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Rodriguez leaned on the metal door. Bloody hands slipped through the cracks, clawing and grasping at him, hungry for his flesh. “Yo, man! Give me a clip!”

Iago, leaning against the other entrance to the dank sewer room, yelled, “You used your clip ration already. These bullets are mine!”

As if to accentuate his point, Iago blasted the head of a flesh-eating scullion that poked its dripping maw through the ever-widening crack in the door.

“Are you really going to bring up rations now?” Rodriguez yelped while he pulled a box cutter from his belt and nicked a rotted pinky finger.

“Use your machete!” Two more head shots. Two more bodies.

“It got stuck in the skull of a scullion trying to eat my brain!”

“You always do this! Every time we go on patrol, you miss half your targets and have to use my ammunition. It’s no wonder Othello doesn’t relegate you to domestics because of your sorry track record.”

“You’re just jealous because he picked Casey as his second.”

“Fuck you, man! I earned that. My scullion count is way higher than anyone else’s! There’s a pile of bodies in my wake a mile high, and here I am, about to die in a goddamn hole with you because you have a hard-on for the boss’s wife!”

“Oh sweet Desdemona, I’d make her mona, if you know what I mean.”

The momentary distraction was all it took. The scullions burst through Rodriguez’s doorway. He flew back and hit his head against a low-hanging pipe and went down for the count. 

Iago stumbled back from his door. He pulled another gun from his belt. The horde of scullions flooded into the room through both doors. He stretched out his arms on either side. The muzzles flashed as round after round tore through the air. The corpses piled up, but the pack surged forward. 

A scullion with a jawline that was more bone than flesh went for Iago’s arm. Another with hollow sockets for eyes went for his thigh. In the end, it wasn’t Rodriguez’s fault. The jerk never had a handle on reality. The man told everyone he was a tax accountant before the apocalypse, when in reality, he dressed up as the Statue of Liberty and waved signs around every tax season.

The person that Iago really blamed for his death was Othello, the self-proclaimed president of the new world order. The asshole had the audacity to walk around like he was Obama or something when he was nothing more than a jobless bum before the scullions came. 

Iago should have been the one to inherit the earth. He won Survivor three times. He was in talks about his own show. He was slated to become the next fucking Bear Grylls, and Othello wanted to put Casey as the second in command of what could be the only pocket of humanity left on the planet! Casey was a manager at an In-N-Out Burger before the end, not the next Mad Max.

Maybe humans deserved to die, except for maybe today. Iago kicked the scullion going for his thigh and landed another headshot in the one going for his arm. He sent two rounds after the two that were going after Rodriguez’s unconscious form. Once his clips ran dry, he pulled two swords from his back. It was a daishō set he had liberated from this asshole producer he used to tolerate for the sake of television.

The producer called the swords a “Kitana” and “Wakisaucy” and would brag about how a real ninja used “those very blades to get revenge.” The asshole told the story during every party at his house, and they partied at his house almost every week. Iago would roll his eyes at the inaccuracies and would keep his mouth shut because he knew how to play the Hollywood “everybody is your friend” game. When laws and Hollywood parties ceased to have meaning anymore, Iago spray-painted, “READ ABOUT SAMURAI, FUCKFACE” above the empty case of the swords. However, the chances of the producer being scullion food and unable to read Iago’s snide comment were high. 

In the time since, Iago had used the weapons to get himself out of many situations like today’s. He sliced a scullion in the skull with his Katana. Another went for his back, and he stabbed it in the eye socket with the Wakizashi. He stabbed another, whirled around, killed two more, and chopped his way through the horde.

When the last one knelt in front of him, as he had hacked off its legs at the knees, he yelled, “Thou villainous pottle-deep devil-mon!” 

With one swoop, the head rolled from the scullion to the other side of the room. Its teeth chattered, as Iago had left the brain intact. He turned to the pile of bodies near Rodriguez. He kicked the corpses off of him and noticed one was still alive, and gnawing on his fallen partner’s right hand. Iago cursed and poked his sword through the back of the scullion’s skull.

He ripped off Rodriguez’s sleeve and created a tourniquet using a pen he kept in his pocket. While he was tightening the wrap, Rodriguez began to stir and looked down at his arm.

“What are you doing?” Rodriguez yelped.

“You’ve been bitten,” Iago said. He positioned his blade over his comrade’s arm and gripped it.

“There must be some other way. I can...”

The blade came down, and Rodriguez screamed. Iago used a portable propane torch to cauterize the wound, and his ill-fated companion passed out long before the job was finished. Finally, after Rodriguez was as stable as he could be, Iago laid on the ground for a few moments. They had been scavenging for days. Food stores in the camp were dwindling. Iago had nothing substantial to eat in a while. The adrenaline high that had kept him going receded. Iago’s vision went dim, and he passed out.

