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            A WORLD WITH AN END

          

        

      

    

    
      Few ever give serious thought to what they’ll be doing when the world finally gives the human race the finger. That’s probably for the best since people are generally delusional assholes—thinking they’ll go down in a blaze of glory rather than crying, begging, and pissing themselves. For most, dignity is the first thing out the window when the reaper comes calling.

      My given name’s Jacob, but fuck that shit. You can call me Jimmy and, in case you’re wondering, I’m not most people.

      The shit hit the fan when I was three hours into an online death match of Pulp The Dead. I’d finally fragged the opposing team leader, Aristocunt69, and was throwing him some epic shade about how much I enjoyed fucking his mom. Unfortunately, my victory celebration was cut short by my father’s screams coming from our front door.

      “What the hell is wrong with you? Stay back. Oh my God! Mother! Are you okay?”

      The fuck?

      My grandma’s response was an inarticulate shriek, which told me that, whatever was going on, okay was likely not part of the equation. I probably should have cared more; after all, she was my grandmother. But the truth was, she was a dried up old bitch who’d been leaching off my parents’ kindness ever since Grandpa had gotten drunk on the job and fallen into an industrial-sized sausage stuffer. She was irritable, hogged the bathroom, and perpetually smelled of mothballs.

      Oh, and she gypped me on my birthday by handing me a card with two dollar bills in it. Two fucking dollars! That wouldn’t even buy a blowjob in the bad part of town, much less some Xbox Live hours. And yet I was still forced to write her a thank you note.

      Needless to say, I was still bitter.

      While I considered this, Dad’s entreaties continued. “Stay back, I say!” Sadly, his pleas apparently fell on deaf ears. “Honey, get the kids! Keep them safe.”

      Yeah, right. Mom could barely fight off a stress headache whenever I got less than a B in school. How the hell was she going to keep us safe from anything more threatening—pop a Xanax and hope for the best?

      “What’s happening?!” my mother cried.

      “I don’t know. This lunatic just bit nanny!”

      Hold on. Bit?

      My mother’s shrill voice cried out again. “What is that thing? What happened to its eyes?”

      Despite what my English teacher would have my parents believe, I wasn’t an idiot. I quickly put two and two together, a smile crossing my face.

      “Jimmy Headshot signing off, losers.” I logged out of the server, pulled off my headset, and shut off the TV.

      I’d been waiting for this moment my entire life.

      It was about goddamned time.

      
        
        ♦ ♦ ♦

      

      

      I stepped out of the family room and headed toward the kitchen. If what I suspected was true, there wasn’t time to properly equip myself. That would have to wait for later.

      Now was the time for action.

      I only paused as I passed my little sister’s room. Darlene sat on her bed, a vacant stare on her face as she continued playing with her dolls, despite the commotion going on up the hall. How I despised her.

      Still, I had to give credit where credit was due. I’d always pegged her as the first to go when the apocalypse finally hit. But, from the sound of things, someone else was about to claim that prize.

      “Fine, take second place,” I muttered with disdain and started walking again. Brainless doe-eyed nimrod. I doubted she had anything to look forward to other than a short, painful life as a walking hors d'oeuvre.

      Whatever. She wasn’t my immediate concern. From the sound of things, whoever was fighting with my father was winning. Kinda served him right. If you’re going to pay for a goddamned gym membership, Dad, then maybe you should fucking use it on occasion.

      I reached the kitchen and went straight for the utensil drawer. Most movies would have you believe that a butcher knife is the thing to grab, but they’re full of shit. If the thing at the door was what I thought it was, then that would buy me nothing more than a quick and bloody death. People tended to forget that the human skull is pretty damn thick. You could try slicing it open, but all you’d be liable to do is break the blade or get it lodged in bone, neither of which would do dick to save your ass from the thing trying to eat it.

      I opted instead for a simple steak knife. Not ideal, but serviceable. Stabbing was the way to go, at least until I got my hands on some better hardware. I turned to leave, but then stopped in my tracks. Ugh! I could have slapped myself. Heading into combat without backup was a newb move at best. Fuck that noise. I stuffed the first knife into my belt then grabbed another.

      Duly armed, I headed toward the front hall and my destiny.

      
        
        ♦ ♦ ♦

      

      

      I’ve never been what one might call sentimental. Fuck no. Tears were for pussies. If you skinned your knee on the playground, you got right back up and made whichever fucker tripped you eat grass. That’s how I lived life. Nevertheless, I felt my eyes grow misty for a moment at what I saw waiting for me.

      No, it wasn’t my parents fighting for their lives, or my grandmother bleating like a sheep while she cradled her bleeding arm. It was the thing trying to get into our house—a zombie. A real, motherfucking, rotting in the flesh zombie. There was no mistaking it for anything else. Its eyes were gone, and the skin around its mouth had been torn away, partially revealing its jaw. Several of its fingers were obviously broken, but it didn’t appear bothered in the least. All it seemed to care about was the soft flabby skin on my father’s neck—its teeth clicking together in anticipation of the bite to come.

      It was absolutely fucking beautiful.

      Mind you, that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to kill its ass with extreme prejudice. “Not on my watch, asshole.”

      Mom noticed me and stepped in front of where my dad was locked in a life or death struggle with the undead, momentarily blocking my view. She quickly put on her patronizing parent face. “Why don’t you run along and play, Jacob? One of...err...Daddy’s friends is here and he’s...showing off his new...Halloween mask.”

      “You’re fucking kidding me, right?”

      “Language, mister,” she scolded.

      Goddamn, she was an idiot. I could see where my sister got it from. “Listen and listen close, Mom, because I’m only going to say this once. You see that thing? That means it’s over. The world as you know it is gone. The old rules are going right out the window. All of them. Including the one that says I have to listen to your shit. Now get the fuck out of my way!”

      My mother wasn’t what you’d call an alpha dog. Despite the fact that I was twelve and she was...well, old, we locked eyes, and she blinked first. But still, motherly instinct can be a tough thing to overcome. I’d made her shut her pie hole, but she still didn’t move out of my way.

      Fine by me. The living room was pretty wide anyway.

      I stepped around her, sparing a quick glance at my grandmother. She was sitting on the couch staring at her wounded arm. The poor mothball-scented fool. She had no idea what was happening. But I couldn’t deal with her just yet. Dad was rapidly losing to the creep trying to force its way in. I wasn’t quite ready to let that happen.

      Despite him being a two-hundred-pound jellyfish in a power tie, I still held a marginal amount of fondness for my father. Besides, in the coming collapse of society, there would always be a need for warm bodies to lug shit around. No point in wasting good cannon fodder.

      A small end table sat next to the door, a place for my parents to drop their keys when they came home from work or shopping. But today it served a different purpose—a stepping stool to catapult me onto the zombie, piggyback style. “Yippie ki-yay, shit eater!”

      “Jacob!” Dad cried. “What are you...UGLLLTH!”

      His words were cut off as the zombie shoved one of its decaying hands into his mouth. Just as well. I concentrated better when I didn’t have to listen to people bitching.

      I greeted our visitor by way of jamming a steak knife in its eye socket—enjoying the sensation as I penetrated gristle and shoved the pointy end deep into its diseased brain.

      The effect was almost immediate. It ceased struggling and pitched forward, the momentum and my added weight enough to knock Dad to the floor beneath us. Heh. It was like we were the bread in this life or death sandwich, which made the zombie some seriously fucked-up lunch meat.

      Dad, predictably, ruined the moment by freaking the fuck out. “Get it off me! It’s going to...”

      “Shut up.”

      “Huh?”

      “I said quit your whining. It’s dead.” I got up off the corpse, grabbed it by its hair, and lifted its head. It was quite deceased. “See?”

      Dad scrambled out from under the body, climbed to his feet, and then promptly kicked it in the face.

      Whatever makes you feel like a man, tough guy.

      After several more seconds, in which I’m sure we were both waiting to see if he’d suffer a stress-induced heart attack, he turned to me. “Young man, we need to have a talk about your language.”

      I dusted myself off, then pulled out the second steak knife. “I have a better idea. Why don’t you go find something useful to do, like go fuck yourself.”

      “I’m your father, and I will not have you disrespecting me.”

      So this was how it was gonna be. Can’t say I was surprised. “Fine. We can talk about that all you want,” I replied. “But first, I have one loose end to tie up.”

      Before either of my parents could question me further, I stepped past them both and slammed the knife into the side of my grandmother’s head.
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            THE COMPLAINING DEAD

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite what you might have seen on whatever dumbass movies or TV shows you enjoy—and believe me, I’ve seen a lot of them—knives don’t slide through bone like it was butter. You gotta jam that shit in hard...usually anyway.

      Grandma was old and her bones were brittle, so I managed to pierce her brain and save her from the indignity of having to kill her again later. I wasn’t sure what mothball-encrusted afterlife her soul went off to, but I like to think she was thanking me from there.

      My parents were somewhat less understanding, especially Dad.

      “MOM! You killed my mother!”

      “She was already dead. She just didn’t know it yet.” I tried to yank the blade out, but it was stuck fast. Oh well, no loss. A single steak knife wasn’t going to win the war of survival. It was time to suit up and get ready, but first I needed to secure the premises. Rule number one of the zombie apocalypse: the undead are like cockroaches. If you see one, that means there are a shit load more around.

      Before I could do that, though, Dad collapsed to his knees in tears. Fucking pussy. Sentiment would only get you one thing in this new world: dumped into a shallow grave.

      It fell to me to man up, but then, I kinda knew it would.

      The dispatched zombie was blocking the doorway, leaving it open and us vulnerable. I dragged it all the way in, then shut the door and locked it. The last thing we needed right then was another of those fuckers wandering in while my parents were busy blubbering over the loss of Grandma’s monthly social security check.

      “Y-you listen here, Jacob Perkins,” Mom sputtered. “You’re grounded. Killing Grammy is bad. G-go to your room.”

      “Was headed there anyway,” I replied with an unconcerned grunt.

      I again passed Darlene’s bedroom on the way. She continued to mindlessly manhandle her dolls as if nothing had happened. Fucking twat-brained cootie magnet.

      “Wanna play with me?” she asked, holding out a naked Barbie as if I’d even scratch my ass with it.

      I walked on, leaving her hanging. Hopefully comprehension would dawn in that dullard brain of hers and she’d realize that the days of dollies were at an end, but I doubted it. Barbie and Ken’s dream house, hah! It would soon be nothing but a burning wasteland littered with corpses.

      
        
        ♦ ♦ ♦

      

      

      Once I reached my room, I got straight to work. There was little doubt in my mind that we were living on borrowed time as far as the power grid was concerned, so I quickly turned on my laptop and began scanning social media for news.

      I was more concerned with finding out how bad things were than what had started it all. It’s not like I was some pencil-necked scientist. Besides, anyone who’s ever watched a zombie movie knows they almost never tell you how the outbreak got started. Biggest fucking cliché of the genre, but I could kinda see their reasoning. Once society collapsed, it was pretty much a moot point.

      Twitter proved to be useless. There were a few users reporting zombie sightings, but they were drowned out by replies calling them racist assholes for not using p.c. terms like “undead American.” Fucking social justice warriors. Even at the end of days, they couldn’t pull their heads from their asses.

      Facebook was just as bad—awash with idiots trying to take selfies as the undead advanced upon them. It was little surprise when most abruptly stopped responding to the “Cool picture, bro!” comments they were getting.

      Disgusted, I turned to Google News. Surely there was at least one outlet more concerned with Armageddon than click-bait about who the Kardashians were fucking today.

      It’s pollen season again. Are you prepared?

      What can you expect from this weekend’s box office?

      Scientists have identified a new strain of pesticide-resistant flea.

      BREAKING NEWS! The dead walk among us!

      Finally! From the look of things, it was already bad and only going to get worse. People were panicking in the streets. Unsurprisingly, the more who panicked, the more who died and were reborn as walking brain suckers. The masses were so fucking predictable.

      Already several cities had declared martial law. Congress, meanwhile, was busy debating whether to blame Russia or North Korea rather than coming up with any useful solutions.

      In short, the world was pretty well fucked. I did a quick calculation in my head and predicted we had maybe a week tops before society as we knew it devolved into total anarchy.

      I couldn’t help but smile.

      Hell, I’d been waiting for this shit for years—ever since that day back when I was three and Mom left the TV on while she did the laundry. The cartoons eventually ended, and Night of the Living Dead came on.

      It was as if destiny itself was calling to me. Who I was and what I was meant to be became instantly clear. From that moment on, I spent every waking hour making sure that when the time came, I’d be ready.

      Let the rest of the world cower. I was here to eat Frosted Flakes and kick zombie ass.

      Pity for the undead, Darlene had finished the last of the Frosted Flakes this morning, the little bitch.

      
        
        ♦ ♦ ♦

      

      

      My parents were still busy whining about Grandma. From the girl-like blubbering coming from my dad, I doubted it was going to end anytime soon. Not even my sister’s mewling that her fucking dolls were hungry and wanted lunch seemed to get through to them.

      Fine. I had more important matters to deal with anyway. First was armoring up. I’d purposely played a ton of sports over the years, not because I gave a single shit about teamwork, but because I wanted to see what they had to offer as way of protection. Word of advice, asking your parents for tactical body armor is a good way to get dragged to a therapist’s office and labeled something stupid, like sociopath or borderline psycho. But ask for some elbow guards so you don’t break your neck skateboarding, and they’ll be all up in that shit.

