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THE TRAILER




The Shaman was very old.


His trailer on the hill was scarcely lit and almost empty, adorned with only a few feather and twine trinkets from a forgotten age. 

Even counting the few Native American elders remaining on that dying Canadian reservation that he lived on the outskirts of, it was he who remembered the ancient Ojibwa incantations, the secret rites for the Path and the Gate, and he alone intended to exploit them all yet again. 

Unlike those who had passed into the spirit world at the natural end of their days, he had warded off the Guide many times, being old enough to witness the pact his people had made with the land, that is, until the White Man came to their shores and changed everything. Several times, the knock on his door had come and he had sent them away, postponing his journey into the Beyond. 

This time, however, he would do more than just delay it. 

As he sat on the floor of his mobile home chanting the ancient Algonquian phrases in his mind, he used his Spirit Eye to witness the falling snowflakes outside the duct-tape closed trailer windows, painstakingly reviewing the process in his mind and how it would happen differently this time. His garments were a hybrid of past and present, wearing a modern three-piece suit but barefoot, and a traditional feather headdress while smoking a pipe filled with tinted tobacco, filling the cabin with the faint smell of eucalyptus. 

On the floor before him was a clay bowl and a paintbrush. Inside the bowl was a viscous paste made of sand and cornmeal, of charcoal and honey, mixed with his sweat and his blood and the earth from the nearby graveyard. 

Slowly, he stood with the bowl and brush, as he had done many times before, meticulously painting the doorframe and keyhole with the mixture, letting it drip. Doing a slow and methodical lap around the interior, he coated every window, every crevice and crack, covering every portal to the outside world with the substance, all while chanting the ancient language of the Na-Dene', the earliest American people. 

Once the task was done, he sat back down in his original spot, quietly reflecting on previous visits. As before, the knock would come. Benevolently, the Guide would enter and ask him to open the door, but the Shaman would refuse. 

Again, the Path would be blocked by the paste, and the Guide would have no choice but to leave him behind. 

He was only vaguely conscious of the passage of time, having trained his body long ago to resist all urges, ever stretching the boundaries of his own mortality. 

And then, as it always did, the knock came. 

"Come in," the Shaman said. 

The flimsy aluminum door opened, and in stepped what appeared to be a handsome gender-fluid teenager, with pale skin and piercing blue eyes. Knowing that the Guide chooses their appearance each time, this angered the shaman. "Why do you mock me?" 

"This is how you imagine me to be," the Guide replied, patiently. 

There was no emotion in their voice, no hint of animosity. They had a beautiful face, perfectly symmetrical. "It is time." 

"I am Eli Running Bear, of..." 

The Guide cut him off. "That is not your name," they said. Their eyes were a cobalt sea of comfort, and the Shaman found it difficult to remain focused. 

The spirit continued. 

"When you wandered across the frozen Beringia with the first families, you were Askuwheteau…'He who keeps watch.' When you ran with the Folsom, healing the sick, you were Eluwilussit, the 'holy one.' Then, for a long time, you were Nixkamich - the 'grandfather' - after you united the tribes under one sky." 

"What does it matter what I was called?" the Old Man asked, his face a wrinkled mask of fake regret. The Shaman was once handsome, but those days were long gone. 

However, if his plan worked, that would change. 

The violent wind outside the trailer battered the door, which was still open a sliver. 

This was the moment. 

"I am ready to go this time,” the Shaman told the Guide. “But… Please sit with me... I am afraid. Close the door... my bones are catching a chill." 

"You will no longer be cold," the Guide assured him, reaching for the knob and closing the door, sealing them both inside forever. "You have nothing to fear." 

In the next second that followed, forty-four people living on the planet Earth died. 

Of course, their cause of death was random. 

More than half were from natural causes, normally a quiet end to mortal suffering. 

But in that moment that the door closed, all forty-four souls cried out in agony. 

Instantly, the Guide realized their mistake. 

But the suffering did not stop there. 

In the next second that followed, a mere six people on Earth died, all experiencing the same fate. 

In the next, two hundred and seventy-seven souls. 

In the next, sixty-eight. 

And as time marched on, every second of every minute and every hour, ever increasing numbers screamed out in confusion and pain. 

First by the hundreds and then by the thousands, an awful symphony of anguish that only the Guide could hear, trapped in their mortal vessels with no one to usher them. 

"Do you know what you have done?" the Guide asked him, suddenly looking very much like a frightened child, sliding down the opposite cabin wall into a kneeling position. Their perfect face was turning red, a single vein in their forehead pushing to the surface. "You have doomed your reality." 

"I know this much," the Man-With-Many-Names said, standing up and smiling, something in hand that was previously hidden. "I will no longer be at your mercy." 

"I have never deceived you," the Guide responded between labored breaths, their face losing its form, morphing from a young boy to an old woman to a middle-aged man and back again. "By keeping me here... you unleash the spirit of the Giwakwa. Their souls will be trapped... and they will lash out… against the living." 

"Oh, don't worry," the Shaman mocked, revealing a small hand axe, its polished blade gleaming even in the dim light. He had been sitting on the weapon, hiding it from sight. "I will bring them peace... starting with your own." 

The Shaman raised the axe up high, bringing it down in a sweeping arc. 

Simultaneously, the Guide held up both hands, as if asking for mercy. 

They would get none. 

The sharp blade severed their left hand off in a clean strike, propelling it into the wall with a thump. 

The morphing spirit stared wide-eyed at the stump, not in pain but in bewilderment. There was no blood from the amputation, like slicing through a refrigerated cadaver. 

After a pause, the Shaman continued chopping away at the Guide with the same consideration he might give a tree. 

Emotionlessly, he cut into their face and eyes, sending cleaved muscle and bone fragments flying off in various directions, neatly separating arms and legs from the torso, then each appendage into small pieces, and then smaller pieces still. 

With each blow, the Shaman's own skin miraculously grew less wrinkled and leathered, his muscles and joints becoming increasingly functional, which further fueled his onslaught. 

When he was finally satisfied, the scene was quite different from only a few minutes earlier: A now vibrant young man wearing a three-piece suit stood amidst a collection of dry flesh, less like a butcher's shop and more like a rubber factory, with excess latex scattered everywhere. 

With a single eye still tracking his moments from the floor, the Shaman let the handaxe slip from his hand, belting out a triumphant roar. 

I have beaten you, he thought to himself in supreme confidence. 

Now, I am the master of everything that lives and dies. 

At that moment, he reached for the door to exit the trailer. 

It didn’t open. 

Also, a drop of the paste touched the tip of his finger. 

Instantly, all anguish became his anguish, their pain became his pain. 

And already, their voices were in the millions. 


◆◆◆


Forget what you know. 

The COVID-19 pandemic never happened. 

Instead, the Shaman’s Gambit was what ended the world. 

Beginning in 2020, dozens of remorseless killers were unleashed onto every community around the globe, every second of every day, destroying the fabric of society. 

These relentless death machines did not need to eat or sleep in their pursuit of the living, and being already dead, they could not be killed again. 

In fact, American pop culture only added to the chaos. 

Ready for the “zombie apocalypse,” many thought that TV shows and movies had prepared them for survival. Of course, they were wrong. 

This was not an infection. 

Also, putting a bullet in its head did not “kill” it, or even slow it down. 

Throughout human history, society has always proven itself resilient in the face of adversity. 

However, humans need time to mourn the passing of their loved ones. 

Unfortunately, all over the world, family and friends were immediately rising up and attacking the same people that had loved them in life. 

In many cases, people failed to protect themselves, and the world ceased to function. 

Law enforcement became overwhelmed, then quickly abandoned. 

Many soldiers left their posts to protect their own families, neutering the reach of government agencies. 

Everyone stopped working and hid, waiting to be saved, grinding all industry to a halt. 

Unable to cope, it was the end of civilization. 

Of course, there were some exceptions. 
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JENNY
I would like to sleep, to dream, Jenny thought as she held her screaming baby in her arms. 

I would like this dream to become a nightmare, a scary one, like one of those I used to have as a kid where I'm falling out of a building or being raped by some faceless man and never wake up. 

That would be better than being here right now. 

It all started about two hours ago. Her cellular phone rang, and it was her husband, Grant, calling from work in Manhattan, an executive for an international fashion company. 

She was at home with her grandfather-in-law, Nick, who was resting upstairs in a guestroom of their private house in New Rochelle, a small town about a half-hour north of New York City on a good day. 

Her little Eddie, only seven weeks old, was sleeping quietly in the adjacent upstairs room in his crib, as usual. 

Overall, it had been a rough year. 

New baby, their first. A home mortgage, also a first, and a proud man named Nicolas Quinn now living upstairs, a retired steelworker who had outlived both his own wife and Grant’s father but was now bedridden with the dreaded “C-word” and forced to live with his grandson because his medical bills had wiped out every cent he had ever earned. 

Grandpa Nick, a kind man, had been the sole provider for his family, but now the roles had reversed, and Grant refused to let his grandfather spend his remaining days at a nursing home. Still, it was difficult to navigate, because they all knew it was just a matter of time, including Nick himself. 

He had been living with them for only three weeks, but it was believed Grandpa might not make it another three, and the general mood in the house reflected that melancholy fact. 

Jenny, an ex-college athlete who desperately needed a little more treadmill time to start feeling good about her body again, had been cooking dinner with an ear on the baby monitor when her cell phone began to play a familiar tune. It was Grant. 

There was also noise and commotion in the background where he was, but what it was about was tough to tell. 

"Something weird is going on, babe," he said in a rushed tone. He sounded nervous, which was unlike him. "Turn on the TV... and stay in the house." 

Instinctively, she looked at the baby monitor. 

It was plastic and white and looked like a toy, with big blue buttons and a speaker in the center. At the moment it was silent, except for a low static humming sound that meant it was turned on, which was a good thing. 

However, she could also hear an emergency siren outside, somewhere far off. 

"What's wrong, honey? I'm in the kitchen." 

"I dunno, some weird shit is happening all over the place," he answered, as the clamor in the background suddenly increased on his end. "This morning, I couldn’t contact my overseas buyers. Now, people are posting crazy stuff on the internet." 

As he was speaking, she walked into the adjacent living room and turned on the flat screen TV by remote, flipping through channels. 

Cartoon, cartoon, infomercial, old movie, new movie... nothing out of the ordinary. I'll check the Web after I hang up, she told herself, returning to the kitchen. 

She was making Pasta Florentine with chicken, Grant’s favorite. Jenny also had biscuits in the oven, which she was hoping Grandpa would enjoy. His digestion has been a mess lately, especially bread. 

"I don't see anything, honey." 

"Well... just stay home. I saw a video yesterday about the water. Love you, see you soon." 

He disconnected the call before she had a chance to question him. After all, she was cooking with water. And what does water have to do with people posting weird videos? Jenny asked herself, shaking her head. 

My husband is always thinking everything's a conspiracy. I do love him, but he really needs to come back down to earth. 

With her phone still in hand, she decided to call her mother. 

Busy signal. 

She tried again. 

Again, busy signal. 

Next, she called her friend Naomi, who was probably still at work but lived down the street. 

Busy. 

Now, that's a little weird. 

She stared at the keypad for a solid five seconds, as if it were a dog that had chewed her slippers. 

Once again, she heard sirens in the distance, more this time, a little louder and blending together, one coming closer, with others moving away. Probably a fire, she thought. 

Then, a high-pitched scream, outside and far away, but loud enough to be heard. 

She again shot a quick glance at the baby monitor. 

Only the hum of inactivity. 

Growing nervous, Jenny decided to call her husband back, telling herself that she was now curious about his water video. 

Truthfully, she just wanted to hear his voice again. 

Busy signal. 

Her first thought was terrorism. 

Even though she was only a child when the World Trade Center in New York City was attacked, she vividly remembered watching a documentary as an adult, thinking about an interview she saw of a pretty college student trying to get in touch with her father who worked at Tower Two, getting nothing but a busy signal as she watched the devastation on television with the rest of the world. Since so many people had been using their cellular devices at the same time, the signal towers were overwhelmed and none of the phones were working. 

Luckily for the student, her father had been fine that day, having overslept because his alarm clock had miraculously reset in a power outage. 

Okay, wait-a-minute. Your husband is okay, and you need to relax, she insisted to herself, in the no-nonsense fashion that had always been her way. 

Maybe it's your phone. Try again in a few minutes. Baby's fine, Grandpa Nick is asleep. You'll talk to Grant when he gets home. 

Suddenly, the TV in the living room went blue, then red, followed by an eerie-yet-familiar sound, piercing the silence and almost making her jump out of her skin. 

BEEEuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu....... 

Next, text appeared on the screen in bold lettering, along with a pre-recorded voice reading a scrolling message: 

“Hello. This is a test of the Emergency Alert System. This is only a test. If this had been an actual emergency, official messages would have followed this alert... 

This concludes this test... of the Emergency Alert System." 

She stared at it, mesmerized. It gave no other information, the voice gone, but the red screen and white text was now frozen, and the buzzing continued, uninterrupted, invading her ears like a bee searching for a place to land. 

Then, the inconceivable happened. 

Jenny heard her own child shriek twice, both through the monitor but also loud enough to hear through the walls of the house. 

My Eddie is a very quiet baby, Jenny thought to herself, oddly calm. Such a good boy, he never wakes up in the middle of the night. 

In the next moment, she heard and felt the vibration of a hard thumping against a wall in the house, every two or three seconds apart. 

Thump... Thump... Thump... 

Bolting up the stairs with her phone in her hand, several steps at a time, Jenny burst open the door to the baby's room. 

She was not at all prepared for what she saw. 

For a moment, she had to question whether what she was seeing was real. 

Her grandfather-in-law, Nick Quinn, patriarch and husband, churchgoer and pacifist during his youth, a good and decent man, was standing next to the crib. He was holding her baby by each leg, gripping them both almost like a steering wheel. 

At this point, it became abundantly clear what was making the thumping sound. 

With all of his weight and whatever strength that remained in his thin frame, Grandpa Nick was swinging Eddie by the legs like a inanimate object, ruthlessly smashing his little body into a solid sheetrock wall, creating a red splattered mark on the wallpaper that had already begun to drip and run. 

Nick seemed unaware of her presence, content to continue swinging away and make the stain larger. 

Also, Eddie had stopped crying. 

If you had asked Jenny afterwards what she was thinking in that moment, watching her infant son being bludgeoned to death, she would probably be ashamed to admit the first two things that had popped into her head simultaneously. 

But if she did, it would be this: 

One: That stain in the wall is going to be a bitch to get out. 

Two: I'm going to kill this motherfucker. 