_______

The scullion head that Iago had decapitated fluttered his jaws in anticipation of the meal. The jawline could be seen through the rotting flesh. It swayed back and forth until it toppled face first onto the floor. It landed in such a way that every time involuntary muscles attempted to bite at the ground, the teeth caught and inched the head forward. The head slowly made its way towards the sleeping form of Iago. Tasty flesh sprawled out for the plucking.

It was a mere nose length away from its target, if it had any nose rather than the tattered flesh that remained of its olfactory organ. Just as it was about to bite down on the tasty flesh of the sleeping man, a peg leg came down on the scullion’s skull and pierced its brain. The abomination died.

The owner of the unusually sharp peg leg was accompanied by another set of boots that were worn and tattered, as they were designed for day trips into the woods. It had been two years since the television stations stopped broadcasting, and the once shiny gear that gleamed on the shelves of sporting goods stores throughout the country was now worn and battle hardened.

“Ask them the questions,” the owner of the boots said.

“I’m not going to ask your stupid questions,” the peg leg man responded.

“I’m telling you. The questions offer insight into their character. They will let us know if they are worthy of joining our clan!”

“It’s a township, not a clan!”

“Haven’t you read any post-apocalyptic fiction? People revert to tribal...”

“If those questions are so important to you, why don’t you ask them the goddamn questions?” The peg leg punched his partner, and his partner hit back. The two were quickly locked in a tussle.

Iago had been feigning sleep. The moment he heard the two scuffle, he sprang into action. With a flick of his wrist, his two blades were up in the crotches of the two gentlemen who had saved him while he slumbered.

The men froze in their tracks. From the torn clothes, the grime under their fingernails, and the scruff of their beards, Iago could tell these men had seen a lot of action. That gave him some hope because he knew that only an idiot would try to test Iago now. Not that he had expected to see any idiots. Most of them got themselves killed in the first few months after the scullions arrived.

“What questions? And what town?” Iago demanded. He was pretty sure Othello’s kingdom was the only one left in Southern California. Othello had united the gangs pretty early. They were used to being shit on by society, so the scullion apocalypse wasn’t anything different. When the National Guard, the LAPD, and the Army fell, Othello welcomed the survivors into his conclave too. Othello only had two rules: If you were human, you were in. If you harmed a human, you were scullion bait.

Iago thought it was stupid to let people in, but it had somehow worked for a while. People kept coming, pooling supplies, and helping each other. It took the scullion apocalypse to get the residents of L.A. County to help each other out, but they did. Othello built a wall around parts of Watts, Lynwood, Willowbrook, and Compton to keep the scullion bastards from feasting on their flesh, and life continued inside the wall as close as it could be to life before.

However, paradise never lasted forever. 

Farming in an urban area with polluted chemicals from the leftover wasteland of the city, not to mention a fucking desert, proved harder to work with than originally thought. Crops failed. Yields were low. The food from the world long ago began to dwindle. The rationing started. The scouts had to go further and further to find less and less. Iago knew it was a mistake to trust people when resources were scarce.

“The questions are sort of a personality test...” the man with the boots said. Iago didn’t know what to make of them. However, unlike Othello, who just seemed to trust anyone that wasn’t a scullion, Iago was a little more cautious. When Iago didn’t cut off the man’s genitals right away, he elaborated. “They are harmless questions. Meant to define your character.”

“Oh, give me a break,” the peg leg man said.

“Hold on, I got this,” the boot man said. “Since it all started, how many walkers have you killed?”

“Walkers?” Iago said. 

“Undead, eat-your-brain types. See your head and say, Nom, nom, nom!” He made fake biting gestures. Iago was about to just kill the fools and get it over with when the man with the boots added, “You know, every post-apocalyptic group has a different name for them. This group from Gallup, New Mexico called ‘em biters, whereas we call ‘em walkers.”

“You mean the rampallian, fustilarian scullions! I’ve killed too many to count,” Iago said. He let the swords drop, and the men visibly relaxed. He was interested now. His sister, Emilia, had been in Albuquerque when the apocalypse struck. He hadn’t heard what happened to her, or to anyone in New Mexico, for that matter, and there was a lot of desert to cross between L.A. and Albuquerque.

“So how many humans have you killed?”

“You don’t ask a person you’ve just met that!” the peg leg man cried. “Hi, how are you? My name’s Tony. How many people have you killed?”

“It’s all part of the process. Trust the process,” the boot man replied.

