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    Zombicide


  


  Do or Die


  Westlake was dead.


  He knew it. Felt it. But sometimes he couldn’t quite believe it. Sometimes, death was like a bad dream, one he might wake up from at any moment. In those moments, the world went cattywampus and it was easy to forget, well, everything.


  Everything except the hunger. The hunger never went away, even when he forgot everything else. It was always with him. The itch at the base of his brain, the churning in his guts.


  Hungry.


  He stumbled, his head full of red hornets. He slumped against a display window and dug the palms of his hands into his eye sockets. He was coming unraveled, stitch by stitch, tendon by tendon. Rotting on the vine. Meat sliding off the bone.


  Meat. Hungry. Eat.


  “Stop,” he croaked. His voice was raw and ragged. Not his anymore. “Stop it.”
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    Chapter One


    Kahwihta


    Kahwihta Trapper paused, head cocked, ears open. Listening to the soft shuffle of rotting ceiling tiles, the rustle of wallpaper peeling away from cracked plaster as mold grew beneath it, the hum of flies. The ambient noise of the apocalypse. But beneath that was the other; the crash of something ungainly staggering into a display window, the scruff of feet on dusty tile, the querulous groan of a hungry corpse.


    She didn’t hear any of that at the moment, thankfully. Just the sounds of the slow collapse of the shopping center. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t there. Sound did strange things in places like this. It was a liminal space, halfway between life and death. She glanced down at her companion. “Anything?” she murmured.


    Attila whuffed gently. The dog kept pace with her, rather than bounding ahead or wandering off. He knew better than that, or at least she liked to think so. Attila was a lean black and brown mongrel of indeterminate parentage but substantial size. Big enough to knock down most zombies and fast enough to get away when he couldn’t, he could smell them coming a mile away. He was as much an early warning system as a friend.


    Kahwihta took his grumbling for a reply in the negative. “Good enough,” she said, giving him an affectionate thump between the ears. The dog’s tail wagged gently.


    She started forward again, keeping her head on a swivel as Ramirez called it. Not that it made much sense; continually swiveling one’s head seemed to confer little benefit when it came to spotting zombies. Maybe it was an FBI thing. Or maybe it was just a Ramirez thing. The older woman had a lot of sayings like that.


    The shopping center was empty of human life. Plenty of birds and small animals, however. There were sparrows nesting in the air vents. Their song rose and fell like a more pleasant version of the tinned music that had once kept shoppers company.


    At her feet, moss crept across the tiles like a spill of emerald oil. The roof had caved in in places, creating impromptu waterfalls that carried life into the enclosed environment. Flowers and ferns had crept free from their stands and the ornamental trees had become home to squirrels and birds. Here and there the moss shrouded bones – whether human or animal, she couldn’t tell.


    Zombies went after animals when humans were in short supply. Animals returned the favor when they could, which brought its own set of problems. That there were so many animals here was a sure sign that there weren’t many walking corpses in the area.


    Attila paused, growling softly. Kahwihta stopped. The birds had fallen silent. She reached down and unclipped the industrial cattle prod from her belt. Zombies didn’t like electricity much. Their muscle tissue was still susceptible to sudden contractions, even if they didn’t really feel it. Just one of the useful things she’d learned over the past year and change since the apocalypse had rolled over the world.


    It was hard to remember what it had been like before. Intellectually, the memories were still there, but emotionally, she might as well have been reading a history book. She’d been in college when the curtain fell. She’d been up in the Adirondacks, studying the biodiversity of the Saranac Lake area when it had all ended. She figured that was why she’d survived the initial outbreak. She hadn’t even realized that the world had ended until she’d hiked down to town and nearly gotten eaten by the locals.


    She was still a student, but her focus had shifted somewhat these days. Zombies were the hot new environmental catastrophe, worse than global warming and carbon emissions. She’d taken her share of hungry corpses apart in the months since it had all gone wrong – dissecting them down to the marrow to try to get a handle on what had happened. She had no answers, unfortunately. Just a lot of questions.


    Not that it mattered really. Who was there to tell, after all?


    Attila gave a sharp bark. Kahwihta followed his gaze and saw a section of moss a few feet away suddenly quiver and bulge. She took a step back and activated the cattle prod. It snapped to life with a crackle of ozone. The moss ripped like carpet as something that was more bone and topsoil than meat hauled itself into view.


    Zombies were remarkably durable. They could endure conditions that would cripple a living human with little degradation of their physical abilities. Shoot them, stab them, set them on fire, run them over, they’d just keep going unless you removed the brain or severed the spine. If there was no prey to hunt, they just… stopped. Went into hibernation where they were and waited for someone to wake them up. Of course sometimes they rotted away to nothing while they waited, but that took a lot longer than most people thought.


    This one was well on its way over the river, as her grandmother might have said. But that didn’t make it any less dangerous. It had enough muscle memory left to get to its feet and move in her direction. Dirt slid from its wasted form as it took a staggering lurch toward her. Attila barked again and sidled away from her, drawing the dead thing’s attention. It didn’t have eyes anymore, or a nose. It was acting on sound alone. Maybe vibrations – had it felt her approach somehow?


    She watched it move, noting the jerkiness, the lack of plasticity. A broken thing. It swayed in Attila’s direction, jaws falling open in a hiss. The dog backed away, still barking. The zombie took a step forward in pursuit.


    Kahwihta lunged. The cattle prod stabbed into the zombie’s exposed ribcage and a fat spark danced in the air. The zombie twitched, champing its jaws mindlessly. She yanked the cattle prod out and jabbed the dead thing again. It was more resistant than she’d anticipated; maybe it didn’t have enough tissue left to contract.


