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Prologue
 
   UNN News reports disturbing riots, cannibalism in Tijuana, Mexico . . .
 
   We interrupt your regular scheduled program to bring you a live report with footage of a mass execution of citizens by Mexican government troops loyal to cartels on the U.S. - Mexico border. 
 
   Earlier we showed you smoke rising from riots near the Plaza Pia Pico in central Tijuana, as Mexico officials told UNN sources that today’s ongoing fighting was in retaliation for recent attacks on the Mexican drug trade by both U.S. and Mexico officials. 
 
   Mass casualties of soldiers and citizens have been reported. 
 
   You are now looking at live scenes of smoke rising beyond an El Pollo Loco on Agua Caliente Boulevard, and also, the Paseo de los Heroes, very close to the Tijuana River. 
 
   There are no reports of riots in San Diego. 
 
   All U.S. borders with Mexico were closed as of noon today.
 
   What we are about to show you is disturbing. We warn viewers to use discretion. This footage was recorded just a few moments ago by Arturo Mendoza, of Tijuana, who was caught in the deadly fighting. He uploaded this video to our YouReport servers only moments ago. He tells us he is currently locked in a 7-11 convenience store with other Mexican nationals. He says they all fear for their lives.
 
   This is Mendoza’s horrific footage . . . The screams and cries you hear are real. The blood and carnage is unlike anything we’ve ever witnessed. As you can see, government troops and citizens alike are not only firing upon each other, but biting and eating their victims.
 
   [images: federale troops in uniforms shoot into a crowd. Citizens with guns fire on other citizens. A group of people break from the mob, running and limping. Though sprayed with bullets, they overpower some of the soldiers, biting and snapping jaws onto exposed flesh. A soldier’s neck spurts blood. Screaming people drip blood from their mouths, growl and vomit as they attack a man trying to run down the street. Two more crowds converge. Some people are on the ground, thrashing as they’re being torn inside-out. A screaming young girl is picked up by Arturo Mendoza. As he carries her she spits blood and tries to bite him. He throws the girl to the ground, runs and curses. The footage ends]. 
 
    
 
   Five hours later UNN News reports riots have spread . . .
 
   The world is in shock as widespread cannibalism and rioting has spread throughout Mexico and into Central and South America, including Honduras, Panama, Brazil, Argentina and Peru.
 
   Mexico President Melchor Guerrero, along with leaders throughout Latin America, has announced a State of Emergency. 
 
   There has still been no official response from the White House. 
 
    
 
   Within the hour UNN News reports a street drug may be related to cannibalism . . .
 
   Officials say a new kind of narcotic going by the street name Infamy could be the main cause for the mass hysteria and cannibalism. We will keep you posted as the situation unfolds . . .
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 1
 
   Dead Rising
 
    
 
   Here it comes again—the Super Mario theme song. Pulsating eight-bit music sends beep after mind-pounding beep against my eardrums, waking me yet again from a dream I can’t remember but still felt better than my reality. 
 
   Takes me a minute to remember I left the television on all night from the chick-flick I was watching. Selfie for Sophia. I grimace at the fact that I watched it seven times with Kathy back when we were dating. Twenty-seven times since we broke up.
 
   I focus on the television. The sound is muted. News images show a lot of flames and riots somewhere. I think I see blood but I’m not sure. Everything’s kind of fuzzy. I answer the phone just before voicemail kicks in. My voice cracks like a thirteen-year-old virgin. 
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Seth? It's Kathy.” Her voice has a lot more hate in it than I can remember. Funny how two people can move so far beyond cooing lovingly in each other’s ears.
 
   “I know who this is. Never changed your ring tone,” I say.
 
   “This avoiding thing has gone on too long.”
 
   “Avoiding? I’ve been working my ass off. Thanks for waking me on my day off.”
 
   “It’s eleven. Your lazy ass should be up.” 
 
   “Are you asking me back? Because I can wake up for that.”
 
   “You know what I want.”
 
   “I do?” I roll away from the television just as I see a phrase scroll across the UNN broadcast: 
 
   Tijuana on high alert along with other Mexico border cities. San Diego threatened. Mexico City on lockdown.
 
   “Are you listening?” Kathy says. “I’m coming by to pick up the rest of my stuff.”
 
   “Don’t bother,” I say.
 
   “What do you mean, don’t? I need to get my shit. You’ve had it for months.”
 
   I really want to just hang up and go back to sleep. Just hearing her voice is depressing enough. I kind of still like having photos of her family on the walls. But she’s right. This is ridiculous, especially when I know hope is a losing cause. 
 
   Why did I hang on for so long? No idea. Stupidity? False hope for make-up sex? I don’t have the heart to tell her I rendered her computer tablet useless while cracking it for some of the hardware. Better to just lie. 
 
   “Thought you already came by and got your things,” I say. “I put them in a box and set it outside the door.”
 
   “How could I pick up a box when you didn’t tell me you put a box outside?”
 
   “I sent you a text. I think. Maybe someone stole your shit.”
 
   “You set my stuff outside and let someone just take off with it? Shit like this is why I left you.”
 
   I’m waking up now. She’s hissing and I can tell she isn’t ever coming back, even though I’ve been wallowing in self-pity over her. 
 
   This is where I show some backbone. “Tell Carl I said good luck putting up with your sorry ass.”
 
   “You’re a dick, Seth.”
 
   Hitting End Call before that bitch can scream gives me a little satisfaction along with her freak-out over her stuff being gone. Truth is, I’m holding onto the rest of her shit as payback for cheating on me with Carl. Did I mention that asshole is my boss? We hate each other, but he needs me to finish building a website about videogames. I’m also integrating my blogging fanbase to it. I’m only sticking around because of the cash. 
 
   No way I’m gonna sleep now. I throw on a bathrobe, stroll into the living room and grab a warm beer off the bar. It’s nestled among two-dozen other beer bottles and energy-drink cans. I might open the fridge, but sometimes it stops working when I pull on the door. Still manages to keep Hot Pockets frozen. 
 
   I scan the living room for one of four game controllers lost in a sea of empty fast-food bags and dirty napkins. My hand swims around in the litter and hits against something plastic and sticky. There it is. I bring the controller up from the abyss covered in dried Dr. Pepper.
 
   After rubbing brown soda-goop on my bathrobe, I slip on my videogame headset. The opening scene of Zombageddon lights up the flatscreen. Bloody, flesh-tearing 3-D animations of undead cannibals scream along with horror queens and death metal. This is fucking awesome.
 
   When the fast-load screen comes to life, my avatar walks out of a safehouse with gun in hand. Oh yeahhh.
 
   A voice then comes over the headset and greets me by my screen name.
 
   “Snipe!” 
 
   “What up, EdgeCrusher?”
 
   “You know, same old. Pizza for breakfast. Saving the world from zombies. You got two Romeros behind you.” 
 
   Though EdgeCrusher’s words are muffled by the food shoved in his mouth, the message is still received. A flick of my joystick spins my character. Yes. Then a perfectly-timed trigger pull on the shoulder button sends a blast from my shotgun. That shit tears through both undead brains. Bone and grey matter explode as my avatar reloads. 
 
   “From my Boomstick with love,” the computer avatar says, striking a pose with the gun on his shoulder. 
 
   “Thanks for the heads up, bro,” I say.
 
   “While I got you on the mic, Seth, there’s a hotel party tonight.” EdgeCrusher texts me the location of the party. “Want to come?” 
 
   “Hell yeah. I need a good excuse to drink Kathy out of my memory.”
 
   “She call you for her stuff again?”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “You know better than answering the phone.”
 
   Another player’s voice bursts through the mic, interrupting our conversation. Sounds like it belongs to some ten-year-old boy whose mother uses videogames as a babysitter. His pink-haired, face-painted avatar runs into view with the tag “Snot Shot” over head.
 
   “Your mom called,” the tiny voice squeaks and laughs.
 
   “Shut your mouth you little shit,” I say. “You’re not even old enough to buy this game.” My retort shrieks some feedback into my ear as I empty a clip into the boy’s avatar.
 
   “Hey,” the boy cries. “My avatar!”
 
   “Mine now. Go cry to mama,” I yell.
 
                 EdgeCrusher jumps on the corpse and begins to teabag him over and over. 
 
   I empty one more clip just for the hell of it. And then another. I’ve really lost it.
 
   EdgeCrusher was never sane to begin with. He laughs hysterically.
 
   “Mom, the man on my head set is cursing at me,” the boy whines.
 
   “Grown men shouldn’t do this to kids,” comes a woman’s voice through the static. 
 
   “Hey don’t be mad at me because your husband prefer porn. I’m starting to see why,” I say.
 
   “Oh my god. You’re never playing this game again, Patrick,” she says. “Why did I buy this game?”
 
   The mic cuts off and the pink-haired avatar disappears from screen. 
 
   “Oh man, Seth, that was too much,” Edgecrusher says. “I was laughing so hard my dude died like three times. It was worth it. You pushed her button hard.” 
 
   “Right? Makes me hope I never have any kids. At least none who are videogame pussies.”
 
   “You've got nothing to worry about. Your hand can’t get knocked up.”
 
   “Asshole,” I laugh. 
 
   We splatter zombies for hours on end. I’ve never had so much fun virtual-killing, pretending every decayed head is my ex-girlfriend on her way to the apartment to pick up her broken computer tablet. 
 
   Finally, I realize I have to shower and eat some cold pizza. “I have to get some shit done before the party,” I say. 
 
    
 
   Steam fills the bathroom. After wiping the mirror I realize a hat sounds like a better solution than trying to tame my hair with gel. I grab a bottle of body spray and give some pants from a pile of dirty clothes a good squirt (Also works as a repellent for spiders that nest in unwashed t-shirts and underwear). 
 
   I’m in my blue 2002 Honda Civic on Hillcrest, just north of downtown San Diego. It’s clear out, breezy, which is nice when stuck on the side of the freeway waiting for a group of Marine Hummers accompanied by cops to pass. I’m assuming the military vehicles are out of Camp Pendleton to beef up the U.S. - Mexico border over whatever chaos that UNN news guy was talking about earlier. 
 
   I don’t care about who is killing who in the latest drug war chaos going on down there. Aren’t the cartels always chopping each other’s heads off, or wiping out everyone on a bus for no good reason? Maybe the people are fighting back for once. We all know the cartels are here in America too. But if they start causing shit, they’ll just start getting gunned down by grannies packing in their purses. Seems like everyone has a gun these days. And everyone knows grannies won’t put up with any kind of a cocksucker. Not in America anyway.
 
   I run a few errands, sleep on the beach for an hour, then jump in the car and head to the hotel party EdgeCrusher told me about. 
 
   The Coronado Crowne is fifteen stories tall and overlooks the city and bay. The lobby looks nice. Marble-polished floors reflect light from a ten-foot-wide chandelier. Walls are painted so bright it’s like walking up to the Gates of Heaven. Can’t imagine passing through with a hangover. I’ll soon find out.
 
   Rob (EdgeCrusher) is near the lobby next to a glass container filled with some fancy ice water mixed with cucumbers. He's dressed in khaki shorts, sandals, and a pink polo with a popped collar. 
 
   “Bro, what up? Good to see you,” he says with a fist bump. “Tonight’s going to be awesome. Scored some new stuff that just started to be sold on the streets last week. You probably won’t remember a thing once you down the shit.”
 
   “I just want beer,” I laugh.
 
   “Cool by me. Feel free to change . . . or explode your mind.”
 
   “How did you know about this party?”
 
   “The chick I hooked up with last week told me about it. It’s a wedding afterparty. She said the groom is some male model who’s loaded. He booked the entire seventh floor.”
 
   Rob washes down a pill with a cup of cucumber water before we find the elevator and head up to the party. 
 
   The entire hallway on the seventh floor is packed with partygoers. We wriggle through, entering a room with a makeshift dance floor. Ravers used to do this by putting the bed on the balcony to make room. The bed here is up against the wall. No one wants a mattress to fall on someone seven stories down. 
 
   Rob squeezes his way into a bathroom where a tub full of ice chills the kegs. He fills a couple of cups and hands one over to me. 
 
   “Drink up,” he says, slapping me on the back. 
 
   I take a huge chug, wipe foam off my lips and scan all the chicks grinding against each other. “So many hotties are in here it isn’t funny,” I say.
 
   “About a three-to-one ratio,” Rob says. “We might have a chance.”
 
   “I just want to drink,” I say.
 
   “Still pissed about Kathy? Make up your mind. She’s a loser.”
 
   I drink some more beer, imagining Kathy is grinding up against a short Asian girl in a black mini-skirt. The Asian girl is real. And hot.
 
   “Oh, should warn you,” Rob laughs. “I put a little something in your drink.”
 
   “Better not be that Infamy shit, asshole.”
 
   “Hell yeah. It’s making people riot in Mexico.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Don’t you watch the news? Mexico’s all fucked up. Tijuana, Juarez—all the border towns. Mexico City now too.” Rob starts laughing like riots are some really funny shit. “Don’t you need a little riot in your life? Don’t worry. You’re not going to go shit in the corner or anything.”
 
   I start to put the beer down. “How do you know?”
 
   “Hey, don’t put that down. Drink it, bitch. My dealer says those people in Mexico are only crazy because they’re ODing on the stuff by spraying it on their eyeballs or tripling the amount they’re swallowing. Something stupid like that anyway.”
 
   “How do you know about ODing on Infamy?”
 
   “Quit freaking out. I only dropped in a ruffie. It worked in that one Hangover movie. Those guys forgot everything. You’ll have a blast. And maybe that Asian girl will hook up with you. I saw you eyeing her.”
 
   “I just want to forget Kathy, not the entire night. You’re such a fuck-ass.”
 
   No matter how much I cut down Rob, it’s too late to do anything about it. I’ve already sucked down half my beer. Within moments the room, voices, faces, even my memory becomes fuzzy, followed by random blackouts. I can’t even remember who Rob is. He melts into the crowd. I don’t know how, but suddenly I’m on a balcony outside one of the rooms.
 
   “So you make websites?” the Asian girl asks. 
 
   I recall staring at her ass, her grinding against a skinny redhead with blue earrings. How did I come to talking to her? “Umm yea,” I say. “Have we met before?”
 
   “Before what?”
 
   “Before this moment?”
 
   “Like, earlier tonight? Before today? In a past life?”
 
   “Fuck it,” I say. “You’re hot.” I grab a handful of her straight black hair and our lips mash together. Now we’re on a couch (have no idea how I got here). I’m rubbing everywhere under her shirt. I want to say I’m coming to my senses (though not all the way by a longshot). I can actually feel my lips instead of hearing kissing sounds amplified and distorted into one-hundred-and-twenty-decibel whale screams. Also, because I notice Rob, and remember who he is, and frown at the fact that he just hooked up with the oldest-looking dinosaur in the place. She has a blonde wig, long face and droopy black eyelids. 
 
   He drags her in our direction and almost falls over the couch. “Isn’t this awesome, bro?” he says. “If only Kathy could see you now.”
 
   The Asian girl pulls away from me. Damn if she doesn’t have some beautiful eyes. “Who’s Kathy?” she says. 
 
   Shit, here comes the blur again.    
 
   “Shots, shots, shots!” some dudes start chanting as my vision continues to come back in to focus. My hot, brown-eyed girl has been replaced with a small glass filled with a dark, brownish liquid. Tossing the shot into the back of my throat causes a burning sensation that wakes me further. I slam the empty glass on the table. Cheers ring all around. Elbows and shoulders slam into each other as I push my way through the crowd into an empty room. 
 
   Taking a seat on a bed, I stare at UNN News images, trying to collect my thoughts, though the drug still has a hold of me. What is it with this shit? Feels like I want to go kick some ass and eat a raw burger. Doesn’t even have to be made out of cow. 
 
   The ticker on the news story reads, Will America Be Pulled Into Border War? and shows live footage of the international border crossing into Tijuana. Gunshots are mixed with fireballs from smashed Molotov cocktails. Streets are lit like a Middle Eastern street war. What the fuck? I wonder if I can see that shit from the balcony but don’t get up. I can’t stop looking at the television. An El Camino with high-powered, heavy machine gun strapped to it is blowing holes through buildings in TJ. People abandon their cars, run for their lives, while large trucks smash them down. In the middle of all the carnage, a photo shows up of some drug lord. He’s in his mid-forties, has dark grey hair and beard. I barely start to read his first name, Caesar, when I get sick.
 
   I’m nauseated. Hits my stomach like a sucker punch from Rob. I want to go puke in the restroom, but that’s a fail because a fight has broken out. Two of the biggest, well-dressed guys from the wedding party begin to scrap. Fists fly. The backs of spectators slam into me, keeping me from puking in the toilet. 
 
   “Move. I think I’m going to be sick,” I say to some dude.
 
   He replies by punching me in the face.
 
   The room goes black.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2 
 
   Outbreak
 
    
 
   I’m aware of the ache in my head as soon as my eyes open. Has my skull been pounding for long? I’ll never know though I assume my brain has been rattling around all night from the Infamy and alcohol. I’m on a carpet. The volume to the stereo in another room is still at max. My fingertips run across a slimy, gel-like substance surrounding the half of my face against the floor. I’ve been sleeping in puke, haven’t I? What’s worse is the burning smell of stomach acid and alcohol. That hits me hard, making me puke again. Great, now my stomach has become a vindictive bitch and is throwing all my shit out on the lawn. I mean, it’s really waging war on me. Before I can get to my feet I start heaving again. There’s nothing left in me but bitterness. Feels like my body is trying to puke up my nuts. Forget it. I lay down and start humming the theme music to Zombageddon. 
 
   I fall back to sleep for a while then wake and repeat the entire puking and humming scene. When I wake for the third time my stomach finally stops having its temper tantrum. I pull myself off the sticky carpet. 
 
   Stumbling to the restroom my foot catches an empty keg, sending me to the floor right in front of the toilet. I get to my knees and hover over the bowl. Instinctively, my stomach seems to find more shit to discard. While I’m shooting shit out my nose my cell phone begins to vibrate. 
 
   Pulling the phone from my pocket isn’t an easy task at the moment, but somehow I manage without dropping it into the puke stew I’ve created. The number isn’t one saved in my phone so I debate answering. What if it’s Kathy? I don’t want to talk to her any more than I want to talk to my creditors. She probably wants my TV or something. Maybe the Asian chick from earlier has forgiven herself for hating on me the way girls know how to do so well after a good face sucking. 
 
   My hand wipes vomit-filled snot from under my nose. I really am considering answering the phone when a crash echoes in the restroom and in my head simultaneously. Something slammed against the other side of the hallway behind me. The sound jolts me to the point of shaking. Hey, at least I have some adrenalin left. The sad part is I shake so bad my smartphone ker-plops into the puke-shit. 
 
   Did the Asian chick just say, “Hello?” 
 
   It was her. 
 
   Goddam it.
 
   I try to think fast without my aching head exploding (the insane logic comes to mind that if I flush the puke-shit, my cell will stay in one place). I nod to myself and grab the handle. The toilet flushes but my phone is gone—stuck in some foul pipe. Fuck.
 
   Time to wash my face. Warm water seems to help clear my mind and ease the pounding. Lucky for me I find a clean towel. 
 
   When I walk into the main party room I notice everyone is gone though it’s still dark outside. Not only that, the place is torn apart from floor to ceiling. Everything is upended: couch, chairs, tables. The TV screen hangs upside-down by its cord. The stereo has been kicked over. It’s still loud as fuck playing some shitty rave music from a dying iPod. Instead of turning off the music I just leave the room.
 
   The hallway is vacant of light and people. Red light flickers in rhythm with the buzzing of the hotel fire alarm. Oh, that’s what that screeching is over the music. Thought it was in my head. The idea of a fire might scare me if not for the idea that someone from the party probably pulled the alarm as a prank. 
 
                 Near the elevators is a partly closed door. Music inside is just as bad as the other room. Rob’s legs and khaki shorts come into view. He’s being straddled by that nasty old blondie who has changed into a skimpy purple dress. She has it partly lifted, exposing her black silk thong. Her blonde wig (I just keep assuming her hair isn’t real) has come untangled and covers both her face and Rob’s as she rides him. 
 
                 “Yo, Rob,” I say. “We should probably get out of here. Everyone’s gone and the fire alarm is going off. Cops will be here soon.”
 
                 Rob doesn’t answer.
 
                 The woman doesn’t even look at me.
 
                 I ignore her grunting and instead focus on the wide-open balcony door. “Shit, man. Fine. Keep on with your party mojo. I’m closing the door. It’s fucking freezing in here.”
 
                 Cold ocean air seems to be forming ice crystals in the room. I growl and stomp toward the balcony. This sure is fucked up. I’ve been puking all morning. Have I somehow scared away the party? Rob continues to make monkey sounds as some granny humps him. I don’t know who’s luckier. 
 
