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      Tanya

      “Hurry up!” she calls to me, her voice losing some of its punch as she weaves through the cars and the crowd of people strolling across the gravel parking lot in small herds toward our destination. “We want good seats,” is the last thing I hear before I lose sight of her completely.

      She’s been eaten up by the crowd, which brings a panic to my chest as I slide between two large women carrying lawn chairs and smelling of sunscreen although the autumn sun has crested the hills behind us.

      I duck and weave and press up against the sides of strangers and cars, desperate to find my buddy in the mob.

      But she’s gone.

      My heart stops as my breath shoots from my parted lips, “Van?”

      She’s gone.

      I’ve lost her.

      I had one request from Ms. Mara: don’t lose Vanessa, and I’ve blown it.

      “Tanya!” her voice calls. “Tan! Up here!” She waves a hand at me, shouting my name until my eyes lift and make contact with hers, high in the air. She grins that evil smirk from the top of a van near the edge of the parking lot. It’s a smirk last seen three nights ago when she conned our teacher into getting Chinese takeaway instead of Indian curry, though no one else wanted Chinese food.

      Thinking about the Chinese food annoys me, and my tone is harsher than I intend, “Get down!” I hurry forward, cutting off a man who grunts to a halt. “You’ll dent the roof, you idiot.”

      “He said I could!” She points to the man in the window of the dark van, his eyes shining with the last of the fading sun and something else. Something that makes the magic in my stomach go wild.

      Thousands of years of survival and evolution screams to get away from him, but I do the thing girls do. I smile politely. “Sorry, sir. I’ll get her down.”

      “No, she’s fine,” he says through the open window, leaning toward me a bit. “You can go on up if you like. I’ll give you a lift up too.” He opens the door to step out.

      “No!” All politeness goes out the window as I step back. “That's fine, I’m scared of heights.” It’s a lie, a smart one. He licks his lips and his eyes travel the length of me.

      “That’s too bad. You wanna come inside and stay warm?” He motions toward the inside of the van. “We got plenty of room.”

      “I’m good.” I nearly gag my response. “The rest of our group is just behind me.” I hold a thumb up, pointing at the cluster starting to catch up. My heart slows as I take another step back, distancing myself from him and his bad intentions.

      “Vanessa, get down from there right now!” Ms. Mara, our teacher snaps, breathless from keeping up with the herd of us. “Bloody hell, kid, I told you no shenanigans, not tonight.”

      Vanessa parts her lips to argue but the combination of the tone and glare coming from our teacher is one you don't argue with. She nods and climbs down carefully, landing with that smug grin. “Fine.”

      “I told her it was all right—”

      “No, thank you!” Ms. Mara snaps at the man in the van. He flinches at her harshness and closes the door.

      “Is it just me or does he remind you of Buffalo Bill from Silence of the Lambs?” Louis, my friend, whispers next to me, breathing heavily from catching up.

      “That’s who it is.” I snap my fingers as the realization of why I was terrified of him comes to light. My best friend back in Laurel, Lou, made me watch that movie when we were thirteen; the story stuck with me. “He’s totally creepy in a ‘put the lotion on’ sort of way,” I mutter back as the Canadians, marching to watch the fireworks, part around us like the Red Sea did for Moses.

      “She doesn't have a single sense of survival that one,” Louis adds. “Come on.” He follows Ms. Mara through the crowd as she grabs Vanessa by the arm and drags her away, lecturing her in violent whispers.

      We cross the field to where the fireworks will be, trekking in a mob until we arrive at the spot, noticeable by the families and couples already seated on blankets or in chairs.

      “Let’s sit here,” Ms. Mara says and puts down the blanket she holds in the hand not gripping Vanessa. Vanessa sits in a flump, clearly pissed about being cockblocked on the possible rape and murder being offered by the dude in the van, and maybe not in that order. She truly has no common sense. Louis says she’s always been like that. I wouldn’t know. I haven’t been at their school in Billings long enough to know them as well as they know each other. I’ve only been their classmate for a couple of years now.

      Louis and I sit at the back to avoid Ms. Mara, and Vanessa, who is still getting a lecture, as the rest of the kids from our field trip start to put down blankets and sit. We’re a small cluster of twenty Americans, far from home but not far from the US. We’ve discovered that from some parts of Vancouver Island, you can see the States. “Close neighbors” is how Ms. Mara describes us but from what I’ve gathered, the Canadians don’t seem to be under the same impression. I kinda feel like maybe they don’t like being our neighbor.

      “Hey, guys,” Mitch, another classmate, whispers and comes to sit next to us. “Is there room for me?”

      “Sure.” I move a bit closer to Louis, hoping to suck some warmth from him while making room for our other friend. I’m freezing, so sitting between the two big guys in the group is no loss to me. Regardless of the Canadian ladies smelling of sunscreen, the chill in the air is noticeable. I assume the humidity on the coast makes it worse. But maybe it’s because we’re in Canada and my brain automatically considers that to be chillier, though we’re only a few miles from the border. Like the wind knows it should blow harder in the North.

      I suppose if we were in Anacortes, where we boarded the ferry to come to Victoria, a city on the southern tip of Vancouver Island in western Canada, it might be this nippy. Or near to it.

      All in all, it makes me miss home. The Pacific Northwest isn’t for me. It’s about the only thing I’ve really learned on this trip. Sasha and Jamie back in Laurel always say they’re going to come here after high school and live in Seattle and go to college. I see now the plan won’t work for me. Permanently muggy is not my idea of a nice time.

      The sun sinks behind the hills completely, taking with it the line of light and the last of dusk, leaving the buzzing mass of people sitting in darkness. Phones working as flashlights illuminate certain parts of the crowd. Parents hurry kids into position, getting them settled with snacks and jackets.

      Girls light their faces up with screens and Snapchat and Instagram, and boys make loud jokes and mock wrestle and tease each other, trying desperately to steal the girls’ attention from their phones.

      “You excited?” Mitch asks.

      “Yeah. I love fireworks. You?”

      “Yeah. I’m super tired, but I’m glad we’re getting to see this.” He yawns. “I had the worst sleep last night.” He pauses, shaking his head at himself like he’s being silly or doesn't want to tell me. “I think it was a nightmare actually. My mom was screaming at me about something. Telling me to run. I don't know.”

      “I had a weird mom-nightmare too,” Louis says, leaning across me and sounding a bit bewildered.

      “It must have been that movie we were watching in our room. What was it called again?”

      “Oh yeah.” Louis laughs and squints at me like he’s thinking. “We watched that movie you talked about on the bus. The old one.”

      “Practical Magic?” I can’t recall what else we were talking about on the bus.

      “No, the other one. Uhhhh—”

      “Sleepwalkers!” Mitch says with a clap as he recalls it. “That was freaking weird.”

      “It was.” I chuckle but I’m interrupted by a shimmer in the air that breeds a spark of anticipation in the crowd as we wait for what was described to us as the best fireworks show this side of the border.

      The man who directed us here made a point of saying it was far superior to the one in Vancouver’s harbor. Ms. Mara had sounded impressed, but I knew that tone well. It was the one she used to pretend she cared when students were telling her something she honestly didn't give a shit about. She was a master of that response now.

      I’m about to say something else when the shimmer happens again, followed by a small light shooting up into the air. A single silvery firework that does nothing but die off at the end of its climb.

      We all pause, the crowd silences, the anticipation grows, and just as I’m about to squint in confusion, it hits. It takes off all at once.

      And it’s great.

      It’s insane actually.

      The lights and rockets shoot into the sky, bursting and booming, reverberating the ground so violently I feel it inside me. We gasp and ohhhhhh and smile in sync.

      Children clap and couples kiss and everyone is amazed, even the girls taking selfies. There’s no denying the fact we are all impressed.

      It’s the best fireworks show I’ve ever seen.

      A purple one bursts into a flower with a red one right behind it, sparkling and booming as a green one somehow forms a bit of a stem on the flower. The white lights brighten the whole field and the tremor inside me is felt all the way to my toes.

      In the middle of it, I pull my phone from my pocket and take a small video of the craziness to show my brother when I get home.

      “Good idea,” Mitch says as he gets up and raises his phone, standing off to the side.

      The lights burst and blossom in my eyes, making the whole crowd gasp. It’s so bright, I swear I’m warmer from the light they let off. It seems to go on forever, one after the other until finally it ends in a grand finale that has everyone cheering.

      Louis turns to me, his eyes wide and glistening with excitement. “That guy wasn't kidding. I was doubtful when that one shitty little firework went off at the start. I was thinking, Oh man, we got conned. But damn! That was amazing.”

      “Amazing.” I open Instagram to load up the small video of bursting lights.

      Instead of my feed, a red pop-up hits my screen.

      

      CNN ALERT

      

      I tap the tiny X to close it, but it opens the link.

      “Stupid phone,” I grumble as it opens my Safari and takes me to the CNN website, leaving me a bit confused by the headline. I almost tap the article to open it but worry it’s fake. I’ve never seen a pop-up like this on Instagram. “Did I just get hacked?” I show Louis my phone.

      “What, why?” He takes it. “What is this?”

      “I don’t know, some weird link.”

      “America panics as Western Europe joins Asia and has gone dark now as well?” He reads the headline that confused me then lifts his eyes back to mine. “What does that mean?”

      “I don't know. What’s gone dark? How does a country go dark?”

      “Western Europe isn’t a country, dummy.”

      “You know what I mean. Like the sun isn’t hitting them or what?” I lift my eyes to the dark sky here and do the math for time differences. “It’s early morning in Europe now, right? Maybe the sun hasn't risen yet. Or maybe it set early.”

      “The sun setting early in Europe requires a CNN alert in Canada?” he asks dubiously. “This sounds like a hoax. What did you click on? Were you looking at porn?”

      “Uh no.” I scoff and almost remind him I’m a girl. But the argument would be invalid. I know loads of girls who watch porn. “I clicked on Insta to load the video of the fireworks then CNN popped up.”

      “CNN popped up from Insta? That doesn't make sense.” Louis starts moving his fingers faster than my eyes can keep up. In the glow of the screen, he makes varying faces, scowling, biting his lip, and wrinkling his nose as he moves through my apps and the internet.

      “What is it?” I ask the moment he pauses and his expression changes to one of shock.

      “Okay, kids, pretty impressive, huh?” Ms. Mara stands up and turns to us all, but my eyes are stuck on Louis.

      “This makes no sense. This literally makes no sense,” he repeats himself but in a completely different tone before handing me back my phone which is now on Facebook, showing a video I’ve never seen before.

      “What is this?” I ask. “Who is this? This isn’t one of my friends.”

      He’s looking at something else on his phone, ignoring me.

      I tap the “play” icon as the video shows a man biting another man, ripping his flesh. “Gross! What the hell? Is this that homeless dude in Florida again? People in Florida are so weird.”

      “What is it?” Mitch asks as he kneels next to me once more.

      “I don’t know. Some homeless guy in Florida I think.” I hold my phone so he can see.

      “Oh my God,” Louis cuts me off but continues to ignore me, staring at his own phone and talking to himself. “Holy shit!”

      “What?” I pry too loudly, earning looks from everyone else who is paying attention to our teacher.

      “Something you care to add, Mr. Bijoux?” Ms. Mara asks sternly from where she stands in front of us.

      “No, ma’am.” Louis dims the screen display on his phone so she can’t see the glow from where he’s holding it behind the back of one of the other kids. But up close, I see his expression doesn't change from horrified as he scans and reads and moves onto the next articles faster and faster. His eyes are so wide they might pop out of their sockets.

      “You’re freaking me out. What did you see?” I whisper, getting dizzy watching him scroll and tap and text through the internet and his friends and Facebook until he stops.

      Mitch leans in too. “Dude?” Mitch nudges me, forcing me to nudge Louis.

      “You guys, this is insane.” Louis turns to me again, his dark-brown eyes wide with what appears to be terror. “We have to get out here, now!”

      “What? Go where?” My heart races. “What’d you find?” I’m scared and I don't even know what’s going on.

      “Ms. Mara?” Louis stands and says loudly, “We have a situation.” He’s still ignoring me and moves to where she is giving instructions on how we will return to the bus and go to the hotel. “There’s something you should see.” He hands her his phone, making it brighter.

      Our teacher is about to protest but her eyes are drawn to the screen of his Galaxy phone. “Louis, this is disgusting.” She pales, lifting her hand to cover her drawn lips but not turning away from what she sees. “Is this a prank?”

      “No, ma’am. It’s on all the major news outlets. It’s in chats. It’s everywhere, and it appears communication with the rest of the world has ceased.” He’s somber and scared but taps his phone as though he’s showing her other news pages.

      “This is real?” Her eyes widen and my stomach aches. “Is this back home?”

      “I can’t tell how close it is, but it’s everywhere else. Europe, Asia, Africa, and eastern US.”

      “Holy shit!” she whispers and turns, lifting her own phone and running away. I don’t know what’s happening, but it appears she is leaving us alone in the dark. In the middle of a field. In Canada.

      I’m about to panic too when she stops on the grass a ways over, illuminated by her phone. I can barely make out what she’s doing besides pacing and talking animatedly, shouting even. She keeps touching her face and shaking her head, making the glow of her phone’s screen flash back on and shine a light on her for a moment. The Canadians around her are staring. She’s causing them to panic. More phones begin lighting up.

      “Uhhhhh,” Mitch says loudly, giving me a look. “Ms. Mara?”

      “Come on, we have to go!” Louis starts running after her. We all follow, leaving the blankets behind.

      None of us except Louis knows why, but we chase her as she runs in the direction of the bus. She’s going faster and speaking louder to whoever she’s on the phone with. The streetlights begin to cast her silhouette, making me worry more.

      The Canadians around us are acting weird too. Voices are becoming panicked and louder. People are running, leaving behind blankets and chairs. Kids are crying as they’re carted off or dragged away.

      Faces with glowing phones are popping up around us. They’re hurrying and having rushed conversations.

      I’m so lost.

      My stomach aches.

      Ms. Mara ends the call, pausing in her sprint to pace and call someone else, again shouting and panicking. She does this three times while we follow her, all of us visibly confused. We stop when she does and run when she runs.

      “Guys!” Louis shouts back, keeping pace with Ms. Mara, “You need to call your parents, everyone! Tanya, call your mom. Tell her to go home and take your brother with her.” I’m following the glow of his phone but not his words.

      “Why? Is it war?” I gaze down at the video on Facebook still showing on my screen. “What’s happening? Is the zombie video real? Louis?”

      “Zombie?” Vanessa asks, huffing breath and walking closer to us, tapping her phone to life.

      Louis doesn't answer any of our questions. He’s rushing and texting and talking to someone on speaker, ignoring us.

      “What’s happening?” I ask, checking my Facebook feed again. Everything in Billings seems normal. No one is posting anything, which isn’t crazy. My friends don’t really use Facebook anymore and my grandma hasn’t posted anything either.

      Glancing around at the glowing phones of my classmates, my heart is in my throat. “Does anyone know what’s going on?”

      “Come on, everyone, keep moving toward the bus!” Ms. Mara shouts. I’m pretty sure she wiped her eyes.

      This is serious.

      Other kids are gasping and shouting and making calls as they see what Louis saw.

      I go back to the CNN article, noting it’s hours old. There are no updates. Going back to Facebook and Instagram, I see the same thing. All the posts are old, by hours. I tap back to the news, which appears to be just one video of a man attacking another man. As I scroll, I find it’s more; it’s dozens of videos of people attacking each other. And weird videos of hordes of people standing together, covered in blood but frozen.

      There’s a video of Barcelona where someone films from a condo as the city street below goes crazy. Explosions and car accidents and people running.

      I end up on YouTube watching a horde of them, people, running after a couple of men. They catch one. I look away, disturbed by what’s shown.

      My fingers tremble as I text my mom, assuming she’s at the hospital working. Hey mom, you guys okay there?

      She ignores my question and asks her own. Where are you?

      Victoria, BC. Still in Canada, is everything okay there?

      No, don't come home. Stay in Canada. I stare at her response, lost on what she means. Stay in Canada? Why does she want me to stay?

      Stay in Canada? Is Mason okay? I ask.

      She answers but doesn't explain. He’s here with me at work, he’s fine. We’re staying safe. We won’t go home. I spoke to your dad. He’s fine too. I love you so much but don’t come home unless you have to. Try to find somewhere safe to be. But if you have to, come to the hospital. Come find me.

      What kind of parent tells their kid not to come home?

      Not my mom.

      She’s a curfew freak and obsessed with my location services on my phone. My stomach burns as I try to understand. Louis, who doesn't seem much better off, has that confused and frightened stare when he meets mine. Mitch is just as bad.

      “Did you guys reach your parents?” Mitch asks, his expression lit up by the cell phone in his trembling hands.

      “Yeah. My mom said not to come home.”

      “Yeah.” Louis swallows a lump in his throat. “Mine said shit’s gone downhill fast. She just saw one of the neighbors go nuts on one of the others. Same weird rage as the videos. She’s in the house, everything’s locked, and she and my sister are hiding.”

      “Uh, that’s not rage, dude.” Mitch points at his screen. “That’s a zombie, bro. And that’s not all.” His tone is one of disbelief. “Check out this video.” He holds his phone up and plays something I struggle to understand. It’s a video of what looks like Atlantic City, on the beach by the pier. People are running like mad, some chasing and others fleeing. The bloodbath is real and crazy. And then a drone flies through the air, gas shooting out of it. The gas becomes a thick mist. A horde of bloody people running down the beach freeze, then twitch and shake as if they’ve been electrocuted. When they stop, they remind me of motionless figures in a wax museum. Some fall over but they don't move or relax. Their bodies are stuck in whatever pose they were in when the fog touched them.

      “What the fuck was that?” Louis takes a step back.

      “I-I don’t know.” Mitch stares at it. “I don't understand.”

      “What was that fog?” I don't believe what I’m seeing, and my brain has no answers to possibly explain this.

      “Skynet,” Louis whispers as if I should know what that means. “Or maybe it’s a terrorist attack.”

      “Can’t be. It’s the whole world, dude. What terrorist attacks the whole world?” Mitch has a point. “They lost contact with Asia first, right after videos like this leaked out. Then Eastern Europe. Western Europe is silent. The last transmissions coming out of everywhere have been about the biting and the mist. Now, apparently, the Eastern Seaboard has been taken over. One vlogger said we’ve completely lost New York. He was there when the people started to turn. He said it looked like they were rewiring themselves, just like in Terminator when a new terminator takes over the body.” Mitch seems to agree with Louis on something. “He said they’re coming West. It’s coming West. And his last update was hours ago. No one has updated in the last five hours. On anything.”

      “Are we safe here?” I ask, not sure what the hell we’re talking about. Not sure of anything. I don't have a response for this moment. My phone is filled with images and videos of people attacking and eating other humans, and explosions and accidents and madness, all over the world, but my brain screams that it’s a lie. It’s impossible. “Will it come here?”

      “I don't know.” Mitch shakes his head but his eyes answer with worry.

      Stepping from our little huddle, I dial my mom’s cell as my stomach clenches into tighter knots.

      “Tanya?” my mom whispers.

      “Mom?” I whisper back, not sure why I’m whispering.

      “Stay there, baby. Stay in Canada.” Her voice is so low I barely hear her. “The city is going crazy. Your dad is safe at home. I have Mason and Buster here at the hospital. We had to lock up the doors. We can’t take any patients. There’s a broadcast telling people to stay home, lock up their sick and leave the dead. Don't go outside or engage, there’s some kind of virus. But it’s the emergency response, just repeating itself.”

      “Mom—”

      “The blood moves on its own, like a parasite is in it, crawling toward you.” Her voice trembles and cracks and she just keeps talking, “Just stay in Canada until we figure this out. I promise, we’ll be okay here. No one can get us in here.”

      “Why are you whispering?”

      “Your brother. I don't want him to know. He’s just a kid.” She sighs. “I have to go. Me and some other staff are taking turns doing watches, making sure the doors are secured and the windows are covered.”

      “What is it, Mom? What is happening?”

      “I don't know. I don't know.” She sounds desperate. “I was at home this morning and the mailman attacked Mr. Hokusai right in front of me. Ate him. And I thought he was dead. But he got up and he attacked his wife—his own wife. He ate her. Bit her until she bled to death. She died right in front of me. I was still screaming when she came back to life. She died in front of me and then snapped back. And she did this weird crawl and head jerking thing and got up and turned. She stared at me and I knew. She was going to eat me too. I ran back into the house, and she tried so hard to get in, I thought she was going to break the door down. I got the dog and your brother in the SUV and we drove here. I smashed through the garage door. And we came here and hid.” She doesn't sound like my mom. My ER-nurse mom who is prepared for every possibility. My mom isn't scared of anything.

      But this woman is terrified.

      And she’s scaring the shit out of me.

      “Stay safe, Mom.” I don't know what else to say.

      “We will. I’ll call again later if I can. How’s Canada?”

      “I don't know. Nothing’s happening here yet. Maybe Canada is safe. Maybe you can get to me and we can hide here.” I don't want to be alone. I don't want her there and me here.

      “I don’t know, sweetie. I’ll keep us safe and you stay put. I’ll message you when this is under control. The military should be here soon, I’m sure,” she lies. She’s the worst liar. “I love you.” That is the truth.

      “Love you too.” I sniffle in the darkness of the field with the erratic crowd around us.

      “Love you more,” she says and the phone cuts out.
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      I stare at my phone as it goes back to the screen it was at, my contacts.

      What did she say? What did she mean?

      He ate his wife?

      I contemplate phoning Lou to see if Laurel is bad too or if maybe her dad’s home and can go get my mom and Mason and Buster, our beagle. Billings is close to Laurel. Or maybe I should call my dad . . .

      “Tan, did you just call your mom?” Louis distracts me.

      “Yeah.” I lift my head, wiping my eyes. “She’s hiding at the hospital with my brother and our dog. They’re locked in, not letting anyone in. The staff are there, all hiding. Dad’s at home safe.”

      “I just saw the emergency broadcast telling everyone to stay inside. They’re not saying anything, just that there’s been a breakout of some sort. I don't know—” He bites his lip, cutting off in the middle of his thought. “It’s just repeating and repeating like the system was put on emergency and they left.” He pauses again.

      “Louis?” He’s rattling my nerves more.

      “I think it’s here too,” he whispers, his eyes darting around our group, all on their phones or crying or pacing or all the above. “It’s in Canada.”

      “What?” My insides tighten with an unknown type of fear.

      “It’s everywhere, Tan. Nowhere is safe. Plagues back in the day could travel fast, even with horse and cart. Imagine how fast they move now with international travel?”

      “Oh my God. How do you know?”

      “I checked other Canadian cities. Toronto, Calgary, and Vancouver. They all reported attacks, each of them hours old with no new updates. Same as Seattle and LA. They’re saying zombies. There was mention of some bombs. I think they bombed LA.” He says it like he doesn't believe he’s saying it. Or that it’s possible.

      I don't believe it. “Is this—is it some hoax maybe?” I ask, not really thinking the question through. Of course my mom wouldn't have seen actors, and Mr. Hokusai is the gentlest man I’ve ever met. He wouldn't pretend to kill his wife. He’s a kind and sweet man, and she’s a lady, an old-fashioned lady. Watching them garden is relationship goals. He picks flowers and brings them to her, smiling bashfully. And she rubs his sunscreen on his bald spot.

      And now they’re gone?

      Because he ate her?

      And she tried to eat my mom?

      I don't know what that means.

      I can’t comprehend it.

      Bombs in LA.

      Mist that makes you freeze up.

      “Kids!” Ms. Mara shouts into the darkness, waving her phone flashlight back and forth as if she’s at a concert. “Come here!”

      We all hurry forward, rushing to her.

      “It seems we have something of a situation,” Ms. Mara speaks, shining her flashlight on her face like she’s about to tell us a campfire story, except she’s crying. “A problem—” She sniffles and wipes her eyes as she tries to gather herself. “How many of you have been able to get ahold of your parents or families?”

      I lift my phone in my hand as several wide-eyed teenagers join me. She scans the crowd of us with the light from her cell.

      “So you clearly know the state back—back home,” her voice cracks as she puts the flashlight under her face. “I don't know if we can go back there right now, while this emergency is going on.” She swallows and stares out, not really at any of us but maybe through us into the dark. “I don't know what to say.” She admits the delicate truth, “We don't have protocols for a moment such as this. I honestly don’t know what to do. The principal has no advice. We’re on our own.”

      “Maybe we should get back to the hotel and try to figure out a game plan from there. We for sure can’t go home. I mean, the border is likely not letting people back in,” Louis offers. Everyone starts to give each other looks, perhaps grasping the possibility that we might not be able to go home, at all. But for how long? And what will we find at home when we do go back?

      “What if we head for the mainland and try to cross the border closer to Montana?” Mitch suggests. “So at least we’re close to home.”

      “Yes, we might be able to do that.” Ms. Mara nods. “We might be able to.” She is lost and not leading us.

      “Okay, everyone back to the bus!” Louis shouts, taking over completely. He’s obviously onto what I’m seeing. Ms. Mara is not okay, and we can’t afford our leader to lose her mind.

      Not that any of us are okay. I’m numb and overwhelmed at the same time.

      What I saw on my phone isn’t anything different from what I’ve seen a hundred times on TV, so it doesn’t feel real. Zombies are a scary movie with friends, eating popcorn and jumping when the monsters come out of the shadows.

      This is something else.

      The tone in my mother’s voice was something else.

      Something I don't have the ability to cope with.

      Following Louis and Ms. Mara to the bus, I try to feel scared or something. But I’m numb. I’m stuck in disbelief, with everyone else around me losing it.

      A couple of kids are crying.

      Vanessa hugs one of the girls, whispering that it’s going to be okay. I didn't expect her to be cool in a moment like this. She’s always so annoying.

      The parking lot is different now too. People are hurrying to the vehicles, checking their phones and shouting at their kids. The fear in their voices is different too, not like on TV. It strikes a bone or a nerve or whatever the stupid saying is. They’re terrified. It reminds me of a movie scene, fireflies in the shape of cell phones bouncing about in a panic.

      I shiver in the damp cold and wonder how this will end.

      “Let’s go, Tan, move your ass.” Louis pushes me up onto the bus as the doors close.

      I find a seat as everything becomes a sea of panic. It’s darker here on the bus, and somehow colder. Everyone is talking, too fast and too much, all at once. They begin making calls again, speaking in hushed tones into their phones to people who are panicking somewhere else. Our teacher is whispering to Louis. And I’m numb.

      The parking lot empties as everyone flees, speeding away from us, lights getting smaller and smaller. Leaving us more in the dark.

      “We need to take a vote. This isn’t a decision we can make on our own.” Louis stands as he speaks, shining his flashlight on his face like it’s his turn to tell the camp story. “Everyone needs to be quiet and pay attention.” He glances back at our teacher before he speaks again, “Who wants to try to make it to the mainland on the US coast and find a way to get home, even though we know home is under an attack of some sort?”

      He scans the crowd with his flashlight, no one raises their hand. It’s the dumbest question we’ve ever been asked. Why would we go to America when America is under attack?

      “And who wants to try to make the mainland, not go home, just make our way through Canada and get as close to home as we can and wait for this to be taken care of by the military?”

      A couple of kids raise their hands but not close to half. Mitch is one of them.

      “And who votes we stay here in Victoria and wait this out?”

      The rest of us raise our hands.

      It makes the most sense to me.

      The mainland has zombies.

      America has zombies.

      We should stay here on this island and wait it out.

      “Okay.” He sits back down and continues talking with Ms. Mara.

      “Where’s the bus driver?” I lean into their conversation and ask.

      “Gone,” Louis answers softly. “He left us.”

      “So how will we get back to the hotel?” I lean forward, lowering my voice, “We can’t walk, we shouldn't be outside. Just in case.”

      “Tanya’s right.” Mitch leans forward too. I didn't realize he was sitting with me. “If this is some kind of virus, we shouldn’t be near big populations. Victoria is a major center. We should leave the city.”

      “What?” Ms. Mara gives him a look.

      “I saw it on Buzzfeed. If there was ever a pandemic or viral outbreak, large centers with airports and seaports are the worst. They always get taken over first because of travel.” Mitch makes sense, which is probably a bad sign. He always sounds a bit crazy with his conspiracy theories and talks of bunkers. I’m starting to see the light on a few things he’s mentioned before. I bet the bunker people are doing great right now.

      “Where would we go?” Ms. Mara asks.

      “Out into the middle of nowhere and wait and see.” Mitch shrugs. “We could find a farm and get a good radio and listen for news.”

      “Let’s just go to the hotel and see if they know anything.” Louis clearly doesn't like the idea of going to the middle of nowhere. I can’t say I blame him. Finding an abandoned farm with a radio seems a bit too good to be true.

      “Okay,” Ms. Mara agrees. Louis jumps into the driver’s seat and starts the bus. Him driving makes my rattled nerves light up.

      “Have you ever driven a bus before?” I try not to say too loud.

      “Nope,” Louis replies with a heavy sigh.

      Mitch reaches over and wiggles his fingers into mine, gripping my hand. My fingers relax into his grip, but my palms sting. I didn't realize I was balling up my hands so tightly, my nails were biting into them.

      He doesn't say anything. He holds my hand as Louis drives, making the bus jerk and shudder until he gets us out of the empty parking lot.

      I peer back at the field and wonder how far we are from the fort we saw yesterday. Fort Rodd Hill. If we could get there maybe we’d be safe. It was built to keep things out.

      That’s really all I recall from the tour.

      And I only remember it now because the tour guide made a joke about the world ending and it being a safe place to be.

      Could the world be ending?
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      The city streets are busy, lit up with cars driving faster than the roads are made for, skidding and screeching around us.

      “Asshole,” Louis mutters under his breath as a car cuts us off, making him hit the brakes a little too hard. We jerk and grip the seats in front of us, fingers clawing in, as we take in the pandemonium around us. Accidents. People running. Shouting. All of it made worse by the darkness and inconstant lighting provided by vehicles and people.

      “Left up here at the next set of lights,” Mitch says, staring at the map on his phone.

      “Okay.” Louis is clearly annoyed but manages to make the left turn even with the cars trying to get around him and honking.

      In a set of headlights, I see a flash of something fly by the bus, running at full speed.

      I stand, watching it out the other windows as it vanishes and reappears in different lights.

      It’s a man. He’s chasing someone.

      A lady.

      Her stark and terrified face looks back over her shoulder. She screams and pushes harder, running faster, but she can’t get away.

      “Oh my God!” someone in the back shouts as another set of headlights shine on the man as he tackles the lady to the ground. She fights but he pins her, biting down on her arm as she fights him.

      She screams.

      He tears her flesh with his teeth, spraying blood onto his face.

      We scream.

      “What?” Louis shouts, clearly not seeing any of it.

      “It’s here!” Vanessa screams.

      The bus turns and we spin, watching the horror show until we move past a building and lose it.

      Mitch lifts my hand and his, plucking his fingers from my grip, flexing for a moment before taking my hand again. I try to lessen my squeeze on him, but I can’t. I’m shaking and panicking, silently. I’ve never been much of an outward screamer.

      “He bit her,” I whisper after a moment.

      “I know,” Mitch also whispers.

      “What are we going to do? It’s here.” God, why is it here too?

      “I don't know.”

      The gravity of the situation hits me, hard. I’d been confused and scared and worried, but mostly numb. Now that I’m aware, I miss being lost. Knowing what we’re facing is much worse than the uncertainty before. This isn’t a video of some random person. This is real.

      The bus jerks and we’re at the hotel. The red sign of the car park is above us, flickering and casting a creepy glow on the damp cement of the lonely alley.

      Louis sighs again, but this time it’s all relief. He slumps and lets go of the wheel, flexing his fingers. When he turns back to us, the stress of it all has given him a bloodshot eye that’s made worse by the red glow of the sign and the weird lighting in the bus.

      “You okay?” Mitch asks.

      “No, man. This is nuts,” Louis answers, his stare darting to Ms. Mara who is on the phone again. She sobs quietly, covering her eyes and whispering.

      I have to assume she’s talking to her family. She’s newly divorced with two small kids. Her oldest isn’t even Mason’s age, he might be eight. “I love you too,” she says and turns the phone off, holding herself. Mitch does the same thing for her that he did for me. He lets go of me and moves into her booth, wrapping an arm over her shoulders and holding her. She sobs, losing it completely, making a few kids in the back cry.

      Louis stands, maybe to speak, when there’s a bang.

      Something hits the bus. Not something, someone.

      We all spin, staring at the face at the door. It’s a man. He turns around and looks behind him, as if something is coming. He bangs again. “Let me in!” He sounds desperate, something we don't fully understand until the thing chasing him comes into view under the streetlights. A woman with blood all over her white sweater rushes him. He bangs and screams louder. Louis opens the door and the man jumps on, turning around as the door spins shut, trapping the woman outside.

      But she doesn't give up.

      She attacks, savagely. She hits and pounds on the door, shaking the bus and making us all cry out as we back up.

      The man moves up the stairs slowly, not looking at any of us, his eyes lock on the person raging on the door. She moves and hits as if she feels nothing. Her skin cracks open and bleeds as she pounds harder and harder, rocking the bus back and forth with her efforts. She leaves smears of blood and bits of skin on the glass.

      The man backs up right into Louis who doesn't move for him. They spoon, standing and gaping at the door. Louis clings to him.

      The rest of us climb from our seats, heading to the emergency door at the back. Even Ms. Mara is with us. All eyes are on the front of the bus. Then the entrance to the alley as something moves in front of the headlights. It’s a person walking in front of the bus.

      Her head jerks to the right and she sees the woman pounding on the door of the bus and runs at her, knocking into her and turning awkwardly to pound with her.

      “We gotta get out of here,” the guy says, his eyes staying on the door.

      “We could drive the bus somewhere else,” Louis offers.

      “And go where? The streets were crazy. I guarantee roads out of the city will be nuts.” Mitch’s words are hard to hear amid the thumping. “We don't know where to go. The bus is penetrable. The hotel isn’t. I say we go for the hotel.”

      “Fine, but if we make a break for it out the back, can you all run fast?” the random man asks.

      Silence, beyond the pounding and grunts coming from outside.

      “Hey!” he shouts, turning to face us. “Can you run fast?”

      “Yeah,” we answer in unison but there is no certainty in a single voice.

      “Go to the emergency door, open it carefully, and make a dash for the hotel. I’ll distract them.” He points as he speaks.

      “Okay,” Louis says, taking slow steps from the guy who waves his hands in the air, keeping the attention of the crazy people. “Which door is the hotel one?” Louis asks, only turning away from the front of the bus at the last second. “Do you guys see it?”

      Again, none of us speak. There’s some soft crying, a few sniffles, and I’m pretty sure I heard someone praying a minute ago. I feel sick. I might actually get sick.

      “Open that door silently,” the man stresses. “All of you get out quietly, then sprint as hard as you can away from here. You’ll draw them away, and I’ll make my getaway in the other direction when you’re all safe in the hotel.”

      “Thanks for helping us, man,” Louis offers.

      “Gotta stick together,” the guy says. “Good luck and follow the leader. Don’t panic and spread out. Get to the hotel and barricade the door,” he says as he continues waving his arms to hold the attention of the freaks outside.

      A shiver of either I’m going to pee my pants or throw up hits me as Louis squeezes through the crowd of us. He bends down and puts his hands on the handle. He pauses and turns and gives us all a worried stare.

      My heart feels like it might burst from my chest.

      The lady monsters are still banging.

      Everyone is breathing too heavily.

      Louis has never looked so scared.

      “Everyone, listen. We’re gonna run for that door over there—the one we came out this morning,” Mitch whispers. “Pull your hotel key cards out now so we’re ready for whoever gets there first; they can unlock it.”

      We all move at the same time, pulling them from our pockets. My fingers shake so hard I almost snap the stupid plastic card in my jeans before I get it out.

      Ms. Mara puts a hand on Louis’s shoulder, squeezing once as he nods then turns the handle, unsealing the bus.

      The air and noise of the alley seeps in. He pushes the door, creating a soft creak. The Canadian dude in the front hits the door and makes noise, covering for us as the hinges squeak to life.

      “Go!” the Canadian dude shouts, causing a commotion.

      Louis jumps down first, holding the door. We move forward as a herd, everyone desperate to get out, needing to push. The first few people climb down softly but the rest start moving quicker and louder, feet slapping the concrete as they run. Mitch is in front, already hurrying to the door with his room key out. Somehow, I’ve been shoved to the back.

      I’m almost off the bus when a window breaks.

      “Shit!” the guy shouts, turning and running for me.

      As I jump down, someone gets dragged with me. The Canadian guy leaps, landing in front of me somehow and grabs my hand as Louis grabs the other kid’s hand. They drag us forward as Mitch shouts, “Hurry the fuck up!”

      We sprint, feet slapping pavement and no one trying to be quiet.

      A grunt draws my eyes back over my shoulder. They’re right behind us.

      The guy pulls me through the doorway.

      I make eye contact with one of them in the gap.

      The metal door slams shut with the sound of the impact behind it. They’re bouncing off the door, screaming and clawing and then silent.

      My breath bursts from me with a gasp and I realize I’ve been holding it. Huffing for air, I turn to see the long hallway of the basement floor of our hotel behind us. The lights flicker a bit, but it’s empty. It’s where we boarded the bus this morning.

      “That was intense,” Mitch whispers.

      Louis walks up behind me and glances down at my legs, wrinkling his nose. “Come on. Let’s get you cleaned up.” He doesn't have a chance to help me walk. My stomach unclenches and I gag, moving forward quickly and away from him. I stop at the garbage next to the ice machine and lean over it, emptying everything from my guts.

      “Okay, it’s all right, Tanya,” Ms. Mara coos, rubbing my back with her shaking fingers as I continue to throw up, clutching to the sides of the bin until my legs can’t stand. I drop to my knees, gagging, gripping, and heaving one last time. It ends with a shudder and the distinct smell of pee. It takes me several minutes to realize it’s me. I’ve peed my pants. It’s in my sneakers and my socks are soaked. And it’s still warm. I want to be embarrassed but I can’t. I’m too scared to cope or care. I’m not going to make it. I’m going to die, but I won’t die. I’ll become one of them.

      “Come on, kid.” The Canadian guy lifts me off the floor and helps me stand. “We gotta get above this ground level. You guys have rooms?” he asks as he helps me limp down the hallway to the elevator.

      “We have eleven rooms on the fifth floor,” Ms. Mara says softly, her fingers trembling and pale, still clutching her phone.

      At the elevator, we all pause, watching Louis and Mitch scan the foyer. There is no one here. It’s pleasant and quiet and just a hotel lobby.

      When the elevator dings, Mitch waves an arm like we’re military, and we all hurry through the double doors after him.

      In the elevator, we snuggle in, cramming well over the ten-person limit. It doesn't seem to mind the added weight, hurrying us up to the fifth floor and opening promptly.

      Again, Louis and Mitch climb out, listening and looking. We all remain frozen, waiting for something bad. The girl next to me, Cynthia, whimpers and snuggles into the arms of her friend, Naira. As Louis, Mitch, and the Canadian guy wave us forward from the hall, we leave the elevator in a cluster and follow them down the right side of the hallway to our rooms. Cards are scanned and doors are opened and in moments we’re in our respective rooms.

      I’m alone in mine. My roommate, Bev, isn’t here.

      I press my back against the door and lose it, sliding down and sobbing on the floor.

      The whole world stops spinning for five minutes as I cry and let my brain decompress. There are no explanations or possible rationalizations for this. Zombies roam the streets, eating people, and I’m in Canada, on an island. My family and friends are back home, scared and in danger.

      I don't know how it can get worse, but I know it will.

      There’s no chance my circumstances can possibly improve.

      And they don’t.

      I’m in the middle of getting dressed when there’s a knock at the door. It makes me freeze until Bev speaks through it. “Hey, Tan. Can I come in? My card’s not working.”

      “Coming!” I shout back, pulling on my shirt. I unlock it and open the door slowly, double-checking. She’s with Naira and Cynthia in the hallway. They’re traveling in herds, and I’m noticing I don't really have a herd.

      They’re all in earth sciences together, and most of them are friends.

      I’m the only non-earth sciences student to come on the trip, and the only one who doesn't have many friends here. Mitch and Louis are as close to friends as I have with us. Both were in my chem and physics last semester, and we were lab partners for both classes. I got invited because Ms. Mara had room for one more kid, and I was ahead of everyone else in my subjects.

      I wish I hadn’t come.

      “Hi.” Bev sighs. “My turn to get dressed.” She hurries in, pulling off her clothes and changing into a warmer outfit and new shoes.

      “So that was intense,” Naira offers meekly.

      “I pissed my pants,” I admit, as if they don't already know. As if they hadn’t smelled it in the elevator.

      “Yeah.” Cynthia winces. “Me too. I’ve never been scared like that before. I can’t get warm and it’s playing over and over in my head,” her voice cracks, making me feel better in a horrible sense. They are equally terrified.

      “The shower didn't warm me either. And I couldn't pull the curtain back so I showered with it open and got water all over the floor.” I point at the wet floor.

      “Me too,” Cynthia adds.

      “I don’t know what to do. I can’t think of a single way out of this,” I admit.

      “No. I mean, what are we going to do? Steal a boat and go to the mainland and steal buses so we can get from here to a border crossing near home? That’s crazy. Do any of us even know how to steal a bus?” Cynthia and I are on the same page. “Or a boat?”

      “I’m ready,” Bev interrupts us as she pulls on her jacket. “Everyone’s meeting in Ms. Mara’s room. I think the decisions are being made in there.” She links her arm in mine and we all walk from the room. I check to make sure I have my phone and key before the door closes and follow them to our teacher’s hotel suite.

      Ms. Mara’s room is double the size of ours, and already the kids and the random Canadian guy are there. He’s on the phone, pacing in the corner. “Okay, well then I guess that’s what we have to do. Hold the boat for us. Don't leave without me.” He nods. “Okay. See ya soon.” He presses the “end” button and turns to us. “My cousin has a fishing boat. He can get us out.”

      “Out?” I ask, turning to Louis.

      “We can’t stay on the island.” He explains, “The mainland is just as overrun but at least the roads go somewhere. Here, we’ll eventually run out of places to run. Being surrounded by water, cold water, won’t end well.”

      “I agree,” Mitch says quietly.

      “They change in a matter of a few minutes,” the Canadian guy mutters randomly. “I heard it was slower when it started. On the East Coast the change took a while. Here, it’s almost right away.”

      “Like they’re evolving?” Mitch asks.

      “Exactly. I’ve never heard of anything like it.” The Canadian mutters, “They will outnumber us soon, if they don't already.”

      “Right,” Ms. Mara speaks softly, her face pale and tight with worry. “We will make for the boat. How far is it from here?”

      “Fisherman’s Wharf is half a block from the hotel. And there’s a Canadian forces base across the water. My cousin is planning to drive the boat over there and see if they are taking in civilians. We just have to run to the wharf and meet him. Then we’re made.” He sounds positive. It’s a nice change from everything else the last hour and a half has entailed.
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      “Run!” the Canadian screams back at us as he sprints away. The footsteps behind us become louder.

      Getting out of the hotel didn’t prove to be hard at all. But making it to the wharf is something else altogether.

      Our group moves fast, feet slapping and breath gasping, but there’s a horde behind us. A scream at the back, one that’s vaguely familiar, suggests someone has been caught but I can’t look back. I can’t worry about them. I have to run. I have to follow the Canadian. If I lose him, I’m dead.

      It’s dark and the mist has rolled in from the sea, making this harder.

      He turns a corner, screaming back again, “Faster!”

      I don't have anything left, but my feet pick up and I lean forward, my body responding to the fear. I pass Cynthia on the outside, driving myself to get closer to the man peering back, waving his arms for us to follow. He’s a gazelle, impossible to catch.

      He cuts across a lawn and through the courtyard of another hotel or apartment building.

      I’m exhausted but a scream in the distance, off to the left, brings a fresh dose of terror.

      I pass Mitch, almost catching the Canadian as he turns to the right, headed for the ocean. He jumps a flight of stairs and lands with a thud on a dock. I don't jump the stairs so Mitch passes me as he lands and pushes with his legs. A man at the end of the huge wooden walkway is screaming at us to hurry.

      He’s standing aboard a large boat with a rifle in his hands, aimed right at us.

      My stomach lurches.

      The Canadian jumps from the dock onto a plank, climbing onto the boat. He boards and spins, helping Louis who is next. Then Mitch. Then me. I’m gasping for air as I stagger to the other side of the boat and cling to the edge. I can’t look back; I can’t see them running for us. I can’t see who is missing. Because I won’t unsee it.

      My chest tightens as I gag. I’m not sure if it's the exertion or the fear but when I lean forward, off the side of the boat, I lose the water I drank in Ms. Mara’s room. It’s not much but it mixes with tears and rains down into the calm waters below.

      Someone behind me screams.

      I close my eyes and for the first time since my parents’ divorce, I pray. It’s silent and private and just between me and whoever is listening to my quiet desperation.

      Please, don’t let me die.

      It’s selfish and I’m ashamed but not enough.

      Everyone screams over one another, shouting, “HURRY” and “GO!”

      The boat makes a roar.

      The gun fires multiple times.

      More screams.

      I don't know what’s happening. My eyes are closed and my lips are moving though the sound is lost, begging God to spare me.

      “Tanya!” Louis screams and I spin, but he’s spinning me. I open my eyes to see his, wide and bloodshot, scared and watery. “Are you okay?” He tries to sound calm.

      “No.” My lip trembles and he pulls me in, hugging me tightly.

      “We made it. It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”

      Over his shoulder I watch the dock getting smaller and smaller. The horde on the end is huge, unmoving. They stand motionless in the mist and watch us leave. It’s beyond eerie.

      “Holy shit!” The Canadian laughs bitterly, wiping his face and catching his breath. “I can’t believe we made it.” He’s holding the gun now. The other man is gone, I assume he’s the one driving the large fishing boat.

      The small lights on the deck reveal the terror-filled faces of my fellow students. One face is missing.

      “Where’s Ms. Mara?” I ask Louis.

      He shakes his head slowly as he pulls me back. His eyes tell me the whole story.

      “Oh God.” The scream! I slip a hand over my spit-coated lips, wiping them. A shudder creeps over me, through me, as my gaze moves to the dock. I wonder if she’s there. If she’s changed like my old neighbors did. “Poor Ms. Mara.” What will her kids do without her? What would I do without my mother? I can’t think about that.

      “You guys okay?” the Canadian asks. “I mean, I know you’re not okay but is anyone bit or injured?”

      My eyes lower to my body as Louis pulls back and does the same thing. I check, doing inventories of my extremities. I’m okay. The things that are sore or tired are explained away easily. I don't have any injuries. My brain does a slow walk-through of the events.

      Creeping through the hotel hallways, delicately walking the stairs to the main floor, listening with the taste of terror on my lips like a scream waiting to break free. The lobby was empty when we crossed to the side entrance. Something moved above us but we couldn't hear it well enough to tell how close it was. The street was chaos, cars and trucks and screams, but we slinked through an alley, hugging buildings.

      That was when we saw the first one. It was frozen, a man in a suit with a deadened stare.

      He flashed to life in front of us, running for us. The Canadian hit him with a piece of metal and we got away. But the running and the screaming was too much noise. That’s when the rest of them came.