    Attila darted forward and clamped down on a wobbling leg. Swiftly, the dog yanked the zombie off its feet and retreated, dragging it away from her. Kahwihta followed, reaching into her satchel for her hammer. It was just a standard ball peen hammer with a rounded head, but it did the job well enough.


    Attila let go as she approached. The zombie made to push itself to its feet, but too late. She caught it in the center of the head with her first swing. It went down like a sack of potatoes. She hit it again, just to be certain. When it didn’t move, she jabbed at it with the cattle prod, inspecting the remains.


    The radio clipped to her belt crackled to life. “Kahwihta?” a woman’s voice asked. Ramirez. She had the sort of voice that Kahwihta associated with people in charge – direct and authoritative.


    Kahwihta thrust her hammer back into her satchel and unhooked the radio. “Here.”


    “We heard barking. Everything OK?”


    “Just a zombie. Well past its expiration date. What about you?”


    “Nothing. Found him yet?”


    “No. But I think we’re close. How’s Terry?”


    “Shaken up, but in one piece.”


    “Thanks to Westlake,” Kahwihta said.


    Ramirez was quiet for a moment. Kahwihta could almost see her face. Finally, she said, “Are you sure?”


    “Which one of us is the expert?” Kahwihta asked with more confidence than she felt. “He hasn’t gone feral, boss. Trust me.”


    “I do. And don’t call me boss.”


    “You got it, boss.” Kahwihta broke the connection before Ramirez could reply. Long conversations could be dangerous outside of a designated safe zone. Not that they’d seen many zombies since they’d arrived at the airfield. A few here and there, but no big groups.


    ···


    Given the condition of the place, no one had expected any walkers to still be around. Zombies would travel hundreds of miles to stand on the wrong side of a chain-link fence, so long as there were human beings in sight. But take humans out of the equation, and zombies wandered off. It was something Kahwihta was still trying to puzzle out. How did they know when there were no more people in an area? The answer might well hold the key to building a true zombie-free zone. Unfortunately, there didn’t seem to be a biological reason for it. At least none that she could determine.


    The walker that had attacked Terry had been the first they’d seen in the mall. It had been waiting in one of the stores. Lurking in the employee washroom. Maybe it had been there since the beginning of the end. Locked in by someone and left as a nasty surprise for the next person to come along. In this case, that had been Terry.


    He was a new face; one of the Atlantic City crew. A scrawny kid, a few years her junior. He’d probably still been in high school when the world had ended. He didn’t talk much. None of the folks from Atlantic City talked much. Kahwihta didn’t blame them. What was there to talk about? Few people liked to swap survivor stories; most just wanted to keep their heads down and make it to the next day.


    Another member of their group, Ptolemy, talked about it a lot. He called it generational trauma. Like the sort that affected the survivors of wars. People could only take so much before they withdrew into themselves. Even the most boisterous or outgoing person could only keep it up for so long under these conditions. Eventually, everything became muted – gray all day, every day.


    Kahwihta felt like that sometimes, though she tried her best to keep her mind occupied. Animals had it easier. Every day was new, and exciting. Not enjoyable, perhaps, but exciting. She glanced down at Attila and smiled. He scratched himself, ignoring her. “Good dog,” she said, still thinking about Terry and the toilet-walker.


    It had nearly taken the kid out and had banged him up pretty bad. Most walkers weren’t very strong, but some could throw hands with the best of them. This one had tackled Terry to the ground while he scavenged toilet roll, and nearly had him until Westlake had intervened.


    Things had become confusing pretty quickly after that. Everyone had been surprised, even Attila. Kahwihta wondered about that, too. Maybe something in the bathroom had masked the smell, or maybe he just hadn’t been paying attention. Dogs could be as unobservant as people.


    Terry had gone down, the walker on top of him. No one had reacted in time, except Westlake. He’d swooped down on them and wrenched the zombie back, away from Terry and… and then what had happened, had happened.


    “Damn it, Westlake,” Kahwihta said. He’d been doing so well, at least until they’d reached South Carolina. It had been weeks without an incident, without so much as a flicker of uncertainty. And now it was all over.


    He’d ripped the walker’s throat out with his teeth. Just like an animal.


    Just like a zombie.


    Ramirez had almost put a bullet in him then and there. But Westlake was quicker, thankfully. He’d scrambled away, vanishing into the labyrinth of the mall. Kahwihta had gone after him without waiting for the others. To their credit, they hadn’t tried to stop her. They knew as well as she did that they needed him in one piece, preferably with a working brain.


    Westlake had been turned months ago. They’d thought he was dead, but he’d somehow wound up in Atlantic City, trapped in a makeshift arena fighting an oversized zombie wrestler, and hadn’t that been a surprise? Kahwihta still wasn’t sure just what kind of zombie Westlake was, and she’d seen a lot of them. She’d never known of one that retained its sentience after turning.


    The problem was, it didn’t seem to be a permanent state of affairs. Westlake was still a corpse, albeit a talkative one. Like any corpse, like the zombies themselves, he was decaying. And his mind was getting worse. Soon, he might not be Westlake anymore. Maybe today was the day. But she hoped not. She liked him. Had liked him, since their first meeting in the Adirondacks.


    She stooped and held a scrap of cloth, torn from Westlake’s shirt during his struggle with the walker, to Attila’s nose. “Find him, boy. Before he gets himself into any more trouble.”


  




  

    Chapter Two


    Westlake


    Westlake was dead.


    He knew it. Felt it. But sometimes he couldn’t quite believe it. Sometimes, death was like a bad dream, one he might wake up from at any moment. In those moments, the world went cattywampus and it was easy to forget, well, everything.


