they spill over the top.”

Harlan wiped black gore from his face with an old rag. “Agreed. We rest until first light, load everything into the truck, and head north toward my brother’s place near Minden. Riskier on the open road, but staying here is suicide.”

Ty looked up from wrapping a nasty cut on his forearm. “What about my mom? She’s probably still at the Legion. And Jace’s dad at the mill? We just leave them?”

Dylan stared at the floor between his boots. “We can’t save the whole county tonight. We barely saved ourselves.”

Jace punched the hay bale hard enough to send straw flying. Said nothing.

Cass took the mug Bernice handed her. Hot, strong, and it tasted like the last normal thing left in the world. She drank half in one scalding gulp.

“Here’s the deal. We get to Harlan’s brother’s farm. We regroup, rest, figure our shit out. Then — and only then — we make careful runs back into town for anyone still breathing. But we do it smart. No hero shit that gets us killed.”

Harlan nodded slowly. “Smart. New concept for this group, but I like it.”

Outside, the moaning grew louder. The barn doors creaked under the first testing pushes. The dead had found them again, and they weren’t leaving.

Bernice poured another round of coffee with the calm of a woman hosting a tense parent-teacher night. “Well. At least the onions are still fresh.”

Ty let out a tired, broken laugh. “Small mercies.”

Cass looked around at the bloodied, exhausted survivors in the dim barn light. A mess. Loud. Probably going to keep pissing each other off until the end of the world.

But still breathing.

She tightened her grip on the shovel and listened to the dead clawing at the walls.

“Get whatever sleep you can,” she said quietly. “Tomorrow we run.”

The barn held.

For now.
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Road Trip from Hell
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First light crept over the cornfields like it was ashamed to show its face. The barn was quiet except for the endless scratching and moaning against the walls. The dead hadn’t let up once. They’d piled against the fences until the air inside the loft smelled like rot, diesel, old hay, and the sour tang of six people who hadn’t showered since the world ended.

Cass hadn’t slept more than twenty broken minutes at a stretch. Every time her eyes drifted shut she saw Ron Daley’s half-torn face lunging at Bernice, or Linda with her jaw hanging loose. She sat on a hay bale with the shovel across her lap, mechanically wiping black gore off the blade with a rag that was now more black than red. Her hands wouldn’t stop shaking.

Harlan was already moving like a man who’d accepted sleep was for civilians. He checked the bolt gun for the third time, counted bolts out loud. “Twenty left. After that it’s crowbars, hockey sticks, and whatever prayer I’ve got in the tank.”

Dylan stood at the loft window, peering through a crack in the plywood. “Still out there. Thicker than ever. Couple hundred, easy. Maybe more.”

Ty groaned from his pile of hay bales, one arm thrown over his eyes. “Can we not talk numbers before coffee? My stomach’s already doing backflips.”

Jace sat up slowly, hair standing in every direction. “My back is destroyed. Feels like I got checked into the boards by a Zamboni. And if we’re doing beans for breakfast again, I’m filing a formal complaint.”

Bernice appeared from the corner she’d turned into a small civilized camp — first-aid kit, onions, thermos. She handed Jace a mug of lukewarm coffee. “Drink this and stop whining, dear. We have bigger problems than your spine.”

Cass stood, stretching muscles that felt tenderized. Every joint protested. “Load the truck. Everything we can carry — canned food, water, fuel cans, first-aid kit, blankets, ammo. Fifteen minutes. No arguments, no side trips, no bitching about seats.”

Harlan gave her a sideways look — half respect, half annoyance. “Bossy this morning.”

“Someone has to be.”

They worked fast and as quietly as six exhausted people could manage. Ty and Jace hauled crates down the ladder while complaining about the weight, the smell, and the unfairness of it all. Dylan rigged two extra gas cans in the bed and tied them down with bungee cords. Bernice packed medical supplies with calm efficiency and wrapped half a dozen onions in a clean tea towel like fragile ornaments.

Cass helped Harlan reinforce the truck’s grill with scrap metal and chicken wire. “If we hit too many at once the radiator blows and we’re walking.”

“Then don’t hit too many.”

“Careful went out the window when Ron decided my produce stand was a buffet.”

The sky was fully light by the time they slammed the last crate in. The barn doors creaked open just wide enough for the truck. The yard looked like a war zone — bodies piled three deep against the gate, black fluid soaking the gravel, the fence leaning inward where the dead had tried to climb.