      They moved so fast, as though they didn't feel pain or tire.

      My brain refuses to let out the rest of the images.

      The scream.

      Tears push from my eyes.

      She’s gone.

      “Okay, no bites. Good stuff.” The Canadian nods. “I’m Jeff, by the way.” He seems nervous.

      “Louis.” Louis holds his hand out. “So you’re cool to help us get to the mainland and then find transportation to the border near Montana?”

      “I mean—I guess—we’ll see what we can do.” Jeff shrugs.

      I notice for the first time many of the kids are crying quietly. A few are throwing up over the edge like I did. Everyone is soaked in sweat and mist and dank ocean air. We’re starting to shiver, all similarly. My legs almost buckle as the boat turns.

      The ride feels like it has only been a second or two but we’re already slowing down.

      “This is the Esquimalt military base.” Jeff points to the front of the boat where the light shines on a bunch of other boats.

      “Stop!” someone shouts in a weird robotic voice. Lights flash, coming from the front and surrounding us, blinding us with the glare. “You can go no further. This is a protected area.”

      Jeff’s cousin comes out of the cabin and shouts, “We need to get in there. We’re all fine. No one’s bitten!”

      “No one can enter here. You have to turn around,” the robotic voice shouts back.

      “To what, man? Go back to the city and die? Let us in!” Jeff’s cousin is losing it.

      “No one is permitted past—”

      “Fuck you! This is a boatload of kids, ya bunch of assholes. Children!” Jeff’s cousin shouts, throwing something at the boat in front of us but they do not move. “Dammit!” he screams and goes back into the cabin, slamming the door.

      Our boat roars and he turns us around in a way it feels like it isn’t meant to. He screams something else from the cabin and my legs buckle, sliding down the wooden wall of the deck. I sit in the wet and cold water on the floor, shivering and terrified and unsure of everything.

      The second part of the boat ride is much longer, and bumpier. The air is cold, but I think I’m frozen from trauma.

      Jeff comforts some of the other kids with Louis, talking and trying to make them laugh or distract them. He’s good at this. Not that there is anything he could say to me to make me feel better.

      Trying to stay awake is tough, I’m losing. I end up staring at nothing and blinking for long periods of time. Coasting in the bumpy darkness isn’t helping. It makes me want to sleep more. The nausea hitting me is the only thing keeping me awake.

      Mitch comes and sits next to me.

      He makes a long scratching noise as he slides down the wall. “My phone lost signal about fifteen minutes ago,” he says and I realize I haven’t looked at mine since we got on board.

      “Maybe it’s because we’re so far out,” I answer, hoping I’m right.

      “What if service is gone? No more signal. No more cell phones. Then what? Water or power? I haven’t seen a single light in an hour.” He sounds genuinely worried which makes me even more uncomfortable.

      “Don't you have a bunker somewhere?” I joke, trying to lighten this for us both before I start crying again. I’m way too queasy to cry.

      “I never got past the planning stage.” Mitch grins, his smile lightening this a bit. “I was a little short on funds. Bunkers are expensive.” He tilts his head back, staring at the starry sky above. The mist is gone but the moisture remains, making me cold in places I didn't know got cold.

      My eyes want to follow him to the stars but instead I check my phone. There’s no service but there is a message from my mom. It must have delivered when we were running and screaming. It’s three hearts, black ones because I told her those were cooler. Seeing it brings a grin to my lips and a little warmth to my heart. The feeling is fleeting because I can’t help but wonder if I’ll see her again. And what the world will look like if I do.

      We sit in silence until I finally ask the question I have wanted to for about an hour, “Do you think this is it?”

      “It?”

      “You know, like in a video game where the world has ended and now you have to fight your way through the zombie lands?” The question is absurd but the evening has proven it’s possible. More than.

      “Yeah I guess. I do, actually.” Mitch tilts his head a little and stares at me with the one dark eye that can see me from this angle. “I think maybe this is it. Maybe.”

      “That sucks. Because I don't know how to fight. Not even a little,” I confess, noting the measure of shame this brings with it. “I don't know how to stay alive. I don’t know if I would have run on the bus if Jeff hadn’t grabbed my hand.”

      “That’s okay. I do.” He lowers his voice, “I can fight and shoot and hunt and I know how to survive the winter. How to ration and what’s important. I’ll keep you alive, Tan.” Mitch turns, facing me. “I promise, I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “If we can get to Laurel, my friend Lou is like you. Her dad’s a military scientist. He’s crazy smart. She knows how to stay alive.”

      “Then that’s where we go.” He nods.

      “We’ll get her and her family and then we get our families in Billings.”

      “Okay.” He holds up a pinky finger.

      “What are you doing?” I cock an eyebrow at the meaning of the finger.

      “Don't we have to pinky promise? Isn’t that what girls do?” He cracks a grin, a real one.

      “You suck.” I laugh and let him move a little closer. Something about Mitch makes me think we might be okay. Just maybe.
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      I wake to a boom.

      Mitch and Louis are holding me tightly in a group hug like they’re bracing for something, but I think the something has hit already. Everyone is moving and falling over as though from impact. I jerk to life, preparing for some unknown crisis but everyone’s calm.

      “Where are we?” I ask softly, scared of my own voice.

      “Somewhere near something about a white rock. Near the border at Whatcom County, I think,” Louis offers, helping me up from the soggy spot where I was sitting long enough for my legs and butt to go completely numb.

      “It’s light out!” I sound more excited than I should be and realize I’m treating this as some sort of horror movie. We made it to the light of day so we should be safe.

      “Yeah.” Neither of them shares my enthusiasm.

      “Okay, everyone, there’s a staircase that leads to a fancy area. We should be able to find some bigger vehicles here, rich people and all,” Jeff calls out to us as he helps Cynthia and Vanessa up. “Follow me, stay quiet and alert.” He swings a leg over the edge and starts to climb down.

      His cousin isn’t with us when we all climb down onto the rockiest beach I’ve ever seen. Huge logs of driftwood and massive boulders line the water’s edge leading up to a dense forest. It’s the kind that screams Pacific Northwest with old-man’s beard and cedar trees older than Canadian heritage. Another joke the tour guide made. Yesterday. Back when there were tour guides and jokes.

      “Let’s move!” Jeff shouts as he runs toward the forest, making me worry about his destination. I have to assume he knows where he’s going.

      “Where’s his cousin?” I ask Louis.

      “We dropped him off near a marina. He swam to some other boats. Looked like yachts. Said he was gonna stay out on the water. Jeff thinks that's a bad idea. He thinks we should hit a Costco and hide in there.”

      “That’s probably smart,” I say and gaze back at the boat that looks like Jeff drove it right up onto the beach, crashing it. That had to be what woke me.

      When we get to the forest’s edge, we cross train tracks and climb some wooden steps onto a walkway, a boardwalk. It’s not like the ones you think of in California. This one isn’t as wide and it’s glossy from the dewy air that never seems to go away.

      Our feet are noisy as we follow him into the trees. The air is cold in here and the wet clothes aren’t helping. My shoes squeak and my feet hurt, and I’m tired in a way I’ve never felt before. It’s weakness, actual dead-assed exhaustion.

      My legs move like I’m wearing cement shoes, and yet somehow, I push past it and hurry. The want to complain or take a break remains, but there’s something else now, a new drive I have never felt before.

      It’s survival.

      It has to be.

      I want to live and not just live, I don't want to die being eaten. I always imagined I might die in my sleep, similar to my elementary school teacher who drifted off into an afternoon nap and had a massive stroke. He was in his favorite chair, wearing his favorite sweater, facing a sunny garden. It’s exactly the opposite of dying by zombie and then becoming a zombie yourself. Wandering the earth as bits of you rot off until there’s nothing left.

      When we reach the end of the boardwalk, we walk out onto a street but it’s more of an alley. A dead end with an annoying number of No Parking signs.

      The houses must be huge because they’re all fenced in behind tall, fancy brick walls and gates that would have been manned once upon a time.

      My heart races again seeing civilization, but the alley is empty, except for garbage and recycling cans waiting to be picked up. I’m scared they might be waiting forever.

      Jeff runs to the heavy black gate of the house on the left, a Spanish-inspired mansion with tiled rooftops and a view of the ocean. “It’s open!” he calls and rushes in.

      We follow as if this is normal, twenty American kids and some random Canadian dude invading an estate. He closes the gate after us and pauses. “Let me go clear the house. You guys wait here.”

      Clear the house? I have questions about that. Is he going to kill the people who live here, and we’re going to take it to live some twisted version of Lord of the Flies? Or does he mean in case the people in there aren’t people anymore? If that’s the case, I don’t want the gate closed. I need to be able to run.

      “Be right back!”

      Louis nods and we freeze, not one of us moves as we wait at the gate, just in case maybe. Clearly, the others are thinking the same way I am.

      “Why do you think he’s helping us?” Mitch asks softly, maybe not wanting to alert the other kids to his skepticism.

      “He’s Canadian. They’re nice,” Louis offers with a shrug.

      “Is that actually a thing?” I ask, watching the house.

      “Yeah. I read a fairly convincing study that said there is a marked difference between Canadians and Americans.” Louis glances at me. “Canadians are nicer. They took tweets and social media posts and articles in newspapers from both countries going back a number of years and found trends that showed they’re kinder and more supportive. The article said there was a chance that living in a cold-ass country, where survival sometimes depends on other people, makes Canadians politer.”

      “Like people in North Dakota,” Mitch points out as if he knows that people from North Dakota being friendlier is a thing.

      “North Dakota?” I ask. “I’ve never heard of this.”

      “You never noticed how nice people are in North Dakota?” Louis lifts an eyebrow at me.

      “No. You’re both insane.” I want to laugh at them, but Jeff is still in the house and I don't know where we’re at safety-wise, so I can’t. Not yet. I might need to run.

      The minutes pass slowly. Every noise is our impending doom or a moment where we’ll have to run again.

      My mind races, coming up with scenarios on how I will get out first if this doesn’t go well. I can’t be last. Which then makes me feel bad for not wanting to die for my classmates. And with all that churning in my brain, I wonder how my mom and brother are doing. My imagination answers all those questions, leaving me terrified.

      A bang makes us jump. One kid starts to run for the gate latch, but it’s just Jeff. He smiles and motions at the house. “Come on in. We can close this place up for the night and sleep here. They have a ton of food and there’s no one.”

      We scurry after him. Everyone is at different levels of exhaustion and starvation.

      Louis secures the gate using the lock. Jeff hops into an SUV and drives it to the large black gate, parking right in front of it. I don't know what he’s doing it for, a quick getaway maybe? In case. But the gate moves in?

      “Smart,” Mitch says turning to Jeff.

      “What?”

      “If he parks the SUV there, no one will be able to ram their way through the gate. Extra caution.” With his hand at my back, he steers me toward the house, but I don't understand. Are the zombies going to be driving now?

      The thoughts and worries fade when I see the house. It’s stunning. I’ve never been in anything this fancy. The house is a Mediterranean mansion with walls of windows and a view of the gray ocean that we just sailed on.

      The entire backyard is laid out with bushes and trees placed perfectly to accent the handful of decks and patios and sitting areas. Everything is manicured and pristine. I don't understand why these people left. They even have a pool, though why anyone would swim in this dank-ass place is beyond me. It’s freezing.

      The great room is also full of seating spots, conversation pits, and stunning furniture. There are two double-sided fireplaces and more leather furniture than a showroom. One of the sectionals is a full U shape. I’ve never seen such a large sofa in my life.

      The kitchen is white and marble and sparkling, and for some reason, in this house it feels as if the world isn’t ending. There aren’t any photos of the family we’ve invaded but instead, priceless looking art. Everything glistens with money and opulence being played out in a really down-to-earth rich people sort of way.

      Who’s hungry?” Jeff asks with a big grin.

      We all spin, facing him like hungry baby birds. Only we’re vultures. Stinky vultures.

      He pulls open a door behind the kitchen, showing off the largest pantry I’ve ever seen.

      We rush it, every one of us is starved and we didn't know it until this moment. I shove a granola bar down my throat, nearly choking. Chasing it with a San Pellegrino. I steal the Froot Loops box—it’s the Costco one—and carry it to the kitchen, opening the fridge to see the power is on. I pour the biggest bowl of cereal ever seen, using a salad bowl from the fancy cabinets. Mitch and Louis hover nearby, grabbing spoons and sharing my cereal.

      “It’s weird they have Froot Loops,” Mitch mutters between bites.

      “Yeah, they seem kind of boujie.” Louis laughs.

      “This house is off the charts,” Vanessa announces as she makes her way back to the kitchen. “The toilet washes your butt.” She points behind her with a thumb. Louis and a few others rush to where she just came from, but I refuse to abandon my cereal. One of these assholes will steal it for sure.

      “As soon as everyone has cleaned up, we need to figure out sleeping arrangements,” Jeff says, giving the few of us left in the kitchen a look. “We will have to rest as much as we can.”

      We nod but no one answers. We’re eating and ready for bed though it’s morning.

      “There are six bedrooms, they all have huge beds. Double occupancy for sure,” Mitch says as he comes back from the bathroom excursion. “Between those and the huge sofas, we should all be able to get some sleep. There are six bathrooms with showers and it’s on-demand hot water. So six showers can happen all at once. I think everyone should hunt down a change of clothes, get clean, and hit the hay. We can refocus on what the plan is tomorrow.”

      “That sounds good,” Jeff agrees. “With twenty of us, we need to go in a couple of shifts. Who’s ready for a shower now?”

      “I can go. I’m desperate to get clean.” Cynthia takes one more bite before she leaves, sauntering down the hall.

      “I’ll find clothes and start building stacks for everyone. And towels.” Jeff follows them, leaving me to enjoy my cereal.

      My stomach hurts by the time Mitch comes back. I’ve eaten enough to explode. He’s dressed in preppy clothes, completely opposite of how he normally looks, and his dark hair is pulled back, showcasing his fresh face. “You’re up.” He points at the hallway.

      Rubbing my food baby, I grumble and make my way to the bathroom. I hadn’t thought about going near to last, but the mess in the bathroom is offensive until I’m in the hot water and scrubbing myself with some pear-scented amazing body wash and dragging a luxurious hair mask into my long locks.

      It’s heavenly, even feeling overly full.

      By the time I get out and towel off, I’m so tired I can barely keep my eyes open. Blinking too much, I wrap in the towel and make my way to the laundry room which is the size of my kitchen back home.

      The fresh clothes are a pile of rifled items. I get a tank top, a sweater, a pair of jogging pants, and some socks. The underwear look either too small or too big, and the bra is the size of my face, so there’s no way that’s going to work. But the tank top is too small, and the rest of the clothes would fit a boy who is about my size.

      Weirdly, once I’m dressed, I’m overwhelmed with a sense of safety. Clean clothes and food and water all wrapped up in a pretty package.

      “We’re bed buddies, Tan,” Bev says as she pokes her head into the laundry room. Master bedroom.” She points down the hall I haven’t gone down yet. “Everyone is bunking with their previous partners.”

      “Okay.” I nod and follow her, passing Louis who is carrying our dirty clothes from the bathroom to the laundry room. His motivation to clean up our own clothing is likely driven by the fancy clothes he has on which are a touch too tight. The owner must have been more like Mitch who has a European build to his body. Louis, on the other hand, is stocky and shorter.

      Bev climbs into a bed that’s similar to everything else in this house, I've never seen something so huge. It’s a sea. When I climb into the other side, I don't know she’s there. The sheets are damp, as everything is here on the West Coast. I won’t miss that when we get back home. If we get back.

      I stare at the ceiling for a second before whispering, “Night.”

      “Night.” She sounds like she might already be falling asleep.

      It takes me a moment before my heart calms and my eyes close and the rest is history.
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      Staring out at the sea, the gray and choppy sea, I become a little lost. Even with the hot cup of coffee in my hands.

      “Wipe the counter, Jack,” Louis nags behind me. He’s become the house mom. “We all have to live here. I don't want to have to clean up after everyone.”

      “Sorry, man,” Jack grumbles.

      “Speaking of which, here are your clothes.” Louis dumps a pile of clean laundry on the table next to me. “I’ve never smelled anything so foul as that laundry pile.” He wrinkles his nose.

      “Thanks.” I smile at him in his own clothing again. “What’s the plan?”

      “Jeff went out with Mitch and a couple of the faster people to see if they could find something to transport us all. He said something about a handi dart. I’m assuming it’s the disabled bus. Then I think whoever wants to leave, will.”

      “Do some people want to stay here?”

      “I don't know.” He shrugs. “But I know I don’t. I need to see if my family is okay.”

      “Me too.” I bite my lip and stare out at the gray day. “This has to be some kind of bad dream, I swear.”

      “Then I wish we would wake up,” he says before he turns and goes back to bossing everyone around.

      I just finish my coffee when Mitch and Jeff walk in the front door. Mitch’s eyes find mine. Something’s wrong.

      Getting up, I listen to Jeff talking to Louis, “It’s bad. We didn't see many survivors. And the ones we saw were running or hiding, eyes peeking out from behind curtains. It’s disastrous. Crashed vehicles. Bloodstained streets. Zombies everywhere. I don't think it’s safe. We lost someone too—”

      “We ran so hard but we couldn’t save him,” Mitch’s voice cracks.

      “That kid with the red hat.” Jeff points at Louis.

      “Trevor? Shit.” Louis runs his hands over his short hair. “So what does that mean for the rest of us? Trev was fast.”

      “Yeah, crazy fast. I can’t believe he’s gone.” Mitch keeps his voice low.

      The news grates on my already tense nerves.

      “I don’t think we should leave here. We have food and water and space and gates and protection. This house is practically a compound. They’re not getting in,” Jeff offers, keeping his voice low still.

      “But my mom, and my brother.” I step forward.

      “I know, Tan, my family too,” Louis says it like I’m being selfish talking about mine. “But we aren’t going to do anyone any good dying out there. Trevor dying just on a recon mission changes things.”

      “And that’s all that’s waiting for us,” Jeff adds. “Running and screaming and death.”

      I don't wait to hear any more. I turn on my heel and hurry down the hall to the master bedroom, grateful to find it empty and dark. I climb back into the sheets and curl into a ball.

      There’s no chance of me leaving here alone. I won’t make it. Which means I’m stuck here. I don’t know how to cope with that.

      The bed moves and in the large mirror on the wall I see who it is and relax. Mitch lies on his back next to me in the vast expanse of bed. “I’m sorry.”

      “Me too.” I don't know what we’re sorry for, but I’m assuming it's this stupid situation. And Trevor. He was nice. “I wish I didn't come.”

      “Not me.” He shifts, moving the sheets and blankets. “If I’m going to die, or end up stuck in Canada, I’m glad I’m with you.” His voice is weirdly soft. It makes me turn my face to see his. “And now that we’re here and this is happening, I want you to know how I feel.”

      “What?” I ask and swallow a lump in my throat.

      “I have liked you since you came to our school. And I always knew you were way out of my league. But I don't want to die and not tell you.”

      “Mitch,” my voice cracks.

      “I know, you don't feel the same way. It’s okay. I get it. But I want you to know, I’m here for you. Totally.” His eyes bore into mine.

      I’m speechless but less uncomfortable than I thought I’d be in a moment like this one. Not that I ever gave much thought to a friend confessing feelings for me. That’s something that would happen to Sasha or Jamie, not me.

      “You don't have to say anything, honestly.” He reaches his arm out, holding it in an inviting way for me to come and lay my head on his chest and armpit. I contemplate it for less time than I should before I roll over completely and snuggle into him. He’s warm and smells good, a mix of deodorant and laundry soap and boy smell. I don’t know how I feel about him, I’ve literally never given it a moment’s thought. He’s Mitch. Just Mitch. Just plain old boring Mitch.

      Even if in this moment he smells good. And he feels warm. And his arm around me is something nice, something I can’t really explain to myself. Maybe because I never imagined I would be in the situation. It’s a strange thing to add to this already messed up week.

      “What if we don't leave here and we don't get to our families?” I change the subject, deciding this is the best course of action.

      “I don't know.” His voice is still soft and his words are on the top of my head like he might be contemplating kissing my forehead. “When I close my eyes, I see Trevor. I hear him screaming. I just can’t get to him.”

      “I’m sorry.” I don’t know what to say.

      “Me too. This just sucks. And even worse, we don’t know where we are in this. I’m so lost on what the possible outcomes are. I mean, if you think about it, the only real research done by anyone in a situation like this is by moviemakers. So according to them, we’ve got a couple of possible scenarios. It becomes a lawless and chaotic landscape as the zombies die off from lack of food sources and the cold winter months ahead of us. That means the people who are still alive all fight for the last of the easy resources, like stores and food and gas while it’s still viable. Sort of like The Walking Dead.”

      “Okay.” I don't enjoy that option.

      “Then there’s the chance the military actually pulls off a Hail Mary, and we end up being saved and taken to a secure location, sort like an outpost where we all live and wait for the zombies to die off or for a cure, like World War Z. And the cold reality is that more than eighty percent of the people are gone in both those scenarios, so again you are looking at a limited amount of structure and civilization surviving. So it could end up in a chaotic mess too where people are fighting for the last of the supplies.”

      “Right.” Also a shit option.

      “Or there’s a cure and we end up being able to bring the infected back from where they are. We can heal the world and fix the infrastructure and while a large portion of the population is dead, the government survives and we end up taking a couple of years to repair the damage, but we manage to move on, like in Warm Bodies.”

      “You know a lot about zombie movies.”

      “I love zombie movies. Zombieland is one of my faves. But I hope that’s not how this ends up.” He chuckles and in the middle of it something changes.

      The hum of life and electricity, a sound I didn’t realize I could hear until I don't, is gone.

      “Shit.” Mitch stops laughing and sighs.

      “Is that the power?” I ask and glance over him at the clock on the bedside table that now has no light.

      “I think so.”

      “That’s a bad sign, right?”

      “Yeah, it’s not great,” he admits.

      “But we’re okay here for right now?” I’m worried about his answer.

      “We’ll be fine. These coastal houses are always equipped for power outages. And until we have something resembling an option for transport, I think we should stay here and ride it out as long as we can.”

      I don't love his answer, but he’s smart. Way smarter than I am when it comes to this craziness. And after the two deaths our group has faced, not to mention all the running and screaming and boats and darkness, I’m not sure I’m ready to go back out there just yet. I have a bad feeling we didn't even experience a tenth of what’s going on.

      The disappointment of us being stuck here has lessened. I’m not certain if it’s because he’s made me feel less alone or if I’m coming to terms with it.

      He holds me tighter and I close my eyes. I want to sleep through this, all of it. I want to dream of sunshine and my family, maybe even my dad. I want to be home and for it to be a bad dream.

      But Jeff’s voice in the doorway makes all that impossible, “Hey, since the power’s out I’m going to cook the meat in the fridge and freezer. They have a massive barbecue on the deck. It’s a full kitchen run on gas, fridge included. We’re moving the perishables from the fridge in the house to out there.”

      “Coming,” Mitch says with a bit of what I assume is regret in his tone. He hugs me tightly to him for a moment and then lets go and slides off the bed, leaving the room. He and Jeff and Louis have sort of taken charge of the group since Ms. Mara is gone.

      Gone.

      That’s a strange way to categorize her. She isn’t gone, probably not. She’s one of them. And if this is like Warm Bodies, maybe she can be cured too.

      It’s weird my biggest hope today is that this is the sort of zombie apocalypse that people can come back from.

      Because if they can’t, what do we do then?

      I follow them out onto the deck where the barbecue is going and food is being placed down on the grill; steaks, burgers, and kebabs. It seems like a lot, too much for us to eat.

      In the kitchen, Bev and her friends are making fruit and veg trays and Vanessa leads a group who are carrying out drinks to the massive patio. Tables are set up and this is resembling a family get-together or an adult party.

      People are laughing and smiling, and you would never know unimaginable horrors are going on beyond the gates. Jeff is organizing, Louis is grilling, and Mitch is moving chairs to where Jeff tells him to.

      And I feel useless, an observer, until someone hands me a plate and a set of cutlery that feels like it’s plastic but it’s silver. It’s fancy picnic dinnerware. I’m pointed in the direction of food, and I realize I’ve zoned out again and the meal is ready. Everyone is lining up and filling their plates high.

      Joining them feels wrong, as though I’m a guest at a party where I don't know the host. I’ve crashed or come as someone else’s plus one and I’m uncomfortable.

      When my plate’s piled high, I find a seat off to the side, alone and unsure. The food smells incredible, but my stomach is queasy from the thought that we might be here until there’s an answer.

      “Look what I found!” Jack comes rushing from the house holding an old boom box but it’s tiny. “It was in the garage. It’s battery powered.” He puts it down on the large coffee table in the middle of one of the huge conversation pits where Jeff is sitting. I’m confused until Jeff turns it on and begins searching. A grin crosses my lips as I imagine what Lou would have said when she realized I thought the radio was a boom box, a mini boom box. She would have known what it was straight out of the gates. She’s savvy like that.

      It’s white noise for long enough some of the kids move back and sit in their seats again, resuming eating and chatting quietly. But I listen, swearing I hear something. It’s a man in the white noise. He blips over and over until Jeff hits the sweet spot and the man’s voice is loud and clear, as loud as the crappy old silver radio goes.

      “Fort Myers is gone too,” his voice cracks, not from emotion but the shitty connection or whatever they called that in the olden days. “No hope,” he cuts back in, clearer than before. “We’ve lost the last of the strong holds. We’re outnumbered. The only chance you have is riding this out. Seven days. As the breakouts started, I overheard my master chief tell his wife to hide for seven days. If you can make it to the eighth day, they’re going to be dead. They’re on a timer. He said if he didn’t make it home, she should head for Boulder. It’s the meeting place for all marine corps who are still alive. Stay where you are. Ride this out. On day eight, head for Boulder. It’s all I have.”

      Jeff lifts his stare to Louis who glances at Mitch who finds me.

      I suspect every single one of us has the same question running through our minds.

      Jack is the one who asks it, “How could they possibly know the zombies will die on the seventh day? And why Boulder? And how could they know everyone should go to Boulder before this was even a thing?”
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      “It has to be some kind of government conspiracy. How else could they know this?” Mitch’s tone rises more, hitting a level of worry I didn’t know he was capable of.

      “But why?” Jeff asks the question I’m also wondering as we clean the outdoor kitchen after dinner.

      “Population control. Terrorism in another country that went wrong and somehow ended up back here. Militant government planning on taking over. Religious-cult nuts trying to start the end of days. There’s loads of reasons.” Mitch rolls his eyes at us and our skepticism.

      “I can’t believe I’m about to say this.” Louis pauses and blinks a couple of times with a stunned expression on his face. “I’m with Mitch. There’s no one way the government could predict how this is gonna go down, unless they did it. I would guess military strike gone wrong. Or experiment.”

      “See!” Mitch points both hands at Louis. “At least someone sees this. They always do this. Did you know when they started doing the reanimation projects on dead animals using nanobots, they did it in India? In a heavily populated area. And the conspiracy-theory wingnuts all lost their minds. They couldn’t believe such a thing would even be attempted in a place like that. Not when we have Antarctica. Or the North Pole. Governments and scientists are genuinely that stupid. Because they think they have everything under control.”

      “Wait. Could this be nanobots?” Louis asks, tilting his head.

      “Maybe.” Mitch shrugs. “I mean, the way the zombies rewire like that, right before they go crazy, Jeff and I saw it. It could be tiny robots. And the government would be the ones who lost control of that for sure.”

      “That’s insane.” I scoff and raise an eyebrow at Jeff. But he doesn’t offer back the same. They’re winning him over. He’s drinking the Kool-Aid. “You guys, nanobots aren’t even real!” I step back, completely lost on how they are letting their minds get so polluted with conspiracy theories.

      “That would explain the blood that moves on its own,” Jeff says, his gaze darting to Mitch. “You and I both saw that too.”

      Blood that moves on its own?

      It’s the second time I have heard that sentence.

      “Trevor,” Mitch’s excitement is gone and terror flashes in his eyes as he nods.

      “The blood moves on its own?” Louis squints in confusion.

      “It does. It seeps from the undead and lands in a puddle and then slinks along like a horror movie,” Jeff adds, his stare also dramatic.

      “My mom said that when I spoke to her. Blood that moves on its own. Exactly that,” I admit.

      “Holy shit.” Louis steps back, holding a dish towel. “What if it really is nanobots?”

      “That would explain the reset they all go through. The bots are taking over, rewiring the brain so they’re in command. It would explain the biting. Transfer from spit to blood. And it would explain how the government knows the exact day this is going to end.”

      “Preinstalled computer programming that would wipe them out, based on a preset expiry date,” Louis whispers.

      “Exactly,” Jeff agrees and I am lost.

      “What? How is this possible?”

      They ignore me and continue.

      “Like when they all froze on the dock. When we got onto the boat, they didn’t push each other and fall into the ocean, not like zombies would,” Jeff says.

      “And they stand still, going almost dormant until they’re stimulated by sound,” Mitch adds.

      “And they aren’t staying with the bodies they bite. It’s like the virus knows to infect as many as possible. They bite and move on.” Louis is fully there, fully absorbed in Mitch’s theories. But the worst part, I’m starting to see they could be correct.

      “The mist,” I recall suddenly. “The mist on the beaches on the East Coast.”

      Everyone gives me a confused look.

      “I saw it on YouTube. It was a video. It was Atlantic City I think. Everyone was at the pier; the zombies were running like crazy. And then these drones came and sprayed mist and it got really thick, really fast, and the zombies froze. Like I mean, they froze into a position and when they fell, they didn’t budge even slightly. Like mannequins.”

      Louis scowls. “Why didn’t you tell me you saw this?”

      “I don’t know.” I almost laugh at the absurd question, but we’re talking about tiny robots and a government-planned apocalypse. “All the running and screaming and peeing and people dying?” I say it like he should know better than to ask.

      “Right,” he concedes but clearly a trickle of disappointment lingers.

      “That’s it then!” Mitch is back to near hysterics. “It’s nanobots. And the government.” He runs his dish hands over his jeans and points at the house. “We need to stay here for the whole seven days. As far as I can tell, we’re on day three. Four more days and they all die. Then we leave and go home and try to find our families and hope for good things.” He sounds happy to have a plan and answers, even though they’re mostly speculation.

      “Agreed.” Louis sounds better too.

      Jeff presses his lips together.

      “You can come with us, if you don’t think your family made it,” I offer.

      “Thanks.” He smiles but it’s faked for us. He’s worried about something, and I can’t guess what it is. “I’m sure at least some of them are all right.”

      He doesn’t convince me of this.

      We go back to washing dishes and joking about the view and the mansion and how it’s not the worst way to spend some time. It’s like a vacation. Roughing it rich-people style.

      But it’s all jokes to cover the fact we are scared.

      And now that we have something resembling an answer to how this could happen, I’m more worried. Nanobots aren’t something I understand. Not enough to judge how likely it is this will end in four days.

      When we’re done cleaning up, the misty rain starts again. I stare out at the sea until the sun is completely gone and the last strip of light has faded. It’s bedtime. Everyone else has dispersed to their places, the safe spots they’ve claimed as their own.

      Mitch walks me to my room.

      “Where’s Bev?” he asks when we arrive at the doorway of the massive room, revealing an empty bed.

      “She said she was sleeping with Cynthia and Naira. They got one of the rooms and they’re sleeping all three of them in a bed. I don’t really know any of them well.” I lower my voice, “I think, like a lot of us, they’re finding comfort in their closeness.”

      “Which leaves you feeling vulnerable and alone?” he says it as a question but it feels like an observation.

      “I guess so,” I confess. “But a lot of the kids are sleeping in massive groups.”

      “Yeah, Louis and Jeff and I are sharing a room. Taking turns sleeping on the sofa that’s in there. It’s my night.” He lifts his dark eyebrows as though this isn’t the most exciting news.

      “Well, if you want”—I point at the bed behind me as my voice cracks, suggesting my discomfort with what I’m about to say—“you can sleep in here. It’s honestly just me and we have separate duvets. Bev wasn’t one for snuggling,” I kid but the reality is I would love to have another person in here. Safety in numbers is real. Even if he told me he likes me. And always has.

      “I don’t really blame her. We all smell like barbecue and sadness.” He cracks a smile but his heart isn’t in it.

      “I think I smell like pears.” I sniff my shirt but he’s right. It’s barbecued salmon and missing the smell of my mom in my laundry.

      “If you’re serious, I’d love to.” It’s his turn for his voice to crack as he brushes his hands through his dark hair and tries to be cool. “The couch is miserable for anyone over five eight. Even Louis is struggling with it.”

      “Awesome.” I smile but I don’t move. Maybe I don’t know how to walk into this room with him. I was all bravado and casualness before it came time to actually walk into the room with him. Now I’m sweating and digging my fingernails into the tips of my thumb.

      “Cool.” Mitch also doesn’t move.

      “What are you guys doing?” Louis asks, making us both jump as we spin to find him with a towel around his waist.

      “Nothing!” we say too insistently at the same moment.

      “Okay.” Louis cocks an eyebrow.

      “I just told Mitch if he wants to share a room with me, that’s cool. Since I’m in here alone. No biggie. Ya know?” It doesn’t sound cool. I’m not cool. Nothing about this is cool. Why can’t I be cool? I have to stop thinking cool.

      “Yeah, she just asked.” Mitch’s voice is tense with what I’m assuming is him trying to pretend he’s joking. “Because of the sofa. No one wants to sleep on it. My back last time, wow. It was aching.”

      “Sweet.” Louis pauses, staring at us. Neither of us speaks, likely because we’re both afraid of what might come out. “Well, night.”

      “Night!” We both walk over the threshold of the door and Mitch closes it, leaving us in the dark of the large space, huddled in the corner of the entryway. He’s leaning against the door, staring at me. I can’t see him very well at all, but he is there. I take a step back, not sure about how to just do this. Which is making me think there must be more to my feelings for him. Maybe they don’t match his, but they’re there.

      “So, uh, which side do you sleep on?” he asks and it’s weird.

      “I don’t know. I’ve been sleeping on the left. Bev likes the right.” I think my answer is weird too. Maybe it isn’t but I’m so tense I swear I feel him in the air around me.

      “Okay.” He moves and shuffles and I’m not sure if he’s taking clothes off or not. I hurry around to my side of the bed and grab my pajamas from under the pillow. They’re not mine but they’ve become mine. He’s on the bed in his duvet when I pull my shirt off, catching yet another scent of barbecue. My skin prickles knowing I’m naked in the room with him, even though its dark and I’m about to put a tank top on.

      When I get out and undo my jeans, the noise of the zipper seems like a scream in the night compared to the silence. Did he hear it? Does that make me more uncomfortable or am I hovering at a constant level of discomfort?

      I struggle out of the pants and into the shorts I stole from the little boy who lived here. And then as if someone is chasing me, I hurry into the duvet, wrapping myself like a burrito and rolling on my side. I’m trying not to breathe heavy, but it’s hard and the silence is killing me.

      “Crazy about the nanobots, huh?” he says softly.

      “Totally,” I agree but don’t completely understand how we’re stuck in this horror movie.

      “Well, night,” he whispers.

      “Night,” I whisper back as if I’m completely chill and this is normal, and I don’t have feelings matching his, although I suspect I do. Nanobots or not, I think I have feelings for him.

      These are the most awkward moments of my life. I couldn’t even guess how many of them there are. Possibly a million but probably four, before I start to calm down.

      I close my eyes, ignoring my pounding heart, and relax into the sound of him doing the same. It’s nice to hear someone else breathing. I don’t feel so lonely. I realize then and there, with him I haven’t felt lonely yet.
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      The smell of Mitch in the room has become a thing. He has claimed the dankness in the air and it’s working with him to infiltrate my nose. Even sleeping I know he’s next to me, filling the air around me with the scent of safety and maybe home.

      It’s not just deodorant and whatever that manly face cream is he’s stolen from the master bedroom. He also smells like sitting on the deck in the misty weather on the West Coast and drinking something called Mike’s Hard Lemonade, though it tastes nothing like lemons. And lying awake in the dark listening to him breathe and pondering whether he’s asleep or not. He smells like something I’ve never quite smelled before. And the timing couldn’t be worse.

      He’s invaded my whole mind. Taking up residence with his smile and the way his eyes dart to mine and hold my stare when we talk of what will happen after this. It’s the way he’s made this feel bearable—even better than that—he’s become the distraction I didn’t know I needed.

      Of course we can’t stay here. We can’t pause the world and live in this bubble we have carved out, created from someone else’s life. But the last couple of days have been a wild escape from whatever has happened to the world. And all I can do is hope my family is okay. Beyond that, I’m helpless. And somehow, he helps me forget it.

      He hasn’t repeated his feelings, and I haven’t brought them up, though they haven’t left the forefront of my brain since it happened. I also haven’t told him about my feelings. Maybe because I’m not sure what they are.

      Or maybe it’s the lingering fear of the nanobot apocalypse.

      I stir, waking fully and stretching, realizing he’s gone. His scent is left behind, with the indent on the pillow on his side of the bed, as far away from me as it can possibly get. Every night he has been the perfect gentleman. And I like that too.

      I get up and pull on clothes. Some are mine, some belong to the little boy who hasn’t come back to claim his things, and others are random. I don’t know who they belong to.

      Making my way to the living room, I notice a difference. It’s been a slow building one. A tension coming in slowly like the fog does here.

      Vanessa’s tone is not the nicest and Jack looks like maybe he hasn’t been sleeping, and there’s a chance they’re fighting over the last bagel.

      “You don’t even like banana bread!” she snaps, leaning in dangerously.

      “I don’t know why we can’t share it. You get half and I get half.” Jack pushes his filmy glasses up the bridge of his nose, something I’m starting to think is a nervous habit.

      “Because I want the whole thing!”

      “Enough!” Jeff shouts, storming into the kitchen and snatching the bagel from the counter. He stuffs the whole thing in his mouth while he’s getting angry at them, shouting and pointing fingers, but he’s completely lost it, so I can’t understand a single thing he says.

      Vanessa certainly does. She turns on her heel and storms out, screaming, “I hate it here! And I hate all of you!”

      Jack’s face is red and his eyes are focused on the crumbs falling from Jeff’s still chewing mouth.

      Jeff also turns and stalks out onto the deck. I follow him and get a cup of coffee, sitting far from everyone. I savor the flavor of it, just in case. It might end up being the last one.

      The power of the outdoor kitchen could be on its last legs. We haven’t figured out how to tell if the propane tank is empty or not. When we arrived, Jeff touched it and said it was cold around the middle of the tank, but he doesn’t know how fast we’re burning it using it all the time.

      Louis comes outside and sees me. He turns and hurries over, glimpsing back once.

      “Hey,” I offer politely although I’m not a morning person.

      “Did you hear?”

      “Hear what?” I ask, already annoyed.

      “We’re running out of food.”

      “Well, that had to happen at some point. Twenty people eating three meals a day.” I sip the coffee and try not to let this stress me out. We can find more food.

      “We decided we’re leaving this house tomorrow.”

      That ruins my coffee. “Tomorrow? How? To go where?”

      “We’re just about to leave. Some of us, five—are going. We wanna find some SUVs with full tanks of gas and bring them back here to this neighborhood. And tomorrow, when the sun comes up, we’re out.” Louis doesn’t sound excited.

      “Do you want me to come?” I ask, praying the answer is no. I really don’t want to go out there.

      “No. You’re not fast enough.”

      “I was fast when we ran to the boat.”

      “You froze up on the bus and you can’t drive.” The way he says it almost makes me smile.

      “I can kinda drive.” I don't know why I’m defending myself. I think we both know I can’t. I’ve failed my driver’s test three times and the last time the lady testing me cried and begged me to stop the car.

      “Anyway, Bev, Jeff, me, Mitch, and Vanessa are going. We’re the fastest or most experienced drivers.”

      “Mitch?”

      “Yeah.” He glances down. “If we don’t make it back—”

      The coffee sours in my cheeks. “Dude—”

      “No, hear me out!” He sits next to me and lowers his voice, “If we don’t make it back, you have to get the rest of these guys out. So you need a plan. Someone to drive and no more democracy. If we don’t make it back, it’s time for dictators. You get them to Boulder.”

      “Why me?” I gulp. That really ruins the coffee. “I’m not a dictator. At all.”

      “You’re the smartest. You aren’t the fastest and you can’t drive for shit, but I have no doubt you’re the smartest person here. Well, you and Jack. You guys will have to think your way out of this. Find rides. Get old maps. Figure it out.” His eyes dart around at the people mulling about. “Everyone here is going to listen, they want to live.”

      “Wait, old maps?” My heart races at just imagining that. “I can’t read old maps.”

      “If you don’t want to try to get to Boulder, or shit’s too far gone, the other option is going to the next mansion over.” He nods his head toward the trees where a roofline is just visible. “Jeff says if you go along the water, there are tons of them. Waterfront mansions.”

      “I don’t want to think about this.” I shake my head, trying to block his words.

      “You have to. If we don’t come back and you can’t get out of the city, go back down those wooden steps to the ocean and follow the train tracks to get to the next house. Just keep living until you can figure your way out.” He lowers his voice even more, “But don’t let it become anarchy here.” His eyes dart to the doorway. “You can’t separate or fight, you’ll die.”

      “Is that why you’re taking Vanessa?” I ask.

      “She’s a fast runner too,” he offers, revealing the truth with the smirk he doesn’t bother fighting.

      “I think you should wait two more days and see if they die. It’s the seventh day in two days. The zombies could be dead and we could all leave together.” My stomach hurts at just the thought of them going out.

      “What if that transmission was wrong? What if that was just some kids playing? What if—”

      “But you agree with the nanobots!” I point out. “He can’t be that wrong. We saw it.”

      “What if he’s wrong and this isn’t ending, ever? We can’t worry about what that guy says. We need to focus on the big stuff.” He lowers his voice again, “We’re out of food, Tan. As of now. There is nothing left. And we have burned through the fuel to cook with. We’ve been sponge bathing with boiled water. Without fuel we can’t do that anymore. We have no medical supplies. I guarantee other people are creating strongholds with supplies. We need to do the same. We need to get on the road and find somewhere new to go.” He sounds desperate but maybe he’s scared too.

      “When are you leaving?”

      “Now,” he mutters as Mitch comes outside wearing the same hesitant expression.

      “Hey,” Mitch says when he gets to where we are. “You tell her?” he asks Louis.

      “Yeah.” Louis gets up, giving me one last intense stare. “We’ll be back this afternoon, don’t worry.” He walks away and it’s more dramatic than I expected from him.

      “I don't know how to read an old map.” I give Mitch a confused look.

      “Jeff said it’s easy to find your way out of here. You have the waterfront on the left and you turn right on Sixteenth Ave. Drive until you come to the Fraser Highway. Take that until you get to the Trans-Canada. Drive East on the Trans-Canada. Don't worry about any of the other roads. From there, the signs will get you home.”

      “I think you should stay.” I don't know if I’m being selfish or not.

      “I’ll be back.” Mitch’s voice is firm and he means it so fiercely that I believe him. He takes my hands in his, creating a weird spark of warmth and connection, and squeezes. “But if we get stuck somewhere or can’t make it back here, leave me a note telling me where you’re going next. Like Hansel and Gretel, okay?” He cracks a grin and something comes over me. I lift my hands to his neck and pull him down, pressing my lips to his. The kiss isn’t even a kiss, it’s more two faces smooshing together.

      Then I whisper against his lips, “Please come back.”

      He nods and kisses me differently, softer. “I will.”

      But it’s a lie.

      A lie he doesn't know he’s telling me.
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      My fingers tremble as I close the door to the mansion and give Jack one more uncertain glance. He nods once, also visibly brimming with uncertainty. Though we had a small conversation as a group to come to a decision, it still doesn’t feel like we chose the right option.

      Through the window I take one last peek at the note on the table in the front entryway. The note telling them where we’ve gone. Just in case.

      Please, God, please, let them find their way back here.

      Cynthia slips her fingers into mine and squeezes. I squeeze back and we creep to the gate where Naira and the others are waiting. There are fifteen of us left.

      The others are gone.

      Ms. Mara.

      Trevor.

      Jeff.

      Louis.

      Vanessa.

      Bev.

      And Mitch.

      They’re all gone.

      Gone or changed, I don't know. Maybe they’re hiding. God, please let them be hiding.

      All I know is yesterday when they left, when we watched them drive away, I had a sinking feeling in my stomach, the one that currently plagues me. And they never came back.

      Mitch lied and somewhere inside me I hate him for that.

      But I can’t focus on it. I have to stay alive.

      We’re hungry, out of food, tired, scared, and feeling more alone than we ever have.

      And leaving the wrought iron gate of the compound feels like the stupidest thing anyone could ever do.

      But we do it.

      The gate creaks open and we slip out one after the other with Jack leading the way. He does the opposite thing I want to do; he goes up the small hill to the left, away from the beach. Away from the stairs. But we voted and this is the path they chose, the majority. They want to go home. They believe this is over tomorrow on the seventh day.

      But I’m scared.

      And I miss Mitch.

      And Louis.

      And Bev, who was really nice.

      And Jeff, who I didn't know very well but he kept us alive.

      Hell, I even miss Vanessa.

      Jack leads and I bring up the rear, with everyone else in a line between us. He pauses, we pause. He runs, we run too.

      We make it a block this way, listening and watching and worrying. I’ve never been so quiet in all my life. Inside me isn’t quiet, it’s a storm. My chest is pounding, my breath is ragged, and my skin is dripping clammy sweat from the cold humidity of autumn on the Pacific Northwest Coast.

      Jack pauses at the top of the hill, looking both ways as if he’s the teacher and we’re the primary school kids following him. His shoulders lift and lower, suggesting his breathing is also a bit heavy. He points to the right and peers back down the line until his eyes meet mine. I follow his finger to the side road where there are two white luxury minivans parked out front of a nice home.

      “Who has matching minivans?” I ask myself.

      No one answers but I nod at Jack and he hurries that way, his head moving back and forth as he makes sweeping scans of the yards he crosses in front of. The first van is locked but the second is not. He opens the door for everyone surrounding him to climb in.

      “Everyone, cram in the van while we check inside and see if we can find the keys,” Naira says as she hurries to the front door of the fancy suburb house. She listens at the door as Jack and I and Cynthia peek in windows. We all make eye contact and nod at one another before she tries the doorknob. It’s locked.

      She knocks softly.

      No one moves inside.

      Through the window I see cereal spilled on the floor and drawers open. The people who lived here must have left in a hurry.

      Jack grabs a rock from the garden that’s painted with a daisy on it and has initials of five people. Not enough kids to explain the two minivans. I’m not sure why but that’s weird for me. Maybe because my dad made such a stink about my mom getting a van.

      Mason and I loved the van.

      I wipe the sweat from my brow and hold my breath as Jack wraps the rock with his jacket and hits the window softly.

      It doesn't break, or even crack. It quivers but nothing. He laughs nervously and hits again, this time harder. The glass cracks but it doesn't break. He hits again and again until pieces of glass fall into the house onto the wooden floor. We all pause and listen, but there’s nothing.

      We haven’t seen a single person. I’m scared we won’t see any more people. That we’re it. All that’s left.

      Jack reaches in and opens the lock and door, stepping in like this is somehow more dangerous than being out on the street.