                 I start to pull the sliding door closed when I stop to look out at the city. Every light seems lit and sparkly. A glass tower reflects a full moon. A sort of peace and relaxation comes over my neck and shoulders as I take a deep breath. 
 
                 God this city is beautiful. 
 
                 I’m actually pretty happy at the moment. Kathy can go fuck herself. An Asian chick digs me. Rob is a great friend even if he is getting rocked by the man-thing. 
 
   Everything just seems alright. 
 
   Until some chick falls screaming past the balcony. 
 
   Her shriek causes me to almost knock my hand through the sliding glass door. I pull it open, rush out, hang my head over the balcony to where she slams headfirst into concrete. 
 
   “Oh shit, Rob,” I say looking into the room. “Some chick just jumped. My phone’s dead and gone. We have to call the cops.”
 
   Rob ain’t moving. He just takes it from The Thing.
 
   “Dude. Rob. Someone just died, man.”
 
   He’s got to be higher than a kite.
 
   And that’s when I hear it—all the chaos in the city. I’m coming to my senses fast.
 
   I clutch the railing and duck as a clap of gunfire rattles red through the black sky. Somewhere I hear skidding, crunching noises. Cars smash into each other. I step back, glance at Rob. He doesn’t care. He’s loaded as hell.
 
   So this is Infamy? The memory loss. The pounding head. Was I a nutcase the night before, ripping at walls? I squeeze my fists, feel my sore fingers. Even my fingernails hurt. Was I punching people all night? Tearing down every last picture frame? Smashing tables? I didn’t kill anyone, did I?
 
   All these city lights are a blur of me waking from this nightmare drug. My head is spinning and I want to dry heave. Forget that shit. I force myself to look over the railing again. This time I really see it. Fires burn across downtown, from hotel windows, street corner trashcans, cars, businesses. Screams come from everywhere. Cop cars. Fire trucks. It’s all a shit-storm. Now my sense of smell is coming back. Smoke. Dirt. Fire. Hell. Shit. It’s awful. And here I am, trapped in the middle of this city set in full-motion, self-destruction. 
 
   People shoot and tackle each other in the street. A cop shoots a cop. A firefighter slams an ax into the back of some dude. This mob is more than rioting. They’re destroying each other in the worst way. Looters run into stores and come outside just as some cop accelerates his patrol vehicle into them in an explosion of guts and misery. A far-off building turns into a pillar of fire. 
 
   It takes everything in me to rip away from the horror and go back in the room.
 
   “Rob. Something is wrong. Are you hearing me? Something is really wrong!”
 
   My yelling only grabs the attention of the old chick, who slowly slides off him.
 
   Rob is motionless, too drunk and high to move. 
 
   She staggers toward me with her dress up past her hips. 
 
   “Pull that shit down,” I say. “Get ahold of yourself.” Even in my freaked-out condition I can see how completely messed up she looks. The noise her feet make dragging against the carpet is almost as annoying as finding an old booger under a chair with my finger (not that I’m always looking). 
 
   Her greasy wig covers her face. She walks weird, scooting along as if holding her head up is too much work. 
 
   She grabs my shirt, pulls herself close to my chest. 
 
   “Aaahhh,” she moans then jerks her head away and pukes all over the floor. Speckles of vomit hit my shoes and pants as her grip tightens on my shirt.
 
   She stinks worse than anything. 
 
   “I hope I didn't get any on you,” she says. 
 
   “Get off me,” I say. “You smell like fucking hell.”
 
                 She gives me a pat on the chest and grabs my junk as if to say, You’re next, before stumbling out to the balcony to puke some more. 
 
   Suddenly Rob rises out of the bed, giving off a good stretch and popping his neck. 
 
   “What the hell?” I say. “I thought you were dead for a minute there. We got some shit to take care of.”
 
   “Thanks a lot, bro,” he says, watching the woman on the balcony as she leans over the railing and heaves. “That whore would have blown chunks on my junk had you not got her off me. What did I miss?”
 
                   “Some woman just jumped off the building and I think we’re being invaded by Mexico.”
 
   Rob is out of bed now heading to the sliding glass door. “I gotta see this shit,” he says. 
 
   He jumps back before he’s on the balcony when the body of a man crashes onto old blondie’s head. The force of the collision sends her tumbling over the side. 
 
   “Holy fuck!” Rob blurts. 
 
   The man and old blondie fall several stories into a pool of blood and puke.
 
   “Now the body count is three,” I say. “This is insane.”
 
   Rob looks over the side, not even caring if any more bodies are going to come flying past. “Why are they jumping?” 
 
   I look up but can’t see anything in the dark above us. “Dude, somebody’s gonna smash into us.”
 
   “What are the chances?” Rob says. “Just look at this shit. Are those really Mexicans attacking?”
 
   As we gaze at the shock and awe of everything, something happens I never thought I’d see outside of videogames and movies. 
 
   At first it starts with the twitching right arm from the first lady to fall. 
 
   “Dude, she’s alive,” I say. “I can see her moving.”
 
   “What?” Rob says. “No she ain’t.”
 
   The woman places her palm on the ground and tries to push her body up, putting weight on an already broken arm. There’s a snap. Pushing up has caused bone to tear though the flesh of her elbow. She falls again. 
 
   “Okay, yeah. That’s jacked up,” Rob says. 
 
   “Lady, try not to move we’re going to call for help,” I yell.
 
   “Who you going to call? There’s about fifty dead cops on the street. She can’t hear you.”
 
   “I’m just trying to help.”
 
   “She’s still moving towards that guy who fell. Maybe he’s her husband and jumped after her.”
 
   “Now you’re making shit up,” I say.
 
   “Wait, what she doing? Is she biting his neck?”
 
                  “What the hell? Stop biting that dude!”
 
   Other people begin gorging on each other. It’s like we showed up to the cannibal feast. Main course: arms and legs; intestines and brains are some kind of sick dessert.
 
   “Zomba-fucking-geddon,” Rob says.
 
   What could be causing all of this? I don’t say anything. Too many lumps in my throat all of a sudden.
 
   “Let’s get the fuck out of here,” Rob says. 
 
   We run into the hall. Rob slaps his hand against the elevator button. Nothing. He slaps the button until his palm turns red.
 
   “Dumbass,” I say. “Quit hurting yourself. We have to find the staircase.”
 
   “It’s down the other side of the hall.”
 
   “Okay. Let’s go.”
 
   “I admit I’m a little scared,” he says. “That chick was pulling some undead shit out there. She was dead, right? Tell me that’s what I saw—the dead were eating people.” 
 
   “Let’s not get bit, just to be safe,” I say.
 
   I’m surprised we’re not having seizures and foaming at the mouth from all the flashing lights and constant buzzing just outside the stairwell. Fucking fire alarm. Who pulled it anyway? I glance at the comical sign on the door: a stick man being chased by a campfire. Stupid. 
 
   We step inside and instantly feel claustrophobic from the lights and noise. 
 
   “Did you hear that?” Rob says.
 
   “I hear sirens and see flashy lights.”
 
   “No. It’s footsteps.”
 
   I put my hand up to stop Rob so we both can listen. “So you get me to talk to attract attention?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Just be quiet.”
 
   We step up to the railing and lean over the center of the staircase. People on the ground level are swaying back and forth like some kind of mass Kumbaya.
 
   “What the hell?” Rob whispers.
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe they’re from the party last night.”
 
   As we watch, something cold and slimy splats against my shoulder. 
 
   “Oh that’s gross dude,” Rob says. “Where did it come from?” 
 
   We both look up. 
 
   Straight above us on the stairwell a guy stares. His eyes have a yellowish glaze like they’re soapy and bubbly, like they’re about to fall out of his head. He looks a little punk rock too. Great haircut. A bit of a faux hawk.
 
   “That dude isn’t blinking,” Rob says.
 
   “I know.”
 
   Punk-rock dude’s teeth are bloodstained and he’s dribbling green goo out his mouth. His right ear has nearly been bitten off. 
 
   “What the fuck? Look at his ear,” Rob says. “It’s dangling.”
 
   “That shit’s defying gravity. Should we run?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   The punk rocker disappears but we know he’s coming our way. He flails his arms in a failed attempt to rush down the stairs grab us. 
 
   “Now we run. Move your fucking feet,” Rob says.
 
   We both throw ourselves against the wall as the man falls down the stairs and hits his head against the railing right in front of us. He’s so awkward he’s half hanging over the rail.
 
   “Fuck this,” Rob says, rushing over and shoving the punker off the stairs. 
 
   The dude flips through the air, colliding with other sections of the staircase. He smashes into people below like a failed stage diver at a rock concert. 
 
   Death fluid sprays in every direction and no one seems to notice that a man just splattered against the floor next to them. 
 
   “Direct hit,” Rob says a little too loudly. 
 
   One of the people is bald and fat and gazes up at the two of us. His shriek alerts the others as he bumbles his way to the stairs.
 
   “Shit! Shit! Shit! Come on Rob we need to go!” I start to take off down the stairs.
 
   Rob grabs my arm. “Why are we going down?” 
 
   “We’ll be stuck in here if we go up. Let’s go down a few floors. In case we need to jump to something.”
 
   “God I hope you’re right.”
 
               We crash onto the fourth floor, slamming the door hard against the wall. By the time we hit the middle of the hall where the elevator is located, the door to the staircase slams open once more, releasing a Zombageddon flood of bloodthirsty undead, knocking against walls and pushing each other to the ground.
 
                 Rob starts running like crazy but doesn’t really know where to go. “What are we going to do, man?”
 
   “There’s got to be a utility closet,” I say, running down a hallway. 
 
   Rob follows me as I pull on doors. 
 
   I find one with the words, JANITORIAL SERVICES, yank it open and we pop inside. 
 
   I grab a push broom and break the head off. 
 
   Rob grabs a dirty bucket of mop water, opens the door and wheels the water into the hall.
 
   “What are you doing? Close it,” I say.
 
   After pulling out the mop, he kicks the bucket over, spilling soapy water onto the carpet between us and the undead.
 
   “The zombies will slip and fall when they come after us,” he says, still holding the mop.
 
   “On carpet?” I say. “Never mind. Let’s try to find an open room.”
 
   No good. 
 
   Finding an open door in a hotel with automatic locks is an epic fail. We reach the end of the hall where a window overlooks the highway. Nothing but asphalt to jump down to.
 
   The hall fills fast with undead creepers. Some of them, freshly turned, start chewing on each other as they make they’re way toward us. Slower ones scream as they get trampled. Others trip and fall. 
 
   “We’re fucked,” Rob says.
 
   Every part of my body fills with goosebumps. Then I remember the crash I heard that scared the shit out of me in the bathroom upstairs and realize the walls are paper thin.
 
   “Rob, try and hold them back.”
 
   “Hold them back? With a mop?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m going to kick through one of these walls.”
 
   “I don’t know if I can. There’s about a million of those creepy shitfucks and I just pissed myself.”
 
   “Think back to your high school football days. Don’t let anything through the line. I’ll get us a way out.”
 
   “Okay, okay,” Rob says, puffing himself up, readying himself to body slam cannibals. “I can do this. You guys better really be dead because I’m bringing the pain! Aaahhh! Aaahhh!”
 
   Rob pounds his chest like some kind of scraggly white gorilla and mashes his feet on the carpet for traction, then takes off running toward the horde. 
 
   I start kicking the wall.
 
   “This is Sparta, motherfuckers!” Rob smashes the mop head into the face of the first zombie he reaches, knocking it into some of the others. 
 
   I drive my leg through a portion of drywall. Using the broomstick as a crowbar, I pry a huge chunk out of the way. 
 
   Rob smashes zombies in the head. As each tries to grab him, he pokes, stabs and smashes. 
 
   Zombies fall on top of each other.
 
   “I’m almost done,” I say. “Get over here.”
 
   Rob snaps his mop over his knee to create a jagged edge. He drives it into the eye of a dark-haired, creeper-woman wearing a WELCOME TO SAN DIEGO t-shirt. 
 
   I step through the hole into a bathtub. 
 
   Rob follows and we barricade the bathroom with a dresser. Doesn’t take long and we hear fingernails scratching the walls. 
 
   “I gotta get some air,” I say.
 
   Rob slides open the door to the balcony and we step outside. We’re high above the hotel pool.
 
   “This shit is crazy man,” he says. “How we gonna to get out of here?” 
 
   I point to the pool. 
 
   “Jump?”
 
   “What else are we going to do? This building isn’t secure.”
 
   “Maybe no place is safe.”
 
   “It’s safe somewhere,” I say. “We just have to get through these bastards and find our way to some safe buildings. We need weapons. We need a plan of attack.”
 
   “Ain’t no plan when it’s all chaos.”
 
   “Look, Rob. I want to panic too. But we can’t give up. We have to survive.” 
 
   “What’s there to survive?”
 
   “You’re just freaking out. You need to calm down. That pool isn’t so far down.”
 
   “It’s not landing in the pool that scares me,” he says. “It’s all the space in between.”
 
   “We don’t have a choice. We hit the pool then we get the hell out and fight our way to some weapons, food and safety.”
 
   “Shit,” Rob says. He hears the crash the same time I do. 
 
   The top part of the bathroom door breaks open. Arms pop through. Hands rip away wood. Screeches and growls bellow into the room.
 
   “Cheap fucking hotel doors,” I say. 
 
   We both step onto the railing as zombies crawl over the dresser we used as a barrier.
 
                 “I don’t like this,” Rob says. “I just want answers. Will one of you fucking zombie bitches tell me what’s going on?”
 
   My “fuck this” switch flicks on and I jump first, feeling like a bird. Within three seconds I smash into the deep end of the pool. The water welcomes me with a painfully wet hello and I crash to the bottom. I’m not sure if I’m hurt, alive or dead. 
 
   Cold water sends chills through my torso, legs and arms, numbing any remainder of a drug hangover. I look for Rob as soon as I hit the surface. He hasn’t jumped yet. 
 
   I wave my arms as I get out of the pool, trying to get him to come down. I don’t yell because I don’t want to attract attention.
 
   “What if I miss?” he yells from the ledge. 
 
   He wants to jump but continues to hesitate. 
 
   I check for zombies around the pool. I don’t see any and look back up.
 
   Rob is taking too long. Somehow in his desperation he can’t leap and the zombies are on him. He turns and kicks at faces and arms as they grab at his legs. There’s not enough room on the ledge and he loses his footing. 
 
   “No!” 
 
   Rob’s body is falling backwards in a trajectory to slap the concrete four stories below. But he’s still EdgeCrusher—one badass son of a bitch. I don’t know how he does it—he straightens his body out in mid-air. The fucker manages to grab the rail of the balcony one floor below, crashing his body hard, but holds on and pulls himself up.
 
   As he slips up and over the railing, the zombies after him from above start tumbling off the balcony. Some land in the pool. Others splat against cement, lawn chairs and tables. 
 
   I’m dodging falling corpses when the pool doors burst open. Three hungry zombie women stumble into the pool area. One of them slips on the bloody concrete next to a sign that reads NO RUNNING IN POOL AREA and smashes her head against the concrete. The dumbass moans and twitches.
 
   “I’m not jumping now,” Rob yells. “Those bitches look mean. I’ll stay up here a while.”
 
   “Barricade the door,” I say. “And help yourself the mini-bar.”
 
   I jump up onto the wall that surrounds the pool. The zombie bitches can’t reach me.
 
   Rob laughs. “You can’t climb for shit, Seth.” 
 
   “Rob!” I shout a warning. Two hands grab his shoulders pulling him out of sight. 
 
   “What the fuck!” I hear him scream. 
 
   There’s no time to clear a path to run back in the hotel. Hell, there isn’t even time to stay on this ledge. I jump to the other side of the wall into the parking lot. 
 
   Fuck. My car isn’t in the lot where I left it before the party. It’s three spaces over, smashed to hell with a newly added Astro Van accessory attached to my driver’s side door. 
 
   Even if it was running, there’s no use. A pile of cars blocks the driveway. My only option is to take to the streets. 
 
   Doesn’t matter that I’m leaving Rob, A.K.A. EdgeCrusher. If anyone will find a way to stay alive, he will. Though I can’t say I have much hope for either of us right now.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3 
 
   Left 4 Dead
 
    
 
   The sun tears away the night sky. Smoke and anarchy fill the streets. Many buildings, cars and people have been left to burn, pouring a cloudy haze over the city. 
 
   The constant stench of burning flesh and rot is inescapable. Panicked citizens consumed by blinding fear continue to open fire on any living or dead who come within range. 
 
   I try not to be seen.
 
   I move along the street, keeping low, running from car to car. A constant thunder rumbles. Is it more gunfire? Voices? 
 
   The thunder is a mob of survivors spanning the width of the street. They run toward me like a herd of spooked cattle. 
 
   I don’t want to run but jump into the mix and start jogging alongside the pack. My lungs fill with spit. My legs cramp. I cough like an aging smoker. Of all the times to think about when Coach made me run the mile back in high school, why now? Asshole. I only finished two complete miles in my life. Had I known I’d be chased by flesh-eating zombies this week I would have run my ass off every day for the man. I doubt I’ll finish this race.
 
   Survival of the fittest is no fucking joke.
 
   “No, no, no!” I whisper as a group of zombies flood out of an alley. The survivors running ahead of the pack have no time to dodge the undead. They collide like the frontline of a football team. Only, their faces and necks are bitten into. Some raise their hands defensively. Those are bit off right away. Why don’t these people have weapons? Who am I to complain? I don’t have shit either. No time to pick anything up from the gun shop.
 
   I start jumping over survivors and zombies like a quarterback going for it on fourth and goal. There’s no real time to think how awful I am for stepping on the back of a man who’s just fallen. It’s bad enough the guy is sporting a comb-over. One of the creatures tears into his leg. He can’t escape. Zombies fucking dogpile him.
 
   I’m a dick, but the only ass I’m looking to save right now is my own. 
 
   I made a similar move at a Korn concert to get onstage. I flew out of the fucking mosh pit. Now I’m clamoring over a mountain of living and dead, jumping and scrambling as more zombies flood out of another alley, tearing apart the people on the ground and giving chase to those of us still running.
 
   My legs begin to give out. That last jump through a group of infected hipsters with bloody beards ripping into two soccer moms took a lot out of me. I’m left with nothing to go on. Even my breathing is too hard to control. I stumble into a side alley and lean against a black Toyota four-door. 
 
   This is it, there’s just no way to continue. 
 
   I’m thinking about climbing on top of the hood and just setting myself on fire when I hear a voice.
 
   “Get in!” 
 
   What the hell? There’s a guy inside the car? This is a really dumb move on his part to risk the attention of panicky civilians (like me) and zombies (what else am I going to call them at this point? They eat people. They’re fucking crazy). If anyone hears, everyone and everything will storm this car. By the looks of other vehicles down the street this has happened quite often. Car doors hang open. Blood is splattered everywhere as if drivers and passengers were sacrificed in desperate attempts to commandeer vehicles. 
 
   Luckily no one besides me takes notice. The fight continues down the street.
 
   I jump in the back seat next to an attractive woman in an SDSU sweater. She has bloodshot eyes and is scared shitless. Two guys in the front seats wear ballcaps from the same school. The driver is the larger of the two guys and has a tattoo on his neck that disappears into his shirt. He puts his foot on the gas before I can reach out to close my door. I nearly fall out but get a hold and slam it shut.
 
   Hundreds of reanimated corpses move through the streets. Most continue chasing the mob. Others turn toward the car as we speed a way. I make a mental note: They’re not fast movers. Seems like the fresher they are (the more recent they’ve turned zombie) the quicker they move.
 
   The guy in the passenger seat turns around. He’s got reddish hair and a cut on his lower lip. I wonder who punched him.
 
   “You don’t look like you’re bit,” he says. “If you are you better jump out now.”
 
   “No,” I say. “I was pretty lucky. A lot of people just died I think.”
 
   “That’s happening everywhere.”
 
   “Not just in San Diego?”
 
   “Don’t know about the rest of the country. I’m Mike. That’s Jason,” he says. He doesn’t introduce the girl.
 
   “What’s your name?” I ask the girl.
 
   She doesn’t answer. Tears run down her face.
 
   “She hasn’t said a word since she jumped in the car,” Mike says.
 
   Jason whips the car back and forth, dodging wreckage and broken police barricades. We’ve been on the road for maybe five minutes when we turn east around a corner where a small group of undead feast on corpses in the middle of the road. 
 
   “Ram those fuckers!” Mike yells.
 
   Jason slams his foot on the gas. 
 
   Now I’ve seen Cars vs. Zombies countless times in movies. Shitty CGI. Movie props launched into the air. Fake blood everywhere. I rammed a few zombies in video games too. When not exploding into a bloody mess they bounce like pieces of rubber tire or become a pile of goo beneath peeling tires. Makes the driver look like a badass. 
 
   None of that is remotely close to what happens in real life. 
 
