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George Miller, John Carpenter, Roger Zelazny, and George Romero—your characters and stories continue to inspire. Thank you.

Also, much gratitude to the fine folks at Think Coffee on Fourth Avenue—thanks for keeping me caffeinated and letting me write, write, write.


You want . . . some kind of explanation . . . ? Here’s one as good as any you’re likely to find. We’re being punished by the Creator. He visited a curse on us. So that man could look at what hell was like.

—DAY OF THE DEAD

It’s amazing how quickly things can go from “bad” to “total shit storm.” 

—ZOMBIELAND

They say the mind bends and twists in order to deal with the horrors of life. I think my mind bent so much it snapped in two.

—TWISTED METAL: BLACK

Good. Bad. I’m the guy with the gun.

—ARMY OF DARKNESS
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THE FUN BEGINS . . .



You’re in a five-by-five cell that smells like piss and disease.

Been in this cage for fifty-eight months. Only light is the dim bulb in the hallway beyond the bars. The cell is sparse: stained mattress, rusted sink, and a toilet you unclog with your hands.

You were a soldier.

No—to call you a soldier, that would be an insult to decent men who fight for concepts like honor and “the right thing”—men who fight because they believe. To call you a butcher, a killer, a dealer of pain, a breaker of faces, a general bad man—that would just be skimming the surface.

You were the youngest on the ground in Desert Storm. Lied about your age to join. Killed nine men in a war where almost no Americans died. Sliced off a man’s ear. That’s when you got the feel for it—the metallic taste of sprayed blood on your tongue and a thirst that wouldn’t leave.

Came back to the US in ’92. Tried to fit back in. “Normal.” Married your high school sweetheart.

She was far from sweet.

Can’t blame her. She didn’t love the drinking. The fists through the walls. The steel-toed boots shattering the TV, ruining Thanksgiving because the Lions lost again. So she left, and that was just fine.

’Ninety-five you reenlisted, recruited to black-bag missions.

Twenty-eighth birthday, you were in a brothel in Turkey, taking a ball-peen hammer to a man’s eye socket, when you turned to the TV and saw the towers fall.

It all got bigger then. More jobs. More killing. Your life was a splatter-work painting—blood here, agony and execution there. Death on a grand scale.

Seven years of that, in deserts and caves and towns so hot the sweat poured off you until it felt like some second, liquid skin. Seven years, until your stomach was so hollow the only time you felt anything was when you were fighting or drinking.

The military cut you loose in ’08 when they found you drunk, racing a Humvee through an Iraqi minefield on a bet.

You made it to the other side of the minefield, safe and sound, but they shipped you back to the other side of the world, battered and broken.

Two years bumming around the States: New York to Detroit to Alabama to who-knows-it’s-all-a-blur-at-the-bottom-of-a-bottle.

Then 2010, back in Afghanistan behind a big rig, doing the Kabul–Jalalabad run. Most dangerous drive in the world.

You forgot about the feel of your hands on a man’s neck—replaced it with the feel of your hands on the wheel of an armored transport.

That’s when you found your true love: driving.

You felt like Mad Max, the Road Warrior—that big ending. Always loved that movie. You watched it with your old man and he gave you your own six-pack of Iron City. You finished your beers just before the grand finale, when Max steers the rig through the wasteland. You were nine years old.

But they cut you loose. Someone frowned upon a 1.2 BAC while driving through the Korengal.

Back to the States again. Had some money saved up. Bought yourself a gift—your dream car.

A ’67 El Camino.

You were thirty-eight years old.

That’s what normal guys do, right? Workaday fellas? They have midlife crises and they buy dream cars.

But racing through Baltimore one neon dreary night, you said fuck it, and you drove that mother head-on into a brick wall, just to see what would happen.

Whiplash happened.

Six broken teeth happened.

Shattered cheekbone, nose broken in three places, arm dislocated, five broken ribs, one punctured lung—that happened, too.

But the impact. The pain.

Goddamn. It got your heart kicking like a bronco with a shock rod up its ass.

You checked yourself out of the hospital, went straight to the impound, got the El Camino back, and started repairing it and fitting it up for the New Mexico Demolition Derby.

You took the racing name “Jimmy El Camino.” You drove all the circuits. Most days the demolition derby, other days off-road races. You rarely lost, and you’d rarely felt better.

But your past caught up with you.

That’s what pasts do.

You came home drunker than usual—blacked out on your feet. You were celebrating your fortieth birthday, first with a hired girl, who you scared away, then alone, with your ol’ buddy Johnnie Walker.

The spooks came in the night, needle in the neck, your legs turning to rubber, knees giving out, collapsing, and then you waking up in this cell.

This cell, where you’ve been for one thousand seven hundred and forty-three days.

CL—CLINK.

A door opens at the end of the hall. A triangle of light. Keys rattle. Footsteps. Two voices.

“John Casey?”

You squint. Two men at the bars.

“John Casey, stand up.”

“The name’s Jimmy El Camino,” you say. Your voice is a croak. Haven’t spoken a word aloud in who knows how long.

“Hands behind the back, against the bars.”

Usually they come twice a day, slide you food and water through the bean slot—always while you’re asleep. This is new. You go with it—rise and turn around, stepping back, placing your hands against the horizontal opening. Cold handcuffs hug your wrists and clink shut.

“You get much news down here?” they ask.

“What do you think?”

“So you don’t know, then?”

“Know about what?”

“Hell.”

“Oh, I know hell. I know hell real well.”

“Not like this. Real hell. Bad shit. Came to earth a while back. Man wants to talk to you about it.”

