
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Shattered Jewels

        

        
        
          Brian S. Converse

        

        
          Published by Brian S. Converse, 2025.

        

    


Shattered Jewels

Tales of Wonder and Terror

By

Brian S. Converse

All stories copyright © 2025 Brian S. Converse

All rights reserved



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For LAZDE - Always

 

Thank you to King, Koontz, McCammon, Straub, Jackson, Barker, Rice and so many others for their inspiration

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Zerkers

[image: ]




“Hey, it’s Matt. Matt Wilson from Castle Rock, Colorado. I know I’m the age when I should be getting into trouble with my friends at the mall or scoping out girls at the movie theater or sitting in my basement playing video games until all hours of the night. Instead, I’m holding a shotgun while sitting in the bed of a broken-down F-150 and hoping that nothing happens while I’m on guard duty.”

“I ask myself often, how did this happen? One minute I’m flunking Mr. Finkle’s tenth grade biology class, and the next, the president is calling a national emergency and imposing martial law. The rest of the world wasn’t doing much better back then, from what I’ve heard, and it wasn’t too long after that when the power went out for good. At least school was canceled.”

“It was something that affected both the living and the dead. Corpses began walking around, doing the ‘eat your brains’ shuffle and being a general nuisance. I call them ‘ramblers’ because they don’t seem to know where they’re going or how to get there. The ramblers are easy enough to avoid on their own, and easy enough to kill for those with weapons, such as my afore-mentioned shotgun. We learned early to always go for the head.”

“It’s the people who were bitten while still alive and then turned who are the real problem. They get real sick, and real hungry, and suddenly they’re running around biting others. I call them berserkers, or zerkers for short. My mom, dad, and sister all became zerkers. I don’t know if they’re dead now or still running around eating people and making more zerkers.”

“When I had the chance, I packed as much stable food and supplies as I could into my backpack and headed south to Colorado Springs. The city was a real mess, so I headed west into the mountains, though thankfully I didn’t get far before I found other people. Now when I’m on guard duty, I spend most of my time sitting in this improvised crow’s nest talking on this short-wave radio. The others said it would be easier for survivors to find us if someone was talking on the radio all the time—just in case they were flipping through the channels and hearing me. And I never saw Mr. Finkle again, so I don’t know if I did flunk biology class, but I hope he's safe out there somewhere, and maybe someday he’ll hear me talking on the radio, too.”

“To be honest, though, I think I’ve run out of words for the night, so I’m going to sign off now. If you’re out there, be smart. Be safe. Head west. We’ll be here in Woodland Park, Colorado. I’m on channel 6.”

I.

The young man sat in the bed of a truck that at some point had been hoisted into the top of a large oak tree—whether to be used as a makeshift tree house or in response to the zombie apocalypse, Matt didn’t know for sure. He thought some well-meaning father who was too lazy to build an actual tree house had put it up there for his kids, because there were still mementos of an easier time in the truck bed—part of plastic tea pot, a Lego piece, a gum wrapper. It was sad to think what may have happened to the kids who left them behind. 

After a few minutes, he slowly stood, collapsed the telescoping antenna on the small long-range radio transmitter and attached it to his belt, then looked below to see his friend Jay the Rapper walking towards the tree for his guard duty shift. His real name was Jason Abramovich, but his stage name was what he wanted to be called, so Matt obliged. They all had coping mechanisms, and who was Matt to say which ones worked better than others? Besides, Jay seemed talented enough in a “Dollar Store Beastie Boy” sort of way to merit the name. 

Matt’s first response to the apocalyptic events had been to close off from others. He’d witnessed the deaths of his family, for all practical purposes. It was months before he spoke after walking to the town of Woodland Park and finding a small group of other survivors. Over time that group had grown to almost thirty people—all of them with stories of their own. Tragedies and triumphs, as Matt called them. Some were lucky to be alive. Some, like Matt and Jay, had lost everyone they knew and loved. 

One of the people that had helped him come out of his shell was Jay, and Matt was grateful to have him as a friend, even if he didn’t care much for hip hop. “Didn’t see anything, and didn’t get any replies back on the radio, either,” he said when he got to the bottom of the rope ladder and handed the rifle over to Jay. Jay strapped it over his back, then took the handheld radio from Matt. 

“Going to try some new rhymes tonight,” Jay said, smiling. 

Matt rolled his eyes. “We’re supposed to be encouraging people to come, not scaring them away.”

“Ha ha,” Jay said, but then laughed. “Be careful, Sheila’s on another rampage.”

“Great,” Matt said and sighed. “Night, bro.”

“Night, man.”