   Take right now for an example. The Toyota smashes into a zombie, sends some doofus ex-office IT professional (what I imagine he was) rolling onto the hood into the windshield before sliding off. Glass smashes inwards, only caving when we hit our eighth zombie, a skinny dude with rockabilly sideburns. He crashes into the laps of Jason and Mike, along with a shitload of glass.
 
   Jason jerks the steering wheel in panic, tipping the car onto the driver’s side. The momentum sends us down the street sideways. Time slows. My heart races. It’s like I’m able to see every little detail as it unfolds, yet I’m unable to do anything except watch and die. 
 
   The seatbelt digs in to my hip as my weight shifts from the sideways gravitational pull. I slam my hands against the top off the car to keep my upper body from flopping down toward the girl. I don’t think she’s wearing a seatbelt, not the way she’s twisted against the door and glass. 
 
   Before I can offer any help, the glass breaks beneath her and she’s sucked out of the car. My eyes shut as the car tips onto the hood and slides to a stop.
 
   I’m still hanging upside-down when a zombie that looks just like the pizza guy I skipped out on a tip last week tries to climb through the broken side window. The dude has tattoos all over his head and open sores. It’s all ink and blood. 
 
   I want to piss myself as the undead’s shoulder hits against the side of the door stopping him from fully coming in. He crawls back a bit as if confused, giving me just enough time to hit the latch on my seatbelt and nearly fall on my head. 
 
                 I twist around to face the broken window just in time. Tat-head zombie comes for another try. He makes it through the window screaming and biting. I greet his face with the bottom of my shoe, smashing the dude’s nose into his head. Cartilage and weakened veins pop, pouring blackened blood from the fresh hole in his face. 
 
   For the record, smashed noses don’t faze zombies. He continues to come at me. I push my back against the door, fall out of the car and scramble to my feet. 
 
   Mike and Jason dangle motionless as more zombies start chewing and ripping. It’s hopeless to try and help. They don’t scream for long.
 
   The only plus I can think of about my short car ride is having the chance to catch my breath. I sprint away, leaving a buffet of car-crash victims.
 
   I’m near the Plaza, ducking behind a Mazda when a couple of undead pass. I hope these fuckers can’t smell me. One is an obese son of a bitch. Probably walks better now than he did when alive. He looks extra hungry. His jaws keep snapping.
 
   Big boy and the tiny woman with him pass but are followed by two children who look to have been dead for some time. Skin from their hands and faces have peeled away and their movements are very slow. 
 
                 I place my hand on the bumper, which turns out to be a huge mistake. 
 
   Honk! Honk! Honk! 
 
   “No fucking way,” I say as the car alarm blasts. 
 
   Flashing headlights and the screaming car horn not only alerts Big Boy, his woman and the meatsack children, but also a shitload more zombies from the Plaza. They all start to make their way over.
 
   Can’t help but think I brought this upon myself after complaining about running.
 
                 I’m starting to lose my motivation to even attempt to get past this latest crowd of undead. Then through all the alarms, growls and burning machinery I somehow hear engines rumbling. 
 
   A couple of Army Hummers pull around the corner. 
 
   It’s hard to see them through the smoke, but I catch a glimpse. How is it that a man can suddenly gain motivation? All you need is a little hope. And hope is what I suddenly have in the U.S. Army.
 
   I know I can get through this crowd. How hard is it to avoid a few snapping jaws, right? I start to plot my course. I’m ready to run. But what’s that? A new sound? It’s not a growl or a whine, a cat or a dog. 
 
   There’s a baby crying. 
 
   Is my mind playing tricks on me? My brain lacks oxygen. I know this. But there it is again. A cry . . .
 
   Do the undead hear the baby too? 
 
   Shit. They do. Some of them take to the sidewalk, heading for the noise. 
 
   I spot a baby stroller in front of Starbucks. I should just keep going. It would probably be better to reach the Hummers first then tell the soldiers. They’re better equipped for a rescue. Fucknuts. What am I thinking? Zombies will kill the baby before the soldiers ever make it back. 
 
   A shirtless zombie in flip-flops is about to reach the stroller. The idiot steps on the back of his left flip-flop and stumbles. He falls into the back of the stroller, sending it rolling my direction. I move after it. Pure reflex. I don’t know what’s more bizarre, me going after a baby during the apocalypse, or the fact that now a douchebag attorney zombie in a purple tie and grey blazer just grabbed the handlebars of the stroller. What the fuck’s he going to do, push it down the burning street? This ugly bastard’s jaw is completely ripped off. His mouth meat flaps above his bloody purple tie like he has two tongues. 
 
   I grab the side of the stroller, kick the jawless freak to the ground and take off running with the stroller.
 
   “You’re lucky that you happen to be on the way kid,” I say. “Just know that once we get to the Hummers you become the property of the U.S. Army.”
 
   Suddenly my left foot connects with a crack in the cement. I’m a dumbass and lose my grip on the stroller. My palms scrape the ground before my chest slaps asphalt. The stroller hits a small, decorative tree in the middle of the sidewalk. 
 
   I’ve just missed my chance to enlist this baby in the U.S. Army. Lying on the cement, I watch as the Hummers flip around and start to drive away. 
 
   “No, wait. I have a baby!” I yell.
 
   They turn a corner and are gone. 
 
   “Fucking stupid fuckers.” Up until now I’ve been able to keep my cool. Sure, stepping on a man to help secure my own safety and probably guarantee his demise affects me. Even leaving a possible dying Rob disheartens me (Not to mention, watching those people fall to their deaths. That put a knot in my stomach). This new reality hits me full force. It’s no longer my ass I’m looking after. I have the ass of a baby. 
 
   Karma truly is a bitch. The way my life has been you would think a bus full of San Diego Chargers cheerleaders would rescue me. Not even. I’m stuck running for my life with someone else’s annoying shit. 
 
   Who the fuck just leaves a baby anyways? 
 
   I get up and check the stroller. One of the front wheels has broken off. I’ve got no time to fix this. I sling the diaper bag over my shoulder and unstrap the baby. This kid is dressed in so much pink it causes my eyes to blink. The first zombie is the jawless bastard who was left tonguing the ground moments ago. 
 
   “I’m naming you,” I say to the zombie, keeping the stroller between me and it. “Lick My Balls sounds like a good name.” 
 
   I kick the stroller toward him. 
 
   They collide. 
 
   The stroller hits his shin. 
 
   He falls, smashing his teeth against the ground. Other zombie douchbags trip over him from paying too much attention to the baby and I.
 
   After running (speed-walking pathetically would better describe what I’m doing), we come across a small alley connected to a line of Italian and Albanian restaurants. We duck into the alley where we come to a small dumpster that we hide behind. 
 
   The undead run past. I feel safe until . . . 
 
   “Whaa, Whaa!” 
 
   Only takes me a second to grab the binky strapped to the kid and shove it in her mouth. 
 
   “Now shut up,” I say. “Please?”
 
   The baby stops crying but not before catching the attention of a lone lumberjack zombie (the dude is super skinny, tall and wears too much plaid). He stops in his tracks and stares down the alley towards us. Others just pass by. 
 
   What the fuck? Can this asshole see us through the dumpster? 
 
   He lets out a gurgling scream, letting the others know lunch is this way. 
 
   Great. Me and this baby have come across the only zombie who doesn’t like to dine alone. I pull the baby close to my chest and run toward the end of the alley. 
 
   We come up to a door being held open by a milk crate. Since this alley is a dead end, the opening appears to be the only option. Once we go through, I kick the crate to let the door shut. The fucking door won’t shut. I grab the handle with my spare hand and have to drag it closed because the hydraulic arm on top is rusted. 
 
   Meanwhile, several zombies are coming at us fast. They’re so stupid they crash against the door, slam it shut and knock me to the ground. My back slaps against the tile of a kitchen floor. 
 
   I hold the baby up making sure she doesn’t get hurt. 
 
   The sounds of beating and scratching echo through out the room as zombies try to get through. 
 
   The baby’s legs dangle in my face as we lay there watching the door. 
 
   The pounding continues on, but to my relief the door never waivers. Seems we’re safe for the moment. 
 
   Wait what’s that smell?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4 
 
   Zombies ate my neighbors
 
    
 
   This is a message from the Emergency Broadcast System. 
 
   The CDC has issued a message in conjunction with the United States Army. This alert is for any and all persons within the Greater San Diego area. 
 
   A citywide evacuation is now in effect. 
 
   For your safety, you are requested to head north towards Camp Pendleton or to any Forward Operating Base. These highly mobile bases currently occupy regions in the areas of University City, Tierrasanta, Santee, El Cajon, La Mesa, Spring Valley and Poway. Upon reaching one of these bases you will find protection, medical aid and provisions. 
 
   All persons entering Camp Pendleton or a Forward Operating Base will be examined upon arrival for bites, cuts and or lacerations you may have received within the last twenty-four hours. If you are not able to evacuate the Greater San Diego area, you are advised to barricade yourself within your home or place of business. 
 
   Military personnel are being dispatched and should be within your area shortly. Please stay tuned for more locations of Forward Operating Bases…
 
    
 
   We live in an age of high definition and yet these Emergency Broadcasts always sound like shit. Are they transmitting from a 1960s-era bunker located fifty feet underground?
 
   I turn off the radio in the kitchen (yes, I found a café and a radio. Where else was I going to go? I have a baby now. And I hungry). 
 
   I walk over to check on the little shit. She naps in a sink. 
 
   A few hours have passed since we entered Marty’s Bistro. I can still hear gunfire and explosions. It’s gone further away in the last fifteen minutes. Glad I’m not in the middle of it. The horror I’ve seen is already bad enough without exploding body parts and giant hordes attacking soldiers like army ants gone wild. 
 
   Seems like the same thing is happening in this baby’s diaper every half hour. Shit explosions. Piss bombs. She’s gone through half the diapers in her diaper bag. Which raises the question: how can someone so small crap so much?
 
   Oh whatever, I’m making another sandwich (this will make five. I don’t know how long I’ve been here).
 
   I find more fixings in the fridge. Lots of good deli meat—still cold. And delicious focaccia bread. I grab some turkey and pile that shit into a mountain. Then I take a bite and watch this baby smiling at me like it’s okay that the world is ending.
 
   “You know what, kid?” I say. “You and my ex have a lot in common. She also cried to get whatever she wanted. Never contributed a thing in return. You’re both co-dependent. You would die if I ever left you alone. Hell, maybe she’s dead. What does it matter? All I know is she had to line up some guy to be with before breaking up with me. How fair is that? Just don’t get me started about having to clean up her shit too, okay? I stood in line enough times for her tampons. You think she ever went on beer runs for me? I doubt if you would either. You women never change. 
 
   “At least this sandwich is good. I won’t be fooled by your smile. You’re far too demanding for me to give in. Oh shit, now here it comes. Self pity. Are you listening? Sure you are. There’s a reason for my mental self-immolation. Kathy and I were inseparable a year ago (She was also a lot hotter back then. Can I admit that? Too late. I know I can be shallow). 
 
   “We didn’t get together until after her mother died. Then we got real serious. Far more serious than I was in college where we met. I stayed in for two semesters, which is a lot more time than most of my friends put into their education. Rob couldn’t even make it through a week of trucker school. Either way, Kathy and I skipped the whole dating part and moved in after just a few weeks. I even thought we might get married. Someday, anyway.”
 
   The baby continues to lie there peacefully. I take another bite of my sandwich, feeling even more energy return to my body than with the last batch of sandwiches. Did I lock the front door? Yes, I know I did. I hate second-guessing.
 
   “No matter how much her family hated me, she would try so hard to convince them I was the right guy for her. I don’t get why she changed? How does she go from telling everyone how much she loves me, to crushing my heart? Was there really nothing ever between us?”
 
   The baby starts crying. 
 
   She quickly calms after I pick her up. 
 
   “I don’t even know your damn name,” I say. “Not going to give you one, either. Would just make you more real. More human. I don’t want to get attached, okay? None of this ‘I like you,’ and ‘You like me’ bullshit, alright? That crap only leads to heartbreak, and to be honest, I’m not in a good mood right now. That’s right. I’m number one in my life.
 
   “That’s good. Quiet is good. Don’t attract unnecessary attention.”
 
   I carry her to the front of the café and look out the window. The view isn’t very impressive unless you’re the ultimate manic-depressive asshole on Earth. Overcast sky. Smoke. Fire. A sense hopelessness in the air. Dead bodies everywhere. Doesn’t quite smell like roasted peanuts either.
 
   “This is some fucked-up shit,” I say, thinking, if Rob were here he’d have a laugh attack. Me, a baby and an apocalypse. 
 
   At least I made it to level two in this real-life video game. Maybe I’m just fooling myself.
 
   I start giggling as I spot a zombie shuffling down the street with his pants around his ankles. A line of toilet paper is stuck to his left ass cheek. 
 
   “That’s some messed-up luck,” I laugh. “Homeboy must’ve been in an epic battle on the shitter. We really gotta get out of this place.”
 
   The baby lets out a tiny laugh.
 
   After watching those Hummers leave my ass with this baby, hanging out in one place waiting for some jerks to save us doesn’t appeal to me. Besides we still have some daylight left and the streets don’t look so bad right now.
 
   In her diaper bag is one of those baby carriers that straps to your body. Getting her in the damn thing is difficult, because along with having the ability to crap like a two-hundred-pound man, she seems to have the strength of one as well. She’s a real fighter. I get her in, carrying her in the front. 
 
   She kind of likes it and coos. 
 
   I throw the diaper bag over my shoulder and we head out through the front to search for one of the Forward Operating Bases.
 
   I want to get something straight about some things, because I’m suddenly aware of costs. The cost of wearing a baby carrier is your manhood. The cost of having a baby is your sanity. The cost of taunting a naked zombie with a baby (just to watch the zombie trip over the pants around its ankles) is priceless. 
 
   The weenie-waver zombie’s head smacks so hard against a curb I think he kills himself. Put that one down as a record-setting kill. Either way, the streets now look clear enough for us to travel.
 
    
 
   We’ve only gone a few blocks when a woman yells from a nearby group of condominiums. 
 
   “Hey you with the baby. Hurry, come here.”
 
   A knot in my gut tells me this is a bad idea, especially since we have to walk past a corpse doing the worm down the street (its right arm and left leg are missing). 
 
   We walk up to the front door. Some windows are blocked with furniture. Boards are nailed up in others. The inside is black marble. This is some expensive shit.
 
   “My name is Jane,” the woman says, letting us into a lobby. She has short blonde hair, green eyes and wears a black skirt, white blouse and high heels. “It’s so terrifying out there,” she adds.
 
   Jane has an aged voice. Probably from all the screaming since the apocalypse began. Can I blame her? What the hell do I know? Maybe she’s just a smoker. 
 
   The lobby is filled with people—a group of blank faces. Mostly are young. Early twenty-somethings.
 
   I have an idea as I look around the room. Maybe someone here will take this baby off my hands? Then again, that might be a horrible idea. What if one of these assholes wants to steal her to make some kind of cannibal soup? Either way, my guard goes up when I notice a few of them are bleeding. One guy is sprawled out on the floor. He’s in bad shape.
 
   “That’s a nice baby you have,” Jane says. “She has your smile.”
 
   “That’s bullshit. She’s not even mine. I found her out on the street a little bit ago. You haven’t seen anyone missing a baby have you?”
 
   Oh god, why did I just say that? Now one of these bleeders is going to volunteer to eat her.
 
   Jane is shocked at my reply. Was she expecting me to be nice? Has she not seen the splatter parade out on the street?
 
   “I don’t think anyone here is missing a baby,” she says. “I need your help.”
 
   “There’s a bunch of people in here you could have asked.”
 
   Jane looks around the room. She’s up to something.
 
   “Let me guess,” I say. “That guy lying on the ground is your boyfriend and needs help but no one in here is stupid enough to touch him because he’s been bit and hasn’t turned into one of those fucking monsters yet.”
 
   “He’s my fiancé. Yes, one of those crazy people may have bit him outside. But I think he might be immune or not even have gotten bit at all. The others say he's too injured to be moved. If you help me I think we can make it to one of those Army camps where the hospital tents are set up.”
 
   Shit. This room is full of ZIDs (Zombies In Denial). Once they turn there’s going to be a bloodbath in here. Why do I have to be the one to school these noobs on the undead facts of life?
 
                 “Your fiancé is a dead man. So is everyone else in here trying to seek refuge after a bite. Maybe some bites take longer to turn a victim. Once they do, you’re fucked. I don’t even see any weapons in here.”
 
   Jane’s face is desperate. “We just need to get him to a doctor. Please. You have to help.”
 
   “I hate to say it this way. But you need to listen.” Now I’m really getting on my soapbox. Me and the baby: harbingers of doom. I’m talking to Jane and the whole room. 
 
   “It would’ve been better if your fiancé had been completely ripped apart,” I say. “You would’ve had more of a chance to escape. People who get bit and run away before the job’s done makes things worse on the rest of us. 
 
   “You all want to believe your loved ones can be rescued, that maybe there’s a cure. I’m telling you now there is no cure. Your fiancé is going to be a walking corpse just like those outside who attacked you. He, and the rest of your loved ones who might be bit, can turn any second. Don’t you see? Loved ones are turning loved ones into zombies because people just want to boohoo instead of fighting back. That’s why so many of them are outside. Save yourselves.”
 
   Jane is pouring tears but I’m not quite done with my speech.
 
   “Everyone has the responsibility of offing themselves as soon as they’re infected,” I say. “Sure would save the rest of us the trouble of doing it for you.”
 
   BANG! BANG!
 
   Just then two shots echo through the room. Everyone ducks. 
 
   I cover the baby’s head with my arms. She starts crying. 
 
   “Oh my god!” Jane runs over to the body, crying and screaming.
 
   I start rocking the baby back and forth. I must have a gift or something because she dries up right away and smiles.
 
   A Latino man stands over Jane’s fiancé. He slides the handgun into the waist of his pants. He’s wearing a tan suit, is a little taller than me, and middle aged. His hair is combed back and his beard is salt and pepper. I’ve seen him somewhere before. Don’t know where.
 
   “The man with the baby is right,” he says. “After seeing what those things are capable of, we just can’t wait for this girl’s fiancé to become one of them and attack us. I put him out of his misery for the sake of us all. If anyone else in here has been bitten or think you might be infected, then you should leave us now. If you turn, not only do I promise to put a bullet in your head, but I will also put one in the head of whoever you’re here with.”
 
   The man walks over to a large black bag. He pulls the gun from his pants before taking a seat on the floor and plopping a cigarette in his mouth. 
 
   Other people start whispering and weeping. People begin to leave. Some aren’t even injured. 
 
   A man, who I heard someone call Robert, has a bleeding wound on his arm. Two young girls try to hug him. He pushes both away. Sweat and tears glide down his face. 
 
   “It’s for the best, girls,” Robert says. “I’m sorry. Daddy has to go now.”
 
   “No, Daddy, don’t leave us,” the shorter girl says. “I’ll be better, I promise.”
 
   Robert places his hand on the girl’s head. 
 
   Even after losing Kathy, My heart has never been as broken as this guys right now.
 
   “You’re a great daughter, Ashley,” he says. “I love you so much. Your sister will watch over you. Daddy’s just a little sick. I don’t want either of you to catch it. I’m going away for a bit. You need to stay here with Anna and wait for help, okay?”
 
   “Please come back soon,” Ashley cries.
 
   “I will.” Robert does his best to smile at Ashley. 
 
   She nods and wipes tears. 
 
   I can’t look him in the eyes, even as he stops in front of me.
 
   “Don’t feel bad. You were just trying to save people,” Robert says. “I don’t want to be a danger to my little girls. I just want to thank you. I pray you never have to go through this with your little girl.”
 
   After he walks out the door, a skinny man in a pair of blue coveralls locks it behind him. 
 
   The baby starts crying . . . again. 
 
   I find a place to sit down and take her out of her carrier. 
 
   An elderly woman with curly hair and pink glasses held around her neck by fake pearls has a huge grin.
 
   “Name’s Sandy,” she says. “Would you mind if I feed her? I need something to keep my mind off everything. She looks a bit like my granddaughter.”
 
   “That’ll give me time to use the restroom,” I say.
 
   The woman holds the baby in the air to get a better look.
 
   “Oh, you’re darling. Pretty blue eyes too. What’s her name?”
 
   “Don’t really know. Doing my best not to get attached.”
 
   “She doesn’t have a name?”
 
   “Afraid not.”
 
   Sandy is puzzled as she takes the baby to a sofa. 
 
   While walking toward a bathroom sign some young woman yells at me. 
 
   “You’re an asshole,” she says.
 
   I stop.
 
   She’s about seven or eight inches shorter than me. I’m taken off guard by how pretty she is. I start swimming in her green eyes.
 