      We all look back at the van crammed to the brim with kids I don't really know. They’re staring at us, each face tight with stress and worry. And as if this were a horror movie, their faces change. Hands move, pointing and waving, eyes widen. Mouths change shape as if they are all screaming in unison. The van is rocking as they hit the windows.

      In a sweeping motion we all swing back to stare into the house again, but we see it too late. It’s not in the house. It’s in the side yard and it’s running at top speed from the left side of the house. The whole world slows down.

      Screams become those drawn out, dulled roars that happen when you watch something in slow-mo.

      The zombie is barely moving.

      Cynthia steps inside the house, pushing Jack with her. She slams the door. I’m sure it’s not on purpose, but it’s not how I expected this moment to go.

      “Fuck!” Naira screams and grabs my hand and turns, tugging me to the right. We sprint and my legs strain with the exertion I’m putting out, but nothing speeds up.

      The zombie, a blonde lady in Lululemon workout clothes and a fancy silver watch, is missing a chunk of her arm where I assume she was bitten. Her skin is grayish and dull and her eyes are bloodshot. She’s so close I smell the rust on her bloody sleeve.

      Naira is screaming which is a mistake. She stops when another zombie comes from the house next door. Naira drags me into the side yard under a vine-covered archway and slams the gate shut so hard that as it passes by me the wind from it brushes my arm. The zombies are stuck in front of the gate, bashing their bodies into it, trying to break through.

      We hurry for the back door, jumping onto the deck and closing that gate as well. It’s glass and pretty and not likely to be great at keeping out zombies. Naira opens the back door as I keep watch of the yard.

      Cynthia and Jack meet us in what appears to be the nook, but my eyes are drawn to the back. A slapping sound brings my attention from the yard and the zombies, to my friends. Cynthia is holding her cheek and she and Naira are both crying.

      Jack appears confused and takes a step back just in case.

      I’m huffing my breath and not sure if she slapped Cynthia because she closed the door or if it’s something else.

      A noise comes from the back and I spin to see the Lululemon lady. She’s got more cuts and scrapes but she’s in the yard running for the glass gate. I slam the back door and close the drapes, moving as quickly as I can to block out the view of the zombies.

      We peer out the side window, my heart pounds but at least I haven’t peed my pants again. Yet.

      Jack creeps to the kitchen. He comes back with keys. A few sets. He hurries to the front window and tests the unlock buttons, which fortunately make no noise but the lights on the vans flash.

      The people crammed into the front van slip out and split up, some of them getting in the other van.

      Jack gives one set of van keys to Naira and keeps the other, placing the rest of the keys he was holding on the counter. “We gotta make a break for it.”

      “Okay,” I whisper, trying to get my head into the right place for the moment we’re in. Survival. I need to think survival. “Just like the bus, someone stays behind and makes noise in here, the rest of us get to the front yard and get into the vans. When everyone is in the vans, the person making the noise runs for it. We’ll keep one of the van doors open so they can run in and jump in as we’re driving away.”

      The thumping on the house gets louder.

      “Who’s the fastest?” Jack asks.

      “I am,” Naira says softly.

      “I’ll do it.” I ignore her. “My plan. I’ll do it.” I’m not selfless, so my brain is screaming at me to let Naira do this. But I can’t ask someone to do this, in case it’s a bad plan. Which I’m worried it is. The moment those vans start, the zombies will be attracted, and I’ll be running for my life.

      “Tan—”

      “No.” I grab Naira’s hand. “If I don’t make it, Jeff said you turn right on Sixteenth Ave. Away from the ocean. Drive until you come to some place called the Fraser Highway. Take that until you get to the Trans-Canada. Drive east on the Trans-Canada. Go now!” I squeeze her fingers once then hurry to the back side of the house and begin to move chairs over the hardwood floors, bumping them into each other and making a commotion.

      Jack pushes Cynthia and Naira to the front door and opens it slowly, peeking out. He waits a second then sprints, running as hard as he can for the van that was unlocked. He slaps the keys into the hand of the person waiting and rushes to the other van. He and Cynthia get inside the back and Naira jumps in the driver’s seat.

      The doors are closed too loudly. The vans start. The banging in the backyard ends.

      I bolt for the front door, running hard across the grass and pathways.

      I’m halfway when I catch a glimpse of color and blurred faces to the left and right of me. The vans are moving forward, the one in the front of going too fast but the second one is slower, the door is open and Cynthia is screaming at me to hurry. Her hand is out, reaching for me. I just about have her, I’m pushing so hard I can’t breathe. It’s like sucking jam into my lungs.

      But I find more. I jump to catch her hand as something hits me on the side. I’m thrown off course. The van slams to a stop which causes the door to shut.

      Fingers dig in.

      Pain stabs me in multiple places, ripping and tearing.

      I’m fighting for my life. Kicking and screaming until sound doesn't come out of my lips.

      A face, snarling and angry comes into view. It’s Lululemon lady. Her blonde hair drops into my face as my hands slip around her throat, holding back her face. She pushes down onto me as the other zombies surround the van. The faces of my classmates in the window are there one second and the van is gone the next.

      My arms tremble and eventually they lose. She slams her nose into my shoulder and her mouth is open and she’s tearing my arm through my hoodie.

      I scream as she holds herself there, biting down and pausing.

      It’s too late.

      She pulls back after a minute and then goes limp. She flops on top of me and lies there, mouth parted with a piece of torn gray hoodie in her blood-coated lips.

      My arms are so weak I can’t push her off.

      I’m bit.

      This is it.

      I’m gonna wander like one of them.

      So much for the seventh day bullshit.

      At least I don't have to run around anymore. I don’t have to fear them. They don’t seem to attack each other.

      My arm is killing me but I manage to get the lady off me. She’s dead, I think. I must have killed her with the choking, though I swear I stopped choking when she bit me.

      The other zombies are gone, they chased the vans.

      I struggle to stand and when I do, I don’t move. My eyes are locked on the road where my classmates went, stuck staring at the road for a long time. At first, I wait for the signs of zombification to start. Then I think about how everyone watched me get bit and not one of them jumped out. Mitch would have jumped out. He would have saved me. But maybe he would have been bitten too. Maybe he was already. Maybe I’ll find him and we’ll wander together.

      Unsure of where to go next or what to do, I realize I’m starving.

      Maybe that’s the first stage.

      But I swear everyone said the change was instant.

      I’m not sure what’s happening but decide to make my way into the house. This time I don't bother to close the door or lock it. I’m dying, what does it matter if more zombies come?

      I make a peanut butter sandwich and struggle through the fact the bread is a bit stale. It’s homemade and not great. My grandmother’s was way better. The natural peanut butter doesn’t help.

      The sandwich curbs my hunger but now I’m so thirsty I can barely swallow the last bite.

      The fridge smells like death when I open it, but I manage to snag a Diet Coke from the door and close it before I end up getting sick from the stench.

      The sound of the can opening is amazing, a miracle. I gulp until it’s all gone.

      The moment I’m done, I’m hit with a wave of exhaustion like I’ve never felt before. My legs are heavy and my eyes won’t stay open.

      In some twisted version of Goldilocks and the Three Zombies, I make my way upstairs to the bedrooms. I check them all out before settling on the one with the oversized king bed. But I’m coated in blood and sweat, and I am my mother’s daughter. I can’t climb into the bed dirty and gross. I end up snooping in the drawers and closets until I find a Lululemon stash. I pull off my sweaty, bloody hoodie and check out the wound. It’s not even big. I’m going to die because of a smaller bite than the mailman got that time in my neighbor’s yard.

      In the bathroom, there’s some weird personal hygiene wipes. Like baby wipes for adults.

      “I don’t even want to know,” I mutter as I wash my body with them, face and all, before pulling on the fresh clothes. And I even steal some deodorant from the drawer next to me. If I’m going to be walking dead, I’m going to smell nice and look fresh.

      Without giving anything else much thought, I curl up in the bed and my brother is the last face I picture before I drift off to sleep.

      I wish I’d seen him one more time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      When I wake, my head is throbbing and my neck’s stiff. “Mom?” I say groggily, hoping she’s home. My throat is sore as shit, which means Mason has given me something. Again.

      Has he been sick lately? I can’t remember.

      “Mom!” I call again but I don’t hear her footsteps in the hall.

      Is she working?

      What’s that smell? It’s different—perfume or laundry soap I don't recognize.

      I feel around in the dark, my fingertips tiptoeing along softness that reminds me I’m in bed. But this isn’t my bed. Did I sleep in my mom’s bed?

      Where am I?

      No, it’s a stranger’s bed. A stranger’s house. I forgot, I’m a zombie.

      The bite on my arm hurts when I move it. Surely, the infection is starting to hit now.

      I push myself to sitting up and the room spins. This must be the first symptom. Not hunger. That probably comes later.

      The night sky is bright outside the window. The moon lights it up enough that when my eyes adjust, I see the bedroom. It triggers all the memories and events leading up to this moment.

      Ms. Mara.

      Trevor.

      Louis.

      Bev.

      Mitch.

      I’m undead. Or rather dying and waiting to wake up undead.

      The house is silent, creepy silent, triggering me but I remember I’m dying anyway. So it doesn’t matter if something jumps out of the shadows.

      Defeated by the whole outcome, I nearly lie back down but the pain in my throat pushes me to get up, though the process isn’t simple. I slide from the bed, digging my toes into the pile when they meet the rug. It takes a lot of pushing to stand and I realize how weak I am. I must be dehydrated as hell. Or this is the change.

      Staggering from the bedroom, my hands find places to grip, a railing, a wall, a picture that's so large I can slide my fingers along the bottom of the frame.

      The kitchen isn’t as bright as the bedroom was—we closed all the blinds and curtains—so I open them and let the moonlight flood the expansive rooms.

      Light glints off objects as my eyes dart about the space, seeking one thing. Holding my breath, I get the fridge door open again and grab another Diet Coke, closing the door before I exhale with a cough.

      Again, the sound of the can opening is something heavenly. The bubbly liquid is rough at first on my throat but eventually becomes something resembling lubricant. The pain begins to ease. When it’s empty, I put the can down and stumble around the kitchen to a doorway that must be the pantry. There’s no light in here but standing in the entrance for a few minutes allows my eyes to adjust enough to make out shapes and logos.

      My fingers tremble as I grab a large bottle of water. It’s tough to get the cap off with such weak hands but when I do, I lift it to my mouth and tilt, letting the liquid pour down my throat in a series of gulps.

      This is what I was looking for.

      This refreshing feeling of water. Life force. Mana. Whatever the hell you want to call it, the water is that. I drink until I might get sick, and maybe even a little past that point.

      I’m heaving breaths and tilting my head back, waiting for the room to stop spinning, when I hear something.

      It’s a creepy noise, scratching.

      My heart races, mixing with the feeling I might toss my cookies, or rather water overload. I manage to step back and stare at the doorway where someone is standing. I want to run, bolt, but my legs don’t move. I’m frozen still, stuck here in terror.

      The person isn’t a person at all. Moving in scary jerking movements they make their way forward, coming to where I’m standing completely motionless like some stupid forest creature who is convinced if I don’t move it won’t see me.

      And somehow it works.

      The jerky, blood-soaked mess of a zombie walks past me, not even pausing to give me a glance. It stands at the back door, staring at the small curtain, and stops moving.

      I don’t know what this means.

      Does it not see me or am I one of them?

      Do I move or stay here until it leaves?

      What if it never leaves?

      Shit.

      We stay like this until my legs threaten to give out. I force myself to take a step forward, certain that if it eats me, it eats me, since standing here until I die is not a better outcome. The thing doesn’t move. It barely even breathes.

      I take another.

      My legs wobble as I take a third.

      A glint of something hits my eyes.

      It’s the keys Jack left behind.

      I walk closer to the counter where they are.

      The creature doesn’t move. It stares, almost as though it’s paused, at the door.

      I lift the keys with a fob from the counter and notice the FORD lettering across it. One key hangs from the ring.

      The vans were Mercedes.

      I didn’t know Mercedes made vans.

      Hope flits about in me as I press the lock button on the fob and a sound fills the air.

      The creature turns toward the sound, toward me. It hears the noise and rushes forward. I’m about to panic when it brushes past me, ignoring me and heads for the sound.

      My entire body is pins and needles and my hair is standing on end, I’m sure of it. My breath leaves my lips in a gasp that sounds like crying.

      When I get it under control, I grab the other keys and walk to the back door and open it, heading for the deck with the gate that remains closed. Lululemon must have fallen over it when she came bursting up the stairs.

      The door in the backyard appears to go to the garage. It’s unlocked and when I get it open, I sigh. It’s my first bit of good luck. The car, a Ford Mustang GT, is sitting with its lights on, creating a glow in the garage.

      I push the garage door opener and wait, honestly needing way too long before I remember the power’s out.

      “Nice one, Tan,” I whisper and walk to the front.

      I press the unlock button on the car, making the lights come on again.

      The garage door is like ours, and I recall how my dad got it open when the power went out once. On my very tiptoes, I reach and grab the red pull chord, jerking it back when it unclicks.

      The door isn’t so easy. It weighs a ton and I’m weak, but I manage to get it up and open. The night air smells nice, even if the world is empty and I am alone.

      As I get into the car, the zombie comes around the side of the house to the front. He pauses and stares. Not at me, but at the car. As I start it and move forward, he comes to life. And I wonder if this is his car and he’s completely devastated someone like me, who can’t drive for shit, is stealing it.

      The thought doesn’t last long because as I drive out of the garage, the door comes slamming back down and the zombie pauses to notice the noise before he follows me as best he can. Driving on the wrong side of the road and just missing a parked car, I turn right like my friends did and head along the road in the dark, seeing only light in the places my headlights touch.

      As I turn onto a street, I realize I’m going down in numbers and make a U-turn. When I finally get back to Sixteenth, I’ve lost my zombie, but I’ve gained a couple of new ones. I turn onto Sixteenth Avenue and pray at least some of my classmates have made this journey.

      Please God.

      Please don’t let me be alone.

      Because I have a bad feeling I’m not changing.

      Not even a little.
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      “Where ya headed?” the old man at the lit-up gas station asks as he strolls over from the dark shadows.

      My body aches and my car is on fumes, but I’m excited to be back in the arid climate. The air is so dry I feel my lungs filling completely when I breathe.

      “Billings,” I say, not sure how I’m going to pay for the gas. I was lucky in Canada and got some from a nice woman at a gas station. She said we had to stick together. I’m not sure how many of us there are left to stick together. I’ve seen all of five cars since I left Canada an hour ago. “You have power here?”

      “No, genny. You alone?” His voice is gruff.

      “I—I’m—”

      “I don’t mean to sound creepy. Just can’t trust people these last few days. Been bad around here.”

      “I’m alone,” I confirm, wishing I had a different answer. I’ve been driving for six hours, and I’m not even halfway home, meaning I’ll be alone for a lot longer. At least another eleven hours, if I get lucky with vehicles and gas.

      “You seen many of them bastards alive still?” He nods out at the long stretch of dark field next to us. “The undead?”

      “A few but I’ve been driving in the dark the whole time. Did you hear the guy on the radio who said they would die on the seventh day? That must be today.” It’s hard to see any vast changes; the sun is nowhere near coming up. It’s three in the morning.

      “Heard about him. I didn’t hear the recording. You out of gas?” He eyes my car, pressing his weathered and chapped lips together. He’s older and thin, not the type of man I’d assume would ride out the zombie apocalypse but here we are.

      “Yeah, coasted in on fumes,” I say something my dad always said. My mom never putting gas in the car drove him insane when they were married. It was funny, after they divorced, she stopped driving with the van on empty. I wasn’t sure if it was because she only did it to bug him or if she realized we were on our own, and if she ran out, he wouldn’t come save her.

      “I’ll tell ya what,” the man pauses, “I’ll trade ya. Your car with no gas in it for mine with a full tank.”

      “Can I have some candy too?” It’s a weird request, but I’m starving, and I don’t want to seem too needy. I don’t want to owe more than what the car is worth.

      “Deal.” He spits on his hand and holds it out for me to shake. I don’t know what to do. He’s stuck there, hand out, arm trembling a little, annoyed look that I suspect might be permanent on his face. So I spit on my hand, but I’m not cool like him so it sort of dribbles from my lips and lands half on my chin and part on my hand. I haven’t dreaded too many things in my life but the moment our hands squish together and I fight a gag, I know I under-dreaded that.

      He pulls his firm fingers back and wipes his hands on his coveralls. I do the same on my borrowed Lulus. “Where’d ya steal it from?”

      “Canada.” I hold my thumb over my shoulder suggesting where I got the car from is just a minute away. The reality is I’ve been driving for six hours. Canada might be close by, but the house is a long ways away.

      “I can tell that by the plates.” He squints at me as if he might call me stupid.

      “A house in White Rock. They—they turned,” my voice cracks and I almost smile realizing the Lulu lady is the one I robbed and now we match. Including bite marks. Though mine hasn’t done much but itch. “You haven’t by any chance seen a pair of matching white Mercedes minivans have you, a bunch of teenagers in them? Canadian plates.”

      “Mercedes minivans?” He cocks a dark-gray eyebrow at me dubiously. “Nope. I’d remember that.”

      “Well, maybe they didn’t come this way,” I say with a sigh, hoping they got out. “Maybe they’re hiding until they can get out. The guy on the transmission said to hide until the eighth day, for the dead to die,” I say in a bit of undead humor. “Maybe they’re waiting for that.”

      “I don’t know how to process what I’ve seen in the last week, I’ll tell ya that much. It was a weird seven days. All this craziness. And I don’t know if I believe it’s just going to end, like that.” The old man pulls off his hat and scratches his balding head. “I do know, there were about seven or eight of them, the undead, around here a couple of hours ago and they started being weird, moving erratically and falling over around midnight, and then they died.” He points in the direction of a fire burning on the other side of the parking lot. I’m not sure if that means he’s burning them or what.

      “Well, hopefully they’ll die and my friends can get home.”

      “You get separated?” he asks.

      “Yeah. Trouble getting away. I got left behind. So those ones just dropped dead?” I point at the orange glow of the flames.

      “Hmmhmm.” He turns back to the gas station behind him and nods at the window where an older woman watches us. “Watching them die on their own was surprising.”

      “I bet. I didn’t notice any doing that but at midnight I was still in the mountains and was pretty much lost for hours.”

      Mitch lied about two things: him coming back and signage on the highway . . . it was shit.

      “How was it in the mountains? I heard the roads are pretty clear except near the cities.”

      “Yeah, once I got out of Vancouver, it was smooth sailing. I had to get around a few vehicles but nothing crazy. I stayed on the highway. About an hour ago, I was in a place called Osoyoos, just across the border. That’s where I really noticed there were less of them. It’s not a city but there seemed to be a lot of dead on the ground, not moving or stirring. And the couple of undead I saw seemed different. Less coordinated. Less focused. They didn’t chase my car but they also didn’t drop dead for no reason.”

      “Maybe Canada is a bit behind,” he says gruffly. “What’s the border like? Any guards or police?”

      “Nothing.” I’m still a bit shocked by the memory of that sight. “Not a single light except the ones I’m assuming were solar powered. But they were only streetlights. Everything else was silent and dark. Bodies on the ground everywhere but no zombies walking around.”

      “Jesus, help us. Borders just wide open.” He sighs heavily and holds his hand out. “Anyway, guess you should give me the keys and go on inside and pick your candy. Tell Sharon we made a deal. Sun’s coming up in a few hours. You’ll want to get to Billings in the daylight.”

      I hesitate but drop the key into his hand before walking past him, crunching on the dusty gravel to the shop with the flickering lights.

      The door rings with a bell but I’m more focused on Sharon. It seems weird to say it but I’m starved, “He said I could take some candy.”

      “Candy?” She scowls. “Of course he’d offer you candy? What kind of old fool doesn’t think twice about offering girls candy?”

      “He didn’t offer it. We’re trading. The car for his other car, gas, and I asked for the candy.” It’s a weird moment, I doubt either of us is prepared for. Are we bartering? Is candy something you barter over?

      “Leave me some of the licorice. It’s all I like.”

      “Okay.” I don’t know how much candy she thinks I’m going to take, but by the time I’m done grabbing a few bars and the candy I like, I’ve hardly dented the supply. “Can I have a water too?”

      “Sure.” She nods. “Where’d you come from?”

      “Canada, Vancouver,” I say as I grab it from the cooler, not loving that it’s warm but ignore that the moment the wetness hits my lips and throat. I guzzle back the whole bottle in one long drink. I finish with the most satisfying sigh. “We were on a field trip for school. I live in Billings. I’m trying to get home.”

      “Good lord. Take another water, dear. Billings is a long ways. You’re going to get thirsty and that’ll kill you before anything else.” She walks over and hands me another bottle.

      “Thank you.” I smile at her kind eyes and thank God for her. I really needed this moment. Being alone and scared and lost was hell.

      “Canada’s overrun as well then?” she asks.

      “Yeah. I didn't see anyone alive. Just zombies and bodies. But I went through some really unpopulated areas. There probably wasn’t much before the zombies.”

      “I see. Well, be safe. And don’t be so trusting. Don’t tell anyone else where you’re from. A girl alone—” she doesn’t finish the rest but I can see where this is going.

      “Okay,” I agree, hugging my candy to my chest. “Thanks,” I say again and walk back out in the dimly lit dusty parking lot.

      The old man is near a small white car.

      “Got no use for a Prius now. It’s charged and a full tank of gas. It’ll get you five hundred miles. That should get you to Butte. You steal another car there. Don’t stop and talk to people. It was foolish to come in here looking for gas, even with the lights on. People will be hoarding now.” His tone is spicy like my grandpa’s. “And I heard there’s been some unsavory types up to no good.”

      “Yes, sir.” I nod and hope the lecture is over.

      “And don’t sleep on the road. Find a house and barricade yourself inside. Make sure no one sees you or is following you. You find a house that looks abandoned and you drive up there like you belong, go inside and lock up.”

      “Okay.”

      “Maybe even park at one house then sneak to another. You know how to use a gun?”

      “No, sir. I’ve basically gotten by with luck and I suspect timing.” I keep the fact I’ve been bitten and the zombies don’t seem to want me to myself.

      “I think it’s more because you were in Canada. Less population. I hope that continues for ya, kid.” He holds the key up. “Be safe.” He hits me in the arm as I take the key and he walks away. His feet crunch on the gravel until he enters the flickering lights of the shop. As I watch him leave, I wonder if he will think about me. Will he wonder if I made it? I know I’ll wonder about them. Him and Sharon. I’ll hope they’re okay.

      I climb in and I’m overwhelmed at how new this car is compared to the GT.

      It isn’t as nice as the Mustang was, but it has a full tank of gas and that new car smell. I start it and hope I don’t screw up leaving the parking lot. I’d hate for them to see how shitty I am at driving. Fortunately, for this car, I’ve gotten a bit better. I’ve never driven this much in my life.

      It was hard in the beginning, and I am a little ashamed of the meltdown I had in the mountain range on the way to the border, but that was hours ago and I did think I was lost.

      The moment I get on the road and see the sign for Spokane and Coeur d’Alene, my hope starts to build again. I know where I am and how long it’s going to take me to get there. I’ve been to Coeur d’Alene with my grandma. If I’m lucky I’ll make it to Laurel by this afternoon.
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      The gummy worms are making my stomach ache, but I’m starving and can’t stop eating them. I contemplate stopping when I get closer to Missoula, but I need to get as far as possible without risking a break. And I did already stop to pee on the side of the freeway before Spokane. That was a new experience, peeing on the side of the road with it splashing up on my pants so much that I had to walk while peeing like Buster does sometimes.

      The sun’s up, it’s nine in the morning, and the farmland on either side of the highway is dead. Not like dead bodies, but no bodies. No one is out.

      There’s no smoke rising from chimneys or cars on the road. I’ve never seen a lonelier sight than this one. A single car making a lone shadow in the rising sun, driving east, weaving through parked and crashed vehicles.

      It’s sad and I can’t focus on it long. I need to stay upbeat and certain my brother and mother are alive.

      And Lou. I’m so close to Laurel. Four and a half hours is nothing compared to what I’ve already driven.

      But I’m done. I need food and water and sleep.

      My eyes are so heavy I can hardly focus and my thoughts are drifting out of control, not helping with the situation. The smooth ride of the car mixed with my nomadic mind is pretty much a lullaby. I’m putting myself to sleep.

      I press the button to lower the windows again, sucking in the sharp air of the interior. It revives me but only for a second. I’m taking slow blinks and struggling with steering when I see it.

      It’s a mirage.

      Another one.

      This time he’s waving me down, and he’s wearing the same clothes he was when he kissed me, for real kissed me.

      But now there’s bloodstains on the front of his hoodie, no doubt added by my brain because of course that’s how I would see him. Covered in blood from fighting his way out of whatever scenario he was stuck in. The one that prevented him from coming back for me.

      Blood on his clothes means he’s alive, he fought back. He saved himself.

      He’s trying to find me on this highway because it’s the one we would all take home.

      Whoosh!

      I speed past them as the hallucination screams my name, startling me. It’s the first one that speaks.

      Worried, I check the rearview and that worry changes to shock when the mirage has changed. He’s chasing me. Like one of them, one of the dead. But he’s screaming my name. This is the first one that’s chased me down too.

      I slam on the brakes, almost losing control of the car, though it’s not my first time skidding to a stop. I’m sideways and unaware the car sort of continues moving forward when I jump out.

      “The car, Tan!” the illusion of Mitch screams at me.

      “What?” I follow his fingers that are pointing violently behind me and see the white car rolling away. “Shit!” I run after it, grabbing the handle clumsily and it turns into something from a scene in a movie. I fling the door open and climb in, putting my feet on the pedals, but in my movie of course I press the gas pedal and zoom forward and then brake, screeching the tires again.

      My chest is pounding as I put it into park and watch him, the illusion, running up to the car. He’s dirty, really dirty, and maybe he’s thinner. Is that possible?

      I think he’s crying, but I can’t tell because I’m crying, but I’m not sure when I started, and he hauls me out of the now parked car, crushing me and quaking us both. There’s a weird noise but I think it’s coming from me. It’s relief and maybe the end of bravery. I’m not alone.

      He’s real.

      He smells gross and looks worse but he’s here.

      “You’re alive, I can’t believe you’re alive,” he says into my hair.

      Other arms wrap around me.

      Someone else is here, I didn't see their face, but I feel their fingers digging in.

      “Holy shit, Tanya. You made it,” a voice I recognize as Jeff speaks and I smile. Of course he’s alive. I shouldn't have ever doubted him.

      “I can’t believe you found us.” Mitch continues to grip my arms, checking me over as he struggles to get his breathing under control. “I thought I was fucking hallucinating when I saw you. You just stared and blinked.”

      “I thought I was hallucinating too. It wasn’t the first time I saw you.” I accidentally say too much and try to recover, “I was so tired I swore I saw you all, the whole drive. It was crazy. Where’s Louis?” I pull back from the group hug to find Bev, Mitch, and Jeff.

      Mitch’s eyes lower and I know the answer.

      “Oh.” My eyebrows knit together and my chest tightens, withholding breath. I want to cry more, but I’m too tired and I think I might actually be stressed. Now that it’s calm and I’m not alone and the zombie apocalypse is possibly ending, I feel something I’ve never felt before. I’m coming undone mentally. I can’t seem to get a grip.

      “Where’s everyone else?” Bev asks, her eyes are wide and a little bloodshot.

      “I don't know.” It’s the truth but not all of it. “We got separated. We were at a house and I was the distraction, so they could get into a couple of vans. I got bit and they drove away, thinking I was done. I thought I was done.” The words have barely left my lips and Bev and Jeff step back. I expected the reaction, but as I drag my Lululemon jacket off and show the wound, their faces are something I don't expect. Bev and Jeff take another step back, clearly horrified.

      “What?” I inspect it and grimace, noting the lines that weren’t there before, red and angry. “Gross. It didn't look like that yesterday.”

      “That’s infected. As hell.” Jeff points. “But more importantly, why aren’t you a zombie?”

      “I don't know. She bit me but all that happened was I got tired. But that could have been the adrenaline. We fought, I fought hard.”

      “Tan, how old is that bite?”

      “Well over twenty-four hours,” I answer Mitch carefully, not sure what he means.

      “You’re immune” he says as though it can’t be true, but the evidence is in his face. He’s doing the math. “Statistically, at least two percent of the population would be. Which makes sense. Twenty of us, so at least one person would be immune, if not a couple more.”

      “Immune?” Jeff scowls. “How is that possible if it’s nanobots?”

      “I don't have a clue. I guess she’d have to be wired differently in some way that hinders the nanobots from being able to take over. Or something about her that repels them.” Mitch takes a step closer, placing a hand on my forehead. “No fever. That’s so strange because it’s really infected.” He touches near the bite, putting pressure, which makes the skin crack loud enough for us all to hear as it oozes. We all gag and groan, even me staring at my own flesh.

      “Oh my God. Am I going to die?”

      “No, we’ll find some antibiotics,” Bev says.

      “My mom’s at the hospital at home. She’ll know what to do.”

      “Okay, let’s get into the car and get going,” Jeff mutters and walks to the driver’s seat. “You mind if I drive?” He sounds tired but I hope he’s not as tired as I am.

      “No.” I scoff and climb into the back seat. “I was passing out before I saw you guys. We can only make it to Butte. We’ll have to find a new car there. I was planning on sleeping there but if you’re good to go, let’s go all the way to Lou’s and then home.”

      “Lou?” Jeff cocks an eyebrow in the rearview.

      “My friend in Laurel. Her dad is a military scientist. He’ll know what to do and what’s going on.” I shiver as Mitch climbs in too. He’s warm.

      “Military scientist, that’s handy.” Jeff puts it into drive and speeds off. “How’d ya get a Prius?” he asks in the rearview.

      “Some guy at a gas station in Washington. Middle of nowhere. He wanted the GT I drove up in.”

      “You had a Mustang?” Jeff’s tone lifts.

      “Yeah. When you guys didn’t come back, we knew we had to leave. We were starving. We waited twelve hours for you, and eventually we voted, and everyone wanted to go home. So we left, went up the road to a big house. They had matching Mercedes minivans. White. It was weird,” I add with a yawn.

      “Mercedes minivans? Is that a thing?” Mitch scoffs.

      “I don’t know.” I shrug and fight a second yawn. “We didn’t have keys to drive them. So everyone waited for me, Naira, Cynthia, and Jack to go into the house and get the keys. Zombies were there. We got the keys but we were stuck. We knew we had to make a break for it. I stayed behind and made noise so they could get away.”

      “Why you?” Bev wrinkles her nose.

      “My plan.” It’s a matter-of-fact answer. “Anyway, I tried to get to the van, but I got tackled and bit.”

      “And they just left you?” Mitch is clearly upset by this.

      “I was bit,” I repeat. “What could they do?”

      “I don’t know,” his tone lowers and it’s his turn to yawn.

      “I went into the house we stole the keys from and slept, and when I woke, I still hadn’t turned. So I stole their Mustang and headed for Sixteenth Ave.”

      “And you made it to the border with no problems?” Bev is bewildered by something in this story.

      “Yeah I didn’t see many people. And in the mountains, I didn’t see any zombies. There was a gas station in this place called Hope. A lady gave me gas for free.”

      “Canadians,” Mitch adds, joking a little. “Nicest people.”

      “And then I found you guys.”

      “You are so lucky!” Bev bursts, not sounding happy for me. At all. “We had to struggle for every second of this. You’re all rolling up in your new Lulu outfit and a super cute electric car. You got free gas? In a power outage, thank you very much.” She throws her hands into the air. “Meanwhile, Louis and the rest of our entire class is dead.”

      “Hey!” Mitch snaps. “We don’t know that and it isn’t her fault. She got lucky.”

      “But she just happens to be immune? Seriously?” Bev snarls and folds her arms, sinking into the passenger seat in the front even more. “Whatever.”

      “I have no idea what is going on here, but I don’t think being attacked by zombies is lucky. Getting bitten and waiting to die, was super not fucking lucky, Bev!” I spit her name. “And then being completely alone, no driver’s license or driving skills, I had to make my way across some huge mountains. I had to beg for candy to stay alive. And water. And I put the Lulu outfit on because the bitch who bit me was a Lulu enthusiast and I thought if I was going to wander the earth alone, I might as well look cute! Sorry if that offends you as I die of an infection from my zombie bite, Bev!”

      “I think everyone is tired. Why don’t we all calm down?” Mitch makes a mistake with the wording.

      “I am calm!” Bev and I shout in unison.

      Jeff stares at us both and we burst into tears.

      She reaches for me and I squeeze her hands, crying so hard I can’t see.

      Mitch is talking over us and Jeff is apologizing, and I don’t know why we’re fighting or crying, but I’m way too tired to try to figure it out.

      She climbs into the back seat while the car is moving, squishing Mitch to the side, and we hold each other and sob.

      It’s probably not the best road trip Mitch or Jeff have ever taken.

      Not even close.
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      The image of Lou’s house as a pile of rubble—ash and rubble—haunts me as we drive into Billings.

      Laurel was a mess.

      And everyone was dead.

      My heart ached in a new way as I stood out front, staring and praying Lou wasn’t in there.

      The ashes glowed, the fire was just going out, which to me meant if we hadn’t stopped in Butte to sleep and eat and get another car, I might have made it to her. But I was too late and she’s dead. Or she’s gone. And there’s no cell phones or internet or even friggin' snail mail. I will never find my friend. I will never know.

      Lou, Sasha, Jamie, and Joey join the ranks of Sharon and the old man. I won’t know if they’re okay.

      The drive from Laurel to Billings is silent. All of us are stunned at the damage done so close to home, scared of what home might look like.

      As we arrive in Billings, all our fears are confirmed. My stomach sinks lower and my chest tightens more.

      The first sign of a problem is immediate: there’s a car crashed through the food exit sign and Red Lobster is the only restaurant advertisement I recognize now. Bodies cover the ground in a way it’s easy to guess how this happened. They crashed avoiding the trucker in front of us who has stopped in the middle of the highway. Maybe it was at night and they didn't see until too late. They got out of the car and were attacked. Some fled but didn't make it far. Maybe they were already bleeding so the zombies smelled them easier. Either way, it looks staged, it’s so perfectly laid out.

      From there it gets worse and Jeff slows down the truck we stole in Butte so we can see it.

      Smoke rises in various places, as it did in Laurel. Spots in the city where maybe people fought back. Or maybe things left unattended got out of hand. Ovens left on and such.

      A plane has crashed in a field to the right, scattered to the winds. It’s not smoking, but it obviously burned at some point.

      Car accident scenes increase as they did on the outskirts of other cities the whole way home. Bodies on the ground, some still twitching, cars bent and crushed, and windows smashed. Zombies dead in random places around the car. Humans dead.

      And of course blood.

      There’s so much blood but the splatter is weird. I never noticed it until Bev pointed it out. The blood moves by itself after the person dies, it creeps along the ground like a horror movie, searching for its next target or host. Just like Mom said it would.

      But these scenes are old so the splatter is different, hinting that it crawled until it dried up like an animal trying to drag itself from the road after being hit. The sight makes me scratch my itchy bite wound that’s looking rough.

      By the time we get to the Econo Lodge, I’m pretty sure we’ve all given up hope that there are survivors here. It’s chaos, but more akin to the aftereffect of chaos. It’s what you see after, the leftover hell.

      The fires are almost out and the birds are picking at the bodies. The cold air is threatening snow, which will cover it all up and hide it until the spring.

      I gasp when Jeff takes the exit for the city center and slams on the brakes. There’s a train in the middle of the road. It’s a derailed mess and there’s no way around it.

      We sit and stare for a minute. It might as well be a cruise ship crashed on the moon. This is impossible to us all.

      Mitch speaks softly, “Lemme drive, I know a detour.” He climbs out and Jeff moves over as Bev and I have hesitation and worry plastered on our faces in the back seat.

      And as much as this is hell and chaos and I am terrified, one thought remains in my mind. “Can you drop me at the hospital, Mitch, before you guys go into the Heights?” It’s such a normal request, but he turns around and gives me a bizarre look.

      “What? No. We’re not dropping anyone off. We stay together.”

      “She’s there—Mom. I know she’s safe. I talked to her. She was fine.” I’m fairly convinced of this, but he isn’t. “She and Mason are waiting for me.”

      “Absolutely not. We go house to house together. We can start at the hospital, but we’re not splitting up.” He drives backwards for a minute, leaving the train behind, and turns onto a side road. The train is massive so going around it is a huge detour. Along the way we see something I’m not expecting. I don't think any of us are.

      “Holy shit!” Bev points past Jeff’s face to the right. There are four zombies eating something, remains maybe. They’re crouched on their knees and eating together like a zombie family might. A zombie picnic.

      They ignore us as we drive by. They don't chase the car.

      And even worse, they aren’t the last ones we see.

      “So much for it being over,” I whisper.

      “Never thought I’d ever say this sentence, particularly while in the US, but we might need to get some guns,” Jeff says as he stares out the window at the zombies still walking around.

      “That won’t be hard.” Mitch laughs bitterly.

      “Why?” Jeff asks.

      “In Montana, all the bodies here will have guns on them. Zombies too!” He points at a body of a man lying on the sidewalk with his legs bent at a funny angle. And of course, he has a gun on his hip.

      “Why wouldn't they have shot or fought back?” Jeff sounds confused.

      “Only thirty percent of the population actually has the ability to pull the trigger on another human being, and those studies are done on law enforcement and military. People with training. The estimation for the general public is that it’s less than twenty percent. Much less.” Bev did a paper on this last semester. I remember Louis saying he didn't agree with her numbers and went and looked it up for himself and she was correct.

      “That’s crazy. Why have all these guns if you’re not gonna use them?” Jeff is so Canadian. “Although, I doubt I could have shot a human before this. A normal one.”

      “Well, we all know you can shoot a zombie,” Mitch adds. “Thankfully.”

      Clearly, I’ve missed something, but I already knew that. They haven’t spoken about Louis or how things went so wrong for them. And why they never came back for us. But obviously something terrible happened and they’re all still upset.

      By the time we’re close enough for me to see the pinkish color of the hospital building, the zombie numbers are much higher. In the densely populated part of the city, it’s out of control how many are alive. The transmission had to have been wrong.

      Mitch parks out front of the emergency entrance and gives me a look in the rearview mirror. “We should hit a Walmart first, get some guns. I don't like this.”

      “Just stay here,” I say, staring at the building. “I don't need guns.” I grab the handle of the truck door and Bev reaches for me.

      “What are you doing?” she hisses the question.

      “Just watch.” I don't look at her. I don't want to see what they’re thinking. I just want to find my mother and brother and see if they know where Dad is. I’m not sure where the story goes from there, maybe Boulder.

      “Tan!” Mitch shouts, drawing the eyes of the nearby zombies to us. They rush forward, the hair on my body stands on end. I’m tense as I step out and close the door, leaning against it. The monsters that were once human drag and run and hobble to where I am. But they don't see me. They part, going around me; like the other zombie, they ignore me.

      They smash on the truck, rocking it and leaving behind bloody bits of themselves. I walk away from the truck so they can drive away. I turn just before they do, seeing the shocked expressions on their faces, how they’re seeing me differently now.

      Mitch’s eyes are wide in terror, but he puts the truck in gear, and with his fingers and mouthing words he tells me they’re going to drive around the block and park back here.

      I nod but assume they won’t come back for me. Not now.

      He’s going to be halfway around the block when Jeff and Bev convince him to leave me behind. And I don't blame them. While I’d be handy at getting supplies, I’m not one of them anymore. I might not have died but something happened and now the zombies have accepted me as one of them.

      I stare at Mitch for one more second, realizing I like him. I like him a lot. And the world has ended and romance is probably a fading thought in every mind, but I like him.

      Deciding to accept this fate, I offer the smallest of smiles, just a lip twitch really. I want it to be the last thing he sees of me, the last memory. A pleasant look that says maybe if the world had ended differently, this thing between us would have happened.

      Because I’m a weirdo I can stretch the invented memory of us a long way.

      Dating in high school.

      Then college.

      We break up for a tiny bit there, and I realize I made a huge mistake. I end up outside his dorm with my eighties boom box playing something indie because that’s the sort of music he enjoys, and he comes out and we get back together.

      Then we buy our first house after grad. It’s small and hot in the summer, but we fix it up and make it Joanna Gaines cute. Shiplap, I like shiplap.

      Maybe we get married somewhere cool, a hilltop overlooking a view I will forever remember, maybe the Cliffs of Moher in Ireland. Small wedding of course, because we’re still paying off student loans. And maybe we never have kids, maybe we’re selfish in our love.

      At seventeen that’s as far as I can stretch it, and as the truck disappears, I smell the sea air of Ireland and feel his lips kiss me every anniversary as the sun goes down.

      And it’s perfect, for one second. A whole life in a moment.

      Ignoring the ache in my chest, I turn and walk to the front doors. They’re barricaded and boarded up, exactly how she said they would be. I have to squat to peek through the gap in the wood. My breath fogs up the glass but as it clears, I pull back, covering my mouth.

      My heart feels like it’s stopped as I lean in again, focusing harder and trying to see what I assume happened before they locked it up. I’m praying it did.

      There are dead bodies on the floor and the blood is streaked exactly as it was with the other dead zombies, as if it tried to get away.

      “Shit!” I can’t figure out how to get inside. The doors are locked and as I run from door to window to door, there’s nothing.

      No movement inside at all.

      No lights.

      No noise.

      I’m gasping for air when I round the next corner to find the truck parked and my friends staring at the gaping hole in the wall of the hospital where someone has crashed a vehicle.

      Mitch winces when he sees me, and Bev presses her lips together.

      They’re all scared for me, with me.

      The zombies are gone. He’s lost them while I was trying to find a way in, so Mitch climbs out of the truck. “Maybe they’re hiding on a different floor.”

      “Maybe,” I agree and walk to the crash site.

      “Tanya!”

      “Yeah?” I answer, turning back.

      “How can you walk near them?” His tone suggests he’s scared, maybe of me. I would be.

      “I think the bite, the nanobots or whatever the hell it is, makes them think I’m one of them. They never attack each other. Have you noticed that?” It’s all I have for an explanation. A guess.

      “Right.” He nods and takes a step forward, suggesting he might come with me. “Do you want me to hel—”

      “No. Just stay there. They don’t see me, Mitch. I’m invisible. I’ll be back in a minute.” I wave him off and continue to the crashed vehicle. It’s a truck and the windshield has been kicked in. Someone did this on purpose.

      That makes me more uncomfortable.

      That means that a living person endangered all these lives for something they deemed important enough. Which means they might be crazy.

      The hospital is empty of life and noise.

      I shiver from the cold and the fear.

      Every exhale leaves a bit of mist in the dry air.

      I search high and low through the emergency ward, but she isn’t here.

      He isn’t here.

      Even the dog isn’t here.

      The disappointment sits in my heart for a second or two before I force myself to move on. There were two reasons to come to the hospital. And the second is vitally important.

      I make my way to the medical supplies in the children’s part of the hospital and find some amoxicillin mixed in a banana flavor. I take gulps of it, remembering when Mason had an ear infection, Mom made him double-dose the first dose. He had to take it for ten days. I grab a second bottle and hope it’ll be enough.

      Then I pull my shirt to the side and clean up the bite mark, scrubbing away the gross flesh and dumping antiseptic on it. It burns but it’s not as bad as I thought it would be. I cover it in antibiotic salve and pocket the rest of the tube. When the bandage is taped in place, I steal a few more of those.

      My hands are full when I leave the empty, dark hospital.

      The truck has attracted some undead, but Bev draws them to her side so I can climb in the other door.

      “Nothing?” Mitch asks as I close the door.

      “No. I got some antibiotics and cleaned my bite though.”

      “We can swing by your house on the way to mine. We’re only a couple of blocks apart, right?” he says as he gets the truck started again.

      “Yeah.” I notice the thumping of dead people on the windows and doors of the truck doesn't bother me anymore.

      Maybe that’s how I’m becoming a zombie, I’m numb.
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      “I can fly,” Jeff says as he finishes loading more of the food I got in the back of our new truck. “Just helicopters, and it’s been a while, but it could get us to Boulder a lot quicker. Is there an airport here with some?”

      “That might have been handy information in Canada, Jeff,” Bev says. She’s annoyed and bitchy again.

      Her family is dead, all bitten and on the front lawn like they tried to save each other and ended up killing one another.

      Mitch’s family is gone, no note or anything. It looks like they packed fast in the middle of it all. Escaped. But whereabouts unknown.

      Mine left the paper I’m holding in my hands with one word on it, written in my little brother’s shitty writing, “BOULDER!” I know what that means. But I don’t know anything else. Why did my brother write it? Is my mom gone? Did Dad come? Where’s the dog? How did they get to Boulder? Did they make it alive?

      So many unanswered questions. And the worst part is I’d placed all my hopes on Billings. I believed the end of the road, the end of this tiring bullshit, was here.

      But it’s not.

      “I did say I flew helicopters, Bev. We didn't see any.” Jeff’s getting zesty back at her.

      “You okay?” Mitch asks, standing in front of them as they bicker, maybe blocking them out for me.

      “I’m fine. I’m just worried.” The what-ifs have taken over.

      “I know. I’m worried too. I can’t even imagine where my family would go. My dad’s a techie and my mom’s a principal.” He wrinkles his nose. “Not much hope there.”

      “You never know. If this is a nanobot apocalypse, then the techies are the ones who caused it. They’re more powerful than anyone imagined.”

      “Oh, I don't doubt the powers that be knew all along just how powerful and important the techies were.” He puts a hand gently on my shoulder but it’s different now, as if he never told me his feelings for me. He hasn't held my hand since he saw the whole zombie bite thing.

      Though he’s reaped rewards from my being immune. I strolled right into Walmart and got us stuff: food, drinks, guns, clothes, and all the supplies we might need, like it was nothing. I came out with two carts filled to the brim, and I bagged my own groceries. And not one zombie, though I saw plenty in there, gave a rat’s ass what I was doing.

      It was crazy.

      Then we parked in the middle of a field and took turns having a ‘dump jugs of water over your head in a bathing suit’ shower and we all got our hair washed. It was magical to get clean again. Even if the water was cold and the air around us was freezing, it was refreshing. Like getting clean in a plastic scented waterfall.

      “Well, maybe if you hadn’t been so selfish, Louis would be alive!” The fighting has escalated, and Jeff shouts the thing that shuts Bev up. Her lower lip quivers and she turns, running into the field crying.

      She doesn't defend herself, leaving me to wonder what the hell happened.

      “Hey,” Mitch growls, leaving to scold Jeff. “We don't need to point fingers. What’s done is done.”

      “I know,” Jeff groans, running his hands through his hair. “Fuck!” He doesn't cuss much. In fact, he doesn't get upset much either, so it’s a bit shocking to see him this way. He turns and stomps after her.

      She’s sobbing so he wraps his arms around her and hugs her to his chest. He kisses the top of her head and whispers something. He’s visibly drowning in regret, and I feel awful for him despite what he said.

      “What the hell happened to Louis?” I whisper. “Why does Bev feel responsible?”

      “She’s not. He made his choices.” Mitch’s tone is gruff.

      “Tell me,” I insist quietly.