    Everything except the hunger. The hunger never went away, even when he forgot everything else. It was always with him. A fellow traveler. The monkey on his back. The itch at the base of his brain, the churning in his guts.


    Hungry.


    He’d known junkies who described their addiction as a voice, echoing up from the base of their skull. This was the same. He was hearing it, but it wasn’t there. Not really. Just an impulse that his dying mind was trying to communicate in a way that he could process.


    Did the others hear it that way? Were they like dogs responding to their master’s voice? Or was it so much a part of them that they didn’t even perceive it? Did it just go quiet one day and they never noticed?


    Westlake thought about neurons popping like overheated bulbs and city blocks going dark in a blackout. He was hard-pressed to say which was worse… the voice, or the silence that must inevitably follow.


    He stumbled, his head full of red hornets. He slumped against a display window offering holiday deals and dug the palms of his hands into his eye sockets, trying to press the hunger back into its box. It was getting harder by the day.


    Speaking of which, what day is it?


    The thought, so sudden and out of place, stung him. His hands fell away, and he found himself looking at his reflection in the cracked glass. There was enough left of his face for it to be recognizably his, but probably not for much longer. The thought didn’t bother him as much as it once had. It hadn’t been a very pretty face to begin with. Fit for mugshots, not television. He noticed, almost absently, that his mouth was stained with something dark.


    Westlake touched his face in ugly wonder, and his fingers came away wet. Blood. Was it blood? He closed his eyes, trying to force a replay of the last ten minutes, the last hour. There was a cigarette burn on the film reel of his mind.


    He knew he was in a shopping center – a mall by any other name. One of the hundreds of retail outlets that occupied this part of America.


    What part is that?


    Westlake didn’t know. He had known, he was sure. But the memory wouldn’t come now. One mall looked like any other. All corporate brands and chain eateries. Why was he here? Who had he come with?


    What day is it?


    The thought again. Persistent. Like the hum in his ears, or the feel of his ligaments loosening. He was coming unraveled, stitch by stitch, tendon by tendon. Rotting on the vine. Meat sliding off the bone.


    Meat. Hungry.


    He cracked the glass with his fists. Inconsequential thoughts slipped and slid through the runnels of his brain.


    Who has an Arbor Day sale?


    He stumbled back, glass in his hands, his reflection fractured and elongated. There was no pain, except for the hunger. It thrashed within him like a wild thing, and he ground his lacerated hands into his face, trying to wrestle it into submission before it overwhelmed him.


    Hungry. Eat.


    “Stop,” he croaked. His voice was raw and ragged. Not his anymore. “Stop it.”


    “Westlake?”


    His lips split as he bared his teeth and spun, eyes fixed on the speaker. A young First Nations woman, dressed in clothes that had seen better days. For a moment, he didn’t recognize her. Names, places, dates… they all slipped through his fingers like sand these days. Then, iron bars of self-control slammed down like it was lights out at Joliet Correctional Center, and he straightened. “Is he alive?”


    Kahwihta nodded. “You didn’t touch him. The only one you took a bite out of was the walker.” She paused. “You damn near tore its head off, by the way. Whatever else, your jaw muscles are still intact.”


    “Wonderful,” Westlake muttered. It was coming back to him in bits and pieces. They were in South Carolina. Some shitbox retail site on the coast, near Charleston International Airport. A day’s drive from a private airfield chopped out of the salt marshes; an airfield known only to a precious few – fewer now. “Did we – did you find it?”


    Kahwihta shook her head. “Not yet.”


    Suddenly out of strength, Westlake sagged back against another display window, and sank down until he was seated on the floor. He looked at his hands and then, with a sigh, began to pull out the pieces of glass still embedded in them. Kahwihta crouched beside him – but not too close, he noticed. He wanted to smile but couldn’t quite make it work.


    She watched him for a moment, before asking, “Do you feel it?”


    He didn’t look at her. “The glass? No.”


    “That’s not what I meant.”


    He paused. Then went back to cleaning his hands. “I know what you meant. Yes. I feel it. I always feel it.”


    “Even when you – when you’re fed?” she asked, stumbling slightly over the phrasing.


    Westlake glanced at her. “Yeah. Even then.”


    “Is it stronger then, or weaker?”


    Westlake didn’t reply. He knew what she was asking about. The hunger was a constant source of worry for all of them, not just him. Indeed, it was a greater worry for Kahwihta and the others. If he turned feral, they’d be the ones on the receiving end.


    The lights in the shopping center hadn’t been on in months, but there were plenty of windows on this side of the building. Lots of muddy gray light filtering in through smeared glass. Enough to see the extent of things. Water damage, scorch marks from an electrical fire… bullet holes. Always bullet holes these days. A ubiquitous sign that a place had already been cleaned out and picked over. But hope sprang eternal. Looters missed things, or were eaten before they could pilfer much.


    Though this place had been largely deserted even before the apocalypse. Just a few stores left open to keep up appearances. It was – had been – a way station for Narcos and other sorts of traffickers coming north on the I-77 corridor. Like a bed and breakfast for assholes. There was food, water, ammunition, medicine… whatever might be needed, all socked away in a set of offices at the back of one of the stores. Only he couldn’t remember which one. He looked across the hall at the cracked display window. “Arbor Day,” he murmured. Kahwihta said nothing.


    “Arbor Day,” he said, more firmly this time.


    “Weird holiday. What about it?” Kahwihta asked.


    “Did the apocalypse happen on Arbor Day?”


    Kahwihta paused. “No, I think I might have remembered that. Why?”


