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    A Message to My reADERs 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nicole Torres, May 22nd 
 
    What started with preteen Vikki Varlow of Manila, Philippines has spread rapidly among other locals through bites, making its way to God knows where as people unknowingly carry the virus overseas as other possible modes of transmission are still unknown. The V11-virus has worsened, turning the infected into Flesheaters - coined for their precise diet. Meat, organs, anything raw and off the bone. Though they may be mentally delayed or slow from their own flesh decaying, they are nothing to laugh at. 
 
    This was made evident the other night in the Manila airport parking lot as a gang of Flesheaters chased, cornered, and devoured an unidentified worker. 
 
    Well, I have some good news. I’ve successful fought off Flesheaters. It’s not easy, but it’s possible. It’s okay if you can’t get your hands on an automatic weapon or even a simple machete. What you really want is to destroy the brain, cut the connection between the brain and the body as clean as possible. There are countless ways to do that. You’d be surprised. Use any blunt object that can be found; a shovel, a bat, a common household tool. No matter what situation you’re in, make sure you’re aware of all surroundings and what’s available. 
 
    Bites seem to be the most common mode for the virus to spread, though I suspect it can be transmitted in another form yet to be identified. The virus is relentless; it ravages the body, attacking the immune system, stealing the life and then reanimating them as a Flesheater. 
 
    If you are bitten or feeling ill with V11-virus related symptoms, please don’t hide it. Statistically speaking its possible for some to be less susceptible to the virus, its not a chance you should be willing to make. Just because you don’t turn immediately doesn’t mean you’re part of the lucky ones. The incubation period seems to vary between the infected, anywhere from minutes to hours, days could be possible so be weary of wounds on yourself and others. The following are the signs of being infected: 
 
    
    	 Fatigue hindering normal functions 
 
    	 The skin around a flesh wound turning purple while the cut oozes yellow puss 
 
    	 Loss of comprehensible verbal abilities 
 
    	 Mood swings of anxiety, hostility, paranoia 
 
    	 Hunger for raw meat 
 
   
 
      
 
    This is what I have observed, the more I learn the more I’ll share. Now, before I end this, I will say one last thing since I don’t know when I’ll be able to write again. It is a devastating truth, but from what I’ve seen here, we may not all make it out alive. I wish you the best of luck. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1 city of walking corpses 
 
      
 
      
 
    They thrash mercilessly at the door. 
 
    I cower in the corner, armed a well-used axe and a worn-out satchel. Everyone in the mall has turned into a Flesheater, a real-life zombie, no thanks to the notorious V11-virus. I feel like the last person in Portland, perhaps all the world, with a beating heart. I hope not, there must be somebody out there. I cannot imagine the point of surviving just to be alone. 
 
    The hairs on my shaking arms stand straight as goose bumps rise. I take two deep breaths while closing my eyes to control myself as the Flesheaters continue to wail and throw their filthy bodies at the elevator door. The elevator shivers down a few inches; who knows how much more it would take to be open season. 
 
    They would rip my skin off, fight for my brains, munch on my bones. Stop it, Zeke. Shaking off the thought, I relax by extending my legs. Everything is going to be okay… whatever okay is supposed to mean now. My eyes take in the darkness as I allow myself to calm. I let my mind wander, it may be my only way out of here. 
 
    “Dear lord. Are you going on break? You must be taking a hiatus from civilization and morals you lazy bastard.” I sarcastically pray pulling my knees to my chest to rest my aching head. Memories flicker one by one - a reel of film of what seems centuries ago. Even if there was a cure, some things can’t be brought back. Friends. Loved ones. Innocence. 
 
    I push away the thought of the people I know out there; flesh-crazed and covered in the blood of their last meal. The cold realization that to survive someone would have to behead them makes my stomach hot. Why hasn’t it happened to me yet? I ask myself, it’s not fair that I made it this far without them. Can’t I just hurry up and die?! I pound my fists against the walls until hungry moans approach to investigate, I stop in frustration. I have nothing to distract myself from the scenario of being grabbed by skeleton fingers, torn apart and feasted upon. It makes my skin crawl with the sensation of a million fire ants milling over a log. Either get busy living or get busy dying, I think solemnly. I just wish I knew how. 
 
    I could always force the doors back open, fight every last one, and make a dash for the exit. Of course, I would be outnumbered and I’m already exhausted from getting in here. I probably wouldn’t even be able to push the doors open without the electricity. What a terrible time for the power to run out. And even if it did work, where would I go? Dad only told us about the mall as a refuge, though the high school was supposed to be one too. That’s if there’s anyone left. Everyone either went north or died. 
 
    What if I go out there and she’s turned? My thoughts start panicking. Could I manage to see her face again? If only she had run faster, why didn’t I carry her or something? The doors shut just as I slid in, thinking she was there too. She was right behind me, how did they get her without me noticing? I’m the worst brother ever to not have heard her scream. Did she scream? Did she call out my name? The last I saw as the door slid shut was three Flesheaters taking hold of Nova, biting down. But what if she survived, making it into a food court kitchen or a fitting room to hide? No, you can’t survive without half a neck. She’s probably the one knocking on the door and - 
 
    “Shut up, shut up, shut up, Ezekiel!” I shout with my hands cupping my ears. I rock back and forth until my blood pressure returns to normal and the thoughts have faded. With a clearer head, I look for my flashlight. I feel through the darkness until my hand touches the thick material of a leather strap. I grab it pulling it closer, bringing a strong acerbic smell I can’t place. I lift the latch and grope around inside until I find the flashlight, turning it on quickly as if to make everything disappear. The elevator seems smaller with the strong yellow light to fill it. I observe the mirrored walls, the cheap wine-red carpeting, and finally, the ceiling. There’s an escape hatch that I could shimmy through, this cab is just a few inches past six feet tall. 
 
    I roll up the sleeves of my hoodie while staggering to my feet, once I get onto my tiptoes I’m just tall enough to reach. I feel the smooth surface of the elevator’s ceiling. My fingers scrape against the edges of the hinges. Hoping against hope, I put the flashlight between my knees and use both hands to push up. A soft chill slides across my hands. I set the metal lid to the side and lean down; I grope around for the flashlight. I bring it through the opening to observe my surroundings. 
 
    The shaft is cold with unyielding darkness. Long, black cables and pulleys strongly hold the elevator car. There’s a vent a few feet give or take if I were to stand on top of the elevator, I should fit. If I’m lucky I can wiggle my way to freedom. I squat down, shove my axe into the bag, grab the edges of the elevator and hoist myself up. I climb out clumsily. I sit on the top and take a deep breath. Though the excitement is tainted by dark thoughts, I'm going to make it… unlike Nova. Or my parents. I’m a bastard. 
 
    I veer my mind back into focus to not be scared shitless, even if for pretend. I decide to take a chance and travel through the mall’s air ducts. I don’t know where they’ll lead me, but at this point I would rather die because I tried than die because I didn’t try at all. I put away the light, secure the satchel and flex my fingers before I grab hold of a fat cable and start pulling myself up. 
 
    “Pretend it’s the rope in gym class,” I say to calm my nerves as I climb. I feel the muscles in my arm tighten as my voice echoes up into the darkness of the shaft. I pause. With one hand I slowly reach out and touch the wall a foot away in front of me. It’s smooth, almost tickling the skin of my fingertips. I pull back and continue shimmying up. A few feet of cable later I feel the wall again. This time it’s jagged, the cover of the vent is cold and I think I might feel a tender flow of air against my palm as I dig my nails along the protruding edge. The lid comes free and falls. A loud clattering sound pulsates through the air as metal hits against metal. Uh oh, my thoughts panic as my stomach flips. 
 
    The elevator creaks. I can feel the cables moving, the pulleys squeaking, air whooshing as the elevator drops. I grip the edge of the opening and pull myself in as the box crashes down to the basement. The walls shudder, sending vibrations from my fingertips up my arms. Alerted Flesheaters begin to paw at the shaft door below me. My heart thumps in my chest as my breathing turns into pug-like wheezes. I feel lucky until the shock sets in, I could’ve broken my neck and died at the bottom of an elevator shaft. 
 
    “Better than death by zombies. Better than death by zombies. Better than death by zombies,” I chant my new mantra as I give my body a moment to recover before I shake it off and begin to crawl through the cold, twisting metal labyrinth. Hours feel like days to my knees before I begin to see light up ahead. A voice in the back of my head cheers and I heave a sigh of relief. I push my body to move faster, though forced down by hunger and exhaustion. I reach the vent, and peeking through the slants, I can’t see anything. I strain to listen but I don’t hear any threatening sounds, so I pull the satchel closer and bring out the axe. In the limited space, I use the tool to get the vent cover off. Fresh air cuddles my face. Feeling as bent as an old man I unfold myself out, then stretch with popping joints. 
 
    I look around the top of the mall. The evening is beautiful with a sunset of red, orange, and yellow coating the sky. I almost can’t remember the last time I breathed in air unpolluted by oozing flesh wounds. There’s a tender breeze that caresses my fatigue back when I pull up my sleeve to expose my father’s watch, it’s 7:30. June 4th… Finally out. It’s only been a day since I’ve been outside, though even that is a lifetime. I curiously walk over to edge of the roof to look down. 
 
    “Well, crap!” I gasp as my mind plummets into my stomach. Tens, if not a hundred, of Flesheaters loom about the parking lot. They just stumble along in search of a hunt. I groan feeling tired, hungry, and sore all over. I wish for nothing more than the comfort of my bed. I would kill for a hot meal of anything, just the thought makes my stomach moan as I walk back to the vent, drop my bag, and lay down. Curling into the fetal position, dreaming overcomes my mind in heavy waves. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    2 In debt promises 
 
      
 
      
 
    The radio plays static. 
 
    “Guess all the radio jockeys went home,” jokes Nova without a smile. 
 
    “And soon we will too.” I turn off the radio with a reassuring nod. The drive from Lexie’s was longer than normal with freeways jammed from everyone leaving town. Taking back roads added another hour, especially with people abandoning buses in intersections. We were supposed to be back by two, but it was already four. 
 
    “I just want to crawl into bed with a good book.” 
 
    “Hey,” I steal a glance, “thanks for coming out to Hillsboro with me. Dad wouldn’t let me go alone.” 
 
    “Yup, safety in numbers.” She pauses, “so what did you guys talk about? I thought she’d be coming back with us.” 
 
    I think for a moment, “her mom’s got family up in Canada. They’re gonna try their luck there. Lexie included.” 
 
    She plays with the ends of her strawberry-print scarf, “do you think you’ll ever see her again?” 
 
    “Hmm?” I don’t take my eyes off the road, only gripping the steering wheel tighter. 
 
    “When this is all over, will you find her again?” 
 
    I give her a quick smile while stalling at a red light, “don’t be so dramatic. This will all be over in the blink of an eye.” 
 
    “I don’t know, everything on the news has been so crazy.” The rest of the ride home is in silence. I’m sure she’s lost in her own head, thinking about the friends she may never see again. I can feel my lips twisting into a smirk, just a month ago I was worried about graduation and attending college in the fall. Now I can’t get Dawn of the Dead out of my head. Of course, officials would never let it get to that, isn’t that what guns and antibiotics are for? 
 
    “Where do you think everyone’s going?” asks Nova in a soft, low voice as we turn into our neighborhood. Outside people rush. Some are too stubborn to evacuate, they begin nailing boards to their windows. Others are packing u-hauls with their belongings, as if they need everything but the kitchen sink in the next couple of months. “When do you think we’ll go next?” 
 
    I take my time pulling into our driveway, “soon. Dad says the mall’s been taken over by a relief group that’s preparing it for refuge.” 
 
    She grins, “maybe we can do a lil’ window shopping, pick up that purse I’ve been eyeing.” 
 
    I laugh while hopping out of the truck, “only you would.” 
 
    “That’s weird,” she says while opening the front door. All the lights are off, the house is a silent void. “Mom? Dad?” 
 
    I shut the door behind us, flipping the living room light switch, “maybe they’re in the garage. Go check.” 
 
    “This is really eating into my James Patterson time,” she sighs while walking down the hall. 
 
    I saunter into the kitchen, turning on the light to find dinner left on the table. Roast beef sandwiches and potato chips, yum! I think snatching up a crisp chip. The salt tingles my tongue as I open the fridge. There’s not much left since we weren’t able to grab enough during our last Walmart run - zombies tend to complicate things. Lucky me, there’s a Dr. Pepper sitting lonesome on the bottom shelf. I bend for it, only to freeze with fingers inches away. 
 
    “Mom?” I callout, there’s a low moan coming from the back porch. It’s followed by three hard thumps. I stand slowly shutting the fridge as I walk to the backdoor. I push aside the blinds while turning on the backlight as if to scare of a raccoon. “Mom, what are you doing? You scared me.” 
 
    She’s sitting on a lawn chair at the edge of the back porch, faced away. Her head seems to be drooping, she could be asleep. I open the sliding door and step out into the brisk air. She doesn’t acknowledge me as I come closer. My heart races as I reach for her shoulder, “mom, you fell asleep outside, again. Get up.” 
 
    Her head whips to the left facing me, her neck cracks as she cocks her head to the side. I jerk my hand away, stepping backward. The blood has drained from her face, it’s a pale surface with eyes that are pools of vacant darkness. Though I can tell she sees me, she stands hurriedly at the sight of me. She reaches for my face as I stare in shock her nail digs into my forehead. I shove her away. 
 
    “Dad!” I shout running back into the house, my foot catches on the doorway. My elbow slams into the linoleum, sending waves of pain up my arm. I grit my teeth while struggling to stand, “dad? Nova?!” Once on my feet horror has me backing into the kitchen counter. 
 
    Mom flounders into the kitchen, her chin is tilted downward and her movements are jerky. It’s as if she isn’t controlling her own body. Maybe because she isn’t herself anymore. My brain is still putting pieces together. My stomach tightens as I take her in, there’s bright red painting her lips and chin. It dribbles down her neck. As she nears I find myself shouting while running my hands across the counter, blindly searching for anything. 
 
    “Mom,” I start to beg. “It’s me, Ezekiel. Mom, stop it!” 
 
    Her hands grip my shoulders as her gnashing teeth near my throat. I twist to the right and kick her in the thigh. She barely dips as my fingers finally curl around the hilt of something. I pull it closer, bringing it down the middle of my mom’s skull with adrenaline-fueled strength. It happens so fast with a loud crack.  
 
    The knife sticks midway, but it’s enough to stop her cold. She goes limp falling onto me. I collapse onto my knees under her dead weight as tears swell in my blurring eyes. I hold her to my chest, pushing her hair away with a trembling hand to look into her face one last time. I tug out the knife, tossing it to the side in anger. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” my whispers can barely come out. I just killed my own mother, the guilt grips me tightly as my fingers curl around her hand. I hold on as if that’s enough to keep her. “I’m so sorry, nanay. Please forgive me…You know I love you, right? Mahal kita.” 
 
    Tears slide down my flushed cheeks as I bring her hand to my forehead, find peace nanay. I lean forward to kiss her cold forehead before laying her gently onto the ground. I stand with a dizzy head, stepping mindfully over her body. The house is quiet again, where’s Nova? Dad? I go crashing down the hall to the garage calling out to her. 
 
    “Here!” she shouts back. I take a left into our parents’ room where dad lies on the bed. 
 
    “Dad!” I run to his side with my eyes still watering, “we need to get you to a hospital.” 
 
    He grips his shoulder, there’s a washrag that’s already soaking red. He tries to shrug with a half-smile and murky eyes that have been crying, “it’s too late for that.” 
 
    Nova sniffles, “don’t say that. What will mom do without you?” 
 
    I put a hand on her shoulder, “I think mom did this, Nova.” She jerks away to sit beside dad. 
 
    “No she wouldn’t,” she argues with darting eyes as if waiting for a better explanation. “Mom isn’t turned… is she?” 
 
    “It’s true, it must’ve been just an hour before you guys came back, I locked her in the backyard.” Dad nods with a heavy head, I’ve never seen him cry before. I look away as a tear breaks free. “I don’t want her to hurt you guys, she wouldn’t be able to forgive herself.” 
 
    “What is she doing now?” she asks hugging herself. Though a dark look from me has her whispering, “what happens next?” 
 
    Dad pats her hand, “you and Zeke should go to the mall. It’s a refuge, there will be people to take care of you.” 
 
    “Why can’t you come? They can help you, too.” I insist with a knot in my throat though I already know the virus must be coursing through his veins now, “please?” 
 
    His much clearer eyes level with mine, “take what you can and go. Don’t forget that.” He points to the dresser. 
 
    I nibble my lower lip as I go to retrieve the axe, it’s not lumberjack-grade though it sits heavy in my hand. “What am I supposed to do with this?” 
 
    He rolls his eyes before pointing weakly, “Nova, go pack.” 
 
    “But dad we -” she protests. 
 
    “Go do what I said, Nova. Dammit.” He winces with pain. 
 
    “It’s not fair, dad. Please, you have to come with us.” Her face is red with frustration as she wipes at the tears on her cheeks. She grabs hold of his free hand. “I don’t want to leave you. Especially now that mom is gone. Please?” When he doesn’t answer she jumps to her feet and storms the room. 
 
    “Don’t go in the kitchen!” I shout after her with a croaky voice. 
 
    “So you saw your mother, I’m assuming.” His words are dripping with grievance, almost heavy as he takes off his watch. It’s nothing fancy, just a dial face with a faded leather strap. It had been an anniversary present from mom nearly twelve years ago after visiting her own mother in Manila, he looks at it fondly. 
 
    I shrug looking away, “yeah.” 
 
    “Take this,” he says. At first I’m reluctant, but I take the watch and put it tight around my wrist. 
 
    “How could this happen?” I ask as he removes the rag from his shoulder to reveal a bite wound that’s beginning to darken. 
 
    “I don’t know when it happened, she must’ve been bit while at Walmart during the commotions.” 
 
    My lip trembles, “but she seemed so normal at breakfast. She didn’t even look sick. If I had known I wouldn’t have gone to see Lexie.” 
 
    “No, you were right to go.” He then tries to force a grin, “and there’s always got to be a steamy goodbye.” 
 
    I roll my shoulders, “so what happened?” 
 
    “I knew something was wrong this morning when I woke up to find her standing in the shower, just staring at the tiles as the water ran colder than ice. I was going to take her to the clinic while you two were gone, but she refused. It was when I started packing that she lunged at me, it took everything to fight her back.” 
 
    “Dad, do you think she’ll ever forgive me?” I ask looking up with heavy eyes. 
 
    He sighs, “Zeke, please take care of yourself and Nova. Even if it gets hard, can you do that for me? For us?” 
 
    “But dad…” I sit beside him on the bed, “I can’t use this. I can’t...kill.” 
 
    “I just need you to try, okay? For those who can’t, like your mother and me.” He pats my back one last time as I lean in to hug him. He winces while wrapping his arms around me tightly. 
 
    “I love you, dad. I just lost mom,” I whisper against his neck, tears streaming down my face. “Do I have to lose you too?” 
 
    “You could never lose us, Ezekiel,” he promises while leaning back and rubbing my face dry. “Please, just take your sister and go.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    3 Mr. smiley face 
 
      
 
      
 
    My awakening is violent. 
 
    I jolt forward shouting for my family, flailing my arms and grinding my teeth at the air. I open my eyes. My heart is accelerating painfully as I calm myself by morbidly remembering that they’re all dead. Stretching like a cat, I yawn and stand slowly with a pop of the joints. I eagerly stroll to the edge and look down. The mass of Flesheaters is overwhelming but all a guy can do is embrace the apocalypse at this point. 
 
    The sun beats against me, it has to be hardly noon based on the position of the sun. Sweat beads down my dirty face. It’s a hot June. I shrug off my hoodie and tie it around my waist. I spread out the water canteen, the axe, and old photos on the ground. I hold a photo in my hands, it’s the one from last Christmas. I clear my throat before I proceed to tear it into countless shreds. 
 
    “I can’t bury you guys, so this is my goodbye.” I throw my fist up and release the pieces to the wind that carries them away. I tell myself to move on; the dead don’t feel anything anyways. My hand levitates over the other photos, I pick up another. It was my seventeenth birthday, not even a year ago, and we were all huddled under the St John’s bridge. I tear this one too. 
 
    “Here’s to our last birthday together,” I whisper as I let the pieces go. I watch them scatter across the roof and over the edge. I take the last two photos in my hands, snapshots of a random karaoke night. Out of all the things in the house, I ask myself, why did I take these? Though there’s comfort in seeing their faces one last time, even if it’s only 2D. I blink away the moisture clouding my vision as I fold the photos, I could never actually let them go. I shove them into the satchel, “I swear I won’t let you down.” 
 
    Sighing, I stash away the empty canteen and fix the satchels strap around myself. I clutch the axe and rise. Dark stains all along its length give it character. I saunter over to the back of the mall where I find a ladder descending half-way. At some point I’ll have to jump down into the open dumpster below. I check the ground area; no Flesheaters. I drop the axe into the dumpster. A loud thud echoes up to my ears. I turn to awkwardly descend the ladder, I bid the failed refugee camp goodbye. 
 
    The metal is cold, bits of brown-red rust flake off as I move my hands going down. My satchel is an unbalanced weight on my side. I notice as I climb down that some of the steps are oily. My foot slips, I call out a curse as I grip the skinny railing harder. I pause and listen. I urgently look around as best as I can but I see no signs that I've caught the attention of Flesheaters. I smile boldly and continue, but it doesn’t last. There is nothing for me to hold onto this time as the sky and the ground switch positions. I fall. I close my eyes and clench my teeth as I embrace myself for the crash. 
 
    My impact is more gooey and crunchier than I thought it would be. A thick, filmy slime coats me and there are chunks of something in my hair. I lick my lips as habit and cringe in disgust. A gut wrenching taste overpowers my mouth and I spit. The dumpster has a putrid, rotten meat smell. I turn over and jump with my stomach in my throat. 
 
    “Well excuse me!” A fleshless face smiles back at me. Its eyes are yellow and move with maggots from within. Bony hands stick out from the sleeves of a tattered pale-blue suit. Gnaw marks remain from where teeth have scraped the bone bare of flesh. I push yellow fat and a foot of dried intestine away. Flies hover over the skeleton. I gag, I've seen Flesheaters attack people, but I've never stayed long enough to see the result. 
 
    Its skull had been cracked open and the brains scooped out. The ribs are crushed, and the spine is snapped in half but I think I might have done that when I fell on top of it. I swim through the garbage and the remaining carnage until I find my axe. Shaking, I fight my way to the top of the heap and look about. Encouraged by no danger, I hop out with legs as limp as wet noodles. Solid ground feels good beneath my feet. 
 
    “Goodbye, Mr. Smiley Face. Good luck rotting,” I scrape the goo and gunk off my clothes. At this time I don’t think of why no Flesheaters have come to investigate the commotion. I don’t question the abandonment of the parking lot behind the mall. I even feel confident as I bend over to pick up a lighter. Shaking it to test how full it is, I stash it in my back pocket. 
 
    I pay for my overconfidence. Screeching, a mob of bloody corpses come sprinting towards me. I lift my axe and swing, the nearest Flesheater drops to her knees as her head rolls away. Running faster than I've ever had to, I flee for the outer city. All around me the mass throbs; a vein ready to burst. My body rapidly grows weak. My stomach is in a knot. Hunger is a bomb ready to implode in my guts and tear up my innards. My brain can’t fathom a proper escape route. 
 
    "Screw off!” My voice comes out screechy. I run while swaying my axe at all who come near. Their vacant yellow eyes roll about in their heads as they try to look at me. Their arms are cut up with a few broken bones. Their jaws are exposed and their teeth rot in their filthy mouths. They’re old and used up, they’re the easy ones. The newly turned Flesheaters have sharp vision that hold on. Their limbs are still strong, this race is nothing to them. Their teeth gnash and try to bite onto me’ they’re a lion pack. The newbies are the ones to worry about. 
 
    Up ahead, there's a semi-truck. Its size is daunting. The street is cluttered with trash, skeletons, and other debris, but there's no other plausible exit. I turn for a moment to look at the Flesheater closest to me; a once nine year old girl with golden braids and rosy cheeks. Her blue dress is oddly clean and still intact. It gives her a cutie doll look. Blood as dark as ink coats her little smile as she reaches out with delicate twiggy arms. Caught in the horrific vision, the earth slips out from under me. I land on my back with a groan. I roll over and realize that a can of hairspray from 7-Eleven may be the cause of my demise. 
 
    “Pakshet!” I shout, only able to repeat swears stolen from mom. That would be typical, though it does give me an idea. With the Little Cutie Doll Killer closing in, I pick up the can and get going again. Reaching the tall truck, I jump and grab onto the ladder of the trailer, I climb to the top while panting deeply. I figure that I will just wait them out; eventually they will lose interest and move on.  
 
    The horde of Flesheaters, which has grown in numbers, swarm the truck. They begin to knock their bodies against the trailer until it shakes side to side with the potential of turning over. The axe is ready in my hand, though I look north and see a bicycle abandoned on the sidewalk. If I could get to it, I could get away. 
 
    “Shit,” I whisper staring at the bike. 
 
    A deep groan from behind startles me, as I turn the Little Cutie Doll Killer scratches at my torso. I drop my axe, panicking, it gets kicked off the truck. I watch as scrambling feet kick it further and further away. A sense of dread takes over me. 
 
    More begin to their climb up the ladder. If I were to go after the axe, they would get me as soon as I even got down. I still have that can of hairspray. My mind finishes the connection as I reach into my back pocket for the lighter. 
 
    “Here’s hoping!” Just as the Flesheaters overcome me, I use the make-do flamethrower with the feeling of fear. The little girl goes up in flames screeching and falling off the trailer. The Flesheaters below are set on ablaze as she lands on them. The Flesheaters in front of me stumble closer, once I can smell their decay I lift the lighter and can once again, fire shoots forward. Instantly setting them on fire. They writhe and scream before stumbling off the truck. 
 
     Even the others are amazed by the glow of the fire, becoming distracted except for the one Flesheater remaining standing; a large man with arms as thick as hams almost grinning at me. I smile confidently as I trigger the lighter, but I quickly find that my flame thrower no longer works. I shake the can: it’s empty. 
 
    Just like my corpse when he’s done with me. I throw the can at his forehead and jump off the trailer. As the enflamed Flesheaters burn, I scan the ground for my axe. I see the hilt jutting out from beneath a smoky little girl. I kick her to the side, grabbing the axe and turning just as the Zombie Beefcake lunges at me. 
 
    “Hey, big boy.” I attack with as much mustered ferocity as him. The blade juts out of his chest with a thick thuck sound. I gulp, holding on tighter and pulling it out to try again. This time he ducks to the side and I miss him by a hair. He reaches to grab my neck but his bear size hands knock me out of his way. I fall to my side with agonized gratitude. 
 
    I move before he can get a second chance at my throat, I stagger away quickly. Blood oozes down my pant leg from a small gash on my thigh as I go for the bike. I shove the axe into my satchel, securing it tightly as I hop on and begin pedaling for my life. Zombie Beefcake chases after me, picking up momentum and ash along the way. I pump my legs while stealing glances. Faster, faster! I soon lose him as I pick up speed. 
 
    I bike for what seems like hours, though is probably fifteen minutes, through the littered streets. I don’t see any survivors, no one to help me, just corpses and Flesheaters. I almost feel hopeless until I finally see, just a few blocks away, a seemingly dark and empty 7-Eleven building. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    4 KFK 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stand in front of the store’s gaping mouth. 
 
    Sunlight streams in through the shattered windows. The long eerie shadows make me cautious. Looking around, I pick up a small pebble and chuck it into the center of 7-Eleven. I tense up, preparing for a screaming zombie to rush out. I grip the axe tighter and elevate it high above my shoulders. I hold my breath and wait. 
 
    Exhale. A minute has gone by; nothing. Unless there is a smart Flesheater waiting inside, the store is empty and free to go in. Still holding the axe up, I enter. Thinking carefully, I turn each corner of the aisles slowly. The rows of packaged junk food are low enough for me to look over but high enough to hide someone crouching or lying on their belly. I slouch a little. The silence is muffling. There are no birds outside chirping. No moans of the Infected. No hum of the refrigerators or slushee machines. The silence is overpowering. It reaches into my bones and sends a chill down my spine. 
 
    Crunch! I jump back into the shelf that then crashes to the ground. I raise the axe while looking frantically about. There’s no immediate danger, just my paranoia. I look where I was last standing and chuckle. The cause of my fright was a small bag of Doritos that I had stepped on. I get on my knees and help myself to the many packages of gummy worms, fruit snacks, and chips. I stuff them greedily into my satchel. 
 
    “Food!” I shout with a hungry voice, “food, food, food.” 
 
    With my back turned to the front door I don’t notice a man enter the store. He lunges at me, grabbing hold of my arms, punching hard into my back. I fight against him, unable to reach my axe though he doesn’t seem bitten just insane. 
 
    “Let go of me!” I shout shoving him into the shelves. 
 
    He shoots a punch into my side, “every man for himself.” 
 
    “You suck,” I double over as he punches me again. “Pakshet!” 
 
    “These are mine now, so sucks to be you!” He starts grabbing food from my bag and shoving it into his pack. 
 
    “No way, go find your own mini mart!” I kick him behind the knees, knocking him onto his back. He gasps for air as I lean over him, “what’s your problem, ulol?” 
 
    “Screw off,” he kicks me onto my back. He pulls out a switchblade while leaning over me. 
 
    “Please no!” I beg as he raises it over my chest, I try shielding with my hands. 
 
    “Oh shit,” he mumbles with the blade within an inch of my flesh, “you’re just a dumb kid.” 
 
    “If you’re gonna kill me, can you do it without calling me out?” 
 
    He gets up with a more sympathetic expression, “how old are you?” 
 
    “That’s none of your business,” I get onto my feet. “Seventeen. How about you, a million?!” I grapple for my flashlight and turn it his way for a better look. 
 
    His eyes are serpent-green and slightly crazed. His skin is wrinkly, and there is a peppermint stuck in his long, curly gray beard. He has long limbs jutting out of his plump body. He looks to be about fifty or so. Maybe sixty. He picks up his backpack which is the kind they carried back in the war he was probably in. It would explain the fading scar that cuts across his nose. 
 
    “Sorry about that, sometimes I get handsy when I’m hungry and lately this is how things get done.” He explains tearing into a bag of candy. “What’s yah name, pansy?” 
 
    “Zeke,” I respond slowly watching him slurp a green and yellow gelatin worm. I start refilling my satchel with the remaining snacks, though I’m more guarded. “Ezekiel Keller. Sorry, I haven’t seen anyone in a few days, anyone alive that is.” 
 
    “Where yah from?” he asks while dropping the empty wrapper onto the floor. 
 
    “Does it matter?” I question as I finish stuffing what I can into my satchel. I’m agitated from the assault but embarrassed as well from the pity forfeit. “Around here obviously, maybe just an hour walk from home. You’re a bit weird, even for Portland. Where are you from?” 
 
    “I’m the Kung Fu Kevin of New York!” His laugh is raspy and well-stretched. I find it hypnotic as he stops for a deep breath, and then smiles. “I’m the everything man with an everyday plan.” 
 
    “So what are you doing in Portland Kung… Fu… Kevin?” I request to know as I haul on my hoodie. 
 
    “If you’re gonna say it like that I’ll just go by KFK, now what was that weirdness you were speaking?” he asks before waving off his curiosity and getting more serious, “anyways, I came back for my daughter as soon as I heard about the Flesheaters. Woulda been here sooner if it wasn’t for the riots and bombings.” 
 
    “It’s Pilipino for fucking shit, my mom never swore in English.” I explain before furrowing my brow, “wait, riots? Bombings?” 
 
    He leans away from me, speculating with raised brows before his eyes squint suspiciously. “I know a lot happened the last two days, maybe during the week.” 
 
    “I was trapped in an elevator for nearly seventy hours,” I interject. “I didn’t hear any bombs.” 
 
    “Mostly the Midwest cities panicked when citizens started protesting the clinics,” he shrugs. “You really shoulda stayed in that box, shits gone to hell now. Though I like you, you fight like shit, but hopefully we cross paths again.” 
 
    “Geez, thanks for the beat down and the pep talk.” I say rolling my eyes in the shadows of the wrecked 7-Eleven, I chuckle. This man is most definitely off his nut, a loony. 
 
    “Anytime, anywhere.” The bum catches my chuckle and marches out the doors. I cruise the shelves for anything else to scavenge but essentials such as bandages, bottled water, and batteries are long gone. I settle for a warm liter of Pepsi, though it goes down rough as I try to chug it. The carbonation is enough to make me set it down on the shelf, walking away. I shift the strap on my shoulder while stepping out of the darkness into the daylight.  
 
    “So what happens now? KFK?” I look around calling his name, but he is nowhere in sight. “Hey, where did you go?” 
 
    Vanished. Thinking theoretically, maybe he never even existed. After what I've been through I wouldn’t be shocked to realize that the whole episode was really a deluded hallucination.  
 
    Funny, I think while hopping onto the bike and pedaling aimlessly. My mind brings back the image of the strange old man, maybe our paths will cross again. Though I can’t decide whether I’d want that. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    5 Blood brother 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dusk approaches slowly like a man on a dying horse. 
 
    “Hay naku!” I gasp. My legs are tired; the muscles are strung tighter than the strings of an over tuned guitar. Each pedal is weighed down by twenty-four pounds of invisible pain. My lips press together tightly to keep my mind from shouting to the world, screw you, I hold it long enough that a jarring pain creeps along my jaw. I sigh deep into myself. Sweat beads off my neck into my hoodie as I promise myself, just one more block. Just one more, two more, ten more minutes and we can stop somewhere. 
 
    My stomach aches from the sugary junk that I forgot to pace myself while eating. The salty peanuts were hard to chew but had gone down just fine with the flat Pepsi. As wind picks up with my momentum I catch traces of my smell. I stink of blood, sweat, and sugar. This nauseates my stomach as my clammy hands grip the handlebars. 
 
    “Come one, Z.” I encourage myself, “you can do this!” 
 
    I enter a neighborhood like the one I lived in once upon a time ago. The once shiny BMWs and Prius’ have been abandoned, some have crashed into each other. The world is silent, holding its breath in anticipation. An uneasy feeling creeps into my being as I realize how icky my skin feels on my body. I have the odd sensation of a slimy hand sliding down my throat, working its way through my guts, squeezing my innards. Then back up again. 
 
    A volcanic reaction occurs. A rainbow display of red, green, and blue spews out. My stomach clenches and I double over in agony off the bike. I throw off my satchel to keep it from weighing down my neck as I wait for the pain to subside with the vomit. A migraine takes over clouding my thoughts, I want to die, God. I have the sudden need for water but all I have left is a few chugs of Pepsi, I pass. 
 
    “Pakshet,” I whisper as my body convulses. Vomit clings to a string of drool that hangs off my chin. I shudder one last time. I’m miserable. My head throbs. I wipe my mouth on my sleeve. There’s a nasty taste left in my mouth, my teeth feel gritty as I run my dry tongue over them. Dizzily, I lift my head up and that’s when I notice the figure coming from across the street. 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    The Flesheater strikes. I jolt with the axe slippery in my hands. It rushes at me with the velocity only a recently turned Flesheater could have. I swing, he ducks. I swing again, he ducks again. The Flesheater, kneeling, tackles my legs. I shout out in alarm while shaking the axe madly as we both go down. Bits of its flesh fall off as the blade graces by. The Flesheater yodels in pain and punches me in the stomach. The force knocks the air out of my lungs. There’s a chance I could be taking my last breath. 
 
    The punch reminds me of someone, but I'm too distracted to figure it out. I fend off the Flesheater’s attempts to taste me. A scream rips through my throat as I push my weight onto him and use it to turn him over so that I am on top. I raise the axe…The eyes of my best friend stare back. 
 
    Simon, he was my friend since first grade, my secret keeper, my guardian. He was my blood brother. Blue eyed and shaggy headed, Simon was always the funny one, the true friend who once let me take his pretty ex-girlfriend Lexie to the movies. He was even okay when we started dating. Memories envelopes me with comfort and it’s almost as if nothing is wrong with the world. 
 
    “Oh Simon,” I sigh with an aching chest as my eyes size up the open wounds along his shoulder and right arm. “What happened to you?” 
 
    I lower my weapon and instead use it to pin him to the asphalt. Simon thrashes wildly beneath me. He shows his darkened teeth and growls. His hair is still shaggy, yet caked in filth. His eyes have not changed color yet; even now they are as blue as the sky after it has rained. His skin is scratched up and scabby. His clothes - dark jeans and a heavy metal shirt - are grimy and tatty. My throat squeezes in anguish as I search his face but only animalistic eyes bare into mine. 
 
    “You disappeared, what happened to you?” My throat is itchy as my eyes blur, “I thought you died.” 
 
    Then an odd feeling of peace of mind overtakes as I realize that Simon is not dead, sorta. Knowing his fate relieves me of stress. Simon goes limp beneath me. His chest heaves up and down with each breath. It’s clear as day; I can’t kill him. It’s one thing to behead a stranger, but it’s another when it’s someone I know and love. Wasn’t killing my mother enough? Simon, even though he is now a Flesheater, is still my best friend. He’s my blood brother. 
 
    “Simon,” I sternly say. He turns his head to the side as if he is listening. I take it as a good sign, an omen. “Are you still you in there?” 
 
    “Simon,” I repeat. It feels good to say something familiar. I lock eyes and for a moment I believe he recognizes me. Hopeful, I lean back a little and he uses the chance to push me off. Simon rolls over and onto his feet. I stagger to my own. Simon coughs and arches his back; he lunges. 
 
    “Simon White,” my voice is strong, it doesn’t falter, as I block his advances but it doesn’t faze him. That’s when it hits me. Simon is a Flesheater. “You have to forgive, bro. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    I raise my axe and bring it down the middle of his face. The skull cracks open exposing brown matter as the body beneath me goes still. I stand onto shaky legs, staring down at my best friend who dies in front of me. In a panic, I quickly use my sleeve to wipe his blood off my blade, as my heart thumps louder rage builds. 
 
    I gag as if there is something thick lodged in my throat. I can barely breathe as I pick up the axe and swing it into the hood of a car. The alarm goes off as I yowl in frustration, swinging repeatedly. 
 
    “What the hell, God? It’s not fair! Am I being punished? Wasn’t I supposed to die too?!” I kick the bumper before sagging against the car. I loosen my grip of the handle and watch the axe fall to the ground in a thud. 
 
    “Whoa,” a familiar, raspy voice crows from behind. “You’re one lucky son of a gun that that Flesheater didn’t munch on yah.” 
 
    “Hey KFK,” I greet as I turn to face the eccentric bum. 
 
    “You look gross,” he croaks as he slaps me on the back, “did yah swim in something nasty?” 
 
    “I puked on myself a little,” I mutter picking up my things. “Any ways, where have you been?” 
 
    “Everyone’s got something to look for,” he shrugs allusively, then getting serious, “you know that guy?” 
 
    “Did I know him?” My body goes cold as my vision blurs. I glance over to where Simon lies flat on the sidewalk and then back to KFK who pats my shoulder comforting. I lower my gaze and lie as I roll off his hand, “nah, he was a stranger.” Then thinking more solemnly to myself, because my blood brother is dead. I killed him. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    6 dead heat 
 
      
 
      
 
    The night is louder than my own thoughts. 
 
    The howls and screeches of the Flesheaters, even though in the distance, are nerve wracking. Every step I take seems deafening. KFK’s asthma makes him breathe in wheezes that reminds me of a soaked clarinet being played. Alarms go off as Flesheaters rampage through houses in search of the people hiding inside. Screams of the hunted make me cringe. Neither of us speak a word. 
 
    The night is dark. With only the moon and the stars I can’t see beyond KFK as we sneak by Flesheaters stumbling along the dark streets. I hold onto the end of his coat and hope he knows where he’s going. It’s the blind leading the blind. 
 
    “Can’t I use my flashlight?” I whisper. 
 
    He mumbles, “and attract any new friends? No thanks.” 
 
    The night is endless. Moving so slow and careful my legs cramp. The minutes seem to stretch into an eternity as I think to myself, I could sucker punch the guy who said that patience was a virtue. KFK seems to guide us miles in the dark. 
 
    I bite on my lower lip before cautiously asking, “are we there yet?” 
 
    “Trust me, I hate taking the long route too,” he assures me in a two-inch voice, “but something tells me my short cut wouldn’t be so fun this late in the night.” 
 
    Right when I can’t move another step, when I feel like I are going to walk off the end of the world, KFK says, “here we are.” 
 
    I whisper, finally letting go of him, “this is it?” 
 
    It’s a small house in the center of a cozy neighborhood. The cul-de-sac is completely empty. He unlocks the gate door and then all four locks on the front door. We enter. Quickly he closes and locks the gate door. He shuts the door, I watch his shaky hands fasten the locks and hook the chain. 
 
    “Feel safe yet?” I try to joke as I pull off the satchel and hoodie. 
 
    “Don’t you?” He turns on his flashlight and I do the same. I walk around slowly as he takes off his pack. All the windows are boarded up and blocked by tall furniture. It’s a ground level house, it probably has a basement. From here I can see a living room, a hallway leading to a bathroom, the kitchen, and a bedroom. It’s simple. 
 
    In the kitchen, I go straight for the pantry. Curious, I open to find shelves full of canned food. My stomach grumbles as I close the doors to keep myself from binging. On the kitchen table, there’s a large cardboard box. Inside are pants, shirts, socks, and sweaters, though it’s not clear who's they are. I walk back to the living room where KFK has lit four candles around some boxes. 
 
    “Whose clothes are those?” I ask standing over him. 
 
    “Jerry’s, but he won’t mind. Take what you need, kid.” He opens a box and begins pulling out what could be tens of neatly folded maps. Blue spider web thin high ways and red circles catch my eyes. 
 
    “You must be really into road trips,” I stutter in astonishment. “Or hoarding.” 
 
    “It’s a necessity,” he laughs while taking out a flask and taking a long swig. I can smell the vodka from where I stand. He finally speaks again with a grin, “I’m the navigator, the everything man with an everyday plan.” 
 
    “You don’t say,” I chuckle leaving to the kitchen. I open the pantry, grab a can of chili beans, and place it on the counter. I search the drawers until I find a hand-crank can opener. I use it clumsily. I dump the contents onto a plate and put it into the microwave. I push the buttons, but nothing happens. That’s when I remember that there’s no electricity. Feeling stupid, I pull the plate back out and stare at it. My stomach screams prompting me to shovel the cold beans into my mouth. 
 
    I pause to shout out to Kevin, “I forgot to say thanks, man. Who knows when I woulda found another living person.” 
 
    “Eh, not really that hard once you get by the high school.” I can hear him pausing to drink, “though you were heading in the wrong direction.” 
 
    I take a spoonful thoughtfully, “if there are more people, shouldn’t we have gone there?” 
 
    He’s silent for a moment, “not now anymore. Though who knows in the next couple of days.” 
 
    I leave it at that so I can eat. After the last tender morsel, I stand to dig through the box of clothes. I find a shirt and sweater my size, as well as a pair of pants that could fit if I only had a belt. I go into the bathroom with my flashlight brightening the space. I strip down to just my boxers and my father’s watch. I find a towel on the floor that I don’t mind picking up. I turn the handle and water rushes from the faucet. I'm amazed that there’s still running water, even though it’s icy on my skin it’ll feel so good to wash off dirt, oil and blood. I dampen the towel to wash my body. 
 
    A shiver runs through me leading to a sneeze. I cup my hands and fill it with water. I splash my face to scrub it clean. My eyes trail down my chest resting upon the unsightly wound from the Cutie Doll Killer. I dampen the towel again and press it to the incision. A minute later I check again. The cut looks pleasingly clean. It doesn’t hurt or appear to be infected; in fact, it’s as long and thin as a typical animal scratch. 
 
    I lift my thigh to examine the gash on my thigh, wiping away dried blood. I’m no doctor but it doesn’t appear infected. My finger pokes along the broken skin. 
 
    Rap, rap. KFK knocks asking with a voice muffled by the door, “you okay in there?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. One second.” I finish dressing into Jerry’s clothes. Though before leaving I look down at my own. Taking them into my hands, I feel overwhelmed seeing the face of Simon. I bundle the jeans and shirt, shoving them into the waste bin. Feeling better, I reemerge to go back to the living room with only the flashlight leading the way. While I was gone he changed as well. I snicker; the peppermint is still riding his beard. 
 
    “There are sleeping bags in the closet down the hall. Pillows too,” he says with a yawn, “we’ll sleep in here tonight. Don’t get too comfortable. If you want the company you have to stick with me and I plan on going back to New York when the times right.” 
 
    Though I don’t believe him, I smile weakly and ask, “is it because you haven’t found what you’re looking for?” 
 
    “Just go get the shit, otherwise I don’t mind sleeping with nothing.” His voice is gruff as he snaps, “I was once in the army I can take shit.” He fumbles for the flask but it’s empty. I didn’t realize that my new companion would be such an alcoholic. 
 
    “Obviously I touched a nerve,” I mutter while retrieving the sleeping bags and pillows. I lay them straight on the floor and crawl into one. I yawn and scratch under my knee before finally speaking again. “Is this your daughter’s house? Where is she? Who is, or was, Jerry?” 
 
    KFK lies on top of his, “stop talking. It’s ten. Let’s try and get some shut eye.” 
 
    “Goodnight,” I whisper too tired to pursue my curiosity, I roll over and fall asleep almost instantly as my head contacts with the pillow. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    7 to do list 
 
      
 
    My body twitches within the confounds of the sleeping bag. 
 
    “Kevin,” I croak as I turnover, “you didn’t answer my questions last night.” My hand comes down but there's nothing there. I lift my eyelids halfway at first, then they flutter fully open. The space beside me is vacant, sleeping bag and all. I struggle out of the cozy cocoon while calling out for him, though I go unanswered. 
 
    There’s no one in the house but me, I even check the backyard. I open the sliding door off the dining room and carefully take in the green space. It’s fenced with no signs of the living dead so I venture out into the warm light. It must be a quarter to noon. I reference my watch and to no surprise I’m right. I walk across the deck to the outdoor dining set. My fingers lightly touch the whicker, what was life like here before the outbreak? Across the green grass clustered flower beds grow along the redwood fence. I turn towards the back gate leading out, there’s something peculiar about it as I walk closer. 
 
    “Weird,” I whisper with a chill. My index finger traces the scratch marks. They go from just above my head down towards my waist. They’re deep, as if whatever had been scratching to get out had the time and passion to do it. I bring both my hands to the door and after lining up my fingers with the grooves I bring my nails along the scratches. Downward with realization, human. Whoever did this was human. Or at least a Flesheater. I step back with an uneasy feeling, I take another glance around the yard before slipping inside the house and shutting the door. 
 
    I go back to the living room where I find a note on the map box. I’m hesitant to read it, could he have left me? I groan stubbornly picking it up. Lord help me if I’m supposed to meet him somewhere. The note smells of spilled Jack Daniels which only smudges the corners of the note. 
 
      
 
    Zeke, 
 
    Had to go. Big hurry. Will be back soon. 
 
    Don’t go in the basement. Please welcome guests, should be here soon. 
 
    -Kung Fu Kevin 
 
      
 
    I reread the quickly scribbled words and laugh uneasily. Then I sigh. I don’t like the thought of being alone but I also don’t like the idea of company either. Who could they possibly be, more riff raff like me or weirdo veterans like KFK? The line “Don’t go in the basement” is crossed off, I wonder if that means I can go in the basement. 
 
    Not that I want to. I drop the piece of paper and go to the bathroom with the flashlight. I search until I find a blue toothbrush in the drawer. After running my tongue over my gritty teeth, I convince myself to use it. I find a tube of toothpaste that’s already open. Trying not to think about its real owner, I scrub my teeth briskly. Minty fresh, I’m almost normal again. 
 
    Afterwards I take a trip to the kitchen. I open the pantry and select a can of corn without hesitation. I hum while using the can opener, and not bothering with a clean utensil, I scoop the yellow mush out with last night’s spoon and shovel it down. Though cold, the corn feels good in my stomach. I finish off the can and toss it into the trash in a matter of minutes. 
 
    “Okay,” I start with hands on my hips. I look around curiously, “what now?” 
 
    I look around the house but I see no door leading down to a basement. Disappointed, I amble down the halls to the living room while scratching my back. I approach the window to peek through one of the slants. The world looks calm and sunny as a few loner Flesheaters saunter around the cul-de-sac. My breath slips through the cracks to fog the window. 
 
    “KFK, where did you go?” I ask the air while stumbling back a few steps. I plop myself down in front of the box and start pulling up the flaps slowly. Inside are the maps from the night before. I start taking them out, looking at the landmarks and highlighted routes. There must be at least five different routes from PDX to New York. I guess he really is the man with the plan. There are even maps for inner cities with Xs and Os from his journey. I find a note along the bottom of one of the maps, I read it out loud, “X = avoid. O = safety/refuge/come back.” 
 
    I fold up the maps though they’re noticeably wrinkled and place them back into the box. There’s just one room I haven’t spent much time in yet, the bedroom. My hand pauses over the knob as a sense of curiosity goes to war with an uneasy feeling. My hand twitches turning the knob. I hold my breath as I push the door open slowly, then poking my head in with a sense of giddiness. 
 
    It’s the nicest bedroom I’d ever seen. A queen bed. A vanity. A wardrobe and a couple of matching nightstands. I creep over to the bed, uncertain if I am crossing any lines. Would it be wrong to sleep in the bed of a married couple? Their photos stare back from the nightstands. A park wedding with a rustic theme. A trip to Paris. A day at the beach. They smile so wide, so ecstatic and hopeful for their future. 
 
    “I’m sorry for trespassing,” I whisper as I gently lower my body onto the bed. The soft mattress cradles my back as a sensation of euphoria erupts in my mind. The springs sing below me as my back muscles unwind. I roll from side to side hugging the pillows like an excited stray. “Sweet baby Jesus.” 
 
    The pillows smell of lavender detergent. The sheets are a violet purple; they match the comforter. I speculate about the woman who once lived here. A woman who would have picked out this kind of purple comforter and sheet set with matching pillow cases, probably from a nice boutique from the Pearl District. I daydream about who she was. 
 
    Everyone loved her; she was so lovely and kind hearted. She went to college to be a nurse or teacher. She loved to take care of her husband because she knew that she would never have children. Her favorite color was violet. She wanted to paint the walls that color but never got the chance… 
 
    I pull myself out of the daydream as if out of a deep, dark well. I lift my head off the pillow straining to better hear. I call out confused, “hello?” 
 
    Clang, clang. I jolt from the bed, standing still with my eyes closed to hear better. It’s metallic, but it’s not the front door. It’s muffled, is someone inside the house? If so, what are they banging on? Something metal but loose. I move towards the hall as the clanging continues but as I step out of the room the sounds fade. It must be the basement, but how? I go back in, this time looking under the bed. I feel around for a trap door. Nothing. 
 
    “Okay, okay. But, where are you?” I grab my flashlight off the dresser and go to the closet. The yellow light illuminates the space as I feel the ground for a door, nothing. I start pushing clothes off the racks. There in the center behind oversized winter coats is a smaller door. My heart thumps in my chest as I take hold of the dice-sized knob and pull hesitantly. 
 
    Clang, clang. It’s there that I discover that the guests have been right under me all along. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    8 guests 
 
      
 
      
 
    They smell of dirt, blood, and shit. 
 
    "There's an underground tunnel system that weaves beneath the city. It goes under a lot of houses, this one specifically,” explains the burly man with a mop of messy blond curls and a five o’clock shadow developing. “It was pretty dark even with flashlights.” 
 
    “Wait, are you talking about the sewer?” I gape stepping back. 
 
    Their shoes are caked in what they smell of. There’s a girl with an aluminum bat standing beside him. She has a tangle of red hair that creeps down her back and frames her face. Her eyes are a most curious and fierce hazel, the kind that just stare me down. She looks to be younger than me, sixteen perhaps. 
 
    “I’m Paige Plunkett,” the girl says and then nods to the man, “this here is my bodyguard slash biology teacher Nate Fain. Don’t let him fool you, he may be big and buff, but he is really just big and nerdy.” 
 
    The man sighs as he takes out a watch missing its band, “we’ve been waiting for someone to unlock the door for the past two and a half hours. We had to bang on the pipes. What on earth have you been doing?” 
 
    “So, you are the guests Kevin spoke of…” I think back to the fabricated life of the woman as my cheeks flush in embarrassment. In the darkness of the damp, crowded basement I’m glad they can’t see me. I clear my throat. 
 
    “I’m Ezekiel by the way. Sorry, I had a list of things to do. Let’s just go up now.” I lead them upstairs where they drop their bags in the center of the living room. Paige goes to the bathroom, the faucet on full blast fills the silence. The house feels better with people inside. 
 
    “Well Nate -” I start awkwardly but he holds a hand up to stop me. 
 
    “No, please call me Fain Kong. All my students did.” 
 
    “That’s fine, Nate’s not that cool.” I jokingly say with a nod before walking out of the room, maybe I should get a cool apocalypse name too. 
 
    “Hey there,” I announce when I find the girl in the kitchen eating a chocolate bar. The sight makes my stomach sour. The way Paige leans against the counter reminds me of Lexie. Fading sunlight slips in through the boards nailed over the window. Cast in the ghostly light, her eyes shimmer in a sort of enchanted way as her hair glows around her heart shaped face. She’s cleaned up a bit, too. She has on fresh clothes and has washed her face. She smells of deodorant and strawberry body spray. 
 
    “So, what’s your beef, Z?” she asks with an energetic tone that is more than curious when she catches me staring. She smiles to put me at ease when all I do is bite my lip. 
 
    “What did you call me?” I ask, my voice rises with confusion as my body twitches. 
 
    “Z,” she shrugs as she barely glances my way, “that won’t be a problem, will it? I just don’t like your name, sorry, but it’s really formal.” 
 
    “No,” I lie biting my lower lip with an unfocused gaze. My friends called me Z, the thought is tender. There’s a pang in my chest when memories of Simon start to surface. I shake them down with a smile, “call me whatever you like.” 
 
    “Any ways, what are you doing here? Who are you?” She says to hurry along the conversation, “the man never told us there’d be someone else here. I assumed it would just be him.” 
 
    “The man? Oh, you mean Kung Fu Kevin.” 
 
    “Yeah, KFK!” she smiles with a sense of fondness. “So weird!” 
 
    “How exactly did you guys meet?” I ask curiously with a raised brow. 
 
    “Well, the V11 virus wasn’t so bad a few days ago. Yet.” she retells, “well, after my family… died I had nowhere else to go but I knew my school was going to be a refuge. So, I went there. Everything was okay, I guess, if you think riots and the living dead are okay.” 
 
    I laugh while rolling my eyes, “the most okay of anything, right?” 
 
    She half smiles, “well, it was the other night when two students I actually knew from Fain Kong’s class showed up. They were covered in blood but they swore they weren’t bit, that it was from fighting. Hell broke loose when people wanted to kick them out but others felt sympathy. So we let them stay, which was a mistake. By morning they had turned. If it wasn’t for Fain Kong I probably would’ve died.” 
 
    “That sucks, Paige. I’m sorry.” I fumble uncertain of what to say. No one taught me post Flesheater death etiquette. 
 
    “It wasn’t until later in the afternoon, we were just wandering around looking for others when we came across KFK. I was like, there’s a suspicious looking bum with candy in his beard. And he was just there. I don’t know why, but he happened to be outside some bar.” 
 
    I suppress a laugh, he was probably looking for beer. Or some harder liquor. I clear my throat, “but he got ya’ll into the sewers? How?” 
 
    She stares down at her cuticles, grinning. “He had a map. One of many coming out of his coat pocket. One showed the sewers which happened to lead back here. Coincidentally we just had to go through the basement of that bar.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised. He’s the navigator, he could probably find you a route to Hawaii underwater.” I would have laughed with her but I know he’s got a map for everything. Paige leans closer to touch my forehead. The sensation of her fingers on my skin sends a chill down my spine. 
 
    “When did you get this scratch?” she asks with concern. 
 
    “It’s not infected if you’re thinking that,” I promise. I have completely forgotten about it. “It was a few days ago when my mom became one of them.” 
 
    Her hand pulls back slowly with eyes casted; her voice comes out softer than before, “I’m sorry, Z. 
 
    “Hey, we’ve all got stories and scars,” I try to laugh, though it comes out hoarsely, as Fain Kong saunters into the room smiling. He offers Paige beef jerky, who declines before handing the bag to me. I take it gingerly. The salty meat is chewy as I savor every bite. 
 
    “After showing us the sewer entrance, which I bet my mortgage was probably a part of the shanghai days, he took off,” says Fain Kong thoughtfully. “He said something about forgetting something at a mini mart.” 
 
    “He said someone, Fain.” Paige rolls her eyes. She sits down at the table with her hands in her lap. She stares off into space with a voice hiding a laugh, “I wonder who’s worth going back for.” 
 
    “Me,” I look down at the beef jerky in my hands. That weirdo planned to come back for me, I think to myself warmly. 
 
    “So, it’s about sundown,” begins Fain Kong, “I’m pretty wiped out. I think we should get some shut eye.” 
 
    “Sure, whatever.” Paige utters as she stands from the table. 
 
    “You can take the bedroom down the hall,” Fain Kong tells her to my slight disappointment, “I got dibs on the living room.” I watch her disappear into the shadows. I turn to face Fain Kong. I wonder what it would have been like to have him as a teacher. 
 
    “How did you get that name?” I ask compulsively. My lips slightly part as if to get ready to ask more questions. 
 
    “My parents gave it to me at birth, as all people traditionally get it,” he answers as he looks through the box on the table. He picks up a sweater and examines it. He puts it back. I watch him with interest. “Is there an issue?” 
 
    “No, I meant the name Fain Kong,” I chortle. A weird look from the guy makes me mute. I smile awkwardly. 
 
    He clears his throat, “well, as anyone can see I am the gym type, but I’ll always have a soft spot for video games. An old favorite was Donkey Kong, somewhere along the lines a student dubbed me Fain Kong. After that the name stayed. The other teachers called me Fain Kong also; they got a real kick out of it. My wife loved it too.” 
 
    I nod as I follow the story. “So, Ezekiel,” he starts as he looks me in the eyes, “I heard what happened to your mom. And since you’re here I’m assuming we’re all in the same boat.” 
 
    I clear my throat, “is it that obvious?” 
 
    “I’m sorry to be so crass,” his words don’t bring me any comfort, they only make my stomach quiver. I lean away. “Tragedy has the tendency to bring people together.” 
 
    “I’m gonna go to bed,” I say awkwardly to escape this conversation, “I’ll be in the living room if you need me.” I stand and start edging towards the door but he stops me by raising his hand out. He now wears an allusive grin. 
 
    “Actually, I need you to do something, an important job,” he looks suspicious. 
 
    “What kind of job?” I question cautiously, my throat tightening. 
 
    “I need you to guard the basement door, just in case anything else decides to come up from the sewers,” he tells me, “you might have to sleep in the closet.” 
 
    I gape, “I’m actually not a fan of small spaces.” 
 
    “Hey,” he simpers with raised hands, “it’s better than camping in the actual basement, but if that’s better for you...” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I promise. 
 
    “Hold on, I got something for you.” He leaves and comes back with a pump-action shotgun. He puts it in my hands. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know how to use this,” I admit. “I’ve only ever seen this in video games and movies.” 
 
    He looks at me crooked, as if I had grown a second head. He sneers lightly, “you’re gonna have to learn, otherwise you’re either dead weight or dead meat.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I eye it while I tip-toe to the bedroom. I knock lightly. I assume she’s asleep and sneak in. A dark figure lies beneath the covers. I creep over to the closet and shut myself inside. I sit uncomfortably with the gun and prop my head against the secret door that leads to the basement. I pull off my hoodie to use as a blanket over my folded arms. 
 
    I can already tell that it’s going to be a long night. I don’t really want to sleep. I don’t want to go through what happened the last time I had to watch over someone. What if something goes wrong? What if a Flesheater sneaks in through the tunnels like Fain Kong and Paige did? What if it’s my fault everyone dies? I shake the morose questions away. 
 
    “Shit,” I whisper as a sensation of breaking erupts. I feel as though something has torn within my chest followed by internal bleeding. I bite hard on my lower lip to distract the pain, I look to the ceiling to keep tears at bay. 
 
    Even if all the Flesheaters could be beheaded – I can’t imagine how a cure could reverse rot - nothing would go back to normal. Society could fix its roads, bring back the businesses, and turn on the lights, but the people would still be gone. Mom. Dad. Nova. Simon. Even the woman - who must be KFK’s daughter - and her husband Jerry won’t be coming back. I’m almost hyperventilating, thinking of bridges I haven’t even come close to crossing. Am I supposed to pick up where I left off, go to school and move on with my life? 
 
    “Pfft, aren’t you optimistic,” my mouth twists into an ugly grimace as I clench my fists. My throat dries from the rushed breathing as my vision blurs, tears drying, my blood pounds in my ears. “Thinking as if this shit storm will ever blow over. Everyone’s got their scars and stories. This is yours.” 
 
    Though I’ll always be haunted, memories always resurface. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    9 Life is beautiful 
 
      
 
      
 
    A frenzy of sounds disturbs the morning. 
 
    My brain acknowledges the noises in snapshots; birds chirping, people talking, a car honking. Mom calls out to Nova to grab the juice. Most of all a shrill cry; the alarm clock is screaming for recognition. It all hurts my ears. I stretch my back before sliding out of bed. I snatch a pair of jeans and a clean t-shirt off the dresser, then trudge to the bathroom down the hall. 
 
    “Pakshet! Nova!” I curse when I stub my toe on an abandoned . 
 
    “I hope I didn’t just hear you swear, Ezekiel Keller!” Mom warns from downstairs. 
 
    I argue, “she’s always leaving her stuff in the hallway. It’s going to kill me!” I limp the rest of the way, lock myself in the bathroom, and get changed for school. I wash my face, brush my teeth, and comb my thick, shaggy hair. I observe my reflection’s medium build, acne-free complexion, and dark eyes.  
 
    Hard to believe anyone would wanna kick your ass, I tease myself, maybe that lug-head will forget about you today. I smile awkwardly while dumping my pajamas into the hamper and then head downstairs. 
 
    “Good morning,” I greet walking into the kitchen. Nova sits down with a plate of toast, which she places next to a bowl of fruit and a plate of bacon. My parents Aloha and Elijah Keller are already halfway through breakfast when I sit across from them. Mom has her typical green tea in her favorite Betty Boop mug, she takes a slow sip before looking up. 
 
    I feel obligated to offer, “do you need help with anything, mom? 
 
    “Thanks, Z. We’re good. Butter or jam for your toast?” she asks. Her irises remind me of coffee without cream, a dark brown appearing endless, the same eyes she gave Nova and me. 
 
    “Butter, please.” I finally answer while taking a piece of toast from a pile in the center of the table. She passes me the tub of butter and a knife, “thanks.” 
 
    “I need that next,” Nova chimes from my left. She takes a bite of bacon as I spread the butter across the crispy toast. 
 
    “This Nova I was thinking about getting a job,” I announce. Nobody says anything so I clear my throat to get my dad’s attention and when I do, “Dad, did you hear me?” 
 
    “Hm, what?” he peers at me from behind his steaming, brown mug. 
 
    “I’m gonna get a job,” I take a few grapes to absentmindedly eat. “What do you think of that, dad?” 
 
    “Ezekiel, you know I want you to focus instead of spreading yourself thin. Isn’t track and school and volunteering and that girlfriend of yours enough?” 
 
    I roll my eyes, “graduation is on the tenth and I don’t start college until the fall.” I aggressively chew a piece of burnt toast and swallow. It goes down hard as I eye the clock. The long hand slaps the six while the little hand reaches longingly for the seven. 
 
    “It’s seven-thirty,” announces dad turning to mom, “turn on the news, won’t you dear?” 
 
    Mom leans over to the kitchen tv, a small boxy unit from the 90s, which she turns on by extending her arm with a spatula. The beast roars to life with static around the corners, even though the audio is a bit off the anchor man comes into focus. 
 
    “Good morning, Portland,” his voice booms through the kitchen, “last night our station received several home videos from viewers across the nation and the internet of what appears to be more attacks.” 
 
    “Oh this nonsense, it has to be fake!” Scoffs dad as he picks up his newspaper. He flips through it angrily, his brow furrows. “Even the damn paper is falling for this theatrical nonsense.” 
 
    Nova shrugs, “I don’t know dad, it looks pretty real.” 
 
    “What is it?” I ask taking my last bite of toast. “Oh that virus, V something?” 
 
    “V-11 virus,” Nova says, “everyone at school is talking about it. They say it all started with some girl in Manila and now it makes people crazy; crazy violent and hungry for human flesh.” 
 
    “That’s enough for breakfast,” interrupts mom. “Hurry up and go to school you guys.” 
 
    “Dad’s probably right, Nova. It all looks kinda fake to me.” I grab a banana while standing, “thanks mom. Bye you guys.” 
 
    “Go on with your banana gun.” Nova jokes as I turn just quick enough to pretend to shoot her. She fakes death, “ooh you jerk.” 
 
    I grab my backpack by the door and head out in time to catch the bus 75. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    10 The bear in the clinic 
 
   
 
  

   
 
      
 
    I awake because of a single word. 
 