      So I played their silly game, gradually amassing a collection of padding, plating, and helmets all with one endgame in mind—this day.

      The outfit waiting for me in my closet protected my vitals while allowing for maximum mobility. Best of all, it breathed. Not every source agreed on what attracted the dead, but there seemed to be a general consensus on sound and smell. Even if that wasn’t the case, I wouldn’t be doing myself any favors wearing armor that gave me swamp ass thirty seconds after putting it on.

      That took care of defense. Now came the real fun: offense.

      I stepped from my room to the sound of my father still begging Grandma’s corpse to wake up.

      Good luck with that. Even if she did, I’d put the bitch right back down again.

      I made good use of my parents’ grief by heading to their bedroom. Dad had bought a twelve gauge a few years back, right around the time the media was going nuts over some bullshit about clowns trying to lure kids into the woods. His idiotic circus phobia aside, I knew where he kept it and, more importantly, the combo to the safe where he stored the ammo.

      Seriously, the goddamned idiot used Mom’s birthday, as if that wasn’t the first thing someone would try. With security like that, my money was on the killer clowns.

      There was only a single box of five shells, but that was okay. I only needed enough to cover my ass from here to the shed.

      With my parents grieving and Darlene still giving her dolls the rapt attention of a retarded squirrel staring at a pile of glitter, that left me to my own devices—just how I liked it.

      I headed back to the kitchen for some recon at the back door. All clear outside. Not surprising, considering our back yard was fenced in, and Armageddon had just barely begun, but it was never too soon to start being careful.

      I let myself out, making it a point to close the door behind me. No walking corpse was going to snack on my innards because I was too dumb to remember that I wasn’t born in a barn.

      Sitting about twenty yards away was our shed, and in it was the weapon I’d been dying to use ever since I’d gotten the inspiration to build it. But first I had to get there.

      I chambered a round and scanned the yard through the visor of my BMX helmet. All clear from what I could tell. Things were far from quiet, though. Screams and cries for help pierced the air, seemingly from all directions.

      “Keep yelling, assholes,” I muttered to myself. “Gives the enemy someone else to focus on.”

      As expected, there was nothing standing between me and the shed. An easy run, for a kid like me anyway. Dad would have been winded by the time he reached it. I’d need to keep that in mind. Father or not, if he slowed me down, I’d drop him like ten pounds of shit in a five-pound bag.

      I casually reached for the door handle, then stopped myself short. Stupid! Those days were gone. From here on out, I needed to remind myself that the monsters could very well be under my bed or in a locked shed that hadn’t been properly cleared yet. Fuck that. I’d laughed at enough stupid deaths on The Walking Dead to know better.

      Bracing the gun against my shoulder, I pulled the door open and jumped back, half-expecting a horde of undead to come pouring out as if they’d decided that garden tools were just as tasty as brains.

      All clear. The twelve-by-six space was empty. Well, not entirely empty. I had to step around Dad’s riding mower to get to where I needed, sparing it a quick glance. Sure, it would be fun as all hell to run down zombies on something like that, but it simply wasn’t practical. Leave that shit to the drunken rednecks looking for a hand-job from the icy fingers of mistress death herself.

      There! Hanging in the corner, covered by a dusty tarp, was my special baby. At its core, it was the Louisville Slugger my parents had bought for my short-lived Little League career. Little did they know then that its true calling was bigger, better, and a lot sharper.

      I uncovered it and allowed myself a few moments to bask in its glory. All those hours in that stupid metal shop class, then sneaking out here at night to work on it. It all paid off. The handle was wrapped in paracord for extra grip. I’d fashioned an old circular saw blade as a cross guard, designed to sever any zombie fingers stupid enough to grab hold of it.

      The barrel of the bat was the true work of art, though. Forget barbed wire. Yeah, it looked cool as fuck, but what the hell was that going to do to a zombie? No. I wanted maximum kill power combined with ease of extraction.

      Four heavy-duty masonry nails protruded from it, one at each compass point—a single wicked edge that could puncture a rotting skull and then be pulled free with no fuss or muss. Fuck that whole pincushion of nails noise. The more there were, the more chance of it getting stuck and your face being torn off while you worked to pull it loose. None of that for me, thanks.

      To top it off, I’d grafted the blade from my old Boy Scout knife to the far end—turning it into a bayonet for those times when I didn’t have room to swing for the fences.

      It was a thing of beauty, a weapon of legendary proportions. As such, much like the mighty Excalibur, it needed a name. So, painted on one side in bright red letters was S.P.A.Z.—short for Suck Prick, Asshole Zombies.

      Yeah, it was a shitty acronym. Sue me. It fucking looked cool. That’s what counted. Let the nerds worry about naming it something in Elven or Klingon. I had better things to do.

      I grabbed hold of SPAZ, enjoying its comforting weight in my gloved hand, and prepared to return to the house, but I hesitated. There was plenty else in the shed that could be useful, and I probably owed it to my parents to at least give them a fighting chance. I mean, they had clothed and fed me all my life. Yeah, they’d almost certainly screw it up, but I’d sleep well knowing I’d tried. If they couldn’t hack it afterward, that was their problem. I wasn’t their goddamned babysitter.

      Unfortunately, between the shotgun, my armor, SPAZ, and the extra tools I grabbed, I was weighed down pretty heavily for the trip back.

      A pity, because I was only halfway across the yard when I heard a voice call out to me.

      “Jacob? Is that you, Jacob? Come over here. I need your help.”
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            THERE GOES THE NEIGHBORHOOD

          

        

      

    

    
      Shit!

      “I said come here, boy. I could use some help.”

      I turned to find our next-door neighbor, Mr. Raymond, standing at the fence, beckoning me over.

      He wasn’t a bad guy, an older fellow who mostly kept to himself. The only time he ever lost his shit was if you made the mistake of stepping on his prized grass.

      Yeah, there was that one time I came home early from hockey practice and caught him sneaking out of my grandmother’s bedroom with his pants unbuckled. But I didn’t hold it against him. Maybe he liked the smell of mothballs.

      At that moment, though, I could see there was only one scent he was likely to become acquainted with soon—gunpowder. His face was deathly pale, and his eyes were red-rimmed, making him look like some sort of wrinkled albino weasel. This wasn’t the result of a weekend-long bender. He looked sick, and I had a sinking sensation I knew what had caused it.

      “I’m not feeling too well, Jacob.”

      “No shit.”

      “I was hoping maybe you could convince your dad to give me a ride to the emergency room.”

      “Won’t help. The roads are going to be clogged with traffic.” I placed all the items from the shed onto the ground, slowly, so as not to spook the poor old bastard. “Anyone stupid enough to drive right now might as well have ‘meals on wheels’ stamped on their forehead. As for the hospital, that’s the worst place to be because that’s where it’s going to spread the fastest. Doctors and nurses either won’t know or will refuse to believe what’s going on. Rather than burn the bodies, they’ll pile them in the morgue until enough of them wake up to overrun the place.”

      “What in Sam Hill are you blabbering about, boy?” He began to cough, a wet rattle that told me he didn’t have long. “Mind your elders, boy, and do as you’re told.”

      Instead, I lifted the shotgun and took aim. “Who bit you?”

      “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      “Ain’t nobody bit me. I mean, Mrs. Wilson’s damned cat got me the other day when I was feeding it, but that’s all. Goddamned ungrateful feline. Why do you ask?”

      Wait. Her cat?

      That meant the virus, or whatever was causing this, had already mutated to other species. Or maybe it had originated with them and jumped to us. Fuck it, that was for the eggheads to worry about. Still, knowledge was power. That, and I didn’t particularly like cats to begin with.

      “Thank you, Mr. Raymond,” I said, lining up my shot. “Tell Grandma I said hi.”

      “Tell her? What happened to...”

      I cut off his question with a pull of the trigger. The gun went off, kicking like a mule and knocking me quite thoroughly on my ass. Damn it! Even with all the padding I was wearing, that still hurt, albeit not as bad as that time Cindy Harrisburg kicked me in the nuts while we were playing soccer.

      I’d need to remember to brace myself better next time someone had to be ventilated. Speaking of which, I climbed back to my feet, took a quick look around to make sure I hadn’t attracted any undead attention, then made my way to the fence.

      A peek over the top confirmed that Mr. Raymond wouldn’t be re-animating anytime soon. The top of his head was missing, and his brains were spread out behind him, fertilizing his precious grass. In some ways, I think he would have liked that.

      
        
        ♦ ♦ ♦

      

      

      As a rule of thumb, once society finally shits itself, get ready to kiss all your nice amenities goodbye. Electricity, flushing toilets, refrigerated meats—all of it will be gone. Those too accustomed to easy living will be up shit’s creek without a paddle.

      But that doesn’t mean one shouldn’t use it while they’ve got it.

      Before heading back to the living room, I stopped in the bathroom to drop a celebratory deuce for having saved Mr. Raymond from a fate worse than death. Call it one last hurrah while we still had access to running water and soft toilet paper.

      Of course, my fuckhead of a sister had to ruin even that.

      “Hurry up, I gotta poo,” she whined from the other side of the door, just as I was squeezing out a loaf dedicated to Grandma’s memory.

      “Fuck off.”

      “I have to go!”

      I debated shooting her through the door. Hell, it would have been a kindness on my part. After all, she had about zero chance of making it across the street alive, much less surviving the coming weeks.

      “I’m telling Ma!”

      “You do that,” I replied, savoring the sound of her feet stomping off coupled with the satisfying splash from below.

      
        
        ♦ ♦ ♦

      

      

      I stepped out of the bathroom to find both my parents waiting. Dad was still red-faced and puffy-eyed. Fucking sentimental pussy.

      “What was that noise from the backyard?” he asked, although the sight of me with his shotgun should’ve been enough for him to draw his own conclusions.

      “Mr. Raymond was bitten,” I stated. “I took him out before he could turn and...”

      “Wait a second,” Mom interrupted. “Took him out? What do you mean by that?”

      “What the hell do you think I mean? I did him just like Grandma...only a bit messier, if you get my drift. Don’t worry. The old geezer didn’t feel a thing.”

      At the mention of my grandmother, Dad broke down into tears again. Fucker was starting to seriously embarrass me. Once we reached a defensible location, I’d have to ask Mom if she’d ever fucked the mailman. With any luck, I shared DNA with someone other than this crying mama’s boy I called my father.

      “Are you telling me you...you killed...?”

      Enough of this shit. It was time to take charge. I rounded on Mom, causing her to back up a step. “Are you fucking dense or what? You saw what tried to get in here, what bit Grandma...oh, stop your fucking blubbering already...and if you took two seconds to turn on the goddamned news, you’d see what was going on out there. This isn’t a hoax or some fantasy. It’s the motherfucking zombie apocalypse and...”

      “Ooh, you said a bad word,” Darlene scolded from behind my parents.

      It was all I could do to not blow her stupid face off her even stupider head, but that would have set Dad off again. As tempting as it was to just leave these losers behind, I was smart enough to know they could be useful...for now.

      My dramatic speech ruined, I decided to get to the point, and what better way to ensure I had my parents’ attention than by chambering another round.

      Click!

      “Listen up and listen well. From here on out, the rules change. You want to live, you do as I tell you. You eat when I say to eat. You sleep where I tell you to sleep. If you need to piss, you ask me for a hall pass.” I stared both of them down. “And if I tell you to cave some fucker’s skull in, you’d better do it, or I swear I will come down on you like the wrath of God.”

      My dad apparently rediscovered his balls at some point during my rundown because he pointed a finger at me. “You listen here, Jacob Perkins...”

      “Oh yeah, and that’s another thing.” I locked eyes with him until he looked away, establishing me as the big dog here. “Jacob Perkins doesn’t exist anymore. He died this morning, along with the rest of this sick world.”

      I smiled as I considered my well-loved gamer tag.

      “You can call me Jimmy Headshot.”
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            EAT OR BE EATEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “What am I supposed to do with this shovel, Jimmy?”

      You mean besides digging your own grave? “Use it as a weapon, Mom. Swing the sharp edge hard enough, and it’ll be lights out for any zombie. But you have to aim for the head.”

      “Are you sure they’re actual zombies? Maybe they’re just sick and...”

      I stopped in the middle of the street. We were less than half a block from our house and already it was starting. “You know what’s sick? Me. I’m sick and tired of listening to your questions. Stop trying to rationalize this. You saw what tried to get in the house. It had no eyes. It was missing half its fucking face. People that sick are usually not busting down doors to sell you whatever shit they’re peddling. I don’t care how far behind they are on their monthly sales quota.”

      So far, so good, as far as not being swarmed, but if we kept talking, that was going to quickly change. The screams I’d heard earlier had fallen silent. It was far too much to hope the victims had turned the tide and won. No. Most likely half of them were rotting in some undead dude’s stomach while the rest were getting ready to reanimate and start the cycle all over. It was the nightmare version of the food chain, and we were at the bottom.

      Well, some of us anyway. “How are you holding up, Dad?”

      “This sledgehammer is heavy.”

      Fucking pansy. “That’s kind of the point. It’ll smash skulls like they were made of glass. A crushed zombie head equals a dead zombie.”

      “But I thought you said they were already dead.”

      “I mean really dead, as in don’t get back up and try to take a bite out of you dead.” I would’ve reminded him what happened to Grammy, but if he started crying again, I was surely going to lose my...

