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A man can't take a piss alone in the apocalypse.

Ezra was about to learn that the hard way. Caught with his pants down – literally – over two dented cans of mushrooms. The kind he would've put back on the shelf in better times. Dark fabric bunched atop thighs, he wondered how he could hold so much liquid while dehydrated. Shoes struck the tile behind him. A tug at his backpack followed where mesh pockets cradled the precious fungi, his only scraps from his store raid.

The one time I let myself relax. His fleeting sense of normalcy evaporated. Fear crushed his lungs instead. Cheeks aflame, he whirled around to confront the thief. His vision narrowed and his fingers vibrated from the conflicting urges to either throw a punch or make himself decent.

“Hey!” He bellowed, voice raspy from disuse. “You didn't say plea–”

Footfalls echoed like a flurry of raindrops. A flicker of red vanished behind the doorway before he could blink thrice. How long had they tracked him, waiting for an opening? They must’ve done so if they’d found him tucked away in a random restroom. An unpleasant shudder slid over his skin at the realization. Ezra stumbled out the door, pulling his pants up and buttoning them haphazardly.

The floor slapped the bottoms of his ‘thrifted’ work boots. Adrenaline made his heart try to stretch out of his ribs with each beat. He couldn’t help but be reminded of chasing his childhood cat. Each time he thought he’d caught up, the pickpocket weaved around another shelf.

Just when he worried he wouldn’t get his dinner back, he found them; or rather, her, staring up at a fallen shelf blocking the way. He could count on one hand how many women he’d seen since three-quarters of the populace turned insane two years ago. Then again, he had avoided people in general. What truly surprised him was how vertically challenged she was. He was average height for a guy yet she barely came up to his chin. In his eyes, it was a miracle she’d survived so long.

Humid breath adhered under his nose when he stopped. He tilted his head, gauging her threat level. She didn’t seem infected. No grey-blue tint to her skin, no spasms, no drooling. A different emptiness radiated from her. Her armpit-length braid was tangled, cheeks smeared in grime below dark circles, jeans littered with stringy rips. Most telling, however, was the way her fern-colored hoodie draped over her frame like it was on a thin coat rack. A breeze could knock her over.

She was hungry.

But so was he.

“Easy.” One scarred hand spread in a placating gesture. The other reached for the shortened garden hoe dangling from his belt loop. Its grooves were barely felt anymore under layers of calluses. “No one has to get hurt.” He kept watch on her fingers sneaking towards her pocket. “Just give me the mushrooms.” He was well aware of the lie worming past his yellowed teeth. There wasn’t enough for both of them and neither of them would relent without the full spoils. Whoever didn’t win was as good as dead.

She flicked open a knife.

“Alright, then.” 

He sighed wearily, stepping forward. The woman inched sideways. He mirrored. A parody of how, in normal times, two coworkers danced awkwardly to get around each other. Her legs bent; he tensed. Then her body lurched forward. His weapon whizzed through the stale air to hit... nothing.

She blurred in the opposite direction. Ezra’s mouth went slack at the ascent of the faded star designs along her sleeves. His arm shot out like an uncoiled snake. Her ankle was a twig he could snap if he yanked hard enough.

A scruffy teal running shoe connected with his forehead. The scorching burst made his body take a screenshot. A scarlet plateau arose under his retracted fingers, giving her an opening. She scaled the shelf in five seconds flat and clambered down in the next four. His calves itched as he bolted after her.

Several more twists and turns brought the lady to another dead end. Her head swiveled before she sped past an open door into a cramped employee break room. She tried to slam it on him but he barreled through, vision tinged crimson. The garden tool lunged for her temple only to result in an ear-piercing CLANG when it struck metal instead. 

She’d ducked under a table. She appeared on the other side wielding a plastic trash can. It slammed against his chest. Decayed contents tumbled down his front. His jaw clenched. Pulse hammering, he vaulted over right when she darted away. She was fast but disadvantaged in the tighter space.

He snatched her more firmly on his second try. His boot met her thigh. She propelled into a file cabinet. Her lower back and skull slammed against the hard edges. Various tools and dusty paperwork crashed around her dazed and slumped figure. The breath audibly whooshed from her lungs while her knife clattered to the floor.