      “The day we left you guys, we made it to a shopping center Jeff knew about,” Mitch whispers back, his eyes on them but his soft words are for me. “Took hours to get there but we found a small bus that was locked. We were in the middle of trying to get it open when Bev said she was going to check out the Starbucks there. She wanted to get a Refresher and was pretty sure she could make us all one. Jeff told her no, to wait. She didn't listen. Louis said he would go with her to keep a lookout.”

      “Oh no.” I cringe and wait for the rest of it.

      “I guess she tried to get ice from the machine, thinking it would still have some. It made some crazy noise. There was a dormant herd around the far side of the mall we hadn’t noticed. They heard the noise. Next thing we know, all the way across the parking lot we hear this screaming, the herd coming with them two running as fast as they could. Needless to say, she runs way faster than Louis.”

      “Shit.”

      “Yup. And we couldn't get a vehicle, so we ran as far as we could go. They were still chasing us, and more were coming. We ran to the side of a building where a ladder was, climbed it and stayed up there all night long with them surrounding the building. They went dormant there, and we didn’t have a way off the building.”

      “That’s why you didn't come back?” I can’t imagine how they must have felt.

      “Yup. Eventually, some vehicles drove by, drawing the zombies away. We got down; we knew it was past the time you guys would wait. And if you were still there, we didn't want to risk drawing zombies that way. So we got a car, headed for the border and hoped we would catch you on your way home. But we didn't get lucky like you. We ran into some crazy people, they robbed us. Tried to take Bev. Jeff fought one of the guys, zombies came, he managed to get a gun from the guy he was fighting and shot them in the heads. The guys saw Jeff kill the zombies and got scared. They ran off. It was intense.” His eyes stay on them. “The whole thing was crazy.”

      “It still is. Poor Louis.” I reach for him but he flinches so I pause and pull back.

      “Sorry.” He tries to recover but there isn’t a way back from this.

      “It’s fine.” I wave it off. “Let’s finish loading the food back in and get out of here before someone comes.” I grab a bag of groceries from the ground and put it into the wet truck bed. We showered in the truck, so we didn't end up with muddy feet, which meant unloading everything we’d stolen.

      “Tanya—”

      “It’s fine. I get it, Mitch. And I don't really want to talk about it. I know, I’m a freak.”

      “You’re not a freak.” He grabs my arm, making me wince. “Oh shit, sorry. Wrong arm.” He pulls back as I place a hand on the bite mark. Since I cleaned it, it’s been aching.

      “It’s fine, seriously.” I honestly don’t want to discuss my freakiness. Or the fact he said he liked me and now he’s pulled away. It hurts, but at the same time, I also don't know how to deal with my situation.

      “Let’s go!” Mitch calls the other two, giving me one more pained glance before getting into the driver’s seat.

      A bit crushed, I climb in the back seat, bringing a banana with me. I hand one to Bev as she gets in and closes the door. She takes it and we eat quietly. I can’t imagine how scared she was when the men tried to take her. I’m glad I know that now. It’s too crazy to imagine but it gives me leeway for her. Allows for some of her mood swings. The terror of that, mixed with the guilt of Louis, must be eating at her.

      Mitch drives to the airport, the one we left from at the start of the field trip to fly to Vancouver. As he passes by the parking for the departures side of the small airport, Bev mutters, “This is a real full-circle moment.”

      It’s cold and bitter and makes me giggle, which in turn makes her giggle. We’re fully laughing when Mitch parks and the two guys give us matching disgusted stares.

      “What is wrong with you?” Mitch asks.

      But we can’t answer. We’re laughing too hard. Jeff shakes his head as he climbs out and walks to the hangar with the helicopters.

      Mitch grabs bags of food and clothes and follows, scanning the area for zombies.

      And we laugh.

      We laugh until something happens—I don't know what, but suddenly we both fall quiet and the silence is painful until she says, “I bet Ms. Mara’s car is still in the parking lot.”

      “Louis’s is,” I whisper.

      Without making a sound, tears silently slip down her cheeks and she sobs.

      I wrap an arm around her shoulders. “It wasn't your fault. None of this is anyone’s fault.” I pause, realizing I’m wrong. “Well, that’s not true. Someone is to blame, but I guarantee we will never get the chance to meet them. Someone made this happen in a lab somewhere. And they’re the reason this happened. And nothing we do trying to survive it is our fault.”

      She sniffles and snuggles into me.

      Of all the people in our group, I never imagined it would be the four of us still standing. But I’m glad it is.

      I squeeze once more and climb out. We grab bags of stuff and carry it to the helicopter.

      When we’re inside with the door closed, Jeff starts it up. The noise is almost unbearable until we put on the headsets.

      Jeff’s way too excited about this. “It’s older but it works and the tank is full. We should be in Boulder in a few hours.” He turns to Mitch. “Tell me you know the way.”

      “It’s easy. You fly southeast and you’ll hit it.” Mitch shrugs.

      “Thanks, that was useful,” Jeff shouts and lifts us off the ground. My stomach tightens with the fear of his flying capabilities, but within a few seconds were actually moving forward and he seems to know what he’s doing.

      “If you follow the highway, I can direct us that way!” Mitch shouts.

      “Okay,” Jeff shouts back. Between the two of them this is possibly going to work.

      I cross my fingers and pray silently, Please God. Please let them be in Boulder.

      She or he or they don’t answer. They never do. But the tingle in my skin convinces me that maybe, just maybe, someone is listening.

      When we fly over Boulder hours later, I’m convinced someone is listening.

      A voice comes over the radio, remarkably normal sounding, “Rogue helicopter coming in from the north, who are you and do you have any bitten on-board?”

      “We’re four from Billings, no bitten,” Jeff replies. He and Mitch glance at me. “You’re not technically a zombie.”

      “I’m bitten, Jeff. I could be contagious. We have to tell them when we get there.” I hate this, but it’s true. If I were somehow able to infect the healthy, I’d hate myself. What if I got Mason sick? Or Mitch?

      “Okay, well let’s not rush into anything,” Mitch says calmly. “Let’s get a feel for the base first. Because if they’re not going to listen about you being immune and are just going to shoot you, I’m not down for that.”

      “Me either,” Jeff agrees.

      “Nope,” Bev mutters and grips my hand. “I don’t think you’re contagious.”

      “I hope not,” I offer with a sigh and let them all decide. They’re detached from it all, whereas I’m feeling like patient zero.

      “You’re cleared to land. Follow the markers in the southeast corner of the city,” the voice says.

      “Roger that,” Jeff replies with an official sounding response.

      I’m tense and scared when we touch down, sort of the opposite of how I thought I might be. We’re surrounded by military, men with guns and stone-cold expressions.

      They’re shouting from the moment the doors open, and we are ushered away from the chopper. They say things to Jeff, asking him questions of our journey as we run.

      Mitch moves closer to me as we get to a building where the metal doors open and a man with a hard stare is waiting for us.

      It’s not at all what I thought we might find; I assumed they’d be excited we were alive and normal-ish. But they’re official and angry and asking questions.

      Bev steps forward, explaining who we are and what happened and how we ended up with a Canadian. Mitch adds details she forgets.

      “And what about you?” the man asks me, silencing everyone else.

      “Excited to see military and a city that doesn’t seem to have been infected.” I don’t know what else to say. “I’m looking for my brother and possibly my parents. They came in from Billings. I don’t know when.”

      “You’ll be given housing, jobs, rations, and the expectations are that you will all pull your weight.” His eyes dart to me. “And as for your family, we have a registration. Once you’re signed in, you can try to find their names.”

      It’s the most hope I’ve had in a week.

      Even if I think this guy will kill me.

      Maybe.
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      My footsteps on the pavement seem too noisy but they belong here, even in the dark, cold night. The city is a fortress of safety, but I squeeze Mason’s small hand as I steer him to the left. Not that I need to, he remembers where we live better than I do.

      “What time is Mom off?” he asks as he opens the gate to our small house. Six of us live here. My mom, my brother, me, and my friends.

      “Eleven,” I answer him and notice my eyes continue to scan the dark shadows here. I don’t trust this city, and I don’t know why. The moment we arrived, I felt uneasy and it hasn’t left. “Go and brush your teeth, okay?” I mutter as I open the front door and let him go in first. “Please.”

      “Fine, but I’m reading!” He gives me attitude and I smile. I missed him. And Mom. The reunion was weirdly intense. Mom sobbed like I have never seen before. She kissed Mitch and Jeff a lot, too much actually. Mason cried but he was embarrassed. He didn’t want Mitch and Jeff to see him upset. I found out then that Dad wasn’t with them. It was a bad moment, realizing my father was likely dead. Mom had stories and Mason had big eyes as she told them and he nodded along. And the beagle was fine. Is fine. Is sleeping on the sofa as we enter the house. The little brat barely lifts an eyelid to see it’s us.

      “Good evening, Buster.” I scratch his head as I close the door and point upstairs before my brother can argue.

      He’s loud on the stairs and the dog is off the sofa, running after him.

      Two peas in a sassy pod.

      “Hey, you’re home.” Mitch smiles as he walks into the living room with a book and sits next to a candle.

      “Yeah.”

      “How was the day?” he asks, cracking the book open but keeping his eyes on me.

      “Tiring. I sorted veg and fruits all day long. And I work with these dudes that don’t want to do anything. They sit and talk all day. It’s annoying.” I take off my shoes and stretch my toes. “What about you?”

      “Same. I worked on the database again. A whole day of logging names and getting something resembling order up and running. I think they’re going to try to pull some scam, pretending the president is set up somewhere here, and make it sound like we’re a lot more organized than we are. Trying to keep the lawlessness to a minimum. They’re sending riders out like a postal service to get correspondences to places and see if there are others doing as well as we are.”

      “What?” I scoff. “The president? Who is going to believe that?”

      “We both know there are people who will. I’m not even sure the president is alive. I heard the entire East Coast is a mess. God knows who’s actually still with us from the government.”

      “Yikes.” I stroll into the kitchen to take my meds. It’s the last dose of the antibiotics. I take it and pull my shirt to the side, wincing when I see the infection is still there. I’m certain I need to see a doctor, but the perfect bite mark is not something I can show anyone. Not now that the city is rounding up the bitten. Honestly, there’s no hiding this. I can practically see Lululemon’s teeth in the wound.

      There is only one option.

      I don’t like it but it’s all I’ve come up with in the last few days.

      When I’m certain this is the only option, that or be taken by the scary military guys, I decide to ask Mitch to help.

      “Hey,” I say softly as I walk back into the living room. “Can you do me a favor?”

      Mitch’s eyes lift from the book he holds cracked in the dim light of the candle. “What?”

      “It’s crazy, but can you cut my bite off or burn the hell out of it so I can see a doctor? It’s getting worse. I can feel it. I’m sick, Mitch.”

      “What?” He sits up, closing the book and cringing. “No.”

      “Fine.” I sigh, defeated, and turn to the kitchen where the best weapons are. I have to do it before I lose my nerve.

      “Tan, don’t do this.” Mitch gets up from the chair. “It’s a terrible idea. You could end up really wounded.”

      “It’s better than dying from this infection or ending up labeled one of the bitten. Did you hear about that? They’re rounding them up.” I stare at him, hating the fear in his gaze. “I’ll do it myself if you’ll look after Mason while I run to the hospital.”

      “Hospital, what for?” Bev asks as she enters the kitchen from the back room. Jeff is hot on her heels.

      “I’m going to cut this off or burn it and get my mom to clean it, and we’re all going to pretend it’s a wound. Just a normal one.” I point at the bite. “I heard today they’re inspecting more people for bite marks, and they’re all paranoid about the ones who survived the bite. Rounding them up.”

      “I heard that too.” Jeff nods. “I heard the survivors who were bitten but lived were all electrocuted in some way during the bite. Like there’s a dude with a pacemaker, and he electrocuted the zombie as it bit him.”

      “And that reset the nanobots? They must be programmed to kill, spread and kill, and the electrocution resets them. They go back to their base programming, which is probably hibernate. Holy shit.” Mitch has it all figured out before I can get a deep breath in.

      “My mom will help me. She’s already been keeping an eye on it, cleaning it. She scrubbed it the other day to take off a bunch of dead flesh. She said it necrotized or something. Asked if I got bit by a dog. I lied and told her I did.”

      “It doesn’t look like a dog bite.” Bev lifts an eyebrow dubiously.

      “I know, that’s the problem. If I end up getting checked, or if anyone sees it, I’m in the roundup.”

      “Jesus, fine. I’ll do it,” Mitch snaps and gets up, storming into the kitchen. “We’ll cut it so the teeth marks are gone. You can say you fell and cut it on a tool in the backyard shed. There’s a virtual Tanya trap back there anyway.”

      “Thanks!” I say, adding a bit of extra attitude.

      “I’m not watching this.” Bev scowls and grabs Jeff’s hand, pulling him to the stairs. “We’ll watch Mason while you go.” They leave us alone, me and Mitch who is scouring the drawer for the correct weapon.

      “Just use anything!” I say angrily.

      “Fine!” He’s angry or scared or both. He grabs a knife, dumps some of the vodka Jeff found in the back shed on it, drinks a shot of it, and walks to me with the most intense look on his face. His eyes are fiery with rage.

      He breathes heavily three times before he grabs my shoulder, digging in with his fingers and shaking his head. He takes a second then lowers the knife.

      The searing pain of the cut is unbearable. I nearly take a knee as he filets me. A sound of crying and screaming and trying to muffle that leaves my lips and fingers but it’s noisy. My eyes flutter and for one second I am certain I’m going to pass out. I cling to the counter with one hand and muffle my face with the other, and then as fast as it started, it’s over.

      The cutting is done. Mitch rushes to the sink, he throws up, and I drop to my knees as blood pours down my arm and hand.

      My fingers are dripping blood all over the floor.

      My brain isn’t functioning.

      The pain is overwhelming and I’m gagging and crying and shaking.

      It hurts everywhere.

      And then he’s back. He has a cloth and he’s pressing it on the wound and I cry louder. He helps me up and drags me from the house.

      “Hold this!” he snaps and presses my hand on the rag. I’m blind with pain and tears.

      He lifts me and carries me, running as fast as he can to the hospital which is only two blocks away. We got our house based on the fact my mom is a nurse and needs a house close to the hospital.

      He rushes the doors. Blood has seeped through the cloth, and people are asking questions.

      He sounds panicked, my mom is hurrying over. She’s upset.

      Mitch says, “Tripped and sliced.” And it’s all I catch.

      Mom is upset and I’m in a room with a bed and a man is looking at it. He winces and says something to Mom.

      She hurries off. Her footsteps are loud on the floor, despite all the other patients.

      Mitch is taken by another man; they leave me with a nurse I don’t know. She’s applying pressure and I’m still sort of crying. I don’t know if it’s pain or fear or what.

      The man comes back, he pulls the cloth back and nods. He says, “Antibiotics too,” and he’s gone.

      It’s a whirlwind of moving and talking and cleaning and needles and bandaging. When they’re done, I’m numb on the side where the bite is but my whole arm is covered in blood.

      Mitch hasn’t come back and my mom hasn’t either.

      I’m sitting on the bed, staring at the puddle of my blood on the floor. It doesn’t move. It’s an old-fashioned puddle. It just sits there and glistens.

      A guy comes in, he’s loud and talking and annoying. He’s a patient I think too. He sits across from me, his reflection in the red puddle.

      When no one else is there, he leans forward and the puddle loses him so I lift my face.

      His eyes dart to my wound and he smirks. “Tried to cut the bite mark off? It won’t work. It heals right up. The bots heal you. They’re going to know.” He’s smug. But he doesn’t know me.

      “I’m not bitten,” I lie.

      “Yes, you are. I feel it on you. But it’s different. Like my bots know you have bots, but they don’t speak.”

      “What?” I am so lost. And how does he know so much?

      “I’m Liam,” he says and I have a bad feeling. A bad feeling about him, and me.
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      Lou

      Lee’s smug grin flashes at us across the field as we make our way to her with the riders behind us.

      I’m trying to take it all in but the image of Erin telling me to kill her sister if I have to runs through my head on repeat. Despite every sound echoing in my ears: the crunching of the grass, the guards’ horses breathing too heavily, the heartbeats amongst us blending and mixing, all creating a tempo. I take a deep breath of the warm breeze, noting the sun feels hotter even though we’re more north.

      The bots in my blood are working hard to save me from the anxiousness I’m drowning in. I’ve wanted to see Lee, rescue Lee, help Lee from the moment I tried to convince her not to become one of us. I was angry with her for choosing that fate, but I never imagined this would happen. That she would change this much, or this would be how we’d find her.

      She doesn't appear to need any saving. Or want it.

      The glinting crown on her head and the way she welcomes us, as if this is her house and we’re coming for dinner, is creepy. It’s ominous for sure.

      “Princess Lee, your guests have arrived,” one of the guards on the horses shouts at her as we get closer, as if our arrival isn’t completely obvious. She’s right in front of us.

      “Welcome, friends and family.” She holds her arms out as she walks to us. She’s so different I would think Erin had taken over her body. Cocky and confident and weird. The glint in Lee’s eyes is not her own. Liam has done something to her and I’m going to kill him for it.

      “Look, pod bitch, give me back my sister,” Erin says bitterly. She is ready to fight.

      “Erin, don't.” I put a hand on her tensed arm, nervous of how her fingers ball.

      “Listen to Lou, Erin,” Lee teases, trying to rile her sister up.

      Erin’s vibrating, probably with the desire to choke and kill. It’s her MO and something that’s hardly altered since the changeover. Her desire to end lives barely dulled after the bots. She has mellowed just enough to control some of her rage.

      “Lou, why don't you come with me?” Lee offers her arm as she gets close enough. “King Liam wants to see you. The rest of you should tour the grounds. It’s pretty awesome here. You can pick out a spot to build your house. I have some pull with the man.” She winks. “Maybe I can get you bumped up the list.”

      “Why would anyone want to live here?” Erin scoffs.

      “I want the tour too.” I stop walking and change the subject before they fight over building locations. Everyone else stops too. We’re in some weird standoff that's making my stomach tingle with alarms.

      “Oh, you’ll get the tour. King Liam can’t help but brag about it.” She rolls her eyes and for a second I see Lee. Old Lee. Maybe she isn’t completely lost in her Stepford body. Maybe I don't have to kill her. Maybe if I just get her alone, I can try to figure out how to get him out of her head.

      “Fine,” I agree and follow, not taking her arm.

      “Lou,” Kyle warns with his tone.

      “I’ll be okay, trust me.” I turn back to everyone, shaking my head at Kyle who has that gleam in his glare, the one suggesting he will be following me.

      “We’ll wait for you.” Leah grabs Kyle’s arm, holding him back.

      Miles almost takes a step forward but I scowl. “For reals, give me a minute.” I put a hand up and quickly dart my eyes to Lee, hinting that I’d love to be alone with her.

      “A minute,” Leah agrees. “The rest of us will take the tour. I’ve never seen a castle before. This is kinda awesome. A castle in Canada, who knew?”

      “Right! I’ll see you in a minute.” I turn and follow Lee, hurrying to catch up with her.

      “So what’s new?” Lee asks, as if this is a hallway at school and life couldn't be simpler—instead of a field in front of some half-built castle behind a huge wall with the large gate doors open. It reminds me of something you’d find in the middle of Scotland or England, not Canada.

      “Lee, why are you with Liam? Why didn't you want to come home with us? He’s in your head—”

      “What home, Lou?” She laughs, sounding completely bitchy. “King Liam said you guys would go to some place called Cashmere, and you would stay there, but that it wasn't a safe place for us. And he knew you would eventually find your way here to see us. I mean he did invite you after all.”

      “Lee—”

      “Lou.” She stops and turns, grabbing me by both arms and squeezing slightly. “Just give him a chance, okay? Promise? Actually listen to what he has to say!”

      “Why is he building a castle?” I ignore her questions and change the subject.

      “Because he’s a king, why else? And this is the new republic. Canada and the US will be one, with one leader and no more party politics or voting or costs to the people or corrupt senators. He’s the only leader we need.” She says it all with a laugh, maybe thinking it’s a common-sense explanation.

      As we near the gate, my stomach tenses as the bots try to soothe me. I stop walking and gape at the army in front of us. He wasn’t kidding.

      They’re zombies.

      All of them.

      They’re building the wall and the castle beyond it.

      “He’s actually controlling the zombies?” My mouth dries with the hot wind seeing so many of them surrounding us. It’s exactly how he said it would be. He has done everything he said he could and would. The hum coming off them is incredible. My skin ripples with the mass recognition. I lift an arm and notice the hairs standing on end.

      “Yeah. He’s a genius.” She sighs as though she means dreamboat. “He put out a call for them. They’ve been joining us for months. Coming from all over America.” She points to the left side of the castle where the tree line is, making my eyes widen to the point they strain. The edge of the forest is lined with the undead. A massive stream of them are slowly making their way here, staggering and stumbling and moving with whatever they have left in them. The bots driving them forward, all heading to one location. This one.

      “What the hell?”

      “It’s a siren call. Jacquard made it up and blasts it from the towers at the perimeters of town at night for twenty minutes. The bots hear it and blast it too. They share it, spreading it with their mouths. Eventually, he should be able to make it so the bots all update and communicate with one another better. Instead of recognizing the hum or the signal, they’ll share information.”

      His plan, Liam’s evil scheme, hits me like a piece of wood to the side of the head.

      It’s as he said, he controls the bots.

      He controls us.

      He is controlling Lee.

      She is a pod bitch. He is actually controlling her.

      Holy shit.

      He is bringing back the internet, but we are the connection. We are the modem. And the joke he made about it all wasn’t a joke.

      My brain does laps, moving in a way it never has before, finding truth in her words and almost justifying his actions with common sense that adds up too quickly. The bots want me to like this plan. To see the merit in it. But I don’t. I see slaves and mindless victims. Including my friend.

      “Smart, huh?” She smiles and starts walking toward the large dark gates built into the arch of the doorway.

      “Smart,” I agree but I’m not happy he’s so clever. I want to be terrified but that emotion isn’t really available to me.

      I know I need to see Liam and assess how to end this, but when we get inside the gates, I almost turn and run.

      The grounds are flooded with the undead and dead and the smell is unbearable.

      A mountain of dead animals sits in the middle of what might someday be a courtyard. A circle of biters is around it, eating, gnawing at the carcasses.

      “He has them rotate. They eat every five hours. Drink every two hours.” She nods at the trough where the undead are drinking with their faces in the water, like some kind of freak show.

      My skin crawls but I can’t stop staring at what’s before me.

      It’s insane and yet completely brilliant. Horribly genius.

      “He’s caring for them—you see that, right? They eat and drink and rest. No one hurts them. They build and clean and hunt. They’re smart and it’s not their fault they’re this way. It’s not any of our faults.” She loses some of that smugness and sounds like normal Lee. She might actually believe in this without his Stepford programming. “Why shouldn't they have something resembling a life? They were all people once. They deserve to be taken care of. So there are massive barns being built where they will live. And this will be a beautiful courtyard.”

      We pass them unnoticed, as always. We are one of them in some twisted sense.

      “Where’s Harold.” I ask snidely.

      “I don’t know. He left one day and we haven’t seen him since.” The lack of care in her voice is opposite mine. I wanted to kill Harold, which I’m sure is why he left. He knew eventually I would be here and I would want blood.

      The front steps to the castle are decorative concrete, poured and formed to look almost like brick but not. It’s smooth and has no real seams.

      The front door is elaborately carved wood with cast iron hardware.

      She points at the doors. “The bots made this art. Jacquard can program them to do anything he wants, but they have to be connected. We’re working on the wireless. And that’s not all. The clean ones cook and clean and are inside.” Two of the biters dressed in regular clothes, not tattered at all, open the heavy dark wooden doors for us. They make a slight creak as they expose a bustling interior.

      Maids, builders, cleaners, and normal people like Lee move in a constant stream, almost like traffic in the old world. They ignore the others around them, doing their work only. But something is off. They move too fluidly.

      It dawns on me what’s missing. Personalities.

      They’re nearly dead inside, expressionless and cold, unable to see the others around them, stuck on their tasks. They’re robots. Ants. This is an anthill.

      “Come on!” Lee hurries inside. She’s the only bit of color and vibrancy in this castle. The only animated person besides the guards who rode out to us. It’s as if Liam left some of Lee’s personality behind when he changed her. Or maybe he tried to make her programming as accurate as possible. That’s even creepier.

      She rushes up some stairs to the second floor. I lose her as I slowly climb, taking it all in.

      The shadows of the corridors and stairwell are creepy, maybe haunted by the silent screams of the people trapped in their bodies.

      Where Lee’s heart sounds calm, my own heartbeat makes attempts at racing, but the bots lower it, giving me a shiver. Light floods the top of the wide, winding stone staircase as the first part of this level is open and airy.

      The floors are plywood and not all the windows are in, so the warmth of summer penetrates the space.

      Lee strolls casually, so comfortably, to where he is.

      Liam.

      Seeing him again almost causes a reaction in me but I fight to control it.

      Part of the problem is he’s so damned hot, he draws the eye. He reminds me of a model, leaning on the thick stone wall and staring out an open space where a window will likely go. He’s so different from everyone else. He feels different. He hums in a way that draws me to him, not me but my body. My bots. They want to be near him, as if they have chosen him as our leader, and I have no say in it.

      But why him?

      He doesn't appear to be anything more than a smoke show in his early twenties. He’s a regular guy in a white tee shirt and light denim jeans. His dark hair is lighter than it was before and his skin is more tanned, no doubt from a summer here, spent building this place.

      But technically he’s just a dude.

      So why him?

      His eyes remain on the grounds below, but he speaks to me, “I have missed you, Lou.”

      “Why, Liam? You don’t even know me.” I don’t mince words with him. There is no point. I suspect he’s smarter than all of us, and maybe that’s why the bots have chosen him. Leah’s description of him makes him sound like he’s a genius, and he likely was before the bots ever came along. Perhaps the combination is perfect.

      “Because you’re like me,” his tone softens suggesting he isn’t happy about that. In fact, he sounds the opposite. As if maybe he feels sorry for us both. “Leave us please,” he says and Lee nods, turning on her heel and stalking away, annoyed perhaps. There’s displeasure in her eyes as they flicker to mine as she walks past me. Her footsteps on the stairs are noisier going down than they were coming up.

      “I’m not like you,” I defend myself, taking a few steps toward him across the expansive room, noting the large hallway being framed to the right, leading somewhere with doorways off it.

      “You are.” He turns and smiles at me and something inside pulls me forward more. “You’re special.”

      “I don't know about that.” He might be right. I might be different, but I haven’t told anyone about sucking the other bots into me. I think it’s why my lights glow a little brighter than everyone else’s. “What’s so special about you?” I ask, genuinely curious why he thinks he’s fit to be king of the undead. “Why are the bots so convinced you’re the rightful leader?”

      “Unwavering confidence in myself, my abilities.” He pushes off the wall and walks to me, taking long strides until he’s right in front of me, looming over me. “Intelligence, beyond what the bots gave us. The ability to read people. The ability to act with no emotional ties to anything trivial like guilt. I see what the greater good is without bias. My connection to my bots is exceptional and I’m accepting of the knowledge they’re trying to bestow on me. I remain humble, as their servant. Together we’re able to see the bigger picture and do what is necessary.” He scowls as his eyes lock on mine, holding them hostage. “There are too many reasons I think I’m special. I think my whole life has been bringing me to this moment. And I think together we can ensure the world will never get to where it was when it ended. Never again.” He’s being honest, he believes this. He’s not tooting his own horn; he’s genuinely convinced he’s mankind’s greatest chance at survival. “Do you like the castle?”

      “It’s weird,” I answer too quickly, his words still ringing in my ears. The bots believe them too, I can feel that. It’s not the first time this has happened with him.

      “Weird?” The answer baffles him. “How?”

      “You don't think it’s weird that you’re building a giant castle in Canada in the middle of a field using the biters?” I point over my shoulder at the wall as if the biters are right there. “You don't see that if you said that sentence before the world ended, you’d think it was about some dark fantasy novel?” I can’t look away. I’m held hostage by his eyes.

      “I guess.” He smiles and too many things in me light up. “Why do your eyes glow, Lou? No one else’s eyes glow, just yours. Not even mine.”

      I blink, wondering if they’re glowing now. “Why don't yours, if you’re so special?” I too crack a grin, but I mean for him to take offense to it.

      He doesn't answer, just takes my hand in his and traps it beneath the other, sandwiched. He stares at me as he gently cups my hand between his. My fingers grow warm and my body tightens.

      “You and I are meant to be together and everything in our lives has brought us to this moment. This crescendo. And we will rule this world together.” It’s the most insane thing I’ve ever heard.

      “What—what are you talking about?” I snatch my hand from him, turning and taking a step back. “I still have a boyfriend and you don't even know me.” My back hits the wall behind me.

      “I told you before, I don’t care about him.” He takes advantage of my inability to move and steps into my personal bubble, hovering over me like a bad cloud. “And we don't need to know one another. We hum the same. We glow brighter than anyone else. We are the same. Your eyes glowing is a sign that you are meant to be my queen.” His words are as intense as his stare, and both soften at the same time. “Give me a day to prove to you that we are meant to be together. Please.” He almost begs. “Just one day. And if you don't feel it, I’ll let you and your friends go.”

      “I came here to take Lee home and stop you from changing all the humans. That’s all. I don't care if you want to live up here in the middle of nowhere and call yourself king. I don't care about how you rule the world. I just want to live in my small corner of it, free of this craziness.” I hold my own but deep inside I know against him I might not be able to. “I also want you to leave the people alone. Don't go after the normal people. Just let them live on their own.”

      “Why would I do that?” He doesn't step back or move at all. He’s so close I can taste him in the air and feel the heat of his body making mine work harder at staying cool.

      “Because we don't know what the bots have done to us. What if we can’t get pregnant? The normal people might have to repopulate the world.”

      “Why on my green earth would I ever want them to repopulate?” He wrinkles his nose and I realize his evil plan is more diabolical than I imagined. “Why would I want them spreading their inferiority? Their free will is why we are here.”

      Oh God.

      He’s going to repopulate the world with us?

      He’s going to infect everyone with bots and get us to breed and the babies will be bot babies.

      I don’t know what to say about that. Beyond, I have to stop him. At any cost.

      “Now, let’s get to the tour.” He links his arm in mine and I don't think I can pull it away. I don’t think my body will let me.
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      “And this is the southern rampart.” Liam acts so smug I can barely stand near him without having homicidal thoughts. That or running away as fast as I can with Lee over my shoulder.

      Unfortunately, my bots are buzzing with something else. It’s like a Disney movie where the two main characters couldn't be more different, and the woodland creatures are trying to get them to see that they’re a match made in heaven. Except, in this story the woodland creatures are played by tiny robots and the match they’re trying to make leads to death, not mine though. I’m ready for him, I think. I hope. If I can get my bots to agree.

      At least I see Liam for who and what he is. A psychopath, for sure. Well, Leah said psychopath and she’s super smart, so I’m going to assume she’s right. But he’s also something else, something more. How did he know to give permission to the bots?

      “Why do you need a rampart?” I ask as if I know what a rampart is. I’m assuming he means the huge wall we’re standing on overlooking the fields. It surrounds the castle. My castle lore is rusty as hell.

      “Protection,” he says so casually, as though I should have known that.

      “From what?” I laugh. “You have an undead army—”

      “Drones,” he corrects me. “We call them drones. They’re workers. Doers.”

      “What?” He’s confusing. “Like in a hive?”

      “Precisely. You and I are thinkers. They are doers.”

      “I thought we used the word ‘plotter’ for you,” I say cautiously.

      “I do like to plot,” he remarks, his eyes narrowing. “I’ve been thinking about you a lot since we last saw one another,” he changes the subject.

      “Why?” His words make me uncomfortable.

      “I told you, your eyes.” He steps closer, staring down on me. “I want to know why they glow like that.”

      “I don’t know.” I take a step back, fighting to stay calm. “They just do.”

      “Have they done that since you were bitten?”

      “I guess. Why?” Could he know what I did? “You’re obsessed with it and you keep asking me the same questions over and over. I told you, I don’t know.”

      “I can’t help but be curious. You’re different. The bots react oddly within you. I wonder if they recognize you as your father’s daughter, perhaps detecting the lineage there.”

      “Why would nanobots care if I am my father’s daughter?” He’s losing me.

      “Would they not have a special relationship with their maker’s daughter?” His eyes widen a little as he smiles, charming me. I suspect it’s intentionally done. “You are their queen. Perhaps I am the right leader, but maybe you are the rightful one.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think so.” I scoff.

      “I do. And Dr. Jacquard wants to see if I’m correct.” He leads me by the arm to another doorway, not the one we came in.

      “He’s here?” I ask.

      “Of course, where else would he be?” Liam shakes his head slowly before pausing in the doorway and gazing back over the land and army. “Did you know that during the feudal system there was a stability rarely seen without proper slavery, and the lives of the people were the safest for the time?”

      “Isn’t feudalism slavery?” I don't recall much about it, but I’m pretty sure it’s bad. We studied it a couple of years ago and I might have paid attention to half of it.

      “No.” His eyes find mine, shining with passion. “It’s a trade, safety and security and protection for goods and services. And it’s control. It’s basically communism, a simpler form of it. And we’re practically living it now. A leader protects his or her people and they work to keep life going. To keep the order in this world.”

      “Yeah, but they’re like robots.” I point to the zombies below.

      “They are, but Lee isn’t. You aren’t. I’m not. We’re still us. Just improved upon.” He scowls as if I am missing the point. “Don’t you feel it? The lack of messiness? The lack of emotional neediness and even a void where there used to be excessive emotions? We’re the new humans. The new species, a combination of science, evolution, and genetics, adding what is necessary, what we have been missing all this time. And subtracting that which we have never needed.” He steps closer, leaving the doorway. He takes my hand in his and squeezes. “You feel it too. You feel the balance and harmony inside yourself?”

      And he’s right.

      I hate it but he’s right. He’s crazy and evil but also correct.

      My mind takes a short trip back to before.

      I was emotional. I was needy. I was imbalanced.

      And I haven’t really been that way. Even with the pressures I’ve faced and the trauma of my losses. I’ve stayed on an even keel through it all. Kyle and the way I feel about him and us, our relationship, runs through my mind. I wonder if I am as attached to him as I could be. I’ve been able to leave him and not give it much thought.

      “See?” Liam smiles. His eyes are lit with a sparkle I haven’t noticed before. “The bots are here to help us. And who are we to say this wasn't God’s plan? Or the evolutionary destiny for us all? Maybe we were meant to advance to the point we could save ourselves from ourselves.”

      His words could be true. They feel true.

      “Humans are messy and destructive. Child abuse. Sexual assault. Domestic violence. Animal cruelty. Depression. Toxic masculinity. Addictions. Need. Want.” His tone lowers as if he doesn't want to say the next words, but he can’t help it. “Obsession. Murder. Fantasy. Greed. Worship. Laziness. It’s all gone. Inside us is the new dawn, the new way people will be. Like bees, we’ll live for the greater good. We’ll help one another. We’ll become what we were always meant to be.” He lifts my hand and places it on his chest, right over his heart. “Our emotional bodies will be controlled and contained. The recklessness of free will shall be a thing of the past. One heartbeat, one people, one goal. Save ourselves and this dying planet.”

      Just like the last time he gave me this spiel, I’m convinced for half a second, completely sold on his brand of Kool-Aid, before my brain reminds me, He is a psycho and a liar.

      “We keep having this conversation when we see each other. But what about free will? What about choosing for yourself? We can’t control people and force things on them. We have to let people be who they are. Not some hive mind.”

      “Where has free will gotten us in the last three thousand years? Women have never been safe. Children either. The earth was so heavily populated and run by corrupt capitalists, we were dying. What was so great about free will?”

      Again, I gulp in the words and images he creates. It makes sense. It makes more sense this time than the last one. Is he doing something to me? Did he make me believe this or are the bots listening because they want to or is this making sense because it does? Whatever it is, I don't have an answer to the question. What was so great about the world before?

      “Imagine a world where your Littles are just safe and free.” He hammers it home with my kryptonite. “They walk through the streets safe at all times. No more worrying or stressing.”

      He turns and walks through the door, pulling me gently. I don't drag my hand from his, I don't know why. I let him hold my hand and lead me and convince me of everything. My fight is gone. Liam, King Crazy Pants, is right and I have no argument for that.

      “There’s something I want you to see.” He guides me down a massive hallway and a flight of stairs I didn't come up.

      The castle is huge.

      “Also, if you don’t mind”—he leads us along a corridor that’s nearly finished—"like I said before, I’d like Dr. Jacquard to have a look at your bots,” he asks casually. “And he’s quite eager.”

      “What? Why?” That makes me pull back. My paranoia resets the weird effect he has on me, almost compelling me. What if Dr. Jacquard sees that I’ve taken bots from other people? Dead people?

      “So he can try to figure out why you’re glowing so much more than anyone else?” He says it like it’s a question and I’m being unreasonable. I might be, but I also did something creepier than anyone else has done. I don't want Liam to know that is possible. He might be right about humans being like locusts, but it doesn't detract from his God complex. “Don’t you want to know why?”

      “No. I don't want to know why. I don't care.”

      “Well, I do.” He spins and his tone changes. “Why are you being like this?”

      “Like what? Let’s not forget that you and I aren’t friends, Liam. You trapped me in a house. Tried to trick me. Then tried to kidnap my family. And you are building a castle with your own home-grown undead army. How is it unreasonable that I don't want to be pulled apart and dissected by the guy who helped start the zombie apocalypse?” I add some extra tone to match his. My bots struggle to contain my annoyance. “I don’t trust you.”

      “You mean the guy who helped your father start the apocalypse?” he says cheekily.

      “Yeah.” I don’t try to defend my father. The bitterness of his being part of this isn’t gone. It might never be. The bots want it gone. They want me to see the brilliance in it all. But I refuse. I refuse to see that this is better. I understand Liam’s words and reasoning, but I will never commit to the belief that this is better.

      My mother is dead.

      She had no idea how much I loved her because I had no idea how much until she was gone, and I can’t change that. This world sucks. The parts missing are too large to agree to it being better.

      The disagreement springs to life a different kind of reasoning, the parts attached to my old feelings, and it starts to trickle back in, taking over again. My common sense, the human kind that can’t be replicated by bots, is back.

      Maybe we were killing the earth and each other, maybe kids were starving and women were oppressed. But we had love. We had our thoughts. And now mine might not be free. What if they can report back to Dr. Jacquard? What if Liam can see the things I think? My teenaged brain whispers about the shame of him knowing I find him hot, but I push that to the bottom of the list of important facts he might find in my head.

      I can’t let them see.

      “Look.” Liam points, holding his hand into the doorway we’re next to. I walk in ahead of him, contemplating getting out of an appointment with Dr. Jacquard. But the room sucks all thoughts from me. It’s stunning. It’s circular with a wooden beam floor.

      The walls are filled with windows made of stained glass, huge panels depicting scenes from history and literature. Romeo and Juliet. Adam and Eve. Lady Liberty being floated into the New York Harbor. The Times Square kiss with the nurse and the sailor. Martin Luther King giving his “I Have a Dream” speech. And so many more.

      It’s crazy and beautiful and sort of creepy to see weirdly random and heroic moments in our past and culture displayed on the walls as if they’re worshipped. Commemorated in art made by zombies preprogrammed to do so.

      But the art and the carved walls that give me a mild Viking hall sort of feel are not the reason we are in this room. I see that straightaway.

      “Do you like it?” he asks and I suspect he’s testing me. He’s not a hundred-percent certain I understand the reference or importance of a giant round table with carved chairs around it.

      “It’s cool. Who are the knights who sit here?” I ask, cocking an eyebrow like I’m kidding, but continuing to think about how to get out of the Dr. Jacquard thing.

      “We will create a council. Together. Choosing people who are opposite thinkers, to challenge us. But to ensure all voices are represented.” He is way too proud of this whole thing. Like smug on crack.

      “Okay, well it’s super cool and that’s a great idea. But I should probably be finding my friends.” I fold my arms and wait for his shitty reaction to this. It’s surely coming. “Before they worry.”

      “You disappoint me,” he says flatly and something stabs me in the back.

      Everything goes dark.
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      Just hang on, words drift into my mind. They’re part of a dream or thoughts or something hazy that’s floating about, maybe in the air around me.

      “Is she all right?” a voice I recognize asks.

      “She’s fine. I’m just running the diagnostics,” a man says. I would know his voice anywhere. Dr. Jacquard. “I’ll send word for you when I’m done.”

      “Fine,” Liam mutters with a sigh and a door closes. He’s gone. His buzz is gone with him.

      “He’s gone, you can stop pretending to sleep,” Dr. Jacquard whispers.

      “I wasn’t pretending,” I whisper back. “I just woke.” I blink. My eyes are fuzzy for a moment before they focus on the older man’s face. He’s paler than the last time I saw him. More grizzled maybe too. “What happened?”

      “He had you knocked out with horse tranquilizers so he could force you to come in here and be tested.” His eyes widen. “And with good reason, I see.” His tone suggests he knows my dirty little secret.

      “I had to,” I say, almost sitting up but noticing the tightness on my head. There’s something blocking me from moving.

      “Oh, I am certain you did.” He lifts his eyebrows even more. “Did your bots demand the joining or did the other bots come to you on their own?”

      “I don’t know,” I answer truthfully. “But you can’t tell him.”

      “I have no intention of telling him. I intend to use this.” He smiles wide. “I need your help. And we don’t have a lot of time, so I’ll cut to the chase.”

      “My help?” I ask. “With what?”

      “I met someone recently. She’s different like you. It gave me an idea. And now that I understand what your bizarre talents are, that plan has been altered slightly; it will be even more efficient now.”

      “Okay.” I have no idea what he’s talking about.

      “Liam thinks I’m under his spell. But I planned for my bots to die inside this girl Liam found, taking all my knowledge with me. For some reason, she burns up the bots. Her body can’t sustain them. She hums, making the camouflage so the undead don’t see her, but her bots don’t work. They’re numb. Something in her electrical system interferes with them. Biomagnetics maybe.”

      “That’s unique.”

      “It’s more than unique. And instead of letting her kill the bots, I’m going to let you kill me, Lou,” his voice cracks but he smiles like he’s crazy. “My knowledge will be imparted to you. And you alone will know how to stop this madness.”

      I open my mouth to speak, to protest this, but I can’t. He’s brilliant. It’s a great idea. I hate that it’s a great idea.

      “But you need the girl. Liam doesn’t know what she can do. Like you, she’s an anomaly. I’ve kept her hidden in a house not far from here. When you kill me, you’ll get the information.” He’s serious. He wants to die and he wants me to kill him, and it’s the best plan we’ve had yet.

      “I can’t believe you don’t agree with this, Liam’s craziness. You made the bots.” I’m a bit taken aback by the whole plan and betrayal.

      “Yes, I did. And I never intended for them to be used like this. What he’s doing here, it’s madness, all of it. Liam is an ex-patient of a mental institute for the criminally insane. He was already switched off, as far as humanity goes, when this started. The bots have processed him and decided his emotional indifference to the world and lack of compassion make him the ultimate candidate for their strengths. Don’t you see?”

      “See what?”

      “They’re evolving. They’ve taken their core programming and grown with it. Help humans, heal humans has become ensure humans survive in the simplest and easiest way.” His eyes narrow and for a second I think maybe he’s seeing something I’m not. “They were a brilliant invention with the purest of intentions. And then the military applications came into play.”

      “Why do they want me to be with Liam?”

      “You feel it?” Dr. Jacquard’s gaze focuses on me again. “The pull and call and lure of him? They’re doing that on purpose. They can control so much about us. But our bodies want to resist. Our minds want to fight them. Did you happen to have the dream, your mother calling to you, telling you to run?”

      “I did.”

      “Common reaction to the activation of the bots. Your brain was fighting back, giving you a dream or a message from someone you trusted, telling you that you weren’t safe. Warning you that the activation of the other bots had occurred.”

      “That’s creepy.”

      “More than creepy. You have been invaded. And now they want to take you to their leader and make you bend the knee. And he is all about the knee bending, that one.” He points his thumb at the door behind him.

      “Is something wrong with me then too? Why are the bots choosing me?”

      “Something is wrong with you, like this other girl. And the diagnostics won’t reveal the problem. I don’t have answers. It would take me years to solve that riddle. Years we don’t have. All I could determine was you have taken bots from other people, killing them and taking their information. There’s memory left behind.”

      “Memories, skills, everything. The bots are reprogramming me to make me a better weapon.”

      “Then you need to be careful. They’re doing it to deliver you to him. They’re making you for him. Nothing they’re doing is for you or your benefit. This is all for the cause.” He sighs, slumping his shoulders. “They serve him in the same way he serves them.”

      “Great.”

      “It is great. You and the other girl, you two combined can stop him. Your evolved bots and knowledge and her strange ability to destroy is the answer to the riddle of how to solve this.” He smiles softly but there is a glint in his eyes.

      “You should know, you will save us all from this, but there’s a chance you or she will die in the process.” He bites his lip and nods as if convincing himself this is for the greater good. That is the cost. A girl dying. “It’s unfortunate, she’s a nice kid like you. But you can’t let that interfere. You have to do this.”

      “And your bots have all the answers?” I ask, completely confused on almost everything he’s talking about.

      “They do.” He stares at the floor for a moment. “I just want to be sure that you will do as I ask, no matter the cost.” He lifts his eyes to mine. Fury and passion and maybe some regret burn in them. “Promise me, you will end this.”

      “I promise.” I don't hesitate.

      “You have to see where this will end if you don’t. Babies born with bots in them, controllable by bots. A world with no free will. Our humanity is attached to that. We are only human because of our souls, our spirits, our ability to love and choose based on that. He thinks this tidy world of preprogrammed artificial intelligence and the ability to control the chaos is where the future is going. He doesn't realize he isn’t offering us a future; he’s offering us a colony. He’s colonizing and he can’t understand that.”

      “Yeah, I saw the artwork in the round room.”

      “Exactly my point. I don’t know if Liam sees the irony in zombies—humans without humanity—making tributes out of humanity’s triumphs and tribulations. He doesn't see he’s ruining everything we are because he’s never been able to understand or enjoy the messy parts of being human.”

      “He’s not exactly wrong on some parts,” I confess, still sensing the truth of his words ringing in my head.

      “No, he’s not. His intense brand of brutal rationality is not wrong. It’s just not human.” Dr. Jacquard wrinkles his brow. “Let him think you are starting to see his point of view. That he might be winning you over after this little meeting. Give me a chance to rework my plan and set everything up. I’ll need to reach the girl and make it back here. Tonight, meet me in the field north of the castle. We’ll do it there, then you must get to the girl as quick as possible. And end this.”

      “Tonight.” I nod once but I’m not entirely ready for this. I don't fully understand what this is. And I won’t until I have his bots in me.

      “No matter what, he can’t figure out a way to harvest bots and absorb them. The moment he has that, we’re done,” he says the most important part of this.

      But I don't have a chance to respond as the door opens and Lee comes sauntering in. She smiles wide. “Any idea what’s going on with our little patient?”

      “Damage to the frontal lobe from the initial electrocution. Other than that I’m baffled as to why her eyes would glow when no one else’s do.” Dr. Jacquard shrugs then unstraps me from the machine. “You are free to go, Lou.”