#
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The next morning dawned bright and cold. Summer was turning into autumn, and in the Rockies, that could mean snow at any time, especially at eighty-five hundred feet above sea level. 

Matt woke up hungry, as usual. He had gone to bed hungry as well. He was a seventeen-year-old and could never get enough to eat in the best of times, but now, he was lucky to eat two meals in the same day. Currently he was living in a small ranch-style house with Jay and a man and woman from Manitou Springs who were together, but Matt didn’t think they were married or had even known each other just a few months before. 

It was like that—people coming together, even though most had lost at least one loved one. It was a community of sorrow, held together by pain and loss, if nothing else. 

But they were surviving. 

After he got dressed in the same clothes he had worn the day before, he left the bedroom he shared with Jay. They had bunk beds, which he presumed belonged to the kids with the lazy father. He relieved himself in the bathroom and then went out to the kitchen and found David. David’s skin was the same color as his coffee, Matt noticed. Sheila, (who was ghostly white on the best of days), was probably still in bed. 

“Morning,” David said, sipping his coffee—light on the cream, no sugar. 

“Morning,” Matt replied. He didn’t like coffee, no matter how much sugar or milk he added, so he got a glass out of the cupboard and poured carefully from a large plastic jug of water that sat on the floor next to the fridge. He checked another cupboard and found there were a few Sugar Flakes left, so he ate straight from the box, knowing there was no milk to pour over them. 

“We need to take a trip to the store to replenish some of our supplies,” David said, nodding towards the box of sweetened cereal. “Later on today, depending on what Derick thinks.” Derick was living in a house two doors down from them. He was the de facto leader of their group, mostly because no one else wanted to be, and he was a type A asshole who liked to order people around. 

Matt liked David, though. The man had been the owner of an art gallery before, and he was friendly and down to earth and smart. He even knew how to play the piano, which he did sometimes on the electronic keyboard they had found in the kids’ room, as long as they kept the volume turned down. 

Which was why it was such a mystery to Matt and Jay both that David had hooked up with a bitch like Sheila. She acted like they were guests in her house, when in actuality, Jay had been there first before the two of them had straggled into town—cold, hungry, and in Sheila’s case, half hysterical. Derick had told them that there was room in Jay’s place. Shortly after, Matt arrived in town and had been told to stay there as well. 

Matt had thought of moving to a different house along the street, but he felt bad about leaving Jay there with her. He assumed that Jay felt the same, because he complained about Sheila as well. But who knew what Derick would say if they asked him if they could move—when he was just as likely to turn them down.

“Who finished off the Sugar Flakes?” Sheila’s voice brought Matt back to reality. Uh oh. He turned and raised his hand like he was in class again. “There weren’t that many left.”

“Dammit, Matty,” Sheila said. He hated the nickname she had picked for him. “You need to at least throw the bag away and break down the box when you eat it all.”

“I’m sure the garbage man will appreciate it,” Matt said. 

“I’m sure he will, smartass,” she said. “Take care of it. Now.”

Matt sighed. “Fine.”

“And you might as well take out all of the trash while you’re at it.”

“Be sure to take your gun if you’re going out to the garbage drop,” David said, not looking up from the book he was reading. It was something on French art, and Matt looked forward to David explaining it to him later. He liked it when David would change into teacher mode and explain things like that to him and Jay. His voice was calm and soothing—just the opposite of Sheila’s.

“I will,” Matt said. He pulled the plastic bag out of the cereal box and scrunched it up before throwing it in the can next to the sink, which was almost full. He left them and went back into his bedroom to pick up the black handgun that sat on the table next to his bed. It had been his dad’s and was the only thing he had left from that former life. He popped out the magazine and checked the number of rounds. Four left. He’d have to look for more when he went to the store later with David. The problem with having a handgun that used a popular size ammunition was that now it was difficult to find because most stores had already been looted.

He made sure the safety was on before putting the gun in his jeans pocket—no need to chance things—he might need his junk if they wanted to repopulate the planet sometime in the near future. 

He stepped out the front door of the house, a white garbage bag slung over his shoulder, and began walking to the dumping area, which was a large culvert two streets over from their house. There wasn’t anyone living in the houses over there, as far as he knew, or if there were, they were too scared to show themselves. 

The day had started cool but it was warming up quickly. The sun at that altitude beat down unmercifully, and Matt knew if he wasn’t careful, he’d be sporting a nice sunburn if he stayed outside for too long without sunscreen. But for now, it was pleasant to just walk in the sunshine and listen to the birds. 