Ezra registered faintly that the move was unnecessarily cruel. However, the footprint on his face, gnawing stomach, and exhaustion fogged his impulse control. He loomed over the panicked woman. Stole from me yet can't even defend herself. Pathetic. An internal voice jeered, as if the thought gave him permission to see her as less than human. A twisted sense of satisfaction skittered up his spine at the power he held over her.

His hand cinched around her throat, coaxing a gag from the slim pillar thrumming beneath the pad of his thumb. Up close, the sharp smell of fermented sweat stung his nostrils. Air blew from him like a bull. The weight of the hoe hung above, a death knell waiting to be rung. She scrabbled for the bag at her hip, kicked at his shins, gnashed her teeth. He paid no heed. Everything would be over soon.

At least... he thought it would be. He had long since numbed himself to killing. He rarely dawdled when it came to striking but two things made him hesitate for a microsecond this time. Two things that would change his fate.

First, her eyes met his. Dark and wild. Two burning coals searing into his soul. There was a familiarity about them. The type that made his heart clench for some secret just out of his reach. He saw himself reflected in their unwavering determination to live.

The second was a teddy bear hurling directly at his face. Fuzzy fake fur pressed into the bridge of his nose. A feeble squeak came from a mechanism inside before it bounced away. Ezra blinked. He was so stunned by the absurdity of the impromptu weapon that he remained a statue posed for attack. The toy’s button peepers stared at him accusingly from the ground.

Another interruption put a complete stop to his execution: the telltale gurgle and shuffle of infected coming to inspect the ruckus. Cold dread injected into his limbs. The burglar was the least of his worries. He crossed the room in an instant, shutting the door and locking it. 

The wood was smooth against his left ear as he strained to determine how agitated the walking corpses were. Their lack of clawing and growling on the other side suggested they hadn't pinpointed their exact location. Yet. His shoulders barely had time to loosen. The sting of his head being pulled back by his hair made his gums flash.

And sharp steel hovered next to his artery.
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“I wouldn't recommend stabbin' me.”

Ezra whispered, palms pivoting towards the ceiling. His flesh indented against the narrow blade. His breaths grew shallow. “I’m not your enemy. Not when they’re out there.”

“Everyone is an enemy to someone like me.” Her voice was deeper than he expected. Her reply made sense. Her fragile state painted a target on her back. “I don’t trust you and I’m not leaving empty handed.” She tugged, a silent command to surrender. He sank nearly to her height.

She had a point. Still, he knew she would’ve crossed those extra centimeters already if she truly wanted to end his life. She was debating how fruitful killing him would be. Changing her mind would be impossible but he might convince her to spare him.

“You're that desperate?” His tone dripped with petulance masquerading as humor. “Well, the food’s mine. I found it first. However, we can make a deal. I’ll split a third–”

The knife’s tip nipped his clammy skin.

“Half. But we need to focus on getting out of here before we can do that.”

Without seeing her face, he felt her sniff out his deception. Of course he did not intend to share. The fib permeated the air like onion after cooking. Her apprehension was a weighted blanket threatening to suffocate him.

A puff of air left her. He couldn't tell if it was a scoff or a laugh. The malice lifted. Its spiky tendrils followed the metal sheathed into her pocket. Slowly, imagining her a skittish animal, he faced the mushroom swindler. He inclined his head. “Glad you have some common sense.”

“Your fly is down.”

Her blunt observation sent hot blood rushing to his ears. Ezra’s pupils darted to the wall. The zip resonated louder than he wanted. His lips pressed into a thin line prior to returning his gaze.

“Anway, here is the plan: we wait for at least an hour. If they've dispersed after that, I’ll open the door. Either we’re clear or we fight our way out.” His garden hoe seemed to gain ten pounds in his grip. It wasn't great but it'd be better than nothing.

Her sparse brows furrowed and she shook her head. “Your ‘plan’ relies on luck. There’s no way to tell if they will wander far enough, if at all.”

