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    “Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there, wondering, fearing, doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever dared to dream before.”   
 
    -Edgar Allen Poe 
 
      
 
    “He is beauty, inside and out. He is the silver lining in a world of darkness. He is my light.” 
 
     -Marie Lu 
 
      
 
    “Sometimes the wicked will tell us things just to confuse us- to haunt our thoughts long after we’ve faced them.”   
 
    -Sarah J. Maas 
 
      
 
    “They got the cages; they got the boxes and guns. They are the hunters, we are the foxes, and we run.” 
 
    -Taylor Swift 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    There was always this saying I heard as a kid. When something seems impossible, when something is so outlandish that you know in your bones that it will never happen, you say that it will take place, this impossible event will only happen, when hell freezes over.  
 
    I’m not exactly sure what the weather is like in hell right now, but it seems like the people there may have found the flames frozen, the lakes of lava turned to skating rinks. The way things are looking now, the devil himself must be picking out which jacket to wear today because it is surely frozen in hell.  
 
    Things are changing so quickly, reality abandoned for the tales of nightmares. Dead people rising up to feed on the remaining humans. I never thought this would happen. I never assumed my life would become some cheesy Halloween movie. If you had asked me when I would find myself running from ravenous dead bodies, reanimated to devour me, I’d say when hell freezes over, but in fact it has. The monsters have risen from fantasy, and we are not hunting them. We are the hunted this time.  
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    I look down at my bed impatiently, as I make some last-minute decisions on what to bring on this trip with us. I know this is just a college tour for my little brother, but it feels like everything hangs in the balance. I have to make this trip perfect for Ryan. I guess it also doesn't hurt that getting out of this town is just what I need after all the things that have happened recently. I guess part of me knows that planning the perfect trip is some kind of defense mechanism. Maybe if I can successfully plan it, I won’t be such a failure, such a screw-up.  
 
    My name is Benjamin Stuart, and I am twenty-four-years-old. I tell myself this again and again, as if reminding myself of who I am, what makes me, me. I try to tether my mind to who I was because recently, all I’ve been is depressed. I go through the process again, naming all the things I remember about who I was before that night. I was in love, I was gay. I was sure about who I want to be. I may still be in school for Zoology, but I don’t feel like that person anymore. I may be the oldest sibling in a loving family, but I feel alone. I feel isolated. I then try to remember the people in my life. My dad, taking over for both parenting roles, when my addict mother disappeared. I think of my grandmother, her sweet stories, her positive attitude. Everything she’s done for us. I think of my Aunt Zoey, only a few years older than me, but my moral compass. I think of my brother; this is all for him. Ryan is so excited to graduate high school in a few months. He is trying to get into the college’s nursing program. I think of how hard he’s worked. I think of my sister, Riley. She just finished her degree; I remember being so proud of her. She starts her new job, in the field of marketing as soon as we get back from our trip. Ryan will be leaving for college, Riley will be living with her boyfriend Drew, doing her new thing, but I will still be here, abandoned by everyone. I will be the only one still living with dad, making sure he eats when he’s not running the family restaurant. I try to remember all of this, as I get ready, but only one thing wins every day, only one part of me rises to rest at the surface, the bad part.  
 
    The memories penetrate my feverish attempts to forget. He is there. I remember him, sprawled out on my bed. I remember all the years we spent together; first as friends but then more, so much more. I remember the look on his face, the words that he said. I remember it all because it tears me apart to this day, even after months of no contact.  
 
    I look around my room again, as the album I’m playing fades out. The Beatles go silent, as I do another sweep.  I’ll be gone for four days. Do I need anything else? I sweep the room with my eyes, trying to find anything I may have missed. My stuffed turtles catch my eye. I have six. They are all different sizes, they all have different memories attached, and they all bring me a mixture of utter sadness, and unsurmountable joy all in one beautifully painful breath. Part of me doesn’t want to bring them. They’ll just remind me of Paul the whole time. The other part doesn’t want to sleep without them. Turtles are my favorite animals. Paul knew that, that’s why he bought me all of these.  
 
    I head into my bathroom, looking at myself in the mirror above my sink. I take in my reflection. I look hollow. I’ve felt that way for months now. Ever since October. Ever since he left me here. My brown eyes look bright and watery, as if I might break down at any second. My blonde hair has lost some color, as if it’s dying like I am inside. My face looks pinched with pain, my lips paler than usual, the look of someone forgotten by love. Someone who felt love, true love; but lost it tragically. I head back into my room.  
 
    I then finally decide that I will in fact bring my stuffed turtles along. I shove them safely into my duffel bag, before running from the room. They should be ready by now. I brush past my Aunt Zoey, and she tries to stop me, by talking but I walk right past her. Riley, and Drew must be already waiting outside. 
 
    I walk across the kitchen, and knock on Ryan’s door quickly, before heading back to the living room. My Aunt comes up to me, her voice thick with worry. She snakes her arms around me, before I can pull away. 
 
    "You guys drive safe and please call me like every hour. Your dad and I used to drive that way every weekend, and I never liked it. You better tell Emily that she needs to be careful" she says dramatically.  
 
    I let my Aunt ramble on about our impending doom, until finally Ryan comes out of his room, his friend Thomas following behind him. I’m still ignoring Zoey’s paranoid tirade of everything that could possibly go wrong. Her long brown hair flying, as she moves around animatedly. She always talks with her hands, her expressions wild with emotion. I guess we’re alike in that sense. I smile, taking a mental picture of the way she looks in this moment. I wish her sister were here. I wish she hadn’t left. She looks a lot like her sister, my mom, but without the whole drugs and abandoning us thing.  
 
    "Okay, goodbye Zo, I'll call you on the road" I say hurriedly, heading toward the door. 
 
    I leave the house behind, my duffel bag, and backpack on my arm. Breathing in the crisp April air, I silently thank God for letting Florida actually be cool today. I walk around the side of my house, and Emily's silver Hyundai Tucson comes into view. The windows are down, and I can hear the country radio coming through the speakers, before sliding into the passenger seat. She leans over and gives me a brief one-armed hug and then turns back to the wheel. I instinctively reach up and hit the preset for the pop station. The atmosphere changes abruptly, as someone I think might be Taylor Swift or even Ariana Grande begins to blare through the speakers. I’m not sure exactly because I don’t typically listen to anything newer than the 70’s. Everyone seems to liven up with the new direction of the music I’ve chosen for us. I look over at my best friend, as she backs out of the driveway. 
 
    Emily and I have been best friends since third grade. I think back to all the awkward phases, the break ups, the sleepovers, all the secrets between us, and the love. The love and understanding she has always afforded me. I realize for the hundredth time that statistically, a person with a family like hers, should never have become my friend, but she is stronger than a family filled with hate, with bigotry.  
 
    We drive down my street, and the house finally disappears in the rearview, so I reach up and turn the volume down, so it’s merely background music. 
 
    "What would you guys like to grab to eat, before we get onto the interstate?" Riley asks, her voice pleasant, and everyone looks at each other, as if hoping someone else will choose so nobody else has to. 
 
    "What about Taco bell?" Thomas suggests from the slightly over-cramped back seat. Finally, someone who doesn't make me choose where to eat every time. I smile at that. It’s not a real smile, but a tight one. A single moment of amusement.  
 
    "Taco Bell sounds good to me, what about you guys?" Emily asks to the car at large. Everyone seems to agree because nobody interjects, so I pull my phone out of my pocket and begin to look through all of my notifications.  
 
    “Let’s play would you rather?” Drew says suddenly, causing Riley to giggle slightly. I don’t feel like joining in, but this should be interesting. 
 
    “I’ll go first” Emily offers, turning the pop station down further. She’s ready. She’s always liked games like this. I remember when I used to as well.  
 
    “Emily” Drew says then, his voice gravelly as usual. “Would you rather, move away to your dream city and never see the people you love again, or see the people you love every day, but never visit your dream city?” he finishes. I know what she’ll say. She’s selfless, the most selfless person I know.  
 
    “See the people I love” she answers simply. I look out the window still not wanting to join in. I don’t want to have fun, the return to sadness will hurt too bad.  
 
    “Riley” Emily says then, her face lighting up with a smile I can’t see. I can picture her face, based solely on her voice. Just by her voice, I can tell any face she makes.  
 
    “Would you rather work retail for the rest of your life but get paid decently or get a retail salary and work your dream job?” she asks. Again, I think I know what she’ll pick. Riley, the passionate, hairbrained girl who always follows her heart. The girl who can’t budget to save her life.  
 
    “Dream job, easy. Money doesn’t matter to me” she says. I actually almost snort at that. Of course, money doesn’t matter to her. How could it? My dad, and later, I have been collectively spoiling her since she was born. Now she has Drew. A few more questions are asked, leading Ryan to choose his job over seeing his family. Drew chooses to date Jessica Alba over Scarlett Johansson. Thomas chooses alcohol over sex, and Emily chooses happiness over fame. That’s when we turn into the drive-through. 
 
    We get to the Taco Bell menu, and everyone orders. I quickly scarf down my order, as we leave the parking lot, before zoning out. I wasn’t hungry, but people will lecture me, if I keep skipping meals.  
 
    I watch as the trees fly by. Counting the cars, tallying each color. It’s a game I’ve always played with myself. It’s a bit of a drive, so I find myself alone, sinking back into the depression I’ve been trapped in. There are five other people around me, but none of them talk to me. They all know how I am when I slip into these moods. I am untouchable.  
 
    “So, Drew and me bought tickets to the Beyoncé tour. Did you wanna come with us Em?” Riley asks suddenly. For once, I’m not sure how she’ll answer. She doesn’t really listen to pop music, but it’s Beyoncé. 
 
    “I’ll see if I can get off work, when is it?” Emily asks, and I find myself wanting to smile. I don’t but I feel like I could. Emily doesn’t want to go. I know well enough she can get off work with ease. She’s a kindergarten teacher. She has so much paid time off saved up. Riley doesn’t think like that, she’s too spontaneous to remember the details of someone’s job. The conversation dies down again, so I look at the trees, the road, counting the yellow lines. Ryan and Thomas talk a bit about the college, ranting about the sports teams, the food choices, the parties, but mostly we listen to music.  
 
    We finally pull into our hotel four hours after leaving my house, and I launch from the cramped car; I take in the fresh air around me. Emily locks the car up, before heading into the lobby to check in. I look around at the others, and decide to follow Emily in. Catching up with her, we enter the lobby together. I immediately notice that the front desk is completely empty. I look down at my phone and see that it's only 4 o'clock in the afternoon. We stand there in the completely empty lobby, for another several minutes, until I begin to grow irritated. I climb up onto the counter and slide over into the employee section. I walk right into the backroom area, and search for anyone who will help me. When nobody comes, I delve deeper. After another few silent minutes of searching, I head back to the front, and walk right up to the computer. I type my own name, and the database, finally tells me our room number. I pull the cash out of my wallet because I'm sure as hell not leaving my card. I look at the screen for the two room numbers once more and turn to the wall that has cubbies for each room. I search for our keys.  
 
    I quickly grab the keys for both rooms, and crawl back over the desk. Emily is looking at me like I just killed a puppy. I stare at her. Taking in her judgment.  
 
    "What? There's still nobody in here" I explain, and she just shakes her head. I decide not to pursue it, even though I usually would. We walk back outside, and the others stand up straight, and walk over to us. 
 
    "What the hell took so long?" Riley demands, and I just scowl at her impatience. 
 
    "There was nobody in there, so I checked us in from the computer, and got our keys." I say, and they all look at me with the same look as Emily did. I just shake my head, annoyed at their judgment. Without a word, I lead them up the stairs to our third-floor rooms. I toss one of the keys to Drew, and head to the other room with my own key. We haven’t really discussed sleeping arrangements, so I turn back to them. 
 
    "Ryan, are you with us?" I ask. He just shakes his head and walks into the room with the others. I just turn away and enter the dark room. Emily closes the door behind her, and we're left alone in our room. I silently unpack my things, before grabbing all the stuff for a shower. I head into the bathroom, while Emily scrolls through her Facebook on the bed. Closing the door behind me, I turn the hot water on, and remove my clothes. Slipping into the shower, I let the hot water run down my body, and savor the moment of solitude. That car was so cramped. I hate being in a cramped vehicle. I reach over, and grab my shampoo, ignoring the little bottle of hotel shampoo. I've never liked using that stuff. After I finally rinse my body off, I let the hot water wash over me, for another minute, before turning the shower off, and pulling the towel off of the rack. I feel like I’m sinking back into the depression, so I repeat the cycle of naming facts about myself.  
 
    I am twenty-four, I am a scientist, I am…” the facts begin to fade, replaced by the riskier thoughts. The ones not based on facts, but feelings. I shudder.  
 
    I’ve always been a facts person. It must be the scientist in me. I run through the facts again, until they form a thin, weathered tether between myself and who I used to be, who I want to be again. Finally, the feelings begin to skitter away, hiding beneath the surface again. 
 
    I quickly dress, before coming out of the bathroom to find Emily still entranced by her Facebook. I roll my eyes, irritated at her incessant need to be on her phone nonstop. Doesn’t it ever get boring? 
 
    "You wanna head over there?" I ask, bending down to grab the bottle of Vodka that I had bought for the trip. I leave the second bottle behind for another time. Riley had gotten a couple of other bottles as well. 
 
    "Well I mean, I was going to take a shower and stuff first, but you can go ahead, and go over there" she said, never looking up from her phone. I leave her behind. I walk out of the room, and straight over to the other one. I knock briefly, before Ryan answers the door. His brown eyes bright, his blonde hair spiked. I enter the room and look around to see what everyone is doing. Riley is sitting on the end of the bed closest to the bathroom. Her long blonde hair pulled into a messy bun.  
 
    Thomas is sitting against the side of the desk on the floor, he already has a shot glass in front of him. His blue eyes look alight with excitement, his black hair is cut short, so different than his usual overgrown look. Drew with his buzz cut, his green eyes, and his ever-present baseball cap is setting up the drinking game that we had bought for tonight. I walk across the room and sit on the floor at the end of the bed, and Riley runs her fingers through my hair. I smile softly, as my sister pets me like an animal. Riley stands up, when Drew finishes setting everything up, and takes the spot on the floor right beside me. Drew sits beside her, and Ryan and Thomas join us in a circle, leaving enough room for Emily. We begin the game, and I am the first to have to drink. I shoot back the shot of peach Vodka, and almost spew it all over the place. It's horrible.  
 
    “Okay, so we roll the dice. Wherever you land there is an instruction” Drew says, laughing at me. I smile back. Finally, able to do so without falling apart.  
 
    Riley takes her turn, rolling onto a spot that makes her remove an article of clothing. She smiles at me knowingly using my trick. She removes a bracelet. I taught her a long time ago to always wear bracelets, earrings, and necklaces to parties.  
 
    Drew is next. He lands on a double shot. I laugh, as he takes his first sip of peach vodka. He actually does spit some out. I know he’s not a big drinker. It’s weird to see him here, hanging out with teenagers. He’s a firefighter, so I just never see him hang out when we have Ryan with us. He’s usually inviting us to parties at the houses of people we work with.  
 
    Ryan plays, but offers his drinks to me. I know he refuses to drink before he turns twenty-one. Ryan has always been a straight arrow. He gets straight A’s, never had detention, and follows every rule. 
 
    Thomas seems to be winning the game, as Emily joins in. Ryan gives her his cards and scoots out of the circle. Thomas then takes his turn. He gets to pick someone to drink. He chooses me. I smile, tipping another shot down. 
 
    “Why’d you pick peach?” he asks, when I make a face again. I just shake my head, not knowing how to answer. Thomas would have picked a much better choice. He drinks more than any of us. I still wonder, after all these years how Ryan and Thomas get along. They’re so different.  
 
    I take another turn, landing on a triple shot space. By the end of my turn, the vodka doesn’t taste so bad, or at least I don’t notice it. I find myself looking at Thomas as we play. I never liked him too much, but as he’s gotten older, I’ve found him less annoying.  
 
    I wonder what life will be like with them rooming together next year. Ryan going to nursing school, Thomas going to college to be a nutritionist. He’s always been kind of a health freak. I remember when he convinced Ryan to go on a cleanse with him. Ryan almost fainted due to it. Ryan has always helped reign him in. I wonder if that will continue in college. 
 
    We just continue to play the game, until I've had just enough. I stand up, and almost fall back to the floor. The room isn't very steady. I drunkenly stumble over to the door. When I finally have myself upright, I turn back to the room, and bid them all goodnight. 
 
    Drew is still drinking, but everyone else looks to be done. Drew is always the life of the party. I smile, before turning away.  
 
    Emily follows me out, she didn't drink anywhere near as much as I did, so she helps me out the door. I go to turn right to the room on the other side but remember we're the left room. I lean against the wall beside the wrong door, for a moment, but jump away in fright as someone bangs roughly on the other side of the door. Emily laughs at my terror, before pulling me away from the room. I can still hear the tenant banging on the door, in my drunken state I picture a Genie pounding on the inside of their lamp, trying to free himself, I laugh aloud, causing Emily to look at me like a crazy person. We finally make it back to the room, and I stumble over to the bathroom, and decide to sit down to pee, as to not fall down. I struggle to my feet, and make my way to the bed, and collapse onto it, asleep before I even hit the pillow, not knowing that my life is about to change forever. 
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    I find myself nearing consciousness. Avoiding the inevitable moment, when I open my eyes and feel the effects of all the vodka, I just lie there. I'm lying as still as a statue, my eyes clenched together tightly. I need to avoid the light for a few more seconds. I need to stay here in this moment, the moment before I remember all the pain. I can already feel the massive headache, before remembering why it’s there. I cannot believe that I drank that much last night. We were supposed to be coming down for a college tour, and instead I got our entire group drunk off their asses. If I’m being honest with myself, I’ve been drinking a lot in the last few months. I drink just enough to forget why I needed to drink in the first place. His face flashes in my mind. I push it away. We're all going to be so miserable today though. I smile guiltily, making sure to keep my eyes tightly shut. Maybe, if I can keep my eyes shut; then I can avoid the horrible feeling of a vodka hangover. That's when my alarm begins to go off. I clap my hands to my face. I reach over, and blindly turn the alarm off, and then decide that my minute of procrastinating is finally over. It was my decision to drink, and now I need to face the consequences. I need to face my life, my mistakes. I wrecked it all, I chose to drink, I chose to stay heartbroken, to let my depression fester. I made that choice. He ended it, but I chose to not move on. I chose to not even try.  
 
    I open my eyes and feel the hangover immediately. Rolling onto my side, I see that Emily is still sleeping. I gently shake her, until she opens her eyes groggily. Looking around, she reaches for her phone. We lay there for a few minutes, just scrolling through our newsfeeds, until there is a knock on the door. I jump up, and run over to the door to let Ryan and Thomas in. Thomas, and Ryan cross the room, and sit down on the sofa in the corner of our room. I notice that Thomas doesn’t look like crap. Nobody looks as bad As I feel, as bad as I must look.  
 
    "Let's go down to the pool, until Drew, and Riley wake up" Ryan offers, and I look over at Emily. She is now making herself a cup of coffee. She nods her approval, so I dash over to my suitcase, and grab my swim shorts out. I tell them I'll be right out, before disappearing into the bathroom. I quickly change into my swim shorts. I move to the mirror then. I grip the sides of the hotel sink. My eyes look sad. I can see how pale my face looks.  
 
    I know everyone has been noticing my attitude. Emily especially. She’s my best friend, so she notices everything. I’ve been spiraling ever since Paul and I broke up. Ever since he changed his mind. I’ve been taking it so hard too. I know I’m the reason he’s gone. I know he got freaked out. I know it’s all my fault, but it doesn’t make it easier.  
 
    I feel myself shaking. I feel my wounds reopening. I should never have thought about him, about us. We had such a beautiful story, such a wonderful thing. Why did I have to ruin everything? I knew it was too good to be true, but then I remember that I made it so. It wasn’t too good to be true, until I ruined his image of me. I acted like a total psycho over a rumor, and I did things I’ll never forgive myself for. I push the trail of tears away, washing my face hastily. I turn to join the others back in the room.  
 
    Stopping at the door, I pull my phone out. I immediately open my Instagram. Scrolling, I find his profile quickly. I somehow avoided getting blocked on here. I snoop on his page. I know one day; I’ll see someone else there. Someone where I used to be. The thought causes my hands to shake.  
 
    Emily is sitting up in the bed, her hair all over the place. I smile, as I watch her take a deep drink from her steaming coffee cup. She has her usual Kool-Aid shirt, and plaid pajama pants on. Her face is glued to the screen of her phone, as usual. I roll my eyes quickly, before crossing the room to stand by the door. 
 
    Thomas is leaning against the door. His plaid shirt reminds me of a frat boy. I resist the urge to laugh out loud at his style. I still find it weird that Ryan gets along with someone with that personality. 
 
    Ryan is sitting on the floor, bent over his laptop contently. I wonder what he's doing. I'm anxious to swim. They seem to get the hint because they follow suit, and head to the door with me. They must have been expecting me to take longer than I did. 
 
    Together, the four of us, head down. I think it's too early for the lobby to be open, so we head to the pool, using the outside path. Within a few minutes we are standing on the edge of the large, heavenly looking pool. 
 
    "You going in first?" Thomas asks me. I look over at him, before leaping right into the deep end. I've always been a pretty big water lover. I feel the cold water all around me, as I sink to the bottom. Sitting there peacefully for a few moments, I eventually decide to kick off the bottom of the pool. I come up for air and look around. Everyone is still dry, and none of them have made any moves to get into the magically amazing water. 
 
    "None of you are getting in?" I demand, and they all make low voiced, half-hearted excuses. 
 
    I swim around the pool, coming up to the edge to talk to Emily. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I ask her, her face never leaving the screen of her phone.  
 
    “Just trying to see if my lesson plan was approved. The district has been really strict on what I can teach lately” she explains. I kick off the wall, propelling myself backward a bit. 
 
    “You really need to teach at a better school Em. You’ve had nothing but drama since you started there” I tell her. When she doesn’t answer again, I swim to the middle of the pool. I kick my feet, coming to a stop at the other side of the pool.  
 
    “…was going to tell you later. It’s not going to change anything” Thomas says, just as I come to a stop before him. Ryan is sitting on a pool chair, his back turned to me.  
 
    “We were supposed to be roommates, but now we aren’t even going to the same college?” Ryan says, his voice sounds pained, a little anxious. I sit there, unnoticed by both of them.  
 
    “I didn’t say no for sure, but they don’t have a nutrition program here. I don’t want to sacrifice my program for a college” he explains. Ryan’s shoulders sag slightly. I go to kick off the wall again, when Thomas speaks again. 
 
    “Ry, we can make it work. I’m not going to leave you hanging. What do you…” he says, but I swim away from the conversation, before he can finish. 
 
    “Did they approve it?” I ask, as I rest my arms on the edge of the pool. Emily looks up, startled. She smiles at me. Her red hair still messy from sleeping.  
 
    “No word yet. Their website is actually dead for some reason” she says, her feet kicking aimlessly.  
 
    “What are you looking at now? Get in the pool” I demand, my lips outing out. She smiles at me. She knows I wasn’t being serious.  
 
    “My sister sent out her wedding invitations, but of course, I wasn’t invited because go figure” she says, biting her lip. She ignores the second part of my question. I know that must hurt her. She and her sister used to be so close, but their beliefs have divided them. Hannah is the very definition of homophobic, which hasn’t helped their relationship.  
 
    “I’m sorry Em. You deserve better than that” I say, my voice sad. I feel like it’s my fault. Their fallout started, when Hannah found out she was friends with me. Emily defended me and called her on her hatred. Hannah told her we were both going to hell. The conversation seems to be over again, so I swim into the deep end again.  
 
    I begin to exercise my muscles, while everyone else continues their side conversations. After about an hour, I decide it's about time to get out of the water. I take one last lap around, before swimming to the ladder. I grip the handholds, and then thrust myself beneath the surface again. I’m hit with a memory so strong that I can smell him. We’re on the side of the pool. We’re fully clothed. He picks me up bridal style and throws me into the pool. I come up for air and try to climb up the ladder, but much like now; I’m thrust beneath the surface playfully. I have the urge to stay here. To let the water claim me. To let my breath go, and close my eyes. To let everything fade into nothingness. I shove the horrid thoughts away, before climbing from the pool. If only that had been my last memory of him.  
 
    I think it’s time to dry off and go wake my sister up. We need to get to the college a bit early, so that we don't get caught up in the traffic. I head over to the cabinet on the edge of the deck, and pull out a thick, soft towel. Wrapping it tightly around me, I pretend it’s him. I imagine his arms wrapped around me instead. I head over to the others. Emily is just now getting to her feet, so I decide to go through the lobby, so we can scope out the continental breakfast selection. 
 
    I push the door open, and head right inside. Once again, the lobby is empty, and there is nobody at the front desk. This is so unprofessional. I haven't seen another soul the entire time I've been here. I walk over to the front desk and see with growing unease that my cash is still lying on the counter. I look around for a sign of any movement. Pool water is dripping onto the floor.  Coming up empty, I look at Emily. She has the same emotion in her eyes that I have in my stomach. Where the hell are these people? Leaving the lobby behind, we head to the indoor stairwell because it's closer from this room. Opening the door, we head into what looks like a laundry room, that runs parallel to the stairwell. Opening another door, I step into the stairwell, but two feet in, I'm stopped in my tracks. The first thing that hits me is the smell. It's the smell of death, the smell of rotting flesh, and rotting organs. 
 
    “What the hell man?” Thomas says, his voice cutting the silence like a knife.  
 
    The second thing that stops me are the two bodies lying at my feet. I look down at them shakily, before taking a step back. Two men are lying on the concrete floor. Their bodies look bloated, but there are chunks missing, lie they were some meal for an animal. I turn to the others and see the same terror in their eyes. I back out of the stairwell, before reaching down for my phone. I'm just about to dial 911, when something moves behind me. I jump back with fright, screaming in terror as I turn around to come face to face, with a short Mexican woman, and a tall white man. I see after a moment, that they're just normal people. Then I realize that those normal people could be the killers of these two bodies lying dead in the stairwell. The short woman is in a maid’s outfit, her black hair all around her messily. She looks like she’s seen a ghost. The man is older, tall, and has a look of professionalism about him. 
 
    "The phones aren't much help. 911 is apparently busy" the man says. I look at him, and almost laugh. How can 911 be busy? Is that even a thing? I roll my eyes, before continuing to call them. I wait for the phone to start ringing, when the busy signal comes through. 
 
    "We need to get out of here, before it comes back. I'm damn sure not looking to meet the same fate as them" the man says, and I turn to look at him questioningly. What is he even talking about? 
 
    "Before what comes back?" I ask. He turns to me, and I can hear the fear, the disgust in his voice. 
 
    "That thing, it looked like a man, but it couldn't have been. The look in the thing's eyes. It was just so... horrible.” he explains, and I'm still so confused. That's when the shorter woman pipes up to explain her side of things. 
 
    "It was; it was a man, but it did not speak. It was growling. I was so scared, until Jonathan came around. We managed to escape the thing, but I'm just so scared that it's going to come back to get us. I don't want to die" she says. Tears are rolling down her trembling face. Her eyes are pained. She is terrified. I notice than her Mexican-Spanish accent is quite thick. 
 
    I stand there in the hall, with these two strangers. They're going on and on about some man beast that killed the two people I just found. They're terrified. Something tells me the fear is genuine. I take a step back though. They could be dangerous.  
 
    "Have any of you seen the managers of this place? I left money on the counter yesterday, and it's still there" I explain to them, wondering if I should've mentioned the money at all. 
 
    "They’re in there" she says, her accent taking over once more. I look back to where she's pointing. She is pointing directly at the door that I found the bodies in. I take a step back, when I realize that the managers of the hotel are lying dead in the stairwell. 
 
    "What are we going to do then?" I demand, and they all look at me curiously. That's when I realize that we need to go up and warn Riley about the thing. This monster could be back at any moment. Her and Drew know nothing about it. What do we do with these strangers though? 
 
    "Why don't we head up to our rooms and lock ourselves inside until the police can get here to contain the situation?" the man says, and I look at him with doubt in my eyes. 
 
    "Oh, and just wait for him to kick down the door, and kill us? Yep, that's a brilliant idea" I say, my voice strong with sarcasm. He looks at me with distaste. 
 
    “Also, we know nothing about you guys. You could be murderers for all we know” I say, my voice rising a little. Emily gasps, slapping my arm lightly.  
 
    "Let's go warn Riley, and then maybe we can just get out of here, before anything can happen" Emily suggests, and I smile at her. The smile feels wrong on my face, but I can’t allow guilt to take control now. I need to have my wits about me. There is a murderer wandering the area.  
 
    "Can we come with you?" the woman asks, and I see the pleading look in her eyes. I close my eyes, praying for patience. Should we leave them behind? Will they get us killed? 
 
    "I don’t even know you, so why should we trust you?” I tell her. Her face falls. I feel my resolve faltering. Can we just leave someone behind to die? 
 
    “My name is Kerry. I work here. I’m no harm to you sir. This is Jonathan, he is a guest, and he saved me once already” she explains. I look to the two of them, then back at the stairwell where the bodies are. We have to get moving. Can we trust them? I have half a mind to leave them behind. Why should we take risks? Then I look back to the maid’s face. She looks petrified. 
 
    “Fine, but any funny business and we’re out” I say. It occurs to me that we have no way to defend ourselves from them. It occurs to me that they could kill us in a blink of an eye. It also occurs to me that nobody else has spoken up to contradict my choices. I seemed to have taken the lead. It occurs to me that I could have just signed all of our death warrants by trusting these strangers, but it also occurs to me that I don’t care as much as it should.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THREE 
 
      
 
    I creep through the seemingly empty hotel. Nothing is moving, but that doesn't fool me for a second. I hear something behind us, so I whip around, and find that it was just the maid, Kerry. As agreed, they are following behind us. I’m still not sure how I feel about this. We really need to get to the room though, before it's too late. I think of Riley, and my pace quickens a bit more. We come down another hall, and I'm distracted by the sight that I find. There on the dark blue carpet, in the midst of a massive scarlet puddle is a small boy. He is standing there before us, and his mouth is covered with blood. I take a deep breath, not knowing what to do in this situation. I begin to back away from the boy, but he's spotted us. Thomas makes a weird noise behind me, and I know how scared he must be. I know because I'm just as scared right now. I take another step back, but the boy follows suit. I'm trying not to make any sudden movements, as to not set him off. What is he? What happened to this boy? I think vaguely to the zombie movies I’ve seen, to the faces so much like this. This isn’t makeup though. This isn’t a movie set. This is real life. Zombies don’t exist in real life though. They are fantasy, horror. So, what is this? 
 
    We stand there in the middle of the hallway, as the monstrous boy stares at us, like we've transformed into giant cheeseburgers. I mentally think back to cartoons, where someone would be hungry, and the people around them began to look like steak, or some other tantalizing food. 
 
    "We're going to slowly turn around, and run as fast as we've ever run before, you guys got that?" I ask quietly, my lips not even moving. I hear each of them agree timidly, so I take one more step back, before turning on my heel, and running back down the hallway. How are we going to get back to our room now? The thought crosses me that the boy, that small boy caused all of those blood stains. That boy did something to someone, or maybe multiple people that caused those nasty stains. The thought rattles me to my core. 
 
    Coming back to the lobby, I decide the outside stairwell may be the best option now. I run back through, but this time it's not empty. There are three people pacing around the room. They seem to be walking weird, but when I call out to them, nothing happens. 
 
    "Help! we need help!" I scream, but they just whip their heads to face me, before taking off in our direction. They have blood all down their clothes, so it becomes obvious that they are just like the little boy. I take off running, but we're starting to get surrounded. I look all around for any clue as to where we can escape to. I never imagined this would become my life. I see that the front doors are clear of the horde of whatever the hell they are. I wave for them to follow me, and we run right out the front of the hotel. The parking lot is seemingly empty, but we don't stop to rest. 
 
    I turn right and run right up the sidewalk. As we round the corner to go up the steps, I see that the things are a little way behind us. We run up the steps, and I run right to the room. Not waiting for Ryan to produce the key, I begin to pound on the door. When they don’t answer immediately, I begin to panic. Ryan manages to get the key out then, so he quickly unlocks the door, and I run inside; pushing him aside in my haste. Riley and Drew are awake now, but they're both looking around frantically. Riley’s hair is standing up on end, in all different angles. She looks utterly confused. I relax tremendously. I thought for sure I’d be too late. That I’d find her body, that I’d lose her. Our entire group files into the small hotel room. Jonathan, and Kerry standing in the corner of the room silently.  
 
    "Come on. We have to get out of here right now, get up!" I shout, and they just look at me like I've gone completely crazy. I can't believe how foolish she's being. We have to go now, before those things catch up with us again. I throw my arms into the air in exasperation, but Riley finally seems to get the hint. 
 
    "What the hell is going on?" she demands, her hair flying all over the place, as she climbs out of bed. She reaches down, and slips her little boy shorts back on, as Drew crawls out of bed as well. 
 
    "There are things out there, and they're killing people. They're humans, or used to be humans, but I'm not sure what the hell they are now, but anyway; we have to get to the police" I demand, fear crawling through my chest once more. Riley is looking at me as though I'm stark crazy. I try to show her my fear with my eyes, but she doesn't seem to believe my story. 
 
    "If you wanted to wake us up, you could just be honest" she says, a small laugh in her voice. I scowl at her, as Ryan looks around frantically. Riley finally senses the gravity of the situation and jumps to her feet. 
 
    Drew looks between us, and then his eyes grow wide. He seems to feel the fear in the room as well. I'm surprised that they didn't suffocate from it. I can feel it as thick as fog. It’s heavy, opaque. It’s blinding and smothering. Something of its own kind. It is real, palpable.  
 
    "They were behind us, so we need to go now. Get your things, before they kill us all." Emily says dramatically, and Riley looks at her with fear in her eyes, but there's also doubt. I grab her by the hand and pull her to the door. We go out in the hall, and I lead her over to the railing. Looking down, I point to the group of monsters stumbling around the base of the stairs. There is also a heap of something in the parking lot, and there are two humans feeding on it. She looks at the scene of horror before us, before she runs back into the room. Drew is already packing their things, so I run back to our room. Unlocking it, we run in, and I grab all of my things, shoving them back into the duffel bag. 
 
    As soon as I'm done with that, I come back to them, and find that they are ready. Riley has worry etched on her pretty face, as we gather up the last few belongings. I hear a scream, and whip around.  
 
    “Kerry run!” Emily screams, as one of the human-monster-things appears from seemingly nowhere. Stumbling over the threshold of the still open door, it collides with Kerry. She is struggling with the creature, and it seems to be winning. It slings her to the ground, and then falls to its knees. Just before it attacks her, the man that we met downstairs, Jonathan races to the beast, and tackles it to the floor. Thomas, and Ryan also follow after the thing. I watch in horror as the thing flails, and thrashes all over the place. He is a tall white guy, but he looks no older than eighteen, so why does he have no sign of a conscience? Does it have something to do with whatever is making them this way? Does it take away their ability to make good judgments? I run at the group, in an attempt to help better the situation, before it gets out of hand. 
 
    Kerry finally gets back to her feet and grabs ahold of me. Her fingers are shaking, but her grip is surprisingly strong. She pulls me away from the fiasco at my feet and sobs into my chest. I try to gently push her away, but her fingers are gripped too tightly. I begin to grow angry, but she just collapses into me. Her entire body is shaking.  
 
    “I don’t want to die. My God don’t let me die” she sobs into my shirt.  
 
    The deranged man manages to get away from the three people trying to subdue it, and Jonathan stumbles forward, and pushes it out of the door. 
 
    “Jonathan be careful” I shout, as Riley sobs in the background. I can’t face her right now, not when everything is moving so fast. 
 
     I watch in horror, as the thing tries once again to snap at us. John shoves it roughly over the railing, and it topples backward. I watch it disappear; my last impression is that the thing looks eerily like a rag doll falling from the sky. I relax, when the man disappears completely, but I know that more are not far behind. We have to get away from them. Something tells me we won’t be so lucky the next time we run into one of those beasts. I swallow my fear and turn to the stairwell.  
 
    “What the hell was that thing?” Riley sobs, tears running down her face, as she cowers in the back of the room. Her face is frozen in horror. 
 
    I take in Jonathan’s appearance then. He’s panting, his whole body rising and falling with his breathing. His grey hair is matted with sweat; his white shirt is torn slightly, he looks rough. He looks like he just won a battle with a monster.  
 
    Out of nowhere another one comes from the right and collides with Jonathan. He groans, as the thing snaps at him, but manages to push it away. I run to help him, just as I see what's about to happen. The colors around me seem to darken a shade, as the thing plows relentlessly into John once more, and this time they hit the railing. This man seems to be a lot stronger than the last, and also much heavier. The two of them hit the railing, and it gives way. Jonathan and the beast disappear over the now open edge of the floor. I run over and look down upon the scene before me, and with bile rising in my throat I see it. 
 
    I can hear Riley and Kerry crying behind me. Their panic is only helping to make my mind sharper, clearer.  
 
    I see John lying in the crippled mess of limbs that is the two monsters he just took down, but they are all feebly moving. He struggles to his feet and meets my gaze just before the group of deranged people find their way over to him. He looks at them resignedly, as one of the fallen beasts grabs him by the ankle. 
 
    "Let's go help him" I scream, before taking off at a run. I don't look around to see if any of them follow me, or if I'm alone, but I cannot leave him all alone. I cannot let those things rip him apart. I'm not sure exactly what is going on, or what happened to these people, but I know that we have to stick together, if we're going to make it out of this alive.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FOUR 
 
      
 
    The sense of urgency fills my stomach, as I plow down the hallway of the third-floor hotel. I'm just about to turn down the stairs, when I come face to face with one of the monsters. It lunges at me with slow movements, but just fast enough to knock me down. I struggle to get away from the damn thing. It starts to crawl on top of me, and I can smell its putrid breath. Randomly, I find the strength to throw it off of me, and hurry back to my feet. Leaving it behind, I run down the stairs. There is another one slowly descending, and I rush past it, as it rounds the corner of the landing. I distinctly feel it's fingers reaching after me, but I'm too fast for it to latch on. I yank my shirt away from the thing, as I jump to safety. I turn back to see if anyone is following me and see that they're still preoccupied with the man at the top of the stairs. 
 
    I turn down one more flight of stairs, before I find myself on the solid ground in the parking lot once more. I run back down the stretch of the hotel, and skid to a halt just as I find myself at the edge of the scene before me. Jonathan is lying on the ground, and he's convulsing as three of the diseased people tear at him with their claws, and their teeth. I want to help him, but there's no way of helping him now, not when there are three of the damn things. I look around for any kind of hint as to what could help me. As I stand there, looking for a way to save this man, this man that doesn't deserve to die; he stops convulsing. I freeze, my eyes swooping right back to where they started. John is perfectly still, and the three monsters still loom over him, tearing at his flesh. I hear the others arrive at the scene behind me. Emily lets out a gasp, as she takes it in. I can hear Kerry rambling on and on in fluent Spanish 
 
    I'm just about to turn away from the dead stranger, when one of the diseased monsters does something that will haunt my consciousness as long as I shall live. Leaning down, he takes a large chunk out of the stomach of the corpse, and the other two follow suit. Together they rip his innards out, until I see what looks like overgrown spaghetti noodles flopping onto the pavement. I gag, as the body of the man is turned into a smorgasbord. I turn to the others, and see the horror, the disgust, the sadness in all of their eyes. That's when one of them looks up at me, and I know that we've been spotted. I take off running, as the other two catch on. We have to get out of here. I run down the parking lot in the direction of Emily's car. I can't see it yet, but I know we’re getting close.  
 
    “Emily, get the keys ready” I scream behind me, panic infecting my voice. 
 
    “I have them ready Ben, we got this” she says from beside me. She’s matching my stride. I tend to forget she was in track all through high school.   
 
    We aren’t far now. We’ll be okay. We will be safe. The sight of Jonathan’s insides fills my mind, as we round the final corner. I come to a sudden stop, causing Ryan to run right into me.  
 
    We find ourselves in the right area, and the right cars are still parked around the right parking spot where Emily's car should be. I turn to look at them all and ask with my eyes. When nobody answers my question, I ask the question out loud. 
 
    "Where the hell is the car? This is definitely where we parked it last night, isn't it?" I demand. I notice that Drew and Riley look a bit uncomfortable, so I round on them.  
 
    "Did you guys use the car?" I demand, and Drew nods his head slightly. I scowl.  
 
    "You were asleep, and Emily said we could run to the store, but we parked just around the corner up here. It's just ahead if you run right up the side of the hotel" he explains, and I roll my eyes because they irritate me with their incessant need to go to the store at all hours of the night to get ice-cream, and such. 
 
    "Whatever let's just get out of here, before we wind up dead like that poor guy back there" I say, giving them both a cold glare. It's so annoying. We made sure we had good snacks, and enough to drink, but they still want to take the car in the middle of a city they know nothing about, and just go at all hours of the night. 
 
    "Ben, it's literally not that big of a deal, but let's just go before they catch up" Riley says, and I glare at her once more, before taking off in the direction of where they said Emily's car is parked. I try to push my annoyance down, but it's so prominent. I knew we shouldn't have brought them on this trip with us. 
 
    "It's just up here around this corner" Drew repeats, as we near the corner of the building. I am the first to round the corner, and almost begin to cry when I see the scene before us. 
 
    There's a group of around twenty of the diseased, and they're surrounding Emily’s car, as the alarm rings loud through the parking lot. I take a step back, landing on someone's foot in the process. 
 