    Pusillanimous, meaning cowardly, pops into my mind. The last I remember from dreaming is an English vocab quiz I failed. I swim to the top of my consciousness to find myself yawning. I stand quickly and end up smacking my head into the ceiling of the small space. I fumble for the doorknob, duck, and hustle out. I rub the top of my head as the stinging sensation fades. 
 
    “Good morning,” I announce to an empty room. The bed is vacant. I stiffen; the pillows are piled on the floor beside the tangled sheets and comforter. The mattress is a person without his clothes. I refrain from making the bed by leaving the room. I pounce to the kitchen where I find Paige at the table eating hash out of the can. She groggily looks my way when my stomach grumbles louder than a banshee. 
 
    “Morning, Paige,” I greet as I examine the pantry shelves for something decent. I reject a tin of tuna for a can of peaches. I smile heart brokenly with a tight chest and blurred vision as I grip the can. Nova always smelled of peaches. I shake myself, turning back to Paige. “Did you sleep good enough?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she nods in acknowledgement before going back to her can, morning light pours in from the kitchen window illuminating her. It’s like a holy light emphasizing her sleepiness, I laugh to myself. 
 
    “Glad everyone’s finally up,” Fain Kong says as he enters through the doorway just two inches taller than him. I open the can of peaches and take a fork off the counter. I wipe it down my jeans before spearing a peach slice. It goes down as slippery as egg yolk as I swallow. I take another thick lump while I sit across Paige. 
 
    “I’ve been up forever,” Paige comments while opening a magazine she’s pulled from her backpack in the chair next to her. It’s an old issue from May, just a few weeks before the V11 virus made the local news. Her eyes roam over the glossy pictures of gorgeous models and promiscuous celebrities who are probably dead – or dead and walking. Nobody cares about that junk now. 
 
    The room is quiet as we eat. I chew slowly to pass the time, though my can becomes more juice than fruit. Paige turns the page and mutters incoherently. There is something collecting outside, I can hear it just beyond the front yard. Could those same two Flesheaters be exploring the porch? No, it sounds like more. There’s a third foot pattern, a heavy fourth, a fifth that’s slower than the rest. I strain to hear, almost pulling myself out of the moment to imagine the outside world. 
 
    “So…” I steal a peak. Fain Kong appears morose as he bites into some jerky, I think he hears it too. My pulse begins to jog as I tighten my grip of the fork and avert my eyes. Paige hasn’t even looked up from her magazine. 
 
    “You guys hear that, right?” I push the chair back standing. Two pairs of eyes finally look up. I’m unsure what to say when there’s a loud noise from outside. Something runs across the roof, leaps off, and lands on its feet on the back porch. The porch creaks under the weight of a crowd as it starts banging on the dining room doors. On the front porch the metallic security door rattles as bodies push up against it. I absentmindedly announce, “they’re here.” 
 
    “Let’s not waste any time,” Fain Kong is on his feet, and Paige has already pulled out an aluminum baseball bat from under the table. We rush to the living room. There are man-made holes the size of quarters in the boards nailed over the windows that we each go to. I gasp as my jaw drops ten miles. 
 
    “Well shit, they did find us.” Fain Kong curses as he wipes something off his forehead. 
 
    “There’s so many, too many.” I mutter while biting my lower lip. There must be at least fourteen from what I can see, of course if they stay any longer more will be drawn to the noise. The porch groans beneath them as they move about, bumping into each other, into the walls, against the door and windows. “Should I assume that leaving would be just as hard as defending the house? 
 
    “It’s too much for three people, what are we going to do?!” Paige shouts bringing a shaky hand to her forehead as she faces Fain Kong. She drops her baseball bat, it clatters against the hardwood flooring and rolls away. She watches it with teary eyes before wiping her face on her arm. 
 
    “Maybe we can outlast it,” I suggest, “this place seems sturdy enough to withstand an invasion.” 
 
    “I don’t know, they’re making too much noise. It’ll bring more.” Fain Kong thinks for a moment. A sullen expression scrawls across his face. “The house won’t hold forever.” 
 
    “Fain,” Paige reaches for his arm, she grips his sweater sleeve as if to take comfort from a father. She softly begs, “Fain, we gotta go.” 
 
    “KFK said that we should stay here no matter what until he picks us up,” Fain Kong states. 
 
    “I guess we ought to go to New York sooner,” I say jerking away uneasily to look at him. His body is tensed, yet poised, as if he is trying to hold himself back from reacting. There’s no sign of hope in his own eyes. He’s lying as much to himself as he is to us. 
 
    “We can’t stay here!” blurts Paige while stepping back, “we stay and we’ll die here.” 
 
    “Where are we going to go?” I question while gripping my own clammy hands. 
 
    “Somewhere safe,” Paige croaks, “anywhere but here. We’re sitting ducks.” 
 
    “We would have to use the tunnels,” Fain Kong answers sternly, “it’s the only way out without fighting.” 
 
    “I’m not going back down there, Fain Kong,” she urges with wild eyes, “all those corpses, the rats, the smell!” There is a momentary stifled silence. 
 
    “I know,” Fain confesses before clearing his throat, “for now we should sit tight and wait for Kung Fu Kevin. If he isn’t back by tonight we leave.” 
 
    Paige caves in, “okay, even if it means going down there again.” 
 
   
 
  

 “What happened down there?” I demand. No one answers as I observe their faces, panic and distress has them staring through the holes again. My eyes dart back and forth from each face. 
 
    “If the tunnels are the only escape route then I have every right to know, even if I have to check them out myself.” When no one answers me I grab my flashlight off the coffee table and creep towards the bedroom. In the closet, I pick up my hoodie and swing it on before opening the basement door. I nudge the switch on the flashlight, a yellow beam cuts through the darkness bringing color to the stairs as I descend. 
 
    Armed with my handy flashlight I explore the dusty basement that’s as chill as a mausoleum. Boxes tower everywhere. There are chairs either missing legs or their cushions. There’s even a battered couch with countless rips in its back. There’s a monstrous amour, an open chest containing books, and a box of overflowing cassettes. 
 
    There are cracks running down the cement walls like veins. My footsteps echo in the space, it’s unnerving. I somewhat regret going down here alone. This is a cemetery of memories and I’m grave robbing, I think to myself grimly as I kneel. 
 
    Polaroids are scattered loosely on the floor like flower petals. I feel disconnected and inhuman as I sift through the evidence of a past life. The history of people I don’t know swarm like bees as I try to take it all in, I’ve completely forgotten why I came down here. As I look through the photos I fall deeper into their world. 
 
    They once visited England and saw Big Ben. They got to ride the London Eye. One anniversary they ate at a fancy sushi shop. They had a cat. He was fat and more orange than the fruit. Her eyes twinkled and his smile took up all his face. They had hands made strictly for each other. Her hair was long and fair. It shimmered angelically. Her eyes were as green as emeralds. He was a Mediterranean skin tone while she was a delicate ivory. She loved to wear dresses and boots while he was a more laid-back, relaxed guy in flannels and jeans. 
 
   


 
  

 I know all this from the snapshots. None of it is plagiarized or imagined. These people, Jerry and Karen, were real. They ate, they breathed, they had feelings. They aren’t a part of my imagination or bored daydreams. Jerry and Karen lived a life that was so close yet a million of universes from my own. Yet here I am connected to them by KFK. 
 
    “He really knows how to clean up,” I smile. The last several polaroid pictures have the bum, well dressed and groomed, standing with his daughter at what can only be Christmas. His green eyes are illuminated with joy. 
 
    I put a few photos into my hoodie pocket, maybe KFK will want these. As I shift my weight I notice a boom box, old and bulky. Inside is a cassette mix tape made by Jerry, happy V-day to Karen. I turn over the boombox to feel the slots where four batteries belong. I carry it back upstairs. I promise to go back later to explore the tunnel entrance, for now I crave the familiarity of music. 
 
    I rest the boom box on the kitchen table. I scavenge the drawers till I find what I need and put the batteries into the Stereo Dinosaur. Within seconds music fills the air. I clap my hands feeling proud, I fist-punch the air. 
 
    “What’s that?” Drawn by the sound, Paige enters the kitchen. Any fear or anguish she had earlier has waned. The original feisty Paige is back. “Sounds like a freaking lit party.” 
 
    “Check it out,” I announce proudly. 
 
   
 
  

 “What the hell,” she laughs once she sees the Stereo Dinosaur. The beast continues to roar, proving that the oldies are the best. She smiles at the pathetic thing, “where’d you find it?” 
 
    “Basement,” I smile while nodding my head to the drumbeat. 
 
    She looks a little impressed, “I can’t believe you went down there, that place gives me the creeps.” 
 
    “I know, felt like I was being watched the whole time,” I shrug before holding up the cassette case. “Jerry made Karen a mix tape with old love songs. Check this next one.” 
 
    “Is this really Selena? This must’ve been a cool marriage,” she beams while nodding her head, long red curls wisp around wildly. Paige warms up to the music, bobbing and twisting like a pro. 
 
    “You know about her?” I ask a bit surprised as I tap my feet to every ‘di” of bidi bidi. 
 
    “My mom loved the movie. She is, or was, a J-lo.” 
 
    I smile fondly, “my parents were stationed in Texas before I was born. My mom was a huge fan of Tejano music, especially Selena. I was probably conceived to this song.” 
 
    “Bom bom!” she tries to match the star’s pitch but I find myself laughing. 
 
   
 
  

 “You’re a natural,” I say while attempting to do better, “bidi bidi bom bom!” 
 
    “You’re not too bad,” she laughs at me, though it’s more sisterly than cruel. 
 
    After dancing to a few songs – Guns N Roses, Whitney Houston, TLC – the tape goes quiet needing to be flipped to the other side. We both collapse into adjacent chairs laughing. I turn off the boom box as the fun atmosphere dies. Paige falls sullen with her eyes cast low and the room eases into an uncomfortable vibe. 
 
    “That was nice,” she sighs, “to forget about the real world.” 
 
   
 
  

 “What’s wrong?” I ask curiously. 
 
    “Nothing really,” Paige looks at her hands. They’re small with slender delicate fingers. The skin is pale with a freckle here and there. She takes one to run through her hair. Her fingers snag on a knot and she untangles it as I watch. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Paige?” I repeat softly because I know she must be lying, Nova used to be the same way. She tilts her head back with a forced smile. 
 
    “You remind me of Marshall, the way you talk and act towards me.” She leans to the left to pull a battered wallet out of the back pocket of her jeans. My eyes follow as she opens the wallet to pull something out. She unfolds the photograph, smoothing out the creases on the table’s edges. She pushes the picture towards me. 
 
    “My dad took this the month before he was deported to Cuba.” In the photo, it’s a sunny afternoon at Cathedral park. The sky is a sapphire blue and the trees are the most magnificent green. The gold-apple sun shines through the green leaves and makes them glow. There’s a smiling family. A middle-aged mom, a college level son, and a toddler girl. Paige stands in the middle, grinning miles wide. 
 
    “Your family,” I look to Paige, “what happened to them?” 
 
    “They… I took them to the –” she tears up behind her hands. “A clinic, have you heard of them? They are these little places that use to be old stores. When the Flesheaters started popping up like daisies in the US clinics were established,” she explains. 
 
    “I’ve heard of them.” Though I admit, “at first I didn’t take the virus seriously, let alone clinics. I don’t understand what they are for.” 
 
    “Horrible things,” she responds. 
 
    “Tell me, what happened there at the clinic?” I sort of beg. 
 
    Paige sighs and begins to unravel her history, “they told us on the news to see the clinic if we had any symptoms of the virus, that was in May. Well, a week ago my mom wasn’t feeling so good. We didn’t know much about the virus yet, but she had a lot of the signs. I swear she had never been bit, I hadn’t even seen a Flesheater in person yet.” 
 
    Paige, her older brother Marshall, and four-year-old Hayley went with Mrs. Plunkett to the nearest clinic. The clinic was nestled between a daycare and a gym. Inside the clinic the walls were white and the tiles were gray. In the waiting room, there were wooden chairs that would creak and moan when anyone sat down. The only color was the receptionist’s light blue desk. It was a typical waiting room, except nothing was at all typical about this clinic and its patients. 
 
    Hayley had a stuffed teddy bear named Mr. Coca. He was a bit scruffy from years of love but was still in great shape. His left paw had stitches and his nose was a little damaged. Hayley loved it to pieces and she took Mr. Coca with her everywhere, most especially that one day when the Plunketts visited the nearest clinic. 
 
    “Even though we had just come for mom, they herded us all into a room to be checked,” she said, “just to be safe they had promised us.” 
 
    The doctor – or whoever he was – drew blood from each of the Plunketts and handed the four tubes to a nurse who disappeared behind swinging gray doors. The doctor then evaluated each person separately. He checked their pulse, examined each inch of their body, and shined a light in their eyes. Paige felt bewildered with every passing second that ticked on. Then the Plunketts were hustled into another room that had a couch and two men in swank navy-blue suits and dark shades. 
 
    “It was horrible, we waited so long. It must’ve been thirty minutes, but it felt like years.” 
 
    The Plunketts were huddled together, unsure of the situation. A lanky man dressed in slacks and a polo shirt came in, a badge read ‘N. Boyer’. He had a clipboard and a shallow smile, the kind commercial actors have. He asked them to line up by age. He looked them over quickly and then called out three names for so called ‘additional testing’. 
 
    "Hayley. Marshall. Lily. He said the names of my family as if he were reading off a grocery list. He directed them to follow the two men.” 
 
    Mrs. Plunkett kissed Paige on the cheek before following the men. Just as they were leaving, little Hayley went up to Paige and handed her Mr. Coca when she was asked to leave it behind. Marshall hugged Paige and reassured her that everything was going to be okay. He laughed as he held Hayley’s hand and together they vanished behind the swinging doors. 
 
    The man in slacks escorted her outside. “Your family is safe; they are in good hands now. You’ll see them later after additional testing,” he said, “what’s your home address?” 
 
    “Why?” she had asked with a crinkling of her nose. 
 
    “So, we can drive them home,” something was off about his smile. She told him the address as he scribbled it down onto his clipboard, he walked her out quickly. “Okay then, Miss Plunkett. Go home and get some rest.” The man turned and went back inside. Paige stood outside the clinic as more people poured in. She felt so out of place as she hugged Mr. Coca to her chest. 
 
    “I didn’t know what to do or where to go,” Paige laminated. “After five minutes of walking I felt a sudden urge to give the bear to Hayley. Or maybe I just wanted an excuse to see them again,” 
 
    If things really were fine, then it would be okay for Paige to go back in to give Mr. Coca to Hayley. It would only take a few minutes. The decision made sense to Paige, it was completely innocent. She didn’t want her little sister isolated, even for a few hours, from her best friend. 
 
    “I snuck in, the receptionist was gone and so were all the other patients from the waiting room. Nobody was even there to notice me as I passed the waiting room, slinked down the hall, and slipped through the gray swinging doors that I had seen them go through.” 
 
    Paige found another hallway that had three doors. One was red with the label authorized personnel only. The other doors were white with little windows. Paige walked up to one of the white doors and got on her tiptoes. She peeked into the room, there was a desk, a computer, and several rows of filing cabinets. She tried the knob, it came loose but she didn’t go in. 
 
    “I squeezed that teddy bear tighter and moved onto the second white door. It was eerily ordinary.” 
 
    There was a long table with luxe chairs on either side. There was a podium at the front of the room with a projection screen behind it. It was an empty conference room. Paige staggered to the red metal door but it was locked. 
 
    “I went back to the first door. I slipped inside.” 
 
    The room is frigid with slivers of light seeping through the window blinds. Paige crept up to one of the filing cabinets but it was locked. She soon found out that they were all locked. She went to the desk and sat in front of the computer. She checked the drawers to find that all but one was locked. Paige found a small box. Inside were three keys. One would unlock the filing cabinets, the second looked ordinary, but Paige had a hunch that the silver key marked ‘396b’ would open the red door. 
 
    “I wanted to know where my family was,” Paige explains, “I had a feeling something was wrong.” 
 
    Paige had figured that if whatever was locked in the filing cabinets had a reason for being locked, then she should snoop. She had a gut feeling that she would learn something about what laid beyond the red door. She placed the box back in the drawer and shut it tightly, but the keys remained in her hand. She slipped two into her pocket and used the little bronze key to unlock the filing cabinets. 
 
    All she found were receipts, employee records, and permits. Paige sifted through the paperwork but there was nothing there that was out of the ordinary or the slightest bit strange. She growled and moved onto the next filing cabinet. Then the next. Paige was growing frustrated, she was ready to leave when she opened the last one, in the way far corner, and found puzzling documents that made her a little nervous. ‘Manila Project’ was stamped in thick, red letters that blurred her eyes. 
 
    “Manila Project. It was all over faxes, printed emails, notes from conference meetings, and other records. Some faxes were in code while others were in different languages. Here were all these statistics and lab analyses. It went over my head. Everything the government knew about the Flesheaters was condensed into this single filing cabinet,” Paige goes on, “what really got me, what made me sick, were the pictures.” 
 
    White tiled walls were splattered in blood while the corpses lied on the ground; little Filipino children with sagging gray faces; a throng of patients eating other patients; a field of burning corpses; soldiers with bloodshot eyes; and observations from lab tests. 
 
    “It sounds horrible,” I sputter while looking away. When I close my eyes I can see everything she described. “So, are there two strains, one you get from bites and another from… what? Water? Air? Contaminated meat?” 
 
    “It was more than that,” she emphasizes, “the last thing I was able to read talked about human trials on the east coast needing subjects, as well as clinic procedures for patients that couldn’t be tested on.” 
 
   


 
  

 “It said that patients were to be shot,” she paused to catch her bearings. “Then they burn the bodies so that the parasites couldn’t survive, but that part made no sense. What parasite? I wasn’t able to read more.” 
 
    In the corridor, there was a crescendo of voices. Paige didn’t know what to do. There was no place to hide. She folded the instruction list and put it back, and then she jammed the photos back into their manila envelope and slammed the drawers of the cabinets close. Any pieces of paper that had fallen she just kicked under the desk. 
 
    “It was as if my brain was shut off and on. I plopped into the chair and sat there limply, as if I was bored but belonged there.” 
 
    Paige awaited her fate as she tried to compose herself. A moment later a man and a woman entered the office. They stopped smiling and fixed their quizzical looks on her. 
 
    “Who are you?” asked the woman rudely. Her hawk eyes were as black as never-ending pools of night. She had a thin frame and a skinny neck. She wore a red pant suit that was tight around the waist but hung loose over her shoulders. She carried herself with the superiority of someone important. Paige’s face grew ashen just at the sight of her. 
 
    “This woman made me nervous. I forged a lie that I was Rose, a guest of Boyer. They seemed to believe it.” 
 
    “Ms. Hurst, I thought Mr. Boyer no longer brought visitors here,” the stout man informed as his eyes rested on the stuffed teddy bear in Paige’s arms. “Especially the, err, younger ones.” 
 
    “Well, Mr. Bishop, sometimes he doesn’t follow rules, especially when it comes to his hobbies,” Hurst responded before leaving. Paige could hear the echoes of her pointy heels hitting the tiles as she strutted away. 
 
    “Stay here, Miss. Rose,” Mr. Bishop insisted nicely as he shut the door behind him and followed the hard-hearted Hurst. Paige patted Mr. Coca’s head. 
 
    “She reminded me of a serpent. She seemed so cold blooded and evil,” Paige laughs without any heart in it. 
 
    “What did you do next? Did they lock you in?” I ask completely wrapped up in her story. 
 
    Paige bolted for the door. She had to act fast. She left the little bronze key for the filing cabinets on the table, but took with her the other two. Paige poked her head outside, and when she was sure no one was coming, she pulled her body into the hall. She shut the door quietly behind her and tiptoed towards the red door. 
 
    Paige just knew that her family was behind that door. She tried the key marked ‘396B’. Nothing happened so she tried the other key. The door gave with a moan as she slinked past it. Paige found a stairway that seemed to unwind into darkness. She felt a little queasy and wasn’t so sure anymore if she really wanted to find them. 
 
    “I had to feel my way down. My heart raced like a running rabbit. When my foot finally touched even ground I was so relieved.” 
 
    Paige quickly hid behind a stack of crates as two doctors wearing surgical masks walked by. They chatted as they went up the stairs. It was a long antechamber bathed in bright artificial light that bounced off the white tiles and made the off-white walls glow. There were six doors on either side of the hallway. These doors were like that of a vault’s; thick, indestructible, and made of steel. At the end of the hall there was a door that wasn’t the same as the others, it appeared normal, and it had a window that had fat bars over the glass. 
 
    There were three empty gurneys across the hall. Several cargo boxes were in a pyramid next to it. The door at the end of the hall opened as Paige crept lower into the shadows. She carefully peeked around the crates. A man dressed like the doctors Paige saw earlier was looking over a clipboard. He lifted a page, read it, and then let it go. He pulled out a walkie-talkie, pushed a button, and said something Paige just barely heard. 
 
    “Yes, I have them in confinement as we speak. I need Bishop to bring me the key for chamber 396B.” 
 
    A voice crackled from the walkie-talkie as Paige cringed. She still had the keys. Would they assume it was her? Paige knew that if she were caught she would be arrested or God knows what for treason. 
 
    There came screams from beyond the door marked ‘396C’ but the man in the clipboard continued reading as if it were elevator music filling the air. The silence that followed a rain of bullets was deafening. It put Paige on the edge of insanity to watch as Mr. Bishop wobbled down the stairs to the man. 
 
    “Where’s the key?” he asked with his hand held out. 
 
    Bishop shrugged, “it’s gone. You must not have put it away properly.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “Here, follow me,” Bishop beckoned and the two men went up the stairs in a hurry. “I told you every key has to go back to where they belong.” 
 
    “I wanted to leave. I hugged Mr. Coca and stood, freezing when a door opened a crack but stopped, as if someone wasn’t in a rush and had just stopped for a moment to think. I felt so woozy and lightheaded I wanted to throw up!” 
 
    A pool of blood leaked from the room around the open door. Dark and crimson, the blood moved slowly. Paige had her free hand over her mouth; she pressed her back to the wall. She was trying not to scream in horror. The wall felt cold through her clothes; chiller than her heart as she stared at the blood. It snaked like the Nile river around the wheels of the gurneys as it started to thin out. 
 
    “I don’t know why, but I just felt like the blood cumulating on the floor was reaching out to me. It wanted to drown me, make me regret going down there.” 
 
    The door was pushed wider as two women splattered in body fluid slipped out. They walked through the puddle to put their guns on the gurneys and then turned to leave. When they saw Paige, they shouted. Paige bolted, running up the stairs with her heart thundering. She tripped on the last step and accidently dropped Mr. Coca. Her thoughts were too jumbled to think of picking him up. 
 
    Paige burst past the red door and trailed the corridor. She bumped Mr. Bishop and the other man. They were confused but didn’t hesitate to try grabbing her. Paige collided into Hurst but kept running. She sprinted through the waiting room and out the front door. She didn’t pause for a breath. 
 
    The sunlight was blinding as she just kept moving her legs. She didn’t stop for cars or even bother with the sidewalk. She increased the pace; it was like she was flying. Though she didn’t go home, she couldn’t even remember home. So when her legs felt ready to give out, she stopped. Falling onto a bus stop bench and heaving deeply until she could recollect her thoughts. 
 
    “I was a mess, walking aimlessly around until I found myself at my high school. I completely forgot that it had been turned into a refuge for those who couldn’t leave town. No one asked me any questions, I was invisible as I relived the devastating horror of abandoning Mr. Coca – just like I had abandoned my family. I cried until I fell asleep. I was caught between anger that they died but also fear because I couldn’t understand how they got infected,” Paige says before going quiet. She finishes her story with a final sniffle. I sit there like a broken marionette, doing nothing but existing. 
 
    My heart aches for Paige, “I feel your pain. To live the horror. To have everyone dead. To be the only one. I remember losing my own little sister, it makes my heart wrench. I wish I could swim through the river of your words to save Hayley, even though that wouldn’t save Nova. She would always be dead because I was careless and didn’t look back.” 
 
    “I feel like I killed my family, is that fair to say?” 
 
    Exhaling deeply, I lick my lips nervously, “I never had a big brother, what was it like?” She lifts her chin with dopey eyes, smiling as memories flash in her mind. 
 
   
 
  

 “It’s great,” she admits, “Marshall was the best. He taught me a lot about boys and how to deal with them. He also taught me how to defend myself from them. He was a pain sometimes, but he was a best friend to me.” To emphasize she arches her brows, “you remind me of him.” 
 
    I turn red, “I wish that was true, but I don’t think I was that great of a brother.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up, Z. I’m sure you were a -.” 
 
    “I left her behind,” I snap standing.  
 
    “Come on,” she protests. 
 
    “She was right behind me but I didn’t look back. I just ran my selfish ass into a damn box. You couldn’t save your family because they were infected, they would’ve eventually turned and then you would really have to kill them. And you know what? That’s far worse, Paige. I killed my mom and I killed my best friend. So trust me, your hands are clean.” I leave Paige at the table, she watches me walk away, silent. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    11 Out of control mayhem 
 
      
 
      
 
    Yelling at Paige only worsens my survivor’s guilt. 
 
    I think this over while observing Fain Kong in the living room, my self-loathing waits to burst again. I hold it off with self-denial disguised as socializing. Fain sits on the floor with his legs folded beneath him as I sit adjacent. Fain Kong watches my reaction as he pulls his duffle bag closer and flips up the flaps. He chuckles as my eyes widen. 
 
    “That’s a lot of beef jerky and bullets,” I weakly comment. “Wait, you got a few textbooks in there? You really are a science teacher, sheesh.” 
 
    He shrugs before commenting, “it’s just enough to satisfy a man.” 
 
    I think to myself for a moment about my conversation with Paige earlier, I really should not have left her like that. The guilt eats at me, though I still find myself asking, “do you ever wonder why you survived when your loved ones didn’t?” 
 
    “There’s no need to wonder when you already know. My wife Tessa was sick,” he starts with casted eyes, “cancer. It had already advanced from her lungs long before the V11 virus. Weeks ago, when the outbreak became public, I brought her home. I figured that if we were going to die, we might as well do it as a family.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Fain Kong.” 
 
    “A few days before Paige and I met KFK, I was sitting with Tessa in our bedroom. She was lying on the bed with family albums spread open. I was loading a gun…I think it was this one too.” He motions the one in the corner of the room but I’m distracted, staring at the window. Something outside scratches against the boards but Fain Kong continues his story. 
 
    “She told me that she knew that she was going to die from the cancer, any day now. She didn’t want to struggle if there was no point,” he isn’t looking at me, he remembers his wife and that fragile moment, “she asked me to do something I never wanted to do. She had pleaded with me; she promised that it would be mercy if I truly loved her.” 
 
    I try to connect what he’s telling me, “I guess I see what you mean. When I think of my mom, or even my friend Simon, it wasn’t just fear or instinct; it was love, too. I ended their suffering, I stopped them from becoming a real monster. Though I don’t feel the fuzzy good feeling of relief; just pain.” 
 
    “Well, her second request was for me to survive. She told me I had to live on until I found my purpose. She reminded me to redeem myself before I died. I promised that we would meet again in the afterlife.” 
 
    “What could be anyone’s purpose now?” I ask almost lost in faraway noises, the sound of Paige shutting the door echoes quietly back to my ears. Outside something creaks on the porch but instead I say, “before my father died he made me swear to survive no matter what. That I had to live because they couldn’t.” 
 
    “Living for those who no longer can feels so futile, yet why do we still try?” He scoffs darkly before explaining, “the following days I was a mess, but I found myself at the school, I had nothing else to do. So why not? When it was ambushed I could barely save Paige, let alone myself. Maybe that was the point, to save someone from death. It was Paige, that has to mean something.” 
 
    I lie on my back staring up at the water stained ceiling. I miss cloudy skies, I always found them serene. When was the last time I saw the sky in all its glory? It had to have been the last time I saw my family. The memory has an iron grip on my mind. I turn over onto my side, and hug my body.  
 
    Fain Kong gives me privacy by examining his gun. I try to hold myself in but I’m Swiss cheese with so many holes I could be ripped apart. Images that I don’t want to see cling tight. They scream. They grab my hair and scratch at my eyes demanding attention. I let myself give and fold into the relapse of horror, because no matter how many times I say it’s not my fault it doesn’t change my feelings. 
 
    “Everything is my fault, my family’s death at least,” my mouth starts running like a motor even though intellectually I know the circumstances. “I had to kill my mom because she turned, if I hadn’t left her side at the Walmart that would’ve never happened. And if I hadn’t taken Nova to see some girl who didn’t even love me I could’ve stopped mom from biting dad. So, I killed him too in a way. And Simon, oh my god, I beheaded him because I was angry. And Nova, of god, Nova I, well I thought she was behind me but, but, but I don’t know.” 
 
    I hate crying, I really do, but I breathe in deeply, too sharp, and my lungs burn. A python is wrapped around my upper torso, trying to strangle the life out of me. I gasp for air. I choke and sputter like a sixty-nine-year-old chain smoker as I recompose myself, “I’m sorry to dump that on you.” 
 
    “The past is gone. We must move forward when others cannot, otherwise they’ll haunt us forever,” Fain Kong’s empathetic voice is a fist breaking through the smooth surface of a mirror; everything inside me shatters. “Like you said, we all have our scars and stories.” 
 
    “Well ain’t that the damn truth, I need a breather.” I shake my head as I stand, I straighten my spine and go to the kitchen. I gently touch the doorway before entering. Time drags slowly as I move over to the sink. I turn on the faucet, watching the water rush out. The noise is soothing as I contemplate our conversation. I don’t want to fall apart, not now, but a weight has been lifted after my outburst. 
 
    “Pakshet. I can’t do this,” I mutter looking down. There must be something clogging the pipes because the water fills the sink instead of going down the drain. I turn off the tap, staring into the ripples of the water. When the surface calms I catch my reflection. I can hardly recognize myself; my eyes have sunken in a little and my hair is ruffled, oily too. I touch my face, shivering as my fingers slide over the scab on my forehead. 
 
    This is the shell of Ezekiel Noah Keller, I think. I spit into the water. The ripples distort my vision as I step back. I tell myself for the hundredth time, be strong, not just physically, but deep inside.  
 
    Dad would say something about bravery isn’t muscles or brains; it’s having faith when you’ve lost everything else. I bring my wrist towards my face to look at his watch, I miss him. I've come this far, might as well keep going. 
 
    “Ezekiel!” shouts Fain Kong, “get over your pity party and come here!” 
 
    “It’s never a party without some shame,” I shake the feelings as I return to the living room to find him loading his shotgun. I look to the floor; two more await their time. I glance to the broken window as gangly, filthy arms reach between the boards and try to snatch at something to eat. I stand there mortified; their moans and screeches are hard to overcome. 
 
    “There’s more,” I’m dumbfounded. “Shit, they’re gonna tear the house apart.” 
 
    “We need to leave!” Fain shouts as he hands me the gun. My eyes fall upon my satchel in the far corner, the handle of my axe juts out, “go wake up Paige!” 
 
    “Paige!” I run down the hall shouting but she’s already up. Her eyes widen in shock as she follows me back to the living room. 
 
    “Make yourselves useful,” Fain Kong shouts putting the barrel to a hole in the board and pulling the trigger. A Flesheater screams as heads explode when bullets contact skull. 
 
    “I’ve never used one before, but here goes nothing,” Paige admits picking up a shotgun. I can tell that sleep makes it too heavy for her as she struggles under the weight to bring it to the window. She shoots at a wrist and the hand blows off. Again, and again. Soon bloody nubs are knocking at the wood. 
 
    “Zeke!” hollers Fain as he runs out of bullets. I hand him the other shotgun. He takes it and shoots a Flesheater between the eyes. I dash across the room and grope for my axe. 
 
    “The house is surrounded,” Paige cries out. “There isn’t enough ammo.” 
 
    “We’ll have to take the tunnels, let’s go!” Fain calls out before I can use my weapon. He takes the two shotguns and wraps their straps around him. Their combined weight makes his shoulders and neck turn red as he reloads the third. 
 
    “Should we take any food?” I ask grabbing my satchel. 
 
    “No time,” he responds while putting on his backpack. 
 
    We make our way to the bedroom. Fain Kong throws open the secret door and we race down the stairs to the basement. As we maneuver around boxes to the farthest corner I resist the urge to grab more photos off the floor, I rub the ones in my pocket before standing next to Paige. Fain pulls another door open to reveal a gate. Paige helps him push the creaky, metal gate wide open. A chill touches my skin as the darkness shifts. 
 
    “Hear that?” Fain halts, “shit, they’re here!” 
 
    I turn tail and run. Fain Kong and Paige run as five or perhaps ten Flesheaters trickle in from the sewers. We’re chased by a chorus of screeches and thundering feet. Paige fumbles up the stairs behind me. Thinking to myself, I’m not making that mistake again.  
 
    I grab her by the shoulder and shove her through the door before me. She steadies herself as Fain slams the door. I go to the dresser and, with my back against the side, push it in front of the closet door. Fain guides Paige to the hallway as I follow. 
 
    The house is under attack from all angles. Fain Kong, me, and Paige lean against each other’s backs to be able to defend from any side. A crash of wood and glass alerts that the Flesheaters have broken in through the side door.  
 
    “I hope you guys aren’t ready to throw in the towel,” Fain pulls off a pump-action shotgun to give Paige, she raises it with a trembling chin. Looking closer they’re both Mossberg 870s. The other he slides off for me, I drop my axe to take it. I’ve never held a gun like this before, let alone used one, my clammy hands tighten around it. 
 
    “Switch off the safeties,” is all he advices before aiming. Bang. Click clack, bang. Empty shells fall to the floor as he loads, shoots, pumps and repeats. 
 
    “I’ll try my best.” My arms shake as Flesheaters come in from the dining room. I must aim with an effort with my limited gun experience. I pull the trigger as they take the corner from the dining room and clamber down the hall. It ricochets off a picture frame before digging into the wall. I gulp, seven more tries. 
 
    “Try harder,” Fain Kong warns as he shoots Flesheater after Flesheater with nothing less than perfect aim. They seem to drop like flies. 
 
    “Shit!” Cries out Paige when she runs out of bullets. As a Flesheater donning a satin robe lunges she uses the end as of the gun as a blunt object to bash in the skull. 
 
    The fight seems endless, but soon their numbers dwindle. My hope and faith in surviving is momentarily restored. I shout, “hey, this may actually not end in shit!” 
 
    “Sure about that, Z?” Paige cringes against me as another door is torn down. Sewer Flesheaters thrash and heave against the bedroom door. It’s hard to say whether it will hold or not. In the following thirty seconds the door splits down the middle; bodies force themselves through it. 
 
    After the round is up, Paige swings the gun like a bat. I’m out of bullets too. I throw the gun in the face of an attacker to reach for my axe. Before I can, another Flesheater grab my ankles. My fingers just barely slide over the hilt as I fall on my back screaming. They drag me into the bedroom kicking and flailing. 
 
    “Z!” Paige picks up the axe and makes her way towards me as she chops herself a path. She brings the blade down on the neck of one of the Flesheaters and it turns to face her. Paige tries again, I gape as its head hits the floor and rolls under the bed. The other Flesheater, a man in a business suit, hisses at Paige and let’s go of me. 
 
    “Here!” She tosses the axe my way, I catch it while standing. Then she twists and serves a hard kick to his chest. The Flesheater moans while falling onto its back. I swing the axe at the frontal lobe; a chunk flies off as rhe body goes still on the floor. 
 
    “Did Marshall teach you that badass kick?” I ask while catching my breath. 
 
    “Oh, hell yeah!” she seems to smile proudly. 
 
    “Thanks, Paige.” I pat her back as she nods, rushing into the hall. I pursue. 
 
    “Some help please!” Fain calls from the hall. Fain Kong grapples with three beefy Flesheaters on the floor. His gun is trapped underneath him. Paige kicks one off and I disembowel it. 
 
    “Fain!” I cry out, I look up as rotten teeth clamp down on Fain’s shoulder, blood oozes when it pulls back flesh. 
 
    “No! Fain Kong, No!” Paige screams picking up Fain’s gun, she shoots twice without aiming; one hits the nose and the second digs square between the eyes. It goes limp atop Fain. 
 
    “Look out!” I shout as the third pushes off Fain Kong and lunges. Paige falls on her back screaming as she tries to hit it with the gun. I help Fain to his feet but something hits me from behind. My legs give out as my eyes roll from the hit. 
 
    I fall flat on my stomach with a loss of breath. I can hardly move; my head is heavy with rocks. My eyes don’t leave Paige’s frustrated face. For a second I see Nova’s face over hers. I can’t hear her swearing as she struggles under the Flesheater; I reach out to her, hand trembling. My eyes fight to stay open long enough to see her dragged away. 
 
    “No, no, help!” she shrieks while thrashing until she disappears into the other room. 
 
    “This doesn’t look good,” Fain grimaces while feeling his own wound before bringing the barrel of the gun to his head. 
 
    I wiggle closer, “Fain, please.” 
 
    “There’s no point, Zeke. Either way I’m heading out.” 
 
    “Fain don’t -” 
 
    “Tessa, I’m coming home.” He squeezes the trigger as I avert my eyes. His blood, hot and red, splatters across my face. The loud bang rocks my body, filling my ears. 
 
    “He… yah...wah.” I try to speak but my lips refuse to form words properly. I sputter as something wet touches my cheeks. I lie there paralyzed as movement outside my line of sight comes closer. My eyelids flutter shut as unconsciousness takes over. It’s a roller coaster for my stomach, ice grips me and I shiver. I'm not sure what’s going on anymore. 
 
    The last thing I’m conscious of is the smell of whiskey as I’m lifted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    12 Waking up in vegas 
 
   
 
  

   
 
      
 
    Something crawls across my arm. 
 
    I wake up giggling; it tickles. I look down at my arm, sit up straight, shouting as I swat at the mouse-size cockroach. It jumps off my arm and scuttles away. I look around me. It’s dark, but I can make out two doors, a nightstand with a lamp, and then a window. A laugh echoes my way and I cringe. 
 
    “What the hell?!” I gasp as KFK lights a lantern. Its yellow glow eats the darkness as he sets it down on the floor. There’s almost a sigh of relief as I take in his familiar face. “I’m happy to see you, old man.” 
 
    “Morning sunshine,” he whistles as he shakes a small flask at me, “I found some rum.” 
 
    “Good for you,” I mutter while rubbing my eyes. “How long was I out for?” 
 
    He takes a long swig from the flask before answering, “I’d say maybe twenty or twenty-six hours, just ball parking.” 
 
    “That explains the migraine,” I whisper to myself. I get out of bed and that’s when a thought registers. I question dryly, “KFK, where are we?” 
 
    “Here,” he slurs with a smile as he rocks back and forth on his heels, “if you get me a red marker I’ll star our location.” 
 
    “Kevin, be serious.” 
 
    “We’re in a hotel in Vegas,” he huffs. “Damn, you’re no fun!” 
 
    “Vegas? How did we get here?” I ask as he examines a knot in his beard with his fingers. 
 
    “In a car, of course.” He then corrects himself, “technically a truck.” 
 
    “Wait, Paige? Fain?” My mind starts pulling their names from deep memory. A solemn silence takes control as I recall the horror I witnessed of Nate Fain Kong. I can’t help but remember those hellish minutes, Fain’s final words, and then wonder why I’m always the survivor. What about Paige? The old man must be thinking the same thing because he twitches awkwardly. 
 
    “So, hm, you must be hungry,” KFK brings up on a calmer note. He hobbles to the other side of the room and rummages through a backpack. He returns with a water bottle and some energy bars. 
 
    “Thanks for saving me,” I make space on the mattress for the old man to sit. 
 
    He hands over one of the bars, but warns, “ration your water. Clean water is hard to find.” 
 
    “How much more do you have of these?” I ask as I wave the stick of granola, seeds, and nuts. My stomach wails even as I chew. 
 
    “About a week’s worth I guess,” he thinks out loud as he takes a swig of water and passes it to me, “I have beef jerky, trail mix, some gummy worms, and a half bag of potato chips. Of course, there is the rum…or at least there was.” 
 
    I lick my lips, “so did you find her? That’s why you left, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” he admits softly. 
 
    “And?” I mouth as he looks at me with pity for himself. 
 
    “Karen had turned, Jerry wasn’t so lucky…my baby girl ate him,” his words are matter of fact. 
 
    “Oh, oh I’m so sorry,” I put a hand on his shoulder for comfort as he did for me when I beheaded Simon, but he shakes it off. 
 
    “I came back home to be with her the moment I heard about the virus in the States…her mother died years ago in a car crash and besides me and Jerry, she had no one else. I hitchhiked, took countless buses, and a train from Brooklyn to Portland. When I arrived, well, I found his leftovers and she was in the yard. She attacked me, man, my baby girl attacked me. I shot her in the chest but she kept advancing. The look in her eyes was not her, so I hid in the house.” 
 
    “Oh Kevin, I’m so sorry.” I secretly hoped he would stop, but he kept going. 
 
    “The next morning, I worked up the courage to end her nightmare, but she had escaped. When I went looking for her I used the tunnels, we found them years ago by accident. I always knew that there was something strange about that place. It was suspiciously cheap and in the Nova, it always smelled horrible. I went through the tunnels, took me hours, until I popped up in the basement of a bar. I wandered around until I saw the 7-Eleven, I was hoping for food, and found you. After that I went looking for Karen and when I came back you were gone. I went back to the bar thinking it was a few blocks away.” 
 
    “I think I know which bar you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Any ways, for some reason Paige and Fain Kong found me. It just happened. I told them to follow the tunnels if they want to come back with me to New York, but I had to find you. Or at least my daughter. I hoped for both. Later, but I don’t think it was too much later, that I found you again.” 
 
    “I'm sorry about your daughter,” I blurt out. 
 
    His voice is steady, “me too. It happens to the best of us.” 
 
    “Scars and stories,” I whisper while chewing carefully. My hand slips into my pocket, it slides over something I had forgotten. I pull out the photos, “I thought you’d want these.” 
 
    He takes them in his hands, a small smile forms as he speaks, “I’ve almost forgotten about these. Look at my Karen, she was something special alright.” 
 
    I leave him to reminisce as I observe the room. The bed only has sheets, which are dirty. The cream wallpaper is peeling; long strands just barely hang off the wall. There’s no lampshade for the lamp, not that it matters. Dust clings to the blinds over the window. The nightstand beside us is missing a drawer. The carpet looks cheap; it might have been white but now reminds me of pizza crust. A cockroach scuttles beneath the door that leads into the bathroom that no one could pay me to use. 
 
    “Is this place safe?” I look to KFK. 
 
    He shrugs while pocketing the photographs, “sure, I checked everywhere. Not a single soul. I haven’t seen anyone for miles.” 
 
    “That’s odd,” I think it over, “not even Flesheaters?” 
 
    “Nope. No animals, survivors, or Flesheaters,” he informs me, “just cockroaches but these bastards can outlast nuclear holocausts.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “I dunno. I think it’s because of what they eat or their ability to hide in cramped spaces.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I give him a weird look. 
 
    He stops prattling and turns slowly, “what are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m talking about how there is no one here, where is everyone?” 
 
    “Oh,” he looks uneasy, his eyes dart from side to side, “it’s not exactly a mystery.” 
 
    I fold my arms and ask flat, “what aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    A minute passes before he gives in, “okay, but it’s not a sight.” 
 
    “Then just tell me,” I shrug but he gets out of bed and walks slowly to the window. He picks up the blind’s string and looks back to me, almost as if to say ‘last chance’. I unfold my arms and go to his side. I nod as encouragement. 
 
    My tone is lighter, “eventually I will find out.” 
 
    “That’s what bothers me,” he tugs on the string, the blinds go up, and I mutter a curse. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    13 Secret holocaust 
 
      
 
      
 
    The world outside is an alien planet. 
 
    “This cannot be Vegas,” I say once we’re in the parking lot. “I know I’m new here but come on.” 
 
    “Look, there’s our truck over there. Nice for an 89 Chevy, aye?” he tries to change the subject. KFK looks displaced with his hands on his sides as he eyes the perimeter. 
 
    “This is garbage.” What once was a strip of casinos, nightclubs, and hotels are now scattered rubble, half collapsed buildings, and pavement. The cars appear to be melted into the ground. Telephone poles and billboards lay crumbled into the heap. 
 
    “Oh, it’s not that bad.” 
 
    “What the hell happened?” I ask turning to face our motel. Half of it has been completely obliterated while the remaining rooms had just barely survived. “You knew about this? Why didn’t you just tell me? Jesus Christ! Why did we have to come here?” 
 
    “Vegas was just barely hit,” he tells me as I appear to panic like a lost child, “this actually isn’t so bad compared to the rest of Nevada.” KFK sets up a wooden crate as a table. He collects one misshapen rock and a burnt tire as chairs. He offers me to sit and I make myself a place beside him. The rock hurts my bottom; it’s uncomfortable, but I don’t mind if I get answers. 
 
    “It’s funny,” he darkly starts, “a week after the V11-virus started showing up here, what do we big shot Americans do? The U.S makes big plans to do all that it can to eliminate the threat; taking over highways, setting up clinics, bombing large populated areas. Spends millions on dressing soldiers instead of swallowing its pride and asking for help. Why cure people when it’s easier to just shoot them?” 
 
    “Excuse me, they bombed what now?” I ask for clarification. 
 
    “By mid-May it became obvious that not all infections came from bites, but that there was another strain unique to the US that could pass through tainted water thanks to cross contamination and a sanitation worker not even knowing they were sick. No one knew who would become a carrier or an infected. They just couldn’t get them all, so, boom!” 
 
    “I don’t remember hearing about this,” I confess. 
 
    “They had a broadcasted warning; they said they would give forty-eight hours for people to try to get safely out of state.” 
 
    “And what if they couldn’t leave?” 
 
    “Like I said, boom! Blown right through their asses.” 
 
    “Wow,” I’m at a loss for words. “Did anyone try to stop this from happening?” 
 
    “What, the bombings? I dunno, probably. Then again, everyone is scared and who wants to be targeted by Trappers?” He puts his hands up in defeat, and then drops them. The wind picks up a little as I process what he’s said. 
 
    “Trappers?” I arch my eyebrow in curiosity. 
 
    “The CDC needed subjects to test on,” he casually says. “Though not everyone’s willing to be bitten in the name of science.” 
 
    “Human experiments,” I repeat flatly. “Though that means there’s hope for a cure?” 
 
    He shrugs, “I haven’t heard anything though in a week or so, not since the radios and TVs gone down. I can only hope there are people out there still working.” 
 
    “Wow,” I look up to the sky and try to imagine, for my sanity, a team of scientists working on a cure. I guess that’s what Paige discovered in the clinic, of course what they were doing was horrible too. Killing patients they couldn’t use. Some people seem to be immune, I feel my forehead. The scab is almost healed, why didn’t that change me? Is there a reason why this has all happened? I ask the old man, “why did you help me?” 
 
    “I don’t understand what you mean,” KFK may or may not be telling the truth; I can’t tell. 
 
    I roll my eyes, “KFK, seriously. After kicking my ass, why bother helping me? You said so yourself, I’m just some dumb kid. I may not be able to make it up to you all that you have done for me.” 
 
    “And what have I done for you?” 
 
    “You pretty much saved me. You gave me a place to go. I would have wandered around forever until I died of loneliness or whatever. Thank you.” 
 
    He gives me a strange look as if I am insane. He clears his throat, “nobody wants to be lonely, and besides, what kind of man would I be to let some kid wander unattended?” 
 
    “Have I appealed to your better nature?” I ask jokingly. “Perhaps you’re not just an alcoholic scumbag, you’re a good person too.” 
 
    He chortles, “perhaps. I won’t knock it down, but not everything has to be some spiritual, philosophical journey of the human soul or shit.” 
 
    I shrug a little embarrassed, “so are we still going to New York?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’ll tell you more later,” he promises as he stands, walks back to the motel, and goes inside. I look to the wreckage. 
 
    “It worked? All the Flesheaters are dead…at least here…including the people.” I speak to the wind. It takes a minute to realize that I have my gaze set on a charcoaled skull without a skeleton body. I shut my eyes and turn away. 
 
    Of all the things I wish to forget that is not even the worst. Something feels weird. KFK wouldn’t lie to me, right? I wonder if the people who lived here did get the chance to flee. My thoughts return to KFK and his daughter, I feel sorry for him. He did promise to tell me later about New York and that’s good enough for now. After a while I return to the room. 
 
    “Hey,” I say walking through the door. 
 
    “Hmm,” he doesn’t look up. KFK lies on the bed with his hands on his chest; he resembles a cadaver. His chest moves up and down with each breath. I nearly laugh out loud when I recognize the white and red striped peppermint in his beard. 
 
    He opens one eye and sets it on me, “tomorrow we leave for New York.” 
 
    “Okay, but why New York though? I get that you live there, but we could really go anywhere.” 
 
    “Supplies, food, people.” his voice is boisterous, “how many more reasons do you need?” 
 
    “One.” My eyes light up, “there are people?” 
 
    “Or at least I hope so. The military has really made itself at home but last time I was there everyone was standing their ground.” 
 
    I get excited, pacing the room. I’m all ready to go, I ask, “okay, how do we get there?” 
 
    “We drive. Once we run out of gas we walk,” he says, waiting for my reaction. 
 
    “You cannot be serious,” I sit onto the bed. “You don’t have any other plan?” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he commands halfheartedly. “There should be a day or two’s drive of gas. Who knows, maybe we will find a workable gas station though I doubt it. We’d probably walk a few weeks, maybe hitch hike when we can.” 
 
    “If there’s any road trippers, of course. Ugh,” I crush a cockroach with my foot and wipe it off on the carpet. KFK closes his eyes and soon falls asleep. Loud, scratchy snores fill my ears. I turn off the lantern and the room is victimized by darkness. I fumble across the room to close the blinds as the sun sets behind the mountain of destruction. I stumble back to the bed and lie down at the feet of KFK. I stare up, not seeing anything. 
 
    For hours, I lie there thinking. I hope Lexie made it to Canada, even if I never see her again. I bet their health care system is still better than ours. Is there an afterlife? I miss my family. Is fain Kong with his family? Did Paige believe in ever seeing hers again? I should have asked. The idea of Karen eating Jerry makes me wonder what my sister is up to. I even miss hearing my mom’s afternoon soap opera playing too loud in the living room. Eventually I start to ponder, who is Kung Fu Kevin? 
 
    For the first time in weeks, I glide into a dreamless state of sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    14 Intermission 
 
      
 
      
 
    A hooligan wind scatters litter.  
 
    A lopsided shadow shimmers over the brick wall of a condemned apartment complex. The shadow of the short girl hits the ground and follows its owner. The night is warm and comfortable, but the eeriness causes the hairs on her arms to prick. Her breathing is shallow; she’s in a rush. She hadn’t meant to be out past curfew. 
 
    She just had to get something. Her cravings for a hot pocket slammed her a few hours ago back when it was broad daylight. She tried to stay in the smelly apartment that had a broken air conditioner, but she couldn’t wait any longer for her father or brother Pax to come home from the medical clinic where they worked. Her father was a veteran doctor while Pax was fresh out of medical school just in time for the virus to take its toll. 
 
    That’s why she had to risk everything so that she could feed her pregnancy craving, the second trimester was proving to be the hardest. Her twenty-year-old body swelled at the middle, carrying the child who knew nothing of the chaos that she was to be brought into. When she had learned that it was to be a girl, she was devastated. She had the experience to know the child has been cheated by a game she hasn’t learned to play yet. 
 
    “Rose, you can do this,” she whispers to herself as low clicks and dialectic howls creep along the night. She has the sudden urge to crawl into the small space between the dumpster and the building to hide till morning. She chews on her lower lip as she turns her head right to left and then left to right in paranoia. The thawing Hot Pocket, which she had five fingered discounted from the last successfully opened mini mart, is wedged on the inside of her bra. She can smell it as she scurries across the lonely street. 
 
    “I don’t need anyone.” 
 
    “Pax would laugh if he saw you like this.” 
 
    “I'm not scared.” 
 
    “I have no reason to be…” she lets her inner conversation end there. Besides scavengers and Flesheaters, there's another reason for the sundown curfew. They are called Trappers, low-life men in suits who abduct people off the street to sell to the government to be used for the so called greater good. 
 
    At first people had volunteered, seeking reward and honor, until a lone survivor came back and retold the sickening story of being abandoned in the middle of a path of Flesheaters. That’s how people learned about the clinics, of course it was too late. Anyone can tell who’s a Flesheater, but no one can tell apart a Trapper from an average door-to-door salesman. 
 
    Rosemary doesn’t like being afraid, but that’s what people feel when they know that they’re being watched. She can imagine the teeth of Flesheaters on her skin, pulling back meat, dancing in her blood in their attempts to scrape the bone raw. It’s a terrible way to die, to be feasted upon by the sick. 
 
    Something from behind revs as headlights eat up the night and her heart freezes, a shiver runs through her body and instinct takes over. She tries to run as the van pulls up, black doors fly open, and two men in suits jump out. In a heartbeat it all happens, and soon the streets of Boston are completely void of human activity.  
 
    And that begins Rosemary Romero’s journey to the Big Apple. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    15 Desert dwellers 
 
      
 
      
 
    The wind lifts layers of sand off the remaining road. 
 
    I shield my eyes with my hand staring up at the sky. It’s a pair of faded blue jeans over the broken city. It’s as if the sun, with all its brightness, has bleached the sky into a dirty mix of white and baby blue; something my father would call a hybrid gray. The sun is a globe; a devious sphere of white flames not even good enough to brighten my day. 
 
    “It’s gonna take how long?” I ask looking away with spotty vision. 
 
    He thinks for a minute, “yes.” 
 
    I put a hand on my hip, “I wasn’t asking that kind of question!” 
 
    “Oh, you weren’t? Pity,” he mutters to himself. “It depends on obstacles and such.” 
 
    KFK counts the food and water in his pack, and then winces, “we might run out of water before we get anywhere need a town or city without a polluted water reservoir.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound hopeful,” I think to myself and then say to him “we could probably go a day without water. We might be better off if you took off that heavy overcoat, it’s freaking June in the desert.” 
 
    “Nah, I’m a pretty straightforward and permanent character. I wear what I fricking want to wear and I didn’t fight for this country to have some wank teenager tell me what to do. Don’t change me, boy.” 
 
    “Okay,” I’m sorry that I brought it up, “did you just call me a wank teenager? You can’t use verbs as adjectives. And I am pretty sure that’s slang for masturbating!” 
 
    “I’ll show you.” He gives a look, warning that he would start his spiel all over again. I look away with an exaggerated grimace. 
 
    “Show me anything and I’ll kill you, you -” I’m interrupted mid laugh by the banging of a door being opened and slammed too quickly for the hinges. 
 
    “Where the hell are we?!” her voice is croaky from oversleeping but heightened with agitation. 
 
    My eyes widen as I turn, “Paige, is that you?!” 
 
    Standing in front of the room next to ours she shrugs, “who the hell did you think it was?” 
 
    “I, uhm, KFK you didn’t say she was alive!” I accuse while pointing. 
 
    He waves me off, “you never actually asked. I thought you were just rude.” 
 
    “Are we going now?” Paige asks as she crosses the distance. 
 
    “You shoulda said something about her being in a different room.” 
 
    “Of course I put her in a different room, she was knocked out and I’m no pervert.” 
 
    “Sure you are, gramps!” She chuckles while standing before us. Just seeing her in the flesh floods me with peace of mind, I reach out mindlessly and fold her into a hug. 
 
    “Ew, Z, what the heck?” she protests while hugging me back. “Did you really think I was dead?” 
 
    “I saw you dragged away.” 
 
    “Well, thank god for drunk bums, right?” she sighs while pulling back. There’s a glisten in her eyes as she steps away, “Fain Kong didn’t make it, didn’t he? I think that’s my last memory.” 
 
    “I’m sorry Paige, it’s just us.” I say sincerely but I find myself smiling at the sight of her, “I’m so relieved to see you.” 
 
    “Boy you weren’t even this excited to see me, I’m so offended.” KFK jokes. He shakes his head, going through his coat pockets, pulling out switchblades, gum, napkins, and a metal flask. He takes a swig and smiles. He returns the contents to his pockets. “See? Useful.” 
 
    “I thought there was no more rum,” I note. 
 
    "There isn’t,” he responds. 
 
    “Awe, man.” Paige groans, “could I get some? You know, a drink before I die in the devil’s litter box.” 
 
    “Hey, this is something else to take the edge off the drive, for my sake of course. I’ve got that arthritis of the tongue.” His laugh bellows around us. 
 
    Paige squints suspiciously, “arthritis only affects joints.” 
 
    I pause, “we’re gonna need some.” 
 
    “You two? You’re both still young. One of us has to keep his head.” 
 
    “What if I wanna lose my head too?” 
 
    “Come here and let me chop it off then,” he laughs while grabbing hold of me and pulling me into a loose chokehold. I pretend to struggle as Paige not so lightly starts punching my lower back. 
 
    She grunts, “gonna toughen you up before the world eats you, Z!” 
 
    “Never mind,” I croak as KFK releases me. “That wasn’t a fair fight.” 
 
    Paige pipes up, “though drinking and driving is illegal, so there’s that.” 
 
    He looks us up and down, “you wanna talk about laws? Look around, we’re not governed anymore. Now get your bratty butts in the damn truck before I change my mind and leave you both here.” 
 
      
 
    I stick my hand out the window as we drive down the broken road, bumping and shaking over rubble. The dry weather slides over my skin accompanied by a dusty breeze. Beads of sweat cascade down my forehead and along my neck soaking my shirt. There are no clouds to curtain the sun. Though hours have passed, there's no cheery blue sky to alter the dreary atmosphere of the Nevada desert, only a gloomy gray that is nothing but depressing. 
 
    It’s been miles since Vegas, but I feel as if we have gone nowhere. Everything looks the same; nothing but dirt and rocks out here. The sun makes the earth appear as a deep red under its glare. I strain to see ahead of the hood. 
 
    “Do you think we’ll run into anyone while out here?” asks Paige curiously from the backseat. 
 
    “Not according to KFK.” I look back at her and try to chuckle, “tired of us already?” 
 
    She smiles sadly with crossed arms over her stomach, “yep, I need some fresh meat to punch around. You’re too scrawny.” 
 
    “Says the dork in a casino shirt I found outside in the bins,” I turn back to the road. 
 
    “Hey, it’s not my fault Kung Fu Kevin didn’t grab my stuff when he took us.” 
 
    “Don’t say it like that,” KFK meets her eyes in the rear-view mirror, “makes me feel like some pervert who abducted you two.” 
 
    “You kinda are,” she says before sticking her tongue out. 
 
    “We need to find somewhere to camp,” announces KFK to change the subject. “I need to rest my eyes and make sure we’re going in the right direction.” 
 
    I turn to him without acknowledgement. Sweat has become a layer of his face. I imagine that Paige and I look the same. He struggles to drive straight. I reach out for the wheel as he glares. I withdraw and look out. 
 
    “We could drive for another hour before sundown and then drive a few hours into the night.” I wipe the sweat from my brow before it can drip into my eyes. I scan the horizon but I see no hope of finding a shelter. I like the idea of sleeping though. 
 
    “My eyes aren’t good enough for night driving,” he grunts, “don’t you know it gets wicked cold in the desert at night? We need to find a warm enough place to park.” 
 
    “That sounds about right,” Paige answers without protest; there’s no energy for an opinion. 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” A mile later I spot a lump in the horizon. After a while it becomes an odd rock formation. I point, “there.” 
 
    “Works for me,” Kung Fu Kevin pulls over and brings the truck to a stop. In the bed of the truck are the sheets and pillows we could find around the motel. I snatch them up. KFK marches ahead and plops down at the foot of the rock. He removes his trench coat to use on the ground. I hand him his pack and he puts it under his back as he leans against the stone. 
 
    Paige watches from the truck while manually rolling down the window with the crank, “I’m a lady so I’ll be in here tonight.” 
 
    I joke, “scared about bed bites?” 
 
    “Naw, I’m good.” I watch her lean the passenger seat back. 
 
    I put the sheets on the ground and pull my satchel closer. I take out a granola bar to tenderly bite. I offer it to the old man, but he shakes his head. I offer it to Paige who takes more than half. I lie down next to KFK and fold my arms behind my neck so I can watch the sky as the sun sets. From the corner of my eye I see Paige leaning against the dashboard, her face buried into her crossed arms, shoulders shaking. She must be crying over Fain Kong, I assume. I wonder if she feels it too, the guilt of surviving. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As predicted, the supply of water ends before the journey reaches its first milestone; the car runs dry just a hundred miles from a town on the map. 
 
    “Day three, right?” I check with KFK as we walk away from the truck. It sits in the middle of the highway, abandoned and dead. “That’s not too bad.” 
 
    His voice is narrow when he says, “if we get desperate we can drink our own urine.” 
 
    “We don’t even have anything to piss!” Paige scoffs. 
 
    I wipe my moist forehead, “I’ll be lucky if I can sweat through today.” 
 
    “Eventually it will rain,” he assures as he rummages through his pack. He grabs a granola bar, peels back the wrapper halfway, and takes a modest bite. He puts it back in. 
 
    Paige rolls her eyes, “anything can happen if you say it will eventually, stop bullshitting.” 
 
    “Do you really think it will rain soon enough?” I ask but I’m too distracted to hear his answer. There’s a musical noise somewhere, I can’t hear what it’s from or where it comes from, I just know it’s out there. Though I keep it to myself. 
 
    As the days pass our conversations become shorter and shorter throughout the day. The sun beats down on us, stealing our most basic communication skills. 
 
    “Are we there yet?” I ask. 
 
    “Don’t talk,” KFK warns. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I start whistling. 
 
    Paige guesses, “Smells like Teen Spirit?” 
 
    “Didn’t I just say not to talk?” 
 
      
 
    The next day I find myself scratching at patchy red skin. The sky is void of clouds as I lick my dry, cracking lips. 
 
    “Where are we?” I rub dirt off my axe’s blade with the end of my shirt before continuing, “we’re not still in Nevada, are we?” 
 
    He thinks it through, “no, no. We’re in Kansas… looks like Topeka, checkout the buildings,” KFK points at a water tower, “see. Topeka.” 
 
    “Think there’s anyone around? Any food or water?” Paige asks in a raspy voice while looking around, there’s no one in sight as we pass through a neighborhood. The cars are caked in dust, it must have been weeks since the last resident drove around here. The telephone poles are layered with flyers, hundreds of the same message. 
 
    “Kansas has no running water, a lot of the Midwest was completely cut off and evacuated during the first weeks.” He answers, “a lot of people were getting sick from the tap. Flesheaters were found in some of the main water stations, contaminating the water.” 
 
    “Really?” I say while looking closer at the flyers, “these are eviction notices for everyone.” 
 
    “Zeke, the Midwest is where the first US outbreaks started. Late May, too.” 
 
    Paige shakes my arm dramatically, “everyone’s gone to Canada, the bastards. We shoulda gone too.” 
 
    As the hour progresses so does the heat. The temperature increases slowly like a preheating oven, my body struggles to adjust. Heat waves on the pavement cruelly pretend to be bodies of water in the near distance. 
 
    My skin turns red around the straps of my satchel, weighed down by my axe. With legs feeling ready to fall off, my jeans grow heavier with clingy dirt and debris. I jokingly ask with serious intentions, “is it still considered wrong to go pantless, even in a society over ruled by zombies and chaos?” 
 
    “Z,” warns Paige, “if you take off your pants I’ll stab you.” 
 
    “Fair enough, if he did it so would I!” Admits KFK who isn’t doing any better. He breathes like an ox twice his age. His face is red too, though his body shakes a little. Sweat soaks his trench coat and his pack seems to be taking him down. Even his beard appears to be sodden. Eyes dulled, lost to overuse. His joints pop with each step and I now believe that the man has arthritis, though not in his tongue like he claimed, and so pity takes my heart. 
 
    “This isn’t a command, but a thought,” I begin slowly in caution, “you should take off that heavy coat.” 
 
    “No,” he states, “It’s not the coat. It’s the damn sun that makes me hot but I can’t take that off.” A few steps follow without any words, just mumbles and sighs. 
 
    “At least let him carry your pack,” coaxes Paige. 
 
    “What? No,” he gripes, “I got this, kids.” 
 
    “I wasn’t saying you don’t,” I back off a little and just let it go. I've never realized that KFK had so much pride. I assumed that he was above that. Fine, I think, be stubborn old man. 
 
    His voice is low, it takes a while to realize that he is talking, “...and we should make sure to visit Time Square. I just want to see if any of the restaurants have any abandoned food that hasn’t rot. If they aren’t gone or spoiled than we would be in such luck. Not oysters… yuck. Those shouldn’t even count as food. They taste all slimy and go down like thick clumps of mucus.” 
 
    “Whatever, oysters are great.” I scoff at the thought of eating spoiled oysters. I pause for a moment, growing excited. “Anyways, how much longer until – hey do you hear that?” 
 
    He pauses, “hear what?” 
 
    “I think I hear music!” 
 
    Paige tilts her head to the side, perplexed. “I don’t really hear any music.” 
 
    Kung Fu Kevin puts a hand on my shoulder as he shakes his head, “oh shit. I gotta get you out of this weather.” 
 
    “It’s kinda far away, but I recognize the lyrics.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” he thinks a little, “and why can’t we hear it?” 
 
    “Yeah, Z. I hear nothing but the sound of my skin burning.” 
 
    I close my eyes and lick my lips, “shut up. Let’s go.” 
 