      Shit! Movement registered in my periphery, and I spun to check it out. I’d be damned if any undead dickheads were going to sneak up on me. It was a false alarm, though. A couple of squirrels were playing around in the grass. I caught sight of their tails just as they darted away, probably to celebrate the end of the world by fondling their nuts or something.

      Mom and Dad both let out hysterical little shrieks at seeing me react so quickly. Useless as tits on a bull, those two.

      The only one being blissfully quiet was Darlene, which was a minor miracle in itself. It had been pointless to give her a weapon. She was only seven, and a particularly dull-witted seven at that. The little putz could barely butter toast without screaming for help.

      That was fine, though. We could always use her as a distraction in case we ran into a herd of undead, so the rest of us—a.k.a. the useful ones—could escape. Sadly, just as I was turning back around, ready to lead us on again, she decided to end her silence.

      “Carlene!” Her shrill voice pierced my skull as if it were a fifty-caliber slug. “I forgot Carlene!”

      “What the ever-living fuck is a Carlene?” I snarled.

      “She’s my doll.”

      Darlene and Carlene?! My mouth dropped open. Was she for real? Her arms were already full of fucking dolls. She was a veritable walking graveyard of naked Barbies, Disney Princesses, and cheap dollar store knockoffs.

      “You already have lots of dollies, sweetie,” Dad pointed out.

      “But Carlene is my favorite!”

      I turned back and pointed an accusing finger at her. “If she was your favorite, then why the fuck didn’t you bring her with you?”

      “I neeeeeed her!!!!” My sister’s words cut through the silence of the street like a hot knife through an eyeball.

      It was several seconds before her voice finally stopped echoing through my brain, but when it did, I heard something far worse—the sound of dragging footsteps.

      Shit! They’d found us.

      
        
        ♦ ♦ ♦

      

      

      I considered my options. Four shots left in the gun, but using them would end up making even more ruckus than my little skeeve of a sister—if just barely. We needed to end this quickly and quietly. It was time for SPAZ to make his grand debut.

      “I need to go get Carlene!”

      I’d just pulled out my zombie killer of choice when the pitter patter of stupid feet caught my ear. I spared just enough of a glance over my shoulder to see Darlene running back toward our house, presumably to get a doll that was almost certainly smarter than her.

      “Darlene!” I could tell from Dad’s body language that he was getting ready to bolt after her.

      Pathetic and predictable. “Hold your ground.”

      “She’s just a little girl. She’ll be killed.”

      “So will we if you run off half-cocked. Look!”

      I pointed toward four figures that shambled into view from one of the nearby yards—the Curtis place, if I recalled correctly. And lo and behold, Ma and Pa Curtis were leading the way, followed by their twin sons, Abel and Abraham. They didn’t appear as if they’d been dead for long.

      “Let’s break up this family for good,” I barked. “Mom, Dad, you take the parents. Remember, aim for their heads. I got the twins.”

      “But Darlene...”

      “Forget Darlene! She made her choice. Now we have to make ours. I, for one, choose to live.”

      
        
        ♦ ♦ ♦

      

      

      I knew the Curtis twins from school. We were in the same grade, but that didn’t make us friends. Bunch of sanctimonious assholes, but then what did you expect from a family who named one of their kids Abel?

      Great choice there, by the way, naming a child after the world’s first murder victim. Nice to see he was living up to his namesake.

      The arms of both twins were covered in bite marks that were too small to be human. Thanks to Mr. Raymond’s info, it painted a picture, giving me a clue as to what happened to them. The kids had probably been infected first. By what? More cats maybe, but that didn’t matter at the moment. Their parents had been next, most likely crying out such idiotic platitudes as “It’s your mommy. Don’t you recognize me?” even as their former kids were busy taking bite-sized chunks out of them.

      They say love is a many splendored thing, but during a deadly outbreak of virulent plague, all it did was make you a fucking imbecile. Can’t say it surprised me, though.

      What did was the speed at which Abel charged forward. It wasn’t quite an outright run like in more recent zombie movies—a sad attempt to ratchet up the danger by making the undead seem like the progeny of Usain Bolt. It was more a shambling lope, kinda what you’d expect from something whose legs still worked but whose brain was too liquefied to know how to properly use them.

      Either way, it got the job done, and Abel closed the distance between us with surprising speed. Sadly for him, this was one pitch I was ready for. I swung SPAZ just as he stepped into range.

      Homerun, fucker! Maybe I should have named my bat Cain instead.

      One of the nails sunk deep into the side of Abel’s head, and it was instant lights out. He went down in a heap, and I yanked SPAZ free. Sadly, his brother was almost as fast. He was on me like white on rice before I could pull back for another swing. All I saw were teeth coming at my face and then clink. The idiot’s chompers clacked onto the faceplate of my helmet and slid off.

      My turn.

      I reared back and head-butted Abraham, feeding him a mouthful of carbon fiber and hard plastic. That sent him staggering back enough to let me stab out with SPAZ’s business end. The bayonet went into his mouth and punctured his palate. I felt the blade scrape against the back of his skull, but I already knew I’d won. Abraham twitched once and then dropped like a bad habit.

      “Oh yeah,” I said. “I proclaim you emancipated...from life.”

      Hmm, maybe I’d forgo the historical one-liners next time. I kinda sucked at it. It didn’t really matter much anyway so long as they were all dead.

      All?

      Oh crap! Quick as I was to celebrate taking out the Curtis twins, I spun even faster. As expected, both Mom and Dad were making a fucking mess of things. Mr. Curtis had Mom pinned to the ground. She’d managed to get the shovel between them, so he was biting the handle, but it was a losing battle if ever I saw one. As for Dad, he’d gotten the better of Mrs. Curtis, but couldn’t seem to understand why she was still crawling toward him. The freaking idiot had nailed every part of her except where it counted.

      I made a mental note to kill them in their sleep if they didn’t improve quickly, then leapt back into the fray. First up was Mom since she looked about three seconds away from becoming an appetizer. I stepped in, raised SPAZ high, and brought it down with a solid clonk, splitting Mr. Curtis’s head and raining gore down upon my mother. Served her right. Maybe a shower of hot brains would wake her the fuck up.

      “Yo, Dad!” If I had to save him, too, I was gonna be in one hell of an ornery mood come dinner time. When he looked up at me, I raised a finger and slowly pointed it to my noggin.

      “Oh yeah, forgot about that,” he called back. “Um, does it have to be in the head? That seems so...mean.”

      Yeah, smothering him in his sleep was still on the table.

      Mrs. Curtis was a mess. Broken arms, legs, and a crushed torso. But she was a mess that was still trying to bite things. That meant she was dangerous. “Do it.”

      “But...”

      “Do it!” I repeated.

      Dad looked like he wanted to puke, but then he finally nodded. He lifted the mallet, closed his eyes...and then gouged a chunk out of the pavement as he completely missed her head.

      “Now do it again, idiot.”

      This time he didn’t miss, popping her skull like an overripe grape. Hopefully the street cleaners had gotten the memo about the world ending, because if not, they weren’t going to have a fun time scraping up all her pieces.

      “Good,” I said, throwing the old dog a bone. “Next time do better.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            UNSAFE HOUSE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dad wanted to turn back for Darlene, but he needn’t have bothered. She was already skipping down the road toward us, an oblivious smile plastered on her face and what looked to be the same pile of mistreated dolls in her hands.

      She stopped to look down at Mrs. Curtis’s remains. “Eww. That’s gross.”

      “You’re gross,” I replied. “Did you get your stupid doll? Because, you know, we were so worried about her.”

      The sarcasm flew so far over my sister’s head that she’d have needed a plane ticket to catch it. “No, silly.”

      “No?!”

      “Carlene was being naughty. So I told her to sit in the corner.”

      I had to be adopted because there was no way I could be related to such a flipping idiot.

      Pity that Dad’s stupidity was on full display to distract me from knocking her teeth out with the butt of my shotgun.

      “Should we...I dunno...bury these guys?”

      That was going to be difficult since we’d brought a shovel and not a squeegee. “There isn’t time to bury every hungry corpse we come across. Leave them for the buzzards.”

      “But shouldn’t we at least say a few words before we go?” Mom asked, her hair and shirt still covered in bits of Mr. Curtis. “It seems disrespectful to leave them like this. We did kind of kill them.”

      We? As if. “I wouldn’t bother. Besides, we didn’t kill them. They were already dead when we found them.”

      “But they were still...”

      “Walking? Yeah. That’s how this zombie thing works. But trust me. The shambling dead don’t need eulogies. What they need is to be put down, permanently. If you really want to say some words, forget about them and ask God to make sure we survive the next attack, because believe me, there will be another. This is only the beginning.”

      “I’m going to try 9-1-1 again,” Dad said, pulling out his cell phone.

      I opened my mouth to say something, but held my tongue. I understood how it was. The world was dying, and the vast majority of the people still littering its surface were in the denial phase. It seemed I alone had skipped ahead to acceptance. There was my sister, too, but so far as I was aware, there was no step in the five stages of grief to account for dipshits. That was fine. I accepted her death for her. Hell, I was kinda looking forward to it.

      I patiently picked bits of brain from SPAZ while I waited for Dad to acknowledge that the busy signal he kept getting was indicative of how truly fucked things were. If the cops and EMTs had half a brain, they were going to cover their own asses rather than deal with bodies who refused to stay dead. Any who hadn’t gotten the memo were probably already in the process of being digested.

      But not me. The undead could eat my dick, figuratively anyway.

      “Any luck, honey?” Mom’s tone was disturbingly calm, the same she used to tell us when dinner was ready. She was probably going into shock. Sucked for her, but she needed to hold her shit together until we got where we were going. Because if she fell behind, she was on her own. There were no time outs in the apocalypse.

      “Line’s still busy. Maybe they’re understaffed today.”

      “Maybe,” I offered. “But hey, tomorrow might be better. I’m sure someone will think, ‘The world is overrun by feral corpses hungering for my flesh, but I don’t want my minimum wage paycheck docked.’”

      “Your sarcasm isn’t appreciated, young man,” Dad replied, trying to use his parental voice to intimidate me.

      Good luck with that. “And you being a dumb fuck isn’t appreciated either. Now let’s go before I ditch you all like a bunch of bad pennies.”

      Dad sputtered for a couple of seconds, still unaccustomed to the new food chain I’d established. I half-expected him to try telling me to go to my room. If so, my response was going to be one warning shot before I blew his fucking kneecaps off. But, fortunately for him, he decided that whining was more to his advantage, like a Chihuahua hoping that humping a Rottweiler’s leg might actually convince it he’s in charge. “Y-you still haven’t told us where we’re going.”

      “Follow and find out.”

      “Are we going to the playground?” Darlene asked.

      “No,” I replied through gritted teeth.

      “The toy store?”

      “No.”

      “What about Marjorie’s house?”

      “Your friends are all dead.”

      “So, no tea party today?”

      Armageddon was less than half a day old, and already I had to wonder how Rainbow Not-So-Brite here was still drawing breath.

      “NO!” I screamed at her, breaking my own rule about being silent. It was worth it, or would have been had she cowered as I’d hoped.

      “Mommy says that only rude people yell.”

      “Then listen up, cupcake, because I am the rudest motherfucker you are ever gonna meet.”

      Her response was to blink stupidly for several seconds, then ask, “So where are we going?”

      I spun on my heel and started walking. It was either that or see how many kicks it took to get to the center of her Tootsie Pop head.

      “You didn’t tell me where...”

      “To the scrapyard!” I snapped.

      “Why? What’s there?”

      “Otis. He’s a friend, or at least he better hope he is.”

      
        
        ♦ ♦ ♦

      

      

      Otis owned the junkyard at the far end of town. When he wasn’t crushing cars or dumpster diving for scrap metal, he could often be found deep within his own personal haven of trash, working on his little hobby.

      See, I knew Otis’s secret. At the playground, his name had often been mentioned as a boogeyman of sorts. He wasn’t very talkative and mostly kept to himself, oh, and he lived in a fucking dump, too, hence becoming prime material for the local kids to gossip about.

      I didn’t pay it much mind. The typical spew that came gushing from the mouths of my classmates was so much bullshit you’d have thought they spent their nights grazing. Most of it was the same garbage you’d hear anywhere: kids trying to scare the crap out of their more gullible brethren. They said things like Otis had a collection of human skin, that he liked to jerk off outside kids’ windows at night, that he was responsible for just about every crime in our boring town whether it was a dead raccoon in the road—that he’d obviously fucked to death—or whatever teen had run away from home—and also been fucked to death.

      But there was one rumor that caught my ear last year, one different from the rest. It made me curious enough to start snooping around the junkyard in my spare time until I was bold enough to strike up a conversation of sorts with Otis.

      He didn’t particularly like kids hanging around, but I was persistent, and eventually he grew used to my presence. Though he heavily hinted at what I wanted to know, he was always very coy about it...at least until the day I finally won him over. All it took was a half-full bottle of cheap vodka that I’d found in the trash and suddenly I was his best friend.

      You see, Otis’s real secret wasn’t that he was killing kids or whacking off outside people’s houses. No. Otis was a prepper. The reason he kept to himself was because the guy bought into conspiracy theories more easily than dollar store wine. He’d been working for years to convert a section of his junkyard into his own personal oasis for the end times.