    “No one has an Arbor Day sale.” Westlake pushed himself to his feet and went to the display window. “This is it.”


    Kahwihta’s eyes widened. “Are you sure?”


    “Yeah. Positive. It’s in there.”


    Kahwihta looked at the security shutters over the doors. They’d been padlocked shut. “Right, so, is there a code to unlock the shutters, or…?”


    Westlake smashed his fist through the cracked glass. No alarms went off. No power and the backup generators had long since been drained. He kicked out the rest of the glass and climbed into the window. Kahwihta followed him. “If there’s anyone – anything – in here, it knows we’re coming.”


    “That’s what the mutt’s for,” Westlake said, as he plucked glass from his arm.


    “Admit it, you just didn’t remember the code to unlock the shutters,” Kahwihta said teasingly. Westlake grunted.


    “We’re in, that’s all that matters.” She was right, but he didn’t want to admit it. The truth was his old life was just ashes in his head. He could sift through them and find answers, but it was getting harder by the day. Soon, there wouldn’t be anything left of the old him. He’d be a shadow of himself and nothing more. Or worse than a shadow.


    One more job. Maybe two, at most. That was all he was good for.


    It would have to be enough.


    He led Kahwihta through the empty store, toward the back. According to rumor, the store had once sold men’s clothes. But there was nothing on the shelves now except dust and cobwebs. It had been that way for years. The stockroom was the only part that had seen any activity in that time. That was where the real business went on.


    The stockroom was locked, of course. Another padlock. But that was easily solved. One good thing about being dead, he’d become a lot stronger. He twisted the padlock off, warping the door in the process. He tossed the broken padlock aside and noticed Kahwihta staring at him. “What?”


    “Most zombies can’t do that.”


    “Hey, you said it yourself… I’m special.” He kicked the door open and went in. It was as he remembered. At least he thought it was. It looked like a stockroom, but for a survivalist’s bunker. Tins of food, bags of dried pasta and rice, crates of bottled water. First aid kits, too, and some general antibiotics. He judged there was two or three weeks’ worth of food, if properly rationed. The medicine was more important, but there wasn’t much of it. He sighed. “Less than I thought.”


    “I thought you said there was ammunition?”


    “There was, last time I was here.” He paused. “Wait.” A dim memory flickered and he looked down at the floor. Of course, they wouldn’t leave that kind of thing out in the open. The food and the rest could be explained away, but not the guns. He dropped to his hands and knees and ran his fingers along the tiled floor until he found the hidden seam.


    “What are you doing?” Kahwihta asked.


    “Tiles are linoleum. See? If we – ah. There. Help me peel it back.” With her help, he dragged the linoleum back, revealing the steel trapdoor set into the floor. “There we are.” It resembled the door to a bank vault. Westlake stared at it in consternation. “Crap.”


    “You forgot the code, didn’t you?”


    Westlake sighed and sat back on his haunches. “No. It’s a digital lock. No power, no way of getting it open.”


    “Luckily, we have explosives.”


    Westlake glanced at her. “That kind of noise will bring every zombie in the area running this way.”


    Kahwihta nodded. “Maybe. Maybe not. The question is, is it worth the risk?”


    Westlake ran a hand over his scalp. “There’ll be guns down there. Ammunition. Cash.” He glanced at the radio on her belt. “We’ll let Ramirez decide.”


    Attila turned toward the door and growled softly. Outside, broken glass crunched. Westlake got to his feet and went to the door. Attila stepped aside to let him pass, deftly avoiding his offer of a scratch. The dog was wary of him these days. Westlake felt a peculiar sadness at that, but he pushed it aside and turned his attentions to the store. It was dark, but he could feel something.


    Kahwihta called it his ‘zombie-sense’. He knew when they were around. Not necessarily where, or how many. Just that they were there. Kahwihta figured it was how they managed to inevitably congregate into groups.


    Normally, he tried to ignore the feeling. This time, he embraced it, and it told him that there was something out there in the store. Maybe they’d heard the breaking glass. Or maybe they’d simply come, following their own ‘zombie-sense’. Either way, the result wasn’t going to be pretty.


    More glass crunched. An empty rack toppled over. It sounded like there was a bunch of them out there, though he couldn’t see anything. Attila was growling loudly now. Westlake knew how he felt and clenched his fists. He’d left his shotgun behind in his hurry to get away from the others. He carefully closed the door as best he could and looked back at Kahwihta.


    “Maybe tell Ramirez to hurry while you’re at it?”


  




  

    Chapter Three


    Ramirez


    On the roof of the mall, Estela Ramirez lowered the radio and cursed in Spanish, then in English, and then, for a bit of variety, in French. When she’d finished, she looked at the others gathered on the rooftop. “They found the cache.”


    “What’s the bad news?” Coop asked. Ramirez glanced at him. He was a big man, ex-military, muscular, tattooed, dressed in black fatigues and a combat rig. A GSG-16 assault rifle with a suppressor hung across his chest. The getup made him look like an extra from an action movie, back when there had been such things as movies.


    “Zombies found them. We need to break camp and saddle up. Five minutes. Half of you with me, Calavera will take the other half to get the trucks and meet us by the south loading dock. If we manage to salvage anything, that’s the closest exit.”


    The others snapped into action. They’d had enough practice over the past few months. There were six of them, besides Westlake and Kahwihta, all experienced survivors and scroungers, with that brittle edge and tension twitch that came from too much time in the open. Coop was probably the calmest of all of them. Terry was a bundle of nerves. Then, he’d almost been eaten, so that was understandable. Imogene and Riggs, the other two survivors from Atlantic City, were almost as shaken.