    "Shit ouch!" Riley hisses. I see all of the monsters before us look in our direction simultaneously. Looking behind us, I see that around six are there too, and there are twenty something in front of us. What do we do now? Where do we go from here? I take off at a run, and rush past the large gap between two of the things. Running back to John, I find him unoccupied, so I fumble through his pockets, until I locate exactly what I was looking for. I pull his keys out, and hold them above me, so I can read the name on the key fob. A small splatter of gore slides from the object and nearly drops on my face. I look around the parking lot for a Ford, and then push the panic button. The truck two spots over goes off, and I exhale with utter relief. 
 
    I wait for the others, as they run from the things pursuing us. I look around to see a few more of the beasts closing in all around us. The one closest to me is a young girl. She has blood all down her little pearl pink night gown. Her blond hair is matted with blood, and gore but it's still neatly braided; with what used to be an ivory ribbon tied into her little head. She has dark red eyes, and a permanent snarl on her once cute face. Behind her is a little boy. He's maybe three years old and dressed in a denim overalls outfit. His hair is very short and well kept, but now it has blood dried all in it, along with a deep gouge mark from something that must've attacked him. I stare at the two children before me, as they stumble in my direction. They don't speak, they don't cry; all they do is snarl, and look at me like I'm their next meal. It's a very disturbing scene to witness. 
 
    “Hurry dammit. We have to get out of here” I scream at them, as they draw nearer. Emily is standing just beside me. I wonder what held the others up, while we ran. 
 
    They finally all join me at John's dead body, and I turn the panic button off. Emily looks at me with tears unshed in her blue eyes. Her face is frozen in a grimace of fear. Her red hair in unbrushed curtains on either side of her face. Riley is looking back constantly, no doubt expecting them to rain down upon us once more. Ryan is looking around in a similar way, but his expression is one of defense, not fear. I can see the determination coming out of him. Too bad he'll never make it if we don't make it past these freaks before they really overtake us, and do to us, what they just showed us they can do to Jonathan. The amount of blood, and gore that I've seen today is going to be more than enough to get me through to the end of time. I point over to the truck and take off running. It's only two spots over, but there's a small turf of no parking between the two spots. It's about fifty feet from us to the truck. 
 
    I throw the keys to Drew, as we come up on the truck, and he catches them with ease. He runs to the driver's seat, and jumps in. I follow behind, and slide into the front seat. The others pile into the back, and Drew starts the car. Ryan crawls into the middle seat between Drew and me. I look around and see a group of nearly thirty of the damn beasts coming at us from the left side. Looking the other way, I see that there are less of them on that side, but our only ways out are completely blocked by a group of them. What are we going to do now? Drew is looking back and forth, trying to decide which path would be safer to take. The easy way out is actually the worse idea because of the narrow exit barricaded with stumbling bodies. 
 
    "What the hell do I do?" he demands, looking all around at us. I shrug because I'm at a loss. I cannot find a way out of this. The adrenaline is racing through my veins, giving me the strength to race ahead with my mind, to analyze everything around us.  
 
    “Drew, do something” Riley sobs, tears running down her cheeks again, as she looks around frantically.  
 
    "Just drive, maybe they'll scatter" Emily suggests, as they begin to beat on the sides of the truck. I can feel myself shaking in the seat, as one of the diseased peers in at me through the lightly tinted windows. I jump in fright, and finally realize with even more terror that I have tears streaming down my own face. 
 
    "Do what Emily said. It's literally our only way out" I tell him, and he seems to make up his mind. He cranks the truck to life, and puts it in reverse, before slamming on the gas. We fly backward, but it frees us from the monstrous mosh pit surrounding us for a mere second. He flips it into drive, and slams on the gas again, and we plow through the horde of men and women. I see with disgust as the little girl flies into the air, after being hit. She lands on the hood of the truck, before rolling off the front. Drew continues forward, until the hotel is in our rearview mirror. We made it! 
 
    Now we just have to make it somewhere safe. We need to find someone to help. I think back to the movies I’ve seen. Is this the end of everything? Is this going to be how I die? I think of Paul then. I’m never going to get to see him again. My last memory of him is the day he broke me. The day we had that huge fight, the day he ended everything. The last time I’ll ever get to see him was my worst memory of him.  
 
    I think to myself that one more time. One more moment with him would be enough. If I could just live long enough to see him again, to tell him everything I feel. To have one more memory, any other memory of us to carry with me to the grave. If I could have just one more chance to end us, to do anything. I just can’t have our last conversation, our last day together to be it. I need something more pronounced. I need something more, something better.  
 
    Kerry reaches up, she grips my hand tightly, as I turn to face her. Her eyes are wild with fear, but she seems to be relaxing.  
 
    “Ben, I don’t know you that well, but where I come from there is something that sets people apart. Some people thrive under pressure, they do not freeze. Some people shut down. I wanted to say that your mother would be so proud of you. If I were your mother, I know I would be” she says. I stiffen.  
 
    “My mother disappeared a long time ago. She didn’t want us” I say, correcting her.  
 
    “I’m a mother, and I never understood how someone could leave their babies. I am sorry” she says, causing my stomach to turn slightly. She couldn’t have known. It’s not her fault.  
 
    “So how long have you worked at the hotel? You said you were a mother?” I ask her. Drew stops at the edge of the parking lot. We’re about to turn onto the highway.  
 
    “I am. I have two children. Mateo and Sofia. They are my whole life, but Mateo lives far away. He’s in the military” she says, pride filling her voice.  
 
    “Sofia is… well… I’ve worked here for six years” she says, changing the subject noticeably. She begins to talk about the hotel and the owners, but I’m looking at her face. I find I really like her. Even though we just met. She feels like I’ve known her forever.  
 
    “I came here when I was sixteen years old. I wanted my son to be an American citizen” she explains. I nod, as she continues to hold my hand. She feels so maternal. Maybe, I connect with older women and feel close to them more so than normal people because I have some kind of mommy issues.  
 
    “I’ll tell you more about it, when we have more time baby” she says, stopping then, as we come to the street. I notice that she doesn’t drop my hand though. The conversation is over, but not the connection.  
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    We continue our slow parade through the growing mass of people. At this point, I can't even tell if they are the monsters, or just normal people panicking through the streets. It was hard for me to face the strange facts of what must be the looming reality before us at first. I never thought my life would become the subject of some cheap budgeted zombie movie, but that's what it looks like. At first, I didn't even want to think the word zombie, but now. Now it looks like that may be the only explanation. I look over at the others and see the fear in all of their eyes. Emily has her face almost pressed to the glass of the window, in an attempt to look for any zombies approaching our car, as we cruise through the growing crowd of panicking civilians, and bloodthirsty monsters. That's when one hits my window. I wasn't looking so it makes me jump a few inches off my seat. My stomach lurches painfully. I feel like I’m going to be sick. The fear is gripping me like a cold, rotting hand. Like one of their hands.  
 
    I whip around and see that it's not an infected. It's a girl. She looks maybe fifteen and is frantically pounding on my window. I go to open the door, so she can climb into safety, but three humans-zombie-things bring her down at that moment. She meets my gaze, as they begin to tear her apart. I rip my eyes away from the horrible scene, just as someone tries to climb up on the hood of the truck. There are hundreds of people in the streets. The level of panic is rising by the second, and I feel that if we don't get off the main road, then people are going to start turning on us. I look over at Drew, who is focused solely on driving, and hasn't noticed everything building so quickly. He is calm, and clear. He has collected himself better than any of us have. That is the first responder training in him. A teacher, two high school kids, a maid, a salesperson, and a nus-boy have nothing on a fire-fighter in an emergency. The tension building around us seems to be pressing on all sides. That's when Riley gasps in shock. I whip around to see what's wrong, at the same time as she begins to move away from Kerry. Her face says everything, before her mouth even opens.  
 
    "She's been bitten. She might become one of those, those things" she screams to the car at large. Emily and Thomas move away from her as well. Ryan looks back at her from the middle seat beside me. 
 
    "We don't know that for sure. It could be passed in a different way. Just because that is in all the zombie movies, doesn't mean that it's true for this time as well" I try to tell them, but let's face it. The fact that she is bitten by this beast, and we don't know what that means, is more terrifying than knowing what to expect. The woman begins to cry then. Her voice pleading. She is petrified before us.  
 
    "I'm sorry. I was going to tell you, but I thought that you'd leave me, if you knew I had been bitten. I just need to get home to my daughter. My daughter is the only thing I have left. Please don't abandon me. I need help. All I need is a ride to the hospital" Kerry pleads tearfully, her accent thicker than even before. It wraps around the words, twisting them into a panicked cadence.  
 
    "Of course, we're not going to abandon you. You're one of us now. You helped us, and now we're going to help you" I tell her. A smile forcing itself onto my face.  
 
    “She is not one of us. I say we drop her off. We can’t risk her killing one of us” Riley says harshly. Kerry gasps. I scowl at my sister. How could she be so heartless? 
 
    "We would never leave one of our own to die like that" I continue pointedly, and she smiles at me. We both ignore Riley’s harsh words. She looks at me with tenderness in her brown eyes, as we finally break through the crowd. We may actually be lucky enough to get away from the riot forming around us. I look around, the same time that Drew begins searching for where to go. His green eyes dart around, searching for a clear path. I can see he is biting his lip.  
 
    "Which way is the hospital" Drew asks her, not taking his eyes off the much emptier road. She sits up, and looks around at the surroundings, for an estimate of where we are. 
 
    "You turn right up here" she says, pointing to the intersection coming up. Drew speeds forward slightly, as a group of frantic civilians tries to run up on our truck.  
 
    As I take them in, my mind starts to race forward. I calculate the facts I’ve seen. If I can just logically come up with something, some plan, or theory. Will this bite change her? If it’s a disease like all the zombie movies, then the bite could be contagious.  
 
    Drew takes the turn at a higher speed than intended, and we slide across the road. I’m yanked from my inner theorizing. I half expect us to flip or crash into something, but Drew manages to gain control of the truck. I release a breath I didn’t know I was holding. Relief washes over me, as we come back down to level ground.  
 
    We're now on a completely different street, and there are still people everywhere. If at all possible, this road looks worse than the last. I can see broken windows, and even a fire in one of the already looted stores. 
 
    "Shit!" Drew hisses under his breath, causing me to turn my head to see what happened. There is a blockade in the middle of the street. We can't go forward anymore. Turning around to look behind us, I see that there are two jeeps getting closer and closer to us, the men are armed, and don’t look very friendly. Their pale faces turn to look directly at us. The man driving has a searching smirk on his face. I cringe at the intention in his eyes.  
 
    "Smash through the signs. They don't exactly look that friendly, and I'd rather not have to deal with anymore crap right now. We have to get her to the hospital, before she dies, or worse" I tell them, and Drew seems to agree because he pushes his foot on the gas petal, and we speed forward. My body lurches forward, causing my stomach to roll again. I feel like all this jostling is going to make me puke all over the truck. I lean away from Ryan again, after colliding painfully with his shoulder. I notice that he has tears in his eyes. The nurse in him must be sad at all the dying children around him. I know he’s really sensitive.  
 
    We speed forward and collide with the blockade signs. They give way easily to our giant truck, and we speed through the rest of the barrier. Drew doesn't slow down there, as we attempt to speed away from the mysterious people in the Jeeps. Drew takes another sharp turn, and then after only a few seconds, takes another sharper turn, followed by an even sharper one, as we pull into a small residential street. Drew slows down slightly, looking for something. Looking for somewhere to hide. 
 
    I’m greeted with silence. I sit there, frozen in fear. Where are they? Will they give up? Why are they following us anyway? Part of me wonders if they’re just taking advantage of the panic. I hear the sound of a dog barking then. It’s distant. Then silence ensues again. I’m starting to relax, when I hear a car alarm. Again, the sound is cut short. Could we really have been blessed with this luck? Are they still after us? I begin to straighten, when I hear it.  
 
    I hear the sound of the Jeeps, but they're very distant. It sounds like we lost them, and that they never even found the neighborhood we decided to hide within. We pull out of the neighborhood, and back onto the main road. Drew looks at all of our surroundings, as we head back onto the main road. We need to get to that hospital.  
 
    "Where do we go from here?" he asks Kerry, who is still presumably dying in our backseat, and she sits back up. I look at her and see a sheen of sweat on her forehead. Her pretty brown skin is a sickly green color. Her nostrils are flared in what can only be pain, and her eyes look glossy. She looks rough.  
 
    "You have to go straight, and then there is a church, where you turn right. From there it's a straight shot to the hospital" she explains, and as she speaks faster and faster, it becomes harder to hear through her accent. It seems to grow thicker, and thicker the more frantic she becomes. 
 
    "My daughter, we have to get there. My daughter is at the hospital" she says, her voice going up an octave. I look back at her and see that her face is now dripping with sweat. She also looks unnaturally pale for her usual complexion. 
 
    "Why is your daughter at the hospital?" I ask her, and her dripping face drops in sadness. I have the urge to reach back, and clasp her hand, but the sight of her sickening bite mark stops me from doing so. 
 
    "She's sick. She's been sick for about a year now. I've been trying to save up for her treatments. We have to go find her. I need her to be okay" she cries, and I can see the agony in her soft eyes. That's when we turn onto the street by the church. Kerry is crying now. I can see her body rocking with the uncontrollable sobs.  
 
    "We're almost to the hospital honey. Don't worry, we're going to make it. I promise" Emily tells her, patting her arm gently as we come into view of the hospital. 
 
    “Let’s park and go in. I want this to be over with” Riley says. I look at her again. I can see fear there, but what is with her attitude? 
 
    Emily, Thomas, and I get out of the truck with Kerry. I wrap my arm around her, trying to support her frail body. She looks up at me, a weak smile on her lips as we walk up the street to the entrance.  
 
    “I know we just met, but I already feel like I’ve known you my whole life. Thank you for your kindness Ben” she says, leaning her head on my shoulder as we walk.  
 
    “It doesn’t look very busy. My mom always told me that mass occurrences are a nurse’s worst nightmare” Thomas says, as we near the corner. A blue sign tells us the entrance is right around the corner.  
 
    “She said the hospitals get overrun when things happen in large numbers” he continues. He looks to me. I see worry there. He is suspicious. 
 
    “It’s okay Kerry. We’re gonna get you help. You’re gonna be okay sweetie” Emily is saying, as we turn the corner.  
 
    I immediately realize that something isn't right. As Thomas said, the hospital isn’t crowded enough. The next thing I notice is that there is a strong military presence outside the hospital. They don't look very welcoming either. I stand a little straighter, as we come closer to the front doors of the eerily empty looking hospital. We're just coming up to the doors, when the first shots are fired. I hear it, before the screams start. I instinctively duck out of the way. The military men are walking toward us, their guns are raised. Their faces are filled with panic, with danger.  
 
    “Run!” I roar at them, before I pull Kerry with my. I run back around the corner, just as more gunshots pierce the air around us. We sprint down the street. I trail behind because Kerry’s weight is dragging me down. I can hear the shots behind us, the voices, the boots on the ground. We make it to the truck and Drew is already reversing, as we pull out of the parking spot.  
 
     Drew spins the truck around, just as another gunshot rings loudly. I actually feel it zoom past my face as it misses by mere inches. Emily screams at that time, and I duck a second later. Drew slams on the gas, and speeds back down the road, but the people with guns must be following us because there are more shots, followed by another window shattering. Kerry is now screaming a high-pitched shriek. I hear her crying about her daughter, but we have no choice. We can’t get to her daughter. I realize then that she will likely never get to say goodbye. Also, in that moment, I wonder if the same thing is happening back home. Is my family safe? It’s the first time I’ve thought of my dad and Zo, or my grandma. Is Paul okay? The thought is like a dagger.  
 
    Drew speeds away from the gunshots, and away from the hospital. The one place we thought that we could be safe. The one place we thought we could go for help. Where else are we supposed to go? That's when we take a sharp turn, and I'm thrown into the side of the truck. Another gunshot sails past us, and we make another turn. Drew speeds down the road, and after a minute, I realize that the gunshots have stopped. They must have boundaries. The military must be keeping a specific area off limits. When I finally feel safe, I sit up, and look around. We're all still alive, and I don't see any blood, so that has to be a good sign. My window is gone, shattered glass all over my lap. The back window of the truck also has a huge hole shot out of it. That was so close. We could have died.  
 
    "What the hell was that?" I demand, and Drew just looks at me for a second, before turning back to the road before us. 
 
    "Our new reality, as far as I can tell" he says, as we turn onto another road, and continue to drive away from the gunshots. Away from what we thought was our sanctuary. Away from the only plan we had.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SIX 
 
      
 
    We speed down the road, and even though the bullets have completely stopped, I'm still on edge. This part of town is actually pretty empty, so we're not having to plow through riots, and dead people walking among us. Where are we going to go? Is this woman going to die in the backseat of the truck? I look behind me and see that she is shaking slightly. Her teeth are chattering. Her hair is matted with sweat.  
 
    "Are you okay ma'am?" I ask her, and she just shakes her head miserably. I look down sadly at her still exposed bite. It’s a nasty yellow color. The crescent shaped wound looks almost like a kaleidoscope. The actual bite is yellow, but its surrounded by a half circle of red, and an outer band of purple bruising. The sight of it makes my arms erupt in goosebumps.  
 
    "I'm cold, so cold. I must be running a fever" she rambles, and I know that she's getting worse by the minute. What are we supposed to do, when someone is dying, and the hospital is being guarded by people who are shooting at us? We can't exactly get her treated, when we're being shot at for pulling up. I feel my eyes sting. I cannot cry now. I might never stop if I start right now.  
 
    "Why don't we head to the college, and see about their medical facility treating her, what do you guys think?" Ryan pipes up. He's interested in the medical program at the college, so he knows about the amenities. I look over at him and think for a minute. Maybe the college will be safe? It's our only hope at the moment, so we have no other choice. I nod, before I turn away. I can see blood trickling down his chin from where he was biting his lip.  
 
    "I guess head over to the college" I tell Drew simply, and he switches lanes in an instant. We speed in the direction of the university, and the whole time we drive, I'm silent. I'm still struggling with the reality of this situation. How can something like this be happening here. I realize again at that time, that my family back home, may be in danger. I pull my phone from my pocket and dial my dad’s number. Nervously, I wait for it to ring. 
 
    After waiting about five minutes, for something to happen; I realize that the line isn't going through. That means that I can't reach my family. I can't see if they're okay. What if I never see them again? I have the urge to call Paul. To break that barrier of silence. I decide otherwise. Turning to my brother again, I can tell he’s panicking. Although there isn't worry etched on his young face, I can see it in his brown eyes. He's wondering the exact same thing as me. Will we ever see any of our loved ones again? As soon as we find somewhere to take this woman, we need to make our way back home, before it's too late. Drew turns on a new road at that time, and I look around curiously. We're back on the road with all the rioting, and the dead, and the dying, and the panicking humans all around us. Right as we come onto the road, a woman jumps on the side of the truck, and grips the railing tightly, as we try to pass the crowd. I'm just about to roll my window down, when I realize it’s shattered. At that moment, she is ripped from the truck by two of the diseased. 
 
    I watch as her head snaps back rapidly, and then she goes limp. I can only see some of it from the distance, but I'm pretty sure, she broke her neck from the fall. I avert my gaze, as we plow through the now thinning crowd. Where is everyone going? That's when Drew slams on his breaks. I whip my head forward and see that a horde of the dead is amassing before us. They look like a militia of corpses, as they sluggishly tromp in the direction of the panicking civilians. They're all running in the opposite direction, and so our path is being cleared out. I'm getting so into the scene before us, that when the dying woman in the backseat howls in pain, I jump an inch out of my seat. I turn back to the onslaught of predators before us, and then realize that we are going to be surrounded here in a minute. Good thing we're in a big truck, I guess. 
 
    "Push the gas down as hard as you can. We're about to be surrounded" Thomas shouts to Drew, and he immediately does as he's instructed. He floors the gas pedal, and we lurch forward with a spurt of speed. The truck flies down the road, hitting the bodies before us with such force, that they either disappear beneath the truck, or go flying forward. We finally reach the road the college is on and find it unobstructed thankfully. Drew speeds down the road, and within minutes, the college comes into view. I smile, as we plow through the open gate, and find ourselves on campus. Maybe we'll be safe here. Maybe we can find help for this poor woman, and then we can all go home, and escape this hell around us. I look around, as we pull into the front parking lot of the university. That's when I see a few of the diseased, aimlessly strolling down the parking lot. 
 
    How are there so many of them all of a sudden? There have been no news segments about a disease or dead people coming back. Did all these people become like this today? Is this new? How did it start? How do we end it? Why do they look so decomposed? I know decomposition can accelerate based on weather and circumstance, but this seems really excessive.  
 
    "They're here too. What are we going to do?" I demand, my face resting in the palms of my hand.  
 
    "Why don't we park, and head inside for some help, since we're already here" Drew suggests, and I like his idea. So, without any more talking, we take the roundabout, and find ourselves in front of the cafeteria, the medical lab, and the auditorium. We can find something in here. We should be able to get at least some help from one of these buildings. Drew pulls into the parking lot, and we all hop from the truck. I look around, fearing a repeat of the hospital, but we are alone. Thomas, and Ryan are helping support Kerry, as we walk up on the medical building. I turn to look behind us and see with fright that there are four diseased in the distance behind us. 
 
    I'm just about to pull the door open, and head inside, when I see him. He's standing maybe ten feet inside the building, and he's with a young girl. She has a packet in her hand, and a lanyard, and I recognize her. I know she’s the same age as Ryan, so I assume she's the one on tour here, but she isn't what catches my eye; he is. I stand there, dumfounded for a moment, before remembering the monsters closing in behind us. I pull the door open, and put my head down, as I brush past him. They seem to be scared of something, maybe they witnessed the same thing as us. I lift my eyes a fraction of an inch and see that we've almost made it to the corner, where we can turn out of sight from them. I’m almost there, if I can just make it around the corner, before he sees me, then it'll all be okay. I cannot handle this interaction right now, so I just need him to not look around. Of course, my luck was never that great. 
 
    "Ben?" I hear his voice, as he calls my name. I stop in my tracks, before turning around slowly. I have no idea how I'm going to handle this one, but here goes nothing. 
 
    "Paul?" I ask, as if I didn't see him, as if his presence isn't like a magnet to me. As if I didn't feel drawn as soon as I was in sight of him. As if I could walk by him, without noticing his face, or him at all.  
 
    "I didn't see you there, this is so weird" I say, but it actually makes things sound even worse. He looks between us, and the woman being supported by Thomas, and Ryan. That's when he seems to realize that we're fleeing from the diseased. 
 
    "Can I speak to you alone please?" he asks me. I look at him, and I can see the anger in his eyes. I know I'm about to get accused of something and yelled at; at the same time. 
 
    "I guess" I tell him, turning back to the others, as I take a step away.  
 
    "I'll be right back you guys. Make sure none of them get in the building" I say, before disappearing into a classroom with him. 
 
    "Did you follow me here?" he demands, as soon as I close the door and turn to face him. I feel my stomach pang with hurt, as he throws the accusation at me. I was expecting something bad, but not that he’d accuse me of literally stalking him hundreds of miles from home. Then I feel angry because we have much bigger things to worry about than this.  
 
    "Do you honestly think that I would follow you to a college tour?" I almost scream at him, looking back at the door. I hear the door slam shut in the hall, so I turn back to him quickly. 
 
    "What kind of person do you think I am?" I demand, before turning away from him to storm from the room. I rush out into the hall and see that they're all gone. Looking around, I see that the door is open now, but I hear it slam… They must've run outside. I look around confusedly, before seeing the eight diseased coming down the hall. This should be fun! 
 
    "Where'd they go?" he asks, as he comes out of the room behind me. I go to turn to him, and my hand brushes his. The feeling is something beautiful. I’ve always had such strong feelings toward him. We may have ended horribly, but my feelings haven’t changed, so seeing him here like this, is just weird. We both rush outside and see everyone running from a group of the monsters, so naturally I follow them. Paul follows behind me, as we run to the scene before us. Just as we make it to them, and the nine of us are all surrounded by the beasts, I hear it. There's a loud sound of voices, or screams. What the hell is that? Paul looks around too, so he must've heard the same thing. I look back and see that we're standing outside of the gym. 
 
    "Come on, let's see what's going on in the gym" he says, as we all follow him up the steps to the front doors. I turn back to see the group of infected following closely behind us. 
 
    Why can’t they just leave us alone? Can we not get a break? This is all just too much for me. Paul, being chased, the dead walking about hungrily, and everything that is coming down on me at once. I’m going to collapse under all of this pressure. I push the anxiety, the bad feelings from my mind. I push it away because right now, my life and the lives of those I love are in danger. I have to be strong. I have to be better.  
 
    “Yeah, let’s run toward the screaming. That sounds about smart” Riley says under her breath, as she walks by me. I have the urge to smack her. Why is she being so rude. I turn back to Paul, as we walk around the side of the gym. He is tall, just the right height for me. His sandy brown hair is a little overgrown, the curls beginning to show again. He’s wearing a dark grey shirt, the one I bought him on our trip last summer. I notice that he’s also wearing those skinny jeans, the ones I like so much. I look back down to my feet, as I follow him around the corner of the building.  
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    We come to the front of the gym, and Paul tries to pull the doors open. After a second of struggling, he pulls away. I look at him questioningly. 
 
    "it’s locked; we need to get inside. Follow me" he suggests, and even though it's him, and I'm positively infuriated with him, there is no doubt in my mind, that I would follow him to the ends of the earth if I had to. I would trust him with my life, with my entire existence. I would follow him anywhere.  
 
    "Where's another door then?" I ask him, and he looks to everyone else in the group, aside from me. I feel the anger building up inside of me again. He's really pissing me off. It’s a strange feeling to be so grateful, so in awe of being near the person you love again, but also wanting to push them down a flight of stairs at the same time.  
 
    "Let's check around the side of the building, for an emergency entrance. We might be able to get inside" he says, looking to Drew this time. He stoops down to pick up an old hammer from the ground. Someone must’ve tried using it as a weapon and lost it.  
 
    With anger rising in my stomach, I whip around and run around the side of the building. There are about twenty of the beasts behind us, so we don't have that much time to find a way inside. I feel someone just behind me, but I don't even look to see who it is. I see a door on the wall, a few yards ahead of me, so I run to it as quickly as I can. I can hear the wave of noise much more clearly over here. It sounds like a noisy gymnasium, but some of it sounds like screaming. I look behind me and fall back in surprise. The person who was right behind me is actually a zombie. He's right there, and I watch as he stumbles closer, while I fall to the ground. The beast towers over me, as I struggle to scamper away from its heavily breathing form. I'm just gathering myself to jump to my feet, when the thing collapses on top of me. I fall back to the pavement. 
 
    Screaming out, I’m forced to watch as the thing struggles to find my skin with its teeth. I close my eyes, as it snaps at me. I can feel the saliva dripping onto my neck, and just when I know I'm about to get bitten, it falls to the side. I open my eyes and see with relief that the thing is lying there, limp against the concrete. I push the rest of the body off of me and stand to my feet. I look over at Paul, as he avoids my gaze. He saved me. I'm surprised he didn't let it kill me. 
 
    "Thanks" I say breathlessly, but he just turns away, gripping the gory hammer tightly, before muttering under his breath, just loud enough for me to hear. 
 
    "Whatever…” The words sting, they sting worse than anything he's ever said to me. He literally just saved me from being torn apart, and the most he can say to me is whatever? It's like he doesn't care that he saved me. Like he could've just as easily let me die, and not felt a thing. Was it really not a big deal to him? How can he be so apathetic? Did he ever really love me at all? Did he flip a switch and erase everything we had from his memory? 
 
    "If you regret it so much, then why did you save me?" I demand, before storming off with tears in my eyes. I can hear him running after me, but I'm so hurt right now. I'm so upset with how he just saved me and made me feel like it was some unpleasant chore in the same moment. I close my eyes, to prevent the tears from escaping. Rounding the corner, I see the others are there at the back of the gym. They've found the exact door we were looking for. Paul rounds the corner at that moment and pauses beside me. I see him look up at me from the corner of my eye, but then he just turns to the door, and walks over silently. What was that look for? I follow him over to the door and watch as he pushes on the handles just like before. He takes a few steps back, and then races forward, and plants a strong kick against the frame of the door. 
 
    The door splinters, and then caves in on itself. We stand there in a semi-circle, as the sight unfolds before us. The gym is full of people. There are hundreds visible from here. Some are littered along the court, while others are slumped over in the bleachers. The rest of the people in the gym are diseased. I look around for the sight of any survivors, but there doesn't seem to be any. I spot one woman, crawling weakly across the gym floor, but then an infected spots her as well, and three of the monsters close in on her, and devour her in mere seconds. I avert my eyes, as she falls back to the floor, her eyes open but blank. Turning to the rest of the chaos before us, I watch as another survivor I hadn't previously spotted tries to run to the exit, we've now cleared for them. He jumps right over the head of a fallen diseased, and skids across the floor to the open door. 
 
    I nod to him, as he sprints past me. He doesn't go out of the door though. He turns back to survey the scene before me. I look over at him, as he searches the gym worriedly. 
 
    He is tall, over six feet tall for sure. His dark brown curly hair is all messed up. He’s wearing a black button-down shirt, tucked into his jeans. He looks maybe thirty at the oldest. I notice that he’s quite attractive. His strong jawline, his brown eyes would usually be alluring to me, but not now. Not after finding Paul. I’ll never feel that way about someone that isn’t him. Even after months of not having him, after all the nights I’ve been alone.  
 
    "Are you bitten?" I ask simply, not wanting another crisis on our hands. I look back at the woman we brought with us, as I ask him. I see him follow my gaze. He shakes his head. Kerry looks like she’s about to drop.  
 
    "No, but I gotta find my sister before they do" he says, and I nod understandingly. I look out as Paul, Thomas, and Ryan sprint around the building looking for anyone to help. Drew, and Riley have gone around the gym, and opened all the doors, for the infected to file out. I see a young girl, maybe eighteen years old. She's looking around with a confused look on her young face. She has fear in her brown eyes, as she searches the gym. 
 
    "You know her?" I ask him, as he scopes the other side of the gym. His head darts to the girl I was speaking of. He jumps forward and takes off running after her. He kicks a fallen monster in the head, before landing on the floor just beside her. She rushes into his arms, before turning to look in my direction. They stand in the middle of the blood smeared gym for a few seconds, and he gestures for her to head in my direction. I watch as she breaks away from him, and sprints across the gym. She seems very well versed in sprinting, so I assume she has some kind of athletic history. I look for Paul, just to make sure that he's still okay. He's across the gym with Ryan, and they're helping a woman climb over the railing of the bleachers. She was behind them somehow, so maybe there are more survivors hidden in little nooks and crannies. Maybe this doesn't have to be such a huge massacre. 
 
    Ryan leads her over to me, as I stay by the door to guard it. After another few moments, she joins me and the young girl. I turn to see Emily still standing beside me as well. 
 
    "Are you guys hurt?" I demand, as they both join me. The older woman looks at me with a little fear still heavy in her gaze. I reach out a hand and place a comforting hand on her shoulder. 
 
    "No. I think I’m fine, but what the hell are these things?" she wonders aloud, her face red, her eyes swiveling from me to the infected. She points over to one of the few remaining stragglers in the gym. I follow her gaze and feel a wave of nausea in my stomach. 
 
    "I'm not sure, but they're ferocious. I almost died from one earlier, but luckily Paul was there to bail me out" I say, and Emily's head turns sharply in my direction. Oh, that's right. I hadn't told her yet of my near-death experience. 
 
    "What happened, are you okay?" she demands, before hovering over me to inspect for any blemishes left by the beast. At that time Riley, Drew, and the guy that I talked to join us at the entrances. I watch as the other three cross the room. When we're finally all together in one group, I look at the gym behind us. There are dozens of people lying on the floor. They all look dead, and I assume that's because they are. I turn to Ryan as he walks up to me. He is rubbing the back of his neck with his hand, and looking down at his feet, as he approaches us. I can tell that something is bothering him. I look one last time at the gym, scoping for any last source of movement. At first, I actually think I've spotted one more survivor, but it turns out to be a flailing diseased, trying its hardest to get back to its feet. I turn away from the devastation before me and walk out of the gym. 
 
    “I’m Chase, and this is my sister Brooke” the tall guy from before says, his eyes scoping us out gratefully. I smile at him. At least we were able to save a couple people.  
 
    “I’m Ben. I’m glad we could help get you out of there” I say, looking from him to his sister. I notice it’s the brown-haired girl that ran so athletically through the gym. Her skin is tan, her eyes the same brown as Chase’s. 
 
    “I’m Grace” the older woman says. Her black hair has streaks of grey. Her smooth ivory skin is sticky with sweat.  
 
    I look out then and see all the beasts dispersed in intervals across the parking lot. The others follow me out of the building, and we stand there silently, on the steps of the university gym, looking out at what has to be the end of the world. This is the apocalypse. This is everything that those conspiracy theorists have been predicting for decades. I sadly take a step closer to the future, closer to the ominous incarnations of what used to be human beings. I try to picture the wanderers as normal college students, trying to race off to class. I am ever aware of Paul, as we walk down the rest of the steps. I can sense his body just feet from mine, but then I remember his reaction to saving my life. I try to push him out of my head, but it's no use. I'm just about to build the courage to look back at him, when I hear something behind me. I turn to see Kerry toppling down the stairs. 
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    I turn around and run right back to the stairs. Everyone is gathered around Kerry, as she lies there utterly limp on the concrete steps. I stoop down beside her and feel for a pulse. I immediately feel the dull pulsing of blood in her veins, so I look up. The others are all looking at me with worry in their eyes. I nod my head. 
 
    "She's still alive, but her pulse is really weak. I think she might be gone, within the hour" I explain. A heavy cloud of anger seems to hover over us, as we stand around our fallen comrade. We all seem to jump back to reality. I help Chase pull her to her feet, and we begin to cross the parking lot, dragging the unconscious woman along with us. I keep looking back. 
 
    There are a few of the infected humans behind us. I count seven in total. As we slowly make our way across the parking lot, the others begin to talk. I try to ignore Paul’s voice, and continue to help support Kerry, but it's hard to concentrate when he's constantly talking. 
 
    "Why don't we go get our cars, while you stay here to watch her?" he suggests acidly, and I look up to see him talking directly to me. It's weird because it makes me feel even more alone. I guess he wasn't aware of the tone in which he spoke to me. He either doesn't hear the blades in his voice, or he just doesn't give a damn. 
 
    "I guess we could stay here with her, if you guys want to separate and go get cars" Emily answers for me, coming to stand just beside me. She is trying to protect me in some misguided attempt. Paul just nods, before his sister follows him in the opposite direction of the parking lot. I watch as he disappears around the side of the building. 
 
    I immediately feel my stomach relax. It was so tense, and I was actually having trouble breathing, but with him gone; it feels a lot better. I turn to Riley, and she smiles at me for a second, before her and Drew head off after Ryan to the truck we came in. Thomas and Brooke go with Chase, so that they can help with any infected lingering around. Grace, Emily and I are left alone with Kerry, so I guide her into the backseat of one of the unlocked cars near us. I leave her there, and head back over to Emily. It feels so weird to be here with a dying woman, and a bunch of roaming undead humans eating their way through Tallahassee. I lean against the building, keeping an eye out for any infected that might roam upon us. Right now, the parking lot is completely empty as far as I can see. To be honest, it actually seems creepier this way. There is nothing but silence, no animals, no people, no life. 
 
    "What do you think is gonna happen Benny?" Emily asks, after we stand there for a few moments of silence. I smile at the use of the nickname saved for her alone I close my eyes before turning to her. I have a massive headache, and the stress of this situation is just starting to weigh down on me, sinking in now that we have a moment of down time. 
 
    "I think that our lives are never gonna be the same again" I reply, and she looks down sadly. 
 
    “Do you think my kids are safe? My family? Your family?” she asks, her questions like deadly needles.  
 
    “Statistically, not everyone can still be alive after this” I say, using my math brain, as usual. She hates that.  
 
    I know I'm being pessimistic, but what is there really to look forward to. I've seen my fair share of zombie movies, and they all end the same. The government falls, the world ends, and the people who survive are never truly happy again, as long as they do end up living. It's all pretty much a death sentence, but I just hope we can manage to defy the odds. 
 
    “Do you remember the weekend after graduation, when You, Paul, Garrett, and I rented the boat?” she asks suddenly. I flinch at the mention of Paul’s name. I then realize that she spoke her ex’s name too. That must have been hard for her. He cheated on her right after she miscarried his child.  
 
    “Yeah, what about it?” I ask, remembering the weekend clearly. We rented a houseboat. I remember the waves, the rushing sound. I remember playing music too loud, drinking too much. I remember Paul threatening to throw me overboard if I played one more Elvis song. I remember it all.  
 
    “Do you remember the zombie movie we watched that night?” she ask me, steering my memory in a new direction. I remember because Paul and I couldn’t stop laughing, it had been cheesy, and low budget. I also remember later that night, dancing under the light of the moon. Sharing a bottle of fireball. I remember sleeping under the stars, allowing Emily and Garrett to be alone.  
 
    “That really dumb one with the beavers?” I ask her, a smile that tears me apart cropping up on my face.  
 
    “I wish this kind of stuff could just stay fiction; you know?” she asks, as I look down at Kerry. Grace is still standing a few feet away, not in our conversation.  
 
    “Me too Em, me too” I tell her, pulling her in for a tight hug. She buries her head into my chest, and I place my lips to her cool forehead. I hear her take a deep breath, before I close my eyes.  
 
    I savor the feeling of normalcy. I take in her scent, the presence of sweet pea lotion, the smell of her shampoo, the feel of her skin, my best friend’s skin against mine. I pull away then, looking back out at the parking lot.  
 
    We sit there for another minute, just leaning against the wall while we have a minute of peace. I look to my right and see the first infected come around the corner.  
 
    Emily looks around and reaches for a nearby shovel leaning against the wall of the building. I watch as she crosses the parking lot and faces the zombie. I almost laugh at her, but then she does something that leaves me speechless.  
 
    Emily has always been a girly girl who prefers to not get her hands dirty, but in this moment, I see a new side of her. She looks back at me, before turning back to the two zombies before her. She raises the shovel into the air and brings the handle part of it down on the infected. The tip of it collides with the face of the beast, but it still stands, so she swings again. This time it goes right through his eye, and he immediately drops to the ground, moving no more. She seems to be more confident with the second one, as she twirls the stick into the air. 
 
    Bringing the shovel down, she hits the beast right across the face. I watch as its head snaps back, before the body crumples to the floor. I shiver as the diseased man tries to struggle back to his feet, but she brings the shovel down upon him with a look of anger on her face. Blood spurts from the beast's eye and it collapses into a heap of blood and skin. Its face is caved in, looking deformed, but peaceful.  
 
    She leaves the shovel there, protruding from the dead monster, as we turn back to the car, where Kerry is still lying unconscious. I'm just walking back to her to check if she's still okay, when she sits up. I race up to her, and she looks at me with terror in her eyes. I move to open the door and sit on the seat next to her. She's just about to start speaking, when she collapses again. I pull her head into my lap, and just hold her. I try to make her comfortable, but she's starting to shake slightly. I think of her daughter, of her story. I know we just met, but she trusted me. I failed her. I failed her when she needed me the most. I feel my eyes welling with tears.  
 
    Emily joins me, sitting in the front seat of the car and turning to face me in the back. Grace stands just outside, surveying the scene. We all look down at Kerry as she begins to seize. Emily looks behind us, as I try to keep Kerry from harming herself during her seizure. 
 
    I'm just about to pull her into a sitting position, when she takes a deep raspy breath. It sounds like a flutter of wings, when she exhales, but then her body goes limp, and she doesn't inhale again. I look to Emily, and she just shakes her head sadly. I reach down to feel her pulse and realize with resounding finality that Kerry isn't unconscious. She's dead. A silence seems to resonate in the air around us. I can’t cry for her. I want to, a few seconds ago, I was about to. Now, I’m frozen, numb.  
 
    I gently lower her head to the seat and crawl out of the car. I look back sadly, as I turn to Emily and Grace. Grace pulls out her phone, trying to call for help. I almost roll my eyes because it’s not going to work.  
 
    “We’ve already tried that; it’s not going to…” I begin, but she raises her hand rudely, waving for me to be silent. I do a doubletake, before pushing the annoyance down. I remind myself that she is scared. Hurt people, hurt people. 
 
    After a few more words, and a goodbye, Emily joins me by the car again, and looks in at Kerry's body. 
 
    "So, we know that a bite will cause a fatal infection. We know that it only takes a couple hours to spread. We know that this thing is killing people left and right" I tell her, as she continues to look from the empty parking lot, to the empty orbs that used to be Kerry's eyes. I can see the horror in her blue eyes, as she scopes our surroundings for any other monsters. I notice her fingers constantly drumming the side of the car. 
 
    “You wanna talk about it Em?” I ask her, looking from her flushed face, to the ever-drumming of her fingers. She shakes her head, biting her lip.  
 
    “It’s just so… fucked up. Kerry was a sweet lady. Why does she deserve to die?” she says, the curse word slipping into her soft voice, like medicine flowing through a vein.  
 
    “I know. It’s not fair” I say lamely, unable to say something more profound, more helpful. I rest a hand of hers briefly, before Grace cuts in on the conversation. 
 
    "Do you think it's transmitted any other way than biting?" Grace asks, finally hanging up her phone and joining us by the car again. I think about it. I chew over the thought for a couple of beats. Is this thing airborne? Is that how people are changing. Kerry didn't turn into one of them, she just died. Do you have to catch it in a different way in order to have different reactions? Grace moves to lean against the car. She is looking down at Kerry with disgust.  
 