Harlan took the wheel without a word. Cass rode shotgun, shovel between her knees. Bernice sat in the middle with her onions and hockey stick, looking like she was heading to a particularly tense church meeting. Dylan, Ty, and Jace piled into the bed with the supplies, weapons ready.

“North on County Road 12, then cut over to the highway toward Minden.” Harlan turned the key. The engine coughed twice and roared to life. “Stay low in the bed. If we get swarmed, you hit whatever’s closest. And don’t fall out.”

Ty gave a weak thumbs-up. “No falling out. Got it.”

They rolled out slowly, easing through the yard. Zombies turned toward the engine immediately, shambling after them with that relentless, jerky hunger. Harlan accelerated past the gate and smashed through a couple of stragglers — wet thuds, black fluid across the windshield in thick ropes.

“Wipers,” Cass said.

Harlan flicked them on. They smeared the gore into long arcs. “Now I can’t see at all.”
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THE ROAD NORTH WAS worse than any nightmare Cass had ever had. Abandoned cars sat at wrong angles in the ditches, doors hanging open, bloody handprints streaked down the sides. A yellow school bus lay on its side halfway into a ditch, windows smashed, small bloody handprints on the glass.

Cass looked away fast.

“Eyes forward,” Harlan said, voice tight. “Don’t look too long.”

They made it five kilometres before the first real trouble. A cluster of twenty or thirty zombies blocked the road near the old wooden bridge, drawn by a burning pickup that had crashed into the guardrail overnight, flames still licking at the tires.

“Hold on!” Harlan yelled.

He didn’t slow much. The truck plowed through the edge of the group. Bodies bounced off the hood with meaty thumps that rattled the cab. One zombie’s arm caught in the chicken wire and tore clean off at the shoulder, still twitching against the grill.

In the bed, Ty and Jace swung their sticks hard. “One climbing the tailgate!” Jace shouted.

Dylan cracked it across the skull with the crowbar. It dropped, but two more grabbed at the supply crates behind it.

Cass leaned out her window and swung the shovel. The blade caught one in the neck — black fluid sprayed across the side of the truck in a hot arc. “Keep moving!”

Harlan floored it. The tires spun on gore-slick pavement for one terrifying second before catching. They broke through and kept going, leaving broken bodies behind them.

Ty pounded on the cab roof. “My skates almost got eaten back there!”

“Worry about keeping yourself in the truck!”

The highway was clearer for a stretch. They passed a Tim Hortons that looked like it had been hit by a tornado — windows out, tables overturned, a barista’s apron hanging from a light fixture like a white flag. Farther on, a gas station was fully engulfed, black smoke pouring skyward.

Dylan leaned through the rear window. “We should stop for fuel soon. One of those cans is leaking.”

Harlan shook his head. “Not until we’re farther out. Every stopped vehicle is a potential trap.”

They pushed another ten kilometres before the engine started coughing. Sputtered, choked, and died on a long straight stretch lined with thick pines.

Harlan coasted to the gravel shoulder. “Out of gas? We topped the tank yesterday morning.”

Cass checked the gauge. Dead empty. “Spare can leaked. Or we burned more than we thought punching through that bridge cluster.”

Ty dropped down, stick in hand. “Stranded in the middle of nowhere with a truck full of beans and no gas. Perfect.”

Jace scanned the dense treeline. “Can’t see anything coming through there.”

Dylan grabbed the empty can and a siphon hose. “Farm about half a klick up that side road. I saw the silo. They’ll have a fuel tank.”

“No,” Cass said, already climbing out. “We go together. No splitting up.”

Harlan loaded his last bolts with a grim click. “She’s right. Fast, quiet, ready.”
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THEY LEFT THE TRUCK and moved down the narrow side road single file — Harlan on point with the bolt gun, Cass behind with the shovel, Bernice with her stick and onions, Dylan with the crowbar, Ty and Jace bringing up the rear.

The farm looked abandoned and wrong. Barn doors hanging open. No animals in the fields. A big above-ground fuel tank sat near the equipment shed.

Dylan started siphoning while the rest stood guard in a tight circle. The hose worked, but painfully slow. Every second felt like an hour.

Ty shifted. “I hear something. Inside the barn.”

They froze. Low, wet, hungry sounds drifted from the open barn doors — multiple voices, getting louder.

“Hurry up, Dylan.”