    The man tows behind as he prattles on about his hearing and my new insanity to Paige. She nods as if she can affirm it. He then jokes that it’s questionable whether it was there before the hell walk. I roll my eyes. I know I'm not crazy, I can hear it just fine. 
 
    As he makes a remark about modern psychiatric care, I blurt simultaneously “I wanna hold your hand!” 
 
    “Excuse me?” this outburst catches Paige off guard and I feel the creeping of an awkward smile on my face. 
 
    “That’s the name of the song,” I explain. “Shut up, I’m not crazy.” 
 
    Paige’s eyes peer at me from the side, “kinda sound crazy.” 
 
    I wonder about the music. A feeling of awareness weaves into my gut, and I know that we aren’t alone. “There’s someone else in the wilderness, swear!” 
 
    He pulls out a map, “look. We’re almost out of the city. There’s a river right here, let’s get water. It shouldn’t be contaminated because it isn’t still water.” 
 
    “How would you know?” Paige questions. 
 
    “Science, youngling. Science.” 
 
    “Thank god,” as the Oakland expressway brings us back into the desert. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When we reach the Kansas river an hour later it’s like approaching the pearly gates. I drop to my knees with raised arms and my face smiling towards the sky. I crawl towards the edge of the river, my fingers tickling as they touch the cool surface. 
 
    “Jesus Christ gramps?!” shrieks Paige while covering her face. 
 
    “Good god, that feels amazing.” KFK has stripped down to his birthday suit and stands waist deep in the river. A tender breeze flutters his greying beard as he bends to drink from the river. 
 
    I turn away gagging while crawling into the river, clothes and all, laughing, “I was not ready for that. Please give a warning next time.” 
 
    “Shut up, wank!” he chuckles kicking water my way. “Nudity is nothing to be ashamed of.” 
 
    “Your nudity though,” I joke between gulps of water, “is nothing short of shame embodied.” 
 
    “I’m ashamed for just seeing that,” Paige walks blindly towards the water with red cheeks. “I think I’ve actually gone blind.” 
 
    “Shut up and get the bottles from my backpack. Fill them up,” he gruff while splashing in the water. I roll my eyes while trudging my body out of the river, my soaked clothes hang heavy off my frame. I make my way to his backpack where I pull out several bottles. I bring them to the water to fill up. 
 
    “Don’t piss, okay?” 
 
    “Just go up stream of me.” 
 
    Paige gags, “that’s gross. I’m in here too.” 
 
    “Are you sure this water isn’t contaminated?” I ask as I wade up stream with the bottles. As I fill them with the less than clear water I start noticing a few darker shapes in the water, small and wiggly. I toss the filled bottles onto the land near his pack, though in the fourth bottle I leer closer, a worm? Maybe a leech? No, then I would be covered in the little blood suckers. Some sort of baby eel? I don’t know so I raise it towards Paige and Kung Fu Kevin, “the hell is this?” 
 
    “Eh, probably some water snake or worm,” he says while splashing his hair. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound safe to drink,” she challenges him. “I don’t want diarrhea, do you?” 
 
    “I don’t really know. Just pour it out and get some more.” 
 
    I don’t really hear him as I walk up the shore, going farther along the river. I grip the bottle as I stride faster, there must be something around the bend. Beyond the grove of trees. I bring the bottle up towards the sun, the thing wiggles and writhes aggressively. Upon closer look, I can see a toothy mouth, this thing is bigger than I thought. Probably as long as my pinkie, though it’s hardly thicker than the typical earthworm. 
 
    As I make it through the trees to the river again, I’m thrown out of my thoughts. “KFK, Paige, get out of the water!” 
 
    “What?” I can hear them call back, but it’s too much for words. 
 
    “Just get out and come here!” 
 
    Along the banks of the river, bodies upon bodies with their heads smashed beyond recognition. Some are barely hanging onto land, slowly being pulled more and more by the tide. Their skin is grey, mold creeps along the water-soaked flesh. I gag as the flies hover, swarming like a robust city. I count nearly twenty-four bodies, were these the residents of the nearby town? 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” a nude KFK gasps from behind. 
 
    “Disgusting,” Paige turns up her nose while shivering. “I was just in that river, nasty.” 
 
    I cover my nose with my free hand, “pour out all the water. This is sick.” 
 
    KFK rubs his beard, “explains the murkiness, I guess.” 
 
    I peer closer as I near a smaller figure. “Look at that.” I say pointing at the remaining exposed brain tissue, “worms. Just like in this bottle. Though they’re dried out from the sun.” 
 
    “This makes my stomach churn,” Paige admits turning around. 
 
    KFK then instructs with a white face, “let’s get our shit and go. Rain has to come eventually.” 
 
    I put the bottle on the ground and begin stepping away, “I guess not everyone was evacuated.” 
 
    After dressing and emptying the bottles we continue walking. It doesn’t take long before the three minutes of river refreshment becomes a distant memory as we dry up, though my mind is haunted by the faceless bodies. Their blood on the shore. The worms. I grip my axe with blistering palms, I’m even more on edge as we tread the desert. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good timing,” I grin looking down at my watch. “It’s a five o’clock rain, right on the dot.” 
 
    “Take out the bottles and hold them up,” KFK says as the clouds accumulate, ripping open over us. The droplets are fat and refreshing as they hit us. 
 
    Paige holds up a bottle, “this will take forever.” 
 
    “If you wanna die go ahead,” KFK wiggles his brows. “Otherwise the sky is our facet, girl.” 
 
    It does feel forever as we stand, getting soaked, filling the bottles with rain water. Though as I stand I tilt my chin upward with an open mouth, “tastes good too.” 
 
    My ears are filled with KFK’s breathing, the sound of rain falling, Paige’s humming, and oddly, wind chimes. I stiffly rotate my head to locate the source of the wind chimes but nothing can be seen for miles. At least not with my dry eyes. 
 
    “Do you hear the wind chimes?” I dare ask as we pack up the now heavy bottles. 
 
    This raises another question as we walk, “what are wind chimes?” 
 
    Paige pokes fun at KFK, “you don’t know about wind chimes?” 
 
    “Never mind, it’s okay. The rain’s stopping. Let’s just get as far as we can today,” I say as I glance up, my heart jumps into my throat. I see them. 
 
    They smile as they climb out dad’s truck. Their clothes are clean and pressed as if for Sunday church. Nova dons a sundress, mom has her hair pinned into a bun and dad is in his best slacks. They stand still with their hands out to me, calling my name. 
 
    “Mom, dad!” I cry out with a rush of adrenaline, “Nova!” 
 
    “Run to us, Ezekiel,” mom beckons. “You’ll be late for lunch.” 
 
    “You don’t want to miss it,” dad assures with a laugh. 
 
    I drop my axe and jog to them. “I thought I would never see you guys again!” I shout as they embrace me. My chest feels light as if it’s full of air, I could be carried away any second by the wind. 
 
    “Nova, go fetch the picnic basket,” beams mom, “your brother looks famished.” 
 
    “Yes, mama!” she chirps as she hops away, “oh Zeke, you’re gonna love it! She made lumpia, chicken adobo sandwiches and pineapple upside down cake for dessert.” 
 
    My stomach grumbles as my mother kisses my cheek, “you’re a mess! When we get home you’re taking a shower before anything else.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” I laugh rubbing my face where she had kissed it, it stings but I’m too elated to question the pain. 
 
    Nova returns with a large blanket and a picnic basket. Dad sets up the blanket before helping mom sit down. She looks up with sullen eyes, “Ezekiel, mahal ka namin.” 
 
    “Ezekiel, we love you,” Nova translates with a gloomier look while taking a seat. 
 
    “Mahal kita,” I say absent mindedly while taking a plate and then leaning for a fork, “Salamat po nanay!” 
 
    “Everything’s so tasty,” Nova compliments. “I didn’t realize I was so hungry too.” 
 
    When I glance at Nova I scream; my mind isn’t ready for such a sight. “What’s wrong with your face?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?”  
 
    Her skin is sagging; half her face is missing to expose a set of grey teeth in a rotting jaw. Her eyes are bloodshot with bits of mold growing in the corners. There are deep scratches along her body and her cream-colored sundress is torn. Her hair hangs like dried weeds that could break off at any moment. I stare down at her hands; her nails are cracked with clumped blood. 
 
    “Mom, dad…” I whisper. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Ezekiel?” Even my mother and father look the same. I fall back and try to speak. The food has turned to blood-crusty worms with teeth that slither on the picnic platters. I close my eyes as I scream so I don’t have to look.  
 
    I roll onto my back and stagger upward, “oh my god! Pakshet, pakshet!” 
 
    “Ezekiel!” Hands grab me; they try to sustain me as they call out my name, “Zeke.” 
 
    “Z.” 
 
    “Ezekiel!” it says but the voice is raspy, “calm down, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “I think he has heat stroke.” 
 
    “Help me with him.” 
 
    I open my eyes as I start to ease into a state of numbness, “what? KFK, Paige, oh Christ!” I give in and let my body fall against them. The picnic scene is gone, as well as my decayed family. I sob softly from the stress as I try to erase the image in my mind of them. 
 
    Paige grips her hands in concern, “Ezekiel, who were you talking to? What the hell happened?” 
 
    KFK feels my forehead, “you’re burning up, shit, it must’ve been the tainted water.” 
 
    I pull away from him so that he can study my face as I tremble, “you didn’t see them?” 
 
    “It must have been a mirage that frightened you,” he reasons, “you said mother a few times…was it your family? Dear lord, did you really see them?” 
 
    I whimper a little, “I don’t know man, it was just so real.” 
 
    “Here, drink some rain,” he hands me a bottle, “all yours, drink it slowly so you don’t throw up.” 
 
    I do as he says. KFK has somber eyes as he pats my back and compliments my effort, “good. Very good. A little more…good boy.” 
 
    I hand him the empty bottle and stare down at my feet in shame. I feel better as my head clears. I don’t have the heart though to tell them that I can hear both The Beatles and the wind chimes even now as we speak. I mutter, “maybe I really am losing my mind.” 
 
    “I think we’re done walking for today,” KFK announces, “let’s find a drier spot and get an early start on snoozing.” 
 
    “We might as well,” Paige agrees as I meekly follow them. I let him use his trench coat as a blanket for me to lie on. I go with the motions and do as he does; I close my eyes and just sleep like it’s any other evening. 
 
    In my sleep, I feel the ground shake. The Beatles sing on and on about their broken hearts. A man hoots in anguish as a horse stomps the grassless earth. There are musical voices mingling with the clinks of bells and wind chimes. 
 
    “Are they dead?” 
 
    “The old man looks like he’s been dead for days!” 
 
    “The little one smells weird…” 
 
    “The poor girl looks so cold, awe, can we help them?” 
 
    “Let’s start a fire over here, if they live they may join.” 
 
    I drift in and out of consciousness, not even sure what is reality or just a dream.  Pots hit each other softly, children laugh, something is broken. Visions of blue flames and orange-pink flowers cloud my mind. A tantalizing aroma of seasoned meat cradles my senses, but it’s a soft kick to my foot that jolts me out of dreaming. 
 
    “Wake up time,” a deep man’s voice announces. 
 
    “H-hello there,” I gape as I awake amongst gypsies. Color is everywhere. There are beautiful ladies dressed in long skirts and flowy tops. Tiny flowers and rainbow beads are braided into their long, curly back hair. Some of the ladies have bracelets on their ankles and wrists while others simply have hoop earrings. Red paints their lips and their blue eye shadow is less than subtle. They carry a delicate air of jasmine and spices. The gypsy women seem to dance as they move, even their speech is held in melodic tune. 
 
    “Kung Fu Kevin, Paige, wake up.” I rub my eyes. The men wear dirty jeans and white t-shirts. They smell of smoke mixed from cigarettes and campfires. They have double barreled shotguns pointed at us. KFK is awake and has the right idea to be quiet. Behind the four men there are two horses roped to an old wagon made of dark wood with tiny windows and tall wheels made of a tanner lumber. 
 
    “Holy Christmas,” whispers KFK. “This is different.” 
 
    “Holy cow, human contact.” Paige jolts anxiously before pointing to one of the girls, “oh my god, I love your outfit. Very boho meets nomadic chic.” 
 
    The girl smiles, “thank you.” She turns to another, “I like her already.” 
 
    “That’s nice…” my eyes continue to wander. There is a second wagon that is painted bright blue with red trim, it is slightly bigger, and is harnessed to a large ox. Two small children climb down the rickety stairs of the wagon. There is a twinkly chime symphony and I can hear someone tinkering with a wind-up box. A little bit away an older woman is cooking a small animal on a fashioned rotisserie over a fire. The night is livened by their activity. 
 
    “We mean no harm,” the oldest man says. 
 
    “Then what’s with the barrels in my face?” KFK fusses. 
 
    The man laughs, it sounds like a clean avalanche. “Fair enough, guns down.” 
 
    “We came from the land of walking wolf men and painted ladies,” a boy announces with a grin while shaking his hands dramatically. 
 
    I face KFK who whispers, “they’re a bunch of theatrical tweakers from New Mexico,” 
 
    The boy rolls his eyes at the comment, “we’re freelance actors. Guess you can say we’re in between jobs.” 
 
    “This can’t be real,” I mumble. 
 
    Paige grins, “I’m glad it is.” 
 
    “I’m Luke and this is my family. Right here is my son Onyx and my little girls are Noelle and Poppy. This is my wife Anita and her two younger sisters Esme and Sage,” he introduces while stroking his moustache. 
 
    “Did you catch that?” I ask KFK with a raised brow. 
 
    “I was taken by the moustache,” he admits in a daze. 
 
    Luke laughs, “join us for dinner, Anita is making rabbit stew. Come huddle around the fire, we haven’t had much company in ages.” 
 
    We do as he says, getting closer to the warmth. The rest of the gypsies join as Anita passes out small wooden bowls. As she rations out the stew, the bells on her ankle bracelet tinkle with each step. Anita moves freely like water as she attends to everyone’s needs. Her graying hair glows in the light of the crackling fire. 
 
    “I’m Ezekiel, this is KFK and Paige,” I chime. Everyone says hello and smiles politely, “I’ve been hearing your music for a while now. I knew we weren’t alone here.” 
 
    KFK hums as he sips his stew, “I’m still certain this is a dream.” 
 
    “Where are you guys off to?” 
 
    “New York,” KFK cautiously answers, “and ya’ll?” 
 
    “Philadelphia,” announces Sage, “we have family to look for.” 
 
    “Important family,” echoes Poppy with a hint of mischievousness. Noelle shushes her with her little face consumed in a scowl. 
 
    “You know you guys would get to New York faster if we gave ya’ll a ride, well, at least to Philly,” states Onyx. He looks to his father who nods. 
 
    “We don’t wanna put you out,” Paige says. 
 
    “I would if I don’t have to walk,” KFK laughs. “Good stew though.” 
 
    “No, it’ll be fine,” insists Anita as she settles between Luke and Esme. “We all belong to the earth and should help eachother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    After dinner KFK and I lie outside the wagons with the ox by the fire. We’re welcomed into the caravan, just not yet trusted to sleep in one. Well, other than Paige which feels like sexism but it’s probably not my place to point that out. 
 
    “Gah!” I shout as I notice a dark figure standing over me. 
 
    “Sorry,” it’s Esme. 
 
    “Is everything okay? How’s Paige?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s fine. She’s passed out in my bed.” Up close she looks to be my age. Her brown eyes glimmer in the wavering campfire as she leans closer, “can I ask you some questions?” 
 
    I sit up, “anything. What?” 
 
    She looks towards the wagons before whispering, “I need to know that we can trust you and your companions.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course. I swear we aren’t bandits or bitten, if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
 
    She sits beside me, getting comfortable. “Well, it’s more than that. I need to know you and your friend aren’t Trappers.” 
 
    “You know, I keep hearing about them but I have no clue why they’re so scary. They’re medical recruiters, right?” 
 
    She scoffs, “maybe I was wrong. You're just about as knowledgeable as you are dangerous.” She stands to leave but I stop her. 
 
    “I know about the clinics. Does that mean anything to you?” 
 
    “I know plenty about the clinics.” She pauses as if she’s still untrusting, “our grandparents were taken by Trappers. We had to bribe some people at a clinic to find out they were taken to Philly.” 
 
    “So ya’ll just plan on rolling up and taking them back?” asks KFK sitting up. 
 
    Esme reddens, “sorry we woke you. I’m leaving anyways.” 
 
    KFK lies back down, muttering though in seconds he’s snoring again. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Esme. Though I can promise that we aren’t working with Trappers.  We just need to get to New York. And Paige knows loads about the clinics, she’s been in one and seen their files.” 
 
    She sighs, “New York isn’t safe.” 
 
    I tilt my head to the side, “what makes you say that?” 
 
    She plays with her braid, stalling. “Tomorrow after lunch meet me in my wagon once Sage goes to forage, maybe she can take Paige so we can talk alone then.” With that she turns away and bounds into the night for her wagon. 
 
    “Jesus,” I whisper easing onto my back. I stare up at the stars, the constellations shine brightly making me feel insignificant. I’m not even one tenth of the size of a single star. I’m nothing. I can’t get our conversation out of my mind even as I stare at the magnificent night sky. New York isn’t safe? Nowhere is safe, though what could she know? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    16 pomegranates from hell 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pomegranates. 
 
    The small space carries the strong scent of pomegranates. The old wagon attached to the horses belongs to Sage and Esme. Inside are countless stools of silk, wool, cotton, and satin, all ready to be sewn by gentle hands. Pinks, blues, greens, and oranges dance before my eyes. On the shelves are books, jars, and poorly framed pictures. Spices, herbs, and fruit seeds hang from the ceiling in woven pouches. 
 
    “We make a lot of our own costumes,” Esme explains. “It’s a part of the allure of our family theatre troupe.” 
 
    “That’s cool,” I nod my head. When I situate myself at the foot of Esme’s bed perfume from her sheets rise, capturing my nostrils. My stomach does a Novasault. The many layers of quilts put together by hand feel inviting beneath me, I’d love to sleep in a bed. Anything but the ground. On the other side of the caravan is another single sleeper bed. Sage’s bed is void of pillows, nor were there any blankets. Just a sheet and a pile of stuffed animals. At the end of the bed is a stack of yellow-paged, leather bounded thick novels. The names are foreign to me. 
 
    “I’ll be right back, let me get Onyx.” She promises. “He was there when we found out about the Trappers.” 
 
    “Sure,” I say with a shrug. Waiting for Esme to return, I stare at the ceiling. There are flowers ribboned next to the aromatic pouches. Queen Anne’s lace, phloxes, poppies, and marigolds. I cannot imagine the sort of meadow they blossomed from. Over the time they have dried, forever preserved for Esme’s delight. In a month, I decided, they will be nearly unrecognizable. The browning of their stems and the crinkling of petals adds to the beauty and mystery of the room. 
 
    “Hey, Zeke,” announces Onyx as the door opens, sunlight oozes in, causing light to jump off the wall mirror. A wandering breeze follows before the door is shut behind Esme. Smiling, she crosses the distance to sit beside me. In her hands is a jam jar with a white flower floating in a translucent, hardened gel. The label carries a careful scribble that I can’t see, so I look to Onyx. 
 
    “Are you guys going to tell me about New York?” 
 
    “Maybe not the big apple, but everything else we know,” he shrugs. He must be middle school age, perhaps thirteen like Nova. He’s tall and built wide, but he still has a baby face. 
 
    “Have you heard of mock orange?” Esme asks with diamonds in her eyes that grow as I nod. 
 
    “Jesus, Aunt Esme,” Onyx rolls his eyes. “Get to the point.” 
 
    I pat her shoulder, “it’s okay, just go on.” 
 
    “Well, it’s a shrub with flowers that look and smell like orange blossoms. It symbolizes deceit and misdirection in some cultures.” Her smooth words mirror my sharp silence. I’m unsure if this is really what she had called us in for. “Whenever people think of Hades and Persephone - you know of Greek myths, right? - well anyways, they think of pomegranates. That’s the fruit Hades tricked his wife out of a divorce and leaving him forever.” 
 
    “You’re a great story teller,” I grin while shaking my head. “But I don’t know where you’re going with this. Tell me, what do you know about Trappers? About New York?” 
 
    She smiles in amusement by my lack of knowledge of Greek mythology and fauna. “The Flesheaters are like mock orange, some believe they symbol the end of the world for mankind, but really, it’s evolution. I have this theory that the government created it. Maybe not ours, but someone’s and - ” 
 
    “What’s going on?” The door opens to let in a bewildered Sage who stands in the glow of the afternoon. Her surprise turns to irritation as her eyes turn to slits, lips tighten, arms akimbo. Her stance speaks volumes for her; she does not like me. At least not in her room. 
 
    “Hey,” I wave weakly. “Did you and Paige have fun foraging?” 
 
    Esme hastily hops to her feet and places the jar carefully on the bookshelf as Onyx leans casually in the corner, “we were just talking, sheesh.” 
 
    “He was just leaving,” Esme promises as she tugs on my arm. I don’t even fight it. With hostile Sage in the cabin, I want out as soon as possible. Sage steps aside as I leave, a look of distrust paints her face. The door shuts on its own as the siblings break into feverish whispers, which adds to my confusion about Esme’s theory. Flesheaters are mock orange? This means little to me, but I want more. 
 
    I bury my hands in my pockets, I've only gone a few feet, so I turn back. I'm going to ask Sage to shut up so I can listen to Esme and Onyx. Curiosity has me, but there exists urgency as well. I must know her theory, even if she hasn’t thought it all out yet. I’ve never given it that much thought, but it could be like evolution in the form of population control. Maybe we’re so overpopulated we need to eat ourselves to death. 
 
    I reach out with a determined fist raised to the door. Another fist, much smaller than my own, tugs on my shirt. Pausing, I look down with a polite smile, “hi, Poppy.” 
 
    “Let’s go, Ezekiel.” The girl giggles and takes my hand, with the other she motions for me to follow. Unable to refuse, I tumble after her. Poppy’s thick braids threaten to loosen as she runs on her short legs. Her determination makes me smile. I soon find myself in the presence of Noelle who’s caught in a fit of laughter. Her small hands are pressed to her mouths but nothing can conceal the ruckus. Poppy lets go of me so she can join. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I smile as my attention falls on KFK. He is sitting on the ground with his legs crossed. He strokes his beard. 
 
    “Join us, wanker. I was just telling them my best stories.” He beckons me to take a seat beside him. I make myself cozy next to him. 
 
    “Thanks, I guess.” I turn to KFK, surprised how calm he’s been. 
 
    “Did I ever tell you guys the one about the shrimp cocktail incident of ‘99?” He doesn’t look so well, but I cast it off as the lack of good alcohol. The gypsies carry liquor they had made from moldy bread, sugar and crushed berries. It’s tart, yet hosts a yeasty taste that outweighs the berries. It’s so weak no amount of it could make any man, not even the frailest, the least bit drunk. This obviously was no fun for KFK, so he had to reminiscence to pass the time. “Let’s just say I’m not welcomed in most Louisiana bars anymore.” 
 
    “Wanna look for rattlesnakes to cook?” I ask KFK while rubbing my belly. “Your stories aren’t kid friendly.” 
 
    “Hell,” he stumbles to his feet before continuing, “yes. I’ll get my gun.” 
 
    “Awe, man!” sighs Noelle, “I was hoping to hear about the cocktail story.” 
 
    Poppy folds her little arms, “I like the one about the Subway train. New York sounds cool.” 
 
    “You’re like, what, nine? Ya’ll don’t know what cool is,” Paige scoffs while walking towards us. She’s carrying two canteens, one of which she hands to the old man. She winks before plopping down, “I could tell you a real story that’s cool.” 
 
    KFK laughs, “because all teeny weenie girls know about cool.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    17 Too tall texan terror 
 
      
 
      
 
    There’s a thump and then there are screams. 
 
    My body rolls to the side as a kick to the ribs sends my eyelids flying open. It’s Paige, “what’s going on?” 
 
    “Zeke, get up!” She urges. “We’re under attack!” 
 
    “Are you serious, by who?” I jump to my feet, looking around wildly as fire eats the sides of Sage and Esme’s wagon. They escape with soot on their faces and the hem of their night gowns riding up as the roof caves in. 
 
    “Raid!” shouts Luke, “it’s a raid!” 
 
    “I’m going with the girls, get ready to fight!” Is the last thing she says to me as she, armed with a bat, follows Sage and Noelle running for coverage behind a boulder in the distance. 
 
    Luke loads a double barrel shotgun as Anita hands Onyx a machete. She then instructs the quite shaken Esme to douse the fires with the rainwater barrels. KFK’s sprawled out beside me; completely zonked out. 
 
    “KFK!” I shout trying to wake him, though it’s no use. Rum can be smelled off his rising breath. 
 
    Heavy-set silhouettes weave around the thickening smoke. In the glow of the fire I can see burly shapes with torches. They howl with intimidation like animals. When they dash closer I can see the excitement of their eyes in the fiery glow. 
 
    “Wake your drunk ass up!” I shout as I tear my eyes away. I nudge his shoulders with my foot, but he shows no sign of waking. “Oh god, are you already dead?” He lets out a sigh and rolls onto his stomach. 
 
    “Don’t be heroes!” laughs one of the men as another scavenges through our belongings and sets fire to whatever they don’t want. 
 
    “Hector, they’ve got liquor!” 
 
    “Take it all, Ed!” 
 
    “Stay away from my family,” demands Luke as the first man grabs hold of Anita by the shoulders. She struggles as he brings a knife close to her cheekbones. 
 
    “Step any closer and I’ll cut your wife’s pretty face.” 
 
    “Not Anita!” I reach for my axe to prepare for a fight when an abomination catches my attention. 
 
    “Wrap it up boys, dawn’s coming.” A man with a thick neck, a wide midsection, and python like muscles struts closer the fire. He’s bald with deep scars along his jaw. The flames lick at his leather cowboy boots and bristle his weedy beard as he advances. He’s close enough that I can see the longhorn belt buckle in the wavering heat. This Texan is more than six feet tall and many miles away from his ranch. Beyond him is a pickup truck where the others throw stuff from the wagons, there’s a man in the driver seat ready to go. 
 
    “No one needs to get hurt,” I find myself speaking up. “Tell him to let her go and we can just call it even.” 
 
    He smiles while talking with a calm chuckle, “her? Nah, I like her. She comes too.” 
 
    “You’re taking no one!” I rush forward, axe raised towards the Texan. As I swing he turns, towering over me like a beast. Almost mechanically he balls his fist that then collides into my jaw like an asteroid into the earth. The axe flies out of my hands as my grip loosens and I stagger to steady myself from the blow. Heat flares my cheeks as I spit blood, it dribbles off my chin as I turn back. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” I manage to ask as I saunter forward with tight fists. 
 
    “Do yourself a favor and stay down, dumbass.” He suggests with lips curled as he kicks me with enough force to send me backward several feet. I curl into the fetal position, gripping my stomach, the pain sends blood and vomit exploding from my mouth. I clutch my stomach while wiping my face with my other hand. 
 
    "Screw,” I growl as he turns away, “you.” I try to stand but fall forward. I wiggle my way around the dirt in search of my axe as I watch the fight unfold. 
 
    “Get away from my family!” Luke shouts while aiming for the man who gingerly tries dragging his screaming wife towards the truck. The bullet bites into his thigh, he shouts out in agony but continues to pull Anita towards the truck with the knife coming closer to her throat. Luke cocks the shotgun, preparing to shoot again. 
 
    “I gotchu Hector!” Ed drops a few bottles of moonshine to tackle Luke, they roll about the ground in a clash of fists. 
 
    “Here yah go asshole!” Onyx steps in and swings the machete. The blade stops halfway into Ed’s shoulder, he pulls it out while stepping back. He runs towards Hector who shoves Anita into him, Onyx clings to his mom to console her as her attacker limps for the truck. 
 
    “Son of a -” Ed falls off Luke who kicks him on his way up, he grips his shoulder while running for the truck as well. 
 
    “Zeke!” Esme screams from around the wagon. 
 
    I squint, still gripping my body in pain. I firmly grip the handle of the axe, using it to stagger onto my feet. “Esme?!” 
 
    “Help!” I follow her voice to find the Too Tall Texan on top of her, one hand firmly gripping her wrists together. His body is pressed against her, he turns to me with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “You better step back boy before you get yours too.” 
 
    “Get off me you scumbag full of shit!” Esme leans forward to spit in his face. 
 
    “You brat!” he growls while bringing his free hand down on her face. Her eyes roll back in her head from the shock. 
 
    “Get off her!” My blood boils as I rush forward, dropping the axe and bringing my fists down on his back. I kick and punch wildly as he holds an arm up against my attack. I cannot see his face but I can feel him smirking. 
 
    “Esme, go!” I shout as he brings his full attention towards me, lifting his weight off her. She crawls back and goes running around the wagon out of sight. 
 
    “You’re feisty and you hit like that bitch,” he chuckles with an annoyed grimace. “I guess you’ll have to do.” His hands grab my legs and push me down. 
 
    “Get off me you freak!” I kick as he pulls himself on top of me. He holds down my arms as I thrash and thrust to get him off. His face leers into mine, smiling maliciously. 
 
    “Boy you’ve been mouthy with me all night, now let’s see what it can really do.” 
 
    I close my eyes while pulling one arm free and fumbling around for the axe as he reaches for his belt buckle, “screw off.” 
 
    “What the? Oomf!” The weight of his body on my knees lessens as he tumbles to the side. I freeze, eyes opening slowly. 
 
    “Hay naku! Kevin?” My heart flutters as I rub my eyes in surprise. I turn around to find the Texan gripping his neck. There’s a switchblade jutting out the side with blood oozing between his fingers. 
 
    “Are you okay, Z?” KFK asks while helping me to my feet. 
 
    I shake my shoulders, “who me? Always. I’m just glad you’re up now.” 
 
    “Look at those scumbags go,” he remarks under his breath as the pickup truck speeds away with Hector, Ed and a third man who had never left the driver seat. 
 
    “You ain’t shit,” I lean over the Too Tall Texan; his eyes seem to fade. I squat down, prying off his fingers from the blade. I pull it out slowly, watching with squinted eyes as I shove it back in his throat. “You shoulda left when you could.” 
 
    “Huh?” he seems to gurgle as KFK taps on my shoulder. 
 
    “Let’s go check the damage,” he insists while tugging on me. We walk around the wagon to find Anita and Esme dousing the flames with whatever they can find. The voices mingle as I lose track of who’s talking. 
 
    “Just leave it be,” sighs Luke. “We’re just going to leave it all anyways.” 
 
    “Where are the horses?” 
 
    “Poppy? Poppy? Has anyone seen Poppy?” 
 
    “Look for anything salvageable,” Esme and Anita dig through the remains of the wagon for anything worth saving. They find photos, blankets, pocket trinkets  less charred than the rest. Sage returns with Noelle holding onto her arms, Paige tows behind with her bat leaned against her shoulder. 
 
    “They never came for us,” Sage whispers, “weren’t they Trappers?” 
 
    “Scavengers, they took all the food. Look, even the wine and water,” I stare out into the desert where they had disappeared. 
 
    Onyx growls, “they went after our animals and destroyed most of our shit. We’ll probably be in their hands again in a matter of days.” 
 
    “Shut up with your conspiracy theories,” Luke aggressively chimes, “the horses got away as soon as they were freed. I bet I could find then.” 
 
    “No, don’t go,” Noelle burst into tears. She slumps to the ground with an absent look. Little mutterings escape her lips. Luke swings her up and proceeds to examine her for any bruises. 
 
    “She was in my sight the whole time,” Sage swears, “like I said, they had no interest in us.” 
 
    Luke gives her one last hug before giving her to Sage, “thank you for watching her Sage. You too Paige.” 
 
    Paige shrugs, “it really was nothing.” 
 
    I lean towards Esme, “are you okay?” 
 
    “Uh huh,” she doesn’t look up. “And you?” 
 
    “Keven cut it really close with waking up.” I shrug casually to hide the shudder riding up my body as the image of the Texan on top of me resurfaced. I hug my body, trying to hold in the urge to scream. 
 
    Anita finally speaks with fading words, “Poppy isn’t here.” 
 
    Luke freezes, his hands going limp over Noelle’s hair. “Anita, are you               sure?” 
 
    She grips her own hands, tears filling her eyes. She turns to Sage who only hugs Noelle closer to her chest. Sage begins to stutter through tears, “I thought you or Luke had her when I started running I could only see Noelle.” 
 
    “Oh my god,” I whisper, I hadn’t seen her. Sage puts down Noelle and starts looking. “Did they take her?” 
 
    “Shut up!” Onyx shouts rearing into my face. His cheeks are red with rage as his eyes widen, “this is your friend’s fault. He slept almost the whole time!” 
 
    “Onyx calm down, they saved my life.” Esme speaks up, Onyx looks away. “She has to be around here.” 
 
    “She’s here!” Sage hollers while picking up a piece of roof and throwing it to the side. She drops to her knees, feeling through the soot and debris. She grabs hold of a limp figure, dragging it closer to her body. She holds on tight while rocking back and forth with Poppy in her arms. 
 
    “My baby,” sobs Anita as she pushes past us. 
 
    I drop to my knees, shell shocked. Her little face smiles behind my closed eyelids. I’m in disbelief, “it was just yesterday that she told me a knock-knock joke, she was alive and laughing. How can she be dead?” 
 
    “She, she must have,” Luke tries to think aloud with his hands over his face. “She must’ve been scared and confused, she must’ve hid under the wagon. Not even knowing...” 
 
    Everyone leaves it at that as the women collect around Poppy, sobbing and kissing her charred face. Luke goes looking for the horses, though he’s more like a tumbleweed wandering the desert as KFK busies himself with cleaning the camp to disguise the guilt. I stand on edge at the center of camp, axe ready as I paranoidly wait for the return of the scavengers. 
 
    Ghost-visible embers upset the morning. The sky bleeds orange to red to purple to blue. The clouds shy away from the rising sun. The earth has soaked in the blood, the salty smell lingers. It’s a morbid start to yet another day. 
 
    Without the wagons and the ox, both burned from the attack, the men walk while the women ride the horses. We’re mute as we travel with what little remains in mourning of what we had lost. We buried a little girl by the same boulder that had shielded Sage, Paige and Noelle. The Too Tall Texan was left for the birds with a blanket left over the ox they had killed for no reason. Onyx even found a rock sharp enough to etch into the boulder; 1 Corinthians 15:42-44. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    18 through the smoke 
 
      
 
      
 
    Iowa City. 
 
    Embers glow amongst the caved-in businesses as smoke spirals around the once sky-reaching buildings. Day cares, diners, and drug stores are in shambles. Trash, car parts, and bullet shells defile the streets of the once sweet and simple city. Whatever had devoured the buildings had also taken all life with it. If the caravan had arrived a day sooner, they too may be a part of the debris. The gypsy men step carefully with shotguns and machetes ready. An uneasy chill takes over as we pass telephone poles with flyers warning about Flesheaters and Trappers. 
 
    Paige sighs, “well, this is super depressing.” 
 
    “We gotta find food, dad.” Onyx says though no sooner do his words come out that we are distracted by another suggestion. 
 
    “Put your weapons down, now!” a masked figure with a raised rifle enters from a shadowy alley. She dons cargo shorts, a camo jacket, knee high boots and a ski mask. We halt in the middle of the road, frozen. I can feel Noelle slink against me, I put a free arm around her shoulders as I raise my axe. The muscles in my back tighten as I straighten my posture, my eyes narrow on the masked gunman. 
 
    “Are you deaf? Harley said weapons down,” another masked figure armed with a rifle emerges from the alley across the way. He walks with wide strides until he stands towering next to Harley. “Arms up too!” 
 
    We all look to Luke who nods. Anita slinks off Genie before helping Sage off Pax. We put our weapons onto the pavement before putting our arms into the air. Even Noelle puts her skinny little hands up, she stares about wildly. 
 
    “Papa,” she whispers. 
 
    “No talking!” shouts Harley as she nears Luke, “are you the leader of this group?” 
 
    “I’m the father of the kids, and the husband of that pretty woman right there.” He answers sternly. 
 
    “I don’t feel tied to you in any of those ways,” chimes in KFK. “I’d like to think of myself as an independent ride along.” 
 
    “Shut up!” shouts the masked man as he steps closer. He brings his rifle within inches of KFK’s face which goes blank. 
 
    Harley holds up a hand to stop him, “where are you going?” 
 
    Luke stands there for a minute, eyes leveled and lips pursed, before speaking. “We’re on our way to Philly to save my parents. They were taken by Trappers and we heard that that’s where they would be taken.” 
 
    She leans in close, “how do we know you scum aren’t Trappers? How about scavengers?” 
 
    Something triggers inside Luke. He reaches out grabbing Harley by the throat and bringing her closer. She drops her gun to bring her hand to her throat in attempts to lessen the squeeze. His eyes narrow as his face turns red, “my wife and sister in law were nearly raped just two nights ago by scavengers. They burned all our stuff, killing my daughter in the process. She was crushed and burned to death. She was only eight years old.” His words spit as he growls. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa! Hands off, asshole!” the man seems to be jumping around as he puts the gun to Luke’s temple. “Let go of her before I let go of this trigger.” 
 
    Harley pushes the man’s barrel aside, “let me go, fool.” 
 
    Paige steps forward, “sir, let her go so we can leave.” 
 
    “I swear we mean no harm, we just want to find food and move on.” Anita pleads the gunman. 
 
    “Like I said, we aren’t scum.” Luke sighs letting her go, but his face is still curled into a grimace. 
 
    “I’ll let you off with a warning since you’re grieving your little girl,” her tone is softer, though it’s still threatening as she rubs her neck. Harley’s hand moves slowly to her mask which she takes by the bottom and flips up to reveal a permanent scowl. She looks to be thirty, her long black dreads fall past her shoulders as she stuffs the mask into the back pocket of her cargo shorts. “I’m Harley if you hadn’t caught that yet. And that dumbass over there is Tweak.” 
 
    Tweak waves his gun while pulling up his mask halfway to reveal a smile full of yellow teeth, “times are tough. Sorry about the gun play.” 
 
    “Well I’m Luke,” he says while rubbing his moustache before pointing. “That’s my wife Anita and our children Onyx and Noelle. Then Esme and Sage.” 
 
    “I’m Z,” I wave with my axe. “That’s Kung Fu Kevin.” 
 
    “I’m Paige Plunkett,” Paige waves with a friendly smile, “I love your thigh tattoos, very cool Beta fish.” 
 
    Harley sizes Paige up and down before softening her expression, though only for a moment before speaking. “There’s not much food left,” she says picking up her rifle. “For the past few weeks we’ve had Trappers and scavengers just sweep through.” 
 
    “Food was taken. Guns were taken,” Tweak says sadly. “People were taken too.” 
 
    KFK fumbles through his pockets pulling out a map, “what about the next town over?” 
 
    Harley turns to Tweak who nods. She folds her arms, “yah know, we don’t have much, but we may be able to part ways with some of our supply.” 
 
    “For what?” Onyx asks. “We don’t have much.” 
 
    “We have strength in numbers,” KFK interjects. “Ya’ll two are alone, right?” 
 
    “If you can help us get closer to the coast we’ll share,” Harley offers. “Otherwise, just keep moving.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you guys tried leaving before?” Paige asks curiously. 
 
    “Yeah,” I explain, “we’ve made it pretty far without as much help.” 
 
    “She can’t shoot,” KFK laughs, “sorry about that, but most, uhm, guns require more than five fingers.” 
 
    “Shut the hell up, old man!” Tweak threatens but a deep chortle stops everyone. 
 
    Harley’s scowl turns into a laughing smile, “I guess your eyesight is better than I thought.” She tosses her gun to Tweak before using her right hand to fold up the left sleeve of her jacket to reveal that her arm ends half passed her elbow. I hadn’t even noticed, no one did. 
 
    “Momma,” gasps Noelle earning herself a quick glare from Anita. 
 
    Paige leans in with awe, “radical.” 
 
    “So yes, we’re willing to trade some rations in exchange for help out of the city.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” starts Luke. “We’re mostly walking. We had a caravan but now we just have the horses.” 
 
    “What about an RV?” asks Onyx pointing, “I bet that can fit us all.” 
 
    My eyes follow his direction, “yeah, it’s in pretty good shape for a piece of shit.” 
 
    “Except Old Man Cole still has the keys.” Tweak shrugs, “guess we can just walk.” 
 
    “Why can’t we just ask for them?” I ask before realizing that Old Man Cole’s probably dead and walking. “Can’t we just go relieve him of them?” 
 
    “You volunteering?” Harley smirks, “let’s go then.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa.” KFK starts in, “boy stay here, I’ll go.” 
 
    I glare, “what are you talking about? Look at you, you look exhausted. You guys stay here and get the RV ready.” 
 
    Paige looks like she’s about to volunteer, but stops. She punches my shoulder, “come back alive. Don’t leave me alone with gramps.” 
 
    Harley turns to Onyx, “hey kid, trade?” 
 
    Onyx looks at her rifle then his machete then back again before brightening up, “sure.” 
 
    Harley takes the machete in her free hand, “beautiful, and I know just where to find the bastard.” 
 
    “Zeke, are you sure you don’t need me to come along?” Luke asks but I shake my head. 
 
    “I’m pretty certain two is enough to retrieve a key.” 
 
    KFK throws off his pack, “fine, go. But if you die or get bit don’t expect me to shed a tear for your inexperienced ass.” 
 
    I roll my eyes while pointing my axe at him, “don’t make me have to sedate you.” 
 
    Paige and the others laugh, “please do.” 
 
    “Let’s go, daddy’s boy.” Harley chuckles while walking away. “Tweak pack our shit up and be ready go.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” and he disappears back into the shadowy alley. 
 
    I follow Harley with my chin up and shoulders held back, “it’s been a while, but I’m not rusty I swear.” 
 
    “Well we’ll see,” Harley leads us down the street, across an alley, and into a bar. Sunlight seeps in through cracks in the painted windows. Tables and chairs have been knocked around, the liquor is missing from the shelves, bodies lie abandoned across the bar. 
 
    “That would be a dream come true for Kung Fu Kevin to die in a bar,” I joke. 
 
    “Well, Old Man Cole didn’t die here. A lot of them didn’t die here.” 
 
    I pause as she nears a door labeled STAIRS, “what do you mean?” 
 
    “Just because they’ve turned doesn’t mean they deserve to die,” she turns to face me. There’s something morbid about her stance, “Tweak and I have been bringing them here to the basement to wait.” 
 
    “To wait for what, a cure? For someone else to do the hard work?” 
 
    “Hey, I’ve done the hard work, but they were strangers. People I didn’t know who were threatening my life.” 
 
    “This is no different, Harley.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t understand, these aren’t monsters. They’re our friends and neighbors and loved ones.” 
 
    “I know they’re not monsters,” my muscles tense at the thought of what could be waiting down below. “But some things have to be done out of love that may be hard to accept. I love my mom, but I couldn’t let her kill me or my sister. I had to kill my best friend before he could kill me. I had to do it before they became real monsters, so don’t tell me I don’t understand.” 
 
    Harley stares with a scowl, “I lost my arm saving these people by putting them downstairs. It was a sacrifice worth making for my community.” 
 
    “So, what do you expect us to do now that we need that key?” 
 
    She stares down at her nub, thinking. She then explains, “most of them have been chained and tied up along the wall. We aren’t stupid, we know that they bite. Though a few are loose. We ran out of time when one of them bit off my fucking hand, Z.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s doable. How many?” I ask with a hard swallow. A part of me says to go back, to not be so stupid, but a deal was made and an RV would be a hell of a lot better than walking. 
 
    “Well, including Old man Cole I’d say three, though who knows if they’ve freed or eaten the others.” 
 
    I shrug, “let’s go find out.” 
 
    “Right!” She hands me the machete so she can take out a ring of keys and unlock the door. She motions for me to open the door and go down first. 
 
    I bite my lower lip, hesitating as I give back the machete, “so, what exactly is the plan?” 
 
    “We’re gonna go down the stairs, hoping that the Flesheaters don’t hear us till we get down there. Then we…” 
 
    I interject as her face flushes pink, “we don’t have to kill all of, uhm, your friends. Just the ones loose, okay? Only the ones threatening our lives, that’s fair.” 
 
    “Of course, that’s rational.” she doesn’t seem to accept it, but quickly says, “let’s just go.” 
 
    “We got this, Harley.” I reach into my satchel for the flashlight to guide us down the basement stairs. The yellow light, though dim, brings to life the cement steps. There’s an uneasy, eerie feeling as we descend. I can already hear the deep labored breathing and sighs of the Flesheaters, metal clinks against cement, something scratches against pavement. 
 
    “What’s that disgusting egg smell?” I whisper. 
 
    “Shit, must be a gas leak. Let’s make this quick,” she answers, gaining the attention of something not too far away. There’s the pitter-patter of feet running across the basement, bumping into what sounds to be crates, knocking them over in loud crashes. The crescendo of moans and clinking chains rises as we near the basement floor turning the corner from the stairs. 
 
    “There!” she says while jumping ahead of me. A palely illuminated face gnashes, scratching as she swings the machete. “To your right, Z.” 
 
    I turn with the axe knocking a shadowy figure into the wall. I drop the flashlight to blindly beat the axe into the back of the Flesheater. There’s a crack as the spine breaks, as it collapses to the ground I turn. One more. 
 
    “Old Man Cole!” Harley shouts while fending off a Flesheater with nappy hair and gnashing teeth. She uses her nub to push him back as she brings the machete through his chest. She pulls out and swings again. 
 
    Old Man Cole ducks, screeching, he grapples for her knees. She falls to the ground under his weight. I cross the distance, kicking the flashlight. It goes flying across the floor rotating round and round, sending the chained Flesheaters into a flurry of screeches as the light swings. Once the light settles, making it easier to see the two, I raise my axe above my head. 
 
    “Stop!” Harley shouts. “I have to do this, Zeke.” 
 
    I pause over them as she struggles under his body, he bites within inches of her throat. “Are you sure?” My heart thumps wildly in my chest, indecisive. 
 
    “I shoulda did this a long time ago,” she growls as she stabs the blade through the left eye of Old Man Cole who then goes limp on top of her. 
 
    “You okay?” I can hear her sigh deeply in relief as I help her up. She fumbles through his pockets till she finds a set of car keys that I take from her. 
 
    “Got ‘em!” 
 
    “Here’s hoping,” I try to smile as I pick up the flashlight. 
 
    “Old Man Cole was a usual at my bar,” Harley begins with a dark tone. “He came every night from sundown to closing. He wasn’t completely homeless, he had that RV, but he never seemed to belong anywhere else.” 
 
    I shine the flashlight along the walls, “there’s got to be at least fifteen down here.” 
 
    “Some were the best wait staff anyone could hire,” she walks towards the stairs, lingering. “That’s my momma over there in that corner, the one with the grey fro. She was quite the fighter, I won’t ever forget that.” 
 
    My eyes soften as I follow her up the stairs into the main room. She goes to sit at the bar, she sits slumped on the stool. I go to her side, “let’s go back. Everyone will be excited that we got the keys.” 
 
    She sneers, “it’s easy for you. You didn’t know them.” She leans over the counter, reaching for something out of sight. She pulls back a dusty bottle of whiskey. “I was saving this for the day they’ll be changed back, but we’re leaving anyways. Why bother?” 
 
    I lean away, “Harley, I’m sorry. You did the right thing though. They’re too far gone now, they’re not the same people as before.” 
 
    “I know that, I always have. But after losing so much, after the trappers took people and scavengers took food, what was left? I had hope, but that turned out to be busy work.” She spits out each word menacingly with furrowed brows as she tries to open the bottle. 
 
    I take a deep breath, “let’s burn this place to the ground, start fresh.” 
 
    “Start fresh?” 
 
    “Yeah, everyone I know is pretty much dead. Might as well start over again.” 
 
    She thinks for a moment, eyes still. Then, as if sprung from a trap, she bounds out of the chair. She gets the lid off the bottle and starts twirling around like a dancer, whiskey flies everywhere. A deep laugh pours from her parted lips, “yes, let’s burn it all!” 
 
    I go behind the bar in search of more liquor, “I wasn’t serious, but yeah, let’s scorch this place!” I find a half bottle of rum and an old rag. I stuff it in, “do you have a light?” 
 
    “Of course,” she pauses. “In my back pocket.” She throws the remainder of the bottle across the room before digging into the back of her cargo shorts. She pulls out the mask and sets it on the table. She then pulls out a lighter and sets fire to the mask before tossing the lighter my way. 
 
    “Thanks,” I catch it while walking to the stairs. I light the top of the rag and throw open the door. I toss it into the darkness and turn tail out of there. “Run, Harley!” 
 
    As the fire on the table picks up the smoke begins to cloud around us. One, two, three. Flame meets gas leak, BOOM. The floor shakes as the basement and its inhabitants catch fire. We push out the doors just as the inflamed gas billows through the bar. 
 
    “Ha!” I laugh as I fall, I hit the ground and roll behind a car. Flames lick the doorway as the windows are blown out. I look up to find Harley across the street, leaning against a drugstore laughing. 
 
    She jingles the RV keys, “okay, let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    19 first night camping 
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s our first night with Harley and Tweak. 
 
    The last one too thanks to the capabilities of the RV. The hunk of metal doesn’t appear like a go-getter, but it had us zipping down I-80. Though the tin can on wheels had horrible circulation and the greater part of the eight-hour drive had us gagging on the musk of sweat and poorly kept upholstery. We had stopped at the off-ramp gas station around nine pm, just seven or so hours away from the Philly airport, when Luke decided we were to set up camp in the parking lot. 
 
    “We’re gonna go scavenge,” KFK announces while nodding his head towards Luke and Tweak. “Keep your eyes open, Z.” 
 
    “Sure,” I say. “Hey, bring me back a pop if you can.” 
 
    Luke points to the RV’s roof, “Onyx, climb up and watch for roamers. See any Flesheaters, signal to Zeke to knock out the fire.” He hands a bat to Onyx who salutes. 
 
    “Do we engage with them?” 
 
    “Only if they’re within reach, otherwise don’t bother.” 
 
    I watch as Onyx clambers up the back ladder to the top. He sits crisscross before motioning to me once the men had left. “What dude?” 
 
    “I forgot to tell you something.” 
 
    “Is now the time?” I ask craning my neck, I can feel a strain forming. 
 
    He shrugs, “when is there ever a time for anything? Anyways, I forgot to tell you that when you went off with Harley KFK did something crazy.” 
 
    I laugh while looking away, I roll my shoulders for comfort. I then respond, “KFK does a lot of crazy shenanigans when I’m away. What happened?” 
 
    “He squared up to a Flesheater alone, a real big and bad one, and destroyed him with a grenade. Happened just before the bar went up in flames. Everyone was stupidly shocked because they were so busy saying goodbye to the horses, they couldn’t even bring it up afterwards to ask about explosives.” 
 
    I rub my shoulder while slowly stepping towards the fire, “not to worry you, Onyx. But that’s kinda normal for him.” His laugh fades as I walk. What the hell is he doing with a grenade? 
 
    “Ya’ll have any proteins?” Harley asks hovering over Anita’s pot. She watches her delicately slice the root vegetables into the water. Carrots. Potatoes. She pours in dried corn and rice. 
 
    Anita finally answers, “we’ll see if they bring anything back but I doubt we will find much around here.” 
 
    “Rats maybe!” pipes in Esme, earning a look of disgust from Anita which causes Paige to laugh. 
 
    “Sis, you know damn well we have not gotten to that point yet.” She rolls her eyes, “talking about eating vermin as if it’s nothing.” 
 
    I sit beside Esme and ask, “where’s Sage and Noelle?” 
 
    “Sleeping Beauties already knocked out.” 
 
    “You all are family?” Harley looks over the pot one last time before sitting down on one of the crates around the crackling campfire. 
 
    “All except KFK and Zeke, Paige too.” Anita puts the pot over the fire. “Though we are all creatures of the universe and we wouldn’t turn away anyone even if they aren’t of flesh and blood.” 
 
    “Wow, that was lovely.” Harley smiles, “were you a poet or something?” 
 
    “Somewhat, in a past life I guess.” 
 
    “How about you?” I ask Harley. “You and Tweak.” 
 
    She rubs her thigh while grinning, “Tweak is my right-hand man, so to speak. He was my best friend since the start of time.” 
 
    “You two grew up together?” Anita asks as she sprinkles garlic salt into the stew. 
 
    “Pretty much grew from the same tree, but no, we aren’t blood.” She speaks thoughtfully, “the end of civilization can end a lot of shit, but not our thang. That’s my ride or die dude.” 
 
    Esme twirls a lock of hair before sending a mischievous glance, “you two are lovers?” 
 
    “Lovers?” An expression of confusion overtakes her face before she slowly returns to a smile, her teeth shine bright against the fire. Her eyebrows dance as she explains, “Tweak is not, what you would say, my cup of tea.” 
 
    “Oh, uh huh.” Paige chuckles. 
 
    I cough once it clicks, trying to joke, “that’s cool. Some might think the same of KFK and I but I don’t swing that way… yah know, old men aren’t for me.” 
 
    The women laugh. The fire wavers as the pot boils. The aroma of vegetables, spices, and rice tickles my nose. I lean forward to wave the steam my way. I breathe in deeply, “smells wonderful, Anita. You’re brilliant in the kitchen, well, uhm. The outdoor kitchen I guess.” 
 
    Anita waves me off, “oh this is nothing. My mother could make a master feast with just four dollars and a few things from her garden. She’s the one who taught us all how to cook from a young age, I was six when she started making me help in the kitchen. Of course, it was just us, she hadn’t met Jasper who would later give her Sage and Esme.” 
 
    Harley looks down at her hands, “I used to cook with my mama, my favorite recipe was dirty rice. It always reminded me of good times.” 
 
    Paige pulls her thick red hair and starts braiding slowly, “my mom wasn’t the best cook, that was my old man. We used to make fried sweet plantains.” 
 
    I lean back on the crate, staring down into the flickering flames. Hearing their stories warms my face as I reminisce, “before my lola died she would visit during the Nova from the Philippines and I think that meant a lot to my mom. They would cook together, taking turns rolling lumpia and talking in Tagalog. I don’t know what they talked about but they seemed happy. I love food just as much as the next guy, but I think that’s the coolest part of a kitchen.” 
 
    Esme leans against me, her head resting on my shoulder. “You have a really keen perspective, like Frost or Poe.” 
 
    “More like Shel Silverstein,” jabs Paige. “Where the Sidewalk Ends is about his brain.” 
 
    “Ha, ha.” I laugh pushing Esme’s cascading hair off my chest as Tweak comes into view. I clear my throat, “nah, but I guess I was pretty into writing and observing. Junk like that. In another life I woulda been something.” 
 
    Esme sits up with raised brows, “hey, who says you can’t be something now?” 
 
    “I wonder what they found,” I stand, not exactly ignoring her but not wanting to think about my old life, as I walk towards the men. KFK has his usual look of mischief as he nears the RV. 
 
    He waves a hand excitedly, I squint to see the object in his hand. He shouts enthusiastically, “look, boy! I found that pop you requested.” 
 
    “Thanks, man. You’re the best.” I cheer opening the can, it’s warm but goes down well. He thumps my back while walking towards the fire. 
 
    “Zeke,” Paige approaches. “Can I talk to you?” 
 
    “Yeah, what’s up?” 
 
    “I want to thank you guys for everything, it means a lot,” she pauses before tapping a loose fist against her chest, “you’ve been a good big brother to me.” 
 
    I blush feeling awkward, almost wanting to walk away, “Paige, I appreciate that. You’re a lot like a lil sis to me.” 
 
    She rubs her eyes, “you wouldn’t feel betrayed if I stayed with the family, would you?” 
 
    “The family?” I bite my lower lip, surprised. Something inside me feels cold as I think about how to say goodbye. “You want to stay?” 
 
    She looks flustered while trying to explain, “it’s just that I like them so much and I like you guys too but I don’t want to go to New York.” 
 
    “You’ve grown attached to Sage, huh?” 
 
    “Well,” she sighs while rubbing her braid to steal time, “I’ve grown attached to them all. It’s like, well almost like, having my family back. Is that wrong to feel that way? I feel so guilty and bad wanting a family when mine is dead but it just feels right being with them.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t feel guilty.” I put a hand on her shoulder, “Paige, I think you should go with them.” 
 
    She smiles while embracing my waist, I freeze but soon find myself holding her back. She rests her head on my chest, “I’m so glad to hear you say that.” Her eyes glisten in the low light as I let go. 
 
    “Paige, you deserve happiness. If you find it with the gypsies then it would be wrong to take you away from that.” 
 
    “Thank you, Z.” She smiles while pulling back, “I’ll miss you so much.” 
 
    “It’s going to be hard tomorrow saying goodbye to all of you. KFK has his mind set on New York and I just can’t leave him, not now. Ha, I guess he’s my family.” I hold out the can to avoid any more feelings, “want some?” 
 
    She shakes her head no, “I’m good, for real, thanks.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    20 hand for a bullet 
 
      
 
      
 
    One, plink. Two, plink. Three, plink. 
 
    Tweak shoots down every can lined up on the dumpster behind the gas station. Four, five, six. I watch with drooping eyes, it’s hardly dawn yet. Everyone is still asleep, I bet even the dead. I rest my chin on my knees, pressing my back harder against the wall in attempts to wake up. 
 
    He turns to me proudly, “okay, Z boy. Ready to learn?” 
 
    I try to look more alert by straightening my spine and lifting my chin, though my voice comes out as a yawn. “I wasn’t being modest when I said I had little experience, it’ll be like teaching a toddler.” 
 
    He waves his pistol at me, “that’s easier than you think.” 
 
    I smile while clambering to my feet, “I guess there have been a lot of toddler orchestrated homicides.” 
 
    He laughs, “you’re a funny kid. Now take this.” 
 
    I reach for the gun nervously, “it’s heavier that I thought.” 
 
    “Awe, would you like me to grab my beginner’s gun? Only two ounces,” he jokes while slapping my back. 
 
    “Hell!” I shout as the contact catches me off guard, my finger slips on the trigger as Tweak ducks. The gunshot cracks through the morning area, sending the bullet whizzing through the air before digging into the base of the dumpster. “Oops, that didn’t happen.” 
 
    “Good news, you have the instinct to shoot.” He rubs his chin before continuing more grimly, “bad news is you can’t aim for shit.” 
 
    “Hey,” I wave the gun, “I wasn’t even trying. Here, watch this.” I stand straight, raising the gun to eye level with my arms extend. I pause to let Tweak adjust my position. 
 
    “You’re too stiff, relax, lower just an inch. Move a lil’ itty bit more to the right, we’re aiming for the center now. Just try to remember how I did it.” 
 
    “Why not a can?” 
 
    “Baby steps, Z. A wider target means better odds, try that first.” 
 
    “Okay,” I take a deep breath as I squeeze the trigger. I shout as the bullet collides off center of the dumpster, “woo! What a rush.” 
 
    “Again,” he commands as I ready myself, taking a deeper breath and bettering my aim. The third bullet hits the logo hard, cutting through the letter I. 
 
    “How was that?” 
 
    He nods with approval, “much better. Good to know you won’t be dying too soon.” 
 
    “I hope not, but we’ll see.” I shrug before asking curiously, “now that you and Harley are here, what’s the plan?” 
 
    “I think we’ve givin’ up on plans ages ago, the day’s ear by ear. Though making it this far is a bonus.” 
 
    Around the corner a figure catches my peripheral vision. Harley waves as she saunters closer with a relaxed scowl, her dreads sway around her. She stops with a raised brow, “wasting bullets?” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” I assure her, “just learning how to shoot like a man.” 
 
    She rolls her eyes with a smirk, “then you really ought to have asked me.” 
 
    “Harley, you got big balls, huh?” Tweak waves her comment off while walking back to the caravan, “everything’s got to be a pissing contest.” 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind,” I find myself apologizing. “I swear we didn’t use much.” 
 
    “What good is it anyways for me to mind?” Her tone is light yet sullen as her eyes looked back to her nub. 
 
    Not knowing what to say I ask, “why not get a prosthetic?” 
 
    She chuckles while taking the gun from me, she looks it over longingly. “Trust me, Z. I’ve thought about it, but let’s just say my insurance isn’t really picking up right now.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” I take the gun back from her and put it in my back pocket. 
 
    “Breakfast! Anita’s made stone stew!” yells Tweak from around the corner, though he seems to look back confused. Something inaudible corrects him, “I mean, she made oatmeal!” 
 
    “I’ll catch up in a minute,” I promise. “Just one or two more shots.” 
 
    “Don’t come crying when you shoot your foot off,” she shrugs while following Tweak. 
 
    I wave as they disappear, something pops into my mind. “I can’t make her into Bushwhacker, but…”  
 
    I walk over to the dumpster, ideas brewing, looking over the cans scattered along the ground. They’re either too small, too big or riddled with mold. I get on my hands and knees, not even minding the miniscule pebbles biting into my skin. I reach under the dumpster, feeling around the darkness for any other empty cans. My hand gropes something promising, I bring it back excitedly. A pineapple can, empty and rust free, with the top gone. I reach around my pockets until I find a switchblade. Putting the knife and the can on the ground before me, I pause to take it in. 
 
    “Okay,” I think aloud. “This is definitely not as cool or as easy as it was in my head.” In my mind, I see a makeshift prosthetic for Harley, a can attached to a retractable blade to go over her nub. It won’t be the same as the original hand, but it would be better than nothing.  
 
    It would be badass, I promise myself with lowered standards. 
 
    I look around, “how the hell do I put this together?” I get to my feet with the knife in hand and start walking towards the main road. A few feet from the sidewalk is a bent over handyman with exposed ribs, a missing limb and rotting sores along his side. My stomach cringes, but there’s a belt around his tacky pants. The pieces come together, “I can use this to attach the knife and keep the damn thing on her arm.” 
 
    As I near, my eyes play tricks on me. Or are they? The toes seem to twitch, as if it senses my appearance and is waking up. I grip the knife harder, more aware of the stupidity of being out in the open alone. 
 
    It moves, for real this time. It kicks one leg over the other and stumbles onto its feet. He turns slowly to reveal a half face; a green eye and a mustache juxtaposing exposed gum and a blackened eye socket. A name tag shines bright against mustard yellow and dried blood; Harvey. 
 
    “Hey Harvey!” I chew my lower lip while raising the knife, I take several steps back with uncertainty. He’s much too tall for me to lobotomize let alone decapitate, “I really just want your belt.” 
 
    It lunges, decayed teeth snapping at me as he approaches with a loose gait. 
 
    “Light bulb!” something clicks in my mind as I take five bigger steps back. I reach into my pocket pulling out the gun. Target practice. I raise the gun, doing my best to aim for the center of his skull while taking two steps back for every step he takes forward. I inhale deeply, holding my breath to calm my nerves, squeezing the trigger. The bullet collides with his jaw and sends the fat man onto his back, when he doesn’t move I pump the air in excitement. 
 
    “I’m so freaking good!” I find myself laughing as I run towards the gas station to tell Tweak. I shove the gun into my back pocket, my fingers brush against a pant loop. “The belt, you idiot!” 
 
    I turn around and jog back to the handyman. I lean over, unbuckling with an uneasy feeling of being a pervert. I pull on the belt, it slowly comes free. As I get it through the last loop I jump back. 
 
    The handyman jerks, a harsh moan comes from his throat as he leans forward. I drop the belt, quickly fumbling for the gun and pulling the trigger. Panic sends the bullet beyond its left ear, I try again. This time stepping back and aiming for the frontal lobe. The bang of the gun rings in my ears as I level eyes with the handyman, he’s within reach, blood splatters my hand. The handyman crumples to the sidewalk one last time. 
 
    “Thank god,” I sigh deeply while grabbing the belt. I walk with a proud trek back to the dumpster. I collect the pineapple can, looking it over one last time before rejoining my friends in front of the RV. They’re nearly done eating. 
 
    “Ya’ll didn’t wait for me?” I joke. 
 
    “You certainly took forever,” KFK eyes me up and down. 
 
    “Felt like it,” I say nervously brushing my bloodied hand on my pant leg. 
 
    “I hear you were learning how to shoot?” Confirms Paige before winking, “now I don’t have to worry about your sorry ass.” 
 
    “What you got there?” asks Tweak as I hand him his pistol. 
 
    “I had an idea,” I hold everything up as everyone’s eyes fall on me. “Can I see your arm Harley?” 
 
    She gives me a strange look, “excuse me?” Though she reluctantly rolls up her sleeve to reveal her nub. 
 
    “I was inspired by the Marvel universe,” I approach her carefully, putting the can over it. It fits perfectly. 
 
    She cackles with sarcasm, “wow, that fixes everything.” 
 
    “Did you eat pineapples without me?” Asks KFK. 
 
    “I wish,” I put the switchblade on the side of the can, then I wrap the belt around it to hold it to the can and then around her arm. She watches perplexed. I clear my throat, “until your insurance pulls through for a more updated model. I suggest a sword or katana. Something cooler.” 
 
    Anita pats my shoulder, “awe, that’s so nice. What do you think, Harley?” 
 
    “It’s definitely a statement piece,” she stares real hard while moving her arm about. The knife slices through the air menacingly, “I feel like a pirate.” 
 
    I chew my bottom lip, “sorry, I thought it could help. It was a lot cooler in my head.” 
 
    Tweak thumps me on the back, possibly harder than before, and cheers, “look at that Harley, you’re a comic book hero.” 
 
    “Or villain,” she jokes while jabbing at the air around him. For the first time her smile is sincere. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    21 something about your goodbye 
 
      
 
      
 
    After breakfast, there’s a heavy silence. 
 