It wasn’t long before he arrived at the culvert, which already had a small mountain of garbage bags lying in it. He could have just dropped the bag from his shoulder and watched as it lazily rolled to rest next to the pile, but he was still angry at Sheila, so did not think clearly. He grabbed the plastic strings at the top and turned around quickly, whipping the bags around like some old Greek Olympian and after three twirls, let the bag loose and watched it sail out over the pile. 

He smiled, watching it fly, then the bag hit the top of the pile and made a loud crashing sound and the smile disappeared. Too loud. “Damn,” he said quietly. He quickly looked around but couldn’t see anything moving. Then he heard a rustling from the trash below. He quickly pulled his gun out and pointed towards the culvert. Suddenly a large, black shape came roaring from around the other side of the pile. Except it wasn’t a zerker. 

The word “bear!” echoed in his head as Matt turned and ran, unable to think of the proper thing to do when confronted by an angry black bear in the wild. He ran for the nearest house and jumped up the cement steps to the front door. “Shit, shit, shit,” he said breathlessly as he fumbled at the handle. Locked. 

He turned and saw that the bear was still coming. He looked around and wondered if he should try to run for the next house over when suddenly the door opened and a strong hand pulled him through the doorway, closing the door behind him. 

Matt lost his balance and fell to the floor, painfully mashing his fingers under the gun as he put his hands out to catch himself. He cursed again and pulled his hand back and shook it, then looked up to see a large gun barrel pointed directly at his face. He froze. “Uh,” was all he could think of to say. 

“Leave the gun where it is,” a deep, growly voice said. He looked over the top of the gun barrel into an intense man’s face.

“Yeah, no problem,” he said. 

“Who are you?”

“I’m Matt,” he replied. “I live a couple of streets over.”

“Matt Wilson?” a much higher voice said from behind him. He turned to look. He caught a brief glimpse of long brown hair, an oval face, and large brown eyes. 

“Look at me, not her,” the gruff voice said. “I’m the one holding the gun.”

“You have a good point,” Matt said, turning back. 

“Dad, he’s not a robber,” the female voice said. 

“No, no, not a robber,” Matt said quickly, forcing a smile. 

“No, he’s just the idiot that made enough noise to wake the entire neighborhood. I saw you throw that bag.”

“Impressive height,” the female voice said. 

“Nora,” the man said. “Go check on Henry.”

“Dad...”

“Go. Now.”

Matt heard her sigh and then her footsteps as she walked away. “Can I lower my arms?”

The man waited a moment, then backed up. “Fine. Slowly.”

Matt lowered his arms and took a better look at the man. He appeared to be around his mid-forties, with a thinning hairline and grey showing in his dark beard. “I am sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb you, but you know, bear.”

“You can’t dump that much trash and think it won’t attract bears up here,” the man said. He lowered the pistol, which must have been a .45 or something—Matt wasn’t much into guns, but the barrel on the man’s gun was considerably larger than the one on his own. 

He slowly stood and found himself to be about the same height as the man. “How did your daughter know my name?”

“Because we’ve been hearing you talk just about every day on our way here,” a new voice said behind him. He began to turn, then thought better of it and looked at the man. He nodded, and Matt slowly turned to see the girl and a younger boy, who looked about ten and shared his sister’s features and coloring. 

“You heard my radio commentary?” Matt said, feeling excitement—he wasn’t sure if anyone had ever heard him. 

“Yes,” the man said. “We arrived here last night. Came from down south in Pueblo.”

“You’re different than your voice sounds,” the boy said. “You look like a scarecrow.” 

“Henry!” the girl said, a look of shock on her face.

“Well, food is pretty scarce around here, I guess,” Matt said, looking down at himself. He was getting awfully skinny, he decided. 

“Sorry about him,” the girl said. “He was born with no class and hasn’t improved.”

“Nora, don’t talk bad about your brother like that,” the man said. 

Without missing a beat, she continued talking. “By the way, this is my dad, Todd. He’s a bit severe at times, but he means well.” 

“Mr. Cooper,” the man said, looking at Matt to make sure he got the point.

“Mr. Cooper,” Matt said. “Nora. Henry. Welcome to...” THUMP!

The front door shook as something hit it from the other side. Matt walked over to the window next to the door and looked out, not thinking about how Mr. Cooper would take his sudden movement. 

The bear was being attacked by two zerkers. It was putting up a brave fight, biting and clawing large chunks out of his attackers, but it was clear that he was losing. The zerkers, both men dressed in garbage company overalls, were also biting at the bear and tearing at it with clawed hands, and it was slowing down with the loss of blood. “Holy sh...” he began to say before catching himself. He looked over his shoulder at the other three. He had a queasy feeling in his stomach and a bad taste in his mouth. “You’re not going to believe this.”

“I want to see!” Nora said excitedly. 