Inexplicably, those two thoughts resulted in her throwing her phone at Grandpa's head. The rectangular touchscreen bounced harmlessly off his back, and he turned around and looked at her for the first time. 

Whatever that thing was... it was not Nick Quinn. 

Of course, she knew that it was him. 

It was the look in his eyes. No emotion, no recognition. 

Just a blank gaze, large pupils, unevenly dilated irises. 

He stood there for a full second, motionless, staring at her with no remorse. The skin on his face looked more drawn than usual, almost like melted candle wax. 

My son is dead, she thought to herself, in a kind of numb shock, glancing down at her baby's limp and battered body hanging upside-down by a single twisted leg, blood dripping to the floor, drop by drop. 

My baby. 

As if on cue, the thing that was once Nick tossed the infant across the room like a sack, striking the wall hard and making a wet squelching sound, and began climbing over the twin-sized bed between them in her direction. 

It looked angry. 

Again, if you had asked Jenny why she didn't immediately enter the room and move in the direction of her murdered child, she wouldn't have been able to give you a good answer. 

After all, she had taken a few self-defense classes in the past, and she did outweigh Nick, an old man depleted by chemotherapy. Maybe it was shock, or an instinct of self-preservation, or perhaps on some level she knew that it was already too late. 

Unbeknownst to her - whatever the reason - what she did in that next moment almost certainly saved her life. 

Without thinking, she reached for the knob and pulled, slamming it shut in his face, hearing the lock slide into the door jam with a click. 

On blind instinct, fully expecting Grandpa to come crashing through the door, she retreated into the adjacent room, into the guestroom where Nick had spent his final days. Quickly scanning her surroundings, saw a twin bed which was unmade, an oxygen tank on a hand truck, and an Ikea nightstand that she had bought and helped build with a dozen prescription bottles resting on its surface, a few opened and assorted pills scattered about. The smell of the room was offensive, thick as a wall, and it seemed that Grandpa had defecated all over the bed. 

Coincidentally, this room also had a kind of shrine dedicated to Jenny's college sports career, with a trophy collection and other items filling out a wall unit. There were plaques and framed photos of her in her younger days, displaying a very fit girl in a tight ponytail and eye black, uniform and cleats and all, several hi-rez shots with her mid-throw or mid-swing or standing proudly with her teammates. 

And then, out of the corner of her eye, she saw it, resting innocently against the side of the unit. Why it wasn't in the closet where she swore she had left it would forever be a mystery to her. 

However, in that moment, she knew that it had been put there by fate or some benevolent god as an instrument of sweet revenge. 

It was her favorite weapon of choice. 

A 25-inch, 13-ounce Louisville Slugger aluminum softball bat. 

And if there was one thing that she knew she could do really well, it was swing that goddamn bat. 

Picking it up, she twirled it, took one steadying breath and then ran full-tilt towards the baby's room with a fire inside her. 

However, at the door, something struck her as odd, so she put on the brakes. 

Grandpa Nick was chasing her only a few moments ago, convinced that he was going to attack. Instinctually, she slammed the door in his face... but it wasn't locked. 

It was just closed. 

In his rage, she expected him to come crashing through in hot pursuit. 

Actually, all Grandpa had to do was turn the knob. 

But he hadn't. 

She listened, for a second. 

Silence. 

However, before she had a chance to think about it further, she heard something interrupt the dead quiet. 

Her little Eddie began crying again. 

Alive, she thought, stunned and elated, excitement exploding inside her. 

My baby is alive! 

Like she'd seen in several bad cop movies, Jenny flattened herself against the side of the door frame and reached across, flicking the door open. Quickly, she held the bat again with both hands, crouched low in her signature stance, back elbow up as always, and waited. 

After a second or two, Grandpa shuffled through the doorway, as if on cue. On occasion, Jenny had wondered what it would feel like to hit a human being with her bat, and if she would have the courage, if the situation ever called for it. 

Well, she knew the answer to her question, swinging with all her strength and striking him squarely in the forehead, the barrel making that familiar, synthetic sweet-spot sound. 

PIIIIIING! 

Home run, you asshole. 

Instantly, she felt a crunch, imagining the bones of his face shattering, the mere thought making her cringe. 

The force of the blow knocked him clear off his feet and he tumbled backwards into the room, hearing him crash hard into something, probably the baby's dresser, then crumple like dead weight onto the carpet. 

Positive that she either killed him or knocked him out and not caring which, she flipped the bat aside and ran into the room in the direction of Eddie's screams, a series of high-pitched wails that tore deeply at her heart. 

Finding him in the corner of the room and dropping to her knees, she was stunned so badly by what she saw that it became hard to breathe. 

His little torso was twisted at such an obscene angle, she worried that his spine might be broken. Every patch of skin seemed to have some sort of discoloration or bruise, and even in the semi-darkness of the room she noticed that his face had turned an obscene shade of blue. 

Wanting to hold him, she froze, afraid that if she picked him up wrong, she might injure him further. Looking at her little Edward on the floor, something else gnawed at her, deep down, a logical voice asking honest questions about the condition of his body and his skin color and the unusual sound of his voice. 

However, she chose to ignore that voice, pushing it far away into the back of her mind, someplace she didn't want to go, at least not yet. 

He's still crying, she insisted to herself, mouthing the words as tears finally fell from her eyes for the first time since her world - and the world outside - had changed forever. 

If he's crying, then he's alive. That's all that matters. I'll fix you. I’ll get my phone, and get you help. I'll never let anyone hurt you ever again. 

However, before she even had a chance to find her cell phone, she sensed movement behind her. Grandpa Nick was moving again, crawling on his hands and knees across the rug in her direction, reaching out with a hand that had a finger broken sideways at the knuckle. 

Inexplicably, the center of his forehead was concave from her bat swing, with wet tissue and skull fragments poking through his brow. 

Not pausing to wonder how this was even possible, she scooped up her son - ignoring the fact that his little body felt like slush - and ran down the stairs as fast as her bare feet could carry her. In a panicked frenzy, she wrapped her screaming infant in the first thing she saw - a jean jacket that was hanging on the wall-mounted coat rack – and grabbed her car keys, sprinting down the driveway, still barefoot. 

Ignoring the baby seat in the back, she placed Eddie on the front passenger’s seat of her mint green Jeep Cherokee SUV and screeched off, heading to the nearest hospital emergency room to get help for her already dead son. 

Which, considering the state of the world, might have been the worst possible place to go. 



ANDRE 

Andre had always believed that, one day, there would be a zombie apocalypse, and when it came, he'd be ready to kick some undead ass. 

Obviously, he imagined himself as having a pivotal role, like the main character in one of the dozens of movies and books he'd obsessed over since it was cool to jerk off to his mom's Victoria's Secret catalog from the bathroom magazine rack, or at all those suggestively-drawn, half-naked comic book girls like She-Hulk or Marvel Girl with the bathroom faucet running to block the sound. 

After all, he'd get to shoot his idiot boss or his cheating ex-girlfriend and not go to jail, and he'd never have to worry about paying his rent or any of his maxed-out credit cards. Maybe he'd even get the “hot” girl, finally. 

Well, then again, most zombie movies weren't about getting the hot girl, he thought, but if he were writing a zombie movie, there would definitely be sex, especially some girl-on-girl action. Regardless, the idea of living in a zombie world seemed like a slice of heaven. 

Unfortunately, as he hid in the hospital supply closet listening to the screams and the sounds of heavy equipment smashing to the ground and feet sprinting over vinyl floor tiles, so terrified that he lost control of his bladder and pissed himself and didn't remember doing it, Andre had never felt so monumentally stupid. 

They always die in the end, he thought to himself, squeezing his eyes closed and wishing that it could all go away. 

Sure, they get away, yeah, but then during the credits, they always get to some deserted island, but the fucking island is crawling with them and they get eaten, you stupid fucking fuck. Besides, not counting video games, he had never even held an actual gun, much less fired one. 

About a half-hour earlier, Andre Williams - a part-time emergency medical technician - had brought a roofer into the emergency room, some dumbass who fell off a house, all busted up inside. Keeping his airway open, “ABC” - airway, breathing, control blood loss - that was the only shit they taught you in that stupid EMT course he took four years ago, keeping all the cool shit like drugs and needles for the full-fledged paramedics. Also, even without advanced training, he knew that this guy needed a hell of a lot more than oxygen and gauze. 

It was only his second year doing the emergency gig, which sure, it sounded cool, but he really wasn't much more than a cab driver for sick people, and he knew that he should've gone back to school for another year to get his certification. Yeah, but that would've taken away from his video-game-time and his fantasy-football-time, so fuck that, a man needs time to relax, he had told himself too many times to count. 

Anyway, Roof Guy had been a 9-1-1 call, which they didn't get much of, him and his partner Joshua, a fat white kid who moved to the Bronx from New Orleans to make more money (haha, the joke's on him), and they usually handled basic transport jobs. That is, nursing home to chemotherapy or nursing home to physical therapy or radiology or wherever the fuck and back, just simple shit, but the dispatch that particular night was backlogged so they got a real job, but even with Andre's limited experience, he knew that this fool had internal bleeding. 

Well, that and a huge gaping hole on the side of his head that he got from hitting the antenna on the way down. So, unless this jerk could regenerate like Wolverine, his ass was toast, Andre had told himself as he and Joshua wheeled him into the ER, letting the hospital staff go to work. 

And a few minutes after that, on his way back from a vending machine, he watched it happen. 

The roof guy died... then woke back up and flipped the fuck out. 

Of course, the hospital staff had no clue what was happening, because their brains were too wrapped up in real science to actually use their eyes. 

For once, his love of George Romero had actually come in handy. The guy died, because that's what happens when your heart stops and you stop breathing, even Andre had learned that in EMT class. 

They saw it, they knew it, and he knew they knew it because he could see the look of defeat on all their faces. 

However, when Roof Guy started flopping around like a fish out of water, they ignored their gut and figured... Hey, this guy must still be alive. 

And that got most of them killed. 

It sure did kill the head doctor, he thought, trying hard not to breathe too loudly and get eaten, while wondering but not really caring all that much if Joshua escaped before all hell broke loose. 

Honestly, what happened after the guy woke up was all just a big blur. 

First, Roof Guy – or Dead Guy, or Hole-In-The-Head Guy, whatever you wanna call him - grabbed the doc by the throat, and started choking him. His head was cracked open like a walnut, but his fingers were still working just fine. 

They decided to stick a needle in him to sedate him, but of course, that doesn't work. Then they yell for orderlies, security, anybody, but nobody comes. Andre heard some turmoil going on in a different part of the emergency room from behind a curtain, like a table being knocked over, and his “spidey-sense” starts to tingle. Anyway, Dead Guy's thumbs are still digging hard, and Doc's eyes are starting to bulge like they're going to pop like grapes. 

Then, the two nurses - one male and one female - start to panic, yanking at the roofer's arms without any luck, getting desperate. Dead Guy doesn't look up, staring right through the doctor as if he's not there, still squeezing. To Andre, it reminded him of a story that he had heard a few years back, about a Rottweiler that had clamped down on the leg of an eleven-year-old girl, and her father trying like crazy to save her. He punched it and kicked it, even tried whacking it with a tree branch, but nothing worked. 

That dog didn't let go until some cop wasted a whole can of pepper spray on the fucker, the little girl already torn to pieces by then, and when that didn't work, he finally decided to put a bullet into the doggo’s brain. 

And that's exactly what Mr. D-to-the-motherfucking-G in the emergency room needed, a fucking bullet to the brain, just like in the movies, because he wasn't letting go for nothing. 

Suddenly, a muscular orderly zoomed past, jumping in like a linebacker. Against his own better judgment, Andre felt inspired and decided to follow, and all six - himself included - wound up rolling around on the floor in a mess of arms and legs. 

Without thinking, Andre grabbed one of DG's hands, trying to pry his zombie fingers off the doctor's throat. His thumb felt like a piece of metal left in the freezer, all cold and rigid, but Andre still managed to pull one hand loose. Meanwhile, Linebacker Guy grabbed a tray from somewhere, or maybe it was a bedpan, and whacked him over the head like something out of a wrestling pay-per-view, blood and brain splattering everyone from the hole, after which DG looked up and made eye contact with Andre. 

Just a cloudy gaze, like someone with cataracts. 

Oh... shit, Andre thought, feeling real terror for the first time in his life, rising up from his balls. Thinking that he might pee himself, Andre froze in fear, and Hole-in-the-Head wrestled his hand free. 

In a flash, the zombie reached down and grabbed a pair of medical scissors that were sticking out of Dre's thigh pocket of his pants, very calculated and un-dead-guy-like. 

It was one of those specialty shears that buff shops sell with a bright orange handle and blunted points, to cut clothing while preventing someone from getting accidentally cut or stabbed. 

However, if you really wanted to stab somebody with them, like, if you put all your weight behind it, you could definitely hurt somebody really fucking bad, Andre thought. 

Like, for instance, the doctor. 

With the scissors in his fist, Roof Guy casually started punching holes in the doctor's neck and face, blood spraying in opposite directions like water from a fire hydrant. 

At which point, the rest of them did their best impression of the cowardly Lion from the Wizard of Oz and ran the fuck away, himself included. 

The last thing Andre saw before hiding inside the supply closet was the zombie - again, very-un-zombie-like - hunched over the poor doctor, slamming those orange-handled cutters down repeatedly in double-fisted strikes, viciously punching holes into his torso as if he were trying to release something inside all those layers of mutilated muscle and skin. 

Until, of course, Roof Guy stopped poking holes... and then the doctor sat up and started looking for Andre with that same cloudy, half-blind stare. 

Which, in retrospect, was probably the exact moment that he had pissed himself. 



SEBASTIAN 

Even though he was only visiting the States and was unfamiliar with the routine of American life, Sebastian could sense in his bones that something was amiss, long before the whole world fell off the wagon. 

First off, he seemed to be the only one paying attention to the traffic markers. It had taken most of the previous afternoon and that entire morning, but he finally felt comfortable with driving on the wrong side of the road, especially with the damn steering wheel on the wrong side of the rental car. 

Just as he had gotten the hang of it, people were acting clueless all of a sudden, ignoring the yellows and even the reds, cutting each other off in a mild panic. 

Back home, even in some of the dodgiest of neighbourhoods, there might be a constable standing about when a light was faulty, waving people this way and that. However, he simply marveled at the jumpy buggers looking left and right and then proceeding through every red, some with a bit of caution, others without a care. 