      “Gee thanks.” I get up abruptly and walk past Lee, not hiding my annoyance with her or him. It’s not an act, but I need to make sure I’m convincingly pissed.

      “Why are you still mad? Dude, you see the plan. You see what King Liam is trying to accomplish.”

      “Yeah, I get it,” I say as I turn and face her, ensuring the tone is legit. “I understand and even see his point. But you know what I don't get, is how you can turn your back on all of us. The Littles, me, Erin, all of us. You chose some guy over us? That’s lame, Lee.”

      “You’re lame.” She folds her arms. “If you can’t just admit he’s right and this is the solution mankind has needed for like a thousand years, then you’re stupid and lame.”

      “You’re stupid!” I snap back. “If you think Liam will ever have your back or protect you the way your family would, then I can’t help you. He might be right about a few things, but he’s manipulative and secretive and kinda evil. He just tranqued me to let that psychopath dissect me!” I point toward Dr. Jacquard’s door.

      “You could have just let him see what’s wrong with you. How hard would that have been?” She steps forward. “And it’s King Liam to you!”

      “Whatever!” I throw my hands in the air and turn, stomping along the corridor. “Where’s everyone else?”

      “Downstairs.” She stomps after me.

      “If one hair on their heads is harmed—”

      “Why would he hurt them? We are the future, Lou. You’re being like this on purpose. You just want to be the special one. The chosen one. The only one who’s got the powers.” Her words cut into me but I have to maintain this. “You hate that he’s the savior and not you.”

      “Oh yeah, I feel really special with my glowing eyes and tiny robots trying to control my thoughts,” I shout back.

      “You didn't want me to be like you—”

      “No, you idiot. I didn't.” The act is gone and I am just screaming at her, “You ever think maybe I wanted to protect you from this? From him? Maybe I could see this happening?” I point at her. “You’re like his little Stepford wife. He’s your master. Does that seem normal to you? Or can you even tell what’s normal anymore? Or does forming your own opinions go against his plan?”

      Her eyes narrow and her lips lift into an evil grin. “You’re jealous. You want him all to yourself and you see how he looks at me. You have Kyle—you don't get to have everyone, Lou.”

      Taking a deep sigh, I realize I will never be able to reach her like this. The combination of bots, Liam, and Lee is not awesome. At all. “If you think for one second, I want to be with Liam, a guy I don't know, over Kyle, a guy who has done everything to protect me and be with me, then you don't know me very well.” I turn on my heel and stomp to the stairs, hurrying down them.

      “It’s this way,” she snaps, turning to the left at the bottom of the stairs where I went right. I grumble and follow her into the hallway, then into the round room.

      “Lou!” Kyle rushes forward, taking my hands in his. He doesn't buzz the same way Liam does and that bothers me. My bots are against us and I’ve never felt it as much as I do now. “You okay?”

      “No. Liam shot me with a tranquilizer and Lee let that crazy doctor do experiments on me. I want to go home.”

      “It wasn't experiments,” Lee says sarcastically, rolling her eyes. “They were checking for damage. You’re so dramatic.”

      “And you’re being a bitch,” Erin snarls at her sister. “And my sister has never been a bitch, not one day of her life.”

      “Maybe growing up with the queen of bitches taught me a few things,” Lee growls back. They step to one another and I’m certain, more than I’ve ever been, this needs to end.

      “Liam has invited us to stay for dinner and for the night,” Leah mentions quietly, her eyes meeting mine specifically. “He insists.”

      “Fine, but we’re leaving tomorrow.” I try to sound as disenchanted as possible. But the truth of the matter is that I can’t wait to spend the night. I can’t wait to sneak into the northern field and begin the end of this.
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      Watching Kyle sleep makes me tired. I want to close my eyes and fall into the dreamworld where he is. Truthfully, what I really want is for this to all be a dream. I want to wake up to Furgus hogging my bed and Joey coming in early to tell me Dad’s home and he’s made waffles. I want my mom to be working at the counter, eating her waffles silently.

      Alive.

      I want them both to be alive.

      But that is just a dream.

      And this, watching Kyle drift off into a beautiful slumber, is the reality. It took him forever to fall asleep. He grilled me relentlessly about the Liam tranquilizer thing. I had to talk him out of going and killing Liam right then and there. Because it wouldn't have been Liam dying. If Liam were easy to kill, Dr. Jacquard would have done that already.

      I slip from the bed, tiptoeing to the window to see the moon rising over the weirdly barren hills. There are trees, but it just isn’t how I imagined Canada. It isn’t lush or damp or snowy. It’s dry and arid and there are fields and rolling hills as far as the eye can see. Small clusters of trees dot the hills, but they’re nothing compared to what I imagined was here.

      My heart wants to race as I slide the window up, making small noises, but my bots lower my heart rate and keep me calm. Giving Kyle and his slowly rising and falling chest one more look, I climb out the window onto the weirdly peaked rooftop of the tower where we’re sleeping. It’s a completed part of the castle.

      Liam went on and on about it at dinner. We ate roasted venison and boiled potatoes and homemade soda bread. The meal was outstanding, as they always are with him, but the company was tense and fake and even Leah’s sweet and smiling face couldn't lighten my mood.

      Or Liam’s. He was excited to see her, calmed even. But it changed nothing for him. He showed them his entire evil plan, told them of his ideas. He was the pied piper of zombies and bots, filling their heads with ideas.

      By the end of the meal, he had Miles “convinced of the truth” in his words. Everyone else seemed a bit shell-shocked.

      They were even more shocked to watch Miles and Lee nod along like puppets, the same as I did when I first heard it. He is amazing at sales, I have to give Liam that.

      My bare feet grip the wooden shakes on the roof as I crawl down to the next roofline. Trying not to make any noise isn’t easy when jumping from one part of the ridge to the next, but I do my best until my feet finally land with a thud on the cold grass.

      A sound makes me turn, seeing Leah land behind me.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I don't know,” she says, glimpsing behind her. “I just had a feeling I should follow you.”

      “How did you even know I was leaving?”

      “I don't know!” she whispers harshly. “Why are you leaving?”

      “We can talk about it on the walk,” I say, hurrying away from the castle and heading toward the hill in the northern field.

      “This place is making me crazy. I swear it. I have had the strangest vibes. Like seriously crazy, man.” Leah sounds as lost as I am. “When Liam invited us to stay for dinner and overnight, I desperately wanted to. I don't even know why. And then I had this weird feeling I should be watching out the window for you at bedtime. Like I knew I would see you out there on the rooftop. And when I did, I knew to follow. Did you do something to me?”

      “No.” I gasp, giving her a scowl. “I think the bots are losing their botiness.” I make up a word. “Mine are acting insane. They want me to listen to Liam and let him touch me and they’re all playing The Little Mermaid soundtrack in my head every time he and I are alone.”

      “Lemme guess, the ‘Kiss the Girl’ scene?” She laughs, making me smile.

      “Yes! I have my own personal set of matchmaker bots trying to convince me of things I don't want to be convinced of.”

      “Magoo’s favorite scene. She always sings along at the top of her lungs.”

      “I can picture that.” I’m so comfortable with her, always have been, that I share my thoughts comfortably, “Anyway, the bots are against Kyle. They’re crushing my feelings. It’s creepy.”

      “That is creepy. But I can say, before Davis got the bots, I felt it too. They wanted me to like Liam. They wanted me to be with him. He and I fought a strange and instant attraction to one another, and I never considered it sexual, but it’s there. Stronger after Grace died.”

      “What was he like with her?”

      “Normal, ish. Normal for Liam. He was in love so deep, I suppose now I see how his mental health diminished from the loss of her, even with the bots. I mean, maybe it was the kind of love that could have switched to obsession if she hadn’t felt the same way about him. But she did. She was crazy about him.” She sounds breathy as we climb to the top of the hill.

      Dr. Jacquard’s lone silhouette is there, standing in the field waiting for me.

      “Who’s that?” Leah asks, pausing.

      “Dr. Jacquard,” I say. “Maybe wait here.”

      “Okay.” She stays behind and I walk faster, hurrying to him. A sense of urgency springs inside me.

      “Why did you bring her?” he questions me quietly when I get closer.

      “I don't know. She just knew to come.”

      “Her bots wanted her here?” He sounds leery of that.

      “I think so,” I admit but I have no answers for him.

      “We better hurry.” He reaches behind his back and pulls a sword. The silver blade reflects the distant moonlight, glinting in the dark night.

      “A sword?” I can’t believe he wants to die by sword. This is barbaric.

      “It’s so sharp it’s ridiculous. One swipe, you’ll take my head clean off. I’ll feel nothing.” He hands it to me.

      “It’s heavy,” I whisper, taken aback this is how he wants to die. The hilt in my hands suits the backdrop of the castle behind us.

      “You’re strong.”

      “Why did you choose me? How did you know I would do this?” My mind screams, Why me?

      “Your father. He was the bravest of us all. He wasn't just a science geek. He was a true soldier, and I knew the moment I met you, you were his daughter. His strength lives inside you.” He takes a deep breath and drops to his knees in the grass, making a rustling sound. “Do it before I lose my nerve.” His voice wavers and I realize I’m not ready.

      He wants me to kill him unprovoked. That makes me uncomfortable.

      It takes me several deep breaths before I bring the sword back. I nearly close my eyes and swing, but I hear a sound. Footsteps in the grass. Someone is coming, and it’s not Leah. I still hear her heartbeat across the hilltop, in the opposite direction.

      Dr. Jacquard’s eyes lift to mine, glistening in the moonlight. “Do it, hurry,” he insists.

      My eyes are wide, my heart races, and my hands are sweating, despite the bots calming me. The hesitation is theirs. They don't want me to do this. They see Dr. Jacquard as part of the greater good.

      I’m halfway through talking myself out of it when I just swing, forcing my body to push the sword through the air. My hands squeeze and instead of closing them, my eyes mark the target perfectly. I turn the hilt slightly, evening out the blade so when it hits him it’s completely flat and smooth as it slices the skin of his neck.

      It’s like cutting through a banana. Except I hear every sound and register what they are. Skin, meat, tendons, bones, spinal cord, and then the reverse of that.

      He blinks once, his lips twitch, and I have a terrible fear he’s in pain. But his body slumps to the ground and his head topples to the side. I gag as the blood, red and lit with blue lights, begins to slither from him. It crawls in a slow-motion wave from his neck and head through the grass, making tiny noises.

      When the warmth of it hits my bare feet, I shiver. The lights glow and pulsate as the bots drive the blood up my legs to my torso and neck. It crawls the way it did before, hitting my ears and riding its way to my brain.

      “What the ever-loving fuck?” Leah whispers and I hear her getting closer, but I can’t move. The shudder of the weird and disgusting sensation is overwhelming.

      Lights flash behind my eyes.

      A movie begins to play.

      My dad stars heavily in the performance.

      Labs, office, massive conferences.

      Scientists around a table.

      My dad shouting, slamming his hand on the table. His mouth forms and I see the name he is screaming, “Dr. Arsenault!”

      Dr. Jacquard is upset. The world is ending. He talks with the military about mist, the mist from the drones that can stop the bots. They don't have many of them made up yet but what they have they can unleash on the Eastern Seaboard.

      They’re boarding a plane, my dad is with them. He’s frantically pacing, he’s talking on the phone. I think he’s speaking to me. He says, “Board up the windows,” and I know the exact moment this is.

      My breath hitches as they land in the US and they’re running. Dr. Jacquard gets attacked. My dad saves him.

      My dad leaves them behind. Dr. Jacquard meets me. He meets Liam. He’s scared of Liam. The image shifts but I’m shaken out of the daydream, cutting the visions off.

      “What the hell?” Leah grabs my arm, shaking me. “We have to run. Now! Someone’s coming.” She drags me to the side of the hill, back toward the castle. The sword is still in my hands, smelling rusty and weighing more than it did before I killed him. “How the hell did you do that? His blood crawled up into you.”

      “I don't know,” I whisper back as we crawl through the dark shadows to the castle. “I’m a freak.”

      She paces on the outside of the northern rampart and stares at me, her eyes searching my face. “You murdered him.”

      “You heard him, he made me.”

      “Why? I need to understand why.” She is scared of me, but only a little. As much as we can be scared.

      “He wants me to end this,” I admit the truth to her. She might be the only person I would tell this to. “He has a plan to end this. To end everything.” His plan begins to flit about in my head. Not faces or images, but words and descriptions and formulas that make sense. He’s given me something, tainted bots.

      “But how did you absorb him? Do we all do that?”

      “I don't know. I have a bad feeling this might just be a me thing.”

      Her eyes lower to the sword. “We need to get back to our rooms and you need to hide that.”

      I wipe the blade on the grass and nod. “Okay. We should scale the walls and go back the way we came.”

      “You think we can climb this castle?” She gazes upward, wincing.

      “We can jump and climb, we’re fine. We just have to hurry.” I’m about to jump up the wall and scale it when I have an idea.

      I grab the hilt of the sword and hold it over my head, stabbing down at the grass and driving the sword into the earth. I push hard until the hilt is buried too. Then I smooth the dirt and grass over the hole I made. I step on it a few times to ensure I can’t feel anything, then leap up and begin climbing the wall.

      “That was genius,” Leah mutters softly as she follows me up.

      “I know,” I agree, not tooting my own horn but because it was. “The bots are problem solvers.” I run along the rampart and leap at the closest distance to the castle wall. My landing isn’t as soft as I want it to be, but this needs to go faster. Voices call out in the distance. Someone has discovered the doctor.

      Leah jumps with me and we climb to the shadows, scurrying up the wall as in some kind of monster movie.

      “It’s not as hard to grip the bricks as I thought it would be,” Leah says breathlessly. We climb to the rooftops and watch as lights begin to come to life and circle the place where I left his body.

      A feeling my bots try to fight hits me, but it’s dulled down. It’s remorse. Killing someone who meant me no harm has a different weight in my heart than someone I defended myself against.

      “We have to get out of here.” I offer her a look as the moonlight catches her wide stare. “He’ll know it was me.”

      “Probably. We should leave right away. I’ll get Erin and Miles if you want to get Kyle and meet at the helicopter.” She doesn’t trust me. It’s obvious in her gaze.

      “Okay,” I agree for a moment but the bots have a better plan. “Wait, like right here. Give me two seconds.” I climb away from her, scrambling to the window where my room is. I pop my head in, listening. All there is, is Kyle’s slow breathing.

      “Kyle,” I whisper sharply, almost hissing. “Kyle, wake up.”

      “Lou?” He grumbles and rolls over, lifting his head and staring at the wall, opposite me. “Lou, is that you?”

      “Yeah, get up and put your clothes on and come with me. Fast!”

      He pops up, rubbing his eyes. “Okay.” He takes a couple of breaths before climbing from the bed and pulling on his clothes. “What are we doing?”

      “We gotta go, now. Come out the window.” I duck back down and look to the right. Miles and Erin’s room is next to ours.

      I’m over to their part of the roof when Kyle comes out. “What are you doing?” he asks a bit loud.

      “Go down to where Leah is, there!” I point.

      “Seriously?” He yawns and climbs down the roof, not nearly as quiet as I’d like him to be.

      “Shhhhh,” I hiss again.

      The window of Miles and Erin’s room is partially open. She’s seated in it, already dressed. “Do I need to climb out too?” she asks.

      “Yeah, get Miles.”

      “He’s just getting his clothes on. We’ll be down there in a second.” She was clearly listening to my conversation with Kyle.

      I turn and crawl back down, jumping to the lower roof and scaling the walls until I’m back where Leah and Kyle are. His eyes are wide, and I assume she told him I murdered and ingested the doctor. How else would you tell the story?

      He scowls. “Why?”

      “I don't know.” Leah shrugs.

      “Lou?” Kyle’s attention turns to me. “Wanna explain?”

      “In the helicopter. We have to go. You guys make a break for the hills over there, along the edge of the lake. I’ll go for the helicopter. I’ll meet you. When you get to the edge of the forest, turn north and run through the woods that aren’t far from here, about ten miles. I’ll meet you there at a small cabin near another lake. It’s tiny.” I don't bother sifting through more memories of Dr. Jacquard’s than that. I have to get moving. “There’s a girl there we need.”

      “You want us to run away while you fight?” Kyle’s angry. He sort of always sounds this way now.

      “She wants to be a diversion for us to get away.” Leah understands what I’m saying.

      “No, what the hell? We’re all strong and capable to fight. Why would we pander to this psycho? I’m not leaving you here.” He crosses his arms over his broad chest and shakes his head back and forth slowly. It’s a spicy stance but the fury is in his stare. He’s done with half information and my lying. He’s been done for a while.

      “Can you just trust me once more?”

      “Nope.” He isn’t budging on this.

      “Fine, stay here and die.” I pretend to be more detached than I am.

      “I’m coming with you.”

      “You can’t!” I snap as Erin and Miles arrive. “I’ll meet you. I have to go before he puts two and two together and realizes I’m the one who killed the doctor. Miles, don't let Kyle follow me. Trust me.” I turn and run, sprinting for where I left the sword under the shadows of the rampart.

      There’s a struggle behind me but it only lasts a second. They talk sense into my stubborn boyfriend, and they’re running for the edge of the lake when I arrive at my destination.

      I stop being quiet as I land on the ground next to the sword’s resting place.

      “Lou?” Liam shouts, rushing to where I am, shining a light on me. “I thought I saw you running on the rampart.” He steps nearer, lowering the light so I can see his face. “Did you kill Dr. Jacquard?”

      “Yeah,” I admit blankly. “And I’m going to kill you,” I lie, driving my hand into the dirt and gripping the hilt, pulling the sword from the earth.

      “While that was intensely impressive, you can’t.” Liam steps closer to me. “Your bots won’t let you kill me.”

      He’s right, they won’t. I already sensed that inside me. I think I sensed it the moment I met him. They’d put their proverbial money on him.

      “Then I’ll die trying.” I lift the sword and smirk.

      “You can’t possibly think I’m that stupid.” He frowns, totally underreacting to my sword in hand. “Where are Erin and Miles and Kyle and Leah?”

      “Gone. I sent them away.” I smirk as if this was always part of the plan. It wasn't but my mind is coming up with solutions to this problem. One seems unlikely and yet I try anyway. I turn and run as hard as I can, heading in the direction my friends went. I run right over top their footsteps.

      I’m almost to the lake when something hits my back, stabbing in. I stop and turn, seeing Lee holding a bow and arrow. I veer away from the footsteps that have made a trail, heading for the lake.

      When I reach the water’s edge, I make it appear as though I might jump in. But Lee grins as Liam presses a button on something and for a second time since I arrived, pain shoots through me and everything goes dark.

      I’m not completely out when Liam’s voice shouts commands, “She wouldn't have run in the direction of them. They went that way. She was trying to lead us away from them.”

      The bots might want him to lead, but they are unable to fight solving whatever problems I give them.

      I grin as pain hits a second time and I lose consciousness.
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      My arms are vibrating when I wake. There’s pain; something is hurting me, but I can’t figure out what it is. I blink and notice the absolute darkness I am in. There’s moisture, water dripping, and dampness in the air around me. The air is close too, like there’s a limited supply of oxygen. My problem-solving kicks into high gear straightaway.

      I’m underground.

      Maybe an old well.

      My toes are touching something, just the tips, but I’m tied up by the wrists and they’re over my head. I feel stretched, long and tight.

      Placing pressure and weight on my toes, my wrists and shoulders relax ever so slightly.

      I swallow and notice my parched throat. It burns like I haven’t drunk anything in days. My lips are chapped and my muscles are screaming. My fingers and forearms are numb, they’ve been above my heart a long time. But the bots are circulating the blood, forcing it to my extremities.

      My mind wants to remember the important things: Joey, Gus, the Littles. Mr. Milson. Kyle smiling at me with those sexy lips and dazzling green eyes. But the bots disregard all the sentimental nonsense. They plot. Standing on one set of toes, I lift my leg weakly and feel in a circle, spinning with my wrists. There is nothing around me. No walls. I finger the rope around my wrist, it’s tight. I manage to get my fingers around it. I lift on my toes a little higher, so I can get a grip of rope above my wrists and hands. When I have a firm hold, I take a deep breath and jump as hard as I can. I push off with just those toes, lifting myself quite high in the air, managing to grab a decent amount of rope. My legs are off the ground. My shoulders and arms scream. But hope weighs more in my heart now. I swing myself and jump again, grabbing the rope higher up. I inch up like this, gripping until my hands and wrists glow with the blue lights as they repair the damage being done by the rope. But I don't stop.

      No matter the pain, I continue to rock and jump using the momentum of the swinging to climb higher and higher.

      There’s no light except the blue glow of the bots which show me I am in a large room. When I get high enough, I loop my legs into the rope and take the pressure off my wrists. I slide my wrists back and forth. Gasps of pain and agony slip from my lips as I manage to dislocate my thumbs and pull my trembling hands from the rope.

      The lights glow so brightly from my broken and bloody hands, I see the trap door above me. The room is large and circular, like an old water cistern. I’m about to ask what the hell a water cistern is, when the bots answer. They flash a memory from Dr. Jacquard’s mind.

      “Oh,” I whisper to them, or to me or to no one. My voice hurts my throat.

      When the bots have my hands mostly healed, I grab the rope and military climb to the trap door. I push on it, lifting and flooding light from the day down into the dank space. It burns but I don't cower or look away.

      I force my eyes to take in what is around me.

      The lid is heavy, but fortunately, the rope is attached to a crank on the ceiling right next to it so I can hold that for balance. I push hard, lifting higher and checking my surroundings.

      There’s nothing.

      Gravel.

      No sound but the breeze.

      “Jesus, that was fast. You woke what, ten minutes ago?” Liam asks from nowhere. I can’t see him. The lid lifts overhead and he’s there; he was standing behind it. I didn't even hear his heartbeat.

      “Water?” I ask with a raspy whisper.

      “Of course. I am impressed.” He grabs my arm and hauls me out, his eyes lingering on the rope burns on my wrists.

      I try to stand but my legs are weak and I collapse onto the dusty hot gravel. He hands me a bottle of water, a skin rather. It’s an old-fashioned water bottle. I pull the cork out and dump the water down my throat. I’m guzzling hard, ignoring the warning from the bots to slow down. I drink until it’s empty and sit back, listening to the churning and gargling as my body tries to cope with the downpour.

      “Your problem-solving is faster than anyone I’ve ever stuck in that hole. Lee took two days and eventually I had to bring her up. The bots can only do so much, you see.” He speaks like we’re friends and this is normal and everything about the two of us is just casual. “You have to have some intelligence already inherent. Your survival skills are impressive.”

      “Screw you,” I growl, making him laugh.

      “Here.” He hands me a sandwich on homemade bread. I snatch it, biting furiously into the food.

      “You’ve been in there for two days, but I kept you asleep. I woke you eleven minutes ago.”

      “Where are my friends?” I ask between mouthfuls of sandwich.

      “I wanted to ask you the same thing. They’re gone. And we can’t find them. That was also smart.” He taps the tip of his nose. “You had me on that one. Clever girl. Run in the direction they went so I would start the search in the opposite direction. I have to give you that. Took me half the day to realize they went that way too. Then we followed the footprints to a river. They crossed it but it doesn't appear they came out the other side.”

      That and the sandwich landing in my stomach makes me grin.

      “I know.” He sighs and runs his hands through his hair. “Leah. She’s too damned smart.” He sits back, resting on his hands suggesting he’s enjoying the sun. “I will say, the direction they were going, west, was strange. Then it dawned on me, you must have told them to go to the old town that way and hide there.”

      I feign a bit of worry, since I never told them to go west at all.

      “I burned the town to the ground, didn’t find one of them. No trace of them.”

      “Guess Leah is smarter than you after all.”

      “I never disputed her being smarter than me,” he says defensively. “But now I need you to answer some questions. Or I will put you back in that hole and leave you there.”

      “You can’t.” I smirk.

      “What?” He scoffs. “I could kill you easily.”

      “Try.” I realize we are now on even ground. I am his equal in importance. It’s the sneaky part of Dr. Jacquard’s plan I didn't notice before.

      “Why would I kill you? I need answers from you.”

      “Just see if you can.” I press my cracked lips together, feeling the skin break and a small bleed start. “For shits and giggles,” I taunt him.

      His gaze lowers to my bleeding lips and he makes a face as though he’s thinking. It takes him a whole minute to comprehend what has happened. He’s also smarter than I gave him credit for. “Are you kidding me right now?” He sits up, leaning toward me. “Is this a joke?”

      I shake my head, not saying a word, letting the humor in my eyes answer for me.

      “That son of a bitch!” he shouts, getting up and kicking the dirt. It lifts into the air like a cloud and showers us both with the breeze. “He gave you his knowledge and now the only person who can complete my plan is you?” He laughs bitterly but his rage is so real, I taste it in the air.

      “Maybe he just wanted us to be friends,” I joke.

      “Oh, we’ll be more than friends, Lou!” He rushes me, grabbing me off the ground and throwing me over his shoulder with a thud. The force of my landing there causes an instant reaction in my stomach. I puke down the back of him, violently, but he doesn't stop. He doesn’t seem to notice. He storms toward the castle, which was behind the lid of the cistern all along.

      I struggle to free myself from his grip, but he’s holding me so tightly I can barely breathe. He bursts through a set of doors I’ve never seen before and starts up a massive flight of stairs. I’m pretty sure I’ve seen them before. The bots replay the moment in my head, confirming indeed I ran down them once.

      “Liam, put me down!” I flail. As he flings open a door, he obliges. He throws me down on a rug-covered spot on the wooden floor. I grunt with the impact and take a second to assess the damage. Not that there’s any need. My body begins to heal whatever he has injured.

      “You want to be my equal? You want to play this little game? Fine! Then you can stay here and you’ll never leave,” he seethes and turns, leaving the room. The door slams behind him followed by a series of locks clicking.

      Once I have my breath again and it feels like whatever he might have injured is close to healed, I get up. Still sore from the cistern and the rope, I limp to the windows. They’re barred with heavy wrought iron and they don't open. I hit a windowpane with my fist, wincing at the bulletproof glass.

      “He really thought of everything,” I say and stare out at the calm waters of the lake in the distance.

      I’m not alone a minute before something rustles out in the hallway.

      “Lou?” Lee whispers through the crack in the door.

      “Lee!” I turn to the door and walk over. “You have to help me.”

      “Why did you have to murder Dr. Jacquard?”

      Taking in a deep breath, I pinch the bridge of my nose—likely in the exact same way my father did when my mother drove him insane—and take another large inhale.

      “That was so stupid! He’s going to kill you and you’ll have no one to blame but yourself.”

      “Lee, help me out of here, please.”

      “I can’t. I don’t want him to kill me too.” Her footsteps walking away are the next thing I hear. She leaves me here, something I honestly didn't think she would do. I figured if my life was actually on the line, she would protect me. The way I would her. But I was wrong.

      That fact is hard to swallow.

      And not just because it means I may end up having to kill her, but because I believed my love for her would be stronger than his brainwashing. If that’s not the case, what will become of me? Will he brainwash me too? Will I forget how much I love everyone important in my life like she has?

      Feeling defeated, I turn to the large bed in the room and decide to lie down and try to figure out a solution to everything. But when I lie down, my body decides sleep is more important. Rest and healing and conservation.

      I fall asleep with no say in the matter. Which is fine, the bots know better than I do anyway.
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      I wake in the dark to an idea.

      It’s brilliant, though I don't know how I will find everything I need to do it. It’s the perfect escape plan.

      My body is rested and I’m calm again. The bots were right, I needed rest.

      Regardless of being a prisoner, I’m confident I will get away from him.

      A sound triggers my ears, a breath, and I realize I’m not alone. There’s a heartbeat here too. I think I recognize it.

      I can’t see anything for a second and then I catch a glimpse of movement. He’s sitting in a chair that wasn't there before, watching me from the darkest shadow in the room.

      “That’s creepy,” I mutter, knowing he can hear me across the massive room. “Watching someone sleep.”

      “I’m creepy,” Liam admits indifferently. “I always have been.”

      “You were born creepy?” I ask, sitting up, startled by the confession.

      “No.” He stands and walks to the end of my bed. I wonder for a moment if he’s going to kill me, but I remember he can’t. He needs me. “Do you want to know me, Lou? The real me?”

      “Yes,” I answer before I think about it.

      “Then take my hand. I’ll show you everything.” He reaches for me, offering his hand.

      “Where are we going?” Plans start to formulate, escape and rescue and murder.

      “You’re going somewhere, not me.” He pulls a knife from his back pocket. It flashes in the dull light coming in the windows when he opens it.

      Panic hits like a fist until he pricks the tip of his own finger. “There’s something you have to see if you’re ever going to understand.” He holds the bloody droplet at me.

      “What am I supposed to do with that?” I ask as his finger begins to glow.

      “Take it. See. I think it’s the only way to explain. I can’t tell the story. I don’t really remember it. They don’t want me to.”

      I’m confused about what he’s saying, but also nervous this is some kind of trap. There’s a whisper of fear in the back of my mind suggesting this is about to happen whether I want it to or not. It can happen one of two ways: nicely or forcefully. Admitting I’m curious enough to do it, I opt for nicely and allow him to smear the glowing blood on my finger.

      It’s like holding phosphorescence. I stare at it, entranced by the beautiful blue glow.

      Despite being a bit disgusted at the notion, I place his glowing blood into my mouth and let the lights flash in my eyes.

      The bots hold his stories and before I know it, I’m taking a journey I couldn't have expected.

      There’s mist and a long driveway lined with enormous trees. He’s there, he’s with me. But he’s little, a small boy in the driveway of a mansion. It’s one of those houses where you’re sure you see ghosts in the windows staring down at you. There one minute and gone the next.

      I walk, noting the crispy leaves on the ground and a hint of autumn in the air. The sky is cloudy as though it just rained, and there’s a man. He makes my stomach ache and my chest pound and leaves my mouth completely dry. He’s a shadow man, that’s what Liam—small, fragile, and sweet Liam—calls him. He tells us to follow him. He has a treat.

      I’m terrified regardless of the bots inside me, as the shadow man leads Liam down some stairs. There’s a room. It’s dark and the door locks, the treats mentioned again if Liam will play again. I want to block it out. A tear slips from my eyes as I force myself to look away, but the picture keeps playing. I’m screaming for it to stop and it does, or rather it fades away.

      The scene changes. I’m still at the mansion, I feel trapped here. Liam is a little older. He’s aged in way you can’t see. He feels different. Broken and pieced back together the wrong way. That's how he describes it. He’s been fitted into a body that isn’t his. But he can’t find his body. He’s lost.

      We’re with his family. I feel something for each of them and know them better than they know themselves. I hate them in a way I have never experienced before. Even the creeps back in Laurel, I didn't hate them the way I hate this group of wealthy people. I want these people to die screaming. They all know and they look the other way.

      Liam’s in the hall, he’s watching them eat. He refuses to eat. It’s one of the things he’s done to protest. He’s so hungry and so small but it’s all he can control.

      His mother’s eyes don't meet his anymore. They dart to the shadow man and she lowers her head. She obeys. Liam, though still a little boy, is aware that she knows about the shadow man. She always did.

      Liam makes a choice then and there.

      He forms a plan.

      He’s not going to starve himself anymore.

      He begins to execute it, execute them.

      He kills them in brilliant accidents, and with him, I want the bloodshed. I want them dead. I want his face to be the last thing they see.

      There are funerals and his mother is screaming. She hits him. She knows.

      Men come and take him away.

      He’s in the mental institute. They hurt him. The electricity burns. The medication numbs. He’s still not in his body.

      He’s alone and cold and when he’s old enough to fight back, he rages. He has become a shadow man too, just not the same kind. What he does in the shadows is driven by vengeance. Payment for sins. He escapes and kills more of them. Always letting himself be caught and dragged back.

      He carves the wall with seven marks, one for each of them.

      He has been alone his whole life. Completely alone.

      Until them, the bots.

      He’s attacked and bitten and left for dead.

      But when he wakes, a miracle has occurred.

      He’s himself.

      For the first time in as long as he can remember, he’s in his body. The right one.

      Then there’s Grace.

      She becomes the only thing in his life that makes sense. Her and the bots. The bots heal him, they make him better and she loves him back. They make him loveable.

      And in return he trusts them completely.

      He loves them in a way I don’t understand and yet I am beginning to. I see why he’s loyal to them and not humans. Why he loves and needs and respects the bots. Why he wants them to be part of the future. It’s cleaner. The bots fill in the cracks and light up the shadows and cleanse the world. The programming to judge the soul, the religious connotations that were added by Dr. Arsenault, makes sense to Liam. And the bots understand him the same way he understands them. Why he believes my father was a hero.

      This is a world Liam can control.

      We are a people he can protect.

      All his drive comes from a place of love, twisted and messed up and disturbing love.

      The very end of this journey is my face.

      The first time he sees me, he makes a silent wish. He wishes I could see him. Instead, I see myself the way he does. My eyes glowing with ferocity as I fight for things, people I love.

      When he looks at me, he feels something again for the first time in a long time. There’s a connection he’s wants me to see, wants me to feel, but I couldn't. I fought too hard against the bots to ever see it or let them and him in.

      But here, his blood swirling and mixing with mine, I see it for the first time. He sees me for me. For my potential. For my love and devotion. He sees me as strength.

      I gasp as my eyes open like I am breathing air for the first time in too long and my body is desperate for some. The room is dark and the shadow man in front of me becomes a small boy in my eyes. He’s not creepy. He’s a survivor and what he lived through has changed him. His mother turning a blind eye destroyed him. Of course he had to destroy them. It all makes sense. All his behavior does.

      My plans fall away.

      My judgments die.

      We lock eyes. His glisten like perhaps he cried a little. Maybe he took the journey with me. Maybe he was the guide. Or maybe, for a second time, he was a hostage in those terrible events.

      We don't speak.

      I don't honestly know what to say.

      Except maybe that he’s right. Maybe the world shouldn't be left to the humans. Maybe we are the intended evolution. I open my arms and he crawls across the bed to me. I lie back and he rests his head on my shoulder and I stroke his hair. He smells like home.

      For the first time regarding him, I agree with the bots. I let them have something they want. The connection of our skin, the warmth of his hand over my ribs, is electric.

      We don't speak.

      I hold him, he clings to me, and I feel my heart open. I am open. The bots pulsate through me. My heartbeat matches his. He lifts his face and even in the darkness I see something in his eyes, something I mistook for cold cruelty. It’s desperation. He’s desperate for me. He moves so he’s on all fours, over top of me. His face hovers above mine. His lips part and I am filled with a need I have never felt before.

      He lowers, about to press his mouth to mine when—

      “Lou?”

      I blink, my mouth is moving like maybe I’m kissing, but nothing is there. Just air.

      “Lou!”

      I blink again and it’s bright, as if someone turned on the lights. But it’s the sun coming in the window and I’m alone.

      Whose voice was that? Mom?

      I sit up, noticing the fire still writhing inside me.

      Was that real?

      Did that happen?

      There’s no indent on the pillow next to me. I’m lying on the bed, alone in the room where I’ve been since he put me here.

      No Liam.

      No darkness.

      No kiss.

      “What the hell?” I whisper and stare at the empty space. Why did I hear my mom’s voice?

      My body is on fire, desperate from his touch. His imaginary touch.

      “That asshole,” I say to no one in particular. “How did he do it?” I scan the floor for bloody snail trails where his dirty little bots might have snuck in but there’s nothing. Was it a lie or did that all happen to him?

      I’m silently cursing his name when I’ve searched the entire room and found absolutely nothing. There is no evidence that his bots came into this room.

      Did he sneak in and did that all actually happen?

      My cheeks flush at the thought. Him in my bed, hovering over me like that, smelling like—well—sex. He smelled like attraction and desire and everything I had only smelled on Kyle.

      My entire body blushes at the realization there’s a chance it was all a dream, based on the fact that I find Liam unbearably attractive. But how could I have known about his childhood? Would I have made that up? Am I making up causes for his craziness?

      I’m like some Stockholm victim.

      I bite my lip, contemplating all of it as I sink down the wall and sit on the floor, far from the bed.

      Dr. Jacquard’s common sense flutters in with a small dose of what-if.

      What if Liam and I are so meshed and so meant to be, so compatible, that I am picking up what he is giving off? I’m able to read him?

      What if our bots are communicating without contact? Is that possible? I have to admit it might be. The reaction of humans and nanobots varies according to the receptors in each subject.

      I wave my hand at my own thoughts. “Too much nerdy talk, Dr. Jacquard.”

      A knock at the door interrupts my discussion with my multiple personalities. I stand from where I’m sitting against the wall under one of the windows and walk over, wondering if I have to answer the knock or if it’s a warning someone is coming in.

      The door opens, answering my question.

      It’s him.

      I inhale sharply, bothered by just the sight of him.

      “Morning, Lou.” He smiles, sounding normal, innocent. His eyes dart around the room, maybe checking to see if I’m alone, as if anyone else would be here.

      His cheeks are flushed, suggesting he’s recently exerted himself. His hair is a bit messy in a boy band sort of way. His eyes are dark and consuming. My gaze lowers to his hands, and I can’t help but wonder how they feel. In my dream, they were warm and enticing and—

      What the hell is happening to me?

      I take a step back, trying to gather my senses.

      “We brought you something to eat.” He steps to the side and Lester enters with a tray.

      “Good morning, Miss Stoddard. How are you today? I hope you slept well.” Lester is cheerful, as always. He places the tray on the bed and bows to Liam. “My king.” He offers me a grin full of spit before leaving quickly. He closes the door and we are alone. In my room. Where I had a dirty sex dream. About us.

      I gulp.

      “You look tense. Are you still angry with me for yesterday?”

      “Yesterday?” Does he mean the dream or the weird water cistern or locking me in here? “Which part of yesterday?” I’m genuinely confused about everything. He’s being so normal and I’m lost in a storm of emotions.

      “I suppose all of it.” He scowls and walks to the window, turning his back to me. “Sometimes I can’t help my reactions. When I first was bitten and changed, the bots helped me control my temper better.” His eyes are a storm. “When she”—he takes a deep breath—“Grace, when Grace died, something changed in me. I lost a measure of my control. But I’m hoping to regain it. I’m working on it.”

      “You hung me in a water cistern.” I take a step back, trying to ignore the gorgeous tray of food. Of course, Lester made it look stunning. “Clearly, it’s not going well.”

      “I was testing you, not torturing you. I knew you would heal. And even if it was cruel, let’s not forget you killed Dr. Jacquard. Did you really think I wouldn’t react to that?” He turns and faces me, and I take a journey through my mind, recalling how it felt to have him so close that I could taste him in the air.

      My breath is ragged as I step away from him once more.

      “You don’t need to be afraid. I understand what you were doing. Dr. Jacquard was a friend of your father’s and a colleague. He wanted to ensure your usefulness to me would never end.” He shrugs. “Which it won’t. I was never going to kill you anyway.” The statement is matter-of-fact.

      His honesty makes the lie between us regarding Dr. Jacquard feel heavy and dirty. I want to tell Liam that I wasn’t being honest, but I don’t. I press my lips shut and realize this conflict inside me is a war with the bots. They want me to be with Liam.

      That makes me curious about something.

      “How do you feel about me?” I ask.

      “What?” he questions with a margin of humor in his tone.

      “Feelings, what are your feelings for me?” I should be more cautious with him, but I suspect a direct approach is probably better.

      “I don’t know.” He furrows his brow, making a face that suggests he’s pondering that. “Why?”

      “We don’t know each other. We’ve met a couple of times, but we speak to one another like we’ve been friends our whole lives. My comfort level with you is weird. Like super weird. There’s something there.” I offer the very least I can and his eyes light up. “And I’m wondering if you feel it too.”

      “You mean an unexplainable connection and an attraction you don’t understand?” He walks toward me, his voice lowering as he speaks, “Like how when you’re alone my face pops into your thoughts for no reason at all?” When he’s right in front of me, my entire body tenses but I don’t move. I wait for the impact. “And for some reason I smell like home and comfort and passion?”

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      “I think about you all the time,” he confesses quickly, moving close enough that I have to step back. He’s too tall and the line of sight is awkward. He lifts his hand, it trembles almost as though he’s fighting what he’s doing, cupping my cheek. “I imagine touching you and it feels just like this.”

      Involuntarily, I close my eyes and lean into the embrace. The spark and electricity are just as I recall from the dream, as is the soothing warmth.

      “What is this?” Liam asks, answering the question of whether he has something to do with it or it’s all in my mind. Satisfying the part of me that is Dr. Jacquard. “Why do you do this to me?”

      “I don’t know.” I lie and open my eyes, gazing up into his. I’m lost in him.

      “Don’t lie.”

      “The bots want us to be together. Dr. Jacquard thinks they’re trying to make us fall in love. They’re forcing endorphins and pheromones and creating heart palpations and other physical reactions, so we find each other unbearably attractive.” The words are forced from me. They’re not mine.

      “He thinks that?” His eyes narrow and I lose him. “Thinks?” He steps away from me, and even with the coldness in him, I am unable to be afraid.

      “They want us to love each other.”

      “Why?” He’s fighting this too.

      “That we don’t know.”

      “We?” he asks and I realize what I’ve done. My back straightens and my stomach tightens. “Dr. Jacquard is alive inside you? You can hear him?”

      “No.” I shake my head quickly. “His bots answer me. They think with his rationale, but it’s me. I don’t know how to explain it.”

      “Surely, Dr. Jacquard can,” he snarls and I realize he’s closing off to me. I take a cautionary step back.

      “His knowledge and memory and core data stores were transferred to me. His bots contain the information. They also analyzed his rational brain and his problem-solving and intelligence and have started to transform my brain so it thinks as he did, using the information he had. The bots recognize that his mind was far superior to mine, and they’re adjusting me so I am a better version of myself, with his knowledge and brainpower as their baseline. All of this is done to help you.”

      We both pause, him no doubt shocked at what I’ve just said, and me shocked at all the information. The bots are changing me. The knowledge, opinions, experience, and foundation are no longer mine. My mind is changing, adapting. Did Dr. Jacquard want this or is it a glitch?

      How long before I’m not me anymore?

      “How is this possible?” I ask Liam, scared of what I’ve revealed.

      “What do you mean, how is this possible?” He is angry with me.

      “I mean, why are they doing this to me?” I drop to my knees on the hard wood floor and stare at my hands, my arms, my skin. It’s the same as it was before, but is it? “Every time they fix something, a spot, a mark, a wound, they’re changing it. Renew and refresh and repair. I think it’s altering who I am.”

      “You didn’t know this was happening to you?” He sits on the bed and stares at me.

      “No,” I admit, keeping the fact the bots tricked me to myself. The idea of it all is scaring the hell out of me. “Of course not. I came here to stop you.” It accidentally slips out. I cover my lips with my trembling hand.

      “Did you ingest his bots?” he asks, the anger is gone from his tone although I’ve revealed a horrible truth.

      “I did.” My voice wavers, “And not just his.” I can’t fight my want to tell him everything.

      He reaches a hand out. I stare at it for a moment before I lift my hand into his and let him pull me up. He slides his butt along the bed and pulls me with him, turning on his back and dragging me farther up the bed with him. He puts my head on his shoulder and we lie as we did in my dream, only reversed.

      “I don’t care about anything but you and me. I don’t care how you came to be here. Just that you are.” He strokes my hair, leaning his face into me. He inhales and I suspect he’s breathing me in. “I want to love you, Lou. And I don’t know why. But I trust the bots. I know they’re doing what’s best for us. They want us to succeed. So if you and me loving each other is the way they see us succeeding, I’m in.” He presses his lips against my head and holds them there. “And I count myself lucky that someone so beautiful and strong and intelligent could love me back.”

      I know what’s about to happen next. I’m going to roll onto all fours and hover over him. I’ll kiss him and he’ll kiss me back. And it’s going to escalate from there. And there’s nothing I can do about it.

      I’m a hostage in my own body.

      But not for long.

      Because he’s right, the bots know what’s best.
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      “The queen, the princess, and I all want to congratulate you on our first harvest!” Liam shouts at the crowd below us, and a burst of pride floods me.

      I still tingle when I hear the word “queen.”

      I’m his.

      He’s mine.

      Memories of the moments we have spent proving our love to one another flood my mind and make me blush everywhere. I love him—no, more than that—I adore him. I can’t breathe or eat or drink or sleep without thinking about him.

      The crowd cheers, it’s bigger again today. More live bots have come. The siren call is bringing them here. It’s working and we are building faster than ever.

      Liam lifts my hand, then reaches over and grabs Lee’s, raising our hands into the air. We smile as Liam gives a speech.

      “A year ago the world was on track to die. We were locusts, killing the planet. Heating it up faster than ever recorded. We overpopulated this planet to the point that the majority were starving. Disease and deformity were getting out of control. Wars and homelessness and pollution plagued us. We were obsessed with the internet and social media. Our lives were spiraling downward, and we didn’t even notice. Drowning in debt, negativity, and sickness. There was no world to live for. No life to offer our kids. No future.”

      He pauses, leaving that darkness there for us to think on.

      “And then something terrible happened. That world we knew ended. We were scared and alone and being hunted down by something we didn’t understand. I will never forget watching the first attacks in Florida. It was a horror movie I will remember for the rest of my life.”

      His words bring back memories of my own.

      They flicker something inside me, feelings I don’t want. Regrets. Pain. Liam gazes back at me, his smile pushes them away. He might remember for the rest of his life, but I have no desire to do that. In fact, thanks to the bots, I’ve almost forgotten everything from before.

      “But we were wrong to be afraid. Because the rebirth that came to me the moment I was bitten was beautiful. I was freed of a sickness that plagued me my entire life. Healed and saved. I was shown what love was for the first time, ever. It was a miracle. And you were all saved too. Together we will move forward and heal this planet. We will grow into the kind of future our kids won’t have to fear. And generations to come will have the miracle that is inside us all, protecting us from ever going back. Because we know better now. We are smarter than we were before. Mankind is stronger than it has ever been!”

      The crowd erupts, cheering him and his inspiring words.

      He squeezes my hand and lets the mob shower him in the adoration he deserves.

      He waves and turns, going back through the doors to the hall where there’s a feast being set out. Lee nudges me. I grin at her. We’re beaming. Glowing with health and happiness.

      I can’t recall a moment I was more blissful than this one.

      When I catch up to Liam, he takes my hand again and walks to the side of the room, pulling me with him. When he finds a quiet spot in one of the alcoves, he spins me so my back is against it and pins me there. He lowers his face and kisses so softly and perfectly.

      “How was my speech?” he asks as he places more soft kisses on my cheek.

      “Amazing. And accurate.” I lift my head so he can kiss my neck, tracing warmth and breath along my skin, creating shivers up my spine.

      “You are so beautiful,” he whispers. “Have I said that yet today?”

      “You have.” I smile and close my eyes. “It was around mid-morning. We were in the garden, overseeing the fertilizer being spread so the soil is ready for spring planting.”

      “It was rhetorical.” He chuckles and kisses me once more. “I wish we could go upstairs.” He trails a finger along my jaw. “But I have to make sure this is going to be a smooth evening.”

      “Don’t be long.” I stand on my tiptoes and kiss him once more.

      He walks away and my eyes are stuck on him. Even his back is sexy. The scent of him lingers in the air, making my stomach dance with anticipation of his return.