    From across our camp I watch Anita pack. She slyly wraps a handful of sunflower seeds in a handkerchief before sliding it into my satchel. She looks up, realizes I’m watching her, and smiles matronly. I nod with gratitude as she sets it atop KFK’s pack and then disappears into the camper. I grin, though it’s mostly to keep my face from caving in. I turn to KFK, who mid drink, is coughing up a lung. 
 
    “We could stay,” I push my thoughts into the air unsteadily. 
 
    He ceases coughing momentarily to suggest, “you maybe. I don’t really belong in big groups.” 
 
    “I know, but it just seems so hard to say goodbye.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be a goodbye, it can be a see ya later. Don’t be so melodramatic,” his voice strains for a moment. “You don’t have to come with me. Heck, I don’t even know why you’d want to.” 
 
    I don’t answer right away, only looking at him sideways. I think he looks a little hopeless around the edges, like he’s just a lonely old man. Just looking at him pulsates an ache in my chest, I was alone before him. I remember that feeling, it was heavy to bare. Maybe I’m over thinking things, though I can’t imagine not going with him. 
 
    He clears his throat, “uh hum, you can stay Ezekiel. I already know about Paige, she told me while you were out playing engineer. I think that’s what’s right for her… you too.” 
 
    I smile - this time sincerely - while clapping him on the back, “and what? Leave you unattended, old man? I don’t think so.” 
 
    He perks up a little, “you little snot, I’d oughta beat your disrespectful ass.” 
 
    “Should I call CPS?” Harley interrupts waving around her switchblade hand. 
 
    “Please do,” I laugh. 
 
    KFK swats my back, “lord knows I can’t raise this kid myself.” 
 
    “We’re about to bail,” Harley rolls her eyes, “I’m just saying goodbye.” 
 
    “You guys are leaving?” I ask with a lump in my throat, “it must really be that time then.” 
 
    “Just Tweak and I, we finna make our way to the east. He has cousins out on the coast, we ought to make sure they’re okay.” 
 
    “I see,” I bite my lower lip. “You two think you’ll be okay?” 
 
    She slugs my arm, “more than okay now that I’m a pirate.” 
 
    “Or a dystopian villain,” I joke while rubbing there too. “Everybody needs to officially stop beating me up or I’m going back to Portland.” 
 
    “It was pleasant knowing you,” KFK announces before saying much lower to Harley, “woulda been more pleasant knowing you.” 
 
    Harley scowls while scoffing, “you’re barking up the wrong tree, stop it geezer.” 
 
    “It’s been short, but it’s been cool.” My voice is awkwardly deep as if to hide my feelings. 
 
    “Wait, you’re leaving?” Onyx comes from around the gas station. He puts down his gun to stand beside us with his arms folded. 
 
    “Yeah, kid. This is as far as we said we would go, now’s better than any time.” Harley reminds me of my dad a little, so wise and serious at times. No bullshitting either. Though I’m surprised when she wraps her arms around our necks, pulling us closer in an embrace. Her blade’s within inches of Onyx’s ear, but he doesn’t complain. 
 
    “Goodbye,” Onyx says uncomfortably, “thanks a lot, Harley.” 
 
    “Promise me you boys won’t grow up to be a couple of shit heads, okay?” 
 
    I put my head on her neck as my arms tighten around both, “I can’t promise shit.” 
 
    Thankfully Luke breaks up our embrace before I can say anymore, “Harley, Tweak told me about his family. I think you guys should take the RV.” 
 
    She pulls away, eyes wide. “Oh, is that right?” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re already where we need to be. And that was the deal.” 
 
    She squints with a smirk, “that works with me.” 
 
    “where’s Esme?” I speak up nervously. 
 
    Luke eyes me before answering, “inside the mini mart. Though you should tell Sage to go help Anita.” 
 
    I bow lightly before walking away. I take a deep breath, that felt intense. Goodbyes are always the hardest, though now that everyone’s doing them I might as well make them count. Though my heart seems to think otherwise as it sinks into my guts in attempts to hide. I chew on my lower lip to keep any unedited thoughts from leaking. I push through the doors to find the three huddled around the chaos of empty shelves and litter. 
 
    “It’s you,” Sage greets, as usual unexcited by my face. 
 
    “Your sister needs your help,” I alert her. 
 
    She clicks her tongue, “Anita’s so short I bet she only needs me to reach something.” I watch her leave. She moves in rhythm like dancing. 
 
    “Bored to death already?” teases Paige while breaking off a piece of cracker and handing it to Esme. I watch it disappear in seconds. 
 
    I shrug lightly, “you can read me like a book.” 
 
    “It’s not that long,” she grins. 
 
    “Sit here,” Esme scoots over to make room on the crates they had fashioned into benches. I nod while sitting between them, clearing my throat. 
 
    “Harley and Tweak are heading out now,” I announce. “Won’t be long before KFK will want to go too.” 
 
    “You too?” Paige puts a hand over mine, I lace my fingers over hers. I hold our hands up. “This is it, I guess.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be goodbye,” I squeeze her hand before letting go. “It can be, ya know, see ya later.” 
 
    “I like that,” Esme pats my knee. “This doesn’t have to be so sad.” 
 
    There’s a knock on the glass door. We turn around to find Sage again, “so I guess Tweak and Harley are taking the RV. Now’s the time to get anything you’ve stowed away.” 
 
    Esme lights up, “thanks for the warning.” She stands quickly, though before leaving she leans over with her arms out. I wrap my arms around her waist, she smells like old books and wine. 
 
    “Please take care of Paige,” I whisper in her ear. “She’s been like a sister and now she’s yours.” 
 
    “Always and forever,” she promises while pulling back. She plants a quick kiss on my cheek before following Sage, “I was beginning to like having you around, Zeke, c’est la vie!” 
 
    Paige chuckles darkly, “I guess me trying to convince you to stay would be as effective as you trying to convince me to go.” 
 
    I face Paige, “I think it’s better this way though. You deserve to be happy and to have a family again.” 
 
    “Don’t you?” 
 
    “You remind me so much of Nova, and it would pain me to leave her behind again, but it would be wrong for me to try to make you replace her.” I smile as my eyes water, “because I care about you as you. Though I can’t leave KFK, he’s my family now.” 
 
    She leans against me, “I get it, Z. I’ll just miss your dumb face.” 
 
    “I’ll miss your dumb face too,” I crack a smile while wiping my face on my sleeve. “Let’s go wave them off before they go.” 
 
    She follows me quietly out of the gas station. Tweak is in the driver's seat of the RV, Harley hangs out the window of the passenger side. I stand beside Onyx and Noelle. She takes hold of my hand and squeezes while looking up quickly with a toothy smile. She only let’s go to wave goodbye to Harley and Tweak. 
 
    “Goodbye you guys!” Harley shouts waving her blade around proudly, “hopefully our paths cross again.” 
 
    We wave as they drive off, our shouts of farewell follow them until we can no longer see the RV. 
 
    Everyone turns to Luke, “alright you guys, grab what you can and let’s start walking. We should find them by lunch.” 
 
    “That’s being ambitious,” Anita sighs before putting her hands on me. “Zeke, please take care.” 
 
    “You too,” is all I can manage as I am passed from Anita to Esme to Luke to Onyx to Noelle to Paige and, rather begrudgingly, to Sage who hugs me so fast I’m not actually sure we hugged. Though I’ll remember it that way, even if it becomes a blur someday. I’ll always remember their faces this way, so full of love and hope. Maybe our paths will cross again. Though I can’t stand here watching them walk until it’s only KFK and me. I wouldn’t be able to stomach it. 
 
    “See ya later,” I wave excitedly while slinging on my satchel and picking up my axe. “Someday?” 
 
    Paige holds onto her new sisters, “when this is all over don’t forget to look me up, Paige Plunkett, don’t forget me!” 
 
    I wave, “I could never forget you, or any of you.” 
 
    “Sorry about the headaches,” KFK grumbles while getting into his coat and then his pack. 
 
    Anita reaches out to cup his face saying, “take care of yourself, too.” 
 
    “You’re a good woman, one of the strongest and kindest I’ve ever met.” He smiles, his green eyes light up for a split second before darting towards the freeway. He turns to me seriously, “this is it boy, now or never, let’s go.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    22 attack of the zombie nuns 
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s a sight for sore eyes along the highway. 
 
    It’s been two days since we last had contact with our friends in Philly and now we witness a holy miracle. The building is a marvel to our sorry eyes. Its structure is well intact, the stain glass windows are covered in dust, but aren’t broken. There’s little evidence that damage has been done to it. Maybe religion really can withstand anything, because this cathedral’s beautiful compared to the skeleton gas station and half a diner across the road. 
 
    Down the highway we can see the beginning of a town that has said its goodbyes already. A soft wind rolls through the lonesome land like a whisper. I can feel a strange excitement from seeing the monument of faith. There’s a sign in the parking lot that I point to. 
 
    “Look, it promises refuge with food and water,” I grow excited at the thought of seeing people, those more alive than the bones we’ve met along the highway, as well as finally resting with something to eat other than granola bars and sunflower seeds. 
 
    “Let’s keep going,” he gruffs as he shakes his head and spits. I watch the man wobble around the limited parking lot before jogging to his side to stop him. He pauses to eye me suspiciously. 
 
    “Why?” I ask, “come on. We should check it out. Who knows, there could still be survivors hiding in there. Better yet food!” 
 
    He groans, “I ain’t going into no church.” 
 
    “I don’t like going into churches.” He exclaims this as he continues walking. I paw at him weakly, not actually in the mood to fight, but really wanting to know why exploring the cathedral would be such an issue. 
 
    “Are you serious?” My satchel is heavy with my axe, “I wouldn’t mind sleeping a few solid hours under an actual roof. Such a pity that cathedrals don’t have comfortable chairs.” 
 
    KFK stops in his tracks, spins around, and marches towards the doors. His backpack sways with the motion as he pulls out a switchblade knife from one of his countless pockets. 
 
    “So that’s it?” I lightly prod with more humor than agitation, “you’d rather go in than tell me what’s your beef?” 
 
    “You’re never really satisfied, are you?” he asks while pretending to jab the knife my way. 
 
    “We’re cool, we’re cool.” I follow at his heels, breathing hard in anticipation, quickly daydreaming of finding food. Hamburgers with cheddar cheese, sushi with smoked salmon and cream cheese, ice cream with chocolate cookie bits, my mouth waters as I recall working taste buds. 
 
    “I don’t think anyone’s here anymore,” he notes opening the door. Inside the cathedral it’s dark until our eyes adjust, and the once held in heat escapes as the heavy doors struggle to stay apart. I drop the satchel next to the entrance so that I can wedge the axe under the door, keeping it open and allowing scant light. I take a flashlight to shine in the corners where the sun’s rays can’t reach. 
 
    “Look, over there!” I’m like a kid on Christmas. On the far left there are barrels, crates, and tall metal canisters. The wooden crates are nailed shut. I go over and run my fingers over its rough surface and then knock on it. There is a dense sound. It’s full. I look for a crowbar but find it sticking out of the bottom of a lumpy sack. I lean closer cautiously. 
 
    “Potatoes!” 
 
    I seize the metal instrument and use it to pry the lid off the crate. It takes minutes before I succeed. Inside is rice; millions of millions of rice grains. The next couple of crates are also incalculable pounds of rice. The barrels contain mostly flour, some have dried corn. “People eat corn kernels?!” 
 
    Once I’m used to the smell of the food, I notice another one. A wrenching smell coming off the canisters; it’s as clear as rain what it is. 
 
    “I found some food, and a hell of a lot of gasoline!” My voice echoes off the high ceiling and bounces down the empty halls of the cathedral. There’s the impression that I could be the only person in the whole building to perceive the sound. I grip the crowbar like a rosary to my chest with the flashlight held out undesirably and gravitate towards the front doors. But after looking out and calling his name again, it becomes clear that he isn’t in the parking lot. 
 
    “Where have you run off to?” I walk down the aisles while shining the light on each pew to see if he is napping. Etched in the wood, which is already carved with biblical scenes, are deep nail tracks. Like someone clawing at it in attempts to not be dragged away. A shudder erupts from my core as I stop my imagination from festering. The altar beckons me near, though I feel timid to breach the boundaries of the stage. 
 
    “Kung Fuuuuu Kevin,” I call out his name repeatedly as I start to wander the nearest hallway. I come across an open door leading to a room that must’ve belonged to the priest. There are bookshelves, intimidating wooden chairs, and a grotesque portrait of the crucified Jesus behind the massive mahogany desk.  
 
    Despite the guilt of ransacking a holy place, I creep to the desk where I place the crowbar next to a bible to hastily open drawers. A thin layer of dust coats the desk that is covered in documents, pictures of the congregation, and a few abandoned rosaries. I bump the chair further away so I can have more room. 
 
    A thud from the hall raises the hair on my arms. I shine the flashlight straight ahead, holding my breath, but after a few heartbeats I calm down, it’s silent again. 
 
    “Kevin?” I call out as the light shakes a little. It’s time to hurry up, I’m beginning to see why KFK doesn’t like going into churches. The final drawer is locked. I put down the light to use the crowbar to smash the lock. I dig out the remaining metal pieces and pull out the drawer. 
 
    “Lucky day, Z. Good for you!” I congratulate myself. A revolver. Upon further inspection of the swing-out cylinder I discover that it’s loaded. It’s chill, heavy too, in my hands. I could almost smile at my luck. 
 
    I stick it between the band of my pants like they do in the movies. The revolver feels awkward so close to my personals. I take up the crowbar and the flashlight as I move onto the bookshelves. Every inch of space is taken up by ancient looking holy literature. I turn, taking one last look at the office.  
 
    A thump from next door catches me off guard. I tiptoe to the wall and press my ear against it. I strain to listen, but whatever was moving a moment ago has stopped. I know I’m exhausted, but not enough to imagine sounds. As I walk towards the door a steady beat of thumping lets loose. 
 
    “KFK?” I choke in hope. I leave the office with the crowbar raised and slip down the hall to the next door. I try the doorknob but it’s locked. I call out again, “Hello? Is anyone alive in there?” 
 
    The only reply is the increase of thumping, my gut tells me to move on. I’m not white enough to be this foolish, nothing good can be beyond this door. Yet I can’t walk away, I want to look. I take the flashlight between my teeth and raise the crowbar to bring it down on the lock. The wood around the nails crack. It takes several strikes before the door jumps open. I drop the flashlight into my hand and use it to push the door back further. 
 
    “Jesus Christ. I was right,” I mutter. There are at least a dozen body bags thrashing on the floor. An unholy stench ambushes my nostrils and makes its way down to my stomach. I could vomit if it wouldn’t be so inconvenient. It’s a butcher shop of rotting meat. It’s enough to make me dizzy. Muffled moans come from the active bags, only driving up my curiosity instead of scaring me away. 
 
    “Hey there, nasty. I just wanna see your face,” I lean over the closest one and kick it gingerly. I get on my knees and free my hands so that I can grasp an end of the bag and touch the zipper. I pull it down gently. I jolt when a head appears with snapping jaws, blood shot eyes, and demonic screeches. Its body remains trapped beneath the plastic. It struggles to free itself as I reach for the crowbar, but finding the flashlight instead, I repeatedly bash in the face of the Flesheater nun. 
 
    Chest heaving, I freeze. I slowly bring the flashlight closer to my face. Disgusted by the dark blood covering its face, I manically rub it on the floor and on the bag until I can hardly see any more blood. I stagger to my feet with awareness. In a matter of time they will tear themselves out of their black cocoons and will need to find living flesh. 
 
    I pick up the crowbar and kneel over another body bag. I skip the unveiling and proceed to break the skull through the material until the Flesheater ceases movement of all kind. I try to move along as quickly as possible with little to no dwelling. As the crowbar makes impact with their heads, I turn away my own and wince. 
 
    “I have to do this, you can’t stick around to hurt anyone. That’d be on me,” I reason. 
 
    The other bagged Flesheaters cry and screech louder as if they know. They wiggle and scratch at the stitch work. My mind panics as it starts to wander off. They don't need to breathe, do they? They're dead, corpses cannot suffocate. If I had never come here today would they continue like this forever, or at least until they broke free and started the hunt? I’m losing my mind, but more disturbingly I’m finding peace in this. 
 
    Scraaaaaaaape. 
 
    “Hello?” I look up quickly, the sensation of joy fading. A ruckus in the hall brings me to my feet. I shine the light towards the door. There stands a short figure with drooping shoulders and bared teeth. The sagging skin and dirty uniform of the nun glows in the light. She lunges forward as I raise the crowbar.  
 
    “Dammit!”, she’s quick to duck under my swing. I drop the flashlight, it rolls away illuminating the nearby body bags. 
 
    The nun swats at me with all her weight, cracked nails dig into my chest as I push her back. I kick at her knees and she shrieks as she attempts to steady herself. I bring the crowbar down on her back and she falters. 
 
    “Don’t hate me God!” I holler as I smack her again, the velocity knocks her petite frame into the wall. She twists her head around and gnashes yellow teeth in rage. Before she can return to her feet, I swallow all religious empathy and jam the blunt instrument into her skull. 
 
    I gag. The smell of old meat fills the air as goo gushes out. I don’t bother fishing out the crowbar, she can keep it. I step back and bring my attention back to the body bags. They’re more alive than ever, but it’s time to find KFK and get the hell out of there. They can be someone else’s problem. 
 
    “Just this once…” I whisper in warning as I pick up the light and leave the room. I go further down the hall with sweaty palms. Around a turn there’s an open door. I peak in. Every muscle in my body seems to turn to stone as I look on in horror. 
 
    The priest’s eyes are missing, his guts are exposed, his other limbs are scattered about the kitchenette. Two depraved nuns are fighting over the small intestine. I finally find my body once again as I lean forward slowly, grab the slippery knob and bring the door to a close. I tiptoe back to the front of the church. 
 
    When I return to the center of the church there he is, but he’s not alone. I flash my light on them. A haggard zombie nun topples over a pew and crumples to the ground. KFK’s switchblade juts out from her frontal lobe. He leans around to retrieve it. When he looks up, our eyes meet, and he nods for the entrance. 
 
    His expression changes as his eyes refocus on something beyond me, “Ezekiel!” 
 
    “Shit!” I turn but not fast enough as a hissing nun digs nails as sharp as talons into my back. I drop my flashlight in surprise. She throws her weight onto me, my knees buckle, and we tumble to the ground. I flare and kick at her with any attempts to avoid that bite. 
 
    “Just a second, boy!” KFK promises running towards us. The nun and I struggle on the floor. KFK grabs the Flesheater by the back of her dress and yanks her to him. She releases me to bring her attention to the bum who then digs his switchblade into her neck, just barely missing the spine. He jabs once, twice, a third time. It’s still not enough to dislocate the brain from the body. 
 
    “I gotcha,” I stumble to my feet, swallow the pain, and grab her weedy hair. She snaps her gummy teeth as I pull back as hard as I can. I feel the weight lessen with a snap. Her body folds and I quickly toss the head aside. 
 
    Breathing heavy, KFK Sighs, “let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
    The thought of leaving this place to fester reminds me of Harley’s bar. I grab his shoulder just as he’s about to make it for the door, “this place is just too disgusting to leave alone. Let’s bake them.” I point back to the corner with the supplies. 
 
    “Well look who has balls now,” he chuckles darkly. 
 
    We each grab a side of a canister and drag it towards the pews. Together we push it onto its side, I pop off the lid. He sets it in motion and we watch it roll as rivers of oil spread. The smell is God awful and crisp. We walk back to the corner, tip over another canister, and roll it towards the hall. We grab another canister for good measure. 
 
    “The lid won’t budge,” I groan as my nails scrape the metal. He pushes me aside and digs his switchblade into the top. Gasoline slowly begins to trickle. He stabs a few more times before kicking it down the hallway. Curious growls echo towards. 
 
    “Let’s go!” He pulls a match box from one of his many pockets, lights a match while stepping back, and soon the gasoline is roaring through the halls. “It’s just a matter of seconds before it reaches the stage, Z.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, captain. I’m already out,” I call back as I grab my satchel and axe, “you would’ve been useful one hundred times.” 
 
    We rush out the entrance just as hot flames fill the cathedral and flick at our heels. The ground shakes as the fire reaches the other canisters. Windows shatter with glass flying. 
 
    “Pakshet!” I’m knocked to the ground as KFK fans out his trench coat over us as the heat washes over. Loose debris hits the pavement hard. He rolls away from me, launches himself onto his feet, and dashes with me right on his tail. After a few feet, I lose my balance and begin to saunter. I drop everything in my arms in exhaustion. 
 
    “And that is for sure why I don’t like going into churches,” huffs KFK. He picks up my satchel and my axe, looks them over, and passes them back to me. “Just no more.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I wrap the satchel around and put the axe inside. Didn’t I find a gun? My fingers slide toward my waistband. I can feel that it’s shifted. To think of all the times to remember it! I scold myself. 
 
    “I don’t think now’s the time for a Woody Allen special.” 
 
    “Huh?” I look up and then down to where his eyes dart, “oh no, it’s my revolver!” 
 
    He laughs, “uh huh. Red rocket. Fat cobra. What did Tweak call his? Oh yeah, salami. Whatever you like to call it, Zeke. Revolver works.” He throws his hands up in mock defense. 
 
    “No!” I gape as I pull up my shirt and tug out my new-found piece, “see. I found it in the office.” 
 
    “Eh, I’ve seen worse pulled out of pants,” he comments, “that could have been used in so many situations.” He adjusts his pack with a little extra attitude. After a moment of silence, we start moving again. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    23 hung for the birds 
 
      
 
      
 
    Life is funny with its minor distractions from living. 
 
    KFK and I find ourselves sitting on parts of the fallen foundation of the skeleton gas station. We share a drink as he self-grooms and I gaze at the cathedral fire. It’s not exactly our finest hour. He picks dirt out his nails before biting the cuticle off and spitting into the wind. When he spits, his throat vibrates and a gargled ruckus echoes. Then proceeds a black nail sliver riding a yellow comet from his mouth. 
 
    I wrinkle up my nose while joking, “your loogies are kinda artistic splats on the pavement.” I restrain myself from showing anymore discontent, I would hate to be the last rude person in America. Actually, I’m not too bothered by it. I just have to not watch. Or listen. Though it’s impossible. 
 
    “Out of all the things to be staring at you had to choose me, kid?” 
 
    “I’m bored,” I laugh at the almost unfamiliar feeling. 
 
    The western wall of the diner is open to me. I turn and pretend to be oh so interested in dystopian architecture. Oh boy, the bricks are scattered, I love the char look. It’s trending right now. Inside there are tattered booth seats with little napkin holders on the burnt tables. The counter is abundant with forsaken dishes, abandoned pocket books lay here and there, the stools look lonesome. I wonder if they miss the days of fat truckers, Sunday School children, and road trip couples twisting left-to-right-left in anticipation of burgers and fries. 
 
    “Got anymore sunflower seeds?” finally asks KFK. 
 
    “Why? Haven’t gotten enough salt?” I dig into my satchel and pull out the small pouch. I shake out a few for myself, “still good. Here.”  
 
    I toss it to him which he catches wearily. I pop one in, crack it, and spit the shell. I chew the seed slowly, if I make it last twenty chews maybe I can trick my stomach. Mind over matter. When I swallow I taste disappointment. My stomach radiates a ragging sensation as it roars.  
 
    I try to smile, “this would be the best time to be anything other than human, like a button. Stupid bastards don’t feel anything. You could step on them and nothing. The end of civilization means shit to a button.” 
 
    “These are terrible,” KFK interrupts even though he has nearly eaten them all. 
 
    “Then button up.” 
 
    The old man gives me the longest look I’ve ever seen in my sorry life, as if he’s had enough of me, I’m the one making life suck. He pulls a plaid hanky from one of his many pockets and blows into it. He snorts a third time before saying, “I’m really too old for this.” 
 
    I pat his back and smile. “Don’t worry, I’ll be sure to put you in a nice retirement home. One with yummy pills and even yummier nurses.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sentimental.” He tousles my hair as he jerks my head around. For a moment there I actually think he’s trying to kill me. I lean away with a reddening face while bouncing to my feet. 
 
    “Let’s go before you rip my hair out.” 
 
    “Want dreads like Harley? I’ll do it myself!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Walking into town is a lot like the opening of a ghost-town movie. We seem to be the only souls for miles with a pulse. Flesheaters saunter in and out of view, we avoid them at all cost from exhaustion. I can feel it in my bones that we won’t be seeing any people for a while. It’s instinct, it’s second nature to sense your fellow species within range. I sweep my hair out of my eyes as we pass a barber shop, “maybe we should stop by and get a haircut. Sign says walk-ins welcomed.” 
 
    He chuckles, “sure, if you’re willing to let me near your neck with clippers.” 
 
    My hands fly to my neck, “I’d rather not on second thought.” 
 
    The small town, whose name we haven’t found yet, has a perfect balance between middle-of-nowhere charm and there’s-nothing-good-here repulsion. There’s a library that resembles a medieval gothic castle - good luck finding any work published after the Clinton administration. The local grocer is smaller than the average CVS. Surprisingly there’s an ethnic restaurant wedged between a post office and a music store - which by the way was having a going out of business clearance. Everything 45% off or more. After passing a pitiful looking high school we enter the residential community. 
 
    “KFK,” I meep with hands on my abdomen. 
 
    He grunts, “yeah?” 
 
    “Is it morally wrong that I’m so hungry after that nun BBQ?” 
 
    He shrugs, “nah, me too. Let’s storm a house for any leftovers.” 
 
    We find a well-manicured house. Blue paint, clean windows, a spotless welcoming mat. We let ourselves in cautiously as the garden gnomes in front of the rose bushes watch. The living room is pristine and precise. There are three perfectly lined yellow pillows on the white couch that’s exactly adjacent to its parallel. Between the two couches is a glass coffee table with a stack of coasters and a purple vase placed atop a centered doyly. There are bookshelves in every corner. It almost looks like the ideal American home, except there’s no tv. 
 
    “Am I the only one feeling nervy because there’s no tv,” I whisper. 
 
    “Shush. There’s no dust, stains, or any blemishes. There may still be people,” he says calmly.  
 
    “Hello? We mean no harm, anyone here?!” I call out as I trail behind KFK going room to room. Everything is well placed, I have the feeling of being on the set of a tv show. We find no one, living or otherwise. Down in the kitchen we find everything from can openers to European home appliances, but no food. The counters, cabinets, and table have been recently scrubbed with bleach. The smell still burns my nostrils. 
 
    “This is not good,” he finally says as he finishes a second look through. 
 
    “It’s kinda as if a bunch of OCD zombies are gonna pop out and eat us with their beautiful white teeth.” 
 
    “Not likely,” he sighs as if he already knows, “I’m gonna go back upstairs. Collect sheets, look for batteries and flashlights. Anything we could use.” 
 
    “Hey, there’s a shed outside,” I look out the window over the sink, “there could be tools.” 
 
    We walk back to the foyer, there he ascends the stairs and I go outside. I make my way down the stairs, around the house, and through the open fence. In the backyard, there’s a lemon tree, a garden gnome, and the shed that now seems much larger than before. In fact, you could comfortably host several of the tallest NBA players for a quick game. 
 
    I pause before the door, “dear lord, whoever may be up there at this moment, please let there be food, maybe even some candy. Though I wouldn’t be disappointed to find a few packs of bullets and chewing gum. Whatever may be in here, please don’t let it bite. Amen.”  
 
    I lean my head against the door and strain to listen for even the slightest sound of movement. A few heart beats pass before I can breathe easily again. I go back and forth with myself in doubt. 
 
    “Maybe I shouldn’t.” 
 
    “There could be food.” 
 
    “Or something worse.” 
 
    I cut the conversation short and grasp the handle, I fling the door open. The hairs on my arm stand as I take it in. I stumble back a little from the surprise of disappointed suspense. 
 
    There’s nothing in the shed but a stack of fertilizer, a lawn mower, and a few boxes labeled HOLIDAY DECOR. In the light brought in from outside I can see that there’s a white piece of paper tucked in a blazer’s pocket on a box. I step forward gingerly and gently pull it out while never taking my eyes off the yard. It’s a letter. 
 
    “Dear Oliver…” I probably shouldn’t be reading this. 
 
      
 
    Dear Oliver, 
 
    The neighborhood has completely evacuated in the two weeks since you were called to duty. Everyone is going to either New York or Canada, the new safety zones. We are so proud of you. We’ve waited but it could be weeks before you return. We’ve already run out of food and every house and market has already been ransacked by those smart enough to leave with the last wave of soldiers. We thought you would be with them like you promised, but you weren’t. 
 
    It’s too late for us to leave with anyone. Everyone else is dead, even the nuns. We’re completely cut off from the world, who will save us now? 
 
    But don’t worry, the kids and I have been keeping busy. Robin’s been hunting, she’s actually really good at it. You’d be proud of her, she’s not even afraid of the Flesheaters. Evan’s been drawing a lot lately, he’s making blueprints for all the birdhouses you two will make. Norah won’t stop cleaning, everything smells like chloride and it’s all she can do to stop thinking about her 18th birthday coming up. Then there’s Corrine who doesn't speak anymore. She just watches with big dopey eyes. I worry about her. 
 
    I’m rambling now. What I really wanted you to know is that we all love you and even though we tried, we couldn’t wait any longer. We’re going to the city, I heard that there’s a family camp that will accept anyone. It’s better this way. Please, please find us someday. Someday soon. 
 
    With love, 
 
    Cornelia 
 
      
 
    I crumple the letter and jam it back into the pocket. I slam the door shut and take two steps before falling onto my knees. There’s a ticklish sensation flying from my stomach to my mouth. I grip my chest. 
 
    “Ha. Hahahahaha. HA,” I don’t know where this maniacal laughter is coming from, but it feels so good to cave. Maybe it was a long time coming. Grief tugs on me, but there’s something deeper, something dark. Jealousy. “Screw you Oliver. Your family’s alive and waiting for you, you bastard. Hurry up and find them. I would if they were my - ” 
 
    “Why couldn’t I have died with my family? If I die now I’ll be thousands of miles away from them. Now we both don’t get the chance, you bastard.” There are tears on my face as I gasp angrily for air. “Why is this happening to me?!” 
 
    “Ezekiel, where are you?!” KFK calls from the front yard. 
 
    I freeze, a teary-eyed deer caught in the headlights. In a rush, I wipe my face hard on my sleeves as I speed walk to him. I force out a response, “hey man, what’s up?” 
 
    He looks at me weird, “nothing. Found a sheet and some batteries. I even found a few cans of mixed vegetables. What’s with you?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I clear my throat, “I found nothing and I guess it just frustrates me. 
 
    “Is that so? I thought I heard shouting. Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yea, wow. We need to find that highway. It’s going to be sundown in, like I dunno, three hours. Can you imagine spending the night in one of these houses? As if! We’d probably lose days here, come on. Let’s move on and go where the people are.” I put an arm around his shoulder and guide him away.  
 
    “Yeah, sounds good to me. Bet we can find a car to sleep in,” he follows along with a perplexed look, no objections whatsoever. It takes my mind off my family to talk his ear off about random things I see. 
 
    “I once had a neighbor with that exact same tacky flamingo, damn white people don’t know taste. Just kidding, just some diet racism to lift your spirits.” 
 
    When nothing is left to say and we find the highway, I let the silence eat us. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    24 bite of the big apple 
 
      
 
      
 
    Welcome to New York, the Empire State. 
 
    My eyes fight to take in the hideously green sign. I weakly jerk my neck towards KFK and ask, “are we there yet?” 
 
    “If you start that crap again I’ll smack you back to Portland,” he grouches, “but yeah, we’re almost there. This looks familiar, aye? Manhattan isn’t too far… I think. We should start seeing people now.” 
 
    “People? Like, not zombies wanting to literally eat my shorts?” I stumble in excitement as I lick the roof of my dry mouth. When I hear a snarling beast I am not too surprised to know it’s my stomach. Seeds and granola are not filling, especially when rationed. I comb the inside of my satchel for any stray sunflower seeds, but only pull back salt grains and dirt. I sprinkle them into the wind as I-287 develops into normal road. 
 
    “New Yorkers are tough, I should know. Anything worth fighting for they’ll put ‘em up.” 
 
    “Excited to be home?” 
 
    “Kinda hard to be with a crick in the neck, thanks a lot for making us sleep in that car.” 
 
    I wave him off, “we’re not house pets anymore.” 
 
    Morning breaks into somber gray skies with bursts of purple, pink, blue, and orange. The clouds soak in the colors while gliding over the upcoming cityscape. The sun rises from behind the mountain range of oncoming buildings. I shield my gaze from the glare with my hand while walking with what could only be described as second wind. 
 
      
 
      
 
     “If we take the side streets it means less people which is great if we want to avoid any, you know, confrontation,” he says. “Not everyone is as nice and polite as me.” 
 
    “Ha, yeah you’re a saint,” I laugh nervously. My senses are on full alert. The need for sanctuary and rest drags my nearly fatigue body through the cluttered streets. I never would’ve thought that seeing so much people would make me anxious and tense. 
 
    It’s almost as if the V11-virus has yet to hit the streets. There are still people driving in their cars despite the immobile traffic. I see cyclists in flashy spandex, there are people hanging out on stoops with beers, I can hear laughter coming from an open window. I would have to pinch myself if I didn’t see the occasional bat here and a Flesheater there. 
 
    “I just hope you know where we’re going, KFK,” I talk over his musings between two possible street addresses. Neither of the street signs to our left and to our right match what he lists. We head down an alley towards a main road. It takes nine blocks, two wrong turns, and a gut feeling to find what I’m certain he’s mistaken about. 
 
    “We’re here,” he announces with jazz hands. We stop along a less busy street in a residential neighborhood. The brick duplex is could be no younger than sixty with dirty windows covered in thin security bars. I’m not sure if it’s a New York thing or a here-comes-the-apocalypse thing. The building appears misplaced sitting between two much newer apartments. 
 
    “This is it?” I question taking it all in. Yellow-green fungus sticks out of the cracks along the front door. KFK presses the doorbell but after a few rings there is no response. He tries rattling the locked screen door, the metal vibrates a rhythmic clanging. 
 
    “Maybe no one’s home.” This neighborhood is much calmer. I haven’t seen anyone in a while. I turn in half circles on the porch, noticing that its cement steps are stained. “Maybe they went out for milk or something. 
 
    “Nah, he has to be here.” He rubs his chin thoughtfully. 
 
    “Who are we looking for?” 
 
    “A friend,” he announces as he goes down the stairs, “let’s check the backdoor.” I follow him to the end of the block, around the corner, and up the alley behind the duplexes. 
 
    “Look!” I gasp while pointing frantically. A cat the color of cigarette ashes meows before hopping off a trashcan. It sashays forward to stop in front of me. I crouch down to gently stroke its head. It rubs against my hand; a slow purr tickles my skin. 
 
    “We really don’t have time for this.” 
 
    I give the cat a few more pats, “there’s always time for a cat. Can I keep him? I’ll call him Smokey.” 
 
    KFK, who hasn’t even stopped for us, exclaims with a dark tone, “if you bring him, I will eat him.” 
 
    I stand to quickly return to his side. Smokey merely looks at me before lifting his leg and leaning forward to lick his crotch. “I miss animals. You know, ones not used for food or protection.” 
 
    “Then there’s no need for them. Anyways, I think this is it.” 
 
    The backside of the house is nearly identical to the front, but impressively well kept. KFK tries the knob to no avail. He turns to me, “give me your axe.” 
 
    “You’re not a firefighter,” I hand the axe over anyways. He takes it, motions for me to step back, and brings it down on the lock. The door swings back quickly. “Yay for security.” 
 
    “Xavier?” Calls out KFK as he enters. He hands back the axe, “hello?” 
 
    “Sorry about the door!” I step through the threshold into a kitchen. Drawers are pulled out, cabinets hang open to expose their bare shelves. There’s a few broken plates and a large can of stew on the counter by the sink. My eyes trail along the room. There’s a butcher knife jutting out of the center of the table beside a few spam cans. “The housekeeper should be fired.” 
 
    “The living room is over there,” KFK explains as he hands me a flashlight, “it’s gonna be dark.” 
 
    I take off my satchel and let it hang on a chair. I take the light with awe, “how many of these do you have and how are you hiding them?” 
 
    “Just don’t touch anything and be careful.” His tone is downbeat, “this house isn’t normally quiet.” 
 
    I shine the light on the walls as I go, “so you’ve been here before?” 
 
    “Like I said, it’s a friend.” 
 
    There are perfectly placed picture frames lining the walls. There’s the duplex, only twenty years younger with a newlywed couple smiling on the porch. The next pictures chronicle a young girl’s life from birth to a ballerina, a middle school cheerleader, and a science fair runner up. I stare with watering eyes, seeing Poppy’s face and knowing that she her life had been cut short. Though the longer I stare the more I see my own sister’s face. I cough to dry my eyes and change the subject. 
 
    “So, he’s married and has a daughter, this Xavier guy? Oh, and a son.” A chubby faced boy smiles in the next set of photos along the other walls. “Right?” 
 
    There’s no response. I scan the living room, it’s unusually orderly and mundane. There’s a grey sofa with blue throw pillows, there’s even an ottoman calling my name. I look away to resist the temptation of hurling my body onto the couch. 
 
    “Hello? Jesus, I hate it when you do this.” The house settles with a few creaks. I move down the hall towards the entrance. At the foot of the stairs I flash the light upward. I don’t see anyone but the echoes of footsteps motivate me up one step at a time.  
 
    When my feet meet solid ground, I cruise the level. The first door is to a bathroom with green tiles and a humbling shower. Next is a boy’s bedroom. My flashlight’s beam creates ghostly shadows behind the action figures on the shelves. Their blank stares and painted grimaces make me uncomfortable as a I shut the door, creepy little demons. 
 
    “KFK?” I whisper before continuing down the hall. As I pass a side table my hip grazes the edge. A top-heavy lamp shudders before falling to the floor. The base shatters and sends shards in all directions. I stare with furrowed brows at the broken lamp, lips pursed. 
 
    “God dammit, pakshet!” I bob my head up and down to see if it’s caught any attention. I begrudgingly use the flashlight to sweep it under the table. No one will notice, I swear to myself. 
 
    “Okay, two more doors.” The comfort I find in talking to myself is only slightly alarming. The door to my left is partially open. I jab at the door with the flashlight, it slides back in ease. “Holy shit, no wonder the kitchen is bare.” 
 
    There are boxes stacked upon boxes with labels like CEREAL, SPAM, CANNED VEGGIES, and so on. My stomach bubbles in encouragement as I start grabbing cans. As I step forward the door behind me swings open. I spin on my feet fast enough for the light to catch the look of surprise on a man’s face. 
 
    “Away from that!” 
 
    “I’m not a burglar!” I shout as he swings a bat my way. Dropping the cans, I duck as the aluminum smacks into the doorway. I drop the flashlight and it rolls away. While still crouching I use the blunt end of my axe on his knees. 
 
    “Ugh!” He buckles with a few curses as I fly to my feet. He finds his balance and slams the bat into my thigh. I clench my teeth and push my weight onto him as I lose my grip. My axe lands with a thud by his feet. Soon we are both on the floor wrestling, though he is stronger and finds himself soon on top. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” KFK appears from the same room as the man. 
 
    “He attacked me,” I defend myself with arms raised. 
 
    The man responds, “you were stealing my rations.” 
 
    He grabs me by the collar and pulls me aside, “don’t be so rude to our host Xavier Derian.” 
 
    I stretch my arms in embarrassment, “sorry, kinda got ahead of myself. Though he swung first.” I extend a hand to help him to his feet. He smirks as he pushes my arm away. 
 
    “You’re trespassing,” Xavier retaliates with more of a smile. 
 
    I point at KFK, “he made me do it.” My face reddens as I pick up my belongings. 
 
    KFK clears his throat, “Xavier this is Zeke, sorry I forgot to mention that I’m babysitting.” 
 
    “More like I’m the babysitter,” I laugh nervously. “So how do you guys know each other?” 
 
    Kung Fu Kevin shrugs, “veteran’s event at a bar decade ago.” 
 
    I turn to Xavier, “figures, you fight like a solider.” 
 
    “Who’s starving?” Xavier chuckles as he walks into the storage room and retrieves the cans I dropped. He also grabs a lantern. After lighting it he cracks a smile, “I hope you like beans and spam, it’s on the menu today.” 
 
    As we head downstairs I remark, “I’m so hungry I could eat the whole cast of 30 Rock with room for dessert.” 
 
    Xavier laughs, “you’re so tiny boy I can’t imagine you getting past Kenneth.” 
 
    “It must be an Asian thing,” KFK yawns. He doesn’t see the glare I throw at the back of his head. 
 
    “It’s kind of hard to keep weight on an anorexic’s diet,” I roll my eyes while trailing behind them back to the kitchen. There Xavier puts his bat on the counter before hunting for a can opener and three forks. KFK picks up a chair, steadies it, and sits himself comfortably. I watch them catch up. 
 
    “About my door…” he sounds as if he already knows the story. 
 
    “Speaking of which, home security just isn’t what it used to be!” 
 
    I sit in the chair where my satchel hangs. I place my axe on the table comfortably as I wait for my share. 
 
    “The kid has a purse?” he arches a brow curiously while pointing at my chair. 
 
    “It’s a satchel,” I defend casually. “It’s super useful and trendy.” 
 
    Xavier shrugs, “kids these days with their fancy bags and weird ass names.” He swallows a spoonful of salty canned meat, “have you talked to Daniel lately?” 
 
    KFK sighs, “I haven’t been in town long enough. Can I still find him at the gas station?” 
 
    “As always, he never leaves.” 
 
    As they dive deeper into discussion I grab a spoon and a half full can of cold beans. I shovel a scoop into my nearly salivating mouth. It goes down cold and lumpy, but it beats our modest diet. Is it wrong to let a slight MMMMM buzz in my mouth? I’m just thankful to not be at the eating-dog-food stage. Then again, if it’s safe for them than it’s safe enough for me. 
 
    “Thirsty?” Xavier asks. 
 
    I lift my head eagerly. “Oh yes, please.” I scrape the bottom of the can forlornly. 
 
    Xavier stands to retrieve a Disney Princess themed cup from a lower cupboard. He fills it to the brim and hands it to me. He says, “you look like a weed, drink.”  
 
    I gulp down the lukewarm water. It tastes of iron, but that doesn’t stop me. I pause long enough to whisper, “thank you so much.” 
 
    He nods before sitting down again and admitting to KFK, “I actually haven’t seen him in a while. Our last chat was about three weeks before things started to get bad, but he wasn’t there last Friday when I went to see about extra gasoline.” 
 
    KFK nods before moving the conversation, “what about his junkyard? I got some things to pick up.” 
 
    Xavier leans in his chair yawning, “yup, it’s all good. As far as I know it hasn’t been stormed yet by the government. They’ve been confiscating stuff left and right lately.” 
 
    “Is that so?” I whistle as I finally take in the image of the man before me, possibly Armenian and in his late forties. His arms are thick muscles decorated with tattoos. Crosses, thorns, a family crest. He’s wearing a dark green t shirt under a US military utility vest which makes him more intimidating, even from a chair, with his scarred hands, stubby beard, dark eyes staring at me. 
 
    I cough in embarrassment, “so, what’s with the floral bandana around your forehand? I wouldn’t think of you as a hippie.” Why did I laugh? I wasn’t joking. 
 
    “Healing a wound,” is all he says. 
 
    KFK’s eyes dart my way as he leans in his chair, “so where’s the wife and kids?” 
 
    “Aiyana took Kassidy and Nathaniel to visit Debbie and her daughters. They were caught up in the Madison Square riots and are still shaken up.” 
 
    “Riots? When was it?” 
 
    “Just a few days ago actually. Trappers, disgustin’ traitors,” Xavier spits as he forces out the words. He pounds the table with his fist, “have you run into any yet? Well they’re mighty infamous around here. Fuckin’ low lives gettin’ paid to abduct people and bring them in for god knows what for the government. Except they’re getting really ballsy lately. They don’t even hide it anymore. The Madison was set up as a refuge, they swooped in and started pulling out people. Of course, no one was going without a fight.” 
 
    “They’re getting creative, just not too long ago we were traveling with some weirdos and our caravan was ambushed,” starts KFK. “Now get this, there was a man in charge of, wait for it, domesticated Flesheaters!” 
 
    “No kidding?” 
 
    I stare at the empty cup and sigh, “everything’s just falling apart.” 
 
    “I’d invite you to stay the night, but after your last visit Aiyana wouldn’t be too happy.” 
 
    “That’s okay, Xavier,” KFK smiles with a mouthful of spam, “we’ll just head over to Daniel’s.” 
 
    “No, it’ll be dark by the time you get there. NY hasn’t completely gone to shit, but there's a curfew.” Xavier explains, “go to Central Park. The whole area is dedicated to housing survivors. You’ll have to be evaluated but you’ll be able to rest.” 
 
    “I remember the last time I went to a refugee camp,” I stand with my canteen. “It didn’t go so good.”  
 
    I maneuver the shadows to the sink and turn on the tap. There’s a little window overlooking the alley. As the water fills the canteen I lean into the view. “There’s a woman with children coming this way. Is your wife Native American?” 
 
    “That’s my lady. Pretty isn’t she? You know her name means eternal blossom? So fitting.” There’s a dreamy expression on his face as he goes to the back door to open it gingerly. KFK follows him out as I twist on the cap. When I look again there is a flash of blue zig-zagging across the backroad. 
 
    “Look out!” I shout. I step back, dropping the canteen on the table. I grope about for my revolver and run outside with my axe. The Flesheater has beaten Xavier to his family. 
 
    “Help! Kids get back!” Aiyana stands in front of her kids, shielding them from the snapping jaws. 
 
    “Come here you,” Xavier tackles the Flesheater with an oomph. 
 
    “There’s another one!” I shout as I raise my axe in anticipation. 
 
    “Get to the house!” He shouts to his family as he grapples for its head. Aiyana hustles Kassidy and Nathaniel back home. Though they are caught by a nasty looking trucker before they can reach the back porch. 
 
    “Take this!” I yell as I toss the gun to her. 
 
    “Thanks!” She pushes her son towards Kassidy’s arms to catch it. She takes aim and pulls the trigger just as the Flesheater makes a move for the kids. The bullet flies through skull, splattering matter as it crumples to the ground. Aiyana grabs her kids by the arm and pushes them into the safety of their home. She stands in the doorway, armed and waiting. 
 
    I intercept a second Flesheater that emerges from the shadows. I take a swing but miss. It hisses while lunging at me. I swing upward with gusto; the blade hits the chin and slides up. The Flesheater sways with a few gurgles as I pull back and swing again. I look away. 
 
    “Could you lend a hand?” shouts Xavier on top of a writhing Flesheater. 
 
    “Move!” KFK rams a tire iron into the zombie’s skull just as Xavier gets a good grip. Its body convulses as the iron pushes through the brain. A low rumble escapes its twitching lips as it slowly dies. KFK helps Xavier to his feet, who then calls out to me. 
 
    “Look out, kid!” 
 
    “What?” I jump as another Flesheater from the main street launches itself at me. I hit the ground but don’t waste time hopping to my feet. “I got this.” 
 
    The girl creeps towards me with hunched shoulders and a fuzzy green bite mark on her exposed thigh. She must be new, her eyes haven’t sunken in yet and her ice skating uniform has lost hardly any sequins. Her petite feet are bare, though she doesn’t react to the glass that cracks under her as she prepares to attack. 
 
    “I see you watching me watching you,” I whisper with narrowed eyes. I square my shoulders while licking my lips. She waits for me to make the first move, any mistakes to help her catch prey. 
 
    The Flesheater Babe edges to the left and I counter clock her. I furrow my brows as sweat beads down my collarbone. Like a cobra she strikes. She lashes at me with dirty nails trailing across my neck. I throw my weight forward with the axe but the Flesheater Babe is already falling back. 
 
    “Oh, crap attack!” I gasp when the blade slices through air; I cringe. She chortles before zipping onto her feet and then rushing at me. Her weight knocks into me, I exhale sharply as we stumble to the alley floor, rolling and pushing against each other to take the advantage. One last roll has her pinning me down. I struggle as she grapples for my neck, bringing her glaring face towards it. 
 
    “Play times over,” announces KFK as the tire iron breaks through her skull coming within inches of my own nose. Blood splatters my face, this is not even my worst date. Her body twitches as the light in her eyes goes out. I push the corpse off me as he helps me up. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say as I wipe my face on my sleeve. “How’s his family?” 
 
    “Let’s go check in.” 
 
    Back in the kitchen Xavier has Nathaniel on his lap. Kassidy and her mom are cleaning up the counters. KFK and I gather what’s ours as we let the family recuperate. Aiyana puts a hand on my arm. 
 
    “Thank you for helping out,” she smiles as she puts my gun in my hand, “are you okay?” 
 
    “Of yeah, it was nothing.” I modestly remark as I wave her off. I take the gun and put it deep into my satchel. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Eternal Blossom.” KFK coughs with a bow of his head. 
 
    Aiyana goes back to cleaning with lowered eyes, “that makes one of us.” 
 
    “We’re going soon,” I say as I pick up on the tension. I don’t know what happened the last time he was here, but it was enough to piss her off forever. “I promise he won’t be in your hair much longer.” 
 
    After short farewells, KFK and I head out again. This time in search of the Central Park haven. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I open my eyes to find myself nearly covered in leaves and grass clippings. I roll onto my side with a cat like yawn. A lopsided shape beneath a plaid blanket snores on a park bench. I think to myself with a mischievous grin, I could let KFK sleep in or give him a rude awakening. Nah, I deserve a break. I decide to let him sleep as I proceed to flick nature off me. One. Two. Three. There they all go. I stand, cracking my joints in the process, and stretch my muscles. I observe my surroundings. 
 
    “Nice doll,” says a little girl to another.  
 
    A man approaches another, “what time is lunch?” 
 
    “Damn, where did that nurse go now?” 
 
    As far I can see there are white and yellow tents everywhere. Scraped up children giggle while chasing one another, women converse while cleaning knives and axes, men skin animals and stir pots around a bonfire. Their voices mingle. I hear snippets of knock-knock jokes, near death stories, memories of past lives. 
 
    “I’m going to look around,” I say to no response.  
 
    With him sleeping like a log, I wander off. Leaves and cigarette butts litter the path. Soldiers in camo uniform with bulky guns patrol in pairs. Taking cautious steps and a few respectful salutes, I side step around them into the way of a herd of white scrubbed doctors with surgical masks. “Sorry.” 
 
    They continue with an air of arrogance, completely oblivious to my presence. Further down the path I come across a little booth with a hard to miss sign,  
 
    “Camp info? Finally.” I approach with a halfcocked grin. Time to bring on the Pinoy charm. “Well hello, hello.” 
 
    “Hello, sir. Would you care for a pamphlet?” asks the overly perky girl running the booth, she dons a cheerleading union, looks like a high school one, yet she carries an older, retail like vibe. Her strawberry blond hair is pulled back in a long braid with bangs loosely falling around her hazel eyes. She offers me a Cindy Crawford smile with the pamphlet extended my way. 
 
    “You don’t have to call me sir. We’re probably the same age.” I then wave off her offering, “I don’t think I’ll be needing that. Can’t someone just talk to me?” 
 
    “I’m Amber.” The way she leans onto her right with her hands on her hips and her head leaned back makes me nervous. She eases up on her smile, almost glowing. I can tell she’s going to be one of those girls, the kind who can take down anyone with a wink. She hands me the pamphlet I never wanted, I push it back into her hand. 
 
    “I don’t need it, I’m good.” 
 
    “Awe, that’s too bad,” she mocks, “but please take it, sir.” 
 
    “I am not a sir.” 
 
    “Take the pamphlet,” she chimes through clenched teeth. 
 
    I square my shoulders while smiling beyond my bangs, “I just said no. I don’t understand why this has to be so difficult.”   
 
    Amber prepares to say something but pauses. She smiles one last time, places it on the table, and nudges it towards me. Then in one swift motion she twirls around and walks away. When she’s out of sight I laugh to myself as I read the title. 
 
    “Rules for surviving now that you’re here.” This could be interesting, I pick it up and read to myself, “rule one, no infected are permitted. Two, no alcohol, drugs, tobacco or other contraband. Three, no leaving after six. Four…” I lose my voice as Amber returns with another girl who could easily be her opposite. 
 
    “Lennox,” Amber snarls as if she’s been through hell and is now presenting the manager, “this child is misbehaving.” 
 
    “Child?” I question as I look around, “me? But I’ve been a gentleman. I’m a sir.” 
 
    “I am so jealous of your customer service skills,” snickers Lennox as she pushes a loose lock of hair behind her ear. Amber sneers with toned arms folded over her busty chest. She looks to Lennox, then me, and back to Lennox before rolling her eyes and backing off. 
 
    “I’m done with my shift anyways,” she quickly turns and disappears into a yellow tent labeled RESOURCES. 
 
    “I thought she’d never leave,” I joke, “what’s up her butt?” I can’t even remember the last time I spoke to a normal girl, is butt okay to say? 
 
    “Amber is doing what Amber does best when she doesn’t get her way. And that’s being a bitch.” 
 
    “Give her a medal.” 
 
    “Pretentious self-loving? Doctors’ say it’ll pass eventually.” Lennox laughs. She’s a lot cooler than Amber, a brunette with soft hazel eyes and a modest physique. 
 
    “And what do they call you?” Lennox asks. 
 
    “Dumbass,” I jokingly answer, “but you can call me Zeke. Or Z, it’s all short for Ezekiel.” 
 
    Her hand plays with a ring on her other hand, sliding it up and down repeatedly. She twists it to the left, then right, centers it, and starts over as if she’s turning the dial on a safe. Caught in the activity I then realize she hasn’t laughed. I look up, her face is placid till a serious expression crosses her face. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” I whisper before talking normally. “Is it because I wouldn’t take the pamphlet? I’ll take it now.” 
 
    “Zeke, you say? You didn’t by chance come in last night with a guy with a bizarre name like Karate Kevin, or was it Kung Fu Kevin?” 
 
    “Uhhhh.” My mind goes blank, “well this can’t possibly end well.” 
 
    “Follow me,” is all she commands and I comply. She leads me through a thick grouping of bushes, across another poorly assembled campsite and to a large yellow tent smack dab between two monstrous trees. 
 
    “Are you taking me to your leader? I guess the probing begins now.” My effort to break the newly formed ice reaps no reward as she shushes me. She flips open the flap and ushers me in. 
 
    “Hay naku,” I groan, “I was right about the probing.” 
 
    KFK is lying on his back in the center of the tent on a metal slab table. A doctor and two soldiers with guns hover over him. An ancient woman in a gray pantsuit with white short hair approaches me. She sizes me up, obviously already not my number one fan right now. I straighten out my shirt as Lennox excuses herself and leaves. 
 
    “I am Marilyn Hurst,” the woman in charge announces, “do you know this man?” The way her tone pauses on man reveals what she really thinks of him. 
 
    I look beyond her, trailing my eyes along his body. “Nope. Is he a boy toy? This is quite the kinky setup.” 
 
    This earns me a hearty hoot from KFK, but Marilyn looks unamused. She recollects herself into a more neutral position, “he’s being charged for sabotaging a government program, endangering civilian lives, and threatening an officer.” 
 
    “Well I don’t want him,” I wink at KFK who smiles. I’m not quite sure where these remarks are coming from, maybe the end of the world can be blamed. Or my time spent with a guy like KFK. 
 
    “Wipe that grin off your face young man, your friend is in a serious situation.” 
 
    “Serious like cardiac arrest, or like the zombie apocalypse but no, let’s pause that and enforce rules that don’t even matter when the dead are killing the living. Go on, let’s prolong this charade of human civilization. By the way, nice pant suit.” 
 
    “Then fine, stand idly by and watch his execution.” 
 
    Her icy tone snaps me back to reality. Some people can’t be played with. You can’t just say and do what you want, there are consequences. Something my dad would say, I look down to his watch on my wrist. I clear my throat to find my composure. What can I say in a situation like this? Am I too late to end this trial? I probably made it much worse. 
 
    “I wanna apologize, ma’am.” 
 
    “Sit over there. Not in the red chair, the black one.” 
 
    I do as she commands, “yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “That’s more like it,” she walks over and sits in the red chair before me, “now tell me who you are and who he is. And why is he so heavily armed?” 
 
    I take a deep breath and let it all out. “I’m not quite exactly sure who he is but what he’s told me is that he’s Kung Fu Kevin from New York. He’s been trained in combat, has been to war, and seems to lack most social etiquette but he does know a lot. We met in Portland just after my family’s death and we’ve been together ever since. He’s the reason why I am here and still alive. I am Ezekiel Keller and I am no body. I have no skills or special training. As for why he’s so well armed I dunno, I heard he used to own a pawn shop so I assume that. He’s a far-out guy who may know more than he lets on. Pleasedon’tkillme.” 
 
    Looking exhausted she leans back in her chair. “Thank you.” 
 
    I nod eagerly with eyes glued to her. She stands and walks over to one of the soldiers. She whispers to them and they nod in comprehension. 
 
    “You may go.” 
 
    “Thank you, so much ma-” 
 
    “But,” she cuts me off abrasively, she goes to a far corner desk and sits down. “You two are banned from this camp. Please take your belongings and never seek refuge here again.” 
 
    Across the room KFK is untied by the soldiers who help him up. He winks at Marilyn who rolls her eyes while rubbing her temples. She opens a drawer, pulls out a little yellow prescription bottle, and pops out a few white pills. She swallows them hard while jabbing her finger in KFK’s direction, “your behavior has been deplorable. Never return or I will have you both euthanized.” 
 
    “Alrighty, here we go.” I babble while pushing on KFK towards the exit before he can retaliate. The two soldiers follow us silently. Outside the tent they guide us to the nearest gates where there is another soldier who has our things ready to go. She throws our stuff to our feet. 
 
    “Thanks,” I mutter picking everything up. 
 
    “Good bye, wanks!” Laughs KFK like a liberated prisoner as they let us out the gates, “won’t be missing you the most.” 
 
    I pull on his coat and steer him down the street, “I left you alone for half an hour and you nearly get yourself executed?!” 
 
    “Next time hire a sitter.” 
 
    He can laugh now, but maybe I will. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    25 conspiracy theories 
 
      
 
      
 
    This day couldn’t get any weirder. 
 
    KFK is a silent grave. He doesn’t look at me or speak, he only stares ahead. He meanders sluggishly through the streets with me by his side, but I don’t seem to exist to him. His lips move feverishly without words as his nose crinkles with each heavy exhale. Wrinkled hands oscillate with fingers curled around his coat sleeves. I try to ignore it, but I fear for his mental health. Though it could be worse. 
 
    My thoughts begin to race. He could be turning. When was he last out of my sight? I would have to kill him. It probably isn’t that. What could it be though? He may not even realize what he’s doing. I don’t even know where we’re going. I take a deep breath to calm myself. 
 
    “Jesus Christ!” I call out in surprise. 
 
    From behind there is a sharp burst of honks as a car swerves, a scream embeds the air as metal crunches and twists around a telephone poll. I shove KFK towards some tall recycling cans as a herd of Flesheaters ambush the man in the taxi cab. There’s seven, maybe more, surrounding his crashed car. 
 
    “Help! Anybody?” he calls out as he fiddles with his seatbelt.  
 
    My body tenses, should I help? 
 
    “Help!” He shields his face as the Flesheaters break the windows, crawling in as best as they can. They grapple for his head and bash it into the dashboard repeatedly until it breaks. 
 
    “Holy crap attack,” I whisper, staring with eyes as wide as saucers. I can’t look away. Warm, bloody brain is exposed as they grope the soft tissue and shovel it into their greedy mouths. Some are shoved away while others gorge on his lower fatty flesh; greasy fabric is torn aside. Their bodies thud against the steering wheel, hitting the horn. The sharp sounds send shivers up my spine as I stand, revolver in hand. I raise it with a trembling hand, my eyes narrow on the back of the head of a nurse. 
 
    “Don’t waste your bullet,” Kung Fu Kevin’s voice catches me off guard. I watch as he stands as if miraculously brought back to life. “He’s already dead. Let’s go.” 
 
    There’s no reason to object, so I put away the gun as we scurry down the alley into the next. Growls and honks soon fade into background noise. The cab driver’s face haunts me, would it had been worth it? Rattling steals my attention. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I ask KFK as he shakes the locked gates of an underground subway station. I wait at the head of the stairs as he puts his head close to the bars, whistling into the pitch-black silence. No one - or thing - responds. 
 
    “I guess the subway is down, makes sense, but why bother locking up?” he speaks more to the darkness than to me.  
 
    We move on, maybe five blocks, but at the next entrance he tries again. His efforts for contact are unmatched. I sit on the sidewalk as he descends the third set of stairs into the underground. Every one we find is locked and unyielding to him, so he makes us keep walking till we reach a large open area with tall buildings and dark jumbo screens. 
 
    “Is this Time Square?” I ask with an unconcealable grin a head bobbing to take it all in. “I’ve always thought it would be cool to be here during New Year’s Eve for the televised party. The lights, the people, the music.” 
 
    “It’s cool,” he says unimpressed. 
 
    I sing with wide sweeping arms, “welcome to Tiiime Squaaare!” 
 
    “Used to be pretty,” he says as he peeks inside a recycling can. There’s trash everywhere, a jeep bumbles by with a driver too rushed to notice us. “Speedy Gonzalez coulda killed us.” 
 
    “It’s kinda nice to see someone every now and then.” Glass crunches under my feet as I walk. There’s an eerie silence enveloping around us. No crying. No screaming. No sounds at all once the car is out of sight. Time Square has lost its glitz. 
 
    “Now that’s more like it.” KFK cheers as he hunches over a hot dog vendor’s cart that has been knocked over. Limp sausages lay smashed on the sidewalk around splattered relish, onion bits, and various condiments. 
 
    “That’s disgusting, get out of there.” 
 
    “Lay’s or Doritos?” is all he asks as I approach. 
 
    “Give me the D,” I joke as I lighten up. Once I’m around the cart I can see his quick hands dragging out single serving bags of chips from the cart’s belly. I put the axe down and take all the blue and red packages from him greedily. I stuff all but one into my satchel. With a watering mouth, I tear it open. I take a chip to shove into my mouth.  
 
    Oh, salty delight! As he stuffs some into his own pack I scarf down the triangular chips, licking my fingers in between each crunchy bite. “Thank you so much you wonderful man.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” he wheezes as he stands. He stumbles toward the jagged mouth of a restaurant across the street. He examines the shadows, bends over, and grasps a brick. He throws it towards the counter and waits. Nothing comes out to investigate the echoing sounds of the brick hitting something metallic. 
 
    “I think we should hurry up and get to - ” That’s when I realize I don’t exactly know where he’s leading us. “Dude, where are we going?” 
 
    “In here,” he says advancing into the shadowy restaurant. 
 
    “I meant overall, but, oh! Okay, yeah. Just ignore me. Go on inside. That’s right, don’t mind me. Just take out your flashlight. Wow, looks like a bomb went off in here. That’s fine, I’ll follow you in. Look out for the broken glass. Is that corpse in the corner dead enough? Go check. It’s good? Good. Damn it’s cold. Don’t go back there. Fine, let’s just go in this spooky ass kitchen. Check out all this food, all this rotten food. Bad… bad… bad. Is anything here still good? Wow, rice and potatoes. I guess the odds of a New York restaurant having any canned goods is kinda low. Where are you going? Wait, what are you - ?” 
 
    “Shut the hell up.” He boxes my ears. A ringing overtakes my hearing as I stumble backward. I lean against a counter, resting my head on the cool surface. 
 
    When I recover I demand to know, “why did you do that?” 
 
    “You talk way too much for a pair of balls,” he jibes, “it bothers me how much you can go on.” 
 
    I rub my ear while looking away, my face reddens. I snatch up a potato with a dozen limbs and throw it at the wall, “point taken, danm.” 
 
    “There’s nothing here,” he admits in defeat. “Let’s go to Daniel’s.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There’s a fence?” I ask looking around. “What is this? This doesn’t belong here, right?” 
 
    “Well a while back ago the city tried to divide itself into blocks, a quarantine procedure, to find survivors and tackle the infestation. They didn’t really make it far. They did three sections each worth four by four blocks and stopped.” 
 
    I watch as he throws the bag over the fence, “why? Sounds like a great idea.” 
 
    “They realized it was a lot more work than it was worth,” he grunts as he climbs the fence. 
 
    “Weak,” I chuckle while climbing the fence, “so, no Flesheaters around here?” 
 
    “Ideally,” he swings his back off and starts walking away. I follow close on his heels. “There, look, Daniel’s gas station is still in one piece.” 
 
    There are two things I notice immediately about the gas station. First off, the sign. Tall and over done with its grizzly bear holding up a gas can. The words Grizzly Fuel were made to look like claw marks. Secondly, is the number of bars and planks along the windows. 
 
    I tug on the door but it doesn’t budge. “Doors locked, KFK. How do we get in?” 
 
    He pulls out a ring with a dozen keys of various sizes and shades of tarnish, “good thing I have a key.” 
 
    “You and Daniel must’ve been close for you to have a key,” I note as he unlocks the door. 
 
    “Well, as close as brothers can be.” 
 
    I lean back in surprise, “I didn’t know you have a brother.” 
 