You turn that one over in your head for a moment before saying, “Cool.”
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They let you shower and shave. You see yourself, fully, for the first time in almost five years. Muscles still there. Muscle tone, lean and cut, could pass for thirty-five. Your face, the bloodshot eyes, the heavy lids, the bags beneath them, the scars—a stranger might ballpark you at sixty.

You don’t like looking so vintage, so you leave most of the beard, still thick, to cover up some of that sad countenance.

The same two soldiers—one tall and thin, one boxy and angular—come to retrieve you. Thin One leads you through a mostly dark, mostly cement complex. Place smells like decay. Down two halls, a flight of stairs, and into a dim room. Boxy refers to it as a briefing room, but it looks more like the back hall of a VFW. One TV, empty cups of coffee, a flag on the wall, plastic folding chairs.

A man in uniform stands behind a desk.

Thin One and Boxy push you down into a chair, so you’re facing the uniform.

“Uncuff him,” the man in uniform says. You squint, still having trouble with the light. Name on his uniform reads Eigle.

Thin One and Boxy hesitate.

“Uncuff him,” Eigle repeats.

Boxy does as he’s ordered. You place your hands on your thighs and wait for them to get out the butter knife and start spreading on the bullshit.

Eigle looks you over. He’s medium height, bony, pale as powder. Needly eyes gaze down a sloping, angular nose. His hair is white and thin, his gray mustache is stained with coffee. He steps forward, sticks out a rough hand. “Major Eigle.”

You reach out. Shake it.

Eigle starts, “John Casey, I’ve been—”

“Jimmy El Camino,” you say.

“Sorry?”

“Call me Jimmy El Camino.”

He shrugs, tired. “Sure. Jimmy. You’ve been underground a long time. Any idea what’s been going on up here? Out there?”

You don’t respond.

Eigle takes a leaning half seat on a flimsy wooden folding table—the type you sat at as a kid at the weekly Methodist fish fry. The table sinks in the middle and creaks as Eigle reaches for the remote from the table and points it at the TV. He hits a button. Hits it again. Looks at the remote, frustrated, bangs it twice against his palm, takes out the batteries, eyes them like they might provide some clue, slips them back in, then points it at the TV and clicks again.

The TV flashes on. Flashes on to terror, disaster, mass hysteria. It’s a prerecorded video, telling the story of what’s happened since you were gone.

You’ve seen what chemical weapons do to people, but you’ve never seen anything like this.

Zombies, like the horror comics you read in grade school. Humans, consuming the flesh of other, still-breathing humans.

You see New York City, smoking. You see rotting cannibals, stumbling through the streets.

CNN headlines:

• Los Angeles burns

• London falls

• President to speak

• President’s speech delayed

• President unaccounted for

Fox News headlines:

• Is this the Rapture?

• An angry God takes revenge

Images, clips: soldiers dying, tanks overrun, police turning their service pistols on themselves while monsters tear flesh from bone and chase it down with a blood cocktail.

In fast-forward, you watch the country crumble and the world fall.

Eigle clicks the remote again and the TV flashes off.

“It happened soon after you went into the cell. You didn’t see the world devolving, changing. Didn’t see society break. I realize this will take you some time to process, but—”

“I got it.”

“You got it?”

“Zombies. Zombie apocalypse. Society in ruins. Probably a few cities still fighting. Roving bands of cannibals, marauders, highwaymen. That about it?”

Eigle nods.

“So what—you want me to save the world or something?”

Major Eigle’s lip curls into what, strictly speaking, could be considered a smile. “Something like that. I have a mission for you.”

“Why me?”

“Because you’re a killer and you’re a driver.”

“No tap dancing. The whole deal. Lay it out.”

“Not yet, Jimmy.”

You glare.

“I need you to prove yourself,” Eigle continues. “Prove you didn’t lose your mind down there in that hole. Prove your reflexes haven’t withered away to nothing.”

“How?”

“You drive.”

“Drive where?”

“In the Death Derby.”

“Sounds fun,” you say. “What is it?”

“What it sounds like. You interested?”

“It get me out of the cage?”

“Only way.”

“Then I suppose I’m interested.”

Eigle nods. “Okay, then. Follow me.”

Zombies? Death races? You should be shocked, scared, surprised—but you’ve seen so much hell, you’re more curious than anything.

But there’s one thing you don’t like: taking orders from assholes. Especially the assholes who kept you locked in a cage. Even the small orders, like “Follow me.”

You can sense the two guards behind you—Thin One and Boxy. Nine feet and some inches separating you from Eigle. The TV remote. You could grab it, crack it—a quick shiv. Have it to Eigle’s neck, use him as a shield before Thin One and Boxy have time to realize just how useless they are . . .


Do you want to follow Eigle and discover what exactly the Death Derby is? If so, click here.

If you hate taking orders and you’d rather take prisoners, click here.
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GETTYSBURG



The El Camino’s oversized, steel-lined gas tank is almost empty. In the rear, twelve tanks of gas in fire-safe canisters—but that’s emergency only.

You check the map. A red circle around a place in Gettysburg: a Texaco station that belongs to friendlies. You don’t like the idea of stopping, but you can’t skip the chance to refuel.

It’s nearing noon when you find the station, just across from the Gettysburg memorial. Old junkers form a makeshift fence around the station, with a metal gate, wrapped in barbed wire, in front.

You leave the car idling and step out, carrying the Remington sawed-off. A bell hangs from the gate. You ring it, and the sound is loud and hollow, like a church bell—made louder by the silence of the Pennsylvania countryside.

You ring again.

No response.

You nudge the gate. It gives. You give it a hard push, and it swings open.