Admittedly, his first mistake of the day was leaving his mobile at the hotel intentionally, hoping for a little solitude from the digital world, and now he regretted that decision. His competition was to take place somewhere on the arse end of Manhattan, but thanks to some ace travel site, he was shacked up at least a full hour north of the city, his hotel tucked alongside some garish plaza adjacent to a child’s arcade and the most shameful excuse for a pub that he had ever seen. Wishing that a rail or a bus could have done the dirty work, he forced himself that morning into the car for a dry run, heading south from a town called New Rochelle, using the dashboard navigation system as his only guide. 

The second indication that the world had gone completely bonkers was the rather violent scene unfolding just outside his window, only two or three meters away inside a semi-enclosed bus stop. 

A woman was lying face-up on the ground, and a man was kneeling right on her bits, gripping her hair with his fists and bouncing her head off the pavement. There were two people in the background, a middle-aged woman in a sundress screaming bloody murder, and a nearby man in a tie and trousers watching in shock and using his telephone, probably calling the proper authorities. 

It didn't surprise Sebastian at all that this man did not intervene. 

Of course, it had occurred to him to keep driving, to not get involved and go back to the hotel. Immediately, he thought about his tournament tomorrow, about how an injury would ruin his trip, about how hard he had trained, all the miles flown, and the time invested. 

But then, he imagined his own mum back home and realized that it was almost his duty to intervene, against his own inner lamentations. 

Even so, he couldn't blame the bloke, as the average person did not possess the proper skills and would probably wind up getting themselves hurt, or even killed. 

Then again, having twelve years in the SAS and almost six as a Black Belt in Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu, retired Sabre Squad Leader Sebastian Adler was not the average person. 

As per his training, he stopped the car and sat still for a moment to assess the situation. 

The attacker was a male Caucasian, smaller than Sebby and slight of build, approximately two meters tall but weighing only seventy or seventy-five kilos, at best. His movements were forceful but uncoordinated, and he had a queer look about him, most sleepy in the face and likely intoxicated, a bit of the Dutch courage. 

He saw no weapons in the vicinity, perhaps the man was homeless or mental, although his clothing did not match either description. The attacker was wearing a silver wristwatch and had a gleaming ring on his right hand, and he noticed a carrying case for a phone on his waistband, made of fine leather. Also, his footwear was new and clean, expensive work boots now spotted with blood. 

Stepping out of the car, Sebastian knew that he had the element of surprise as the man was focused entirely on the woman. That struck him as odd, considering that his vehicle had pulled to the curb with considerable ground noise and that ding-ding of the open driver door. 

Also, Sebby was a rather large man standing less than a meter away, an obvious threat. At this point, the back of the lady's head was beginning to make a puddle. 

Well, it was now or never. 

Three moves, perhaps four, starting with a rear-naked choke. 

Like a panther, Sebastian leapt from behind and slapped on a perfectly-executed headlock, using both forearms to not only block the air to his windpipe, but also restrict blood flow to both carotid arteries, thus depriving his brain of what it would need to function. 

Finally, the attacker diverted his attention from the woman and released her, letting her head drop to the concrete with a wet schlump. Trapped from the rear, the attacker flailed harmlessly at him, slapping weakly at his shoulders and the sides of his face with little skill or effect. 

Suddenly, an uncomfortable realization overcame him. 

In any combat situation, there are almost always two prerequisites: adrenaline and fear. 

With proper training, one can learn to control both of these to great advantage, but they are almost always present, lurking just below the skin. 

Yet, upon making contact with this man, he felt neither. 

Strangely, his opponent’s body felt more relaxed than a Buddhist monk. 

Regardless, his training and plain logic dictated that a person trapped in a well-executed choke would submit in no more than fifteen seconds or begin losing consciousness. 

In thirty seconds, he would be dreaming. 

However, after about two minutes of squeezing, he realized that a new plan was necessary. 

At the one-minute-mark, he had purposely fallen onto his back, pulling his eerily calm opponent backwards with him onto the pavement. Wrapping his muscular legs in a triangle-lock around the man’s midsection, he stretched his opponent’s diaphragm to further hinder his ability to breathe. 

Yet, the loon kept flailing, while the nearby woman was still bleeding out and in need of first aid. Sebby's own arms were beginning to tire, keenly aware of that familiar sensation of lactic acid buildup in his biceps, slowly weakening his grip. 

Improvising, he decided to release the headlock and reach across the man’s torso with his left hand, grasping his right wrist and pulling tight. With the man’s right arm now immobilized, Sebastian used his right fist to punch him in his ear and neck, his calloused knuckles doing damage to the right side of his face, drawing blood from the very first blow. 

After five or six knockout-quality strikes, Sebastian expected the man to fall out, or at least stop resisting. Find the pain threshold in your opponent, his Jiu-Jitsu teacher back home had preached in their early sessions together. Visualize it in your mind as a window... and shatter the will of your enemy. Once you reach that threshold, he would say, your opponent will forget how to fight. 

Yet, strike after strike, first with his fist and then his elbow, Sebastian could not stop this man. 

Bewildered by this incomprehensible display of endurance, he wished he had had a knuckle duster to finish the job. Clearly, he was stronger than this man. However, Seb was losing stamina with each passing second, and he could sense that his opponent was somehow maintaining all of his own. 

Then, in a rush of comprehension, he finally understood. 

No chest movement. 

In fact, this man had not taken a single breath during their melee. 

Shaun of The fucking Dead? 

Calmly, Seb disengaged and pushed the dead man to the ground, face-first, to create some distance. 

Only vaguely aware that the urban area around him had begun to spin out of control, his instinct was to return to his vehicle. Car equaled escape, and he needed to get back to the hotel to plan his next move. 

Random people were running every which way in terror, from threats both real and imagined. Standing on an inclined section of a service road, he could hear vehicle horns blaring and the sounds of crumpling metal and shattering glass from the adjacent expressway below. 

The bystander on his phone was now gone, and the female that Sebastian had been concerned about was now standing up with brain matter dripping down her back, chasing the sundress lady into the road. 

At which point, a van driving at a high speed struck Miss Sundress, sending her body like a ragdoll into the air and out of sight towards the expressway below, with everything seeming to happen in slow motion. 

However, none of that mattered to Sebastian. 

Amidst the chaos, only three things existed: His safety, his rental, and the dead fellow standing between them, as he had unintentionally retreated from the car, the open door still dinging like a rescue beacon. 

The dead man stumbled to his feet and turned to face him, his visage a red mess of torn flesh that reminded him of strawberry jam on the occasional morning bagel he would allow himself when not training. 

After a pause, Jelly-Face charged with arms outstretched, angrily reaching for his throat. 

Most people in that situation would have run. 

Or at the very least, avoided the grip of a creature that was possibly already dead. 

However, Sebastian didn’t run, because again, he wasn't most people. 

Very little is publicly known about the Special Air Service of the United Kingdom. 

Suffice to say, the SAS is a covert organization similar in training and structure to the United States Navy Seals. 

Every calendar year, two hundred soldiers from all over Europe enlist for the SAS. 

After a grueling six-week boot camp highlighted by jungle survival and sleep deprivation, the program culminates with thirty-six hours of what is modestly referred to as “resistance to interrogation,” a pleasant way to say torture. 

In the end, out of two hundred, only about twenty make the cut. 

For twelve of his seventeen years of service to the Queen, Sebastian was an SAS man, and a squad leader for seven of them. 

In his final five years of active duty before opting for early retirement at age 37, he became a member of the 'Special Projects Team,' a counter-terrorism initiative within the SAS that was formed in 1975 as a direct response to the massacre at the ’72 Olympics in Munich. 

As a result of his assignment to the SPT, he had coordinated or participated in dozens of combat missions in Iraq and Afghanistan and South America, although the British government would insist that these operations never happened. 

For instance, according to a report released by several news organizations in 2013, an elite team of SAS soldiers were involved in the rescue of three activists that had been held hostage in Iran for 118 days. 

What those reports neglected to say was that it was his plan that had rescued the hostages, as well as several well-placed rounds from his Glock 17 pistol at a crucial moment that saved the entire mission from certain failure. 

Thus, Sebby was not the kind of person that would flee from danger. 

More often than not, he would run towards it. 

Using calm logic, the fact that Jelly-Head was already dead did not faze him, since he did not intend on killing him again. 

His first goal was to get to his vehicle. 

And there was more than one way to skin that kitty, he thought between meditative breaths. Allowing his attacker to grab him, his body reacted instinctively as a result of thousands of hours of grappling drills, even as his mind began evaluating the madness around him. 

Biological or chemical, perhaps localized, he reasoned, as his hands shot up from underneath, quickly breaking the weak grip on his own throat. Airports would be closed off, he assumed, citing a national emergency. 

Suddenly, he realized that he needed to get indoors. Could be an airborne pathogen, he thought, or perhaps something administered through the water supply. Which, of course, means that the nasty bugger might already be doing laps in my system, waiting to activate under specific circumstances. 

Which, as illogical as it seemed, might be death. 

Well, problem solved. 

Don’t die. 

Next, he watched himself perform a double-leg takedown. Distracted by the thought of his own reanimation, Sebastian’s execution was sloppy, aware that a more skilled opponent might have been able to counter with a guillotine from the standing position. 

However, this opponent possessed no skills at all, as Sebby yanked at both legs as if the corpse had been standing on a sliding carpet, slamming the body down onto the pavement again. The back of its head bounced violently off the concrete, reminding him of the woman he had tried to save. 

A sense of poetic justice washed him, albeit brief and unsatisfying. 

Probably religious fundamentalists, he guessed, trying to narrow the list of possible culprits. 

To the best of his knowledge, Al-Qaeda and ISIL lacked the technology to create such an advanced weapon, especially something so unprecedented. In his experience, he’d never seen anything remotely like this. Iran, he knew, had nuclear capabilities, but nothing this unique. 

Of course, this didn’t account for a radicalized group buying a “dirty bomb” from elsewhere. 

China or India might have the tech, he thought, but neither had the motive to sell. 

Not even the Saudis made sense, as oil profiteering had always kept their politics in check. 

Truly baffled, he considered domestic terrorism, maybe a fringe group with a loony scientist and some bollocks agenda. 

Still, it didn’t add up. 

However, while his mind was still cloudy from the mystery, his body was clear. 

Maintaining control from a side-mounted wrestling position, his goal was not submission. With his right forearm under the dead man’s chin to wedge him to the ground, he used his thighs together to trap the ghoul’s arm in what is commonly known in mixed martial arts circles as a kimura, or arm-lock. 

In Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu, this puts strain on the elbow and shoulder until the opponent reaches their pain threshold and surrenders - or “taps out.” 

However, dead men feel no pain, it seems. 

Without hesitation, Sebastian used every ounce of his strength, quickly feeling its right elbow hyperextend and SNAP like a piece of dry firewood. 

In a flurry of controlled motion, Seb changed positions and proceeded to quickly break the other arm. Satisfied, he rolled away and stood up from a short distance to survey his handiwork. 

Indeed, it was an awkward sight to behold: With both elbows broken at the joint and pointing in opposite angles, it was almost as helpless as a newborn. Unable to use its hands to lift itself up, the creature began squirming and flopping on the ground, still trying to crawl in his general direction like a stilted crab. 

Truthfully, Sebastian wanted to stop for a few moments, to learn whatever he could about this disease. However, time was not on his side. It was about two hours before sundown, three at most, and darkness would bring a new host of problems. 

Even with his advanced skill set, he had no food or water, and none of his usual weapons or equipment. He didn’t even have a full tank of petrol. 

To survive, he would need to change all that. 

Finally back behind the wheel, he pulled away from the curb thinking about what he would need to do at the hotel. 

In his room, he had a first-aid kit, as well as a military-grade satellite GPS in his luggage. 

Even though his firearm was back home, he suspected that a sharp instrument might be more appropriate, like a machete or sword. 

Thinking of home, it was inconceivable to him that what was happening in the States was also happening in every city and every continent around the world, and that his sisters and his mum were probably experiencing some variation of what he was at that moment, likely with worse results. 

For the time being, all he could focus on was getting to his hotel and getting his gear, and at that point, he was optimistic about his chances of success. 

That is, until his vehicle was broadsided by a mint green Jeep Cherokee SUV. 



REVIS 

Seems like the rules just ain’t the same, Revis LaCroix thought to himself as he cavalierly pushed the pencil deeper into her eye socket. 

She was a fifteen-year-old student before he had killed her, little bitch cheerleader, little hot-ass sophomore Sophie Whatever-the-Fuck her last name was, before he had raped and strangled her in the supply room behind the school auditorium. 

That’s custodial engineer, not janitor, you little red-haired cunt, he thought as he slowly slid the yellow No. 2 cylinder into her tear duct all the way to the pink eraser and back out again, looking for any reaction, the soft resistance of her flesh turning him on almost as much as the things he had forced her to do while she was still alive. 

A viscous stream of darkened blood slowly rolled down her cheek and dripped onto the cot beneath them, adding to the urine and fecal matter already present, her other eye watching him intently without any reaction and ignoring the pencil. 

Revis hadn’t let go like this for almost a decade, well, maybe not the raping, but certainly the killing for fear of DNA technology, not since he had made the move north from Baton Rouge and left all of his teenage indiscretions behind. 

However, with the world falling apart and everyone screaming and anyone left alive not paying attention to any screaming but their own, it seemed like the perfect opportunity to let The Beast out and have a little fun. 

After all, this IS the end of the world, ain’t it? 

Might as well make the best of things. 

Poke, poke, poke. 

A small group of teachers at White Plains High School, those Yankee liberal mouth-breather assholes, had decided to stay in the building once the dead began to rise, along with students working on after-school projects or detention but were now afraid to go home. Most of them were clustered together in the gymnasium, safety in numbers they said, mesmerized by the visions of total anarchy being recorded and posted, using their toys to watch the world split itself open one upload at a time. 

However, one by one, kids and teachers alike were deciding to risk it, in small groups or alone, like Sophie with her tight little body that had taunted him every day between second-period and homeroom, sashaying her ass up the “West A” staircase in front of him on-purpose. 

With her hands now bound by plastic ties and an oil-soaked rag duct taped in her mouth, her tear-streaked face had a serene look since she had died and returned, staring into him with a calm determination, signaling a shift in power between them which irritated him greatly.. 

Still, not unlike a kid in a candy store that had already gorged himself, it was time to pull up his big boy pants and get to the main course. 

How is a pencil different from a bullet? Revis wondered, wiggling the yellow cylinder from side to side, removing it from one eye duct and then inserting it into the other. With his knee on her chest, pinning her to the bed in the darkness of the musty boiler room under the first-floor stairwell, he could feel her body periodically tighten and strain against him. 