    He doesn’t answer as we enter the gas station, flashlights on. The gas station overall consists of six self-service pumps outside, a closet sized bathroom, a nearly ransacked mini mart, and a back-room office a closet. 
 
    “Place smells dank,” I say as I walk around independently. 
 
    “There’s food around here but I doubt much.” 
 
    I wander into the backroom where there are some lawn chairs, boxes, and a desk. Behind the mountains of boxes is a locked door that should lead to the outside alley. Behind the desk is another door, a closet. When I open it, dust and a wrenching smell whispers out. I shine my flashlight into the closet and that’s when I discover the source of the gas station’s unique smell. 
 
    “Kevin!” I holler with no time for his extended title. 
 
    He appears with a Lay’s potato chip bag torn open. He drops it when he licks it clean. He nonchalantly walks up to me asking, “what?” 
 
    “Kevin.” 
 
    “That’s my name, yes. But what’s with the screaming?” 
 
    I point into the closet, “who is this?” 
 
    He peers in, face going pale with his muscles stiffening and jolts back like a yo-yo. KFK adjusts himself before responding, “awe yes, I may have forgotten about that.” 
 
    “This is Daniel? Good lord, does Xavier know?” 
 
    “No and he never will. This was a promise between me and him anyways.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. You knew your brother was here, dead?” I stare at the hanging man. His face is pale, lips blue, green eyes wide open. His swollen limbs hang limply as his bare feet dangle. I bite down on my lower lip as a fatty fly crawls out of his nose and departs. A shudder trains down my spine as I tear my eyes away. 
 
    “To be fair, I didn’t think he’d really do it. I was hoping he’d go north,” he opens a box at random and pulls out a strange shaped bottle that carries a whiff of tequila. “Anyways, we’ll be crashing here for a while. It’s kinda our best bet now since I gave up my pawnshop. Most of the shit here was from it anyways.” 
 
    “Kevin,” I step away from the closet. “Why is Daniel dead? And since when?” 
 
    He puts down the bottle with a softer expression, “he was my baby brother, just forty-nine and was always kinda soft in the head. He never married, never did much but run this gas station and junk yard. Used to be our uncle’s but he inherited it sixteen years ago. He never really recovered when my wife died. He always blamed himself since he was the one driving that night.” 
 
    I stare at the drink in his hands with a loss for words, “I’m sorry, Kevin.” 
 
    “Don’t be, Daniel’s better off anyways. We’ll bury him too if we can.” He clears his throat before going on with a brighter tone, “tomorrow we’ll do some cleaning and scavenging, really make this place at home.” 
 
    “That sounds great,” I whisper before shutting the door as his words fade from my comprehension, the idea of sleeping so close to Daniel’s grave takes me miles away. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    26 grip like iron 
 
      
 
      
 
    My nerves are on edge by the silence of the afternoon. 
 
    “Where’s everyone?” I ask as we walk away from the fence. 
 
    “By the looks of it today must be a city-wide stay-in day,” he then continues when I send him a puzzled look, “it’s so soldiers can sweep the city and gun down anything that moves. You know, extermination of the infestation.” 
 
    “So today just has to be our day to go out?” 
 
    He pulls a dusty can of beer out of his pocket, opens it, and takes several long gulps. He belches, “so let me know if you see any uniformed men.” 
 
    “I’m in favor of sneaking out but not at the risk of -” 
 
    KFK places his index finger on his lips to shush me. He gestures for me to listen. I turn my head left to right slowly, trying to catch a sound. I even pull my hair behind my ears. I scan the streets but don’t see anything out of the norm. Before I can ask, I freeze as our eyes meet. 
 
    The sound is faint, not too distant, but I can feel the shrill pitch filling my ears. Just as I blink they come into view. My jaw hangs in horror.  
 
    Hundreds, maybe thousands of screaming rats race in a mass of long skinny bodies in our direction. I’m paralyzed in disgust, not even KFK can tear his eyes off the absolute madness. The rodents climb over each other, as if they cannot bear the thought of being left behind. They come from every sewer opening. The noise they create is comparable to a tape being reminded at an unnatural speed. 
 
    “Oh god, oh god!” I shout, as they swarm past they crawl over our feet and the numbers just seem to double. It’s as if every rodent in NYC is heading our way. I want to run, a tiny voice in the back of my head says so, but I can’t. Everywhere I look; tiny feet, sharp teeth, greasy fur. “We have to get out of this, there must be a reason for this vermin parade.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ve had enough of this,” announces KFK as he grabs me by the collar and stomps his way through the flood into another alley. The symphony fades as more space fills between us. He lets me go once we enter the next block. A shudder creeps up on me, but I contain it. 
 
    “Something must’ve scared them outta the sewers,” he remarks between sips of his beer, “I’d hate to find out what.” He pulls out map that I haven’t seen yet, walks over to a car, and lays it down flat. He furrows his brows in concentration. 
 
    “What now?” I ask while turning in 180 degree circles to take in our surroundings. The buildings here are industrial. Warehouses advertising national brands loom over us. The windows are shattered, and broken crates litter the street. The aroma of resin and grease still lingers. 
 
    I wonder what it would be like to live in the city, to work in the packaging industry with a nine to five shift while breathing in smog and cigarette. Could I handle such a back breaking life? If I wasn’t going to college and - would there even be higher education after this? I don’t think I count as a graduate, the ceremony was cancelled and I’m sure no one mailed out diplomas once people started going cannibalistic. 
 
    “KFK, what’s supposed to happen when this all blows over?” 
 
    His finger trails the paper, “I guess everyone just has to pick up the pieces and start over. Wouldn’t really matter who you were before, zombie or not, that person died with the virus anyways.” 
 
    I kick a rock and watch it skitter across the pavement, “I don’t know if I should feel hopeful or devastated by that.” 
 
    He folds up the map and starts walking north, “no one said you can’t be both, Zeke. You’re the one making up the choices. Now let’s hurry.” 
 
    “Cheers.” 
 
    The farther we walk the nicer the buildings start to look. Offices, penthouses, banks roll by. Up ahead is a parking structure that stretches high and wide like an automobile castle. I imagine it’s filled with Mercedes, SUVs, and any other car driven by the higher class workers. Lawyers and doctors, entrepreneurs and CEOs - where are they now?  
 
    Maybe they lie dead on their imported cherry oak desks, or are roaming the conference room soaked in the blood of the interns. Someone probably escaped by helicopter and was whisked away to a private island. The longer I stare at the buildings around us the more I see blots. 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to visit Japan,” KFK smiles with a new boost of energy. 
 
    “I’d prefer somewhere less busy,” I respond, “why Japan? Last I heard they’re still recovering from that tsunami and earthquake.” 
 
    “What? Bet it was nothing.” 
 
    “Thousands died and many more are missing, not only that but they’re on the verge of a nuclear meltdown.” 
 
    “Aren’t we all on the verge of a nuclear meltdown?” 
 
    “!” 
 
    KFK chuckles as he playfully punches my shoulder, “don’t sweat it.” 
 
    I throw him a quizzical look before asking, “so, why Japan?” 
 
    “Respect,” he growls as he straightened his shoulders, “Asian cultures know how to treat an elder, especially a warrior.” 
 
    “What was it like fighting in Nam?” 
 
    “It was kinda like this but…” he grows silent as he passes a monstrous old-as-hell truck. He ducks under the window and starts running. I pass it obliviously as he turns to me and waves his arms. He mouths the word run. 
 
    I begin to panic, “what is it, soldiers?” 
 
    “Much worse, now run!” 
 
    “What?” I turn to notice pig masked faces in the front seat of the truck. When the driver behind the wheel starts up the engine I find myself running after the old bastard. “Hay naku, pakshet!” 
 
    “It’s a hunk of crap, but we’ll see!” He speaks with a liquidy wheeze. 
 
    The truck drives over a smart car, squeezing the yellow tin on wheels into a sandwich of leather, metal, and glass. I strive for speed as they weave around the vehicular roadblocks. I haven’t run this fast in so long. The desire to live intertwines with the passion of running, it feeds adrenaline into my veins. I take deep breaths as my chest tightens and my calves tense up. I try to concentrate on where we’re going as cars become a blur and buildings zip by. 
 
    KFK is doing all he can to keep up. His joints pop and groan. He flails his arms as if it’ll propel him further. In between deep swallows of air his mouth hangs open. The end of his trench coat is forced wide open like a loose sail. At this point his extra weight of miscellaneous supplies have become a liability. 
 
    I leap over a speed bump and yell back to KFK to watch out, but he doesn’t hear me. He comes down with a storm of shaming swears. My legs won’t stop. 
 
    “You bastard!” he shouts as he flies to his feet and races after me with the truck closing in on us. The Masked Trappers honk the horn and seem to howl in excitement but I don’t bother to look back again. 
 
    “Sorry,” I say as he catches up. Up ahead there are cars lining the street as a barricade. I help KFK over the hood of a scratched-up taxi and then throw myself over. We continue running until we reach the corner and turn. The truck must stop, go in reverse, and take another street around the blockade. 
 
    “Here!” he wildly picks a store front and hustles inside. Light bounces off the white tiles, rows of washers and dryers line the wall and maze around the space. I slam the door before shoving KFK behind a staggering pile of laundry baskets and detergent boxes. 
 
    As the truck drives slowly by the glass on the windows shake. The driver leans out the window in search of us. He leans back in with a few rounds of screeches before they drive on. I count down a whole minute before standing with caution. KFK remains sitting to catch his breath; his chest rises and falls drastically. 
 
    “Hey, uhm. I saw that you tripped, sorry I didn’t help much and I would’ve but my legs just wouldn’t -” 
 
    He cuts me off by raising his hand and saying, “it’s okay, would’ve done the same.” 
 
    I shrug, “fair is fair, I cannot complain.”  
 
    My eyes trail the ceiling and I notice a loose vent over a row of dryers. Sighing as I remember the mall I think to myself, how long ago was that? A million lifetimes ago really. Despite everything I am lucky to be alive. 
 
    KFK’s eyes follow mine, he asks guessing what’s on my mind, “so, how was it? Up in the vents?” 
 
    “Cold, creepy, I never knew when I’d reach a dead end or if I’d fall into the lap of the dead. I really hated it.” 
 
    “It was clever. You could have easily tried fighting off the Flesheaters in the mall.” 
 
    “I would have been lunch, I had no chance in the mall.” 
 
    “Could’ve been worse,” he laughs nervously, “like now. This place is giving me the creeps.” 
 
    “It’s a little laundromat slash dry cleaner. It smells like soap.” 
 
    “Smells like evil.” 
 
    “Don’t be so weird,” I joke as I kick at a washer. The loud clang echoes throughout the laundromat. I rub my sore foot as KFK snickers, “ouch!” 
 
    “I knew it,” curses KFK as many little doors creak open and evil unfolds out the machines. We jump to our feet while screaming. Children with blood smeared faces and tattered clothes slump closer. From the backroom come an elderly Chinese couple. Their red gums and yellow teeth gnash as they tumble forward. 
 
    KFK whips out his pistol and begins to load it, “damn, I really had hoped that soldiers would’ve been the highlight of the day.” 
 
    I reach for my satchel and grasp air, “I forgot my bag at the gas station!” 
 
    “I think this is more important than a purse,” he says while taking aim and pulling the trigger. 
 
    “It’s not a purse!” I shove a Flesheater barely four feet tall away from me, “it has my shit!” 
 
    “Improvise!” he shouts as he grabs a box and throws the contents into the children’s face. Powder detergent coats their eyes in time for KFK to duck, aim, and send bullets into their skulls. They fall in heaps of flesh and bone. 
 
    As the Chinese woman advances I reach for a basket to whack her in the face. The force doesn’t faze her, it only slows her advancement. Her husband grapples for me, I kick at his abdomen until he doubles over. As I shove his wife into the wall, her decomposing brain splatters the plaster. I wince as her husband swings at my feet, sending me to the ground. I close my eyes and wait my faith. Bang. 
 
    “Just how many times do I need to save you before you can save yourself?” KFK towers over me and helps me to my feet. Seven corpses lie in heaps around us. 
 
    I thank him, “okay, you were right. Thanks.” 
 
    “Nads never lie, felt it all the way down there and shoulda listened.” 
 
    “So, are we going home now?” 
 
    “That’ll have to wait, boy.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “It’s time to pull an Ezekiel and go up.” The old man is already on top of the dryers, pushing away the vent cover and pulling himself up.  
 
    I find myself laughing at the sight of his legs kicking as he tries to support his weight. It’s when I feel the ground shaking that I climb on top of the machine, push him all the way, and pull myself into the darkness. KFK replaces the vent lid and wiggles away from the slants. It’s dark and stuffy as rotten memories flood. The front door opens letting in our Masked Trappers. We freeze, I can barely see them through the slants. 
 
    They walk around with slouching curiosity. They mutter softly while stalking the aisles. One examines the corpses while the other disappears into the backroom. When he returns he thumps his friend on the back. 
 
    “They were here, but they must have gone out the back.” 
 
    “Gone? Shit, the Chop Shop is running low on fresh meat. How else are we gonna make rent?” 
 
    “Let's comb the streets again, if not then making rent will be the least of our problems.” 
 
    My eyes widen as they talk about rent and meat, what could they mean? I never thought about cannibalistic Trappers. My heart races as they stand and talk. Eventually they leave, I can hear their truck driving away.               
 
    I nudge KFK while whispering in a two-inch voice, “what now?” 
 
    “I vote we stay here for a second,” he responds barely audible. 
 
    “Yeah, let's not lead them home.” I nod while testing the space by slowly straightening my legs one by one. I rest my head on my elbow as I wait for the green light to go home. I smile darkly at the thought, home. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    27 life & death 
 
      
 
    The broom is a light saber. 
 
    I am a Jedi on an alien planet fighting bandits and thieving scum. Zwoom, zwoom. I twist the handle left to right and then right to left. Zwoom, zwoom. I make low, sputtering hums and gasps as I sweep. Dust floats in swirling clouds around me, causing me to pause to cough. The office is a disaster.  
 
    While KFK goes back to scavenging I set my mind to clean. It’s tedious labor that’s beneath any Jedi master, but it beats rummaging through garbage, cardio exercise, and drop-kicking zombie ass. There isn’t a dust pan, I’ve checked every nook and cranny, and simply abandon the piles of dirt in random corners before moving onto the next task. 
 
    I collect all receipts, invoices, magazine clippings, and newspapers from around the room. On the desk, I organize them into a neater pile of paper waste. Maybe we can burn them for warmth when winter comes, if we make it that far that is. I grab an empty box and shove the paper inside. I then put it with the other boxes and stack them more neatly, which opens more floor space. With hands on my hips I do a 360 to examine the office. As far as crappy dank rooms go this one isn’t half bad. I don’t bother opening any taped-up box, that would mean more work and even more worry. God knows what Daniel or Kevin could have packed. 
 
    “Oh boy.” In the closet, the contents are in more of a disarray than when we arrived. Real work would have to go into this. I’d have to stack the newspapers, organize the cartridges, and find something to do with… everything. We could stash any food or first aid supplies, that’s if we can find any. It’s just too much work to survive. I lean against the door and slide down to the floor. I comb my finger through my hair and imagine the closet the way I would like it to be: clean, stocked with food, and maybe even a working massage chair. That sounds so nice. 
 
    “Maybe tomorrow,” I promise, “there will always be tomorrow.” 
 
    A head pops around the office door, “there’s glass. Take care of it.” And then disappears. 
 
    Jolting forward I call after KFK, “are you back?” 
 
    I go the main store front but he’s already gone. I shrug and go back for the broom/light saber. I return to track down a trail of glass to a smashed slushy machine. With the broom in hand, I get to work. The glass sweeps away reluctantly with sticky syrup. I don’t remember the machines being broken when we first arrived.  
 
    It must be a KFK thing. I sweep the glass into a corner before helping the shelves stand. I cannot make proper aisles, but it looks better than before for sure. Any dropped packages or napkins are picked up and put away into the closet. I even straighten up the cashier’s counter, throw out three dead mice, and stomp on a cockroach. 
 
    During this, KFK comes and goes. Sometimes carrying in found treasures, other times to grab a beer. He hums to himself with a sweaty forehead and red cheeks. Every now and then he takes out a handkerchief and dabs his neck. Each time I stand to the side in hopes he’ll notice my accomplishment. I’m not looking for a pat on the back, or an offered beer, just anything to show that my effort hasn’t been wasted. 
 
    “Housekeeping in the zombie apocalypse,” I joke. 
 
    After the fourth time, I slip over to the door and watch him walk down the street where he turns the corner. I slip out the door in hot pursuit. I stay close with only a block between us. He pauses every so often to dig through a car or dumpster, though continuing empty handed. There is one truck I investigate once he is out of sight. It’s a UPS truck with boxes knocked around, most are empty but luck sends a few winter coats and a fancy pillow set. 
 
    “I could make a bed with these,” I whisper to myself, “somehow.” I hop out of the truck with my cradled treasure. When I turn the corner onto our street I see KFK waiting outside the door with a little red wagon full of findings. He rolls on the heels of his feet while whistling. Trying to act casually, I stroll up the old man who is staring into the glass door. 
 
    “Why did you follow me? I told you not to leave.” He speaks nonchalantly, but I can read undertones of anger. 
 
    I stop in my tracks and flounder, “I, uhm, wow I don’t really know.” 
 
    He walks over, grabs me by the collar, and pushes me up against the glass. The aisles are thrashed, most of the food is gone, and the office door is flung open to expose an insane mess.  
 
    I stare dumbly while stuttering, “o-o-oh no, s-s-s-someone broke in.” 
 
    “You can’t break in when no one locks the door.” 
 
    “Flesheaters?” 
 
    “Scavengers you fool!” 
 
    I step back, “shit. Are they still here?” 
 
    “They’re gone now, but that’s why I wanted you to stay. To guard and protect.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I wasn’t only gone as long as twenty minutes,” I mumble, “but at least we weren’t here, so no one got hurt.” 
 
    “Pft. You mean you,” he looks me up and down, “probably would’ve eaten you.” He opens the door and pushes me in. I drop the coats and pillows on the counter, then go to hold the door open for him. He walks in with his little red wagon in tow. Squeak, squeak. 
 
    “Damn wheel needs oil. And I need a beer.” 
 
    “Where’d you find it?” I ask while hopping onto the counter, I sit with my legs crossed. 
 
    “In a playground, thought it would come in handy.” He begins to ruffle through the mountain of tools, cans, and odds and ends. “It was a bitch to get over the fence. What ya got there?” 
 
    “I thought I could make a bed or something. And we have so many stacks of paper I thought I could use that as a base.” 
 
    “Well, I got work to do,” he claims while dragging his little red wagon as the junk shakes. Squeak, squeak. 
 
    “Hey, would they really have eaten me?” 
 
    He throws me a look, “absolutely. People are always up for Cambodian cuisine.” 
 
    “Ha ha ha,” I sarcastically throwback my head. “Jokes on you, I’m half Filipino.”  
 
    He gets a bit serious, “around here, I wouldn’t be so quick to clarify that.” 
 
    “Why?” I gulp. 
 
    “This whole shit storm started in the Philippines and was brought over by Filipino workers. Trust me, they aren’t really popular right now.” 
 
    “That’s racist, I’m not gonna sit around and pretend to be someone else just to avoid a beat down.” 
 
    “I obviously don’t believe in stereotyping.” He shrugs, “mighty brave of you though, well, see yah.” 
 
    “Stupid racists,” I whisper as I gather up tape, rope, and today’s find, then with aching arms, hobble to the office. I kick boxes aside and try to figure out where to begin. 
 
    “I could literally stack paper in a pile and tape it all together. Or I could just…” Eventually I get an idea and start immediately. I also get a headache, two stubbed pinkies, and a red patch from where tape stuck on and pulled out hair. By the time KFK comes to get me there are two urban camper mattresses as lumpy as 6’ by 3’ mash potato squares. 
 
    He looks down at my creations and then to me, “I’m okay, I don’t mind sleeping on the desk. No trouble at all.” 
 
    “They are not that bad.” 
 
    “You’re right, they’re worse.” 
 
    I huff, “well what have you been working on this whole time?” I follow him to the store front where I drag and drop the mattresses behind the counter, and then notice something new. “What’s on the door?” 
 
    “I’ve used sheet metal, wood planks, and a few didgeridoos -” 
 
    “That’s not what that is.” 
 
    “-to help lock up the door now that it’s missing the glass parts.” 
 
    “How does this contraption work?” 
 
    “It allows us to lock up at night like paranoid suburbians.” He smiles and poses confidently. “Since it’s a push door and god forbid not a pull, it’ll be damn near impossible to get in once we lower the plank.” 
 
    “So, the difference between life and death is this plank? This slab of wood going across the doors?” 
 
    “And the wedge of course.” 
 
    “But what about when we leave?” 
 
    “Easy. We set up the plank and use the back door. Which I do have the key to. And nobody's the wiser because there are several dumpsters out there, one of which blocks the back door. Don’t worry, it isn’t too hard to move.” 
 
    “Okay, well, it’s getting late, ” I look outside taking in the twilight and almost miss evening walks with Nova and our parents. 
 
    “I’m on first watch,” he announces. 
 
    “Works for me, though are you sure?” I go behind the counter anyways, lie down on one of the makeshift beds and pull one of the gaudy coats over me. I kick off my shoes and stretch my toes. Paper clumps poke into my side and the tape sticks weirdly to flesh as I toss and turn to get comfortable as I use my arm to support my head on the fancy, sleek pillow. 
 
    I remember my old bed. It was firm and almost springless. I could easily sneak Lexie in for late night makeout sessions. She looked so amazing when the moonlight outlined her silhouette. Her body beside mine, the way she breathed ever so carefully always sent shivers down my back. She would cradle my face while I caressed her smooth hips. The way her legs would wrap around mine as she whispered in my ear. 
 
    “Rest up, tomorrow we’re gonna go to the junkyard tomorrow.” His voice and the pfft of an opening can breaks me from my thoughts. I lean forward to peak over the counter. KFK chugs a beer before wobbling around the counter, grabbing a mattress and looking it over. He drops it with a drunken shrug while wobbling onward to the office and shutting the door. 
 
    lean back and drape my arm over my face. I twist onto my stomach as I trip into a REM cycle about Lexie and her smooth, soft skin. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    28 dragon on her back 
 
      
 
      
 
    The junkyard is a fortress of metal.  
 
    Scraps, machine parts, and totaled cars. Not only is it a beautiful offense to the eyes, but, an attacker on the senses not worth the hour walk. Rust. It’s everywhere. On the ground. On the cars. On my clothes when I rub too close against a 1950 Cadillac that’s seen better days. I calculate eight years knocked off my life just for being here. 
 
    The labyrinth with its many twists and turns towers higher than us, possibly fourteen feet. It’s not just cars. Toasters, baby strollers, mattresses, and even vending machines hold the wall together. Occasionally there is a refrigerator without a door or a gutted couch. Rats can be heard in the secret passageways between the layers of man’s tossed displeasures. The pitter patter of their paws and soft squeaks bring back bad memories of the vermin parade. 
 
    “Are you sure this isn’t the city dump?” 
 
    “No, no. It’s Daniel’s junkyard, a side project. No garbage, just the other shit you don’t want.” 
 
    I pick up an umbrella, “great slogan, guess business was booming. Ack.”  
 
    When I open the umbrella dust puffs into my face, invading my every facial orifice. I sneeze while thwacking it against a washing machine before throwing it aside. Water pricks behind my eyelids but I resist the urge to rub them. “So, what are we looking for?” 
 
    “I’m looking for something that can be either weaponized or used in a seize, you’re looking for anything to entertain you.” 
 
    “I kinda hate you.” 
 
    Before he can retaliate, just as his lips part, there's a thud and a wail from the other side of the wall. Shrugging, KFK continues, “might be the dogs, but I imagine they’d be gone by now. Whatever. All this rust has me tasting beef.” 
 
    I perch on an old television set with a smirk, “you’ve got cow in your mouth.” 
 
    “I’m old,” he laughs, “I need a beer.” 
 
    “Too bad we didn’t get any from the gypsies, what was it again? Oh yeah, yeast and berries.” 
 
    The look on this man’s face is pure disgust I’ve never witnessed before. His words tumble out roughly, “don’t even mention that organic piss water, hardly was any alcohol.” 
 
    “Oh, and that Harley!” I whistle while slapping my thigh, holding back laughter. “She wouldn’t let you drink anything at all. She kept helicoptering you because she didn’t trust you to not kill us.” 
 
    “SHE CAN SUCK MY MELON FROM HELL!” KFK yells, though he isn’t actually angry. An amused grin hangs off his lips. 
 
    Now I’m just having fun, “remember when Paige - ?” 
 
    He looks at me deadly, “I like you, Zeke, but I would also like you the same dead.” And I shut up quickly. 
 
    “What is that?” I ask after the second thud and wail from the other side. KFK hasn’t seemed to notice, he’s busied by a car wheel, but deep down I feel that it could be someone in distress. Looking left, then right, I realize it would take forever to get around. I look up, take a deep breath, and begin climbing. The wall of abandoned junk holds my weight as I slip and pull and step my way up. At the top, I can see the vast landscape of the junkyard. 
 
    Looking down, I see a girl, as well as two sick looking Rottweilers. There are patches of gray skin where black fur is missing. They bare their drool covered teeth as they slowly slink towards her. I look back down to KFK, “what do we do? There’s a girl and she’s cornered by some dogs.” 
 
    “Is she cute?” 
 
    I look again, “yeah if you’re into - okay, I’m gonna climb down you go around. Surprise them.” 
 
    “Fine! But I didn’t come looking for troubling,” he takes off running as I pull myself over and jump down. I pull my axe out of my satchel while dashing in the direction the girl went running, dogs in tow. As I make it to the end she turns with the dogs hot on her heels, she skids a little and comes running right at me. I slow to a stop with my axe raised. 
 
    “Where did you come from?” she asks as she runs by. 
 
    “Here to the rescue,” I joke as the dogs thunder towards me. As one leaps, the swinging blade collides into the skull. It falls to its feet and convulses as brain gushes out. 
 
    The second is more hesitant to attack, it hunches its shoulders while growling. It turns to bark at an oncoming figure, KFK with his pistol aimed for the zombie pup’s head. The bullet zips out the barrel and through the air, it breaks the bone with a bang. The moment moves in slow motion then, the light going out of the dog’s eyes, the blood splattering the Volkswagen, the body going limp and landing on the dirt path with a thud. 
 
    “Holy shit,” whispers the girl, who has stopped running and is now walking back to us. 
 
    “That’s one way to handle shit,” when I turn that’s when I realize she’s a few years older than me and several months pregnant. 
 
    “Damn girl, what have you been up to?” 
 
    I slap KFK’s arm, “don’t be rude.” 
 
    Her lips twist into a grimace, “The hell? I didn’t ask for any help, so keep your comments to yourself.” 
 
    “Well… well,” I stammer as her anger makes me uncomfortable. 
 
    “Well nothing. You think because I’m a female on my own that I instantly need your help? A male’s help? Rude, rude, rude.” 
 
    “Well it wouldn’t be the end of the world without one hot head Latina,” mutters KFK as he turns in little half circles.” 
 
    She jabs a finger in his air space, “don’t make me your stereotype, puta.” 
 
    “That’s not at all what we meant,” I begin to explain. “It’s more of a force of habit.” 
 
    The girl has evenly toned olive skin, as if she spends most time indoors, and long dark hair falling in frizzy curls. Her pregnant belly swells under her blood-stained tank top. There’s a rip running partially down the thigh of her jeans and her converses look ready to fall apart. The silver duct tape wrapped around the left shoe has a name written on it: Sabrina. Her brown eyes burn into my now blushing face as she catches me staring. 
 
    “Well thanks, bye.” She turns to leave before I can ask about the shoe. I don’t stop her; why should I? We don’t know each other, she isn’t all that nice, and after the Central Park incident, I’d rather KFK and I stayed away from most people. Yet as I watch her disappear around the corner, something tugs in my chest. We have shelter, food and water, what could she have if she’s wandering a junkyard alone? I turn back to KFK, who’s reloading his pistol, and let him read my face. 
 
    His lips form the word no as he shakes his head feverishly. 
 
    I shrug before jogging after where she disappeared, “hey, uhm, you there.” 
 
    Her head pops out from around the bend, “stalking me now?” 
 
    “Uh no, if you want we have shelter and food and a first aid kit.” 
 
    KFK approaches from behind, “only if you already have nowhere to go.” 
 
    “I hope you’re not calling me a bum,” she smiles lightly. 
 
    “Nah, positions taken,” laughs KFK with a wave. 
 
    I straighten my shoulders while flipping my bangs back, “it’s just an open invitation.” 
 
    Her dauntless face seems to soften at the thought, though her lips don’t seem to understand because she starts to object, “I wouldn’t want to - ” 
 
    Something behind her catches my eyes. I interrupt her, “Jesus Christ.” I rush towards her with my axe raised just as the man smacks into her. I bring the blade down on its spine and it hollers as it loses control of its limbs. The girl gets to her feet with unease. 
 
    She rubs her elbow asking with disorientation, “what was that?” 
 
    “Looks like Daniel forgot to lay off the day crew!” shouts KFK, “there’s more!” 
 
    Three in fact. They all wear the same blue jumpsuit advertising the junkyard. Ripped patches expose purple gashes and oozing infected wounds. They scuffle over the mounds of refuse and reach out with wicked smiles. Scabs and bruises checkerboard their faces. 
 
    “Let’s make this a yes.” Not even caring what she was going to say, I grab her by the arm and take off running in the opposite direction. KFK, looking lost between wanting to live and wanting to find whatever he was looking for, hesitantly sprints away. The Flesheaters follow in hot pursuit as their thick bodies scramble around fallen obstacles. 
 
    “Where’s the gate?” I shout at KFK once we enter a new part of the labyrinth, we slow for a moment to take in our surroundings with the Flesheaters only seconds away. When he doesn’t answer I ask the girl. 
 
    “I think we already passed it, I’m sorry!” She apologizes as I let go of her arm. 
 
    “Time to go, we’ll improvise,” KFK ushers us onward as the Flesheaters make the turn. “There’s another exit up ahead, turn left.” 
 
    With death on our heels I propel myself faster once I see the gate. I skid to a stop and push the gate open to let them through. KFK whips out his pistol as she slams the gate shut just as they hit the fence. The metal bars vibrate and rattle as if it’ll collapse. 
 
    “There’s no lock!” she shrieks. 
 
    “It’s okay, most of their fingers are broken. I bet they won’t be able to open the gate,” with that I walk away with a heaving chest. 
 
    The girl watches as the Flesheaters throw their bodies against the fence. Some bite at it in attempts to get through. KFK sneezes as he follows. The girl slowly tears her eyes away and walks behind me, a silent acceptance of our invitation. 
 
    “Zeke,” I introduce myself. “Or Z, it doesn’t matter. That’s Kung Fu Kevin, or so he insists. I mostly call him KFK because it’s faster.” 
 
    She doesn’t answer, prodding KFK to look nervous. At an intersection KFK pulls me aside. His face is worried, his eyes dart back and forth from me to her. He places a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “It’s a lot of responsibilities,” he says. 
 
    “She’s a person, not a puppy.” 
 
    “Well, she’s pregnant. A walking liability.” 
 
    “Well you’re old and I’m inexperienced, we’re all liabilities.” I roll my eyes while walking back to the girl. I finally ask, “so what’s your name?” 
 
    “That’s really personal and I’m not up for that.” 
 
    “Okay then, that’s not hostile at all.” KFK reluctantly guides us back to the gas station. Though once we reach the fence of our neighborhood, which we’ve dubbed the quarantine though sometimes I say quarantine block whatever, we have to help her over. I find a dumpster to push over to help her climb up, which sends her into a frenzy of swears and Spanish as she gets her belly over the fence. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Home sweet home,” announces KFK once we are inside. There I find a chair in the back office to help her down. She watches with owl eyes; taking everything in silently. 
 
    “Oh!” Suddenly, she grabs her belly and moans, “oh no, oh no. She’s kicking.” 
 
    I drop my just opened granola bar, “what?” 
 
    She grabs hold of my hands, placing them on her belly. She asks, “feel?” 
 
    I bite my lower lip, face reddening, I stammer, “uhm, well, uhm no.” 
 
    “Oh pusspuss, I better stop before you stroke,” she snickers with a sly grin. 
 
    “You have my hand son your stomach and I don’t even know your name.” I explain as my eyes rest on her shoes. 
 
    “Rosemary,” she chuckles, “Rosemary Romero. I thought all New Yorkers had accents, where’s yours?” 
 
    “Well Rosemary, I’m Ezekiel and I’m actually from Oregon. I’m gonna guess we’re both a little far from home.” 
 
    “I guess that could be said, I’m from Boston.” She clears her throat, “is there any rubbing alcohol? I got scraped by a piece of rusted metal and I’d hate for it to kill me.” 
 
    “No problemo,” I go to the mini mart and search the shelves till I find peroxide, it would have to do. I search a bit more and find a fistful of napkins. I peak around for the old man. On the other side of the counter KFK is lost in a feverish dream, his lips tremble. 
 
    “This is what I found,” I return to find her sitting away from the door with the back of her shirt pulled up. There is a wound cutting across the body of a red spiraling dragon. The incision is long, but it’s thin and pink with the blood dried.               
 
    “This may sting,” I say as I dab some peroxide into a napkin and press it gently to her back. 
 
    She clenches her teeth as her back muscles tense in response to the burning, “damn, really does have a kick to it.” 
 
    As I dab the wound my eyes trail down her delicate spine and rest on the dragon. It’s rather cool, if not aggressive. The thought of a pregnant chic with a dragon tattoo tickles me. After a minute, I pull her shirt down gently and give her a clean napkin for her thigh. She applies it carefully while closing her eyes. After a few seconds, she hands it to me to throw away. 
 
    “Thanks,” she mutters as she looks around the room, “nice office, smells like death.” 
 
    “I blame the prior resident, a corpse that slept here for a few weeks before we showed up.” I remark as I go looking for that granola bar I had earlier. To my dismay it has fallen out of its wrapper and lies naked on the tiled floor. I pick it up, blow on it and take a victorious bite. “So where were you staying before?” 
 
    “In a car,” she yawns with a stretch, “I found it parked outside a butcher shop. A mini van, so cozy. Eventually I had to move on and I found the junkyard just a day ago.” 
 
    I bob my head in understanding as I chew, “cool.” 
 
    She then asks, “so what do ya’ll do all day?” 
 
    “Pretty much scavenge, behead zombies and find people I guess.” 
 
    “Fun,” she mumbles. 
 
    “Sometimes he pisses off authority figures and I have to save his butt.” 
 
    “Now that sounds like fun,” she chuckles with twinkling eyes. “I wouldn’t mind being a part of that now that I know you two aren’t weirdos.” 
 
    “Oh, we’re still weirdos.” I talk while chewing, “but we’re mostly taking turns getting into trouble.”  
 
    I grab a few granola bars and a water bottle from the closet. I place them on the desk for her as I think of the past few days we’ve had here in New York. That’s just how a tag team works for us, I think to myself. I guess it is fun. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    29 heart of the problem 
 
      
 
      
 
    Scavenging with a pregnant woman and a neurotic bum is a tiring affair. 
 
    Not even Bruce Wayne is mild mannered enough to stay cool when their debates reach maximum annoyance. I wish I had a bat cave to retreat to, because let it be known that pregnant chicas and old vets don’t mix.  
 
    “Were you raised by donkeys, now why would you do that?” 
 
    “Chinga tu madre!” 
 
    I roll my eyes, “you guys are acting like a couple of ulols.” 
 
    “This gringo makes me wish those dogs tore me apart before you putas showed up,” Rosemary explains while peering into a dusty car. 
 
    “We wouldn’t have an issue if she would just stop smashing car windows.” 
 
    “I’m looking for stuff!” 
 
    “You’re looking for trouble, I’ll tell you what. You’re gonna attract something hungry.” 
 
    “You’re both right and you’re both wrong,” I take a few meditational breaths while removing myself from the situation. If Rosemary isn’t whining about her swollen ankles then it’s KFK about his sore hip. Someone somewhere has decided this cruel fate for me and I will seek vengeance. Because I am justice, I am the night. I am Batman. Of course, Batman would’ve locked these two in Arkham by now. 
 
    “No mames!” Ro laughs as KFK trips over a curb. He gets up quickly to flip her off. 
 
    “You bring out the worse in each other,” I grouch under my breath as I hunch over to pick up something colorful and odd shaped. I hold the Rubik’s cube to eye level and examine its dimensions. The only satisfaction it gives me is when I chuck it across the street, the sudden bang gives them wild looks of confusion. 
 
    “Well, Z, he started it when he drank the rest of my water,” Rosemary responds while stroking her newfound machete. 
 
    KFK rolls his eyes. “I swear on my dead wife that that was my canteen.” 
 
    “Z gave it to me.” 
 
    “It wasn’t his to give, Rosemary.” 
 
    I put my hands over my ears, “a la la, I’m not hearing any of this.” 
 
    Out of boredom, or misery perhaps, I start narrating, “the streets hold many useful treasures once you take the chance to look under cars, pickpocket corpses, and rummage through garbage. Pocket knives, water bottles, and even lighters hide beneath the leaves and flesh. Rosemary on the other hand has found nothing but a good place to sit and point accusingly at KFK who just smiles while shaking his own finger. Buwisit!” 
 
    Rosemary chuckles while squinting, “that’s very nice.” 
 
    “Watch out Rose, I’d hate to have to return you. I’m sure I have a receipt around here.” He picks up empty soda and beer cans here and there. He would examine them, stomp them sharp and flat with his foot, and then put them away into his pack. 
 
    “What are those for?” I question with raised eyebrows and crossing my arms while observing him. 
 
    “Business,” he mutters. 
 
    “That’s so suspicious!” Rosemary shrieks pointing, “am I the only one to see how suspicious that is?” 
 
    “It’s just my business,” the old man defends himself as I move further down the street. 
 
    “Well, it is a bit weird,” I admit before licking my lips. 
 
    “Ha!” Rosemary shouts with her hands in the air, “it’s not just me.” 
 
    KFK flips her the bird while dropping a few slurs. Whatever Rosemary says next becomes muffled as my heart picks up pace and time seems to slow. My throat clenches as I try to tear my eyes away from a corpse in the gutter. The sight sends beads of sweat down my neck as I blink a dozen times in hopes it’ll go away. This is weird, I think to myself. Am I really seeing her here? 
 
    Brutal scratches and bruises pattern her skin. There’s a chunk missing from her ribs. Dried blood caked her clothes and hair, her mouth is frozen mid scream, a gaping cave with perfect white boulders. Her left cheek hangs loose as what remains of her brain spills onto the pavement, her arm is daintily draped over her chest. 
 
    “Oh no…” I whisper to myself as I push myself even closer. Is it really her?  
 
    Her cheerleading uniform is in tatters. I cannot bring myself to look at her legs, it’s just as blood curdling as watching the demise of the Puerto Rican taxi driver. I whisper as low as possible, “Amber, what are you doing so far from Central Park?” 
 
    I crouch beside her devastating corpse. Memories of her rudeness replay in my mind but all I feel is a sour taste in my mouth. She was not the nicest person around, but no one deserves a fate like this, to be so ravaged you cannot even come back. My eyes scan her body again and notice something pink poking out from under her. I gently roll her off the purse and pull it closer.  
 
    A morbid curiosity sinks in as I dig into its moist contents. Lip gloss. A wallet. Several bullets but no gun. My fingers discover something interesting. I inspect the leather-bound book with its frayed pages and spider ink handwriting. It’s a personal diary dating back half a decade, the only proof in a lost world that Amber once existed. I flip through the pages one last time before shoving it into my satchel. I then open her wallet and take out her ID. 
 
    “Amber Laughlin, sixteen and a New York native.” I pull out a folded picture and see a familiar face, “Lennox.” I look back to Amber’s corpse and wonder where Lennox is. Maybe she knows, or maybe she’s dead. She might still be waiting for her sister’s return.  
 
    “Find peace, Amber.” I pat her hand in respect before placing her ID inside the palm and stand, whoever finds her next should know her name. I drop the purse but I pocket the picture. I glance up at the gray sky, the clouds rumble and threaten to rain. It won’t be long before we must return to the gas station. 
 
    “Good bye,” I whisper as I move on. I look back to Rosemary and KFK, but they have their heads shoved so far up their asses that they haven’t noticed my encounter. 
 
    “When the zombies come I’ll trip you,” laughs Rosemary while mimicking with her slender legs. 
 
    He clears his throat, “predators always go for the weak.” 
 
    “Says the guy who can’t stand without going breathless,” I add with good humor. 
 
    KFK finally notices me, waves while laughing, “I’m not the only one!” 
 
    I walk towards them as their argument dies down, “so, what have I missed?” 
 
    “Nothing,” they mutter in unison. 
 
    “It’s gonna rain soon,” I announce while pointing towards the looming clouds, “we should head back soon.” 
 
    Rosemary rubs her belly, “I don’t see why, the Flesheaters hate rain. The sensation on their skin startles them too much. Haven’t you noticed?” 
 
    “Me? Naw, I’m an indoor pet. Always indoors when it rains,” I smile. 
 
    “I bet, pusspuss.” Rosemary awkwardly bends to pick up a random newspaper. She scans the front and then thumbs through its damp pages. She furrows her brows as she tries to read the runny ink. A minute passes before she calls us over. 
 
    “Read,” she whispers while handing it over. 
 
    “Central park camp’s first trial is error,” I read aloud. 
 
      
 
    In their attempts to protect and preserve New York, they refuse services to immigrants or anyone without proper identification. This counts for orphaned children, families without birth certificates, and even the elderly with outdated licenses. If they refuse removal from the space they are dragged away and jailed. The mayor proposed stricter rules yet more open borders in order to save those seeking sanctuary. 
 
    He wishes safety for all, with even the less fortunate in mind. He told all designated facilities that if they wish to use public space then all must be permitted as long as they pass screening. It is unclear what is the screening test or what happens if they don’t pass. The camps have been set up to be a service to those who have nowhere else to go. There is shelter, food, and protection from the infected. The state of Ohio- 
 
      
 
    “Where’s the rest?” KFK asks while my voice trails off, I look through the pages. 
 
    Rosemary shrugs, “that’s it. It’s not here.” 
 
    “It’s dated June sixth,” KFK notes while leaning over the paper. 
 
    “When I went there I was denied for not having any paperwork,” Rosemary says. “No special treatment for the bakers with the buns in the oven.” 
 
    “Place was weird anyways, run by a cuck,” KFK remarks, “let’s go.” As they start walking away I rip out the passage and fold it before putting it inside my satchel. I’ve become quite the collector today. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    30 no such thing as peace 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once we’re home and out of the rain, a grey atmosphere settles. 
 
    Rosemary lifts her head from a nap and clears her throat. Everyone looks up as she struggles into a sitting position, “I really miss tv.” 
 
    “That’s amazing,” KFK begins, “that your cold heart could feel such a human emotion.” 
 
    Rosemary shoots him a threatening look, “I’m serious, gringo. I would kill for a good half hour of brainwashing nonsense. Or anything to make me forget this apocalypse.” 
 
    “You would need a brain to begin with.” 
 
    “Knock it off, KFK,” I yawn, “and don’t mind him, Rose.” 
 
    Rosemary leans back with a confident smile, “I’m fine. I once had a bulldog and know they get restless without walkies.” She folds her arms and rests them on her beginning to swell belly, “a shock collar may be necessary.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and sigh, “we’re the most dysfunctional post apocalypse team there is. Donald Trump for president was less painful than this.” 
 
    “Rosemary, may I be there when your baby is born?” KFK asks in a slow, serious tone. All eyes roam his face in wait for the oncoming joke. “Because when that belly bursts and the gremlin pops out I want to congratulate it for escaping prison.” 
 
    Rosemary sucks in air through clenched teeth as I close my eyes. They bring out their true natures I guess. I open my eyes as Rosemary finally finds her words. 
 
    “Kung Fu Freaking King…” 
 
    Here it comes. 
 
    “You don’t even know…” 
 
    Here we go. 
 
    “...me or my damn baby. So, shut up. Why do you instigate? Damn, I’m pregnant. I have half a mind to just -” 
 
    “Now you’re exaggerating!” Interjects the old man, which appears to be the last straw. 
 
    Rosemary doesn’t speak. She simply puts her head in her hands and screams. It’s a long, shrilled scream that’s wrapped up in all her anger and agitation. It only fifteen seconds, but it’s an eternity as I stare in horror. I’ve never comforted a pregnant woman before, my mom has always seemed so calm. So I’m just as lost as the bum who stares with the realization that he crossed a line. When her voice fades, Rosemary stares with watery, red eyes. 
 
    I bite my lip while staring out the window, maybe I can disappear into my thoughts. Would anyone notice? My eyes blur, seeing beyond the glass and the bars until a moving blob breaks my focus, “shit, looks like there’s a straggler from one of the apartments.” 
 
    KFK rolls his eyes while booming his voice, “it’s just some hag. Look Rosemary, your twin.” 
 
    With my eyes more focused, I see it’s a squatty, portly grandma. Probably a crazy cat lady who’s broken free of her cat-piss apartment in search of food. I smirk, “that’s just wrong.” 
 
    “What is she doing?” he asks with raised brows, “is she ready to die?” 
 
    Rosemary is out the door and crossing the street, weaponless. I grab my axe and move for the door but freeze. 
 
    “Shut up, Kevin!” she screams in the middle of the road, hands on her head, body bending forward. As the Granny turns towards the screeching; Rosemary charges. She kicks the Granny down, bringing her feet repeatedly back into her stomach. Every time it tries to stand or grab her, she kicks harder with gritted teeth and squinting eyes. 
 
    “You just never shut up,” I hear her growl as I walk slowly, reluctantly, out of the Grizzly. 
 
    “Rose, are you okay?” I force out, almost certain she would turn on me. 
 
    “Go away, Z.” she grunts while wobbling down to her knees, grabbing the Granny’s weedy hair. She balls her hand, pulling it back quickly and releasing her rage into her face. Granny shrieks and howls blow after blow until weeks of decay cause her face to cave in. When the skull is visible, Rosemary stands. 
 
    “Are you done?” 
 
    She holds out her bloody hand, “give me.” 
 
    I say nothing as I hand over the axe without hesitation. She snatches it as if it were valuable, blood dribbles down the hilt from her hand. She swings hard, bringing the blade down the front of the head. A loud crunch exposes the greying flesh. She wipes her dirty hand on her pants while handing back my axe. 
 
    KFK joins us in the middle of the street, face flushed, trying an apology, “I understand where you’re coming from and I’m sorry.” 
 
    Rosemary, speechless from vented rage, exhales sharply. She walks briskly into the Grizzly, straight to the office and slams the door. The wood shivers from the impact. Inside she makes a commotion of throwing and kicking boxes as we follow timidly. 
 
    “Kevin,” I whisper as I lie my axe on the counter, “Kung Fu Kevin.” 
 
    “Don’t say anything,” he responds with a raised hand and an averted gaze, “I know, I know. I messed up for real.” 
 
    “You know what you have to do now.” I fold my arms. “You need to apologize for being a dick.” 
 
    “Damn, was afraid you’d say that.” 
 
    I point at the door and nod for him to go. He shakes his head NO. I jab the air more aggressively while nodding feverishly. He mouths NO WAY. I walk over, grab his shoulder, and bring him to his feet. 
 
    I get close to his ear, “I get it. You’re old and probably sick. I bet you have a long history of bad socializing and don’t know when to stop. But Rosemary is with us now and she is pregnant. PREGNANT. And she is alone. Where’s her family? Where’s the baby daddy? I don’t know and who cares? She’s come a long way and now that she’s here you might as well take it down a few notches. Now take care of it.” 
 
    “By take care of it do you mean kill her?” 
 
    “What? No. I swear you never listen.” 
 
    “I would if I could, I have arthritis of the tongue.” 
 
    I fold my arms, “you’ve already used that on me. Now come on.” 
 
    “You must like her or something because I could’ve sworn you were my sidekick,” the old man remarks while taking a century by slowly stretching and cracking his knuckles before following me into the eye of the storm. I open the door and push him through. 
 
    “Get out!” she shrieks as a phonebook whizzes through the air. KFK barely ducks in time. “I don’t want to see either of you right now, coming here was a mistake.” 
 
    “Well, we tried,” he shrugs as he turns to go. I push up against him to herd him back into the office. He barely puts up a fight as he regains his cool, “I mean, we came to apologize. I guess me really.” 
 
    “Just go.” 
 
    “Okay, Rosemary. I’m not good when it comes to being around the, err, fairer sex. I’ve only ever been around two pregnant women my whole life, that’s my mom and my own misses several decades ago. But even then, I was either a child or a man still needing to grow up. I get that you’re stressed and I know I’m probably no help at all just by, uhm, being myself and all. And you’re right, tv would be pleasant right now. I am sorry things aren’t working out for us. I can help you pack.” 
 
    “That’s your apology?” I gawk at the old man whose face has softened into a vulnerable facial expression. I turn to Rosemary, who has calmed down long enough to sit on the desk and size up the old man’s slumped figure. 
 
    “Okay,” she starts slowly, “I haven’t been easy either. And I never will. That’s me.” 
 
    “Well you were easy at some point,” laughs KFK before stopping abruptly, “again, I am so sorry.” 
 
    “If you must know,” she begins slowly. “He was my high school crush, but he was a real ass. Took off south as soon as the virus hit our town. I haven’t heard from him since.” 
 
    I’m sorry,” I find myself saying. “I’m sure he’s okay, maybe he’ll find you again.” 
 
    “Ha!” she scoffs with a roll of her eyes, “as if I’d let him back to this again.” 
 
    “You know,” begins KFK with a surprisingly sincere grin. “You kinda remind me of my daughter Karen when she was your age, so feisty. She never would take crap from anyone.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’s a badass chic.” 
 
    “She was,” he sighs. “Anyways, we’re good? Cuz I’m sorry.” He holds his hand out. 
 
    She thinks for a moment before taking his hand and shaking, “yeah, we’re good. For now anyways.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    31 june bug army 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’d kill for some lemonade. 
 
    It’s a particularly hot day. The sun is at its highest, setting out heat like nobody's business.  Not a single damn cloud pocks the ever so blue sky. Any breeze is out of the question, just as dead as half the city. Sweat dampens every inch of my body. With my knapsack full and the axe heavy in my arms, I shuffle along in agitation. 
 
    KFK took off thirty minutes ago for God knows what. I left Rosemary at the Grizzly, I can’t imagine this heat being any more fun for her than it is for me. Even I find myself talking to things around me. 
 
    “Feels like Satan’s sack!” I complain to the sky. 
 
    I insult a street lamp, “your mom was a Palawan bearded pig!” 
 
    “Ha, I’m going insane!” 
 
    There’s only a block left before I’ll hit the fence, one end of our quadrant. As I wander along I take in the details of the buildings. Along the bottom of the string of apartment complexes, there’s a bakery, a charred hardware store, a laundromat. Note to self, don’t even bother going in. The windows are smashed, I peer around the shards as I walk. Memories resurface causing me to shudder.  
 
    At the end of the block there’s a community garden around the corner, I take a detour in hopes of scavenging. I push the gate aside and enter cautiously. Even though the City must have swept through before the rise of the fence, and lord knows how many scavengers have come by, I’m still weary of Flesheaters. If there’s a will, there’s a way when it comes to death. 
 
    The ground of the garden is soft and damp. This was probably once a nice place to visit where residents could garden and bring back vegetables for their dinners. Though now the garden has been terribly trampled, most of the goods harvested or rotten. I kick at broken lettuce heads and feel pity for the bare strawberry patches. I stoop to take a brown tomato in my hand, it’s mushy and misshapen. I put down my axe to throw the tomato like Babe Ruth of the community garden. It sails through the air before hitting the target, a poorly dressed scarecrow, it slumps to the ground. A pumpkin here, a squash there. Soon I have a grotesquely decadent salad at my feet. 
 
    None of it is worth bringing back, not even a homeless man or a pregnant woman would find any of the remaining produce delectable. I pick up another tomato, what a beautiful disaster, and throw it just as hard as the first. There’s an inch of guilty pleasure. 
 
    Squish! This one hits pavement with a satisfying scream. I smile a little as I go for a third and even a fourth round. By now I’ve stepped through so much vegetation my shoes are nearly soaked. I step onto a little walkway and bend over to clean my shoes - as if it really mattered. Layers of vegetable flesh coat from my sole to up my pant leg. It won’t come off easily, it’s almost paste like in thickness. It’s a gross texture on my fingers. I rub the tips together while cringing. Veggie corpses don’t need to be this foul. 
 
    Squish! I look up startled. There’s no one here, my muscles tense as I raise my posture cautiously. There’s a long red streak following a footprint where the fourth tomato once laid in the street. The garden is quiet. I eye the abandoned cars suspiciously while bending over for my axe. I grip it with a pounding chest.  
 
    As I leave the garden I step gingerly around any squishables. Out on the street I steer clear of cars and whatever they may be hiding. I pause to look around, I cannot afford to lead anyone - dead or alive - back to the Grizzly. When I am certain that there is no one around, I turn to continue walking with less edge. 
 
    Squish! I spin on my heels with the axe raised just as the Flesheater ambushes me from around the corner of the main street. Teeth gnash and nails try to penetrate my skin. Her arms attempt to wrap around me, to bring me down.  
 
    “Dammit! I shout as I lose the axe in the tackle along with my footing. I find my balance in time to roundhouse kick her. She yowls while jumping back. I reach for my axe but a few snaps of the jaws from the Zombie Bitch sends me running empty handed. I take the opportunity to escape but not for the Grizzly. Without much thought, I take refuge in the nearest apartment. 
 
    The entrance is open, the door has been replaced with yellow caution tape. I chop my arms while running through them. The first thing I see in the lobby is a set of narrow stairs, an elevator, and tossed furniture. A shudder rampages my body as I try to make a quick decision with this Zombie Bitch hot on my heels. 
 
    Thinking fast, I fly up the stairs. I can only assume it won’t be long before our next confrontation, I can hear her growls already. I pray that this apartment truly is vacant. On the second floor I look down both hallways before going into the first apartment I see, room 213, its door is in parts. I kick out its lower half and enter quickly. 
 
    “Come on, quick!” My eyes take in the petite, dull nature of the living room. The furniture is covered in clear plastic sheets and the walls are bare. I shudder as I remember the eerie cleanliness of the small-town house I visited long ago with KFK. With footsteps running up the stairs I make my way through the immaculate living room to the kitchen, which is more like a narrow hall disguised as a kitchen leading to a few doors. The first door’s locked, I panic while twisting the knob in hope. 
 
    A howl from the hall sends me jumping back into the counter, knocking over a pile of abandoned dishes. The plates and bowls crash land with a clear statement of he’s-in-here-come-get-him as a skillet clangs across the linoleum. As she makes it into the apartment I propel myself to the right and throw open the next door.  
 
    I force myself to not slam it, she doesn’t need to know exactly where I am. I put my weight on the door while pressing my ear to the wood; I listen. For a while I don’t hear anything. I shallow my breathing to calm my nerves. From the other side of the door there is a soft clink, clink, clink. 
 
    My thoughts scream in my head. Oh dear God, Zombie Bitch is in the kitchen. My muscle tenses as her heavy feet step over the broken glass. Shards catch on and drag along the linoleum with her. The sound drives a shudder down my spine as she gets closer. Can she smell my fear? Or is it the warm, circulating blood in my veins calling out to her like a beacon? Maybe I won’t be able to get out of this one. The wood shivers against me as she drags her fingers against it. She’s right there, only separated from me by a few inches of wood. I hold my breath in anticipation. 
 
    And just like that, she steps away. Glass clinking and footsteps falling further and further away. Perhaps she grew bored or doubted my presence. It could be a trick. My paranoid mind aches me. I finally take a moment to observe my surroundings illuminated by an open window.  
 
    “It’s a nursery…awe.” I ease away from the door. Stuffed animals, a few scattered bibs, and a crib occupy the cramped space. I trace my fingers along the bars of the crib, it’s a smooth dark oak, top notch quality. The blankets inside the crib are the same cloud and plane pattern as the wallpaper. There’s also a stuffed giraffe. I pick it up carefully. Besides missing an eye, it could be new. The smell of cinnamon floats around it as I put it gently into my satchel.  
 
    Perhaps Rose would appreciate a few things, as well as the giraffe, for her daughter. I’ll ask her later before bringing anymore, I think as I stuff a blanket and a few random yellow onesies into my satchel. 
 
    I sigh, Zombie Bitch is probably gone. I readjust myself before opening the door a little less than confidently. “Pakshet, aw hell!” 
 
    There’s a flash of flesh as Zombie Bitch tackles me with all her dead weight. She slams me into the stove, a sensation of pain pulsates as we land on the broken dishes. I roll to the side and kick as she approaches. There’s a crack as her decaying jaw seems to crumble. Her chin and lower lip dramatically sag as she growls. As I attempt to stand she’s on me again, I struggle beneath her, kicking and punching to keep her clashing teeth away from my flesh. 
 
    Our bodies rock and roll on the floor as we fight. My hands find a way around her neck. The skin doesn’t even feel human, it’s doughy and black. I hold her back as something metallic catches my eye. I free a hand to reach for the skillet. She claws at me, drawing blood where her nails dig into the skin. I respond with the skillet that only further disjoints her jaw from the abrupt contact. She eases up enough for me to whiz to my feet. 
 
    “Come on, Zombie Bitch!” I shout with the raised skillet as she charges. I hit her with enough force to knock her back to the ground. A third strike, this time for the top of the head, splits the skull. I attack the grey, spotty brain.  
 
    She soon stops moving as her inner substances find their way around the kitchen. I drop the skillet in disgust. I brush bits of Zombie Bitch off my pants before opening all the drawers and cabinets in hope of scavenging. Nothing, the place must’ve been ransacked already. No knives, no food, no batteries. I look back to the skillet on the floor, I’d take it but I’d rather not carry that brain-buster around in my satchel. 
 
    I breathe in the silence before stepping around the fully dead corpse and returning to the main corridor. I walk down towards the emergency exit, all the while checking doors. All locked. I wonder why is that. Perhaps something terrible had gotten into apartment 213, that would explain the condition of the door. I sigh to forget the nursery. I enter the emergency exit, it’s a dark, spiraling stairwell. I pull a flashlight from the satchel. 
 
    “Let’s do this, Z.” I whisper to muster confidence. I go up, holding onto the guide rail to avoid falling as the weak light shines my ascending path. After what feels like an eternity - really only seven levels -  the floor finally flattens out with a door at the end. It’s cool to the touch and metallic – I take a deep breath and push. 
 
    Sunlight bites down on me. I blink the blindness away a few times before my eyes adjust. I smile while taking in the rooftop, it’s the kind where tenants can mill around and socialize. There are a few tables and chairs that I pass as I walk over to the edge. 
 
    “Whoa,” I whisper, “quite the view!” 
 
    From here I can see the full radius of the quarantine and further away clusters of the city. There’s a wind that pushes on me as if to keep me from the edge. Invisible fingers comb my hair and dance down my spine. I walk over to a table, check the sturdiness, and lay atop of it. I sunbathe with my arms cradling my head as I look up, legs stretched. 
 
    I smile, “now this is really living.” 
 
    There’s a low rumble. It cuts through the air, almost hidden by a herd of clouds. I cover my ears as it gets louder. I remember being little and standing in the front yard as jets passed. I always thought about joining the Air Force, but I never decided what I’d do for them. Dad used to sit with me and talk to me about his time in service. He was a pilot, not the best he admitted, but he was committed. That’s how he ended up meeting mom in the Philippines. He used to talk about her black curls and that pretty blue dress she always wore. 
 
    I cough to evade the memory of my father’s memory. They’re gone now, it doesn’t matter how they met anymore. I push up my sleeve while rubbing my thumb along the edges of the watch, he should be here. He’s a better man than me. The air groans again as the jet steals my focus. It breaks the clouds and becomes visible. Oh yes, mighty-mighty Air Force. 
 
    “I can’t stay here forever, can I?” I ask the sky.  
 
    Eventually I’ll have to go down, find my axe and return to the Grizzly. There’s a sour pit in my stomach, KFK has plans for us once he gets back. Something about a car, just as long as his first trip goes well. I look down at my watch, I guess he’ll be back soon. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    32 don’t go in the water 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Flesheater lunges for the bait. 
 
    As it reaches for the cat, fingers just barely grasping the orange fur, I bring the axe down on its neck. KFK grabs the calm as ever cat, whips out his pistol, and shoots the Flesheater for good measure. 
 
    “Mew,” goes the cat before hopping out of his arms. 
 
    “Thank you, Garfield!” Rose coos as it scampers away, possibly back to the alley where we had found it just an hour ago. It was so willing to go with her once she offered it a bit of jerky and a few scratches. She waved before folding her arms over her chest while leaning against the brick wall of the parking complex. The shadow she casts reaches for me almost sinisterly. I step around it while peering into the garage. 
 
    “Is this the only one?” I ask as I tap my axe against the cement to call out anymore. 
 
    “Only one to take the bait,” KFK responds as we walk in. 
 
    “Let’s hope there’s no smarties in here,” I joke. 
 
    It’s 10 degrees cooler in the dimness of the garage. KFK points to the first car he sees and announces, “that one.”  
 
    The shiny black Porsche is dazzling. The parking garage has protected it from time and chaos. Rosemary pulls out a flashlight, flips the switch, and hands it to me. I shine it in the window for inspection. 
 
    I look to KFK and remark, “it’s a two seater.” 
 
    “Then it’s agreed,” slurs KFK, “we leave the girl.” 
 
    Rosemary arches her eyebrows before making a face at the old man’s back, “how about we leave you in a home. Let you get forgotten and abused.” 
 
    “He’s already forgotten and abused,” I mutter under my breath while exploring the shadows. The light bounces off each hood till I find a winner, “how about this one?” 
 
    Rosemary smiles as KFK gets giddy about the yellow Camaro with the black racing stripes. She sighs while trying the door, “beautiful, just beautiful. So, how do we get in?” 
 
    “We could smash our way in, I don’t feel too worried about security. How about you?” He jokes while wielding a rusty Allen wrench. 
 
    “No, then we lose the bonus of a shield between Flesheaters,” she says while taking a bobby pin from her hair, “give me that.” She holds her hand out for KFK’s wrench. 
 
    “Not Allen!” I tease in mock horror as KFK gives up the tool begrudgingly. “Good, good. We’re slowly working on your ability to share with other children.” 
 
    “Shut up everyone, let me concentrate.” Rosemary says with the twinge of a smile as she clumsily gets on her knees. “Can you shine the light right here please?”  
 
    I comply as she sticks the bobby pin into the lock and proceeds to exert constant light pressure with the wrench. Once she is certain that the pins in the lock are lined up correctly she smiles. Rosemary puts up a hand and I help her on her feet. 
 
    “Muy facil!” she gloats with pride as she hands Allen back to KFK, “very easy. Now check for keys.” 
 
    I open the door and slide into the driver’s seat. The leather interior is cool to the touch, every inch of this car is much nicer than the whole house I grew up in. I feel between the seats, on the floor, and side the glove department. I even search every possible hiding spot, but no, no owner of a Camaro as fine as this would leave the keys behind. “Sorry, no luck.” 
 
    “Well,” KFK begins, “I guess I can start carrying my weight. With the right tools I can hotwire this car.” 
 
    I lean back my hands in the air, “good god, I’m literally the only one here with none of these street tricks.” 
 
    Rosemary rolls her eyes, “I’m gonna guess you already have the tools, KFK.” 
 
    “I’m a walking tool box,” he says while opening his coat to reveal several picks, wrenches, and screwdrivers, one of which he selects carefully, “a good man always carries a screwdriver, sonic or not.” 
 
    “Doctor Who, Who, Who!” I laughingly chant as he moves to the front of the car as Rosemary takes the flashlight and follows. I pop the hood from the front seat. He eyes the insides as Rosemary steadies the light. I cannot see much, but try to imagine it as KFK speaks. 
 
    “I’m gonna run a wire from the positive side of the battery to the positive side of the coil. This gives power to the dash.” He pauses while fiddling with the wires. “Okay, here’s the starter solenoid. To crank this bitch, we cross the small wire here and the battery cable. Hey, put it into neutral.” 
 
    “Righty right!” I call back as I comply. I check the parking brake as KFK slides into the passenger seat beside me. He uses the flat blade of the screwdriver to unlock the steering wheel. He puts it at the top center of the steering column and pushes the tool between the wheel and the column. He firmly pushes the locking pin away from the wheel. It works perfectly like a key as the car revs to life. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go!” Rosemary commands while sliding into the backseat, “it’s my nap time.” 
 
    “I’m driving? Oh pucha,” I mutter. I pull out of the garage with minimal jerks and a few screeches from the wheels when I turn too sudden for them. “I failed my driving test, the physical portion to be honest, twice and have yet to get my license.” 
 
    “To the harbor,” coughs KFK, “that’s if you can make it that is.” 
 
    “I don’t think pusspuss can drive,” accuses Rosemary as she grapples for the seat belt. As I swerve she grips her chest shouting, “puta! Learn how -” 
 
    “Ha ha, so funny! I got this,” I promise as we drive an inch too close to a parked truck. Once the car is straightened out on the main road we cruise more easily. 
 
    “Zeke, I really don’t want to die. Not today, not in this car. Can you promise an old man that?” 
 
    I turn where KFK points, “I know how to drive. Putang ina nyo!” 
 
    KFK throws up his hands, “now Zeke, you know I don’t understand that stuff so Google translate please?” 
 