    "I'm not sure, but either way; I don't wanna find out" I tell her. I look back to the car. 
 
    "Why don't we go find the others, before we get found by one of those…” I ask Emily, trailing off, as my eyes rest on the dead one before me. She seems to agree because she walks over to the dead zombie and pulls the shovel from his head. Turning back to me, she signals that she's ready to go. I decide to say goodbye to Kerry, before we leave so I turn to the car. I’m not usually so sentimental. She’s not even Kerry anymore. She’s just an empty husk.  
 
    I notice two things as I turn. Grace is looking out at the noise of something in the distance and Kerry is sitting up. I move to push Grace away, but Kerry springs forward. She leaps on Grace with a gurgling growling noise. Grace screams, as Kerry sinks her teeth into her throat.  
 
    A sick whimper escapes Grace’s lips, as blood pours from her open wound. Kerry devours her throat, and Grace falls to the ground dead. Thick, dark blood spreads across the cracked pavement around her body. I’m two steps away, but before I can move, Kerry finds me there and knocks me to the ground in the process. I flail around, trying to get away from her, as she snaps at me, and ferociously reaches for my face like I'm an oversized chicken nugget.  
 
    I manage to kick her off of me. She topples sideways, and I scramble to my feet, as I look down at her. She is crawling to me with a low growl. I look back at Emily, as she stands there as well. I can see that she's unsure of what to do. A pool of Grace’s blood is sticky under my feet. Kerry hovers there.  
 
    Kerry regains her footing at that moment and begins to shuffle over to us. I take a step back, not knowing what to do. I'm just about to turn around and run, when someone comes up from behind her, and knocks her back to the ground.  
 
    Paul is standing over her, just before he thrusts a broken PVC pipe through her eye. She goes still just like when Emily killed the last two. He walks over to us, and I can see concern in his eyes. The feeling that courses through me, is a bit scary, so I just push it back down. Paul takes a look from Kerry’s prone form to the quickly gathering blood around Grace’s corpse.  
 
    "Are you guys hurt?" he asks, and I just silently nod. He then wordlessly leads us away from the bodies of our group members. I turn back to look at Grace’s body one last time, before Paul leads us around the corner.  
 
    I then see that everyone else is gathered with the new vehicles ready to go. There are no infected around, so I wordlessly head right over to one and slide into it, but my mind never leaves Kerry alone in the parking lot. What is happening to my life? I just watched two women die. Why am I not falling apart? Why is it that all I care about is Paul? 
 
      
 
      
 
    NINE 
 
      
 
    Just as I'm opening the car door, Emily shouts out from behind. I turn to see Emily jumping into a different one, and we're off. The last thing I see is her smile.  
 
    I look out the back window, as the bodies of the women I watched die fall further behind us. I look forward finding that I managed to get into Paul's car with his sister and him. I pull out my phone and begin to scroll through the pictures; just trying to make myself scarce. 
 
    I open up my Facebook and see with shock that things are just as bad back home. I read the first few posts on my newsfeed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Megan Elizabeth Carter (19 Minutes Ago) 
 
    It doesn’t seem real that you’re gone. You raised me to be the person I am. You encouraged me to follow my heart and now, I’ll never get to see you again. RIP dad. Stay off the road guys. These monsters are dangerous. 
 
      
 
    Seth Samuels (42 Minutes Ago) 
 
    PSA: Walmart is out of bottled water. If you need supplies, go to Publix. Me and the fam are headed out of the city. Stay safe. Don’t be stupid.  
 
      
 
    Zoey Elizabeth (47 Minutes Ago) 
 
    Has anyone heard from my sister’s kids? They went on a college tour road trip yesterday and now all of this crap is happening. Ben, Riley, Ryan, Emily, Drew? If any of you see this, please call me or your dad. 
 
      
 
    Suzanne Meyers-Stuart (3 Hours Ago) 
 
    Does anyone know why the roads are blocked near Kmart? Is there a bad wreck or something? 
 
      
 
    Seth Samuels (8 Hours Ago) 
 
   
  
 

 I was coming home from work just now and over by the gas station on 3rd Avenue, there were some shady looking people stumbling around. Watch out guys.  
 
    "Your brother said you guys have a hotel room, we can go to for now?" he asks me, never looking away from the road. I look up from my phone, closing out of Facebook anxiously. I study what I can see of his face in the mirror, before answering.  
 
    "Yeah, it's going to be right down this road, if you turn right" I try to explain. He nods silently, before turning where directed. I'm just looking back down at my phone, when he curses in anger. 
 
    "Shit!" he yells. I look up to see a street packed with hundreds of people. It looks like another riot scene. Some of the people are infected, while some are running. I watch as an elderly woman tries to get out of the street, but one of the hungry beasts pulls her down by her ankle, and crawls on top of her. I watch in horror, as it takes a chunk out of her face. Looking away, I find myself meeting his gaze. He's looking through the rearview mirror. For that moment, his blue eyes radiate through the space between us, and I feel a warmth spread through my bones. He breaks the piercing connection, just as we turn down a side road to avoid the riot. 
 
    I look all around, but the other two cars containing our group are nowhere to be found, I really hope they're okay right now. 
 
    "Turn up here, and we can bypass the whole thing" his sister suggests, and he nods, before taking a sharp turn down another road. I immediately recognize it as the other side of the street our hotel is located on.  
 
    We're driving down the road, and just as the hotel comes into view, Paul speeds up slightly. He is just turning into the parking lot, when I feel something hit us from the side. My teeth gnash together, and the seat belt locks, as we're sent spinning from the impact.  
 
    My head hits the back of Lana’s seat, but that seems to be the worst of it, until I hear the screeching of the brakes. Looking to Paul, I see that he's slumped forward against the steering wheel, and we're spiraling out of control. I reach down to unbuckle my seatbelt, but it won't unlock. 
 
    I look ahead, just as two things happen at the same time. Paul returns to consciousness, just as we hit a pole in front of us. I close my eyes, just as we collide. My body is jostled all around, but my eyes stay tightly closed.  
 
    ***** 
 
    I never even realized I had lost consciousness, until I open my eyes at the sound of her voice. 
 
    "Ben, Benjamin oh my God!" I hear, before opening my eyes weakly. What the hell is going on? I open my eyes, and groggily look around. Riley is standing outside of the car, and it looks to be a bit later in the day. How long was I out?  
 
    I look forward, and see Paul is unconscious. I look behind me and see that the car that hit us is still behind us, and the driver is still in there. Then I hear the sound of Lana crying. I look forward. She doesn’t have any injuries visible.  
 
    "What the hell happened?" I asked, and Riley looks around for a clue as to what might've occurred. 
 
    “We’ve been so worried about you guys. We finally remembered the tracking app for losing your phone” she explains, continuing to look around behind her.  
 
    "Drew, come help. I found them!" she calls behind her. A few minutes later, everyone is here, and we're being helped from the car. I reach up and wipe some blood off of my cheek, when the door is finally opened, and Chase cuts the seatbelt off of me, I go to lift myself out of the car, but my entire body groans in protest.  
 
    I collapse back into the seat. That's when I remember Paul again. I force myself into a sitting position, and then lean up to the front seat. Paul is lying suspended by the seatbelt, hanging over the middle console slightly. He has three streaks of blood that dried down his face, but the good sign is that he's breathing. The others finally manage to free Paul, and Lana. Paul wakes up at that moment. Once we're all out of the car, the group turns behind us. I turn to the car that hit us and take a few steps toward the driver's door. 
 
    "I'll go, like check it out really quick" Lana says, and we all look at her cautiously. She ignores the apprehension in our eyes, before turning to the vehicle. I follow behind her, my body working fine, even if it is sore and cramped from the accident. We head to the car. It's a silver Chevy Silverado, but it's completely totaled. Taking another few painful steps, I look right into the window over Lana’s shoulder. 
 
    The glass is broken, so I can hear, and see into the driver's seat. The man driving is moving. He's feebly struggling to free himself from the binds of the locked seatbelt, so I lean in, stepping past Lana’s frozen form, and assist him in getting free, just as I'm reaching for the buckle, he whips his head around, and snaps at me ferociously. I jump back in fright, when I realize that he's dead. He turned into one of them, maybe that's why he crashed. I hop down from the truck and turn back to the others. They all look at me expectantly, but I just shake my head sadly. That's when Ryan comes up to me and hoists my arm over his shoulders. That's when I realize how weak I am right now. I’m not injured, but my whole body hurts.  
 
    We slowly make our way into the hotel parking lot, and I avert my gaze, as we pass the man that was demolished before my very eyes. I do happen to see that he's little more than a pile of bloody bones now. Ryan helps me up the stairs, and we make our way to the room. The door to our second room is still ajar, so Riley and Drew head over there to get the rest of their stuff. We're not going to sleep in there because of all the infected blood that is on the floor and bed. I turn to our door and reach into my pocket for the key. Producing it instantly, I swipe us inside, and we find ourselves in the room. I head right over to the bed, and plop down on it. Emily comes over, and sinks into the bed next to me, she runs a cool hand over my forehead, and it feels so nice. I close my eyes tiredly, and just relax there for a few moments. 
 
    “What can I do honey?” Emily asks, continuing to run her long cold fingers through my hair. I sigh in relief. I can smell her lotion again. It makes me feel at home. I feel myself starting to doze.  
 
    “Nothing, you’re doing amazing already. I love you Em” I say suddenly, as if only to not fall asleep in that moment. She smiles at that, I can hear it in her voice.  
 
    “What are you thinking about?” she asks me. I pull myself from the memories, reaching up to wipe the tear from my cheek, before speaking. 
 
    “My grandpa’s old hunting cabin. I wish it were still ours” I tell her. She stops moving her fingers through my hair.  
 
    “I remember when you brought me with that one time” she says, remembering the same day as I was a second ago. Riley joins us on the bed then.  
 
    “We used to go up there every summer and every Christmas” Riley says, joining in the conversation.  
 
    “We used to hunt all the time. We used to get away and just be there, just be happy” I say wistfully.  
 
    “Remember when you were obsessed with archery?” Emily asks suddenly. I smile at that. I loved archery. I worked so hard and now, I can hit a bullseye anytime I want.  
 
    “Remember how much you sucked at it Ry?” I laugh, my face breaking into a light smile. I’m not aware of how loud our conversation has gotten, until Paul breaks in.  
 
    “Yeah, you didn’t hit the target even once I don’t think. It sucks that you guys lost that place” he says. It reminds me of when we brought him with us, the night we went for a walk and saw the bear. The night he told me he wanted to marry me one day.  
 
    “Leave me alone” Riley says, her face going red, her smile growing. I close my eyes again, trying to leave the conversation now. 
 
    “Wait. Do you think we’ll still be able to like buy stuff? I cannot go without shampoo, or makeup” Riley says suddenly, making the whole room laugh. I notice Chase pacing. I look at Emily questioningly.  
 
    “He’s been worried. His daughter and mom are in town too, and he hasn’t been able to reach them. He left as soon as we got here, but he ended up coming back. He’s going back out tomorrow.” She explains. I look over to the man before me. His eyes are on fire, like not knowing where his daughter is has set his insides on fire. I frown, before closing my heavy eyelids again.    
 
    "Let's turn the TV on, and see if they're saying anything" Thomas suggests, and I open my eyes again. Ryan crosses over to the dresser, and grabs the remote, before turning the TV on. We sit there in silence, as he flips through the channels, and each channel has the same exact telecast. I signal for him to turn the volume up. 
 
    "The president has issued a state of emergency and has called in a nationwide curfew for the citizens' safety" the woman says, and she turns to her co-anchor. He looks down at his paper, held in his shaking hands. I can see the fear in his eyes. 
 
    "The sick ones are extremely aggressive, and we have no idea what is causing this outbreak. A bite, or even a scratch will kill you and turn you into one of these infected. We know this. We also have learned that the illness will speed up decomposition, so this is why they look like they’ve been dead and just stepped out of a coffin. Do not approach them under any circumstances. You should stay off the streets at all costs. This is not a drill, and may God be with you all" he says, before the screen flashes to a live video of Los Angeles. 
 
    There are people going crazy in the fiery streets of the famous city. I watch in awe, as a building burns to the ground, and people just run around in panic. 
 
    "We would now like to share the president's message to the nation, and to all of you. Remember to be safe and stay indoors. 
 
    "Citizens of this great country. There comes a time in every civilization throughout history, where we are tested as a society, and this is that time. We are being overrun by hundreds of thousands of infected individuals. It is our hope that the armed forces can eradicate the epidemic, before more senseless death occurs, but it is pertinent that we avoid the sick at all costs. We must as a country, survive this threat, so stay with your families and be safe. Finally, may God be with you all" she says. The broadcast goes dark, and the TV buzzes with silence.  
 
    I look around to all of them, and the same fear, the same utter panic in all of their eyes. I close my eyes again. 
 
    "Maybe we should all stay here for a few days, while they get everything all sorted out. It might not be safe out there. The riots looks to be getting pretty bad." Emily says, and I have to force down the sigh that almost escaped. 
 
     “Well, I’m not staying. I’m leaving to find my daughter” Chase says to the room at large.  
 
    “We can help you, but don’t go out alone at night. We can go tomorrow. Don’t get yourself killed. Your daughter needs you. Don’t lose your head man” Drew says, his voice filled with calm.  
 
    “What if she’s hurt though? I have to find her” he continues, looking at the door longingly. I open my mouth to speak, but Riley beats me to it.  
 
    “Look at it this way. The roads are closing, you’re gonna have a hell of a hard time if you go now. You’ll either get killed or arrested. It’s not a smart move. You’re no good to her if you die. It’s not a good idea. It’s like wearing yellow and green together, or like shopping at a clearance shoe store. Just don’t make that decision” she says, and I force back a laugh. She always finds some way of making things about shoes and fashion. 
 
    "Where are we all going to sleep though?" Thomas asks, and I look around the room. There are two queen sized beds, a sofa, and two cots. I sit up painfully. 
 
    "We could get the other sofa, and the other cots from the other room, and that creates three extra beds, for people. I let my suggestion weigh down the room, before Ryan, and Thomas hop up to go get the beds. I let myself lay there in the comfortable bed, while everyone else works around us. I'm so tired, I think just before finally falling asleep, which is exactly what I needed. My limbs are sore, but at least nothing is broken. At least I’m alive. At least he’s alive.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TEN 
 
      
 
    Opening my eyes, I look around the room. Everyone is already up once again, and the TV is on, showing absolutely nothing. We've been here since the day before yesterday, and nothing has changed in the slightest. It's been really boring, and slightly uncomfortable with all of us stuck in the same room. I lift my phone to eye level, before trying the same thing as yesterday. I scroll through my Facebook newsfeed, and see that a couple people have been on. 
 
      
 
    Seth Samuels (7 Hours Ago) 
 
    Granny passed this morning. We had a nice little service. This thing doesn’t look to be getting better. This is gonna be my last post for a while guys.  
 
    Zoey Elizabeth (10 Hours Ago) 
 
    Life is so fragile. It’s sad to lose the people you love. I’m praying for y’all. 
 
      
 
    Zachary Stuart (47 Minutes Ago) 
 
    My mom is gone. The woman who raised me is dead. Remember her name. Remember the names of all those we lose. I love you Suzanne Meyers-Stuart rest easy momma. 
 
      
 
    April Sommers (4 Hours Ago) 
 
    Zombie bite Challenge 2019 
 
    THIS VIDEO IS NO LONGER AVAILABLE! 
 
      
 
    Tim Sommers (1 Hour Ago) 
 
    Do not let your kids do this dumb ass zombie bite challenge. My baby is gone. April died a few minutes ago from this shit. 
 
      
 
     I toss the phone to my side and roll out of bed. Paul looks at me then, his eyes boring into mine.  
 
    “Do you have to constantly look at me?” He snaps. I feel my eyes sting. I wish I could just move on. Ugh.  
 
    “Paul, do you have to be so rude to him?” Lana says under her breath. She smacks him on the arm with all the force of a volleyball prodigy.  
 
    “Stay out of it” he says simply, not realizing I can hear the whole exchange.  
 
    “You can’t just go around treating people like garbage. Mom would slap you across the face for that” she says, her voice quiet, dangerous. I smile.  
 
    “What are you gonna do, tell her?” he demands. Lana looks as if she might smack him again. Paul sits up, leaning against the wall.  
 
    “Do you think I’ll still get to go to college though Paul?” she asks after a minute. Paul looks at her sadly, before shaking his head.  
 
    “Not if this is still going on. I think you can kiss volleyball goodbye” he says. It sounds a bit harsh to me. He says something else, before she launches into a story.  
 
    “I worked so hard though. I’ve been training for years. I gave up Kevin for training last summer. I loved him, and I ruined it for something that doesn’t even matter anymore?” she asks, her face flushed with anger, her eyes wet with tears.  
 
    I roll over on the bed, turning to face my siblings who are sitting on the other side of my bed. They are playing the game where you try to slap the other’s hand.  
 
     I wince at the pain from the accident but try not to let it show on my face. Ryan manages to slap Riley’s hands.   
 
    “Do you guys remember when you used to play all the time?” I ask suddenly, popping the bubble to enter their conversation.  
 
    “Yeah, remember when Ryan started begging for the game operation? Then he totally sucked at it?” she asks me, a savage smile on her face.  
 
    “Hey, I’m not that bad at it” Ryan jokes, succeeding in slapping her again.  
 
    I notice that Ryan also has his chemistry textbook open. It’s just like him to study on a vacation, and then even more like him to study, when it’s very likely the teacher is dead now.  
 
    “Why are you doing homework in the zombie apocalypse?” I ask him, as he switches his hands to the top.  
 
    “You never know. I don’t want to show up for school and be all like, a zombie ate my homework” he says, laughing, just as Riley slaps his hands. I get bored of watching them after a minute and roll onto my back.  
 
    I have to do something, or I'm going to go crazy. I walk over to the mini-fridge, and fling it open angrily. I know this lock down is for our own safety, but it's so annoying. I look into the fridge and see that the only thing we really have left is vodka, and water. 
 
    I sneer at the water, before grabbing the still full bottle of vodka. I look around, and grab my phone, before walking to the door. Emily stands up immediately and walks across the room to confront me. 
 
    "Where are you going?" We're not supposed to be outside?" she says softly, and I roll my eyes at her, before pulling the door open.  
 
    “I’m just going to the next room over. God, Em, calm down” I say, leaving her, looking hurt behind me.  
 
    I walk outside, taking in the early morning sun. There is no movement in the parking lot below, but I can see a few straggling infected roaming down the street near the edge of the property. Turning away from the beasts, I turn to the room on the other side of ours. It's actually been left ajar, so I take the opportunity to let myself in. I look around at the identical room, and just savor the moment of solitude. It's nice to be alone every once in a while. 
 
    I cross the room, and drop onto the edge of the bed, I close my eyes, opening them again just to lead myself to the music, where I immediately put it on shuffle. Tossing the phone beside me, I just relax and focus on the lyrics of the music, as it courses through my soul like medication. I remember the vodka after a few verses and sit up to unscrew the lid. I look around and realize this mini fridge hasn't been raided yet. I open it up and see with delight that it's full. I reach for a sprite and pour it into a cup. I fill the top half of the cup with vodka, and go back to sit on the bed, my vodka in hand. I'm just about to take a drink, when the door opens. Chase comes in slowly, at first looking around for danger, then he sees me on the bed with the bottle. A smile flashes across his face. He crosses the room to sit beside me. I offer him the bottle of vodka, and he takes it instantly. 
 
    “Did you guys just get back from searching?” I ask him, knowing he didn’t find his daughter yet by the look on his face.  
 
    “Yeah, but I’m probably heading out for good tomorrow” he explains. I nod, knowing it would happen sooner or later. He, Thomas, and Drew have been spending the days out on the streets, looking at every place they could think of to help find Chase’s daughter and mother.  
 
    “You’ll find her. I just know you will. Where’s her mom?” I ask him, before her curls his lip a bit.  
 
    He unscrews the lid, and downs a large gulp, before slightly shuddering from the taste. He wordlessly takes the sprite from my hand and pours it into the other empty cup I have on the bed. He follows suit in making a vodka sprite tonic, and we sit on the edge of the bed, and drink our cups. I drink my first cup fairly quickly, and refill it, with much more vodka than sprite this time around. I look over at some point in the midst of my third cup and see him looking at me. It may just be the alcohol, but I feel a moment hanging between us. I look away, before downing the rest of my cup.  
 
    Pouring my fourth cup, is when I lose my will power. I look over at him, and he's staring blankly in my general direction. I lean into him, and all I smell is his scent. He smells so delightful, that I follow through I turn my face up to press my lips against his. It feels wrong. His lips feel good, they taste good, but they aren’t his. They aren’t Paul’s lips.  
 
    I know that he may not even be into me, but four cups of vodka in, should be enough of an explanation. The doubts begin to swirl through my slightly pounding head, when I realize that he hasn't broken the kiss yet. He kisses me back fervently, and then we fall back onto the bed. I climb on top of him, but at this point the vodka is taking over my body. I successfully pull his shirt off, before I almost fall off of him. He rolls over, and we lie on our sides, as he kisses me again. He reaches up, and fumbles with the buttons on my shirt, until he manages to take it completely off. I sigh eagerly, as he rolls on top of me, and looks down at me. Is this really about to happen? The anticipation begins to build, as he lowers himself down to kiss me again. 
 
    ***** 
 
    I turn the water off, looking around silently. Chase is sitting on the floor next to the toilet, his head leaned against the wall. I decide against my first instinct to kneel down beside him and see if he's okay. I walk over to the sink and look into the foggy mirror. Now that the vodka has worn out of my system a little more, I can see what I've done. I push the guilt from my mind, as I lift a brush to my hair. We aren’t together. Just because it feels like I betrayed Paul, doesn’t mean I did. We’ve been broken up for six months. I keep telling myself that, even if my heart doesn’t believe me.  
 
    I quickly look down at my phone and see that it's nearly six o'clock in the evening. The others are probably wondering where we are. I hurriedly finish dressing, and turn back to him, in worry, I finally stop fighting my caring instinct, and stoop down before him. He lifts his eyes to look into mine, a sick look hovering over his face. He looks like he might throw up at any moment, which is never a good sign in my opinion. I drop down to sit with him on the floor. 
 
    "So, what we did-" I begin, and he just waves my words away. I can see the tinge of green in his paled face. 
 
    "Don't even worry about it, it was a mistake" he acknowledges, and I almost exhale with relief, but hide the elation for his benefit. I reach to comfort him. He looks up at me. I try to push the guilt down again. I’ve never done that before. I imagined, I wished it was Paul the whole time. I feel like a terrible person. 
 
    "Yeah, that… I mean what we… it can’t happen…” I begin again, but in the midst of the sentence, I find him against me once more. This time we're both sober-ish, and yet we still find solace in the intimacy. He pushes me against the bathroom wall behind me and hoists me up onto his legs. He's squatting on the wet bathroom floor, and I'm sitting on his lap; my legs propelling outward behind him, making him look like a spider. I have to force myself not to laugh and ruin the moment. He forces his lips against mine, and we become even closer. I vaguely wonder if this will make his nausea worse, or if he’s just drunk, but then I stop thinking at all, when his bare skin touches mine again.  
 
    ***** 
 
    We make our way back to the room after, my considerably lighter bottle of vodka with us. When I say considerably lighter, I mean empty. I feel very light at the moment, and it might be from the sex honestly. I turn to him, looking around the outside of the hotel room. I sneak a quick kiss, as we head to the room.  
 
    I'm just about say something, when the door is pulled open. I immediately drop his hand and look to see who is coming out. It's Riley, and she has a look on her face that tells me she saw everything, and she's definitely not mad at me.  
 
    “I was just coming to find you. Where were you?” she asks me, a knowing smile on her face, as she arches her eyebrows at me.  
 
    “I was just looking in the next room” I say, as Chase takes in our exchange with amusement. I see when he loses focus though. He looks out at the parking lot below, his eyes going glossy, his mind far away, somewhere with his daughter.  
 
    “Well let’s get inside then” she says, rolling her eyes. I follow behind her. 
 
    I know that she's going to badger me for every single detail, so we file into the room, as the sun finally disappears behind the trees. I bolt the door behind us, as we follow Riley to sit in front of the TV. Maybe something new will happen? I sink down onto the foot of the bed, as Thomas turns the TV on. I’m glad that for now, she hasn’t decided to interrogate me. There are too many ears. I find myself sitting beside Drew. 
 
    I sit there with the rest of our group, as the blank television screen seems to draw all of us in. I look around, as they all continue to stare at the screen, hoping for the telecast that I know will never come. They're all hoping and praying for an outcome, where we can continue with our lives as normal, but I know what this means. I know that those things are taking over, and we're here. We have to survive, or we're just going to die, or become those things.  
 
    “How was it out there today?” I ask him quietly. Drew looks at me, his expression saying it all. It’s been getting worse.  
 
    “It’s a mess. There are rotting corpses all in the street, crashed vehicles, broken windows. People are burning buildings even” he tells me. I lean against him, resting my head on his shoulder. It’s not weird for us. He’s like my brother.  
 
    “Are we gonna be okay?” I ask him, as he pats me on the back, his left arm draped around me comfortingly.  
 
    “I’ll keep you guys safe Ben” he tells me, tightening his arm around me. I lean against him, embracing the love of my sister’s boyfriend, my future brother-in-law.  
 
    “I love you; you know that?” I say, smiling. I am really glad we have him.  
 
    “I love you too buddy” he tells me. We just sit there, lost in our own thoughts. I feel so comfortable with him. He’s always been so kind, so accepting of me though. I remember when I first met him. 
 
    “Do you remember when we first met?” I ask him. He laughs softly.  
 
    “Yeah, wasn’t it when you offered to tutor me in Biology freshman year of college?” he asks. I nod, before getting to my point.  
 
    “Even back then. You were older, but you felt so normal. You took me in, accepted me, and just made me feel so welcome.” I tell him, exhaling with the feeling of happiness in my stomach. 
 
    “I’m only three years older than you Ben. It’s not like I’m a grandpa” he says jokingly. I laugh, my body shaking against his.  
 
    “Yeah, you got a good grade that semester though” I tell him, reminding him of the A+ I got him.  
 
    “I got an A+, a new friend, and met the love of my life in the process. Not bad for a science class” he laughs.  
 
    “Yeah, but then you dropped out and became a firefighter, so the A+ was for nothing” I say in mock offense. I always give him a hard time. I sit up then, looking at him.  
 
    “That seems so long ago” I tell him after another minute of silence.  
 
    “Ben, it was a long time ago. It was five years ago” he tells me. I knew that, but I hadn’t made the connection. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess it was” I say, wishing more than anything that it was five years ago, when I had him. 
 
    After another ten minutes, of silently staring at a screen that will forever be blank, I stand up. I look at them, as they finally break their gaze, and stare up at me. I’m about to turn the TV off, when the screen lights up. A different announcer is shown. His military uniform is visible. I hurriedly turn the volume up, so we don’t miss anything.  
 
    “We are sorry to say that our President has fallen. Mrs. Clinton succumbed to her wounds this morning. President Kane has called for Marshall Law. Stay safe. Do not go to hospitals, do not go outside. A mandatory curfew has been placed into effect. It will be enforced to the fullest extent of the law, so stay inside and stay safe. God Bless you all” the man says, before the screen goes blank again.  
 
    Silence fills the room. Tears run down my cheek. Our President died. Our country is in shambles. What are we going to do now? 
 
    “Damn. What are we going to do? We can’t leave” Drew says. The mood of the room is somber. Chase shakes his head. 
 
    “I’m leaving soon to find Peyton and my mom” Chase says loudly.  
 
    "We're almost out of food. We have nothing to drink besides water and Vodka, which I might've taken care of, but the point is; we need to leave and find something to eat. I'm not going to spend the rest of my life in this stupid room" I tell them, and Ryan looks up from the book he's reading. I hadn't noticed he wasn't looking at the television either. Maybe we're the most realistic? 
 
    "What do you expect us to do? They told us to stay off the streets, and it could be dangerous" Brooke says, looking over at Chase in worry. I know they're scared. Those monsters are everywhere, just roaming around; waiting for the next person to tear into. 
 
    "I think we should wait until tomorrow, just in case and then we can go gather supplies from the rooms, and then plan an escape" Paul suggests. I nod in agreement, as does Chase and Thomas. 
 
    "Well, we can wait until tomorrow I guess, but I'm leaving tomorrow and I'm going home" I say. I step down from the center of attention and cross the room to sit next to Chase. He looks over at me, as my arm touches his. A small smile springs to life on his face, but I ignore it. 
 
    All I know is we're finally going to get out of here, no matter what happens out there, I'm leaving this place tomorrow. Just one more day trapped in this room. One more day stuck with him. One more day stuck with Paul.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    We sit there in the hotel room, each of us in our own little groups. I’m sitting with Ryan, Riley, and Drew. Emily is taking a shower, Paul and Lana are sitting with Chase and Brooke. Thomas is sitting with his back pressed against the door. He has his head tilted back, headphones in his ears.  
 
    “Do you think it’s even worth it?” Ryan says, beginning his rebuttal for the current plan once again. I know he’s analyzing every angle of Chase’s plan, searching for every potential outcome. I know he’s nervous.  
 
    “I’m sure. We need to look in any case. Even if it isn’t; at least we could say we tried” Drew cuts in. The argument seems old. We’ve been going through it for nearly twenty-four hours. Ever since Chase suggested we search the abandoned cars tonight for any drinks or supplies, before we hit the road in the morning.  
 
    “Well I was just thinking of a book I read” Ryan begins, looking at each of us, before continuing. 
 
    “These people were hiding from someone, but they got tired of hiding, so they left their spot. They decided to make a stop and they all died.” He explains. I can tell he doesn’t like the plan.  
 
    “Books aren’t real life Ryan” I say, trying to dissuade his fears. This doesn’t help our case though because his eyes light up then.  
 
    “You say that, even after the whole ass apocalypse starts before your eyes?” he demands, crossing his arms. He adjusts the glasses on the bridge of his nose, before reaching for his laptop.  
 
    “That’s different. That’s a broad occurrence, you’re worried us walking down to the parking lot is going to result in all of our deaths” Drew argues, jumping in again to take my side.  
 
    “But look…” he says, turning the screen of his laptop for us to see. “Statistically, we are more likely to meet a dangerous outcome if we leave the room” he explains. I look at his pie chart, the data points. The math races through my brain, the numbers calling to me. My brother and I are alike in that way. We are scientific, facts-based people. I disagree with him on this though.  
 
    “Ryan, you can’t use statistics for something like this. You haven’t accounted for geographical elements, population, situational accuracy, or anything that would help to make specific numbers for this experiment” I say, my voice rising a little.  
 
    “Ryan, look at it like this. If we don’t go outside, if we never check, then we will die in this room in the next few weeks. That is a one-hundred percent chance of death. If we leave the room and get supplies and try to leave…” Drew says, trying to speak in a statistical way, but unsure of what he’s actually talking about. He continues though, striking gold.  
 
    “…then the probability of us dying drops to what does that say? Eleven-point eight percent. I don’t know about you buddy, but I’d rather take eleven percent, than one-hundred” he finishes. Ryan looks from him to the screen again. He seems to finally understand the point we’ve been trying to make.  
 
    He’s always been hard to talk down from things. I know this hasn’t changed as he’s gotten older. He’s a very anxious person. He’s always seen the worst in every situation. I remember distinctly, when we were younger. I think I was thirteen and he was seven. Our dad was late coming home, so Ryan had this entire story about what he thought happened, he was convinced that dad was dead, his car flipped, his identity lost in the night. I had to talk him down, until dad came home. He’s always been so inventive in his pessimism.  
 
    “Fine, but I still don’t like it” he says defeatedly. His face looks worried, pinched with fear.  
 
    ***** 
 
    The hours seem to drag by, as we sit there, the room cramped as we wait for the sun to go down. Hopefully this can be a quick trip for supplies, and we can leave tomorrow. I'm hoping everything goes as planned, and we can go unnoticed for just one more day.  
 
    Chase is sitting beside Brooke, as we continue to wait. I look around, just trying to pass some time, as I die of boredom. Emily is sitting against the bathroom door, scrolling through her phone. Riley and Drew are huddled together by the bathroom sink, I can hear them whispering back and forth. Ryan is sleeping on the other bed, as Thomas lies beside him, with headphones still in his ears. I avoid the corner of the room, where Paul and his sister are sitting. They have been occupying the door leading outside, and I refuse to look in his direction. I turn to Brooke instead. She is sitting at the foot of the bed, leaning her head against Chase's leg. I blush slightly, as I remember the brief hook up, we shared yesterday. 
 
    “So, Brooke, tell me about you” I say suddenly, leaning over to joining in on their moment. I feel a bit invasive, but I need to do something.  
 
    “Like, what do you mean?” she asks, a small smile on her face. She sits up, leaning against the wall beside Chase. I move over to their bed, sitting in front of her. Chase winks at me. I blush slightly.  
 
    “Like, what do you do? What program were you looking at for the tour?” I ask her, wanting to get a sense of who she is.  
 
    “I like running I guess” she says, looking nervous. I must’ve put her on the spot.  
 
    “It’s actually her favorite thing in the world. She was in a bicycle accident when she was seven, and it was…” Chase begins, but Brooke cuts in almost immediately. I can tell she’s a bit more confident now.  
 
    “Let me tell him bubba” she says, and the thought strikes me then. She sounds really young for her age. It sounds like she’s thirteen, not eighteen.  
 
    “I was in a bad accident when I was seven. I was thrown from my bike and landed on the curb. I couldn’t walk for a while. They thought that I’d never walk again, but I did” she explains, and I picture a little girl, she looks just like Brooke, but younger, her eyes rounder.  
 
    “I started walking a year after, by the time I was ten, I was at ninety percent function of my body. I started running. It felt so nice, so free after being so limited for those years. I just never stopped” she says, and I frown. I feel a stir of emotion for this girl and everything she’s been through. 
 
    “So, are you doing something with track then?” I ask, thinking of Emily and all the years she ran in track.  
 
    “Well I was, before all of this. My boyfriend and I were going to get an apartment and go to school. He’s a sophomore in college” she explains. I’m just about to ask her about her boyfriend, when his voice cuts through my train of thought.  
 
    "Okay, are you guys ready? Who all is going anyway?" Paul says, standing up with his keys in his hand. I roll my eyes. I was hoping he wouldn't be coming along. I have to go, so I can look for my necklace I lost in Emily's car. I look around, wondering who all is going to go. 
 
    "Only two of us should go, so I can take Riley with me, if you'll give us your keys?" Drew says to the room. Paul snorts briefly, before shaking his head in irritation. 
 
    "I'm not sending anyone to get in my car, so I'm going. Who wants to come with me?" Paul asks. I turn to look around, and Emily is looking right at me. I can see the searching gaze in her blue eyes. 
 
    "I'm staying with Drew" Riley says defensively, wrapping her arms tightly around his muscles, just as Emily moves over to sit beside them, shaking her head. Ryan and Thomas aren't even in the conversation, so I look to Chase. He tosses his keys at me, and I catch them, unable to move. Cursing all of them in my head.  
 
    "Are you coming?" Paul asks me, not meeting my gaze, as he reaches for the lock on the door. I look over at his sister, and then get the courage to speak finally. 
 
    "Can't Lana go?" I ask, and Paul snorts again. He doesn't move to leave, but neither does he speak again. I groan audibly, as I climb to my feet, and grab Emily’s keys. I did want my necklace after all, but I would rather have had someone come with as a buffer.  
 
    "Whatever, I guess" I say, as I cross the room to join him at the door. He unbolts the lock and pulls it open. The breeze is chilly as we walk outside. I turn to look at the others, just as the door closes.  
 
    We're alone now. Alone outside, in a world full of death. The smell is putrid, as we make our way silently down the row of dark hotel windows. I'm walking, slowly trying not to walk beside him in fear of setting him off again. 
 
    He stops at the stairs and turns to face me reluctantly. I come to a stop about ten feet away from him, and we survey each other briefly. 
 
    "What's your problem?" he demands, moving a little closer. I flinch at his tone but ignore him otherwise. I begin the descent down the stairs, and he follows behind me. I can hear his feet, just steps behind me, but he feels so far away. He feels so unattainable. Like, if I reached for him, he'd disappear. I push him from my mind, but he still invades the precipices there. He still invades every piece of me, and he never leaves. 
 
    "Are you sure you're okay? You're never this quiet?" he asks me, as we turn down the last flight of steps. I shake my head, biting my lip painfully because his voice makes me want to die. When I hear it, all I can hear are the words he said to me that night. His voice brings goosebumps to life, they make me feel like I did that night. I remember his car, his lips, and every word he spoke as he tore me apart.  
 
    "I'm fine Paul. Can we just get this over with please? I just want to get this done, so we can leave this place forever." I explain. My voice drops a pitch, as I say the words. Saying his name is like stepping on broken glass with bare feet.  
 
    I suddenly realize that when we separate tomorrow, I'll likely never see him again. The thought really bugs me, but I don't say anything else because we've finally made it to the bottom of the last flight of stairs... I look around the dark parking lot and see that nothing is moving. The smell of death lingers, but the dead are not here. They are off wandering somewhere else. 
 
    "Where is your car?" he asks me, as we pass all of the empty vehicles around us. I stop at a truck because there is an unopened case of bottled water in the bed. I grab it and heave it onto my shoulder. 
 
    "You're stealing that from someone?" he demands, his voice rising. I look at him, and then to the empty hotel, with the shattered windows. 
 
    "Paul, these people are dead. They aren't in their rooms, and they never took their cars.” I say pointedly, when he doesn’t move, I continue.  
 
    “Do you want to just leave it here then?" I ask, motioning to drop the case. He sighs, shaking his head. 
 
    "Where's your car at?" I ask him, as I tote the water with me. He looks at me, and I frown. Does he think I'm going to stalk him or something? Then I remember that his car is around the corner, wrecked.  
 
    "It's over here, just around the corner" he mumbles, as if reluctantly. I roll my eyes, as we head around. I see him approaching the silver sedan, and I smile. It’s all smashed up, but I remember his car. Even though the worst hurt I've ever felt occurred in that car, I still smile at the events that happened before that hurt. 
 
    "I bet you're loving this, huh?" he asks flatly, turning just in time to see my smile. It disappears, as I ponder his words. What does he even mean? 
 
    "What is that even supposed to mean?" I ask him. He shakes his head, before continuing to walk. I refuse to let this one go though, so I follow him. I push his door closed, as soon as he opens it. 
 
    "What the hell was that supposed to mean?" I demand, my voice way too loud for our situation.  
 
    "It's just really convenient that you happened to be touring at the same college as my sister and me. Right when a zombie outbreak happens" he says, his angry blue eyes finding mine. I actually laugh this time. He looks at me unchangingly, but I continue to laugh. 
 
    "Did you just accuse me of following you to a college tour, and that I knew this would happen?" I demand, and he doesn't move. I continue angrily, as he stares at me. "What kind of person do you think I am?" I ask him, my stomach dropping with sadness. The realization of how he thinks of me is heavy and sad.  
 
    "Let's just get this over with" he says, pulling my hand off his door. The feel of his skin on mine, sends shivers up my back, as we stand there. The touch lingers. He then forces the door open and pulls out the cooler from the backseat. I set the water on top of it, as soon as it's on the ground. He looks at me, before pulling the cooler away from his car. 
 
    "Do you really think I would follow you hundreds of miles, just to be treated like shit by you?" I demand, as we approach Chase's car. We hurriedly fill it with supplies, as he continues with silence.  
 
    “Do you think I enjoy being treated like I’m the lowest piece of garbage on earth? Like what we had was nothing to you? You think I like realizing how much you hate me Paul?” I demand, tears finally filling my eyes, anger filling my stomach. It’s like a dam broke, and the anger is flooding my body like a scorched ravine. I'm just about to go off again, when he finally decides to answer my question. 
 
    "No. I'm sorry, but you have been a little much at times" he says, his eyes wavering on me, as we empty Chase's car of the soda, he told us he had. I scowl at Paul, not knowing how to respond to his newest insult. I decide on ignoring him, so I take off at a brisk pace, heading for Emily's car. He speeds up, coming to an even pace with me. I look at him from the corner of my eye and see that he is looking straight ahead. 
 
    "You know I don't hate you right?" he asks, as if to convince himself of the fact. I look at him curiously. I have to force myself not to laugh. His sentence is a lie obviously. His actions paint a different picture. A black, raging picture of loathing.  
 
    "Funny way of showing it" I say, not looking at him again. He does a clicking noise with his tongue, as we near Emily's silver Hyundai Tucson. I unlock it, and crawl into the passenger seat. He comes up to the open door and leans against the car. I can smell his scent, as I look for my necklace. The necklace I lost the other day. The necklace, I can't go without. Paul starts to hum something under his breath, which makes me picture his face, and he is smiling in my head. 
 
    "Just because you got a bit crazy, and I chose to distance myself; doesn't mean I hate you" he explains, after the minutes of silence. I stand up straight, and glare at him, tears flooding my eyes. 
 
    "You know Paul, why don't you just shut the hell up, okay?" I demand, and he smiles knowingly. He can tell he's getting to me, which is something he always used to like doing. I'm not in the mood right now though, so he needs to watch himself, before I punch him in his stupid-beautiful-heartbreaking face. 
 
    "Simmer kiddo. I was kidding" he begins, but I glare at him. I look directly into those blue eyes and see with anger that I still love him. Even though he pisses me off, and he drives me crazy, I still love him. 
 
    "Don't call me kiddo. I'm older than you" I say, He smiles at the familiar words. I finally feel the tip of the necklace on my finger, so I grab it and stand up straight. 
 