“Eleven,” Iago cut them off.

“Why?” the boot man said with all seriousness.

“Why what?” Iago said.

“Why’d you kill them?”

“The scullions or the humans? You’re being a little vague.”

“I told you they were stupid questions!” the man with the peg leg yelled. 

“No, they ain’t!” the boot man argued. “I’m telling you there is no better way to find out if they can come back with us to New Mexico.”

The swords were swift. Before they were able to blink, their crotches were in peril again. “What’s in New Mexico?”

“We have a base! A military base in Albuquerque!” the boot man cried.

Iago pressed the swords harder against their jeans.

“Look, we can take you there, but the Brigadier, he don’t take kindly to strangers, especially ones who threaten his own,” the peg leg man offered. “You’ll need to surrender your weapons.”

“So you can rob me?” Iago said as he pressed, literally and figuratively.

“Do you think we would waste time trying to rob two capable men like yourself? We are on an important mission from the Brigadier.” The peg leg man said.

Swords biting denim, Iago said, “Who’s the Brigadier?”    

“He runs the base!” the man with the boots cried out. “Please don’t hurt us! We’ll tell you anything you want.”

The man with the peg leg slapped his partner. “That man is on a need-to-know basis, and he does not need to know.”

“I’m also the one with the sword,” Iago said. And with a swish of his blade, the man with the peg leg collapsed to the ground in fear, blood, and pain. He was now missing much more than a peg could fix. “Now, if you don’t want to end up like your friend here, I suggest you tell me everything.”

_______

Sometime later in the day, Iago slung the wounded Rodriguez over his shoulder. He walked to the top of an overpass. There were a few abandoned vehicles here and there. A few even had rotted scullions inside twitching and gnawing at the windows as they passed. The day was hot, and the sun was blazing overhead. Iago wouldn’t last long, but he had to see it for himself.

He crested the overpass and left Rodriguez leaning against a burned-out European sports car. He walked to the edge and gazed at the freeway below. The freeway was surprisingly clear for a very long stretch of road. Most of the roads were pockmarked and cluttered with vehicles. This freeway, in particular, was just clear enough to act as a runway for a plane.

The plane in question was a large military C-130 transport. It was big enough to hold an army, yet the only two people using it were peg leg and boots. They were given the mission to find survivors and bring them back to Albuquerque. To Iago, it was freedom. He even knew how to fly a plane. Iago had never flown a C-130, though he figured that the principles were the same. He also knew of a library where he could dig around for some manuals on the way back. It couldn’t hurt to do some prep work. 

He pulled some bloody keys from his pocket. They were the keys to the plane. He inspected them and grinned to himself. He pocketed the keys and walked back towards Rodriguez.

“Don’t worry, buddy,” he said as he picked up his friend. “We are getting out of this urban hellhole, but first, we need to make a stop at home and get you patched up. Don’t worry; we’ll be back. There is no use in letting a perfectly good plane go to waste.”
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Rodriguez dreamt of bacon, a large hot skillet of bacon, sizzling, nice and crispy, and ready to be eaten. His mouth watered and his stomach grumbled. He could almost smell the salty goodness. However, there was a pain in his arm. It burned. Flesh seared from his bones. He woke with a yowl.

A man with a blowtorch and welding mask bent over his arm. The sparks of the torch sprayed in every direction, burning his flesh, and singing the hair on his arm. He tried to yank his arm away, but he was strapped down. A metal rod prevented him from biting his tongue.

Rodriguez looked in horror at his arm. Attached midway onto his forearm was a machete. The man in the welding mask was attaching a weapon to where a hand should have been. Rodriguez’s memory came slowly back to him. They were on patrol. They were in a mall. The scullions broke inside. Half the crew died. The other half scattered. There were sewer entrances in the basement. Iago, Rodriguez, and a third person, a first officer, sailor, he couldn’t be sure.

They hopped into the basement. The sailor was overrun. They barely made it into a room that would be their metal tomb. Scullions clawed at the doorways. He couldn’t hold it any longer. The rabble swarmed through the entrance. Then... he couldn’t remember... he was bitten. Iago cut off his right hand at the mid-forearm. 

Iago’s face appeared over Rodriguez, upside down from his point of view. A wide grin contrasted with Rodriguez’s worried frown as his strapped-down body squirmed in pain and fear. Iago leaned closer. “You did it, my friend! You are the man of the hour.”

Sweat poured from Rodriguez’s face. His eyes contorted in agony and terror.

“If you hadn’t so kindly gotten yourself bitten, we may have never met the cronies of one Brigadier General Brabantio of the United States Air Force, stationed in... care to guess?”