I ain’t no doctor, he thought, but this ain't got nowhere to go but her brain, and lead is lead. 

Very quickly, he realized that the movies probably had it all wrong. 

Removing a Swiss Army Knife from his belt case, he decided that it was time for some creativity. 

Using the crude knife portion, Revis painstakingly cut around and through her neck, slowly and methodically carving flesh and muscle, eventually completing the difficult job of sawing through her stubborn windpipe and spinal cord and lifting the head off the body, holding it mid-air by her blood-soaked strawberry-blonde hair. 

It was absolutely the wrong tool for the job, he admitted, dull and inadequate, and the sight of the decapitated head was a bit much, even by his own standards. 

Still, in his depraved mind, the task was well worth it, as one of his theories about how these creatures functioned was confirmed. 

Even separated from the body, the damaged eyes continued to track him. 

Plus, the headless body continued to struggle. 

Time to up the ante. 

He rose from the soiled cot with just the head. 

Instantly, the immobilized body began to flop around on the cot, like a fish out of water. 

Gently, he placed the head on a nearby folding chair, positioning it so that the eyes could see him. 

Then, he turned the head around, her eyes facing the back of the chair. 

Instantly, her body stopped moving. 

With his knife, he poked at the body, right above the belly button. 

Unresponsive. 

He turned the face around, so that the eyes could see him again. 

Once again, her body began to struggle. 

With an idea forming, Revis scanned the room, unsure of what he was looking for... until he saw it on an adjacent table. It was resting inside an open can of soup, from lunch. 

A metal spoon. 

Picking the head up by the hair, Revis sat casually on the chair in the puddle left behind, without any concern for the stain it might make. Actually, it felt liberating, knowing that there was no longer any need to worry about gore. 

If anyone saw him, they would assume that he had defended himself. 

In fact, they really should thank me, he thought. 

I'm doing important research. 

Wedging the head tightly between his thighs, he used the spoon to scoop out both eyes, placing them on the table. It reminded him of carving into ice cream. 

Once the eyes were removed, the body stopped moving, even when he again positioned the head in his direction. 

So, I’m not food, he deduced, picking up one of the eye stems and twirling it around in his fingers, as if inspecting a piece of fine jewelry. 

Obviously, it doesn't smell me. 

And if it doesn’t see me, it doesn’t give a shit. 

Good to know. 

Unceremoniously tossing the head into a nearby trashcan like a rotten cantaloupe, he suddenly thought of one more experiment. 

Dropping one of the eyeballs on the concrete floor, he stomped it flat like a grape under his work boot, wondering if the body would react. 

It didn’t. 

Finally losing interest, he stared at his little knife with disdain. This Swiss fucker is not going to "cut" it, he thought, giggling at his own pun. 

At his apartment nearby, he had a large stockpile of weapons - from hunting knives and antique swords to a collection of functioning revolvers and pistols. He even had a few assault rifles meant to defend himself in the race war that he had thought was inevitable. 

Bullets for the living, blades for the dead. 

Still, I’ll need to make sure I get home in one piece. 

With a plan in mind, Revis quietly weaved his way through the steam-pipe labyrinth to the stairs leading to the lobby, hearing the sounds of sirens and panicked screams from beyond the walls of the building. From the layout of the school, he knew that the best way to the gardening shed outside was through the faculty parking lot, and the quickest way there was through the gym, where he fully expected a crowd of infants - students and teachers - all shitting themselves. 

However, the gymnasium was already empty. 

It looked exactly like any other day - except for a large puddle of blood underneath one of the basketball hoops. 

Without explanation, one of the double-door exits leading to the parking lot was open, with a folding chair in the way to keep the doors from closing. 

Knife-in-hand, he left the gym and maneuvered between several rows of parked cars, coincidentally passing his own vehicle, no need to get that broken tail light fixed anymore, crossing the track, and heading straight to the green aluminum shed on the edge of the baseball field, behind the left field corner. 

Actively fantasizing about the chaos in the world and how he might add to it, Revis unlocked the padlock with a key only the custodial engineer would have, thank you very much, and immediately saw what he was looking for, resting innocently on a workbench. 

A motorized, double-bladed, hedge-trimmer. 

There you are, my sweet. 

Let’s go have some fun. 

After topping off the gasoline from a red can and shoving a pair of pruning shears into his back pocket, he left the shed just in time to see a group of terrified livings, five total, running scared from a dead. 

One of the living was Assistant Principal Haley. 

Fuck that condescending asshole, he thought. I hope he gets killed. 

In fact, maybe I’ll do the honors. 

Pulling the ripcord on the hedge-trimmer, the engine immediately turned over, making a very chainsaw-like BRrrrrOOOmmPpppipippipp sound... and instantly attracting the attention of the chaser. 

Sight and sound? Good to know. 

A teenager, probably a student that was stuck in detention, the dead boy charged full-speed at Revis, arms flailing in an uncoordinated fashion, a few bullet holes decorating his upper body and leaving a thin trail of blood down the third-base line. 

Time to finish the job. 

Without any concern for personal safety, the boy ran right at him. 

At the last moment, he stepped to the side and swung the trimmer like a golf club… cutting right through the body at the waist like a hot blade through butter. 

At that moment, Revis almost came in his overalls. 

The torsoless legs continued running on autopilot for a few yards before falling down onto the finely-manicured outfield grass. At the same time, the torso did a double-somersault in unison with a spray of red gore, landing face up. 

The half-body continued to reach for Revis, clawing at the infield dirt for traction with both hands, a look of anger on its face. 

Before turning off the trimmer to save gas, he proceeded to chop off one hand, then the other, each while visualizing a fat Thanksgiving turkey. 

Well, uncooked turkey, he joked to himself. 

Mesmerized by his task, it took a few moments for Revis to realize that he had attracted an audience. The group of livings, led by Haley, had stopped to watch. 

Of course, Revis assumed, they would be quick to judge him, not even bother to thank him, probably call him a sick freak like his Momma said to his aunts and uncles behind his back. 

In fact, he immediately noticed in the crowd one of Sophie’s friends from the cheerleading squad, with darker hair and smoking hot, that bitch who had always frowned at him in the hallways. 

She was the first to speak. 

“What should we do, Mister LaCroix?” 

And with that, for the first time that afternoon, Revis left his own head and looked at the group, at each one of them in turn. 

What he saw from all of them caught him completely off-guard. 

Respect? 

No, he thought. 

That’s not a strong enough word. 

Fixated on Miss Cheerleader’s exposed bra strap and the soft curve of her neck, Revis imitated what he hoped was a heartwarming smile. 

They all smiled back.


It was at that moment that his own smile turned real. 

ISABEL 

When The Change happened, she was there. 

In the trailer, watching. 

This wasn’t the first time Isabel Cordova bore psychic witness to important events. 

Her first time, at age six, Isabel woke up screaming. 

She had had a nightmare about being in an airplane as it exploded. 

It was September 11, 2001, and forty-five minutes later she watched it happen again, this time on the television. 

By the time she was a teenager, she had predicted the deaths of three people - two close friends and one family member - each within twenty-four hours of having the visions. 

After a frigid reaction from her ultra-religious mother, she decided to keep her dreams to herself, fearing that others might see them as a curse, that she might somehow be to blame. 

Over the next dozen years, she would continue to dream about events right before they would occur, but she was powerless to stop them. 

For instance, in 2007, she witnessed the tragic shooting at Virginia Tech as if she were sitting inside one of the classrooms, hearing gunfire and experiencing the terror first-hand. However, upon waking, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t remember the name of the school. 

In 2013, she had a nightmare about an explosion at a marathon. This time, it was months beforehand, and she wasn’t sure which city. However, after watching surveillance footage from the incident in Boston, she correctly identified several articles of clothing of pedestrians standing within the blast radius. 

Thus, even without her mother’s harsh judgments, she herself believed she might be cursed after all, and wished to remain ignorant of future events. 

Despite this, once again her astral form left her body and found its way to an obscure trailer park deep in the Canadian wilderness, slipping through the keyhole in the door right before it was painted shut, to witness the interaction between the Shaman and the Guide. 

In fact, Isabel knew everything that would happen inside that trailer, as if it were a stage play and she had helped write the script. 

Unfortunately, however, she was unable to speak or act. 

Even if she could, she didn't truly understand the significance of the scene playing out before her. 

Furthermore, when her alarm clock shocked her awake that morning, she immediately began to forget. 

Running for the bathroom, struggling to focus, Isabel needed to get to Manhattan to an unfamiliar office from her small apartment in Queens. Living alone, she worked as a freelance graphic designer, taking only the jobs that fit her skills and personality. 

This time, it was an expensive clothing company that needed a professional ad campaign for their customer base, to entice them to return to their website and spend more money. 

Usually, she worked from home, on her personal computer. However, this was a brand new business relationship, and they wanted to clock her hours. 

So, off she went to their corporate building a few blocks west of Times Square. 

Her one-hour trip via public transportation was uneventful. 

Most of her day was quiet, and probably would have remained that way, since the building that she was working in was closed that day to the general public due to renovations. 

If not for the dead dog. 

Coincidentally, right in front of the building, a German Shepherd stray was hit by a speeding car and killed, attracting the attention of the building’s doorman and a nearby police officer walking a foot post. 

As if in direct answer to religious zealots who insist that animals have no souls, the stray almost immediately rose from the dead and savagely ripped out the throat of the cop. 

The dead cop would quickly lose all of his cognition and fine motor skills, but for exactly seventeen seconds, he retained enough muscle memory and police training to pull out his semi-automatic Glock from its holster and shoot the driver of the vehicle, his teenage passenger in the front seat, the doorman standing next to him, and anyone else he could find running on the street down below. He emptied his entire fifteen-round magazine and even remembered how to reload before finally dropping the gun on the sidewalk and mindlessly chasing a fleeing car. 

The doorman, with a bullet hole through his left eye and viscera leaking down his back, turned around and ran back into the building, and began murdering people in the lobby. 

Isabel, working on her laptop on the eleventh floor of that same building with earbuds in her ears blasting music, was blissfully unaware of the emerging chaos. 

It wasn’t until Hot Guy tapped her on the shoulder that she had any idea the world was falling apart. 

"Something's happening," he said, a genuine look of fear on his face. 

She had been introduced to him at least twice, but he was now Hot Guy because she couldn't remember his name. "I would pack your stuff up if I were you." 

A small crowd of employees were clustered around a ceiling-to-floor window, all staring at the street below and murmuring, a buzz of nervous energy hanging in the air. With her earbuds out, she could also hear an argument happening in the hallway on the opposite side of the room. 

"What do you mean?" 

"People are posting videos online of people going postal for no reason," Hot Guy said, standing over her small cubicle but squinting in the direction of the hallway argument, which was becoming louder. "Then a few minutes ago, it sounded like... gunfire downstairs." 

Then Hot Guy attacked her. 

It took Isabel an unusually-long half-second to figure out what was really happening. 

Actually, Hot Guy had moved out of the way from a blur racing past them, sliding into her cubicle and wrapping his arms around her in a protective fashion. 

Or maybe it was just to regain his balance. She wasn't sure which. 

Then, out of the corner or her eye, she saw something that she didn't think was possible. 

The "blur" was actually a very large man covered, head-to-toe, in blood. 

He ran full-tilt into the oblivious crowd standing in front of the full-length window, with absolutely no concern for his own safety. 

Of course, she didn't think the window was bulletproof. 

Still, Isabel didn't think the window would break. 

But break it did under the combined force and weight of the crowd, creating a rippled shockwave of sound and glass as the crazy man sent himself and at least four more people tumbling out of the eleventh-floor office window, as every other person left in the room screamed in unison. 

At that moment, Isabel suddenly remembered everything. 



GRANT 

"Something weird is going on, babe," Grant said to his wife over the phone. 

He knew he sounded nervous, and he wished he could do a better job at hiding it. "Keep the TV on... and stay in the house." 

"What's wrong, honey? I'm in the kitchen." 

"I don’t know, weird shit is happening all over the place, people are freaking out," he answered, watching people in the office cluster around the full-length tinted window on the south wall. "This morning, I couldn’t contact any of my overseas connections. Now, people are posting all kinds of crazy stuff on the internet." 

"I don't see anything, honey." 

"Well, just stay home. I saw a video yesterday about drinking tap water, don’t do it... Love you, see you soon." 

After hanging up, he began to float through the maze of office cubicles, trying to warn people who were still oblivious. 

To Grant, it was clear what was happening. 

The corrupt world governments - controlled by an international cabal of lizard people - had bioengineered a virus that made humans irrational and violent for the purpose of population control, to thin the herd. 

Most likely introduced through the water supply - as he had seen many times on YouTube - the pathogen was rapidly moving from person to person, probably through saliva and blood, or maybe even absorbed right through the skin. 

He had mentioned this and other likely scenarios to his wife, Jenny, for many years, but she had never taken it seriously. 

Hearing the sound of gunfire from the street below, he made a mental checklist of his priorities: Office safe, get the car, go home. 

Grant needed to get home to his wife and their newborn son, Edward. He was also the caretaker for his disabled grandfather, Nick. 

To do so, he would need to safely exit the building and get to his Jeep, which was valeted in an underground parking facility directly across the street, for which he paid a hefty monthly fee to have it readily available for a situation just like this. 

In the trunk of his vehicle was two cases of bottled water, several unopened boxes of protein bars, and his emergency “boogie” bag: A canvas knapsack filled with doomsday supplies, such as his old boy scout compass, first-aid kit, canteen, Mag-Lite, hunting knife, masks and gloves and other knick-knacks he had accumulated over the years from surfing on survivalist websites. 

But before that, he needed to return to his corner office, get his special gear, and clear out his wall safe. 

Just as he was about to bolt, Miss Cordova asked him a question. 

"People are posting videos online of people getting violent," he answered, standing over her. 

She was a temp from an agency, working per diem. Young-looking and pretty, Cordova had pin-straight dark hair and very serious eyes, almost all black. 

For the life of him, he couldn’t remember her first name. 

Just then, two men, a smaller one being chased by one much larger, were running right at him. 

Both men were covered in blood. 

Grant dodged into the cubicle, and they both passed at full speed. 

The smaller man was tackled by the bigger man into the crowd standing at the south window, causing the glass to break. It all seemed to happen in slow motion. 

The two men disappeared out the window, along with two more people who spun like drunk ballerinas and lost their balance, all of them falling to certain deaths. 

Nearly everyone screamed, including Grant. 

Everyone except Miss Cordova. 

Instead, she spoke to him. 

"I know what happened." 

"What?" 