    “It means -” 
 
    Rosemary interrupts, “drive now, language exchange later. Joder!” 
 
    “You think I’m not trying?” 
 
    It takes fifteen minutes, yelling in Spanish from the backseat, and a few wrong turns to get to the harbor. It’s near perfect weather for the waterfront. Seagulls swoop into the blue water as sun glitters off the surface. We park as close to the dock as possible and sit still. Our eyes scan the surroundings while I give the horn a few short honks. 
 
    “I got this,” KFK announces while flinging open the car door and jumping out. As the Flesheaters approach, one from under a car and two from the shack, he whips out his pistol. A quick round brings them to their knees deader than before.  
 
    “No you don’t!” I jump out with my axe when another stumbles closer as he reloads. I raise my axe, walking briskly, and make contact with its skull just as he finishes. The Flesheater crumples at our feet. 
 
    “Thanks, Zeke.” 
 
    I thump his back, “I got you, don’t worry.” 
 
    We walk back to the car, “never did.” 
 
    Rosemary gets out, “so how long to scavenge?” 
 
    KFK looks up to the sky, “good half hour?” He grabs his pack from the passenger side as I wipe my axe’s blade clean and put it into my satchel. We make our way down to the pier and onto the dock. “I met with a friend here earlier, made an exchange for some maps and building plans. As far as I could tell most of this is untouched territory.” 
 
    “Damn, these boats are fan-cy.” I whistle in mock appreciation, “I vote we live here.” 
 
    “I wonder why their owners didn’t just use them to escape,” notes Rosemary. “Like that one.” She points to the second smallest yacht, the Queen’s Beloved, which appears to have the least wear and tear. It’s magnificent, even if its size is miniscule in comparison. 
 
    “Good eye!” KFK climbs up the ladder first, scopes the scene, and then helps me get her aboard. As I climb I do so with less vigor. The beauty bobs slightly with each incoming wave. I nearly lose my balance, but I hold on tightly as my stomach makes death threats. I swallow the contents down, hard and quickly, while imagining a much calmer, solid ground. I move on up as they watch. 
 
    “Sorry,” I mutter. “I get a wee bit sea sick.” 
 
    “Wow, this isn’t so shitty,” Rosemary remarks without any trace of her signature sarcasm. 
 
    “I wonder how much fuel this bitch calls for,” KFK mutters while examining the top. 
 
    “You know this belonged to a white dude because look. There’s so much white. White walls. White furniture. White finishing. The yacht screams financial stability,” I remark about the sort of person to buy and sail such a fine vessel like the Queen’s Beloved.  
 
    There’s a fully functional gully, several bathrooms, a decadent dining area, at least three bedrooms, and a spacious office that reveals the identity of the sailor. Mark Hampton, attorney at law. A Harvard man in his fifties with a younger wife, the most recent beauty queen of New York. Good for him. I yell while stumbling into the hall, “I hate rich people!” 
 
    “Rosemary,” instructs KFK, “watch out for Flesheaters. Or people. Whichever you feel is worse.” 
 
    “Aye, aye captain,” she sarcastically responds while sitting down, “I wasn’t in the mood to walk anyways.” 
 
    KFK leads us around till we find the control room at the top. No door, just large gaping windows. Lights flicker, buttons maze around switches, and the urge to mess with them all tugs on me hard. KFK finds the radio, dispatch is dead. I roll the dial but nothing happens. I leave it alone to pick up a lone pair of binoculars, also white. 
 
    “This is cool,” I say looking through them, “I can see for miles.” 
 
    “Like a kid at Chuck E Cheese,” he leaves me to my watching. He descends the ladder and stalks the deck, I envision what it would be like to be captain of the Queen’s Beloved. My imagination takes over. 
 
    I’d be in control; shirtless with a pair of sunglasses, a cheesy captain’s hat, a smile. A bikini clad Lexie, no, Rosemary lounges around the deck with shrimp cocktails while tanning. She feels my biceps while complementing my yacht skills, at least until she eventually kills me, ripping my head off, and sucking out the juices in between laughing about my hat. 
 
    “Well, that went from zero to one hundred real quick.” I snap out the fantasy, that’s been happening a lot lately. I’ve been trying to keep it hidden from the others but I may not be able to for much longer. Shaking it off, I begin to feel the rocking of the boat again though I’m less nauseas. It’s almost soothing, as if the bay was a mother cradling her child. 
 
    With a much calmer - and less demented - demeanor I bring the binoculars up to my eyes again. The other side of the shore seems so far, but with the binoculars I can see details like cars, Flesheaters, and, in the near distance, a possible seal poking it’s head out of the water. In a blink, before I can zero in, it’s already gone. Maybe it never even existed. Does New York get sea lions? 
 
    “As long as it’s not Jaws,” I sigh as I put the binoculars into my satchel and make my way to the ladder. Once on the main deck I look for KFK. He’s on the other side of the yacht, his pack seems to be brimming with goodies. 
 
    “Anything fun to see?” He asks leaning against the railing while looking up to the sky. 
 
    “Here and there,” I send my gaze into the opposite direction. Down into the murky water. I think I see the dark figures of fish, some of which look rather large. Whatever they are, they’re fast and soon disappear. Perhaps there really are seals here. Or sharks. Maybe both. 
 
    “It’s calm,” he finally speaks, “though it does smell a whole lot like fish.” 
 
    “It’s the sea,” I retaliate with a grin. “Though most of it may just be you.” 
 
    “Guys, we have a problem!” Calls out Rosemary from the back of the boat. 
 
    We make our way to her, back to where we first boarded but it doesn’t take long to see the problem. On the boardwalk Flesheaters dash and fritter like rats. They seem to be getting closer, as if they know exactly where we are. They call out to each other and grow in mass as they approach our end of the dock. 
 
    “It started off with one!” swears Rosemary as she takes two wide strides from the ladder. “Now there’s twenty.” 
 
    I suggest while looking around, “we should go. Or hide.” 
 
    “Like you read my mind.” KFK laughs nervously as he pulls us towards a door. Inside the supply closet we squeeze in. 
 
    “What?!” Rosemary gawk, “a closet? Now I know you’re trying to kill us.” 
 
    There’s a shriek that fills the air from the other side, as the yacht bobs more to the right. Footsteps on the deck alert us that some have already boarded. We can hear their wet flesh sloshing as they look for us. 
 
    “Fine go back outside.” 
 
    “Shh,” I pull my axe out of my satchel and step closer to the door as the others ready themselves. Armed with a machete Rosemary steps behind KFK. “We’ll ambush them as they turn the corner. If we don’t go now the ship will be overrun.” 
 
    “Be my human shield,” she whispers behind KFK just low enough that I could hear as well. 
 
    KFK shoots a look her way just as I throw the door open, “here they come, we do this now.” 
 
    The first wave comes from the water, they pull themselves up and onto the deck. The dockers on the other hand are yet to figure out the ladder. Rosemary and I swing, making contact here and there with skulls as KFK aims for oncoming Flesheaters. Barnacle pocked faces snap at us, slow with excess water weight. Who knows how long they’ve been in the bay, watching, waiting, hunting sailors. 
 
    “I’m out of bullets,” cries out KFK as he begins fiddling with his pockets. 
 
    “Now?!” groans Rosemary as a Flesheater with half an arm staggers forward, “better improvise.” 
 
    KFK takes out a switchblade just in time to plunge it into the Flesheater’s skull, “I’m too old for hand-to-hand combat, dammit.” 
 
    “Well hello, siren,” I joke as a once shockingly beautiful woman donning a tattered bathing suit creeps towards me. She moves with a limp on her lower leg. I meet her halfway with a swing. The blade glides across her throat. Blood oozes thickly as the flesh separates.  
 
    I flip the axe around to hit her with the blunt end. It’s not enough to decapitate her, it only sends her head tilting back with a snap; it hangs on by a chunk of flesh. I angle my shoulders and knock her off the boat.  
 
    I laugh, “can’t really bite when you’ve lost your head!” 
 
    “Just a few more... and we... can probably... make our way back to the car!” KFK makes through several deep gasps as he continues to fight hand-to-hand with his switchblade. 
 
    “Zeke, watch out!” someone shouts. 
 
    He comes from nowhere. A flannel wearing zombie fisherman with a roundhouse punch to my face that knocks me off balance as the axe falls from my grip. I waver as I’m tackled by a third-party member who I never get the chance to see as we are thrown overboard and plunge into the bay.  
 
    There’s no time to call out. I’m not even sure if KFK or Rosemary saw it. I take one last breath of air and hold it as I struggle out of the grasp of the Flesheater with the hindrance of the current, kicking and pushing away from a snapping mouth that takes in more water than flesh. I lose him as we are dragged deeper down. 
 
    The water is cold and I cannot see anything. I don’t know where it went as my thoughts begin to panic, crap attack. What do I do? Pakshet! 
 
    Water fills my nostrils when I can no longer hold my breath, the sensation burns. I attempt to swim to the surface as the weight of my clothes and satchel seem to hold me back. I close my eyes to relieve them of the salty water, but the darkness doesn’t help. It only increases my frantic chops at the water. Anticipation builds as I imagine my attacker, or even attackers, lurking just inches away like sharks. 
 
    Oh lord, oh lord, oh lord! I shout mentally just before my hands push through the waves, I can feel a breeze on my palms. Once my head breaks the surface I see KFK and Rosemary on the docks fighting off the Flesheaters. I wipe my face while taking an official gasp for air. Once, twice. Deep and desperate. It’s beautiful, I can feel my lungs expanding and deflating in satisfaction as I breast stroke my way towards the dock. My arms shakily cut through the water as I propel forward. 
 
    “Guys? Help me up! Help,” I try to call out in between mouthfuls of water. Have you ever had the sudden realization that you are probably about to die? It’s a weight in your stomach, something you can physically feel before your brain interprets it as trouble. My heart begins to pump faster as I become more aware of the presence coming up from below. I swim faster, almost a few feet away from the pier. 
 
    “Fucghhh,” my mouth fills with water again as my attacker grasps my ankle pulling me down. I can feel its bony hands and sharp nails, but I continue to pump my arms. The light of the surface fades as it grapples for my legs and reaches for my arms.  
 
    I wiggle out of its grasp while kicking wildly. I miss and try again as it dodges. The panic rises within as my need for air becomes a hollering voice in the back of my mind. I kick while struggling to grab my satchel and feel through it. Everything’s a mess, but soon my fingers come across an almost forgotten switchblade. Thank you, Kevin you bastard. 
 
    Come on, come on. I fiddle with it to find the blade. As my attacker brings his teeth too close for comfort near my shoulder I stab him with the knife. The blade jabs into one of his eyes. He lets me go but I continue to stab at his face, the blade would never be strong enough to fracture his skull and kill the brain. But it’s enough to free myself long enough to shoot back up to the surface. 
 
    “Agh,” escapes my mouth as I breathe again. I don’t waste time enjoying it as I swim blindly towards the dock. “KFK? Ro!?” 
 
    “Grab his arm,” someone instructs once my hands finally touch wood, “here we go. Come on.” 
 
    “K...F...K?” I force in exhaustion as they grasp my arms to hoist me up. My drenched body limply flops onto the wooden planks. I gasp for air as they take me up again and yank me onto my feet to lead me back to the car. I strain to open my eyes, the sun scares them into squints and all I can see is our shuffling feet. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Rosemary asks when they stop to open the back door. 
 
    “That’s a stupid question,” KFK scoffs while taking all my weight, “he looks like shit.” 
 
    “Damn, gringo, I was just being polite.” 
 
    Even in my time of near death they still squabble, I think solemnly as KFK throws me into the backseat. My nose is smashed into the upholstery. I turn my face to avoid suffocation. Rosemary slides into the passenger seat as KFK gets behind the wheel and roughly revs the engine. Rosemary turns in her seat to smile empathetically. 
 
    “You took a nasty hit,” she informs me, “but it’s okay, I grabbed your axe.” 
 
    I nod in acknowledgement that that’s the best they could do for me. I laugh, “can’t save the boy, save the tool. Ha. Ha.” 
 
    “Oh lord, he’s loopy!” Sighs KFK as he veers too far to the left for a turn and my head smacks into the door. 
 
    “Careful!” warns Rosemary as my body slumps after the inertia. “You’re gonna hurt him.” 
 
    “You’ve only been around for a week, you haven’t gotten your Ezekiel care rights yet.” 
 
    My mouth fills with the taste of marshmallows as a chill rides my body from my head to my toes. I shiver in my wet clothes as I start to lose my grip on consciousness. Snot begins to drip as I sneeze one after the other, my arms refuse to cooperate so I am unable to wipe away the mucus. My eyelids grow heavy as sand seems to collect in my throat. So cold. So soaked. So sore. 
 
    The car fades to black as I lose gravity in the backseat. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    33 jesus likes honey tea 
 
      
 
      
 
    The clouds break with a drizzle growing into a bone chilling downpour. 
 
    After today’s near-death experience I’m need of alone time, so I retreat to the apartment rooftop. Midday mocks evening as I lean against the cement. My eyes blink in irritation as I look to the sky, is there still a point to live?  
 
    I let my body go, the tight muscles uncoil as ease seeps into the joints. My hair clings to the safety of my head as a deep sigh causes my chest to rise and fall like waves. The cold rain hits me, puddles around my body, stealing capacity in the fabric of my clothes. But I must ask, am I really experiencing the moment? Or am I just here? 
 
    “Aren’t you cold?” A soft voice asks. 
 
    “No, it’s nothing.” I lie while sitting up as the rain slips from my forehead down my nose towards the inner nostril. I wipe my face aggressively on the sleeve of my hoodie. The wind has shifted, slanting the rain more my way. In the distance lightning flashes as thunder follows like a clap of the Universe. “What are you doing here, Nova?” 
 
    She’s dressed only in a white lace dress with little blue flowers in her braided hair. She sits beside me while taking my hand. Her voice is glass smooth, “I’m sorry we left you so soon.” 
 
    I squeeze her delicate fingers while looking into her eyes, “you look so much like mom right now. You would’ve grown up to be just like her I bet. So kind, so strong.” 
 
    “Z,” she whispers, “you’re going to make the world a better place.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “You do by not becoming one of them, by not giving up, by living on because we couldn’t.” 
 
    “Nova?” I let go of her hand while trembling, “when I turned around and the door shut… what happened next for you? And for dad? If you know that is.” 
 
    She tilts her head with the slightest smile, remorse glosses her eyes as she finally answers, “don’t remember us that way. Not as victims.” 
 
    I look back to the sky that is yet to give up. “Nova - ?” 
 
    CRACK. BOOM. She’s gone as the sound of thunder interrupts me from my mind. The rain has eased, but a dry spell would still be hours away. It’s probably been twenty minutes since I left the Grizzly for my apartment rooftop hideaway and I’ve already forgotten why I really came out in the first place. 
 
    “Rosemary’s so nosey,” I laugh out loud, “like a wife or whatever 
 
    I tried seeking alone time in the closet, even the bathroom, then under the desk. Though no matter where I went she would find me, call me out, ask me all sorts of questions. Are you okay? Do you need to talk? Oh, you don’t want to talk? Fine, bye. Go away. I can still feel her eyes bearing into me, maybe she’s worried that I’ll turn. Of course I looked all over, but I swear I wasn’t bit. Coming to the rooftop was my only chance to get peace while doing a little reading. 
 
    I pull the leather journal from my shirt, roll onto my stomach and use my body to shield Amber’s diary from the fading sprinkle. The effort is barely a discomfort to my elbows and lower abdomen, I could always go back inside but then I’d miss on the chance of spying another jet. Maybe someday I’ll be able to flag one of them and get whisked away from here; Rosemary and that bum can figure shit out without me. 
 
    “Finally,” I whisper as I run my fingertips over the cover with a ticklish sensation, now’s my chance to pry into this dead girl’s life. I read slowly as if it’s a dying art. “I was at school when papa told me that he had lost his job. It was a text, completely lifeless and void of comfort. I think I was in biology.” 
 
    I skip a few pages. 
 
      
 
    When mom didn’t come home last night, Len and I made spaghetti for dinner. Papa was too tired to cook and I don’t actually mind it. Len is such a pain about measuring things, always throwing shit in without using the measuring cups. Thank God it didn’t ruin dinner. 
 
    Anyways. We assumed mom was staying the night with her sister Bo and had just forgot to call. She’s been like that a lot more lately. Just not coming home, not even letting us know. Sometimes I wake up for school and when I leave she’s passed out in the backseat of her car on the side of the street. If I tap on the window she wakes up instantly, confused and hung over. 
 
    Well, this morning there was still no word from her. So we made the call after papa left to go job hunting. Guess Len and I are the parents now. It started to ring but there was a beep-beep and then the dial tone. We tried her cell. Nothing. We texted our aunt Bo, still nothing. That’s when we decided to just drive over there. 
 
    There were still leftovers from 7 o’clock morning traffic, so it took us much longer than usual to make it across town to the shitty side. Len got a text from papa and we ended up picking him up from a random bus stop because he underpaid earlier and so his ticket ran out of time. Len moved into the back seat and plugged into her iPod, probably some weird emo music or a TED talk about the end of the world. She left me alone to talk to papa about the bad economy and why he can’t get another job as a tax accountant. At least not during this season. He even threw in a few jabs about some rumors he read online about Manila experimenting on corpses. He made no sense, so I muffled him out with thoughts of college. Just a few more years! 
 
    “Holy shit,” papa said as we made the turn onto our aunt’s street. There were cops and bundled people everywhere. Cars were abandoned to the side along with garbage. I had a feeling. The “uh oh, this is it” kind of feeling. Something was going on, something involving mom and aunt Bo. 
 
      
 
    My heart races as I finish the rest of the entry, a hearty laugh passes my lips at the vague rambles. Apparently her mom had started an electrical fire. I readjust myself while smiling. I honestly had suspected zombies and the onset of the virus. But I guess that would be too interesting. 
 
    “January 8th,” I read, “2015.” Yeah, this was way before the outbreak. But experiments in Manila? I don’t know what he was talking about either. 
 
    I lean carefully down, crushing the pages with my body. I’ve lost some weight, not that I was fat to begin with, but I think I’m starting to tell. Exhaustion wraps around me as I yawn. It’s not even late, the sun is just now peaking as the rain clouds exit. I can feel the book digging into my ribs, though it wouldn’t take much now to hurt them. I run a finger over them, does this make me eligible to be a supermodel now? 
 
    Sighing, I imagine how my father would see me now. Cold, near starving, not at all living up to the potential he once spoke about. I’m basically a homeless murderer. Sigh. I press my body into the cement, I can feel bones creaking. Sigh again, the book digs deeper into my chest. There’s a low wail a few blocks over, possibly outside the fence, as a window is shattered. There’s no authority in me to check it out, perhaps if I was more like KFK. He’d be one to go investigate. That’s of course if he wasn’t already a part of it. 
 
    Back to the diary, I flip through the pages again, this time finding a crude sketch labeled CENTRAL CAMP MAP. I read the key, “triangles are tents, circles are water/food stations, and rectangles are services. The check points are the squares and boundaries are marked by Xs.” I continue to read. 
 
      
 
    I had training again today. This workshop was to know the signs of the Infected and how to bring them to the service tent. Also, we went over theft, confused children and elderly, and what to do with insubordinates. 
 
    It’s not the greatest job in the world but it beats staying home. At least I get food and shelter. No more cat food for Lennox and I. Thank god she made it in too. She wasn’t as ready as I was to leave home. It’s not like dad was coming back. 
 
    The only part of all this, what really sucks ass, is being present for “treatments” of the Infected. There’s no cure, there’s nothing to treat. It’s just euthanasia before the virus spreads. Ms. Hurst insists on burning bodies in the dumpsters, though I tried to tell her how bad that is for the environment. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” I shudder. Treatment doesn’t sound as comforting as she describes, though I am not surprised. The woman KFK and I had met that day in Central Park did seem like the kind of leader to view death as the only cure for the sick. Hurst. Hurst? Where else did I hear that name before? Maybe she was mentioned in an article or a news report, she does seem important. 
 
    Paige’s voice rises in the back of my memories, “she reminded me of a serpent. She seemed so cold blooded and evil.” 
 
    My eyes widen, Hurst was running that clinic that took Paige’s family. Though could it really be her? She never described her physically, though I don’t think I’d be surprised. My body shudders at the thought of being so close to someone like Hurst. I think to myself, thank God I’m never seeing her again. The entry doesn’t detail Amber’s role in the treatment, though I can only imagine. My eyes trail over the pages before snagging on something I almost missed. 
 
    “She’s still out there,” Amber had written. “Dad too. I’ll find them and I’ll bring them home. We can make this work.”  
 
    Amber didn’t really seem like the adventurous type, let alone the kind to do something so out of left field. I didn’t like her much, but that’s not a way to go. I shake my head, I won’t remember her that way. In the back of the dairy is the photo I had found in her wallet of her and her sister. They looked chill, though the photo must be a few years old. Lennox’s hair is much shorter and Amber has a much nicer gleam in her eyes, a sincere friendliness. 
 
    The picture reminds me of how lonely I feel, even with Rosemary and KFK around. Rosemary would probably be dead if she hadn’t met us, hell I would be munch on the side of the road if I hadn’t run into the bum. Perhaps this is how KFK knows so many people, by random encounters and chance. I cannot imagine the damage he would do if I wasn’t around to supervise him. The thought makes me smile as I close the diary and place it back into my shirt for safe keeping. 
 
    I should probably get back soon, I warn myself. If I stay too long Rosemary may develop a hundred new questions for me. She was acting real weird, even abnormally careful when we returned as she moved about. She held her back with a tight look on her face with pursed lips. Even KFK constantly asked if she needed water or wanted him to scavenge the apartments for a comfy chair. She declined and by the time I had left she was back to her old fiery self. It would probably help if I came back with something to offer. 
 
    I rise from the ground with my hands towards the sky, “but I’m only eighteen, I don’t know what pregnant women need!” 
 
    I chuckle while walking towards the door. I pause taking one last look; a rainbow has formed and it brings a slight smile to my face. I descend the stairs, hopping two steps at a time. Most of the trip is dark with only a few hints from my adjusting eyes and what has become familiar. At this point I don’t need to bring my flashlight out with me. I soon make it to the main level and break out of the apartment building into semi fresh air. I shove my hands into my pocket with the diary pressed to my chest and stroll back to the rinky-dink gas station. 
 
    “Hello?” I call out as I stride inside, “okay. Who is dead and who is alive?” It’s unusually quiet, I lock the door behind me. 
 
    “Back here,” echoes Kung Fu Kevin while popping his head out into the main space. I trudge to the backroom, push my way in, and find myself laughing at the mess before me. Sprawled out maps, knives, and mini first aid kits thrash the office. Rosemary is sitting in the corner in a new chair, a once blue but now gray lazy boy, probably an apology gift from KFK. Speaking of the devil, he is busying himself with a box of ammo. 
 
    “Where did all these grenades come from?” I point at the exposed box on the floor. 
 
    “Oh you know,” he begins, “Amazon, garage sales, craigslist. Places hidden behind Chinese restaurants. The usual. Most is from my old shop.” 
 
    “Walmart had a sale,” jokes Rosemary piping in just as I shoot her a look. 
 
    “Okay, what did you guys think up while I was gone?” 
 
    “It’s a truth, we will eventually run out of food. Personally, I would hate to have to choose between the two of you to eat. You’re bony as hell and she’s a lot of fat.” 
 
    “Let’s get to the point,” Rosemary snaps. “And it’s not all fat.” 
 
    “So I met with a friend and got some intel about a place that hasn’t been hit yet. A small-scale hospital. It’s locked up like Fort Knox but word has it they have food.” 
 
    “Then why hasn’t anyone hit it yet?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, something went wrong, the patients were turned and the place is now a huge cage crawling with the living dead. Rumor mill claims there were experiments, that infection was done on purpose but hell do I know?” 
 
    “That sounds awful, why or how would we go about that?” I put a hand over my face. 
 
    “We go in, fight any zombie maniacs, and get what we need before heading out.” 
 
    Rosemary smiles, “that’s a crazy plan, gringo. That’s how you know it’ll work.” 
 
    “We just draw as many out as possible, toss a few of these bad boys, and then boom, bang, pow! Done by dinner time.” 
 
    As the only voice of reason here, I say calmly, “that place is huge, we could get lost, cornered, or separated. It’s too much.” 
 
    “Doesn’t it sound fun? An Island boy, a pregnant puta, and an old man taking on a whole nest. Sounds so fun.” 
 
    KFK ignores Rosemary sarcasm before taking a seat at the desk. “We can do this. We have no other choice.” 
 
    I shrug, I’ve never seen him look so serious. “I guess I have nothing better to do. Let’s get it done. Personally, I could wait a millennium for this shit storm to unfold.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    34 tainted beauty 
 
      
 
      
 
    I want to be alone, but hate being lonely. 
 
    I look at my watch, six am. I wake Rosemary with warm water and a granola bar. She’s mad at first, but she’s intrigued to know about my secret thinking place so she eats while following me. Dawn carries a bright yellow sky fading to blue as I guide us down the street, into the apartment and up the stairs. We’re quiet most of the way, a bit uncertain of what to talk about now that we’re alone. 
 
    “I’ve been coming here lately. I thought you might enjoy it too,” I try to explain as I lead her to the chairs that I had brought closer to the edge. I take a deep breath while resting my axe on the ground and then motion to my guest to sit as I do. 
 
    “Please be seated.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Rosemary forces a smile, “I found some Oreos before we left.” She eases her body into the chair before opening the bag and handing me a few Oreos. 
 
    “Thank you,” I say while taking the cookie apart to lick the cream off. My mouth overflows in saliva as the sweetness slides across my taste buds. “I haven’t had these in a lifetime.” 
 
    “It makes me feel kinda normal.” Rosemary isn’t timid when she eats, nor does she take care in eating the cream first like any sane person. She takes two large bites and goes for another and another. We eat in delighted silence until the bag is empty. She crumples it up and tosses it aside. 
 
    She asks slowly, “so, why do you come up here? I mean, the view is lovely and all, but really, why?” 
 
    “For peace when I don’t want to go too far but far enough.” There’s an awkward gap of silence, “so you’re not afraid to be sitting in the open?” 
 
    “No,” she laughs, “but neither are you, right?” 
 
    “It can be scary,” our eyes don’t meet as I talk. “You never really know what kind of mutations they could have. Some are fast, some are slow. Some may end up better camouflaged than others.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I don’t really want to talk about the living dead. I get enough of them as is.” 
 
    I look her way, she’s as still as a faun listening to the surrounding woods before making a move. I change the subject with a smile, “sure. So, Bostonian aye? How’d you get here?” 
 
    “Well, I went out for a snack one day and then boom, abducted by Trappers.” 
 
    “You were sold to the government?” 
 
    She nods, “or at least they tried. They brought me here and I guess the sell fell through because I was stuck in a large kennel with my arms bounds and a fold over my eyes. They only let me out twice a day to pee and whatever I ate was probably dog food.” 
 
    “Must’ve been scary to be so alone and pregnant.” I try to think of something clever, “you’re brave.” 
 
    “No, no. I wasn’t alone. I could hear them, talk to them. I don’t know how many were there, just enough to make it hard to sleep at night.” 
 
    I curl my fingers with a sick feeling, “well, you’re here now.” 
 
    “I guess the Trappers wanted to cover up their tracks because I woke up one morning in a hospital bed. A nurse said I, as well as a dozen others, were found tied up outside on the pavement without any warning. We were lucky there weren’t any Flesheaters or we would've been quite a scene.” 
 
    “Jesus Mary and Joseph,” I gasp at the thought. 
 
    “She was nice, Nurse Ren I think? Must’ve been Korean or Japanese, I couldn’t really tell. All I know is that she was an angel.” 
 
      
 
    Rosemary Romero was a discarded doll in the oversized hospital bed. There was a pale, sickly kid to her left and a comatose man to the right. The petite, ever Cheery nurse Ren Kamoshita came in with a cup. She instructed Rosemary to drink every drop of the orange juice, even if it was too acidic. She promised the young mom a cookie in return as Rosemary handed over the empty Styrofoam cup. She felt so ravenous. 
 
    “Enjoy the cookie, sorry it’s so stale. We haven’t had any fresh goods in a long while, not since the, well, Doctor Cole will be in shortly.”  
 
    And with that nurse Ren went out the door and down the hall. Rosemary felt her belly for signs of the baby. Her fingers moved in pressed motions, wide circles. Her heart raced as she strained to feel something, it had been a while since the last kick. She closed her eyes and tried to remember the feeling. She pushed loose strands of hair behind her ears while cursing. 
 
    Doctor Cole found Rosemary in bed with tears rolling down her face, her shirt pulled nearly to her breasts and hands frantically rubbing her belly as the cancer kid stared in worry. 
 
    “Where? I can’t find her,” she babbled. 
 
    “Calm down, we can look.” He takes out his walkie talkie, “we actually don’t have access to an ultrasound right now but I’m sure nurse Ren has some answers.” 
 
    “Okay,” she’s instantly suspicious. 
 
    He speaks softly into the walkie, “Ren, bring me Rosemary’s file.” 
 
    Her response is fuzzy, but she soon comes sliding in with a manila folder with paperwork jutting out. She hands it over with a smile before walking over to the cancer kid. She was soon busying herself with his care. 
 
    “Did you do tests on me? There are pricks on my arm, what kind?” She finally pulled down her shirt. 
 
    “The usual,” Doctor Cole answered while scanning the charts, “you’re fine, and oh yes, your child too. Looks healthy.” 
 
    “Then why can’t I feel her?” Rosemary demanded with folded arms. 
 
    “I don’t specialize in that, I’m actually from pathology but we are significantly understaffed as you can imagine.” 
 
    “Rest for now,” chimes in nurse Ren. 
 
    “I don’t want to rest,” Rosemary snarled, “I didn’t ask to be here.” 
 
    Dr. Cole’s composure straightened in sudden anger, “some people would kill to have food, shelter, and medical care. Some have.” He then left before she could find a comeback. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to be ungrateful,” Rosemary whispered. 
 
    Nurse Ren leaned over and patted Rosemary’s arm, “we know.” She left after handing Cancer Kid a stale cookie of his own. 
 
    “I hope your baby’s okay,” Cancer Kid finally spoke, “I once had a little brother. He was two.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Rosemary put up a smile, “but thanks.”  
 
    Squinting, she could tell that it was a he. The Cancer Kid was pale, almost argent. He was possibly eleven or twelve though he was frail enough to be younger. He had sunken eyes set in his face, he smiled as he ate his cookie. 
 
    “I’m Connor Crest,” he says while leaning over to grab something from the night stand, “I’m eleven and I like to draw.” He pulled a sketch pad and a pencil case onto his lap. 
 
    “Hi, Connor. I’m Rosemary.” She smiled while settling down, “what do you like to draw?” 
 
    He opened his sketch pad with empty eyes and turned it for her to see, “monsters.” 
 
      
 
    I clear my throat as Rosemary’s story comes to a halt. 
 
    “I was there for a while but nurse Ren made the days go by quickly. She played Uno with me, talked to me about her own kids, and always found the right craving. And one morning they cleaned me up and let me go. I no longer needed to be there.” 
 
    “Poor Cancer Kid,” I muttered, “to come so far to end up in the apocalypse.” 
 
    “Yeah, little one finally kicked as I walked away,” she laughed, “here give me your hand.”  
 
    She boldly grabs my hand to place it on the roundest part of her belly. My cheeks redden as our skin touches. She moves it left an inch then up a few more. It takes a few tries before I notice the tiniest nudge. 
 
    “Oh!” I gasp slightly, “she’s really kicking.” 
 
    “My little soccer player,” she smiles while pushing my hand away. 
 
    “Okay, I have to ask about your shoes. Who’s Sabrina?” 
 
    “I nicked them off some girl back in Boston.”  
 
    I lean forward, eyes widening, “swear?” 
 
    “No,” she jokes while slapping my arm, “it’s, hmm, don’t laugh if I tell you.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “It’s my daughter,” her voice is quiet. “Kinda like a motivation to live.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t laugh at that, Rosemary,” I promise, “it’s kinda cute. Like saying one step forward into the future with the next generation.” 
 
    “I swear to God no, it’s not that cheesy.” She then sighs, “she’s my only reason to live. Cannot really live for myself, that feels lonely. But if I do it for her it feels right.” 
 
    “What about your family? Why not go back to Boston?” 
 
    She folds her arms over her belly, “nah, why bother? I’ve been wanting to leave town since I was fourteen, might as well start over here.” 
 
    “I’m sure they miss you, but I get it.” I nod as if I can understand. Or maybe I can. Portland has nothing for me, isn’t that why I left home? It wasn’t exactly my choice, but everyone I knew was dead or gone. It really was for the best that I found KFK - or that he found me - or else I would’ve ended up like Nova. Just haunting someone. 
 
    “I lost my family too, though more in the not living sense.” I speak my mind, “I once even had a sister.” 
 
    “Nova, right?” she looks away when I tilt my head, uncertain if I’ve mentioned this story before. She clears her throat, “you talk in your sleep, Z. I hear you, uhm, apologizing or telling her to run faster. You say her name sometimes, even in your sleep you sound so sad. So guilty.” 
 
    I bite my lower lip, “I was supposed to save her but I didn’t look back in time and the elevator shut, though I know they got her.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ezekiel. Though you should know it’s not your fault,” her voice is soft, tender too. I look down as her hand brushes mine. “I haven’t been honest either about my first kill.” 
 
    I meet her eyes, “oh. Is that so?” 
 
    She starts off slowly, “My baby daddy didn’t actually abandon us for Mexico. He really did want to make us work, but I don’t know when or how but I woke up one morning to find him in the bathroom. He wasn’t the same, he kept groaning and trying to bite me. I tried to call for my dad or my brother, but they’re doctors and so they weren’t home. Wouldn’t be for hours, so I had to do what I had to do to survive. I shot him, it took four tries to bring him down. It was the hardest thing I had to do.” Tears streaks down the curve of her face. 
 
    I take her hand and squeeze it reassuringly, “Rosemary.” 
 
    She shrugs as if it was all nothing as she pulls away, “you can never forget, that’s reality.” 
 
    I try to perk up, “I reject your reality and substitute my own.” 
 
    “Ha! I remember that show,” she sighs while recomposing herself, “will we ever have stuff like that again? Just normal things.” 
 
    “Tv? I’m sure someday. We can’t really go forever without it.” 
 
    “Amen,” she jokes before getting serious, “I think it’s time to head back. Today is a big day.” 
 
    “Yeah, like BOOM.” I snicker while standing. I help her to her feet while she smiles awkwardly. Her arm is prickly with little white goosebumps. To me it’s a cool morning but I hadn’t even realized that she may be cold. I slip off my hoodie and place it loosely on her shoulders. She isn’t prepared for my gesture, so it falls to the ground. 
 
    “Fail,” I chirp while picking it up and handing it over, “if you’re cold.” 
 
    “Really?” She stares at it for a second before taking it and slowly putting her arms into the sleeves. She pulls the material close but it doesn’t reach around her belly. “Thanks, Z.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I answer as our eyes meet. I never realized it before; her eyes as dark as chocolate, the soft curves of her smile, the glow of her dimples. 
 
    “What?” she tilts her head to the side. 
 
    “When I admire the wonders of a sunset or the beauty of the moon, my soul expands in the worship of the creator.” 
 
    “You lost me,” she punches my arm. “Don’t be so weird, pusspuss.” 
 
    “It’s Gandhi,” I bite my lower lip. “It’s why I come out here. I like being able to be out in nature again, in fresh air and peace without the death. There’s something almost special I feel when I see the sun, though I’m not that religious so don’t panic.” 
 
    She laughs softly, “you’re kinda gooey underneath, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’ve been told that.” I casually roll my shoulders as we go down the stairs, “I always wanted to get into writing or something. Yah know, in another life with careers and dreams.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s not too late.” Her smile in the dim flashlight brings redness to my cheeks, my soul expands in worship of the universe. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    35 destruction by direction 
 
      
 
      
 
    There is an iron block settling in my guts. 
 
    I turn my axe over and over in my hands while anxiously licking my lower lip. I set it down on the ground for later while pulling out two grenades from my satchel. The anticipation makes them weigh heavier in my hands. 
 
    “You’re such a pain in the ass,” grumbles Rosemary while pretending to hit KFK with her machete. As usual, they’re fighting over the simplest detail. Like chipmunks. Mine who I would like to toss into the Hudson bay. 
 
    “When the Flesheaters come I will trip you,” warns KFK, “do not get on my nerve right now, missy.” 
 
    I roll my eyes, “are ya’ll good now?” 
 
    Rosemary eyes her machete on the ground, not too far out of reach, “yeah, yeah. We’re good.” 
 
    KFK puts his game face on while handing Rose a gun, “m’kay, Z. You go over there behind that car and aim for the gate. Then when they come through throw the second grenade. Try to go for as far as you can like in football.” 
 
    I correct him, “I did track.” 
 
    “Same thing. Once it detonates duck low and come back over to us. We’ll take out as many as we can while going in. If we must, we’ll retreat back to the station but don’t let any follow. M’kay?” 
 
    “Wait, so are we going in today?” Rosemary asks looking confused. 
 
    “Yes, unless there’s more than I estimated.” 
 
    I put up a hand, “wait, how prepared are we for this? And how many is more than you estimated?” 
 
    He looks away while muttering, “I don’t know, maybe a few hundred more.” 
 
    Rosemary and I nod, just about ready for this to end before it can begin. I jog across the street to my position. My eyes trail the bare streets to the Mercy Scale hospital. It’s not as big as I feared, maybe just a few floors and enough room for a hundred or so patients. Though in the yard there are a lot of Flesheaters in scrubs milling around. I put my finger around the trigger, waiting for the que. 
 
    KFK pulls a few things from his pocket; a firework and an egg timer. He hands the egg timer to Rosemary, “let’s get those flea ridden hogs excited!” 
 
    “Don’t you mean dogs?” 
 
    “Does it matter what kind of flea ridden animal they are?” chortles KFK as he lights the firework, “let’s go!”  
 
    The firework crackles and lets out three loud bangs as Rosemary winds of the egg timer, tossing it into the road as an annoying ring fills the street. Curious Flesheaters begin pouring out of the gates from the yard, soon some start trickling out the front door. As they form a herd on the pavement I ready my arms. 
 
    “Duck!” I shout while pulling the key and throwing the grenade at the gate. It detonates, ripping the front gate apart. Metal flies as the Flesheaters, drawn by the noise and the sudden exit, come flooding through. I grab the second grenade and aim for the fresh batch of Flesheaters. 
 
    The hand grenade sails through the sky, lands onto the nearest car and detonates. The Ford Explorer explodes, taking with it several casualties. Guts as brown as coffee grind and torn limbs scatter the street. It’s a horrendous scene as nearby zombies catch fire, flesh melts to reveal bones that refuse to stop. The rest of the Flesheaters become distracted and start heading for the flames. Scrap metal and glass seem to rain down. I duck low and waddle back to my companions. Hot flames seem lick at my shoes. 
 
    “Now what?” I sputter from the smoke and the disgusting smell. Halfway across the street a torso with a melted face and only one arm flexes. As I move by it reaches for my ankle. I kick the skull and lunge for my axe. 
 
    “Onward!” Shouts KFK pistol wielding while rushing into the throng. 
 
    “Bastard,” mumbles Rosemary while getting into the rhythm of aiming, shooting, and reloading from behind a convertible. Flesheaters begin to drop like flies. “I’m going on foot, take this.” 
 
    “Ouch,” I catch the shotgun and start shooting; wildly to be honest. I’m not much of a gun person, never even was in video games. I take a deep breath, trying my best to remember Tweak’s lesson. It was ages ago, but I give it my all. 
 
    One bullet whizzes past a Flesheater, a second meets with the ground, and a third, lord save me, nearly clips KFK’s shoulder. He throws himself onto the sidewalk, scurries my way, and stands before me with squinted eyes. 
 
    I shrug with a lazy smile, “oops.” 
 
    “Oops nothing, Texas Walker Ranger. Nice shooting,” he sarcastically remarks while snatching the gun from my hand. 
 
    I run around the car for my axe, I raise it more confidently. “I can work with this.” 
 
    “It’s about time you became more useful,” snickers Rosemary as she beheads a Flesheater with a weak neck. Her willowy legs move fast under the weight of her swelling belly. She swings the machete left to right and right to left as more lunge at her. Blood splashes across her face, not even fazing her. As she moves strands of hair fall loose from her braid. I smile at the derange sight of her. 
 
    “What are you staring at, puta?” 
 
    “Nothing new!” 
 
    I run towards the stragglers, the ones who are breaking loose from the herd and are moving away from the fire. They are the slow ones, most don’t even seem to notice the fire. The patients are clad in grey pajamas and bare feet as they stumble towards the next street. I slam my body into a large man in an orderly uniform with a sagging jaw. He collapses with flailing arms; his groans attract the others. I raise the axe to bring it down on his face. There’s a loud crunch as it makes contact with the skull, I pull back in disgust as he wiggles and writhes. 
 
    A few of the stragglers start creeping towards me, arms raised and mouths snarling. Though they aren’t the threat. The orderly rolls back and forth till he is on his feet. Gray pus oozes from the gaping slash in his face. I’m certain that I had made contact with his brain. Getting closer, I can now tell that this is a big one. Possibly six foot if not taller and thick as a cow. I’m sure he played football back in high school.  
 
    As I’m stepping back my foot catches on something and I waver backward till I am leaned against the convertible. My wrist slams into the hood but I have no time to rub the throbbing pain. I kick at the corpse in frustration as the orderly and his flanking patient come within arm’s length. 
 
    Something shiny catches my eyes, my dad’s watch. I bring my arm closer while cursing, “you bastards cracked my watch, I am going to kill you dead!” 
 
    Heat boils from the pit of my stomach to my hands as they tighten around the handle. Rage overtakes me as I hack at the oncoming Flesheaters, my seething anger fuels me as my thoughts overcome my reasoning.  
 
    “Out of everything I’ve lost, I won’t lose this. I’ve had everything ripped from me and now this? Of all things? A damn crack in my dad’s watch?! I’ll tear you to shreds, I’ll even rip you limb by limb.” 
 
    “Ezekiel!” a soft voice calls out. 
 
    “Oh no, not now,” I whisper as my vision begins to blur, my furious energy begins to wane. There’s a ringing in my ears, but it’s not enough to block out the sound of my name. I swing rapidly in confusion to keep death at bay. 
 
    “Ezekiel, I need to tell you something,” she calls out with worry. I look, just past two Flesheaters, I can see her standing there. Wide eyes staring at me sadly, she pushes aside loose strands of hair from her face. 
 
    “You can’t be here,” I warn while kicking at the nearest female patient. When she falters I aim for the skull and watch her drop, “go away, Nova.” 
 
    She walks through the crowd, oblivious to the fire and chaos around her. Seeing her in the madness makes me realize how insane this plan was. We don’t belong here; did we really think we could seize a whole asylum? Maybe this is what she wanted to tell me. We’re crazy, I’m crazy. 
 
    “What are you doing?” She whispers.  
 
    Nova’s to my left now. She tries reaching for the handle but I pull away and bring it down on the orderly’s chest. I pull back and swing it forward, this time higher, again and again till his body goes limp. The neck snaps clean off and I watch his head roll to my feet. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admit. “I think I’m losing my mind. They made me crack dad’s watch, it might be broken. He would be so mad at me.” 
 
    Her hand is on my shoulder, “get a grip.” 
 
    “What?” I wince, her hand is holding tightly onto my sleeve. 
 
    “Come back to us, Zeke.” 
 
    “Get away!” I shout, “you’re hurting me. Pakshet!” Her nails dig into the skin as I step back, pushing away my sister who only digs her nails deeper. 
 
    “Z!” Someone shouts my name as a gun goes off. The light in my sister’s eyes fades as she goes limp and falls into my arms. My knees buckle under the weight and we slide down to our knees. 
 
    “Nova?” I whisper as I look at the blood on my hands, I can feel the tears swelling. My heart thumps in my throat, I can hardly speak as the ringing comes back. My eyesight blurs as I try to stand. 
 
    “Zeke, what the hell is wrong with you?” Rosemary's in my face without warning. She shakes me, “are you okay? Did it bite you?” 
 
    “What?” I shake my head while looking down but Nova is gone, replaced by the corpse of a patient. My hands instinctively go to my shoulder, there’s blood from where its nails had dug in. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” she asks, “thank God KFK didn’t see. He would’ve just shot you.” 
 
    I step back, “I’m fine. Just exhausted I guess. I’m sorry, but I’ll be okay. I’ve been scratched before.” 
 
    She gives me a look before turning away, “go get your axe and hurry up, I think we’re leaving. This was a shit plan from the start, straight from his ass.” 
 
    “I know that now.”  
 
    I walk back to my axe, stepping carefully around the body that I once held. In my hands the axe feels heavier as I look to the hospital. Maybe I really do belong in there. I swing and bash my way over to KFK. He is surrounded by piles of corpses, there’s only a grin on his face as he works his way through the herd. 
 
    “KFK!” I shout while dodging. 
 
    “Not now, boy.” He responds, “no distractions.” 
 
    “We’re leaving!” Rosemary insists as she comes up beside me, “there’s no way we can get through it all today.” 
 
    “Wimps, fine. Give up,” he pulls something out of his coat, another grenade, he turns back to smile, “well, now’s the chance to run.” 
 
    “Shit,” I laugh nervously, “make it back alive.” Rosemary and I take an alley to the main road. We wait for any stragglers. 
 
    She asks, “do you think he’ll be okay?” 
 
    Boom. The ground vibrates softly as KFK’s grenade goes off. I laugh, “yeah, he’s got this.” 
 
    When we are certain none follow we walk more easily, though we’re in a rush to return to the silent solitude of the Grizzly. After a few blocks the tension of the fight subsides and we feel comfortable enough to talk. 
 
    “That was crazy,” I begin, “but then again, that is what he lives for.” 
 
    “I just don’t get how he has so many weapons. Was he a cop or something?” 
 
    I kick a rock, “I actually don’t know his history that well. He sort of kidnapped me here and there. Though I’ve heard the mentioning’s of a pawn shop. I know he was a vet.” 
 
    “That’s reassuring,” she chuckles with an edge of uncertainty, “I bet he won’t come back till they’re all dead.” 
 
    “Or gets hungry.” 
 
    “Or is ready for a nap.” 
 
    “No, a beer will bring him back.” It feels good to laugh. 
 
    She grabs my wrist, I stop as she brings it closer to inspect. She glances up, “what happened to your watch?” 
 
    “It cracked against some car,” I explain uncomfortably. 
 
    “It’s nice, kinda mature. It doesn’t really fit your style,” she smiles while letting me go. 
 
    “Well, it was my dad’s. He gave it to me the last time I saw him,” my throat clenches as feelings resurface. “It was my inheritance I guess, that and my ax.” 
 
    She’s quiet for a moment, “how did he die?” 
 
    I start walking again, “my mom.” 
 
    She follows me, “was she infected or him?” 
 
    When she grabs my shoulder I shake her off, “tale as old as time, Ro. Why bother talking about it? Life happens, and then you die.” 
 
    “Sorry, Zeke. I’m just trying to understand you, not offend you.” 
 
    “I’m not offended,” I gruff. 
 
    We walk the rest of the way in silence, the mood hardly lifts. When we reach the entrance I force a smile while opening the door. I jokingly bend at the waist, “ladies first.” 
 
    “It wasn’t locked?” she frowns stepping back. I straighten, looking at her curiously. She points at the door, “we didn’t have to use the back entrance… there’s no plank. You were able to open the door.” 
 
    “Oh shit,” I whisper as I finally see what she meant. The plank is on the ground outside. “Proceed with caution?” 
 
    She nods as I creep in slowly through the door into the darkness. She follows closely, I can feel her breath hot on my neck. My axe is raised in anticipation. Flesheaters? Scavengers? Both? I extend my leg barely to push a few boxes out of the way, they slide across the floor in a soft oomf.  
 
    Faint light crawls into the storefront from the opened door. It takes a few seconds for our eyes to adjust, I can feel Rosemary’s closeness. The hilt of her machete just barely touches my hip. There are people in the office, we can hear them moving around, talking softly behind the closed door. It’s hard to tell how many, though they do sound alive. 
 
    I pause to grab her hand, I squeeze it in reassurance. I hold it with hopes of a response. Awkwardly I let go when she doesn’t squeeze back. I wipe the sweat off my palm before moving on. When I reach the door I press my ear up against it while gently gripping the handle. I can hear the ripping of fabric as something is poured. Have they found KFK’s stash? He wouldn’t be too happy about that. With my axe poised for action, I turn the knob and push the door open. 
 
    “Kill ‘em, kill ‘em!” Rosemary commands while rushing from behind me. 
 
    “Wait!” I warn while knocking the machete out of her hand. I drop the axe and smile, “I thought I’d never see you two again. Or at least not together.” 
 
    “Ezekiel,” they chime in unison, though with unmatched enthusiasm. 
 
    “Who the hell are they?” Rosemary leans into my ear, her arms are akimbo with her brows furrowed. She must not be a fan of company. 
 
    “Rosemary meet Xavier, he’s a friend of KFK and that’s Lennox. A friend of mine.” 
 
    She steps back with a quizzical look before turning to them, “nice to meet ya’ll. A friend is a friend, I guess.” 
 
    “Sorry to meet like this,” Lennox is on her back atop the desk.  
 
    She grips a sheathed katana as a coping mechanism. She’s covered in blood and deep lashes along her sides. Bits of Xavier’s shirt have been torn into strips to slow the bleeding around her right thigh, her shoulder, and forehead. He applies more to her side with peroxide in hand. He rubs the wounds abrasively before bandaging. Lennox stares up at the ceiling while biting down on her lip.  
 
    She blinks away tears, “so, where’s the old man?” 
 
    “Taking on the world, we were helping but we decided - ” I pause to watch Rosemary leave the room for the storefront, “well he should be back soon. Almost time to booze up again.” 
 
    “Sounds just like him,” Xavier absent mindedly mumbles while setting down the peroxide, “almost done.” 
 
    “Do I turn over now?” She asks placidly while struggling to sit up. 
 
    “Yessum,” Xavier nods before beckoning me to go to her side. I gently grab her arms to pull her up and then help her onto her stomach. She grimaces as Xavier trickles peroxide onto the rag. The back of her shirt is near shreds to reveal raw, torn flesh.  
 
    “How are you even a live, Lennox?” I hold down my gag reflux while looking away. 
 
    “Is it really that bad?” Lennox whispers to me. 
 
    “Psssh, it’s actually nothing.” I force a smile while lifting away the fabric for Xavier.  
 
    “Dude!” Lennox gasps as Xavier applies the soaking rag. White foam rises where bacteria dies. Xavier is quiet as he finishes cleaning. He dabs the wounds dry once the peroxide ceases bubbling. Afterwards he helps her up. 
 
    “Let it air dry, then we can find something better to cover it,” Xavier instructs while sitting into the chair. 
 
    I clear my throat, “cool katana.” 
 
    “Thanks, found it along the way.” 
 
    “So what happened to bring you two together… and here?” 
 
    “I was looking for my family,” Xavier begins, “we were separated by a herd a few days ago. Last night I was walking through a parking lot when I heard screams. I followed and found her hanging upside down.” 
 
    “I was stuck in a trap by, let’s say, five Flesheaters,” continues Lennox, “I didn’t even see it coming. I was running from them when suddenly I was hanging by my feet.” 
 
    “So, Xavier saved you from being eaten?” I ask while sitting down. 
 
    “Well, that’s the thing. They let me down and dragged me while attacking me. Neither of them did anything more than bite and scratch me.” 
 
    I lean forward with a serious tone, “Lennox, you were bitten last night?” 
 
    She lifts the bandages on her thigh, there are several crescent shaped marks with nearly scabbed edges. She gently presses the strips down again before leaning forward, “I’ll let you in on a secret, it does kind of burn. But I swear I’m okay.”   
 
    I clear my throat, “okay, so, how did you guys know to come here?” 
 
    “After finding Lennox I thought it would be better to just bring her with me, I had nowhere else to go but here,” Xavier explains while taking off the remainder of his shirt. He tosses it to the corner and reclines more easily. “And I’m no stranger to the Grizzly. Dan was my friend too. Where is the guy?” 
 
    “Oh, uhm, Daniel is,” I start sputtering but he puts up a hand to stop me. He looks away as if he can read from my face what happened to the Grizzly owner. 
 
    “He always had a soft heart,” he sighs.  
 
    “It’s a small world for a big city,” says Lennox before turning towards me, “has she always been with ya’ll?” 
 
    I look up, “who? Oh, we found Rosemary in the junkyard. Kind of a tagalong.” 
 
    “Maybe your sister did the same thing, maybe joined another group,” Xavier yawned, “damn, I’m getting tired.” 
 
    “Your sister?” I question perking up. 
 
    Lennox kicks her leg slowly, testing their stiffness before answering, “Amber, if you remember her from camp, took off last week with a guy looking for our, uhm, parents. I’ve been looking for her. I’m hoping that they’re still together. Alive.” 
 
    My heart beats slower. Ba-bump. Ba-bump. Ba… bump. Is this when I’m supposed to tell her about the corpse on Water street and the diary in my satchel? I hop onto my feet, “you know what? She’s a fighter, I’m sure she’s fine.” 
 
    “Of course I know that,” she sighs, “things are supposed to just work out, right?” 
 
    “I sure as hell hope so,” laughs Xavier, “I don’t care about the end of the world, I’m still gonna see my kids grow up, graduate, and have their own families.” 
 
    “Kevin’s back!” hollers Rosemary from the storefront. 
 
    “Time to see what’s up,” smiles Xavier while digging into a duffel bag for a new t-shirt. He pulls it on while walking out. 
 
    KFK is a mess. Blood. Bits of flesh. His beard is a disaster and he has managed to smell worse than before. He smiles as he drops his bag and slides off his coat at the sight of his long-lost friend. The two grab hands and shake approvingly of each other.  
 
    “You dumb bastard!” 
 
    “The hero has returned!” Cheers Xavier, “where’s the war trophies?” 
 
    “Well if these two hadn’t deserted me I coulda brought back a few.” KFK grabs a bottle of water off the ground, unscrews the lid, and chugs as if he was soon to die. As air fills up the space KFK notices Lennox, faint recognition taints his eyes but he doesn’t mention the camp. 
 
    “We should hose him down,” remarks Rosemary as she shuts the door. 
 
    “This is the smell of victory. Still a lot of Fleshies of course, but they got my message.” 
 
    “What message?” asks Lennox while leaning gently against the counter. 
 
    He thinks for a moment before tugging on his beard, “Kung Fu Kevin of Brooklyn is back!” 
 
    “Enough said!” Xavier thumps his back. 
 
    Caught up in the laughter and reuniting, I lean back into the wall. My eyes take in Lennox, does she really not know about her sister? It’s probably too late to not lie to her. I look away with a tint of shame, maybe the false hope will make her stronger. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    36 lurking in the shadows 
 
      
 
      
 
    The girls are asleep in the makeshift beds. 
 
    Rosemary is sprawled out on the fur coats and newspapers with her mouth a gaping O as she snores. Her oversized belly rises up and down as a bear-like rumble escapes her mouth. Next to her, Lennox sleeps with a coat over her face. Possibly to muffle out the snores. 
 
    “I’m leaving with KFK,” I whisper as if they could hear me. I pull a sticky note off its pad after scribbling a note: 
 
      
 
    We’ll be back. Don’t leave till then. 
 
    -Z 
 
      
 
    I place it on the desk in front of Lennox’s canteen. Hopefully they’ll see it. We’re only planning to do a quick scavenge of the neighboring quadrant. I shut the office door with care. 
 
    In the store front Xavier is leaned against the counter with a drooping head struggling between words of “no I’m okay” and “just shutting my eyes.” His head lolls and shakes a few times before giving into sleep. A shotgun rests within grasp next to a half bottle of scotch. He snoozes with arms folded over his chest that rises with each deep breath. Muscles contract in his back as he maintains his posture in slumber. 
 
    “Our guard dog,” snickers KFK while opening the door. He hikes up his backpack as he walks out with me in tow. “Your junk looks funny.” 
 
    I look down confused, “what? Oh, you mean the revolver. Yeah, gotta keep it close.” 
 
    We set out for the early morning session of scavenging. We walk to the end of the block and hop the fence to the next quarantined block. We avoid the apartments, you never know where a scavenger or a nest may be in hiding. So we go for the easier obstacles. Every abandoned car, every stinky dumpster, every ransacked store is heavily evaluated for anything of use. I tail him with my axe raised in preparedness as he rummages and sorts. 
 
    “Garbage. Goods. Garbage. Garbage. Goods.” His voice is low as he separates our discoveries. As he goes I pick up the goods - batteries, canned food, matches, bandages - into either his pack or my satchel. 
 
    A late morning fog invites itself into New York, the mood changes around the streets from relaxed to eerie. At a Home Goods store there are few undamaged goods. KFK holds up a crockpot and profoundly declares, “this would make a great second bathroom.” 
 
    “Gross,” I wince, “I was thinking more along the lines of chili.” 
 
    “We have too many people in the house now, I really don’t like the odds,” he mumbles, “I’m tired of sharing the bathroom with so many.” 
 
    I was in the middle of chuckling when a faint, sharp sound echoes in the store. It’s like a click followed by a flash. I look out the large window, which has missing glass, and scan the street. What was that? I don’t even know where it could’ve came from.  
 
    A shiver dive bombs my spine from not knowing. There’s an uneasy nudge in my stomach, but I can’t decide what it means. I look back to KFK for clues but he hasn’t noticed. He lingers around the shop before walking out into the street. 
 
    “Have we checked this one yet?” he motions a green minivan with tinted windows. 
 
    “No,” I say coming up behind him. I pinch my nose, “it absolutely reeks. I woulda remembered.” I watch him lean back and forth on the balls of his feet while debating. To open or to not open. He tugs on his beard before answering. 
 
    “We should probably leave this van alone.” 
 
    I sigh in relief, “thank god.” I turn to go, we have more than enough for today. 
 
    “Wait,” he says, “if we go now we might miss out on something. 
 
    “KFK, no.” 
 
    “This van was on another street last week, I need to know!” 
 
    I whirl around, “What the hell? No!” 
 
    The door is thrown open just as I reach for him. The smell uncurls like a fist as the van airs out. My eyes water and I drop my axe just so I can cover my face better. KFK, who appears immune, tries to get his turkey-self into the crowded van but slips a little. He examines his shoes, freezes, and then cranes his head inside. I can’t see what he’s doing but I finally understand why he nearly falls out of the van. 
 
    My words slip off my tongue slowly, “Kevin… there’s blood on your shoes. Fresh blood.” 
 
    Kevin slides the door shut with a ghostly expression on his face. He hobbles away only to pause a moment to swipe his feet against the pavement in attempts to rub off the blood. I watch as he takes out a handkerchief to wipe the sweat off his face. He still says nothing. 
 
    “What’s in the van?” I ask. 
 
    “Pick up your axe, let’s go.” 
 
    “It’s a body,” I state matter of fact, “a real bad one, am I right?” 
 
    He stuffs the handkerchief into his pocket, “I think we should wrap things up. There’s nothing good left here. We need to go where the people are. Or at least were more recently. This place is just as cleaned out as our own.” 
 
    “Sure, sure.” I follow, not out of obedience but from not wanting to give into curiosity; I’m already haunted enough. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    37 issues 
 
      
 
      
 
    They eye each other like rival cats. 
 
    The tension in the room is enough to suffocate the city, even the outside world feels quiet and estranged from us. They steer clear of each other for the most part, when they do meet eyes shoot darts and steam rolls out of their ears. Or so it felt to me, just watching them. There isn’t much I can do, I’m babysitting. 
 
    I’m in charge while Xavier and KFK hold a “confidential” meeting in the office. They made it clear that they didn’t want any distractions. Probably reworking that hospital plan again. Both are mad men if they think it will work out. Of course, they could also be discussing Xavier’s family. He seems to go searchinh at night, gone for lengthy hours, and not coming back until dawn with near-death eyes. 
 
    “Zeke,” whines Lennox, “I need another dose. Please.” 
 
    Xavier had brought her what he could find from a Pharmacy, there wasn’t much left. I reach into my back pocket, I guess I’m also the pharmacist around here.  
 
    “I hope you actually need this and aren’t just a druggie.” I pull out a bottle and shake two pills into my hand. I step around the counter to drop them into her waiting hand. She pops them quickly followed by a hearty swig of water. She sucks the canteen dry. Lennox closes her eyes as she lets it set in. It’s nothing strong, only drugstore brand ibuprofen. 
 
    “Over dramatic,” Rosemary whispers from across the room as she watches from behind a book. It’s a slightly damaged copy of Jane Austen that I had found in one of the apartments. I thought it would keep her quiet. I was wrong. It only gives her an air of arrogance the first ten minutes after she finishes a chapter. 
 
    “Help me up, Zeke,” Lennox cringes when she opens her eyes. 
 
    “Sure, anything you want.” I smile while wrapping an arm around her torso and hoisting her up. She motions for me to back off, she’s steady enough to try on her own. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Rosemary asks with an edge of concern as she watches closely, “you’re not allowed to leave.” 
 
    “I have to find my sister, she’s looking for them but them is dead.” 
 
    “What?” I feel her forehead, “you’re burning up, Len. You might have an infection with a fever, real bad too.” 
 
    “Ha! My sis called my Len. You know that?” 
 
    I look away with a tinge of guilt, “Rosemary, help me get the beds ready. She’s really feverish.” 
 
    “Any day now you can stop the pharmacy,” Lennox casually says, “I’m go to good.” 
 
    Rosemary’s lips twist into a half smile with a sympathetic gleam in her eye, “she’s gone looney. It’s time to cut her off.” 
 
    It was like a light bulb moment, “that reminds me, Rose. We’re supposed to cut your hair.” 
 
    “No way,” she says as her hands fly to the top of her head, she gasps. It’s grown wild and lengthy like a sticker bush. The lack of care has caught up with her. “I’ll do better, promise!” 
 
    “It’s for your safety,” I insist, “that and it looks like a giant bird has decided to nest on your shoulders.” 
 
    “Rude, it’s not that bad.” She grips her hands, almost pleading. “Hey, if Lennox keeps her hair so do I.” 
 
    “I wear braids when I go out,” Lennox remarks dishearten, “that’s when I did go out.” 
 
    Rosemary folds her arms over her bump, “then I promise to not go out anymore. But for the baby. Not the hair.” 
 
    “I think you should still come, I’d miss you.” 
 
    “What?” She leans back, “you’d miss me?” 
 
    “I meant KFK will cut your hair for you if you don’t want me to do it for you, Rosemary.” 
 
    Her eyes widen while covering her mouth melodramatically, “no, don’t let that madman near me with a blade.” 
 
    Game, set, match. I try not to smile, “let me do it for you. I’m not a pro but it can’t be that hard.” 
 
    Rosemary sighs, “whatever. Just know I believe in cut for cut. If it looks ugly I’ll make you look ugly.” 
 
    “You could never look ugly,” I smile without thinking.  
 
    She must not have heard me - or is pretending - because she’s already looking through the drawers behind the counter. After a few tries she finally holds up a pair of less than rusty scissors. 
 
    “It’s a fossil,” I nervously laugh while running my hands through my own hair which has also grown out of control, “we’ll be fair. You can trim my hair afterwards.” 
 
    “Remember, cut for cut.” She sounds nervous as she comes around the counter with a chair. She sets it down in front of me and sits slowly as if to stall the inevitable: my first cosmetology job. 
 
    I take a few strands in my right hand, I can’t believe how soft they are. I begin combing my hand through her hair to make things easier. My fingers get caught here and there, but soon almost all the knots are out. Gulp, hopefully this will make it easier to keep it even. I take a few inches of hair and bring the scissors closer; snip-snip. They fall to the ground. 
 
    I sigh in relief, “it’s not too hard. It’s like cutting doll hair.” 
 
    Rosemary cringes, “please don’t say that.” 
 
    “Gotcha,” I mutter as more and more curls are snipped. I start low and work my way higher till her locks fall around her shoulders. That should be safe, right? Not too short, not too long. I take a step back to gain a wider perspective. 
 
    “Is it okay?” she asks with one eye open, her lips almost forever stuck in a cringe. 
 
    “Uhm.” She’s cute, but perhaps short isn’t her thing. It makes her appear quite girlish and younger. 
 
    “Uhm?” She opens both eyes while standing, “where’s a mirror?” 
 
    “Bathroom,” responds Lennox who had been on the floor, “nice haircut, it’s cutey rootey.”  
 
    I laugh nervously, “have I mentioned that I’m not a cosmetologist but a teenage boy with scissors? Hopefully you’ll see it the same way.” 
 
    “Well…” begins Rosemary as she looks beyond her belly to the sea of dark curls around her feet. “That’s a lot more than I expected.” 
 
    I take a few steps back towards the door, “before you do mine, just let me take a smoke break.”  
 
    I’m out the door just as Lennox laughs, “you don’t even smoke!” 
 
    A minute passes. Then two. Should I just go back in? Perhaps she won’t mind. It’s not like it matters anymore, looks that is, it’s the end of the world for crying out loud. Of course if she’s mad then it really is the end of the world for me. Cut for cut she said. The door opens and I hold my breath. 
 
    “You asshole,” she laughs before punching my shoulder. 
 
    “Ow,” I joke finally exhaling, “hey, you fixed it?” 
 