      In some ways, it was brilliant. He had access to all the scrap metal and tools he needed. A junkyard wasn’t exactly a place where many people would snoop around and spy on him, present company not included. And, unlike the crazies building cabins and bomb shelters out in the middle of fucking nowhere, he was close enough to town to enjoy such amenities as supermarkets and laundromats until such time as the world went to hell.

      He was right to prepare, just wrong about the cause. See, Otis was all about worrying that it would be Muslims, liberals, or whatever other buzz group was in the headlines that week. He was far too ready to believe stupid shit like government death troops, trained to go door-to-door selling wholesale murder. That was his mistake. He thought people would be the cause. But people can think, and usually there’s just enough folks around with common sense to keep us from completely spiraling into madness.

      But monsters, that’s a different story. The undead don’t think. They just eat. And if they can’t eat you, they’ll chase you down until you’re too tired to do anything but let them eat you.

      The only way to fight them is to accept that fact. Find a safe place to eat and sleep, then spend the rest of the time hunting the fuckers down and splitting their heads open.

      Otis had, over the years, built a bunker both in and below the junkyard. He’d dug a well for fresh water, had enough canned food stored to last for years, and had acquired a good-sized stockpile of weapons—some bought and some fashioned from the trash around him. Hell, I wasn’t too ashamed to admit that his collection of cobbled bludgeoning tools had inspired SPAZ.

      In short, the man was ready for the end of the world. The only thing he hadn’t prepared for was having company to share it with.

      And he was going to get company, whether he liked it or not.
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      We ran into a couple more zombies as we crossed town, annoying but in few enough numbers that we were able to take them out fairly quickly.

      Though I couldn’t be sure, and I wasn’t quite stupid enough to go check for myself, I had an inkling that the local police were responsible for our relatively easy trek. No, they didn’t mount an effective defense or anything useful like that. Let’s be realistic. When push came to shove and the dead rose from their graves, the cops were probably going to be just as fucked as everyone else...maybe more so because the masses would flock to them hoping they had a clue.

      It was the sirens that did it. I wasn’t sure if it was purposeful or just some stupid accident, maybe an electrical malfunction at the worst possible moment in all of history, but whatever the case, as we neared the halfway point to Otis’s Trash Emporium, we heard them blaring off in the distance. And if we heard them, that meant the dead did, too.

      “That’s it. Ring the dinner bell like good little piggies,” I said to myself as we took advantage of the lull.

      My sister, wrongly thinking herself clever, added, “This little piggy went to market...”

      “Yeah,” I snapped. “And this little piggy cried wee wee wee all the way to the fucking grave because it was too stupid to shut up.”

      Normally I would’ve been told to be nice to my sister, but by then, my parents seemed to be thoroughly cowed. Maybe they were finally starting to realize there was a new pecking order and they weren’t at the top of it.

      Good. Perhaps there was some hope for them after all.

      Unfortunately, nearing the gates of the junkyard, I began to doubt if others had as much hope.

      A lone figure could be seen shuffling about just inside the gates.

      “Are you sure about this, Jacob?” Dad asked as we approached.

      “Just follow my lead. And the name is Jimmy.” Sadly, my gruff exterior belied the fact that I was starting to feel uneasy.

      The closer we got, the more certain I was that we were spying Otis’s form lurching around aimlessly. Sure, it was possible he was just piss drunk, but somehow I didn’t think so. And, if he was, it would almost certainly make me think twice about letting him share his bunker with us. He might have labored for years to build it, but a new landlord was moving in this day. We already had one albatross around our necks in the form of my sister. That was more than enough useless skin weighing us down like an anchor.

      The gates were closed, which was probably fortunate. The second he noticed us, Otis ran face first into the metal bars, rebounded once, then stepped up to them and reached through trying to grab us. One thing about zombies, they weren’t that bright.

      A small part of me was saddened to see him already dead. It wasn’t because of any fondness I had for him, mind you. The fucker was actually kind of creepy. I’d already decided way in advance that he wouldn’t be in charge of the laundry in our new living arrangements because I had a feeling it would be all of five minutes before his face was buried in our soiled underwear. What bugged me was knowing he usually kept his shit locked up tight. Now we’d have no choice but to break in. Things would have been so much easier had the paranoid bastard managed to live more than an hour into the apocalypse he’d worked so hard to prepare for.

      I guess in some way that was kind of ironic, but it mostly just ticked me off.

      “Why is the big man such a funny color?” Darlene asked, displaying intelligence that spoke ill of a future devoid of sugar daddies.

      “He’s practicing to become a clown,” I replied, debating the best way past him. Through some minor miracle of luck I saw that the gates weren’t padlocked—a small win for our side—so it would be a simpler matter to open them than I first assumed, but it would offer an unnecessary risk if we did it without taking him out first. But how to do that without getting grabbed or making any noise?

      Fuck it. I pulled the shotgun off my shoulder and pushed the barrel through the bars, where Otis promptly tried to bite it. Like I said, zombies were dumbasses.

      “He’s not a very funny clown,” Darlene sagely observed.

      “That’s because you haven’t heard the punchline yet.”

      I braced myself and pulled the trigger.

      The shotgun still kicked like a mule, but this time, I was ready for it. Can’t say the same for Otis’s head, though. All that was left of his noggin was a fine red mist that painted the ground behind him in a ten-foot arc.

      Too bad the chances of nothing having heard that blast were slim.

      We needed to search his body, but first we had to get inside and find a way to lock up behind us. Fortunately, the junkyard had a solid gate and thick walls surrounding it, walls bolstered by stacks of crushed cars.

      “Let’s go,” I said, pulling open the gate.

      Mom and Dad had deer-in-the-headlights looks about them, no doubt at me erasing Otis’s face. They really needed to get over it. I was pretty sure Otis had generators in his bunker. If so, maybe I could put some horror movies on a loop to desensitize them a bit, because goddamn it, otherwise this was gonna get old fast. “I said move!”

      They finally shuffled past me, followed by Darlene. I was hoping she’d be in tears following what I’d done, maybe give me a chance to rub it in her face. But she merely stepped over him and said, “He’s still not funny.”

      “Neither are you,” I muttered as I walked in behind her.

      
        
        ♦ ♦ ♦

      

      

      “What now?” Mom asked, nervously.

      “Now, we lock the gate and shut ourselves in before anything else can find us. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I have to take a piss, and I’d prefer to do it in a place where nothing is likely to bite my dick off.”

      “Hah!” my sister shouted. “Your birdie is gonna get bitten.”

      God, how I hated her.

      I had other matters to dwell on at that moment, though. Off to the side was a heavy length of chain with an even heavier lock hanging from it. Bingo!

      “Jimmy, don’t you think...”

      “Not now, Dad.” I grabbed the chain, wrapped it around the now closed gate, and clicked the lock shut. Not a moment too soon either, as the sound of shuffling footsteps could be heard from somewhere close by in the surrounding neighborhood.

      I kept watch, wanting to see how many we were up against. “Search Otis’s body,” I said over my shoulder, not really caring who did it so long as it got done.

      “He’s already dead,” Mom unhelpfully pointed out.

      “You don’t say. Search his pockets. See if he has anything of use on him.” I lowered the gun. There were only a few shots left, and I didn’t want to waste them, especially now that we were safely locked in the junkyard.

      A lurching figure stepped into view, headed our way. Thinning hair, glasses, a tweed vest, and pale dead skin. Heh. He kinda looked like Mr. Sandusky, my social studies teacher. Hmm, the closer he got, the more I became certain he actually was Mr. Sandusky. Sucked to be him. Useless class anyway. No real purpose to it so far as I could...

      “What’s that on his arms?”

      “They look like bite marks.”

      I turned toward my parents. “Of course, they’re bite marks. It’s not like he just spontaneously turned into a... FUCK!” I’d been so goddamned smug, thinking I had my shit together, that I’d missed the bleeding obvious.

      The gate was shut when we got here. Otis’s walking corpse was already waiting for us. And I’d just locked us in...with whatever the fuck had bitten him.

      I stepped in, barking orders. “Back off, let me see. Dad, you keep an eye on the gate. Don’t get within reach of anything that comes close to it. Mom, you keep watch on the junkyard while I check Otis. Darlene...stand there and look edible.”

      I bent down to inspect Otis’s corpse.

      “Hey, I think that’s Joe Sandusky,” Dad said. “Hey, Joe! Over here. You can hide with us if you want.”

      I somehow managed to resist the urge to put a slug through my father’s head. What I was doing was more important, though, at least for the moment.

      Sure enough, my parents had been right. Tiny bite marks covered the discolored flesh on Otis’s arms. Had he been overrun by zombie toddlers? That seemed a hell of a way to go. But what would a bunch of babies be doing in a junkyard? That struck me as one of those things that moms usually freaked out about?

      “Joe, are you okay?”

      Idiot! I examined Otis’s wounds more closely. I was no expert, but I’d have bet my left nut that they hadn’t been made by human teeth. I remembered what happened to our neighbor before I’d plugged him. Then there were the Curtis twins.

      I stood up and looked around. In a junkyard, rats were the most likely culprit. But Otis had been more than aware of that issue, especially in light of his paranoid nature. “Fucking things are nature’s illegal immigrants,” he used to say. No matter what you did to keep them out, they found a way in. Otis had compensated by making it a point to feed all the stray... Oh crap!

      “What a cute little kitty!”

      I slowly turned toward the sound of my sister’s vacuous voice.

      “Ooh! Another one! Here, kitty kitty!”

      “Honey,” our mother chided, “remember what I said about strange animals. They could have all sorts of nasty diseases.”

      She didn’t know the half of it.
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      Anyone with half a brain could see the cat was about to pounce.

      Needless to say, my sister didn’t.

      I was already on the move, even as fantasies of leaving her to a well-deserved fate played through my mind. Tempting, but I’d never hear the end of it from my parents. Sadly, my plans called for keeping them around for at least as long as it took to dig in and get our new accommodations fortified.

      The cat, its eyes red and glazed, leapt at my sister. Fortunately for her, fate smiles upon fools and stupid children. The cat wasn’t much different than the Curtis twins had been. Physically, it was still functional, but the signals between its body and rotting brain were kinda fucked. Whereas a normal feline would have been all over my sister’s face like something hatched from an alien egg, this one was sloppy and uncoordinated—enough so that I was able to connect with SPAZ first.

      The cat’s head exploded with a solid thwack, and the rest of it went flying end over end. Before I could relax, though, I realized it wasn’t alone.

      Unblinking red eyes began to appear from seemingly every crevice in the place. Shit. “Move!”

      “You hurt kitty!”

      I swear, taking a swing at the hollow pumpkin she called a head was almost tempting enough to risk being overrun by zombie cats. But I hadn’t waited all my life for this day just to die before the sun could even set. “Kitty enjoyed it. He’s into the rough stuff.”

      Without waiting to see if the others were following or not, I turned and headed deeper into the junkyard. The entrance to Otis’s bunker was near the center, hidden within a sea of scrap iron and junked cars. Luckily, I had the way memorized. Once inside, we could take five and get our shit together enough to sort things out.

      But first we had to get there.

      The thing with stray cats is you never really notice how many there are until they’re actively trying to kill you. It was like they were coming out of every nook and cranny, of which there wasn’t a small amount in a scrapyard.

      Several leapt out at me as I made my way toward Otis’s bunker, but all they got for their trouble was a mouthful of reinforced plastic followed by their skulls being cracked hard enough to fuck up all nine of their lives.

      Despite this, a small sliver of worry still managed to worm its way into my gut. I’d designed my survival gear with human zombies in mind, not furry little ankle biters. As if to drive this point home, one of the little fuckers tried to scramble up my leg to take a bite out of my crotch.

      “Sorry, Fluffy.” I grabbed it by the scruff of its neck, pried it off, and threw it against the engine block of a junked Ford Taurus. “But I ain’t no scratching post and those aren’t balls of yarn.”

      Fuck me! Otis was covered in bite marks. Chances are that’s how the virus was transmitted, but if it spread via scratching, too, then we were all as good as fucked.

      If I got so much as a case of the sniffles from the claw marks up and down my leg, I’d make sure I ate a bullet before I could sink my teeth into someone else. Those were the rules in a zombie apocalypse. So far as I was concerned, there was nothing worse than compromising the team by ignoring the fact that you were dead meat walking.

      That was a bridge to cross later, though. For now, our main concern was finding a place where these things couldn’t hunt us down like human catnip.

      “Wait up, Jimmy! I’ll tell Mom if you don’t.”

      I turned and saw Darlene hot on my heels, her arms still full of stupid fucking dolls and nary a scratch on her. How the fuck was she still alive? Maybe the cats found her as repulsive as I did.

      Mom was coming up behind her, shrieking loud enough to alert every zombie within a mile as to where we were. Farther back, Dad brought up the rear, but I could see he wasn’t doing so hot. Go figure. A sledgehammer was fine for human vermin, but even dead cats were nimble enough to bypass a swing from one.

      Finally! Up ahead, I spotted the hidden entrance to Otis’s bunker—the front of an old El Camino sticking halfway out of a pile of crushed cars. Hopefully it wasn’t locked, but the fact that Otis had been out and about made me hopeful that wasn’t the case. Because if it was, this junkyard was going to turn into the world’s goriest litter box.