    He notices as I put it on. I watch as he grabs ahold of the necklace. He holds it up in the light. His blue eyes flash with some emotion, as he sees that it’s the necklace, he gave me. His dog tags. He looks like he might say something but thinks better of it. He drops the necklace, turning from me.  
 
    "Only by one day, so it doesn't even count" he says, the humor gone from his voice, and I roll my eyes. I'm just about to say something smart back, when I hear something. It's obviously a gunshot, so I drop down, and Paul follows suit. I look around and find the source fairly quickly. 
 
    "Over there" I say, as we hide behind the car. There is a group of people in a truck, breaking the windows out of the insurance company just across the street from the hotel. I squat frozen, hoping they didn't hear us. Praying that we’re safe, that he is safe.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWELVE 
 
      
 
    The sound of people grows near, as Paul and I huddle fearfully behind the car. I hold my breath, unable to move in fright of being heard or seen. I wish more than anything that the people next door were here to help us, but they're robbing the business. They could kill us, and everyone in our room if they find us here.  
 
    I turn my head slightly and look into Paul's eyes. I can see fear there. Another gunshot rings through the deep navy sky. As the shot's echo ends, I hear the sound of the undead. We need to move, now. We can risk the looters seeing, or wait here, until the sick come upon us, and kill us. 
 
    "We have to move Paul" I whisper, trying to stay quiet. He looks around, shaking his head slightly. I can tell he wants to argue, so I make my move fast. I jump to my feet and pull on the cooler. It rolls away from the car with a loud scraping noise. Paul jumps to his feet, looking around before following me under the roof of the hotel. 
 
    I immediately scan the distance to the stairs. Then I decide it would be too risky to climb up them, and be seen from the ground, I pause briefly, trying to figure out what to do. I look across the street, as another shot booms through the night. Then I turn to the sound of the approaching monsters to my other side. I look back at the stairs. I know what I should be doing, but my body won’t seem to obey the commands my brain is shouting.  
 
    "What are we doing Ben? We have to move, let's go. Come on" Paul hisses, as I continue to stay still, never moving. His words register in my mind, but it's as though I'm paralyzed.  
 
    I try to move, but my eyes are frozen on the dead people walking toward us. I know we need to run, but my legs won't listen to me, which is not good. Paul continues to speak to me, his voice growing harsher by the moment, until he finally grabs me by the arm, and drags me along the rooms with the cooler in tow. We come to a stop at a first-floor room, and he tries the door, which thankfully is unlocked, and pulls me inside. 
 
    "What the hell is your problem?" he roars at me, forgetting the situation at hand, as we stand in the room. I look around, finally able to move. I see the anger in his face, the red patches upon his cheeks. I can see the blue eyes hardening, as they peer down at me. I release a single sob.  
 
    "I'm sorry, I just, I froze, okay?" I say, my eyes filling with tears. I feel bad for risking his safety, but I never meant to freeze, I was just trying to save the both of us, instead of squatting behind a car, hoping to escape both dangers. 
 
    "Look. I get that you're scared. I understand that completely. I'm fucking terrified, but we cannot lose our heads here, or we will die. I don't want you to die, okay?" he says, his anger fading slightly, as he looks at me in the dim lighting around us. That's when I take in the surroundings, as we stand there. 
 
    The place is only lit by the overhead light above the sink in the back of the room. It's a small room with only one small bed. I move to sit on it, as he turns to face me. We stay there, silent for a moment, before he crosses the room, to stand by the window.  
 
    He timidly pulls the edge of the curtain aside, and peers out. I'm just about to get up, when a pang goes through my head. I close my eyes and lay back on the bed. As soon as I hit the blanket, something wet touches me. I jump to my feet in shock, turning to look at it. It appears normal, but there was something wet. 
 
    "What is it?" he asks, noticing my disgust, and the way I'm peering down at the bed. I don't answer as I pull the covers down to reveal the sheet beneath. I gag, as I take it in. There is something crimson, a bloodstain the size of a manhole. That's not the only thing on the bed. Pieces of what must be brain matter are strewn within the bloody mess. Paul looks at it as well. 
 
    "We have to, have to get out of here" he mumbles, backing away from the bed. I look to the bathroom, where the door is closed. What's in there? Nothing has moved. I turn to the door, but just as I step toward it, something rattles the door handle from behind me. I jump back, stumbling over a shoe, and falling back onto the bed, where I disgustedly cringe away from the gory mess, and land on the floor with a thud. Paul comes around to check on me, just as I look under it. A girl, she can't be older than eight or nine, is lying there. Her eyes are wide open, and she's dead. Paul sees my eyes widen, before I have a chance to shout, and he drops down onto me, pressing his hand to my mouth. I feel the tears slipping down my cheek, as he lies on top of me. I finally force his hand away, and whisper through the shadowed light. 
 
    "Get off of me please. I'm fine" I lie, and he listens. He retreats, and heads over to stand by the window again. This time he doesn't dare peek, in fear of seeing someone peering back. 
 
    I get to my feet and decide to check the bathroom. A numb feeling is beginning to spread through me, so I know I won't scream this time, no matter what I find. I walk to the bathroom door and twist the handle. The door opens, and I'm relieved to find nothing but a dried bloodstain on the floor. I turn back to Paul and see him staring after me. I close myself in the bathroom and turn to the shower. I wish we could run it, but with the looters so close, they could hear it through the wall. 
 
    "Yeah, there's a light on. Let's do that one next. They could have anything up in there" a muffled voice says through the wall in the other bathroom. I turn right back around and run to Paul. 
 
    "They're about to break in here. I heard them through the wall, but I have an idea that may work" I tell him in a hushed voice. He nods, then motions for me to take the lead. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Five minutes later our supplies are hidden under the sink, I’m Sorry. written in blood on the wall, and Paul and I lying face-to-face on top of each other in the tub, which thankfully had dried blood, that easily looks like real blood, when water was added. I can feel his breath on my neck, and his heartbeat against my shoulder, as we lie together in the tub. I can hear the men struggling with our hotel door. We have to lie like this, just until they are convinced there is nothing to steal. 
 
    "I'm sorry. I know this must be hard for you to be this close to me" he whispers, finally acknowledging that this has been hard for me. It feels nice to be recognized finally. Just as I'm about to reply, the door is busted open, and the men run in on the room. They rummage through everything, before finding the blood, and brains on the bed. One of them screams out, before finding the little girl. Paul relaxes, collapsing onto me. 
 
    "Check the bathroom, alright?" a woman asks in a harsh tone. A few seconds later, they find the writing.  
 
    "Looks like someone killed their daughter, and then split" the woman laughs, before continuing her hunt. Someone wriggles the door handle, before realizing it's locked. Paul adjusts his head again, but just as he turns, the door comes open, so he stops. Now we're stuck with our lips touching, and we can't move a muscle. I close my eyes, as the men cross the room. I can hear them speaking. 
 
    "It smells so bad in here, like blood" one man says, before he pulls the curtain back.  
 
    “Look, they died kissing" the man continues, with a roar of laughter. 
 
    "I guess that's it for this room then. Can we leave some stuff in here and come back once we’ve searched everywhere? That way we don’t have to lug all this shit around?” the man asks, as the woman comes into the bathroom. 
 
    "Yeah, we'll come back in a few, let's go search the rest of the floor. Come on” she laughs, before they disappear. I wait a few seconds, before I open my eyes. Paul is staring down at me, and our lips are still pressed together. I can see disgust in his eyes, so I go to move my lips away. He stops me with a slight shake of his head. I stop in the middle of moving, which actually causes his lips to spread slightly, and then I feel it. Even though he isn't kissing me, we are kissing right now. The feeling is magical. Nothing could ever compete. 
 
    "We can't move, and risk being in a different position, when they come back" he explains, his lips moving against mine, making the kiss seem more realistic to me. I close my eyes, just trying to savor the moment, but he catches on.  
 
    "You're looking at this like it's a kiss, aren't you?" he asks. I open my eyes, as he looks down at me guiltily. 
 
    "It's no big deal, honestly" I say, my lips moving against his, as I speak. It sends butterflies into my stomach. I know he isn't kissing me, and we will never be a thing again, but I can appreciate the time that his lips are against mine, can't I? 
 
    "It is a big deal because it means more to you." he says, his eyes filled with what looks like pity. I want to cry because I never wanted him to pity me. I wanted him to love me, to forgive me. 
 
    "I understand" I say, as I close my eyes to fight the tears. I know he's there, but for now we just lie in silence, waiting for them to come back. We just have to wait. We have to play dead, just until they come back and get their stuff, then we can get out of this tub, and I can get some space from him.  
 
    “Why did you bring that douchebag with you? I thought you didn’t like him” Paul says suddenly, pulling me from my thoughts. It takes me a moment before I realize that he’s talking about Thomas.  
 
    “He was taking the tour with Ryan because they are going to room together, or they were” I explain.  
 
    “He won’t be living in a fraternity house?” Paul asks, a humorless laugh filling the tub between us. I think of all the times we made fun of Thomas, as he grew up before us. 
 
    “I guess not. Oh my God could you imagine Ryan in a frat house?” I say, laughing in spite of the situation. Paul laughs too.  
 
    “Do you remember when he got Ryan in trouble because they spiked their Gatorade?” Paul asks, and I burst out laughing.  
 
    “What about when he pretended to have a long-distance girlfriend, so Ryan’s friend April catfished him?” I ask. It was messed up at the time, but it seems funny now.  
 
    “Do you remember when you used to come sit at the gymnastics place while I practiced?” he asks suddenly. The change of conversation almost gives me whiplash. 
 
    “Yeah, of course…” I say sadly, trailing off. The conversation dies there. He looks down, his fingers brushing the tag on my necklace. He looks like he might say something, but he stays silent. I close my eyes, trying to avoid his gaze. It hurt. We were talking and laughing like we used to, but then all of a sudden, like a rubber band pulled tight, everything came undone. It wasn’t funny anymore.   
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    "Ben? Hey, wake up. Ben" Paul says, breaking through my dreamless sleep. I open my eyes, and see his blue eyes, peering down at me with worry. I sit up, feeling my clothes sticking to me with dry blood. I'm still lying in the bottom of the tub, and the blood is everywhere on me. I go to stand up, but my leg gives out on me. I slip, and fall backward, but Paul catches me, before I hit the floor. My ankle twists slightly though, and pain shoots through my leg. 
 
    "Shit, ow! Shit" I hiss, as he helps me out of the bathtub. We stand there in the bathroom filled with carnage, and then I look at myself in the mirror. I have blood everywhere that is visible. The feeling of nausea overwhelms me, and I turn around to throw up in the toilet. 
 
    "I know. Let’s just get the hell out of here while we can" he says, and I look into the room. It's daylight. They’re gone. They came back and were hanging out in our room last night. I remember listening to them joke and talk. I thought they would never leave. Luckily, they never came back into the bathroom. We must’ve fallen asleep at some point.   
 
    I think back to our awkward situation last night. We talked. We had nothing else to do. He spoke to me in complete sentences. I know it was clipped, forced at first. When all of that fell away, we were left with each other. The conversations we’ve always had. The chemistry that made me fall for him in the first place. It felt like it did before we were ever in love. All the years we were friends, and all the years we were so much more.  
 
    "Yeah. When did they finally leave?" I demand, changing the subject, as we leave the bathroom behind. I look at the ransacked room, as we walk to the open door. It's broken and will never close again. I look around, as we come out of the hotel.  
 
    "They picked us clean, so we wasted the entire night" he says, squinting in the brightness of the sun. I can't help frowning at his words. I didn't think it was all a waste. I got to sleep against him, I got to feel his lips moving against mine, and I got to feel what it would feel like to be loved by him again, to be wanted by the one that I want. I got to speak to him, to hear his laugh, his voice.  
 
    "Let's just get the hell out of here. I need a shower." I say, feeling the crusty blood on my skin, and shirt. I could shiver every single time I feel the gross texture of the blood. 
 
    I follow him up the stairs, struggling with my ankle the whole way up. We manage to clear the flight of stairs, just as two people come around the corner. I freeze, before seeing an elderly woman, followed by a little girl. Chase is walking behind them. I realize this must be his family. He finally found them. I smile.  
 
    "Ben, Paul? What the hell happened to you guys last night?” Chase demands, worry in his face, taking in our bloody mess of clothing, as his mother guards the little girl. Her eyes soften, when Chase calls us by name, as I step in front of Paul. She seems to sense my intention because she relaxes slightly. Her braided silver and black hair framing her weathered face. She smiles at us tenderly.   
 
    "We went down to get supplies last night, but those criminals or whatever the hell they were, they interrupted us, so we hid in the nastiest room. It was terrible” I say, as I launch into the full story. Chase’s mother nods in understanding, never flinching from the ugly truth of the world.  
 
    "Daddy, when are we leaving? I don’t want those people to find us" she squeals, leaning into Chase's arms. I smile. His little girl has long hair, the same color as Chase’s, but her eyes are a startling aqua blue. She’s smiling up at her dad, her arms twisting around him. She looks to be around six years old. 
 
    "At least you’re alright though” he says, his brows furrowing. I laugh darkly, before signaling for us to continue back to the room, where I can finally get rid of these clothes. So, I can have a moment to myself. I need to sort out all these feelings, all these new stressors. Everything from last night.  
 
    "Yeah, those people were scary as hell though. I thought we were gonna die" I tell him, as he puts a comforting arm around me. It feels nice. His skin is warm against mine. I feel myself shivering slightly. I see Paul move away from us. 
 
    “This is my mom Lily, and my beautiful daughter Peyton. Guys, this is Ben” he says, formally introducing me to them now. I give a small wave, as we continue forward.  
 
    “It’s very nice to meet you Ben. Thank you for helping my children” Lily says, a hint of an eastern European accent in her aged voice. 
 
    “Of course, your children are great” I say, not knowing what else to talk about, as we walk in a group. 
 
    "What happened to your ankle?" he asks, pursuing the conversation. I look down at my throbbing ankle, and back to him. He smiles, as I look into his eyes. His face being this close reminds me of the other night. It feels weird that we slept together just two days ago. 
 
    "I slipped, getting out of the tub, but I'm fine. Sorry to worry you guys, but let's get to the room, so we can get out of here. I'm afraid they'll be back tonight, and I don't want to be here, when they search the rooms again. That would be interesting" I laugh bitterly. They’ll find our bodies gone. I didn’t like the sound of those people. I shudder at the thought of them finding all of us. I shudder at the thought of them finding Emily, or Riley.  
 
    “Well, all of our clothes and stuff are still in here, so just clean up and change. I’m gonna take my mom and Peyton in there to meet everyone. Are you sure you’re okay?” he asks me again, his fingers wrapping around my wrist gently. 
 
    “I’m fine Chase. I’m just ready to scrub last night away. I’m really glad you found your mom and daughter. She looks just like you” I say, looking over at the two girls.  
 
     “Okay. Well I’m here if you need to talk to me… or if you just wanna… vent.” He tells me, flashing a wink. They leave us then.  
 
    We finally turn to the door, and Paul pushes against the door. It pops open, and I head into the empty room. I want to get out of these clothes, before I see anyone. Paul follows me inside. I turn to face him, and he shrugs, before removing his shirt. He has a mess of gore upon his skin, but underneath, I see a scar. Before I realize what I'm doing, I reach out, and touch the smooth surface of his skin. My fingers rest on the cool surface of the scar. He jerks away, but he doesn't look angry. He looks unmoved, indifferent, cold. 
 
    "Gymnastics scar, did you want to shower first?" he asks, changing the subject. Right then, the moment passes just as fast as it started. I look away, retracting my trembling fingers. All the times I saw him shirtless, and I never noticed that scar. I frown. I know instinctively that he’s lying. That scar was not there when we were together. I would have noticed, wouldn’t I? 
 
    "I'm sorry. I don’t… I didn’t... you can go first I guess... I'll go after you" I tell him, turning to the bathroom. He nods silently, before heading in. He closes the door behind him, and I'm left alone. 
 
    I look around the room, just taking in the silence of it all, and then I walk over to the wall. I lean against it, and slide to the floor. Crying, I grab fistfuls of my hair, and let all of the pain out. How could I have left myself so open, so vulnerable with him again? I swore to myself that I would never give him that much power again. Here I am fantasizing about kisses, touching scars, and falling in love with him all over again. What the hell am I going to do with myself? 
 
    "Hey Ben" he calls. His voice is muffled, but I hear it clearly. I stand up, crossing the room to stand just outside the door. I knock on it, before calling out, hoping my voice won't tremble. 
 
    "I’m here?" I say, raising my voice slightly. I hear the running water through the door. I wait for him to answer, which only takes a second. 
 
    "Will you come in here please?" he asks; his voice sounds weird. It doesn't sound strong, and confident like usual. I hesitate, wondering if I could've heard him right. I hurriedly wipe my eyes clean of any tears. I close my eyes, trying to muster a clear expression, one of composure. 
 
    "What's wrong?" I ask, as soon as I close the door behind me. The steam is already gathering in the small bathroom. I see his bloody clothes crumpled on the floor, and realize I'm five feet away from him, and he's naked right now. I can’t go back there again though. We had our moment. I ruined it. I don’t have the right to think about him in that way. My heart can’t handle this. I push it from my mind.  
 
    "What do you think is going to happen to us?" he asks suddenly, sounding scared, as he washes himself behind the opaque curtain. I take a step closer, before sitting down on the closed toilet lid. I take a deep breath. I ignore the silhouette of the man I love, as it moves behind the curtain. 
 
    "I don't know. I haven't really thought about it. We have no idea where this is going, or how long it'll last, so it's hard to say. I think we'll find a way to make it through" I tell him, hoping to soothe him. Hoping he’ll buy my lie, even if I don’t believe my own words.  
 
    "Dammit" he shouts angrily, causing me to jump with alarm. "I can't get all the fucking blood off me, would you... could you help me... Never mind" he says, catching himself, but I know what he needs. I strip down to nothing, but then grab one of the towels, and tie it around my waist. I then hand him one over the shower curtain. I ignore the shame in his voice. 
 
    "I'm coming in, so wrap yourself if you feel self-conscious" I warn, before pulling the curtain back. I take in his appearance, and something races up my spine. Something I want more of. His hair is clean, no trace of the grime before. It's glistening with the droplets of water. The clean water rushes down his face, as I stare into his beautiful blue eyes. He has a towel wrapped around his waist, but his torso is bare. 
 
    "What do you need help with?" I ask him, trying to make it sound like it’s no big deal for me. It is though. I can see the doubt in his eyes, but he needs help, and I'm here. 
 
    "My back, I just can't. I slept on my arm wrong, and it hurts like hell, when I try to reach it" he explains, and I nod stiffly, before forcing him to turn around. I move closer, letting the water wash over me as well. I quickly clean his back, and as soon as all the blood is gone, I pull away. 
 
    "I'll help you too. Here turn around" he offers, turning me. I feel him scrubbing at my back, and the water beneath us is swirling with scarlet blood. I smile, in spite of myself. I'm in a shower right now with him, as he cleans my back for me. This is definitely weird. I never thought we would be here again, not this close.  
 
    "Do you think we're going to die?" I ask him, never turning to look at him. He continues to scrub my back but doesn't answer me at first. We stand there in silence, as the steaming water rushing down our bodies. Then we're clean, and he backs away. I turn to face him. I’m sure he won’t answer, but just as I’m about to turn the water off, his voice fills the silence. 
 
    "I... I don't know. If we stick together, then we might be okay" he tells me. I feel the fear that's been building within me, escalate. We are surrounded by dead people trying to devour us. How will we stop that from wiping us out? I feel myself shaking again. I realize in that moment that even though things are awkward, even though we aren’t together, he suggested that we stay together. He doesn’t want us to be separated.  
 
    The water runs cold shortly after the words do, and we continue to stand there, just savoring the feeling of clean water. I eventually reach down and turn the shower off. He looks into my eyes, before getting out. I'm left alone in the shower, while he goes to get clothes. I smile, in spite of the fear. 
 
    "You can come out now" he says, and I open the curtain. I'm alone in the bathroom, and he must've left the room completely because I'm left in silence. I'm left to ponder my imminent death, while he turns away from someone who would die for him. While he pulls away… as usual. I thought we were getting somewhere, but there he goes, disappearing again. I get that we’re in a strange place, but he is so hot and cold.  
 
    I quickly dress, trying to forget about the scene in the shower, the way he looked at me, the way he let his walls down, and the way he felt. He felt like he used to. Like he actually cares. I know he does, but most of the time, he doesn't feel like it. Most of the time, he leaves me feeling empty, and cold. Today, he made me feel whole, and safe. What was that moment? Was it just in my head? The confusion washes over me, as I head to the room to talk to everyone. I force Paul from my mind. I can't worry about him right now. I need to get home to my family, while I still can. I have to get home, even though my heart tells me that he is my home. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    I enter the room, pushing all of the shower scenes from my mind, as I lay eyes on everyone. Riley and Drew are sitting against the wall by the sink, Emily, Brooke, and Ryan are sitting on one of the beds, Lana, Peyton, and Lily are standing by the air conditioning unit, and Thomas, Paul, and Chase are standing in front of me. Paul looks away quickly, but I see a smile on his face. I cross the room, and go to sit beside Riley, and Drew. 
 
    "We have to leave here" I say simply, as I sit down beside my sister. She grabs my hand comfortingly. Everyone seems to agree with me, but I keep getting weird looks from everyone, so I stand back up. 
 
    "What happened last night?" Emily asks angrily, her voice filling the silence. The accusation hangs in the air, for a minute before Paul interjects. He steps forward, situated between Emily and me. It feels so nice to have him defending me for once. 
 
    "We were busy almost being killed, so the attitude doesn't exactly help okay?" he says. Emily's face stiffens, as her skin grows hot. I can see the anger in her eyes. 
 
    "The fact of the matter is we need to leave" I interrupt, trying not to witness the beginning of world war three. They both look at me, and their expressions are so night and day. Emily looks livid, while Paul stares at me with what seems to be admiration. I look away. 
 
    "What did happen though?" Riley asks, and I nod. In that moment I realize I'm going to have to retell the events of last night, if we want to have a frank discussion about leaving. 
 
    "Yeah, we do want to know what happened. We thought you were both dead, and none of us could like sleep or whatever" Lana says, piping up for the other team. I sigh, before crossing the room to sit on the bed with Emily. 
 
    "We went down there last night, looking for the supplies we discussed before, and we were just finishing up when..." I begin, talking directly to my best friend, while the others listen, but Paul completes my sentence, succeeding in making me smile. He comes to sit right in front of Emily on the other bed. He looks directly into her face.  
 
    "When we heard the noises. We pulled the supplies in the room, but they started searching all over. That's when we thought of..." I interrupt him now, savoring the smile on his face. This is fun for some reason, completing each other’s sentences.  
 
    "We thought of the plan to hide in the tub, where the blood was. We figured they'd realize that we were dead, and we'd be fine. We laid there, and they came in, just like..." Paul moves over to sit by me, and then continues the story again. 
 
    "Just like we thought. Well we ended up having to sleep in a bloody tub because we thought they came back, and we were waiting for them to leave. It was awful, but anyway. That's why we have to go. They're going to come back." He finishes the story, as everyone nods in agreement. 
 
    "I'm all for leaving, but where the hell are, we going to go?" Thomas says, speaking up over the murmuring that is building in the room. We have to figure out some sort of plan. We all have different homes, and we are unable to leave in small groups. We have three cars. 
 
    "And no offense, but we don’t even know you guys that well" Lana asks, waving her hand at Chase, Brooke, Lily and Peyton. I turn to look at them, as she points. 
 
    I smile at the thought of Chase being a dad. He seems like the perfect dad to me. I realize that there is a slight stir of pride in my mind. Am I seriously over here catching feelings for a stranger? I realize in that moment that even though it might be a good idea, that moving on can only help me, it won’t work. I refuse to love anyone but Paul.  
 
    "Okay, so how are we going to do this then? Ryan says, breaking through the lapse in direction. “I’ll get some maps, and charts ready” he offers, before pulling out his laptop. I smile at his totally in character move. I look over at Riley, before I turn my head to Paul. He's looking over at his sister. I look away, trying to remove the connection I keep feeling. I need to get back to normal. 
 
    "I say we leave, in the three cars we have, and stop at a store and buy some supplies, before we head our separate ways" Drew says, making everyone turn to look at him with curiosity. He’s looking at the maps app on his phone, trying to find the most effective route. 
 
    "What should we do about not getting separated? Like if we find ourselves in the streets like yesterday. I don't want to be lost in this city with those things..." Lana interjects. I understand her worry completely. 
 
    “Look, if we all leave this way” Drew begins, showing us his phone screen. “we can come to this intersection. If those people are watching, then we’ll know by then. We can all go in different directions. They’ll only be able to follow one of us. Then we can come back together at…” he pauses, searching for something. His inner firefighter is showing. He’s calm in the midst of panic. “Here. We can all meet at this rest area out of town” Drew suggests, showing us the destination. 
 
    "That's actually a really good idea babe. That way we can separate, if those looters are waiting for us” Riley says, picking at her fingernails.  
 
    “We need to pick groups though" I say then, taking the lead. This is a good plan. 
 
    “That’s a really good plan Ben” Chase says, giving me a nod of approval.  
 
    "The drivers are Emily, you and me, so let's build groups with that in mind" Paul says, cutting in. He doesn’t look at me in the moment, as he turns to Chase. 
 
    "I'll take whoever” Paul continues, and I look around for volunteers. Thomas, Peyton, and Lily choose to go with Paul.  
 
    "Can I go with Mr. Ben daddy, if that's okay?" Peyton asks, and I smile down at her. She smiles, when he reluctantly nods, and she runs into my arms. My ankle is a little sore, but I hug her tightly. That’s when I realize I’m in his car. I’m going to regret riding with Paul.  
 
    The car loads end up being Paul, Peyton, Brooke and me in Paul’s car. Chase, Lily, Riley, and Drew in Chase’s car. Emily, Thomas, Ryan, and Lana in Emily’s car.  
 
    I roll my eyes, before heading into the bathroom. I really just need to be alone right now. I have to ride in a car with him? I try to tell myself it won't be that bad, that we've made progress, but honestly, I'm going to have to smell him, to hear him. 
 
    ***** 
 
    "Are you ready to leave Ben?" Paul asks, knocking on the door sharply. I splash water on my face, before leaving the privacy of the bathroom behind. I walk right past him, and right out the door. I will not miss this place.  
 
    "Did I do something wrong? I thought we were fine?" he asks confused. I turn to him, expecting to be rude, but it mistranslates, on the way out. It turns into a feeble, unintelligible mumble.  
 
    "Come on, it'll be okay. Let's get out of here. I'll even let you sit up front kiddo" he says, a smile playing at his lips. I smile in spite of my dread for this car ride. I always wondered what it would be like to go on a road trip with him, to laugh at his jokes from the passenger seat. To let him control the music, and to just spend that time with him. We’ve spent so much time together, but never a road trip. In the almost ten years we’ve known each other.  
 
    "I bet" I say flatly, as we come outside. Paul rushes to his car. The hood is dented from our wreck, but it doesn’t look as bad as I was expecting. It looked worse in the dark.  
 
    I turn my gaze to Emily, as I look back at Emily the urge to go with her rises. She mouths something to me, but I can't see it from this far. I wave at her, before sliding into the front seat. I look around, and tears fill my eyes. There it is. The pain, I knew I'd feel. 
 
    I turn my head, looking in the empty back seat. The jacket, the one too big for me, the one that smells just like him. The jacket he let me use as a pillow that night. The last night I was close to him, the night he broke me into a million little pieces, the horrible night that I still haven't come back from. I realize that I drove in this car a couple days ago, but the pain didn’t hit me then. I was too distracted by the chaos.  
 
    Paul gets into the driver’s seat and cranks the engine to life. I'm still captivated by the memories. I can almost see the full moon shining on the seat, as I climb back. I can see the dog tag necklace hanging from his bare neck, his shirt hung over the head rest of the seat. I can hear his breath, smell his scent. It's as if I've traveled back in time. I turn to face the front, as the girls slide in, ruining the memory. I feel the hopeless feeling creeping into my stomach. 
 
    "What’s wrong? He asks me, as he pulls out of the hotel. I look out the window, not trusting my voice enough to speak. He looks at me again, before looking in the mirror to the backseat, where I had been staring. 
 
    "I'm fine" I say, my voice breaking, as I reach for the radio. I turn it on to reveal some rap song, but it blocks out the possibility for talking, so I'm thankful for it. Anything to get him to stop talking right now. I'm feeling sick to my stomach now. 
 
    We pull down the street, leading to the highway. I remember at that moment that Peyton is in the car, so I turn the song. I find a reasonably decent song on Paul's phone. That's when I hear the first gunshot. 
 
    "What the hell was that?" I shout, jumping in my seat. I whip around, and to my horror; I see a truck full of people, one of them a woman. That must be the group from last night. They're pulling out of the hotel parking lot. Paul pushes his foot down on the gas, as we approach the intersection. 
 
    "We gotta split up" Brooke says from the backseat, holding Peyton's head down, as we slow to a stop at the light. I look over as we drive straight. Emily's car turns right, and Chase goes to the left. I hold my breath, wondering who they'll follow. 
 
    "They're coming after us" Paul acknowledges, as he speeds the car to a much higher rate of speed. Sure, enough the truck is speeding up behind us. Paul takes another sharp turn, as the second gunshot pierces the air. They found us. They found us, and now we’re all about to die if we can’t get away from them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    Paul whirls the car around, as we speed around another corner. I look back again, trying to get a good look. The truck is right behind us. The woman is leaning out of the passenger window, aiming a pistol at us. I look around quickly, and find a full bottle of water, so I roll my window down. Paul looks sideways at me, but makes no move to stop me, as I look back again. The truck is riding our tail, as I aim. I’m worried I’ll miss with all the movement. I throw the water bottle as hard as I can at the woman. She doesn't notice as it flies at her, so she gets off one more shot, before it hits her in her right eye, she drops the gun in her hand. It falls to the road and disappears somewhere, just as her last bullet shatters the back window of the car. Brooke screams in pain. I turn around to see that she was shot right through her hand. Blood is everywhere. I turn back to look at our pursuers. The truck slows down, as we round another corner. Paul takes the first left, and then turns down another road. I look back and see that we are finally alone. Paul speeds up, before turning down another street. I look around and see that there is a garage half open just in front of us. At that moment, I hear the revving of an engine, so I turn to Paul. 
 
    "Look, go in there. Hurry!" I shout, as he sees the garage. I hop out of the vehicle and run up the driveway. I jam the garage open with all my might, and Paul speeds inside. I run to the button and push it with earnest. The door sinks slowly, as we stand there with bated breath. I hear the truck growing closer, as the garage takes an infuriatingly long time to close. Not ten seconds after the garage closes, I hear the truck zoom past. I can hear the people in the bed of the truck, as they whizz past. That's when I notice the truck has stopped. 
 
    "All the back roads lead back to this one, so let's wait for them to come back around" the woman says over the rest of their voices. I walk over to the car and open the door. Sliding in the passenger seat, I gently close the door. Paul looks at me, and I can see the fear in his eyes. 
 
    "You wanna check out the houses? There could be some good shit in there" one of the men jowls, as I look to Paul with worry. 
 
    "No. there are some cops that live in this neighborhood, and I'm not trying to get shot today" the woman says. I smile, relieved.  
 
    "They'll be back in a bit, let’s just wait" she continues. Paul jumps out of the car at that moment. I follow after him, as he heads into the house. The girls follow after us. I look around the garage at the empty police car parked beside us. I tense, as we enter the kitchen.  
 
    The first thing I notice is that we aren't alone. Someone is standing at the stove cooking. He whips around to look at us. His arm raises, and a gun is pointing right at me. 
 
    "Please, we're just looking for somewhere to hide from those criminals" Brooke bursts into tears, cupping her mangled hand. The man lowers his gun instantly, before pulling Brooke into his arms. 
 
    "You look like you've had a hard week with the sickness" he states, before turning to me. I can see the kindness in his eyes. 
 
    "We have. It hasn't been easy." I say, a shiver rolling down my spine, as we stand there in his kitchen. He breaks a sad smile, before opening the cabinet to pull down four more plates. 
 
    “Come with me miss, and I’ll clean up that wound for you” he says to Brooke. She smiles shyly and follows him out of the room. Paul walks away with her, leaving me alone with Peyton. 
 
    “Did you know that I’m in first grade?” she asks. I smile at her, as she bounces on the balls of her feet before me.  
 
    “Oh really? I loved first grade” I tell her. She likes that, so she launches into a rant about all the kids in her class.  
 
    “I have a loose tooth. Do you think the tooth fairy will still come, even if there are sick people everywhere?” she asks me sadly.  
 
    “Peyton, the tooth fairy will always come, as long as there are teeth being lost” I say. I don’t know how well I did with that, but I had to keep the magic alive for her.  
 
    “Did you know mister Ben, that I’m gonna be a big superstar one day? I’m gonna be just as good as Taylor Swift” she says, her eyes are shooting stars, as she beams up at me.  
 
    “You might even be better than her” I say, hyping her up. She’s so cute.  
 
    “Nobody can be better than her. She is my most favoritest in the whole wide world. She has a song called Shake it off, and it is my best dance song ever” she says. I smile at that. I’m not too familiar with Taylor Swift, but I know she’s a good role model for little girls.    
 
    When they come out a few minutes later, Brooke’s hand is wrapped, and they all look like they’ve been laughing. 
 
    “You can hide here until they leave, but then you’d better leave” he says. I’m unsure if it was a threat or a warning.  
 
    “What’s your name mister?” Peyton asks suddenly. We all turn to look at the little girl. 
 
    "I've had a rough one too. Lost my daughter, and my wife already. Those dead ones are taking over. Oh, and I’m Bill" he says, answering Peyton’s question. I feel the sadness. It's like a thick layer of melancholy has blanketed the room. 
 
    "Thank you for your generosity sir" I say, my lip trembling, as I take the empty plate from him. He smiles encouragingly, before turning to fill it with rice. I look down thankfully, before he hands me a fork, and I sit down at his table. We sit there, and he sits with us.  
 
    “Do you like gumbo?” he asks the room at large. He looks like he wants to smile, but something stops him. Maybe, he’s unable to after losing his family.  
 
    “What happened… to your family mister?” Peyton asks suddenly. I almost cringe at how personal it is. Bill stops mid bite.  
 
    “Well, we were out grocery shopping, when the riot started. My wife died first” he explains. I begin to picture the scene as it plays out in my head.  
 
    “She got trampled by all the people. I remember reaching for her, but when there are dozens of people, you just… you can’t do a damn thing” he says, his voice thick with tears. He pauses for a moment. Aimlessly, pushing his food around with his fork, Bill doesn’t meet our eyes.  
 
    “Then we were almost home, when my car got hit. I had to run home. I had to carry her because she was hurt. She was hurt so bad” he says, his voice like a thousand knives on my skin.  
 
    “She passed just after I got her home. I didn’t know what to do, but I knew a funeral home wasn’t an option, so I buried her. I made her a pretty little grave in her favorite spot to play” he says, his voice shaking with tears. He points out the back window. I follow his finger. There in the back of the yard, I can see a freshly disturbed mound of dirt. I can see the sun shining down on it, the flowers of every color surrounding it. I feel my own tears now.  
 
    “I just miss them so much” he cries, as we sit there awkwardly. Peyton gets up then and walks over to Bill. She gives him a big hug. He eventually stops crying, but we’re left with an awkward silence.  
 
    At first, it's weird. The silence lingers, but as Peyton begins to loosen up, so does the atmosphere.  
 
    “So, are you folks from here?” Bill asks after Peyton succeeds in making him smile.  
 
    “Peyton and I live over in Chipley, but they live a few hours away” Brooke says, taking a small bite of her gumbo.  
 
    “You don’t like the food?” he asks her, noticing her still full plate. Brooke looks embarrassed. Her long brown hair is pulled away from her face, so I can see how red it is.  
 
    “It’s very good thank you. I just… I don’t usually eat… I’m a…” she says, trying to answer him, but she’s a stammering mess.  
 
    “She’s a veterinarian mister Bill” Peyton says. I look at Brooke curiously. She’s way too young to be a vet, and why would that stop her from eating gumbo? 
 
    “Peyton it’s vegetarian.  What did we learn? I spent hours teaching you those words last week” Brooke says, a smile lighting up her face.  
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry my dear” Bill says, his face falling a little.  
 
    “No, don’t be. It’s the apocalypse. I’m gonna have to eat meat, or I’m not gonna make it long” she laughs, but I can see the sadness in her eyes.  
 
    “I’m sorry Auntie Brooke” Peyton says sheepishly. I feel bad for the little girl. She looks so disappointed in herself.  
 
    “Do you want to play a thumb war?” Brooke asks her suddenly, no doubt trying to cheer her up. 
 
    “Fine, but I’m gonna beat you this time” Peyton says, an evil grin crossing her young face.  
 
    “Beat you” Brooke exclaims seconds later. Peyton makes an angry noise.  
 
    “I’m gonna beat you, even if it take seven million games” she says stiffly, before they start again, I smile at their battle of epic proportions. 
 
    "Do you mind if I talk to you in the garage?" Paul asks me, drawing me away from the thumb war.  
 
    “I’ll go check on our friends outside” Bill says, getting up from the table. I follow Paul to the garage door.  
 
    "What is it?" I ask him, as I close the door behind me. I feel my stomach sink slightly, as he steps toward me. He looks at my expression, before halting. I can tell he is bothered by my reaction. 
 
    "Is that really how I make you feel?" he asks, his voice full of distaste. I shake my head, taking the next step. Even though it hurts, I can't let him hurt so I comfort him. I lie. I touch his arm, and he doesn't flinch, he doesn't shove me away, but he tenses. It's painful, but that's not important to me. His feelings are though. 
 
    "I'm hurt by memories, and you can't change that, but I don't hate you. I want everything to be okay between us. I just need time. Can you give me that?" I ask. He nods, before doing something. He pulls me to him and wraps his arms tightly around me.  
 
    I can smell him. His scent fills my nose and my mind at the same time. I close my eyes longingly. It lingers between us. The smell of the salty breeze. The smell of a summer day at the beach. I can feel him breathing, but he hugs me. It feels strange, like a dream. He finally breaks away, but the moment lingers. The moment is not forgotten. It stays with me, adding to the long list of why I will always love him, through everything. I will always remember the moments like this, when he feels like the best friend he used to be, when he feels like the one.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    “What did you want to talk about?” I ask him suddenly. He looks around, as if to make sure nobody is listening 
 
    “I wanna try to bring him with us” he says simply. He looks as if he’s expecting me to argue. I don’t.  
 
    “I think so too. He’s too nice to leave behind, and he seems really useful” I say. We talk about it for a minute but decide to head back inside.  
 
    I look at him one more time, trying to bring the moment with me. He smiles, before turning to head back inside. I'm left alone to ponder the hug. I analyze it, mulling it over continuously in my mind. Replaying it in slow motion. I try to remember how it felt, how great he smelled. I close my eyes, begging my mind not to forget. I then force everything away, and head back inside as well. Paul is standing just outside of the garage, when I come into the house. 
 
    "Well they're gone now, so I was thinking we could head out in a few minutes, so we can be sure they really left." Paul says, as soon as he sees me enter the room. I move to stand just to his right, and then turn to survey his expression. I've grown so accustomed to his expressions, that I can decipher nearly all of them. He starts to speak, but I don't hear a single word, as I space off. I'm so intent on looking at his lips moving. I can see his facial hair starting to grow back. I also see his eyes. 
 
    Those light blue eyes. The ones I used to lose myself in. The ones that always seem so warm. I remember even at his lowest moments; his eyes were alight with fire. His eyes are darker now, as if they've lost some of the life they used to house. They're different somehow. Unfamiliar, cold even. Then I realize what the strange intruder is. It's fear. He's scared. He seemed pretty held together last night, but now that I'm looking at him, I can see how scared he is. He seems under control, but underneath, panic is darkening his being. It's spreading within him, and even though I see it, I know there's nothing I can do to help him. He wouldn't let me that close now anyway. 
 
    "Well, I want you guys to take something with you, so you can at least defend yourselves" Bill says. I look at him, appalled by his words. He isn't coming with us? What in the world is he going to do? He is here, all alone, and with nobody to watch his back. 
 
    "Aren't you coming with us Mr. Bill?" Peyton asks, catching his words along with me. I turn to face him as well. He looks at us sadly, his smile fading quickly. I can see his answer. He moves over to Peyton, before squatting down to look her right in the eye. 
 
    "I'm gonna stay behind and keep my home as long as I can baby, but I want you guys to get back home too. You guys are gonna do great, okay?" he says, his eyes filling with tears, as he gives the little girl a hug. She seems to sense the hopelessness of the situation. She pulls away, and I can see the tears running down her cheeks. 
 
    “Come on Bill. You have to come with us. We could really use the help. You would be safer with us” Paul says, his voice filled with pleading.  
 
    “I’m sorry son, but I gotta stay here with my baby girl. I won’t leave her behind. I won’t leave my home” he says with finality.  
 
    "But won't the sick ones get you, if you stay?" Peyton asks, her voice cracking half-way through. He doesn't answer. He doesn't say a single word, but his face, the expression set on his aged face is enough. It comes down from nowhere, and the weight seems impossible. 
 
    "We should get going guys. I don't really see any sense in waiting anymore" Paul says, his frown prominent on his ashen face. I look to Paul, and I can see his hesitation, his reluctance to leave Bill behind. A movement stirs my gaze, and I watch as Bill disappears into a room. Moments later he returns, and hands Paul a gun. It's one of the small ones, the ones that you see in movies. 
 
    "Well you guys be safe out there, and may you last a long damn time" he says, a smile forming on his face. I feel a lump growing in my throat. I can't believe he's staying here to just give up. We're letting him kill himself essentially by letting him stay behind. 
 