   “All these people were perfectly fine until you got here and started shooting off your mouth,” she says.
 
                  “Why don’t you go yell at the guy who shot someone?”
 
   “He might not have shot anyone if you hadn’t yelled at Jane.”
 
   “I’m leaving after I take a piss. All of you can do whatever the hell you want to get yourselves killed.”
 
   She mutters as I walk to the bathroom.
 
   I’ve seen a lot of horror films in my lifetime, so I make sure to check every stall before doing my business. Funny how as I’m washing my hands the Latino guy walks in.
 
   “I’m glad to run into you,” he says. “You’re not blind like all those sheep out there. You see what’s really happening. It’s gonna help you make it out of this alive.”
 
   I don’t know what to say. I dry my hands on my pants like a tough hombre.
 
   “Let me cut to the cash. I’m in need of someone who knows the city and can keep his shit together. Are you such a man?”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “If you can help me get to the El Cortez, I’ll make it worth the effort. Say, fifty thousand?”
 
               “How about I tell you how to get to the hotel yourself.”
 
   “This isn’t a fucking joke.”
 
   Damn it. This dude is going to off me in the bathroom. 
 
   As he reaches into his coat, I think it would be better to get shot in the head because pain sucks. But he isn’t holding a gun. He slaps a fat wad of cash in my hand.
 
   “That’s twenty thousand,” he says. “Once we get to the El Cortez, I’ll give you ten thousand more. Then the other twenty after we leave the city. Do we have an agreement?”
 
   I nod.
 
   “Good. You can call me Caesar.”
 
   Just as my name leaves my lips it hits me how I know this guy. He’s the man they were showing on the news back at the hotel. He’s the guy who led the assault on the border. Probably best to keep that to myself.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5
 
   Resident Evil
 
    
 
   It’s nightfall. Will this spreading infection never rest? 
 
   A large group of zombies surround the building, pound on doors and windows, breaking their fingers from clawing for hours on end in search of a way in. 
 
   Grab a rock, you fucking idiots. My mother’s cat use to do the same thing to my hamster cage. Mom never did replace little Sherman when the cat finally found its way into the hamster buffet. 
 
   Everyone has moved from the lobby to the fifth floor. After knocking on all the doors and making our presence known to any that may be living here, we took the liberty to break into a few of the condos. To be honest we got lucky no one shot at us as we kicked open doors. 
 
   A couple of condos do raise suspicion. They might be occupied. I mark them with a sharpie, drawing little stick people and drops of blood. Some of the condos we secured belong to timeshare holders. Others belong to more permanent residents who may have left in a hurry. 
 
   Everyone is still uneasy over Caesar shooting Jane’s fiancé. I can’t say I’ve become Mr. Popular over my speech. I have found some comfort knowing these people won’t be around me forever. We all die eventually, right?
 
   “Hey everyone, we got the news on. Come quick!” Annie Garrett yells. She lost her husband to the horde. Now he’s one of the bastards out there trying to find a way in. She pointed him out through one of the windows. He was only wearing a bathrobe. I didn’t ask.
 
   The condo has an eighty-inch plasma TV mounted on a wall with built-in speakers in the ceiling. I really want to play video games on it. We huddle around. 
 
   This is the first I take notice how many of us there are. Counting myself, we have fourteen and a half (the baby). Only a few I know by name despite trying to keep my distance. 
 
   As everyone settles in, some douche comes on camera and begins his report . . .
 
    
 
   Ground evacuations of San Diego are currently at a standstill due to congested roadways and the overwhelming number of hostile infected marching toward the San Diego River.
 
    
 
   Helicopters fly overhead, rattling windows so loud it drowns out the television.
 
   The report changes frames from the douche to U.S. Army General Xavier Mendez standing in front of a podium for a press conference. I kind of like this guy. Looks like he could take down about a thousand zombies with his stare.
 
    
 
   We are continuing to give our best efforts in this current pandemic plaguing our border cities, but must halt all evacuations at this time. Infected areas as of 0700 are now under Military Quarantine. The safety of civilians within these areas is important to us. However, we must ensure there is no further spread of this disease to the surrounding populous throughout Texas, Arizona, New Mexico and California. 
 
   All branches of U.S. Military are coordinating with the CDC and local law enforcement to contain and police these areas. 
 
   Unfortunately, due to the nature of the disease, those afflicted, as you know, become extremely hostile. Deadly force has and will continue to be used. I have personally given authorization to use such force to aid in the security of our soldiers and civilians alike. I alone bear this responsibility. 
 
   My message to those of you watching or listening from within these areas, please do not attempt to leave your homes. If you are out in the streets, you must immediately seek shelter until help can arrive. Our prayers go to all of those trapped within the infected areas . . . I now open the floor to any questions.
 
    
 
               The camera never wavers from General Mendez. Hands raise and voices shout as reporters try to gain his attention. Finally, General Mendez points to a reporter in a blue suit.
 
    
 
                 General! Has the origins of the virus been established? Is there any truth to the rumors the virus might be linked to a terrorist plot against the U.S.?
 
    
 
               General Mendez doesn’t even appear to blink . . .
 
    
 
   Our intel at this time points to the virus originating somewhere within Mexico through a narcotic that bears the name Infamy. A more precise origin location has not yet been established, nor has any identity of the person or persons responsible. Neither has there been any evidence to suggest the infection is terror-related. 
 
    
 
              Has it been established as to exactly how the virus is transmitted?
 
    
 
               Studies are still being conducted by the CDC. I can say the disease is similar to Rabies, in which it spreads through direct contact of bodily fluids from the host to the bloodstream. We do not believe this virus is airborne. 
 
   However, there is still the question as to how the Infamy narcotic became infected with the virus. I have time for one last question.
 
               
 
              How do you plan on handling the situation if no cure can be found?
 
    
 
               The General looks over to his right as if he is asking a question to someone out of view. He then faces the row of microphones. 
 
    
 
   No comment. Thank you.
 
    
 
   The TV is left on but most of us just don’t give a shit about the rest of the news—especially the way the news anchors smile. They’re always smiling. Fuck faces. We walk away. 
 
   I’m hungry, so I head to the kitchen. I hit a jackpot with the fridge. It’s loaded with condiments, booze and bottled water. The freezer is stocked with Hot Pockets. Not the healthiest of dinners, but it does fill a void when you’re hungry. As I’m waiting for my food to nuke (thank God there’s still electricity. How long will it last?) Sandy walks up to me with the baby asleep in her arms.
 
   “I’m going to lay her down in the condo next door,” she says. “It has a nursery. I’ll be taking the bedroom next to it. Would you like to say goodnight?”
 
   “No, that’s fine. Thanks for the help.”
 
   Sandy walks away shaking her head. 
 
   Soon as the microwave timer goes off I hear a familiar voice.
 
   “You mind making one of those for me?”
 
   It’s the hot chick who hates my guts. 
 
   “What?” I ask. “Aren’t you going to say, ‘Make me a Hot Pocket, asshole.’?
 
   She looks apologetic. “I’m sorry for yelling at you in the lobby. My name’s Jessica. I was angry. We’re all angry right now. And you don’t seem to have a filter on your mouth.”
 
   Since when do hot chicks apologize for anything? “You noticed?” I say. I decide to ask a question, pretending to care. “How is Jane holding up?” I take out the Hot Pocket, take a bite and burn my tongue.
 
   “She’s my cousin,” Jessica says.
 
   Oh shit. My tongue really hurts. I drink some water.
 
   “She’s grieving,” Jessica continues. “Our mothers are sisters and they hate each other. I came down from San Francisco for Jane’s wedding. Was supposed to be this weekend.”
 
   Jessica really thinks I care about her life story. If she wasn’t as hot as she is, I’d be eating my Hot Pocket on the balcony watching the light show.
 
   “Sorry, I’m a little tipsy,” Jessica says. “Jane and I found some vodka and had a few drinks.”
 
   “Shouldn’t you be helping her?” 
 
   “She’s passed out. Where are you staying? Sleeping in this building? Or are you leaving somewhere?”
 
   Wait a minute. Did she just hit on me? I try not to laugh. Besides, I have a lot of Hot Pocket in my mouth right now. “I haven’t had a chance to look for a place to crash,” I say with my mouth full. Pepperoni is really good during an apocalypse. Too bad Domino’s doesn’t deliver. That shit would be heaven.
 
   “We should go find one,” Jessica says. “I mean, find you one.”
 
   What is it about chicks and assholes anyway? Ah well, here we go . . . 
 
   No one really takes notice of us. Maybe they just don’t care. We head down the hall kissing and stumbling over each other’s feet. I’m not too sure how my breath is (haven’t had a chance to brush in almost two days), but by the taste of vodka in hers, she probably doesn’t notice. 
 
   We wander through an open door into a dark living room, not paying too much attention to where we are. A couch makes for a soft landing when I collide with the armrest and fall onto it with Jessica in my arms and our faces still connected. That is, until we hear the noise of something hard rolling on top of a table followed by the crash of shattered glass, topped off with a baby crying. 
 
   Lights in the hall kick on as Sandy walks in the room with the baby in her arms.
 
   “What’s going on in here? Are we being attacked?” she asks.
 
   Jessica hops to her feet, attempts to straighten out her clothes. 
 
   “Fuck,” I say. 
 
   Sandy smiles big. 
 
   Goddam it.
 
   “If this isn’t something life threatening, then can you put the baby back to sleep?” Sandy asks.
 
   Triple fuck.
 
   Sandy hands over the baby, which is now in full-rage mode. Mrs. Old Face heads back to her room and shut’s the door.
 
   Jessica takes the baby from me and sits on the couch while rocking her. “Oh you poor baby. Were we being too loud?” She then turns to me. “Don’t just stand there. Go get Ella a bottle.”
 
   “Sure,” I say. Wait, what did you call her?”
 
   “Ella. That’s her name right? It’s on the shirt she’s wearing.”
 
   “Fine by me. Sandy must have put it on her. She didn’t have a name earlier. I was thinking about calling her, It.”
 
               The baby stops crying as I go find a bottle to warm up. Here I’ve been pining over Kathy and finally I’m seconds from getting laid. Why does this happen to me? Maybe it’s the fuckpocalypse on top of all this zombie shit. Why is it women can shut their stuff off at the drop of a hat? Damn babies can be such cock blocks. Am I being selfish? Well fuck it. It’s my apocalypse too.
 
               Ella falls asleep, but the damage has already been done. Jessica has zero mood as she lays the baby down in the room. She leaves me with a kiss before walking back to wherever she left Jane. 
 
   Fuck you, cheap-ass vodka.
 
                 I go back to the room with the eighty-inch plasma and find Fight Club playing on a movie channel. When I’m about to fall asleep there’s another shit of a problem. Caesar is standing with his black bag. Looks like it weights a ton as he sets it next to the couch.
 
   He holds out a cigar. “Care to join me on the balcony?” he says, sniffing the cigar. “These are Cubans of course.”
 
   “Sure, why not,” I say. “It’s the end of the world. Who needs sleep?”
 
   It’s chilly outside but in a good way. Five floors down, undead press against each other, still trying to enter the building. 
 
   Caesar hands over one of the Cubans after cutting off the end. He produces a lighter and cups the flame so I can light mine.
 
   “Be sure to rotate as you puff. That’s the secret for giving it an even burn.”
 
   He takes a long drag then blows a ring of smoke. “Here’s to our business agreement. It’s a good night for smoking don’t you think?”
 
   “So what is it you do exactly?”
 
   Caesar takes another drag from his cigar before answering. “In Mexico I own some manufacturing and distribution companies. Lots of exporting.”
 
   Yeah for drugs you lying sack. “Why do you need to make it to El Cortez?”
 
   His relaxed manner fades a little. “My reason is not of your concern. Just think of how we will get there. Preferably in a speedy manner. While I might have been able to eventually find my way, I find it is far better to travel in a pair. We must watch out for each other.”
 
   “Money over knowledge,” I admit. “Probably best that way.” 
 
   “With a mindset like that, you and I can go far. Now what about that baby of yours?”
 
   “More like a stray that needed to be rescued. Sandy seems fond enough. Maybe she’ll take her. These people will probably stay here until help arrives. The baby would be better off.”
 
   “Excellent. Now for one more gift.” Caesar reaches to his waistband as he takes a quick puff of his cigar. He then presents a handgun. “I prefer you were armed during our journey. Have you ever fired a weapon?”
 
   “Many times.” In video games, you sleazeball. Is there a difference? I can do this.
 
   “Are you sure? Maybe you should fire a few into the crowd below just to get a feel.”
 
   He cocks back the chrome hammer and hands over the weapon. Finally I get a chance to vent all that sexual frustration that Jessica just built in me. 
 
   Bam! Bam! Each round brings both blood and scarification. No really, it does. Although, I’m not really sure I hit anything. 
 
   After exhausting the clip, Caesar replaces it with a new one.
 
   “Can’t believe you’re trusting me with your gun,” I say.
 
   “You profit nothing by my death if that’s what you mean. I know you will value my protection as much as your own.”
 
   Just then a flame smashes onto the crowd of undead, setting fire to several zombies. Some douchebag in a Hawaiian shirt is lighting cocktail bombs on an adjacent balcony. He throws like a fucking girl.
 
   “Heard you guys having all the fun and wanted to join in,” the douchebag laughs. “Don’t have a gun but I do have several cases of liquor.”
 
   A drunk arsonist with the throwing arm of a disenfranchised NFL quarterback? This can’t end well.
 
   “How about sleeping it off before you set the building on fire,” I say.
 
   “Just having a little fun. Don’t be such an asshole.” Douchebag throws down a few more Molotov cocktails. One catches an entire group of zombies on fire. I don’t think the undead even notice their hair is ablaze, let alone melting flesh and boiling brains. 
 
   “I have no time for this nonsense,” Caesar says. He pulls out another gun and shoots the bottle out of the man’s hand. 
 
   It’s a fucking awesome shot. Glass shatters and alcohol comes into contact with the lighter the dude just lit. A fiery cloud singes his face. He runs screaming into his condo.
 
   “Damn, Caesar, was that necessary?” I say.
 
   Some people from our group come out to see what’s going on. 
 
   Caesar addresses the small crowd. “Just doing some target practice. We’re done. Everyone can go back to sleep.”
 
   “Thought maybe you were shooting one of us again,” says Gonzo. He’s the oldest dude in our group and always uses pissed-off sarcasm. 
 
   Caesar puts his hand on the already holstered gun. “The infected never rest. So maybe you should go back to your bed before I confuse you with one.”
 
   Gonzo’s eyes widen as those around him step out of the way. He takes a few steps backward into the hall and moves out of sight. Everyone else leaves too.               
 
   “You should try to get some rest too,” Caesar says to me. “We will be busy tomorrow.”
 
   “Sure thing, boss man.”
 
   Caesar grabs his black bag and heads out into the hall. 
 
   In a vacant room filled with movie posters and comic books I find fresh socks and boxers. Much better than the chlorine, blood and vomit I’d been wearing. Then I find a pair of pants along with a t-shirt, hoody and jacket (layers are great to help keep zombie teeth from penetrating skin). 
 
   I glance at a clock. 11:55 p.m. Will I even sleep? Sure hope tomorrow isn’t as long as this day turned out to be.   
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6
 
   Doom
 
              
 
   “Seth, wake up.”
 
   What the fuck? Not Jessica again. “You missed your chance earlier. I really need to get some sleep,” I growl.
 
   “I’m not here to sleep with you, asshole. I’m trying to save your life. Bill and another guy are trying to keep the infected from getting in through the stairwell.”
 
   “Something told me this night wasn’t over.”
 
   “Just hurry.”
 
   I grab the gun from under my pillow and we head into the hall. Jessica points towards the emergency exit where two guys are trying to hold the door shut.
 
   “I’m going to get everyone so we can figure a way out of here,” she says.
 
   I translate to: the dead creatures are your fucking problem. I’m the fuck out of here. 
 
   “Sure,” I say. Doesn’t seem like too hard of a task. 
 
   The small rectangular window in the door is completely demolished. The undead do their best to pry it off. Bits of metal wiring hold it in place. 
 
   “Give us a hand here,” Bill says. He’s some jock wannabe with red hair and a goatee. The dude with him is his brother Roger. Roger weighs about ten pounds and is all hair. One of the zombies might grab him by his neck fur if he isn’t careful.
 
   I throw my weight into the party. The force from all three of us shuts the door. There’s no way to lock it without a key so we hold tight. How the fuck do these things know how to open doors anyway? In movies and games they’re always dumb as cats. 
 
   “Thank you,” Bill says, then just like the dick he is, he and Roger let go and take off running.
 
   “What the fuck?” I yell, but it’s no good. “Fucking assholes.”
 
   People run back and forth between the condos trying to gather belongings and find another way out. I’m holding the door with all my strength, but it’s not going to last. I spot a man heading toward me. As he draws closer I notice he’s got a bottle of vodka in his hand and looks like his face was recently burnt. 
 
   “I’m looking for the asshole who did this to my face,” he mutters.
 
   “How should I know who did that to your face? Why don’t you fucking help me here.”
 
                 “I recognize your voice,” he spits. “Remember you said go sleep it off or some bullshit? Where’s the man who shot at me?”
 
                  “Can’t we talk about this after you help me keep the door shut?”
 
   “Help you? Who the hell do you think let them in? I’m going to burn you and watch those freaks feast on your barbecued ass.”
 
   A flaming bottle of alcohol flies towards me. Since being burned alive just to hold a door shut to save everyone else is just not worth it, I let go and duck. Flaming vodka smashes into the infected. Several of them are ablaze. Burning zombies stagger toward me smelling like fiery bags of shit. I take off down the hall, but Scarface decides to get in my way.
 
   “You’re not going anywhere,” he says.
 
   Now this douchebag has really pissed me off. I whip out my pistol. “Move your fucking ass.”
 
   Just then a door opens from his left. A shotgun pops out, points to the side of his head and blasts the dude’s brains against the wall in a splattering snowball of blood. His body crumples against the hall floor. 
 
   Caesar rests the shotgun on his shoulder. A lit cigar dangles from his mouth.
 
   “Let’s take our leave, Mr. Seth.”
 
   I kind of like this Mr. Seth thing, though I’m scared shitless.
 
   We head toward the elevators where the group has gathered. While trailing behind Caesar I get this twist in my gut. A familiar sound catches my ears and causes me to stop in front of a doorway. 
 
   “That damn old lady hasn’t left with the baby yet?” I say.
 
   Sandy comes shuffling out of her room. “Why do you guys insist on waking the baby all the time?”
 
   “The infected are here,” I say. “Head to the elevators. I’ll grab Ella.”
 
   “Oh God. Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes, bitch. Now move out the way.”
 
   Ella is in a crib, crying. Fortunately, her bag is all ready to go and the carrier is laid out nicely. The baby loads in fast and the carrier is strapped to me backpack style with the baby facing over my shoulder. We head out the door. Once we hit the living room my body freezes at the sight of Sandy being feasted upon in the doorway by a few flaming undead. 
 
   As I step back, my foot kicks a chair, causing a slight noise that a normal person may not take notice to. Not the undead—I might as well have rung a dinner bell. My mind races, repeating over and over again: Please don’t see me, please don’t see me. Then, as if I have special powers, the zombie turns back to the old woman and starts feeding again.
 
   The front door is no longer an option. Time to think of another way out. Busting through the wall worked last time. But where would I kick my way to? Thin air? I head to the balcony and shut the door from the outside. 
 
   Leaping from our balcony to another is going to be a challenge. The gap is about five feet. I toss the diaper bag. It lands perfectly. Too bad I can’t just throw Ella over. Would make this easier. 
 
   I step onto the low wall lining the balcony. I’m ready to jump when zombies start beating their way through the glass, throwing me off balance. I leap even though I’m unprepared. 
 
   It’s apparent we’re not going to make it all the way across. Luckily, I’m able to grab hold of the half wall on the other side. Ella laughs. I try to hang on. She thinks this is some kind of silly carnival ride? Stupid kid. Behind us, glass shatters. Zombies screech. I kick and pull as we dangle over foggy San Diego. Undead begin to climb over the balcony, raining undead idiots on the street below. 
 
   The thought of one of these ugly asshole zombies grabbing Ella fuels my adrenaline. I scramble over the ledge with her giggling and we get inside.
 
   “Okay,” I say to her. “No more laughing. This is life or death time. So shut it.”
 
                 I open the front door slowly and peek down the hall. The direction to the elevators is clear. Not the other way. Zombies linger around the entrance to the other condo. I wonder if we’re the only two left.
 
   Off we go. 
 
   Only takes the infected a second to take notice and give chase. I run down the hall and keep punching the elevator button until the doors open to a disgusting scene. Inside are body parts and two infected women (who look vaguely familiar from our group) eating Gonzo. 
 
   “Move your ass over here!” yells Caesar from down the hall.
 