The gas station looks typical but run-down. Four pumps. Beyond that, a small shop. Sun-washed soda cans in the window. Beside that, a garage with a REPAIRS sign over it. An old Chevy pickup and a newer BMW, along the side, waiting for repairs that never came, put on permanent hold by the apocalypse.

“Well?” Iris calls from the car.

You slide back in, drive the El Camino to the pumps. The credit card machines on the pumps have been smashed. A small piece of cardboard says See Ed for barter.

“What’s the name on the map?” you say. “Who’s it say to speak with?”

Iris looks down at the map, squinting, then says, “Ed or Nancy.”

You nod.

Surprisingly, the pump works with no problems. You fill the car up, then tell Iris you’ll be back.

“Where are you going?”

“See if there’s something we can fill up, take some more gas with us.”

“Be quick, huh?”

You lead with the sawed-off, doing a full circle around the outside of the station. Coming back around, you see Iris watching you.

Into the small store. Nearly empty. No food or water on the shelves. A few old bottles of Pennzoil. Two packs of cigarettes behind the counter. You take them both.

Cash in the drawer. Worthless.

You come to the garage. It stinks like oil. You inch open the door with the Remington and the stench of oil is replaced with the stench of death.

You peek your head back out the door. Iris is leaning out the window, tapping her hands on the car door while she keeps watch.

You step down into the garage, sawed-off raised. There’s a Subaru in the center. You walk around it, and that’s where you find the bodies. Two of them in a pool of dried, caked blood, beginning to bloat. Dead five, maybe six days. Flies buzz.

A man and a woman.

The man has been stabbed multiple times.

The woman’s head has been removed, impaled through the hood of the Subaru with a blade. You step closer. The blade is an Arkansas toothpick—the Bowie knife–like weapon much loved by Confederate soldiers during the Civil War.

You remove the Arkansas toothpick and the woman’s head rolls down the hood, falls to the floor, and lands beside the man with a smack. On the man’s blue jumpsuit you see a name tag. Ed.

Ed and Nancy.

On the wall, scrawled in blood, are the words Yankee Scum.

A scream causes you to spin.

Iris.

Carrying the blade and the sawed-off, you charge out of the garage, through the store, into the parking lot. You expect Tanner’s men at first—you think they’ve found you, but no. Instead, a thin man—all skin and bones—dragging Iris across the lot, out toward the street. He has a blade to Iris’s throat.

“Fuck’n Yank,” Bones says, hissing in your direction. “See y’n hell, boy.”

Iris lifts her leg, drives her heel into Bones’s foot. He howls and pulls the blade closer, drawing a trickle of blood. Iris stops fighting then. The ferocious look on her face, though, says she’s eager to break the man.

There are two zombies in Confederate soldier garb on either side of Bones. “Hee-ya!” Bones shouts. He kicks one in the rear, sending it sprawling toward you.

You charge after them. The larger of the two Confederate zombies—a fat man, with guts spilling out and seeping through his uniform—tries to grab hold of you. You take out its leg, dropping it to the ground.

You don’t understand. Confederate soldiers? And in Pennsylvania? Zombies pulled from their graves? This isn’t a horror movie, with old men crawling out of the earth. Doesn’t make sense . . .

The other Confederate zombie, this one with a thick beard and a tilted hat on its head, lunges. You drive the Arkansas toothpick into its skull, black blood bubbling, the body crumpling.

You look down at the thing, spot a large tribal tattoo on the zombie’s rotting arm, and you realize—

Reenactors. They’re goddamn Civil War reenactors.

Bones is across the street now, dragging Iris into the Gettysburg memorial graveyard. You unhook the gas hose, sliding into the El Camino. Foot down, tires howling, crashing through the gate, darting down the street, then spinning it back—the El Camino bounces through the cemetery entrance, slewing onto the yellowed grass and gravestone-dotted lawn.

You spot Bones, pulling Iris, knife blade glinting in the sun.

Hope this car is as tough as Hank said . . .

You spin the wheel, driving through the cemetery. The heavy metal thresher plows into headstones, cracking them in half, ripping them from the ground.

The skinny Confederate reenactor weaves through the cemetery, using the larger monuments to keep you from getting too close. Iris is quiet—no screaming for her life, no begging for help.

Bones lets out a howl—a banshee shriek. Ah, hell. A rebel yell, you realize.

And then they’re coming over the short hills and from the thick woods, swarming like roaches. Undead reenactors by the thousands. They hear Bones’s yell, and they come for him—but it’s you they see first.

They rush, staggering with that telltale hobbled gait—slow, usually, but quicker than shit when they smell human flesh.

And, Christ almighty, the man leading the charge is atop an undead horse, strapped across the broken animal. The animal’s flesh is rotted away and its rib cage visible, but it still gallops.

It’s a zombified Major General George Pickett reenactor, you realize, and this is Pickett’s Charge. The entire army of Northern Virginia is coming for you. This is your own personal battle of Gettysburg.
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Pickett’s Charge failed spectacularly, near ended the war for the South—and this isn’t gonna end well for these undead bastards, either, you think.

Bones, currently ducking behind a headstone, waits for the army to pass, then yanks Iris to her feet. He drags her toward the memorial museum and gift shop—a long building, beyond the headstones.

You flip open the trigger block on the gearshift, pressing your thumb onto the firing button.

Northern hell is unleashed.

The M134D minigun is deafening, pumping round after round of thundering fire.

Bullets punch fist-sized holes in the monsters—wet globs of flesh and chipped bone splashing headstones. Pickett’s horse goes down first—the animal’s head opening, then the legs chopped apart by scorching rounds. Gray uniforms jerking, convulsing as the minigun deals death at four thousand rounds per minute.