    "Well I guess this is goodbye then" Paul says, his voice heavy, as he reaches forward, taking Bill's hand. We stand there another few minutes, nobody willing to let the goodbye become real. Then, we finally jump back to the inevitable. I smile sadly at the man who just fed us, and gave us a means of defense, then I head out the door. 
 
    Paul backs out of the garage, and then puts the car into park. Bill walks to the window, and looks at us all one last time, before waving, and stepping away from the car. 
“Are you sure you won’t come with us?” I say, trying one last time. I know it won’t work. We’ve been trying for several minutes now.  
 
    “No, I’m gonna stay here. You guys need to get out of here though, before those people come back” he says, his eyes solemn. 
 
    Paul backs out of the driveway, as Bill stands there on his porch, just watching us leave. The sun is much lower in the sky now, as we drive out of the quiet neighborhood. 
 
    "Where are we going now?" Peyton asks, as we pull onto the highway. The car is silent. We're all scared, and sad about Bill. I'm constantly looking around, and just waiting for the next gunshot. I feel myself shaking, but I try to hide it. Paul reaches for his radio, but then relinquishes, thinking better of the decision. I take the initiative and turn it on. 
 
    "I think music would be good right now" I say, my voice hoarse. It's a tense atmosphere right now. I lean against the window and close my eyes. I savor the cool glassy surface against my temple. 
 
    We drive for a while; nobody speaks a word. I close my eyes, and just picture myself back in my room. My cat laying on my lap, as I watch my favorite television shows. It's very alluring. We turn suddenly, and I open my eyes to find myself on the interstate. Paul is still driving, but the surroundings have changed. Night has fallen upon the trees, and the buildings are gone. Every few hundred feet, I see a few straggling infected. 
 
    "How close are we? I have to pee" Peyton says suddenly, splitting the silence down the middle. Suddenly everything bursts, and I feel weight leaving my stomach. The atmosphere feels so much lighter. 
 
    "Only about twenty minutes' left, okay?" he asks, and I see a small smile on the edge of his lips. I do something at that moment. Something I wouldn't have had the courage to do yesterday. Something so brave, I wonder how I managed to ever do it. 
 
    I reach for his hand, and when he doesn't relinquish, I grip it tightly. I feel him tense, and I see him look at me from the corner of his eye, but then I see him look back at the road, and then to my utter shock, he grips my hand in return. I look out the window, just trying to make it not weird, but something seems to have shifted.  
 
    Something seems so different. He's holding my hand. He is literally holding my hand right now. I feel so giddy at this moment, and it does wonders for my stress. I sit up straighter, and just hold onto his hand, as if it were my lifeline. Paul never pulls away, and I feel so much love, and so much trust there. Two days ago, he would've freaked out on me. I turn to face the road, as he turns to the right, and I see that we're entering the rest area that we aimed for. I look at the navigation and see that we will follow this road for eight miles, and then we will turn into the actual rest area. We're almost there. I relax, as he speeds up. I can't wait to stretch my legs and get a snack. 
 
    The song changes, and Paul lets go of my hand to change the station, until he stops on something he approves of. Something that almost makes me cringe, but I forget about it, when he willingly reaches out, and takes my hand again. He grips it tightly, and pulls it closer to him, before turning back to the road. He initiated the contact. He initiated holding my hand. I never thought this would happen again. I thought it was over, that we would never be this close, this intimate again.  
 
    "Oh my gosh. I have to pee really bad." Peyton pipes up, shattering the moment going on between us. Paul smiles, before turning slightly to look at Peyton. I smile, as he interacts with the little girl before us. 
 
    "We'll be there in five minutes. You'll be okay" he says, and then speeds up a bit more. He drops my hand at that moment, and grips the wheel with both hands, but the moment is permanent. He wanted to hold my hand. That was his decision. That is everything to me, and that is all I've wanted from him ever since October. For him to want me. For him to want me completely. For him to try again. 
 
    I smile, as I turn to face my window. The moment may be over, but it was such a big moment. A moment I will remember until the day I die. A moment that will go down as one of the best of my life. 
 
    "Fine, but if we don't get there soon, then I'm peeing in your seat Paul" she says, her voice full of sass. I love her personality. I smile, as we approach our destination. I look at the navigation screen and see that we only have two miles left of this road. I'm just about to grab my phone, when he reaches for my hand again. 
 
    I let him take it and feel him rubbing his thumb against the back of my hand. I let him hold me, even if it is just my hand. I feel weightless. It may be a small gesture, but it is literally everything to me. 
 
    "We're here" he says, as the lights become visible. I smile over at him, as he parks in front of the big building. We made it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    We come to a stop in front of the rest area, as the thought of his hand touching me fills my mind again. Not even five minutes ago we were holding hands, and somehow that's everything. Somehow that is the most important thing to me. Paul opens the door, and hops to his feet. I follow suit, and groan in relief, as blood rushes to my ankles. I look around and see that the place is completely empty. It looks as if we are completely alone for now. Not a single infected in sight. For some reason the thought unsettles me. I turn away from the parking lot and see that there is a single car on the far side of the parking lot, but it's empty. A feeling of fear fills my stomach, as we walk to the door. Luckily, it's unlocked, so we head right inside. I look to Paul and see with a smile that he looks happy. I wonder if it has anything to do with us holding hands. I shake my head angrily. I'm thinking too much about it, and it's only going to make it worse, when he pushes me away again. I make everything into a big deal. I over-dramatize every situation, and I need to stop. 
 
    "I'm going to the bathroom. I'll be back soon" Peyton pipes up, cutting the silence with her chipper voice.  
 
    Paul opens the door to the girl’s bathroom, heading inside. The door closes briefly, but he comes out seconds later. Giving Peyton the go ahead, he comes back into the hall.  
 
    I watch as Peyton crosses the lobby and enters the bathroom. We're left in silence again, so I turn to observe the surrounding room before us.  
 
    Movement catches my eye, but it's just Paul heading in the direction of the bathroom. I want to follow him, to make sure he's okay. I want to, but I know it would bother him. I turn away and begin to look for a vending machine. None catch my eye, but there has to be one, here right? 
 
    "I'll be back Brooke" I say, before wandering off into the silence. I turn a corner and find myself alone. The building goes back further than I expected. A light flickers above me, and I look around alarmed. That's when I see the vending machine. I go to cross the room, and almost trip over something. After barely catching my balance, I turn and see a stuffed animal on the floor. It's covered in blood. 
 
    I look around nervously, before continuing on to the machine. I stand before it, and see it is full of snacks. I pull a dollar out of my wallet and turn to the soda machine. I'd love a drink right now. I insert the bill and choose the Dr. Pepper. The noise sounds like a gunshot in the silence, but soon the drink is delivered, and I stoop to pick it up. At that moment, a noise causes me to whip around. Brooke is standing there. 
 
    "I thought I heard something and was making sure you were okay" she says, but I'm still recovering from the alarm. She scared me.  
 
    "Did you hear it too?" she asks, and I look around. 
 
    "I didn't hear anything, but this place is seriously giving me the creeps." I say, just as Peyton comes around the corner with Paul. They look at me, and Paul smiles. I look away, before, opening my drink. I take a deep swig of it, and the cold carbonated drink feels so good on my throat. 
 
    "Did you just hear that?" Peyton asks, as we all look in the direction of the noise. It sounded like a horde of animals, or worse. It sounded like an army of the dead is marching upon us. 
 
    "Yeah. I'll be right back. Stay here" Paul says, before running off in the direction of the back of the building. I look around nervously, and just wonder what's going on. After a few minutes of silence, I begin to pace the lobby. 
 
    I notice that Brooke is silently crying, as she leans against the wall. I head right over to her, sliding down the wall to sit beside her.  
 
    Peyton surveys me, before walking over to the snack machine. She pulls a dollar out of her pocket, and deposits it. I look back at where Paul disappeared. Where is he? He should've been back by now. 
 
    “Brooke… what’s…” I begin, but are you okay? That sounds so lame in this situation. Of course, she isn’t okay.  
 
    “I just feel like we’re never going to get home. I just want to see my boyfriend, oh my god, what if he’s dead?” she says, her face is pale, her breathing ragged. 
 
    “Brooke, I’m sure… I bet he’s… I know” I end up saying, not wanting to give her false hope. She continues to cry.  
 
    “You know, we were gonna get a place together. He’s two years older. He’s been working for the college maintenance department, and they were gonna let him live in a dorm for free. We were gonna be together on our own” she says, the tears running down her cheeks. Peyton bangs on the glass of the machine, as we talk.  
 
    “That sounds like a lot of fun” I tell her, wrapping an arm around her. She leans into me.  
 
    “All I wanna do is get home. I just wanna get home to tell him” she says, and I’m struck with curiosity.  
 
    “Tell him what?” I ask her gently, not wanting to push her too far.  
 
    “That I’m pregnant, right in time for the freaking zombie apocalypse” she says, the tears worsening now.  
 
    “You’re pregnant? Congratulations” I say, even though I know how hard this will be for her.  
 
    “Thanks, I just…” she begins, but Peyton cuts in, making us both jump in shock.  
 
    "My stupid dollar got stuck, Auntie Brooke!" Peyton whines, and I look at the machine curiously. Brooke wipes the tears, our conversation from her face, before standing up. She walks over to Peyton, as I follow close behind. I look at the vending machine, my eyes find the pack of bugles behind the glass and I think of Emily. Why aren’t they here yet?  
 
    I take my phone out of my pocket, and dial Emily's number. Pressing it to my ear, I wait for her to answer. It rings, and rings. After another few seconds, the voicemail begins. I hang up, just as Paul comes down the hallway. His eyes are full of worry, as he joins us. I can see that something is seriously wrong. 
 
    "There's a ton of them back there" he says, and I follow him back. We walk down a long hallway and come to a stop just at the back doors. There at the edge of the woods is a huge collection of the dead. 
 
    They are stumbling over each other, and some of them are being trampled, but they are getting closer to the building. Where will they go, when they reach the building? Will they go through? A scream echoes through the building, and Paul takes off toward the noise. I linger momentarily. Just looking at our imminent doom. I take off after him, but he's nowhere to be found, when I reach Brooke and Peyton. That's when the thought strikes me. I look around, and find an umbrella lying beside the machine. I run over to it and lift it above my head. Brooke walks over, her hand blocking my path. 
 
    "The noise will attract them even more you know" she warns, but I go ahead anyway. We'll need the supplies if we have to stay in here anyway. We can't leave if we're surrounded. I hit the glass of the vending machine, but it glances off the first time. I then go at it again, and this time it shatters under the force of my strike. The noise is crippling. 
 
    I jump back as glass rains down on the floor. Peyton wastes no time, in jumping in the midst of it, and grabbing all the snacks she can. I smile, as she fights for the snacks. Paul comes around the corner at that moment, and he takes a single look at the situation. His eyes roll angrily, before he flashes them at me unhappily. 
 
    "What the hell are you trying to do?" he says, his voice hushed, but no less angry than if he had screamed it at me. I step back stung by his hostility. Tears sting the corners of my eyes, as he looks at me sternly. 
 
    "Whatever. It doesn't even matter" I say, tossing the umbrella down, and running from the room. I can hear him following after me, but I don't stop. I open the first door I come across and slam the door behind me. I'm in an office with a desk. I sink into the chair and begin to cry. I cry into my hands. I hear the door open, but I don't look up. 
 
    "Ben what is the matter with you?" he asks, crossing the room to sit on the desk. He looks down at me, but I look away. He snorts briefly, before leaning back to speak. 
 
    "Are you really not going to speak to me?" he asks, and I just turn away from him. I'm not trying to be childish, but I really cannot look at him, and I sure as hell can't speak right now. I'd lose control, if I tried. I just shake my head and spin slowly in the chair. 
 
    "You know you kinda have to speak to me at some point, right? We do have to talk about holding hands, don't we?" he asks, and I stop. I look at him for a second. Then I do something I didn't think was possible, I smile. 
 
    "You can't just bring it up to cheer me up though. We actually have to talk about it" I tell him, and he reaches for my hand. That's when I see his pinky raised. We briefly do the pinky swear thing. It feels like the old days, like all the times we did this as friends, as partners.  
 
    "I promise, but let's get the hell out of here first. Deal?" he asks me, his face lit up with happiness. For a moment, nothing is here. The dead aren't gathering, and we aren't on the verge of dying. He's just a boy, I’m just a boy and he's smiling at me. He's lighting up my whole entire world. He’s flooding me with sunlight.  
 
    "Let's load up on snacks, and then we'll figure something out if the others aren't here yet" I tell him, and he nods in agreement. I jump up, and we head back out of the office. I follow him back to the wrecked vending machine, where Peyton has expectedly scooped up all the snacks. I keep thinking of Emily, of Riley, of Drew, of Ryan. I hope they’re okay. 
 
    "Good job kiddo" he says, giving her a head scratch. She frowns but smiles right after. I laugh. At that moment a noise stops us all. A large noise. It sounds like the bustle of a town square, but then another noise fills our ears. The sound of a car horn honking. Who would be honking? Is it the others? I turn around and take off running toward the door. 
 
    The others follow behind me. I have to know if they’re safe. The nerves within me begin to mount again. My happiness is set in stone for now, but the nerves are still there. I carry my body as fast as my feet will take me. I need to see them, I need to prove to myself that they are alive, that they are okay, untouched, unharmed.  
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    I run right up to the front doors and see that the other two cars are here. I exhale with relief, before seeing the onslaught of the dead. I pull the doors open, just as they all run in. There are dozens of the infected spilling onto the sidewalk out front. I turn around, as Peyton runs around the corner, and into Chase's arms. Paul runs up, the umbrella in his hand. I reach for it, before shoving it into the handle of the doors, so it can't open. I turn to face everyone.  
 
    We are now blocked in by those monsters and have nowhere to go. What are we going to do now? I look at their faces, as they all mirror my thoughts. We are about to die. We've made it this far, and now it's all going to end. We are about to be extinguished as easily as a candle. Our lives fading into the darkness, never to light the world again.  
 
    "What are we going to do?" Brooke asks, and I look to her. She is looking at me, a slight bewilderment in her eyes. She is scared. I don't blame her, now that I know the burden she carries, the fear she holds. 
 
    "We have to figure something out. I did not come this far to die here" Chase says, stepping up to take the lead. I feel as if my voice is gone. My stomach is fluttering, and I may or may not need to throw up.  
 
    “What happened to your hand dear?” Lily asks suddenly, shifting the focus to Brooke’s injured hand. 
 
    “I… when we were getting away from those people, they shot at us and one hit me in the hand” she says calmly, looking back to me. I know she’s panicking. 
 
    “Let me look at that honey” her mother says, joining her in front of me. I watch as Lily inspects the wrapping.  
 
    "We have to figure out a way of bypassing them, so we can get to our cars." Drew explains, coming to the rescue like always with a direct plan. I seem to come back to life in that moment. I have an idea. 
 
   
  
 

 "What if we found a way out of the back of the building, and come around to our cars?" I suggest, and Chase snaps his fingers happily. Emily moves over to stand beside me at that moment. I wrap my arms around her immediately, thanking God that she’s okay. I breathe in her scent, feeling my body relax. 
 
    "You guys okay?" I ask, looking over at her. She nods, a sad smile on her face, as she looks around. We’re interrupted at that moment by Chase, so I turn back to him. I need to give this my full attention. This is vital to our survival. We need to make it out. 
 
    "Let's all split up and find a different way out besides the front door, okay?" he says, and I nod, before taking off down the hall. I hear someone following me, so I slow to turn and look. Paul decided to come with me, as did Emily and Thomas. I turn, as we reach the end of the hall. I look into each of their faces.  
 
    two of you take the left, and I'll go the right, okay?" I ask, and Emily volunteers to take the other route with. I run down the right hall, as Thomas follows me down. I look, for any way out of the building. We eventually come to a stop at the end of the hall. I see a door that looks to lead outside, so I open it. We're in a garage type room. 
 
    "What the hell is this?" I breathe, as the door closes behind us. Thomas moves to stand beside me. We're looking at a large empty room, with a garage door half open. There are no infected outside this area either.  
 
    “Do you think this will work?” I ask him, my voice a whisper. It occurs to me how weird it is that we are partners. I remember when he was twelve, when I caught him in my room. I was always so rude to him. I have the urge to apologize.  
 
    “It should, if none of them find their way here before we leave” he says.  
 
    “I’m sorry Thomas” I say suddenly. He looks at me curiously.  
 
    “For what?” he asks me, his lips tight with confusion.  
 
    “For how I’ve always treated you” I explain, and he seems to realize the tone.  
 
    “You don’t have to… Thanks” he says, changing course mid-sentence. “Why didn’t you ever like me though?” he asks after a second. I peer out at the trees, as we stand at the bottom of the steps.  
 
    “I don’t know, I guess you were just a little much at times, and I always thought you’d be homophobic” I admit, coming to terms with my own judgments.  
 
    “I never thought of you any less, when you came out. I actually… you actually were really… Ben you inspired me” he tells me, his voice sounding husky.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask him, my head whipping to face him. He’s looking down at his hands, as the wring themselves.  
 
    “I’m… I was… I’m bisexual and you coming out was so important to me” he admits, and I blanch. Did he just come out to me? 
 
    “You’re… really?” I ask, my voice filled with shock. He laughs at that, dipping his chin.  
 
    “That time you caught me in your room, I kinda already knew you were gay, before you ever came out. I guess I had this weird crush on you and was fascinated by the idea of you” he admits. This is the single most shocking conversation I’ve ever had.  
 
    “You have a crush on… me?” I ask him, dumbfounded, as we stand there. The urgency is forgotten for the moment.  
 
    “Had a crush. I haven’t in a while. I guess you were just the first gay guy I was ever around, and I was just so obsessed with everything you did” he explains.  
 
    I’m just about to say something else, when I see a flicker of movement beside me.  
 
    “Ben move" Thomas shouts, as he yanks me to the side. We tumble over each other, as I'm pulled away from two infected that seemed to have snuck up on us. How did that happen? I roll onto my side, springing back to my feet, as the two monsters approach us. Thomas is back on his feet, just as he grabs a crowbar. We back away from the things, as they stumble at us, blood spilling down their chins, as they ramble on incoherently. One of them makes a dart at me, but Thomas takes the chance, and brings the crowbar down upon the thing's head. It crumples to the floor. 
 
    The other one dances sloppily, as it approaches us. It manages to trip over its friend, and we take the chance to run back the way we had come. We can't come this way. Just as I'm closing the door the first batch of infected find their way under the garage door. I slam the door behind us, before leaning against it. 
 
    I look over at him, and he smiles breathlessly. Emily and Paul come running up at that moment. I look to Emily and see that something isn't right. She waves for us to follow, so we take off running. I look around, as we follow the hall right back to the very front of the building. I notice a few things as we skid to a stop. Everyone is back together and standing with their backs to me. I look to where they are staring and see with horror that we are running out of time. The dead are now upon the structure. They are banging against the glass doors, their ugly faces pressed right to the glass. I shudder as I see the greasy stains they leave with their obscene mouths. That's not even the worst of it. The glass is wavering each time they hit it. 
 
    "We only have another minute or so, and that glass is going to give way, so we only have that long, until we all meet our makers. Does anyone have a plan yet?" Lily asks. 
 
    "I have something that might work. It's going to be difficult, but it's better than standing here until they devour us. We have to get out of here quickly though" Chase pipes up, taking the lead again. I really like his leadership actually. It's very useful. 
 
    "What is your plan?" Drew asks him, his voice firm, as another crack skirts across the glass door. He looks to it, then to Riley as well, before taking a step toward his her. Riley looks at me worriedly, as we wait with bated breath. Chase launches into his plan, but I'm not able to listen this time. This time I'm worried. I'm worried that our entire group will be killed. I’m worried that as soon as that glass gives way, we will all be dragged down, devoured, and killed by those monsters. 
 
    "Then we can climb out of the windows, and we'll be free. It will work, if we do it soon." He finishes, and I look around again. He seems to sense the panic rising in the room. I vaguely hear Peyton crying, just before another fissure skates up the glass. That's when I become hyper aware of the weakening glass. We have to do this right now. We have to move right now, or the plan won’t work. If we don’t go now, we’ll all be dead within five minutes.  
 
    "Okay, so let's get this done. We need to hurry, or we're not going to have time to do what we need to do" he says. I nod, before taking off. I skate through the offices, and all of the other rooms. Trying to find any supplies, while the others do the same. I come across a locked door and stop before it. Drew comes up behind me and kicks the door off its hinges. I avert my gaze, as he pulls me back. I look up into his eyes. We both saw that scene, and we have to live with that. There in the locked room was a mess of gore and blood. It looks as though a family died in the room. They locked themselves in, and one of them must've turned. It's a horrible scene, so I close my eyes, and walk away from the scene of carnage. Trying to push the smell from my mind.  
 
    “Just picture a happy memory, just picture something good” Drew says in my ear, as he helps me steer away from the mess. 
 
    “Do you remember when you and Riley got into a fight over ice-cream flavors?” I ask him dully. He laughs at the memory.  
 
    “Yeah, and she bought both flavors, but still continued to argue” he says, completing the memory. I smile, feeling the nausea lessen a little. It’s working.  
 
    “What about when you worked at the restaurant with me for that month?” I ask him, referring to the time my dad was in the hospital after surgery. Drew helped me run the restaurant. We slept there, we ate there, we lived at that damn place for five weeks.  
 
    “Yeah, I never want to eat pizza again” he says with a laugh. I hear his voice in my mind say the same thing. That was before he dates Riley. That was when I started developing feelings for him, when Paul and I weren’t together.  
 
    “I miss those days” I tell him, remembering him hugging me, me feeling giddy. I remember him telling me about his brother dying. It was such a good time for our friendship, before he became wrapped up in my sister.  
 
    "Are we ready now?" Chase asks, as we all file back into the lobby. We all nod silently, ever aware of the glass that now looks like a million shards held together by nothing more than children's glue. I shiver slightly, as the glass makes a slight screeching noise from another assault. I can't believe this is about to happen. 
 
    "Okay, well someone has to stay behind to let them in, and then we can get out, as they flood the place. We need this to work perfectly, or we won't get to the cars" Chase says. I nod. Unable to help myself. 
 
    "I'll stay behind to make sure they get in, and then I'll run into the bathroom right when the glass is done. I can do this" I say, feeling my stomach lock. I hear several people protest, but Chase looks at me with a look of pride. I can tell he is proud of me, and my bravery. I smile at him, ignoring the people trying to fight me. 
 
    "I'll stay with you then" Paul offers, and I nod, knowing he is just as stubborn as me. The others agree, before reluctantly leaving us alone in the lobby. I look over at him, and he smiles at me, before reaching over to take my hand into his. I can tell he is scared. We stand there, as another groaning noise comes from the glass. I look into his eyes, as he stares out at the beasts before us. I can feel myself shaking, as he stands beside me. We stand there, serenely quiet, as we just wait for the inevitable. Waiting for the other shoe to drop, for the world to stop turning as we know it. We've been dealing with this new world for a few days, but now it feels real. It feels like we've finally opened our eyes to this new life, and now, now we have to face it. Now we have to open our eyes, and step into the light. We have to face this new world.  
 
    "You ready?" he asks me, never taking his eyes off the infected, trying to break through the glass. I shake my head, not sure if I can speak at the moment, but then a thought crosses my mind. I need to speak. I need to tell him; in case these are my last words. 
 
    "I… Paul I... I love you" I tell him, and he nods briefly, before finally turning to look directly at me. I know he doesn't feel the same, I know he never will again, but the look in his eyes is so tender in that moment. 
 
    "I know. I know Ben. Thank you, and I'm so sorry" he says. Paul grabs me by the shirt then and pulls me to him. His lips find mine. It’s a brief kiss, a passionate one, and it’s everything. He pulls away, before turning back to the glass. In that moment, the glass gives way, and the dead tumble into the lobby before us. 
 
      
 
      
 
    NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    The dead tumble through the broken door, and fall upon each other, as I take a step back. Paul looks over at me, and then we take off running. I round the corner into the bathroom, just as the first dozen or so find their footing. They begin to stumble to us, so I run right through the door. Skidding to a stop, as Brooke slams the door shut behind us, I see that our plan has a hitch. The windows don't open, and they are the thick glass that is not broken easily. Chase is currently going at the glass with all of his might. I can see the frantic look in his eyes, as he pounds his bloody fists to the glass. I can see small fissures beginning to form, but they aren't spreading like they need to. I look around at everyone else, as they huddle around Chase. 
 
    "What are we going to do now? We need to get out of here because they are coming, and nothing is stopping those... those things out there" Paul says, looking back at the door. 
 
    “Chase hurry. Oh my God hurry” Brooke cries. I see that she has her hands protectively over her stomach. 
 
    At that moment, the first noise of the infected fills the room, as they collide with the door. I see as the entire door almost comes away from the hinges. I frown as, Brooke takes a big step back. Chase turns to look at us, as he hits the glass again. With a noise like a gunshot, a small nugget of glass flies out of the window, causing the whole window to collapse into itself. Chase knocks the glass out of the frame, and pushes it all away, before working on the bottom pane. I grimace, as the blood runs down his arms. 
 
    "Hurry daddy, they're here" Peyton whines, not knowing what else to say, as tears stream down her terrified face. I wish there was something I could say to comfort her, but I don't know exactly what to say. I've never been great at the whole concept. 
 
    "I'm trying baby, I'm trying. Give me just one more... shit" he shouts, never looking away from the newly shattered window, as he cuts his fingers to ribbons. 
 
    He knocks the entire frame of the window out, making it large enough for us all to crawl out of. I almost jump with joy, as he ushers Lily through the window. She drops through the window, before turning to reach for Peyton. That's when the door flies open. I whip around and watch as the dead spring into the bathroom. I hear someone begin to scream, as we all dart backward. Paul and Drew reach for their crowbars. The dead are rushing at us, filling the room with their foul smell. I'm just about to turn to the window, when it happens. I watch, as the closest infected topples over, landing just before Brooke's feet. She stumbles back, screaming in horror. The thing grabs ahold of her foot and won't let go. I reach for her hand, but it's too late. The thing pulls itself onto her and takes a big bite out of her thigh. She screams in pain, tears running down her face. She grabs ahold of my hand, and I pull her away from the thing, but it holds on for dear life. I’m crying, tears streaming down my face, as I play tug-of-war with the thing. Brooke is screaming, her eyes filled with the realization.  
 
    I'm trying to pull her up, when another one comes at her. With two of the dead on her, she is too heavy to pull. I'm trying still, when two more fall onto her, and then her hand is yanked out of mine, and she disappears beneath the dead. I can't even see her anymore. I can hear her screaming, her voice ringing in the room, as agony floats from her. Then she stops. The noise is cut off, as Brooke dies. Tears flood my cheeks, when I see them pass over her. She's dead, and now they don't want her. The blood is pooling around her. Chase looks down at his sister, his eyes full of tears. I move away, as Drew kills the things on top of her. Paul shoves the garbage can under the doorknob and manages to get it closed. The door rattles but stays still otherwise. We really need to get out of here. Riley falls through the window at that moment. The door begins to rattle dangerously, as Emily crawls through. 
 
    "We have to get out of here, before anything else can happen" I scream, as the door shudders. Paul looks at me, before signaling for Ryan to flee. I'm ushered next, but I refuse to leave him here. Thomas goes next, but at that moment Brooke stirs. She rolls onto her side and sits up dazedly. I can see the red color of her eyes and know she has turned. She is gone and is one of those things. We have to get out of here, or she will kill us. It's just the four of us now, and someone needs to go through now. I briefly wonder if the baby would have turned too. 
 
    "Ben come on. Please hurry" Emily screams through her tears, as I turn to look at her. Brooke stumbles to her feet, and wavers before us. Chase lifts a gun out of nowhere and points it directly at her. His arm shakes slightly. Paul has given him Bill’s gun. 
 
    “Ben come on, now” Emily cries, as she stares through the window.  
 
    "I... I don't think I can do it" he says, his eyes glistening from the tears running down his face. I move to stand next to him, reaching over to steady his hand. He looks sideways. I can see the helpless look in his eyes, as he nods curtly, before turning to face his dead sister again. I feel the lump in my throat growing, as he readies to put her out of her misery. I take another step closer, as the door rattles again. The trash can is about to give way. 
 
    "Chase...do you need me to..." I begin, but he just shakes his head, wiping the tears on his shirt. He looks at Brooke again, his hand not shaking, as he groans in agony. He looks so heartbroken, before he takes another step toward her. I stay frozen, my hand pressed to his, as he holds the gun. 
 
    "I love you so much Brooke. You were my best friend, my sister through it all, and you helped me through so much. I will never forget you, but it's time for you to..." he pulls the trigger. A ringing fills my ears, but I can vaguely hear him finish his sentence with a single word "sleep". I look away, as Brooke falls to the ground, no more. She'll never smile again. He hands me the gun. She’ll never find her boyfriend or live the future she dreamt of. I begin to cry again.  
 
    "Let's get out of here" he says, just as the door flies off the hinges, and dozens of the dead spill in. I jump backward, as they fill the space like never before. There is no staving them off, so we have to run. I turn just as Paul pulls me by the arm. He almost drags me to the window and goes to fling me through. I feel my elbow hit a piece of jagged glass. 
 
    As soon as I hit the ground, I spin around, waiting for Paul to come through as well. I need him to be safe. I hear him shout, before he comes over the sill and lands beside me. I look at him breathlessly, before wrapping my arms around him briefly. He hugs me back, as blood runs down my arm. I turn to face the others. We're all gathered near the tree line, just outside of the window. 
 
    "Where are they? What happened?" Riley asks, as Lily meets my eyes. She is crying silently. The look of tragedy tells me she knows what happened to her daughter, but does she know what just happened to her son? They seem to hang on my every word, and Peyton begins to cry as I speak. We stand there, just waiting but Chase and Drew don’t come out. I convince the others that they need to go get the cars ready. Riley argues with me. 
 
    “I can’t leave him Ben” she tells me, tears streaming down her face.  
 
    “I’ll make sure he gets out. Just go, or all this will be for nothing” I plead, their absence is becoming alarming.  
 
    “I can’t. Ben I…” she cries, but Ryan pulls her gently away. Paul and I are alone. I take a step to the window, just before Chase jumps through the window. I can see the fear in his eyes. 
 
    I stand there, the gun in my hand, as I wait for him to be free of the room.  
 
    As soon as he is, Drew becomes visible. He goes to jump out, but something pulls him back. I run to the window, waiting for him to come back. He does. He jumps on the ledge, but their hands are all over him. They won't let him go, so I reach for him. I reach for his hand. That's when one of them bites him.  
 
    "Drew, no! Please God no." I begin to cry, as more and more of the monsters attack him. He falls back, his hand nowhere to be seen. I try to grab for him, but I can see no less than seven bites, and I know where this is going. I know he's dead. He is going to die, and there is nothing, nothing at all that I can do about it. My heart shatters right there.  
 
    “Drew, give me your hand. Give me your hand” I sob, trying to climb into the window after him. Paul is pulling me back.  
 
    “Ben, just do it. I… tell Riley I’m sorry” he pleads, his voice a scream of agony. I picture him there, years ago. I picture us in class, on the boat, I picture him in his uniform. I picture him any way besides now, besides him dying. 
 
    “I can’t Drew. Give me your hand please” I cry hysterically. He shakes his head, as blood pours down his neck, his arms, his face.  
 
    I see his eyes rolling up in his head, as his body collapses into the ranks of them. I raise the gun, knowing what I must do. Knowing what he wants me to do in this situation. I point it directly at his head. I then squeeze the trigger with my finger. I know what is going to happen, before I pull the trigger, but it still doesn't prepare me for the splatter of blood, the deafening ring, and the way his head snaps back, before he disappears from view. 
 
    "I'm so sorry. I'm so sorry" I sob, as I back away from the window. I can hear them devouring his body, but I just take another step back, and then I feel an arm wrap around me. I feel Paul’s arm. My life has just changed forever. Chase grabs my arm and pulls me along. Paul holding tight to my hand. We run from the window, toward the cars and away from Drew and Brooke.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY 
 
      
 
    The three of us run from the bodies of our friends, our family. I can feel my whole body shaking. The blood from Drew is dripping down my face, fat droplets of scarlet guilt running slowly down my skin. I try to forget the look on his face, the way his eyes rolled up, the way his head snapped back. The way his voice sounded. 
 
    I try to forget that I just killed my sister’s boyfriend, one of my best friends... I shake my head slightly, trying to push the images from my mind, from my memory. I feel my stomach rolling, my insides churning. I stop running, the trees spinning slightly, as I lose my balance. I collapse to my knees in the dirt.  
 
    I throw up everything in my stomach. I feel my stomach revolting against me. I can’t get Drew’s face out of my mind. I can’t forget the look, the blood. I can’t deal with this. I feel a piece of me fracture then. I continue to heave, long past the time where the puke turns into yellow foam. Then I’m dry heaving.  
 
    Paul places a hand on my shoulder, before reaching with the other one to grab my hand. He helps pull me to my feet and pulls me into a hug. I cry into his chest, unable to gain control. I feel my breath slowing then. His arms, his touch is making me calm down.  
 
    “I can’t believe… I just… Paul… I… I killed… him” I say, the tears streaming down my face. He grips me tighter. I finally manage to stop the tears. I pull away from him, my body shaking still. Chase is leaning against a tree. His face buried in his hands. He’s crying uncontrollably.  
 
    “We have to get to… get to the others” Paul stammers. We both turn to him then. The threat of the infected comes back to the forefront of my mind. I steady myself. My body is still shaking, my breaths are still bated. I move forward anyway.  
 
    The three of us begin to stumble forward. Paul is nearly dragging me along. I keep looking back. I know we need to get out of here, but I feel shattered. Something is different inside of me. Part of me wonders if I’m suffering some sort of mental breakdown. Wouldn’t that just be fitting?  
 
    “We’re almost there. Just a few more steps. You got this” Paul says, pulling me gently around the corner. Chase seems to have regained composure, though his lips are white, his eyes still streaming with silent tears for his fallen sister. 
 
    We finally come into view of the others, and I take in the success of our plan. All of the dead are gone. Inside, feasting on the bodies of Brooke and Drew. Chase turns away from the group then. He runs for the building.  
 
    Paul takes off after him, leaving me to stare after them both. Chase comes to the broken glass at the front door. He removes something from his pocket, it glints in the moonlight. Then he holds the flame to the bushes situated against the building. They erupt into flames. I watch in a horrified stupor, as the orange flames lick up the wall of the rest area. They spread rapidly. It lights up the whole clearing. Within seconds, all the dead inside are engulfed with the building.  
 
    I turn to Riley then. She’s looking at me, her eyes question marks. She’s searching the darkness for the man she loves, the man that will never come back. His head snaps back again, in the center of my mind. I shudder.  
 
    “He’s… He… Riley… I’m so sorry” I plead with her. My face is soaked with tears again. I can feel the panic gripping at me. Cold, rotting hands of anxiety, she is staring at me, her face as white as paper, her eyes filling with tears. I rush at her, pulling her to me tightly. Emily comes over then. She takes one look at us, then she begins to cry as well.  
 
    “How did it happen?” Riley asks me simply. She pulls away, her face stained with tears. She pushes her blonde hair back, trapping it in a sloppy ponytail. She studies me, noticing then that the blood is streaked on my face, my clothes. I know then that she knows what the blood is from, what I must’ve done. 
 
    “He was climbing through the window… and they pulled him down. They devoured him Riley. I was trying to pull him out, but he was gone. He was dying Ry. I saw his eyes, he was gone. I didn’t… I didn’t want him to become one of those things. Oh my God Riley, I’m so sorry. I shot him. I killed him. He told me to, he said he loved you and oh my god, he told me to kill him” I sob. Paul comes up to us then. Chase on his heels.  
 
    Riley is looking at me in a way I’ve never seen. She is trembling from head to toe. I can see accusations there. I have the blood of her boyfriend on me because I shot him. I murdered him. She takes a step back, my hands dropping helplessly to my sides. Emily is looking at the blood with fear in her eyes.  
 
    “He was already dying. He was bleeding out, Ben just made him not turn. You should be thanking him” Paul says suddenly. His voice soft, his eyes bright. I look at him fully then. He is staring right at me. It makes me feel better, not healed, but better.  
 
    “We should get going” Thomas says suddenly. I snap back to the group beside us. We are going to waste their sacrifice if we don’t get out of here. I nod then. Looking at the cars, I wonder who I should ride with.  
 
    “What if we just go with our own groups in each car?” Lily suggests, moving to stand beside her son and granddaughter. Her eyes are swollen from crying. I see that Peyton is crying hysterically into Chase’s shirt. I move to stand by Riley and Emily. They don’t look at me. My own sister and brother won’t meet my eye.  
 
    “You can ride with Paul” Riley says under her breath, as she makes her way to Emily’s car. Thomas and Ryan follow along. Emily stands there, looking at me sadly. 
 
    “She’ll understand what you did. Give her time Ben” she says, tears running down her face still, as she pulls me into a hug. She snakes her arms around me, sending all her love to me. I kiss her on the cheek, taking in her scent again. She turns then, leaving me as she heads to her car. Chase, Peyton, and Lily head for Chase’s car then. Paul, Lana, and I are left there alone.  
 
    “I’m gonna ride with Thomas” she says suddenly, leaving us to stand alone. 
“Uh, no. I don’t want you out of my sight” Paul argues. Lana stops, she makes a show of rolling her eyes.  
 
    “You’re not my father Paul. I’m riding with Thomas” she challenges, before leaving him to stare after her dumbfounded.  
 
    I look at him. He watches his sister go, then turns to me. He jerks his head to his car, and I follow wordlessly. I feel a breakdown coming on. 
 
    “Are you... Do you need…” he tries, as soon as we’re in the car alone together. I start to cry again. I feel the hot, salty tears raging down my face.  
 
    “They hate me. They hate me, and I’m a murderer. Paul… it hurts so bad” I tell him. He lifts the middle console up then and pulls me to him. I cry again, soaking his shirt with tears. He holds my shaking form for several minutes, before moving away. He cranks the car to life, and I buckle my seatbelt. He pulls from the parking lot, leaving the burning building behind, leaving my innocence, my sanity behind as we go into our futures.   
 
    The tears stream down my face, threatening to stay forever, to never give me a second of peace. My mind is shooting fractals of agony, fractals of nearly incapacitating memory at me like bullets. Lodging into my sanity, latching on like intruders sent to destroy me. I’m once again consumed by the image of Drew, the image of him crumpling to the floor like a puppet whose strings were cut. My mind puts the moment on replay. His rolling eyes, his lifeless body, his blood splattering onto my face, his head snapping backward with the force of my shot, the force of the bullet, my bullet. The bullet that ended him.  
 
    We continue to drive, the darkness enveloping us as Paul continues down the abandoned road. The others have quite the head start because of my breakdown. I can’t even see them anymore. Paul reaches over and grips my hand comfortingly. I look over at him.  
 
    “Did you want to talk about earlier?” he asks me. His voice is husky, it sounds heavy, worried. I’m still looking at him, taking in every beautiful thing about him. His hair is messed up, standing on end at odd angles, blood dried in it. I wipe the tears away, knowing more will come, but savoring the momentary relief. I cradle my still bleeding elbow. It’s not a bad cut, but it’s deep. I’m going to need to nurse it soon. 
 
    “I just feel like something… broke inside of me. Like, it hurts. I… killed him” I tell him, the tears making their return. I’m so tired of crying, so tired of tears, of pain. Paul seems to stiffen then, his face twisting in sadness. He pulls over on the side of the road then. I look away, peering through the window into the darkness.  
 
    “You did exactly what anyone would do. You did him a favor. I’d want you to do the same for me in that situation. Never let me become one of those… those monsters” he tells me. I feel his acceptance there. I sense the feelings between us. They are thick, physical.  
 
    “…but Riley. She can’t even look at me. They all blame me, and I don’t think I can handle that. I don’t think I can get over this Paul. I don’t want to feel like this anymore” I tell him, my voice thick with tears. My nose is stuffed uncomfortably. I put my face in my hands, but his own hands stop me.  
 
    “She will realize with time that you did the only thing you could. You saved him from something worse than… worse than death” he says, his throat bobbing. I can almost see the amount of effort his words cost him. I mull that over, as the tears persist. He’s right, isn’t he? Drew would rather have died, right? 
 
    I notice then that the windows are foggy, my breath closing us in behind opaquely fogged glass. It hides us from the world, trapped behind a foggy curtain, protecting us from what our lives have become. I straighten up then. Drew’s face in my mind the whole time. I am absolutely broken up about his death, but I did not kill him. Those things did. I saved him from what he would become, from what he was doomed to be. I hope the others will see this with time, but that is not my fault. I would give anything to not have to kill him, to not have to watch as his blood, his brains splatter onto my skin, my clothes.  
 
    We sit there, my tears slowing, my mind racing. I lean into him after a minute, his arms wrapping around me. He pulls me to him, and I cry again. My tears are beginning to wane, to cease. Soon I will be dry-eyed. Soon I will be done crying. Paul strokes my hair, making me feel loved, accepted.  
 
    “We should get going” he tells me. I sit up, pulling away from him. I look again at the foggy windows. He seems to notice it too because he reaches up and turns on the defrost button. I reach for his phone, turning on music to stop the silence. Drew is there, the gunshot that killed him filling every moment of silence.  
 
    “Did you set the GPS coordinates already?” I ask over the music, knowing he did. I guess a part of me just wants to hear his voice again, to cling to it like a lifejacket. I know I shouldn’t let myself open up like this, I should stop hoping right now.  
 