"I know how to fix this," Miss Cordova said, a distant look in her dark eyes. 

Grant was practically sitting on top of her in her chair. After a moment of awkwardness, he backed away. Time seemed to freeze. 

"What's your first name?" 

"Isabel." 

Grant wasn't sure how he knew that she was telling the truth. 

He just knew. 

"Come with me," he said, holding out his hand. 

She took it, and he pulled her to her feet. 

Following him to his corner office, they weaved through an obstacle course of frightened people. 

At his wall safe, he quickly spun the combination. 

Once open, he started emptying the hole of several stacks of freshly-minted currency, stuffing them into a Dora The Explorer backpack. After a moment of hesitation, he gave Isabel one stack. "Take this. Credit cards won't work anymore. Soon, it'll be green toilet paper." 

Next, he found his .38 chrome snub-nose revolver, checked to see if it was loaded - which was stupid because it was his gun and of course it was loaded - and stuffed it into his belt. 

The walls of his office were both made of tinted glass. He took a moment to look below and scan the city. It was still a few hours before sundown, but Manhattan was already imploding. 

To Grant, it looked like someone had poured poison into an ant farm, and all the insects were scurrying to hide. 

Taking a deep breath, Grant was almost ready to go. 

Lastly, he turned to face his pride and joy - his samurai collection. 

Displayed on a mannequin and from the late-nineteenth century, all the gear was authentic from feudal Japan. He didn't think he'd have time to put on the armor, but he did take the helmet and weapons. 

He gave the tanto - the dagger - to Isabel, keeping the katana for himself. 

"Why do you have swords in your office?" she asked, staring blankly at him. 

There wasn't any judgment in her voice. 

"Are you really asking me that right now?" 

"I guess not." 

"Okay. Don't stab me." 

He put on the kabuto, knowing that the helmet probably looked ridiculous but not giving a shit, and made a bee-line for the northern edge of the office, where very few employees knew that an exit staircase was built inside of a supervisor's bathroom. 

They encountered no resistance until they reached the lobby. 

"Hold on," he said, happy to see that Isabel was still following him. They stood together in the stairwell, and he was looking at the lobby through a small square pane of glass in the exit door. "There's a dog in the lobby." 

"That dog is dead," she replied. 

"No, it's not... I'm looking right at it." 

Grant could hear her sigh impatiently. 

"It's hard to explain. But trust me... It's dead." 

"You mean, like, zombie dead?" 

The dog was a German Shepherd-mix. It looked injured, but it was calm, just standing motionless in the center of the lobby. 

The floor was covered in blood, but otherwise, the area was empty. 

"Not exactly. But... yes." 

What does that mean? Grant thought to himself. 

He wasn't particularly a fan of zombie fiction, but he knew the basic rules. Shoot it in the head. He didn't think his aim was good enough with the revolver to hit a small moving target. Plus, the gun would make too much noise. 

So, the sword it is. 

The dog wasn't facing him, so his plan was to sneak up behind it and chop its head off. 

Unfortunately, things didn't go as planned. 

The door hinge squeaked as it opened, alerting the dog. 

Calm became violent, in an instant. 

Without hesitation, the canine charged, giving him no time to swing the katana. 

He did, however, raise the Japanese sword in defense, and the undead dog impaled itself on the blade, all the way to the hilt. The weight of the dog, combined with the slick wet spot on the marble floor, caused him to fall onto his back, with the snapping teeth of the dog mere inches from his chin. 

He naturally expected the animal to react in pain from the sword, but it didn't seem fazed. 

In that brief moment of extreme stress and fear, Grant promised himself that if he were lucky enough to survive those teeth, he would never again second-guess Miss Isabel. 

In a split-second that was an eternity, he realized something about the dog. 

It had to be dead. 

It wasn't barking or snarling... or even breathing. 

The only sound that it was making was the clack-clickety-clack of its sharp canine teeth coming together over and over, trying to rip out his throat. 

There was a blur of movement, and suddenly, he was free. The dog was gone. 

No, that can’t be right, he thought, his heart beating through his chest. 

In his peripheral vision, he saw Isabel on top of the squirming dog, pinning its head to the floor with both hands on the hilt of the twelve-inch dagger, skewering its eyeball. 

It was probably the most badass thing he had ever seen. 

"Hold it down!" he shouted - as if she had much choice - as he rolled to his feet. 

He took a deep breath - trying to imagine uncooked meat on a BBQ grill - and moved as carefully and as surgically as he could, severing both hind legs first. After that, they worked together in grim silence, cutting the dog up into several pieces. 

If there had been any doubt about the dog being dead before, there could be none now. 

Yet, all the pieces of the dog were still moving independently of each other. 

Even the decapitated head was still moving, trying to bite them. 

"You saved my life," he said, breathing heavily. They were both covered in blood. 

She didn't respond, only continuing to stare at the violent mess they had made in silence, a single tear rolling down her cheek. 

Soon, the spell broke, and they exited the building. 

Luckily for them, the street was clear of violent obstacles. Crossing the street to reach the parking garage, Grant was terrified that his Jeep might be buried behind other parked cars. Considering the state of the world, he couldn't expect a valet to fetch his vehicle. 

He would more likely need to fight the valet. 

Fortune smiled on them again, as his car was parked on the surface level and unobstructed, with the ignition key resting conveniently on the front tire. 

Suddenly, Grant found himself terrified again, but not of zombies. He looked over at his new female friend as she opened the door and sat in the passenger seat. 

It's not like you're bringing home a stray cat. 

"Do you have any family?" he asked. 

"Only my mom, but she lives in Miami." 

"Well, I have a family," he said, to which her reaction was hard to read. "I'm going to my wife and son in New Rochelle. I can get you out of the city... but after that, no promises." 

"I understand." 

No, you don't, he thought, allowing himself a moment of humor amidst the death and destruction. If I bring you to New Rochelle, Jenny will hit you in the head with a baseball bat. 

He started the engine, and put the gear shift in drive. 

"In the meantime…Please tell me everything you know." 
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JENNY 
He’s not my husband, and he never will be. 

Having said that, Jenny thought as she prepped to teach her class of mixed age kids in Theatre Number Five, I do love my Sebby. 

However, her feelings didn’t develop overnight. 

For a long time, she didn’t even like Sebastian. 

It had been almost two years since The Change, since the day that her mint green Jeep blindsided Sebastian’s rental car, almost killing them both. 

Jenny didn’t remember much about the accident itself, except for the airbag punching her in the face. 

When she had regained consciousness, Sebby was there, tending to her wounds. She was lying on the hard pavement, alongside the steaming wreck of both vehicles. 

He had a bald head and a goatee, and was fit with a handsome and rugged face. His forehead was bleeding, and he was dressed in a track suit like a personal trainer. 

Of course, there was only one thing on her mind when she opened her eyes. 

“Where is my baby?” 

She instantly tried to get up, but a jolt of pain shot up from her hip, wiggling around in the base of her neck like an electric eel. 

“Slowly,” he said, helping her sit up, his hand gently on her shoulder. He had a British accent. “You could have a hairline fracture.” 

“Where is he?” 

“It would be best if you didn't look.” 

Jenny locked eyes with him, sizing him up. 

“What is your name?” She asked, politely. 

“Sebastian.” 

“Get the fuck out of my way... Sebastian.” 

Jenny crawled on her hands and knees towards her damaged SUV, eventually using what was left of the pulverized hood to pull herself to a painful standing position. 

“You don’t understand, mum,” the man named Sebastian said, keeping a respectful distance. “It’s not safe.” 

Ignoring him, she found Eddie on the back seat, with her jean jacket covering his body and face. Her boy was still moving, but he just stared up at her blankly, in silence. 

His little body was bruised and blue, the skin on his backside dark purple and tacky. 

“He’s not breathing,” he said, from afar. 

I know that he’s not breathing, you idiot. 

He wasn’t breathing back at the house. 

Jenny knew the truth, even then, but she wasn’t ready. 

For a very long time, she hated him for trying to make her face it so soon. 

“I need to take my baby to a hospital,” Jenny said. 

Wrapping Eddie up in the jacket and scooping him into her arms, she briskly walked off as if she knew the direction of a hospital. She didn’t. 

“You don’t want to go to a hospital right now,” Sebastian said, following her. 

She stopped, but didn’t turn around. “Why not?” 

“Because this disease is making people violent,” Sebby had said, in a patient tone that she would one day grow to depend on. “Right now, any Emergency Room will be the most contagious place to be, and therefore the most dangerous.” 

“I need to get help for my son.” 

“Your son is dead.” 

She turned around. “How dare you.” 

“May I show you something?” 

She didn’t respond, but he took her angry stare as a ‘yes.’ 

“This way,” he said, walking back to the scene of the accident but on the sidewalk, near a shattered gas bus stop. 

He pointed to something on the ground that was moving very slowly in their direction, something that until now she had chosen to ignore. 

It was straight out of a horror movie. 

“Look at him... This man is not breathing. He has no pulse,” Sebastian said, and then pointed to his arms, which were both broken at an obscene angle at the elbows. “Even though both of his arms are broken, he feels no pain. Look at his eyes... he’s not here.” 

Briefly, she looked down at Eddie. 

Her son’s eyes had the same look. 

Even without checking for a pulse, she knew that he was right. 

However, if she allowed herself to accept the fact that her son was dead, then she also wanted to die. What does it matter if the hospital is dangerous? Jenny knew that she wasn't thinking clearly, but she didn’t care. 

Without a word, she turned around as if this polite man didn’t exist and began walking off in a random direction. 

"Please wait." 

Exasperated, she stopped again. "Why?" 

"What do you mean?" 

"Why do you even care!?!" she screamed, tears distorting her vision. 

"You don't know me! The world is shit! I... I crashed your car." 

Now, he seemed at a loss for words. 

"I... don't know." 

If she hadn't been holding Eddie, she would have thrown up her hands in despair. 

He let out a long, defeated sigh. "Allow me to find another car. I promise that I will take you to the nearest hospital. Maybe we can... get supplies there. Yes?" 

She didn't answer, but she did stay. 

Two years later, Jenny didn't remember much of that first violent evening with Sebastian, her mind probably blocking it out as a defense mechanism. But they had survived it together. Fate had delivered this strange man who risked his life to save a woman he had never met, and once she realized that she’d never see Grant again, she eventually opened up to him, in mind and body. 

Again, he wasn't Grant, but living in this strange new world, just being Sebby was more than enough. 

Setting up for her lesson, Jenny was secretly nervous that Seb hadn't returned to Camp yet. 

Being second-in-command to that psychopath should have been enough to keep Sebastian from leading scavenger missions himself, she reasoned silently. 

Looking up at the blank screen and high ceiling of the empty movie theater, she knew that the supply runs were a necessity. Pickings were getting slim, as they say. However, she did often wonder if their glorious leader gave Sebby the most dangerous assignments on-purpose, hoping that he might not return, thereby cementing his own top spot, paranoid as he was. 

He wouldn't even have the Camp if not for Sebastian, she lamented. Plus, she knew that Sebby was content with just being one voice in the room and didn't want the responsibility of full leadership. 

Besides, Jenny was suspicious that there might be another reason the Head Honcho wanted Sebastian out of the picture, but she didn't want to think about that right now. 

As for the "Camp" itself, it wasn't really a camp - at least not anymore - not after they secured the multilevel plaza mall and took control of the remaining resources. Literally overnight, their nomadic feudal kingdom of desperate survivors had taken control of the department store in the basement, the supermarket in the middle, and the multiplex on top and made it all their own. 

They had called their migrating little village the "Camp" when it was only tents and bedrolls, and out of habit, they kept the name. 

Regarding her daily one-hour class, it had actually been Jenny's idea. 

An elementary school teacher by trade in the old world, she insisted that the kids at Camp needed to learn more than just self-defense if civilization was to continue and flourish under life's new rules. She had collected workbooks and school supplies from downstairs and would hand them out based on age and approximate grade level: crayons and coloring books for the little ones, math and reading comprehension for older kids. 

As the mixed group began filing in and taking their usual seats, Jenny was immediately pulled into a conversation between two teenagers. 

"Girls are missing," thirteen-year-old Anissa said. 

Jenny was already aware, and so was Sebastian. 

“Little” Rosie was the third girl in four months to disappear without a trace, and they had no idea what was happening, secretly worried that they might have a predator in their midst. 

She didn't want to start a panic, but it was a good excuse to reinforce basic safety protocols with the class: Always stay in crowded areas, travel in groups of twos or threes, and always carry a cutting tool. Everything that died needed to be disabled, so it became common practice for everyone - no matter how young - to carry a sharp instrument to defend themselves.. 

Jenny, for instance, favored the handaxe, one affixed to her belt at all times. 

Guns, of course, were an option, but they were loud and often inaccurate, and bullets were no longer manufactured. Plus, they were just plain inefficient when dealing with dead people. Easier to chop off the hand trying to grab you, or at least a thumb. Like stepping into a time machine and exiting during the Middle Ages, it had once again become custom to carry a sword on your hip. 

Add that to the fact that generating power and electricity was a frequent headache and the internet - which functioned perfectly fine for a while after The Change - mysteriously stopped working about three months ago, life was beginning to feel more like medieval times with each passing day. 

Unfortunately, before their hour of school was finished, they had an unexpected guest at the theater. 

Luckily, the visitor was living and breathing. 

Which should have put Jenny at ease, but it didn't. 

It was one of the Head Honcho's goons, rudely canceling her class. 

"Mister LeCroix would like to speak with you," he told her. 



ANDRE 

He definitely owed them. 

Following Sebastian into an abandoned hotel with guns drawn, Andre reminisced about that insane first day and what a kickass superhero team they had been. 

Not Sebastian and Andre... oh no. 

Definitely not. 

Sebastian and Jenny. 

In fact, if Andre remembered correctly, he was too busy urinating on himself and hiding in the hospital supply closet from Scissors Man, Doctor Death, and Fat Joshua, his EMT partner who went to a vending machine and came back with a scalpel sticking out of his face. No one had taught Andre how to defend himself yet, and he was stuck in the wrong place at the worst possible time. 

Unfortunately, he wasn’t the hero of the horror film he had stumbled into, he was just an uncredited extra that would quickly get eaten and become part of the zombie horde. 

He was absolutely doomed, and he knew it. 

Game over, man, just like the line of dialogue from one of his favorite movies. 

Then, as he was about to bend over and kiss his own ass goodbye, two strangers showed up from out of nowhere and proceeded to beat the ever-living shit out of everybody in the ER, like it was all just a massive three-dimensional video game. 