      I reached the El Camino and was just about to hand SPAZ to Darlene so she could cover me, but then I thought better of it. With my luck, her idiocy would rub off on it. Instead, I leaned it against the front bumper and told her, “Stand there and try to look like a bowl of Friskies while I take care of this.”

      “Cars are stupid.”

      “You’re stupid.”

      I reached beneath the hood. Otis had modified the release mechanism so someone couldn’t just randomly pop it open. Come on. Where is the stupid thing?

      After what seemed like an eternity, my finger finally found the latch. The hood popped open, revealing not an engine block but a set of wooden stairs leading down. Now to hope the interior wasn’t crawling with more of those rotting fleabags. “You go first, Darlene.”

      She stepped in and looked down into the darkness. “It smells funny.”

      “So do you.”

      “What’s down there?”

      “Um...a secret clubhouse.”

      “Neat!” She took one step then stopped. “Are you sure? It looks gross.”

      “Not as gross as it’s going to be if I throw you down the stairs face-first. Now get in!”

      Finally, she did, complaining to her dolls about what a meanie I was. I kept listening as she descended. If the place wasn’t empty, then at least I wouldn’t have to hear her bitch about it for long.

      I retrieved SPAZ and kept guard while my parents caught up. Make that parent, singular. Mom ran my way, zombie cats harassing her at every step. But through some minor miracle—coupled with her swinging her shovel around like a lunatic—she kept them at bay.

      “Let’s go!” I shouted at her, drawing some of the attention my way. SPAZ had been designed for human-sized zombies. It was a lot less effective against things at ground level, but it was good enough to... “OOF!”

      Mom, in her blind panic, swung the flat end of the shovel right into my face, knocking me on my ass and leaving a crack in the visor of my helmet. Goddamn it!

      She didn’t even bother to stop to see if I was okay before racing down the steps into the shelter. What a bitch.

      Through some combination of good fortune and hard plastic, I was only slightly dazed. Good thing, too, because I recovered just in time to kick out at two cats that seemed intent on following her downstairs, sending them tumbling off to the side instead.

      This was not going as planned. I mean, let’s be honest, everyone knows mankind is gonna get knocked off the top of the food chain during the zombie apocalypse. But I, for one, sure as shit didn’t think it would be by Garfield and friends.

      “Help me!”

      Fuck! I rolled to my feet, making sure no feline trespassers got past, and looked toward the sound of Dad’s cry. I could see from where I stood that it was too late for him.

      At least half a dozen cats were crawling all over him, using him as the world’s largest toy mouse. “Get them off!”

      There was nothing to be done. Poor bastard was destined to go out like Otis, a walking pile of Whiskas. Rather than delay the inevitable and doom us all, I climbed into the El Camino’s hood and started to close it behind me.

      “Please, Jimmy!”

      “Sorry,” I called back. “But it’s too late. You’re already infected.”

      I expected to be cursed out, or for him to maybe try to make a desperate dash for safety, but instead, he surprised me.

      He dropped to his knees, as even more cats swarmed him, and simply said, “I love you, son.”

      Had I been a lesser man, I would have been touched, maybe would have even teared up long enough to hold the door and let him in...effectively ass-fucking us all.

      But I wasn’t.

      “Of course you do, Dad,” I replied, pulling the door shut and latching it from the inside. “I’m an awesome kid.”
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            A COLD DAY IN HELL

          

        

      

    

    
      Three months of canned beans, chemical toilets, potted meat, and the constant underlying smell of garbage would have been enough to break most men.

      Personally, I found it invigorating. That said, being locked up with my sister was definitely starting to grate on my nerves.

      As expected, Otis’s bunker was fully stocked. The dude had been expecting a long, onerous apocalypse—a lonely one, too, judging by all the creepy-ass photos we found. Guess that explained why he kept asking me to take my shirt off.

      Skeevy shit aside, the place had almost everything—food, clothing, fresh water, solar panels atop the mountains of cars for nominal electricity, and weapons. There were guns, piles of ammo, and more. Otis had been a man after my own heart, minus the part about being a wannabe pedophile.

      Mom still wasn’t quite over Dad being eaten by cats, but I figured acceptance would come with time. And we had a lot of that on our hands. I tried to help by attempting to teach her how to defend herself, or at least cover me well enough so I wouldn’t get blindsided the second I turned my back. Not surprisingly, it was mostly an exercise in futility.

      Fortunately, there was plenty of mom stuff to keep her busy—namely cooking, cleaning, and keeping Darlene the fuck away from me.

      As for my darling sister, I mostly left her to mindlessly play with her dolls and hopefully contract tetanus from all the sharp metal.

      I made the occasional sojourn to the surface. The scrapyard was our new home, and I fully intended to make it a fortress. But in order to do that, I needed to make sure it was ours and ours alone.

      Dad was the first issue that needed taking care of. On the upside, he wasn’t any more adept at being a zombie than he had been at being a man. I pulped his head, burnt his body, and then stuffed the remains into a junked car on the far side of the yard. With any luck, Mom wouldn’t wake up one morning with an overwhelming need to check out trashed Suzuki Samurais. If so, that could be awkward.

      The cats, I was somewhat horrified to learn, seemed to have retained some rudimentary instinct. Following our first encounter with them, they seemed to become wary, at least in small groups. That was worrisome, for it told me that some parts of their cold dead brains were still firing.

      It also made me wonder who or what patient zero was in this mess. Had the apocalypse started with people and then somehow spread to cats? Didn’t seem to make much sense, unless the first victims were really stupid cats. But if that wasn’t the case, then how? Did someone accidentally feed the neighborhood strays a can of radioactive tuna?

      Regardless, it wasn’t until the weather turned and winter set in that I was able to properly kill some kittens. When the first big freeze of the season hit, I was overjoyed to find the junkyard full of frozen zombie cats, their cold undead bodies stuck fast to the ground. Suffice it to say, the tide of our ongoing game of cat and mouse quickly turned.

      Soon enough, I felt confident enough to declare our perimeter secure.

      Not long after, I began to explore outside the yard. The outings gave me a chance to get away from my sister’s constant stupidity. The snow on the ground slowed my movement, but it hampered the dead even more, making them easy pickings as I cleared an ever-widening circle around the scrapyard. Soon, the silence of the surrounding streets was broken only by the occasional chitter from the trees, squirrels no doubt storing extra provisions while the pickings were good.

      My trips out doubled as a chance to do some scavenging. Otis had stocked the place well. Nearest I could tell, we had enough supplies to last three years or more. Problem was, it was the same shit over and over again. Would it have hurt the guy to stockpile a few fucking boxes of Pop-Tarts to break up the monotony?

      So it was that the next phase of the apocalypse began—reconquering the domain of man and taking whatever shit had been left behind.

      
        
        ♦ ♦ ♦

      

      

      The winter passed slowly, and as it began to wane, I realized so too would pass something I’d come to appreciate—the smell of fresh air, since everything dead was pretty well frozen.

      Spring brought with it the stink of defrosting flesh, filling the air with a stench that made me long for the chemical toilet in our humble abode.

      Sadly, though half a year had passed since the collapse of civilization, my sister didn’t seem to have gotten any smarter or become less of a burden upon my soul. Her dolls had broken and been mended with duct tape enough times by then that they resembled pieces of shit with arms and legs, but that still didn’t stop her from inviting me to a tea party with them on a daily basis.

      As the temperature increased, so did the danger because the undead once more became mobile. Nevertheless, I welcomed it, along with the putrid smell hanging over the town, so long as it got me away from Darlene for a few hours.

      
        
        ♦ ♦ ♦

      

      

      It was a nice day, if one didn’t mind the stench of rotting ass and the clouds of black flies hovering just about everywhere. The chittering of squirrels in the trees broke up the otherwise monotonous silence, making the day slightly less morbid. I didn’t see any undead in the immediate vicinity, so I’d allowed myself the indulgence of stealing a skateboard from someone’s porch—not like they needed it anymore—and had ridden it downtown, debating where to scavenge next.

      If there was one upside to the world ending, it was that there weren’t any cops to give you shit about doing kick-flips in the middle of the street. Yeah, in the zombie apocalypse, the world was your skate park.

      Main Street was just ahead, but first I had to get through the seedier side of town. I passed a creepy old pawn shop, a burnt-out liquor store, and a place advertising adult novelties. The sign above read Hello Titty of all things. Maybe the collapse of civilization wasn’t entirely a bad thing.

      Despite the horrible pun of its name, I paused in front of the store as it appeared mostly intact. Of all the places to survive the looting that accompanied the breakdown of society, it kind of made sense that this would be one of them. After all, unless one counted edible underwear, there wasn’t anything to be had in there that would be of much use now.

      Or was there?

      The thought of presenting my dimwit sister with a bag of dildos to replace her broken dolls was almost enough to make me crack a grin. What the hell? Knowing that putz, she’d give them names and invite them to her tea parties. That alone made it worth the effort.

      The lock on the door was a flimsy affair, easily taken out with a couple of solid kicks. With SPAZ in one hand and a tactical flashlight in the other, I waited several seconds for any sign of movement from inside. None came, which was a relief. It wasn’t that I was afraid of zombies by that point. Fuck no on that shit, but dying in a sex shop was a pathetic way to go in anyone’s book.

      I stepped inside and saw pink...lots and lots of pink. The air was stale but free from the rotting decomposition that seemed to permeate the town, telling me that my first instincts were correct. The place was clear. It was time to go shopping.

      I’m not so tough that I’m afraid to admit when I’ve made a mistake. As I perused the aisles, I began to lose track of time, imagining uses for the various novelties—practical ones, I mean, nothing to do with shoving them up my ass. Gimp wear could potentially make for some new armor, handcuffs and whips had their uses, and posing sex dolls at strategic points in the scrapyard could give any potential interlopers the illusion of more defenders than we had.

      Hell, that actually wasn’t a bad...

      “We know you’re in there!”

      I froze in my tracks as the voice again beckoned me from outside.

      “Throw out any food and weapons you have, and we might let your perverted ass live.”
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            SURVIVAL OF THE SHITIEST

          

        

      

    

    
      Several weeks after settling in at the scrapyard, I’d gotten sloppy and been seen inside the gates by some guy wandering past. We’d locked eyes for a moment, and then it got weird. He’d started screaming shit about Jesus before racing up and trying to climb the gate. I’d dissuaded him of that notion with a double tap to the forehead. Fucking Jehovah’s Witnesses. Even at the end of days, they didn’t know when to quit.

      That had been the last time I’d seen other survivors, until now.

      I mean, it shouldn’t have been a surprise. It would have been foolish to think me, Mom, and Darlene were the only ones in town who’d made it through the initial outbreak and subsequent winter. But I guess spending half a year in relative solitude had made me complacent. I’d need to work on that.

      But for now, I had bigger fish to fry. Whoever was outside sounded decisively unfriendly. Call me crazy, but I had a feeling they weren’t looking to hand me some Bible tracts and call it a day.

      “I said come out before we burn you out!”

      Yeah. Definitely not looking to get on my friends list.

      “I don’t want any trouble,” I called back, trying to think up a good way to cause some trouble.

      “Neither are we, friend. We just want your food and weapons.”

      Something about the voice sounded familiar, but the windows of the sex shop were blacked out, putting me at a tactical disadvantage. I could’ve stuck my head out the door for a quick look, but I had a feeling that would have ended in a turkey shoot. No, thank you.

      I’d been traveling light that day. SPAZ and a handgun were the only weapons I’d brought. It was more than enough to handle a few undead. Human interlopers were a different issue entirely, especially if whoever was out there wasn’t alone. Time to go fishing and find out for sure.

      “How do I know you’re not full of it?” I asked. “You could be just one guy in a wheelchair for all I know.”

      “What the fuck?” a second voice replied quietly, probably intended for the first speaker’s ears only. “That sounds like a kid.”

      “Shit yeah, it did,” the first voice said, before yelling to me again. Fuckers must’ve thought I was deaf or something. “Hey! How old are you?”

      Old enough to fuck up your shit, asshole. They didn’t need to know that, though. I liked to consider myself wise beyond my years, but I could still use my age to my advantage. It was time to take some of the steel out of my voice, just enough to make me sound vulnerable. “I-I’m almost thirteen.”

      “Fuck me,” a third voice swore. Shit! “This is a waste of fucking time. It’s just a goddamned rug rat.”

      The first guy once again dropped his voice to a level where he stupidly assumed I couldn’t overhear. “He might have something we can use. You know how low the Shop-More’s running these days.”

      Shop-More? I knew that place. Big grocery store located in a strip mall a few blocks away, right next to the Builders Depot where I’d bought all the supplies to make SPAZ.

      “But he’s just a kid,” the second replied. “Should we maybe take him back with us?”

      “Fuck no,” number three said. “The community’s too big as it is. We can’t handle any more strays. Hell, we’ll be doing him a favor. A quick death, as opposed to starving.”

      That began to paint a picture. The strip mall, on its surface, would have looked like the ideal shelter for any apocalypse newbs. After all, a supermarket would be stocked to the gills with food, while an oversized hardware store like Builders Depot would have provided the tools needed to fortify the place and arm themselves. But therein lay the weakness too.

      The sheer size, as well as obviousness of the place, would have attracted a lot of people in the early days. Whoever had first set up shop there had probably been a soft-hearted pussy and let in whoever came knocking, assuming the crisis would be over in a few days at most.