    “Yeah, let’s get out of here huh?” he asks, turning the music up then. He moves forward, pulling back onto the interstate. I roll my window down, appreciating the night air, the cold wind on my skin, my soul. The tears finally stop a few minutes later. I feel shaky still, but my cheeks no longer have endless streams of stupid teardrops. We finally pull off the side road of the rest area and turn right. We are headed away from the hotel, away from the death we’ve witnessed. I shudder at the memories of the people who have already died in front of me. This has been a crazy few days.  
 
    We speed down the interstate, his eyes trained on the road ahead, mine are trained directly on his face. I can see his lips moving, as he sings along to the words playing on the stereo at the moment.  
 
    “Are we okay now, like really okay?” I ask suddenly. My lips sting; chapped from crying so much. My voice is hollow, strained from a lack of use. I wonder if it sounds dead to him, dead, like I feel.  
 
    “Of course, we’re okay. I’ve always cared about you, but I had to step away after what you did” he says, his eyes never leaving the road.  
 
    I can see his knuckles tightening on the steering wheel. He looks like he’s going to lose it for some reason. I clasp my hands together, still trying to get them to stop shaking. I’m not sure why I chose to have this conversation now, when I’m in the process of falling apart. I might be on the edge of going into shock, but sure let’s have a heart—to-heart about why you left me.  
 
    “I’m sorry for… for all of it” I say, the simple string of words sailing through the car like a bird. I should have said this months ago. I should have owned up to it all. I should have taken responsibility.  
 
    I’m about to say more, when we come into the town. The lights surprise me after the darkness. I see that the streets are not packed like in the city. There are no infected visible, other than a single straggler by the trees. Paul continues for a few minutes, but then we see Chase’s car. It’s parked in the empty parking lot of a Waffle House. Paul pulls from the highway, turning into the restaurant. I look around, but Emily’s car isn’t here yet. Maybe she passed before Chase stopped. Paul parks the car, before turning to me. He flashes me a sad smile, before stepping out of the car.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    I start to walk toward the restaurant, but Paul catches my hand. He pulls me to face him. His eyes are searching me, as we stand there. I look behind him, searching for the danger. When he doesn’t move, I realize he’s just worried about me. He’s just caring. Caring, even though he decided he didn’t want to anymore.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re alright?” he asks me, his lips pressed tightly together. His cheeks flushed slightly, as we stand there in the parking lot. I can see that Chase is waiting in his car behind us. I wave over at him, before turning to look Paul in the eyes.  
 
    “I’m okay. I’m trying to manage it. Let’s just go in and eat some food” I tell him, before dropping his hand. We stand there for a moment; soaking up the quiet, the darkness blanketing us from the grief we know is hiding beneath the surface. I force a smile. 
 
    Paul smiles back, before squeezing my hand in the shadow of the night. He turns back to the restaurant then, and we walk over to meet Chase at his car. Paul’s concern, his love is heavy on my mind, as my feet hit the pavement, the quiet thud filling the night. I hold onto the look in his eyes, pushing the pain down.  
 
    We stop at the car, Chase rolling down his window. He looks at me, his lips rising in what was supposed to be a smile, but the pain in his face makes it impossible. It looks more like a grimace. I rest my hand on top of his.  
 
    “It’s weird that they haven’t gotten here isn’t it?” I ask, unable to keep my worries inside for another moment. Chase finds my eyes, he registers the worry there, and he nods slightly. He isn’t going to sugar coat it. He’s too honest. 
 
    “It is weird, but they’ll be here soon. What do you say we go inside and cook some food while we wait though?” he says.  
 
    Peyton and Lily follow us over to the door. I see immediately that it’s broken. Someone has already been here, someone broke in. I look around, the chilly wind nipping at my legs. I get a weird feeling then, like someone is watching us. I turn to look at Chase. He takes in the same broken glass, his throat bobs.  
 
    “Let’s clear it before we go in” he says simply. I nod in agreement, as Lily and Peyton walk back to the car. I make sure they are safely locked in, before turning back to Chase. I look at Paul as well. We’re standing around in a triangle formation.  
 
    “I’ll take the back door, if you want to check the parking lot Paul. Ben will you go through the front door?” Chase asks, I nod again, tightening my fingers around the handle of the gun in my pocket. Chase takes off running then. Paul gives me a look, before taking off for the parking lot. I watch after him, watching his muscular legs propel him forward. I turn to the broken door then. I push the frame forward; it scoots the shards of glass inward. The sounds rings through the silent store like a bullhorn. I look around again. Nothing has changed, no one has found us. I take another step.  
 
    The second door is broken too. I head right inside the store. The dark scene before me is creeping me out. I search the shadows, waiting for a silhouette, a growl, a gunshot. Nothing comes. Each step brings me deeper into the darkness. I reach down to pull my phone from my pocket. I’m just pulling it out, when a snarl fills the silence. I drop my phone, whirling around to find three of the infected coming from the bathroom area. I jump back, reaching for the gun. Before I have the chance to pull it out, the lights come on. I close my eyes reflexively, the sudden brightness leaving me blind.  
 
    There is a struggle in the brief moment, before I regain my vision. I open my eyes then Chase is herding the three monsters through the hallway. He slams the door of the men’s bathroom behind them, sliding a mop into the handle, locking the beasts inside. I blink at him, before relaxing.  
 
    “Thanks… I was… Thanks” I say, my voice sounding tired, my mind not cooperating with me.  
 
    We stand there in the brightly lit restaurant then. He’s looking me up and down. I move across the room. I wrap my arms around him. He shakes slightly, when my arms tighten. Then he hugs me back. I let him hug me, while we hold each other together. It’s a quiet moment for just the two of us.  
 
    “Are you… you know… never…” he says, looking down at me. I feel his breath. 
 
    “It’s… I just… what about you?” I interrupt him. We pull apart then. We both know the pain, the utter suffocation going on inside of each other. We are the only ones in the group who has killed a human so far. It wasn’t like killing one of the infected. We’ve both killed a loved one. Chase does something I’m not expecting then. He grabs ahold of me, pulling me to him. He cups my face, pressing his lips to mine. He kisses me tenderly, his breath shaking with what sounds like a hostage sob.  
 
    Paul and the others come in, just as we’re pulling apart. Paul looks between the two of us, his eyes flashing with some emotion. I look away, turning to the kitchen. Chase moves on seamlessly. He walks behind the kitchen, scoping out what is left. I’m looking between him and Paul, as he disappears into the back.  
 
    “I’m so hungry” Peyton whines, breaking the silence. Chase comes back then. He’s carrying packages, his eyes downcast. I watch as he moves to the grill. He begins to prepare the food. Lily joins him, leaving Paul, Peyton, and I alone.  
 
    I decide to walk over to the jukebox, unable to handle the look Paul keeps shooting at me. It’s somewhere between pissed and hurt. I don’t have it in me to sort through those feelings right now. I begin to scroll through the library of the jukebox, before putting in a five-dollar bill. That’s when Elvis comes out of the speakers.  
 
    Peyton picks a couple songs, so in just a couple minutes, my five dollars is spent. We walk back over to the bar, the smell of bacon filling the room. I avoid Paul’s eyes, as I march over to a booth. I slide in, before remembering my phone. I jump up.  
 
    Heading right over, I stoop down and pick my phone up off the ground. I see immediately that there is a crack skirting up the side of the screen. I sigh in irritation. Of freaking course. Peyton comes to sit in my booth as I sit back down. Her small face forms a sad smile, as she takes in my appearance.  
 
    “You look really bad Mr. Ben” she tells me simply. Kids are definitely honest, aren’t they? I just force a smile, before looking back down my phone. I can tell she’s about to say something, but I’m still hoping she doesn’t when the words come out.  
 
    “So, were you and daddy kissing when we came in?” she asks me. I drop my phone again. I can almost hear Paul’s head whip to the side. The sizzling of bacon is much louder now. I lean down to get my phone off the floor, taking in each word of the song. It’s by The Doors, and usually one of my favorites.  
 
    “Uh… well… I mean… I…” I stumble, unable to figure out a coherent answer. Chase comes over then, asking if I want anything in my hash-browns. He does the absolute worst thing in that moment. He puts his hand on my arm, as he looks me in the face.  
 
    “Peyton. You know better than to ask questions you have no business asking” he scolds her, before winking at me. I’m left speechless. I swing around to look at Paul. He looks like someone hit him over the head with a chair. He looks like he might cry. I feel like complete garbage in that moment.  
 
    “Well food is ready guys” he says then. Chase and Lily walk over, several plates of steaming food laden in their arms. Chase sits across from me with Lily and Peyton. Paul comes to sit beside me. I notice he is sitting as far from me, as the bench will allow.  
 
    “So, where did you learn to cook like this?” I ask, taking in the mounds of food. Gloriously scrambled eggs, melted cheese, bacon. I see fresh biscuits, sausage, and even gravy. I realize then how hungry I really am. I pile food onto my plate. I ignore the mushrooms piled beside the hash-browns. I’ve never liked mushrooms.  
 
    “I actually went to a professional culinary program for a few years. It’s always been my passion. Do you like it?” he asks me, his voice rising an octave. He is seeking my approval. I’m beginning to realize that he may have a slight case of feelings. I’m so confused by all this behavior. I’m not accustomed.  
 
    “It’s very good… thanks” I say, and Paul snorts slightly. I re-analyze the words. I feel really uncomfortable at that moment. I close my eyes.  
 
    “I have to use the rest room” I announce to the table, waving for Paul to let me out. He does so wordlessly. I walk into the hall, ignoring the men’s room. I walk inside, without looking back. I sigh in relief, as I close the door behind me. I turn to look in the mirror. I sigh again.  
 
    “You can do this” I say to myself. I study my eyes in the mirror. I attempt to count the things I know. I’m trying to calm down, while I have the chance to be alone.  
 
    I turn the water on, running my fingers under the stream of cool water. I lift my dripping fingers and run them through my hair. I feel gross. I need a shower. I realize that I have blood in my hair. His blood. I begin to shake again. The feeling of panic creeping in. I start to cry to myself.  
 
    At first it is quiet, but after a few moments, I let it all out. I sob, sinking to the bathroom floor. I hit myself in the face, trying to make the hurting stop. I try to make my sobs muffled, but someone must hear me.  
 
    A knock on the door, breaks through my solitude of crying. I look up, tears soaking my face, streaming down my shaking fingers. I go to stand up, but the door opens then. Lily is standing over me. Her grey and black hair hanging loosely around her face. I go to wipe my tears away, but she stops me with a wave of her hand. She sits beside me then.  
 
    “Is there anything I can do to ease your pain?” she asks, her eyes soft. I just shake my head, waving at nothing in particular, as I put my face back into my hands. She seems to get that because she puts an arm around me.  
 
    “It is never easy to see a loved one die. I have too much experience in this. Where I come from, people die all the time. We grow accustomed to it, but it is never easy. I have never had to carry the weight of killing someone, let alone someone I love. That is something only you and my son know the pain of” she tells me. I continue to cry there. Her warm arm draped over me. I look up again.  
 
    “I’m sorry about your daughter. I really liked her” I tell her. She smiles sadly at that. Her eyes fill with tears. She wraps her arm tighter around me. We sit there together. I wonder if I should tell her that Brooke was pregnant… Would that make things worse? 
 
    “Where are you from?” I ask her, my curiosity getting the best of me. I decide not to tell them, it would only make the grief worse. 
 
    “I was born and raised in The Czech Republic, until my parents were killed” she explains. I gasp in horror. Lily continues then.  
 
    “My father had a gambling problem, and he had gotten on the bad side of some infamous loan shark in our country” she says, painting the story like a blank canvas, her words the paint. 
 
    “I remember the night he and his men came. Dad had me hide under all the dirty laundry in a hamper. I heard everything…” she says, and even though I wish I could hear more of the story, she stops there. “I won’t weigh you down with the details though…” she says, as my imagination dies into blackness. 
 
    “I’m so sorry that happened to you. How did you recover?” I ask, my voice filled with horror.  
 
    “I didn’t. I just learned to live with the pain until it got smaller, until it became easier to manage.” She says. I don’t pursue her anymore.  
 
    After another few minutes of crying, we stand up together. I hug her once more, before she looks at me. I can tell more advice is coming, but I don’t mind it from her. I really like her. She is just so motherly.  
 
    “About my son. Just be mindful of his heart. It is broken. He has come such a long way. I know you cannot control what you feel but be mindful of the bonds you build” she warns me. Her smile sad.  
 
    “I understand. Thank you again Lily” I tell her. I can hear the hoarse sound of my voice. I probably look awful. I ignore my reflection though. I leave the bathroom.  
 
    “I’m really getting worried now. They should have been here way before now” I say, as I come to a stop at the end of the table. I purposely avoid the eyes of Paul and Chase. I need to think clearly right now.  
 
    “Well, let’s pack stuff up. That should give them a few more minutes to find us. We will think of something else, if they still aren’t here after that” Chase says, moving over to look in the back area again.  
 
    “That’s fine I guess” I tell him, not meeting his eyes. I move robotically then. I move around, trying to gather up all the food we didn’t eat. We need to pack some leftovers. I work because the other choices are too painful.  
 
    I can work, I can repeatedly relive killing Drew, or I can deal with the apparent love triangle I’m watching develop. Work sounds great right about now.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    We move around the restaurant, trying to make sure everything of importance is packed. I feel a twinge of guilt at wiping a place clean like this, but part of me knows it will never reopen for business. We have entered a point of no return in my opinion. We will not go back to normal. The items will never be missed. I know instinctively that most of the employees, if not all are probably dead, or worse. I turn back to the task at hand, scooping up all the knives. They aren’t very sharp but could prove useful against the roaming infected. I tie them up in a grocery bag and slide them into a box. I can’t get my mind off of Emily and my siblings. The whole car full of people I care about is still missing. 
 
    Chase comes up to me then. I look over, flashing him a forced smile. I’m trying to provide a safe distance. I’m aware of Paul’s ocean blue eyes following my every movement, as well as Chase’s brown. I put a first-aid kit in the box, before closing it. Nothing else will fit in my box. I contemplate filling another to keep myself busy. That’s when Chase speaks.                
 
    “Will you help me load the boxes up in the car before we head out?” he asks. I nod, lifting my box immediately. It’s not that big, so I scoop Lily’s as well. Chase grabs the last two. We leave the others alone, making our way out of the broken door. The cool night air fills my lungs.  
 
    “Ben, can we talk?” he asks, as we come to the empty car in the parking lot. He opens the back door and slides his boxes into the backseat. I follow suit, sliding both in as well. I look to him questioningly, as he produces the keys from the ignition. 
 
    “Why this car?” I ask him, looking over to his car in the corner of the parking lot. 
 
    “I’m gonna leave my car here, so Emily will recognize it and stop here. I’m leaving a note in the restaurant and the car” he tells me, as we walk over to his car now. He places the folded paper in the driver’s seat.  
 
    Chase turns me gently then. The darkness settles around us, pulling us into its grasp. I feel like tendrils of night are twisting us into obscurity, into invisibility. 
 
    “Now, can we talk please?” he asks again, and I look down at my feet.  
 
    “I’m not sure… Chase I…” I begin, but he stops me. He presses a single finger to my lips. I feel his smooth skin against my lips. I see his eyes stirring with emotion. I follow direction, dropping my argument for the time being. Chase smiles softly, as my lips close.  
 
    “I really like you. I really enjoyed our… our time together, and I would like to explore the idea of us more” he says. The words settle between us, gusts of wind in the cold night; whipping, tearing at my skin. His idea, his hopes are like icy blades. They cut at me, bringing tears to my eyes as I stare at him.  
 
    I want nothing more than to say yes. I can see my life with him. Moonlit kisses, midnight coffee dates, and a world of happiness. I can see how conventional it would be. I can feel how healthy, how wise it would be to let him love me. I should explore things with him. I should, but I don’t think that I can. Hell, I know that it won’t work. Paul is it for me. 
 
    “Chase… I like you. I like you a lot. More than I should for the short time we’ve known each other. You are so good, but I… I love him. No amount of trying has helped me stop, so exploring things with you would just hurt you in the end. I am broken. I am not good” I tell him my lips shaking with emotion. He looks down. I wish I could say what he wants me to say. I wish I could make him happy, but I think I’m toxic for him.  
 
    “Can’t I make that choice though? Won’t you give me the chance to try to help you move on?” he asks me. The hope, the pleading in his voice is obvious. I’m just about to say yes. I’m about to tell him I’ll try, that I’ll give it a shot, that I’ll give us a try, when movement catches my gaze. Movement in the darkness.  
 
    “Are you guys ready to go?” Paul asks, coming out of the darkness. His face is tight. Did he hear us? I jump in shock at his sudden appearance. Chase closes his car door, a little too hard. He nods, before heading inside to get the girls. When he comes back, his face is composed. His eyes bright again.  
 
    “I’m going to leave my car here, so Emily can recognize it. I left a note in the car and the restaurant. She’ll know where to go” he says, explaining his plan to everyone else. My brother, my sister, and my best friend. They’re all missing, along with Paul’s sister, and Thomas.  
 
    “What are we going to drive daddy?” Peyton asks, looking around the parking lot. Chase heads over to the new vehicle he loaded. Peyton follows him over. 
 
    I walk to the edge of the parking lot then. I stand just on the edge of the highway. Looking down the desolate road, where nothing lives, I wonder where my loved ones are. Are they safe? What will I find when I finally get home? Will my dad still be there? My Aunt? My Grandmother? My hands shake then.  
 
    “Okay, well that’s everything. We don’t have a reason to stay here anymore” Chase says suddenly, turning away from me. I’m beginning to think he’s mad at me, when he flashes me a wink. He’s acting weird. His sister died hours ago, and he’s spiraling. I can see it building. I can see the waves rolling in.  
 
    I’m familiar with the concept. You break, beyond repair; you keep going, but the burnout always comes. He will break down, and it will be ugly. He needs to grieve because if he holds it in, then it will explode so much worse when the time comes.  
 
    Chase and Paul coordinate then. Chase gives him the direction to his house, so we can go separate ways. We don’t ever want to be chased together again. I stand there, watching as they talk to each other.  
 
    Peyton runs over then, her small arms wrapping around my waist. She looks up at me, as we pull apart; her smile sending so much love between us. She runs back to her grandma then, as Paul joins me by his car. Chase walks over to us then. He reaches out, shaking Paul’s hand, before pulling me into a warm hug.  
 
    “Be safe. See you at my house in a few” he tells us, before turning to walk away. I watch as they pull from the parking lot. Paul and I are left alone. The silent night around us like a blanket. He doesn’t speak to me, as he gets in the car. We silently pull away from the restaurant. Part of me would rather spend the night with the dead, than with this silence.  
 
    We drive down the road, the silence surrounding me, igniting the same feelings of abandonment, of insecurity from before. He is pushing me away again. He’s leaving me all over again right before my eyes and there is nothing; I can do about it. All I can do is sit here and watch as it happens, second by second.  
 
    “Paul can we talk?” I ask him, but he just reaches up and turns the music on. I feel anger stir within me. I am not going through this again, not without a fight. I won’t close up again. I have to be different, or nothing will ever change for me. I have to be the change I want.                
 
    I unplug his phone and take it into my hand. He looks at me curiously, before reaching for it. I shake my head. He’s not getting off that easily. I will have a conversation because he was fine earlier and now, now he’s silent, stormy.  
 
    “Not until we talk about why you won’t speak to me” I tell him, waving the phone out of reach. He scowls, before facing the street again. I almost want to give it back because the silence is so loud between us. The music would be nice.  
 
    “Fine. What would you like to talk about then?” he asks, taking a breath before continuing angrily. He’s really mad.  
 
    “How you are ignoring the fact that Chase is practically slobbering all over you like a damn puppy? Or how you aren’t bothering to shut him down, as if you’d ever do anything with him” he says, his voice wavering with bitter laughter.  
 
    I want to shoot back at him. I want to admit to having already done things with Chase, but I know that would be cruel. I bite my lip, as he continues to drive. I bite my smart words down. I bite down the bomb I want to drop. I don’t want to be like that. I care too much. I’m not sure if it would bother him at all, but I won’t risk it. I would never be that cold. 
 
    “Paul… I…” I’m not sure of what to say next, how to move forward with the conversation that I asked for. The conversation I demanded, but then Paul swerves suddenly, throwing me into the door. I look around frantically, but the darkness is all I can see. I hit my head on the window. A throbbing erupts suddenly.  
 
    I look up, Paul is still driving. At least we didn’t crash. Looking around, I see that there are several of the infected in the street. They are chasing each other, or at least that’s what it looks like from here. I drop Paul’s phone at that moment. They aren’t chasing each other.  
 
    “Paul they aren’t all dead. We have to save them” I shout suddenly. He looks at me, following my line of vision. He lays eyes on the girls before us. They are running from the infected. There are three of them. They are running from around twelve of the monsters. I watch as they lose ground. They’re going to die.  
 
    He whips the car around, nearly flipping at the same time. Paul speeds back to them, before slamming on the breaks. I’m already out of my seatbelt, as we jump from the car. Paul grabs a pair of long knives he found in the restaurant and takes off running.  
 
    I follow behind, my weapon a broom, my other hand clenched on the gun in my pocket. We run down the street, where the three girls are still running from the infected. They are screaming, their faces contorted in fear, as they attempt to escape the clutches of the dead before them. They are losing.  
 
    I come to the first infected, lifting the broom high above my head. I try to bring it down, but Drew’s face fills my mind. As I bring the handle down, my nerve gives out and I drop the broom helplessly, tears streaming down my face. 
 
    Paul takes down the infected, both blades piercing its eyes, before it drops. The girls notice us then. The tallest of the three, a blonde dives out of the grips of one of the beasts, before pulling her friend to safety. I exhale with relief, before I realize what’s about to happen to the third girl.  
 
    Just as the second girl is pulled from the very tips of death’s fingers, the third girl is grabbed from the hair. Her curly brown hair is the cause of her capture. I try to move into the fray, but before I take one step, the beast has taken a large chunk from her cheek. She howls with pain, yanking herself free.  
 
    She pulls herself free, but the battle is already lost. The bite has slowed her down, so the remaining dead fall on her. She is dragged into their dwindling ranks. I see that Paul has taken down four of them, but the remaining eight have moved forward.  
 
    Three of them are moving toward me, but the other five are feasting upon the fallen girl. Her brown hair is greased with her own blood now, her voice is shrill as she screams uselessly into the night. Then her voice falters. She is choking on her own blood. I reach for my broom, just as her voice dies completely. I close my eyes sadly.  
 
    I can hear the other two girls crying, as they register the fact that their friend has died before their eyes. Paul has started on the five feasting zombies. They are easy picking. He kills them easier now, his front splattered with gore. I’m thankful then for all those afternoons we didn’t get to spend together, while he was training in gymnastics, football, and martial arts. That has to be why he’s so good at this. 
 
    I’m about to move on the last three unattended beasts, when Paul shakes his head slightly. He moves fast, sinking his knives into two of them, before pulling them out in the blink of an eye and stabbing the last infected with both of them. I watch up close for the first time as one of them dies. It’s disturbing.  
 
    It’s a woman, her once blonde hair matted with blood and dirt. Her skin a sickly grey color. There is skin missing from her cheek, exposing teeth and bone. I watch as the blades enter her bright red eyes, her growl freezes, her face going slack, as she crumples into a heap on the ground.  
 
    “Are you guys hurt?” I ask, running over to the girls. They are sobbing uncontrollably. I kneel down beside them, as they scamper into my waiting arms. I stroke their hair comfortingly, my own eyes filling with tears.  
 
    “My sister, my baby sister… oh my God… no” the blonde nearly screams into my shoulder. Paul joins me then. He stands over us, his knives still in hand. The second girl looks up at us then. I take in her appearance, her face.  
 
    She has dark skin, a beautiful dark brown, her lips are a pale pink, her eyes a dazzling green. Her short black hair is braided beautifully. She is a pretty girl. I frown back at her sadly.  
 
    “You guys can come with us, and we can keep you safe” I offer then, as the blonde girl continues to cry into my shoulder. She pulls away at my words, her eyes streaming with tears. She shakes her head, scrunching her nose. My heart breaks for her in that moment.  
 
    “No, we have to get home. We just need to find a car or something” she says, her tears never stopping. I look around, trying to find a car on the road. They will die if they leave on foot. Maybe we can convince them to come along with us. I turn to try again, when Paul speaks finally. His voice soft.  
 
    “Here, take my car. We’ll find another one” he says, catching me off guard. He just gave up his car to a set of strangers. The girls look shocked too. Paul tosses them the keys. I’m still shocked into silence. He would give up our only transportation to save someone else, wouldn’t he? 
 
    “Thank you so much mister. Are you sure this is okay?” the blonde girl asks. Paul just smiles, before turning to me.  
 
    “We can find another car on the way to his house, okay?” he asks. I nod, dumbfounded by his generosity. Paul seems to find that amusing because he laughs, before turning back to the girls before us.  
 
    “I’m Amber, this is Sasha” the blonde says, giving us both a hug in the darkness. We stand there, all of us shaken by the death of the third girl. I stand there detached, as Paul gives them directions. They live on the other side of where we live. After several minutes of tearful conversation, and a broken goodbye to the fallen woman, they are off. They leave us behind, our car pulling out of sight within seconds. Paul stares after it long after it’s gone. I move to stand beside him, avoiding the bloody knives in his hands. We stare down the empty road, not speaking yet. Not moving.  
 
    “Are you ready to get out of here?” Paul asks suddenly, looking around at the carnage before us. The blood looks black in the darkness, pools of tar spreading across the pavement. I shudder then, not from the cold.  
 
    “Yeah, let’s find a car” I say, walking past the infected he killed, walking past the dead girl, and walking away from the last place I’ll ever see his car, that hoodie that’s too big for me, the last time I’ll see the backseat and feel pain.  
 
    “Let’s go this way” he says simply, before walking down the road. I follow behind him, silent in my sadness. Is this my new normal? I’ve seen too many people die today. I think of Bill, it’s only been hours since we left his house, but it feels like years, a lifetime ago. I continue to follow Paul then, my mind heavy on all the death. The tears come again, as I deal with the trauma of killing Drew. It feels like I’ll never recover from that, but even though I feel dirty, evil for killing a living human, I continue following Paul instead of shrinking into the darkness with the monsters where I belong. I stay with Paul, my one tether to humanity, my one way back to sanity.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    I walk a few paces behind Paul, as we make our way through the dark neighborhood. The sound of the car has gone, leaving us alone in the silence. My mind is on it, the dented hood, the backseat, the hoodie, all the memories we shared there. I’m glad he helped the girls out, but I’m emotional at the same time. In some ways the car held sentimental value because it was such a huge setting for the love we shared. We touched for the last time in that car, he utterly broke me, shredding me to my core in that car. He held my hand in that car earlier today. He held me. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I ask him, speeding up to walk next to him. He doesn’t look at me, as I fall into step with him. I see his lips pull up at the corners. At least he’s smiling. That has to be a good sign, right? I try to convince myself then.  
 
    “Paul, please talk to me. We were actually making such good progress, but now…” I let my words trail off, raising my hands to signify the darkness. He looks at me then. His eyes shining. Shining for me.  
 
    “I’m sorry Ben, I’m just upset. I know you don’t want him; I know that. I just hate that he wants you. I know I have no right” he admits.  
 
    Again, I feel the guilt. He assumes that I haven’t reciprocated the chemistry with Chase. He thinks it’s one-sided. I know he’s right, and he has no right to be upset with anything I do, but part of me keeps me from telling him. He doesn’t need to know that.  
 
    We hadn’t been together for months, when I slept with Chase, Paul and I hadn’t really spoken civilly in ages. It’s not my fault that I tried to move on. I don’t have any reason to hide it, but I know it would be senseless. I don’t want to hurt him. Part of me also knows that he is just being jealous.  
 
    “Do you think the others will be there, when we make it? I’m really worried about them” I say, my voice breaking through the midnight world of silence around us. 
 
    “I’m really hoping so because I’m starting to get worried too” he admits.  
 
    “I mean… I’m sure they’re fine” I tell him, trying to comfort him, even though I don’t believe my own optimism.  
 
    “I hope you’re right Ben” he says quietly, before our conversation dies again. 
 
    The seconds tick by, as we walk through the darkness. Paul looks down at his phone, at the GPS directions to Chase’s house. He shakes his head, biting his lip with irritation. I have to look away then, my heart thudding rapidly in my chest. I look forward, taking in the details of the trees, shrouded in shadows.  
 
    “Paul, are you mad at me?” I demand suddenly. I know he’s jealous, but his demeanor has changed. I think back. What did I miss?  
 
    “No, I just… I… hold on” he says suddenly, coming to a stop in front of me. I look around, before I see the problem. Yet again, we have company. This time it’s only three of the dead. Paul prepares his knives, but I touch his arm gently. He turns to look at me, and I shake my head subtly. We should just keep going.  
 
    “I’m gonna kill them, before they stumble upon someone else. If we kill every damn one of them that we see, maybe one day they’ll be gone forever” he explains, before moving forward. It’s not lost on me that I have never killed one of them. It makes me queasy to even think about. 
 
    Paul moves on them, his knives held high. I watch as he quickly dispatches them, their limp forms falling to the pavement with a wet thud. I realize how good he’s getting at this in only a few days. It makes me proud and sad at the same time. He shouldn’t have to do this, but I’m proud at how good he is. I’m proud that all those lonely afternoons, where he learned all these skills, these moves weren’t a waste. 
 
    When the last one falls, he turns back to me. His face is calm, but the calm doesn’t touch his eyes. They are burning, spreading a rabid blue flame through his soul before my eyes. He looks pained, sad. I follow his gaze, as he stares down at his victims. We leave the dead behind then, making our way down the street.  
 
    We come to the end of the long road, coming to a stop sign. I look around instinctively, but in my soul, I know there won’t be traffic to look for. This town is nearly dead. It makes me wonder how quickly the small towns will be wiped out by this. Will entire towns die off? Will entire families go extinct? 
 
    Paul turns right, so I follow behind him. We are on a wider street now, the houses bigger, grander. I jog to catch up with him. He’s turning his head all around, searching for something, for anything we can find. I wonder if he’s regretting giving our car away. What if we can’t find anything else to drive? 
 
    “We should find somewhere to sleep if we can’t find a car soon” he says suddenly, his voice coming out of the darkness like a storm. I look around then. Any of these houses would do. We are obviously in an upscale neighborhood. The houses are big, they are gated. We would be safe from infected.  
 
    He keeps walking, looking up every driveway. The thought strikes me then that all of these houses have garages, so what if we’ve already passed several options. I’m just about to voice my thoughts, when Paul speaks.  
 
    “There, come on. Hurry there are infected coming down the street, a lot of them” he whispers, before taking off toward a house on the corner. I race after him, my head turning in all directions, searching for the monsters. Just as we reach the gates, I see that around thirty of the infected are stumbling toward us. I swallow fearfully.                
 
    I turn to Paul then. That’s when I notice a light bobbing from the house. There’s someone home. I look between the light and the dead. Paul is knocking frantically on the metal fence. That’s when the light gets close enough for us to see the woman behind it. She is walking faster now, trying to get us inside in time, I hope.  
 
    “Get inside, hurry boys” the woman shouts, as the gate comes open. Paul pushes me inside, before entering the yard himself. The dead reach the gates, just as they clang shut. I see their rotting arms coming through the holes, their feral growls penetrating the night. Luckily, we were close. Paul would not have been able to take down all of them, not before they devoured us.  
 
    “Thank you so much. You saved us” I say, my stomach turning from the nerves of the close call. She nods, before waving us off. I can still hear the dead, trying to attack us through the gates, as she puts a hand on my arm. It calms me instantly. I close my eyes at the comfort.  
 
    “You two come inside, and I’ll make you something to drink” she offers, and I nearly melt into her kindness. I look at Paul who shrugs, before following the woman. I watch as she walks in front of me. She has dirty blonde hair, cropped to her shoulders. She is short, several inches shorter than Paul who is walking right beside her, as we near the front door.  
 
    “We’re sorry to bother you, we were just looking for some help. We lost our car earlier, and we’re supposed to be meeting our friends” I say, pacing just behind her and Paul. We finally reach the steps leading to the front porch, and I gape at how high they go.  
 
    “Well I have an extra car that you can take sweetheart. I’m leaving here and won’t be needing both of them. Let me make you something, and we can talk about it…” she says, walking up the stairs. I come to a stop at the last step. I’m looking at the porch directly now. It is covered with a high-ceilinged roof. There are several sets of lawn furniture. Two porch swings, an outdoor sectional, and several armchairs. They are all the same eggplant purple color.  
 
    “Thank you so much. You don’t know how much this means to us miss…” I begin, but I realize then that we don’t know her name. She just offered us her car, and we don’t even know what to call her. I step onto the porch then, as she turns to allow us entry.  
 
    I walk into her home, looking around as she closes the door behind us. The house is warm, soothing after how cold it was outside. I shiver at the change in temperature. It feels like the cold night has seeped down to my very bones, it’s an uncomfortable feeling. Paul comes in then, having left his knives outside.  
 
    “I was just making a pot of coffee, or would you prefer tea?” she asks. I would prefer tea, but I accept the coffee thankfully. Paul asks if he can just have some ice water, then she leaves us alone. I turn to him, my eyes searching his. He smiles at me. I look around, taking in the immaculate house before us.  
 
    “I’m Cindy by the way. Would you two like to clean up a little, while I make your coffee? My son’s room is the first bedroom on the right if you climb the stairs. He has a bathroom and some clothes that should fit you up there” she explains, waving us off.  
 
    I notice just how dirty we are then. I follow Paul wordlessly, as we make our way up the stairs. We find the room easy enough, and Paul begins to rummage through the closet. He comes out with an outfit that looks so incredibly like him I laugh aloud. He turns to look at me, then looks back at the clothes. He looks back at me, question marks in his eyes.  
 
    “It just looks like something you would have in your own closet” I say jokingly. He flashes me a grin, before heading into the bathroom. I follow him in. I look away, as he gets undressed for the shower. It reminds me of the hotel. He slips into the shower, so I look around the room. I’m just about to leave, when he speaks to me through the curtain.  
 
    “How have been? I mean, I know how you are now, but since we… How have you… been?” he asks me, his voice flat, almost sad. I look down at my feet, as tears collect in my eyes, making everything blurry. I try to answer, but my first try provides no sound. My words are caught in my throat, unable to get through the lump living there.  
 
    “I’ve been trying” I say simply. It’s true, I don’t want to lie to him, but I don’t need to provide the details, the fact that I cry myself to sleep every night, or how I have cancelled all my plans, locking myself away for months. He doesn’t need to know all of that. He doesn’t need the details that will only make him feel guilty for leaving me. I don’t want that because I deserved it. I deserved all the pain. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I ended things” he tells me. I hear the gasp in my own ears, so I’m not surprised, when he opens the curtain to peer out at me. The tears are rolling down my face now. He sees them there because his face drops. He continues to stare at me.  
 
    “Don’t be. You did it for a reason. You weren’t wrong Paul” I tell him. Finally, after all the times I played the victim, I voice my guilt. I know it was me, not him that ruined our love story. I did that. He should not be apologizing to me for ending things. I wouldn’t hate an apology for how cruel he was, but I deserved to be dumped. I deserved to be left behind.  
 
    “I know you were wrong, but when you told my sister about us, it got bad. I was so scared that she would tell my family. You outed me. You outed me, not because we were ready for that, but because she made you mad and you wanted to shock her, to hurt her.” He explains. I nod sadly.  
 
    “It didn’t happen like that, you know…” I tell him, looking away from his face. I hear him pull the curtain closed, as he goes back to his shower. I look at the floor, my hands balled into fists.  
 
    “…She came to me. She told me she had heard a rumor that I was telling people that me and you were dating. She called me a psycho. Paul, she threatened me and was trying to embarrass me. All I said was that I wasn’t a liar, then she put it together and freaked out. Then you took her side, and I wasn’t going to be silenced so I started telling people, in case the rumor of me lying got out there” I tell him. I can hear him moving around in the shower, but he does not speak at first. We sit in silence.  
 
    When he’s done in the shower, we switch places. I climb under the water, closing the curtain tightly. I begin to wash the blood from my hair. It feels nice to be clean. I’m just thinking that he left me alone, when he starts the conversation up again. I stop moving in the shower then. I freeze completely.  
 
    “I didn’t know that. I just heard that you were telling everyone, then you were messaging my sister repeatedly after we fought that day. I thought you were just spreading my secrets around and harassing my sister” he explains. I start washing again. Did we break up, did he break my heart over a misunderstanding? Can that be true?  
 
    “I’m sorry” he says again, but this time I don’t shut it down. I accept it, I hold onto the words. I let them flutter through my ears, down my throat and into my heart. I latch onto them like they are life support because the words now mean everything.  
 
    “I’m sorry too” I say, my voice a whisper, as I choke back tears. I rinse my hair and body out with water, before turning the water off. I grab the towel and open the curtain. He’s gone now. I’m alone in the bathroom. Alone with the lingering apologies.  
 
    I get dressed quickly, before heading downstairs to find them in the living room. The TV is on, and there are three cups of coffee there waiting. I grab ahold of mine.  
 
    I look over at Paul, but he doesn’t meet my gaze. His face is stony, as the TV comes on. I turn to look at the newscast. The setting looks different. It seems to be coming from the White House. It looks terrifying. I settle in for the update on what is happening.  
 
    “Hello citizens, neighbors. These last few days have been disastrous for our country. We are sad to report that we have lost President Kane. We are being told that a new president will not be chosen, due to the vast majority of Washington being dead. It is our understanding that the United States government has fallen.  
 
    It is being reported that this illness has engulfed more than half of the world. Reports of the infection have been reported across four continents now. The death toll is being reported to be nearing the one billion threshold. Marshall law is still under effect. Please do not get caught out after curfew because the military is under a lot of pressure to take down the infected, and people are being killed.  
 
    The military is said to be setting up quarantine cities, as a way of trying to contain the dead and infected individuals. As far as our country, the death toll is said to be around two-hundred-million dead, and about sixty million reported sick.  
 
    Please stay safe, stay safe, and God bless you all. This will be our last report. My only advice is to stick together, stay vigilant, and avoid big cities. Goodnight, America, may God be with you all” the announcement goes dark. I look over at Cindy and Paul. It’s so much worse than I thought it would be.  
 
    “You two should probably get going after you finish your drinks. I need to finish packing” she tells us suddenly. 
 
    “Where are you going to go?” I ask her, as tears flood my eyes. At least she isn’t giving up like Bill did.  
 
    “My husband died yesterday, which is why I have an extra car, but my boys are at college. I’m gonna go find them” she explains. I frown. Statistically, her sons are probably dead. From what the news was reporting that nearly eighty percent of the American population has died. The chances are very slim. I smile for her benefit though.  
 
    “Can’t you come with us though? You’d be much safer” I plead, but she shakes her head, her eyes closed sadly.  
 
    “No, I have to find my boys, but you can have my husband’s car, and I’m going to give you some things to defend yourselves. I want you two to survive” she explains, before leaving us alone. I’m about to talk to Paul again, when she comes back. Cindy hands Paul a pair of keys, a long shotgun, and three long swords. They remind me of the swords you see in medieval movies.  
 
    “These were my husband’s. He collected them for years. I think this should be enough to help you though. Take them” she offers, and Paul takes all the gifts.  
 
    ***** 
 
    Thirty minutes later, we are pulling out of the garage, Cindy has already left us behind. I smile, as her car disappears around the corner. I really hope she finds her sons. I hope things work out for her. Paul pulls out of the gate, making sure it closes behind us.  
 
    Cindy told us that we can come back here anytime if we want. I look back one last time, as we leave the sanctuary behind. Paul pulls onto the shadowy street again. We need to get to Chase’s house, so I can get some sleep. Maybe Emily and the others will have made it by now. I hope so.  
 
    I’m really getting worried about them. They fill the corners of my mind, as we make our way through the dark empty streets of the small town around us. I have to assume they’re okay because the alternative is too much to bear.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    We continue to drive, navigating to the address that Chase gave us before we left. Paul has his eyes on the road, his lips parted slightly. I can tell something is bothering him, but I’m not brave enough to push him into talking. I know we had a moment, but I still don’t know exactly where we stand. I don’t know how he feels about me yet. He makes another turn, as we come into a new neighborhood. 
 
     He has to dodge a couple of the infected strolling hungrily through the shadowed street. He curses under his breath, biting his lip harder, as we drive past them. I look out the window, as they fall behind us. Their emaciated figures dissolve into darkness within seconds, leaving us alone once more.  
 
    “Are you… okay?” I ask him, my voice wavering in the darkness between us. I watch as he bites his lip again, his eyes darting across the road before us. I realize he isn’t going to answer me.  
 
    “Are we almost there?” I ask him, my voice changing. He seems to notice that I’ve changed because he finally looks over at me. His face is curious, question marks in his blue eyes.  
 
    “What did you say?” he says distractedly. I wonder what’s wrong 
 
    “I was just talking to you, and you weren’t… you… never mind” I say, a frown forming on my face. He looks at me again, his face blank with confusion, with curiosity. That makes me even more worried. Did he not hear me? What is wrong with him? 
 
    “Shit, I’m sorry. I was thinking about everything going on. What did you say?” he asks me. I relax. I was just overreacting again. Overreacting, as usual.   
 
    “I was just asking you if we were almost there?” I repeat, omitting the first question. 
 
    “We’ll be there in just a couple minutes actually. I have to turn up here onto his road” he says, pointing with his middle finger at the stop sign ahead of us. He pulls up to it, before stopping completely. We are bathed with the faint glow of the streetlamp above us. I look into his eyes, into his very core.  
 