His mind raced in circles. What other choices were there? He crossed his arms. “Have a better idea?”

The woman scanned their surroundings until she spotted a miniature window overlooking the break room. "Yes. I can fit through there. Give me a lift. I’ll loop around and let you out if they’re gone."

He followed the jut of her chin. The glass was grimy, letting in a thread of muted light. He wouldn't fit but her petite body might. Better than going out guns blazing. He thought.

“Worth a shot.” He leaned his weapon against the wall to free his arms, feeling naked without it. “C’mon.” He invited her to stand in front of him.

"If you leave me behind, and I escape, I'll hunt your skinny ass down and make you regret it." He murmured against the shell of her ear. The window could be their salvation, or it could be a trick to abandon him. He hated to admit he needed her. He could only pray she had more to lose by betraying him.

He gripped her waist. Her jutting ribs reminded him of a creaky woven basket. He hoisted her up, bracing his knees against the wall. Ezra was taken aback by his huff of exertion as he pushed her up until her torso leveled with the window sill. Maybe he was weaker than he thought.

She worked quickly on the latch. He winced at the screech of the frame. She lurched forward, getting her upper body through. For a nerve-wracking moment she teetered, seeming stuck like a magician’s assistant cut in half. In the end, after he supported her heels, she managed to slip out into the alley beside the store. She disappeared from view and he was left alone in the dark.

His pulse ticked the seconds the way wall clocks used to. Each minute became a year in timeless limbo. He ran mental simulations of what would happen in the near future in a vain bid for control, waving the handle of the hoe to and fro. Something knocked at the back of his mind. Unease made the hair on his neck rise. What was it? There was a blank spot in his awareness.

Oh.

His tongue turned into a shriveled sponge. He’d been so focused on escape that his sleep-deprived brain had skipped a major detail. 

He'd forgotten to take the cans from her.

She had no actual reason to come back.

Fuc–

Crash!

Glass shattered, followed by stumbling and growls of zombies being herded away. A feminine and urgent whisper pierced the haze of the break room.

“They’re distracted. Hurry!”

He disengaged the lock, hardly able to believe it. Her freckles appeared in the doorway. He emerged cautiously. The aisles stretched out before him, no infected in sight.

A finger on her lips, the woman pointed to the nearest exit. Then she was moving. He padded behind her, not daring to inhale. They weaved through obstacles using hand signals until the glow of the outside greeted them like Heaven’s gate.

After an eternity of sneaking between shelves and instances of almost-discovery, the unlikely pair made it outside to the zombie-free parking lot. Ezra slumped against the wall, the bricks chafing his backpack in conjunction with his panting.

"Well, that was close." The copper-haired woman shot him a teasing smile, pulling the rations from her bag. "Still going to fight me for these?" She hesitated then handed him one can as a display of amity.

He stared at the mushroom label. Such a meager thing to nearly die for. An anticipatory pause permeated the space between them. “Nah. You earned it.” He conceded, tucking the can away. "What made you change your mind back there? You had the perfect opportunity to ditch me."

"I almost did. I wasn't eager to play hide and seek with the undead." She admitted, scratching the back of her neck. A flicker of something unreadable passed over her face. "But I figured it'd be bad karma if I left you. Not like my track record is great to begin with." She let out a self-deprecating chuckle.

He studied her expression. Beneath the grime and exhaustion, he thought he saw a glimmer of sincerity. Or maybe he was just fooling himself with a subconscious desire for any connection after going solo so long. He couldn’t discard his suspicion at her spontaneous generosity.

Ezra stroked the scratchy stubble on his jaw as he appraised her. It was a blessing in disguise that the hair didn't grow fast. A lost beard growing competition in high school now gave him one less thing to think about. “I suppose a guilty conscience is a decent excuse, assuming any of us still got one.” 

His hazel eyes narrowed. "Then again, maybe you have another goal. Like tryin’ to lower my guard so you can slit my throat and take my loot."

"Pffft! After all the trouble I underwent to save you? If I wanted to kill you, I'd have done it in there."