You lay off the gun then and grip the wheel tight, the El Camino screaming into the charging army. Replica rifles drop from the monsters’ hands as they’re mowed down, chewed up, chopped apart by the thresher.

KRAKA—BOOM!

The ground ahead of you erupts, an explosion tearing open the earth, chunks of dirt splashing.

What the . . .

You wrench the wheel, the El Camino slicing across the field. Through the thick horde of reenactors you glimpse four men—living men, like Bones the skinny Confederate. They’re manning two rusted howitzer guns, cramming them with homemade ammo.

Another earsplitting bang and a dozen Confederate zombies are liquefied. Bodies burst, muscle and tissues and brain matter spraying the cracked windshield.

You try to steer left, away from the guns, but—

SLAM!

A headstone plays roadblock, greeting the El Camino, throwing you into the wheel, punching the wind from your lungs. The headstone is cracked, but not pulled from the ground. Another headstone snags your rear right tire.

Pickett’s undead men coming from all sides. Reaching through the window. Clawing at your face. Climbing onto the car.

You jerk the stick, throwing the El Camino into reverse, but the tires just spin, kicking dirt, and the headstones grind against the car’s undercarriage. And all around you, the moaning of the hungry dead . . .


Abandon the El Camino? Click here.

If you’ll continue trying to get the El Camino free, click here.
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DEATH FROM ABOVE



The float, advancing slowly down the packed street, will pass your location in six, maybe seven minutes. That gives you just enough time.

Up the block is the Bourbon Orleans Hotel. Balconies jut out over the street. You take the ax from the El Camino, hop a guardrail, and creep toward the hotel.

Zombies crowd the sidewalk. You hug the wall, moving past them. One of them smells you, turning, and you see its skin rotted away to nothing, its face almost entirely skull—only yellow eyes and a few strands of hair making clear it’s something alive. Quick as Doc Holliday with his Colt revolver, you lash out with the ax, splitting open the monster’s head.

Three more turn, rushing for you, but you’re already stepping into the hotel.

The lobby is crowded. Full of undead sorority girls and rotting frat boys.

You hack apart three of the things, then push through to the stairwell. At the second floor, you peek your head out the door. The hallway is choked with the undead.

You have better luck on the third floor. Only a dead housekeeper bumping into a wall. You kill it, then try the handle on a Bourbon Street–facing room. The door is locked. You kick it in.

The room smells of death. Stale and exhausted.

Somebody was having a helluva good time when the apocalypse began. Drugs on a glass table, along with half-empty bottles of expensive vodka.

The door to the balcony is open. A breeze blows the curtains and pigeons flap about.

It takes a moment for the two undead monsters in the room to notice you. When they do, they come hard and fast.

The first is a man in a suit, his face sunken and skeletal. A pigeon flutters, then squawks as the monster steps on it. The monster’s ankle rolls, and it falls through the glass table. You bury the ax in its head before it has time to get up.

Stumbling behind it is a disgusting undead thing that once—years ago—was probably a very attractive woman. Topless and thin.

You need to keep it alive.

It trips over the undead man but regains its balance. You hit it with the blunt side of the ax, knocking it to the floor.

You step over its body and out onto the balcony. The float is rolling down the street and will pass underneath you any minute. The man in the tracksuit’s hate-filled voice floats up.

Time to interrupt his speech, you think as you step back into the room, grabbing the topless zombie by the shoulders, holding the thing’s mouth away from you—its teeth snapping. With one strong toss, you hurl the moaning monster over the side.

The topless zombie lands on the wife, hitting her like a ton of bricks. She’s screaming, falling backward, trying to kick the zombie off, but the thing is already gnawing her leg.

Rattail yanks the topless zombie away, kicking it back so the zombie tumbles over the side of the float. The wife continues screaming.

The appropriate amount of chaos has begun, so you jump—one hand on the railing, leaping over.

The float gives a little when you land, breaking your fall. You’re up in a flash, burying your ax in the belly of Sunglasses as he raises a rifle.

The wife, blood pouring from her leg, spins, raising an old pistol, but you’re already swinging, slicing off her hand. She shrieks and watches, bewildered, as her hand drops onto Bourbon Street.

The old man drops his bullhorn, curses, stomps toward you. At the same time, Rattail comes from the other side.

You stick the sawed-off in the old man’s face and hold the ax against Rattail’s throat. The wife is on her side, wailing while blood pumps from her wrist like it’s a garden hose.

To the old man, you say, “Shut that woman up. Or I shoot her.”

She stops sobbing then, and starts whimpering.

Above you, the young girl looks on, holding her comic book and not seeming much impressed, shocked, or scared by the sudden violence.

“Now,” you say loudly. “To the man beneath us, driving this float. It is now mine. Honk if you understand.”

Silence, for a moment, and then honk.

“Good. Drive it to the hospital up here on the right, and stop.”

“What do you want?” the old man says.

“Your help,” you say, a moment before you slam the ax into the wife’s head, ending her before she transforms into one of the undead.
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When the driver of the float steps out, you’re surprised to see he’s a young boy, seven years old at the most.

You’re in the hospital’s storage garage. You sit the boy down beside Rattail, the old man, and the girl, and hold the gun on the four of them.

“You two,” you say to the old man and Rattail. “You’re going to load these four generators up onto that float.”

Rattail and the old man move slowly. It takes them near an hour just to use a big hunk of wood to build a ramp up to the float. Then another hour to get the first generator up.

You drink and watch. The boy and the girl sit beside you.

“That your brother?” you say, raising your flask in Rattail’s direction.

The boy shakes his head. “Cousin. I think.”

“And the old man’s your grandfather?”

“Our dad,” the girl says.

“Awful old to be your dad,” you say.