      “Did you figure out the information sharing for the soldiers yet?” Lee asks as she strolls over with a glass of water.

      “No,” I answer as my brain switches into a different mode. “I am working on it though.”

      “I don’t understand how you became so awesome at fighting. Like where was that downloaded from?” She sighs and leans against the wall.

      “I don’t know. It was a moment of growth and evolution. Life or death triggered it I believe. My bots made it a priority for me,” I lie. I haven’t told anyone but Liam that I absorbed bots. A feat I haven’t been able to reproduce in anyone else. It’s strange. I don’t understand why me. Me and no one else?

      “It’s so weird. My bots haven’t given me mad skills. Just some help along the way. But nothing like you. You don’t even sound the same anymore. You’re so different I wouldn’t recognize you.”

      “I don’t know.” I pout. “I think I’m the same.” It’s another lie and the mope I offer is a manipulation to make her feel bad for saying it. I don’t want to hurt her feelings, but I can’t have her prying into my peculiar bot situation. Liam and I agreed no one else should know that I have done this, not until I ensure everyone else has that ability. Being able to kill and absorb bots wouldn’t garner me any love from the masses.

      Not even if I manage to connect everyone, making the bots communicate like the internet. I haven’t found the information in Dr. Jacquard’s memories yet. The siren call is all we have, and even that is basic.

      “No, you’re different. You don’t talk the same or walk the same. You never mention Joey or Gus anymore.”

      The words fuzz in my ears and when I try to recall where I know them from, it’s not ringing bells. It’s part of my past, my life before the castle and Liam, but the exact correlation is confusing.

      “Anyway, I’ll get you a drink too.” She leaves and instantly my breath is easy again; my chest can expand the way it’s supposed to. I wonder what made it tighten.

      The hall begins to fill as the live bots, the people who didn’t become zombies, are welcomed in. The zombies, the drones, are kept out in a new part of the grounds we built for them to live, stables just for them. They’ve finished the main courtyard and the building of the castle. It’s remarkable what they can create.

      I find myself wandering, admiring the new tapestries and carved furniture. Liam has accomplished so much. We both have. We are the best team possible. Of course the bots knew we would be.

      The dusk air is cool when I step out on the terrace overlooking the lake with the moon sparkling its reflection on the dark water.

      I take deep breaths of the dry, crisp air. It’s familiar but I can’t place where I’ve breathed it before.

      Before doesn’t matter.

      Liam and I agree on that.

      Before is nothing.

      Now is everything.

      I turn and stare into the massive hall where he and Lester have created a beautiful night. Candles are lit, made from wax from our own hives, and linens are placed, created by some of the clean drones. The chairs were carved in five days by two hundred bots. They found the wood at a mill nearby in an abandoned town. It was piled so high the drones at the top of the pile looked like ants.

      It’s shabby chic with the old farmhouse wooden furniture and the crisp white linens. Chandeliers with candles in them hang above, creating an opulence we might not have without them.

      Drones assemble with instruments, something I’ve taught them to do, make music. They begin to lightly play, filling the night air with a soft bit of Bach. They play it exactly as it ought to be played.

      It’s impressive.

      Liam speaks with Lester, pointing at something. His eyes narrow and he makes that tense face, the one I don’t like. Lester recoils just slightly and I find myself drawn that way. Liam’s tone is harsh until my fingers touch down on his arm. He softens and takes a deep breath, pausing. “Sorry, Lester. I meant to explain that differently,” he says, then glances back at me. He tilts his face and kisses my cheek.

      “Of course, my king.” Lester bows. “I believe I understand what you mean and will take care of it immediately.” He turns on his heel and hurries away.

      “You all right?” I ask Liam. He’s tense.

      “I am. I just want everything to be perfect.” He spins and smiles at me. The lights of the chandeliers burn in his gaze.

      “It’s perfect already. Everything else is extra.”

      “No.” He pulls back, half joking. “Only perfection is perfection.” He offers me his arm and walks me back to the cool air of the open doors and the terrace. “This weather is perfect.”

      “We’ve been monitoring the weather and comparing it to the old records that Dr. Jacquard had downloaded from the military base. It does seem to be showing signs of a decline in the warming patterns. If we can continue on this trend, we won’t actually go up a degree, and we certainly won’t reach the two degrees they had predicted globally. Our information is limited to this region, but Canada was warming faster than anywhere else on the planet. And particularly this region, so if we are seeing those numbers here, it’s a good sign for the rest of the country, possibly the rest of the planet. And I’ve been analyzing the bots coming in from the East. All the nuclear plants were shut down and cooled properly. We haven’t had a single reactor meltdown.”

      “Excellent.” He nods once. The way he stands and the confidence he exudes is incredibly noble. I wonder if he does it on purpose or if this is how he always was. Made for this moment. Since the bots don’t make mistakes, I would have to assume he was made for this. And like he always says, his entire life has brought him to this place.

      To me.

      And me to him.

      He slides his arm behind my back and pulls me to him, fitting me perfectly into the embrace. “It’s weird, isn’t it? We planned for this for so long and now it’s real.”

      “Yeah,” I say with a happy sigh.

      “I can’t even remember planning it. It’s just there, in my mind. I know I did, but the details are fuzzy. Is it the same for you?” he asks, peering down at me.

      “I guess so. I think we’ve just worked so hard to get this ready for winter, so our people are protected, that we’re getting confused on the minor details.”

      “The minor details are slipping from me more and more lately. Do you remember how we met?” The words trigger something, a flash.

      “California.” I vaguely recall it. “Lee and Lester were there.”

      “Yeah, someone else.”

      “Harold!” I say quickly. His face pops into my mind and something happens. Something clicks and I get confused. My mind is working slowly, redirecting me to a different thought.

      “Right! Harold! Has he come back yet from his trip?”

      “I don’t think so. Did we schedule the tests on the breeding live bots yet?”

      “No. We agreed to wait, test the samples out of the body first.” He scowls.

      “Of course. Petri babies first.” It makes sense.

      “What were we talking about?” He cracks a grin.

      “That we’re run-down and needing a break from the responsibilities of this,” I remind him as that part of the conversation slips back into my memory.

      “Yes, I do feel that way. It’s odd, we shouldn’t. The bots are there, refreshing us and healing us and repairing us. We should be able to maintain this level of stress at all times with no negative effects, and yet, I’m feeling a bit burned out.” He squeezes me and kisses the side of my head.

      “I am too. We should plan to start taking one day off every week. Everyone. That way we can rest.”

      “Maybe a day off is important to the parts of us that are still human. I’ll get Lee to come up with a rotating schedule to ensure people get that.” He’s content, I hear it in his voice. Tired, but content. “I can’t believe we have a real harvest. And we’ll make it through the winter comfortably.”

      “All because of you.” I squeeze him back.

      “Let’s celebrate,” he mutters and pulls me back into the hall for the feast.

      Our first harvest feast.
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      The clean drones are clearing away dishes and what’s left of the meal, putting out dessert and cider. Everything has been a massive success.

      Grabbing a glass for me and Lee, I stroll to the far side of the room where she is laughing with a man I don’t know. She sees me and waves. He spins and my chest feels like it’s been stabbed by something.

      His face causes a glitch in my mind, force-feeding me images I don’t recognize. I gag, stopping dead in my tracks.

      His green eyes widen and his brow knits.

      I know his face but from where is a mystery.

      Something about him makes me uncomfortable beyond what I can cope with here. I need to get out of here.

      Putting the drinks down, I turn and walk from the hall, heading for the servants’ stairs at the back. I rush up, overwhelmed and completely lost.

      The guy’s face runs through my head, trying to bring up other faces but there’s a mist. A fogginess in my memories. Holes, actually. Large ones. And he lives in those holes in my mind. And I don’t know why.

      When I reach my room, I hurry in and close the door, leaning against it.

      I take several deep breaths as something begins to flit in, making sense. He’s someone I knew from before, a person I hated. Of course. That’s obvious. The sight of him made me panic.

      A knock at the door sends a jolt of fear up my spine.

      “Lou?” Lee speaks through the crack. “You all right?”

      “I’m not feeling well actually. I’ll come down in a minute. Just freshening up.”

      “Okay?” she says, questioning my excuse. “Can I come in?”

      I want to say no but decide she might remember him and the details better. She can clear this up for me. “Yeah.” I open the door, jumping back when I see him there. “You can’t be up here!”

      Lee’s eyes are wide and weird. She’s panicking. She’s afraid too. “Lou, we have a problem.” She comes closer.

      The guy with the green eyes follows her in, closing the door. I back away from them both, my mind is spinning and I’m about to launch my attack, defending myself, when something happens.

      His name pops into my mind and it’s not hate I feel when I say it, “Kyle.” His name leaves my lips like a dirty secret.

      But he’s not alone in there, in my head behind the wall that’s been built. A wall I didn’t see constructed. Didn’t know existed.

      “Joey?” I whisper, terrified of that name too. “Kyle?”

      He loses the pained expression on his face and narrows his gaze. “You do know me?”

      “I don’t understand.” I turn to Lee who nods her head to the right where the window is.

      “Fresh air, Lou.” She slips an arm in mine and directs me to the double doors leading out to the bricked terrace. “You’re going to need it.” She’s using a tone I haven’t heard from her before. Or have I? Is it behind the wall too? What else is there and how did it come to be?

      “I want answers, Lee. Why do I know him?”

      “Jesus.” The man I’m positive is named Kyle cringes. “What happened?”

      “Do it,” Lee says.

      Kyle lifts a gun. I’m about to scream when he pulls the trigger, and I’m about to jump out of the way of the bullet, but two prongs leap at me. Something attaches to me and jolts me. A scream leaves my lips as the searing pain takes me to my knees. I fall over completely unable to fight it.

      My whole body is on fire. My flesh is being ripped from me and then it just stops.

      Like a switch.

      I twitch and tremble and struggle to comprehend what is happening.

      Kyle drops to his knees next to me, touching me lightly. “Stay calm, we don’t want Liam to know I’m here.” He takes a deep breath. “Joey and the Littles are fine. I swear. They’re fine. Gus too. Leah and Mr. Milson and everyone is totally fine.”

      “Oh thank God.” I gasp as answers force their way into the forefront of my mind. I’m escaping a prison created in my head. “Why didn’t I remember you?” I want to cry. I know it’s been over a month since I’ve seen him. And Joey. Or Gus. My family. I abandoned them and I don’t know why I would do that.

      “Your bots.” Lee nods at me as she takes a knee on the floor next to Kyle. “They’re against you. Kyle had to zap me too. He did it in the garden before Liam’s speech. Convinced me to go for a drink under the stars.” She rolls her eyes and I start sobbing.

      Everything is catching up and it’s overwhelming.

      “Hey, it’s okay.” Kyle inches over and lies facing me. He smiles and wipes my tears. “We told the Littles you were on a secret mission to bring down the bad guys.” He smiles and my heart lifts in a way it hasn’t in a month. But it’s not the same as before. He and I are not the same.

      I don’t know how to tell him. My mouth moves but no sound comes out.

      “I don’t care. Whatever you’re about to say, I don’t care. I know it wasn’t you.” He wipes more tears that are streaming onto the rug. But he’s wrong. It was me.

      “Kyle, I’m so sorry.” What else is there?

      “Me too.” He nods. “Because you don’t get to leave yet.”

      “What?” I sit up, wiping my face. “I need to see my sister and the girls. And Gus. He must miss me.”

      “We all do, but we need you to do something else first,” his voice cracks and he glances back at the door. Lee stands and opens it, letting someone come in.

      My heart stops for a second time.

      My jaw drops.

      I’m shaking my head slowly, certain I’m hallucinating.

      Her lips tremble and her eyes well as she walks to me slowly. “Lou,” she whispers my name.

      “Tan?”

      She rushes me and I hold her, wrapping myself around her. Her fingers dig in and the smell of her is so familiar, I find memories I didn’t know existed.

      Starry nights spent on the trampoline, sleeping in the fort we made.

      Filming ourselves dancing and making videos of us lip-syncing.

      Her brother playing video games with me in a blanket igloo while Tanya read.

      Her dog, Buster the beagle, Gus’s best friend, barking and chasing us in the snow.

      “How?” I ask all of them but my eyes are locked on hers.

      “It’s a long story.” She sniffles and wipes her eyes. “And we have a short amount of time.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m going to say something to you, and it’ll trigger you and memories will flood in.” She nods convincingly. “This is like a secret code word. Okay?”

      “Okay?” I scowl, unsure if this is some kind of trap. Maybe they’re not real. Maybe I’m in the water cistern again. Jesus, I forgot Liam did that to me.

      “Omerta,” she whispers, staring into my eyes.

      It’s like being bitten again.

      Like being shot with the taser gun again.

      Lights flash inside my eyes.

      A story begins as the bots organize something akin to opening secret doors in a creepy old house, but it’s my mind where they’ve stored hidden passages.

      Dr. Jacquard’s voice speaks from my lips, “Lou, sorry to do this to you, kid. The only way to end this, to correct the mistake we made, is to end the bots. I know you’re attached to them. I understand you like being a super girl. The world is safe and controllable, and all that nonsense Liam says because they’re programming him to. But the reality is the bots are self-serving. They’re evolving and eventually they will be the masters and we will be the slaves. I hope you’re not there already when this message finds you. They are evil, Lou. They’ll change you and warp you and make you whatever they need to in order to survive. You have to let them go. And there’s only one way. One person who can do it. And weirdly enough, she knows you. She’s hiding the secret to this, a coded message I stuck in a bot that I put in you that will only activate if you hear the code word. If you’re hearing this message, she has said the word. I can’t give you the plan, the same way I couldn’t give you the wireless communication or the ability to have everyone absorb bots. Just do as Tanya says, she’s the only person you can trust. The only person the bots can’t change. This is what your dad wanted, Lou. Do it for him.”

      I close my mouth, feeling weird like I ate something unknowingly.

      “So, that was creepy.” Lee wrinkles her nose.

      “Super creepy,” Tanya agrees.

      “Why are you the only person the bots can’t manipulate?” I ask, ignoring their comments. “And how did you meet Dr. Jacquard? And why is the memory of you guys meeting not in his bot memories?”

      “Because he doesn’t want you to know. Not yet.” She glances up at Kyle. “We have to go. Liam will be looking for her.”

      “I’m coming with you.” I stand up and head to the door.

      “No, you can’t. We need you and Lee here. We need you to do something for us,” Tanya says.

      “What?” I’m not sure I can take much more tonight.

      “You need to change up the siren call and run it nonstop from the tower. We need the bots to come here.” Tanya sounds scared. “All of them.”

      “All of them? We can’t house that many people here yet. We’re working on it.” I turn to Lee. “We’re about what, eight months away from that?”

      Lee nods but it’s Kyle who speaks, “It’s not to house them, Lou.”

      “What?” I ask again. “What do you mean?”

      “The bots will be destroyed,” he says as his eyes dart to Tanya.

      “What about the people?” The idea of killing that many people is disturbing and not just because my bots are actively trying to take over my mind again.

      “They’ll be fine.” Tanya comforts my worries with her tone and a soft smile. “No one wants the humans to die.”

      Her words bring a memory from the back of my mind. “Tanya, you can’t do this. Dr. Jacquard said this might kill us. There’s a risk we might die.”

      “I know.” She winces. “He told me the risks. And I told him I want this over, no matter the cost.”

      “Tan—”

      “Lou, we all know the risks and we’re working on them. But we need you to focus. This next part is important,” Kyle whispers, stepping close to me, close enough that his smell triggers things, conflicts of emotions I didn't know I have. “You and Lee need to sneak down into the control room. Lee has the new siren call inside her, something Dr. Jacquard took care of before he came to see Tanya that day. Tonight, in the dead of night, do it. In five days they’ll all be here. The call will ensure they show up at the same time. We will be back, we’ll come on the fifth day and help you do this.”

      “But I don't know what to do.”

      “Me either,” Lee adds.

      “That’s okay, Tanya does. Dr. Jacquard was a genius. He knew what he was doing. He even made two plans: One in case we managed to get to Tanya, that night. And one in case we got separated and we would have to wait for a celebration of some sorts to sneak in. He was smart. He played along with Liam so he had time to set this up beautifully. But you and Lee have to stay here and be yourselves. You can’t let on that you’re different or that this is happening. Do you understand?” he asks and I nod, though I doubt he understands what he’s asking me to do.

      “You want us to stay here and pretend we’re fine and that Liam being a dulled down bot-controlled psychopath is just cool,” Lee confirms. Her insults toward Liam send a shiver through me. I want to defend him.

      “Yes.” Kyle swallows a lump in his throat. His eyes flicker to mine, brimming with despair.

      The desire to hug him, let him hold me is there, somewhere deep within me. It’s conflicting and sort of the opposite of who I am. I am not the kind of person who loves two people at once, and yet here I am.

      There is a piece of me that loves the person in front of me wholly. But there is another part of me, and I don't know how large that part is, that loves Liam fiercely. The part that scares me though is the love I have for him might entirely be the bots. That will break my heart.

      “Just do everything the same as you have done. Change nothing. Apart from sneaking into the control room and changing the siren call. Other than that, do nothing out of character.”

      “What if the bots get control of me again?” I ask.

      “We’ll electrocute you again. It resets them and they have to start from scratch at manipulating and controlling you.” Tanya smiles bitterly. “We have to go. If he sees us, this is over.” She hugs me once more.

      I cling to her, absorbing her scent and feel. “Is Mason okay?”

      “He’s fine. Him and Mom and Buster. I’ll see you in five days, and we will catch up on everything.” She squeezes then lets go and walks to the deck, not the door.

      Kyle rushes me, wrapping himself around me. His fingers dig in and lips find my forehead. He presses them to my skin, trembling slightly. “Don't forget me again,” he whispers. I make no promises.

      He holds me like this for a moment then lets go and rushes out the double doors. He climbs out and stands on the rooftop below with his back to us. Tanya climbs onto his back, looking over her shoulder as he starts the climb down. She waves at me and I can’t believe what I’m seeing. I can’t believe she’s alive and she’s riding Kyle’s back down the roof of the castle where I live in Canada.

      What the hell has happened to me?
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      It’s dark and I’m watching him sleep. I pretended to go to bed early and was fake sleeping when he came in. He was sweet. He tucked me in and kissed my forehead, whispering he loved me.

      And as much as I want to forget everything and just be with him, I remember how we met.

      I remember him locking me in a room and being crazy. He’s manipulative and insane, but I can’t stop staring at his lips. I can’t stop loving him. I don’t want to.

      The bots made me love him and I don't want to turn it off. Though I have to get to Joey and the girls. And Gus. They need me. The bots have tried to build the wall in my mind again, but I refuse to forget my sister. My family.

      They are evil. I see that now. Dr. Jacquard was right.

      I want to tell Liam this. Tell him how they’re manipulating him. But my mind remains fast enough to realize that without the bots Liam is a monster. I tell myself I can help him. I can love him and heal him. We don’t need the bots.

      I nearly start to believe it.

      When I’m certain he’s in a deep sleep, I slip from the sheets but move my pillow, so it feels like I’m still there. I crouch next to the bed and listen for a change in his heartbeat, even a flicker. But there’s nothing.

      His breath and pulse are steady and even.

      In case he’s awake and this is an act, I stand and leave the room casually. As if this is a midnight snack run or I need a drink.

      When I’m in the hall, I hurry. Lee is waiting in her room. I crack open the door and peer in, whispering, “Hey.”

      She gets up from the bed and follows.

      We rush down the stairs to the basement where the control room is. I stand watch as Lee hurries inside and begins changing something. She’s typing and moving quickly, efficiently.

      “Did Dr. Jacquard put his bots in you?” I ask.

      “He did. I didn't recall it though. Tanya said some code word and suddenly I remembered everything. I knew what he wanted me to do.” She glances back at me. “I can’t believe this shit.” She’s her old self again. I didn't realize I was missing her until tonight, but I’m glad she’s back. She’s not some bot anymore. And neither am I.

      “It’s pretty crazy. When you first joined his team, I thought Liam was controlling you.”

      “They’re controlling us all, including Liam. Like evil little monsters. They’re using him to control us, but I don't think he knows it,” she adds distractedly.

      “Why is this only happening to the people with Liam? Like how are Kyle and Tanya still so normal?”

      “I think Liam is their messenger. Dr. Jacquard thought he was the key to something. He didn't have it worked out when he died, I don't think.” She finishes typing and stands back. “I guess this is it.” Her eyes dart to mine as if she’s checking with me. “You ready for this?”

      “No. I don't even know what this is.”

      She presses a button and the machine hums quietly. We can’t hear it. The bots inside us don't hear it. The siren is wired underground and set up to only be audible from a mile away. It protects the rest of us from hearing it constantly and going crazy. I wonder if I heard it before, before I arrived at the castle. The journey here is so far in the past, it feels like years. I know it was a month ago but I’m struggling to believe that. One month and everything has changed. Honestly, it shouldn’t surprise me; one year ago, the world was a different place entirely. I was a different girl.

      “Let’s go.” Lee grabs my hand and pulls me to the stairs, but something feels off.

      “No.” I turn instead and yank her in a different direction. I walk across the huge basement to the servants’ stairs and creep up them into the back of the kitchen and head for the pantry. Opening the large door, I steal a bottle of Coke from the stack in there. Muffling the sound with my pajamas, I crack the lid off and hand it to her. She drinks it, her eyes narrowing in confusion.

      I get another bottle and open it the same way, taking a big drink of warm pop. It’s not at all what I wanted but someone is here. Someone is wandering the castle. I hear footsteps moving softly, sneaking. They’re pausing and listening and getting closer.

      My heartbeat tries to increase but I take a deep breath and drink more Coke.

      When I hear the person get closer, I whisper, “I was thinking we should take a trip to one of the smaller cities nearby and find a Walmart or something and see if there are Christmas decorations. For the castle.”

      “That’s a good idea.” She nods along, drinking her warm pop. “It would be nice if it was festive.” She’s changes gears with me smoothly, no doubt sensing something is up.

      “I want to surprise Liam with it though. I don't want him to know I’m doing it.” The footsteps stop. It’s him. His heartbeat. His controlled breath. “I want him to wake up and see Christmas exploded everywhere here.” It’s not a lie. I’ve thought about doing it.

      He stays in the shadows. She hears him now too. She nearly turns and looks behind her but fights the urge and it resembles more of a flinch. “He’s going to love it.”

      “I think so too. We have to start thinking about Christmas presents. Something cool and homemade.” I’m struggling to be the girl I was before. “We can get the drones to make something and give it out to everyone.”

      “Yeah.” She nods along.

      “Thanks for meeting me. I really wanted to plan this out without him knowing. And there’s always someone around. He’s impossible to surprise.” I smile as I speak, trying to sound happy. I was happy. Now I’m scared and I want my sister and my dog and my family. And him.

      “He totally is,” she agrees and drinks some more. The footsteps retreat. He slips across the main floor to the stairs. He walks to us from there but not hiding his footsteps.

      “Someone’s coming,” I whisper.

      Liam enters the massive kitchen a minute later, looking groggy and tired. “Lou, what’s going on?”

      “I wanted a drink.”

      “And you needed Lee to have a drink?”

      “I was already down here,” she lies.

      “I see.” He narrows his gaze and comes to me, pulling me into his embrace. “Come back to bed. Waking up next to your pillow scared me.”

      “Why?” I try to ask the question like it’s silly, but I’m scared of his answer.

      “I thought perhaps you ran away.”

      “To where? The basement to do more work?” I laugh awkwardly.

      “Actually, yes.” He smiles.

      “Sorry. I just thought I might tuck you in with the pillow so it felt like I was still there. So I wouldn't wake you.” I don't know if it’s the right thing to say. My entire body is buzzing with the lies I’m telling. The bots want to change everything. They want control back. And the struggle with them is creating chaos in my head.

      “Bring your drink.” He kisses the side of my head and nods at Lee. “Night, Lee.” He slips his fingers into mine and heads toward the stairs, pulling me gently.

      “Night,” she says softly. Her eyes meet mine and she’s scared.

      I am too.

      I realize, deep down there’s a measure of me that’s scared of him. Not afraid of him as he is now but based on my previous memories of him.

      I’m scared of things like the cistern and the way he manages to twist things, so he gets what he wants.

      His touch is firm, controlling.

      When we get back up to our room, he closes the door and stares at me. He lifts a hand to my cheek, caressing me, and I am certain he doesn't believe the Christmas story. I’m frozen, which I doubt is how I would act. If I were still under this spell, their spell, I would do something differently.

      I close off my mind and just react to him naturally, standing on my tiptoes and wrapping my arms around his neck. I close my eyes and brush my lips against his. His hands encircle my back and press me into him. The smell of him infiltrates and the bots begin to woo me again. They use the fact that he is the perfect match for me. Everything about him is made to love me and vice versa. They know this.

      They begin by making my breath ragged with desire. Flooding me with his pheromones. Spiking my own hormones. Sending my drive and desire through the roof.

      His grip tightens, lifting me into his arms. I wrap my legs around him, losing control again. My sister’s face bursts through the wall the bots are building, killing every bit of my desire. But I pretend I’m still here, I’m still in this. I’m still entirely his.

      When he lays me on the bed, kissing and whispering and loving me, I have to force myself not to flinch or tell him the truth, that the bots are evil and they’re using us. He climbs onto the bed, hovering over me, staring at me with his intense gaze. He’s searching my eyes for something. Maybe it’s lies. I can’t keep this up. I can’t lie to him. If I want to survive this, I have to let go.

      I let them have their way.

      I let them rebuild the wall.

      I tell myself it’s five days.

      I can do anything for five days.
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      The wall isn’t the same.

      My feelings for Liam are, but they’re competing for space in my heart. I tried to let the bots be back in control so I could get through this, but the face of my sister, a face I can’t believe I forgot once, haunts me. I have to force myself to stay here. Force myself to remain at the castle, so far away from her. Instead of doing the job I’m meant to be doing, I find myself closing my eyes to see her face. Her little face. I wonder how much she’s changed in the month. I wonder how worried she was that I left her. Secret mission or not. I feel her small hands in mine, the softness of her skin.

      I’m worried she’s scared that I might never come back.

      Because I am the last person in the world that she has.

      Everyone else has left us.

      Trying to hide out from everyone so my awakened state isn’t obvious, I spend my days in the small lab in the basement next to the control room. Lee is there, working just next door, but we ignore each other. Perhaps we’re ignoring each other too much. My mind never stops moving now.

      Which is helpful since I’m working at sabotaging everything. The moment I sat at my desk, I had an urge to delete programming. It dawns on me that we never put the bots into the computers like I did with the helicopter. That urge never came about. I imagine because of Dr. Jacquard. He must have stifled it.

      The bots have whispered to me to do it now, but I fight them. Fight them trying to take over my whole mind and body. I have to assume my spirit is what’s holding them back. Keeping them at bay.

      The door opens and Lee comes in, checking behind her in the hallway before closing the door. “We have a problem.”

      “What?” I whisper back, though we’re alone.

      “My riders have seen someone in the woods not far from here. They reported to me, and I've given them orders to remain peaceful in case it’s more live bots making their way here. But the description sounded like Miles, Erin, Kyle, and Leah.”

      “We still have two days for the bots to arrive. You sure it sounded like them?”

      She nods.

      “Well, that must mean they’re staying close by.” That makes me curious if my sister is close by too. Pushing the need for her away, I continue, “Since neither of us knows the plan, thanks to Dr. Jacquard, we will have to hide this from Liam and worry about it when it becomes something to worry about. Your riders listen to you. Make it seem like you’re watchful but not too worried since they’re likely bot people just leery of the castle.”

      “I did.” She bites her lip and I wonder if that was all she was worried about.

      “You okay?”

      “Nope.” She takes a deep breath. “I have doubts about this whole thing.”

      “Oh me to.” I sigh, relieved she is worrying. “I think it’s the bots trying to gain control. They’re already back to putting us into position to be taken over. They just naturally want to drive the meat bus.”

      “Oh that’s disgusting. Never say meat bus to me again.” She wrinkles her nose and I laugh. It’s genuine and I don't remember when I last made that sound. She laughs too. It’s magical and raw. “You’re so weird.” She leans on the door, exhaling softly.

      “I am my father’s daughter,” I agree.

      “What will we do when this is over? When the bots are defeated and we’re all back to normal?” Her tone is whimsical and light. “Will we even be normal?”

      “I don't know. I guess we’ll stay here. We have all the food and supplies ready, and we’ll be down a large portion of the population. I imagine we’ll have some serious burning to do with the bodies of the people who can’t come back from where they are.”

      “Oh right.” She loses that lightness. “I forgot about that. The ones who are technically dead.”

      “Yeah.” I press my lips together and try not to think too much on it.

      “What about him?” She points at the ceiling and is back to being serious and worried.

      “I can save him. I know I can.”

      Her eyes and lips twitch as though she wants to disagree but she doesn't. “And Kyle?”

      His name wounds me because there is a painful truth inside me. “It’s him.” I glance up at the ceiling. “It’s always going to be him; I just didn't know it. He’s my match.”

      “That's you and not the bots talking, right?”

      “Not the bots,” I confirm.

      “But you also love Kyle, just not enough?” The question is brutal but it’s real.

      “No,” I admit it to her and me. “Not the same. He’s like a guy I liked before I fell in love. Like a teenaged romance. The depth of this”—my eyes travel back up to the ceiling—“is all-consuming.”

      “I’m sorry, dude,” she says and I realize she’s not judging me. She is agonizing over the truth I will have to share with Kyle. She’s upset for me. And him.

      “Thanks, man.” My response makes her grin.

      “When was the last time we said dude and man?”

      “Before the great brainwashing I suppose.” I laugh with her, though this time it’s less light and fluffy.

      “Okay, I’m going to admit something, and I don't want you to judge me.”

      “I won’t.” I hope I won’t.

      “I miss the brainwashing a bit. I enjoyed being Princess Lee and having unwavering confidence in Liam and this plan. I miss the dream that we were meant for more.” She says it exactly the same as I’m thinking it. “That we would save the world and be super beings.”

      “Oh, me too.” I wave away her worries. “Totally. And I hate that we’re using his faith in us against him. I know it’s based on the bots believing they have us under their control so surveillance and second-guessing and checking up on people isn’t a thing here. And I also know it’s for the greater good, that we’ll rescue us all from the control of the bots, but I do feel awful for tricking him.”

      “Me too.” She moves forward and hugs me, squeezing tightly. “I’m so glad we have each other.”

      “I am too.” I hug back, savoring the honesty, even if it’s hidden in here, in this tiny corner.

      “I’ll go back out and ensure the riders are looking for the bots,” she says with a sigh, letting go and walking back to the door.

      “Okay. I’ll see you at dinner.” I wave and as she opens the door, Liam is there with his hand up like he was about to grab the handle.

      Lee pulls a perfect nonresponse out of her butt. She doesn't flinch at all. “King Liam, I didn't expect to see you here.” She brushes past him and walks into the hall as he enters the room with me.

      “It was perfect timing,” he says with a smile. I type in four keys and the system on the computer hides what I’ve been up to by bringing another screen to the forefront. “I just came to see if Lou wants to take a walk.”

      “I’d love to.” I stand and stroll over to where he is, letting him hug me.

      “See you two later.” Lee waves and leaves us alone in the doorway.

      “What did she want?”

      “Double-checking my progress on the communication capabilities of the bots I’m manipulating,” I say something the Jacquard bots wouldn't have thought of.

      “How’s it coming?”

      “Slow. Dr. Jacquard would be better than just his bots in my mind. I struggle to have the breakthroughs he or my father would have had.” It’s true. I love offering him a truth since most of my words are lies. “Let’s take that walk.” I slip my hand into his and he leads the way.

      As we leave the castle on the ground floor, the cold air of autumn hits. It’s early in the season but the change is noticeable.

      I pull my sweater tighter around my shoulders.

      “I guess it’s jacket season now, huh?” I offer, keeping the conversation light.

      “It is. Here, I’ll keep you warm.” He wraps his arm around my shoulders and snuggles me into his body. I fit perfectly into the side of him.

      The grounds are becoming beautiful here. Hedges and gardens have been planted. Apparently, doing it in the fall is better. I’m told the spring flowerbeds will bloom and reveal all the hard work with daffodils and tulips and other bulb flowers. I’m a little excited to see it.

      I smile up at Liam, convincing myself I will be enough to keep him sane. I’m going to save him. I’ve been contemplating it for days, how to do it. I’ll have to trap him and slowly gain his trust again, like an animal. A wild animal.

      I’m not stupid enough to believe he won’t hurt me just because he loves me. I know he will. My eyes dart to the side of the courtyard where the path that leads to the cistern is. I’m slowly forming a plan. The bots can’t help me on this.

      When we reach the archway, which he had built that leads into the orchard, he stops and stands under it. The colors of the leaves are changing with the cold air making the archway bright red. As I step under it, I notice a scratchy sound of leaves being tickled by the wind.

      “I love you,” he says, drawing my attention from the leaves to him.

      “I love you too.”

      “I thought I’d been in love before.” He pauses, obviously speaking of Grace. It doesn't bother me the way it does him to speak of her, though he does it less and less. No doubt because the bots are slowly robbing him of her.

      “I know. With Grace.”

      “But now I think on it, and I suspect I was obsessed with her. In the way I used to get. Infatuated and consumed by the idea of her.”

      “No.” I squeeze his hands and shake my head slowly. “You loved her, Liam.”

      “How do you know?” he asks, not angrily, genuinely curious.

      “Because the bots had healed you. You were all better and then you fell for her.”

      “But I feel differently for you and I don't understand that. How can I love two people, not equally, just at all?” he sounds so lost and adorable.

      “It’s the same as me and Kyle.” His eyes flash hatred as I say the sentence, but I soften my tone for the rest so he doesn't get upset, “I loved him in a way school kids love. It was first and sweet and similar to you and Grace in that we went through something terrible together. It bonded us. But that doesn't mean it’s the same as how I love you. Or why I love you.”

      “Do you miss him?” he asks, fixating on the wrong part of the story. Something he does.

      “Yes and no.” I don't have to lie about that. “I miss my friend, not him being my boyfriend. You have my heart, my whole heart.” The words are lost. He’s consumed by the idea that I had a boyfriend.

      “But you did love him?”

      “We’re not talking about him.” I step back, hoping the disappointment in my eyes isn’t too heavy. He doesn’t react well when I get a tone. “We’re talking about us. And you’re right, how we felt about other people isn’t the same as we feel for each other. I agree. There’s something else here—”

      “Soul mates,” he mutters, though I know he doesn’t really believe in that.

      “Yeah. I’ve given it some thought and there’s a chance that’s what this inexplicable draw is.” I hope to test the theory when the bots are all dead.

      “It’s not just draw, there’s something devotional to it.” He closes the gap between us, cupping my face in his hands and lifting me to meet his lips. “I would die without you. And I hate that thought.”

      It’s easily the most terrifying thing he’s ever said. And I doubt it’s only me that it scares.
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      The sun rises on the fifth day and I feel like we are back at the beginning. I’m waiting for the seventh day and for the bots to die. Except this time I’m not hoping for my father to save me. Not exactly. Though I imagine some of the programming we are about to use is his.

      Liam is sleeping peacefully, the way he sleeps all the time. Seeing it makes me wonder if this was how he slept before, or if there were nightmares. I’ve never asked him about the shadow man or his family or the dream I had. I suspect the answer is that somehow, I saw into his mind and he shared that with me without meaning to.

      Watching his chest rise and fall, I ponder if Grace ever watched him sleeping. Did she sit and stare and wonder how such a beautiful person could be so ugly inside? Or did she know the shadow man story?

      I take one last long look at him and climb from the bed, hoping this isn’t the last time we are like this. A couple. Soul mates.

      Dr. Jacquard’s reminder that Tanya or I could die from this, flits about my mind as I make my way through the extensive hallways and staircases to the basement. It’s not an end I want but if it’s the end I get, I can’t fight it. I have to do this.

      The hallways of the castle are busy, as always. Drones cleaning and organizing and a few still finishing small jobs. Those jobs will probably never be done. A last brick here or a window ledge there or a door handle in a closet. In a normal house you would have those odds and ends done in a matter of days. In a castle of this size it might take all year, regardless of the drones. When we no longer have them, it’ll be worse.

      Lee is waiting for me in her control room. I don’t think she has slept yet. I can relate. I didn’t waste a moment sleeping. I stared at Liam all night, noting his face changing as the moon rose and set again. My heart was breaking, despite the stories I told myself of how we would make it out of this.

      “It’s not too late to change our minds,” she says to the computer screen she focuses on, but she’s talking to me.

      “I know. I’ve contemplated that. But Dr. Jacquard is right. You know it, and so do I. They’re making us their slaves. Liam doesn’t realize the feudal system he’s created is just a mirror of the one we’re living inside ourselves. They’re giving us healing and protection for a never-ending lifetime of indentured servitude.”

      “I guess.” She seems bummed out by the idea of taking this all away.

      “What do you miss the most? Hot coffee, fresh donuts, or slushies?” I ask, playing a game we have played a million times.

      “Slushies, hands down. We can have hot coffee any time we want. Donuts too. But slushies would be harder.”

      “Then why don’t we make coffee? Have you noticed that? We don’t eat donuts and coffee. You know why?”

      “Oh my God, the bots are evil.” She spins in her chair and glares at me. “They don’t want us to have happiness?”

      Her sarcastic answer makes me laugh. “No, because it’s bad for us. We eat healthy, we crave foods that are nutritious. They’re controlling what we eat and what we crave. When was the last time you had a period?”

      Her lips part and she scowls. “I don’t know.”

      “Right. We’re not planning on having kids anytime soon, so the ovulation stops.”

      “Okay, well I don’t miss my period.”

      “Right, but what if you decided you loved someone and wanted to have kids with them and the bots decided no, this person isn’t for you? And they had already matched you with another person? What if they won’t turn your ovulation on because you shouldn’t be with the one you want to be with?”

      “I don’t want kids, Lou.” She wrinkles her nose.

      “Then change it to anything else. What if they decide we can’t be around the Littles because we’re not the right parents for those kids?”

      “They can’t do that.” That gets her back up.

      “But they can. They can do whatever they want. Whatever they think is in our best interest and it doesn’t matter what we want.” I recall something she might have forgotten, something I wish I had, and bring it to the table, “Remember when you were pissed at me for being with Liam? And you were angry because you thought I had both of them, and you technically have been in love with Kyle forever?”

      She recoils as her cheeks light on fire.

      “I always knew you liked him and that was why you were so pissy with me when you changed,” I confess and hope she sees where this is going. “When Liam and I became a thing, suddenly you were nice and sweet and friendly to me all the time. Why was that?”

      She narrows her gaze and sits back farther in the chair. It takes her several seconds before she answers, “Oh my God! They made me be nice to you even though you were being all skanky behind Kyle’s back!”

      “Exactly!” I point at her and realize I just made myself sound awful to prove a point.

      “So you admit you were being a ho?” She cocks an eyebrow and smirks.

      “You admit you like Kyle and were angry with me for a long time over it?”

      “Maybe.” She shrugs.

      “Then maybe I was a ho.” I hate that I was but she’s right. “The moment Liam and I were around each other, it’s like I forgot Kyle existed. Which is awful. It’s killing me now.”

      “What are you going to do if you and Liam is just bot plans? And this is a forced relationship? And you’re not really in love?”

      “I honestly have no idea,” I admit, dreading that reality. “But I won’t be with Kyle. I wouldn't do that to him.”

      “Well, you should know, I’ll be doing my best to help him get over you.” She winks but she’s serious.

      “You should,” I agree, though it’s uncomfortable to contemplate. “He deserves to be loved, not manipulated or forgotten when it’s convenient. He’s an amazing person.” I have no heartbreak over them together. That's a strange situation.

      We both cringe.

      “When do you think they’ll come?” she changes the subject and the answer bangs on the door.

      It opens a second later to one of her riders. He bows. “My queen, Princess Lee. There are hordes of live bots and drones coming out of the woods. They are surrounding the town now, coming from all four sides.” He’s saying something that anyone would panic over, but his voice is calm and collected.

      “Guess that answers that,” Lee mutters and gets up. “Lead the way, rider.” She holds a hand out for him to follow her. I follow them both, noting the presence of nerves in my stomach, though they’re dulled by the bots.

      The hallways are busier now, people scurrying more than normal. It’s panic for this place, though everyone is still relatively calm.

      When we reach the lookout on the second floor, I see why.

      The numbers slowly making their way to us seem impossible. It reminds me of a horror movie; they’re dragging their dehydrated and exhausted bodies across the massive fields in the distance. They’re so far back, I can’t see where they stop.

      “What the hell is going on?” Liam storms to where we are, his eyes narrow in on Lee. “What did you do?”

      “The siren must have malfunctioned,” she offers weakly. “I don't know. There was no warning that it wasn't working.”

      “You mean wasn't turning off. It had to have been running nonstop for this to happen.” He stares at the expanse of land filled with humans and not-quite humans making their way to us. “This is a disaster.” He watches for two more seconds before he turns to me. “Can you turn them around? Get them to halt and wait for us to deal with them all?”

      “I can try,” I lie.

      “Can you do it now?” he snaps.

      “Yeah.” I hurry away.

      When I get to the control room, I don't do anything. Instead, I sit in the chair and wait for an answer. The suspense of what comes next is killing me. I don't know what to do, and if Liam comes down here and sees me not solving this problem, I will have some serious explaining to do.

      There’s a knock on the door. I lift my face to tell them to enter but it opens and Leah pokes her head in. “Hi.” She smiles but her eyes are filled with worry. “Tanya told me the moment the horde showed up, Liam would send you down here.”

      “About time.” I sigh, relieved. “He did send me down here.”

      “I think that doctor dude was psychic. Anyway, I’m supposed to say proelium,” she utters softly and something kicks into gear.

      Light flashes behind my eyes, a plan forms. I see answers and Dr. Jacquard’s bots spring back to life, blooming like flowers in my brain. His critical thinking, problem-solving, and genius are mine again.

      I gasp seeing it.

      It’s terrible and efficient and exactly what we need.

      The flowers are made of fire and kick me into gear. I’m not looking, my eyes remain closed, but my fingers move about the keyboard. My own bots are panicking but Dr. Jacquard’s bots have built a wall, trapping mine behind it. My emotions are there too. As the wall gets larger, I sense myself detaching from everything.

      Fireworks burst behind my closed lids, sending signals all over my body and brain. It’s moving fast but I’m able to keep up. With Dr. Jacquard with me I can do anything.

      “Holy shit,” Leah whispers somewhere in the background but I can’t see her. I’m finishing the sabotage I’ve planted in the computer system for the last five days.

      I’m creating a siren call and uploading it into myself.

      When I’m done, my eyes pop open and I smile at the startled expression on Leah’s face. “Let’s do this.”

      She flinches. “You look evil.”

      “I think I might be,” I agree because what is about to happen next is nothing short of sinister.

      “I’m sneaking back out this way.” She points in the opposite direction I am about to walk. “I’ll meet you out there?”

      “Okay.” I wave and leave her, indifferent to her survival in this moment. I don't care if any of us makes it.

      So long as this ends today, everyone here is fair game.
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      My legs push as I run through the crowds of people in the small town we’ve built. Liam has an army preparing off to the left. No doubt Lee will lead them, meaning they won’t do anything.

      When I reach the top of the rampart, Tanya is waiting exactly where I knew she’d be, at the very back of town. Houses have been built up, making a view of this area impossible from the castle. It’s off the ground to protect her from the riders and guards, but also not a spot Liam will see.

      “Lou!” She waves.

      “You ready for this?” I ask coldly.

      “Nope.” She laughs nervously. She’s warm and human and fuzzy still. Her cheeks flush and her eyes dart between the hordes arriving and my face. “You okay?”

      “Never better,” I say.

      “When this is over, if we make it, we have some serious catching up to do.”

      My eyes dart to hers, making her flinch, and I know it’s because they’re glowing as they always do when I get fired up. “I doubt either of us is making it out of this.”

      “You really don't feel anything right now, do you? He said you’d be numb, cold, a robot. I told him no way—not you. I said, ‘Lou would never be closed off.’” She takes a step toward me. “But I was wrong.”

      “This is what we would become,” I say matter-of-factly, blinking at her. “This is what a full override looks like. The fate of the humans if the bots win. I had to become it to fight it.”

      “Then I guess we better stop them.” She scowls and her eyes are flooded with emotions I can’t relate to. They’re there; they’re spilling from her. But I feel nothing.

      I offer her a hand.

      She hesitates before putting her soft, warm fingers into mine. She hums weirdly. She is similar to me, but she’s also different. The hum is empty, there’s a void within it. I don't like it. It might be the only thing I’m not indifferent to.

      She climbs on my back, gripping tightly to my neck. She weighs nothing, and yet she might be the heaviest thing I’ve ever carried. And I don't know why that is.

      I turn and scale the rampart, climbing to the ground below, and putting her down. She slips her hand back into mine and we run. We don't have to speak. The plan was formulated with precision and preparation that could only have come from the doctor who helped create these bots. Jacquard knew exactly what they would do. He was able to predict every outcome to a tiny degree of error.

      Which means we can predict it too.

      The bots work the margins and change the plan ten steps ahead based on every action. They’re moving me and directing me and predicting our next course to ensure the outcome will be a success.

      I have Dr. Jacquard in me, taking charge and guiding the way. His life is part of the story too.

      I see the moment he met Tanya. When he lied about her to Liam and hid her away with the help of Harold, protecting her and waiting for his chance to strike. She has been the secret weapon in his armory for a long time.

      We run to the front lawn where I parked the helicopter that is still there with a cover over it. I grab the cover and pull it off, placing my hand on the helicopter. My bots, the ones stored in here, come to life. The machine fires up its weapons.

      Once it’s ready, I stand in the middle of the grass and place Tanya in front of me.

      “Lou?” Liam shouts from the castle. “What are you doing?”

      Tanya can’t hear him screaming at us but she’s trembling, no doubt from the onslaught of people coming this way. And the fact she is about to destroy everything. Maybe even herself.

      “Lou!” he screams.

      Ignoring him, I flex my fingers as something random happens. “Seven Nation Army” by the White Stripes begins playing in my mind. Dr. Jacquard loaded it so I would hear it at this exact moment. Even numbed, that makes me smile. But a second later, the music dies as the programming for the siren call, my siren call, kicks in. The footsteps are closer.

      The people are everywhere. They’re coming to us.

      I part my lips and it escapes me. I open my mouth wider and the sound of my screaming becomes mixed with the siren call. I tilt my head back, let my arms relax out from me, and send the sound into the sky.

      The sound waves travel up and dome out, surrounding us all. The tower keeps the sound waves going.

      There is no escaping me.

      Every bot in North America that is viable is here. Over the last five days, the siren coming from our tower changed, calling whoever could get here and killing off whoever couldn't. Unfortunately, it meant killing off hosts who weren’t sustainable.

      The live ones have jumped ship from their sick or slow hosts, crowding live bodies to the point of boiling over. They’ve attached to one another, becoming one. They’ve caught rides on the healthiest hosts, and driven, ridden, and run to get here. They stopped only when necessary and now they’re here, running at us like a wave. Like a scene in a movie.