    “Yeah, pusspuss. It’s not that hard to cut off a few hairs to even things out.” 
 
    “Thank god.” I smile, “it looks good.” 
 
    “So you think I look good?” she arches a brow with a coy smile.  
 
    My cheeks flush red, “that’s not what I said, but whatever floats your boat.” 
 
    “I can tell you what really floats my boat,” she steps closer and I can feel body growing heavy. My heart beats faster and my cheeks only redden more. 
 
    I whisper, “like what?” 
 
    “Like…” Rosemary smiles as our faces draw near, only inches apart. Her eyes close as I stare down in fear at her beautiful, almost peaceful face.  
 
    This is a kiss moment. My chest tightens as I shut my eyes and close the distance. Our lips brush lightly as tingles run down my arms; I relax. I haven’t thought about it, but in a way I must’ve known that she’s the one. I’ve felt this way before with Lexie but this is different. 
 
    “Uh hum.” 
 
    We pull back faster than cats responding to water. Lennox is leaning in the doorway, arms crossed, smiling. 
 
    “Need another pill?” coughs Rosemary while smoothing her hair. 
 
    “Nah, KFK is ready for us.” She goes back in with a smile the size of the Willamette river. 
 
    I must’ve been smiling huge too because Rosemary rolls her eyes, “shut up, pusspuss.” 
 
    My arms go up in defense, “I wasn’t talking.” 
 
    “Keep it that way,” she turns to go back inside, “KFK probably has another death sentence for us.” 
 
    Back in the office everything has been organized. It’s not even the same office. The boxes have been restacked and the floor is seeable again. That’s because everything seems to be either pinned to the walls or laid out on the desk. Rough sketches, maps, notes, files unrelated to each other. 
 
    “Okay, I know I’ve been out of the loop lately,” begins Lennox, “but what the hell is all this?” 
 
    “We’re not giving up on the hospital.” 
 
    I turn to Rosemary, “you were right. It is another death sentence.” 
 
    She shrugs with a smirk, “I must be psychic.” 
 
    “Okay, KFK. What’s the plan?” I ask, “because we already tried that and that didn’t go so well. Remember?” 
 
    “Because of the hive the hospital has got to be the last place in New York with untapped potential.” 
 
    “Guns, food, water, medicine.” Interjects Xavier while looking up from a stack of papers. “Shelter too.” 
 
    “These are from city hall. They’re the floor plans we’ll be using to help us exterminate and seize. This way we won’t miss a thing.” 
 
    Lennox leans in, “why so much effort for a get in and get out job?” 
 
    My shoulders clench, I turn to Xavier, asking slowly, “because it’s a get in and stay in job, isn’t it?” 
 
    “We cannot stay here forever. We’re overcrowded and supply is low. Every day we run into the risk of scavengers or having the whole block overtaken. The fences won’t hold back the hordes for much longer. We need stability, especially with a baby on the way.” 
 
    KFK takes over, “it’s obvious that the government has given up on New York. Whoever hasn’t been evacuated by now is either dead, a zombie or soon to be one of the two. It’s time we stepped up and started living again. If the hospital means hope then this is it.” 
 
    “So we take it over and then start sending flyers for a welcome home party?” Rosemary is in disbelief, her eyes appear clouded, but there's a glimmer. Her hand slowly goes to her belly and I know she is thinking of her daughter. 
 
    “This would be the better option, right?” I can feel a new warmth in my chest, is this hope I’m feeling again? I clear my throat, “let’s do it.” 
 
    “But Zeke, this is crazy and dangerous.” Lennox’s face is flushed. “Don’t you agree, Rosemary? This is ludicrous.” 
 
    She’s still rubbing her belly, “in a month or two I won’t be able to run around anymore. I need to nest and prepare for my baby. It’s crazy, but crazy is what we need.” 
 
     I put an arm around her waist and pull her closer. Everyone stares as I hug her side. “It’s time to work on the future, if not now then when?” 
 
    “And once I find my family I would like to have somewhere to bring them home,” a more solemn look has overtaken Xavier’s eyes. “I know they’re out there.” 
 
    Lennox steps back, “I don’t like this, but what choice do I have? I have nothing else.” 
 
    “Then it’s agreed,” smiles Kung Fu Kevin, “everyone’s willing to do whatever it takes.” 
 
    “Well, not whatever,” mumbles Rosemary as she steps away from me. She walks with Lennox back to the main room where they start setting up a meal. Out of the corner of my eye I can seem looking through cans and picking what looks best. 
 
    “Zeke, you’re on first watch.” Xavier hands me his own revolver. 
 
    I stuff it into my pocket. “Sure. Get some sleep you guys.” 
 
    Xavier nods while sitting behind the desk and propping up his legs. With his arms folded behind his head he closes his eyes. Soon the office will fill with the chorus of his snores. 
 
    KFK catches me on my way out, just before turning off the lights, “is there something I need to know?” 
 
    I smile nervously, “what are you talking about?” 
 
    He nods his head towards the girls, “something involving the nature of nature.” 
 
    I shake my head, “goodnight, Kevin.”  
 
    I can feel him watching me as I find the fold up chair by the front door. After ensuring the plank is in place I signal to KFK and he turns out the kerosene lights. I settle into the chair, pull out the revolver and lay it in my lap. 
 
    “Zeke, hey.” 
 
    I turn my head but Lennox must still be lying down, “yeah?” 
 
    “Do you think my sister could still be alive?” 
 
    I trace my finger around the curves of the gun, stalling. At first I thought I didn’t tell her to protect her, but now I’m realizing more selfish intentions. I don’t want her to know that I knew for so long. That and I’ve read the diary. I know them more than she knows me. I keep my silence. 
 
    And the guilt just eats me from the inside out. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    38 jokes by the mile 
 
      
 
      
 
    She swallows another pill before staggering to me. 
 
    “Have you ever noticed how people yap that 9-11 was an inside job?” Her face is dead serious till I look into her dopey, glazed eyes. She points to my face, her extended finger brushes across my nose causing me to flinch. 
 
    “I don’t believe I know what you mean.” 
 
    “It was a tic-tac to start a war to make enemies and burn money to make money.” 
 
    I laugh, “tic-tac? I think you mean tactic.” 
 
    She throws her arms in the air, “it was to make us hate welfare!” 
 
    “Hay naku, what is he giving you now? Jesus Christ,” I attempt to help her lie down. “For the love of God sleep this off.” 
 
    “7-Eleven was an inside job!” she mutters while sitting back up. 
 
    “Alright, how about we start a support group for you and your addiction? Sounds doable, aye?” 
 
    “I jus’ can’t ‘hink of the ‘itle,” she slurs as her eyes slowly close. 
 
    “Some T’s disappeared, I’m sure it’s nothing.” I sarcastically note while standing. 
 
    “Zeke get in here,” calls KFK from the office. I roll my eyes on my way to see what shenanigans he has now for me. 
 
    “Yes?” I find him and Xavier leaning around the desk looking at primitive maps. 
 
    “Before we can overtake the hospital, let’s practice,” KFK smiles while motioning hugely with his arms. 
 
    I lean against the doorway, “practice what? Pretty sure we have enough know-how when it comes to scavenging and beheading.” 
 
    “Not on this scale, hives work differently than singles or even hordes,” answers Xavier, “we need to practice on a mini hive.” 
 
    “How different?” Just asking brings a queasiness to my stomach. 
 
    “Bastards don’t just work together as one, but are together as one. Literally they share a hive mind. It’s like there’s the virus that turns them into the Flesheaters and then there are the parasites that feed off the Flesheaters. They’re attracted to the rotting flesh and I think it’s what really makes them so aggressive. They somehow communicate and bring their hosts together for their greater good.” 
 
    “Parasites? Hive minds?” I shake my head, “that’s insane. How do you know about all this?” 
 
    KFK pulls out a jar from his backpack, it’s wrapped in newspapers. “Remember our first attack? Well I brought something back.” 
 
     He slowly unfolds the wrappings to reveal a grey leech-like creature swimming in a clear fluid. Near what must be the face - just below the gaping hole with teeth - are mini hook like arms. It has to be as thick as my pinkie and just over four inches in length. 
 
    “What the hell?!” I gasp stepping back, almost afraid that it may touch me. 
 
    “This is what we’ve been studying in here,” Xavier explains, “we don’t know if anyone else has discovered the parasites but when I saved Lennox I first noticed them after beheading a zombie that had strayed from its hive. At the time I didn’t know what to think, maggots? No, they were too big and moved quite quickly beneath the skin. Once I told KFK about it he said he had noticed the same.” 
 
    “Not just at the hospital, but that river. Remember with Paige?” 
 
    “I remember that, they were all dried up! But you decided to keep it? To bring it here?” I question KFK with raised brows, “if they can somehow communicate between bodies can’t they find it here?” 
 
    KFK laughs, “I doubt they’d go looking for this little guy. They’re still parasites, not sophisticated beings like us. Thankfully, but we will use it to overthrow the hive.” 
 
    “How pray tell?” Curiosity takes over and I lean in to peer into the jar. The little bastard swims about, top to bottom, bottom to top, left to right. When it runs out of space it collides with the glass and reorients itself.  
 
    “Not sure yet, we’re working on it. Like I said, it’s time to turn this shit ship around and start making real impacts. Every day more and more Flesheaters swarm the fence. We have to make a move soon.” 
 
    Xavier smiles before adding, “or die trying.” 
 
    KFK thumps him on the back with a huge smile, “damn straight!” 
 
    “I don’t know how I feel about that,” I admit. My uneasiness ebbs as KFK wraps the jar again with newspaper. He hasn’t explained yet why the paper, but I could care less for the jarred bastard. He’s our prisoner and will be treated as such - even if it doesn’t faze him. 
 
    Xavier leans in, “you won’t believe me but I actually work for the CDC. Or at least used to.” 
 
    “Really?” I’m taken aback, “I’ve never really considered who you were before the outbreak.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m an infectious disease specialist. Did you really think just any schmuck would be studying parasites in the office of a ghastly gas station?” 
 
    “Well, obviously not.” This makes me feel a little better, maybe I can get some real answers. “What have you learned so far that can help us?” 
 
    He sighs, “from what I can tell they live mostly in the gut. Which gives me the impression that like a tapeworm they feed off what the host eats. But they don’t just want anything, they want flesh. Which is probably why they thrive in Flesheaters with heightened aggression, though it could be them that’s amplifying that aggression.” 
 
    “If they want meat then why not just eat the host or consume living flesh in general?” 
 
    “That’s the thing, can I tell him the thing?” KFK interjects before getting the green light to participate, “we think they need more than just flesh, but also a specific living environment. Something dark, warm, moist.” 
 
    “They also somehow for some reason thrive off hormones released by the brain during aggression and violence, particularly stress hormones that are meant to aid in fight or flight.” Xavier explains showing off his education. 
 
    “How can the brain release hormones if the person is dead?” I ask confused yet impressed. “I didn’t do the best in Biology, but that’s in the hypothalamus?” 
 
    They look at each other with melancholy eyes before Xavier sighs, “I hypothesize that the person never actually dies from the virus. Not just the body, but the mind and - if you believe in it - the soul. They’re still there just sick and overtaken by the virus. They just rot because, and I’m not really sure, of poor nutrition, overdosing on hormones, the virus itself, overworking the body while hunting which is what probably kills them if nobody else does.” 
 
    “Don’t say that.” Images of Simon flash through my mind. Perhaps that’s why he backed off as I called his name. 
 
    “It’s similar to Kuru, whatever it really could be, that’s making them degenerate, now that I think of it.” 
 
    “Ku-what?” 
 
    “Kuru, a nervous system disease caused when people eat human brain with a certain infectious protein. Though it could be a similar protein, the incubation periods are significantly different. Kuru also causes tremors, muscle jerks, and trouble with coordination and talking. So yes, they are still alive in a sense.” 
 
    “They could be aware?” I take a deep breath as my vision blurs from the excitement.  
 
    If people are still alive even after infection that would make me a murderer. My mom. My sister. Simon. The Cutie Doll killer. My stomach churns to think about these Flesheaters as people trapped in disease and madness.  
 
    “Thinking of them as gone, seeing them as monsters, pretending they’re no longer human is what kept me holding on. It’s what’s gotten me through every beheading, every attack.” 
 
    KFK tries to assure me, but just know, they’re no longer human in any sense that we’d say.” 
 
    “Though this is mostly a hypothesis based on some observations and medical school lectures, I would have to be in a lab with some brains to know for sure.” Xavier’s explanation doesn’t sit any better with me. 
 
    “Are you okay, Zeke?” Rosemary enters the room with Lennox in tow. She sizes me up concerned. “You look so pale and clammy.” 
 
    I nod while trying to change the subject, “how was that nap?” 
 
    “Lovely,” her voice says otherwise, “Dopey here kept trying to snuggle and won’t take no as an answer.” 
 
    I turn back to our in-house pharmacist, “KFK, what are you giving her?” 
 
    He shrugs while putting away some tools into his backpack, “I’m not sure but she seems to be responding well. Oxycodone, maybe?”  
 
    All eyes land on Lennox as she sags a little. Her eyes are wide as she stares at the ceiling, amused by something invisible to us. She whispers, “the music got too big.” 
 
    Rosemary turns to me, “I want what she’s on.” 
 
    “You wish, we don’t need any more astronaut dreamers.” 
 
    “Good news is that she for sure isn’t infected and that in just a matter of days she shouldn’t need any more meds. Any infection of the wounds should have passed and I doubt she’s still in pain.” Xavier explains. 
 
    “He used to work for the CDC, I think he has a MED,” I say to Rosemary when she squints suspiciously. 
 
    “Surprising,” she notes with eyes roaming over his shoulders, “were you a gym junkie or something?” 
 
    “My wife was a nutritionist and fitness instructor, I had no choice.” 
 
    KFK thumps his back with a chortle, “bet it was worth it. Your wife is hot.” 
 
    Xavier turns and brings the old man into a gentle headlock, “oh yeah?” He lets go when he starts tapping the desk in panic. “Is that what you think?” 
 
    KFK straightens out his clothes while clearing his throat, “so what’s next on the agenda? Oh yeah, hotel bargain parasite hunting.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” This is Rosemary’s first-time hearing about any hotel or any parasites. 
 
    “There’s a hotel a few miles from here I saw awhile back. It’s really festering, so it must be a hive in progress. We’re going to snatch up a few buggers and hopefully find some goodies to make almost dying feel rewarding. 
 
    “Oh KFK, I just love the way you put things,” Rosemary sarcastically responds before getting serious, “I assume I’m babysitting. So when does astronaut dopey return to earth?” 
 
    “A few hours, so keep an eye on her till then,” Xavier says. 
 
    “I can manage,” she mumbles while taking a handful of Lennox’s hair. Her gaze softens as she braids. I pick up on the idea that she must be missing her hair. At its length the best she can do is the tiniest pony tail. 
 
    I pat her shoulder, “you’re going to make a great mom.” 
 
    She blushes, “shut up, pusspuss. I know it.” 
 
     She grins while moving to the other side of Lennox’s head to complete what is turning into a French braid - Nova used to wear them often. I feel a tug in my chest as nostalgia seeps in. I take those memories and stuff them down. I don’t need them right now. 
 
    KFK swings into his coat and slides on his backpack, “boy, save your romancing for later before I upchuck. It’s work time.” 
 
    “Aye, aye captain.” I grab my satchel off the ground and bring it around my neck. 
 
    “Oh shit, it’s the purse again,” jokes Xavier while reaching under the desk for his gun. 
 
    I pick up my axe and joke, “remember, you can’t talk shit about me if you’re decapitated.” 
 
    Hands up he shrugs, “you got it, kid.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is it?” I ask in front of a nothing less than grandeur building with cracked bricks, outdated gargoyles, and bright pink front doors. Was this worth hacking through Flesheaters outside Quadrant 6B? Blinding yellow DO NOT CROSS tape is spread across the doors.  
 
    I joke to keep myself from backing out, “should I expect more theatrical tweakers?” 
 
    “Ha, you wish,” smirks Kevin. 
 
    Xavier looks up from the hatchet glinting in his broad hands, “what’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    I thump his back lightly, “let me tell you about the strangest family I’ve ever -” 
 
    “Story time’s later, kids.” KFK interrupts thumping my own back but harder, “let’s do this.” 
 
    I straighten my shoulders to distract the pain, “famous last words never said truer.” 
 
    With a roll of his eyes, KFK pries open the front doors with a crowbar from his pack. I stand to the side with my axe raised, Xavier stands adjacent with his hatchet. The wood groans as he pushes the doors wide, dust crawls out with a putrid aroma. My stomach churns as I turn to KFK. 
 
    He motions with his chin for me to go. I shake my head profusely, turning to Xavier who averts his eyes. I look to KFK, almost pleading with my eyes. I sigh, “fine.” 
 
    “Good boy,” he whispers while taking out a flashlight and holding it up.  
 
    The beam of light cuts into the darkness ahead of me as I slip into the musky hotel lobby. Sweat makes my tightened grip around the axe blister around the thumb, though I strain to hear over the thudding in my ears. Was that a bump in the dark or my heart? I can’t tell as I tiptoe towards the staircase, KFK in tow with the light and Xavier flanking behind to protect the rear. 
 
    A nudge from KFK sends us towards the hotel kitchen. Down the hall, past some creaky swinging doors and a few lefts and rights. My anxiety has anxiety, I think to myself with resurfacing images of skeleton fingers ripping my flesh off. I shake it off as we reach the kitchen, the door is off the hinge. We stand flat against the wall as I take the flashlight and peek around the corner. 
 
    The light slides across the chrome island to the stove to the entrance of the walk-in. I inch forward, eyes wide, there must be five, or even six, Flesheaters huddled inside. Hunched over chewing on something - or someone. An idea clicks in my head. Maybe I can trap them inside so we can scavenge, then perhaps we can collect in the name of science. 
 
    I motion for them to stay and watch, pointing up and down the hall. They nod in understanding. I give the flashlight back to KFK to hold it high enough to let me see. I tiptoe into the kitchen, holding my breath tightly, as I keep my eyes on the door. I replay the plan over and over in head in hopes that it would speed up the process. I maneuver around the island, getting closer to the growling and chewing. As I near the walk-in the linoleum is slippery, my eyes dart to my feet. Blood, wet and red, pools around my feet. My blood-soaked shoes slop against the floor as I step wide for a clean patch. 
 
    I bite my lip, there’s just a few feet left. My right leg shoots out behind me, launching me towards the counter.  
 
    Bam, my forehead smacks into the chrome surface. I can feel a gash rip open as I meet eyes with a Flesheater. They howl as I fly onto my feet, sliding across the distance to the door and slamming it shut on their hands. KFK and Xavier jolt to my aid. KFK and I hold our bodies against the door, trying to get it closed as they thump against it. Xavier chops at their hands until we’re able to get the door closed. 
 
    “There!” I shout as I turn the lock. I exhale deeply while feeling my forehead, blood coats my index and middle fingers. “Jesus, that was way too close.” 
 
    “That took balls kid,” Xavier commends me with a thumb up. “So, let’s see what we can find before we go upstairs.” 
 
    “So what’s the story on this place?” I ask about the police tape. 
 
    KFK fumbles through drawers, “this is New York’s ground zero.” 
 
    Xavier puts on his scientist hat and explains, “there were some people staying here from the Philippines who carried a strain of the virus that had a longer incubation rate than the one we’re familiar with. It wasn’t long before almost all the guests were either eaten or turned. The city didn’t know what to do, they just locked it up and left it at that. They let it fester, even though there were rumors of people hiding inside.” 
 
    “Really?” I gasp while picking up a knife off the floor and putting it into my satchel. 
 
    “Not anymore of course…” 
 
    “Did you hear that?” KFK perks up, “there’s some howling coming from the lobby.” 
 
    Xavier gets excited, “shall we find some specimens?” 
 
    I roll my eyes while joking, “if we survive this I’m gonna kill myself for getting into these situations.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Returning to the Grizzly is like returning home from war. I’m scratched up, exhausted, and just barely dragging my axe along with me. The blade leaves long scratches on the pavement before I sag against the front door, panting. Beads of sweat mix with blood from a cut on my forehead, it slithers down my cheek just before I wipe it away with a few gasps of air. The fences were lined with Flesheaters, it was just as bad as the hotel. I finally bring myself the strength to raise a fist and bring it down on the door. 
 
    Knock, knock. A few seconds pass before Rosemary peaks around some boards, recognizes me, and lifts the plank. She opens the door with enough force to make it hit the wall and rattle. Her eyes run up my body from my blood splattered shoes to my face. 
 
    “Honey I’m home,” I joke with a pained smile as I shrug playfully. 
 
    She grins, “did they give you hell, pusspuss?” She moves aside so that I may enter. I toss my satchel and axe to the side, not even concerned about the parasites or trinkets inside. 
 
    “You would not believe the infestation problem of that hotel. It was disturbing the amount of elderly.” I pause to remember what Xavier had theorized about the Flesheaters still being alive.  A shudder of self-disgust runs through my back. “Brought back some, uhm, specimens for Xavier to do whatever he thinks he can do with them.” 
 
    “Bring me back anything?” she jokes. 
 
    I reach into my satchel, “I actually did.” 
 
    “Really?” she smile surprised, though her expression softens when I pull out a bottle of multivitamins. 
 
    “It’s not diamonds, but I assume you need this.” I hand her the bottle. 
 
    She takes it in her hands, looking it over before speaking softly, “this is actually really considerate. Thank you, Z.” 
 
    I clear my throat, “anyways, we got what we needed and I guess KFK feels more confident about the hospital take-over, or at least in me.” 
 
    “I wanna hear all about it, later though.” She looks up and down the streets before shutting the door. “So where are the assholes?” 
 
    “Well, the fence may not be able to hold much longer if that mass keeps growing. They’re trying to find a way to lead them elsewhere or at least fortify the fence somehow. Quadrant Whatever won’t last much longer, we need to hurry up and take over the hospital.” 
 
    “I see, so that would probably take a few minutes, right?” she asks coyly. 
 
    I tilt my head to the side, “is Lennox asleep?” 
 
    “Yeah, whatcha gonna do about that?” She nods while shyly taking my hands. 
 
    There it is again. That shock, that hair raising electricity from her touch. It rides from my palm up my arm and then my whole body. I bring her hands to my face and slowly press my lips to her knuckles. Her skin is soft, it smells of kerosene. She closes the distance between us, I can feel her heart beating as our hands depart and come back together in an embrace. 
 
    “Is this okay?” I whisper as I bring my lips to her. We’re water and oil, cat and dog, day and night. Yet I can’t bring myself to derail from her nor can I reject what I feel in the most primitive parts of me: hope. Because that’s what I feel with her, hope that the world can get better. Hope that a normal life can exist someday. 
 
    Though most of all, hope that I can be myself again. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    39 and it’s jokes on me 
 
      
 
      
 
    There’s a new calm wrapping around the room. 
 
    The space is illuminated by two kerosene lamps we found at the hotel earlier today. Our shadows grow monstrous on the wall while I lean back in the chair next to the door, handgun resting loaded on my lap. The girls bond. 
 
    Lennox is full of life as the pain and discomfort of her attack has finally passed. She sits below Rosemary rubbing her feet. Rosemary - who nervously declined repeatedly - has let herself go as Lennox’s hands prove to be talented. She speaks as her hands work over the tense heel muscles. 
 
    “I used to rub my mom’s feet when she was pregnant with my little brother,” she reminisces while her fingers grip the palm of the left foot, “she used to get terrible aches and for once I was the favorite.” Her laugh is light as Rosemary smiles, eyes half closed with peace. 
 
    “Yeah, you’d be my favorite too,” jokes Rosemary while rubbing her belly, “I hope my kid is as good as you.” 
 
    I can’t help but smile, “if not, you have me.” 
 
    Lennox pretends to gag while Rosemary shrugs, “then why not come prove it? Poor gringa has been working herself tired.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Lennox insists, “I just want to be useful again.” 
 
    “I’m good, thanks.” Rosemary pulls her feet away. She looks toward the windows, “I’m actually tired. I think I’ll turn in early.” 
 
    Lennox stands to help Rosemary off the counter. I put the gun on the floor and stand with my arms out in a stretch. The bones in my back pop as I walk over to one of the kerosene lamps, I turn the wick to reduce the heat before blowing out the dwindling flame. I take up the second one to bring into the office with me. As Rosemary crawls into her makeshift bed Lennox follows me. 
 
    KFK is passed out drunk at the desk with his body slumped to the side, his neck crooked, a gaping mouth releasing bear-like snores. 
 
    “Xavier isn’t back yet?” asks Lennox after scanning the room. 
 
    “Nope.”  
 
    Xavier is gone, has been since the sky started dimming. It’s the only time he can look for his family who had been taught to travel by night to avoid scavengers. He came close to finding them just the other night when he found an abandoned warehouse up north that was once a survivor’s camp.  
 
    He knew Aiyana and the kids had been there because one of the hallways was decorated with children sketches. One of which was a penguin with a top hat, a signature doodle of his son. Though it looks like it had been cleared out by soldiers. The bastards have been doing sweeps of nongovernment camps apparently. As always, it’s survive under their rule or don’t survive at all. Hopefully the rumored next camp with have them, if not, will he ever find them? 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” I say while going to the other side of the room by the backdoor, I move a few boxes aside to sit along the wall. I put the kerosene lamp atop a box marked JERKY. “You’re not tired?” 
 
    She sits adjacent to me while laughing thoughtfully. She remarks, “trust me, I’m well rested after all that dope.” 
 
    “I bet,” I smile while folding my leg over the other. 
 
    “So,” she begins slowly, “are you and Rosemary excited about the baby?” 
 
    “Oh I know she is. She won’t admit it but she looks forward to being a mama.” 
 
    “Aw, that’s cute,” she smiles before half-laughing, “when we first met I would’ve never known you to be the teen dad type.” 
 
    “I’m not,” I chuckle before getting serious, “wait, you think I’m the father?” 
 
    “You’re not?” Her face glows red in the cheeks as if she’s more embarrassed than I should be. 
 
    “No, I only met he like a month back. I’m not the baby daddy.” 
 
    “Oh. Oops.” 
 
    “I mean, I’m into it. I guess. I don’t know, I haven’t exactly thought that part through. Uhm, makes sense. Baby comes with the girl.” I ramble awkwardly. 
 
    We sit in silence for a few heartbeats before I smile more grimly and change the subject, “So I haven’t been keeping score, have you? Like in the movies, how many living and how many dead?” 
 
    “What? Oh, I’ve killed no one and nobody.” 
 
    “Pff, liar.” 
 
    “Zeke,” her gaze softens. “I’m not a murderer.” 
 
    My stomach tightens as I lick my lips, “I’m not a murderer either. But sometimes shit happens and we have to do shittier things to survive.” 
 
    She shrugs, “I’m not judging you or anyone else. It’s just not possible for me. Literally. My life was in danger and I had the chance to kill but I can’t do that to another human being.” 
 
    Human being, my gut tightens and I have to force myself to breathe. What if Xavier’s theory is true? Though that doesn’t change the fact that the Infected are still trying to eat us. I shrug before finally looking her in the eyes, “I haven’t told you but my first encounter was my mom. If I hadn’t she would have killed me.” 
 
    She holds a hand up to stop me, “I actually don’t want to talk about this, Zeke.” 
 
    I take her shoulder, “if I had not killed my mother she would have devoured her own son and daughter. How could any higher being let that happen? I had to step in.” 
 
    She pulls back but I hold on, “Z, I don’t need to know.” 
 
    My grip tightens, I can feel the muscles in her neck tense, “why don’t you understand? There won’t always be someone around to do the dirty work for you. You know you can save yourself right?” I release her. 
 
    She scoots away while cradling her hand, “you sound just like my sister.” 
 
    I sigh while standing, “Lennox, I’m sorry. You’ve gotten better in time that you can help us with the plans. I just don’t want anything to happen to you.” 
 
    “Or to Rosemary?” She laughs dryly, “don’t worry. I’m not a liability.” 
 
    I turn back, “Lennox, I do care about you. You’re one of my last friends on earth.” 
 
    She shrugs, “I know someday I’ll have to kill but that’s just how I see it: killing and I don’t like it. I won’t let you guys down, I’m ready to pull my weight around here.” 
 
    “Just get some sleep, Len.” I leave the kerosene lamp in the office with Lennox and make my way in the shadows to the front door. I feel around for the fold up chair and ease myself in. I lean over and grasp the gun. I place it in my lap and allow my body to relax. My mind goes back and forth from pressuring Lennox and thinking about Rosemary’s baby. 
 
    I’ve never thought about the baby beyond the pregnancy. It would be hard to travel and sneak around with a crying infant. It intensifies the need to find a safe place, to overthrow the asylum. Though I can tell I am falling for Rosemary, I don’t know how I feel about being a father let alone someone’s husband. Is that what I would be? Do these titles even mean anything anymore? 
 
    I shake my head from these thoughts. I’ve lost track of time but in just a few hours Xavier will be back and KFK will take over. For now I stew in my own discontent. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    40 jaguar dreams 
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s not a sight meant for anyone’s eyes. 
 
    Kung Fu Kevin is slumped on the fold up chair outside the Grizzly without a shirt. Gray hairs scatter down his chest towards several belly rolls. He’s a plump, wrinkled doll sweating out a morning of early drinking. His eyes struggle to remain open, as if his eyelids are carrying bricks ready to fall. He yawns before calling out to Xavier. 
 
    “We need to go on a beer run,” he says sitting straighter. “We’ve gone dry.” 
 
    “City is too,” he answers while scribbling into a yellow notepad. He sits crisscross on the sidewalk with several jars surrounding him on the pavement. The parasites swim in the water, some more sporadic than others. I lean over his shoulder in curiosity. 
 
    “So what’s new with the bastards?” I ask while stepping back when he turns to glare at my backseat reading. 
 
    He clears his throat, “well, just going off basic observation and experimenting they’re quite weird. They’re of the same species but it seems that the ones from the hotel hive do not get along with our buddy from the asylum. Somehow they just know that it’s not one of them.” 
 
    “That is weird, they look the same to me,” I squint towards the nearest jar. 
 
    “Yes, again, same species but different hive. Or perhaps I should say family. It could be a chemical thing or some other biological way they identify each other. Kind of like how other animals can tell pack members apart from rival packs by scent.” 
 
    “That could also be how they bring their hosts together,” I note just wanting to sound smart. 
 
    “Oh god, nerds, shut up.” Whines KFK while fanning himself with his wrinkled hand, “it’s too hot for nerd talk.” 
 
    I shrug, “I’m bored.” 
 
    “Kung Fu Kevin is not a very stimulating caretaker, is he?” Xavier jokes while returning to his notes. 
 
    “Stimulating? If you need a task last night Xavier found an old radio. It’s on the counter, try and get it working,” KFK instructs while picking a crumpled newspaper off the ground, “let’s see what was happening a few months ago”. 
 
    I chuckle while walking back into the coolness of the Grizzly. Lennox is in the bathroom and Rosemary is another book I found her. 
 
    “How are the disgusting pets?” asks Rosemary just briefly looking up. 
 
    “Worms are good.” I approach the counter, there’s a ham radio no larger than a shoe box waiting. “Nasty as usual. Have you tried this thing yet? Xavier brought it in this morning.” 
 
    “Nope,” she turns a page slowly, “I doubt there’d be any good playlists on.” 
 
    “Yeah, but there could be someone with resources looking for people or who knows, government broadcasts.” 
 
    “At this point it’s too late. Government is dead. Bury it deep.” 
 
    I ignore her pessimism as I put in some new batteries. I push POWER and soon static fills my ears. For once I’m not annoyed to hear the white noise, it’s something familiar and calming. I fiddle with the dial, checking station after station after station. 
 
    Rosemary puts the book in her lap after a minute, her thumb rests as a temporary bookmark. “I will murder you. Shut it off.” 
 
    “I’ve got nothing better to do,” I say jumping from AM to FM. “Just hold on, babe.” 
 
    “Call me babe one more time and you’ll be cleaning your jaw off the floor,” she aggressively retaliates. She smiles, “that’s something to do.” 
 
    I take my hands off the radio, “you’re pretty hostile today. Pregnancy hormones?” 
 
    “What,” she stands, her book falls to the floor. “What did you just say?” 
 
    “I said -” I should’ve saw it coming. She comes at me in a blur, her petite hand makes contact with my face. The slap echoes through the space as I step away from her, surprised. My hand goes instantly to the burning red spot on my cheek. My eyes widen as my brain internalizes that she just hit me, “you abusive little mama.” 
 
    Her glare of death softens as her shoulders slump and her hands slowly cover her mouth. She turns away with watery eyes, “I’m… sorry. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I, uhm, Rosemary it’s okay.” I look away not sure what to do. She did hit me, but I was the one to provoke her. Though no need to victim blame me either. 
 
    “It’s not okay to hit your loved ones.” 
 
    “Ro,” I close the distance between us and put my hand on her shoulder. She turns slowly while wiping her eyes. “We’re both sorry.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to hit you,” she explains, “it’s just the pregnancy hormones”.  
 
    I stop myself from agreeing with her and only smile reassuringly. My hand slides off her shoulder down her arm and I pull her in for a hug. I nestle my face towards her eye and whisper; “let’s both promise to not hit eachother. Besides, you’re kinda ridiculous and I love it.” 
 
    “Uh hum,” Lennox clears her throat while holding up the radio, “what’s this?” 
 
    Rosemary steps away from me, “it’s a radio, Len. We use it for music and news. Ra-di-oh.” 
 
    Lennox rolls her eyes, “whatever, Queen. I mean what can we do with it? Are there any channels still airing?” 
 
    I fold my arms comfortably, “I was trying to find out but got distracted.” My eyes zero in on the dial. Just looking at Lennox reminds me of last night’s conversation about babies and what is murder. 
 
    She turns it on and begins fiddling with the dial. Each channel brings static as she hops from AM to FM and channel to channel, “huh. I guess it’s just junk. Sucks, man.” 
 
    “Yes, well -” I pause mid thought when the crackles are briefly interrupted by a man’s voice. 
 
    “...4th AVENUE AND BIRCH…” Lennox’s fingers twitch and the voice is gone. 
 
    “Go back!” Rosemary shouts sitting back down. 
 
    “Here,” I take the radio from Lennox and turn it back a few stations. I set it on the counter when the voice finally comes back on. 
 
    “This is a public service announcement. The Public Order of the People has established a camp. We are an antiviolence, antigovernment organization fighting to reclaim New York from all terrorist groups. We are the people’s market.” 
 
    “Terrorist groups?” I ask before Lennox swats at me to hush me. 
 
    “If you are a nongovernmental citizen then you are entitled to join our camp, we are the people’s market. We have food, supplies, aid and protection. We run by barter and trade, so bring what you can but money is no longer of value to us. Bring peace and you may find shelter behind our walls. Together we can fight back against the terrorists. You can find us on 4TH AVENUE AND BIRCH STREET. Please stay tuned as we can only broadcast once every two hours in order to stay safe from the government agents who seek to separate and suppress us in our time of need. End transmission.”  
 
    Back to static. I take a step back as Lennox turns off the radio. I smile slowly, a growing excitement fills me at the thought of civilization returning to normal. I go to the front door to throw my head out just to say, “I think it’s time to pack up and move.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    41 i don’t know anything 
 
      
 
      
 
    I make a swift surveillance. 
 
    Rosemary has already retired to reading. Lennox is helping the men in the office who debate through every box about what to take. She gives up and moves on to the closet. She starts putting things into the large box she’s placed on the floor. After this afternoon’s broadcast, we’ve decided to take a chance and join the Public Order of the People - whatever that’s really supposed to mean. KFK and Xavier carefully fold their maps. Their notes come off the wall and go into KFK’s backpack. The asylum will be our backup plan in case the camp turns out to be just as disagreeable as the one that used to be in Central Park. 
 
    My gut says it’s the right choice. If they have the ability to broadcast promises than perhaps they can also keep them. Though in the back of my mind exists doubts.  
 
    I announce, “cannibals. Scavengers. Government agents. Anyone could be behind the broadcasts. This could be a trap.” 
 
    “Stop being paranoid,” calls Kung Fu Kevin from across the room. “That’s my job.” 
 
    I tense my shoulders, “it’s been so long since I’ve been around a lot of people and the thought feels daunting.” 
 
    KFK waves me off, “oh whatever, Mr. Social Maggot.” 
 
    “Oh my god,” Lennox drops a bottle of peroxide. It rolls into a corner as I come to her aid. “Oh god, what the hell?” 
 
    “Spider?” I joke coming towards the closet door. 
 
    “This is Amber’s.” 
 
    My smile drops, I can feel the color drain from my face. I probably looked as white as my father. I bit my lower lip before trying to fake innocence, “oh, what do you mean?” 
 
    She pushes me aside and leaves the closet with shaking hands gripping the diary, “this belonged to my sister Amber. How did it get here? Oh my god, she’s been here. When was she here?” 
 
    Xavier and KFK halt mid action, watching me. Neither of them knew but it still makes me uncomfortable. 
 
    KFK speaks up, “there’s never been an Amber here.” 
 
    Lennox shakes her head, “no, this is her diary. She must have been here. Otherwise, how did this get in the closet?” 
 
    I clear my throat while folding my arms over my chest. I knew this day would come, but not this soon. My voice comes out quietly like a reluctant prisoner before an execution, “Lennox, uhm. I brought it here.” 
 
    She only stares at first, then her lips twitch around the edges as if she may laugh or start screaming. She eyes me while holding her chin up, as if debating whether to hit me. Lennox brings the diary closer to her chest, her voice is rigid, “Zeke. Did you kill my sister?” 
 
    “No, of course not!” I exclaim as she grabs me by the collar, the diary is pressed into my throat as if she will never let it go. 
 
    “Did you rob her? Is it because she wasn’t nice to you? Dammit, Z. Not everyone has to like you and if they don’t you don’t kill them and take their shit. And. And. And.” She stops to catch her breath, nostrils flaring, she’s so angry she can’t think straight. 
 
    “It’s not like that. I found her dead.” I try to explain but nice words are hard to find, “it wasn’t me, it must’ve been a Flesheater.” 
 
    “A what?” She shakes her head, releasing the book as if she hasn’t already guessed Amber’s death. She backs away before dropping to her knees while covering her face. She sobs into her palms, unable to hold herself together. She has to have known. There has to have been a feeling, a reason why she never left to look for her sister.  
 
    She mumbles mournful gibberish, “what. But why, oh Amber that idiot. No. I’m the idiot.” 
 
    I get on my knees beside her and place an arm around her. She pushes me away but doesn’t refuse when I try again. Her body seems to sink into mine as she lets all her weight onto me. I hold her as she sobs. 
 
    “Lennox, I’m so sorry.” I whisper. 
 
    “Screw you, Zeke.” She pushes me off. When I reach for her arms she balls her firsts, bringing them down on my face and shoulders. “I don’t want your sorrys. Why didn’t you say something sooner?” 
 
    “I don’t know how you’re feeling, Lennox.” Xavier whispers sadly from across the room once she goes quiet, “though I can understand the pain of not knowing, it hurts more than the truth.” 
 
    Her punches become less and less, when she slumps to the side I finally speak, “I should’ve told you, Len. I just didn’t know how. You came here wounded and sick, I just didn’t know when and time passed so fast.” 
 
    She looks up quickly with slanted eyes glimmering, “you’ve known since I’ve been here?” 
 
    I nod, though it must’ve been long before then too. I don’t tell her either that I’ve been reading it or that I didn’t consider burying Amber. 
 
    She rubs her face, “well, you’ll always be shit for that and I won’t forgive it but it’s not your responsibility.” 
 
    I stand and then offer her my hand, “I don’t know why I kept it here, I just felt the need to do that.” 
 
    She gets to her feet on her own, pushing passed me she announces, “I need air.” 
 
    “Don’t wonder off too far,” KFK warns. 
 
    Lennox stops in the doorway, “didn’t I have a sword or some shit when I first got here?” 
 
    “Behind the counter,” Xavier answers. With that she heads out alone with her katana. 
 
    “I’ll take first watch,” Xavier then offers. 
 
    “That’s fine with me,” I agree but can already tell I won’t be able to rest. I pick up the diary and place it gently on the desk for Lennox to find later. I know I should’ve told her sooner, but it’s too late for regrets because there are a lot of things I should’ve done. 
 
    I can’t follow all the what-ifs and should-haves in life. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    42 walmart shoppers need brain 
 
      
 
    Swoosh, ding. 
 
    The automatic doors slid open, letting us in. I grab the cart while Nova chats on about middle school nonsense. Mom and dad are in an anxious mood. They don’t talk about coupons or competitive prices like normal. Nova may not be aware, but I can feel their dread. It’s a wet blanket starting to stink since the first ever broadcast of real world zombies. They say it’s yet to reach Portland, let alone the US, but who can trust mainstream media? They only want to gossip about WikiLeaks and political sex scandals. 
 
    “So remember the list, kids. The essentials only for now,” mom chimes taking out and unfolding a grocery list. It’s not her usual yellow and blue floral stationery. It’s a scrap of pink construction paper. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Nova rolls her eyes, “TP, canned goods, and jugs of water as if it doesn’t already come out the sink.” 
 
    “Sweetie, mind your mom,” dad warns using her least favorite nickname which shuts her up. 
 
    “Twit,” I whisper, “water could stop running at any point.” 
 
    “I don’t see why people pay money for something that comes out of the sky,” she rolls her eyes though she does give a good point. “Humans are weird like that.” 
 
    “Yep, that’s us.” 
 
    “Zeke,” dad starts while pulling out a second list. “Can you go find these special items?” 
 
    “Special items?” I take the piece of paper from him with a quizzical look. My eyes quickly scan the three “special items” while keeping it out of reach from Nova who becomes interested only because I have it.  
 
    “Sure, dad. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    I start walking as they head for the grocery aisles. Buzz, buzz. My pocket vibrates. I pull out my phone to find a text from Lexie. I carefully read it before pausing to reply. 
 
    ‘Are you still coming over this weekend?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah :) I miss your face.’ 
 
    ‘I miss yours, too :D BTW please be careful. A lot of roads are getting blocked.’ 
 
    I stare down at the phone, smiling before pocketing it. I take a left and walk towards the back of the store to the hunting and sports section. Most of the shelves are bare, as if everyone has had the same idea. Baseball bat. Axe. Ammo if they have it. I read this list over and over as I pace the aisles.  
 
    Baseball bat. Axe. Ammo if they have it. Even the fishing poles and  BB guns are gone. Baseball bat. Axe. Ammo if they have it. Ammo’s a no, but in the camping gear there are just two axes left. Small, mostly for little jobs like clearing limbs but dad left no specifications. 
 
    Buzz, buzz. It’s Simon. He texts,  
 
    ‘River tomorrow morning?’  
 
    I roll my eyes before pocketing the phone. I’ll be busy. 
 
    “Excuse me, ma’am.” I announce.  
 
    In the way is a seemingly haggard older woman, possibly homeless by the looks of it. She’s just standing there, not even browsing. I lean in closer waving my hand in her zoned-out face, “ma’am? I just need to grab one if that’s okay.” 
 
    “Huh?” she turns. Her skin hangs loose over well-defined cheekbones. Her eyes are two pools of shallow mud; there’s no recognition. Her teeth are stark yellow in contrast to the faded red around her mouth. 
 
    “Ma’am, are you…” I stammer while stepping back anxiously, “are you okay?” 
 
    She lunges and we fall back into a set-up display for radio flashlights. We crash into the linoleum; a burning pain rides up my side from the impact. I try pushing her off me, but she is relentless. She lashes forward, her teeth snapping just inches from my shoulder as I struggle to finally kick her off my body. 
 
    “Zeke!” Shouts Nova. 
 
    I look as Nova, axe raised high, swings down on the old hag as she comes to her feet. The blade makes contact with the back of her neck and her head droops, her body collapses to the ground in a head of flesh and frayed clothing. I stare flabbergasted before taking the axe in my hand. 
 
    “Nova, what did you do?” 
 
    She gives me a weird look, “I… I just saved your life.” 
 
    “You killed her!” 
 
    She grabs my hand, “we need to find mom and dad. We have to get out. There’s blood everywhere and people are acting crazy.” 
 
    “Wait!” I stop to grab a baseball bat, “zombies?” 
 
    She shrugs before running, “all I know is I wanna go home.”  
 
    “Ditto!” I follow her to the front of the store where mom and dad are waiting. Dad has an armful of canned goods. 
 
    “Mom, are you okay?” I ask getting near. She’s slightly hunched over; her cardigan has been wrapped around her arm which she holds tightly. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” she tries to smile. “Just a scratch from falling.” 
 
    Dad starts walking out the door, “let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Without paying?” I ask following behind. 
 
    Mom laughs softly, “I’m pretty certain all the cashiers have gone home now.” 
 
    By the time we get to the car there are four Flesheaters staggering out of the Walmart. Two appear to be homeless, one’s a child, the fourth dons a Walmart uniform. Blood highlights their mouths, stains their clothes, soaks their fingers. Just looking at them, taking them in without media censorship, makes my stomach feel spoiled. Dad doesn’t even bother buckling up as he puts the car into gear and pulls out of the parking spot. I turn in my seat, watching as customers struggling to load their groceries are caught by quicker ones.  
 
    My heart thumps in my chest, is this it? The beginning of the end. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    43 need a smoke 
 
      
 
      
 
    There’s a cigarette pack under a fallen rack. 
 
    I put the kerosene lamp by my feet while I push aside some cardboard boxes, shiny wrappers and dust bunnies. This corner of the store was untouched during the cleanup. We sort of gave up after making trails from the entrance to the office to the bathroom. I saw it by chance, while lying on my side in front of the counter, thinking about when Lennox will return. It was when I turned from my left to my right that I noticed that familiar shape.  
 
    Though the rack is too heavy to lift, I lie flat on my stomach; extending my arm under the limited space. I stretch my fingers as much as possible, the tips just barely graze it as I swift left to right to left. The pack mocks me, I can feel it’s energy. It’s right there. 
 
    “Is Lennox back?” Rosemary asks standing, it’s still morning and the sun is yet to make it over the horizon. 
 
    I don’t answer, I don’t even breathe. There’s so much lint and dust I can feel it against my exposed skin like a thin rug. I take back my arm and slowly return to my feet. I turn to Rosemary, who’s stretching ever so carefully, and say, “she’s been gone all night. Though I’m sure she’s fine.” 
 
    “Where would she go?” 
 
    I shrug while walking over to a fallen broom, I bring it back and get on my knees, “I don’t really know.”  
 
    I slide the handle under the shelving and use it to swipe the carton to freedom. I abandon the broom and stand to gingerly pick up the cigarette pack. I flip up the lid and to my surprise find that only one is missing. I sniff the tobacco, I inhale the aroma. I’ve never been a smoker though my dad did occasionally for stress relief. It wasn’t his brand, but it still brought a calm feeling of familiarity. I take the pack to the counter before calling out, 
 
    “Kung Fu Kevin, do you have any matches?” 
 
    He responds from the office, “enough to burn down the rainforest.” 
 
    I chuckle while walking in, “I just need one.” 
 
    He eyes the pack in my hand, “you smoke? Didn’t know that.” 
 
    I shrug, “I don’t. I might as well start now that my life expectancy rate has dropped anyways.” 
 
    Something behind me sends chills down my back. I can feel eyes on me. I turn my torso in time to catch Rosemary slink closer with raised eyebrows. She stands behind me, arms akimbo, lips pursed. I stare down at the pack in my hand before throwing them at Kung Fu Kevin. 
 
    “Bro, I said no,” I cough while shaking my head. My cheeks flash red, “smoking is bad for my health and obviously bad for fetuses because I totally didn’t forget that.” 
 
    KFK looks puzzled before catching on and putting it into his pocket, “sure, sure. Sorry I made you go get those.” 
 
    Rosemary narrows her gaze on me, “hmmm. I was curious as to why you were so determined for garbage trapped under more garbage.”  
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    She angles her body away to size me up. “It was all for garbage.” 
 
    I force a smile of innocence that is soon ripped away as the front door is thrown open with Xavier shouting. 
 
    “Pack up, we go now!” 
 
    “What, why?” asks Rosemary sounding already stressed. “We have another day to wait for Lennox.” 
 
    “The fence,” he pauses to bend over and breathe deeply, he’s been running for god knows how long. His face has turned ashen, the tendons in his neck stand out and I can almost count a visible pulse from here. 
 
    “What about the fence?” I ask anxiously. 
 
    He grabs me by the shoulders, I can feel my body turn to putty as his sweat drips onto me. “The fence is weakened. There are just too many. It’s gonna come fucking down at any minute.” 
 
    “What do we do?” I flinch at his words before pulling myself away from his excited grasp. 
 
    KFK grabs his goat and throws it on without a blink, “grab what you can and be ready in sixty seconds. Guess we’re goin’ to market.” He’s soon shoving pocket knives, mini rum bottles, and bullet cases into his backpack. 
 
    “Shit on shit,” Rosemary mumbles while wobbling back to the counter and begins shoving what little she owns into her backpack. A canteen, Pride and Prejudice, and a few things for the baby I’ve found.  
 
    “Wait, what about Lennox?” 
 
    “I’ll leave a note,” I volunteer while picking up her sister’s diary and a pen. I pause before bringing the pen down on the cover, 
 
      
 
    Gone to market. Not safe here. 
 
    Bye, 
 
    Z 
 
      
 
    I stare at the words one last time before propping it up on the desk again. Even if Lennox were to not come back for us at least she’d try to return for what little remained of her sister. Once satisfied I spring into action. I grab my satchel and shove as much food as I can find into my bag. Once I pick up my axe I meet Xavier at the front door with Rosemary. KFK is the last out the door. He gives the Grizzly one last look before smiling with dead eyes. 
 
    “Finally, I was gettin’ bored here.” 
 
    “Well, here comes the excitement,” chuckles Xavier before running. 
 
    Four blocks from us there’s a mass of zombies who must’ve brought down our only wall. I grab Rosemary’s wrist and we start running before they get the chance to see us. 
 
    “I know a shortcut to a side of the fence with little to no attention,” promises KFK as we cross the street into a dark alley and then out into a dreary backroad. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    44 blood for honor 
 
      
 
      
 
    Madame Bo’s Psychic Readings. 
 
    The letters loom above the small yellow house wedged between an accounting firm and an apartment complex that’s only half complete. Dust dulls the once gold-painted metal. I smirk inappropriately, I wonder if Madame Bo saw this shit coming. I look to Rosemary then to Xavier to see if anyone else has noticed. Though they’re too busy in the future. 
 
    “So knowing Kevin’s ass can still get over the fence gives me hope,” begins Rosemary despite the sudden glare, “but I’m pretty damn sure my pregnant ass won’t make it now.” 
 
    Xavier steps in before KFK can wind up a remark, “Z and I will help you get over.” 
 
    “On the other side of the complex is an alley,” KFK points it out. “It leads to the fence separating this quarantined block from the next. We’ve been taking this route, pretty lowkey.” 
 
    “That’s promising.”  
 
    I can feel a sense of relief wash of me at the aspect of once again being a part of the wider world - zombies and all. Though as we enter the cool, damp darkness of the alley there’s a low, clanking that echoes our way. My gut clenches when I reach for Rosemary’s hand. Her fingers curl around mine as we exchange looks, the anxiety is mutual. Though when she looks forward again her face depicts a nose-turning disgust. 
 
    “Dios mio,” she gasps as she tries to put into words how she feels, “that’s absolutely the worst thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Lucky you,” KFK halts with a haunted look, “there’s more to life.” 
 
    I can hardly take it all in. The fence. Splattered blood on the pavement. Ripped flesh exposing bone. Eye sockets bleeding black. The animated corpses, some molded and decomposing, lash against the metal eight-foot-tall chain link fence. It holds against the clawing and biting; broken arms keep them from success. It’s a blood clot, they’re just too many to count. My nostrils flare against the putrid stench. When they catch onto our presence the horde goes mad. 
 
    “Time for a new plan,” I say looking around. 
 
    “There!” KFK points to the half-completed apartment building, “it’s close enough to the building on the other side that maybe we can find a way over or at least get enough time to find another shitty plan.” 
 
    “The sixth floor looks like it was being remodeled. There are probably industrial planks, maybe even tools to swipe if scavengers haven’t done a sweep.” 
 
    “Good enough for me,” announces Rosemary before running up to the back door. She tries the handle, “dammit. Locked.” 
 
    I pull off my hoodie to wrap around my fist while walking up to the door. She steps aside while I take a deep breath and aim for the little window. 
 
    “Wait!” Xavier shouts when my fist is just within inches of the glass. 
 
    I glare, “what?” 
 
    “Rosemary was pushing in.” 
 
    I lower my fist, “what?” 
 
    “It’s a pull door, you idiots.” He pushes me aside and turns the handle while pulling back. The door opens to a dark, stone stairwell. Rosemary blushes while I put the hoodie back on. I let her go in so she doesn’t see my scowl. I would’ve messed up my fist for nothing, though we all have our days when it comes to push-pull doors. 
 
    With Xavier and KFK in front we run up the stairs. I find my flashlight and soon the stairwell seems less ominous. Our footsteps echo after us as we run - though Rosemary is more of a rushed waddle. I feel for her. My own thighs burn from the exercise though a sudden adrenaline boost propels me to surpass the men. The light bounces aside as we go up and up. Floor three, four, five, finally six.  
 
    I rest my hand on the handle and press my ear to the door. The others wait. I don’t hear anything so I slowly turn the handle and take a peak. It’s a hallway with exposed wiring and half the drywall hadn’t been put up. To the left there’s a whole wall missing, light from the outside world pools in so I turn off the flashlight. 
 
    “Alright, now what?” they file in after me. 
 
    “Hm,” KFK turns in half circles before directing us to the unfinished wall. Down below is the fenced swarm. Across is another apartment complex that he estimates to be at least twelve feet away. He points to the fire escape, “let’s get to there.” 
 
    “Jesus, how?” I ask. 
 
    “Help me,” KFK to Xavier while pointing at a stack of planks, “I’ve seen this in a movie.” They take the longest board and waddle-carry it to the exposed fire escape that’s directly across from the one we need to get to. They ease the wood over the railing and push it across, but it only goes so far. 
 
    “So it’s a diving board?” asks Rosemary with folded arms, “we just dive right down to our deaths.” 
 
    KFK rolls his eyes, “Xavier, hold this. Come help, Zeke.” 
 
    “I get it, it’s a truss bridge. Right?” I go over to the pile and take the end of another board. 
 
    “Now’s the time to tell you that I have a degree in engineering.” 
 
    I gape, “swear?” 
 
    “Swear!” We waddle-carry it back to the fire escape to layer over the other board, we do this several times until he is satisfied that it will hold. He even claps hard twice before thumping my back. 
 
    “Alrighty, sonny. See you on the other side.” 
 
    I stare before comprehension sets in, “me? First? Oh that’s okay, maybe age before beauty.” 
 
    KFK shrugs, “fine.”  
 
    Xavier, while still gripping the boards, leans away to make room for KFK to climb onto the rail and then set onto the boards. He holds out his arms like Frankenstein’s monster while taking small, slow steps. He wobbles near the middle and I catch my breath, just waiting to watch my friend plunge to his death, but he makes it to the other fire escape. He hops down and takes hold of the board to steady it for us. 
 
    “I’m not so sure about this,” Rosemary admits while rubbing her protruding stomach. 
 
    I put my hand over hers and smile the best I can, “everything’s going to be fine.” 
 
    She nibbles on her lower lip in anxiety before nodding, “if I fall, you better jump down after me.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I nervously laugh while helping her onto the plank. 
 
    “Okay Sabrina, here we go.”  
 
    Her arms daintily rise like a ballerina and spread wide to her sides for balance. She takes long, slow steps with her eyes narrowed on KFK’s face as a focus point. I can hear her shallow breathing from here as the board begins to moan in the middle. 
 
    “You can do it,” I whisper. I count her every final steps anxiously; four, three, two, one. When she finally reaches the other side KFK takes her by the hand and guides her down. With a sigh of relief, Rosemary leans into KFK, hugging his torso as she buries her face into his beard. 
 
    “There, there. You made it.” I can hear the confusion in his voice as Xavier chuckles. 
 
    “I thought my heart was going to explode!” She trembles as KFK, taken aback by the sudden gratitude, simply pats her back. A few heart beats pass before she pushes away and waves to me, “Come on, pusspuss!” 
 
    “Go on, kid.” Xavier grins, “I’ve got this.” 
 
    I lick my lips hastily while brushing hair out of my face. I secure my axe in my satchel one last time before gripping the railing. With all eyes on me I stumble awkwardly onto the plank. There’s a slight breeze that tingles the hairs on my arms, sending a chill down my spine. From across the distance Rosemary smiles, eyes locked on me as if that’ll be enough to keep me up. I swallow my heart one last time before lifting my chin, squaring my shoulders. I take a few meager steps, each foot heavily lifted and set down cautiously as the boards creak beneath. 
 
    “Hold on,” I whisper while I pause halfway. I look up to keep from looking down, the sky has corralled some puffy clouds around the sun. My eyes trail down from the sky to the apartment ahead down to the alley below, down to the throng of shadows and Flesheaters.  
 
    As I stare my mouth dries, I can feel my tongue sticking to the roof of my mouth and it asphyxiates my mind. I cannot move, I cannot feel my body. How do you walk? What is walking? Why is it so hot and bright? My mind races as my eyelids close. My body trembles. 
 
    “Zeke. Come on, Zeke.” In my penalization, a voice breaks through. I open my eyes to Rosemary smiling with panicking eyes. She says my name again, this time louder with a grip on the railing. Her knuckles whiten as her hand tightens as if she was holding onto me. I level myself once more, inhale, and cross the distance. KFK and Rosemary move to the side so I can jump down. 
 
    “Hey,” I nervously smile. 
 
    “What were you doing,” begins KFK annoyed, “day dreaming?” 
 
    “My turn! Here I come,” announces Xavier before I can answer. He athletically hops up and spreads his arms wide like wings. He lifts his chin and crosses the board in wide, steady strides. He barely flinches when the wood moans under his weight, nor does he get lost in looking down. In a matter of seconds he is on the fire escape, high fiving KFK who then lets the boards drop. 
 
    Down below the Flesheaters shriek and scatter as wood rains down on them. I peak over the railing, half grinning at the unusual sight. Rosemary grabs my attention with her cold hands on my shoulders, she shakes me twice. 
 
    “What the hell were you doing out there? I almost had a heart attack just watching you, Z.” 
 
    I shrug her off, “the heights froze me, I guess.” I peer over the edge again, “okay, we’re here. Now what?” 
 
    “We can’t just go down the fire escape, they’re still down there. So we go in,” Kung Fu Kevin smiles while taking a flashlight from his pocket, “scavenge here and there, then we’ll be down and out in no time.” 
 
    Rosemary shakes her head, “I just love how easy you make it sound.” 
 
    I rap twice on the glass door, waiting for the familiar sound of muffled footsteps or anguished moans. I count to three before opening the sliding door. Inside is a studio apartment that carries the odor of aged cheese and sour milk. I sneak in slowly while brushing the handle of my axe, I hold off from grabbing as I relax.  
 
    There isn’t much, table and chairs in an open kitchen, a futon in the living space, and a few bookcases that are now bare. The fridge is open, exposing what appears to be a month’s worth of wasted food. My stomach growls as I motion for them to come in. 
 
    “Where do -” I put my hands up to stop Rosemary. There’s a faint, repetitive noise, like someone pounding on wood. 
 
    No one speaks as we breeze through the studio and into the hallway once we know the coast is clear despite the thumping getting louder. The temperature is noticeably ten degrees cooler; the hairs on my arms rise. Down the hall is the staircase, though first we must pass apartment 616 - which is alive. On the other side something moans while repeatedly slumping against the door. Under the door blood has pooled out into the hall, it appears to have been dried for some time. Who it was has been going at it for some time now, there’s a credit-card thin crack running down the door splitting the number 616. 
 
    We tiptoe around the blood to the stairs, but it’s not enough to go unnoticed. As if more motivated than ever, the Flesheater goes wild. Banging harder and shrieking louder. 
 
    “Shit,” I take Rosemary by the hand, “that’s our cue. Run.” 
 
    “Well shit!” shouts Xavier as we make it in time to the stairs as the door finally gives. 
 
    I let go of Rosemary to grab my axe, halting mid stairs. The Banger pushes on the wood while struggling to get through. Blood drips black from his head from an exposed wound, I can see traces of skull where hair once was. 
 
    “Wait,” Rosemary stops for me, though Xavier and KFK keep going. 
 
    “Let’s go, princessa.” KFK grapples for her hand, dragging her down. 
 
    “See you later!” I say to them through gritted teeth while swinging at the Banger as he breaks free, lunging for me. He dodges while shrieking, this sets off a new chorus of Flesheater screams and moans from apartment 616. The second time I swing I slice into its spine. It crumples to the ground, writhing in distress as I aim for his face. A second attempt cracks it open to expose brain and a colony of worms. 
 
    “Parasites! Hive!” I shout incoherently as my mind races while running down the stairs. They’ve already made it to the fourth floor as the Banger’s friends claw their way out of apartment 616. “Hive! Worms! There’s more!” The words are just sputtering out of me as I catch up, though I’m too late. 
 
    “Zeke!” shouts Rosemary from behind Xavier, they’re cornered by two Flesheaters, one short and fat the other lanky. They bare their teeth while stumbling closer. Xavier has his right fist raised, a switchblade in hand as he brings it down on the fat Flesheater. The companion grabs at his torso just as a BANG echoes through the air. It falls to the ground just seconds before its decapitated friend. 
 
    My head whips to the left, “KFK!” 
 
    “Hey kid, looks like we’ve got worms,” he announces while standing over another decapitated Flesheater, exposed brains reveal wiggling white parasites. With his gun in his left hand and Rosemary’s machete in the right, he heads down the stairs. I take Rosemary’s extended hand and follow, it won’t be long before the Banger’s hive finds us. 
 
    “Shit, there’s the exit!” groans Rosemary as we reach the lobby, there’s light pouring in from the gapes in the boards. The doors and windows have been blocked with boards and furniture. It would take time just to get through it with bare hands. 
 
    “Find another exit!” KFK yells at me as the hive rushes down the stairs. He tosses the machete back to Rosemary who catches it while looking wildly around. I head to the back of the lobby just before Rosemary grabs my arm. 
 
    “Here,” Rosemary drags me towards a door labeled MANAGER. We crash into the office without hesitation. Inside the dark windowless room I fumble for my flashlight. There’s not much, a few filing cabinets, a lounge chair, and a corpse slumped at the desk. 
 
    “Wait here,” I say while moving around the desk to get to what appears to be an en-suite. I kick the door open while Rosemary stands guard. “The bathroom has a window leading to another side alley, but it’s not that wide. It’ll be a squeeze.” 
 
    “Works for me,” she dips out long enough to motion to KFK and Xavier. 
 
    I raise my axe and turn it around to the blunt end. I bring it down hard on the window. It cracks. A second attempt, then a third, finally brings the glass to shatter. I clear the pane and stand on the commode to look out. There’s only loose trash and dumpsters; no Flesheaters. 
 
    “Hurry up,” commands KFK as Rosemary and Xavier file in. Rosemary slams the door shut. 
 
    “There’s still more coming,” she warns as I grip the window pane and hoist myself through the space. I slide out awkwardly and land on my side. I stand in time to take Rosemary’s machete. I place it on the ground before helping her. I take hold of her wrists, pulling gently. She grimaces as her belly rubs against the still. 
 
    “Move,” I pull her to the side as Xavier slips out. 
 
    “Whatever happened to age before beauty? Jesus,” KFK tosses out his backpack, it lands at my feet and I pick it up. The old man hops onto the toilet and leans into the window sill. He hoists himself through and wiggles as his wide midsection seems to fill up the space. 
 
    “Need help, old timer?” I tease while handing the pack to Xavier who swings it onto his back with a grin. I grab him by the forearm and begin to pull. He laughs. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I’ll suck it in, hurry,” though the blood in his face seems to drain as the bathroom door crashes under the weight of the Banger’s hive. “Shit!” 
 
    There are at least six coming in through the door and climbing over each other. They push off one another to limp towards KFK’s dangling legs. He kicks, only able to deter one from biting into his boots. 
 
    “No!” I shout while pulling harder, Xavier takes the other arm and KFK comes forward several inches. He’s nearly out when they grab hold his legs. 
 
    KFK’s blood curdling screams fill the air as they grapple for him. Some pull him back, some go straight for neck and shoulders. I can feel my heart thumping in my throat. 
 
     “I won’t let go! I can save you.” 
 
    Rosemary grabs my arm, “Zeke, we gotta go!” Tears fill the brims of her eyes. 
 
    “No!” I pull harder, though my stomach feels heavy and I become nauseous. “I can’t!” 
 
    Rosemary grabs her machete, raising it high. “Zeke, he’s dead and soon so will us.” 
 
    I look down the alley, Flesheaters from the street are stumbling in. They’re attracted to the screams of Kung Fu Kevin. I look back to his face, a pale mask without emotion as blood dribbles from his mouth. Xavier has already let go and is running down the alley. I let go of his body, it crumples out of site as the horde becomes busy with its feast. 
 
    “Hurry up, Zeke!” Xavier’s voice almost cracks, “we can make it.” 
 
    There’s a crunching pain in my chest as I stare horrified at my hands, I let him go. There isn’t time to take it in. My feet start moving without me. There’s no air in my lungs, I gasp wildly. I’m almost running blind with tears stinging my eyes as I follow Xavier and Rosemary. Whatever happened to age before beauty? His last words haunt me, accusing me of being so selfish. 
 