   He holds the door open to Housekeeping. A maintenance elevator is held open with a mop. Caesar kicks the handle out of the way and holds the door open so I can squeeze in with Ella before it closes. He hits the button for the second floor. 
 
   I take a moment to catch my breath. 
 
   Ella burps and cheers.
 
   Standing in elevators always feels awkward. The lame music. The enclosed space. The strangers you’re stuck with as you wait for your destination trying to make conversation that’s about as unpleasant as a fart. And now this baby who thinks she’s at some stupid amusement park.
 
   “Thought you were leaving the baby,” Caesar says. “What happened?”
 
   “Sandy dying is what happened. No one woke her in time.”
 
   “Is this going to be a problem for us?”
 
   “I’ll take care of the kid. You won’t have to change any filthy diapers. Once we find someone else to dump her on then she’s gone.”
 
   Caesar growls at the baby. “I don’t want some kid slowing me down.”
 
   When elevator doors open, he steps out with his shotgun. We both look down a staircase into the lobby. The area is filled with zombies so we search for an alternative exit.
 
   “We’re only roughly ten feet from the ground here,” I say. “How about we find somewhere we can jump down?”
 
   We kick open the door to a middle condo to distance ourselves from the undead. Inside, a family is scared shitless. A young father, his wife and their kid.
 
   “Take anything you want,” the dad says.
 
   “The buildings are on fire and the infected are collecting in the lobby,” I say. “Stay here if you want but I just busted the lock on your door.” 
 
   “Oh god,” his wife says. “What are we going to do?”
 
   We leave them and step outside. Just to the right of the balcony is a large drainage pipe that extends to the ground.
 
   “You first,” Caesar says.
 
   “I have a baby. And you have a bigger gun.”
 
   “I’ll shoot you with it if you don’t go first.”
 
   “Fine,” I say. “You better cover me. And don’t shoot the kid. I’m not in the mood to wear baby guts.”
 
   I drop the diaper bag followed by Caesar’s black bag into some bushes. We wait a few seconds to see if the noise goes unnoticed. It’s foggy. We can’t see very far but all seems fine out here. Things aren’t fine in the condo. Zombies are prowling around the living room. The family that was there hightailed it. I wonder if that’s their far-off screams I can hear?
 
   “Move,” Caesar says, climbing onto the pipe.
 
   “Oh, now you want to go first?”
 
   “Shut up. You don’t want them to know where we are.”
 
   Lucky for us both, Ella fell asleep.
 
   Caesar slides to the ground. Right away he blasts the right arm, shoulder and part of the neck from what looks like a zombie insurance salesman. Guess he won’t be getting our business.
 
   Ella is still asleep? What’s up with this kid?
 
   The infected in the condo hear the noise (along with most of San Diego. That gun is loud) and start heading towards us. I waste no time and slide down to Caesar and pull out my handgun. 
 
   Caesar motions with his shotgun. “After you,” he says.
 
   Our pace is slow as we walk down the road through foggy streets. I’m paranoid about this soupy air. An infected might snatch sleepy Ella from behind. 
 
   I rotate her carrier so she’s on my chest. 
 
   She wakes up, stares into the air like it’s a grey blanket and starts nodding off.
 
   I’m awaiting the undead. Can feel them on the streets. Am I developing a sixth sense for corpses?
 
   Moans and footsteps scratch the air around us. A shriek comes from our left; a cry from our right. Are the infected eating each other? Are other people out here in the fog trying to escape? Gurgling sounds echo through the grey. Caesar and I both aim, ready to pull triggers. My hands are shaky. Can’t see a thing. Everything in me says this is a bad idea. We should get off the streets. 
 
   Dark silhouettes appear as the sun begins to rise. Are the infected walking in the same direction? They have no idea we’re here. I sure feel them. My heart pounds.
 
   Caesar rests his shotgun on a shoulder strap as he pulls out a machete from his bag. He raises a finger to his lips, pointing at the baby so I will keep her quiet.
 
   A shadow nearby seems to sniff at the air. 
 
   Caesar grips the handle of the knife and is ready to attack. 
 
   The corpse draws closer. 
 
   Caesar sinks the blade into the top of its skull. 
 
   The zombie’s eyes cross. Its lip twitches. 
 
   None of the other shadows seem to take notice. 
 
   Caesar kicks the corpse’s head off the blade then pulls out another handgun and gives it to me. 
 
   A gun in each hand makes me feel a little more prepared, though I’m still scared shitless. Especially since Ella starts crying. God this girl is moody.
 
   “Ella, no,” I whisper. 
 
   The shadows around us halt in the fog. 
 
   “Stupid kid,” Caesar says, unloading shells in every direction. 
 
   The infected appear and disappear as they’re blown away by the power of Caesar’s boomstick. 
 
   I dispense round after round, clearing a path. 
 
   Ella screams from the noise. She’s nearly louder than some of the infected. I’d give my current celibacy for the goddam binky I lost. 
 
   A gnarly-haired glam-rock wannabe zombie gets close after I miss a few shots. The bastard is even wearing a cheesy bandana. Where the fuck is EdgeCrusher when I need him? I put the left hand gun in its snarling mouth and pull the trigger.
 
   Ella laughs.
 
   “Oh you like that?” I say.
 
   She continues to crack up as I do the same thing to some chuko undead in a bloody wifebeater. 
 
   This fog is full of gore.
 
   We run between cars on a street littered with wreckage, putting some distance between us and the horde. Soon we slow to a walk.
 
   “We need to get off the streets,” I say.
 
   “Lead the way, cabron.”
 
   As he motions with his gun, a car door flies open. A corpse about the size of a middle linebacker leaps onto Caesar. 
 
   Caesar drops his gun as they tumble to the ground. He pushes at the biting zombie’s face. “You motherfucker,” he says, kicking and kneeing at its huge frame, trying to grab at his gun.
 
   This is where the moral debate begins in my head. Should I save him? Sure has threatened me enough times. Saved my ass too. But do I owe the pecker this courtesy?
 
   “Help me,” he says.
 
   Ella is laughing her ass off.
 
   “Goddam it, help me,” Caesar says.
 
   The zombie really is about to chew his way through Caesar’s face.
 
   I kick the slimy fucker in the eye socket as hard as I can.
 
   It loses grip on Caesar.
 
   Caesar scrambles to his feet and grabs his boomstick. The long barrel of his gun slams down on the head of the corpse, pinning it to the ground. 
 
   “Suck on this, zombie-cabra,” he says, shooting a giant hole in the zombie. Blood and brain matter cover Caesar’s tan suit pants. 
 
   “That son of a bitch,” he says.
 
   I’m at the glass door of a minimart. “Caesar over here,” I yell.
 
   Of course the door is locked even though it says ‘Open 24 Hours’ (You get the irony). Fucking apocalypse. 
 
   Caesar pushes me out of the way, lifts his shotgun and shatters the door with a single blast. 
 
   Soon as I’m inside I shove a soda machine in front of the entry. When I’m done I see the shotgun is pointed at my chest. I don’t have time to level a gun at him.
 
   “You pointing that at Ella or me?”
 
   “Maybe the both of you.”
 
   “You were a kid once. Quit being a hater.”
 
   “I am sick of that kid crying one minute and laughing the next.”
 
   “Something wrong with a sense of humor?”
 
   “She nearly got us killed.”
 
   “So now you’re a baby killer? Real smart. Just obliterate our future why don’t you?”
 
                 “Why do you care so much for this child? She’s not even yours.”
 
   “I have my reasons. You have no say over her life. She’s coming with us, or you’re on your own.”
 
   Is this guy a heartless asshole or what? And I thought I was bitter after losing Kathy.
 
   Caesar takes a breath before pointing the gun at the ceiling. “I’ve wasted enough ammo out on the street. You’re not worth another shell.”
 
   He walks over to the counter and places his shotgun and bag on top of it. “I need a drink,” he says. 
 
   I take a seat on the floor with Ella. She’s quiet again. I know she’ll be hungry soon. 
 
   Where we go from here is anyone’s guess.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7
 
   Undead Nightmare 
 
    
 
   As Caesar munches on tasty a microwave burrito, I wrap a diaper into an inedible stuffed dish from a pile of shit that squirted out Ella’s ass. Nom nom.
 
   I’m a terrible father figure. I know this.
 
   The soda machine, shelving combo has worked out remarkably well as a barrier, holding out a herd of undead, who smash their decomposing faces against the glass and our makeshift wall as if even poopy-ass Ella is a rock star. 
 
   “You’re the next Lady Gaga,” I say.
 
   Caesar walks up as I toss the diaper and grab a day-old donut from one of the food boxes. I can’t tell if he wants to kill us or is jealous I’ve just taught Ella how to do a high five.
 
   “About how far do you think we are from El Cortez?” he asks.
 
   “Not too sure. It’s pretty foggy out there still. If we’re lucky then we might get close enough to reach it today.”
 
   “We’ll depart as soon as the fog lifts. Make sure that baby is no longer a nuisance.”
 
   Like I can control her laughing or shitting. “You just keep your pistol in your pants.”
 
   Caesar’s eyes narrow.
 
   Oh fuck.
 
   A huge smile stretches across his face.
 
   This is fucking it.
 
   He laughs and slaps me on the shoulder. “This is what I like about you, cabron. Nothing holds you back. Just get us the fuck out of here soon.”
 
                 Caesar walks over to the restroom as I bring another stale donut to the register counter. I put Ella in an empty box by a display of Monster energy drinks. Somehow the word MONSTER seems fitting. This kid would be nuts with a gun.
 
   While scanning the room I notice a laptop on one of the shelves. It comes to mind that the Internet could still be working. What would the web have to say about sunny San Diego? Could there even be WiFi in this shithole of a store? 
 
   The computer boots and doesn’t ask for a password (thank God) and instantly goes to the desktop. Amazingly I’m able to access the Internet and get everything from YouTube to Yahoo!. 
 
   On every news site is some expert talking head, a zombie analyst who has watched a movie, been an undead extra or wrote a graphic novel about a zombie apocalypse. None of them have any concrete answers, just conflicting theories. Zombies can think. Zombies can’t think. Zombies can be cured. Zombies can’t be cured. Zombies can be turned into slaves. Zombies will decay in the rain. They will run out of food. They will turn vegetarian and live forever. They can love. They can hate. San Diego will be rescued. It won’t be rescued. It will be Escape From San Diego, a take-off from the old cheesy movie franchise. We need to be nuked. We need to be cleansed. An antidote can be made from frog cells, from chicken cells, from dog cells, from survivor cells, from orchids, cheeseburgers, clouds, from zombie cells . . . It’s all bullshit because none of these jackasses have even been around the real thing like I have. Where are the survivors? Where are the military experts? The scientists? Don’t tell me that America is making money off this suck-ass infestation of undead? This is really pissing me off. 
 
   Then I turn to social media.
 
   Tweets are blowing up with people begging for help, whether they’re in the thick of it all or not. Others beg for donations. It’s a wasteland of virtual cardboard signs on every corner. I decide to tweet too. I have a baby now. Found her outside Starbucks. #FTW. 
 
   Then videos start popping up, but due to their graphic content (this is what YouTube says) they’re taken down. Is the apocalypse being suppressed? What are viewers missing? Videos of people dying in a million different ways is all: infection, guns, knives, bombs . . . 
 
   After getting my digital fill of monkey piss I google El Cortez. Old hotel turned into condos. Great, more condos. Turns out to be some relic of ancient San Diego (1950s). Why does Caesar want to get there so bad? All I can think is this is a horror film, and the El Cortez is a perfect backdrop. 
 
   “We need supplies,” I tell Caesar. “Got anything cool in your bag?”
 
   “Guns and ammo, cabron.” 
 
   “We need first-aid kits, food, water and flashlights. Light won’t last around here much longer. I predict the grid will die today.”
 
   I grab diapers and pre-made formula refills. Caesar grabs the rest.
 
   We load the bags and guns.
 
   “It’s go time,” Caesar says. 
 
   “El Cortez or bust.”
 
                 I strap Ella to my chest and we’re ready.
 
   We’re at the back door of the convenience store. Can’t see any fog. Caesar has a cigarette in his mouth. His shotgun is in one hand and machete in the other.
 
   I’m chomping on minty gum. Though my manhood feels a little limp, I like to think I look like Brad Pitt in a tabloid image, lugging one of his kids around. 
 
   Then again, never mind.
 
   Caesar kicks open the door and jams his machete through the neck of the nearest infected loser. He severs the spinal cord and the once-walking corpse folds to the ground. What’s sick is it still tries to bite us. 
 
   Where’s a baseball bat when you need one?
 
   Even while wearing his gun bag over his shoulders, Caesar must be in great shape, because his ass can move. I can barely keep up. 
 
   Only two other zombies are in our path: a couple of teenage boys who look like they hadn’t gotten laid before their time was up. Caesar easily chops his way through them. 
 
   Sorry dudes. Maybe next life.
 
   Now Caesar takes up the rear as the baby and I take the lead. She’s asleep, which is fine with me since her oh-my-god-that-was-a-cool-zombie-kill laugh creeps me the fuck out. 
 
   It’s eerie walking down a street where there are no living souls. Downtown San Diego on a day like this is usually flooded with cars and pedestrians. All I see is burned-out cars and body parts. Smells like the fucking end of the world, that’s for sure. Did I mention I have a bandana around my face and it doesn’t kill this smell? I feel fucking sick.
 
   As we continue I can see two Hummers in the shadows of two large office buildings. Must be the two assholes I spotted the other day. When we get to them we find bodies and bullet casings. Why the hell didn’t these dudes seek cover in one of the buildings? 
 
   Their remains are smeared in the street.
 
   “Look around for anything useful,” Caesar says. “I’ll check the Hummers. You inspect the bodies.”
 
   I quickly realize this job sucks. Who the fuck cleans battlefields? I don’t want that shit job. In fact, I’m going on the record right now to say everything about death sucks. I want to die in my sleep, or while having a massive orgasm. Can’t say I’m going to get so lucky. Who does? I’m more likely to piss and shit myself in the process, especially if it’s out here with the fucking teethers of the apocalypse. 
 
   The air is so thick with rank death, I swear I can bite chunks from it. I can’t find anything anyway. No usable weapons. Everything has been picked over.
 
   Just my luck, I spot the butt end of an assault rifle under the body of a soldier stuck beneath the remains of a poor bastard whose head is half gone. I drag him by the shoe off the soldier.
 
   When I reach for the rifle I nearly shit myself as the soldier grabs me with three fingers (two are missing).
 
   “Wait,” he says, gurgling blood.
 
   Oh shit, a fucking ZID. I take a moment to calm myself from him almost tearing off my arm. 
 
   “I saw you walking up,” he says. “The man with you, his name is Caesar Valdez.”
 
   “Yeah, drug lord, I know all this.”
 
   “Our unit was sent in to apprehend him. We were forced to fight off survivors trying to overrun the Hummers. The infected came. The dead chased the remainder of the survivors north.”
 
   The soldier grunts. He isn’t going to last much longer.
 
   “Valdez is connected to the outbreak.”
 
   Holy fucking shit. Jackpot. Level 7.
 
   “I got a baby on my back and every undead dick trying to eat me inside-out,” I say. “I’m no hero.”
 
   “Take my com with you. It’s on my side. Radio in. Tell them you have Lobo. They’ll help you. They’ll get you out of here . . .”
 
   Now this guy is telling me something I want to hear. I grab his radio and shove it in my pocket. Then something happens in his eyes. They turn red and he gets a grimace like he’s trying to fight the Devil from the inside. Fucker is starting to turn.
 
   I pick up the gun. It’s an M-16. “Oh what’s this,” I say, noticing two grenades on the ground too. The little boy inside me who wants to blow shit up takes over. I pick them up and shove one in my pocket. The other I stare at. This is a power I’ve never felt before. I could even rule the world. 
 
   Fuck if I didn’t just forget about the soldier turning. 
 
   He grabs my arm. 
 
   A noise exits my mouth as if some little girl is living in my stomach. 
 
   For having only three fingers left, the zombie-soldier’s grip feels like a pit bull. I scream and try to pull away. 
 
   Ella decides to join the fun by crying and throwing a fit. 
 
   I’m so freaked out I piss myself (just a little, not full-on) and pull the grenade pin (dumb ass move of the apocalypse). 
 
   This is my dilemma:
 
   1) I’m being grabbed by a zombie. 
 
   2) I’m clutching a live grenade. 
 
   3) I have a baby on my back (who is manic and flips from crying to laughing). 
 
   4) I’m shaking so bad the grenade drops from my hand into the corpse’s mouth. 
 
   5) What the fuck do I do?
 
   All of a sudden I’m in video game that has been stored in my cerebral cortex or some shit like that. With my right foot I kick into the zombie soldier’s elbow, snapping it in two. He loses grip. My other foot stomps the grenade deep into the zombie’s throat. I bust all his teeth. Doesn’t matter. I run toward the closest Hummer, where Caesar, with a puzzled expression, is climbing out to see why I’m bitching. He jumps with me and insanely-laughing Ella to the other side of the Hummer just as the grenade explodes. 
 
   Body parts and concrete fall as unspent bullets detonate into walls and windows. The shock from the blast rocks the Hummer in our direction. 
 
   Caesar looks at me as he jams a finger in his ear to try and dig the ringing out of it. “What just happened?” he says.
 
   I examine Ella and explain (well not everything) about the soldier zombie.
 
   Caesar blankly accepts my explanation. 
 
   We both get to our feet and gather our things. I’m not sure how it happened, but the diaper bag is still intact, shielded somehow by the exploding soldier. I’m just glad it’s still here and wipe off some of the goo splattered on it.
 
   I slip the other grenade inside, hiding it from Caesar, and put the bag over my shoulder. Other bodies, with various parts blown off, have started to re-animate. A head attached to half of a torso pulls itself out of a small crater. One zombie is missing a face. No eyes, nose or mouth, just a hollow cavity. Even its ears are gone.
 
   We make it north about four blocks when something occurs to me. The zombie-soldier mentioned a large group of undead traveling in this same direction. What if they heard the explosion and are now doubling back? This is one time I wish I was wrong. But then about a block ahead of us I spot hundreds of the infected coming our way. 
 
   Caesar opens a car door, chucks his bag in, then ducks inside. 
 
   When Ella and I run up he has already locked it.
 
   “You fucking asshole,” I whisper.
 
   There isn’t a whole lot of options left. I go over to a tanker truck and climb to the top using a side ladder. I lay flat and cradle the baby. “You better be quiet or we’re toast,” I say. 
 
   Ella snorts and pulls on my ear. Hurts like a motherfucker.
 
   Zombies slowly pass. 
 
   I’m peeking over the top when I notice Caesar isn’t alone in his car. He struggles with someone in the back seat. 
 
   Zombies near the car aren’t paying much attention. Would you? After a few grueling minutes of sheer terror, the horde has finely passed. We head back down to street level and run over to help Caesar who seems like he has stopped fighting. The door is now unlocked. Inside is Jessica.
 
   “I thought you died,” I say.
 
   “I was fine until el Mexico jumped in my car and scared me. Thought he was one of them, so I attacked.”
 
   “Stupid bitch. You nearly scratched my eyes out,” Caesar says.
 
   “You would have deserved it, you heartless tool.”
 
   “Calm down,” I say. “You’re going to attract the dead.”
 
   “I’m tired of wasting all this time,” Caesar says, pulling his bag out of the car. He begins to walk away.
 
   “Where’s Jane,” I ask Jessica.
 
   She starts to cry then catches herself. “They got her back at the condos.” She puts her backpack on and takes a drink of water before we catch up to Caesar. 
 
   Deep down I never truly allowed myself to believe she was dead. Picturing all those body parts in the elevator and thinking some of them were hers just made me feel sad and lonely. Now here she is and she seems like a girl who pursues what she wants and says what’s on her mind. I like that. Sorta like me in a sense. Sure wouldn’t mind knowing her if we survive this shit, especially if Kathy were to see us making out. Is that too much to ask?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8
 
   Day Z
 
    
 
   The third night of the outbreak is fast approaching. We’ve just become a threesome that I would never want to see in a pornographic scenario (We’re really three and a half, but I’m not sick. Ella’s a baby! On another note, I do wonder if Ella is doomed to become a mental case when I get her to safety. Will she grow up killing guinea pigs and kitties for fun? Sure loves splattered zombie brains. You can’t just shoot heads off dolls. Or can you? Maybe she’ll become some kind of cool-chick mercenary at like twelve years of age. A real child warrior. All I know is, she better not become some foo-foo Disney princess after all this). 
 
   Here’s the bad news (in case you’re wondering): the zombie population is growing. They’re on every street corner now. This is worse than San Diego’s homeless problem. There was never this many mental cases on the street, although I’m pretty sure a couple of dudes we just killed are bums I gave a six pack of Coors to last weekend. 
 