Rodriguez wanted it to stop. Muffled screams were all that would come out.

“That’s right! Kirtland Air Force Base in Albuquerque, New Mexico! Apparently, there is still some semblance of civilized society left. And what’s even better is that, after some persuasion, and some missing body parts, I learned about their secret mission.”

Tears streamed downed Rodriguez’s face. He wanted the man to stop. He didn’t need a sword arm! If only Iago knew what he was thinking...

“Oh, don’t cry. Don’t cry. It’s really good news. They are here to find the Brigadier’s daughter, who just happened to be doing her tour as Miss California when the apocalypse struck.”

Rodriguez wanted to die.

“What’s that? Oh yes, quite right. Des happens to be Miss California! Desdemona doesn’t just turn the heads of men like you. She’s a sort of Helen of Troy. She’s the kind of daughter one Brigadier would mobilize armies to get back. People fight wars for her. 

“We just have to get to Albuquerque first. Tell the Brigadier about Othello’s true character. Hell, you may even win her heart in the process. I heard she digs guys with big swords. Looks like you got a big one too. Though I suggest you use your left hand when you make love to her.”

Rodriguez almost choked on his own tears. Iago’s head lowered out of view, and when he poked back into Rodriguez’s field of vision, the merciless man’s grin was gone. “By the way,” Iago added. “I say this as a friend. Don’t ever use a sexual pun on a woman’s name again. You’ll never sleep with her that way.”

The nameless welder continued to meld metal and flesh. The blade was glowing orange. Rodriguez would never forget his blade again.
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Desdemona walked through the intensive care unit at MLK Hospital. Her curly brown hair and eyes like the ocean would always turn heads as she passed. She was used to the attention, as she was well on her way to etching out a career as a public figure before the world fell apart, and one of the top ten candidates for Miss America. Even though titles like Miss California were meaningless now, she took her duties seriously and made a point to visit the intensive care unit every day.

It was different from the past when she would visit the children’s cancer ward, or when she volunteered her time at hospice care centers. Death was dangerous now. Everyone on the planet was infected with the scullion virus. Everyone would wake sometime after they shuffled off their mortal coil as ravenous and violent creatures beyond death. The solution for an institution that dealt with death as a business was handcuffs. Anyone who was at risk of dying was handcuffed to their bed.

Des passed a gentleman’s bed. He was a Latino male whose arm had been replaced with a machete while the other was cuffed to the bed. He looked familiar, though she couldn’t be sure she knew him. He might have been one of Iago’s friends, Rodriguez. She couldn’t keep track of Othello’s crew. They had created their own boy’s club for patrolling, scavenging, and keeping the town safe. Meanwhile, Des was left to keep the town running. Othello might have had the title, but she had all the power.

The people loved and respected her, and she gave back. One way was to personally visit everyone who gave their life or was critically maimed for New Los Angeles. She knelt beside the bed of the man she thought was Rodriguez, and said a few words in thanks for his sacrifice. She could see him stir and saw his eyes flutter open occasionally. But she could tell he wasn’t all there.

She was about to move to the next room when she heard a strange smacking noise. It sounded like an animal chewing on a kill. The privacy curtain divided the space between her and the sound, so she pulled it back. And saw a scullion in patient’s robes gnawing on the fresh remains of a nurse. The cuffs of the scullion looked as if they had been unlocked, and a water basin and sponge lay sprawled on the floor near the nurse.

Des backed away from the scullion. She had never killed one in her life. She was lucky enough to have met Othello pretty early on, and he had done the killing. She backed away and hit Rodriguez’s bed.

The scullion craned its neck to look at her. Its mouth dripped with blood. It hissed and lunged towards her. She screamed and socked it aside the head. It tore her dress as they both tumbled onto the floor. It attempted to claw her, and she kicked it repeatedly. The dead nurse on the other side of the room began to twitch.

She landed a good blow to its head and knocked the scullion to the side. She jumped up and looked around for anything she could use to defend herself. She grabbed the IV pole, and the drug tubes popped out of Rodriguez. She brandished it like a weapon. The scullion launched for another attack. She hit it in the chest, and it toppled to the ground. She cried out as she pounded its head until the skull was nothing more than a pile of mush.

She turned to face the nurse, but Iago was already there, with two bloody swords and a decapitated head at his feet.

“Iago!” she screamed and dropped the IV pole to the floor. She ran to him. Her dress was torn, and her bejeweled bra was showing, so he covered her in a hospital blanket.

They collapsed to the floor, and she began to weep. “I’ve never had to do that before. People have always defended me. I don’t know how you can do it every day.”