      But things hadn’t gone back to normal. Add enough time and people to the mix and those rows of food would be quickly depleted. It wasn’t hard to imagine that by now they were down to the dregs, living off bottles of Sriracha, canned onions, or whatever else was at the bottom of the clearance barrel. But there would still be plenty of makeshift weapons from the Builders Depot. If people got hungry enough, it wasn’t hard to imagine that place becoming a powder keg ready to explode.

      I’d been exploring out of boredom and a desire to get away from my sister. These guys were most likely here out of pure desperation.

      That told me two things: avoid that part of town and I needed to make sure these fuckers didn’t follow me back to the scrapyard. If they realized there was a fully stocked bunker beneath, they’d ransack it and probably kill Mom and Darlene in the process. Well, okay, that was batting five hundred as far as losses went, but Mom still had her uses...for now anyway.

      “So what’s it gonna be, kid?” Asshole One shouted, their discussion apparently concluded. “We don’t want to hurt you. Come on out, and I promise it’ll be all right.”

      Too bad for them I wasn’t some dingleberry fresh off the short bus. Even Darlene would’ve been hard pressed to fall for their bullshit, maybe.

      I started to look for something I could use. There was no way of knowing if these chuckle-fucks had guns, but it was probably safe to assume so. If I stepped out with an aggressive stance, I’d likely be as good as dead. I needed to disarm them with my words before doing it with anything else.

      “I’m scared,” I cried out, putting a healthy dose of wuss flavoring into my voice. “I’ve been on my own for months. My mom and dad are both dead. Please don’t hurt me.”

      Gah! I think I threw up in my mouth a little, but it sounded like it got the job done. I distinctly heard a quick laugh from one of the guys out there. They thought they had me.

      “Shut the fuck up,” voice number one hissed in a low voice, before resuming his negotiating tone. “You got any food on you, kid?”

      “A-a little,” I replied, continuing to scan the place for... There! My eyes fell upon something that would do nicely.

      “Good. Then here’s what you’re gonna do, buddy. You slide out whatever food you have as well as any weapons you got on you, nice and easy, and then you’re free to go. Simple as that.”

      Buddy? Goddamned idiots, always assuming that being a kid meant you were soft in the head. That was gonna cost them, but first I had to get close enough to properly hand them the receipt.

      
        
        ♦ ♦ ♦

      

      

      “There’s my food. It’s not much, but it’s all I have.” That much was the truth. I’d only grabbed a few protein bars and a water bottle before heading out.

      “Weapons next,” came the reply, the greed in his voice so evident he might as well have been dressed as the guy on the Monopoly box.

      “O-okay. Please don’t hurt me.”

      I slid the handgun out the door.

      “Serious piece for a kid.”

      You ain’t seen nothing yet, cocksucker. Though I was loathe to let another person touch SPAZ, I had to send him out ahead of me. If this all worked as planned, I’d need him to be somewhere I could get to quick.

      “The fuck is that?” the second dude replied upon seeing me toss my beloved zombie smasher out to them. He was right to be awed. It was a pretty damned awesome sight to behold.

      “That’s a-all the weapons and food I have,” I said, grasping the items I’d purloined from the shop. “Can I g-go now?”

      “We’re almost done here, kid. Step out nice and slow so we can see you. If everything is kosher, then you’re free to go.”

      You can’t bullshit a bullshitter, but ball’s in your court, Fuck-face. I slowly stepped into the doorway, a plastic bag in one hand and my new friend in the other, letting them get a good look at me.

      “Fucking A, it is a kid.” The voice matched guy number two. He was a tall skinny fellow, early twenties and carrying a pickaxe. Didn’t look too bright.

      “What the fuck is that in your hand, you little weirdo?” Voice Three was the polar opposite of his friend—short, balding, and looking like he’d been dunked in French fry grease. He had sagging skin, suggesting that once, not too long ago, he’d been a fat fuck, but had recently gone on a starvation diet. He picked up my gun, sheathing the machete at his side, and looked winded by the time he was finished.

      That left the first one, the guy who’d done most of the talking. I could see why he’d taken the lead. He looked smarter than the other two and still carried a hint of muscle about him, but the several days growth of beard on his face left him looking haggard and... Holy shit! I recognized him. No wonder his voice had sounded familiar. It was Mr. McCarthy, the middle school gym teacher, and he was holding SPAZ.

      Recognition seemed to dawn on him as his eyes moved up to my face. “I’ve seen you before. You’re that Perkins kid, right?”

      “Y-yes, sir,” I replied.

      “Any reason you’re carrying a sex doll with you, son?”

      His two friends began to chuckle. Exactly what I was hoping for.

      “You’re going to laugh,” I replied, hoping I sounded good and pathetic.

      “I asked you a question, boy,” Mr. McCarthy said. Yep, just as I remembered him. Why bother showing any human compassion when you could just bully kids into doing push-ups?

      “S-sorry, sir. My mom, my family, they’re all gone. I just wanted something to...you know, talk to. Make me feel less alone.”

      “Well, goddamn,” Number Two replied, “if that ain’t the most pathetic thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “Shut up, Dwayne.”

      Dwayne. That figured. Number Two kinda looked like a Dwayne.

      That left the third guy to offer his expert opinion on the subject. “Kid’s full of shit. Probably can’t wait to get home and jam it into that thing. Ain’t that right, you fucking little perv?”

      “N-no, sir.”

      “Don’t you lie to me! One more word out of your mouth and I’m gonna take you back inside and core your asshole like an apple.” He turned to his buddies. “Maybe even if he doesn’t say anything. What do you think, boys? Should we give junior here a lesson in growing up?”

      Oh, yeah. This one was a real charmer, but that was fine by me. He ensured that what was coming next would be a true pleasure.

      “Stow it, Bert,” Mr. McCarthy growled. “Save your sick fantasies for your own time.”

      “You know we can’t take him back,” Bert protested. “So we might as well have some fun with his tight little...”

      “Whatever we do, we’ll do it quick. End of story.” Mr. McCarthy pointed SPAZ at him as if to emphasize the point.

      “Q-quick?” I asked, playing dumb. “You said you’d let me go.”

      “Sure, kid, whatever you say. Hey, what else do you have there?”

      “This?” I held up the bag in my other hand. “N-nuthin.”

      “Come over here and show it to me.”

      “B-but...”

      “I said now. You mind your betters.”

      Betters, hah! That was a good one. If I wasn’t so busy acting like a scared pussy, I’d have busted a gut laughing. But now was not the time. This was the critical part. If I fucked this up, I could very well end up behind a dumpster with Bert.

      Lowering my gaze, I stepped forward, to within Mr. McCarthy’s reach. I held out the bag feebly, as if afraid he might bite.

      “Take it out and show me.” Though Bert was the designated sick fuck of the group, I could hear the joy in McCarthy’s voice. In his mind, he was probably back in PE class, instructing the big kids to peg the smaller ones with dodge balls. Well, it was about time someone showed him a new game.

      I dropped the blow-up doll. She’d served her purpose, mentally disarming the three goons before me. I then reached into the bag, wrapped my hand tightly around the item within, and pulled it out.

      “What the hell is that?” Dwayne asked, my body partially obscuring the shiny object.

      Mr. McCarthy saw it plain as day, though. He lowered his head for a better look, as if not believing the sight of the metal butt plug clenched in my fist.

      “The fuck is wrong with you?” he asked. “And don’t tell me you were planning on talking to that too.”

      “Nah,” I replied, dropping all pretense of being scared. “My new friend here much prefers talking to assholes like you.”

      I brought the butt plug up with everything I had, slamming the pointy end into McCarthy’s left eye. Before he could fall back, I grabbed ahold of his jacket and shoved the sex toy in as hard as I could.

      As I was busy skull-fucking my former gym teacher to death, I heard the dry click of a trigger being pulled. Dumbass.

      McCarthy dropped SPAZ and toppled over. I bent, caught it, and swung low—catching his buddy Bert dead center in the kneecap.

      He went down squealing like the stuck pig he was. I snatched the gun out of his hand, reached behind me, and pulled a fresh magazine from my back pocket. “Next time, check to make sure it’s loaded first, numb-nuts.”

      By the time Dwayne had raised his weapon, I was already locked and loaded. He realized it, too. Guess he was a bit brighter than he looked. Smart enough to turn tail, but not so intelligent that he didn’t run in a straight line, giving me plenty of time to line up a shot and drop him before he’d gotten more than ten yards.

      Two down, one to go. I yanked SPAZ out of Bert’s kneecap and stood over him, enjoying the sound of him blubbering for mercy. “What was that you said about coring my asshole?”

      “I was just kidding. I didn’t mean it!”

      “Well, that’s a damn shame, Bert, old buddy, because you were right about one thing. One of us is definitely getting fucked today.”
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            THE CHITTER CHATTER OF LITTLE FEET

          

        

      

    

    
      After ensuring they wouldn’t be getting back up again as zombies, I dragged Bert and his pals deep into the bowels of Hello Titty. That should have been the end of it, but I was kind of pissed, so I left them positioned in ways guaranteed to make sure whoever found them would be weirded the fuck out. Needless to say, the shop’s inventory of butt plugs and ass-spreaders had been quite extensive.

      Finally finished, I spared them one last smirk before heading straight home.

      On the upside, Darlene liked the new armless dollies—in various shapes, colors, and lengths—I brought back for her to play with, even if Mom gave me the side eye. Some people have no sense of humor.

      Regardless, after that incident, I was careful to make certain that if I was caught with my pants down again, I’d have enough firepower to make them think twice about staring at my dick.

      For a time, avoiding the Shop-More survivors was easy enough, especially since I knew where they lived. From my brief chat with their three ambassadors, I got the sense of a community bordering on desperation, but still scared enough to only be dipping their toes in the outside world again. The fact that the trio never returned home probably didn’t help matters for them, but that was kind of their own fault for sending out a group of dickheads.

      I knew the lull wouldn’t last, so I took advantage of it while I could by going on a mad looting spree throughout town. Yeah, I could have left stuff for them to scavenge, but fuck that shit. I might have been more charitable had their members not debated between killing me outright or ass-fucking me first.

      In the chaos that was our world, the phrase “I got mine” meant the difference between life and death. If I had to choose between me and a group with low enough standards to let people like Bert into their ranks, I knew who I’d go with.

      To help facilitate matters, I brought Mom along on my looting runs—if only to have her carry shit. Sadly, being a mom, and probably knowing deep down that my sister had less brains than a bag of hammers, that meant bringing Darlene, too.

      Still, despite the torture of listening to my sister’s constant commentary about this place or that being “yucky,” our stock of supplies continued to grow.

      For a time, it was easier work than you’d expect. Zombie movies will have you believe that the dead will keep haunting us for years. But one nasty winter was enough to fuck up a good chunk of them. The ones that survived weren’t nearly as spry once they thawed. Cold weather combined with decomposition had taken the spring out of their step.

      The problem with things being too easy, though, is it makes you drop your guard.

      So when the shit finally does hit the fan, you’re left standing there gaping long enough to catch a mouthful.

      
        
        ♦ ♦ ♦

      

      

      “This place sucks.”

      “You suck,” I shot back at Darlene, as I searched through the cabinets in the kitchen we were busy ransacking. Whoever had owned this place sure as shit loved their SpaghettiOs. Not my favorite, but they beat the canned beans that Otis favored by a country mile.

      “I wish you two would learn to get along,” Mom complained, stepping in from the back yard. She still liked playing the parent card every so often. Guess it made her feel useful or something.

      Pity that I wasn’t in the mood to indulge her. “Find anything out back?”

      “Most of it is useless or rusted out, but the propane tank for the grill is full.”

      “Leave it.” I continued filling up the Radio Flyer wagon we’d brought. It made hauling shit back a hell of a lot easier.

      “But...”

      “If society ever recovers,” I interrupted, “then we can grill some fucking hotdogs to celebrate. For now, leave...”

      “Oh, God! Someone help me!”

      “What was that?” Mom asked.

      “Shut up!” I hissed. The voice had come from close by. Too close.

      “You shut up,” Darlene replied, sticking out her tongue.

      She was damn lucky I wanted silence; otherwise, I’d have plugged her then and there.

      “Both of you, stay here.” I shot my sister a dirty look then crept into the living room. The cry had come from somewhere out on the street, so I cracked open one of the front windows and readied myself.

      I’d known this day would come. Eventually desperation would set in and the Shop-More clan would have no choice but to venture out. It was either that or turn on each other. I’d been hoping for that latter one personally—would have made my job a hell of a lot easier—but hope was a fool’s errand and I didn’t fancy myself a fool. Besides, Darlene had already filled that post.

      “Help me!”

      I checked the magazine on my weapon—full—then raised the gun. I was expecting an ambush, a ruse, maybe even a full-on assault. Ever since my run-in with McCarthy and his buds, I’d been waiting for this inevitability. I was ready for any scenario. Hell, I looked forward to it. There could be only one top dog in this town, and that was me. I was...

      I wasn’t even remotely prepared for what I saw coming.

      A guy stepped into my crosshairs from down the block, moving at a running limp. He was another like Bert—saggy folds of skin hanging off him, as if he’d dined well during better times only to have gone on a crash diet as of late. He was holding a metal gardening rake but using it more as a walking stick than a weapon.

      I put my finger on the trigger, ready to see what came next but then froze as his pursuers scampered into view.

      The fuck?!