   The good news? We’re just outside the El Cortez. I’m hoping this is the end of this dumbass journey and I can finally get out of here with a lot of extra money in my pocket.
 
   Named after some asshole Spanish conquistador who destroyed the Aztec empire, the El Cortez is creepy-looking, Spanish-Colonial-Revival-style, fourteen-stories tall, and has a red-lit neon sign on top of its uppermost tier. It has two angular, inward-facing wings, a middle three-tier structure, a garden, and surrounding the property are burnt palm trees with crispy undead tied to them. One tree still burns like a huge candle.
 
   “Well, Caesar, we’re here,” I say.
 
   Caesar’s eyes drift to the building, then like something just spooked the fuck out of him, he takes off running, leaving Jessica, me and the baby across the street. 
 
   “What the fuck?” I say, running after him. “That dude owes me money.” 
 
   Jessica follows close behind. 
 
   We catch up to Caesar, who is tugging on the large front door. It won’t budge. He backs away. “I have to get inside,” he says.
 
   No shit? Somebody just got desperate. 
 
   Just above the door is a crest with some kind of hawk on it and the words: SEA BIENVENIDA. 
 
   I ask what it means.
 
   “Be welcome,” he says.
 
   Caesar breaks a window to the right of the door and climbs in. 
 
   We follow. 
 
   The giant lobby is well lit because of all the windows and open space. But I’m not here for the art deco. I carefully watch for any other assholes who might be in the room.
 
   Caesar pulls a paper from his pocket, reads over it, then puts it back in his pants.
 
   “Where we going?” I ask. 
 
   Jessica is even more confused. 
 
   I shrug at her.
 
   Caesar walks over to the elevator. “Thank you, Mr. Seth for helping me get here. I’ll pay you on the fourteenth floor.” 
 
   We all get in and up we go. We steadily climb the first few floors. The elevator creaks.
 
   “Where we going? This hotel is creepy as hell,” Jessica says.
 
   “You’re telling me?” I say. “You’d think some people would be alive in here. I didn’t see anyone down in the lobby.”
 
   “So we’re just going to the fourteenth?”
 
   “You heard the man,” I say.
 
   We get past the tenth floor when the power kicks out. Everything goes black. Also smells like Ella just took a shit in her diaper. 
 
   “This is perfect,” I say.
 
   Ella giggles and smacks me in the face trying to give me a high five.
 
   “Speak for yourself, cabron,” Caesar says. “We need to get out of here.”
 
   “I don’t like elevators,” Jessica says.
 
   Luckily we have flashlights. I flick one on. 
 
   Ella is still smacking me. I guess she doesn’t like her shit either.
 
   Caesar inspects the elevator for a way out.
 
   Changing a crappy diaper in an enclosed space sucks, but I do it. Ella doesn’t mind. The smell, however, seeps into us, adding to the smoky, dead zombie odor we already reek. 
 
   “Shine some light over here,” Caesar says, handing Jessica his flashlight.
 
   He pulls out his machete and jams it in the door, trying to pry the elevator open. 
 
   I wrap the diaper in a baby onesie, hoping the smell gets trapped, then toss it to the corner. 
 
   Turns out the elevator stopped between floors. We poke our heads out the door, shining our lights down the small portion we can see of the fourteenth floor. The hall appears to be clear. The thirteenth is not so friendly. Arms reach into the elevator, grabbing at our feet and ankles. 
 
   Jessica screams, backing up against the wall of the elevator. 
 
   Caesar stomps at arms and hands like a madman, then chops off several limps with his machete. I try to keep my balance as infected blood spills all over the floor of the elevator.
 
   “We need to get out of here,” I say
 
   Caesar nods, tossing his bag to the upper floor. He crawls out after I give him a lift. 
 
   I hand him Ella and the diaper bag. 
 
   “This is the last time I touch this child,” he says.
 
   “Just help me up,” I say, scrambling out.
 
   Jessica is pressed against the wall.
 
   “Come on,” I say, turning to help. “We need to get out of here.”
 
   “What if the elevator moves? I’ll get cut in half.”
 
   “Those zombies will do more than cut you in half if they get in. Take my hand.”
 
   Jessica slowly reaches out. As she does I glance over to the baby. I’m caught off guard when I see a set of legs that aren’t Caesar’s. 
 
   “What the fuck?” I say.  
 
   Grey hands grab Ella’s carrier and lift it. 
 
   My heart jumps into my throat. “Let her go, you undead fuck!” I try to get to the baby but Jessica won’t let go. 
 
   “Don’t drop me!” she screams. 
 
   “The baby!” I yell.
 
   Blood splashes on the zombie’s worn-out sneakers. 
 
   “You fucker,” I cry.
 
   Jessica falls back, terrified, hitting her head against the back of the elevator. 
 
   “You’re the reason Ella’s dead,” I scream at her.
 
   She curls into a ball and cries. “No.”
 
   My mouth can’t form words though I still want to scream. If this bitch wasn’t so scared, that corpse would be eating the barrel of my gun and not my Ella. 
 
   I slowly get up to face the zombie.
 
   I raise the light as I hear the growl of the zombie and the thud of a body part hitting the floor. I expect to see a part of Ella’s little body. Instead the zombie’s head lies there staring at me as its body falls to the carpet. 
 
   “Come get your child,” Caesar says, wiping the blade of his machete.
 
   Ella, next to the diaper bag, sees the zombie head and starts giggling.
 
   I grab Ella and give her a hug. “You stupid little shit,” I say. “Don’t scare me like that.”
 
   Ella coos and reaches toward the zombie head.
 
   “You can’t have that,” I say.
 
   Caesar helps Jessica out of the elevator. 
 
   “I’m so happy she’s alive,” Jessica says. “If I hadn’t froze . . .”
 
                 “Don’t worry about it,” I say, still pissed off, but happy to have this little baby hanging from the front of me again.
 
   Caesar opens a glass door leading to the stairs as Jessica pulls diaper bag over her shoulder. We begin our hike upwards to the fourteenth floor, ascending staircase after staircase. 
 
   It scares me to think how angry I just was. I wanted to shoot her. Seriously. Between the eyes. Is this what all this killing has done to me? Am I a loose cannon? A serial killer of the worst kind? I kill what’s already dead. Will I always be able to tell the difference between what’s alive or not? Will I just kill anyone in my way? And why did Caesar save Ella? The bastard hates kids. If that soldier was right, maybe Caesar hates all humanity. I guess he needs me a little while longer. Though I’m really getting tired of all his bullshit.
 
   “This is it,” Caesar says, pulling out a key and unlocking a door. 
 
   Our feet echo against the hardwood. We’re in one of the penthouses. The windows reveal a breathtaking view of the city and bay. 
 
   Ella is asleep, so I lay her on a couch.
 
   Caesar walks over to a table and picks up a letter. After reading it, he drops the letter back on the table and heads to a hallway. While he’s out of sight I look at the paper. I’m beginning to understand why he wanted to get here so badly.
 
    
 
   Dad,
 
   I won’t be here when you arrive. Marco and I are evacuating before things get worse. I know you asked us to wait, but Marco thinks it’s best if we leave right away. I think he’s right. We’re still going to head for Bakersfield just as you planned. Will get there by car instead of flying. I love you. Hope you’re okay. Thank you for letting us know what was coming. The favor you asked of Marco is finished. He says it’s in the study. Wish I could say more, but he’s pulling me away as I write this. Take care. I hope to see you soon.
 
    
 
   Love,
 
   Hanna.
 
    
 
   “Seth,” Jessica says, looking out the window. “You have to see this.” 
 
   I walk over to the window and search northward. Freeway lanes and city streets are filled with abandoned cars. Everything and everyone either is pale blue in the moonlight, or reflecting red-orange from fires everywhere. 
 
   Tens of thousands of undead make their way north. 
 
   “Why the hell are they migrating?” I say. 
 
   Bullets with chasers tear through the night sky. Explosions rumble and flash. It’s obvious from here that a major war is going down. Humanity is fighting against a shadow of itself. If the common cold can bring us down, what can this kind of infection do? These people aren’t turning back. You can’t recover from this. So what happens if more cities get run over? What’s the tipping point?
 
   “We’re stuck behind enemy lines,” I say. “No one can get through that.”
 
   Caesar comes back into the living room. “I’ve witnessed some brutal battles in Mexico,” he says. “Nothing like this. In all of my days, I’ve never seen such a sight.”
 
   “We’re lucky to have got in here,” Jessica says.
 
   “I hope your daughter made it out okay,” I say to Caesar. 
 
   “I’m sure she’s alright. They got out. I know they did.”
 
   “Phones stopped working a long time ago,” Jessica says.
 
   Caesar makes his way out of the room. “Sleep where you like,” he says, shutting the door behind him. 
 
   We find some candles to light and put them around the room.
 
   “That’s better,” Jessica says. “A little light makes me less terrified. Is he going to pay you soon?”
 
   “I don’t care about the money,” I say. “Not after seeing that horde on the freeway. I just want to get out of here alive.” I feel for the com, reassuring myself that it’s still in my pocket. 
 
   “We still would have to find a way out of this building, let alone a way past the freeway. There has to be thousands of them. We need a boat.”
 
   I start rummaging through shelves.
 
   “What are you looking for?” Jessica asks.
 
   “A drink.” 
 
   I find a good deal of tequila and vodka. The fridge has fruit juice. It’s not super cold, but isn’t hot. Once the drinks are mixed I walk them over to Jessica. 
 
   She sits by the window. The scented candle in the middle of the table smells like cinnamon and strawberries.
 
   “How are you holding up?” I ask, trying to sound like I care.
 
   “I hope you’ve forgiven me for not being brave at the elevator.”
 
   I tell her I do, which of course is only true because Ella is alive. We both take a drink, which is followed by a silent awkwardness. Moments like this remind me of running into people I know at the store. The first time you see each other there’s all the uncomfortable small talk. The second time you’re forced to have a conversation followed by a lame joke: ‘Oh, look we both need milk. That’s funny.’ It’s not.
 
   After we finish our drinks, we move from the table to the couch and I rub her shoulders. In a bizarre way, the explosions and gunfire outside is more reassuring than touching her. Just the thought that there are people still fighting and surviving makes me feel like we have a chance. 
 
   Jessica snuggles close. We share a blanket and the aroma of a nauseously sweet scented candle. I run my fingers through her hair and she falls asleep. A few minutes later I do too.
 
   I don’t know what time it is when a far-off explosion rattles the windows. Unable to fall back asleep I gently move Jessica’s head to the cushions. Ella is sound asleep as I pick up my flashlight and head to the kitchen. On my way back with a bottle of water I see the study door is open. Curiosity wins me over and I take a peek inside. 
 
   A cherrywood desk takes up the middle of the room. There are also chairs, lots of shelves, piles of paper, a computer and a large-ass supply of chemistry equipment on a table in the corner. I take a closer inspection and accidentally kick Caesar’s bag that he’s so protective over. 
 
   “What dirty secrets are you keeping in here?” I whisper, pulling open the zipper, trying not to make any noise. 
 
   Not quite sure what I expect to find in a bag full of guns except more guns and ammunition. That is until my fingers run across another zipper inside the bag. I open it, feeling around, and come across an old book.
 
   I walk over to the desk to examine the manuscript a bit closer. The hard cover is black except for an insignia in the middle: an eagle clutching a red circle surrounding a black swastika. 
 
   This shit just got weird. 
 
   Why is a Mexican cartel dude holding a Nazi notebook? 
 
   I quickly flip through. It’s written in German and English and includes notes from the 1970s, many of them recollecting 1940s death camp experiments. I can read some German (my favorite country to drink in when I was backpacking) so I try to make sense of it as it reads like scenes from that old paranormal computer game about Castle Wolfenstein. 
 
   Noises from outside are disorienting. Is someone shuffling down the hall? I look around for Caesar and start to put the book down. If he catches me he’s going to more than just beat my ass. He’s going to gut me with that fucking machete. Then again, that asshole is probably sleeping harder than Ella.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9
 
   Journal of Dr. Joseph Mengele
 
   April 6, 1975
 
   Recently acquired knowledge and inspiration from the viewing of certain horror films and reading of fiction, I’ve again become fascinated with the concept of immortality. 
 
   I decided to revisit and continue research I began in Auschwitz more than thirty years ago during a project codenamed Prometheus. This journal is being kept to chronologically log notes on related experiments. 
 
   I feel it also necessary to recall to the best of my memory the events that occurred within Auschwitz while Prometheus was being conducted. I have scraps of dates in my memory I have jotted down over the years and will compile some of those here. This journal will work as a reference in hopes of revealing details I may have otherwise forgotten or overlooked throughout my research. 
 
   All of my original notes were lost while fleeing Auschwitz in 1945. Records of past experiments were either destroyed or have fallen into enemy hands.
 
    
 
                 Spring 1944
 
   During the spring of 1944 I was asked in secret by Commander Eichmann to research the concept of an indestructible soldier. At first this task seemed to me a scientific impossibility. I didn’t know how to preserve a life indefinitely or to make one with stronger regenerative properties. Could bullet wounds one day heal themselves? I inevitably came to the understanding that death itself would mark the best beginning for such a scientific expedition into immortality-genetics, and possibly, any supernatural explanations for entrapping the human soul within super-regenerative tissue. I and my team would examine specimens, all on the verge of death, to determine, utilizing an analysis of fading brain functions and the mathematical probability of electro-aura, physical-to-spiritual transference, and whether an afterlife existed, and if so, would it be possible to bring someone back from such a place? The hypothesis of an afterlife however became inconclusive, though the aspects of returning from the dead, well, that is another matter entirely.
 
   Feeling at a loss, and finding out I was not the only scientist asked to perform this task, I continued my experiments of heritage traits within twins, not giving much thought on Eichmann’s request. This was until several days later when I came across a little girl who began to tell me the tale of “Frankenstein”. She had read the story to her sister the night before. I was no stranger to the book. It was a story far from my thoughts, though about re-animated tissues, for I’d only read it as a young boy.
 
   I ordered an SS officer to confiscate her books. While doing so they happened upon two titles hidden in the little girl’s barracks. The first, Mary Shelley’s “Frankenstein,” the other, “Dracula” by Bram Stoker. The reading of both tales began to spark my imagination of many possibilities. I was consumed by the thought of achieving re-animation and prolonged life, so that not only could someone come back from the dead, but might live forever. Do I dare say it’s something I want for myself?
 
   After a visit with Eichmann, explaining to him my idea was not exactly what he requested, he nevertheless agreed. The concept of immortality was in the best interest of the Fuhrer. He granted me any equipment I might need to furnish my new laboratory, tasking one of his advisers to collect any information I requested. 
 
   I soon received many notes and books on the science of Galvanism (or better known in this modern day as Electro-physiology). We then began on project Prometheus. After a stretch of trial and error, in which many lives were terminated for the project, we finely succeeded in resurrecting a deceased prisoner dubbed subject L2036, (he originally expired after being exposed within one of our gas facilities). Of course, I expanded upon Galvanism by utilizing a number of other methods on L2036, who was resurrected by use of electroshock therapy, chemical injections, DNA-inhibitors, age-suppressors, and a system of magnetic stabilizers embedded in the cerebellum as well as in the pituitary and pineal glands, which are known to secrete massive amounts of Dimethyltryptamine (DMT) during death, or near death, and are known contributors to near-death experiences. Thank goodness for Manske’s research. I’d met him in Munich in the 1930s, not long after he synthesized DMT. This neurotransmitter of the soul is what most scientists merely consider a hallucinogenic compound. I believe it’s a link to near-death experiences, which makes the natural psychedelic an untapped gateway to resurrection. I believe DMT is within the plant kingdom too, but do not have the resources to conduct such experiments. We all die, do we not? Unfortunately, we were only able to stabilize the vital signs of L2036 for 3.7 hours before he expired.
 
   We conducted the same procedure on a number of other corpses. Results varied dramatically between resurrecting a subject that had only been deceased for a few minutes with one that had been dead for upwards of a day. The longer a corpse remained dead, the more brain damage ensued upon resurrection. Specimens lost self-awareness, only retaining the most basic of functions. In some cases where the subjects were placed in holding cells with other prisoners, prisoners would get violently attacked, bitten, and their flesh eaten.
 
   In cases of using the procedure on gunshot or open-wound victims, I made a rather astonishing discovery. Wounds healed more rapidly on the resurrected than on the living. Injuries that took weeks and months to mend were doing so in just a number of hours. I continued these types of experiments for almost a year. Consistently, old wounds healed rapidly. Death, however, soon returned, which I note, is partly do to the psychosis that is placed on the resurrected, as well as the difficulty in suppressing experiences with the disreality of death experiences. 
 
   It wasn’t until 1945 with news of the Red Army closing in on our position in a matter of days, that Prometheus was halted. Damn the Russians. They made great subjects.
 
    
 
                 Sometime in the 1960s
 
   Since settling in Sao Paulo, I began to visit movie houses as a distraction from a constant state of paranoia of being hunted. After a close friend was apprehended, my paranoia magnified. 
 
   Why do I bring this up? While enduring a marathon of horror movies, I saw “Night of the Living Dead”. The content matter of the film with these zombies intrigued me greatly. The creatures reminded me of the unstable subjects created through Prometheus, though the film portrayed them as walking dead. In pursuing more knowledge about the concept of the film my search lead me to the novel, “I am Legend”. A revelation occurred to me upon reading it that Galvanism was not only solution in achieving immortality, but that something on a more viral level could achieve the desired outcome.
 
   Prometheus was a titan that Zeus entrusted to create mankind. When Zeus punished the titan for crimes against the King of the Gods, Prometheus was bound to a rock while a great eagle ate a piece of his liver each day. Since Prometheus was immortal, his liver grew back each night before being eaten again the next day. A remarkable organ, the liver is capable of regeneration. If the entire human body was capable of regeneration also, then I believe this new ability would conquer aging and death. The key to this kind of regeneration I’m convinced can be further found in the human brain and immune system—an area I had already partially begun to explore. I decided to attempt to create a virus capable of causing an antibody against “death”. 
 
    
 
   April 17, 1975
 
   As I was traveling to Bertioga to visit the coastline, I came upon a creek bed forty-five minutes into my drive. When taking notice of it, I was compelled to take a walk. After hiking for a while I came across a lone fireplace in the woods. It must have burned down many years ago. As I began to inspect the area, I stumbled upon a door that lay flush with the ground. Inside was a cellar completely untouched by fire. I believe this fate has brought me to my new laboratory.
 
    
 
   April 30, 1975
 
   After hiring a few locals to help in demolishing the remaining fireplace, I had them cover the old foundation with dirt to hide the location from any wanderers. They also helped in moving equipment and aided in hooking up some auxiliary power from a nearby power line. To thank them for their work, I have deemed them worthy to be the first in experiencing my new research first hand. They are being given the chance to be immortal by being a part of history. What more could a man ever be ask to be paid for his labor? Of course, they don’t know this. I capture and sedate them one by one . . .
 
    
 
   May 3, 1975
 
   I began to study the anatomy of vampire bats endemic to Brazil. I find it very puzzling that a fictional character such as Dracula holds so much in common with creatures that only exist on the other side of the world. Their saliva holds properties that break down blood compounds. One of the bats I captured is infected with a virulent strain of rabies.
 
    
 
   May 4, 1975
 
   Today while feeding my subjects lunch I infected each of them with a variation of the rabies virus found within the vampire bat. How did I mutate the virus? I used some of my previous research: DNA-inhibitors, age-suppressors, and a new synthetic version of DMT derived from the pituitaries of humans and bats. By controlling each of the subjects’ meals (each subject is male and the same height and body type) I’ve been able to get all three to similar weights. Each subject has been given equal amounts of the virus and placed in one cage to make room for more subjects who maybe acquired soon.
 
    
 
   May 20, 1975
 
   One of the men died overnight, killed by the other two who became violent and confused. I decided to terminate their resurrection and begin autopsies. I already have replacement subjects within captivity ready for testing.
 
    
 
   May 21, 1975
 
   After taking a closer look at the first man who died by the hands of his peers I found the virus affected his immune system differently than the other two subjects. It appears his body was actively creating antibodies against the rabies virus. He might have survived the infection had he been isolated in another cage. I’ve taken several samples of LV1711’s blood for further analyses.
 
    
 
   January 2, 1979
 
   I’ve found a set of triplets to conduct what I hope will be the final phase of my research: J653, J654 and J655. I refer to them as the Sisters. I’ve also narrowed my efforts and research to three separate solutions. Two are viral in nature. The third is a synthetic formula I’ve labeled Infamy (a derivative of new theories, experiments and formulas fused with those connected to DMT solutions I implemented nearly forty years ago). 
 