    Paul leans in then, his face just inches from mine, his features clear as day. I take in his skin, shining in the darkness, his jawline; taken over by the ever-growing facial hair that drives me crazy. His lips slightly parted, resting in the almost pout he sports every day. His eyes, the shining blue eyes that haunt my dreams, the eyes that bring me to life.  
 
    He kisses me then, his lips finding mine in the space between us. I lean into the kiss, finding his lips serve to quench the thirst inside of me. We sit there, alone in our picturesque world, walled off from the dead, from the failing society around us, walled off from the world itself. He rests his right hand on the back of my neck, pushing me into him, filling the space between us with nothing but each other.  
 
    When we break apart, the sound of our world comes rushing back in a booming awakening. I look around, startled at our lapse in caution. Paul doesn’t speak then. He just pulls forward, driving us down the street. I look over at him, still breathless from the kiss that could change worlds, the kiss that could start wars.  
 
    I’m still out of breath, when he slides into a driveway. I look around and see that Chase’s new car is sitting beside us. The car is off, Chase nowhere to be found, so he must be inside already.  Paul parks the car, before turning back to face me. I have the urge to kiss him again. I know it may be wrong. I know I should be falling apart at the seams, but his kiss intoxicates me. It’s the perfect pain killer for what I’ve been through the last couple of days. He is perfect.  
 
    “What do you say we head inside?” he asks me, before leaning in for one more quick kiss. I decide that I need to clarify with him. I cannot afford to get my hopes up. Hope is a dangerous thing for someone like me, someone who gets so invested, but I am hopeful, as I reach for his hand.  
 
    He’s just stepping out of the car, when my hand finds his. He turns to look back at me, before seeing the expression on my face. He turns back into his seat and shuts the car door. I try to enjoy the oxygen, the weightless feeling in my stomach. 
 
    “I don’t wanna rush anything or overthink it. I want to be healthy, normal this time around, so I just wanted to ask you if this…” he says quickly, pointing from him to me; “…means that we are back… back together?” he finishes, his voice faster than a speeding train. 
 
    “Paul… I…” I begin, but just as I reach for his hand, Chase comes up to the car. I can see the smile, before the rest of the features of his face come into focus. I curse inwardly, wishing Chase had waited just another couple minutes. We are back together. The thought gives me butterflies. 
 
    “Are you guys coming in? Wait, what happened to your car Paul?” he asks, noticing our new ride. Paul launches into his story of the woman we met, the girls we saved, the dead we had to kill. Chase seems sad, as he takes in the details. The new story of more death. I can’t focus though. All I notice is that Emily’s car is still absent. I try to call her again, as they talk before me. No answer. 
 
    “Have you heard from them?” I ask Chase, interrupting their conversation. He shakes his head. I look out the window for a minute, letting them continue their conversation.  
 
    “I’m going to find them” I say, jumping from the car. They both chase after me, dragging me back.  
 
    “Ben don’t be an idiot, it’s dark and we don’t even know if they made it to town” Chase says, his fingers wrapping tightly around my arm.  
 
    “I can’t just sit here and do nothing” I say, freeing myself from his grip. I stride down the driveway, but Paul latches onto me just as I reach the street.  
 
    “Look, my sister is missing too. I’m worried too, but we can’t just run out into the night. There is a curfew Ben, if we get killed, then what help are we to them?” he demands. I stop. I feel my nerve deflate.  
 
    “What are we supposed to do then?” I demand, crying finally. He pulls me to his chest. I cry there, soaking his shirt with tears. 
 
    “We just have to wait. I’m sure they’ll be fine” he tells me, but his words don’t help. 
 
    “If they aren’t here by tomorrow, then I’m leaving. I won’t let them die alone. I will leave, with or without you” I tell him, and Paul nods. 
 
    “If they aren’t here tomorrow, when we finish packing, then I’ll go with you, even if to the ends of our own lives” he says. Chase puts a hand on my shoulder then. 
 
    “If they aren’t here, then we’ll all go with you Ben. We are a team now, a family” he explains. They convince me to come inside then. 
 
    I follow them up the driveway, as Chase leads us up the sidewalk. I look around, as we come up on the small front porch. There are three plants, sitting on the wooden railing. A ceiling fan is spinning endlessly above us, sending a light breeze through the open area. I see that the floor is concrete, rough, uneven, cracked. There are three lawn-chairs situated around the cramped porch, but I find that it is exactly what I expected from Chase. I smile at that.  
 
    “It’s not much, but this is my house. Welcome. Make yourselves at home” he says, opening his arms in a welcome gesture. I walk into the small house, two steps behind Chase. When he closes the door, I feel the artic blanket of the air-conditioned house wrap around me.  
 
    I file in behind them, as Chase leads us deeper into the house. I look around as we pass a living room, a dining room area, and a small den area where a piano sits alone, covered with a burgundy sheet. I imagine living here with him. I picture coming into the room, the cold air settling, as I watch Chase play piano. It brings a smile to my face, but it feels all wrong. I don’t think I feel that way about him, I don’t think that I ever could. At least not enough for it to matter.  
 
    “We’re hanging out back here in the living room. Peyton wanted to wait up to see you guys, before she went to bed. She really likes you Ben” he says, his tone pointed. I can tell he’s trying to get me thinking. He wants me to acknowledge the life we could have. The life I don’t want.  
 
    Peyton runs up, as soon as we enter the large living room. Her hair is wet, clean from a fresh shower. She is wearing a pair of pajamas, which confuses me. I remember then that this is her home. All of her stuff is here. 
 
     I wonder for the first time, where we will go from here. Once Emily and the others get here, will Chase stay here, when we leave to find our families. It hurts to think of leaving this family behind. We’ve only known each other for a couple days, but the trials we’ve faced together, the losses we’ve suffered as a group have left them permanently imprinted in my heart. They are family now. We are bonded through our mutual grief, our mutual suffering. We are bonded through tragedy, but bonded, nonetheless.  
 
    “You guys made it safely. I was so worried. I’m glad you’re okay Ben” she says, squeezing me again. I hug her back, looking around at the rest of them, as the little girl melts my heart. Lily is standing behind the couch, her hair wet as well. She has both hands rested on the back of the couch. Paul is standing in the doorway, his eyes scoping the room nervously. I can tell he’s uncomfortable. Chase is beaming at me, as I hold his daughter like family.  
 
    “Well go ahead and say goodnight to everyone babe. It’s time for you to get some sleep. You’ve had a long day” he tells her, his face full of love. She pouts but does as she’s told. She runs to hug her grandma, then Paul. He pats her awkwardly.  
 
    He’s never been much of a hugger. I smile at their interaction. It makes me picture having kids with him, having that kind of life with him. A dream I thought I’d never get to picture again. Peyton runs to her dad and he scoops her up into his arms; pulling her up to kiss her on the cheek. She giggles, while he tickles her. As soon as he sets her on the floor, she runs back to me. I smile again, as she throws her arms around me once more.  
 
    “Will you come look at my room, before I go to sleep?” she asks me. I look at Chase, and he nods his approval. I let her grab my hand, dragging me back through the house. We come to the front door and turn to go up the stairs.  
 
    We come to the top of the stairs, and I look around curiously. We are in a small opening. There are three doors visible from the edge of the stairs. I assume one is the bathroom and one is Chase’s room. She leads me to the one adjacent to the place where I’m standing. When she opens the door, a smile breaks across my face. The room is painted turquoise, silver mermaid stickers and rainbow fish are strewn across the walls. Her bedroom set fits the aesthetic, with a pooka style design. It all looks very beachy. I walk into the middle of the room, before noticing her bed set is Lilo and Stitch, which happens to be the best animated film to ever exist in the history of the entire world. I like this little girl.  
 
    “Do you like it?” she demands, pulling me to every corner. I assure her each time; I tell her how much I love her room. Then Chase joins us. Peyton runs over to her bed, sliding under the covers. Chase crosses the room, leaving me by the door. He tucks her in, giving her another kiss. She tells us goodnight, then we leave her alone. As he turns the light off and closes the door; I have the weird feeling like what we just did together was a little too intimate. 
 
    “You wanna head downstairs and unwind before bed?” he offers, as we near the stairs. I nod, following him back down to the living room. Paul looks annoyed, as we come back. I think it’s cute how jealous he’s been getting. I make a point to sit beside Paul, as we gather around the table.  
 
    Lily is just getting up to head off to bed. She is sleeping in Chase’s room, and he is sleeping in Peyton’s room with her. Paul and I are left to share the sectional, unless Emily and the others decide to show up. Then we’ll have to break out Chase’s air mattresses. I look toward the door, as Lily disappears from view. Where are they? I pull my phone out, the cracked screen bringing tears of anger to my eyes again. I dial my brother’s number. It goes straight to voicemail. I try all of their phones. Still nothing.  
 
    “Worrying about it won’t help you, so why don’t we try to distract ourselves?” Chase asks, before turning to his dining room. He disappears for a few moments, before coming back with a tall bottle. I see immediately that it’s Tequila.  
 
    Paul shakes his head instantly. He’s not a drinker. He never has been. I’ve only gotten him to drink like three times in the whole ten years we’ve known each other. Chase comes to the table then. He sets the bottle in the middle, before going back. He comes back with three glasses. I reach for mine first.  
 
    I reach for the bottle and fill my cup to the rim. I tip it back, chugging an entire glass of straight Tequila. I almost throw up.  
 
    ***** 
 
    Chase laughs again, swigging on his nearly empty glass. We’ve been drinking for over an hour now. The bottle is less than half full at this point. Paul has only taken a couple sips, since we convinced him to drink at all. Chase has had about as much as me. We have each drank over a fourth of the bottle. I feel buzzed, light on my feet, and surrounded by clouds.  
 
    “Don’t take advantage of me this time Ben” Chase says, his laugh too loud, his words too brazen. Paul’s head snaps to me. His eyes searching my face. I wish I could stop the room, go back. I wish I could clap my hand over Chase’s stupid mouth, before he could say it.  
 
    “You slept with him?” Paul demands, his voice quiet. I can hear the anger there, the accusation. I don’t know what to say, so I just nod. Tears fill my eyes, as he jumps to his feet. As soon as the door slams, I tumble from the chair, swaying on the spot. I round on Chase then.  
 
    “What the hell was that?” I demand. He looks from me to Paul. His eyes go lighter. He seems to realize something in the moment. That’s when his face drops.  
 
    “You’re in love with him. I knew you had a past, I knew you loved him, but I thought you were just struggling to move on. You aren’t done with him, are you?” he asks me. His voice is calm, but his eyes are sad. I again have no words, so I just nod. I already told him that.  
 
    He stalks off then, leaving me alone with the alcohol. I figure I don’t need anymore, so I head right for the front door. I need to talk to him. I need to explain everything. He looked so betrayed. Did I ruin everything all over again? I stumble to the door, closing it softly behind me. Paul is standing at the end of the driveway, as I make my way to him. The night is colder. I shiver as I come to a stop beside him. He doesn’t look at me, as I peer into the silence. His face is flushed. I can see his lips parted. At first, I think he’s pissed, but then I see that he’s shaking. His shoulders moving slightly. I notice then that he has silver tears running down his sweet face.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    Paul is crying next to me, real teardrops rolling down his cheek, disappearing into the edge of his growing facial hair. I stand there, frozen on the spot; unable to do anything. I made him cry? I hurt him… again. I peer out at the quiet street, wishing more than anything that I had been the one to be dragged down by the infected, not Drew. He deserved to live. He was good, pure. I am no good. I ruin everything. I screw everything up.  
 
    “I’m sorry. Paul I am so sorry” I tell him, my own voice breaking with tears. He doesn’t acknowledge me. He pretends I didn’t speak. I can still see his shoulders shaking, his cheeks are still flushed, but the tears are gone for now.  
 
    “Paul, I didn’t want to hurt you. I didn’t think it would matter, why would I tell you that?” I say, trying to rationalize my own mistakes. Trying to make myself feel better for making him cry.  
 
    “You had made it pretty clear that we weren’t getting back together. It was before…” I say again, alluding to the epic day we’ve had together. The hand holding, the conversation earlier. Us getting back together. I would never sleep with Chase now, not after the progress we’ve made. Even if I had to be alone for the rest of my life, I would never want anyone besides him.  
 
    “Before what? Before I got stuck with you in the fucking apocalypse? Before you told me you loved me still? Before we fucking held hands or kissed?” he says suddenly, his voice filled with hurt.  
 
    I relinquish from the accusations, from the harsh words falling from his perfect lips. What, does he think we had sex in the restaurant while he was searching the parking lot? He honestly thinks it happened since we left the hotel? When would we have had time? 
 
    “Paul, it was the night we first all stayed in the hotel together, when I took the vodka to the other room. You had been rude to me, I was hurt, stressed from whatever the hell is happening to our world, and I made a… I made a choice” I was about to say mistake, but in the moment; I realize that I don’t regret sleeping with Chase. It made me feel better. It made me happy at the time. He has to understand how alone I have felt.  
 
    “Well maybe you shouldn’t be drinking anymore, if you’re just going to run out and fuck the first tall guy you see” he says scathingly. I gasp at his words. How could he say something like that to me? I take another look at his face, seeing the anger boiling there, I turn to walk away, done with the conversation. 
 
    “I know it was my fault, and I have owned up to that. I have paid for it, but you chose to leave me. You abandoned me. You can’t get mad, when I finally try to find some semblance of happiness. You have no right to make me feel like shit, for doing nothing more than what you told me to do. I would never sleep with him now, not after all the… all the progress we’ve made” I say, turning to say the words. 
 
    I do a good job of keeping the sob from controlling my voice. I wonder if he can hear it though? Does he know how badly he just hurt me? Does he care? I decide I need to go in, before he answers the unspoken question for me.  
 
    I make it all of ten feet, before he stops me. His hand is soft, his fingers curled warmly around my freezing arm. I turn to face him. His eyes are still rimmed with tears. He still looks angry, but he’s looking at me. I stare back into his eyes, refusing to relent. We’re standing there completely alone, the night passing us by. As we are rooted to the spot, still as stone, the cold begins to settle into my bones again.  
 
    “Don’t go” he says, his voice a whisper. I face him completely then, moving closer. I reach out, expecting him to push me away. Instead, he lowers his arms, dropping mine. I close the distance, touching his face with the very tips of my fingers. He shudders slightly.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. I guess it just hurt like hell…” he explains. My heart hurts a little. He’s apologizing, but that doesn’t change that he said the words, he thought those words about me.  
 
    “… I just thought we were moving toward something again, but if you wanna be with him, then…” he trails off, waving his hands dejectedly over at the quiet house. I look at it at first, not catching his words. Then I realize what he’s insinuating. I jump.  
 
    “No… Paul, it’s not like that. We hooked up the one time. That night was it, that was everything. I told him it was a mistake that night, but I think he caught feelings. I had a talk with him about how we will never be together” I say, my voice a million miles per minute. I’m trying to get my whole monologue out, before he can interrupt me.  
 
    “You aren’t with him?” he asks, his entire face changing. I realize why he got so mad. It wasn’t because I tried to move on. He thought our conversations today were a lie, he thought I was with Chase, like with Chase. I look at his face, as it brightens, as it changes completely.  
 
    “Paul, of course not. I only want you. Can’t you see that? It’s always been you, only you” I tell him, the level of dramatics of my statement is not lost on me. Paul smiles then.  
 
    He pulls me to him, kissing me hard on the lips from behind. I kiss him back. That’s when he turns me around, pushing me against the car. I feel my back hit the cold metal, and I gasp in shock. Paul takes it for passion because he just kisses me harder. I smile at that.  
 
    His hands are everywhere, his scent is on me. We are there, nothing between us. His hands wander up my shirt, lifting it, as he explores my torso. I look up at the night sky, as his lips leave my mouth. He begins to kiss my neck, and I close my eyes again. Paul’s lips are cold on my skin, his hands warm. The night silent. When he pulls away briefly, I look into his eyes, taking them in, memorizing the way they look in this moment.  
 
    “I love you Ben” he says, the words finally escaping his lips. Finally, after all these months. After so many days where I felt like the world was too heavy, when I had given up all hope. His words wake up some forgotten emotion within me.  
 
    “I love you too, so much. I love you Paul” I say, my voice shaking with happiness, my body shaking with anticipation. This means one thing for me. We may be in the apocalypse, but with him the world is at my feet. I may be broken to the core, I may have joined the club of murderers around the world, but I got him back too. He leans in to kiss me again.  
 
    “I’ve missed you so much. I’m never leaving you again. I swear” he says, his voice uneven between kisses. I lean into his lips, his promise. Then Paul pushes me harder against the car, his arms lifting me from the ground. He fills in that space, holding me off the ground, wrapping my legs around his waist. He begins to remove my clothes then, and I start memorizing every moment. I don’t want to forget one moment with him, not a single detail.  
 
    ***** 
 
    I look up, handing yet another box to Chase. We’ve been packing all the stuff being left behind. He wants to hide it up in the attic. His hope is that someone will break in, see a packed-up house and leave. He wants them to think it was wiped clean, so that they don’t go searching the attic. I look around at the dwindling pile of boxes, and I see with utter relief that there is only one left. I look back down at my phone, wishing for a text, a call, even a voicemail. Emily hasn’t made it yet. It’s now been close to twenty-four hours since we split with them. We’ve spent the whole day packing, and now there is nothing left to do. We have to get going soon.  
 
    Chase takes the last box from me, before turning the attic light off. He joins me in the garage a few seconds later. I look around for anything else to do. I feel awkward here, alone with him. Just as I’m about to panic, Lily calls for Chase.  
 
    He heads into the house, leaving me alone. It’s cold in the garage, as I pace around. We decided to leave the garage closed, as to play it safe from the infected walking around unchecked. What exactly is marshal law accomplishing? They aren’t getting rid of the dead. It doesn’t seem like they’re doing anything. I decide to head inside then, so I turn away from the garage, the negative thoughts, thankful for the heat, as I come into the kitchen.  
 
    I’m met with a glorious smell, when I enter. Lily is at the sink, washing dishes from whatever she made for lunch. I realize that it’s actually closer to dinner time. I walk over, standing beside her, to see what she made. My stomach growls, as I look down at the platters. She made what looks like bacon chicken cheese sandwiches with an oven dish of chili-cheese fries on the side.  I lean against the counter, turning to talk to her. She smiles.  
 
    “I hope you’re all hungry. I made this for us to eat, and I baked some cookies for the road. I also packed the cooler with cold-cuts.” She explains, and I almost swoon. I know one thing. We allied with a family that can cook. I like that.  
 
    Paul and Peyton come down the stairs then. He’s been distant all day, not intentionally, but I wish I could be beside him after last night. Peyton seems to have developed a small crush on Paul and requested that he alone help her pack up her stuff. I’ve only gotten to see him, when he brought boxes out for the attic. I smile, as he makes his way over to stand beside me in the kitchen. Peyton begins to inspect the food.  
 
    “Don’t worry baby, I made your favorite” she says knowingly. I love their relationship. Peyton seems to approve because she smiles, before heading over to stand by Paul again. Chase joins us, heading over to the cabinets for dishes. I watch him move.  
 
    I know I need to have another conversation with him, a very to-the-point conversation. I like him, a lot. I think he’s a great guy, and I don’t want any awkwardness between us. I want this group to work. I’ve grown attached to his family. At that moment, thunder claps loudly around us. I feel the change immediately. I was calm, relaxed, amused. The sound of the thunder pulls me from my body, yanking me into the past, to yesterday. I’m standing there, just outside the window of the bathroom. Drew is there, he’s struggling to get away from them, from those monsters. I watch as he’s bitten. I watch the scene play out all over again.  
 
    Drew becomes visible. He goes to jump out, but something pulls him back. I run to the window, waiting for him to come back. He does. He jumps on the ledge, but their hands are all over him. They won't let him go, so I reach for him. I reach for his hand. That's when one of them bites him.  
 
    "Drew, no! Please God no." I begin to cry, as more and more of the monsters attack him. He falls back, his hand nowhere to be seen. I try to grab for him, but I can see no less than seven bites, and I know where this is going. I know he's dead. He is going to die, and there is nothing, nothing at all that I can do about it. My heart shatters right there.  
 
    “Drew, give me your hand. Give me your hand” I sob, trying to climb into the window after him. Paul is pulling me back.  
 
    “Ben, just do it. I… tell Riley I’m sorry” he pleads, his voice a scream of agony. I picture him there, years ago. I picture us in class, on the boat, I picture him in his uniform. I picture him any way besides now, besides him dying. 
 
    “I can’t Drew. Give me your hand please” I cry hysterically. He shakes his head, as blood pours down his neck, his arms, his face.  
 
    I see his eyes rolling up in his head, as his body collapses into the ranks of them. I raise the gun, knowing what I must do. Knowing what he wants me to do in this situation. I point it directly at his head. I then squeeze the trigger with my finger. I know what is going to happen, before I pull the trigger, but it still doesn't prepare me for the splatter of blood, the deafening ring, and the way his head snaps back, before he disappears from view. 
 
    "I'm so sorry. I'm so sorry" I sob, as I back away from the window. I can hear them devouring his body, but I just take another step back, 
 
    I pull out of the stupor, the rest stop disappearing from around me. I’m back in the kitchen, Paul’s arm really is around me, but not in the same way. I’m sitting on the floor; my entire body is shaking. What just happened to me? I look around to find everyone staring at me with worry. Chase’s face is pale. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Paul whispers to me. I continue to shake, but I nod my head. I am okay, aren’t I? It was just a memory, just a gut-wrenching memory. I’m fine. I’m okay.  
 
    “What do you say we eat some food, and then get on the road” Lily says suddenly. It pulls us all out of our heads, and I plaster a smile to my face. I gently push Paul’s arm away and jump to my feet.  
 
    My body is still shaking, but I manage to dish up a plate of the food. It still smells good, but my body doesn’t want it now. I force my face blank, and head for the table. The others wordlessly follow me into the dining room. I start to eat then.  
 
    At first, I feel like I’ll be sick. I feel like my body is revolting the food. As I take another bite, another, another. I begin to calm down again. Paul sits beside me. I look around as my heartbeat finally starts to slow. Everyone is eating their food, the room silent. Well, I definitely ruined the mood, didn’t I? I continue to eat, my stomach gratefully accepting the food now. I’m finally not shaking anymore. I’m finally almost back to normal, but will I ever be normal again? I don’t think so.  
 
    ***** 
 
    The cars are packed, the house is locked, and now it’s time to leave. Chase left Emily a note, in case she comes here. I’m starting to think something really bad happened to them. I push that fear away, turning to the two cars. We have to get out of here. I’m glad that Chase didn’t decide to stay. I’m glad he is keeping on the move for now. I don’t want them to die.  
 
    “I’m going to ride with Chase if you don’t mind. I need to have a serious talk with him” I tell Paul, moving to stand just beside him. He turns to look at me. Thankfully, there is no jealousy, no anger. I cemented his confidence in me last night. He trusts me. We will never doubt each other in that way again.  
 
    “I’m going to ride with you, if that’s fine. Peyton and Lily are going to ride with Paul” I tell Chase, when he questions them getting into the other car. He looks at me, his face showing comprehension. He knows what is coming. He knows what I want to talk about. Paul flashes me a brilliant smile, before he disappears down the driveway, down the street, and out of sight.  
 
    “You know, I’ve only ever been with one girl, my whole life” he says suddenly. I look at him, as he stares down the road, looking after Peyton, even though he can’t see her anymore. I watch him, as his jaw clenches. I’m waiting for him to continue, but he doesn’t I’m just about to ask him if he’s ready, when he starts talking once more.  
 
    “Peyton’s mom. Her name was Danielle. She was my high school sweetheart…” he tells me, turning to face me. His brown eyes are hard, distant with the memory of Peyton’s mom, of his past. “…we graduated together, we moved in and even started college. She started hanging out with this total nut-case Sonia. Well everything started going downhill then” he explains, his eyes going misty. I can tell the story is costing him a lot.  
 
    “She started doing drugs, cheating, and all kinds of messed up shit” he says, and I can almost see it. A girl, much like an older Peyton. She’s pretty, bright. I watch as that fades. I’ve seen it happen. That happened to my mom.  
 
    “Well, I took it. I dealt with it all, even after Peyton was born, but one night I came home. She was high. I could tell right away; well she had supposedly gotten clean. I knew it was over then. She didn’t know where Peyton was. She lost our daughter” he says, his voice growing thick. He’s crying now, tears streaming down his face. I reach out to touch his arm, my own tears flooding. The story is haunting me. It’s too familiar, too close to home.  
 
    “I kicked her out that night. I found Peyton at the police station. Dani had left her in a grocery cart, just left our little girl, my whole world in the middle of a grocery store by herself. I couldn’t forgive her after that. I wouldn’t let her see Peyton anymore. She didn’t take that well. She just got worse, but Ben I had to protect her” he says, defending his actions. I’m on his side all the way.  
 
    “She died a few months later. She overdosed. I knew it was over that day, I knew she was too far gone, but I really hoped she would prove me wrong. I didn’t even recognize the girl I loved, I didn’t even know her” he says and he’s sobbing.  
 
    “I’m sorry that happened to you” I say, my voice quiet, hollow. That was a horrible story. I wonder why he decided to tell me. I’m about to ask him, when he turns away. I follow after him, as he wipes his eyes. He pulls the grey shirt up, exposing his stomach, as he wipes his face clean of the tears, of the emotion. When he turns back to me, his eyes are clear, his face is blank. I can see the robotic expression on his face. It’s weird for him to look like this, like some hollow semblance, some mask of himself.  
 
    “What do you say we get out of here huh?” he asks me. I stare after him, as he gives his house, his home one more glance. He walks past me, and right up to the car then. I jog behind him, stopping him from opening the door. He turns, confused.  
 
    “Do you wanna talk about it?” I ask him, but he just shakes his head. I’m left stunned, as he gets into the car. Why did he tell me that? That was super random. I decide not to press the issue, so I make my way around the car, and slide in beside him. He doesn’t look at me. He just starts the car, ignoring me completely, as he pulls out of the driveway. What was the point of the story? 
 
    I watch as the house falls away, the clouds swallowing the world around us. Chase stares straight ahead, not talking. I still feel like I have conversational whiplash. That story came out of nowhere, and it was super random. Then he finished it, wiped the tears away, and pretended the conversation never happened. What am I supposed to do with that?  
 
    “I’m sorry that happened to you?” I tell him again simply, and he finally looks at me. It’s just a glance, but it’s filled with pain.  
 
    “I’m sorry I kissed you, even though you told me not to” he retorts, and his face is swimming with emotion.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I just love him. I thought I’d never get that chance again, that I’d never get him like this again, but I do. I can’t give that up, I can’t lose him. It’s just…” I say, my voice filled with emotion. I can’t put my thoughts into something coherent.  
 
    “He’s your Dani, he’s your person” he explains, catching me off guard. He understands, he understands more deeply than anyone ever has. Paul isn’t just someone I love; he is the person. He is everything. That’s when the story clicks. He was explaining the reason he understands. 
 
    “I’m sorry Chase” I tell him, reaching to squeeze his hand gently. He winces at my touch, breaking my heart a little.  
 
    “I’m sorry too” he says, turning back to the road. I can sense that he’s done with the conversation, but something seems to have shifted. We seem to have adjusted to our new dynamic. He’s not the boy I slept with three days ago, he’s a friend, a confidant.  
 
    “I know how you feel, the guilt, the memories. I see my sister’s face every time I close my eyes” he says suddenly, surprising me again. He’s the one who reaches for my hand this time. He grips it, and we drive like that. He is the only one I know who has ever killed someone.  
 
    We are the only two who knows what it’s like to kill someone we love. This thought seems familiar. I know it will repeat in my head for as long as I live. Chase and I will be bonded with blood, the blood of the ones we love. Bonded forever, the loss our closest connection.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    We continue to drive through the empty streets, the swirling clouds rolling obliviously above us. I feel as if some tension has finally been diffused between us. He knows, he knows that we will never be anything more than friends. I told him, in no uncertain terms that Paul is my person, my soulmate. I cringe at the term because I’ve always hated it. I’ve never quite understood the concept of your soul belonging to one specific person, what if you never even meet the one person you belong with, will you die unsatisfied, unfulfilled? That seemed depressing, inaccurate, but then I met him, I met Paul. Now I believe that he was made for me, he is my other half.  
 
    “So, just to clarify; you weren’t together when we…?” he asks, his voice sharp. I can tell he’s worried about that. I shake my head vigorously. How could he think I am capable of that? I realize then how little we really know each other. Three days isn’t enough time to know the character of someone.  
 
    “No. I would never… We… We got back together last night” I tell him, my face burning with the heat of my flustered persona. He takes a sharp turn at that moment, sending me colliding into his shoulder. It makes it a little more awkward between us, but he doesn’t seem to miss a beat, as we lean away from each other. He grips the steering wheel.  
 
    At first, I think he must be mad at something I said, but then I go through what I said. There’s nothing I said that could have made him react like that. My second thought is danger. In the same heartbeat, my eyes dart the road. There is a single infected stumbling near the welcome sign in Chase’s neighborhood. I look from it to Chase.  
 
    “Do you know her?” I ask, as we pass her. She has long blonde hair, matted with gore and filth. Her once white hoodie is torn, shredded tatters hanging around her, stained red and brown. Chase looks at her, his lips parting slightly. He nods stiffly, before turning away and speeding forward.  
 
    “She’s my neighbor actually. She was Peyton’s babysitter” he explains, and I turn my head to catch a final glimpse of the young woman, the woman whose life is over, cut short by this disease. I face forward again, as we drive down the road, further away from Chase’s house, further from safety. 
 
    “So how long have you guys been… you know… together?” he asks me suddenly, as he navigates his way through town. I miss a single beat, but I push forward to avoid more awkward pauses. I have to be able to talk with him normally, or our lives are going to be really weird for us as long as we are together in the same group of people.  
 
    “Well, we met freshman year of high school. I remember talking to him the first time. He saw me crying on the bus one day after I had gotten dumped by my boyfriend Seth…” I say, feeling the weight lifting. I like talking about Paul. Chase is listening intently.  
 
    “…well he decided to sit with me, and we talked. He let me listen to one of his headphones, and we kinda just bonded. I came out to him, and he smiled and asked if I wanted to hang out” I tell him, continuing the story of that day, pausing for dramatic effect.  
 
    “…we hung out at his house, and as he walked home with me; we kissed. It was so amazing and we kind of never talked about it though, but we were friends after that” I say, as he slams on his breaks to avoid a horde of infected.  
 
    “You kissed, but then just stayed friends?” he asks, his tone full of confusion. I smile at his interest. He sounds invested now. 
 
    “Well yeah, until the end of sophomore year. We got partnered up for a History project. We had to build our own country. It was really cool, but he came over that day, and we were working on the project, and we kissed again” I say, my face bright with a smile, my stomach alight with rampant butterflies. I continue our love story.  
 
    “…this time we did talk about it. He told me that he was gay too, but didn’t want to date until after high school, which was weird, but I supported him. At that point, I was prepared to wait for him.” I say, explaining my internal argument from all those years ago.  
 
    “Part of me knows that I was in love with him since that first day, since the first week of high school, when he comforted me over a break up, when we kissed” I say, the stars exploding within me.  
 
    “This sounds really epic you know. You have so much love, so much emotion in your voice when you talk about him” Chase interjects, as I prepare for the next leg of our journey. I smile at his words.  
 
    “Well spring break of our junior year we were hanging out, driving around our town, when he told me he was in love with me. It was random, and completely surprised me. We became a couple that day.” I say.  
 
    “We dated in secret until the summer after high school. I came out to my siblings and my aunt, and Paul came out to his brother” I stop talking as I remember how happy he was to get that off his chest.  
 
    “…well we started college, we slept together, we did everything together, but then last year, I ruined it. His sister found out about us and started telling people I was lying about it because she was embarrassed of her brother being gay, so I started telling my friends, all of my friends. It got back to his parents, and his sister showed him where I had told someone she knew. He didn’t know the whole story and thought I outed him” I say, my voice going hollow. Even though we have recovered, the dark days, those memories still hurt me.  
 
    “It was really bad, the worst we’ve ever been, and we didn’t speak for the last six months, until I ran into him here” I explain. I can feel my breath shaking, as he takes in the end of my story. I remember every moment with him. From that first kiss nine years ago to that night in his car. Everything in between is just the silver bow wrapped around our story.  
 
    “His sister? Lana?” he demands, but I shake my head. It was his other sister. His older one, the one who is too cruel to ever compare to Lana. I grit my teeth at the thought of her. 
 
    “No, Lena. So yeah, that’s my story” I say lamely, trying to get the conversation away from Paul and his family. I feel the pain creeping in.  
 
    I notice then that the houses we’re passing look familiar, I push the past from my mind, as we pass the woman’s house from last night. The house is empty of course, but I feel the gratitude again. How well she treated us, when she could have turned us away. I smile sadly at Cindy’s house, as it falls behind us. I hope she will find her sons, but something tells me she won’t.  
 
    Something tells me that she will either die tragically before reuniting, or she will reach their home, only to find them dead, or worse. The thoughts jump from my mind, wrapping their slimy limbs around every thought within me. I turn to Chase, in an attempt to get rid of the fear, the hopelessness.  
 
    “Do you think we have any chance? Like is this the end or will there be someone who finds a way to kill all of the infected, and we can rebuild and recover? Will the rest of humanity be this, running, dying, changing?” I ask him, and he takes in my expression, as we stop habitually at the stop sign. His eyes are soft.  
 
    “I think that the future is uncertain. There could be a scientist making a cure right now, or everyone with that knowledge could already be dead. All that matters is what we can use. We know we are alone right now; we know that we have to run, we have to be faster and smarter than the infected.” He says, and although it doesn’t answer my questions, or dissuade my fears, I find it comforting.  
 
    We come to a road blocked completely by a large horde of infected. Chase pulls to the side of the group, searching for a way through. I turn around to see them stumbling behind us as well. We will get closed in, if we don’t find a way through soon. I search for a way out. Chase seems to be doing the same thing.  
 
    “What if you pull into that driveway there, and drive through the grass where it’s clear?” I ask him, biting my tongue slightly, as I take in the group. They will cluster in the yard soon, locking our one safe way through, if we don’t hurry. Chase scopes out the path, considering my plan, before he slams his foot down on the gas. We lurch forward.  
 
    The car races forward, plowing through the street. The infected seem to turn their nasty sunken faces to us in unison. Chase laughs bitterly, as we ruin the grass of the perfectly kept yard. We jolt, as the tires find asphalt again. I look behind us, as we find ourselves safely off the street. The infected are now stumbling at us from the right, but our path is clear.  
 
    I watch as they slowly wander toward us, their drunken stumbling disconcerting still. Chase turns the car left, and we race away from the mob of dead. I watch as they grow smaller and smaller with distance. I begin to feel safer with each yard we put between us and them. Distance is safety.  
 
    I think about the others then. Paul is just ahead of us. I hope they’re safe. I wish I had ridden with him instead, but I’m glad I cleared the air with Chase. I just wish I could see him. I wish I knew for sure that he’s safe. An image of him being torn apart by the monsters behind us invades my mind rabidly.  
 
    I think of Emily and my brother and sister. We haven’t heard from them in twenty-four hours. I have a dreadful feeling in my stomach, and each additional minute of silence, of uncertainty causes it to grow, to thrive as my nerves peak higher and higher. Are they alive? Are they safe? 
 
    Chase turns onto the highway at that moment. We are finally going to get out of this town, and head back to my home. I begin my inner pleading for my dad and the rest of my family to be safe, to be alive. I turn my gaze to the road ahead, pushing the doubts, the worries from my mind. I have to be positive.  
 
    “So, what did you wanna do for dinner tonight?” I ask him, but just as he goes to answer, something catches his eye. He snaps his head away from me, his eyes searching for something. I hear the gasp escape his lips, as he swerves into the empty lane beside us. I turn to look too and at first, I see nothing. I then see the silver car as well. The car I know too well. 
 
    Emily’s car is parked right there, its lights off, its back window shattered. I feel the lump rise in my throat, as Chase pulls into the parking lot. Did Paul see it? That’s when I notice his car next to hers. I feel my blood pumping, my heart racing, as Chase comes to a stop just behind Paul’s car. I jump from the car.  
 
    Chase follows me, as we come up on the two cars. I see immediately that nobody is in them. They are abandoned. Paul’s motor is still hot, as my fingers rest on the hood, but Emily’s is cool, unused. They’ve been here for a while. I wonder what could’ve brought them here. I try to remember if the window was smashed last time, I saw the car.  
 
    It definitely wasn’t smashed like this. That’s when I notice what caused the glass to break. The window was shot out. The bullet is lodged in the dash of the car. I feel my arms shaking, as we stand there. I feel frozen. I want to run to them, I want to find my family, my friends, but my legs won’t move. Chase takes off running then, and I find my legs. 
 
   
  
 

 I run after him, falling behind as his long legs carry him to the store. I let my eyes dart around the parking lot, as we make it to the front doors. Where are the people who shot at them? Were they hit? Are we being watched? The thought creeps me out. I look around again, as Chase forces the automatic doors open and we run inside.  
 
    We find ourselves in the front of the store. It’s set up like any Publix, but the lights are off. The darkness gives me an ominous feeling, a feeling I can’t shake. I look to Chase, as he hands over what looks like a PVC pipe. I can still feel the gun in my waistband. I hope I don’t have to use it, but I will if I have to. The thought gives me a terrible feeling in my stomach. The feeling of control is slipping.  
 
    Chase moves in front of me, as we make our way deeper into the store. I want to yell for them, but I know the element of surprise may be the determining factor here. It could very well save our lives.  
 
    I make it to the first aisle, and let my eyes adjust to the dim lighting. I think I can see some type of movement, but is that one of us, or one of them? I make my way down the aisle, Chase’s soft footsteps fading into silence, as we part ways. I’m utterly alone now, so I reach down and pull out the handgun. I’m ready for an enemy, as I hold the gun at arm’s length.  
 
    I come to the end of the aisle and look around again. The flash of movement is nowhere to be found. I take a step forward, waiting for anything to come into view. I’m listening for the growls, the sound of the dead.  
 
    I’m just about to turn down the next aisle, when a muffled cry fills my ears. I race for the double doors right in front of me, the doors where the noise came from. I feel my chest tightening with panic, as my arms collide with the cold metal doors. They give way then, allowing me entry to the employees only section. The first thing I see is that the lights are on back here, the brightness blinds me for a second.  
 
    I look around, just as my eyes adjust to the brightness. I notice three things at once. There are two infected on the floor, their brains splattered on the concrete, the back door is ajar, and Emily is sitting on the ground, her back against the cement wall, her shirt stained with a spreading circle of scarlet of blood. Her eyes are pained as they find me. She shakes her head, but before I can even move, the barrel of a gun is shoved against the back of my head. I freeze, my stomach flipping with panic.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    I instinctively raise both hands in surrender, as the barrel of the gun continues to touch the back of my skull. Internally, I wonder if it’s a bad idea to make any movements with someone pointing a gun at me. Nothing happens. I’m still here, but so is the gun, so is the bleeding mess that is Emily on the floor.  
 
    Emily looks to my face, before her eyes find the gun in my hand. She shakes her head subtly.  
 
    “I don’t want any trouble, look we’re just trying to get home” I say, my voice shaking. The gun doesn’t move. I feel something stirring within me then. Something, I’d like to ignore. My panic is receding, and in its place is calculation. How many seconds would it take me to kick him in the groin, take my gun, and end him, before he can hurt anyone else? 
 
    The gun moves away from me, causing my whole body to relax, I ignore the armed stranger behind me and skid to my knees, coming to Emily as she lies bleeding. Now that I’m looking, she looks to have been shot in her side. The blood is pooling on the concrete floor around her, as she cries before my eyes. Is she going to die? I don’t think I could bear it. I jump to my feet, my own gun raised now. He’s not expecting this, so his arms go up in surrender immediately.  
 
    “Who are you?” the shooter demands, making me scowl, acid on my tongue, anger roaring like the ocean in my stomach, my chest. It’s heavy, like weights being set there, making it difficult to breathe.  
 
    “Why the hell did you shoot her?” I demand, pointing the gun directly at his face. He raises his own gun, but then I see something that makes me feel better and worse at the same time. He’s shaking. He is visibly petrified with fear, tears streaming down his face. That means one of two things. Either he was just acting out of fear, and he will be easy to calm down, easy to disarm. The other possibility is that he’s losing his cool right now and could be unhinged, which would make him volatile, which could be disastrous.  
 
    “Who… who are you?” he repeats, his voice ringing just short of confident. I roll my eyes, my arms prickling with goosebumps. Emily is bleeding out. We don’t have time for this.  
 
    “She’s my friend and we’re just trying to get home. Please just let us get home” I plead, my eyes filling with tears. All we want is to go home and shit just keeps getting in the way. He looks as if he might shoot me, when he sees the tears, but then his eyes soften.  
 
    “I was just looking for a first-aid kit, when you came in” he offers. I nod at him expectantly. He gets the hint, before continuing to look. He’s making a point not to lower his gun, nor does he turn his back on me.  
 
    “If you’re trying to help her, then I’m not gonna shoot you. Just find the damn kit please” I say, lowering the gun. He does so too. When both weapons are put away, my nerves subside tremendously.  
 
    I take in his features for the first time. He is tall, much taller than I am. He has a baseball cap on, but I can see his long black hair pulled into a ponytail. He has hard blue eyes that make him look older than he probably is. He looks like the average Florida man. I shake myself back to reality, pushing his features from my mind.  
 
    “I wasn’t sure if you were one of them gang members” he says, jerking his head to the left. I look but decide not to pursue it. Emily is bleeding too badly for us to carry on a conversation. I look around then, for a first aid kit. There has to be something to help her out.   
 