From Andre’s limited perspective - staring through a thin sliver of open closet door - he would never have guessed that they had just met. They had to be a married couple or at least boyfriend and girlfriend, he assumed, just by the way they worked together as a team, she with a golf club swinging from her heels and he with his bare hands, breaking bones and twisting heads backwards, like some kung-fu master. 

Obviously, some people are just born for that end-of-the-world bullshit, just built to give the apocalypse what it needs, a big fat Fuck You right to the face, and - at least to Andre - these two were shining examples of maximum human badassery. 

At that point, Andre hadn’t seen the baby yet, because Sebastian convinced her to leave it in a car outside. This dude was a dead ringer for Jason Statham, English accent and all, and she, even with eyes red-ringed from crying and a face splattered with other people’s blood, was still smoking hot, like a pro tennis player with thick legs in a dirty tank top and booty-huggers like a real-life Lara Croft. 

Jenny came into view first, hitting Scissors Guy with her silver nine iron, right across the face like he had insulted her personally, scissors and several teeth flying in the direction of his closet. 

Of course, that wasn’t enough to stop him. 

On cue, Sebastian immediately followed with a flying knee to the chest, knocking them both out of view. After the sound of grunting and bones breaking, Sebastian quickly re-emerged to slap a headlock on the sitting Doctor while Jenny went for the knees of his friend Joshua, and down he went, face-first, sliding in wet gore someone else had made. But add to it she did, swinging repeatedly in a chopping motion until the back of his head was an empty shell. 

Last but not least, with Sebby still holding him in place, Jenny dropped the golf club and retrieved the scissors from the floor. She calmly knelt down in front of both of them, poking one eye out and then the other, after which Sebastian pushed Scissors Guy down the hallway to stumble off in a random direction. 

Poetic justice, if you ask me, Andre thought. 

When the coast was finally clear, Sebastian spoke to his future boo in hushed tones. 

“There’s no one here that can help us.” 

“Wait! Me!” Andre heard someone say, from inside the closet. “I can!” 

It was his own voice, of course, and that was the beginning of a bizarre road trip for the three of them, starting at the hospital and ending at the new Camp, two years later. 

By then, The Sebinator had taught him a few self-defense tricks from those badass double-oh-seven fuckers, so Andre was feeling good. I mean, I’m not the main character, he thought, squinting his eyes and scanning the dark lobby for movement or candy bars - God damn, he missed chocolate - but at least I’m not a fucking extra that gets eaten during the opening credits. 

And he knew he would need every bit of that training, if he was to succeed in his mission. 

Well, it’s not my fault, Andre thought angrily to himself, agonizing about the decision he believed he needed to make. Sebastian knows the guy is a fucking psycho. He should have killed him and taken control for everyone else’s sake! 

But nooooo, Sebby’s too noble for that, too good to see the danger right under our noses! 

And now, it’s in my lap. 

So, as Andre followed his friend silently, with the muzzle of his Glock aimed squarely at the center of Sebastian’s back, he was forced to again ask himself a extremely important question... one last time: 

If Andre owed him his life - and he certainly did - then why was he about to betray him? 

Why? Because if Sebastian was the hero in this movie, then there could only be one villain... And that villain’s name was Revis Fucking LaCroix. 

Revis was the man in charge at Camp, the proverbial king of the castle. 

And if there was one guy that was even scarier than Sebby, it was LeCroix... because Revis was pure evil, to the core. 

Unfortunately, Sebastian believed that they were on a reconnaissance mission, to investigate reports of another camp, hiding at the hotel. His task was to find them, assess the possible threat to their own Camp, then make contact and negotiate. 

But that was all a lie. 

Andre knew the truth, straight from the mouth of The Beast himself. 

Earlier that day, Revis had called Andre in for a private one-on-one, to lay the cards out on the table and make it clear what was really going to happen. 

Come back alone, Revis had told him, without Sebastian, and you live. 

Maybe even score a promotion. 

Come back with Sebastian, and you both die. 

Tell him about this meeting, or warn him... And Jenny dies. 

Sebby had been content to play second fiddle to Revis, Andre believed, and now because of that, all three of them would end up paying a hefty price. 

Not my fault, Andre again rationalized. 

They couldn’t fight the whole camp, just the two of them. And they would end up fighting the whole camp, because they were all cowards - just like he was - each of them individually not strong enough to oppose Revis' ruthless insanity. 

And even if they did try to fight him, then Jenny would die... and Andre couldn’t let that happen. 

If he were being honest with himself, Andre was also a little in love with Jenny, and a little jealous that he hadn’t met her first, but he didn’t think that played a role in his decision. 

He just couldn’t let anything bad happen to her. 

Earlier, he had also seen LeCroix’s secret room upstairs, and what he had done to those missing girls. Andre knew the threat was real. 

I have no choice... This is the only way. 

Of course, he couldn’t fight Sebby, one-on-one. 

Honestly, he didn’t think anybody could do that. 

Just as Andre was seriously considering shooting him in the back, he saw movement in the lobby, out of the corner of his eye. 

Ironically - on pure instinct - Andre shouted a warning. 

"Shooter! Two o'clock!" 

BLAAM! A single muzzle flash erupted from the right corner of the dark lobby, from under a carpeted stairwell. 

Both men returned fire. 

Something heavy fell. 

Without thinking, Andre advanced. He came upon a male body, prone, still moving, bleeding from several bullet holes but still alive. His first move was to kick the gun away, a revolver of some kind, chrome-plated. 

Then, having no plastic wire ties to secure the body, he holstered his Glock and unsheathed his combat knife, to remove the man's thumbs. It was gruesome but necessary because he was dying, and Andre was well-accustomed to blocking out terrified and pain-filled screams. 

Next, he scanned the area for something heavy, finding only a leather loveseat nearby. 

He slid it over and flipped it over onto the body, hoping to immobilize him. 

Only then did he realize that Sebastian was not by his side. 

"I'm hit," Sebby said, holding his abdomen and dropping to one knee. 

Momentarily forgetting about his secret assignment, Andre rushed over, his mind in a panic. Bleeding profusely through his fingers, Sebastian crawled to the foot of the stairs, leaning against the bannister. Checking for damage, there was no exit wound, the bullet finding an open spot just below his Kevlar vest, near his belly button. 

Apply pressure, Andre told himself, watching his own hands on autopilot frantically stuff white gauze from a hip pouch into the hole. Could be internal bleeding, maybe hit the stomach artery. 

This could be really bad. 

"You have to leave me," Sebastian said. 

"Fuck you." 

"No, Andre... I'm dying." 

"It's nothing," he replied, but he knew that wasn't true. Already, Sebby's face was turning pale, and an obscene amount of blood was pouring from the hole. 

"You need to go," Sebastian said, his breathing labored. "Once I turn, you won't be able to stop me." 

"Don't flatter yourself." 

What are you doing? A voice inside him asked. 

Let him die. 

"Go," Secastian said, his eyes losing their spark. 

"Listen to me!" Andre shouted, placing both of Sebby's hands on top of the bloody gauze, applying pressure. "This is NOT what I wanted!" 

He saw a glimmer of understanding, as if his facial expression alone had asked: What did you do, Andre? 

"Listen... Jenny is... in trouble." 

"What?" 

"Don't worry... This is the only way... I'll be the main character... I'll save her." 

With that, Andre hugged Sebastian, and left him in the hotel to die. 



REVIS 

Of course, she's in love with me. 

I'm the only one with the balls to do what needs to be done. 

As Revis waited upstairs in the luxury apartment he had taken for himself behind the theater box office, he thought about how easy it had been to obtain control of the Camp. 

Give them a false sense of security, a little food, and permission to do fucked up shit without having to make any decisions, and they'll hand you the keys. 

People wanna follow, not lead. 

And the few who do wanna lead? Kill them when nobody's around. 

There was a knock at the door.﻿ 

"Come in," he said. 

Two people entered, a woman escorted by a man. 

"She won't give up the tool, boss," the man said, pointing at the little yellow handaxe on her waist. The guard was dressed in piecemeal body armor and cradling an assault rifle. 

"You know the rules, Jennifer." 

"I didn't ask to come here," she replied, not breaking her stare. 

After a brief standoff, LeCroix waved the man off to resume his posting outside the door. 

As previously instructed, the guard closed the door behind himself, locking it. 

"Pardon my manners," Revis said, smiling. 

"Have a seat. Let's have a drink." 

He motioned towards a circular glass coffee table in the center of the apartment, situated between a couch and loveseat. The three pieces of furniture had contrasting styles, having been hauled up from separate locations at his request. On the glass table were two ceramic drinking cups and an open bottle of wine. 

Revis didn't know very much about wine in the Old World, but he did know that now it was hard to find. 

See? I can be a gentleman, he thought. 

She better thank me. 

"I'm not thirsty," she said. 

Oh... You're gonna pay for that. 

"Fine, sit with me while I drink," he said, trying to hide his displeasure and climbing over the back of the loveseat, to sit and pour. 

After some hesitation and a confused expression, Jenny copied his approach, climbing over the back of the couch. Once seated, it was hard for him to ignore that even with a buzz cut and no makeup, Jennifer was still a fine-looking woman, even with the recent scars on her face and neck. 

Soon, he'd see what was underneath all that grime, with his bedroom only a few feet away, or his other room, if absolutely necessary. 

Every King needs a Queen... to do with as he pleases. 

"Would it be fair to say," he asked, swirling the wine in his coffee mug, "That we have it good here? At the mall?" 

"Not everyone does." 

"What?" 

"Kids have gone missing," she replied, resting her hand casually on the butt of her axe. He wasn't sure if she was making a subtle threat. "Families are upset. You need to do something about it." 

"I'm looking into that..." He replied, smiling on the inside. 

He knew exactly where those children were. 

"What about you? Do you have it good here?" he asked. 

Jenny rolled her eyes and exhaled. "Why did you interrupt my class?" 

"What do you think of this apartment?" 

"It's... nice." 

"Would you like it to be yours?" 

There was a long pause. He could see her wheels turning. 

"I'm with Sebastian." 

"You don't have to worry about that," he answered, trying to be nonchalant. 

He could almost feel her body tense. 

"What did you do?" 

"Oh, don't look at me," Revis said, rising from the loveseat to sit close to Jenny on the couch, invading her space. 

"I just know that your fling with Sebby has already run its course, and he's tired of you. He told me not to say anything, but I couldn't keep it from you. You're too important to the Camp... and to me." 

Instinctively, Revis knew that a smart man would have let it go right there. The seed was planted. Sebastian would either come back or he wouldn't, depending on what kind of balls Andre had. 

If he did come back, the lovebirds would argue, and he'd be around to sow discontent between them. If he didn't, then there would be unanswered questions, for which Revis would be happy to fill in the blanks with his own version of the truth. 

His victory was inevitable. 

In time, she’d be his. All he needed to do was be patient. 

However, The Beast had other intentions. 

"Besides," he continued, taking her hand into his, forcing it onto his stiffening groin. "I know you want this cock." 

"You're a fucking liar," she said, pulling her hand away. 

She had a look of revulsion in her eyes, which only excited him more. 

"I know you want this... You're fooling yourself." 

In a flurry of motion that lasted only a few seconds, actions replaced words. 

Without hesitation, he swung the ceramic mug with full force and clipped her cheek, the cup breaking off at the handle, soaking them both in wine. Her body went limp and fell backwards onto the couch, and he pounced. 

Leaning over her, Revis grabbed at the axe with both hands and pulled hard, ripping the leather belt loop and tossing the weapon wildly across the room. 

Next, he pinned her to the couch, throwing her legs on each side of him, grinding hard into her pelvis area through her jeans. He could tell that her head was spinning, but she wasn't unconscious. 

You like this, don't you? 

You want this. 

Pressing his weight into her, he licked and swallowed the wine and blood from her cheek, then forced his tongue into her mouth, twisting and twirling, trying to suffocate her with his mouth. She would only breathe if he allowed it, and only if she begged him, otherwise she’d drown and die like the rest of them. 

At that moment, he wondered if he actually needed a Queen. 

No, probably not. I'll never be... 

Unexpectedly, his inner monologue was harshly interrupted... by a jolt of pain. 

Just as Jenny savagely bit off the tip of his tongue and spit it back into his eye, Revis realized - in blinding agony - that he might have made a slight miscalculation. 

Obviously, in two years of being in a relationship with Sebby, she must've learned some stuff from him. They probably did more Kung-Fu shit together than sex, he guessed. 

And as this panicked idea formed inside his head - and was also somehow turned on more than before - Revis began to suffer the painful consequences of said miscalculation. 

First, Jenny wrapped her muscular legs around his midsection and hooked them together, to lock him in place and squeeze. It felt like his waist was caught in a vise, suddenly finding it hard to breathe, like a rib might pop. 

Next, she headbutted him - not once but twice - breaking his nose and loosening several front teeth. 

After that, using both palms in an open-handed strike, she hit him in both earlobes where the upper jaw meets. 

He wasn't sure if his eardrums were bleeding, but it felt like it. 

Lastly, she then wrapped her arms around his neck, tucking his head under her armpit and clamping down, cutting off his oxygen and blood flow. To Revis, it felt like a boa constrictor was trying to eat him. 

Almost instantly, he began seeing stars. 

While this all still felt a little like foreplay to him, things were definitely not going as planned. 

With a loud buzzing in his ears, he felt himself slipping away, to a dark and quiet place. 

"Don't ever touch me again, you fucking asshole." 

A few more seconds, and he’d be gone. 

Luckily for him, Jenny was less than half his size. 

Even so, it took every ounce of his strength to lift her up from the couch, standing up. 

Locked in an angry embrace, using all of their combined weight, he dropped her.... through the glass coffee table. 

He felt her grip on him release, and he could breathe again. 

The fight was over. 

Listening for her pulse, the guard unlocked the door and rushed in. 

"I... I thought you were having sex.... I'm sorry, boss." 

Ignoring him at first, he took a moment to survey the damage that she had created. 

"Take her to my room," Revis finally said with a lisp, spitting out a tooth. "And get me a new table." 



ISABEL 

She remembered everything about her visit to The Shaman's trailer. 

In fact, Isabel was convinced that she knew how to fix things. 

All they needed to do was find the trailer - not in a dream but in the real world - and open the door. 

That way, the curse would break, and all the spirits would have a Guide again. 

However, there were two problems. 

One, she had no idea where the trailer was, and it could theoretically be anywhere. 

In her dream two years ago, she only remembered details from inside the mobile home, not outside. She did notice that it was snowing, but it wasn’t like she saw any landmarks or street signs on her journey there. 

Her only other clue was that they were speaking English. At least, she thought they were. 