    And then there was El Calavera Santo. The big man stood some distance away, his eyes on the horizon. It was hard to tell what he was thinking, given the luchador mask that covered his face. He wasn’t nervous. Excited, maybe. But not nervous.


    She sighed and ran her hand through her hair. She’d been a damn good FBI agent once. Now she was riding herd on a bunch of twitchy survivors, trying to get them through the summer. They’d managed winter, though it had been tougher than she liked to admit. Between the resources of the Villa up in the Adirondacks, and what was left of Atlantic City, things had been just about manageable.


    But the city was almost tapped out; almost everyone who wanted to make the journey to the mountains already had, and Ariadne was having to take the yacht farther down the coast to find places that were still worth looting.


    Thinking of Ariadne St Cloud made Ramirez frown. She, Calavera and the others had helped her take control of the city from her whackadoo brother, who’d set himself up as a warlord. She’d been reluctant to get involved in their feud at first, but Ariadne’s brother had been the sort of asshole who was only going to get worse if left to his own devices.


    Granted, they’d made some friends out of the deal besides Ariadne. There had been a few survivor groups scattered about the city, and outside it. Most of those had made common cause with them to oust Ariadne’s brother. Afterwards, many had taken them up on the offer of sanctuary, believing the mountains to be safer than the city. Ramirez figured that was debatable – cities didn’t have zombie bears, after all – but more hands made for swift work.


    With the influx of willing workers to the Villa, they’d managed to erect new fences and start up gardens. They’d even managed to restock the lake with fish… ones that hadn’t been feeding on submerged zombies for almost two years. It wasn’t pretty, but it was working. The question was, for how long?


    How long could they make it work? How long until something drew the dead back into the mountains? What then?


    Ramirez shook her head, trying to banish her worries. It was hard. Worrying was what she did. It was why she was still alive. But too much of it was worse than not enough. She distracted herself by watching as the camp was broken down.


    The roof had been perfect. Only a few doors to watch, and it was still mostly structurally sound. Anticipating it would take a few days to fully clear the mall before searching it, she’d had tarps set up to keep out the weather and provide refuge from the heat. She’d only visited South Carolina a few times prior to the end of the world, but what she mostly remembered was the weather. And the mosquitoes.


    There weren’t many of those around at the moment, thankfully. Kahwihta had a theory that mosquitoes and zombies didn’t mix. Ramirez figured it was simpler than that. The bugs, like the dead, went where there was food. And that wasn’t here.


    She looked out over the parking lot, scanning it with a pair of binoculars scavenged from one of the sporting goods stores below. It was a weed-wracked wasteland, full of mossy cars and stunted trees pushing up through the asphalt. From what Westlake had said, this place had had one foot in the grave prior to the apocalypse. The zombies had just tipped it all the way in. She paused, watching something that might have been a coyote or a large dog trot through the maze of rusted-out cars.


    “Anything out there?” Calavera asked, as he wrapped athletic tape around his hands. The big man had crept up on her so quietly that she’d barely noticed.


    “Nothing. Just the usual wildlife. Whatever is down there shouldn’t be too hard to deal with.” She winced as she said it. Inviting trouble, her abuela would have said. She looked at Calavera. The luchador smiled confidently. “You’ll be careful,” she said.


    “I am the very soul of wariness,” he said, and she almost believed him. The truth was, Calavera was never what you’d call careful. Dependable, yes. But not careful. He took too many chances. It was almost like he believed he was invincible. Then, looking at him, it was hard not to believe it. “You as well.”


    She gave a lazy salute. “I’ll take it under advisement.”


    Calavera laughed and turned. “Riggs, Terry, with me,” he said, smacking his fist into his palm. “Let us be as quick as possible.” The three of them headed for the stairs closest to the parking lot exit. Ramirez and the others headed the opposite way.


    Coop took point. Ramirez didn’t even have to ask. The ex-soldier had been a member of Ariadne’s private security detail before such things had become meaningless. She’d lent them his muscle, and Ramirez couldn’t say he hadn’t come in handy. But his loyalty was with Ariadne and nobody else, a fact she knew better than to forget. He headed down the stairs, weapon at the ready. Ramirez followed, her sidearm in hand. Imogene brought up the rear, flashlight aimed over their heads and ahead of them.


    “Isn’t he, like, already dead?” Imogene groused. “I thought zombies didn’t bother their own.” She didn’t care for Westlake much. Ramirez understood. Westlake hadn’t exactly been her favorite person before his death. And being a walking corpse only seemed to amplify his worst traits.


    Ramirez glanced back at her. “Westlake might be dead, but Kahwihta isn’t. Now keep the flashlight steady.” Imogene was on flashlight duty due to the lack of a firearm. She claimed a dislike of them stemming from her pre-apocalypse life. Ramirez didn’t press the issue, especially given how good the younger woman was with the array of cutting implements she carried. Chef’s knives, mostly, which made Ramirez wonder if Imogene had been a chef or a line cook of some description. Regardless, she could flense a walker to the giblets in less time than it took most people to get a shot off.


    It took no time at all to get downstairs. They’d propped the door open ever so slightly and oiled the hinges after arriving at the mall, so it made no sound when Coop pushed it open. Silence was the golden rule of the new world. Noise – any noise – had a chance of attracting unwanted attention.


    Ramirez had been as surprised as anyone by the almost utter lack of zombies in the mall. It was surprising, after the hell of Atlantic City. But just because hordes of them weren’t crammed into the building didn’t mean they weren’t close by. They could have been in the sub-basements, or in the woods on the other side of the parking lot. So far, only a bare handful had shown themselves.