“I’m going as fast as I can without choking on gas.”

The first zombie stumbled out — a farmer in torn overalls with a pitchfork still stuck through his chest. Behind him, three more. Then five. They’d been trapped inside all night and the siphon noise had woken them.

Thunk. Harlan dropped one clean. Reloaded with shaking hands. “Back to the truck! Move!”

They ran. Cass swung at anything that got close, clearing a path. Bernice cracked one across the knees with her stick — dropped it neatly so Dylan could finish with the crowbar.

Ty and Jace swung wild the whole way back, yelling, clearing their flanks.

They reached the truck as more zombies spilled from the treeline behind them. Dylan poured gas while the others formed a circle around him.

Harlan turned the key. Cough. Sputter. Then the engine caught with a beautiful, angry growl.

“Get in!”

They piled in — chaotic tangle of limbs, weapons, supplies. Harlan floored it before the doors were closed. The truck fishtailed onto the highway, leaving the horde in a cloud of dust and exhaust.

Cass slumped in her seat, heart hammering. “Too close.”

Bernice handed her coffee from the thermos she’d somehow kept safe through all of it. “Far too close.”

Ty leaned through the rear window, grinning despite the fresh blood on his cheek. “At least we got gas. And I didn’t piss myself. Small victories.”

Jace punched his arm. “Speak for yourself. I’m never drinking coffee again.”

Harlan kept his eyes forward, jaw tight. “Minden’s still an hour if the roads stay clear. We stick together. No more side trips.”

Cass watched the pines blur past. The radio stayed silent. No sirens anymore. Just the engine, the wind, and the occasional distant moan carried on the breeze.

She tightened her grip on the shovel.

“We’re not out of this yet,” she said quietly. “Not even close.”

The truck rolled north, carrying six tired, bloody, still-arguing survivors toward whatever waited in Minden.

And somewhere behind them, the dead kept following.
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Pine Trees and Bad Decisions
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The truck growled north on the empty highway like it was personally offended by the apocalypse. Pine trees whipped past in a green blur, thick enough to block most of the sunlight and turn the road into a shadowy tunnel that smelled like sap, diesel, and the faint rot of whatever had died in the ditches overnight. Harlan kept both hands glued to the wheel, jaw clenched so tight Cass could hear his molars grinding from the passenger seat.

No one had said a word for almost twenty minutes. The silence was heavier than the gore drying on the hood.

Cass finally cracked it. “How much farther to your brother’s place before I lose my mind and start swinging this shovel at everyone in the truck?”

“Forty minutes if the road stays clear,” Harlan growled. “Hour if we hit another pack of those rotting fucks. Depends how many decided today was a good day to crawl out of their graves and ruin my Thursday.”

From the bed, Ty’s voice floated through the rear window, way too loud and way too cheerful for a guy still wearing half a zombie’s brains like war paint. “Forty minutes? Thank Christ. My balls have been numb since the last gas stop. If I don’t get blood flow back soon, I’m gonna have to rename myself Captain Dead Nuts and start a support group for undead testicles.”

Jace cackled like a hyena. “Bro, if your nuts are dead, does that mean the zombies won’t eat them? Because that might be the only part of you that’s actually safe. Everything else is basically a walking snack.”

Dylan leaned through the rear window, crowbar still dripping black sludge. “You two keep talking about Ty’s balls and I swear on every tomato Harlan ever sold I’m using this crowbar to give you both matching haircuts. No mirror. No appointment. Just rural justice.”

Bernice, still spotless except for a single onion-stained fingerprint on her glasses, patted Dylan’s arm with grandmotherly calm. “Language, dear. Though I must admit the anatomical discussion has been... strangely educational. I taught health class for twelve years and not one of my students ever described their testicles as Captain Dead Nuts.”

Cass twisted around so fast her neck cracked. “Can we focus for five goddamn seconds? There’s smoke up ahead. And I smell barbecue. The bad kind. Like someone’s aunt just got turned into zombie brisket kind.”

Harlan eased off the gas. “My brother’s place is ten minutes past that smoke. If the fence is still up, we might catch a break.”

They rolled forward. The highway narrowed. Branches scraped the sides of the truck like bony fingers.

“Bet you ten bucks the first zombie we see is wearing a Maple Leafs jersey,” Ty whispered loud enough for everyone.

“You’re on,” Jace said. “If it’s a Habs jersey, you owe me your last clean socks. And if it’s got
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