Hot Boy had suggested that maybe she understood whatever language they were speaking because it was inside her head, but she didn't believe that. (Grant was "Hot Guy" when she didn't know his name. Now, after two years together, he had graduated to Hot Boy, because he was hers now.) 

Isabel spoke Spanish, and she distinctly remembered English words and phrases that didn’t directly translate, watching their mouths move as her astral self hid in the corner, watching their confrontation. 

Thus, it could mean that the trailer was located in North America, but it was still like finding a needle in a haystack. 

Two, Isabel wasn't sure that she wanted things to go back to normal. 

Obviously, the world needed to be fixed. 

And living on the open road with Grant - settlement to settlement, scrounging for food and supplies - was a hard and dangerous life. 

But if not for The Change, they might never have become involved. 

In fact, it was the crazy circumstances of a damaged world that had brought them together in the first place. 

In the Old World, Grant was a married man. However, in this new one, they belonged to each other, for companionship and protection. 

Of course, they tried to find his family in the beginning, but with no success. His home in New Rochelle was deserted, with signs of combat and bloodshed upstairs in the baby's room. They continued their search for about a year, until one random day he asked that they stop. Lately, he was mostly focused on her vision and restoring "balance" to the world, as he liked to put it. 

However, if they were successful in getting the door to that trailer open, then maybe the magic spell that held them together might break, and she would lose the love of her life. 

Therefore, a small part of her hoped that they would never find it. After all, even if they eventually found the door and were successful in opening it, there was no guarantee that the world would ever return to its former condition. Best-case scenario, for at least a generation or so, life would continue to be a harsh struggle for scarce resources. 

And in a dangerous world like that, she wanted Grant by her side. 

No... that's a lie, Isabel admitted only to herself. 

She wanted Grant in every world. 

Ironically, when her dream self placed her back inside The Shaman's trailer again... she was alone. 

At first, she found herself in a dark tunnel, with no beginning or end. 

All around her, the interior of the cavern was... confusing. 

Walking around and even through shallow puddles, Isabel noticed that the walls seemed to be weeping a slimy liquid, and she was hesitant to touch it. 

Occasionally, she saw movement just beneath the surface, a slight contraction here or a twitch there, suggesting that the corridor was soft and pliable. 

Then, the realization hit her. 

She saw muscles twitching, oversized hair follicles, and even foot-long stretch marks. 

The slimy liquid was mucus. 

She was surrounded by a corridor of flesh. 

As if watching a movie in her mind, Isabel remembered The Shaman coating the interior of his home with a mystical paste, hoping to imprison The Guide. He was successful, but it had been a pyrrhic victory. 

Accidentally, the Shaman had imprisoned himself and now his flesh had somehow been absorbed into the trailer walls, replacing the murky concoction with his muscle and flesh and bone, covering everything with viscera for as far as she could see. 

It defied all logic, and she knew that it must be a manifestation of the dream, but it didn't matter. The realization still almost made her vomit. 

This cannot be real, she thought, unusually terrified. 

Her dreams never frightened her. 

Once I have a vision, I never return to the same place. How am I here? 

With nothing else to do, she began walking, trying her best to avoid stepping in puddles. 

Eventually, she found what looked like a pile of moist, misshapen clay. 

The haphazard pile on the floor was moving slightly, almost vibrating, as if asking to be touched. 

Had she not witnessed the pile before, she would have had no idea what it was. 

However, she knew that it was the physical remains of The Guide, chopped into pieces by The Shaman with his gleaming hand axe. 

Without any prompting, Isabel calmly knelt in front of the pile, and began sorting through the cold, wet pieces. 

Soon, she found a portion of The Guide's mouth, bisected across the chin and separated from the rest of the head. 

The lips were moving, and she was convinced that they were trying to tell her something. 

However, without a windpipe and lungs to blow air through vocal chords, the mouth remained mute. 

Therefore, she began to reassemble the pieces, like a three-dimensional jigsaw puzzle. 

When she found the correct piece, they suctioned together with magnetic-like attraction and sealed like cubes of gelatin resting adjacent in a bowl. 

By the time she had the mouth and upper torso reconstructed, she suddenly felt like she was being... watched. 

Looking up, she noticed that six or seven inches away from her left shoulder - inside the wall - was an eyeball. 

It had a large brown iris, several spider-like veins perforating the white, and was the size of a bowling ball. 

Disappearing momentarily when it blinked, the jittery pupil split its focus between Isabel and her puzzle when it returned. 

Right then, she could hear the mouth... whispering. 

Ignoring the eye, she leaned close to the reconstruction, putting her ear next to the lips. 

Isabel strained to hear the words over the volume of her own heart, pounding in her chest. 

"Alexis... Blackcourt..." 

At that moment, she realized that it was The Guide that brought her here again, probably to send a message. 

As if on cue, something grabbed her wrist. 

It was a human hand poking out of the floor, attached to an impossibly long and thin arm with no elbow, pulling her downward. 

Gasping, Isabel slipped and fell over into the reassembled torso, accidentally scattering the pieces apart. 

She stood up, pulled herself free from the hand’s wet grip, and ran. 

The large eye followed, sliding down the corridor wall after her, tracking her movement. 

Almost immediately, she reached the end of the tunnel, seeing two things at once. 

The first thing she saw was so surprising, she almost laughed. 

Embedded into the end of the corridor was a humongous puckered anus. 

Sliding to a halt, she almost lost her balance and crashed into it. 

Top-to-bottom, the anus was taller than she was, and it was covered with swollen, pulsing hemorrhoids. 

Suddenly, rippling muscles inside the walls around her began to flex, and she heard a distant rumbling. 

Also, she began to smell something... rancid. 

Am I... inside... a colon? 

The second thing she saw seemed to be the handle of a weapon made of bone, poking a few inches out of the floor. 

Like a life preserver at sea, she lunged for the handle. 

It wouldn't budge. 

As she yanked at the weapon and felt it give a little, her right foot fell into a hole and something sharp scraped her ankle. At the same time, a fleshy hose wrapped itself tightly around her other leg, right below the knee. 

Looking down, she saw that it wasn't a hole. 

A human-like mouth had opened up underneath her right foot, and she had stepped inside it. Closing around her ankle, its dull yellowing teeth were biting her, trying to draw blood. 

Wrapping around her other leg and anchoring her in place was a long, veiny, mushroom-headed stalk. Isabel didn't want to think about what part of the anatomy that was, instead focusing on pulling the bone handle as hard as she could. 

The rumbling sound in the distant bowels grew louder and more present, and she could almost taste the stink in her mouth. 

Finally yanking the weapon free - a handaxe - she swung at the phallus, severing it at the base. Then, she used the axe as leverage to yank her other foot loose. 

Panicked and in pain, she picked a random spot on the wall and swung with all her strength, frantically trying to escape. 

Liquid splashed her right in the face, and she realized that it was, in fact, mucus. 

Swinging the axe over and over again, screaming in fear, swearing at the top of her lungs in both English and Spanish, a massive explosion occurred elsewhere, leading to a dark avalanche of fecal matter that quickly overwhelmed her senses, filling her eyes, ears, nose and mouth with waste. She was lifted off her feet and crushed against the end of the corridor, into the anus itself. 

As her entire body was pushed and squeezed through the tight passage, Isabel could feel her skin tearing and her bones breaking to fit. 

The pain felt real, and it was excruciating. 

After feeling her jaw pop like a soda can under pressure, she finally woke up. 

Grant, who was still tending to the injured man they had found, immediately rushed over. 

It was only after he had taken her into his arms and kissed her forehead did she realize that she was still screaming. 

"It's okay," he said, shushing her softly, smiling. "You're safe." 

Suddenly, she was elsewhere. Another vision. 

She found herself flying over an expansive rural plain, with the sun high in the sky. 

Somehow, she knew that she was a bird. 

From a distance, she saw The Shaman's trailer, on the edge of a hill. 

It was surrounded by undead. 

Hundreds. 

No, thousands. 

She was so overwhelmed by it all that she almost missed it. 

A dirt road leading to the trailer, and a large metal sign. 

Then, just as quickly, she was back. 

"I think I know where it is," she said to him, without thinking. 

SEBASTIAN 

He woke up in a bed that was not his own. 

Disoriented and confused, he had no idea where he was, or why. 

Quickly surveying the room, Sebastian clocked two beds, a chair, a window, and two doors. 

One door, he presumed, was the exit, while the other was perhaps the loo. 

The first thing that locked his memory back into place was a sharp pain in his abdomen. 

Checking his midsection, he noticed that the wound had been cleaned and treated with fresh gauze and tape. Remembering that he had been shot in a hotel lobby, Sebastian assumed that he had been taken to a room upstairs while unconscious. 

Am I a prisoner? 

His immediate guess was no, since he wasn't restrained. 

Also, on the chair within arm's reach was his backpack, pistol and sword, all in clear view. 

Reaching without getting up, he grabbed for his gun. 

The magazine was missing, and the extra round was removed from the chamber. 

He put his pistol back on the chair, in the exact position that he had found it. 

Next, Sebastian heard two sets of footsteps in the hallway, approaching. He briefly considered jumping up to defend himself, but decided against it. If they had wanted him dead, they would have already killed him, he thought. 

They certainly wouldn't have bothered to bandage my injury, would they? 

Two people entered the room, a man and a woman. 

The man was a tall Caucasian, thin, about 80 kilos, carrying a cardboard tray with canned goods on it. The female was of Spanish origin with darker skin, holding a hunting rifle that was not pointed at him. 

They looked potentially dangerous, but greeted him with friendly faces. 

"Don't get up," the man quickly said, reacting to his painful attempt to sit up. "We mean you no harm... Are you hungry? We found soup. Not expired." 

"No... thank you," Sebastian replied, trying to hide his accent. He sat up in the bed anyway, grimacing, leaning against the headboard. "If you don't mind... Where is my ammo?" 

"Sorry about that. We didn't want you to wake up and start shooting at us... It's all in your backpack." 

"Fair enough," he said, silently assessing their threat. 

The female sat on the adjacent bed, letting her companion stand between them and do the talking. Even if her rifle might be empty, she had a knife and a handgun in a holster on her belt. Her eyes looked unusually calm, and her dark hair with gray strands was short and spiky, reminding him of Edward Scissorhands. 

Wearing a Kevlar police vest over a soiled t-shirt, the man kept a two-handed broadsword strapped to his back. He had a full beard and resembled Christian Bale, the actor from before The Change. 

Something was familiar about the man, but he couldn't place it. Deciding to ignore that for now, Sebastian stood up and began sorting through his gear. 

"I need to go... My friends are in danger." 

"Are you from Canada? You sound Canadian," he asked. 

"No... London." 

"You're a long way from home," he replied, sitting on the bed next to the woman. She slid closer to him. Judging by their body language, Sebastian assumed they were intimate. 

"Indeed," Sebastian agreed, dropping the accent. Honestly, he thought that he had sounded American. Mildly disappointed, he pointed to his bandage. "Thank you for this... May I ask why you saved me?" 

"Easier than killing you when you come back," he replied with a smile. He began opening one of the soups, a clam chowder. Fortunately for him, it had an easy-access pop-top. "True, we could've just steered clear... Honestly, it was her idea." 

"You said your friends are in danger?" the woman finally spoke, in a slight Castillian accent. Probably born in Madrid or Barcelona. 

"Difficult to explain... My fault, really." 

"Well, before you go... I suggest you take a quick look out the window," the man said, between sips. "You might want to wait." 

Checking the window, he realised that he was still at the hotel, probably on the second or third floor. 

But that wasn't what truly captured his attention. 

Several hundred undead were walking the streets down below, all of them stumbling in the same direction, like a protest or parade without signs or floats. 

It was as if something - or someone - was controlling them all. 

To make matters worse, they also seemed to be heading in the general direction of the mall where the Camp was located. Again, he was reminded that Andre and Jenny might need him - now for more than ever. 

"I wonder where they're going," Sebastian asked no one in particular. 

However, the woman answered with confidence. 

"To Canada." 

"How do you know that?" 

"Difficult to explain," the man interjected, smiling again, this time looking at his woman. 

"Well, we appear to have time," Sebastian said, pointing at the street. 

He couldn't wait long, but leaving the hotel at that moment seemed suicidal. 

The man and woman made eye contact with each other, and a full conversation seemed to pass between them in a glance. At the end of their 'talk,' she nodded. 

"I'm Grant," he said, holding out his hand, then pointing at his companion. 

"And this is Isabel... She knows things." 

As he wondered what that meant, it suddenly occurred to Sebastian why Grant seemed so "familiar." 


He had already seen a photo of him.



GRANT 

"First Nations People?" the British guy asked. 

"Yes. Alexis Blackcourt... It's a Native American reserve... in Canada," Grant answered. 

Already, he could almost see the gears grinding to a stop inside Sebastian's head. "That's where we're headed." 

"Why... are you going there again?" 

"To face the dude that caused all this." 

"And do… what?" 

"Not sure exactly," Grant admitted. He shot a glance towards Isabel to see if she wanted to join the conversation, but she seemed content to let him do the talking. 

"Maybe all we need to do is open the door to his trailer. Maybe we have to fight him. Doesn't matter... We'll figure it out when we get there." 

"How are you expecting to do that? This reserve is probably hundreds of miles away." 

"We're going to fly there," he said, smiling. 

Ignoring his new friend's baffled expression, Grant went on to explain that there was a small airport nearby, within hiking distance. They could get there in two days, in only one if they found a working vehicle. 

What Grant failed to mention was that neither he nor Isabel knew how to fly an airplane. 

But they had time to figure that out, he optimistically assumed. 

Just a minor detail, a puzzle to solve. 

"I think you would be better off coming with me," Sebastian told them. 

Even without Isabel's psychic abilities, it was easy to see that this man was carrying a deep sadness. After two years of the zombie apocalypse, Grant could clearly understand. 

After all, he had lost his own wife and child, and nothing could ever fill that hole. After reaching his house back on Day One, it was obvious that he was too late. The blood stains on the walls of Eddie's room told the story, that Jenny and Nick had been killed protecting the baby and then ran off with the rest of the undead. 

Also, cell phones continued to function for a few weeks before the networks finally ran out of juice, and she never called. 

Of course, he held out hope... but eventually, he had to face facts. 

Now, with the exception of Isabel's "quest," he had nothing left to live for. 

Obviously, he also knew about Izzy's feelings for him, and he felt an obligation towards her, to keep her safe. But that was it. 

Someday, Grant would need to sit her down and explain that he valued her greatly as a friend, but the romantic part of him was long gone. 