“No, no you don’t,” Matt said, looking over at Mr. Cooper. 

“Nora, don’t,” Todd said before walking over himself and looking out the window. “Well shit.” 

Matt almost began to giggle, but stopped himself just in time, not knowing how they would take it. He looked out the window again. “Hey guys, the box is broken down for you,” he said, and this time, he did giggle, though it sounded more like he was about to cry. 
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The zerkers had left once they’d gotten their fill from the bear, leaving a half-devoured carcass on the front porch of the house. When Matt thought it was safe to come out, he slowly opened the front door, looking around as he did just in case the zerkers were nearby. He motioned Nora to follow, and she did the same to Henry, with their father bringing up the rear. 

“Just follow me and I’ll get you over to a safer part of the neighborhood,” he said to her. She nodded. “Hold on a minute,” he said. He stood over the bear’s body a moment. He wished he had a knife on him so that he could stab the bear through its skull and make sure it would stay dead. No need to take chances. But he didn’t, so he made a mental note to check back again after their trip to the store.

Matt left his pistol in his pocket but kept his hand on the grip. “Okay, follow me,” he said to them. He noticed that Henry was still looking down at the bear. “Don’t worry, Henry. Its dead.”

They walked through the empty streets, past the wreck of two cars who couldn’t get out of each other’s way, and finally arrived on Matt’s street without sight of any zerkers or ramblers. He would have to report the garbage men to Derick.

“That’s where I live,” Matt said, breaking the silence. The tree house is where we broadcast from, as well as serving as a lookout post when we’re on guard duty.”

Nora nodded and smiled. Henry was looking around as if he’d expected more, while Mr. Cooper looked like he was appraising the property for a loan. 

“I’ll take you to meet Derick,” Matt said. “He’s kind of the leader here.”

“I would appreciate that,” Mr. Cooper said. 

Matt walked past the house next to his and then up the walkway to the next house. He knocked softly on the front door. It opened and Matt saw Derick standing there, shirtless and chewing something. He swallowed before speaking. “Well?”

“Found some new people,” Matt said, turning to show them. 

Derick looked past him at the new arrivals. “Welcome to Woodland Park.”

“Thank you,” Todd said. “I’m Todd. This is my daughter, Nora, and my son Henry.”

“Just the three of you?”

“Yes.”

“We have people in about eight houses along this street,” Derick said, pointing down the street to his right. We figure it’s safer to be close together. I think Matt knows the ones that are empty. Usually if people come in, it’s in one and twos and we just put them in a house that has room, but since you’re a family, I’ll assume that you want to have your own.”

“I would appreciate it, yes,” Todd said, looking over at Matt. 

“Derick, there’s something else,” Matt said. “Ran into two zerkers while I was at the dump.”

“How many times have I told you to stop using those stupid names?” Derick said. Matt grinned and shrugged. 

“Did you kill them?” Derick continued.

“Didn’t have the chance,” Matt responded. 

“They ate a bear!” Henry said.

“What?” Derick asked looking confused.

“There was a bear in the dump, and it chased me,” Matt said, hoping it didn’t sound as stupid as it felt. “I ran to a house, and it just happened that the Coopers were in there. The zerk...I mean, the zombies attacked the bear right on the front porch.”

Derick looked perplexed for a moment. “Well, we’ll talk about it at the meeting tonight.” He looked at Todd. “We’re having a community meeting tonight. You’re welcome to come.”

“Thank you, I will,” said Todd. 

“Until then,” Derick continued, “like I said, Matt knows where the empty houses are. We’ve cleared them all and closed the doors so there aren’t any nasty surprises when you go in. We’ll see you all tonight.”

“Thank you,” Todd said. Derick nodded and then closed the door.

Todd turned to Matt. “I noticed you left the part out where you aggravated the bear.”

“Didn’t seem important,” Matt said sheepishly.

“So which houses are empty?” Nora asked, changing the subject. Matt was grateful.

“Let’s see,” Matt said, rubbing his chin as he thought and feeling the stubble there. Sheila would ask him to shave soon. “There’s the one on the other side of my house. There’s that gray one over across the street. That one that’s two houses down from Derick is empty, I think. I wouldn’t go too far beyond that. Those two over there across the street are empty, but the one had a fire and is a mess inside. The other one is a mess for another reason.” He looked at Henry, unsure of how much he should say. 

“We understand,” Todd said. 

“I like the one next to Matt’s,” Nora said. “It’s pretty.”

“I like the gray one,” Todd said, pointing to the one across the street from Derick’s. “Can you show it to us?”

“Oh, sure,” Matt replied, noticing the scowl on Nora’s face. She looked at him and he smiled and shrugged.