Her head tilted owlishly. She leaned towards him and batted her lashes. He noticed a few missing and wondered whether the thinning was from malnutrition or if she’d plucked them out of stress. Same for the streak of white in her bangs. "Unless you have a secret base filled with supplies? Then I'd consider it. Ya know, after I charm you into taking me with you."

"A secret base full of supplies? I wish." He muttered. "So you don't need to tempt me into being your buddy. ‘Sides, I’m not the type to go for that. It’s a liability.”

“Neither am I.” She added hastily. “But I was thinking... we did work well together. Maybe we could te– no," she corrected herself, shaking her head, "pool our resources. Survive alongside each other. A symbiotic relationship to better our odds." She elaborated. "We don't need to be friends. We don't need to give each other our names. And, if at any point you feel like abandoning me is the better option, do it."

He mulled over her proposition. Ezra hadn’t thought about not being alone. Maybe he needed to reconsider his solitary ways. They had left him starving and exhausted.

“If you betray me," he warned, words biting like winter’s first frost, "I'll be the one holding a knife to your throat. Understand?” Serrated claws of painful memories raked over the back of his skull. He kicked them down then lit them with a match.

Her brows rose to her hairline. "Don't threaten me with a good time. The same goes for you." A heedless smirk doused his threat. "What do you say? Do we have a deal?"

Ezra didn't respond immediately. He pivoted on his heel, walking a few steps in the opposite direction before glancing over his shoulder. He canted his neck to beckon her. 

Her lips curled higher when she jogged to his side.
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What would've happened if I didn't buy those bananas?

Ezra had gone on a rare excursion from his house on the day of the outbreak. All he wanted was a simple ingredient for a smoothie recipe. But nooo. Instead, he’d been caught up in the collapse of society at the supermarket.

Now, he was ambling down a dusty back road. The blistering sphere in the sky had moved from eastward to directly above, hidden briefly by pearly blankets. The atmosphere was humid. Sticky oxygen glued his clothes to him. He peeked at his traveling companion. She'd surprisingly kept up, albeit a few paces back. Gravel crunched as she sped up next to him.

“Are we going anywhere specific?”

“Not we. I’m going to the mountains south of here. To a hunting cabin I inherited. You will branch off at any point between now and then. This isn't a permanent deal.” He peered down at her figure – or lack thereof – from his peripheral. “Unless you fall behind, first.”

“You do have a secret base.” She muttered. “My endurance won't be an issue. However, I have the wilderness survival skills of a domesticated hamster.”

“Then I’ll use you as bait.”

She sulked but didn't otherwise complain. Believing their conversation over, Ezra rotated his shoulders and mentally moved on. The path turned fuzzy while he made a checklist of what he could remember at the cabin. Until the lady stuck a needle into his bubble.

“What were you before all this?”

“Who said you could talk to me more than necessary? Didn't we agree that the more distance the better?” He scowled.

“Do you not want to?”

“Not really, no.”

“... I’m rusty, too. Anyway, I have a confession. I found a pack of ramen and a bottle of soda during our getaway.”

He nearly tripped. “Why didn't you tell me? I’m starving!”

“I was waiting to see if you would try butchering me again.” She pulled out the pack of noodles and dangled it in front of his nose. “But I thought you didn't want to talk?”

“I can be persuaded. Give it.” He snatched it from her. Flimsy plastic crinkled. He tore it open with his teeth.

“I’ll ask again. What were you before the world ended? I want to know what your skills are.”

He sighed, begrudgingly understanding the merits of answering. “At-home software developer. I didn't want to be around people.” He gave her a pointed look, breaking off a piece of ramen. He popped it into his mouth with a crunch that left grit on his molars. Eating sawdust and swallowing a vial of salt would’ve been more pleasant.

“That helps us... how?” She questioned, quirking a thin brow. Her blatant disappointment smacked his ego. She popped the soft drink open and held it out to him, anticipating he’d need it.

“I can handle myself.” He retorted, gratefully accepting the soda. Fizz tickled his nose but that didn't stop him from chugging to wash down the dry noodles. He had to remind himself to conserve some. “My father was a prepper. Old bastard was right, sadly, though I didn't think it'd be the zombie apocalypse.”
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