   J653 (or Lucy as she is known by her sisters) will be given one of the viral samples I’ve produced using Meningitis and a compound that produces a chemical reaction upon death that gives off a large static discharge. This is to restart the body much like my experiments with Prometheus. J654 (or Mina) will be given the Infamy sample. In past uses of Infamy, subjects exhibited signs similar to that of LSD users, only more combative forms of hallucinations, even in small doses. Its true purpose is only revealed after the subject experiences death. This is in reference to my experiments with Infamy in the previous year. J655 (or Carmilla) will be given the hybrid sample of rabies and another compound to aid in the body’s production of antibodies. I’m confident the solution to immortality will be found within these J6 trials.
 
    
 
   January 4, 1979
 
   I’ve injected J653 with the Meningitis sample. Allowing time for the virus to take hold before inducing death to evaluate the effects. The desired result? That her body will be able to conduct an electrical current capable off restarting her heart, revive brain functions, and that her body will be stimulated in rapid cellular regeneration.
 
    
 
   January 7, 1979
 
   J653 resulted in complete failure. Lucy experienced such excruciating pain throughout her stomach, along her spinal cord, and into her frontal lobes that she hung herself in her cell. This was reported to me by the two remaining sisters after I took care of the situation with the fire. The compound provided to be extremely unstable. Once her body reached the point of death the compound produced enough voltage to cause the body to internally combust. The fire spread from the bed to some of my equipment that will now have to be replaced before I can continue further with my research. Scheisse!
 
    
 
   January 14, 1979
 
   I have acquired more test subjects for further trials. To make up for lost time I will inject both sisters today instead of individually as planned before. After J654 (Mina) is injected with Infamy I will end her life to begin the process of a viral mutation within her brainstem. The desired response is that the narcotic will mutate cells in key location of the body helping reanimate. What I hope occurs is the generation of what I theorize as the Immortality Antibody. I predict Mina will become brain dead through the procedure, but her body will remain functional. I will extract the IA for tests on the laborers who help in replacing my equipment. J655 (Carmilla) injection is a trial of patience. No death is involved, just a daily analysis of her blood and antibody production.
 
    
 
   January 22, 1979
 
             Another setback has been caused by a series of unfortunate events occurring several days ago. During the reanimation process, Infamy produced a result I was not expecting. To eliminate any kind of confusion, I will refer to the test subjects by their names and not their test numbers. I was prepping Mina for autopsy, assuming her body rejected resurrection. Infamy, I had thought, was a complete failure. The regenerative drug would need further analysis before any remaining trials could be conducted. However, I quickly learned that my assumption was wrong. Mina sprang from the autopsy table with such force she knocked me to the ground. Seeing Mina up and around, Carmilla began to call her over to the cages in hope that she and the others might be freed. Mina approached Carmilla’s cell first. As Carmilla reached out for her sister, Mina grabbed and bit through the flesh of Carmilla’s forearm. Carmilla entered a berserker sort of rage from the rabies virus I injected her with. She foamed at the mouth and screamed at her sister.
 
   By the time I was to my feet, Mina was at the holding cell of the laborers and happened to get a hold of one of the men’s legs. She rapidly and viciously bit the man. He did his best to kick her off. I grabbed a fire extinguisher and struck Mina in the back of the head causing her to collapse to the ground. She lay motionless for a minute before I decided to check her. Her pulse was still absent just as it was when she was placed on the table. She also wasn’t breathing so I couldn’t tell if the blow to her head had been fatal. I laid her back on the table, this time strapping her down.
 
   The man’s leg became infected almost instantly. His malnourished state from my neglect to properly feed him weakened his immune system. He died within ten minutes of the bite. The other two men begged to be let out of the cell. I ignored their requests, leaving them with the deceased. I drew several samples of Mina’s blood for further analysis. While doing so Mina again woke. She struggled to break free. After completing the sample extractions I immediately wheeled the table into her cell, leaving her restrained.
 
   Feeling exhausted from all the excitement I decided to rest for the remainder of the day at home. When I returned to the lab the next day I found the man who died from the leg bite up and walking. He had infected the other two men as well. Mina still lay restrained upon the table. She was struggling with the same intensity as when I left her. She also displayed no signs of fatigue. Checking in on Carmilla was rather a surprise. Though I was expecting the same result as the three labors, she on the other hand was still very cohesive and very much remains alive.
 
   The next few days were spent examining Mina, the laborers and the virus that had infected them. Though I had similar results with some of my past experiments in creating these zombies, I never created one that could reproduce and at such a rapid rate. I’ve found it rather entertaining to have stumbled across the creation of one of my favorite horror creatures. After an autopsy of the first man bitten I found out much about the new disease. 
 
   The Infamy virus resembles rabies. Much of the infection gathers within the saliva glands of the mouth, which is what allowed for the virus to spread rapidly from Mina’s bite to the man’s leg. The infected saliva entered the blood stream, then after an undetermined amount of time, caused cardiac arrest. Clusters of the virus were found in the brain and brain stem, sending electric impulses though the central nerves system to the muscles of the body. This causes the reanimation process I’ve been trying to achieve, but much like my patients in Auschwitz, they have lost self-awareness and any semblance of humanity. 
 
   The Infamy virus feeds off blood, using its host body to hunt and feed. Blood can be absorbed though the mouth, throat and stomach tissue of the host by the virus. When faced with starvation, the virus begins to attack the fat cells and muscles. Once blood is reintroduced back in to the circulatory system, the virus builds a protein that begins to repair damaged muscles. Infamy also makes it capable for the host body to survive the severing of any limb or organ (except the head). The virus immediately begins a clotting process to maintain preservation of the host body as a survival mechanism, unless a head wound occurs. Non-head wounds cannot heal. Reanimated bodies generally are in a state of decay. They can move normally as long as nerve and muscular tissue has not been severed.
 
   Hosts have experienced catastrophic sensory deprivation, including a more than ninety-nine-percent loss in tactile perception, making them immune to pain. When a body has lost one of the five senses, it’s been proven that the remaining senses become heightened in some manner. In the cases of the infected subject, they gain both heightened olfactory and auditory senses. If not for a lack of intelligence in those infected with Infamy, I would have produced the perfect predator.
 
    
 
   January 23, 1979
 
   Carmilla has healed from the hybrid strand of rabies I introduced into her system. She exhibits no signs of ever being infected by the virus and appears to be in better condition than she was before receiving the injection. Looking over my notes, I’ve neglected and simply overlooked her progress. The Infamy virus had struck me with such curiosity and fascination that my original purpose for the virus has currently lost its allure. I took a sample of Carmilla’s blood and found nothing out of the ordinary, which I find puzzling. I believe I’ll wait another week before take another sample and begin testing for progress towards immortality.
 
    
 
   January 25, 1979
 
   Testing continues on Mina and the remaining two laborers that I’ve labeled ZTS1 and ZTS2. I terminated ZTS1 for autopsy yesterday. Though by all standards Zombie Test Subjects are not alive, I choose to terminate them with a shot to the head. ZTS2 will not be receiving an autopsy due to being heavily burned while testing the affects of fire on the subject. 
 
    
 
   January 29, 1979
 
   It has taken me a few days to find replacement ZTSs. I hired laborers for a phony painting job, then at gunpoint, forced them to each enter the cage with Mina. This was the first I was able to observe a variation of infection time in subjects. After being bitten, my three ZTSs were caged separately for observation. They exhibited reaction times ranging from a matter of seconds up to eight hours before death ensued. Resurrection times varied as well. ZTS3 died after only a few seconds of exposure, then reanimated in almost the same amount of time. ZTS4 resurrected two hours after death and ZTS5 resulted in resurrection after four hours. It was interesting to watch the feeding take place.
 
    
 
   February 2, 1979
 
   I put a halt to Infamy testing after receiving a bite from ZTS4. I fell near the cage of ZTS4, which grabbed my hand. I had my sidearm and was able to terminate ZTS4 before further injury to my hand and arm. I do believe had I received another bite near an artery or any place on my forearm, I would have never had the time to administer a suppressant. Though I do not have a true cure for the virus, it will allow me to continue my research until such a cure is created.
 
    
 
   February 3, 1979
 
   Carmilla has been rapidly aging over the last few days. She said she has craved no food, only blood, and has been begging me to allow her to feast on my arm. I have kidnapped a young boy to test a theory. After placing him in captivity with Carmilla, she was only able to resist feeding off him for two hours. She repeatedly said the smell of the boy’s blood was too overwhelming. After feeding on him she regained her youthfulness in a matter of minutes. This outcome is intriguing. Both the rabies hybrid and the Infamy strain both hold common a process-element found in vampire bats. This has birthed a hypothesis I now have that a Dracula-type figure may have existed sometime in the 1800s. I’ve read tales about birds carried oversea by storms. Why couldn’t this same situation apply to bats? Unfortunately this hypothesis will have to wait.
 
    
 
   February 6, 1979
 
   A cure for the Infamy virus still plagues me. I conducted experiments injecting Infamy into a test subject to observe infected bites after being exposed to the narcotic. I allowed Mina to bite a subject that was experiencing hallucinogenic episodes from the drug. After several hours the subject displayed no change. I gathered blood samples. I'll soon be conducting more testing on Carmilla and her vampire-like mutation of the rabies virus. She does not respond to Infamy and may hold an alternative cure to the disease.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10
 
   Resedent Evil
 
    
 
   I should have listened when that ZID soldier told me Caesar was part of this mess. Did he unleash the apocalypse, bringing some sort of shitfest across the border? Maybe next I’ll find out Jessica is married and Ella is some kind of secret mutant.
 
   While putting the book in Caesar’s bag, the sound of a door closing startles me. Some notes in the back of the book fall on the floor. I throw the pages back in the journal and slip the book into the hidden pocket. 
 
   I hear paper crinkle as I move toward the door. Fuck. I missed one of the notes and now the door handle is turning. I slam the note in my pocket, switch off my flashlight, and jump behind the door. 
 
   Seconds later a flashlight scans the room. 
 
   I hold my breath for what seems a full minute until the flashlight turns off and the door closes.
 
   I listen at door and hear muffled whispers, footsteps and flashlights. Three men dressed in black carry small submachine guns. Believe it or not I’m actually happy to see the military here. Hope they brought a nice ride to take us from this hellhole.
 
   “The girl is secured and strapped for evac. Now find the target,” one of them says in a Russian accent.
 
   Shit. Russians?
 
   Ten seconds later a red light burns a spot into the retina of my left eye. 
 
   “Face on the floor,” one of the Russians says. 
 
   Just as the faint smell of Pine Sol enters my nostrils, my eyes smash shut from the sound of gunfire. 
 
   Caesar is not too happy about having visitors. 
 
   “You Russian assholes have no idea when to quit,” he says.
 
   Two Russians drop without firing a shot. 
 
   Caesar proves once again he’s a badass Mexican gunslinger. 
 
   The third man is hit in the shoulder. He fires back at Caesar who dodges shots by jumping into the office. 
 
   The wounded Russian makes his way to the balcony just as Jessica comes into view. She’s tied up and has a rope attached to her waist. The Russian fires a few blind shots in our direction that hit the wall as he clips himself to the same rope as Jessica.
 
   “Mission aborted,” the Russian says. “Will take the daughter. Lift us the fuck out of here.”
 
   Jessica and the Russian are flooded by a bright light then hoisted into the air by a helicopter. 
 
   Caesar’s foot lands in front of my face. He steps over me and heads to the kitchen, bag in hand. 
 
   Ella is screaming so I go down the hall and grab her, then yell to Caesar. “What the fuck was that about?”
 
   Caesar doesn’t answer as he comes into the room.
 
   “Mind telling me what’s so important that Russians would hunt you in a city full of undead?”
 
   “Your job is done,” he says. “Take your child and go.”
 
   “You promised cash and transportation. You can keep the money. I just want the fuck out of here.”
 
   “Your mouth is becoming tiresome. My original plan for a plane to land at Balboa Stadium has failed. Pilot says it is unsafe to land.”
 
   “Okay, so no ride. What happens when those Russian assholes find out Jessica isn’t your daughter?”
 
   “I’m still figuring out how they found out about this place.”
 
   “This is getting worse by the second.”
 
   “Enough of this useless talk. I’m leaving in five minutes if you plan to tag along.”
 
   “Let me take a piss first.”
 
   “Be my guest.”
 
   In the bathroom I pull out the radio and flick it on. A bit of static comes over the speaker. I hit the button on the side. “Hey,” I whisper. “ I’m with Lobo.”
 
   “This is Field Commander Major Angel Davis. Who’s on this secure line?”
 
                 “Seth. One of your soldiers gave me this radio.”
 
                 “Let me speak with Captain Ramirez from Fox Cell.”
 
                 “I would but zombies can’t communicate very well.”
 
                 “Have they all been destroyed?”
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe. I’m with Caesar Valdez. Lobo.”
 
   “Is Lobo aware of this conversation?”
 
   “Hope not. I just want a ride out of here with the baby I’m stuck with. If you don’t come fast, I’ll leave with Caesar and you won’t find us.”
 
   “Lobo is no longer a priority. Unless you have something else more concrete or useful for me, we can’t enter that zone.”
 
   “How about the fact that he’s carrying around a Nazi journal that explains how these zombies where made by a narcotic? There’s all kinds of scientific mumbo-jumbo shit in there. Maybe even a cure. How about the fact the Russians just showed up trying to get to it first?”
 
   “I don’t have time for this bullshit, son.”
 
   To be honest, this story does sound like bullshit. I’m losing this guy fast. “The journal has all these formulas in it and it talks about some project called Prometheus . . .”
 
   “Prometheus?”
 
   The Major pauses for a moment after repeating the name. I can hear him telling it to someone. “That’s classified information,” he says. “That book may hold some key to ending all this.” 
 
   “That’s what I’m fucking saying. Get your ass over here.”
 
   “I’ll do what I can about getting you out of the city. The problem is we’ve already started preparation on Operation Rapture. You’ve got to try to get out of the city. Contact me in two hours. I’ll update you to the status of a pick up.”
 
   “Wait, what the fuck is Rapture?”
 
   The Major is no longer on the line. Rapture isn’t the kind of code name you give an operation that involves saving people. I shut off the radio. Caesar has prepared a bottle and diaper for the baby. Almost makes me feel bad about trying to turn him over to the Army.
 
   “Sorry, man. Had to go number two,” I say.
 
   “Let’s get moving.”
 
   “Any idea to where?”
 
   “Somewhere safe. I have to make a few calls.”
 
   “You have a working cell phone?”
 
   “Satellite phone taken from one of President Chavez’ guards.”
 
   He’s smart enough to grab a phone that can be used anywhere in the world, but decides on a plane instead of a helicopter? What an idiot. 
 
   Once Ella is wearing a fresh diaper we head down to the elevators. 
 
   Having her strapped to my chest makes feeding the brat pretty easy. Allows me to still have a free hand in case zombies need to be fed bullets. 
 
   Caesar moves down the hall to the elevator doors. 
 
   “They’re not working,” I complain.
 
   “Shut up.” Caesar pulls out his machete pries open the doors. 
 
   “Shit, you’re nuts,” I say, moving Ella’s carrier to my back. I sling the diaper bag over both shoulders. 
 
   Caesar grabs the cable and begins to slide down. 
 
   I’m terrified, but what choice do I have? I follow.
 
   Ella starts doing her dumb little girl giggle. At least she’s kind of quiet.
 
   We don’t have to far to go before hitting the top of the elevator that’s stuck between floors. Caesar pops open the trap door, peers inside, then drops in. 
 
   Ella and the diaper bag have to come off or I won’t fit in. 
 
   Caesar has already stepped out onto one of the floors. 
 
   I drop the diaper bag on a pile of severed arms and lower the both of us with one hand. I just about throw my elbow out of socket. My grip gives and we land a little hard on the diaper bag. 
 
   I’m drawn to the elevator shaft. There’s a thud as a zombie smashes against the top of the elevator. They’re obviously taking the quick way down. More crashes follow. At least fifty in a matter of seconds. Blood and gore pour into the elevator. So many bodies are smashing into it that the cable reaches its weight limit, knocking the elevator down the shaft. 
 
   Zombies continue to rain down as a loud crash echoes up through the shaft. 
 
   “The stairs are clear this way,” Caesar says from out of nowhere.
 
   “Thanks for the help,” I say.
 
   I swing Ella to my chest again and shut up her laughing with the remainder of a bottle. What is it with this girl and zombie blood?
 
   “That better, you little demon?” I say.
 
   She giggles and drools milk.
 
   After a few flights of stairs, she polishes off the bottle and falls asleep. 
 
   We make it down to the lobby and find it surprisingly empty for the amount of undead we’ve seen throughout the rest of the building. Passing by the bathrooms makes me realize how bad I need to go for not truly using the restroom earlier.
 
   “I have to go again.”
 
   “Your pissing is going to get us killed. Hurry.”
 
   Not sure what it is about trying to pee in pitch-black that makes it so hard to get anything out. Having a baby hanging from me and just a flashlight to help with my aim doesn’t make things better. Each little sound makes me pucker up. Finally I finish and run to the door. Homeboy is on the phone.
 
   “So that ignorant fuck thinks he can sell me out to fucking Russians?” Caesar says. “Put him on the phone.”
 
   I step into the lobby but give him some space.
 
   “Marco, you stupid fuck,” he says. “I give my daughter’s hand in marriage to you and this is how you treat me? This shit isn’t some weapon to be sold. It’s an accident that needs to disappear. For the sake of your life you better hope the fucking cure you made works.”
 
   So that’s what he was after? Thought he seemed a little too laid back when he saw his daughter wasn’t home. 
 
   “If it works then you’ll be protected from the Russians, Marco. I’ll let you know the result soon enough.”
 
   Now what the fuck does he mean by results? He’s not making a lab-rat bitch out of me. 
 
   “My turn to use the pisser, goddam it,” Caesar says.
 
   Caesar’s tone doesn’t rest easy with me. But what can I do? Hasn’t been two hours yet. He flicks on his flashlight and enters the restroom. 
 
   Thank god it’s getting light in the lobby. The sun is beginning to shine through the windows. Before all this zombie bullshit it was rare for me to get my ass out of bed before the sun. 
 
   Walking over to the window to take a better look outside, my foot catches on Caesar’s bag. The words from the Major start to play over in my head. I just need the journal. I don’t need Lobo. With this Rapture thing about to go down and Caesar wanting to do a field test on his cure, the only plan that comes to mind is to grab the journal and run. At first I think about picking up the bag. It dawns on me that running would be impossible with both bags and the baby. 
 
   I go with plan B. 
 
   As Caesar comes walking out of the restroom I get the book into my hands and slip it into my pants.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   Dead Nation
 
    
 
   “You looking for something, Mr. Seth?” Caesar says.
 
   “Ammo.”
 
   “You’re fully loaded. We did that back at the apartment.”
 
   “Oh, that’s right.”
 
   Trying to talk my way out of this is just pointless. I point my handgun at Caesar. 
 
   Shock and bewilderment lights up his face. He raises his hands slow, showing neither weapon or challenge. 
 
   The next person shocked and bewildered is me. 
 
   Caesar busts out laughing as if it’s a joke that I’m even pointing a gun at him. “We both know you don’t have what it takes to shoot the living,” he laughs. Now put down the gun. This isn’t a videogame, cabron.”
 
   “If you don’t stop laughing I’m going to walk over there and gun-fuck your head.”
 
   “If you insist on keeping up this feeble display of dominance, then I’ll play along. What is it you want from me?”
 
   “Just let me take this book and Ella. Think of it as the rest of my payment for leading you here.”
 
   “Where will you go? You’ll never escape this city without me. Why do you want that book? It’s nothing. It’s useless.”
 
   “You can’t read German? I can. This is my ticket out of this shithole.”
 
   Caesar starts pacing back and forth. It’s as if having a gun pointed at him doesn’t matter anymore. “So you know everything?” he says.
 
   “Let me try to put it together. Drug lord finds new narcotic. Drug lord decides to get ahead of his competition. Drug lord realizes the apocalypse ruins business. Yeah. Got it.”
 
   Caesar points at me. 
 
   I want to shoot his fucking finger off he looks so angry.
 
   “You think I meant for all this to happen?” he says. “I don’t make money off the dead. The dead have cost me everything. My family, my army, the labs. Every resource I have is gone. An entire empire wiped out in within days. You think it was just me? Maybe you think it was the Russians? Or the Nazis? Try the Americans. Your government forced me to release Infamy. You should be blaming them. Their so-called war on drugs is a lie. They attack the supply. If they were smart, they would attack the demand. All those resources they could be using to battle addiction are wasted. They just create innovation in the drug world among the cartels. The world needed something new. Something dogs couldn’t even smell. I found it. And I released it. And now . . . I regret it.”
 
   I almost feel sorry for the asshole spilling his guts like this. 
 
   His chest heaves as he attempts to catch his breath from his ranting. After a few seconds he drops his hand back to his side. Almost like a gesture of surrender. Then he continues . . .
 