    “It hurts,” I pause around the corner, grabbing my stomach. I convulse forward as a spewing of grey muck and stomach acid erupts from my mouth. It splatters onto my feet painting the sidewalk. My back arches as my stomach empties. I can hear heavy breathing as Rosemary comes back to loop arms with me. She gets me moving again while I wipe the vomit from my mouth. 
 
    She whispers into my ear, “it wasn’t your fault. There was nothing we could do.” 
 
    “He can’t be gone,” I mutter, not even sure if I’m talking to her. My head lolls as I go on, “next it’ll probably be you, everyone gets taken from me. I’m a jinx.” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    I push myself out of her grasp, “I said we need to hurry, who knows how much longer this market will stay standing.” 
 
    My conscious slips in and out. One moment we’re running down the street, next I’m back in a Portland 7-Eleven. Whatever happened to age before beauty? Xavier takes out a solo Flesheater in our way and I’m meeting Kung Fu Kevin for the first time. Whatever happened to age before beauty? Rosemary sends us in a new direction; I watch KFK save my ass a hundred times. So many places, so many faces yet he stayed the longest. Simon, Nova, mom and Fain Kong, everybody. I watched them die, too. Yet I feel the most responsible for KFK’s. Whatever happened to age before beauty? 
 
    When we do make it to the Market, I’m still lost in the past, trying to figure out how I could’ve saved him. He could’ve saved me. He would’ve had a crazy scheme, I had nothing. 
 
    That’s why he died, I was selfish. 
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    I press my body against the cold exterior of the abandoned Ford. 
 
    The Market’s just across the block, it’s a giant parking lot barricaded with a twelve-foot-tall fence. From what we can see there are a few men outside patrolling with baseball bats and axes. There’s just three, all dressed in typical street wear, as well as a woman and a dog at the gate. Otherwise, it doesn’t appear to be military or a trap by scavengers. 
 
    I turn to Xavier, “so, do we just walk up or do we flag them down to take our order?” 
 
    “There’s always the possibility of Trappers,” he shrugs while ducking down. 
 
    Rosemary rolls her eyes, “well, if they’re really for the people than I don’t see why not. Plus, I smell something cooking and whatever it is it smells amazing.” 
 
    “KFK probably would have some crazy ass plan to scope them out then take them by storm,” I think out loud. “Too bad we left him behind.” 
 
    The Market is a blur as the street and the sky switch places, I am thrown onto my back. A sharp pain ricocheted up my shoulder as I make eye contact with Xavier. He stands over me with a tight jaw, fists clenched. Rosemary only looks away, a hand over her mouth to keep silent. 
 
    “The hell?” I try to stand but he kicks me down. 
 
    “Shut up you lil shit,” he swoops down to level with my face. “To say we left him behind is to imply that he’s still there. And he’s not. He’s dead.” 
 
    I prop myself on my elbows and pull my body away, “he’s dead because of me.” 
 
    “You selfish prick,” he stands to tower over me with a malicious smile. “Dead because of you? What, was it making him go last or not pulling him out fast enough? Get your head out of your ass. Not everything’s about you just because you’re shit and shit keeps happening.” 
 
    “Xavier, that’s enough,” pipes up Rosemary while kneeling beside me. 
 
    “No, he needs to hear it. Kung Fu Kevin isn’t dead because of whatever egotistical shit you have stewing in your head. He’s dead because of Flesheaters, because of bad timing, because of a bathroom with a small window and a weak ass door.” He takes a deep breath, “now get off your sorry ass.” 
 
    I lower my gaze while standing, “it’s not like that.” 
 
    But he doesn’t hear me. He slumps off KFK’s backpack and tosses it to me. It hits my chest like a weighted ball but I keep it from falling. I almost forgot he had this. This was him, it even smells like him. 
 
    “You think you’ve known him forever?” he smirks as his tone softens, “it probably feels like that to you. But I’ve known him longer, and yeah, ya'll got close. He liked you a lot, kid. You were the freaking son he never got the chance to have. He probably attached to you once he lost Karen. He took that real hard, that was his baby, but then he got you.” 
 
    I tighten my squeeze of the bag, wordless. 
 
    “And you know he wouldn’t want to see you turn to shit like this. So shove it down deep and let’s go.” 
 
    I had only thought of my pain. I whisper, “I’m sorry for your loss, too.”   
 
    I rub my fingers over the zipper before opening it. It’s mostly mini liquor bottles, notepads, bullet cases, and random items only a bum like him could find useful. I smile halfheartedly, “I just didn’t think it would end like that.” 
 
    Rosemary takes my hand, she smiles fondly while saying, “he was a pain in the ass. Mine especially.” 
 
    Xavier rolls his eyes, “I swear I will start flipping people onto the ground again if we don’t move.” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” I slip off my satchel and shove it into the backpack along with my axe. I slowly slide my arms into the straps while putting it on. “God, it’s heavier than it looks.” With Xavier to my right and Rosemary holding my left hand, we make our way around the Ford and walk across the street to the Market. 
 
    A woman with a katana and a pug stand in front of what we assume to be the entrance. Her fierce eyes zero in on us as we catch her attention. The dog, thick with fat rolls and greying whiskers, gets to his stubby feet. He seems to square his shoulders but doesn’t bark. As the distance ends I can see a drop of silvery drool drip from his panting mouth. 
 
    I wave, “uhm, hey. We heard about The Market of the People on the radio.” 
 
    “Stay where you are,” her voice is deep and we comply. Rosemary’s grip on my hand tightens as the woman steps forward with the pug in tow. “This here is Whiskey and he can sniff even the tiniest hint of infection. There may not be many rules, but absolutely no infected.” 
 
    Xavier puts his hands up, “fair to me. Sniff away.” 
 
    “Go get ‘em, boy.” The guard nods to Whiskey who then walks up to each of us. He sniffs around our feet, doing circles around us, and after a minute goes back to the woman’s side. He plops back down with his tongue out and tail wagging. 
 
    The guard finally smiles, her face seems to light up, “good for you. Welcome to the Market.” She turns to the gate pulling out another chain which she unlocks with a key from around her freckled neck. “We’re a barter and trade system, so I hope ya’ll brought goodies.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say walking through. 
 
    “There’s a medical van, miss.” She says to Rosemary, “I think there’s someone who can help you.” 
 
    Rosemary nods, “thanks.” 
 
    The guard shuts the gate and locks it once we’ve entered. She turns back to the street with Whiskey the pug by her side. I turn away with a smile forming, there’s something amusing about the sight of a guard and her devoted dog - a pug nonetheless. 
 
    It doesn’t really feel like a New York parking lot. There are stalls set up for trading weapons, fabrics, batteries, and even animals. As we walk by a pyramid of crates with clucking chickens and even pigeons I can feel my stomach growl. I can’t remember the last time I had fresh, warm meat that didn’t come out of a can. My mouth fills with saliva as we keep walking. 
 
    “Jesus, looks like just about anything is for sell,” comments Rosemary as we walk around the edges of the Market where there are black tents. Outside stand half-dressed men and women of a variety of identities. Short, tall. Petite, chubby. I look away blushing at the thought of what would be an equal trade. 
 
    I clear my throat, “let’s follow that smell of food, I’m starving.” 
 
    “As a public health worker, I would never normally eat ramen,” begins Xavier with widening eyes as we near a rickety stand. There’s a short man on a stool in front of a large pot of bubbling water hanging above a fire pit. “Though I’ll have to make an exception.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I let Rosemary go ahead of me but Xavier declines when I offer. I shrug, “so what do you think we trade?” 
 
    The man in front of Rosemary turns, flagging down my attention with his left arm that ends with a stump, “you new here?” 
 
    “All three of us just got here,” Rosemary smiles nervously. 
 
    “Well, trade whatever you got. It’s up to the vendors to decide if it’s valuable,” he explains before turning back around. “Though they’re mostly into cigarettes, bullets, and sex.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow, “that, that makes sense to me. Okay then.” 
 
    Rosemary thinks for a moment, “can we afford to trade any of our bullets?” 
 
    I shake off KFK’s backpack, “I believe we’ll have just enough.” 
 
    “What do you have for ramen?” asks the old man when it’s our turn. 
 
    “I have a half box of bullets for three bowls of ramen,” I say taking out the first box I grab. It’s bullets for a handgun. 
 
    He thinks to himself before nodding and taking the box. He reaches behind him for three containers - one’s a gallon jug cut in half, a small butter container, and an actual plastic bowl - which he hands to us. We hold them out as he pours us several generous scoops. 
 
    “You bring these back afterwards, wash off by porta potties,” he says. “Go sit with the others down there.” He points to an open seating area just a few feet away. 
 
    “Thanks,” I walk away with the bowl quickly warming my hands. 
 
    I sit on a makeshift bench made from what could only be two bales of hay wrapped inside a crunchy blue tarp. I hold Rosemary’s bowl as she eases down below me. I look up to Xavier who stands while sipping the broth, “there’s room for you.” 
 
    He slurps a noodle, “nah, I’m good.” 
 
    “I can’t remember the last time I actually sat and ate something warm,” Rosemary reminisces while sniffing the steam. “And while being surrounded by the living.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” I look around while slowly sipping the soup. There are clusters of families and loners in the circle of hay bale benches. Their conversations mingle, but I can still hear snippets. 
 
    “...that’s what I think about the Canadian crisis.” 
 
    “Do you think we can afford another round? I’m so very -” 
 
    “Stop shaking, you’ll spill!” 
 
    “Mommy, when can we see the guard pug again?” 
 
    I smile to myself with a mouthful of ramen. It’s almost a pleasure to hear the normal conversations of the living. No screaming, no crying, no talk of death. I turn to Rosemary - who has nearly all but scarfed it down - and say, “after this let’s take you to the med van.” 
 
    She pauses mid chew to look away, “yah know, I haven’t even seen her since the start of this madness. I hope, well, I hope she’s okay.” 
 
    I pat her knee, “I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind,” starts Xavier who has finished his ramen, “but I’m gonna go snoop and ask if anyone’s seen my family.” He pulls out a folded photograph. He walks away, within seconds he’s swallowed by a throng of strangers. 
 
    As we finish I take our bowls to the bathroom station to wash in the sinks, then I drop them off to the ramen guy. 
 
    “Back for seconds?” 
 
    I smile, “it was good, but perhaps later.” 
 
    He waves me off, “yeah, you’ll be back.” 
 
    Rosemary takes my hand, “sir, can you point us in the direction of the medical van?” 
 
    His gaze softens on Rosemary and her protruding belly, “yes, miss. Go straight down that there way, turn left at the ceramic vendor, and then after the clothing exchange is an area with several vans. It’s the larger of the two white ones.” 
 
    Rosemary nods with a smile while pulling me away fast. She’s in a hurry as we zigzag around strangers when following his directions. As we near the larger of the white vans her hold on my hand tightens, I can feel a tingling sensation ride up my arm as the circulation is disturbed. It brings a smile to my face. The door is open, in the doorway stands an aging woman in a lab coat. She greets us with a hearty wave. 
 
    “Good afternoon. I’m Doctor Lockwood,” her voice is almost whimsical. “You must be my next patient.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was told I could get some help.” Rosemary explains stepping into the van that’s more like an RV with a mini clinic inside. 
 
    “I see, please sit here. Any particular concerns?” 
 
    “Oh no, it’s just that it’s been a while.” 
 
    “Okay, boy or girl?” Doctor Lockwood slips on a pair of purple gloves while pulling out a body measuring tape, “I just need to take the measurement of your baby hump. Then it’s the typical blood pressure, temperature, and heart rate, my dear.” 
 
    “I’m having a girl.” Rosemary nervously smiles while lying back on the bed, “thank you.”  
 
    “This is great,” I stand by her side, holding her hand. Doctor Lockwood writes down all the measurements before pulling out a strange bottle of goop. 
 
    “Everything looks normal. So, shall we see her?” 
 
    Rosemary’s face lights up, “you have an ultrasound?” 
 
    “A small one,” she pats a machine to the right of Rosemary. “It took a lot to protect it but you’d be surprised, you’re not the only expecting mama.” 
 
    “I guess there’s hope after all,” I smile as Rosemary lifts her shirt up to her chest. 
 
    “Oooh, warm,” chuckles Rosemary as Doctor Lockwood rubs goop on her belly then presses a remote. She moves it around carefully while staring at a screen that’s turned away from us. 
 
    “Can you see her?” whispers Rosemary, she grips my hand anxiously. 
 
    “Oh yes,” she turns the screen to Rosemary. “She’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Oh my Sabrina,” she lets go of my hand to clasp over her mouth in delighted surprise. Tears swell in her eyes but she blinks them away before they could fall, “so she’s okay?” 
 
    Doctor Lockwood checks the screen again, “it appears to be so. Healthy heart rate and a good weight so far. She should be ready to pop in just two weeks.” 
 
    “Two weeks? No, no. My due date isn’t until late August.” 
 
    The doctor shakes her head with a chuckle, “darling, I don’t think you know what day it is.” 
 
    “Does anyone?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve been keeping track of every minute of every day!” I chuckle while holding up my cracked watch. Light glints off its face. 
 
    “Somebody has to,” the doctor laughs while pushing a few buttons. A machine on the counter begins to click, whine, click, click. Next it sputters out a small piece of paper. She picks it up and hands it over to Rosemary who can only stare. 
 
    “Thank you so much,” she whispers looking down on Sabrina. 
 
    Lockwood pulls out a few wipes and starts cleaning her belly as Rosemary stares fondly at the picture. She turns to me, “so, you excited dad?” 
 
    I freeze as if I’ve been caught in the hen house. A dad. Me? Though before I can speak Rosemary chimes in. 
 
    “He is,” she smiles up at me. “Zeke, you’d be a great father.” 
 
    Bang. Bang. Bang. We all turn to the window, outside people are running and screaming. I go to the door with my heart in my throat, but I don’t see any signs of the living dead. Only soldiers. Soldiers in riot gear with guns herding the crowds. 
 
    “Sir, come out now.” One approaches me. 
 
    “Hold on,” I say turning back inside. 
 
    “Sir, no.” he grabs me by the arm and yanks me onto the ground. 
 
    “Zeke!” shouts Rosemary coming out. 
 
    The soldier looks her up before speaking into a walkie talkie, “I’ve found another one out back by the vans.” 
 
    There’s a crackle then, “alright, prepare for transport.” 
 
    I jump to my feet as he takes her by the arm. Rosemary struggles in the process dropping Sabrina’s ultrasound picture. She begs to pick it up but he starts to drag her away. I grab the photo and run after them, I shove it into my hoodie pocket. 
 
    “hey, get your hands off of me!” growls Rosemary. 
 
    “Stop! Where are you taking her?” I catch up to them, “let her go.” 
 
    “Sir, I need you to get in line with the rest of the males. Women and children are being taken to a refuge.” 
 
    “Let her go,” I grab him by the forearm, trying to push him aside. 
 
    “This is for the future of the city,” he explains pushing me away. 
 
    “Zeke! Rosemary!” Off in the distance I hear Xavier. 
 
    Rosemary insists, “please, I don’t want to go anywhere!” 
 
    “You’re not taking her anywhere, this is -” I’m interrupted by a painful sensation. A taser? Waves of electricity rocks through my body as my vision blurs. Rosemary’s scream fills my ears. My grip on the photo in my pocket tightens as I fall to my knees. All I see is darkness when my body finally slumps face down; her cries grow fainter and fainter. 
 
    Gone. 
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    My eyes burn as I force them from an exhausting dream. 
 
    I struggle to sit forward as though there’s a Saint Bernard on my chest, I’m suffocating. I was hit by something, I was knocked out. Snapshots come back to me slowly. We made it to the Market, there was ramen. Where was KFK? KFK died, where? The bathroom window, we left him. No. Xavier said there was nothing to leave behind. I saw the baby inside Rosemary. Rosemary. She was taken with the other women and kids. Who hit me? I hit him first. Rosemary. 
 
    “Welcome back, Z.” Xavier’s voice seems to carry a smile. “Did you enjoy your sixteen hour nap? I might fancy one now, too.” 
 
    “Xavier,” I look forward. I’m in the backseat of a jeep, he smiles from the passenger seat. “Where are we going? Are we going to get Rose?” 
 
    “Negative, Mr. Keller.” There’s a second man in the jeep, the driver, the same man who knocked me out. “My name’s lt. Jacobs. Count yourself lucky for not being detained for assault.” 
 
    “I’m pretty certain you swung first,” I stare out the window as we pass an intersection with a car and a semi-truck crashed. I don’t recognize the tall buildings, nor the parking garage tower up ahead. We must be getting farther and farther from her. 
 
    The driver smirks, “doesn’t matter, does it?” 
 
    “You better start explaining right now.” I bare my teeth aggressively as my brain regains alertness, “where did they take my girlfriend?” 
 
    “Girlfriend?” asks Xavier with a raised brow. “Well, we’ll be seeing her soon. Especially now that I know that’s where my family’s at.” 
 
    I lean back as the tension lightens, “they’re alive? That’s fantastic. Let’s go now.” 
 
    “First things first, Mr. Derian has a job to finish,” the driver says darkly while turning into a poorly lit underground garage. We pass solemn looking soldiers dressed in camo holding semi-automatic rifles. I try to not look so suspicious. 
 
    Xavier looks over his shoulder, “you remember my day job, aye?” 
 
    “What is the Center for Disease Control doing with soldiers? I’m assuming it’s more than protection… is it about the clinics?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” he says ominously as he parks. “Plus there’s somebody here who can explain it better.” 
 
    We get out of the car, though I take my time nervously.  I check the floor of the backseat before getting out, “my backpack. Where is it?” 
 
    “Trunk,” Xavier says. “We have to leave our stuff here for now. It’s protocol.” 
 
    I slam the door grumbling, “not my protocol.” 
 
    I follow them across the parking lot to an elevator with only one guard. She looks young, probably a recent recruit or someone who is yet to be aged by the stress of military life. She scans a badge extended by Lt. Jacobs using what appears to be a smartphone. After squinting at the dimly lit screen she pushes another button and the elevator opens. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I ask slowly taking steps inside. “I hate elevators.” 
 
    Nobody answers as the doors slide shut. Jacobs pushes the number seven and up we go. My stomach feels queasy as I picture my last elevator adventure. The blood from my face thins, I feel weak till the doors groan apart. Sunlight pours in, I have to shield my eyes walking out. 
 
    “Wait, I know her.” I whisper once my eyes adjust. 
 
    “Well, isn’t this unfortunate. Where’s your ratty friend?” asks Marilyn Hurst with the hint of a smile. 
 
    “I see you upgraded,” I look around the rooftop parking lot. There are tents, several black SUVs, and a tower of crates I can’t even imagine what they could be. I meet her gaze again, “and KFK? He’s dead. So yeah, this is unfortunate.” 
 
    “My apologies, Mr. Keller.” She turns to Xavier, “it’s good to see you doctor Derian.” 
 
    “Doctor?” I look at the muscled man to my right, I guess even scientists have their gym days. 
 
    “Same, Hurst.” He smiles while closing the gap, “so what is it that I need to do before I can get a ride to my family? I hear that resources like gas are getting low.” 
 
    “Yes, which is why we can’t spare any pleasantries without a favor first.” She folds her hands over her abdomen. “You see, we have seventy-two hours before the Secretary of Defense makes the biggest mistake in our lives.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She’s going to initiate a plan to have the city of New York wiped clean, bombed as an example that if all goes well the same will be done to other major cities with infestations out of control.” 
 
    “Whole cities bombed? You guys have already done that and it’s crazy. Plus there are still survivors here, loads of them.” I interject, almost taken aback that that wasn’t her plan. 
 
    “Yes, but there are many that have been evacuated. Such as women and children and important officials. Laborers, doctors, teachers. Everyone else in between is seen as a calculated loss to the Secretary of Defense.” 
 
    “So you’re against this?” asks Xavier almost suspiciously. “Does this mean you have another solution?” 
 
    “Yes,” she gives us her best wolf smile. “Have you heard of the St. Mercy hospital?” 
 
    My heart skips with the passing image of KFK. I stammer, “uh, yeah. I think I have their blueprints.” 
 
    Her eyebrow perks in excitement, “really now? Good, you’re finally of use.” 
 
    I step back, “excuse me?” 
 
    “The CDC has been working on a cure since the start. But we needed test subjects so we used the patients, they were all surprisingly willing.” 
 
    “There’s a cure?” 
 
    “Or at least we tried. Though a vaccine to prevent any more cases was confirmed. It’s too late for the decayed as you can imagine.” 
 
    “And why do you need us?” 
 
    “We lost communication with them a few weeks back when a test subject broke free and now we need you two to get in, get any necessary info, and get out. We cannot afford any more of our resources, bullets, gas, men. So it’s not a cleanup job, nor is it a rescue. We just need the vials and the paperwork, anything to convince the secretary to hold off long enough.” 
 
    “Okay, I get that you don’t have any volunteers but why Xavier?” 
 
    “I’m the only one left who can identify what we need, right?” He nods, “you need me to remake it too.” 
 
    “Besides you and me, we’re the only ones left here from the CDC. Everyone’s either gone North or is dead,” she bows her head. “Look around, it’s all military. Though behind the uniforms are men and women who are tired, who have fought their hardest for your freedom and now it’s time for theirs.” 
 
    I bite my lower lip before meeting her eyes, “I’ve heard a lot about you and your little clinics, why should I even risk my life to help you?” 
 
    “Everything I’ve done has been for the public’s health and safety, every sacrifice I’ve made has been for the greater good. You don’t know me, Mr. Ezekiel, even if you think you do from some story. I’m not the bad guy here.” 
 
    “I’ve heard terrible things.” 
 
    “I’m sure you have, terrible things done by terrible people that hijacked my concept and ran their own little chop shops. Trust me, I know.” 
 
    Xavier speaks up, “Zeke, I need you. Either way I’m going, but I could really use your help now that Kung Fu Kevin is gone.” 
 
    I stare hard at Hurst, who only looks off to the side, then I nod to Xavier with a laxer attitude, “okay, yeah. We can do it. It’ll be like following KFK’s plans. I can show you, it’s in my backpack. We were gonna overthrow it to make it sanctuary - we didn’t know about the experiments - but things kept coming up.” 
 
    Xavier puts a hand on my shoulder. “Thanks, kid.” 
 
    I shrug, “I don’t think I have anything else to lose.” I turn back to Hurst, “I’m ready to go now, but if we do this you’ll take us to the refugee camp with the moms?” 
 
    “You’ll go immediately.” She gestures with her hands, “then after that I’ll drive you myself.” 
 
    That’s good enough for me. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    47 humanitarian with an ax 
 
      
 
      
 
    Down in the garage we talk battle plans. 
 
    I ask Xavier suspiciously, “so how long did you know about the experiments at the hospital?” 
 
    “I knew about experiments, but I wasn’t a part of them, as far as I knew they were taking place within clinics. I did think the hospital was up for grabs as sanctuary.” 
 
    “Alright, how do we get in? 
 
    “We might be able to sneak in from the back, there’s a loading dock for deliveries. There must be a vent around there we can sneak into and find our way around.” Xavier thinks out loud leaning against the hood, chugging down water from a taped up canteen. 
 
    “I hate vents,” I mindlessly confess fishing through the backpack looking for the blueprints. There’s a lot more here than I thought, but soon I find them. I hold the paper up, “hallways, elevators and stairs, rooms upon rooms. How would we know where to find the vaccine?” 
 
    “I’m assuming the kitchen; some things have to stay cool. Or worst-case scenario the basement.” 
 
    “Do we get any more supplies?” 
 
    “You heard Hurst, they’re not up for splitting any more hairs. Especially if they have to reengineer the vaccine and then somehow distribute it to possibly thousands.” 
 
    I pull out my axe and lean the handle coolly on my shoulder, “well, I’m not going in without a little extra something. Do you think they’ll mind me scavenging a bit?” 
 
    He shrugs, “I’m down for a nap. Just don’t take longer than half an hour. Hurst has many virtues but patience isn’t one of them.” 
 
    On my way out of the garage one of the guards jokes, “walking away already?” 
 
    “No, just getting my shit together.” 
 
    “Nice piece of shit purse, kid.” He laughs waving me off. 
 
    I tap the satchel, “it’s the most reliable piece of shit I’ve ever had.” 
 
    “I’m just joshing with you.” He nods before opening the gate and letting me out. 
 
    I scan the streets, no signs of Fleshies. Most of the buildings here are corporate, office garages, typical cubicle land. I don’t imagine finding much, though it’s worth a try. I look left, then right, left, then I start walking towards the way we came.  
 
    Maybe I can scavenge the abandoned cars, I chuckle to myself eyeing the luxury brands. It grows quiet as I walk farther and farther away from the camp. 
 
    I approach a green Cadillac covered in a thick layer of dust. I rub my elbow in small circles around the passenger window. I lean in close, there’s a bag in the backseat. 
 
    Smack, smack. There’s a Flesheater in the front seat, leaning over trying to grab me through the glass. His spectacles are cracked, his slicked back hair gives a boost of professional importance to his rotten estate. Who knows how long this poor bastard has been trapped dead in his car, constrained with a seat belt, just rotting against nice leather. I try the back door but it’s locked. 
 
    “Shit,” I whisper staring at the passenger door. I could open it, unlock the back and grab the bag. Of course, it looks like he has a good reach. He could easily take hold of me as I reach for the lock, wait, does the passenger side also unlock the other doors? I hold the axe at abdomen level just in case. I grip the handle and open the door. His groans grow more excited as I start pushing buttons on the passenger door. Nothing, nothing, click. The doors unlock. 
 
    “Thank god,” I open the back door and pull out the bag. It’s nice, red leather straps and faux gold lining. He must’ve been a lawyer or a CEO, or just someone with money and good taste. I rest the bag on the trunk of the car and start going through it. “Tooth brush, wallet, passport, junk.” 
 
    I was about to give up on the bag when my hand finally brushes something cool, possibly metallic. I whip it out like a kid on Christmas, I can’t believe my dumb luck. I have never seen one in real life, just movies and video games, but I can identify that it’s a Desert Eagle. I check the chamber; fully loaded. I dump the bag out in hopes of finding other loads, but I guess my luck ends here. I kiss the back of the gun before stashing it into my satchel. In my excitement, my ears pick up on a new sound, something faint yet familiar. 
 
    “Huh?” I look around, down the block is the scene of the crash we had passed earlier. Something inside me moves my heart. As my heart races my legs pick up momentum and I am running, axe in hand, towards the crashed car. Sweat graces the top of my head as I come to a halt in front of the driver’s side. 
 
    “Oh, hey there.” Strapped to the front seat is a Flesheater with hair pulled into a bun and a still ironed pantsuit. She must’ve only turned a day ago, there’s still a peachy hue to her cheeks and the car doesn’t reek of decay. There’s a gash bleeding from the middle of her forehead, possibly from the impact of hitting the dashboard. She weakly turns her head to me; her eyes are hazy as she tries to reach for me. 
 
    Though she’s not the source of the distress call. I move around back and slowly open the door. There’s a blue Graco car seat with a blanket on top. Something whimpers and moves below. I grab the tip of the blanket and inch by inch pull it off to reveal a teary eyed, snot nosed boy no older than ten months. 
 
    “Hey there little one,” I whisper, “it’s a miracle that you’re still alive.”  
 
    I step back, looking around the outside of the car. There’s no one insight, no one to take on a child. Who knows when the next person will come along, if they’re even a person that is. My finger traces the outline of the sonogram in my pocket, my eyes soften on the little boy who reaches out his chubby arms to me. 
 
    “What do I do with you?” I settle the axe onto the pavement before leaning over the child. There are no bruises or visible bite marks, so I unfasten the seatbelt. I haven’t held a child in ages, so my arms are stiff and awkward as I pull him out. I bring him to my chest and slowly rock him. 
 
    “You’re a lil cutie, huh?” On the car floor is a diaper bag, I grab that too. As I grasp my axe there’s a crinkle of glass breaking. The driver of the semi, an obese Flesheater donning a ripped shirt and yellow flannel, crawls out from under his truck. The glass beneath him crunches as he gets to his feet. 
 
    “Shit,” I start backing up as the baby trembles against me, there’s no time to grab my axe. Fight or flight. His wailing grows louder as I realize I can’t just put him down to fight. So I turn around the Buick and run even farther from camp. The trucker follows relentlessly even as the distance increases. One block, two blocks. My legs burn as I pass the third and fourth. I can’t keep running and I cannot fight. 
 
    “We have to hide, could you be quiet?” I ask tenderly as I take a sharp turn down an open alley. Boxes, crates, dumpsters. I find one at least half empty and hop in. I rock the baby, bringing him closer to my chest so that my heart rate may soothe him. I don’t know what to call him, so I randomly choose a name. 
 
    “It’s gonna be okay, Kevin. I got you, shush. Shush.” After a few rocks, he seems to calm down. I wait in the dark with my ear pressed against the dumpster, listening. 
 
    Stomp, stomp. Finally, he makes it down our alley looking for us. I hold my breath, hoping that Kevin can stay calm another minute. I count out the seconds before slowly raising the lid, scanning the alley. Nothing. I push up the lid and struggle to get out. With just one arm I look through his diaper bag for a bottle, there’s one with juice. I hold it to Kevin’s mouth, at first he is hesitant but soon is happily sucking away. I take a deep breath, hold it calmly, and then exhale slowly. 
 
    “Good, good Kevin.” I sing to him while walking back to the Buick. I put my axe back into my satchel and pause. I’m sure it’s been longer than half an hour, if anything I’m ready for a nap too. I smile down at Kevin, thinking about Rosemary’s baby. I could do this, I could be a father. Or at least an okay one. 
 
    “Ma’am. Your son is gonna be okay,” I promise the Flesheater before heading back to camp. With the nipple in his mouth Kevin seems to smile, poor little guy. I can’t imagine what it must be like to be so small and so alone, uncertain of what is going on. 
 
    “Lucky you,” I whisper to Kevin, “there’s a vaccine. Or at least I hope there is. You won’t have to worry about this big mess we made. You might actually have a good shot at a normal life, well, a great life actually.” I hold him closer as I pick up the pace. 
 
    “What is that?” the guard asks as he opens the gate. 
 
    I hold up Kevin, “I found a baby! Can you believe it? Poor thing was in that crashed car with his mom already turned.” 
 
    The guard leans over me, eyeing the infant. “Well I’ll be damned, I thought I’d never see a baby again. My wife Sheila always wanted one, but unfortunately it’s just not in our cards.” 
 
    I pause, looking down at little Kevin. “Where’s your wife now?” 
 
    “She’s not dead, if that’s what you mean. She’s a nurse at the mother and children camp. She’s great with kids.” 
 
    I sling off the diaper bag and place it on the ground. “His name is Kevin and I’m sure he’d love to meet your wife Sheila.” 
 
    He stares at me for a moment, taking in what I’m suggesting. His eyes widen with recognition, “Oh. Oh, kid. That’s so, wow, thank you.” 
 
    “I’m about to infiltrate an asylum crawling with Flesheaters, I can’t bring little man.” I casually start as I ease the infant into his open arms, “Kevin needs love and a family. Can you promise that?” 
 
    “Of course.” The guard cradles Kevin close to his chest, smiling in his face. “You just made my wife the happiest woman in the world.” 
 
    I give Kevin one last look, my face flushed with feelings. “Bye, Kevin. Be kickass.” 
 
    “Yo, you’re late Ezekiel!” calls Xavier from the jeep. “What are you doing? Was that a baby?” 
 
    I laugh making my way over, “I guess I really would scavenge anything.” 
 
    “That’s nice of you to bring that kid here,” he pats me on the back. “Did you find anything else?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I shrug pulling out the handgun and wave it for him to see. 
 
    “No shit, a Desert Eagle?” 
 
    I open the passenger door and slide in, “guess we’re ready to go save the world.” 
 
    “Alright, Ezekiel the humanitarian. Let’s kickass!” He laughs getting into the jeep. As he buckles up I turn to look out the rear window to the guard with Kevin. 
 
    “Hey, what’s that dude’s name?” 
 
    “Huh?” he turns while pulling out of his parking space, “I think that Steven. Good man with a kind wife, why? Are you having second thoughts?” 
 
    “Oh, no.” I turn back around as he pulls up to the gate. “I’m just glad he’s off to a good home.” 
 
    He watches my figure. “Does the kid have a name?” 
 
    I stare at my hands as we pull into the main road. I look up smiling, “yeah, his name is Kevin.” 
 
    He chuckles, “kickass.” 
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    We park the jeep in a shoulder just a block from St. Mercy. 
 
    We don’t see any action till we reach the gate of the back-parking lot. There we find a group of them, seven if you don’t count the three that are immobilized in wheelchairs, between us and the loading dock. They haven’t caught onto us yet, they simply mill around. 
 
    “Okay, look.” I whisper pointing just right of the backdoor. “There’s an air vent. It’s kinda tall, I might have to find something for height, but I bet we could pry it open and crawl in.” 
 
    “I have wide shoulders, I might have to find another way in.” 
 
    I think for a moment before opening the backpack and pulling out a map. “If you can get them out of my way I can get in through the air duct, come out here, and then open the backdoor for you.” 
 
    He shrugs, “beautiful. Once I break the lock on the gate, wait till I get them out of the parking lot before going in. Hopefully no one comes running from around front. Seven’s enough for me, but you barely have ten minutes before I’m coming in any means possible.” 
 
    I nod, folding the map and putting it into my pocket. I take the Desert Eagle from the bottom of the bag, examining it. I put it in the waistband of my pants and fish around for a switch blade. I can’t bring my axe with me, let alone the backpack. I hand both to him before pocketing a flashlight. My fingers curl nervously around the handle of the switchblade. “Please don’t forget my shit out here.”  
 
    “Keeping it simple. Keeping it cool,” he mumbles while taking an object bundled in a red rag out of the bag. 
 
    I take a deep breath, “and you’re sure the backdoor would be lock?” 
 
    “Absolutely, CDC does not mess around when it comes to protecting their projects. We need an inside advantage. ” He puts the rag away and starts winding up the clock as I break the chain off the fence. The Flesheaters don’t notice the clanging of the metal links hitting the ground, I run back and crouch behind a Civic, but they do notice the ringing of the clock. 
 
    Riiiiing. Their heads turn slowly as they catch the loud noise, once they see Xavier they start their limping towards the gate as he throws it open. He kicks the backpack to the side before taking a few steps back, he turns and starts leading them down the street towards the jeep where he left his gun rested on the hood. Once the Flesheaters have cleared the entrance I slip in behind them. 
 
    The wheelchair bound Flesheaters can only paw at my direction when I run by. Once to the airduct I push a few crates together to stand on. I start using the switchblade to loosen the screws with fingers trembling in excitement. One. Two. They fall like teeth, making sharp sounds that excite my heart for fear of drawing attention. I get onto my tippy toes for the top screws. Three. Four. The lid slides down a bit as I take hold, helping it down slowly. I grab hold of the edge and pull myself up. 
 
    “Jesus,” I whisper while crawling. The dark space envelopes me, my shoulders just about touch the sides around me. I pull out the flashlight to guide my way. Xavier was right, there’s no way he would’ve made it with his muscles. 
 
    I pause once I reach the first intersection, there’s going left or going up. Eenie, meenie, miney, mo. I go up. Crouching, I pull my legs to my chest and slowly rise in what space I have. I put the flashlight between my teeth while feeling around the darkness for the ledge till I find it, getting on my tippy toes and taking hold, I pull myself up. My muscles tighten as I pull myself up, it’s gotten less claustrophobic since the last time I was in a vent. 
 
    I spit out the flashlight, gripping it in my sore right hand. The vent squeaks, sending echoes down the shaft as I wiggle myself fully onto the next level. I crawl, wiggle, crawl my way down the shaft. I can feel layers of dust clinging to me, coating my skin and clothes. I pause, turning off the light. Just ahead, around the corner is a shiver of light. I wiggle faster, taking the turn and finding my first inside vent. I peer over the grate, looking down into what appears to be a bedroom. 
 
    “This will have to do,” I whisper while feeling around the edge. Four screws, I take out the switchblade and lefty-loosey them bit by bit. Has it been five minutes? It feels like an eternity since I’ve been outside. Can I breathe? My heart races as I get the last screw off. I take the edges and pull off the vent. I put it aside and slowly lean forward. There’s a few cots, a barred window and an ajar door. Taking a deep breath I roll onto my back, tuck my knees, and jump down.               
 
    “Oomphf.” I stand slowly, eyeing the door. Something in the hall stumbles by but doesn’t seem to notice. I creep towards the door, trading my flashlight for the switchblade. I flick out the blade, hesitating as I take the door easing it slowly. I force the door open, blade raised. 
 
    “Please don’t.” It’s a child hunched with his arms up covering his face. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I size him up. He’s underweight with purple bags under his eyes. He stands short, lanky in a hospital gown though he would be too young to be admitted here. His head is bare and his twiggy arms are covered in pricks and crescent shaped scars. “Wait!” 
 
    He sprints down the hall, his bare feet slapping against the linoleum. He takes a wide turn and disappears. I stare with perplexed brows before catching the familiar echoes of shuffling feet, they’re coming. I quickly pull out the map to figure where I’m at. There’s a sign ahead saying I’m in the west residential wing. I need to go down a floor to the kitchen where I can let Xavier in, he would know what the vaccine would look like. Heck, the kid might know too. Taking a chance, I pursue the kid. 
 
    When I make the turn he’s standing in the doorway of the stairwell, he motions for me to follow, “hurry.” 
 
    I make it through, shutting the door just as a Flesheater in ripped scrubs makes the corner. Her blood-crusty head tilts to the side as she limps toward us. I follow the kid down the stairs to the main floor, there he pulls out a key and lets us through. There’s a Flesheater in the hall, it turns to us, mouth gnashing. 
 
    “Sorry, sir.” I say pushing forward and bringing the blade down on his temple. His eyes roll back and he crumples to the ground. I pull out the blade and chase the kid down the hall. He takes the turn and disappears into a room. I slide in after him, shutting the door behind us as a crowd enters from the lobby. 
 
    “I didn’t think there’d be anyone here,” I say turning around. “Let alone a kid.” 
 
    “Well, I’m the only one now,” he says melancholy. “Everyone either left or died.” 
 
    I scan the walls of the office, drawings line the walls. “So why you still here?” 
 
    “I was so supposed to leave on the last wave, but the ones who didn’t survive came back and got the doctors.” 
 
    “Who didn’t survive?” 
 
    “The other kids, I’m the only one who made it.” 
 
    I grab his arm excitedly, “are you, so there is a vaccine? They tested on kids?” 
 
    He shrugs, “guess it wouldn’t make sense to test on rats when kids with cancer are the key.” 
 
    “I’m really sorry, that’s horrible.” 
 
    He shakes his head, “it’s helped me to live to today. So that’s good? Make that the marketing slogan, vaccine kills cancer cells and makes you invisible to Flesheaters.” 
 
    “Is that how it works?” I ask perking up, “it makes you undetectable to them?” 
 
    He nods, “something to do with antigens I guess.” 
 
    The dark expression on his face squishes any desire to ask more questions. I’m sure it wasn’t fun being poked and prodded. I point to the walls, “did you draw those?” 
 
    “Yeah, the monsters.” 
 
    “These are doctors, not zombies.” 
 
    He peers out the window, “it’s not really the dead I fear. They don’t know what they’re doing when they’re mean.” 
 
    “Well, my name is Zeke and my friend Xavier is waiting outside. We just need some paperwork and vials, you can come with us.” 
 
    “Really?” he eyes me suspiciously. “Well, I’m Connor.” 
 
    “Yeah, Connor. The CDC have a new camp for mothers and kids. You’ll be safe, I’m sure that’s where your friends are and -” 
 
    “CDC? No, no.” he starts to panic, crawling onto his knees and getting behind the desk. 
 
    “No, no. It’s okay.” I promise walking around the desk, he edges away from me. His head shakes feverishly. “Connor, what’s wrong?” 
 
    He holds out his arms, emphasizing his scars and pricks, “they did this.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whisper unsure if that’s enough. “But it’s over now. And a lot of good has come out of it. You’re like a hero, so many will be saved thanks to you.” 
 
    He closes his eyes, lips trembling. “I know, they’ve said that before. If I tell you where to find the tubes with my blood will you leave me alone?” 
 
    My gaze softens, “here? You want me to leave you alone here?” 
 
    He shakes his head, “no, not here. Get me out but don’t take me to them.” 
 
    I look closer at the pictures on the wall, wheels turning. Bald and sick child, drawings, monsters, Connor. I meet his eyes again, “would you like to see Rosemary again?” 
 
    He stares, “what?” 
 
    I shake my head, maybe I was mistaken. Overreaching. “Never mind, I have a friend, a girlfriend, who was in a hospital before I met her. She told me a story that involved a kid sounding a lot like you. Forget it, yeah we can take you out.” 
 
    He stands, “no. No, I remember now. She was so nice. She told me some stories and made me feel less alone. I get left alone a lot, it always happens.” 
 
    I put a hand on his shoulder. “You don’t have to be alone. You can come with us, come see her.” 
 
    “Okay,” he says going to the door, peeking into the hall. “They’re gone. Guess we should go get your friend.” 
 
    I motion for him to step aside as I nudge the door wider, I poke my head out. Left. Right. Left. I whisper, “coasts clear. How do we get to the exit, the one by the loading docks, from here?” 
 
    “Uhm. Go back down that hall and take a left. But it’s hopeless, it’s deadbolted.” 
 
    “Guess they really needed to protect their project at all cost,” I mumble while simultaneously thinking of an alternative. “Where’s the lab? Cafeteria, right? I’m sure you’d be able to recognize what’s important and what’s not.” 
 
    He nods while following me into the hall. “We don’t have much time do we? We have to get the vaccine out of here.” 
 
    “So you know about the backup plan if the vaccine doesn’t work?” 
 
    He shrugs while leading me towards the cafeteria. “When you’re bound and prodded and poked you tend to overhear a lot of other things.” 
 
    “Shit,” I swear standing outside the cafeteria doors. Chains as thick as serpents wrap around the handles. Anything worth taking had to be behind these doors. I stare down at the lock wishing I had my axe. “By chance you have the key?” 
 
    “Nope, but I might know where to find it.” His rawboned arm raises and his index finger extends, pointing beyond me. I turn as something half walks half limps out of a room labeled INFIRMARY. She’s tall, pointy glasses cracked and barely hanging on, her burgundy pantsuit shriveled. In her right and only hand is a crowbar. She raises it once she acknowledges us. 
 
    I straighten, “you’ve got to be kidding me.” 
 
    “Doctor Stein always wore the key around her neck.” Connor says while running away. 
 
    “Kid, stay!” I shout while stepping towards Doctor Stein. She raises the crowbar and takes a few swings my way. I turn left, step back, jump right. All to avoid the contact of metal on bone. She’s an advanced one, though wounded, watches my moves and strikes quickly with her crowbar. I can’t get close enough with my switchblade, as I go for her temple the crowbar comes beating down on my shoulder. I drop the blade, falling back. The pain pulsates as I grab hold of my shoulder, quickly rolling over to avoid a second beating. I crawl grimacing before staggering to my feet. 
 
    “Sorry!” shouts Connor while sliding into the hall, a fire extinguisher raised above his head. He brings it down on her back and she falls onto her knees. He hesitates, unable to finish the job. As she reaches for his ankles, just inches away grabbing at air he drops the extinguisher. His eyes wide in terror freeze up. I reach into my waistband pulling out the Desert Eagle. 
 
    “Move kid!” I aim, pulling the trigger. Bam. Her brain parts into pieces, some splattering the linoleum around Connor’s feet. Her body goes limp, still as stone on the ground. I pat his back before turning him away from the exposed brains. 
 
    “You weren’t too afraid of getting bit, were you?” 
 
    “Nah,” he shrugs, “the vaccine makes me practically invisible.” 
 
    “You did good, kid.” I smile, “thanks a lot.” I bend over feeling around her neck. My fingers graze something cool yet rough. It’s a chain necklace. I pull the other half from inside her blouse, pleased to find a few keys. I slip the necklace off and hang it up high in triumph. 
 
    He shrugs with a half-smile, “here’s hoping.” 
 
    I go to the cafeteria doors, taking the lock in hand, trying the keys till the fourth works. I take a deep breath while sliding off the chains, letting them fall to the ground in echoing clinks. We exchange looks as I slowly pull the doors open. I exhale in disbelief. 
 
    “Well, it could’ve been worse.” I shake my head. The room is bare. No tables. No notes. No chalkboards with genetic codes and formulas. No clues of a vaccine. “Let’s check the kitchen, god willing.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Connor whispers hanging his head. “It would make sense that this would be the first thing they evacuate.” 
 
    “Do you know where they were going?” 
 
    “No,” he says. 
 
    “Hurst says they lost contact weeks ago, shit!” I go past silver swinging doors to find a cluttered kitchen. Pots on the floors, crushed cans on the counter, fridge doors wide open. I go through drawers and cabinets. I look in fridges and freezers. Nothing. It’s gone. “Shit, shit.” 
 
    We meet in the center of the cafeteria, “is there anywhere else that you can think of that they would have stored anything? Any clue really.” 
 
    He shakes his head, “this is all I know.” 
 
    I shake him by the shoulders, “Think, Connor. Think.” 
 
    He pushes me away, looking defensive. “Hey, they were mean to me. They let Flesheaters bite me. They’d prick and prod. Over and over. We weren’t just kids. We were the cancer kids of St. Mercy hospital. They took advantaged of us, dying and abandoned, because of our mutating cells.” 
 
    I pause, tongue in cheek. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to imply you’re holding out. It’s just that this is the only way they’d take me to see Rosemary. And without the possibility of a cure let alone a vaccine the Secretary of Defense is going to authorize mass bombings. So many innocent people will die. But I promised to get you out, so let’s go.” 
 
    He takes a few steps back, cradling his arms. “Well, if they really can’t make the vaccine without the stuff from here. I guess there’s always me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The vaccine, it’s in my blood. I’ve been bitten so many times, changed, and brought back. It’s in my bloodstream. They can use me.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that.” 
 
    “And you don’t have to get me out of here. But you’re going to anyways, aren’t you?” 
 
    I grab his hand, guiding him to the loading dock. There we find the only door without a padlock. He grabs one end and I grab the other, together we squat and bring it up. Light pours in, changing darkness to day. Outside Xavier leans against the jeep, smoking. 
 
    “You took so long I considered ramming my car into the back door,” he jokes. “Ready for a get away? Who’s the kid?” 
 
    Connor waves while jumping down, “I’m just some kid.” 
 
    I pat his back while leading him to the car, “Xavier, everything's gone. There’s nothing.” 
 
    He gets off the car, “are you sure? You checked everywhere? We can’t go back empty handed.” 
 
    “You’re not,” speaks up Connor from the backseat. “You have me. My blood has the antibodies you need.” 
 
    Xavier’s eyes widen while getting into the jeep. He turns to face Connor in the backseat, “so you know that it really works?” 
 
    The kid holds out his arms. “They experimented on me. Pumped me full of stuff, fed me to Flesheaters, and let me change. At first, they would bring me back, but as I grew more used to their serum the less I came back, the more my body resisted. Even healed after bite wounds the size of fists.” 
 
    Xavier turned around, starting the car. “Well then, this should change everything.” 
 
    “Here’s hoping it’s not too late,” I put my seatbelt on, turning to Xavier. “Just one quick stop though. Please?” 
 
    If this is going to be my last day in the city, I might as well attend some unfinished business. 
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    Xavier parks at the mouth of the alley, but keeps the motor running. 
 
    Connor looks around, peering out the jeep window looking confused. His brows are arched as if he’s doubting his decision to come with us. “What are we doing here?”  
 
    “I hope you don’t mind, but I have to check on an old friend.”  
 
    I open the car door and hop out with only the gun. I shut the door and stalk the alley towards the gaping window where I had last seen KFK. It’s quieted down since we’ve last been there, the herd must’ve moved on. I stand still, staring into the dark bathroom. Glass crinkles under me as I step forward, leaning into the bathroom. Blood, smeared and dried, leads back into the office. 
 
    Laying a hand on my breastbone, I look up and down the alley again before setting the gun on the ledge, grabbing hold of the pane and hoisting myself up. I duck, swinging my legs over and hopping down. I take hold of the gun again slowly bringing it up as my eyes adjust to the low lighting. I make my way into the office, following KFK’s crimson trail. I pause to rub my chest; a growing ache intensifies. 
 
    “Kevin,” I whisper with uncertainty. 
 
    I peer around the desk, kicking at the shadows below. I feel my way to the door and open it slowly. The lobby’s empty, though it brings back memories. I can see it again, KFK in the window dying. The guilt of going first, the secret relief that it wasn’t Rosemary. I take a deep breath, lowering the gun. 
 
    “Jesus, Kung Fu Kevin. Look at you,” my nostrils burn as the tears whelm around my eyes.  
 
    Around the corner is KFK, or at least what’s left of him. His legs are God knows where along with half his entrails. Gray skin hangs off bone, almost highlighting the exposed flesh around his skull. His eyes are dull though they wander, looking for me. My hand goes over my eyes, I don’t want to see this. I fall against the wall, mouth open, head shaking. Even my toes curl as my stomach threatens to upheave. 
 
    “I’m sorry I couldn’t save you,” I confess finally looking at him again, my raspy breaths unwind. He rotates on his elbow to face me. “I know you’d call me a wimp, but I can’t help but feel like I coulda done something. Anything. Every time I close my eyes I see you in that window. I’m sorry, KFK, but I really wish you had just died.” 
 
    I stand, towering over him just inches from my feet. I level the gun to his temple, “you deserve better than this. Ha. Hey, guess what? I found a baby, his mom had turned and he was alone in a car seat. Could you believe it? Coulda died if I hadn’t stumbled along. I named him Kevin, yah know, after you. It’s better to think of you that way, then like this… I want to thank you for saving my life and helping me to find hope again. If you hadn’t dragged my sorry ass out here I would’ve never met Ro, I’m thankful for every day that she’s a part of my world. I hope you knew that, that I appreciated you. Goodbye, Kung Fu Kevin.” 
 
    BANG. The sound echoes in my ears as I stumble back. My vision blurs, whether from tears or shock is beyond me. I wipe at my face with numb hands, but it does nothing but smear snot and tears everywhere.  
 
    I bite my lower lip before saying, “I can’t just leave you here, can I? Give me a second, old man.” 
 
    In the lobby is a rug, a nice one with gold and red designs. I drag it towards his corpse, I grunt as I pull till I’m close enough to grab his arms and bring him to the rug. I look around for the rest of his limbs, but decide to leave it at. I don’t have much time left. I roll him into the rug, it’s hard on my back and when I finish I dig into my pocket. I pull out the lighter.  
 
    As I light up the rug I say one last time, “thank you for the ride, Kung Fu Kevin. Goodbye.” 
 
    As the fire catches and grows faster I back away slowly, turning to go back to the office. Back out the window. Back into the alley where memories flood my mind. Kung Fu Kevin. Simon. Nova. Dad. Mom.  
 
    Though as I near the street where Xavier and Connor have been waiting, I can feel my eyes run dry. I straighten my back and square my shoulders, with my chin up I walk away from the last person I vow to ever kill. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    50 starry sky in her eyes 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hurst keeps her promise. 
 
    We pack into a black SUV with Hurst behind the wheel and Xavier in the passenger seat. I cram into the back beside Connor and Steven with Kevin in his lap. As we pull out of the garage I can feel the tension build. I hadn’t seen Rosemary since the day before. All I can hope is that Hurst hasn’t been lying and that Rosemary really is safe. 
 
    “How long till we get there?” I ask after what has to be twenty minutes, there’s a lightness in my chest but a heavy weight in my stomach. We’ve left the city, I can’t even remember the last time I’ve seen so many trees. There’s something nostalgic if not serene about the surrounding woods. 
 
    Hurst eyes me in the rearview mirror, “don’t worry, Romeo. We’re here.” 
 
    She takes a turn off the main road onto a weedy, beaten down path that would be easily overlooked. The ride becomes bumpy as we drive deeper into the woods for another quarter mile. Finally we reach a roadblock; three armed men and a SUV. One approaches, sees that it’s Hurst and waves for the SUV to pull out of the way. Connor leans against me as we pass; he trembles. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I whisper into his ear. 
 
    He shakes his head, “yeah, I’m fine.” 
 
    As we drive the trees begin to thin, soon the woods turns into a more open field. Tall, yellow grass has been flattened for jeeps, tents, and what appears to be every woman and child from New York. The SUV slows to stop but I’m already out the door. I don’t even grab my backpack or shut the door. 
 
    Xavier laughs after me, “fine, see you later!” 
 
    “Rosemary!” I call out pushing through the crowd. Over the crowd’s head I can see a sign labeled INFORMATION BOOTH. I weave my way around the people till I break through. I finally breathe, a smile creeps across my face as I approach the simple fold up table and chair set up. 
 
    “Customer service must be your calling, this is how I always find you.” I say to Lennox, “how did you wind up here?” 
 
    “Z! Ha, didn’t think I’d see you for a while,” she smiles coming around the booth. She wraps her arms around my torso, hugging me. She pulls back before punching my arm. 
 
    “Ow, what the heck?” 
 
    “Ya’ll left me. I even went to the Market but there was nothing there. Just soldiers who brought me here.” She goes back to sitting down, “okay, go away. I have work.” 
 
    I roll my eyes, “yeah, missed you too.” Though getting more serious I say, “Lennox, I really am sorry that I hadn’t told you sooner about Amber. That was wrong of me, for some reason it got into my head about protecting you and I shouldn’t have taken on a responsibility that wasn’t mine. I’m really sorry.” 
 
    She stares for a moment before nodding, “you’re a shithead.” 
 
    I cover my mouth with my hand, unsure of what to say next. She picks up on the cue. Shifting through some papers she asks, “so where’s everyone at?” 
 
    “Well, Xavier’s probably looking for his family now and Rosemary is supposed to be here. We were separated when the soldiers overtook the camp and snatched up the ladies and babies.” 
 
    “She’s here? I haven’t seen her, of course I just got here this morning.” She hands me a sheet, “look for her name. Pregnant women have their own tents, she’s probably there.” 
 
    “Thanks, uhm.” I take it scanning it quickly for Rosemary Romero. Reynolds, Ritter, Romero. “She’s here.” My face lights up. 
 
    She takes the list back, “perfect, they’re more towards the back by the medical van.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I start to walk away but she grabs my elbow. “Huh?” 
 
    “I want you to understand that I don’t completely forgive nor do I understand why you kept my sister’s death from me,” she begins as my lip trembles. “It still hurts, but you’re only human. And in a way, you were right, if I had known I probably wouldn’t have gotten better. I won’t thank you, but I won’t hate you forever now.” 
 
    I bow my head, “I really am sorry, Lennox. At first, I thought I was doing the right thing, but it was mostly selfish.” 
 
    Her expression softens, she goes on in a friendlier tone. “Alrighty. Where’s the old man? I think I miss that stinky bum, he can keep me company during your lil’ romantic rendezvous.” 
 
    “Uhm,” I stare down at her hand on my hoodie, my stomach beginning to ache but I don't feel sadness. “Lennox, Kung Fu Kevin is dead.” 
 
    She lets me go, “oh. Oh no, how did that happen?” 
 
    “It was on our way to the Market, we had just gotten over the fence but we ran into a hive. They got him on our way out of a bathroom.” 
 
    She looks away, “I’m really sorry, I know you too were close.” 
 
    I nod, “it was good catching up, but I have to go.” 
 
    She gives me a wet-eyed salute, “go get her, big boy.” 
 
    I turn and start walking my head held high. There’s a crescendo of sounds, voices, laughter. Children playing riddles and mother’s swapping stories over the hums of generators. I’m almost deafened by my own footsteps on gravel. Stew and gasoline from camp cooking gear enter my nostrils as I pass the dining area. Some of the vendors from the Market are here too, feeding the women and children. The aroma of chicken ramen mingles with woodsy earth smells as I pass a familiar face. 
 
    “You again,” I smile, waving to the Ramen Vendor. 
 
    He looks up from his boiling pot of noodles, “trade batteries for a bowl?” 
 
    I shake my head, “maybe later.” I leave the dining area and start down a roll of hardly family sized yellow tents. As I pass an open tent - only peeking briefly- I catch the sight of two kids playing with a smallish dog. I could tell by the signature musk that it was a pug, specifically Whiskey the guard pug from the Market. 
 
    Looking up I make eye contact with the female guard from the Market, she nods while ducking into the tent. As I walk down the row of tents towards the medical van I overhear snippets of conversations as the crowd thickens. 
 
    “...there isn’t much to it. Just wait it out.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, honey. Daddy is okay.” 
 
    “Did you see that Secretary of Defense? One scary son of a …” 
 
    “What time are we leaving?” 
 
    I walk through the crowd, heart beating. Every step is weighed down by ten pounds of anticipation and dread. It’s been two days. What if she’s mad at me? What if she’s hurt? What if she didn’t even miss me? I nibble on my lower lip, biting softly to take my mind away from every worst-case scenario my exhausted mind could think of. I could hardly sleep last night. On a cot in the corner of the garage, I tossed and turned, thinking of seeing her again. 
 
    PRENATAL CARE. The tent was the largest in the field with closed flaps. There was no way to see inside, so I could only hope that she was there. Outside stood a nurse with a messy bun, Hello Kitty scrubs and glasses held together in the middle with duct tape. She looks up from her clipboard as I near. She tilts to the side, looking curious. 
 
    “I’m nurse Ren, are you in need of something?” her voice is suspicious and untrusting. She looks to be in her thirties with a few gray hairs exposed amongst raven black. Her forehead creases, lips pucker, as she sizes me up. Her mahogany eyes rest on mine, “you know this is a women and children camp only, right?” 
 
    “Uhm, yeah, hey.” I start running my hands through my thick, oily hair. “I’m Ezekiel. I’m here to see my girlfriend Rosemary. Rosemary Romero.” 
 
    “I see, well this is new…” she flips to the second page of the clipboard, eyes scanning. She looks up with a warmer expression followed by a nicer tone. “Yes, Ro, my favorite girl’s told me about you. Of course, I can’t let you in, but I’ll go snatch her real quick. She’s actually been moved to postnatal.” 
 
    As she walks towards the next tent over, I follow her perplexed. “Postnatal? What does that mean?” 
 
    “One second, stay here.” She quickly disappears into the tent. I comb my fingers through my hair again, then try straightening out my t shirt. I brush the dirt off my pants, standing quickly to smile just as the tent flaps open again, Rosemary emerges. She looks showered, well rested, and just seeing her wants me to grab hold of her. To bring her closer, to feel her body against mine, to just know she’s okay. But I resist. I bite my lower lip, eyes casted, and wait for her to come to me. 
 
    “Hey pusspuss!” she smiles warmly while wrapping her arms around my torso, “I thought you’d never find me.” 
 
    “I’d never stop looking for you Rosemary,” I whisper into her ear while hugging her back. “Are you okay? Did they do anything to you?” 
 
    “Well, yes…” she says coyly stepping back. Ro does a small twist side to side, “notice anything, Z?” 
 
    I look to her waist. She’s wearing new clothes, clean and wrinkle free. Though there’s something strange about her blue jeans and green polo. As my eyes trail head to toe and back again, I step back gaping. I point shocked, “your belly is flat!” 
 
    “Well, almost. I got that post-delivery pooch, it looks like a deflated pear.” Rose jokes while smoothing out her top. 
 
    When I’ve stared and pointed long enough I finally look up to see Nurse Ren slip out of the tent with a bundle in her arms. She slowly walks over while cradling the infant swaddled in a floral towel. She stands in front of me glowing, “care to meet Sabrina?” 
 
    Rosemary stands proudly taking the child, “when the soldiers separated us I got so stressed out that I started getting these pangs in my side. Though by nightfall they turned into contractions and then here she came.” 
 
    “She’s so beautiful.” I lean in closer, smiling down at her chubby rosy cheeks. Her eyes are closed shut, though she moves her head slightly to the rhythm of her mother speaking. I carefully stroke her soft, tan skin. She turns towards me, eyes opening to reveal the biggest eyes I’ve ever seen. I press my lips tightly to keep from smiling wider than my face could handle, I take a deep breath. 
 
    “Hello, Sabrina.” I whisper. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here for your first day, but here I am.” 
 
    “Would you like to hold her?” Rose asks. 
 
    “Of course,” I fold my arms, letting her place Sabrina gently into them. I cradle her close, rocking gently as she stares into my face. “This is crazy, I thought this day would never come.” 
 
    Rose tilts her head back and laughs, “ha. I know what you mean.” She leans in closer, resting against me. “So how’d you find us?” 
 
    “Well, luckily Xavier dragged me along with him to meet up with the CDC. We did a run for them in exchange for a ride. Didn’t feel like walking,” I laugh. “Sorry we couldn’t be here sooner.” 
 
    “Is Xavier here?” 
 
    “Yeah, I assume looking for his family. Connor’s with him too.” 
 
    She looks up puzzled, “Connor?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I start getting excited. “That kid you met in the hospital. He’s here too. And Rose, he says that he’s the vaccine. We might actually be able to turn this shit storm around.” 
 
    Her face lights up as she turns to Sabrina, “did you hear that baby? There may actually be a normal life for you to have.” 
 
    “Who wants normal?” A deep voice comes from behind. We turn curiously. Flanked by Aiyana, Cassidy and Nathaniel, Xavier stands smiling. “Who’s this little critter?” 
 
    I hold up Sabrina to show her off, “guess who came a little early? Sabrina.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s a beautiful name for such a beautiful lil girl.” Aiyana coos while leaning in closer, “gosh I love babies. Too bad I already have too many,” she jokingly pats her kids’ heads. 
 
    “Where’s Connor?” asks Rosemary. “I’d hate to see him all alone.” 
 
    “Hurst took him to the medical van to see what they can do without the formula for the vaccine.” Xavier answers absentmindedly while giving Sabrina goo-goo eyes. 
 
    Rosemary rubs my back excitedly, “do you think this could be it?” 
 
    Before I can answer with assurance, there's a loud crackly voice booming through camp from an unseen PA system. “Attention campers, in 48 hours there will be call to line up in the distribution of a vaccine. In the meanwhile, please head towards the front of camp to welcome the men from the Market. If you or anyone you know would like to aid in the service of distributing the vaccine to others outside the camp in a citywide effort, please come to the info booth after camp distribution. Thank you for your patience.” 
 
    Rosemary grips my arm, “please don’t sign up for that.” 
 
    I grin, “what makes you think I would?” 
 
    She rolls her eyes, “it’s what you do best, helping others.” 
 
    I shrug kissing her forehead, “you know I love you both but you’re right, it’s what I do best.” 
 
    She blushes before turning sharply, “well, if you get yourself killed I’m not shedding any tears.” 
 
    I laugh while handing Sabrina back to Rose, “sure, sure.” 
 
    “I mean it!” 
 
     I turn to Xavier, “how about you? Think you’ll join in the fun?” 
 
    He grins while squeezing his wife’s hand, “I better. Who else will keep you alive?” 
 
    “Dad, I’m hungry. Can we go now?” interrupts Kassidy. 
 
    “Okay, okay. Let’s go,” he says, “we’ll catch up later, you guys. Take care.” 
 
    “Good to see you all together again, see yah!” I wave them off. 
 
    Rosemary takes the baby’s little hand, “my little Sabrina Aloha Romero.” 
 
    “You gave her my mother’s name?” 
 
    She turns red, “don’t think too much of it. It just sounds good, plus she has my last name.” 
 
    I sigh looking out to the camp, seeing the hope in everyone’s eyes, hearing their excitement, feeling the electric sensation of possibility. I cross my arms, eyes closing, almost hugging myself thinking of my life these past months. Mom, dad, Simon, KFK flash through my mind. There’s a flutter in my belly as my limbs tingle, this shit storm may end. The corners of my mouth turn upward as I open my eyes again. Beyond a group of women, I see her one last time. 
 
    Nova, a slight glow in a white dress. She stands on the edge of the woods watching me with big, round eyes and a pleased expression. We hold eye contact for a few seconds before she turns, forever disappearing into the underbrush. 
 
    Goodbye, I think tenderly no longer full of regret of my survival. Finally, at peace with my fate - or maybe it was chance - that I am here today. The guilt fades. For the first time in ever, my body relaxes and I no longer support the weight of the world on my shoulders. 
 
    I turn back to Rosemary promising, “you guys have changed my future, it’s not going to get any easier but it will be worth the pain. So here is where I’m meant to be, Ro.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    a message to my survivors 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nicole Torres, November 7th 
 
    Welcome back readers to my first post in a V11-virus free world. It has been two months since the distribution of the V11 vaccine and the turnabout has been miraculous even here in Manila. What started as hope in New York has spread from east to coast with tremendous results. Though it will still take time for officials to exterminate the virus all together and continue administering the vaccine, we can finally take a deep breath of relief. 
 
    There are many key players to thank for making the vaccine possible though I want to also thank our Pinoy neighbors for coming together to help heal our beautiful country. 
 
    Though now that the threat is over, or at least on its way out, I feel ready to expose my personal safety for the sake of your own wellbeing and knowledge. I know this site had gone cold since the outbreak, but there's something important I have been holding on for you that I will tell reveal in tomorrow’s blog. It’s time I told you the truth about the Pinoy outbreak and the real Vikki Varlow; a young girl who trusted me to keep her safe. 
 
    If you’re ready for the truth, then I’m ready for you to hate me. 
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