“But not too old to be awful,” the girl says.

You look down at the boy and girl. They seem generally unaffected by the whole situation. No shock at the death of their family. No anger. Either they’ve seen so much hell for so much of their lives that they’re completely numb, or they just don’t much like their family.

Three hours later, you’re good and drunk and Rattail and the old man are finally loading the fourth generator onto the float. They stumble down the ramp, soaked in sweat. “Now what?”

“What are the kids’ names?” you ask. You’re not sure why you care, but the words just tumble out. You’re slurring now and the “s” comes out with a lisp.

The man shakes his head. “You filthy drunk. You should know what the Lord said about alcohol. ‘And do not get drunk with wine, for that is a great debauchery, and you should be only filled with the Spirit of our Lord and—’ ”

“Tell me the names of the children!” you shout, your voice booming in the tight, low garage.

Neither the old man nor Rattail says anything.

“Suzie-Jean,” the little girl says at last. “I’m Suzie-Jean.”

The boy looks at Suzie-Jean like she just gave away the location of his Halloween candy stash. But she glares back and he finally looks up and says, “My name’s Walter.”

“Thank you,” you say, then take a deep gulp from the bottle. “Suzie-Jean, Walter—please go sit in my car and cover your ears.”

“You don’t tell them what to do!” the old man shrieks. “No one tells my li’l darlings what to do!”

You glare at the children until they go and squeeze into the passenger side of the El Camino, Walter piling on Suzie-Jean’s lap.

“You covering your ears?” you ask.

“Yes!” they both call back.

“If you were covering your ears you wouldn’t be able to hear me asking you. Cover them for real. Like you’re trying to cave your head in. You know what that means, cave your head in?”

“Yes!” they both call back.

“Good, now do it.”

They place their hands on their heads.

“You covering your ears?” you ask again.

No answer.

“Good.”

You shoot the old man first, in the chest. Then Rattail is running at you. He’s quick, athletic. Probably played high school ball. You shoot him next.

The father doesn’t die immediately. He crawls toward you, dragging his bloody body across the garage floor. “Please,” he says. “Please don’t kill the children.”

“I’ll try not to,” you say.

Then you finish him off.

When you slide into the El Camino, Suzie-Jean says, “Did you think we wouldn’t hear gunshots with our ears covered?”

“No. But I didn’t want you hearing them yell or cry.”

“You killed our family?” Walter asks.

You nod. “I did. And I’m sorry for that.”

“Why did you do it, then?”

“Because I’m doing something very important. And they were in the way.”

“We weren’t in the way?”

“No, you weren’t.”

“If we were in the way, would you have killed us?”

You light a cigarette. “I’m not certain.”

Walter looks you up and down. He looks at the ax on the seat beside you. He sits up and looks out the windshield, down the hood at the thresher in the front, and then he examines the strange buttons on the dashboard.

“Are you like Batman?” he asks finally.

“No.”

“Are you like another sort of superhero?”

“No.”

“What’s so important, then?”

“I’m trying to save the world.”

“That’s what superheroes do,” he says.

Lighting a cigarette, you say, “Well, I guess I am a superhero, then.”

Walter smiles at that. Suzie-Jean does, too, just slightly.

“I like Batman,” Walter says. “Suzie-Jean likes Captain America. She thinks he’s cute.”

Suzie-Jean elbows her brother.

“There are superhero movies,” Walter says. “But we never saw them. We never saw any movies.”

“You never saw a movie?” you ask.

“No. Movies weren’t allowed.”

“They made a Captain America movie?” you ask.

“Yep! Lots of them, I think. I’ve seen the posters and stuff. All the posters. You’re old. Didn’t you see the movies?”

“I was in jail for a little while. I remember something about a Batman movie. But I never liked movies much. Just Westerns.”

“What’s a Western?”

“You wouldn’t like them.”

The three of you sit in silence for a while. You take a drink. “I’m sorry I killed your parents,” you say. “But like you said, I’m a superhero. Kind of. And I need your help to save the world. Will you help me?”

“You don’t need our help,” Suzie-Jean says. “You’re just saying that because you feel bad.”

Smart kid. “That’s not true. I need it badly. Will you help?”

They look at each other, thinking it over, Walter getting excited. At last they say, “Okay.”

You stick out your hand. “Superheroes.”

They take hold of your hand, all three of you shaking together. “Superheroes.”

You exit the garage, using the El Camino to tow the float. You take back roads, avoiding the undead wherever possible.

“What’s this?” Walter says, pointing to a red button.

“Don’t touch it.”

Walter touches it anyway. There’s a loud KRAKA-BOOM! and a rocket launches from the side of the El Camino. It spirals through the air, into a roadside bar, exploding the front of the building in a fury of brick and fire.

Walter and Suzie-Jean both say, “Holy shit.”
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It’s a long, slow drive. Outside Woodmere, you spot an army of undead Klansmen in bloody white sheets. Bunch of good old boys probably took the zombie apocalypse as their cue to rise again, get the whole Klan back together. It’s like the apocalypse gives people an excuse to be just as damn awful as they always wanted to be. You run one over. The rest come after the El Camino, following you around a corner, stumbling fast, before you lose them.

You’re approaching the turnoff when you recall something you passed earlier. You turn hard to the right, nearly flipping the float.

The kids scream.

“Sorry,” you say. “Thought of something.”

You round a corner and see the small video store. Run-down. Windows shattered. A sign on the front, hanging off, reads One Video Place.

Pulling into the small parking lot, you say, “Stay here.”

“Where are you going?” Walter asks.

You don’t answer. You climb out and step closer to the store. The door is half off the hinges. You kick it open and raise the gun. A rat skitters out, over your boot.