They walked over to the house, which was a one-story Cape Cod style. “I haven’t been in all of these yet,” Matt said while opening the front door. He was relieved that there weren’t any strange smells emanating from inside. He’d walked into the house two houses down and had immediately smelled death. It had taken all of his courage to walk in and see that the occupants of the home had decided that eating a bullet was better than the alternative. He hadn’t returned. 

“How many people total live around here?” Nora asked him. 

“Probably near twenty-five or thirty or so, not counting you.”

“I wouldn’t count us,” Todd said. “We’re hoping to head up closer to Denver to see if there’s anything left up there.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Matt said. 

“Why?”

“You may have heard that I came from Castle Rock,” Matt said. “The reason I came south was that I heard what had happened in Denver. Let’s just say that it’s not there anymore.”

“What does that mean?”

“I mean the government spent a lot of money destroying it because it was one of the epicenters of all this, and it didn’t work. I heard its crawling with zombies and most of the buildings are leveled.” 

“It’s gone?” Nora asked. She looked like she was going to cry. 

“I’m afraid so,” Matt said. “Sorry. But don’t take my word for it,” he added, seeing the skeptical look from Todd. “You can ask around. You’re not the first person who has wanted to go to Denver, or come from there.”

“I will,” Todd said, sounding defiant. Matthew didn’t blame him, but he’d learn. Matt had no reason to lie. He stepped back so that they could enter the house. 

“Thank you,” Todd said, walking past him. 

“Yes, thank you for everything,” Nora said, smiling at him. He guessed that she hadn’t seen many people her own age in a while, which is why she was being extra nice to him. Or maybe that was just the way she was, which would be surprising, given how everyone seemed to be caught in some type of depressive state over what had happened to them. He smiled back and nodded, then nodded again at Henry, who didn’t say a word. He was too busy looking at the inside of the house. 

“If you don’t need me for anything else, I’ll leave you to get settled in,” he said. He saw Todd give him a half-hearted wave and took that for a dismissal. He closed the door silently and began walking away. He had the distinct feeling that Todd didn’t like him, so he was happy to get away.

#
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Matt walked into his house just in time to see David strapping on his pistol belt. The man looked up at him and smiled. “Getting ready to go to the store. Derick wants you and Jay to come along. Make sure your gun is loaded.” Matt had asked before where he’d found a pistol and gun belt to go along with it, but David had shrugged and mentioned picking things up along the way. 

“Okay,” Matt said. “Can I have a snack first?” There usually wasn’t enough food to have a full lunch, but he knew he needed something to tide him over until dinner. 

“Sure, but you’ll have to eat on the way. I’m staying here to guard the houses while you’re all gone.”

Matt nodded, then searched for something. There wasn’t much left. He finally settled on a granola bar that must have been old even before the disaster, based on how hard it was. Matt checked his gun to make sure it still had four rounds and that the safety was still on. 

“How many rounds do you have left?” David asked him. 

“Four.”

David winced. “It will have to do, I guess.”

He and David walked out to find a group of men waiting, including Derick and Jay. Jay smiled when he saw Matt and winked. Matt wasn’t sure, but he suspected that Jay was gay, which didn’t bother him at all. Jay was just...Jay. He saw that Jay had the rifle slung on his back. 

Then he noticed that Todd was amongst the group as well. He didn’t see Nora or Henry and assumed that they were staying behind. Todd walked over to him when he noticed Matt. 

“Mr. Cooper,” Matt said.

“I want to apologize for my skepticism earlier,” Todd said. “The house is nice, and it seems like your Denver information was true, as disappointing as that is to hear.”

“Glad you like the house,” Matt said. It wasn’t like he had sold it to him, but Matt kept the snark from his voice. He always seemed to be biting his tongue, so he didn’t offend anyone. He guessed it was like that for most teenagers.

II.

There was little speaking as the group walked southwards down the street towards the large “superstore” at the other end of town. They passed by houses, parks, and small shops, all of which looked as barren as their conversations. The shops that sold food had all been depleted of their wares long before. It occurred to Matt that he would probably need to replace some clothes soon, but that could wait. The houses that were this close to their neighborhood had been gone through as well. 

They were getting desperate which meant they were willing to walk in the open for the five miles to the store during the day. The zombies didn’t seem to have any more ability to see in the dark than the living, but no one wanted to travel in the dark. Matt hoped that the trip wouldn’t be for nothing. There were no guarantees there would be any supplies left in the superstore. They had gone to the supermarket two miles north of their neighborhood and cleared it out more than a month earlier. It hadn’t been difficult—there wasn’t much left that was shelf stable, and all the refrigerated and frozen food was either gone or spoiled. 