    They made their way through the quiet corridors. For Ramirez, it was odd to see a place like this so silent. In the movies, the malls were always places of shelter. In reality, few people had decided to make their stand in the local outlet mall.


    She wondered how many of them would still be standing in a few years. How much of anything would still be standing in the next decade? The modern world had required constant maintenance; most people didn’t see it, but as an FBI agent, she’d quickly become aware of the invisible infrastructure underpinning the country, as one of her teachers at Quantico had described it. Thieves like Westlake knew it and used it, so she’d learned what she could about it as well. In a few more years, maybe less, the interstates would begin to disintegrate; dams would burst; buildings would collapse.


    The old world was slowly vanishing. And what was coming next was unknowable. Part of her was frightened by the thought of it. Another part was almost relieved. Once the last of all that had been was gone, it’d finally be time for something new.


    A crash echoed through the mall. A rack falling over. Coop froze, and Ramirez stopped Imogene with a hand on her chest. They waited. Scurrying sounds followed, fading into silence. “Rats,” Coop muttered.


    “Keep going,” Ramirez said.


    They followed the noise to a broken display window. Glass crunched underfoot. Ramirez paused, listening. There were sounds from inside the store – lots of crashing and banging. She nodded, and Coop climbed through the display window. She and Imogene followed. As she climbed inside, Ramirez saw that something was going on in the back of the store, where the door to the backroom was. She gestured, and Coop edged forward as Imogene raised the flashlight.


    The light washed across the commotion, illuminating… rats. Far too many to count. At the touch of the light, the humanoid mass turned from the door, shedding vermin as it did so. A face – what was left of a face – surfaced for just a moment from within the rats. A stretched-out mask of tattered meat, beneath which squirmed more of the infected animals.


    “Holy God,” Coop muttered. He raised his weapon and the rat-thing lurched toward them. Coop and Ramirez fired, but the mass barely slowed. Rats burst like rotten fruit, but the thing beneath kept lumbering forward.


    “Fall back,” Ramirez said. “Fall back!”


    As they retreated, she saw dark forms scurry across the floor. More rats. Where had they all come from? They’d seen no sign of the damn things when they’d arrived. Imogene called out a warning and Ramirez ducked aside as a rat leapt at her from a shelf. The younger woman threw a knife into the rodent. It continued to squeal and thrash, even with the knife pinning it to the floor.


    “Definitely infected,” Imogene said, reaching for another knife.


    The rat-mass closed in, the squirming lumps that passed for its arms reaching out. Coop emptied his magazine into the thing with no effect and reloaded, cursing. Ramirez was about to order both he and Imogene out of the store when she heard Westlake shout, “Fire in the hole!”


    Ramirez grabbed Imogene and threw her backward as some­thing sputtering and orange crashed into the rat-mass. Glass shattered, and burning alcohol spattered across the teeming forms of the rats. Flames whooshed up. With a communal shriek, the tottering monstrosity staggered sideways and toppled over. Burning rats fled in all directions, squealing – but not in pain, something told her. Frustration, perhaps.


    Coop raised his weapon as a new figure stepped over the burning mass. Ramirez lifted a hand, stopping him. “Don’t. It’s Westlake.”


    “Who else would I be? The Easter Bunny?” Westlake bounced a second bottle of alcohol on his palm. “Molotov cocktail. Gets them every time.” He kicked aside a burning rat and handed Coop the bottle. “Hate to waste it, but I’ve never been big on vodka. Especially these days.”


    “Is Kahwihta…?” Ramirez began. She heard a dog bark, and Kahwihta followed Westlake out of the backroom. She looked at the burning heap with obvious interest.


    “Fascinating… in a horrible sort of way, I mean. I’ve never seen infected animals do that before.” Ramirez grimaced. The worst of it was, Kahwihta did sound impressed. Her interest in the dead had been almost cute at first, but of late it was starting to seem unhealthy.


    “What about those pigeons in Atlanta?” Imogene asked.


    “That wasn’t quite so coordinated,” Kahwihta said. “I have a feeling they’ll be back, though. We should probably get while the going is good.”


    “What about the cache?” Coop asked.


    “It’s there,” Westlake said, hiking a thumb over his shoulder. “But the good stuff is sealed in a vault. We’ll need party favors – loud ones – to get it open.”


    Coop frowned and glanced at Ramirez. “Want me to check it out?”


    Ramirez nodded. Coop sidled past Westlake, who had what might have been an offended look on his face. He looked at her. “Don’t trust me?” he asked.


    “I just want to be sure.”


    “My mind’s rotting, but it’s not quite all gone yet.” He tried to smile as he said it, but the muscles in his face did a jitterbug instead. Ramirez looked away.


    “I know,” she said. “Terry’s fine, by the way.”


    Westlake was silent for a moment. Then, “Good.”


    Coop returned. “Some good stuff back there, but not a lot. And he’s right. The safe’s built into the floor, so we can’t even dig it out. Not that we have the tools – or time – for that. No way we’re getting the rest of it without blowing that hatch.” He made it sound like a question. Ramirez paused. They had some explosives, mostly for clearing obstacles on the road. But setting off something in here would make a lot of noise, and possibly bring a chunk of building down on top of them.


    She looked at Westlake. “What’s in there, exactly?”


    Westlake shrugged. “Guns, ammunition, that sort of thing.” He paused. “Then again, maybe nothing. It depends on who used it last.”


    “So, for all we know, it’s empty.” Ramirez gnawed her lip for a moment and then said, “Leave it. We’ve got enough guns to kit out an army. It’s ammunition we’re short on.” Coop looked like he wanted to argue, but thankfully kept his mouth shut.