Inside, it’s like something left over from the late nineties. DVDs on shelves. Piles of VHS tapes. Candy racks, overturned, all the food gone.

You do a circle through the store. Coming around the comedy aisle into the drama aisle, a zombie jumps out at you. Once a pimply-faced kid, no more than fifteen. Its jaw is rotten away and its skin is mostly gone, but pockmarks still dot its forehead. You throw it to the ground, then reach up, grab one of the big hanging TVs, and rip it down, squashing its head.

You find the movies in the action aisle. Something called Batman and something called Captain America: The First Avenger.

You shove the DVDs into your back pocket.

On the way out, you rip another TV from the wall, along with a DVD player.

“What did you do?” the kids ask as you walk back toward the El Camino, carrying it all.

“We found a generator—you can watch movies now.”

They grin.
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When you return, Dewey’s waiting out front. “Hell took you so long?” he calls. “Thought you went and got yourself killed! And what in hell are you towing there, a float?”

“Never mind it,” you say.

And then he sees the two kids. “Wait. Jesus hell. What the . . .”

“C’mon, Dewey, help me with these generators. Need to hurry.”

“No shit you need to hurry. Girl’s body’s starting to turn to cheese.”

Dewey rolls a dolly out from his junk collection. It takes some work, but you’re able to get the generators down off the float and together, you wheel them around the house.

Dewey hooks them up and you go down to see Iris.

Standing over her legless body, you pour a tall drink. “I’m sorry about this, Iris. I’m sorry you’re dead. I’m sorry you’ve got no legs. I’m sorry we have to do this strange thing.”

“Hurry, hurry, need to hurry,” Dewey says, racing down the steps and yanking open one of the tubes. “Put her in.”

You lift her body. She weighs no more than seventy pounds now. You slide her into the tube. Feels like putting yesterday’s steak sandwich into the microwave.

Dewey slams the tube shut, punches in a few numbers, then turns it on. It hums, loud as hell.

“That’s it?” you say, practically screaming over the rumbling.

“That’s it!” he calls back.

“Always this loud?”

“Extra generators!”

You nod. Then you head upstairs. Been a long day. Going to finish your drink and pour a few more.


Click here.
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DEAD MEET



You launch off the balls of your feet, grabbing the remote, slamming it down on the table, splintering it—then spinning, holding it to Eigle’s neck as you pull him close. Boxy and Thin One, eyes bulging, pulses visibly speeding, raise their M4 rifles.

“You’re going to take me out of here,” you say.

Eigle shakes his head. “I’m not.”

Eigle snaps his boot heel up—quick for an old man—and into your groin. Heel connects with your left testicle and pain shoots through you, drops you to your knees.

“You’ve been in a cell for fifty-eight months, John Casey,” Eigle says, spitting out your name like it’s rotten. “You’re slow and old and dumb.”

Smiling through the pain, you say, “The name’s Jimmy El Camino . . .”

“Interrogation room,” Eigle says.

Clutching your balls, you watch Boxy draw his sidearm, train it on your chest, and fire. There’s no bang. Just a sharp, sucking sound of compressed gas and then a punch in your chest. A fifty-caliber tranq dart, just above your heart . . .
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You wake up on a cool, metal floor in a small room not much bigger than your cell. One door. A long glass panel on the wall—double-sided. You’ve been on the other side of that glass plenty of times. It’s the preferable side, you think.

A metal table. Two metal chairs.

You get to your feet.

The tranq dart is still in your chest. Your vision is a little foggy and it feels like you’re moving through water—you guess etorphine in the dart.

The door opens.

A man stands there. Barely a man. No . . .

Not a man.

The thing wears fatigues, but they’re torn and caked with old blood. Much of its chest cavity is visible. Its muscles are atrophied to the point of nonexistence.

Its face is cracked—a horrible, shattered thing. Much of the skin is gone, and its jaw juts out. Its hair is thin in a sad way, like someone deep into chemo. Eyes are cloudy and the pupils, irises, and scleras a murky yellow.

It’s one of the monsters Eigle showed you on TV.

A zombie.

A piece of paper has been attached to its chest by way of a nail, driven through the flesh. It reads: “KILL ME. —LOVE, EIGLE.”

The door shuts and the monster suddenly lurches toward you. Its arms spring up and it crosses the short distance near instantly. You sidestep, and it only gets one clammy hand on you—bony fingers raking your shoulder, and then you’re bringing a fist down, hard, onto the thing’s forearm. The bone cracks like balsa wood.

You twist away—it follows you across the small room. Its mouth biting at air, teeth snapping against each other with such force that you expect them to shatter.

You let it lunge, then sidestep, sticking your foot out like it’s a schoolyard tussle, and the monster trips. Before it hits the ground, you catch it by the back of its thinning hair—then you use that hair to slam the monster’s face into the table edge five, six, seven times.

You drop the thing. It moans and continues biting at invisible flesh. But its head is split wide open, and its skull is visible.

You rip the dart from your chest and bring it crashing down into the monster’s braincase. It breaks through, piercing the cerebrum.

It stops moaning then.

You kick it over onto its back, yank the paper from its chest, and slap the note against the double-sided glass. “That work?” you say.

A moment later, the door opens again. Eigle stands there, saying, “It’s the Death Derby or the cell, your choice.”

That’s no choice.

“Death Derby,” you say.

“Follow me.”

And this time, you do.


Click here.
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BULLET IN THE GUT, TROUBLE IN THE BRAIN



Hours turn to days. Endless driving. Everything you pass broken, gray, rotted. Horses gallop, free. Lone men hitchhike. The undead stumble across America.