Jay had suggested at one point to take the rifle and go hunting. There were plenty of deer, squirrel, and other possible edible animals to be found, especially since there were few people left. A small group had gone out and managed to kill a deer, and that’s when the nightmare began. The sound of the gunshot had attracted both zerkers and ramblers from miles around. To make matters worse, it turned out that whatever was infecting the zombies wasn’t exclusive to humans. 

The members of the party spent three days in a large pine tree while a multitude of zombies, and one undead, sluggish, and confused-looking deer milled about below them. That had been the end of hunting for their own food. 

It was too late in the season to plant anything, so they would have to wait until spring. First, though, they needed to find some seeds. There were also plans in motion to build a greenhouse due to Colorado’s notoriously short growing season. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be able to plant seeds in the ground until almost May. Matt didn’t know the first thing about growing food, but some of the adults agreed on this point, so he assumed they knew better. 

Just then, Matt could see Keith, one of the men who had gone ahead to scout, was coming back along the road towards them at a fast trot. That couldn’t be good, he thought. Keith stopped when he was about ten feet away and walked the rest of the way, trying to catch his breath. Derick caught up to where he was and Keith turned and walked along with him, speaking softly but urgently the entire time. 

“Well, shit, man,” Jay said, walking up to be even with Matt. “Now what?”

Matt looked at him and shrugged. “Could be anything. Could be aliens and it wouldn’t surprise me.”

“If they tried to lure us into their spaceship with food, I’d be the first in line,” Jay said, laughing softly. 

“I’d sell my soul for a cheeseburger,” Matt said. “No, a steak. Medium rare and smothered in mushrooms and onions.”

“Oh man,” Jay said. “I was off the red meat before this, but I think I’d have to agree with you.”

Derick stopped and turned around towards them. He motioned with his hand for everyone to come in nearer to him, all the while scowling. Once most of them were gathered around, he started speaking in a low, urgent voice. “Seems we’re not the only ones taking a trip to the store today. Keith says there’s a group of men camped outside the store entrance, and they have a working pickup that they’re using to fill up with supplies.”

“Look like a bunch of preppers,” Keith added. “Truck has a ‘don’t tread on me’ flag sticking out the back.”

There was a muttering amongst the men. Derick held his hands up for them to quiet down. “Now this changes our plans but doesn’t change our goals. We’re still going to get supplies at that store, whether they like it or not.

“Any idea how many there are? How well armed?” Todd asked. 

“Keith?” Derick said. 

“Maybe eight men. Looked like they all had guns. One guy looked like he was carrying an AK-47.” 

“So, we outnumber them, but they might be better armed than us,” Derick said. 

“We outnumber them by two people,” Todd said. “Not great odds here.”

“True,” Derick said. “Keith, why don’t you head on back home and round up some more volunteers. We should be able to bolster our forces up a bit.”

“Forces?” Todd said. “We’re not an army.”

“I know that you’re new here,” Derick said, stepping up in front of Todd. “But this has to happen sometimes. It’s inevitable. Now I’m hoping that a show of force from us will be enough to scare them off, but if it comes down to it, we may need to fight. I’m willing to fight if it means feeding our people. Are you?”

Todd looked at him for a moment before slowly nodding.

“Good,” Derick said, nodding back. He backed up a step and raised his voice a little. “We’ll wait here to allow Keith to get there and back with more people. I need you all to create a perimeter and keep out of sight. You know the drill—no loud noises, and no smoking. Damn zombies will be breathing down our necks.”

#
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The boy couldn’t have been older than six when he died. Matt could see the bite marks on his neck and face and knew that more than likely this was a zerker by the condition of the boy’s body. The boy moved slowly now, walking unsteadily towards where Matt and Jay had squatted down behind an overgrown hedge, about six feet apart. Matt tried to signal quietly to Jay, but the other was looking down at his lap. 

If the boy saw any of them, it would let out a loud, aggressive growl before attacking at full speed. Matt had seen it before, and besides being terrifying, it could alert the other group to their presence. He looked around for something to throw at Jay to get his attention and finally settled on a pebble. He threw the small stone and hit Jay in the arm. He saw that Jay was nodding off before the pebble impacted with him. 

He looked up blearily and saw Matt waving at him frantically. Matt pointed at the boy, and finally Jay woke up enough to see the danger. He looked back at Matt and nodded, but shrugged, unsure what to do. Their silent communication was interrupted by the shriek of the boy as he saw another of their party and began to run towards them. Matt stood up and looked and saw that it was a man named Xander, who was in his early twenties and had told Matt that he had worked as a cashier at tool store. 