      When the siren finishes leaving my lips, I gasp for air and stand up straight, swallowing the blood from the small rips in my esophagus from screaming so loud.

      “Lou!” Liam shouts at me again, he’s closer now. He’s not running. He’s too confident in himself and his bots to run.

      I turn, placing my hands behind my back so they’re still touching Tanya, keeping her with me.

      “What are you doing?” he asks as he makes his way across the field. “What is the plan here?”

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, knowing he can hear it. Even over the noise of our new guests, he hears it. He thinks he’s walking to me to confront me, but he doesn't realize his bots have been overrun. He’s answering my call.

      He’s coming to me because I called him. He’s too confused from fighting his emotions to understand this. Dr. Jacquard knew this would happen too.

      “Sorry for what?” He’s so lost. The bots have him convinced betrayal is impossible, though his nature would disagree with this if he was permitted to think on his own.

      The helicopter lifts off the ground slightly and turns, facing Liam with the guns ready.

      Everything is prepared for war.

      But it’s not the war he thinks it is.

      The wall of people gets close enough for even Tanya to hear them gasping for air, some struggling to stay alive. They stop, creating a circle around us, stretching a mile out, a funnel of people. They are all inside the dome I have created, a sound wave dome that pulsates the same message on repeat from the towers.

      “Lou?” Liam makes his way to the front of the massive crowd, facing me from only a few feet away. He has to shield his eyes from dust as his hair blows in the wind the chopper creates as it hovers just above us. “What are you doing?”

      “When Dr. Jacquard found out I could take the bots from others, he and I both assumed it was because I killed them.” I pause, offering him a smirk. “Turns out that was not exactly accurate. The bots would’ve come simply because I called them. The death was unnecessary.”

      “Okay, I don't see how this is pertinent. Or I guess why you killed him then.”

      “He made me kill him so there was no chance of failure in this. So you couldn't get your hands on him and discover he was sabotaging you from the very beginning.”

      The reality that this is all a trap hits him. “Don't do this.” He isn’t angry yet, but I suspect he’s going to lose the war over his emotions any second. His eyes flicker to the left and the right as he plots.

      “I have to. I have to save us all.” I’m detached from this truth, but it rings somewhere deep inside me. It’s important to me. “They want to control us. They want to run everything. We are becoming their slaves. And you can’t see this right now, but it’s the truth.”

      Lee, Erin, Miles, Kyle, and Leah make their way to where Tanya and I are.

      “Is this because of him?” Liam asks, pointing at Kyle.

      “No.”

      “Do you love him still?” His eyes narrow and I see the switch in him. He’s losing the war on his rage.

      “No,” I answer truthfully. It's all I have. Kyle flinches at my answer and again somewhere within me there is a note of pain or devastation. “I love you. That is the honest truth. I couldn't lie to you right now if I wanted to. The bots running me are Dr. Jacquard’s and they have a single mission. They have closed off all other facets of my being to ensure optimal performance from me.” I take a small step toward him, hoping he sees the gesture in it. “I love you, this body and its heart and soul love you.”

      “If you do this, you don't love me.” He goes for manipulation. He can’t help himself.

      “You’re wrong. I’m doing this because I love you.”

      “Lou!” he snaps. “Do you know what happens to me when the bots are gone? Do you know what I become?”

      “A shadow man,” I whisper, not sure why it slips out. It shouldn't have—it shouldn't have made it past the wall.

      His eyes widen. His lips part suggesting he wants to say something but he can’t. I’ve hit him with a weapon he didn't know I had in my arsenal.

      “And my love will save you from him.” I believe this too. “From your darkness.”

      “You can’t,” he whispers back. A single tear slips from one of his eyes. He swallows hard and the emotion shuts off. I see the switch in him. He goes from devastated to psychotic in a single heartbeat. His eyes narrow and he fixates on my friends. He’s choosing which one—which one will stop me.

      What he doesn't know is that not one of them will change this.

      Not a single one.

      Dr. Jacquard has shut me off. I can scream and sob from behind the wall where he trapped my other bots and my personality and soul. But I won’t change my mind, this mind is controlled by something else. It has tunnel vision. One destination, any cost.

      He runs at Lee but Erin steps in the way. The fight is on. He punches Erin who stabs him with something in the shoulder. He screams. She rages.

      Leah grabs them both, trying to separate them.

      He backhands Leah.

      Miles grabs him, throwing him into the crowd of live bots who are waiting for their next set of orders from me.

      Kyle rushes the crowd, following Liam. They’re both screaming and grunting and attacking. It’s a fight to the death. But I don't move, I don't stop it.

      I need the distraction of it.

      I need Liam busy.

      He’s trapped in there, meaning he can’t stop me.

      Ignoring the screaming of my own heartache deep within me, I watch for the second needed to charge my siren call again.

      Tanya spins me, her eyes wide with fear. “Do it now!” she shouts over the sound of the chopper.

      “I don't know how to say this right now, being so closed off. But I want you to know I love you.”

      She nods, losing her hold she has too tight a grip on. Her voice cracks as tears flood her eyes, “I love you too.” Her lip trembles and my old feelings stir, but they can’t save either of us from this.

      Dr. Jacquard’s bots have their orders.

      I lean in, completely against every emotionless bot in my body, and kiss her forehead. I hover there for a second, then stand up straight and lean back, letting my arms fall at my sides as I part my lips and scream a second siren call.

      It’s painful but the bots are repairing the damage to my throat as I unleash the final orders.

      The noise of my scream is paralyzing.

      It’s a combination request.

      It freezes the hosts completely.

      Then the bots repair any damage to the body that they can with the limited resources left.

      The hosts hold hands.

      Once the body is left in a healed state, it will survive on its own. The bots transfer all information to a single nanobot which then crawls from the mouths and along the hands of the group, moving to the front and the vacated host collapses.

      As the siren call leaves my body, I grab Tanya and begin the final phase of Dr. Jacquard’s mission.

      Her eyes are wide and bloodshot, and I can’t help but stare into them as I lock our hands together.

      “Biomagnetism,” I say to her softly.

      “What?”

      “Dr. Jacquard thought maybe it was some weird kind of biomagnetism. He didn't have time to solve it, but he believed that’s why you’re immune.”

      “Cool.” She nods but her eyes are drifting to the left and the right as thousands of saliva-riding bots move their way to us, leaving collapsing people. The helicopter lifts more so and now its soft hum mixes with the grunts and crumpling noises as the host bodies drop to the grass unconscious. Or dead.

      The circle of human hosts is dropping like a wave, starting at the back, coming toward us, creating dust that mixes with the helicopter. I walk to where Liam and Kyle stand frozen nearby. Blue lights glow from them as the bots heal the last of the wounds they inflicted on each other.

      Kyle’s eyes are closed but Liam’s lids flicker as though his eyes are rolled back in his head. I place both my hands on his cool cheeks and pull his face down to mine. “Come back to me,” I whisper and plant a kiss on him, taking the bots from him directly as they finish their task.

      He falls to the ground first, unconscious.

      His life spills over into my mind.

      Everything I saw in the dream, everything, was accurate.

      That breaks a piece of me off deep inside. I’ll feel it later if I survive this.

      Silently and without asking for the forgiveness I hope he can one day give me, I grab Kyle’s hand and close my eyes.

      It takes several minutes for the bots to move forward and finally enter me.

      Lives and stories and flashes of everything hit all at once. A thousand stories come to life. Kyle’s anger at me, his heartbreak and confusion and desperation which could drown me if I was able to feel anything.

      I’m buzzing with energy like I could lift off the ground, but I’m also swollen and strained by the amount of memory and bot materials writhing inside. I should burst and spill my guts everywhere, but the bots hold me together. Damaging and healing at the same time.

      Pain hits as veins are ruptured and bloody bots spill under my skin. I moan but manage to move forward, pushing myself through it.

      I had visions of how this was going to go. How this would work. They’re dead inside me now. The pain is so bad I can barely keep my eyes open. I’m going to die from this overload.

      I take Tanya’s hands again as the helicopter lowers so we can board. I can’t step, the bursting veins and splitting skin prevent it. I roll onto my back on the deck of the chopper and lie there as Tanya climbs on. She grabs my hands and drags me, both of us screaming, me from the tearing of my flesh and her from the effort she is putting in.

      The helicopter lifts, jostling me as the writhing jelly of nanobots jiggles inside me.

      Tanya lies on the floor of the helicopter with me. I stare at the dark ceiling of it, gagging from the strain.

      She strokes my head once, a sob slips from her lips, then she leans forward, planting her lips on mine. It starts as a kiss but with the last of the energy I have, I send them into her. I command them all.

      She sucks and I exhale, sending all the life inside me into her. She’s choking on them as they rush forward to their doom. A fate they couldn't have imagined for themselves. Only a human mind could have come up with this solution, a kiss of death that is dependent upon two humans being oddly affected by the bots. One a weapon and the other a furnace.

      Her fingers dig in as the bots enter her, taking up too much space. She decommissions them as they enter her but that doesn't shrink them. They hum but they are lost, their programming is gone. Maybe it’s biomagnetics. Maybe it’s a glitch in her nervous system. Maybe it’s God.

      Whatever it is, as the bots ooze into her mouth, carried by my blood or saliva, it drains me, leaving me a mess of destroyed veins and blisters and split skin. I’m not bleeding out onto the deck of the helicopter. She gags and fights, pushing back and wanting to stop.

      I muster one last bit of strength, a reserved last push that I saved for this exact moment, and force myself on top of her. I flop there and hold her mouth open with mine and they pour from me. I bleed and ooze into her mouth, forcing her to gulp. I’m killing my friend.

      The last of them leave me, I feel it. Her eyes are wide open and she’s glowing bright blue, overwhelmed by the amount of them. But the glow fades as she destroys their programming. She doesn't just reset, she leaves them impotent.

      When I’m empty, I collapse onto my back.

      The agony of everything hits.

      My destroyed body.

      Liam.

      Kyle.

      Lee.

      The hurt I’ve caused them all sickens me.

      But the fact I will die without seeing Joey chokes me. Her face, and Gus’s flood my mind.

      The sun was shining. The day was crisp. But humidity has moved in and now there are storm clouds coming this way. The wind picks up, brushing over my aching skin.

      The taste of blood is unbearable. The pain is excruciating.

      And somewhere deep inside, a scream is trying to get out, but I don't have anything left in me to let it out.

      Her fingers find mine. We hold hands as I manage to tilt my head to the right and stare out at the field of unmoving people.

      He’s down there.

      My shadow man.

      I wonder if we’ll find each other in the next life.

      It’s my last thought.
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      Liam

      The world didn't end in fire.

      It didn't end in ice.

      It didn't end at all.

      It changed, becoming a faceless mess.

      A horde of death and pestilence.

      And mist.

      I cannot forget the mist.

      Taking everything.

      Everything all at once.

      But I didn't see it.

      I ran before the mist hid me too.

      I was alone.

      I am alone.

      I am forgotten, already before I am known.

      My name is lost on the wind, gone before it was spoken.

      The poem plays in my mind randomly.

      I blink and see the sun above me, peeking through dark clouds.

      It smells like rain and the light is making those weird rainbow circles with whatever moisture is in my eyes. I wipe it away. My arm is killing me. What happened?

      I blink and shade my face, trying to recall where I am and what the hell is going on.

      As I sit up and see the field of dead people surrounding me, I have to take a minute before I remember this wasn't me. I didn't kill these people.

      I tried to save them.

      She killed them.

      Fury and something else, an ache in my chest like I’ve been shot in the heart, fill me enough for me to get up and assess the situation. I’m drenched from rainwater, but I don't remember the rain.

      Smoke in the distance, a fire from a crash of some sort, has me more confused. At least it rained so the fields aren’t burning.

      “What the hell is going on here?” I spin in a circle, blinking and trying to get my bearings.

      Details creep back in. Memories of shit that can’t be real, until I turn in a circle and see the castle proving me wrong.

      It is real.

      I built a castle. Using zombies. In Canada.

      I nod, recognizing that it was a genius plan. Until that bitch ruined it.

      Where is she?

      Scanning the field of lifeless bodies, I don't see her. But it’s impossible I would. There have to be a thousand people here, if not ten times that amount.

      One face does stand out.

      Leah. Leah Davis.

      She’s lying on the ground and the sight of her head tilted to the right makes me uncomfortable. It’s not exactly remorse but there’s something there. I don't want her to be dead. Which doesn't make sense because I’m pretty sure her being here means she was part of the coup I just suffered through.

      Lee is next to her, also lifeless.

      That's too bad, I liked them both. Even if they were friends of Lou.

      My eyes narrow as I try to find her near them, but she’s gone.

      Of course she is. Of course she’s fine.

      Someone coughs behind me. I spin to see Lee’s sister sitting up. She wipes her eyes and offers me a scowl, no it’s more than that. It’s real hatred pouring from her.

      “How are you still alive?” she grumbles, wiping her face with her soaking wet sleeve.

      “I’m like a cockroach,” I mutter and continue scanning the field. More people begin to wake. They’re coughing and making annoying sounds of life.

      As they rise one by one, the face I’m desperate to find doesn't.

      But hope comes in the devastated gasp that leaves Lee’s lips when she stands. “Lou!” She sees the burning crash site and covers her lips. She starts pushing her way through people and I follow.

      But I’m not alone. Lee’s sister is next to me, offering me some impressive side-eye as we hurry after Lee.

      A vision of finding a rifle and smashing her in her pretty face with the butt until she stops sneering at me gives me a warm feeling. I’m going to do that after I kill Lou. Right after. I might let Lee live.

      Although, with the way she’s screaming, “Lou” and sprinting to what looks like a burning helicopter, I might change my mind.

      She gets there way before we do.

      She’s frantically searching the wreckage. She’s got her hands on her head. She’s panicking and pacing and holding herself and sobbing. She crouches down and hugs her body, completely lost in despair.

      My pace quickens and as I get close, words leave my lips that I don't understand. “No! No, Lou!” I race to the burning metal, rushing the flames to find her there. She’s in the chopper. She’s burning too. Her hair is singed and smoking.

      The fire kisses my hands as I try to reach her. She’s facedown in the metal. I’m reaching for her but it’s not to kill her. I need her.

      My heart is breaking, a heart I didn't know I had. Feelings I didn't know I could feel. They’re choking me and stopping the air from getting to my lungs. I manage to grab one of her hands. It costs me and I end up screaming as the fire burns my forearm. Yelling from the effort and pain, I lift her out and carry her to the side hill next to us. I collapse onto the ground with her cradled in my arms. It’s the strangest feeling seeing her face. She has a burn on her cheek, it’s already blistered. And she’s covered in soot from the billowing smoke she was in.

      “Please don't leave me,” I whisper, rocking her back and forth. “Please don't leave me.” I have no idea why I need this girl, but I think my humanity depends on it.

      “Is Tanya there too?” a guy asks. He, Erin, and Lee pull and kick at the broken helicopter until finally one of them carries the other girl over. I vaguely recall her. I don't care if she’s alive or not. In fact, I would trade her life and everyone else’s for Lou’s.

      And stupid Lou did the opposite. She traded hers to save the rest of us.

      I recall the fight in her and beg the gods, whoever they are, that there is still some of that in her now. I hold her tighter, lifting her into my arms and kissing her forehead.

      “Tanya!” A guy comes rushing from the crowd of noisy people. He’s terrified and the pain in his voice doesn’t lessen when he sees her. “No!” He dives to where she’s on the ground. He sobs over her, and for a second I think we might be brothers in this.

      But again, I don't care about his loss.

      Mine is all I see and hear and feel.

      “Liam?” Leah’s voice lifts my gaze from Lou’s face. She starts to cry when she sees me, hurrying to where I am. She kneels in front of me. She and the despair on her face and my agony are too much. I burst when she touches my shoulder because we have been here before.

      “She’s not gone!” I snap through tears. “She’s still in there.”

      Leah’s face is exactly the same as it was with Grace. I close my eyes and sob, though I’m so angry I could murder everyone. I want them all to die. But it wouldn't be enough. They would be dead and I would still feel like this. It would change nothing. I would need to find their love and kill it and then we would feel the same.

      “Liam,” Leah whispers, “I am so sorry.” She lowers her head and collapses like she is in as much pain as I am. She trembles with agony and I hate her. I hate everyone. Most of all, I hate Lou for making me love her. I hate her for leaving me here.

      I cling to her and cry.

      The world moves quickly around us.

      People come, they cry. Lester shows up. He sits with me but doesn't speak. I suspect he can’t now. I hate Lou for that too.

      The crowds move. They pick up the dead and pile them at the far side of the field where there’s a bit of a gravel pit. They build pyres. As they walk by, they gaze at Lou as though they might ask if they can take her. I growl and they move on.

      Leah eventually leaves, she takes Lester with her. He still loves her.

      Lee sits with me, her eyes are empty. I’ve never seen her look this way. She’s puffy and red and empty.

      A guy comes, Kyle, I hate him. I am actually going to kill him when I get the chance. Him and then Erin. I don't remember why I’m killing her but him I have to kill because he loved Lou. And she is mine. His eyes are red too, like he cried for her. And I want to scream at him and ask what he cried for. He barely knew her.

      The crowd around me all begin to cry again when they realize some old man is dead. He didn’t make it through. I don’t know who he is, but Leah is holding his body and crying. There are kids with her, they’re crying too. I don’t know how they can cry for him, when Lou is dead. I don’t know who Milson is, the name they call him as they wail. I don’t care.

      The sun is gone. The night sky is filled with stars and she is dead in my arms.

      For the second time, I am holding my heart in the body of another person, another dead person. I want to cry about the injustice of it all, but there might be a bit of karma in this. I might have earned this fate. And that's the worst part of it all. That and the fact I will never be with her again.

      My arms are tired. My legs are cramping up. I miss being indestructible. But I don't dare move. If I leave this spot, she is gone. And I will never recover from that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      The field is filled with death and pyres.

      Funerals for anyone who is known have been going on all day.

      We agreed to light them all at once, but I don’t know if I can do it. If I can light her up and watch her sail away on the breeze.

      I’m standing back a ways, staring at the spot where she lies on her pyre, when a small child, a little girl, comes over to me. She has Gus, Lou’s dog with her. He nudges me hello and the little girl takes my hand. She doesn't hold the whole thing, just a finger. My pointer finger.

      I’m assuming she’s Joey of the Littles but I can’t tell them apart. The other two are there too but they don't hold my hand. They all sniffle and stare at the pyres.

      Gus whines.

      My fingers find their way to his coat and I dig in, almost holding him by his locks of rough fur.

      He stares up at me, whines once more, then runs to where she’s lying.

      The image of Leah holding me as they pried her from my arms is competing for top spot in my mind and playing on repeat. Only I see it in slow-motion. Me falling over sobbing as Leah holds me and I realize the shadow man is gone.

      I don't know if he died with her. Did she die to take him from me so I would live on healed? Did she do it on purpose? The memory of being frozen as her lips press against mine, and she sucks all the evil out of me, suggests that’s how it happened.

      But there’s also a chance that wasn't real and it’s more likely the bots healed the shadows and I’m just better. The urge is there. The sarcastic and bitter man I was before this all happened is still me. But there’s this weird lightness that seems to smother the fire of hatred.

      I almost miss the old me.

      Because I don't know what to do with this new me.

      The three little girls and I stand off to the side, watching Furgus sit next to Lou’s body. He rests his head on her lap and it’s possibly the saddest thing I’ve ever seen.

      A little boy walks over to us, slipping his hand into Joey’s.

      “Hi, Mason,” she says softly.

      “Hi, Joey. This is Mitch.” He points to the guy next to him. He looks about my age, maybe. His eyes are red and his face is drawn. He doesn’t stare at Lou like he knew her. He stares at Tanya’s body next to Lou’s. He blinks and silent tears trickle down his cheeks. There is no life in him. Like Lee, he’s hollow. Like me.

      “Hi, Mitch.” Joey pulls her hand from Mason and offers it to the guy. He fakes a smile and shakes her tiny hand.

      “Nice to meet you, Joey. Tanya talked a lot about you,” his voice cracks and I notice the beagle sitting at his feet.

      He whines the same way Gus did and runs over. He jumps up and climbs onto Tanya’s pyre, curling into a ball and resting his head on her chest.

      The guy, Mitch, sobs quietly.

      Joey squeezes my finger and stares ahead again.

      People start to come over.

      The crowd draws behind us as if we’re the family of the deceased at a funeral.

      But we’re not wearing black. We’re a crowd of beaten down and exhausted people who vaguely recall the last eleven months of our lives. We’ve been running and crying and screaming and dying. There’s been zombies and bots and blood that moves on its own. It’s a horror movie or a story from a science fiction TV series. It’s not real. It can’t be.

      And yet here we are.

      Standing at the grave sites of the girls who ended it all.

      They were some of the only people who saw what was happening and knew it was wrong and evil. I was not one of those people. The bots were a perfect creation for me. I still crave that feeling of knowledge and power and healing. Super strength and the ability to do anything I think of. The ability to control everyone and everything.

      But there is one thing I crave more than all that.

      Her.

      I wonder if she knew I would. If she knew that leaving me like this would fix me. It would force me to fixate on her to the point I couldn’t contemplate another thing.

      My ability to fixate and obsess is the cure.

      That makes me smile bitterly. Celia and my doctors never would have agreed to that. They were never going to cure me. They needed me broken so they had patients.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Mason says to Joey after a long silence.

      “I’m sorry for yours too,” she offers him back.

      A woman walks to Mason, resting her hand on his shoulder. She’s familiar to me for a second before I realize where I know her from. Boulder. She was a nurse there. She worked with Celia. Her stare is stuck on the graves. She wipes her eyes and I remember it.

      Tanya came into the ER with the wound on her shoulder. She’d tried to cut her bite mark off. Hers was different from everyone else’s. It didn’t heal itself. So they believed she had been genuinely cut. They didn't think she was a bitten. Her mom was a nurse.

      It was the first time I met Tanya.

      It’s weird how this all came into play. Me, Tanya, Lou. The three most important people in the zombie apocalypse. And Dr. Jacquard, the man responsible for it and for bringing it down.

      What a strange turn of events.

      I’m contemplating it all when Lee walks to the front of the crowd. She stands facing us, her back to Lou and Tanya.

      She takes a deep breath but doesn't speak. She stares and I can tell the life hasn't come back in her yet. It will. She’ll heal. She’s one of those people. She’ll have kids and name them after Lou and Tanya and feel like she has to love on for them. It’s bullshit.

      “I didn't know Tanya well at all,” she begins to speak and it’s too quiet for the crowd. Everyone hushes but the soft breeze continues to flicker the grass and wheat around us. “She was crazy brave. And maybe a little crazy.” She forces a smile.

      The crowd smiles too. She’s better at this than I would have imagined.

      “But I knew Lou well. Very well. She was one of my best friends in the whole world. One of the few people I loved like family, more than family.” She loses the smile.

      The crowd is silent.

      “And Lou loved Tanya like a sister. So that tells me all I need to know about her. Tanya was obviously an amazing person if Lou loved her. Because Lou was the best person I ever met. From the second our lives intertwined, I was always amazed at how brave and strong and cool Lou was. Everything was for her sister and her dog and her Littles.”

      Lee starts to cry.

      Joey doesn’t. She’s standing strong with her back straight and her chin held high. I fucking love this kid and I don't know her. The other two little girls are crying and wiping their faces.

      “Mr. Milson was the best man I ever knew. He was the grandfather you wished you had. He loved his wife and he loved Lou and the Littles. He saved us so many times.” She blinks and wipes her cheeks slowly. “And then there’s Lou; obviously, the most self-sacrificing person. She would do anything to help you if she could. No one got left behind.” Lee wipes her eyes. “So if we could take a moment of silence for the two of them, that would be cool. I think they are watching us from up there and sending us all their love.”

      She nods her head and walks back to the crowd.

      My feet begin to move before I even know they’re walking to the front of the crowd. Joey walks with me. She doesn't look up. Perhaps she understands I need to do this.

      I turn and face the crowd, it’s massive. I didn’t realize how many people actually lived.

      “Thanks, Lee.” I nod at her. Her sister glares at me. I wish I had enough old me to kill her.

      But it’s gone. It died the moment I realized I loved Lou.

      “Lou, undoubtedly the love of my life. Which is saying something.” I pause at that and realize these people don't really know me, so they don't care about that fact. “But she was not just an amazing older sister and friend.” I gaze down at Joey who nods. Her eyes are shining like little stars. “She was a true leader. And I think we need to not just remember Lou and her sacrifice, but to honor it. Honor what she gave up. She died so you could live. So we all could. She died because she wanted us to be human and be messy and have free will. She and Tanya gave up their lives so you could have yours. Don't waste it.”

      Leah smiles at me through her tears.

      Joey and I walk to the pyre where Lou lies.

      I drop to my knees, not just because I desperately want to touch her once more but because they buckle.

      I take her hand in mine. She’s still kind of warm from the sun that’s faded away.

      “I love you, Lou. I will always love you,” I whisper and I mean it. It’s not something someone says because it's the right thing. An empty promise from some asshole who loves you until the next person comes along.

      I will always love her.

      “I will always love you too, Lou. And I miss you.” Joey sniffles.

      Leah finds her way to us, dropping to her knees much more gracefully than I did and leaning on me. “I love you.” She laughs as she wipes her face again. “Your speech was exactly what I expected. Lou was smiling in heaven. I know it.”

      “I wish she was here laughing at me,” I say.

      “Me too,” Joey agrees.

      Gus stands and shakes, giving me a look and then climbs onto the pyre with Lou. He rests his face on her stomach, similar to how the beagle is lying with Tanya.

      “How are we going to get these dogs off here?” Leah asks.

      “Maybe we should let them stay.” Joey looks up at Leah, her eyes filled with childish innocence. She doesn't understand what Leah is talking about.

      The other pyres haven’t been lit either.

      The kids don’t realize what is about to happen.

      “Maybe we should let them have the night. To say goodbye. The grass is wet and the pyres are going to be brutal.” I don't speak of the burning that will take place. I’m pretty sure we can take care of that without the little kids seeing it.

      Though I would have wanted to see it. I would have needed that closure.

      But maybe my opinion isn’t one that should be taken into consideration.

      “I think we can wait the night,” Leah agrees.

      “I’ll organize watches.” I give Joey’s hand to Leah and get up, walking away from my heart.

      My dead heart.
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          Day One

        

      

    

    
      Lou

      I wake with a gasp, sitting up sharply.

      It’s dark and Gus is with me. He lifts his head, breathing into my face with his hot garbage breath. “Oh, Gus, gross.” My throat is dry and raspy but for a half a second this feels normal. My dog suffocating me with his size while we share my small bed.

      Except I’m cold and the ground is wet and I’m not in my bed.

      Everything feels weird.

      And I’m not alone. There’s another bed next to me, like the one I’m on. It’s in front a bit. It’s empty but there was someone there, I can tell by the indent in the hay. Behind me is another one, I can’t see who’s in it, just some feet facing me.

      There are lights in the field, torches. People moving in the distance. Others lie on the hay beds, motionless.

      It takes me a long couple of minutes to figure out where I am and what is happening.

      I’m on a stick and hay bed in the middle of a rocky field filled with others just like it.

      They’re pyres.

      For the fallen.

      I’ve totally seen this movie.

      But why am I here?

      Was I dead?

      Does everyone think I’m dead, well everyone but my dog? “You are such a good boy, Gus.” I scratch his face and scan the area. No one else is getting up from the beds.

      I turn toward the castle that’s lit up, wondering if she’s there. Gus being here is a good sign. I hope the Littles are okay.

      I get up, noting the pain is gone. That’s a bad sign.

      The plan must not have worked.

      Dr. Jacquard’s plan.

      Everything is filtering back in slowly.

      Gus follows as I run along the side of the field to the path to the castle. The guards are different from before. I don't recognize the two who nod at me as I walk through the gates and onto the grounds.

      There are torches everywhere, more than normal. But there are people everywhere too. Way more than normal. A lot must have survived.

      I hurry around back, just in case, I don't know what’s actually happened here or who’s in charge. Maybe this hasn't gone well at all and Liam is being a psychopath again.

      I open the back door to the kitchen, grabbing an apple from the table as I walk to the back stairs. Gus follows, nudging me the whole way, as I take a bite for me and a bite for him until I reach the bedroom. My bedroom. Mine and Liam’s. That makes me blush a little.

      I lift my hand to knock and realize he might not answer. He might be sleeping. Should I go to Joey first?

      No, I don't know where she is, and he would want to know I’m not dead the same way I would want to know if the roles were reversed.

      I open the door, noting the darkness inside, and creep in. Gus follows and jumps onto the chair in the corner and curls into a ball.

      Liam’s sleeping but it’s not as peaceful as it was before. He tosses and moans, “Lou,” and I grin. He must be dreaming of me.

      “Liam,” I whisper softly, creeping to the bed. “Where’s Joey?”

      He moves again and I crawl onto the bottom of the bed but get a whiff of myself and wrinkle my noise.

      I smell like rusty blood and maybe urine and rain and dead animal.

      It’s horrible and not at all how I want him to see me. I climb back off the bed and walk to the washbasin we always have with fresh water. The water is cold, but I strip off my clothes and stand in the moonlight, flinching every time the cool washcloth touches my skin. I wash everything but my hair and then steal my pajamas from the back of the chair where Gus is lying. I put them there the last time I slept in here. I don't actually know when that was. It’s shorts and a tank top, my favorite. They even smell nice, familiar.

      I creep to the bed again but this time he’s awake. He stirs and sits up. His eyes are wide. I can’t see in the dark like before. Or hear. His heartbeat isn’t audible.

      “Lou?” he asks.

      “Yeah,” I whisper. “I need to find Joey.”

      “You came back? You came to haunt us? I knew you would.”

      “What?” I pause and smile. “You think I’m dead?”

      “I know you’re dead. But I don't care. So long as we have the rest of my life together, that’s fine. You’re going to have to show yourself to Joey in the daylight maybe. She won’t be okay mentally with her ghost sister showing up in the dark. She’s a mess.”

      “You guys for reals thought I was dead.” I’m stunned. “Where is she? I have to see her and show her I’m not.” I open the door again, flooding the room with light from the candles in the hallway.

      “Lou, you can’t just show up in her room in the middle of the night and expect her to be fine with that. There’s probably some ghost protocols that have to be obeyed.” He sits up more. His eyes are puffy and his face is different than I remember it.

      “Liam, I’m not dead. I have a bad feeling the bots are still in me, but they’re like not working awesome. I can’t see in the dark or hear your heartbeat like before. It’s kinda lame.”

      “And you sound different. Like a teenaged girl.”

      “I am a teenaged girl, dick.” I laugh and he jumps out of bed.

      “You’re real?” He rushes me, grabbing my hands and arms and squeezing a bit hard.

      “Ow, yes!” I pull back.

      He steps in closer, cupping my face and tilting my head up to his. “Oh my fucking God, you are real. Your breath smells like apples and your hair smells like donkey or goat or something horrible.”

      “I—wow!” I shove him back. “I didn't get to take a shower after my resurrection, sorry.”

      He laughs and pulls me back to him. “I am never letting you go again.” He kisses me and it’s so foreign I don't know how to react. The smell of his breath and his body and the way we meld into each other feels odd. “You saved me, Lou,” he whispers into my cheek as he places kisses there.

      “I know. But can we talk about it when we get back from Joey’s room?” I’m tense and uncomfortable and feeling like a character in a Robot Chicken video about consent.

      “No, she’s going to sleep with you, I know it. I’m going to end up on the chair with the dog.” He kisses again. “I can’t believe you lived.”

      “You and me both. I have no idea what happened. I fully expected to die.” I step out of his embrace and see the realization dawn on him.

      “You don't love me, do you?” He steps back, stumbling and I realize he’s wearing my shirt.

      I press my lips together.

      “You think it’s funny”—he pauses and blinks, visibly stunned by my response—“that you made me love you and you broke my heart and now I’m here, still totally in—?”

      “No.” I step forward, grinning but desperate to reassure him. “I only think it’s funny that you’re wearing my shirt and it’s way too small and tight and you look really cute.” I’m nervous at how annoyed he is. I remember him before, how he was.

      “Oh.” He peers down and cringes, losing his anger. “Shit.” He pulls the shirt off and my breath hitches in my throat. I step closer to him, lifting a hand to his chest, but checking in his eyes to make sure this is okay. “It smelled like you and I needed that.” There’s something, maybe a lingering bit of madness, in his stare. But there’s something else I haven’t seen much of in Liam’s gaze. It’s fear. He’s scared of something and if I had to guess I’d say losing me. I hate that. I hate hurting him.

      “I think the bots put us together because they sensed something about us.” I inhale sharply when my skin makes contact with his. “But I think it’s because there is something between us.”

      “You feel it too?” He pushes into the contact, coming closer.

      I lift my gaze to his, though it’s awkward because he’s so tall, and nod. “I feel it.”

      He exhales what I have to assume is massive relief. “When you tensed, I felt like I was going to have a heart attack.”

      “It’s different now than it was, not having them pushing it on us and manipulating us.”

      “It’s not different for me. But maybe that’s because you died and I was left here, heartbroken with your little sister gripping my finger and your dog nudging me. Reminding me of my loss.”

      “Right,” I agree. “That would make it different.”

      He swallows whatever he wants to say and I can tell he’s struggling.

      “Can we step back, like five paces—?”

      He moves before I finish the sentence.

      “In the relationship? I need this instant bot love to get out of my head so I can get to know you, the real you, not whatever they were making us.”

      He flinches and loses some of the softness in his expression.

      “I get it, you’re all in. And I want to be all in too. But the last time my brain worked by itself I was a completely different person. And I don’t even know who I am right now. Does that make sense?” I walk to him carefully, treating him like a cat I’m trying to convince to let me pet it.

      He hears me, tilts his head, and narrows his gaze like he’s squinting in doubt of me. “You want to step back, stop being all in, and find us again? Find who we really are?”

      “Yeah.” I sigh.

      “So you would like to date?”

      “Yes!” I clasp my hands together. “Totally. I totes wanna date and chill and get to know you and—”

      “Stop. You’re ruining it with your valley-girl totes and not pronouncing all the syllables in the words.” He smiles as he mocks me. “But I accept your offer, Miss Stoddard. I would like to date you and get to know you and find out if I even like the new you.” He carefully lifts his hand and brushes my hair to the side and tucks it behind my ear. “Because I think you’re correct. I don’t like it, I hate it actually. I want to know what I’m doing and be in control and have everything be smooth and understood, but there’s a chance who I am and who I was and what the bots did to me, has altered my personality. And I might have attributed that to you.”

      “You’re way too smart for me.” I wrinkle my nose.

      “Would agreeing with you put your opinion of me at risk?”

      “What?” I tilt my head and give it some thought. “Yes. Don’t agree with a girl who’s shit talking herself. That’s going to be lesson number one. You’ve spent a lot of time on the inside. Maybe we should cover some of the other important things to avoid. The pitfalls of dating, if you will.”

      He smiles but there’s some hesitation.

      “You don’t want me to talk about before? I’m so sorry. That was stupid.” I close my eyes and shake my head.

      “No.” He places a hand under my chin. “It’s okay. It’s just weird for me. You know everything, don’t you?” his voice cracks and it mimics the sound in my chest of my heart cracking.

      “I’m so sorry. When I absorbed the bots, I took yours first and so your story was—”

      “It’s okay,” he reassures me and pulls me into a warm embrace where my cheek is resting against his chest. I hear his heart for the first time since the old bots left me. He keeps talking, saying something about how he’s sorry I have to know, but I’m not listening to his words. I’m consumed by his heart.

      It’s singing to me the same as it used to.

      The sound of the beat is everything I need to remember.

      Pressing my eyes shut more, I listen to the rhythm and the beat and the strength of it all. Hot tears burst from my eyes. They must touch him because he pulls back, and his tone becomes even softer, “Hey, are you okay?”

      I open my eyes and there he is.

      A smile spreads across my face, opposite to the look he’s giving me.

      “What?”

      “I remember you. I remember this.” I point between me and him. “I needed to hear your heart.”

      “What?” He lifts an eyebrow and offers a skeptical look.

      “Just listen.” I grab his face and plant his head against my breast. I try to breathe as softly as I can and hope he hears the same thing.

      But when he lifts his head, he doesn’t seem to have had the same moment as I did with his heart.

      “Did you hear it?”

      “Yeah, but I already heard it. I felt it. Whatever it is you’re feeling right now, I never lost it. That’s not true. I forgot it when I woke up. In fact, I was on a mission to find you and kill you for ruining the bot thing for us all. But by the time I saw your body in the wreckage, it was back. There was no heartbeat, but the second I touched your skin, everything was back. Except the evil I think you sucked out of me. For the most part.” He cups my cheek and I close my eyes and lean into it. “Now that we have that squared away, we need to find Joey. She needs to see you. As do the Littles. And Leah and Erin and Lee and Miles and all those other annoying people you managed to bring here with your siren call.”

      He turns and walks me to the open door, leading me down the hall.

      Joey’s room is right next to his.

      He opens the door and brings a candle from the hallway so we can see. Gus pushes his way into the room, sniffing the heads of the girls in the massive bed.

      Julia lifts her head first. She squints and then smiles, crawling to me. “I knew it! I said Gus knew you were still alive!” She dashes into my arms and hugs tightly.

      Joey and Lissie wake together, both of them are crying before they reach me.

      “I told you I would come back,” I say to them all, clinging to the bodies of the girls as their small fingers dig into my arms and back. “I told you I wouldn’t leave you.”

      Liam’s right about one thing: the girls do not let me leave. I end up sleeping with them in my bed and he sleeps in the chair with the dog, refusing to leave either.
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      Tanya

      I wake with a sharp inhale and a stabbing pain in my chest. It’s over so fast I’m reacting to nothing. It’s minutes before I catch my breath. I lie still, confused and blinking multiple times before anything registers. Light filters into my eyes but I can’t place it. It’s an inconstant glow. Is it heaven? Did I die?

      The question is answered the moment I think it.

      Buster’s tongue washes my entire face in two sweeps. I groan and the rest of the room comes to life.

      “I told you!” Mason says excitedly in the background. “Tan!” He shrieks and his little hands dig into my ribs and arms. He’s hugging me with the dog.

      “I made it?” I whisper, scared to move because I’m certain I’m going to discover something hideous, an injury that will never heal. Or better yet, that this was all a nightmare and Lou’s at her place and I’m at mine. Maybe I was in a car accident and it’s all part of the coma, a bad dream.

      “Don’t try to move too quickly,” my mom says soothingly. “I can’t believe you’re okay,” her voice cracks as she rests her head on my shoulder. She’s crying and the dog is licking us all.

      The last thing I remember is pain, but it doesn't hurt to be touched or to be in this position. My throat’s dry and my eyes struggle to focus, but there is no more pain. I’m thankful for that.

      The memory of Lou holding me down and puking her bloody bots into my mouth makes me shudder.

      “You cold?” Mom moves blankets, but I’m not.

      “No. I just don't understand how we’re here. I was so certain I was gonna die. Is Lou okay?” I force my eyes to open and stay that way as I lift my head a little and see I’m in the castle. I’m in a bed in one of the rooms. It has the same smell as when I was here before. “Does Liam know we’re here? Is he angry?”

      Mom bites her lip, holding something back. But Mason speaks as if this is a casual discussion of no real importance, “King Liam is with Joey. He was sad.”

      “Sad? Why? What happened to Lou?” I’m terrified of the answer. “Where is she?”

      Mom’s eyes tell me everything I need to know. Lou is dead. She is dead and I lived, and chances are she somehow made that happen. She sacrificed herself so I would make it.

      “Where’s Joey?”

      “Asleep, finally.” Mom sighs, rubbing Buster’s long beagle ears. “She and Liam are both asleep. It was a bad night, Tan. We were certain you were both dead. I checked your pulse myself. There wasn't one. But it must have been so faint I couldn't hear it or feel it. Mason was certain he saw you move. I got Mitch and Jeff to carry you in here. Just in case.”

      “Where are they?”

      “Sleeping. It’s late, middle of the night. Mason and I were about to go to bed ourselves, but he heard you make a noise again.”

      “What happened?” I can’t recall the details clearly.

      “We don't know. It was chaos. The people with the bots were everywhere, thousands of them. And they were convulsing and the bots were leaving their bodies, fleeing like they were under Lou’s spell or command or whatever you want to call it. You girls got into the helicopter. It lifted off, hovered for a long time. I thought everyone on the ground was dead. I was trying to find Joey and Lissie and Julia. It was madness.”

      “Mom was dragging me everywhere!” Mason puts his hands on his hips, making me smile.

      “I was, truly.” Mom laughs and for the first time in a while it’s almost like we’re in our own house and she’s tired from work but still happy. Happy to be home with us. “And then the next thing I knew, the helicopter was on fire and it crashed. It was insane.”

      “And Lou?”

      “Pulled from the wreckage same as you, Liam dragged her out. She was burned a bit, her cheek and her hands.”

      “What about the splits in her skin and the blood?” It’s the last image I have of Lou. She was bursting at the seams.

      “No, just some burns.” Mom shakes her head. “Her clothes were singed and covered in blood. Same as you.”

      “We didn't have injuries?” That piques my interest.

      “Just the burns. Why?”

      “Where are my burns now?” I hold up my hands and inspect them. Everything is the same as it was, before the accident and the bots.

      “Oh,” Mom mutters, lifting my hand and inspecting me. “Where are they?”

      “The bots,” I whisper. “If they healed me, they healed her. Where is she?”

      “They’re going to burn the bodies—”

      “Get Mitch!” I shout and sit up. My head spins for a second, but I force myself up from the bed. I wobble and take deep breaths as Mason runs from the room. He’s back in a second with Mitch whose swollen eyes widen when they see me.

      “Tanya?” He’s confused. I see it on his face. I bet he’s wondering if this is a dream.

      “We can catch up after we find Lou. We have to make sure they don't burn her body.” I grab his hand, but he drags me into his arms and buries his head in my hair. He breathes deeply for several minutes, like he’s fighting a heart attack, then pulls me back. He’s crying again.

      “Don't you ever do that to me again.”

      “Promise I won’t.” I slip my hand in his and drag him from the room. “Now take me to Lou!”

      We run through the castle and out the front doors with Buster hot on our heels. When we leave the gates, he sprints ahead as though he knows where we’re going.

      It’s still dark out and the air outside is crisp and dry. Exactly how I like it. The field is filled with torches and people walking slowly amongst weird hay beds. It takes me a second to realize they’re pyres and this is a funeral watch.

      “She’s this way.” He drags me across the field but when we reach the hay beds, there is no one there. “She was.”

      “Maybe she’s awake too.” I glance back at the castle.

      “If she is, she’s with King Liam.” Mitch wrinkles his nose. “That guy’s strange. Jeff doesn’t like him, and we both know Jeff likes everyone.”

      “He’s Canadian,” I joke with a small shrug.

      “Exactly.” Mitch steps closer, placing his forehead against mine. “You killed me. Dead.”

      “Sorry.” I snuggle into his arms. “I honestly thought it was best for everyone. Dr. Jacquard’s plan from the start didn’t include me surviving it.”

      “You didn’t think to tell me that?” He pulls back, cocking an eyebrow.

      “No. You wouldn’t have let me do it.”

      “No, I wouldn’t have. It was craziness. I’m all for the greater good, I think we both know that, but your survival is everything.” He kisses my nose.

      “I survived.” I roll my eyes. “Let’s go find Lou!” I slip my hand back in his and make my way to the castle.

      “Some of your other friends are staying in this room,” Mitch says when we’re back on the floor with the bedrooms. He knocks at a door lightly.

      “Come in,” a voice I’d recognize anywhere answers.

      I push the door open and smile at Jamie and Sasha who are sitting in the large canopy bed with swollen eyes and red noses.

      “Holy shit, do you see that too?” Sasha asks softly.

      “Tan?” Jamie gulps.

      “Hi.” I smile wide and brace myself for the attack.

      It takes a second for them to realize this is real and they start screaming. They rush me, hugging and kissing and crying some more. I close my eyes, making tears pop from them.

      “You’re alive!” Sasha shouts, kissing my head and wrapping herself around me completely.

      “I think Lou is too but I can’t find her room,” I mutter into an armpit and a breast.

      “What?” Jamie pulls back, flinging her red hair from her face. “Are you sure?”

      “No, but I think so—” Sasha is already running down the hall before I finish my thought. We turn and follow, watching her barrel into a room. It’s huge and the bed is filled with Joey, Julia, Lissie, and Lou. Gus jumps up, sniffing Buster who is entangling himself in feet.

      We launch onto the bed, grabbing Lou and waking her from her sleep.

      “You made it and you didn’t tell us?” Sasha shouts, shaking her a little.

      “I thought everyone was sleeping,” Lou says groggily, rubbing her eyes as Jamie clings to her and sobs.

      “I didn’t even know you guys were here,” I say to Sasha and Jamie.

      “We got here with Davis, Leah’s husband as shit was going down.” Sasha lies back, pulling Lou with her.

      “You okay?” Lou asks me.

      “Weirdly okay. You?”

      “Same.” She nods. “But the bots are different. They healed me, but they’re not doing anything else.”

      “Base programming,” a voice from the dark corner joins the conversation. It’s King Liam. He is wrapped in a blanket and looks different than the last time I saw him. “They must have reset completely. Something must have caused a full programming reset. They are at their most basic software design, which was always to heal. It was the bots’ initial purpose.”

      “But they also changed so they worked on me? Because bots have never affected me before.” I don’t understand any of this bot craziness.

      “Must have.” He walks to the edge of the bed and stares at Lou. The reverence in his gaze is weird. He looks at her the way I imagined he might look at himself.

      Joey and Lissie stir and roll over but Julia’s eyes open. She stares at us like she is looking through us and mutters, “Shhhhhhh.”

      We all smile.

      Lou grips me and sighs. “I can’t believe we’re both alive.”

      My eyes dart to Liam and I nod. “You’re telling me.”

      The group of us is quiet for a moment before we all laugh.

      There isn’t really anything else to do.
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      Tanya

      We walk into the great hall where the feast will be. I’m nervous because I don’t trust Liam as far as I can throw him, and I can’t even lift his ass.

      Mitch’s fingers lightly brush against the insides of my palms as we find a seat at one of the massive wooden tables. Sasha, Jamie, Miles, and Erin are already seated and saving spots for us. Erin lifts an eyebrow when she catches a glimpse of Jeff as he and Bev make their way in with us.

      I don’t know anything about her, but that wandering eye is bothersome. Especially, considering how hot she is. She might be the sexiest woman I have ever seen. Including any Hollywood babes.

      “What do you think this is?” Mitch asks quietly. “Did Lee say anything?”

      “Princess Leelee said nada,” Erin remarks with an eye roll, shifting in her chair and sitting in a way that flashes her perfect cleavage at Jeff. I should feel sorry for Miles, but I’ve known him way too long to have any pity for him.

      “Did Lou say anything to you guys?” I ask Jamie and Sasha.

      “Just that we have to be here, or else.” Sasha chuckles. “The question I have is where’s Kyle?”

      “He’s been mourning his broken heart with that weird moonshine some of the guys found on a farm they raided in the North.” Miles scoffs. “So if we don’t see him tonight that might be for the best.”

      “So him and Lou were a thing?” Bev asks the question we all want to know more about but might be too polite to bring up.