Iris is buckled in beside you. Her freeze-dried body jostles back and forth as the El Camino rumbles over dirt roads, races down short sections of highway, navigates crumbling urban sprawl.

It’s early morning and the sun is beating you down when you pass the Welcome to Texas sign.

The pain in your side is becoming unbearable. You have it roughly bandaged with fabric and duct tape, but you can’t continue long like this: vision closing in, blackness intruding on the sharp light of the high Texas sun.

You come to a small gas station along a thin, tree-crowded country road.

“I’ll be back,” you say to Iris’s dead body.

Her eyes stare out the window, vacant.

“You want anything? Bottle of water? Snickers?”

It appears she does not.

“All right, I’ll just be a minute.”

The cocktail of poison and booze and the blood loss and your festering gut flesh have you half-deranged. Three-quarters deranged, even, closing in on full-on brainsick demented. Your hands no longer feel like they’re yours—your sense of touch is distant, numb, weak. Stepping out of the El Camino feels like watching a stranger step out of the vehicle.

The gas station is small: three pumps and a locked, bulletproof booth. Rough neighborhood, you guess. Inside the booth is a zombie, once a man, now a broken figure—all maggoty flesh and visible bone. A John Deere hat rests on its head.

“First aid?” you say to the zombie.

It moans and slaps a hand at the dirty glass.

“First aid?” you repeat.

It moans again and its teeth snap.

“You’re not very helpful.”

It gurgles, then smacks the window with two hands and tries to bite you through the glass, its teeth scraping against it. A tooth falls from its decayed mouth.

“Are you laughing at me?” you say, tapping the ax blade against the window. “You shouldn’t laugh at me.”

More gurgles. More moans.

You sigh and walk to the side of the booth. You kick the door twice. Searing pain shoots through your gut. Another kick, more pain, and the door finally pops, thumping the zombie in the face.

“When a customer asks you a question”—you bring the ax crashing into its face—“you should answer.”

Savage, vicious swings of the blade. Large thrashes across the monster’s chest. Slashing limbs. Darkness crowds your vision, until you see nothing but pinpoints of light, and you keep swinging, a flurry of hacks, and then you’re stumbling back, collapsing into the corner.

You awake to see the result of your blind fury: a pile of bloody flesh with a John Deere hat perched on top. No more body, no more human figure.

You use the ax to help yourself to your feet. “Sorry about that. But customer service is important. Especially these days.”

You find a first aid kit under the cash register. You tuck it beneath your arm, grab two cartons of cigarettes, and stagger back to the car, thinking, My God, I’ll soon be insane . . .
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In the passenger seat, with a pair of pliers. A long swig of whiskey and a look to the cold body beside you. “Iris, you might want to look away. This could get messy.”

She doesn’t look away.

“Okay. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

You dig the pliers into your side. It takes three attempts to get hold of the bullet, and when you finally yank it out, the blood comes in streams. You stuff fabric inside the wound and press it tight. Another swig from the flask and then, mercifully, you black out.

When you wake, the sun is dipping behind the horizon. The pain in your side is sharp. You could sleep longer. You’d like to sleep for hours. But Iris’s body won’t allow that.

You drive through the night in silence. No music. No Iris chitchat. Every few hours, you re-dress your wound. Blood loss is severe, but not yet critical.

Undead coyotes howl occasionally. The poison mixes with the booze and mixes with the wound in your belly until you think you’re going blind.

Texas is endless. All oranges and browns and collapsed bars with faded paint and shit-kicker boots on the front, the neon lights long since broken.

Back roads lead you past a long string of car dealerships and restaurants plastered with the names of old Houston Oilers stars.

You stop for gas outside the Alamo. Gunshots ring out. You sit on the hood of the El Camino and drink and watch men fire off shots from the roof of the country’s most famous mission-cum-fortress. Zombies stumble toward it and get cut down.

You flick your cigarette butt and continue driving.

As you cross into New Mexico, a good-sized pool of blood has formed at your feet. The El Camino’s seat is caked with it, and it cracks when you move.

“Things aren’t looking good, Iris,” you say. “Not good at all . . .”

The highway is clogged, forcing you onto Route 54.

You already thought you were going clinical, and you’re near certain when you spot the towering, three-story pistachio nut on the horizon.

“Hey, Iris, do you see that big pistachio nut?”

You wait a moment.

“No, huh? So I’m hallucinating now?”

But as you drive on, you realize, no, this isn’t some cartoonish Tom and Jerry mirage. A sign marks it as the World’s Largest Pistachio Nut. It looks like a massive alien pod ship. Like some interstellar vessel became trapped here, out of space gasoline or whatever, unable to move on.

It’s thirty feet high—the tallest structure for miles. Surrounded by almost pure nothing. You spot a small gift shop and country store.

You pull over and step out. You need to re-dress your wound and refill the gas tank—might as well do it here, beneath the shadow of the world’s largest nut.

“WELCOME TO PISTACHIOLAND, USA,” a voice calls out.

You stumble back, pulling the sawed-off. You swing it around, searching for the source of the voice.

“WELCOME TO PISTACHIOLAND, USA,” the voice repeats.

It’s an animatronic cowboy, sitting on a wooden barrel on the porch of the gift shop. The half-grizzled, half-whining tin voice goes on—telling you all about pistachios and the history of McGinn’s Pistachio Tree Ranch.

You step inside. In a back room, you find a first aid kit. There’s a small sewing kit for sale, which you grab as well.

Back outside, you sit down on the porch beside the animatronic cowboy. It’s nice in the shade, and you disinfect the wound and fix yourself up. Then you drink and smoke. The cowboy tells you more about the place. And you think, Well, isn’t that perfect? Me here, at the world’s largest pistachio nut, when I may in fact be the biggest nut in the world right now.