Right now, he was looking around, confused about what he should do. If he shot at the boy, it would certainly end any hope for surprise, if the other group wasn’t already aware of their presence. Finally, the choice was taken out of his hands as the boy reached his position and jumped at him. Xander held out his left hand to ward off the child and pointed his gun—what looked to Matt to be an old-fashioned .38 caliber pistol—at the boy and pulled the trigger. 

The boy reached his hand before the bullet reached the boy. He bit down hard on Xander’s hand between the thumb and forefinger just as the bullet ripped into his forehead and he was thrown backwards, taking a large flap of Xander’s skin with him in his mouth. Xander began screaming immediately, clutching his wounded hand to his chest. 

Neither Matt nor Jay had any type of large knife or ax on them to cut off Xander’s hand, which they knew would need to happen quickly if they didn’t want another zerker in their area soon. Matt stood behind the hedge and watched as Xander flailed about, bleeding profusely from his hand. Suddenly Derick appeared behind him, looking as though he had just sprinted the length of a football field—which he may have done. Derick put a hand on Xander’s shoulder and turned him around so he could see that Derick had a small hatchet in his other hand. 

Xander stared at it a moment before nodding and laying down in the middle of the street with his arm outstretched. Derick didn’t hesitate and brought the hatchet down once; twice; and finally, a third time, with Xander screaming in pain the entire time. Others from the group were now appearing, and Derick shouted for someone to put a tourniquet on the stump. 

Meanwhile, Jay was putting his rifle up to his shoulder and sighting down the barrel. Matt followed the direction he was aiming and saw that a group of men were walking slowly down the street towards them from the direction of the store. The other group had heard and were coming to investigate. Matt saw four men in the group and remembered that Keith had said there were at least eight total. The other four were either still at the store or were somewhere where he couldn’t easily see them. 

“Don’t shoot yet,” he told Jay, who nodded. “We may still be able to get out of this without a firefight.”

Suddenly a shot rang out, and Matt turned to look in the direction it came from, only to see another zerker writhing on the front yard of a modest ranch-style house. Todd stepped out into the open from the side of the house and shot the dead man in the head. Gunfire erupted from the other side as the group of other men thought they were taking fire, and Matt knew that the situation had just become deadlier than it already was. 

He turned to see that Derick was down on the ground in the middle of the street, and Matt could see a large, spreading stain on his shirt just above his belt buckle. “Oh, damn,” he breathed, not even sure if he said it loud enough for Jay to hear. This was bad. “Jay,” he said much louder this time. “Open fire!”

A shot rang out before Matt was even done speaking, and the sound made his left ear begin to ring. He looked over the hedge to see one of the other men fall on his face, unmoving. “Where are the others?” Jay shouted. Matt looked around for them and saw someone peeking out from behind the fender of a sedan that was parked on the street. 

“Two o’clock,” Matt yelled. “Behind the white Honda.” He saw Jay change his aim towards the car. He looked around to see if anyone else was firing. He saw to his horror that there were now both ramblers and zerkers moving around the area, with their people trying to fight them off, with no mind to the group of men attacking from their front. 

“You keep an eye on the men, and I’ll guard your rear,” he yelled at Jay. Jay nodded and then fired off a shot that hit the back windshield of the Honda. Matt nodded to himself and then turned to make sure there weren’t any zombies near them. He held his pistol out before him, conscious that he wasn’t a very good shot with it, so would have to wait until a zombie was close to their position to make sure he hit it in the head. 

Another shot rang out from Jay’s rifle, and he had to stop himself from turning and looking to see if the rapper had hit anyone. He couldn’t lose focus on his own duties, or they could both die. He suddenly heard a whizzing noise past his right ear and realized that it was a bullet. 

“Get down!” Jay yelled back at him. Matt dropped to the ground, still holding out his pistol. The other group of men had pinpointed where the shots were coming from, and they were returning fire. 

He turned to his right to see a decrepit-looking older lady shambling towards them along the row of the hedge. When she was within ten feet, he fired the pistol and watched her fall forward. He kept his eye on her for a moment, making sure there was no other movement from her, then turned back to his left. Derick had taught him that he had to keep his head on a swivel when outside the protective boundaries of their secure neighborhood. 

Jay shot again, and Matt heard a loud scream coming from somewhere. He wasn’t sure if Jay had hit someone or if it was coming from someone else. It was chaos now. He got up onto his knees and then was suddenly bowled over as Jay fell back on top of him, then rolled over and off his back. He was clutching his throat, and there was blood gushing over his fingers. 