Iago patted her on the back. He found a ruby on the floor and picked it up. He inspected it and then handed it to her. What she didn’t see was that another one had also been lost in the fight. Iago had palmed the other one and slipped it into his pocket. “You seem to have dropped this,” he said.

She laughed. It was a cold, dark laugh, but it made her feel better. “Thanks. The bra was a gift from Othello. Victoria’s Secret used to make these jeweled bras. They were one of a kind. Different one every year. They were worth millions. Guess it’s not worth anything now.”

“Its worth is valued in love rather than gold.”

“I guess you’re right... We should call the staff to clean this up.”

“An all too common occurrence these days.”

“Alas, I think you may be right.”

Desdemona stood up. She was still shaky, and Iago steadied her. She didn’t mind the attention she received. After growing up with a father who ran his household with the discipline of a military academy, meant she enjoyed the times she didn’t have to do something herself even more. It was nice to let other people do stuff for her. However, after the incident today, she would have to be warier.
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The bloodied zombie shambled towards Casey over a pile of writhing corpses. He casually raised his sniper rifle and looked through the scope. He was a hulking commando with more muscles than a bodybuilder rectally abusing steroids. His face was chiseled and scarred. A cigar hung from his mouth.

He took aim and the head of the zombie exploded. The limp corpse fell to the ground and added to the pile.

“Headshot!” Casey cried out. However, the voice was mismatched. It sounded nasal and winded, like putting words in the air strained the person speaking.

Casey took off running through the ruined city. He ran effortlessly, even though he was still viewing the world through his sniper rifle. Another zombie came over the rise. Its head exploded before it could even reach the crest.

“Headshot!”

Two more zombies burst from an abandoned gas station convenience store. A decayed advertisement for generic cola and hotdogs withered in the window. Casey took a fraction of a second to aim. Two more craniums were torn apart.

“Headshot! Headshot!”

A swarm of zombies flooded from the trailer of a semi. Still viewing through the scope, Casey blasted one of the gas tanks, and it exploded. A chain reaction of flaming death rippled through the structure of the neighboring building. The whole gas station went up in a mushroom cloud of fire. The living dead, the ones who weren’t flying meat parts, were a gasoline flambé.

“Mega Kill!” Casey yelled in a trying-too-hard-to-be-manly voice. A zombie came at him from behind. He spun around and blew its brains out. “Headshot!”

“Headshot! Headshot! Headshot!”

The screen went blank. A shadowy outline of the real Casey could be seen in the reflection of the screen. Casey was a scrawny, pimply-faced white boy in his early twenties. He wore military fatigues in an attempt to look tougher than he was. A bald, muscular black man stood there holding a remote for the TV in his hand. Desdemona sat on the couch with another controller. An expression of boredom crossed her face.

“Othello! I was about to break a record for the most headshots!” Casey whined.

“And I never got to play!” Desdemona said. “The next time we play with unlimited respawn.”

“I can’t help it if I schooled you at...”

“Enough,” Othello said and tossed the remote onto a cluttered coffee table. They were in the basement of the apocalypse. A scavenged TV with a game console was probably the last of its kind. The entertainment unit was the only object not covered with dust or buried in trash. Othello’s nose crinkled in disgust when he saw a pair of crusty underwear next to his feet. Casey kicked them under the coffee table.

“How’s your training coming along?” Othello’s voice was deep and soothing.

“Would be better if you didn’t interrupt it,” Casey snapped.

Othello ignored the comment and continued. “I’m sure you’ll have plenty of time to play video games with my wife later.”

“Training...” Casey corrected him. 

“Whatever, right now, I’m going to need use of your skills. How many of those villainous scullions would you say you’ve slain?”

“Real or simulated?” Casey said.

“Real.”

“542. If you include the warehouse fire,” Casey said with a smug smile. Casey was always a bit of a braggart. Before the scullion invasion, he told all his high school friends that he was at UCLA when in reality he was getting an online degree from a for-profit college while managing the same In-N-Out Burger he worked at during high school. He’d brag all the time about all the chicks he had fucked in college. When in reality, the only girl he had ever known was an archer troll that used to talk dirty to him during dungeon crawls. When his friends would press him about the details of his sexual encounters, he filled in the gaps with stories from an old video game about a guy named Larry that he had found on his deceased father’s old computer.

After the world had ended, his storytelling ability became much more useful as demand for expert snipers increased. Before, a college student bragging about his sniper skills would guarantee a complementary tail by the FBI. Now, he got to be the protégé of the most powerful man in the new world order because of his “542” kills. However, the real number was only one, and that one had been luck
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