   “It cost me almost everything just to get enough men to break through the border,” he says. “Every one of them died just to get me here. Then my driver wrecks our car. If he hadn’t died I would have killed him.”
 
   “That’s a nice story, but I really need to get going,” I say. “Sorry I can’t stick around for you to test Marco’s formula on me.”
 
   Caesar laughs again. “I never planned on doing anything to you. You I like. There are smaller, more expendable parties . . .” He smiles at Ella. “Who knows what other secretes that book holds. Why don’t you join me? We could make hundreds of millions off a cure.”
 
   Caesar must have put something in the bottle he made for her before we left. And here I thought he was just being kind. Asshole. My attempt to control my rage weakens. “You heartless fucker. What did you do to her?”
 
   “She has the only known cure in existence. She just needs to be exposed to the infection. Think about it. You can come out of this looking like a hero. The sacrifice of one can save millions. And out of those millions, we will gain fortunes.”
 
   “Sacrifice? I guess there’s no other way, is there?”
 
   “That’s right,” Caesar says.
 
   “Shove your millions up your ass. We’re leaving.”
 
   “I won’t let you.” Caesar’s arm reaches to the back of his waistband. 
 
   I fire my gun. The shot echoes. Vibrations flow through hallways and corridors, chased by the voice of Caesar.
 
   “My ear. You shot my fucking ear.”
 
   “I told you I wasn’t playing around.”
 
   Caesar grips his bleeding ear. 
 
   Unfortunate for me is the fact I was aiming at his chest. 
 
   “No baby-toting boy fucking shoots Caesar Valdez and lives,” he shouts, firing a few shots toward us. 
 
   I take cover behind a nearby pillar. 
 
   Caesar dives behind a couch. 
 
   The lobby is a combustible IKEA showroom floor. Décor explodes as bullets collide with lamps, paintings and table centerpieces. 
 
   My skill with a gun can’t hold a candle up to Caesar’s mastery of the weapon. Still, I hold my own, keeping him pinned down. That is until the dreaded click, click, click comes, followed by me mouthing, “Fuck, fuck, shit.” 
 
   What a perfect time to run out of ammo. 
 
   The good thing is Caesar’s bag only a few feet away. Can I get to it? I unstrap Ella so I can dive for it. 
 
   “Sorry baby,” I say. “Daddy needs a gun. You stay here. No laughing.” 
 
   She smiles.
 
   I take a deep breath and jump for the bag, hoping I can swoop it up and hide behind a pillar. Doesn’t work that way. In mid leap my face is greeted by Caesar’s forearm, which knocks me away from the gun bag and Ella. 
 
   He smashes his fist into my face before taking aim at my chest. 
 
   “You insect. First I’m going to shoot you in the gut so you’ll bleed all over the floor. Then I’m going to let those infected fucks come and eat you alive.”
 
   “There’s no need,” I say. “They’re already here.”
 
   Caesar cocks his head slightly. Confusion washes over his face. 
 
   An arm grabs around the chest. Another wraps his forehead. 
 
   This is what I like to call the Zombie Death Grip. 
 
   “No-o-o.” Caesar tries to shoot a zombie but he’s met by a mouth that bites into the flesh of his forearm. 
 
   A rather uglier-than-normal zombie with a huge burnt fro, two gangrene eyes, and saliva pouring from its bloodstained mouth, rips into Caesar’s neck. Fucker must have sniffed him out.
 
   “Seth, help me!” Caesar cries.
 
   “Not even therapy can help you from this kind of gang rape.” I grab his shotgun and a couple of clips to throw into the diaper bag. I then hit the exit with Ella giggling and dangling from me like a little tumor. 
 
    
 
   The undead are everywhere outside. The only good news is they’re slow and dumb as rocks. It’s not long though until they start chasing me. I give a couple of undead asshole chicks a good kick to the kneecaps and send their asses to the ground. Then I huff down the street. My head pounds from the beat down my face just received from Caesar. I only make it a couple of blocks before having to run inside a Goliath-sized building that dwarfs the El Cortez. 
 
    
 
   The undead enter the lobby in droves. I carry Ella and the bag to the stairs and throw open the door. Inside it’s pitch black. I drop the bag and frantically reach into a side pocket for a flashlight. Got it. Fortunately, the first thing the light shines upon is a fire axe. After busting it out of its glass prison, I wedge it in to the door handle to lock out the infected. No sooner do I let go of the axe the horde reaches the door and begins an assault on it. 
 
   Suddenly the smell of baby shit hits me. “Damn it, Ella. You couldn’t hold it in?” 
 
   She goo goos.
 
   We head up one floor and enter a large room full of cubicles. I change Ella’s diaper on a desk and decide it’s time to give the Major another call. An empty filing box works out great as a makeshift bed for the baby. 
 
   Good timing. When I turn on the radio that asshole is trying to call me.
 
   “Seth, come in. This is the U.S. Army. Please respond.”
 
   “I’m here,” I answer.
 
   The Major is on the line.
 
   “We’ve been trying to contact you.”
 
   “I have the journal. Lobo is dead. Before he died, he injected something in my baby that he believes is the cure.”
 
   “That’s good news. We intercepted a helicopter carrying a wounded Russian operative. A young woman onboard claimed to know you. She was under the impression you’d been shot.”
 
   “Jessica? She alright?”
 
   “She’s fine and is trying to contact her husband right now.”
 
   There’s a sudden drop in my gut. Nice to know I’ve been played a fool. I try to focus my attention on the Major. “How about that ride?”
 
   “My CO said no to my request, so I’m taking matters in my own hands. I’ll be coming for you myself.”
 
   “What the hell? Don’t they want a cure?”
 
   “It’s a difficult situation. Your radio has GPS so we have your position. Satellite photos show the streets are too hot to land. Can you make it to the roof of the building?”
 
   “I’ll get there.”
 
   “You have just under two hours.”
 
   “Or what, this building will self destruct?”
 
   “In two hours, Operation Rapture takes place. It’s going to be a tight window, so leave the radio on. I’ll keep you posted on our progress. Our helicopter is fueling now. God speed.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12
 
   Fist full of Boomstick
 
    
 
   It’s bullshit they have to wipe out an entire city just to kill off an enemy that takes around twenty minutes to walk a mile. Can’t help but think about all the survivors still out here waiting for help to arrive. Sure hope I’m not one of them for much longer. 
 
   I keep the radio on and attach it to the diaper bag, waiting for the call. Ella cries, begging for her bottle. I’m reaching in the bag to pull out some formula when I feel a sharp pain. 
 
   “Aaahhh, my arm!” I scream. 
 
   Teeth bite into me, tearing forearm flesh. 
 
   My feet kick over the box Ella is in, causing her to start screaming too. I fall on my shoulder, jamming it pretty good into the floor, and get slammed with dread—this awful reality that I’m now infected. 
 
   When I look up at the zombie I realize the fucker is Caesar. He’s covered in blood and bite marks. Half of his neck is gone and one of the eyes has been chewed out of his face. His clothes are torn and bloody, and his blackened ear I mostly blew off is completely shredded. If this isn’t scary enough, he spits out the chunk of my arm, pulls out his gun and starts talking.
 
   “You think some fucking corpse can finish me?” he rages. “Someone should have made sure to finish the job.”
 
   “What kind of sick asshole are you? You make a shitty zombie too.”
 
   “Always joking, aren’t you? You’ll be suffering and crying soon enough. So will that baby. Trying to save her has been pointless. How does it feel knowing you’ll be the one gorging on her organs?”
 
   Caesar has really outdone his fuckedupness with this one. The words from the book begin to race in my mind. It said the change can take up to eight hours. Also said it could take seconds. And if he hasn’t changed yet, will I? I’m fucked. I don’t even know what the signs are to indicate I’m turning into one of those monsters. 
 
   Can there still be enough time to get Ella to the roof? Assface interrupts my thinking. 
 
   “Go ahead. Take out your gun and shoot her while you still have time,” he says. “I’ll let you grant her that single mercy.”
 
   “Fuck you.”
 
   Caesar leans against a desk, catching his breath. Blood oozes from his entire body.
 
   I place Ella back in the box. 
 
   She cries as she looks up at me. 
 
   “You have your revenge on me already,” I say. “Let me take her to the roof. Then you can do whatever else you want. There still may be time to save her.”
 
   “You really want to be the hero, don’t you? Why don’t you just answer this simple question? Will she die by your mouth or your gun? None of us will leave here alive. At least you get to choose how she dies.” 
 
   Why would he put me through this shit? I don’t want her to suffer. He’s right. If I kill her now, then I won’t have the worry of turning and ripping her apart. 
 
   “I hope you fucking burn in Hell,” I say.
 
                   “I’m sure we both will,” he says. “Now do what you know is best. Just take out the gun and pull the trigger.”
 
   The grip of the gun is still warm from our battle earlier. Somehow it feels much heavier. 
 
   “That’s it, Seth. Now squeeze the trigger.”
 
   He’s right. I have to do this. Otherwise she will become a little monster, and the most helpless one of all. She will rot; her decaying body will wither into a piece of infected baby leather.
 
   “I’m sorry, Ella,” I cry. “I hope somehow you know I love you.”
 
   My finger slides against the trigger; palms sweat. I feel as low as Caesar. I’m a baby killer.
 
   Ella stops crying and stares up at me. She doesn’t know what I’m about to do. 
 
   My breathing becomes rapid. Nothing can prepare a man for this moment.
 
   And then she does something I never expected in a million years.” 
 
   “Da-da,” she smiles. “Da-d-a-a-a.” 
 
   These might not be real words, but they just might be the most powerful I’ve ever heard. 
 
   A memory flashes in my mind of the man who left his daughters in the lobby of the condo. He did it knowing it was the only way he could give them a chance. He had the look of a man who would die ten thousand times if it meant saving them. I couldn’t understand what he was going though at the time. Now I know. 
 
   I swing the gun away from Ella and fire at Caesar. Each squeeze of the trigger doesn’t feel like it’s enough so I keep pulling. His mangled, blood-soaked body takes in every shot. Blood, flesh and clothing fly everywhere. 
 
   Ella laughs her ass off. Can’t blame the girl for loving a great zombie kill.
 
   I put down the gun, take out one of the baby blankets from the bag and wrap my arm with it. 
 
   I put Ella in one of the baby carriers. 
 
   Caesar’s body is motionless on the floor as I head for the staircase. 
 
   The stairwell is still as dark as it was before, but this time not as quiet. Footsteps and moans echo. Caesar must have let them in before coming after me. 
 
   Shining the light downward to see how far away they are turns out to be a bit of a mistake. They’re everywhere below and still pouring in. And they’re drawn to my light. Shitfuck.
 
   Running still sucks for me. What sucks more is running upstairs. My legs begin to cramp and lungs burn. Fear, however, is a great motivator. I leap two stairs at a time.
 
   Though I’ve been going up what seems like forever, it feels like the top is still far away. I keep pace ahead of the infected below, then pause at the sound of feet pounding from above. I shine my light up the stairwell. A charging, full-rage, coffeehouse barista zombie comes into view, followed by all of her ugly, flesh-hungry friends. 
 
   Zombies are fucking assholes. This is a great rescue they’re ruining. 
 
   I push in a door next to us and get out of the stairwell. Ella is pretty happy for some reason. No idea why. She claps her hands. I kind of stop for a second to watch her. It’s really cute.
 
   The hallway leads to a set of office doors. Zombies aren’t pausing to check door numbers or to smell the flowers, so I need to hurry and decide. I swing open an office door and push a desk against it.
 
   Great timing. The radio crackles.
 
   Fuck me. Is this how I’m going to die? A few steps too short?
 
   “Chris is starting the chopper. Get to the rooftop. Rapture pilots are beginning to take off. We don’t have much time.”
 
   “I’ll be there, Major.” 
 
   I have no idea how I’m getting out of this one. The undead continue to bang away on the door. Ella sits in my laps as I bounce her on my knee. She smiles, watching the door shake from undead fists pounding and clawing. 
 
   Noise doesn’t seem to bother her like it does other babies. Something has changed in her. Is she just damaged goods like me now? If so, I love it.
 
   “We’ve seen too much, Ella,” I say. “All this violence and death and you just think it’s a game. It’s not a game. Except maybe getting to the roof. Level one hundred. Game over.”
 
   I try to guess how many floors we are from the top. I need to think a little longer before I make some sort of move. I have to try. Can’t just die here in this room, even if I do have a happy baby as company. 
 
   “You’ve become my pretty little enemy, haven’t you?” I say. “Got me in the worst situation imaginable. Will we get out of this one?”
 
   Some baby talk comes out of her mouth along with some drool, which I take as agreeing with me. 
 
   “Smart kid,” I say.
 
   She’s broke through every barrier surrounding my heart. Can’t help but admit it now. “You’ve shown me love, little girl. More than any other woman that’s for sure.”
 
   If we never met I might have stood a chance of living. I may have survived on my own. None of that matters now. I’ve been bit. Nothing can change that. I’m just going to live with the fact that asshole Caesar infected me.
 
   “Well, fuck you, Caesar. Me and this baby aren’t giving up. We still have some business of our own.”
 
   Ella claps.
 
   Caesar may have thought his revenge was turning me into one of them. He’s wrong. I’m going to make sure his plan fails just like all his others. His cartel, his family, his escape. He was a dead man walking the day he was born. Failure is written all over that sack of meat. But not us. Not Ella.
 
   It’s liberating not trying to survive the infection anymore. The gloves are off. Nothing can hold me back from what needs to be done. Ella is all that matters. No zombie Hell unleashed will keep me from getting her to the roof. 
 
   The military radio kicks on.
 
   “We’re ten minutes out,” says the Major. “Don’t be late.”
 
   “How much longer until the Rapture?” I say.
 
   “You just worry about being on that roof and having that journal.”
 
   Asshole. I’m trying to save Ella before I die and this guy is only coming for a book written by some Nazi dipshit. 
 
   “It’s strapped to the baby,” I reply.
 
   While tightening the straps on the baby carrier to make sure Ella and the journal don’t fall out, I see fighter jets and helicopters in the sky. So this is the Rapture. 
 
   Bombs begin dropping from aircraft. Massive explosions light up the sky in fiery billows. Buildings break apart. New towers rise in a cityscape of ash and flame. This is some really fucked-up shit. At least any survivors will go fast when the time comes. Not much suffering when you’re turned into clouds of particles.
 
   The shotgun has one shell. Both handguns are fully loaded. Only one grenade. Fucking bullshit. Wish this was a video game. Someone please turn on the unlimited ammo. 
 
   After cocking the shotgun for its final bang, I stand in front of the door and take a breath, anticipating this final push.
 
   Ella is quiet. 
 
   “Time to start laughing, girl. This is gonna be a riot.”
 
   The girl is a giggling mess.
 
   I aim the shotgun at the door. “Gonna fuck you up,” I say. 
 
   Then the most unexpected thing happens. I tear glides down my right cheek. 
 
   “I didn’t even cry over that bitch, Kathy,” I laugh. “Look what you’re doing to me kid.” 
 
   Ella calls me da-da again and chuckles.
 
   This is it. Go time. There’s no save point, no pressing continue to try again. Even if Ella is immune to the infection, she can still be killed. Mangele’s Journal can burn with this world if she’s not going to be living in it. 
 
   She’s all there is for me to live for. She’s all there is for me to die for.
 
   Then the pounding stops. Do those zombie fuckers know Hell is coming after them?  
 
   I squeeze the trigger. 
 
   The shotgun rips a huge hole through the door. I drop the gun, bite down on the pin and toss the grenade into the hole. Zombies claw and tear at the broken wood, trying to get in as I duck with Ella tight in my arms. 
 
   An explosion shatters what’s left of the door and flings chunks of wall and flesh in every direction. 
 
   I jump up and take off running through a newly formed path between dozens of infected. 
 
   Ella roars with laughter like she just heard the best stand-up comedy in the world. What the fuck is wrong with this kid? I love her.
 
   I come to a huge hole in the floor and jump across the terrifying drop. I stick the landing but the diaper bag slips from my fingers into the hole. Shit. Those assholes better have Pampers on the chopper.
 
   Firing both handguns, now, I continue toward the stairs. Rounds fly, tearing away noses, eyes, cheeks, ears, punching through foreheads, blowing away scalps and chunks of brain. Many shots don’t even nail the fuckers in the head. Bullets rip through necks, sever vertebrae, and blast chins, releasing long, flappy tongues. Other shots hit torsos, at least causing the fuckers to stumble backward. 
 
   Zombies scratch against my arms and back trying desperately to cling on. They can’t get ahold. I’m a slippery fucker. 
 
   Ella’s laughter is my fuel.
 
   We rage on.
 
   Fighter jets scream overhead, rattling windows in their wake. An explosion rocks the building, but I don’t stop. The floor shakes violently, causing almost all of the infected to fall. 
 
   My feet begin to trip up and my shoulder slams into the stairwell door swinging it wide open. The rail crunches my back when I hit against it. I don’t let it slow me. Surprisingly, there’s no pain in my entire body. Adrenalin? Infection? I don’t care.
 
   I leap three steps at a time to the roof. For once in this entire fiasco I feel like something is going right. Nothing is in my way. Just me and the baby now, plunging through darkness. She laughs. I laugh. Fuck it. This is togetherness.
 
   The roof door opens with ease to smoke and sunlight. I can hardly see shit but can hear a helicopter closing in. Hope that fucker isn’t about to drop a load of bombs on our ass.
 
   Within moments the chopper takes position at the edge of the roof. This better be the Major and his buddies. Shit. Another snag. The chopper is blocked from fully landing because of a huge antenna. No worries. This pilot is an expert. He aligns the chopper just inches from the side of the roof.
 
   A large side door slides open and a man jumps out, runs toward us. He has short grey hair, fatigues and a pair of aviators like he just stepped from Zombapocalypse. EdgeCrusher would be proud of this moment if he hadn’t been obliterated by zombies or the Rapture. Fucking America. Maybe it took both to take him down. 
 
   “You must be Seth,” the Major says.
 
   “See any other guy around here with a baby strapped on?”
 
   He smiles. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   The Major looks puzzled. 
 
   I lift my arm to show him the bloodstained wrap.
 
   “Shit, son. Wish there was more time for you.” He straps Ella to his chest.
 
   “The journal is in the front pocket of the carrier. Make sure she’s safe,” I say. “She’s the cure.”
 
   “This kid will be a national treasure,” he says, turning to the helicopter.
 
   “Major . . .”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Tell her my name is Seth Walsh. And that saving her life is the greatest thing I ever did with mine.”
 
   The Major gives me a salute and steps up onto the chopper with Ella. Before he can take a seat they’re off. I glimpse Ella smiling and laughing at me as the helicopter rises above the Rapture, above the fire and gloom. 
 
   The door behind me swings open. Infected come staggering out. Moans and cries fill my ears over the screaming of jets and helicopters. 
 
   I’m done being a ZID. Time for me to check out. Only one of my guns has any shots left. I take a look at my clip. Three bullets. 
 
   I fire a couple of rounds into the undead for the hell of it before placing the barrel to my temple. 
 
   Metal burns against my skin. My eyes shut and Ella’s face is the only thing I see. 
 
   So this is it. “Goodbye, Ella. I hope you know I love you.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Boom! 
 
   A loud explosion smashes the side of the building causing me to rip the gun away from my head. Everything is rocking back and forth as I look around and watch as a jet flies off into the sky. Zombies are being thrown to the ground or off the side of the roof. The large antenna sways and snaps sending its top half falling. The debris catches the tail of the helicopter causing it to spin out of control. I stand and watch as everything slows around me. From the metal cyclone the Major losses grasp of Ella and she begins to fall.
 
   “NO!” I shout as my feet begin to move in to a run towards the edge.
 
   I leap.
 
   Behind me the building begins to crumble and fall. Below me is the city set ablaze and in front is my only salvation.
 
   Ella.
 
   Grasping at the baby holder I manage to grab a strap with one arm and with the other I reach out in to the nothing. Hoping, praying that my hand is caught by an Angel. This only to save Ella. Please don’t let her die.
 
   Then an embrace takes hold of my forearm. The Major grips me tight as I return the same forearm lock. 
 
   “I need to set her down!” the pilot shouts over the wind and winding motor. The Major continues to hang to the newly form human chain of Ella and I and as we begin to go down. The Major begins to pull us in as the chopper makes a rapid decent. Loud beeping and the force of the spin causes me to grip Ella even more as my eyes shut. 
 
   The ground gives a hello in a greeting a lot faster then I like to give back. But we are in one piece or so I realize once I hear laughter coming from Ella and I open my eyes to see her in my arms. 
 
   I smile looking at her. The Major pats me on the back as the pilot unbuckles to come check on us.
 
   Then my smile quickly leaves when I look at my arm next to Ella’s head and notice I no longer have a bite… Wait I don’t even have a scratch on me. What the Fuck just happen?
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