Anyway… That was yesterday, right before they all agreed to help each other out and make a plan. 

First, the three of them would go to Sebastian's camp inside the White Plains Mall, to help find his friends. After that, Sebastian promised to help them find that trailer park in Canada. 

Also, he said that there was actually a licensed pilot living at the camp who could be convinced to join them, so it was definitely worth the risk. 

So, after the horde thinned out, the trio left the hotel. 

Grant was somewhat familiar with the WP Mall before The Change, but it looked very different to him now. 

As a testament to the power of Mother Nature, high weeds and moss had grown rampantly between seams and cracks in the concrete. With five indoor levels looming over an outdoor plaza and connected to a hotel by a glass-enclosed walking bridge, all areas of the Mall were easily accessible two years ago through a parking lot that curled like a snake inside the building on the left. 

Now, however, the many entrances to the hotel were all barricaded shut, with the garage on the left blocked by immobilized cars positioned in a serpentine to create a zig-zag path and hundreds of automobile tires stacked from low to high, row after row, leaving a narrow space to enter that could be guarded by just a single individual, if short-handed. 

Following Sebastian as they walked in the direction of the wall of rubber, the open space appeared unguarded, but he knew that that couldn't be the case. 

Grant could already feel eyes on them, but from where was a mystery. 

"Hands off your weapons... and stay behind me," Sebastian whispered. 

About three feet from the opening, the largest human being Grant had ever seen stepped out from behind the wall of tires, holding a pistol fitted with a homemade silencer, but the barrel was pointed at the ground. 

Thank god he's smiling, Grant thought. 

"Good to see ya, Sebby," the giant said, a deep voice that exited a face that was dark and oily. "Andre told us you was dead." 

"Am I?" Sebastian replied, and the two men shook hands. 

Still, it didn't seem friendly. "How did I die?" 

"Pop pop... to the belly. That, at least, seems on da money." 

"Indeed," Sebby said, scratching at the duct tape and gauze. "Where is Andre now?" 

"Boss Man accused him of taking you out, to steal ya spot. Took him to The Rink... Who dis?" 

"They saved my life... Step aside." 

"Can't do that. Got my instructions," the guard said as his smile turned wicked, raising the pistol to Sebastian's forehead. 

What happened next, Grant did not see... even though he was staring right at them, from three feet away. 

It was like watching a sleight-of-hand magic trick... only violent. 

One second, the pistol was pointed at Sebby's face. 

In the next, Sebby was holding the gun and fired two shots at point-blank range, one in each of the giant's kneecaps. 

Then, the big guard was swallowed by darkness after the Brit hit him with a Spartan-style front kick, causing him to fall backward. Grant then watched Sebastian lean inside the dark and fire to his left, as if he had known exactly where his next enemy would be. That third shot from the pistol echoed throughout the lower garage as the homemade silencer burned off from the muzzle flash. Someone out of sight began to howl in pain. 

Hole-lee shit, Grant thought, impressed. 

Glad Double-Oh-7 is on my side. 

"Follow me!" 

"What is the Rink?" Izzy asked, now holding a machete and jogging to keep up. 

"I'll explain later," he whispered, putting a single finger to his lips. 

Yesterday, Sebastian told them that he would try to lead them through a section of the mall that was unguarded, to avoid putting the camp population in danger. As they hurried up several non-functioning escalators two and three steps at a time, Grant predicted that they were heading towards the enclosed-by-glass walking bridge that connected the two buildings, in the direction of the movie multiplex on the opposite side. 

In his old life, he remembered taking Jenny to the movies a long time ago, before they were married. He tried not to think about it, and when they found the bridge guarded, he almost welcomed the distraction. 

In the walkway, about fifty feet ahead, three guards crouched behind a collection of couches, barstools and cafeteria tables, all turned upside down and placed at odd angles. They had rifles aimed down the length of the walkway, and even though he and Izzy hugged the glass that was already spiderwebbed and broken in spots, the wind on his face reminded Grant that they were at least a hundred feet above the plaza below, and that they were well within range and exposed, and had nowhere to hide. 

However, the guards didn't shoot. 

Instead, one of them came out from cover, a heavy double-bladed axe on his shoulder. 

He had red spiky hair and wore a green camo outfit. He had an eye missing, but he didn't bother to wear a patch. 

To Grant, even though he wasn’t very big, the guy had so much confidence it made him scary. 

"Revis told us that you would turn on us. I didn't believe him," the redhead said. "I guess he was right." 

Sebastian stepped out into the middle of the bridge alone, stopping halfway. 

He put away his sword, putting both hands up. 

"You know who I'm here for. I'm not asking permission." 

"Everybody here is afraid of you. You know that, don't you?" Red asked, calmly walking towards Sebastian. 

Almost as if an unspoken agreement had been made, the other two guards put away their firearms and took out their melee weapons, stepping out from behind their makeshift barricade. An older man in a green baseball cap had what looked like a shovel that had been filed down until the edges were sharp. The third guard was a skinny teenager with very few teeth and a serrated knife in each hand. 

"It doesn't have to happen like this," Sebastian said. 

At about an arm's distance, Red spoke. 

"I'm not afraid." 

That was when all hell broke loose, starting off with Isabel charging past Grant with her machete held high, screaming Spanglish obscenities. 

After a flurry of activity, the fight was over within seconds. 

Sebastian was content to dodge and parry the big axe, letting Red tire himself out. Grant swung his two-handed sword at the man with the sharp shovel, the clash resulting in sparks and his sword tumbling out a missing window. Wasting no time, Grant tackled the older man before he could backhand him with the shovel, beating him senseless with his fists. With Izzy, she let herself get sliced three times across the vest by the teenager's knives - only one slash finding skin - in order to get close enough to chop one of his hands clean off. In shock and focused only on his bleeding stump, she lowered her shoulder and pushed him through a cracked window and off the walkway. Sebby, having used the hilt of his sword in an overhand strike to knock the leader out, was able to grab Izzy by her jacket collar - otherwise her forward momentum would have carried her off the walkway as well. 

"Sorry," she said with sincerity, as they watched the teenager bounce off the pavement and die, before getting up again in a rage. They had agreed not to kill anyone unless absolutely necessary. 

Wordlessly, Sebastian shrugged and gave her a look that said he knew she had no choice. 

Restraining the other two guards, Sebastian then led them towards the theaters. 

However, instead of entering the ticket lobby, he led them to a hidden door that - at least to Grant - looked exactly like a silver wall panel. 

It looked like smooth metal, with no knob or handle. 

Looking around first, Sebby pushed it. 

They heard a soft "click," and it opened. 

Behind the panel was a narrow corridor that led to a maintenance office. 

Behind that office was another corridor and a short flight of stairs, which eventually led to a second room at the end of that hallway. 

There was a set of keys visible in the door, hanging from the cylinder, keeping it locked. 

Standing in front of that door was a man wearing police riot gear and cradling an assault rifle. They approached him, single-file, with Sebby in front. 

Immediately, the guard slung the rifle over his shoulder and put his hands up. 

"I got no beef with you, Sebastian," he said, stepping aside. 

"If I had a choice, I'd rather take orders from you... Can I go?" 

"Not yet. I need you to go to The Rink. Tell them to stop... that I'm on my way." 

After the guard nodded in the affirmative and left, Sebby stood in front of the door, hesitating. 

He took a deep breath. 

"I lied to you," he said to Grant, through sad eyes. "I'm your licensed pilot... I can fly your plane." 

"I don't understand... Why did you lie?" 

"Because I have a feeling," Sebastian replied, looking defeated. "That when I open this door... You will no longer want to go to Canada." 

But when he finally did open it, Grant was not at all prepared for what he saw. 



JENNY 

When Jenny woke, she registered only light and pain. 

She was seated on a cold metal folding chair. 

Her hands were bound behind her back by rope, and her mouth was gagged. 

The light directly in her eyes was from a portable flashlight. 

Someone withdrew the light and stood it upwards on a nearby table, the beam pointing at the ceiling and casting sinister shadows in an otherwise dark room. 

Pain radiated from her chest in waves, blurring her vision and muffling sound. 

Someone in the room was talking. 

It took every ounce of focus to make the words comprehensible. 

"You almost had me," Revis said with a lisp from his missing chunk of tongue, cheerfully brandishing a large knife. 

"All that rolling around in the sack with Sebby, teaching you all those fancy moves... He would've been so proud." 

As the throbbing in her head receded, and her vision crystallized, she realized that they were not alone. 

Little Rosie was with them. 

Two iron hooks had been driven into opposite ends of the ceiling, and thick ropes hung from each hook, with leather wrist restraints attached to each end. 

Little Rosie was currently held in these restraints, arms upright in a hanging "Y," blindfolded, gagged, and naked. 

She was one of the missing girls. 

Everyone called her "Little" because she was fifteen years old, but she looked younger. 

In fact, she was so little that her feet didn't quite reach the floor, causing her shoulders to dislocate as she hung suspended from her wrists. 

"Nevertheless," Revis continued, walking in a semicircle around Jenny's chair, rubbing her buzz cut with his open palm. Thankfully, she could barely feel it. 

"You lost. You could've had it all. But you chose the wrong horse. Now, you'll suffer the consequences. But before I kill you... I'm going to kill her and make you watch." 

I'm going to die, Jenny thought to herself, frightened but refusing to scream, resigned to her fate but unwilling to give him the satisfaction. 

However, it was during that realization that Jenny felt a sharp pain in her back. 

It gave her hope. 

Revis then stood behind the teenager, making sure that Jenny could still see his blade in the dark. 

"I'm going to slit her throat, and we’ll watch her bleed out. Then after she turns, I'm going to fuck her in the ass," he said, as the young girl let out a series of muffled screams. 

"And then I'm going to do the same thing to you." 

Oddly, Jenny was no longer afraid. 

Instead of listening to his taunts and threats, Jenny was calculating. 

Instinctively, she knew that he would not respond well to desperation. 

For what she would try next, she needed to be calm and confident. 

She would have only one chance. 

Instead of screaming, she began to move her head side-to-side, rhythmically, murmuring softly, hoping it would attract his attention. 

It did. 

He removed the gag. 

"I've changed my mind." 

Then she told a horrible lie. 

She knew that she might regret it for the rest of her life, but she also believed that it was by far the best strategy to get Little Rosie out of that room in one piece. 

"I don't care what you do to Rosie," she said. 

"Kill her if you want... I just wanted you to know that you were right." 

She could almost see his ego fill up like a balloon. 

"About what?" 

"I do want you... I always have," she said, licking her lips. 

"I was only with Sebastian because I assumed that eventually, he would run the camp. Obviously, I was wrong." 

He rushed forward, putting his face and the knife close to her, studying her facial expressions. "Why should I care now? Sebastian's not coming back." 

"You're a fool if you think he's not coming back. He always comes back." 

He paused, evaluating. "Why should I trust you?" 

She already had him, and she knew it. 

Jenny could see it, in his eyes. 

"You probably shouldn't," Jenny said, trying to evoke the most seductive smile that she had ever given to the only man who ever had her heart completely, and always would. 

Her husband, Grant. 

"But when Sebastian comes back, and I'm fucking you instead of him... won't it be worth it?" 

A lengthy pause, with Revis squinting at her, his wheels spinning. 

Suddenly, he rammed the point of his knife into the adjacent table, knocking over the flashlight and altering the harsh shadows surrounding them. 

"Prove it." 

He stepped behind her, and untied her hands. 

Immediately, Jenny knelt down in front of him. 

Looking up into his eyes, she licked her lips again. 

Without hesitation, Revis undid his trousers, revealing himself to her. 

He put both of his hands behind her head. 

Revis had no idea what was about to happen next. 

But she knew. 

While Revis was busy with taunts and threats before, Jenny felt what would become her salvation: A shard of glass from the table he had violently thrown her through, embedded in the fleshy part of her upper back, large enough to be dangerous but small enough to wiggle free and palm, for just the right moment. 

Eagerly, Jenny gripped his erect shaft with her left hand... 

And sliced his scrotum open with the shard in her right. 

Paralyzed by pain, his severed left testicle fell to the floor and blood gushed from his groin. 

Gasping and falling backwards, he slammed his head against the steel door and fell down hard. 

Wasting no time, she pounced. 

Kneeling on his chest, light-headed from her own palms bleeding profusely, she stabbed him repeatedly, double-fisted: Into his chin, his cheeks, and his neck, opening his carotid artery. 

His hands, peppered with cuts, went limp. 

It's not judo, it's jiu-jitsu, you disgusting asshole. 

Unaware that the door was opening behind her, she stabbed Revis in both eyes. 

"Jenny?" 

A voice, impossibly familiar. 

She looked up, dropping the shard. 

She saw Sebastian, safe but looking at her with sad eyes. 

A dark-haired woman, frowning at her. 

And Grant - her husband Grant - with a terrible beard. 

Jenny tried to stand, and everything went black. 



EPILOGUE 

It took some time to hear his own thoughts again, to quiet the cacophony of agony trapped inside his head. 

What was it? Months? Years? Decades? 

It matters not... The passage of time loses all meaning to an immortal being. 

To He who is a God! 

After finally filtering out all the desperate noise and confusion, he had begun to stretch his proverbial legs, to utilize all the newly-discovered powers that were his and his alone to play with. 

And with the phase of each new moon, he could feel himself growing stronger. 

Soon enough, I’ll leave this place and exert my will upon all of creation! 

However, one voice remained to taunt him still. 

“You cannot win,” The Guide said to him telepathically, mouth and vocal chords still scattered like a half-finished puzzle on the trailer floor but slowly reassembling, piece by piece. 

“They will come and release us from this cage of your design and undo the damage that has been done. Do not fear retribution, for it was I who failed you. Fear not, for in the Great Beyond, you shall be free of all cages, and never be as alone as you are now.” 

With that, The Shaman had just about had enough. 

Patiently sorting through the loose pieces of flesh, he found a chunk with a functioning eye. 

Picking it up, he walked over to a window. “I’m not trying to win.” 

Scratching some of the brown paste off the window with his fingernail, The Shaman forcefully slammed the chunk of flesh against the glass, giving the Guide a partial view of the outside world. 

Surrounding the trailer in every direction, for as far as the Guide’s eye could see, were zombies. 

Thousands, with more arriving every day. 

An army, all at The Shaman’s mercy. 

Waiting to be commanded. 

“I’m not alone, and I’m not afraid.” 

He pulled the chunk away from the window and spun it around, so the Guide could see his smiling face. 

“And as for your saviors… Let them come.” 

Then, with a childlike glee in his heart, he ate the chunk like a slice of birthday cake.
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