      “Aw, how cute!” my sister screeched at the top of her lungs from right behind me, almost causing me to open fire. Fucking idiot!

      Cute wasn’t quite the word I had in mind at seeing a small army of squirrels chasing after the man.

      Sadly, Darlene’s shrill tone was loud enough to be heard from outside. The runner turned our way and saw me gaping at him through the window before I could duck down. Damn it all!

      I briefly considered gunning him down where he stood, but then caught a better look through my scope at the rodents in hot pursuit. The vast majority were seriously fucked up. We’re talking three-legged, mutilated tails, eyeless, you name it. All of them were missing fur, looking ragged, gaunt and...not quite alive.

      Zombie squirrels, who’d have ever guessed?

      “Oh my goodness,” Mom said, having likewise entered the room. Good to know my family was so adept at following simple commands.

      However, before I could say anything to that fact, she crossed to the door and opened it.

      “What are you doing?!”

      “Get in here!” she cried out to the man.

      If the horde of undead rodents hadn’t noticed us before, they sure as shit were aware of us now. Fuck me! I quickly calculated the greater of two evils and decided it was probably the dozens of demonic squirrels bearing down on us.

      “Shit!” I lowered my gun and slammed the window shut. “Lock that door the second he’s in,” I said, before turning to Darlene. “Go make sure the back door is locked.”

      “But I want to play with the hamsters!”

      Hamsters?! “Do as I say or I’m going to fill your hamster head with enough lead to...”

      “Darlene, honey,” Mom chided, “please go close up the back before you catch a draft.”

      “Okay, Mom.”

      I stared slack-jawed as she skipped out of the room. That had actually fucking worked?

      I was barely beginning to comprehend the idiocy I’d just witnessed when our flabby guest burst into the living room.

      “Thank goodness,” he wheezed. “Thank...”

      “Shut the fuck up!” I leveled my assault rifle dead center at him. “Step away from the woman and drop the goddamned rake before I drop you.”

      “But...” He must’ve seen the look in my eyes and realized I was serious. Good for him. He’d just bought himself another thirty seconds of life. As for Mom... “Close it up! Or have you forgotten the draft from the front has teeth?”

      “Oh, sorry.” She shut the door just in time for multiple tiny thuds to be heard hitting the other side.

      Tempted as I was to stare out the window and witness the weirdness going on outside, I kept my gun trained on our unwanted houseguest. “Talk!”

      “About...what?”

      I motioned toward the window. “For starters, about that.”

      “Dude, do you think I have even the slightest clue as to what the hell is going on? I didn’t have time to stop and ask them questions.”

      He might have had a point there.

      “Hi. I’m Anne Perkins. What’s your name?” Mom asked, as if she’d just invited him in for tea and cookies. It truly hurt my head to be related to such morons.

      “I’m Jack.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      “Yeah,” I interrupted, “charmed, I’m sure. Maybe we’ll serve some fucking quiche after we’ve all had a chance to become better acquainted. But for now, Jack-off, how about you tell us where you’re from and how you came by your fan club out there.”

      He eyed my gun then nodded. I directed him to a chair in the middle of the living room as an incessant chittering started up outside.

      “Settle down and grab a seat, Mom. Story time is about to begin. Best make it good, Jacky boy, because it looks like we’re a captive audience...for now.”
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            HELL’S HAMSTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t want any trouble.”

      “Trouble?” I asked, feigning a hurt tone. “You’re not in any trouble, yet.”

      “Maybe I can join you...or your group. I’m a useful guy to have around.”

      “Useful, eh? Well, how about you answer my questions first, Bubba, then I can decide whether I want you to fill out an application.”

      Jack’s eyes narrowed at me. “Listen, kid, maybe your mom and I could have a moment in private to discuss this.”

      I put pressure on the trigger. “You seem to be confused as to who’s in charge here. Let me assure you, it’s not her.”

      Mom let out a nervous little laugh. “Really, Jimmy, would it kill you to be polite to our guest?”

      I stared daggers at her. “It’s the goddamned apocalypse, Mom. We’re talking zombies and bands of marauders. Everyone out there either wants what you have or wants you dead. So, yes, being polite could very well kill us. Anything else you’d like to add to the conversation?” She shrugged, so I turned back to our guest. “I’d offer you some refreshments, but how about we cut the shit before I get tired of your fucking face and throw your ass back out there?”

      “Fine, kid...”

      “A baby goat is a kid. Do I look like I should be off frolicking with Farmer Brown to you?”

      That seemed to get through to him. “Um, no.”

      “That’s one answer in your favor. Let’s see if we can make it two.” I waited to see what came next out of his mouth. If it was any variant on kid, chum, buddy, pal, junior, or sport, I was gonna put one right in his dick hole.

      Fortunately for him, Jack-o seemed to have finally gotten the memo, which was good because the chittering coming from outside was starting to get on my nerves. I quickly glanced over my shoulder and saw three squirrels—bloated and definitely dead—sitting on the windowsill and staring in at us with unblinking eyes. Goddamned creepy motherfuckers. Made me miss the cats.

      “I’m with, or was with anyway, a community that made its home at...”

      “Shop-More?” I finished.

      “Yeah.” He raised his eyebrows. “You know about us?”

      “Had a run-in with some of your buddies a couple weeks back.”

      “You didn’t tell me that, Jimmy.”

      I glanced at Mom out of the corner of my eye. “There’s lots of things I don’t tell you. It’s for your own good.” I focused on Jack again. “You were saying?”

      He nodded. “Well, then you might have heard we’re getting kinda desperate.”

      “Define kinda.”

      He seemed to consider this for a moment, and when next he spoke, his tone had changed. Gone was the guarded speech, and in its place something that almost sounded sincere. “Look, I’m gonna lay it all out for you. The place has gone to hell. At first it was fine. People camped out in the aisles. There was plenty of food to go around. We set up smoke pits to dry any meat we couldn’t cook right away. There’s a Builders Depot right next door. Some of the folks moved over there. We formed a cooperative. They got food. We got tools and weapons.”

      “That’s nice to hear,” Mom offered unhelpfully.

      “Uh huh. Nice,” I said with a wave of my gun. “Nice until the food ran out, right?”

      “I’m bored.”

      Freaking Darlene. I was trying to set up some fucking atmosphere here conducive to an interrogation and all she could do was whine from the back room.

      “Go find some paint chips to eat!” I yelled back, which only caused the chittering outside to grow louder. That couldn’t be good. I took a deep breath to calm myself. There was no point in upsetting the natives, and I sure as shit didn’t mean Jack. “Please, go on.”

      “You’re right. The rationing started near the end of winter, but the people in charge hid how bad things really were. The community started falling apart piece by piece, but that wasn’t the worst of it.”

      As I listened, I noticed the chittering had changed pitch, becoming lower in volume. Maybe the stupid rats were finally giving up.

      “People started disappearing,” Jack continued.

      “Let me guess, then the food situation started getting better again?”

      “Yeah. But it never lasted. I think, deep down, we knew what was happening, but nobody wanted to say a word. We tried to make up for the shortages, but half the scouts we sent out in search of supplies didn’t come back. The ones that did said that pickings were slim.”

      “You don’t say.”

      “We have lots of food,” Darlene said idly, stepping into the room. She was busy pressing some of her broken dolls together. I guess they were supposed to be kissing, but it looked more like a cripple gangbang.

      “Ignore that one,” I barked. “The apocalypse has traumatized her into a fucking melon head.”

      “That’s awesome,” Jack said to my sister, visibly brightening. “See, that’s exactly what me and my friends were hoping to find.”

      “Meaning what?”

      “Last week, the guys in charge...they gave up all pretense of pretending. They instituted a lottery. Said it was for the greater good. That those who got chosen would nourish the community and ensure we stayed strong.”

      “Cannibal roulette. Let me guess. There weren’t too many hoping to win that one.”

      “You could say that. I got to talking with four of my buddies. We decided to volunteer to go out scavenging, but it was a ruse. We planned to make it a one-way ticket. I was certain there had to be other survivors, other communities out there. So we were hoping to find them.”

      I narrowed my eyes, smelling a setup. “And what happened to your buddies?”

      He pointed a finger over my shoulder. “Those things. They came out of the trees. At first, we didn’t think anything of it, but then they swarmed us like fleas on a dog. I was...the only one to make it out.”

      Wait, fleas on a dog?

      A faint recollection stirred in my memory from back when this all started, a news report I’d ignored while searching for pertinent information on the zombie outbreak.

      Scientists have identified a new strain of pesticide-resistant flea.

      Holy shit! I’d wondered about the cats, how they’d gotten infected. It seemed crazy to think that lurching zombies were somehow catching and biting them. Yet the virus seemed to be progressing down the food chain nevertheless.

      Suddenly I realized how wrong I was.

      It wasn’t progressing down the food chain. It was going up. The squirrels were the missing link. I’d seen and heard them ever since the start, thinking nothing of it when all along, they were the key.

      I wasn’t entirely sure how it worked, but maybe those fleas were actually the source of it all. Perhaps they were too small or carried a strain of the virus too weak to affect people. It didn’t matter. What did was that it was enough to infect the squirrels, who, in turn, bit the cats, who then passed it on to us.

      That actually almost made sense.

      The fleas almost certainly didn’t survive the winter, which was a good thing. But their initial hosts had. The little fuckers just froze to their tree branches and waited to thaw, safely out of reach, unlike the larger zombies I’d been busy ridding the town of. And now they were free to start all over again.

      “Um...Jimmy.”

      “Not now, Mom. I’m thinking.”

      “You might want to think faster.”

      “Why do I need...?”

      And then it hit me. The chittering...it had changed pitch earlier. Or had it?

      I realized that what we were hearing now wasn’t chittering at all. It was the sound of gnawing. They were chewing their way in.

      Fuck!

      I spun toward the front door to find it starting to rattle in its frame as dozens of tiny little teeth worked tirelessly to get through it. Shit! “We need to get...”

      “You’re not a nice man.”

      “Shut up, you little cunt.”

      I knew even before I turned around what had happened. Fucking Darlene. She’d gotten close enough for Jack to pull her in and use as a human shield. So predictable, yet I’d allowed myself to get distracted enough for it to happen.

      “Toss me your gun,” Jack demanded.

      “Fuck you,” I replied.

      “I’ll break her goddamned neck.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “It’s going to be all right, sweetie,” Mom said, adding absolutely nothing of worth to the standoff.

      “He broke Camilla!” Darlene protested, as if being held by the throat wasn’t that big of a deal comparatively. Talk about a little girl with some seriously fucked up priorities.

      “Here’s what’s going to happen.” Jack backed up into the kitchen with my sister, keeping an iron grip on her. “You’re going to give me your weapons. Then we’re going to march out the back door and head to your place.”

      “What then?” I asked, just for shits and giggles.

      “Then?” He laughed. “Then I’m going to eat your food and fuck your mom. And maybe, just maybe, if that makes me happy, I’ll let you live. And if it doesn’t, I’m going to fuck your mom again while I leave you and your brat sister tied up outside for those things to get. How’s that sound?”

      I raised my gun and took aim, well aware that the chomping behind me was growing louder by the minute. “Sounds like a recipe for an asshole casserole to me. Congratulations. I’m thinking you get to be the main ingredient.”

      “Jimmy, don’t.”

      I glanced toward Mom and almost dropped my own weapon as I saw she was pointing her gun at me. It fucking figured that she would pick the worst time imaginable to grow a set. “Lower it, Mom.”

      “No. You drop yours, young man.”

      “You can’t be serious. This asshole isn’t going to let us live.”

      “He said he would.”

      “He also said he was going to fuck you.”

      “That’s...better than your sister dying.”

      “But not better than shooting me?”

      “Y-you’ve been out of line for a while, mister. It’s time you remembered to respect your...”

      She didn’t get a chance to finish. While I’d like to claim some John Woo style shit, mowing her and Jack down guns akimbo and all that, the truth was that stuff only worked in the movies.

      No. In real life, other things tended to put a damper on my plans—like the front door finally collapsing and dozens of flesh-eating squirrels swarming all over my mother like economy-sized fire ants.

      Yeah, it was one of those days.
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            THE DOLLIES OF DOOM

          

        

      

    

    
      Mom chose her fate—mostly by paying more attention to me than the door—and now it was time to choose mine. Personally, I favored one that didn’t involve being devoured by zombie squirrels. Of all the horrible ways to die during Armageddon, I had to imagine that ranked pretty high.

      Apparently, Jack thought so, too, because he took one look at what was happening to my mother and dropped Darlene. He backed up a step, horror on his face and a stain spreading across the front of his pants, then tried to make a run for it.

      Bad mistake turning your back on the kid who was absent the day mercy showed up on the vocabulary quiz.

      I didn’t hesitate to fire, not particularly caring if my sister was still in the way. She wasn’t, though, and my bullet hit Jack in the back of the leg just as he reached the sliding door leading outside. He pitched forward, crashed through the glass, and landed hard on the concrete patio, where he lay screaming like a bitch.

      Pity it wasn’t loud enough to drown out Darlene complaining. “Eww, I think he peed on me!”

      I hurried past her while the squirrels were still busy chewing on Mom. “Better to be pissed off than pissed on.”

      “You’re not funny.”

      “I’m fucking hilarious.” I was tempted to leave her to her own devices but decided against it. The little princess was too feebleminded to survive on her own, and I might still need to use her as a decoy at some point. “Let’s go.”