When you first see the smoke, you again think you’re hallucinating. Two thin columns, rising up from a yellow field, a few miles out.

But you’re not hallucinating. They’re real. And they look like smoke signals . . .


If you choose to examine the smoke signals, click here.

Pedal to the metal, continue driving, hoping to outrun the poison? Click here.




[image: Images]


THE CIRCUS IS IN TOWN



Iris has a point. The train will follow a safe route—and you can trail it, at least until its usefulness comes to an end.

“All right,” you say.

You roll through the intersection and turn, hugging I-66, following the tracks. You lose the train for a time amidst the hilly countryside, but coming into Virginia, Iris sits up and points. “Look there. The train—it’s stopped.”

The train is just outside a town named Fork Station. Town looks to be a few dozen storefronts lining a single, long main street, encircled by a heavy chain-link fence. Zombies claw at it.

The train horn blasts three times, then two men swing open the gate. Other men fire rifles from guard towers, holding off the monsters while the half-mile-long train enters the town at a crawl, finally gets entirely inside, and then the gates are shut again.

Iris looks at you. You see a small hint of excitement splashed across her face. “We should check it out.”

At the gate, you honk twice. Zombies begin to shuffle over. A guard shouts down from his wooden tower, “Reason in town?”

Before you can respond, Iris sticks her head out the window and shouts, “What do you think? The circus!”

“What you got to trade?” a second guard calls back. “Need to trade to enter.”

“Well, I got this girl, here . . . ,” you call out.

Iris ignores you.

“We can spare a few guns,” you call up. “And some food.”

The two guards look at each other, exchange a series of shrugs, then, at last, open the gate. You roll inside before the monsters can follow.

A fat man with a bad sunburn directs you to a barter station. You trade two rifles and a bag of popcorn kernels for a single night’s stay in the local inn, two tickets to the circus show, a hot meal, and a half tank of gas.

You park the car in the local garage—an old auto-repair shop—and give the keys to a pimply kid. The kid looks at the car in awe.

“Don’t touch her,” you say. “She’s got a temper.”

In no hurry, you and Iris stroll through Fork Station. It used to be a typical small town. Most of the houses, the Walmart, all that shit, were left outside when the fence went up.

An old paint store is now a saloon, complete with bat-wing doors. The town hall has been turned into a large gambling hall and brothel.

It’s mostly men in town. Some woman sell wares—blankets and scarves—from carts. You pass what was a Rite Aid—a wooden sign out front now says, Dr. Jack Brayer’s Dentistry, Oral Surgery, Bone Setting, and Adequate Haircuts.

By the time you’ve walked the length of the main thoroughfare, the circus train is nearly unloaded. A few activities, carnival games and the like, are already up and running in a field at the edge of town. Kids scream from a run-down Tilt-A-Whirl while a generator rumbles.

“What time’s the big show?” Iris asks a carny.

“ ’Bout an hour ’fore the sun goes down,” he says as he unloads torches. “Don’t miss the fights. The fights are primo. Prime cut. Worth everything you bartered.”

You spot a booth near the train, serving the carnies. A sign reads Old Grandma Till’s Homemade Whiskey.

Grandma Till doesn’t look much more than fifty, but apparently that makes her an old grandma these days.

“How much?” you ask, eyeing the bottles of moonshine.

“What have you got to trade? Bullets? Tobacco? Books? Magazines?”

You reach around behind your back, pull out a curved blade.

Grandma Till is unimpressed. “Plenty of those around. Don’t need a blade.” She spots the sawed-off hanging from your hip. “That spread gun, though. Like that. Give you one full case for it—that’s twelve bottles, that’s a bargain.”

You shake your head. “Can’t part with her, but this piece is good.” You reach down into your boot and pull out a small pistol. You hand it over, and Grandma Till feels the weight. “Six bottles,” she says.

“Deal.”

A slow-looking boy begins filling a cardboard Coca-Cola box with six bottles of Grandma Till’s moonshine. You pluck one from his hand before he can place it in and take a swig. It burns down to your balls.

Together you and Iris walk alongside the train, past the roar of screaming children and churning rides and howling drunks.

You hear the moaning then. It comes from a train car near the front of the convoy.

It’s the wounded, breathless growl of a zombie. Other strange sounds, too—different from the monsters you heard back at the derby. These are ghoulish, almost exotic sounds.

You sense danger: your stomach getting tight and the back of your neck feeling electric . . .


If you want to see what, exactly, is inside the car, click here.

If you’d rather march back to the El Camino and blow this joint, click here.
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HOLLYWOOD FOR UGLY PEOPLE



The train passes and you continue forward, following. Iris curses you and falls back asleep, soon snoring.

It’s early morning when you enter DC, driving down Rhode Island Avenue, rolling past abandoned military vehicles and stumbling monsters.

You see nothing living. No raiders, no gangs.

Zombies stagger around the White House lawn. The iron fence has been torn down in parts—in other parts, it’s bent, mangled. Two of the building’s front columns have collapsed and much of the building is now black with fire damage.

Farther ahead, the capitol building. Windows and entrances are barred up, covered in wooden planks. You wonder if there are still people inside—senators and congressmen, holed up for half a decade. Or maybe they’re all monsters now—feasting on themselves. The thought makes you smile.

An explosion snaps you back to attention. A missile, flying just over the roof of the El Camino, even skimming the surface, then detonating against a cherry blossom tree, filling the air with smoke and fire.

It’s the little white Porsche driven by Lucy Lowblow—who you battled on the streets of Manhattan days ago. Smoke pours from the launch tube fixed to the Porsche’s front right fender.
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