    “I’ll start gathering up the rest of the stuff,” Imogene said. She had a roll of garbage bags stuffed into her belt and she tore one off as she headed for the backroom. Ramirez motioned to Coop.


    “Help her. And do it fast.” She looked down at a smoldering rat and grimaced as she heard a distant scurrying sound. “I have a feeling we’re not going to have much time.”


  




  

    Chapter Four


    Calavera


    To Calavera’s eye, the parking lot was an overgrown wasteland. Rusted-out cars stretched as far as the eye could see, some covered in a thick shag of moss or swallowed by kudzu. The pavement was cracked and buckling, allowing tree roots, weeds and wildflowers to spread across the lot. At the far edges, the chain-link fence had collapsed, either due to the weight of kudzu vines or from storm damage.


    It was no longer a place of civilization, but a haunt for wild beasts. Like so much of the world, it was being reclaimed by its original owners. Or so Santa Muerte whispered to him in his dreams. Sometimes, in the quiet hours of the night, she showed him the world to come… a kingdom of forests, built on roots of steel and concrete. The dead had risen, but life would continue after a fashion, even if mankind was no longer here to see it.


    “It’s fugazi, man,” Terry said, stepping back from the open hood of the truck and snapping Calavera from his reverie. The vehicle was one of two they’d managed to salvage at the airfield. Terry wiped his hands with a rag. “These heaps start to come apart every time we crank the ignition. I’m surprised they’ve lasted this long.”


    “Luck has been on our side,” Calavera said. Terry was the youngest of the group, a new recruit from Atlantic City. Dressed in an outsize hoodie and jeans that were a size too large for his underfed frame, he wore an archaic cross-draw holster he’d picked up somewhere, containing an equally old-fashioned Colt revolver.


    He wasn’t a particularly good shot, but he was getting better. In any event, his skillset lay elsewhere. Terry was something of a mechanic, which made him infinitely more valuable to their operation than another gunslinger.


    “Yeah, well, you know what they say about luck,” Terry said, as he turned back to the engine of the truck. “It always runs out, sooner or later.”


    Calavera patted him on the shoulder. “Perhaps. But not yet, I think. We have a way to go yet, and Santa Muerte is with us still.”


    Terry swallowed and nodded. “If you say so, big guy.” He bent over the engine and went back to work. Calavera stepped around him and went to the second of their vehicles. It was still in working order, thankfully.


    Riggs lay in the back, reading one of the guidebooks he’d scavenged from a tourist center near the airfield. Calavera didn’t begrudge him his inattention. Reading material was always in short supply, though books were easy enough to come by these days. It was simply that few people ever thought to loot a bookstore. He paused, finger marking his place. “Well?” he asked.


    “Terry believes that he can get it working.”


    “I’ll believe that when I see it,” Riggs said. He was a skinny man, dressed haphazardly in a concert t-shirt, Bermuda shorts, a trench coat and a cowboy hat that had seen better decades. His face was hidden behind a battered gas mask, the kind you normally didn’t see outside of movies. He always wore it, even when there was no need. Calavera figured him for a germaphobe of some description. Or maybe he, like Calavera, found some comfort in the mask. Riggs’ oddities were largely tolerated due to his skill at crafting smoke bombs out of spare parts and cleaning supplies. The ingenious devices confused walkers, if only temporarily.


    “We must trust in his abilities, as we do in yours.” Calavera leaned against the side of the truck, rubbing his hands. They ached from inactivity. Some days everything ached. Most days, in fact. He was getting older, slower. It was hard to stay at fighting weight on starvation rations. He pushed the thought aside firmly. Worrying was for after, as Santa Muerte told him. Always after. After what, he was not certain. Just… after.


    Something thumped onto a nearby car. Calavera saw a tall, gangly bird perched on the vehicle’s sagging roof. “Is… is that a stork?” Terry asked, staring at the large bird in confusion.


    “It’s a heron,” Riggs said. “Great Blue Heron, to be exact. A Lowcountry treasure, according to these guidebooks we scored.” He tapped the book in question and flipped a page. “I wouldn’t get too close.”


    “It’s staring at us.”


    “That’s why I wouldn’t get too close.” Riggs closed the book and sat up. “Look but don’t touch, as my mother always said.”


    “Why is it staring at us?”


    “It’s probably never seen a human before. At least not a living one.” Riggs scratched his neck, careful not to dislodge his gas mask. “Or maybe it’s hungry. Who knows?”


    Calavera peered at the bird, trying to ascertain its physical state. Some animals were more resistant to zombification than others. Birds were not among those, however. Pigeons, crows, even songbirds, were susceptible and far more dangerous than even the most persistent walker. For whatever reason, the process of decay was slowed in them, which meant they retained the ability to fly for a good deal longer than one might hope.


    The heron, however, seemed to be uninfected. It lazily took wing a moment later, and soared skywards, draping its shadow over them momentarily before vanishing over the top of the mall. Calavera relaxed, but only slightly. “Terry?” he inquired, softly.


    “Almost,” Terry said, glancing at him. “The connections are corroded. I’m doing what I can, but I think this will be this hunk of junk’s last ride.”


    “Let’s get something stylish next time,” Riggs said.


    “Something lacking in cargo capacity, you mean,” Calavera said. A distant twitch of motion caught his attention and he turned toward the woods that rose to the far side of the parking lot. Birds circled slowly in the air above the trees. “Riggs, the binoculars.”


    Riggs tossed him the binoculars. Focusing them, he could make out the birds better. Well enough, at least, to see that they were following something. “What is it?” Terry asked.


    “Turkey buzzards,” Calavera said, lowering the binoculars. Past the birds, the sky had taken on that particular deep blue tinge that he associated with rain. “And a storm,” he added. He handed the binoculars back to Riggs. “The buzzards are following something.”