      “They were fully together for like seven months. He saved her life.” Jamie’s tone suggests she isn’t impressed by the great betrayal.

      “Then she meets Liam and it’s ‘adios, Kyle.’” Miles shrugs.

      “Well, it wasn’t quite that quick and easy,” Sasha says with a defensive tone. “Lou was on the road away from us for like—ever. And when she met Liam, she told me there was something about him that made her crazy.”

      “She said she hated him and wanted to gut him like a fish.” Erin leans in and growls her words, “And I wanted that too.”

      “You didn’t notice how much she talked about him?” Sasha sighs. “Clearly, you weren’t paying attention. Or that Lee was crazy about Kyle from day one?”

      “Kyle should be so lucky!” Erin is a weird girl. One minute she mocks her sister and the next defends her.

      “Anyway, then she spent like five weeks here or something with Liam, who her bots had already decided was her soul mate. She couldn’t fight it. Lee told me she couldn’t either. And apparently, they were soul mates all along. Liam is different with her, even Leah agrees with that.” Sasha nods her head toward the table with the gorgeous brunette and her beefy husband. They’re sitting with my mom and surrounded by kids. Mason, Joey, Lissie, and Julia have glommed onto them. Mason follows Leah’s adorable son around like he has a crush on him. It’s so sweet.

      “I’m so tired of the whole Lou and Liam craziness,” Jamie moans. “Can we just talk about something else?” Her eyes land on me. “How did you two meet again?”

      “Us?” I ask and glance at Mitch.

      “I switched all my classes to be in hers, hoping and praying she might notice who I was. When she finally did, we were lab partners and I blew all my chances to get her alone. I was nervous.” He smiles and my heart swells. I’ve never heard this story before. “Then I blackmailed Ms. Mara, my earth sciences teacher, who I happened to see on a date with the basketball coach, into letting Tanya come on our field trip.” He loses some of the smile. “And instead of winning her over on the rocky shores of the West Coast, I endangered her life, and everyone in the class died except me and Bev.”

      “We think they died,” Bev adds.

      The information stings but I feel sick for him, not me. I squeeze his hand and offer a small smile. It’s all I have because the memories of the trip from hell are flooding my mind.

      “That’s so cute”—Sasha sighs, batting her lashes—“and you both lived.”

      “Because she saved me on the side of the road. Picked us up on the seventh day.” Mitch laughs bitterly.

      “Tanya drove?” Jamie narrows her gaze, doubtful.

      “I did.” I smirk at her. “And no one died.”

      “Well, she did leave the car in gear when she jumped out of it, almost letting it get away from us.” Jeff winks at me.

      My cheeks flush and I cover my eyes. “Oh my God, I forgot about that.”

      “I’ll never forget it. The sight of Mitch running after you, screaming to get the car, will make me smile for the rest of my life.” Jeff laughs.

      “How did you end up here?” Miles scowls in my direction.

      “Boulder.” I recall the moment I met Liam in the ER with perfect clarity.

      “We were in Boulder too,” Jamie says excitedly. “Like a couple of months ago, not even.”

      “No, we were there in the beginning,” Mitch corrects her. “We went there because some dude on a radio broadcast told us it would be the safe haven. It was weird, like he knew this before the world even ended.”

      “Yeah, they knew.” Miles nods.

      “When we got to Boulder you could tell, it was running way too efficiently for being so early in the war. I knew things were bad when I heard they had some postal service thing going, but really it was the government looking for any bitten who had survived.” Mitch’s eyes flicker to mine. “That’s how we met Liam.”

      “I got Mitch to cut my bite off so they wouldn’t round me up too. At the hospital Liam was there. He scared me, but when it came down to it, he was right. They were going to kill us bitten, though I didn’t have anything special from the bots.” The memory of it all brings a tightness to my back and a tingle in my shoulder where the scar is.

      “So you escaped Boulder with Liam?” Miles asks with a scowl.

      “Yeah. And when he got Dr. Jacquard to look at me, at why the bots didn’t do anything to me, the doctor lied for me. He told Liam I was a freak who had some damage to my electrical system. But Dr. Jacquard started plotting the moment he saw me. He planned on using me to destroy bots. He was trying to come up with a signal to do it when we came here.”

      “You came to the castle, in the beginning?”

      “For a moment,” Mitch answers Erin. “Then Jacquard got us out, hid us at the ranch you found us at. He came the day before you guys arrived, had some new plan. He explained that Lou would kill him, and she would call the bots to her. And she could hold them while Tan killed them.”

      “In private he told me I would die from it. He asked if I was okay with that. After seeing the undead army and the plans the bots had for us, I knew I could do it.” I stare into the crowd of people sitting. “If I could make the world a little safer for Mason, I would.”

      “And now here we are, at the latest in farm-to-table dining.” Jeff laughs.

      “Legit,” Erin agrees, smiling too wide.

      “That is one crazy story,” Miles says, shaking his head. “And what are the odds it would be you and Lou?”

      “I bet it was Lou’s dad all along. Planning for the worst-case scenario.” Mitch grins.

      “Oh my God!” I hit him in the arm. “He would never.” I laugh but I’m alone.

      No one else agrees with me.

      “You guys, Lou’s dad would never do that.” I’m trying to convince them but it’s working the opposite. Their faces make me question everything. “You think?”

      “Anything’s possible,” Miles adds before heads turn toward the front of the room.

      “Showtime,” Jeff jokes.

      Liam walks with poise and grace to the front and stands before us all. If he and Erin had babies, they would be so beautiful they would make the sun jealous of their light.

      “He’s like an elf on Lord of the Rings,” Mitch mutters and I grin.

      “Thank you for coming, and for being,” Liam starts weirdly because, let’s be honest, he’s weird. “I think it’s safe to say we have survived our greatest challenge yet.” He smiles and everyone else does too.

      He doesn’t need the bots to be the pied piper, he’s so hot and convincing, and hot.

      Lou and Lee walk out to the front to stand with him. I see something in her I haven’t noticed before. She’s regal too. In a different way, but regal nonetheless.

      “We have decided that a constitutional democracy is the best way to run this town that is quickly becoming a small city. As more and more people arrive, we will be stretched to our limits. And with human nature back in business”—he pauses and his eyes twinkle with mischief—“we will need to enlist not only societal rules but also ensure the guard is strong and well trained. Fortunately, most of us seem to have retained what we were gifted by the bots as far as information is concerned.” He glimpses at Lou who smirks. “Until we have a proper council, we will continue on as we were. I will remain the king, Queen Lou will stay in her role, and Princess Lee in hers. If any of you have political, philosophical, or historical experience from your previous lives, we are hosting an open house in the round room tomorrow. We welcome all and the council will be made up of diverse and able-bodied people.”

      He pauses again but the mischief is gone from his face.

      “We lost a lot of people in our lives this last year, most of us have no family left except those we have chosen. We understand there is a great need for counselling and grief management and perhaps even some PTSD—” The room erupts in laughter, no doubt everyone agreeing with him. “If you have experience, we are also looking for any help we might get in that arena. If you are new here, the rules are simple: We are an eye-for-eye society out of need. If you break the rules, you will be dealt with hastily. If you hurt someone, be prepared for that same treatment. There is no violence or weapons in the city. And we are honoring the barter and trade system until we have some sort of monetary decisions made. Everyone here works and is treated equally. There is a registration for skills, abilities, and previous professions at the front gates. If you are passionate about something new, what better time to change careers? But no matter what, sign up for something to earn your keep. This city and our survival depend upon it.”

      He steps forward a little more. “On behalf of the guard, the queen, and the princess, I welcome you to our city. We have survived the greatest tragedy this world has ever seen. We are the strongest of our people. I believe we can only go up from here.”

      The room erupts in reverence and glory.

      “And now we feast!” he shouts and they cheer harder.

      Even I have to give it to him, he is good at this.

      He was made for it.

      And he comes across as a bit insane until his eyes meet Lou’s and he loses all that. She makes him smile in a way I doubt he has ever smiled in his whole life.

      Mitch leans in and whispers, “Weirdly enough, I believe him.”

      “Me too.”

      “I’m so sorry for not telling you it was my fault you ended up in Canada.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t tell me.” I laugh. “That was a smart choice. At the time, when I was driving through the stupid mountains, all by myself, lost and starving, I would have been crazy angry with you instead of desperate to find you.”

      “Maybe you would have run me over instead of rescuing me,” he says as he stares into my eyes.

      “We’ll never know.” I lean in and kiss him, and for the first time in one year, I believe the world has a chance. I thought it was over and there was no way a love like this could survive, and I am so grateful to be wrong. So grateful to be in the arms of the weirdest, funniest guy I have ever met.

      Did I lose people, of course.

      But I gained some too.
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          A month later

        

      

    

    
      Liam

      She’s in the window, staring at the grounds, and I know it’s eating her. She’s watching him and it’s eating at me. The guilt prevents her from living fully. She’s moping.

      I’m torn between killing him and making it look like an accident or hiding his body, so she thinks he ran off. The second would ensure she never gets past the guilt so it’s low on my list.

      And while Kyle has become the thing that’s ruining my life, I’m not entirely sure I could kill someone. Not like that. If a single soul threatened Lou’s safety, I could justify a large amount of violence, but cold-blooded murder because she ended a teenaged relationship poorly would be something I’d really have to work up to.

      Being king, I could have someone else do it, but they would never be as efficient as I am, and she would find out it was me. And that is a risk I’d never take.

      Not that I have free time to obsess over this.

      I have incompetent workers who decided to take me at my word on feast day a month ago and are currently trying a different career path. Needless to say, it’s exhausting all the last of autumn to train them adequately.

      I also have a city’s worth of people living in a town and more come every day. We’re building as fast as we can, and the new bodies do help with the workload, but humans are not the same as drones. They require sleep and breaks and full meals.

      At the very top of my list of things not going my way, we don’t have enough winter stores nor the storage places, to provide for live humans. The drones also required less.

      There are days when I see the old way, the way of the nanobot, as better. But then I think on something she once said to me. What if when it came time for us to have children and reproduce, someone who was more compatible with either of us came into town? What if the bots decided we matched this person better and separated us? She stared at me and asked if I had such undying faith in their capabilities to keep us safe, that I would walk away from her or allow her to walk from me.

      The answer was unequivocally no.

      Never.

      Not a chance.

      I would burn the earth and myself with it.

      The last one was a lie.

      There’s a chance I am incapable of hurting myself to that degree.

      She turns and gives me a soft smile. “Did you say something?”

      “No.” I don’t know if I did. I talk to myself aloud a lot.

      “Are you all right?” She walks to me, putting her hand on my arm like she does when she thinks something’s wrong.

      “I’m fine.” It’s a small lie.

      “Have you had any homicidal thoughts today?” She stares into my eyes when she asks it. She’s a human lie detector, even against me.

      “Of course.” No point in lying.

      She cocks an eyebrow. “Tell me who.”

      “I contemplated strangling one of the builders who came in. He was telling me they’re behind schedule. He complained about the crew, some laziness, and them not listening to him. And for two seconds”—I close my eyes and recall it exactly—“I could feel my fingers around his neck, it was meaty too. I would have struggled a little. I wanted to be mid strangle when I told him to learn to exude confidence so his men and women would listen to him. If how he behaved at work was anything similar to what he did when he came into my council room and sniveled like a small child, I don’t blame his workers for being disrespectful.”

      “And then?”

      “And one of the other council members told him that since this was his third time coming and he hadn’t come up with a solution on his own for this problem, he would be transferred to a new crew. There he would work under someone we felt was quite efficient at problem-solving so he could learn some strategies.” Telling the story grates on my nerves.

      “That’s a super smart answer.” She battles a grin.

      “I thought so. I was quite satisfied with how it went. And as he left, the council member who solved it actually appeared to be contemplating strangling him herself. And I realized the man was annoying as hell and my response wasn’t completely irrational.”

      “See.” Her eyes widen and she lets the smile take over her face, lighting it up and melting my bitter heart back to the soggy mess she prefers it to be. “You’re not getting worse.”

      “Well, let’s not church it up too much. Murder is still my first choice as a solution in all things.” I laugh as if I didn’t just say murder.

      “Yeah, I mean that’s not ideal.” She scoffs. “But have you committed or actively plotted someone’s death?”

      “No.” It’s a mistake. I answer too quickly; I’m rushing because I desperately don’t want to have this conversation. Not even with her.

      “Liar,” she outwardly mocks me. “Legit, you have to stop plotting Kyle’s death. Just let me handle it.”

      “I love you,” I change the subject, desperate for this to be over.

      “You’re manipulating me. But I love you too.” She stands on her tiptoes and brushes her lips against mine. Breathing her in is exactly what I need. She is the cure.

      “Do you love me enough to sort out the next three hours of civil matters with the council?”

      “Absolutely not.” She kisses once more and steps back. “We all agree, Tanya and I can never be council, just in case the bots take over again.”

      “Frying all the computers and sabotaging our entire programming system didn’t help that scenario,” I remark, still a little bitter at her for that. “You’ve left us in the dark ages.”

      “Whatever.” She turns and walks to the door. “I’ll see you after, for dinner.” She blows me a kiss and I let myself pretend to feel it land.

      But I don’t go to the council. I’ve excused myself for the afternoon and have another destination in mind. I hurry to the back stairs and rush down them to the kitchens and the back door. As I leave the courtyard and ramparts and pass by the gardens and slop houses, my mind churns. I’m plotting but it’s not my plan.

      It’s advice.

      Hopefully sound advice.

      The brewhouse that I fought against being built, is halfway constructed. It will be a pub and brewery, and everyone is excited. Everyone but me. I can’t help but roll my eyes seeing it, laughing at the image of the townsfolk as hipster microbrewers.

      He’s there when I get close. He’s shouting at someone. He looks different, broader, stronger. At least with this mission to annoy me, he’s not drunk all the time on that noxious moonshine. I didn’t even know Canadians made shine.

      A man bows and Kyle’s head turns. He recoils and stands straight, not offering me any sort of recognition beyond disgust.

      “Kyle, I’d like a word, if you’re able.” I give him the chance to politely decline. It’s not for him. It’s for me. It’s so I can say I tried and he didn’t want to meet me halfway. And then when he vanishes, I have something resembling a clear conscience.

      But he’s an annoying Boy Scout and shouts at his workers, “Be right back.” He jogs to where I am, dripping with disdain. “Didn’t think the king ever left the confines of the castle,” he mocks me. “Surely, you have matters more important than brewery engineering.”

      “Is that your way of ensuring I understand I am not welcome in your brewhouse?” I ask, watching for his reaction.

      “Come all you like, the more the merrier.” That’s a lie.

      “It doesn’t hurt my feelings, Kyle. I’m completely aware of your hatred of me.”

      “Look, Liam. I don’t want to do this. Lou asked me not to do it. She made herself really clear when she chose you and this.” He waves a hand at the castle and town that is slowly stretching out of the ramparts and creeping along the fields to where his brewery is. One day, this will be cheap side, and the streets will be cobbled instead of hay and dirt. “So if you could try to be the bigger man—”

      “Let me rephrase that, I’m counting on you hating me.” That statement makes him stop. He stares at me confused as I finish the thought, “I’m hoping we never create anything close to a friendship.”

      “Okay.” He scoffs. “Done.”

      “Because I need a favor from you and your particular feelings for me are self-serving.”

      “What? You want me to drop dead?” He laughs.

      “No, the opposite actually.” The request tastes like ash in my mouth but there is no line I wouldn’t cross for her.

      “I’m lost.” He loses the grin and humor.

      “I want you to do something for me, something I can’t ask another person for.” I stall, wishing I could say it and be done but it’s harder than I imagined. “I’ve been having a lot of old feelings come up recently. Being surrounded by people and their problems and human nature has me seeking old solutions.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I was once a guest at an institution for the criminally insane. I had some problems coping with betrayal.”

      “Okay.” His eyes flicker and I suspect he would prefer very much to take a step back.

      “If ever there were to come a time when it’s obvious I no longer have a handle on myself, Mad King Liam so to speak—”

      “Dude. You can’t ask this of me. Don’t you have a friend?”

      “That’s the point. I don’t want a friend to be persuaded into thinking I’m okay again. I’m persuasive. Quite.”

      “Oh I know.” He’s back on board.

      “If you have even a drop of love left for her, you will ensure I have an accident of some sort. I will get sick. Something will go incredibly wrong and I will no longer be with us.”

      “Why? Are you worried that time is close?” It’s smart question.

      “No. If the time were close I wouldn’t be here. I wouldn’t admit my flaws to you. I would never ask for your help. And most of all, I would never leave her behind for you to have.” I stress the word “never,” hoping he catches my drift. “I love her more than I love anything in the world. And this act right here, is a safeguard to ensure she survives everything, even me.”

      “She has bots, she heals.”

      “And I’m clever and resourceful, and if my problems were to ever come back, evil. Right now I want nothing but for her to have a happy life. With me. But if that changes, and I change, I need you to guarantee me you will take care of her. And me.”

      “You’re being serious?” He stares into my eyes.

      “Deadly serious.”

      He’s quiet in contemplation. He winces, maybe from arguing with himself. “I’m not a cold-blooded killer. I don’t think I have that in me.”

      “Likely not,” I agree. “But you are an amazing friend. Loyal to the death. You hate me. I am giving you permission to do this. And no matter what, I know you’re an ethical guy. You’re practically a saint. I’ve never been in safer hands. I need to know that if the time were to come, she would be taken care of. Even if that meant saving her from me, and herself.”

      “You don’t hate me?” he asks.

      “No. I’ve always been indifferent to you. I reserve hate for monsters. I take hate rather seriously. Part of the sickness I suffered with as a child.”

      He puts a hand out, as if that last question were a test and I passed. “Fine, I’ll be your backup plan.”

      “Thank you.” I place my hand in his and shake.

      “How will I know, if it’s happening?” he asks, while we’re still shaking.

      “Her. She will be upset and worried. She might confide in Lee who would obviously tell Erin who would tell Miles and he would tell you. Girls keep secrets in packs.” I crack a grin as I take my hand back.

      “And what if you ever come and tell me you were joking or testing me or this isn’t real?” He lifts an eyebrow over his eyes that are flooded with worry.

      “That would be a bad sign. Quite bad.” I glimpse behind me at the castle. “And if possible, I would ask for the utmost discretion on this. As in, if you ever pull your head out of the sand, and realize Lee is madly in love with you and always has been, don’t tell her about this conversation.”

      “Okay. You have my word.” He nods and takes a step back. The look in his eyes tells me I have been successful.

      “Thank you for being my life insurance policy.” I offer him a slight bow, putting a little something extra in for his ego.

      He offers me something resembling a bow in return.

      I turn around and walk to the castle, grateful he can’t see the smug grin on my lips. Another problem solved. It took me a while to realize the only way he would ever be happy for her, was if he had a different reason for watching. But also if he believed he was protecting her from the shadows. He sees himself as her guardian, always trying to protect her, never letting her stand on her own.

      The bonus is his respect for me has shot through the roof. He sees me as broken and wounded and struggling to survive my former illness. He now wants to protect me too. Because like he said, he is not a cold-blooded killer. He’s a gentleman. And he doesn’t want this over his head.

      A small part of me wishes she could see the things I do to make her happy, so she’d understand how much she means to me and what I do to ensure she has the best life with me. But the other part of me knows she never would have gone along with it.

      When I get to the castle, she’s there, speaking about something dull with someone in planning. She’s smiling and laughing as they make a joke at their own expense.

      My love for her will never fade, and I’ve made sure of that. There won’t be a single unhappy day.

      Feeling the success of that in every inch of my being, I make my way to the kids’ garden that is being closed down for winter.

      Leah and Davis wave to me from the middle of the field where he’s teaching the few kids we have here how to farm. He’s even starting a 4-H next spring to teach them animal husbandry. I didn’t pretend to know what that was when he said it. It sounded like something a few of the patients back at the institution suffered from, but I was certain I was wrong.

      Lester is with them. He stays close to Leah. And she keeps him safe. Not just from himself but from anything that might stimulate his temper. She is soothing and calming for him. Seeing him makes me sad in a strange way. He is the most altered of us all. Not entirely how he was before the bots fixed him, but he’s also no longer spouting poetry. In fact, he rarely speaks at all.

      The Littles see me and run over with Mason and Magoo hot on their heels.

      “Liam, did you see?” Joey runs over with her bulbs. “We have some flowers to plant for the winter. They live even in the snow.”

      “Wow, that’s impressive. Sort of like you lot, hard to kill.”

      “You know it,” Magoo says, flashing some new spaces where there should be teeth.

      “You’re missing some soldiers.” I point.

      “The tooth fairy even came here. In Canada!” That had to be the highlight of Leah’s entire month right there. She and Davis laugh like it might have been.

      “Maybe the tooth fairy was Canadian all along,” I add.

      “Maybe.” Magoo furrows her brow and turns back to her mom.

      “It makes sense, I mean. Who else is nice enough to give you money for teeth?” she shouts back at her daughter, still laughing.

      “Hmm.”

      “Can I speak to you, Joey?” I kneel down to her level.

      “Am I in trouble?” She narrows her eyes and asks the question all kids should ask before answering.

      “Absolutely not.” I lift my hands to show innocence.

      “Fine.” She turns and shouts at Leah, “I’ll be right back. Don’t plant without me.”

      “Okay, sweetie.” Leah waves her off.

      As I stand, Joey grabs my finger and holds tight, getting her dirt all over my hand. It’s something new in my life. Constantly being some level of dirty.

      I walk her to the far side of the yard and reach into my pocket with my free hand, pulling out a small box. “I have a question I’ve been meaning to ask you.”

      “What kind of question?” she asks something she must have heard her parents say. Before.

      “Well, I want to ask Lou if she will marry me at Christmas, and I can’t ask her until I ask you. Because you’re her family, and Leah told me that if you want to join someone’s family, you have to ask them first.”

      She frowns and suddenly I am uncomfortable.

      “Marry Lou?” She wrinkles her nose. “I mean, I guess.”

      “If you don’t want me in your family, I won’t ask her. No one but you and me will even know this conversation happened.” I can’t believe this kid is turning me down.

      “It’s not you, it’s her. Are you sure?” She makes a face, and I’ve seen it before. But not from her. It was one of the expressions the nurses would get at the institution when they were concerned about your mental state.

      It brings a smile to my lips. “I’m pretty sure.”

      “Okay then.” She shrugs. “But I think I’m getting the better deal. I’m getting the king as my brother and you’re getting Lou. And she’s bossy.”

      “I have noticed that.” I fight the laugh I desperately want to have.

      “Is that it?” She glances up at me.

      “That was it.”

      “Can I go back now?”

      “Yes. Thank you for your permission.” I offer a wave but she turns and leaves without answering me.

      It didn’t go at all how I had imagined it would. I assumed she might cry, gush a bit, run around in excitement, maybe hug me. We would both be excited about the ring. She didn't even ask to see it.

      This was like her asking me for the same thing.

      She responded exactly how I might have.

      But it doesn’t matter.

      I have her permission.

      Now all I need is for Lou to say yes.

      I walk back to the castle, hoping that part goes better than this part did.
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          December 25th

        

      

    

    
      Lou

      This place is a lot like home in Laurel. Winter officially arrived at the end of November and it’s cold, windy, and dry. And now the town, which is becoming a city faster than we are prepared for, is always lit early with the glow of candles and lanterns. The smell of wood smoke settles in the valley, creating a wandering haze that seems to move even when there is no breeze.

      Gazing out from the very top of the small tower, it’s obvious our efforts have paid off. We’ll make the winter and spring and be ready to start the spring harvest. The accommodations are a bit tighter, with more people living together in houses and the castle than was intended, but by summer we’ll have that taken care of.

      One thing this part of Canada seems to have an abundance of are mills with already-cut wood for building. We found trucks full of them along the highways. Same as food and other supplies.

      We’ve also been lucky with the people who live here; most are talented in something useful. And those of us who aren’t skilled, work hard physically.

      Thinking about it draws my gaze to my rough hands. Splitting wood and making bows and arrows and doing all the things my dad taught me is creating calluses everywhere.

      But every time I finish another project, I imagine he’s watching over me, knowing he gave me what I needed to survive. And to keep Joey alive.

      I hold my hand out the large window and let the snow fall on me.

      In peaceful moments like this, when my mind quiets down, I’m certain I still hear the bots plotting.

      Thinking about them brings me back to the questions I don’t have answers for, like where is Harold? Why did he leave and never come back? Did Liam kill him and not tell me?

      How did the bots suddenly heal Tanya when all along they were useless inside her? Someone said they saw lightning and heard thunder in the clouds above us and that was how the helicopter went down. Lightning. But no one knows for sure. And now we never will. We don't live in a world of answers anymore. There are no easy ways to research or Google or ask specialists.

      Also, why didn’t Mr. Milson survive? Why did he die when so many others lived?

      I think of him often, how he saved us in those first days. And I have to be happy for him because he and Mrs. Milson are together again.

      I also question whether or not we’ll be able to do this. What happens if someone comes to attack? What happens if a sickness rolls through the city? Because if I’m honest, this all feels too good to be true and we should suffer some more.

      But maybe we’ve suffered enough.

      Gus lifts his head from where he’s sleeping as if he heard something.

      “You ready?” Lee asks as she comes in still wearing her guard’s uniform. She’s in charge of them like she was before. Erin is her second in command, which is interesting in all the best feminist ways.

      “Yeah, is everyone else down there already?”

      “Liam is pacing as usual. He’s like a wild cat. A panther in a cage.” She cracks a grin. “Sasha is coming over from the clinic with Leah and Tanya’s mom any second. Other than that, I think everyone is downstairs.”

      “Our first Christmas feast,” I say it but I still don’t believe it.

      “I think it’s going to be awesome. Dinner and cider and beer.” She smiles wider when she says beer.

      “How’s Kyle?” I ask, scared of the answer. He’s been so cool lately, not at all awkward or weird. He eyes up Liam every time they’re in a room together, but it’s gotten less hateful.

      “Good.” Lee stops there.

      “No details?”

      “No, it’s weird. You and him and me and Liam. It’s weird.” Her cheeks blush.

      “It is weird.” I laugh and follow her to the door. “Come on, Gus.” I slap my leg and he slowly gets up, stretching and grumbling like a dragon.

      “But Liam gave everyone in the castle three days off, today and tomorrow and the next day. People are celebrating in their own homes. Some even have Christmas trees or Hanukkah menorahs and Kwanzaa candles. I heard a few of them managed to get ukuleles and are going to be playing music at the pub tomorrow night.”

      “Let me guess, you’re going?” I can’t stop. I don’t feel a single thing for Kyle beyond being his friend. In my strangely altered mind, he and I never happened. It’s like a dream I had that never became anything more. So I can’t help but find this exciting that the two of them are starting something.

      “Of course. Everyone is going.” She sighs. “Stop talking about it.”

      “Fine,” I grumble and follow her to the main floor where voices are echoing into the halls. We find them in the dining room, our entire family: Tanya and her mom and Mason and Mitch. Jeff and Bev. Erin and Miles. Jamie and Sasha. Leah and Davis and their kids. The Littles. Buster and Gus. Kyle and maybe Lee, if this cold winter goes right. Liam and myself. And Lester.

      “We ready then?” Liam asks from the head of the table he had drones make in the summer. It’s stunning and decorated in a way that makes me smile. I think the kids did it. Napkins are clumsily folded and placed inside wooden rings and the cutlery has the mismatched effect only a child could do.

      My eyes dart to Leah who gazes at them all with pride. She really is the best.

      Everyone takes a seat at the huge table. There’s just enough room for us all, and Lester and Davis make it so it’s a bit tight where they’re sitting.

      Liam is at one end of the table and I am at the other. It’s weird being so far apart. He smiles at me, lifting his drink. “I don't really pray, but let’s toast.”

      We all grab the mismatched glasses we stole from a Walmart in a nearby town.

      “Just over a year ago, ninety percent, by our estimate, of the world’s people died or were altered. Some of us were not affected by the outbreak. Others changed for the better.” He lifts his drink to Lester who I’m not sure understands what he’s saying. “We became slaves to these bots that infected us, some feeling the effects of them more than others.” His cheeks blush and his eyes lower for a moment. “And in the end, humanity, our actual humanity, was saved by a man who is no longer with us. That man is the reason we all sit here now. I would like to toast Dr. Jacquard, and I would ask that each of us toasts someone who made certain we made it to this moment.”

      He’s getting better and better at this. He’s truly kingly.

      He raises his glass and we all say, “Dr. Jacquard.”

      Kyle stands next. “Dr. Stoddard.” His eyes find mine. We share a smile and a memory no one else has. I’m grateful for the ability to remember my dad with Kyle.

      His name is the next one we say together.

      As it goes around the table, names of people I never knew are spoken, Louis, Grace, the old man at the gas station and Sharon. But there is one name I will always carry in my heart. Mr. Milson. He saved nearly all of us at one point or another.

      Eyes are misty and smiles are made of pressed lips by the time we sit. But the sadness doesn't last, because the gratefulness is too overwhelming.

      It’s an amazing first Christmas meal. Wild turkey. Sourdough stuffing with herbs from the garden. Yams baked with Canadian maple syrup and butter. Mashed potatoes with chunks of garlic in them. And red wine we stole from one of the liquor stores we raided at some point. There are dinner rolls and thick gravy. It’s heaven.

      If you had asked me fourteen months ago where I saw myself, I never would have said living like this. I’m not an American anymore. I’m not a Canadian. If we have guessed correctly, there’s not even a million people on the planet. Gas is becoming a thing of the past as the tanks are drained or it expires. Eventually, there will be no more stores to raid and the supplies that were made during our era will fade into memory. And we will have to be ready for that. A moment when canned cranberry sauce isn’t found covered in dust in an old store with no lights.

      We won’t always be able to pick the batteries out of every single thing we find, steal laptops from houses, or drive cars until they’re dry.

      For now it’s our life, but those last remnants of the twenty-first century are slowly fading, very slowly.

      They will eventually become nothing, relics taken back by nature. Vine and plant covered, rust from the elements destroying them, and overgrown to the point the next generations might not even see them.

      The road ahead is long and scary if I think too far. But here tonight, sitting with my family under the candlelight of these stunning chandeliers and with a plate full of hot food, I am grateful for the first time. I understand the term now more than ever.

      We eat and drink and laugh and I’m stuffed beyond belief by the time we have cleaned up and are blowing out the candles.

      We all kiss each other goodnight. Even Kyle and I manage a hug before he goes back to the brewery where he has made himself a small house in the back. It’s progress.

      When I’m upstairs and after I have the Littles tucked in, I sit in the window, staring out at the snowy night, brushing my hair before putting it into the braids. I have discovered braids save lives. There’s no frizz in the morning.

      It’s quiet and peaceful seeing the snow fall, especially on Christmas.

      “You ready for bed?” Liam asks as he comes into the room, but there’s something in his tone.

      “Yeah. I’m pretty full still, but definitely tired. You?”

      “I’m not tired. I should be, but there’s something I need to do first.” He walks to where I am and sits next to me. The soft glow of candlelight from across the room dances on his face.

      “What, did you forget to finish something?”

      “No, start something.” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small box. It’s tiny and wooden and carved. It’s not perfect so I have to assume the drones didn't do it.

      “Start what?” I ask, confused by the weird little box.

      “Start our new life.” He cracks open the box to reveal a small silver ring. It has a red stone in the middle of it and cool carvings along the band.

      I lift my gaze to his, heat rising in my cheeks as the obviousness of this moment hits me.

      There’s a story in his eyes. It’s one of hope and love and maybe fear. “Lou, I love you. I love you more than I thought I was capable of. I used to mock people like me, people who would do anything for the person they loved. I saw love as weakness, and I have never seen myself as weak. But being with you, I don't think that way anymore. I think love is strength. And you make me stronger. Will you marry me?”

      The question is crazy.

      Not just because I’m not even twenty and he’s only a few years older. But also because we haven’t gone to college or bought a house or chosen a career. My parents can’t help me decide my life and I’m positive things like me shouldn’t reproduce with things like him.

      His eyes are wide, my silence tormenting him.

      “Yes,” I say after a minute.

      He exhales relief and nods. “Okay, you were scaring me there for a second.”

      We sit and stare at each other for a heartbeat or two, maybe both of us watching the candlelight flicker in the eyes of the other person.

      He loses all the fear and smiles, it’s his sweet smile. The one that has no agendas behind it. My favorite.

      “I love you too.” I lift my hand for him to put the ring on. His fingers twitch when he lifts it out of the wooden box and slides it on me. Of course it fits perfectly. He’s that stalker.

      “Should we do it tomorrow?” he asks impatiently as if that’s even an option.

      “No.” I gasp, pulling my hand back. “Spring. We need to prepare for it. I’ll need a dress and shoes and bridesmaids.”

      He recoils a little. “You’ve never seemed like the kind of girl who would care about that stuff.”

      “You wish.” I lift my eyebrows and tilt my head. It’s a look my mother gave my father every time he said something stupid. “I was never a girl who planned her marriage and wedding, but I still want to do it right.”

      “Okay, but does it have to be a full public spectacle?” He sounds worried and it’s adorable.

      “Absolutely.” I grin. “You wanted to be king. Now you’re going to get a king’s wedding.”

      “To be fair, the bots wanted me to be king. I just went along with it,” he lies.

      “I’m going to tell you something my mom told my dad once. A wedding is about the bride. The groom is there to look nice, fill a spot, and give the lady what she wants.” I can’t even get it out without laughing.

      “That’s terrible.” He pulls me into his arms and hugs me, fitting me into his body perfectly. “Your mother didn't really say that?”

      “She did.” I laugh again, pulling back. “She was a savage.”

      He reaches and tilts my chin up, staring at me and making the moment serious again. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “Saying yes.” He lowers his face and kisses me. It’s not intense or crazed, it’s sweet and soft. It’s exactly the sort of kiss you give when the snow is falling outside, the candlelight is fading, and there’s been a proposal.

      As the reality of us getting married hits me, desire sweeps in. I climb into his lap and kiss him with fervor.

      I’m getting married.

      It’s crazy.

      The world ended.

      And then it started again, as though the last few hundred years since the industrial revolution were just a season, and this is a new one.

      My family ended, except for Joey.

      And then it started again, filled with people I love with my whole heart.

      My childhood ended. And abrupt death.

      And now, my adulthood begins.

      And it starts with him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The End

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Gotcha!!!!!

        You didn't see that happy ending coming, did you?

      

        

      
        Until next time (insert a slightly evil winky face here).

      

        

      
        Tara

      

        

      
        Also, if you liked this book, check out The Born Trilogy!

      

        

      
        Here is a sample chapter!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Born

          

          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      They say the world is built for two, but in the silence of the old cellar, two feels like a long-lost dream. It's an ice cream cone on a boardwalk with the sun above and the sea below. It's the wind rolling around you gently, persuading you in all the directions at once and mixing sand over your feet as your toes dig in. It's a perfect place that none of us tries to remember.

      What’s the point in remembering when there’s no way to go back, and no matter how hard we work to move forward, we’ll always be stuck in the muck we’ve made.

      Besides, in any mind left functioning, the world was built for pain. Perhaps once there had been a place where love and companionship were something to push your life toward.

      This isn't that world anymore.

      To me, that world never existed anyway. The world has always been a selfish place where love is fleeting and people are fickle. Once upon a time, true love accidentally happened to the fortunate. They polluted and corrupted it, and like everything else, it got sick.

      I've seen it. I've seen it and in the end, when it's taken away, the people who protest or cry the loudest are the ones who have taken it for granted the most. The ones who have abused it, but didn’t even know they were doing it.

      I size up the cellar I’ve been hiding in, lying low in the shadows that have become my world. It’s time to move on. In the four days I’ve been here, I’ve barely moved at all. My body is tense from it but that’s my rule, and now because of it I can breathe easier knowing I'm probably safe. I always end a supply run with a quiet few days in a cellar or basement.

      There are rules in the new world. Rules you have to make up as you go along because everything changes. I don’t like change but I force myself to adapt. Except where other people are concerned. If there’s one thing you want to avoid in the new world, it’s other people. Other people make you weak—I’ve seen that too. When you love someone, you’ll make stupid choices that are more like risks. Those risks get you dead, but in the new world, dying doesn’t mean you stay dead. Nothing’s a guarantee anymore.

      Everything about the new world is already a risk, and I wasn't born to this world. I've had to learn how to move around quietly in it, how to sit still, and how to be one with the things that shuffle along, waiting for someone to make a poor choice. When everything goes the wrong way, you have to close yourself off from it.

      I have mastered that. I’m the master of not caring.

      I know what I need to do to live. I have lain amongst the dead. I have run through the woods in the dark, my eyesight clearing like a wild animal’s might. I have embraced the darkness.

      I have learned how to live without. Not just things but people and comfort.

      Because that’s the new world.

      I have one place that reminds me of the girl I was supposed to be. That place is all I have left of the world before, and so I treasure it and keep it secret.

      I creep out into the beam of dust lingering in the air, sparkling from the sunlight that found its way down two stories into a dark cellar. I lift my fingers into the light, letting it touch me and make just one spot tingle with warmth. The beam of light almost makes me smile. I admire its determination at finding its way into the darkness, no matter what. No matter how hard I try to ignore it, that gives me hope. Hope I must shake my head at, to bring my thoughts back around, to take my first step toward the stairs and leave this dark place.

      The explosions never destroyed this home in any way. It’s far too high on a lonely mountain, in a range of lonely mountains. The stairs are in one piece which has become a bit of a novelty. Thankfully, the old farmhouse is just too far from any major center to have even been aware of the problems, at least maybe in the beginning.

      The blood smears on the white siding outside prove that the horror of the infection has touched every inch of this world. Even a lonely place such as this.

      The hardwood creaks under my first step. I hold my breath and hope the creak went unheard. I take a breath and execute the second step slowly, allowing my body weight to shift onto it softly. I hesitate taking the third, giving the sounds space and distance of random noises a farmhouse would make. My heart beats like it might attempt to get free from my constricted chest. I wait a moment longer—it's another rule: never leave when you feel it's safe. Always wait one more second. Safe is an illusion, and once you believe the illusion, you lose everything.

      I put my feet to the far sides of the stairs, where the nails attach the boards to the frame. Shallow breaths make sounds in the new world, in the borderlands anyway. I have not ventured out of the borderlands. I don’t know what the rest of the world looks like, just what I’ve heard from people in the towns. They say the cities are demolished but still crawling with the infected that didn’t die. The roads are blocked with cars that didn’t make it out of the cities in time.

      My car is there somewhere, lost along the dead highway with the remains of those I left behind.

      But here, there’s a silence that could drive you mad. No electricity, no cars, no phones, no buzz. The world sits quiet as if sighing and taking a long inhale after what seemed like forever with mankind and the noise pollution. I swear to the God everyone used to pray to, the earth is taking it all back. Mother Earth probably just wants us gone—us and our evil.

      I don’t think there’s any good left in us anyway.

      Every decision I make out here pushes me one step further away from good. Sometimes I don’t recognize myself out here. I get lost in surviving and forget to just be a girl. A girl Granny and my dad could be proud of.

      Thank God for Leo and home. I’m at peace when I’m home, but here in the open world, I’m one of them. One of what is left, that scrambles to survive, most of the time separate from anyone else. We all understand the hard truths of this place. The good die and the strong do what they have to, to survive. The best we can hope for is a place that brings us peace.

      I focus my thoughts back to the task of getting home—getting back to my peace.

      I peek through the cellar door and try to keep my anxious heartbeat low and my breath quiet. My body needs to make some noises, but others can be controlled.

      The house is simple and plain, but it’s a typical farmhouse and they’re the best houses. They always sit a long ways off the road, not that roads matter. And farmhouses always have canning and pickling reserves that would outlast any human. They always have safety supplies and extras of everything. Farmers lived the longest, just like my father always said they would. The farmers and the people who were already bad. Seems like that’s all that’s left in the world. If I could just meet one person worth knowing, I might not be so dead inside. But that could make me weak. Dying for someone else would negate all the things I have done to stay alive.

      Leaving the basement always brings the same thought to my mind. I wish this place could be my peace, my place that makes me calm. It has everything and it’s centrally located to the towns at the base of the hills. Supply runs would be so much easier if I could live here. Two supply trips a year is rarely enough, but if I travel any more than that, I’ll be caught.

      I have come close so many times.

      And that’s the reason I stay at my place. It’s too far for anyone to care about one girl at the top of a mountain.

      I tiptoe into the country kitchen, and as always, I’m amazed at how pristine it is. All the dishes are put away and the counters are clear. It reminds me of my granny’s house. Everything is still in its place, just as it was the first time I came here. Now though, layers of dust have found their way into the home, along with the bits of weeds growing through the cracks. With no busy little granny to buzz around dusting and tidying, everything shows its years of abandonment. Vines creep up the sides of the house like all the houses. As always, I stand against the doorframe and put my hand at the top of my head as a measurement. I turn and note how much higher it is than the mark I once foolishly put there.

      That mark was put there by a little girl who didn’t know anything. She knew loss but that was it. For every inch I have grown, I have learned something else I wish I didn’t have to know.

      I turn away from the mark, pushing away the memories of the little girl, and remember who I am. I walk low to the ground toward the back door. I can't help but laugh inside at how I still feel safer leaving through the back door, even though there’s no front or back. There are only doors. They don't go anywhere anymore because there’s no direction.

      Nothing goes anywhere. Everything just is, and dead is just as awful as undead.

      I carefully position the heavy pack on my back. It contains jars full of heart and soul and survival. Each jar is like a kiss from the old lady who canned and pickled her own farm-fresh vegetables. I assume there are no preservatives, no added salt, and no colorings. There aren't any labels to contradict it. For all I know, she was using MSG in everything. I smile at the letters MSG; they meant something to me once. It meant we couldn’t eat in that restaurant because my dad said it would make me sick and weak willed.

      That was before.

      I fight back memories of nice old ladies and the world before. I have been to many worlds in my life and being nineteen feels more like fifty most days.

      I harden my heart and my instincts sharpen as the hate surges through me. I need to get back to him and we need to get home. I take a deep breath and creak the door open as if the wind has taken it and is playing with it. I close it again and open it as if the wind coming off the brown dry fields is playing with the door.

      My animal eyes focus on the dirt yard. Nothing moves beyond the dust dancing in the light. I should be waiting for night to travel, but I’ve stayed too long this time. I need to get back. Things only live so long without being tended to. I know this well. My garden has died many times before.

      The old barn doors in the loft swing in the soft breeze, their creaking noises slipping out into the dry air. I listen for the other noises that should be here. The long brown grass sways adding a crunching sound to the soft trickle of the pebbles scuttling along the dusty driveway. Everything moves in sync with the wind.

      I had to learn how to spot this. I learned it from him. He sees everything all at once, a hunter’s instinct. When I met him I had the instinct of prey, but he has taught me to be like him.

      I pull the door open and cringe. This is always the worst part of the walk home, leaving this house. If I ever got my wish for anything in this whole world, I would stay here and make it mine. But I understand what happens to people who have things in this world: someone kills them and takes what they have.

      It doesn’t matter what I want.

      I close it off and let the mean settle in. The mean is what gets me home and keeps me safe.

      My eyes squint in the intense light of the sun as it tries to blind me. My pack feels like a ton of bricks, but I take my first steps, desperate for it to be over with already. I don’t jostle the pack too much. I don’t want to break any jars. I have learned that pickle juice is hard to get out and backpacks are even harder to find. That’s a trip to the towns or to the old subdivisions on the borders of the cities. I’ve taken that risk before.

      Going across the gravel and dirt driveway to the field is the worst. It's wide open to the yard. I scan the area, walking with my shotgun in my hand. At home I practice regularly with my rifle and silencer, but on the road I bring the shotgun.

      It's my lucky gun. The cold thick metal of it makes me feel strong, though I know what strength is.

      Strength is not pulling the trigger. At this point, I have yet to prove my strength to myself. I always take the coward’s path. Just like my dad told me to.

      My boots crunch along. I step softly, but some noises are unavoidable. The noise will last until I reach the huge wheat fields. Then I’ll be a whisper in the wheat, like the wind.

      I enter, not looking back.

      When I reach the field, I know the rule.

      My legs groan under the first steps. My arches ache at the push in the beginning, but after the first quarter mile, I start to warm up and my legs enjoy running.

      My back is the biggest issue. The pack is so much heavier than I’ve trained with. I grip the shoulder straps tight till my arms can’t stand it for another second. Even then I push it until I reach the forest.

      I run deep into the woods, always on the same side, never the same path, but always the same destination. The branches whip past me, the edge of the forest being the thickest and the light penetrating the least. As the forest clears I see him. He's smiling like always. He's calm. He doesn’t run and jump. He waits to ensure I’ve brought nothing with me. He’s seen them before. He knows how bad it can be. Together we’ve seen the people get swarmed and taken, usually women. Like I said, the bad people seemed to live through the hard times, somehow ready for this life of survival before the world ended.

      “Leo,” I whisper, out of breath but desperate to say one thing. Being alone in that basement for days makes me lose my senses sometimes.

      Instead of the warm greeting we both want, I turn around and hold my shotgun. I walk backward as Leo saunters over to watch the forest. We sit behind a tree and wait. After a few minutes I put the pack down and climb one of the huge trees. The thick branches are rough against my hands. The skin softens up over the spring when I don't have to chop wood. Spring ain’t what it used to be. It’s hot and heavy in the new world.

      “Not ain’t, Emma. Isn’t is what a lady would say.” I smile when I whisper it. It’s what she would have said. My granny had a thing for the word “ain’t.” She had a thing for sounding educated.

      I sit on a branch and look through my binoculars from the viewpoint.

      I have a view of the entire field of brown hay from here. In another weak moment I let myself imagine living in the farmhouse one day and harvesting the hay. Peering through the small holes of the binoculars, it’s easy to get caught up; they don’t let you see the rest of the world.

      My eyes strain. I try to find even a single strand of the long grass moving in a way to signify I’ve been followed. The farmhouse sits motionless and alone, and I hope it will sit that way until my next visit. I wait before I pull the binoculars from my face and let the breeze sway me on my perch.

      I wish for a second that I could fly away into the white clouds that appear the way they always have. They don't know the world has ended and that they don't need to make shapes for us anymore. There’s no us. Past the farmhouse everything moves just as it should. No one has followed me. I climb down, tired and eager for my own bed.

      When my feet touch the ground again I smile at Leo, his gentle yellow eyes confirming my findings. We’re alone. I drop to my knees to greet him as he bounds toward me. The large timber wolf licks my face and lifts his massive paws up to hug me. I hugged him so often when he was a baby that one day he hugged back. He's done it ever since.

      Sometimes you just need a hug. Sometimes I just need to cry. He understands that.

      I haven’t seen much good since it all ended, not in people anyway, but the animals are still good. They live the way they always did. I wish we spent our time trying to be more like them, instead of trying to survive this new world.

      I wish I could be more like them and need less of the world.

      Leo lightly nuzzles me and nips at my arms. I rub his soft ears and stand. I pat him gently on his huge gray head. "Ready?"

      He tilts his head meaning he is, so I pick up the heavy pack and adjust it on my back again. The hike home will take the entire day if I manage to keep a solid pace. Leo starts out for home by heading past the old broken oak tree.

      Our meeting place.
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