“Oh God,” Matt said, dropping his gun and trying to help put pressure on the wound. “Oh God, Oh God,” he kept repeating. He could see that there was blood coming not only from the wound in his throat, but from the back of his neck as well. He knew that Jay was going to die. If he didn’t shoot him in the head, he’d turn into a rambler. 

Jay’s thrashing was lessening as Matt turned and picked up the pistol once more and held the barrel to his friend’s head. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he whispered, and then pulled the trigger. Jay’s movements stopped, and Matt could feel a scream trapped in his own throat. He knew he couldn’t do anything to change it, so he swallowed it down and picked up the rifle, which Jay had dropped when he’d been hit. 

He put it to his shoulder and rose slowly above the hedge, looking right to left and back again, trying to find a target. He was finally rewarded when he saw a man he didn’t know make a break for the side of a house from behind a minivan that was parked askew in the street, as if the driver had stopped quickly and left his vehicle where it was. Matt tried to calm himself as he tracked the man’s progress. Luckily, the man looked portly and out of shape, as if he hadn’t run much in this life or his past one, before the outbreak. 

Finally, Matt put his finger on the trigger and squeezed. He was rewarded with the sight of the man falling forward, his momentum causing him to fall on his face and roll a few times before coming to a rest, belly up. He didn’t move. 

A zombie walked up to where the man was lying, attracted by the movement. Matt was just about to shoot him when he saw that it was Derick. His mouth fell open when he realized that Derick must have died from the gunshot. Derick looked around, confused that there was no other movement from the dead man lying at his feet. Matt aimed at Derick’s head but couldn’t bring himself to pull the trigger. 

A shot rang out, and Matt saw Derick fall down on top of the dead man. Matt looked in the direction the shot had come from and saw another man he didn’t know. Someone from the other party, who was on one knee beside a large blue USPS mailbox on the corner of the road. He quickly aimed at him and pulled the trigger. He missed, and the other man changed his own aim to point in Matt’s direction. 

Matt shot again and saw a gout of blood exit the back of the man’s head as the bullet went through his forehead. Matt felt nothing. He was numb. First Jay’s death, then Derick’s transformation, had left him on manual. His brain was foggy and all he could do was look for more targets. There was at least one more from the other group out there, if he hadn’t already retreated. 

He heard it before his mind cleared enough to understand it. A noise close behind him. He turned, knowing he was probably already too late to defend himself, and was met with the sight of Keith and a small group of reinforcements walking slowly towards his position. He sat down heavily and put down the rifle next to him and began to cry. 

#
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“Where’s Derick?” Keith was asking him. He looked up and saw that Keith was kneeling before him. “Matt, Where’s Derick?”

“Gone,” he replied while wiping the tears from his eyes. “He’s gone. He got shot. He got shot and turned into a rambler...I mean, a zombie.”

“Damn it!” Keith said, standing up. 

“No! Get down,” Matt said, pulling on the man’s leg. Keith knelt again. “There’s at least one more guy out there from the other group. I don’t know where he went. Jay and I killed three of them before...before...”

“I understand,” Keith said, placing a reassuring hand on Matt’s shoulder. “I need your help now, Matt.”

Matt nodded, wiping his nose on his sleeve. 

“I need you to go up somewhere high. High, like a second story window in one of these houses. Take the rifle and keep an eye out for zombies and those men for me. Do you understand?”

Matt looked up at him. “Yes.”

“Good. Take the rifle and gun with you. You might need the gun when you go into the house.”

“Yes,” Matt said, knowing there might be a zombie in any residence he went into, trapped and hungry. 

Keith reached a hand down to him and Matt took it. They both got to their feet but stayed low just in case. “I’m counting on you, Matt. Watch our backs for us. We’re going to check out the store and hopefully they’ll be gone, or we can overpower them. We need this win. We’ve already sacrificed enough as it is. Go on, now.”

Matt nodded again, feeling a little more like he could think again. He stooped down and picked up his pistol, then slung the rifle over his shoulder. He looked around and saw a nice two-story house with windows looking out onto the street. There was even a window up higher that may be a crawlspace where he could lie down even higher and have a view of everything. He began walking slowly towards it. 

Luckily the house was on the same side of the street as he was, so he didn’t have to cross over the open pavement. He came to the edge of the overgrown hedge and saw that the yard between him and the house he was heading for didn’t have any type of fence, trees, or privacy hedge to provide shelter. He waited a moment and looked towards the back of the house. There was no telling if there was a better route going that way. 

He decided that he would have to risk running through the front yard and getting to the yard of the other house, which had a high white picket fence, at least. He held his pistol in his left hand and then grabbed the rifle to steady it on his shoulder. One. Two. Three! He ran across the weedy lawn of the first house but didn’t hear any shots. 
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