    Riggs sat up. “Something singular, or plural?”


    “Does it matter?”


    “Nope. Can we get moving yet?”


    Terry started up the truck with a triumphant shout. Calavera looked at Riggs. “I believe that is a yes. Keep a safe distance from us, just in case something else goes wrong.” Riggs saluted smartly and clambered into the cab of his truck. Calavera climbed into the back of Terry’s truck and thumped the roof. “Around the back. South loading dock.”


    Terry started the truck moving. Out over the trees, the buzzards became agitated, as if whatever they were circling had suddenly picked up speed. Calavera frowned. They hadn’t seen many zombies in the area. Kahwihta had theorized that the creatures had moved elsewhere, in search of prey. He feared that they hadn’t gone as far as all that.


    The pair of trucks quickly navigated the parking lot, heading for the south loading dock. There were fewer vehicles here, other than a single delivery truck. Calavera considered trying to get it running, but decided against it. The trucks they had were enough for the task at hand. Anything else was a distraction.


    The loading dock was a small concrete landing, extending from the side of the building behind the dumpsters. A pair of shutter doors allowed entrance to the mall. One of them was padlocked. The other wasn’t. Unfortunately, it was occupied.


    The walker stared at them blankly as the trucks came to a stop. It was trapped by what looked to be a set of palate straps that were tangled around its chest and one arm. Someone had lowered the loading bay door, pinning the straps to the ground. The walker was caught fast, unable to move more than a few inches in either direction. It stumbled back and forth, empty gaze fixed on the trucks. Its lower jaw was missing, as was most of its throat, leaving it unable to make any noise louder than a wet grunt. A swollen, black tongue flopped limply in the ruin of its mouth.


    Terry winced at the sight of the zombie. “Christ.”


    “I doubt he looked that bad, even after three days in the tomb,” Riggs said, as he climbed down out of his truck. He held out his fist. “Rock, Paper, Scissors?”


    Calavera scooped up a chunk of shattered masonry laying on the ground, wound up his arm and sent it hurtling toward the zombie. It punched into what was left of the corpse’s skull, pulping it and dropping the dead man to the loading dock. Terry and Riggs looked at him. Calavera shrugged. “We do not have time to play games. You two stay back and cover me while I get the door open. If there is something in there, I would rather it not chew my face off.”


    He sprang lightly onto the loading dock and gripped the bottom of the door. It wasn’t locked, thankfully, but it was rusted out and in need of maintenance. He took a deep breath, centering himself and thrusting down the faint flicker of unease that accompanied opening unfamiliar doors these days, and began to drag the door upwards, kicking the fallen walker out of the way as he did so. Unseen gears squealed in protest, and it resisted him for a few moments. He kept his eyes on his feet, half-expecting dead hands to reach through the gap and claw at his ankles. Thankfully, nothing of the sort occurred.


    He heard a muffled shout from inside, and the telltale boom of a handgun. Something was happening, and it probably wasn’t good. “This way,” he bellowed, at the top of his lungs. “Hurry!” He grunted and the shutter door moved upwards by another few inches. He heard the sounds of running feet, panting and then a bark as Attila shot through the gap and bounded off the loading dock, tail wagging.


    “Rats!” Imogene yelped, as she scrambled under the door. Calavera looked down in shock as Ramirez and the others followed her. Westlake was the last, and fat, black rats clung to his dead flesh, biting and gnawing.


    “Get ’em off me,” he rasped, clawing at his attackers. “Get them off me!”


    Ramirez grabbed Westlake by the back of his shirt and dragged him across the loading dock. “Calavera, drop the door!”


    Calavera attempted to do as she’d asked, but his efforts had somehow jammed it. As he worked to force it downwards, he heard the sound of rats scurrying toward the light. Not just a few, but hundreds. He cursed softly and strained against the metal, matching his strength against that of the building. Finally, with a crunch, the blockage gave way and the door started to drop – but not quickly enough. A dozen rats squirmed through the opening even as he slammed the door down. He retreated as they swarmed about him.


    Gunshots sounded. One by one, the rats ceased moving. Calavera turned to see Coop lowering his rifle, and he gave the other man a nod of thanks. Behind him, the door shuddered slightly and then went still.


    Ramirez and the others were helping Westlake. The dead man was cursing virulently as the rats were pried off him and dispatched. “Why the hell are they coming after me?” he growled. “Usually anything dead just ignores me.”


    “They’re not dead,” Kahwihta said, poking one of the rats with her cattle prod. “Just infected. Not that it’s a virus, mind. Whatever you want to call it, they have it, only it hasn’t killed them yet.”


    “I thought animals died fairly quickly after eating tainted flesh,” Calavera said, as he joined her. He nudged the rat with his foot, repulsed and impressed in equal measure.


    Kahwihta shrugged. “They do. They’re supposed to. There’s still so much we don’t know about the causes behind all of this. Maybe rats are immune. After all, these look pretty healthy despite being, well, evil.”


    “Save the science lesson,” Riggs shouted. “It’s time to go.” He was hanging half out of the cab of his truck and pointing behind him. Calavera looked and saw an indistinct number of shapes rushing along the fence-line. The flock of buzzards swooped low overhead, calling out to one another in their eagerness for the feast to come.


    “Runners,” Calavera said, flexing his hands in readiness. Behind him, the loading dock door rattled. He and the others turned. It rattled again, and something pink and twitching forced its way underneath. The rats, it seemed, had not given up their pursuit after all.


    “Time to go,” Ramirez said, helping Westlake to his feet.
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