      “What about Mom?”

      “She’s busy playing with the hamsters.”

      “Can I be next?”

      “Debating it. Come on.”

      The broken sliding door killed our chances of slowing down the zombie horde long enough for us to make a run for it.

      That was fine. I didn’t much care for running from evil when there was a chance of eliminating it once and for all. And lo and behold, there was the perfect bait right outside wailing like a flabby banshee.

      Flabby? That was it!

      “You fucking shot my leg,” he screeched, tears in his eyes. Pussy.

      I shouldered my gun and pulled SPAZ from its sling on my back as a plan began to form. “You threatened to kill my sister and fuck my mom.”

      “P-please. I was just...joking.”

      “Yeah, well, now I’m gonna have to carry all these supplies back home by myself. As far as punchlines go, that one royally pisses me off. But don’t worry. I have a better one for you.”

      “Ooh, I think the hamsters are coming,” Darlene said from somewhere behind me.

      “Good. Let them come. I’m gonna have a meal waiting for them they won’t soon forget.”

      
        
        ♦ ♦ ♦

      

      

      “Stay back.”

      “Why?” Darlene whined. “I want to play with them.”

      “You can’t.”

      “Why not?!”

      “Because it’s feeding time at the zoo.”

      I shoved her away from me and took aim as the army of rodent darkness rushed out from the back door of the house.

      Waiting for them on the patio was a bloody entrée in the form of Jack. I’d filleted him real good, leaving him just barely alive enough to experience what it was like to be the main course.

      Or, in this case, dessert—Baked Alaska to be precise.

      The yard wasn’t big, and our backs were already up against the fence, so if this didn’t work, then at least I wouldn’t have to worry about lugging a hundred pounds of SpaghettiOs back with us. Glass half full and all that.

      The squirrels fell upon Jack, unable to resist the smell of blood. Several went straight for his face—not that he was a looker to begin with—while the rest attacked the appetizing hump of flesh that was his stomach.

      I sited his bloated gut in my crosshairs and pulled the trigger just as they descended upon him en masse. My aim was true, and the bullet struck the propane tank I’d shoved beneath his copious flabs of skin after gutting him with SPAZ.

      Jack went off like...well, a bomb exploded inside of him, blowing apart in a whoosh of superheated air that was hot enough to make my eyes water.

      It was hard to tell what was asshole and what was squirrel as a foul rain of putrescence washed down upon us, as if all the angels in Heaven synced up and got their periods at the same time.

      “This is gross.”

      I turned to Darlene, now covered in gore. “You’re gross.”

      This time, I really meant it.

      
        
        ♦ ♦ ♦

      

      

      Tagging human zombies was one thing. Squirrels, however, made for much harder targets, especially when they were running around on fire. The surprise I’d left buried in Jack’s gut had taken out the majority of the rodent army. We’re talking dozens of the little tree rats. But there were still enough left to make clean up a pain in the ass.

      Not making it any easier was Darlene, bitching all the while about how yucky she felt.

      Finally, I gave up trying to be precise and switched to full auto, letting a hail of hot lead take care of the stragglers. It took nearly all my remaining ammo, but by the time I was finished, there was nary a squirrel left twitching in the backyard.

      As I stood there admiring my handiwork, Darlene pushed past me. “I have to go poo.”

      “Say it, don’t spray it.” I must have been really rattled because that didn’t make any goddamned sense.

      “Oh, hi, Mom. I’m going to the bathroom.”

      Hi, Mom?!

      Shit! I’d forgotten all about her, most importantly that part about the dead rising from their graves...even if that grave was the living room.

      I briefly eyed the full Radio Flyer. All I had to do was grab it and wheel it home, forget about Darlene and any of this. It was probably the smart thing to do, the natural order asserting itself. But I just couldn’t. I tried to live by a code now that the world had ended. Mind you, most of that code involved fucking over anything that tried to fuck with me first...except twice as hard. But I also believed in cleaning up my own messes. I’d done so with Grandma, then Dad, and those assholes down at Hello Titty too. As hilarious as it might be for Darlene to get savaged while trying to take a shit, I needed to finish what I’d started.

      Okay fine, technically the squirrels started it, and it was her own fucking fault, but whatever. A code was a code.

      I heard the sound of a door being shut inside, followed by shambling footsteps and a thud of meat striking wood.

      “Occupied!” Darlene called from inside the bathroom. Pity, I had a feeling Mom was beyond the concept of waiting her turn.

      I checked my ammo. Only three shots left, but more than enough. Then I stepped inside and... Holy shit!

      I’d seen the cats’ victims, but they were nothing like this. Zombie squirrels apparently meant business. When they decided to fuck you up, they treated you like the buffet at an all you can eat restaurant. Mom was no longer recognizable, missing most of her skin and a whole shitload of meat too. She looked like someone ran her over with a lawn mower, backed up, then did it again just to be certain.

      “I said occupied!”

      My little sister was doing her damnedest to make me reconsider my strategy. To think, I could be back home, enjoying a feast of SpaghettiOs—and the blessed silence of eating alone—within the hour. So tempting.

      Fuck it all. “Yo, Mom. If you were looking for a way to dissuade Jack’s dick, I think you found it.”

      The horror that had been my mother turned toward me as expected and began to shamble my way, bits and pieces of her falling off with each step, as if she were coming apart at the seams. I took aim at the dripping hole where her right eye had been.

      “Sorry, Mom, but I think I’ll take out all my teenage rebellion on you at once.”

      Just as I started to squeeze the trigger, something forced its way through the gnawed remains of the front door, catching me by surprise. The gun went off, and my shot went wide, blowing a chunk out of Mom’s shoulder—which meant it did fuck-all when it came to putting her down for good.

      Shit!

      The lurching mess that stepped in wasn’t alone. Another followed it, then two more. Four in total and they all resembled larger versions of the pile of chewed flesh that was my mother.

      Hold on, four more? Jack’s friends!

      Goddamn it!

      The squirrels, in their endless hunger, had taken them down just as he’d said. As for why they were here, that was easy—blowing the shit out of their buddy, followed by lots of gunfire. It must have been like ringing the dinner bell to their freshly re-animated brains.

      Here I was, outnumbered five to one, with only two bullets left because I’d gotten trigger-happy finishing off a bunch of rodents.

      The only way this could get worse was if a flock of zombie geese attacked us, flying north now that spring was here.

      Knowing my luck, I’d be smart to check the skies once I stepped outside again.

      But for now, I had trouble enough to keep me busy.

      
        
        ♦ ♦ ♦

      

      

      Two shots left and a locked six-foot fence to my back. That left one bullet for Darlene and one for me if it came down to it.

      Mom shuffled forward, and I reflexively raised the gun and put one in her brain pan, dropping her faster than Missy Columbo dumped my ass at the fifth-grade dance last year.

      Okay, so make that one bullet left for me. Darlene was on her own.

      Too bad for the assholes coming for me that I wasn’t quite ready to accept defeat just yet.

      Shouldering the rifle behind my back, I pulled out SPAZ and retreated to the yard to give myself space to fight. The downside was that I had four monsters coming after me, each more intent on boy flesh than a NAMBLA convention. The only advantage I had was that they were all pretty fucked up. Hell, the only reason they were probably able to even stand was that they were freshly risen. Give them a week or two and they’d probably fall apart like one of my sister’s stupid dolls.

      Alas, I didn’t have a week, much less two.

      Thankfully, these guys weren’t big on strategy; otherwise, I would’ve been toast. They came straight at me, the broken door just narrow enough that they had to push their way through one at a time.

      “That’s it, fuckers, batter up!” I swung SPAZ as the first of the Shop-More non-survivors advanced upon me, nailing him solidly in the side of the head. “Strike one!”

      I quickly pulled the weapon from his skull, sliding it out in one fluid action, but the next in line was moving faster than I’d expected. To keep him from grabbing me, I was forced to backpedal. My armor was still holding up pretty well, but that wouldn’t mean dick if they managed to pin me down.

      But first they’d need to get me... Fuck! I stepped back, not realizing I was at the edge of the patio. It was only a couple inches difference to the ground, but the concrete was still slippery from Jack. Combined, it was enough to put me off balance and send me staggering until I landed on my ass in the blood-encrusted grass.

      By then, the two other ghouls had made it outside. I couldn’t worry about them, yet, though, not with one about to stage dive on top of me.

      Fear collected in my gut, but I grabbed hold of it by the throat and pushed it away.

      I could do this. I was motherfucking Jimmy Headshot. My online record was unmatched, except by maybe those freaks from Korea who seemed to be logged on twenty-four seven, but I seriously doubted any of them had the stones to do what I did in real life.

      Yeah! I had this.

      I swung SPAZ one-handed, slamming it into the side of the zombie’s leg and taking him out at the ankles. Unfortunately, my shitty luck wasn’t finished yet. One of the nails sank into bone as it toppled over, landing atop my weapon and driving the nail on the other side into the grass, effectively trapping it.

      Not good.

      The last two zombies were quickly heading my way, but the one I’d knocked down was already there. It lunged for me, but I managed to block it, giving it nothing but an arm guard from my days in archery class to bite down on.

      That saved my ass for the moment, but tied up one of my arms as I tried to fend the fucking thing off, leaving me relatively helpless as his two buddies lurched toward us. I couldn’t even reach back for my rifle so as to properly eat a bullet before they could eat me.

      So far as I could tell, this was it. There was no way out of this.

      You had a good run, Jimmy, but it’s time to log off the server. Just hope that whoever finds your corpse can tell that you died the same way you lived—kicking ass.

      I’d hoped to stick around long enough to become a bitter old hermit, angry at the remnants of humanity for screwing the pooch so badly. But I guess in the end, I didn’t have what it took to make it for the long haul.

      “This sucks. They only have the scratchy toilet paper.”

      The two walking meat piles stopped and turned back toward the house. Darlene stepped out of the broken door, a handful of dolls in her arms, and a pissy look upon her face. “My butt hurts.”

      “Run, you idiot!” I screamed. Being survived by my sister was pretty fucking embarrassing, but at least I’d be too dead to care.

      Instead, she continued to walk forward, as if stupidly oblivious to the danger. “I’m not an idiot. You’re an idiot.”

      Whatever chance she had, she’d squandered it for no other purpose than being a moron. Couldn’t say I was surprised.

      The two zombies closed in, their grasping hands reaching out for her.

      “Hey, let go. That’s mine!”

      One of the shambling horrors had grabbed hold of a handful of hair, but it wasn’t hers. It pulled back, yanking the doll’s head off and then greedily stuffing it into its mouth.

      “You broke it,” Darlene whispered, softly at first, but quickly growing louder. “You broke my doll, YOU FUCKING PRICK!”

      What...the...hell?

      Darlene leapt at the zombie, moving more like an angry badger than a first grader, and tackled it to the ground.

      She grasped one of her other dolls by the waist and then slammed it down, driving its leg deep into the zombie’s eye socket. Busy as I was keeping the one atop me from tearing me to pieces, I could only watch wide-eyed as she dispatched the shit out of her foe.

      Sadly, one of the monsters was still on its feet. It lurched toward Darlene as she continued to face-fuck its friend with a doll leg. I was certain that would be it for her brief, albeit seriously awesome, offensive.

      Much to my surprise, though, she didn’t need mine or anyone else’s help.

      At the last second, she yanked the doll from the corpse’s brain hole and turned to meet the one coming up behind her. “You want some, too, shit eater?”

      It fell upon her just as she jammed the plastic leg up into the soft spot beneath its chin, pounding it in deep until I was certain Barbie was getting a pedicure in its gray matter.

      It twitched once and then fell still, but she wasn’t quite finished yet.

      Darlene shimmied out from beneath the corpse then stalked over to where I was, perhaps seconds away from the last of the undead chewing through the tough leather of my arm guard to the soft flesh beneath.

      “Oh yeah, almost forgot. Fuck you, too!”

      I wasn’t sure if she was talking to me or the zombie, but maybe it didn’t matter. She dug the tiny fingers of one hand into its gaping eye socket and used that as leverage to pull its head back. With her other hand, she speared the now gore-drenched doll leg into its ear, and proceeded to push it in—deeper and deeper—until the creature finally stopped squirming.

      Seeing that our enemies were defeated, she stepped back, wiped her hands off on her pants, then resumed her normal vacuous gaze. “Can we go home now?”

      I don’t know how long I lay there, staring up at her in disbelief before I finally remembered I had a voice. “Um, yeah. I guess so.”

      “Good, because I want some SpaghettiOs.”

      Without saying a word, I got up, collected my stuff, and then grabbed the handle of the wagon. Darlene stepped from the front door, and I followed her into the now silent street. The sun was starting to set, but the scrapyard wasn’t too far away. An easy walk, even pulling my pasta-laden burden.

      “When we get back, want to have a tea party?”

      I instinctively opened my mouth and prepared to tell her to go fuck herself sideways with a hunk of rusty metal, but then she turned and looked back at me. In that moment, I realized the gaze in her eyes—the one I always mistook for base stupidity—was anything but. I was staring into the cold merciless void, and it was staring back, waiting to see who blinked first.

      Suddenly, it all became clear to me. I’d thought I was the big dog in town when all along I’d been doing nothing but piddling in the puppy park.

      I blinked.

      “Sure. I’d love to come to your tea party.”

      
        
        THE END
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