    “I just remembered. Hold on son, I’ll be right back” he calls behind him, as he runs off.  
 
    “Em, are you okay? Where are the others?” I demand, turning back to her. She looks pale, but she’s sitting up straight. She is conscious, responsive. That’s a good sign.  
 
    “They’re around the store. We stopped here to get something to eat. We had such a long night” she moans, pain in each word.  
 
    “Is everyone okay? I saw the broken window of your car” I say, worry flowing between us. She nods, a painful laugh filling the room.  
 
    “Yeah… we’re all okay, I mean they are at least. There was a group of military…” she’s interrupted by a very painful looking cough.  
 
    “… men, and they chased us. We spent the night in a dental office. We haven’t eaten, or really slept or anything” she says. At least I know why they never showed up. They were hiding from people trying to kill them. 
 
    “But everyone is okay?” I ask her in a hurried whisper. She nods, before closing her eyes. I watch as she moves to sit up more. Lifting her shirt, a little, I see that the wound isn’t too bad. It looks like it grazed her side, tearing the skin open, but not damaging her body too badly.  
 
    “Are you… She doesn’t blame you, you know” Emily says suddenly, and I feel a weight lift. Riley. She’s saying Riley doesn’t blame me for killing Drew. 
 
    “I thought you guys hated me” I say, tears coming down my cheeks. 
 
    “Benny, I could never hate you. You are my very best friend” she explains. I lean down to kiss her on the cheek, just as I remember the first-aid kit. It’s only been a handful of seconds. Where is he? 
 
    I barely have time to get antsy, before he comes back with a large plastic box. He falls to his knees beside me and opens the box. I relax, when I see all the supplies. 
 
    “Do you… did you work here?” I ask him, as he fumbles through the supplies. He doesn’t answer at first, as he sorts everything out. I see alcohol wipes, hydrogen peroxide, bandages, a thread and needle and several things I don’t recognize. He puts them into separate piles, before reaching for a white wash cloth, and wiping the blood up with it.  
 
    “Yessir. I am… was the Store Manager” he explains, as Emily hisses with pain. He cleans the blood from around the wound, and then surveys the damage. Blood keeps flooding out, so he reaches for a blood pen inside the box. He holds it to the hole, until the blood slows down. Then he looks again.  
 
    On her left side, Emily has an open wound where the bullet grazed. Her skin is stained with her own blood, the edges of the wound are raised and a weird pink color. I shudder at the sight of it because I can only imagine how painful it is for her. As he begins to clean it, I look instead to Emily’s face. She looks sick, her face pale. She has tears running down her face, her lips are trembling. I grip her hand.  
 
    “Will she be okay? What happened?” I ask him suddenly, my fingers still gripping Emily’s hand, as he works on her wound. I wait with bated breath, for him to answer me. The silence stretches again. I’m beginning to wonder if he will answer at all, when he finally speaks.  
 
    “She’ll be fine. It didn’t even go inside. The bullet just barely touched her side, ripping the skin open” he says, causing me to exhale with relief. I’m happy not to have to lose someone else. I notice then that he ignored the rest of my question. Again, he answers just before I attempt to restart the conversation. His voice is softer, distracted with his work on Emily’s wound. I’m too afraid to look. I feel like I’ll be sick. 
 
    “I was here the other day when those things popped up. When we closed early, I came in here. I’ve been waitin’ for somethin’ like this to happen” he explains, his accent growing thicker. “…I knew those gang fellas would come around at some point, but instead it was you and your friends. I’m awful sick about shootin’ your friend” he says, his eyes full of apologies, as he pauses the nursing to look at me. I smile at him reassuringly.  
 
    “It’s okay… I’ll… I’ll be fine” Emily says, her voice shaking with weakness. She looks like she’s about to pass out. I wonder if she lost too much blood. I know she’ll be okay, but will she be able to travel? I hope so. I look at her crazily.  
 
    “He shot you, how are you so trusting?” I demand, ignoring his hurt expression.  
 
    “Ben, he didn’t mean to. He told me to leave. I was just explaining who I was, when he lowered the gun, but then those things came in the open door. He jumped and the gun went off. He didn’t mean to shoot me” she explains. I’m still baffled at her mood. She’s so forgiving of the man who almost killed her. I guess her story makes me feel better though. He’s not a killer.  
 
    “So, what have you been doing for four days?” Emily asks suddenly. Her voice is still faint, but she’s sitting up a little straighter, as her eyes swivel between the two of us. Maybe she’s trying to engage, as a way to stay awake. I turn to him, as her words float there, waiting for him to answer. He dips his chin, before looking at us with a sad smile.  
 
    “I prepared for the worst. I rigged the store, I buried my two dead employees in the back, I played a shit ton of board games, and I watched a lot of Netflix. It’s been a pretty boring few days if you ask me, but I knew something would happen eventually. I just knew that boring wouldn’t last. Boring never lasts around here” he explains. I nod, understanding perfectly. I wish we could have boring. I wish more than anything that my life could be boring, could be basic again. I miss it more than anything.  
 
    “Life works that way though now doesn’t it?” he asks us, the silence funneling between us. I continue to grip Emily’s hand, as I dip my chin in agreement. The silence stays there for a moment.  
 
    “How about we make a deal young man?” he asks me. I look at him suddenly, reluctant to make deals with this strange man. He may seem nice, but he did just shoot Emily. I know he was scared, but he still showed that he is capable of shooting someone. I know I have no room to judge, but I’m still leery. How do we know we can trust him, when we don’t even know him? 
 
     “I’ll let you go shopping for free in here. You can take whatever you want from here. You can have as much as you need” he says, and my breath catches. That would be so helpful. That sounds like a dream, but something stops me. The deal is one-sided. He hasn’t told me what he wants in return. That’s sneaky.  
 
    “What do you want in return?” I ask him, my voice is kind but cautious. I’m not walking blindly into that. What does he think I am? Is he seriously playing Rumpelstiltskin right now? He laughs at my quick thinking. He wasn’t expecting me to catch the lack of explanation. I smile at his underestimation of who I am, who I’m becoming. I realize with unease that I don’t trust him. I look around, wishing I could go check on the others. I hope they’re all okay out in the dark. 
 
    “Oh, it’s really small honestly. I’d just like to come with you and your friends on your journey. I don’t want to do this thing by myself” he explains, and I stiffen. I think about it. We could use another person, but do I really trust him enough to take him along with us? He is offering us as many supplies as we want.  
 
    “Let me think for a minute” I tell him, and he nods. We sit in silence. I’ve been back her for several minutes. Has anything happened to them? Are they safe? I push it away briefly, fully intending on readdressing it as soon as I decide what to do with this deal. Is this a good decision? Should we bring him with us? 
 
    I look around the stock room, my eyes landing on his desk. I stand up then. My hand drops Emily’s as I cross the room. I stand over the white desk, looking down at the contents strewn atop it. I’m trying to get a feel of who he is, and as the manager the office will tell me a lot about his personality.  
 
    In the center of the desk, a flat screen computer monitor sports the mascot for a Florida college. On the right side of the computer there are several photos. The man with two children. One at the park, one at the beach, and one in front of a small blue house. I smile at the little photos. They capture the love he felt for those children in that moment.  
 
    “Are these your kids?” I ask him, turning to look at him and Emily. His head is bowed. I can tell the question bothers him. I’m about to change the subject, but once again he waits way too long to answer, until I’m not expecting him to. Then he stands up and walks over to stand beside me in front of the pictures.  
 
    “They were. They died a few years ago” he tells me simply, his voice thick with emotion. I realize in that moment, that I’m going to say yes. The reaction he just had shows me his character, it shows that he has the same emotion that I need in our group. I think he’ll make a great fit, even if from what I’ve seen I don’t like him much personally. Personal doesn’t matter right now.  
 
    “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. I’m so… so sorry” I say, my own voice growing sad with the turn of the conversation. I wonder how they died. It sounds like he feels guilt there, but does that mean they died due to something he did? I push the thoughts away because they’re none of my business. I don’t need to know that.  
 
    “It was five years ago. They were both abducted from our yard. Their bodies turned up a few weeks later. The man, the man who did it was never caught” he says, his eyes rimmed with tears. I take a step toward him. That got so dark, so quickly. I reach out a hand to comfort him, and he lets me.  
 
    “I’m Dan” he says suddenly, as he steps out of my reach. He looks around the room. Wiping his eyes with his shirt and sniffling quietly.  
 
    “It’s nice to meet you Dan. I am so sorry that happened to you” I say. I feel like my response was so inadequate, but I don’t know what to say. Is there anything right to say to something like that? I wouldn’t even know what to do if that happened to me. My chest begins to tighten in that familiar way it did last time I had that flashback nightmare.   
 
    “Thanks man. I really appreciate that” he says, a small smile playing at his lips. His cold blue eyes, warming ever so slightly. I smile back at him, the feeling in my chest almost suffocating now. I know I’m about to lose it with another episode of reliving the moment I became a murderer. I need to get to a bathroom or something really soon.  
 
    “I’ll be right back. Then we can go find the others in the store” I tell him, and he nods. I race to the bathroom as quickly as I can without them noticing. I close the door sharply behind me and fall to the floor in tears. I close my eyes, the memories playing again. I squeeze my eyes shut, as I watch Brooke die again. 
 
    The bathroom floor is cold on my skin, as my arms shake against it, but it’s nothing to how cold my soul feels, as I once again relive the moment that my finger pumped the trigger, how the loud shot rang true in my mind. How his head snapped back, his blood splattered all over my face. I remember it all again, how the blood felt warm, sticky on my face.  
 
    I remember how the blood started to thicken, how it felt like face paint dried on my skin, how his brains were in my hair, how the smell of his blood followed me the rest of the day. In my memory, I can perfectly smell the blood again. I barely make it to the toilet in time, before I lose everything in my stomach.  
 
    ***** 
 
    “You okay buddy?” Dan asks me, as I stumble from the bathroom. I’m trembling head to foot, but we have to get moving. I feel unbalanced, like I may collapse at any second. I wonder if this feeling, this pain will ever go away, or if I’ll be reliving this moment for the rest of my days. I sincerely hope not.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine. Let’s just get out of here. I want to see my brother and sister” I tell him, my voice shaking almost as badly as my body. He nods, before walking over to Emily. He helps her up, but just as they start making their way over to me, a loud noise fills the silence. I see both their heads snap to the side, as they take in the noise as well.  
 
    It sounded like several shelves fell over, or that something heavy fell from high up. My mind starts to think of all the possibilities, but then I think of one. I think of Paul. What if he’s hurt, or worse? I look back to Emily and Dan, their eyes reflecting my own apprehension. I plead with him, my eyes sparking with emotion. He seems to get my intentions because he nods his approval, before motioning that he will take care of Emily. I take off running then. I’m reluctant to leave her behind with him, but what if someone is hurt? 
 
    All I know, as my still shaking legs carry me to the double doors is that if something happened to him, I will not recover. I could not handle that. I pray for his safety, as I find the doors, and thrust them open. I rush into the darkness, no thought for myself, only for him. My only thought is for Paul.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    The darkness is a thick blanket around me, as I navigate the unfamiliar store blindly. I feel my way, reluctant to make any noises, but frantic to find him, to find any of them. The loud noise sounded big, it sounded like one of the aisles fell. That could kill someone. I round a corner and find myself in sight of the front windows. The light is better here.  
 
    Looking around, I try to find any sign of a mess, of something that could have made such a noise. There is nothing visible. I feel my stomach tighten again, unable to comfort myself from this panic. This whole apocalypse thing is turning me into a nervous wreck. I try to think logically, like the scientist I am.  
 
    There is no sign of injury, there are no screams, no infected, so everything seems okay for now. Don’t panic until it’s time to panic. I try to push the creeping insecurities, the crippling fears from my mind, by recalling my technique. I need to tell myself everything I used to be, everything I am. It used to help me push Paul from my mind, until it didn’t help anymore.  
 
    I am Benjamin Stuart. I am 24 years old. I am a Zoology major. I am gay. I tell myself all the things that define me. I am a cat person. My favorite color is purple. I’m a Ravenclaw. My dad owns a restaurant, my mom is a deadbeat. I’m in love with Paul, and I am losing hope that he’s okay.  
 
    With one thought, my defensive walls of facts about me crumbles. I’m left feeling empty, as I move back into the darkness of the store. I have to find them. Maybe, I’ll have better luck on the other side of the store. I pull my phone out then, remembering the built-in flashlight. I turn it on and shine the narrow ray of light down the next aisle. Again, I find the path clear. I hold my phone aloft, as I make my way down the empty aisle. The silence is unsettling.  
 
    At the end of the aisle, I decide to go left, and turn down the next. I find myself face-to-face with two of the sickening figures I know now to be infected. I jump back, my voice escaping me in a squeal.  
 
    My phone clatters from my hand, bouncing off the concrete floor and disappearing under the shelf. I look from the dim light still visible to the now dark aisle before me. That’s when I feel the beast’s fingers touch my arm. I recoil in disgust. The skin feels rough, dried blood creating an unpleasant texture. They are cold. The kind of cold that chills bones. They are dead.  
 
    I move to get away, but the thing pulls at my arm, as the other infected lunges at me. We fall to the ground in a tangle of limbs, as I hear the snap of teeth. They’re trying to bite into my skin. I’m about to die in this dark place. That’s when I hear hurried footsteps. I cut my losses and scream out.  
 
    “Help. Oh my God help me” I let the words fill the darkness, they shatter the silence. I can hear the footsteps getting closer, but I can feel the putrid breath of the monster on my face. I shove its face away with my hands, pushing with all of my might. A bright light fills the aisle then, and three people loom over me. That’s when the monster’s teeth find my skin. I feel the pain, as my skin is torn open by the infected teeth. I manage to get out from underneath it then because someone has killed it. I scamper to my feet, looking down at the two dead bodies before me. I grip my arm, where it bit me. Where it signed my death warrant. I begin to back away from them.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Paul asks me, taking in my face. He hands me my phone, but I don’t meet his gaze as I take it. The screen is luckily not cracked any worse. My arms are shaking so badly, I might drop it again. I pull my sleeve down, before he can see. I have to tell him, before it’s too late. I’m going to die. I’m going to die and there is nothing we can do to stop it.  
 
    “Yeah, I… Emily is hurt pretty bad, and… I made a … made a deal with the manager here” I say, my heart sinking at the lie. I can’t look at him, as I do. He reaches over to grab my hand, as we make it out of the aisle. Suddenly, the lights come on. I look around in surprise but remember that Dan must’ve done it.  
 
    “We’re going to bring him with us in exchange… in exchange for all the supplies we want… from here” my voice is thick with emotion now. I can’t keep the tears from invading. He looks directly at me then, and I know he can tell something is really wrong. His eyes are pleading, as he takes in my expression.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” he demands, his voice filled with worry. I turn away from him because I feel like I’m going to be sick. I feel like I’m about to lose it.  
 
    “Can you please talk to me?” he asks me. “Can you fill the others in please?” he asks behind him. Lily and Lana run in the opposite direction, leaving us alone. 
 
    “Can we talk in the bathroom?” I ask him. He nods, before taking me by the hand. He’s touching the arm I was bitten on. I almost snatch it away, but he’d think it was something against him. He pulls me into the men’s bathroom, before whipping around to face me. His eyes are searching, the blue depths murky with grey. I look away again, and he sighs. 
 
    “Did something happen between you and Chase?” he asks me calmly. I blanch at his words. That was the last thing on my mind. I actually snort with laughter at his words, his insecurities. He looks up then, just as I shake my head. He then looks closer, before his mouth falls open.  
 
    “Did someone… is someone dead?” he asks, and I look down. Little does he know, it’s me. I’m dead or dying. I decide to end the guessing game then. It’s time for the worst moment of my life. Once I say it out loud, I can never take it back. I can never go back, once I make it real. Here goes nothing.  
 
    “Paul, when I fell. When those… those things tackled me, I umm… I…” I can’t say the words. I can’t form them with my lips. My throat will not allow the words to pass, but he gets the message. He gasps audibly, before I look up. 
 
    “Paul, I’m so…” I begin, the tears finally escaping, but he holds a hand up to stop me. He reaches forward and pulls my one sleeve up. That must have looked conspicuous.    
 
    Forcing the sleeve up, the bite mark becomes visible. A bloody raw crescent shaped wound. The skin around it looks a sickly green color. The infection is already starting to spread. I draw a deep shaky breath, holding the sob tight between my lips. He continues to stare at it, but then his eyes find mine. He is crying. Paul is crying uncontrollably.  
 
    I pull him to me, as his body shakes against mine. We cry together, the tears running down our cheeks, the sobs bouncing off the walls, our bodies shaking into each other. Two pieces of the same soul, realizing one half is about to be extinguished. I pull away after a few minutes and wipe my eyes.  
 
    “We have to get everyone prepared to leave, then we can tell them that I’m staying behind” I say suddenly, knowing he will argue. I refuse to turn. I refuse to be a danger to anyone, so when it is time for me to sleep, to die; I will not be near anyone. I will neutralize the threat myself. I will assure that I never harm another human being, even beyond the grave.  
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” he demands, his voice growing angry. The mixture of grief and outrage swirl around, separated by barriers like water and oil.  
 
    “We are not leaving you behind?” he tells me, his tone biting. I knew he would react this way, but I have my argument prepared for this one. It’s not up for negotiation. 
 
    “Look, I’m not going to risk turning in a car, or whatever. I don’t want to hurt anyone. I just want to help” I say, my voice cracking at the end. He pulls me to him again, resting my head on his chest. I can feel his sobbing still. It’s less pronounced, but he’s still shaking.  
 
    “I just want to protect you guys” I continue, my voice muffled in his chest.  
 
    “If we leave you behind, you will turn. If we take you with us, then we can control the situation” he explains. I realize then that he won’t leave me with one of the only guns they have. I nod in defeat. I know it was too easy for him to win, but it’s not a game, there is no winner. These is our lives. My life. 
 
    I lean into him once more, my tears slowing. I listen to his heartbeat, his breathing. He holds me, as we cry together. We eventually calm down. We are sitting alone in the bathroom, no tears left to cry. We know this is the end. The tragic end of what we could have had. Nothing will ever be the same again because tomorrow when he wakes up, I’ll be gone. I’ll be dead.  
 
    Tomorrow, when he opens his eyes it’ll be different. His eyes will be peering out at a world where I no longer exist. He will exist in a world where I am not there. The rest of his life will be lived without me. I know that I’m the one being left behind. I am the one who will be forgotten in the past. I will be his history, not his future.  
 
    ***** 
 
    We are just coming out of the bathroom, when I look forward. The windows are showing the brightly shining sun. I’m lost in the beauty, as two men walk in front of the window. I try to step behind the fixture, but they look directly at me. We stand there, transfixed in the existence of each other. Then they take off running. I turn on the spot and follow suit. This feels bad.  
 
    “Dan, two guys just saw me at the front of the store, and they took off running” I say, panting as I come to a stop before him. He is helping Riley gather supplies into the loading dock where we have parked our vehicles. Dan looks at me with shock, fear in his eyes. He turns back to the open garage door.  
 
    “That was the local gang I was just tellin’ you about. They’ll be getting’ backup. Now they know we’re here, they’ll want our stuff” he explains, and my blood pumps faster. We need to get out of here. We need to get out of here right now, or I won’t be the only one dying today. I know instinctively that I will kill them all. I will wipe them from the face of this earth, before I let them kill Paul.  
 
    “We need to finish up, before they come back with friends” I say, my voice shaking ever so slightly. Riley seems to notice because she turns to look at me. I take in her soft expression, the forgiveness, the apologies in her eyes. I know she’s forgiven me, but I can’t deal with any of it right this second.  
 
    I make my way down the aisle, leaving them alone. I head to the opposite side of the store, where the others are gathering toiletries. I’m about to turn down the shampoo aisle, when an infected comes around the corner. We haven’t done a full sweep, but he is likely the only one left wandering. I move effortlessly, pulling a small flag off the shelf. I pull the cloth off and use the pole to shove through the monster’s eyeball. It drops like a puppet without strings. It’s the first zombie I’ve ever killed, but it was so easy. I guess when your life is forfeit, it’s easier to do what needs to be done. If there is one plus side to this fiasco, at least I won’t have to relive Drew’s death much longer.  
 
    Paul comes around the corner, just as I pull the flag staff out of the dead thing’s eye. He looks at me, his eyebrows raised. I wonder what my face must look like. I ignore his searching gaze and finish my path to the others. We hurriedly finish packing up the important stuff. It only takes us a couple minutes. Then we are ready to leave.  
 
    Dan gathers his photos, and a small bag. He joins us on the loading dock. It is time for us to leave, before the gang gets here. Maybe we can lose them if we get a head start. I hope they don’t pursue us, but I know better than to hope for things to go the way that I want. I just hope we can get away.  
 
    “Can I talk to you?” Riley asks suddenly, her hand resting on my arm. I nod, pulling her off to the side. I guess now is the best time to tell her about my bite, my death. She looks at me. 
 
    “I’m sorry about yesterday. Drew would not have wanted me to blame you” she explains, her eyes swimming with tears. I feel myself getting emotional again. I need to hold it together, or I’ll fall apart completely.  
 
    “Look Riley, there’s something I need to tell you, but you have to…” I begin to tell her, but then Dan interrupts us. I turn to look at him, unsure of what has changed. Riley is looking at me questioningly. I look from the running cars to my sister. It can wait. It needs to wait. I’ll tell her soon.  
 
    I walk over to Paul’s car, refusing to waste my last amount of time without him by my side. I feel a bit dizzy, as I open the passenger door. I almost fall in. I know the infection is starting to spread. I feel really cold all of a sudden, which means the fever has started. I sit down, closing the door. Then Lana makes a comment.  
 
    “You don’t look so good Ben, are you okay?” she asks, her voice dripping with concern. I just nod, pulling down the visor to look at my reflection. I am pale, a slight green tinge to my face. I look like I did the week I had the flu last year. I’m about to say something else, when Paul slides into the car beside me.  
 
    “Do you need anything?” he asks me. His face is full of pain, his lips pressed tightly together. Lana watches our exchange, before she looks back to my face. I watch as comprehension dawns on hers. Her lip trembles, and she bursts into tears. Paul pauses to explain to her what happened, but she just continues to cry. I feel like crying again too. I try to listen to their words, but I can’t focus, so I miss it all. 
 
    “Okay, guys. Let’s get out of here” Chase calls from beside us, the moment is over. Lana looks at me again, straightening in her seat. I know things are changing much too quickly. I know my life is ticking to the end. My heartbeats are numbered. My moments with Paul are limited. This is the end.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    I look around, as Paul cranks the engine to life. I close my eyes briefly, trying to muster the energy to continue. I’m starting to feel weak. I hear Paul’s seatbelt click, but before we can move, Dan comes up to my window. A sharp rap on the glass causes my eyes to fly open. I look at him confusedly, before rolling the window down.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I ask, jumping to the worst-case scenario, but he shakes his head with a small smile on his face.  
 
    “You can’t be visible Benjamin. They saw you. They’ll stop us for sure” he explains, and I look to Paul. Panic is rising in my chest again. I can’t be alone, not now. Now when I could die on the way. I can’t die alone.  
 
    “Okay, well we can change the driving arrangements then. Thomas!” Paul calls, waving my brother’s friend over. Thomas comes to a stop just before me.  
 
    “Will you drive my car with Lana, so I can go with Ben?” he asks, and Thomas nods immediately. Dan seems to accept that offer because he nods for us to follow him. I turn to Lana. She’s looking right at me now. Her eyes filled with tears.  
 
    “Thank you, for everything” I tell her, my voice thick with emotion, my chest heavy with our goodbye. She tearfully nods, before pulling me into a tight hug. I embrace her lovingly. Part of me wishes I had time to say goodbye to everyone, but then we would all die.  
 
    We follow Dan over to his truck. I look around, but I don’t see anywhere for me to hide. That’s when I notice the tarp pulled back in the truck bed. I know his plan, even before he begins to tell us. We have to hide. We have to be out of sight.  
 
    “If you’re under here, then it will look like I’m driving by myself. They’ve seen me dozens of times. Maybe, if we’re lucky; they won’t stop me. Maybe we can get out of this mess” he explains, and my stomach flips nervously. Will this even work? 
 
    “Are you sure?” Paul asks dubiously. Doubt drips from every word, as he vocalizes my inner misgivings. Dan just nods, not granting us an answer this time. Then it’s time to go. Paul helps me onto the tailgate, and I crawl under the tarp.  
 
    At first, I think he’ll leave me alone under the tarp, but he crawls in and lays down beside me. I feel the warmth of his body, as he presses against me. It’s a tight fit because of all the supplies in here too. Paul wraps an arm around me protectively, as he reaches with his other arm to pull the tarp back over the supplies, hiding us from the eyes of anyone who looks into the bed.  
 
    I look at him, his blue eyes shining in the semi-darkness. He is looking directly at me. I know he must be thinking about my impending death, my approaching doom. I want to reach out, to touch his face. I want to tell him everything I ever felt about him. I want to spin out the best poem ever written, but I’ve never been good with words, or writing.  
 
    “Paul, I…” I begin, but he puts a finger over my lips. I hear the truck roar to life then, the engine much louder than Paul’s. I lurch into him, when the truck jumps forward. He pulls me to him then. We’re moving. Here we go. This has to work because if it doesn’t then we won’t be saying goodbye. If this doesn’t work, then we will all be gone today.  
 
    “I love you” I tell him then, before he can stop me. He takes a deep breath, holding me even tighter. I begin to cry again. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to miss his life. I want to see him grow old, to see him reach all of his goals. I know that the future he wanted will never happen now that the government has fallen, but I want to see whatever future he has. 
 
    “I love you too. I love you so much Ben” he tells me, his words coated with love, sprinkled with sadness. I pull away then, unable to take the contact anymore. I don’t want to spend my last hours crying the whole time. I want to talk to him. I want to know everything, every single detail. I want to memorize him; I want to memorize everything that makes me love him. Everything that makes him Paul.  
 
    “How have you been the last few months Paul?” I ask him, finally breaching the topic I’ve been avoiding since our reconciliation. Continuing the conversation, we started, when we were at Cindy’s house. He stiffens, my fingertips resting against his stomach, as he takes another deep breath. I know he doesn’t want to answer.  
 
    “I’ve been working, doing school, and hanging out with my family. I…” he trails off, and I wonder for the first time if he had been with someone else. Did he think about me? I’m sure he did, but did he really think about me? 
 
    “I… came out to my family. I know they heard the rumors, the crap, the drama that went on, but I officially came out to them” he explains, and I flinch. I was not expecting that. I always assumed he’d never come out. I did back in high school. It wasn’t a big deal for me.  
 
    “Paul that’s amazing” I tell him, knowing in my bones that this would have changed our futures. He’s out, I’m out. Nothing can come between us now, but guess what? I’m about to die. How freaking fun.  
 
    “Yeah, my dad was great about it. He told me, as long as I still give him grandkids, he doesn’t care who I love. He asked me if you were my boyfriend. Then I had to tell him everything that happened between us with the break up, and he actually yelled at me. He told me he was ashamed of my sister for what she did, and he said you did what anyone would do” Paul tells me, and at first I’m mortified, but as his words continue, I find my stomach is soaring. His dad took my side, even if Paul took longer to see the same thing, I have someone on my side. I have someone who doesn’t think I’m a complete psycho. Too bad I didn’t know this before I got bitten by an infected monster.  
 
    “What about your mom?” I ask him, my voice filled with pain. He looks away, not meeting my gaze. I wonder if he feels guilty for not being on my side. I wonder if he blames himself for the time we spent apart. I hope not because even though I’m glad he forgave me I was at fault. I deserved everything I got. I deserved every word, every tear that happened. 
 
    “She took it a little harder. She was fine with it, but she tried to convince me to keep it low-key” he explains, and my stomach sours. His mom must be one of those people. She’s fine with her son being gay, just as long as nobody else knows. I personally think that’s almost as bad as not accepting your kid at all.  
 
    I push my personal feelings aside because they don’t matter anymore. I’ll never see any of them ever again. Why should I judge them? They love their son, they care for him, and they accept him for who he was born to be, at least his mom didn’t abandon him for drugs. I have to push the bitterness down again, as I steer the conversation into a different direction.  
 
    “How’s college?” I ask him, my voice a little too chipper for the mood. I can feel the bite on my arm pulsing, the infection spreading. I’m freezing. My stomach is upset now. I can feel the sweat clinging to my forehead. Paul seems to notice the same thing because he closes his eyes, before answering.  
 
    “Boring, you know I hate it” he says simply, his voice filled with pain. I laugh then. I remember before we started our very different bachelor programs, we took every class we could together. I have a memory then, and I let it take me over. I let the memory wrap itself around me and blanket me with him.  
 
    I walk down the hallway, the Beatles song ringing loudly in my ears. Coming to the classroom door, I head right inside. Paul is sitting there in the front row. I can tell he’s distracted, as I sit down beside him. Smiling over, I reach for his arm. He jumps at the touch, and whips around. I laugh, as his eyes find me. His face softens.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I ask him, pulling out my printed paper that’s due today. It’s been done for weeks. Paul looks down at it and scoffs in irritation. I smile at his annoyance. That’s when I notice his desk. I laugh softly.  
 
    He’s trying to cram for our test today, but his study guide is a complete mess. I look down at the mess of scratched out words, scribbled answers, and the rumpled look that tells me he threw it a time or two. I look down at mine.  
 
    “Here, trade with me” I tell him, handing him my organized, highlighted, and cleanly written study guide. I tuck his mess of a paper under my arm, before turning back to him lovingly. He smiles at me, his face still tight with annoyance.  
 
    “I’m just not good at this. I hate science. It’s boring” he explains. I know he’s more of a history person. Which is funny because that’s the most boring thing to me. I can’t stand history. I reach under the table and grab his hand. He grips it back.  
 
    I turn my paper in with my quiz, knowing it’s a B- study guide, but I got a perfect score on the test. I move to the door, before turning to wait for Paul. He’s still busy with the test, so I wait outside for him. It takes a while.  
 
    “How did you do?” I ask him, as his gorgeous face comes out of the room. He looks at me, his eyebrows knitted together in frustration. I hope he did well with my study guide. He’s about to answer, when the scene begins to fade into nothingness.  
 
    “Ben are you there?” Paul asks me, pulling me from the memory. I realize with terror, that I was hallucinating a scene from the past. I was dozing off. Is it that advanced already? I look around, as the truck goes over a bump. We are still under the tarp. We are not in the hallway of our Chemistry class. We are not fine. We are not safe. We are in danger, as usual. I am about to die. To be extinguished. 
 
    “Yeah, I was just remembering when I let you turn in and use my chemistry study guide for the final” I tell him, and he actually laughs aloud. I wonder if he remembers it as clearly as I do. I’m sure he doesn’t. I’ve always been too into him. I always cared more.  
 
    “I remember that. I still got a C on my final, but I got a perfect grade on the paper. You were always so good at science” he says, his voice trailing off, as his mind goes somewhere far away. I want to say something, but he seems so distracted. I let him wander for a few minutes. My eyes start to grow heavy again, but this time I push the memories away.  
 
    I can’t succumb yet, not when we are this close together. Not when he has no way to escape me. I’ll end up killing him. I could not handle something so horrible, so tragic. I force my eyes open, pinching my arm painfully. The memories fade away then. I force them away easier now. Paul turns back to me.     
 
    I’m just about to ask him where he went, when the first gunshot rings out. I jump at the sound, and Paul clings to me. I savor the touch, as the second gunshot rings out. I feel myself shaking now. I know I’m about to die, so it shouldn’t matter, but I don’t want him to die. The third gunshot penetrates the roar of the engine, but this time the bullet finds the box right beside my head. I hear a can of something explode, as the bullet rings true.  
 
    As the gunshots continue, I realize there is something I do want to do, before I die, before we both die. I lean up and press my lips to Paul’s. The shots are still loud against us, but slightly less so, as I press my lips to the mouth, I know so well.  
 
    He kisses me back, his body hungrily pressing against mine. The shots continue. I’m not sure who is shooting who, and I don’t care at this point. My life is forfeit, but right now I have him. He pulls me closer, and I feel the pain of the bite as he does so, but I ignore it. We continue to kiss, our lips moving over each other like waves in the ocean. We stay there in that moment. I close my eyes, when the next gunshot assaults my ears. I try to pretend they don’t exist. 
 
    “I love you” he says, when he breathlessly pulls away from the kiss. I look into his eyes and wish I could lose myself in them. I wish more than anything that I could stay, to see them a little longer. Just a few more years.  
 
    I notice then that the gunshots have stopped. We are left alone in silence then, the roar of the engine the only noise. I just look at Paul, as we silently take each other in. I use the opportunity to memorize every detail of his face, every inch of his skin, every color in his eyes. Every strand of hair, as it falls in his face. I memorize every single molecule.  
 
    “I love you too” I tell him simply, the words are hollow, they don’t even touch what I feel for him. They don’t explain anything. I find myself wishing for a second time that I was better with words. I push the envy away, as the truck finally pulls to a stop. I stay where I am, unsure of what is going on.  
 
    “What is happening?” Paul wonders aloud, but I stay there rooted to the spot. That was really quick. That didn’t feel long enough. Something feels off. Why did we stop so soon? I stiffen, when I hear the tailgate being put down. Are we about to be murdered? The bite on my arm aches again. Then the tarp is pulled off of us. I sit up then, when I see Dan looking down at us. His face is strained.  
 
    “What happened?” I demand, as I struggle to my feet. We are in a big warehouse of some kind, and the large garage doors are just closing, when I hop to the ground. I nearly fall, but Dan reaches over and steadies me. I look around and see with relief that the other two cars are here too. We didn’t get separated. That’s when I realize something is very wrong. We shouldn’t have stopped here. I turn to Dan, ignoring the feeling of unimaginable exhaustion, covering my body slowly. Part of me knows that my body is shutting down, but I ignore that.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY 
 
      
 
    I stand there in the middle of what looks like an abandoned mechanic shop, my legs are shaking slightly from the effort it takes to stand on them at this point. I look around, as Paul comes to stand beside me. Everyone is here, everyone is safe for now, and everyone is gathered around Dan, waiting for any indication of what to do now that we’re here.  
 
    “Why did we stop here? I thought we were going to drive a lot further…” Thomas asks, getting the hard questions out of the way. Dan looks as if he may slap Thomas. 
 
    “We were gettin’ shot at boy. What did you think was gonna happen?” he demands, anger on his face. I look down, my stomach rising a little.  
 
    “Where are we even?” Riley asks suddenly, her soft voice sharp with something I can’t place. I feel myself slipping away, but I have to hold on a little longer. I have to stay awake, alive for just a few more hours. As long as I know they are safe, I can die in peace. I notice then, as her words float in the air that she is looking directly at me now.  
 
    “We’re in a place that I used to own, before my… before I started working at the grocery store. They hopefully didn’t see us come in here. Maybe we can hide out, until they give up” he explains, his optimism falling just short of his eyes. His face matches his words, but his eyes look worried.  
 
    “Well we should probably check this place for weapons, or hiding places, or even make sure there aren’t any of those things here with us” Chase says suddenly, looking at me, as he checks the corners of the room, as if infected will emerge from the shadows. I smile in spite of the situation because it’s amusing how good a leader he is. He’s such a natural.  
 
    “That’s a good idea. Let’s split up. Hurry though because we need to be hidden before they decide to hunt us down” Dan says, waving us all off in opposite directions. I automatically go to follow Paul, but Emily comes slowly over to beside me. I can tell she wants to talk to me about something, so I motion for Paul to wait for me. Emily turns to me then, her face stretched with pain. I wonder how she’s doing.  
 
    “How’s the pain?” I ask her, my own voice sounding weak. She doesn’t know that I’m fading, but she doesn’t need to right now either.  
 
    “It hurts, a lot. I wanted to talk to you because I know you’ve been having a hard time” she explains, and I feel my insides melt. I love my best friend. I always knew she was the best friend I ever met.  
 
    “Are you going to be okay though? I’m sure you’re in a lot of pain” I say, not knowing what alternative she has. All I know is I wish there was some way to tuck them all in my pocket, to protect them all from the forces working against us. She nods, reaching out to take my hand comfortingly.  
 
    “If… if something happens to me… Ben I want you to find my family. Please tell them what happened. Please promise me that if I… if I die, then you’ll let them know not to wait up hoping for me to show up” she pleads, tears filling her eyes. I know she’s worried she’s about to die, but my fate is confirmed. I am for sure dying, and I feel like now should be when I tell her. I should tell her goodbye now.  
 
    “Emily, I’m not… I can’t…” I begin, my voice shaking, my eyes flooding with tears. She just pulls me in, hugging me tightly. We stand there, together. She then pulls back, looking into my eyes. There is love, unwavering love there. She has always been such a light in my life.  
 
    “I’ll do the same for you, but let’s hope neither of us has to. Be safe. I love you Ben” she says, hugging me once more. Then she hobbles painfully over to sit on the tailgate of Dan’s truck. I stare sadly after Riley, as she disappears down the hall. I turn to Paul. Tears are in his eyes as well. We both know this terrible secret, the secret that will break the people I love. I walk over to him. 
 
    He wraps an arm around me, as if to support me, as we walk down the other hall. As we move forward, I look out of the windows, waiting for the moment when our hunters come into view. We come to a stop at the stairwell, and I follow him inside. Paul holds my hand, as we make our way up the stairs.  
 
    When we make it to the second floor, my breath is short, coming in wheezy gasps. Paul seems to notice because he avoids my eyes. I look around and see that Thomas and Ryan are already checking this floor, so I motion Paul to follow me to the third floor. It’s even worse now. I’m already out of breath, so by the time we make it to the empty third floor, I’m pouring down with sweat, and I’m about to pass out.  
 
    “Stay with me love. Please don’t leave me yet” Paul says, his voice even, but pained. He’s towing me along, as it becomes harder and harder to take each step. Something seems to have shifted. My limbs are too heavy now. My head is lolling. It’s time.  
 
    A loud bang sounds from above, and both of our heads snap around. I look for any indication of what could have made the sound, as Paul steps defensively in front of me. Why would he waste his life protecting me, when I’m already dead? I stumble, as he continues to protect me. We are walking slowly, trying to quietly discover the source of the noise.  
 
    I notice suddenly, that the color has gone from the world. All I see is blacks, greys, and whites. We arrive at the end of the hall, looking around, the noise sounds again, making me jump. Spit trails from my mouth, dropping to the floor. Paul turns then, and takes in my face, my slumped body, my shaking limbs.  
 
    “No, not now. Not yet. You have to stay awake. Ben. Ben please. Not yet” he says, tears sliding down his cheeks. He’s looking around as if some invisible force will save us from this ending, this tragic separation, this finality. Nobody is coming to save me. No white horse will ride in to my aid. This is the end. This is my very end. I will be a corpse in minutes.  
 
    Let’s keep moving, okay?” he begs me, before hoisting me up. He walks, my arm draped over his shoulder, as he supports my weight. We come to a door. The sound is echoing loudly from the other side. When Paul opens it, a staircase is visible. We hurriedly rush up it and find another door.  
 
    The bang is deafening through the door, so Paul pushes it open, his weapon in one hand, me in the other. I look around, finding that we are on the roof. The trees are all around us, the long dirt road we must’ve driven down is like a clay ribbon. I look at Paul, my vision fading. Everything looks as if I’m viewing it through a screen. I feel shaky, worse than ever.  
 
    Paul carries me through the door, my legs dragging along. I see that there are nearly two dozen infected wandering the roof. I take them in blearily, so tired. I’m so exhausted. I just want to sleep. Just then, the door snaps shut. Paul whirls around, dropping me, as he goes to reopen the door, but it’s locked. That’s when everything goes dark, and I feel myself hit the concrete. Then everything leaves my body.  
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-ONE 
 
    *PAUL* 
 
      
 
    The door closes loudly behind us, as we stare out at the countless zombies before us. I let go of him, turning to catch the door. I know, before my fingers find the door knob that it’s locked. I grip it tightly and try to force it open. It doesn’t budge, so I plow into the frame with all my might. That’s when I hear it. The sound of a body hitting the pavement.  
 
    I turn around and find him crumpled there like a piece of paper. My vision goes red, as I take in his prone figure. He cannot be dead, not after everything we’ve been through. Not after all the shit I’ve endured to get him back. He cannot be gone. I refuse to accept it. I leave the door forgotten and kneel down beside him.  
 
    “Ben, Benjamin wake up. Wake up. Please open your eyes” I say, my voice like gravel. This reminds me of memories that I’d like to forget. Finding my grandmother on the floor of our kitchen, finding her dead. I cannot bear this. I need him. 
 
    I think back to my training; I know how to do this. I reach up, feeling at his wrist. I move my fingers around, searching for the pulse that has to be there, it just has to be. I feel absolutely nothing. No pulsing of blood, no sign of life.  
 
    “Ben, no. No, not now. Oh my God. Ben, I love you so much, please don’t leave me” I cry, my hands gripping his shirt, my tears raining on his lifeless body. That’s when the first infected fall upon us. I jump to my feet, standing between Ben and the monsters before me. 
 
    I look between the onslaught of zombies. I can’t let them near him. I have to protect him. I lift the two small decorative daggers given to me. The ones I keep holstered to my waist now. I brandish them angrily at the beasts before me. Using all the skills I learned in gymnastics, in martial arts.  I jump to the right, as I pierce the first beast through the eye.  
 
    Kicking with all my might, the things fall. They lose. They’re weak frail bodies are no match for mine. I am athletic, I am sure. I am too much for them. If it were me against six or even eight, then I’d win easily. There are closer to thirty. I begin to look around for any other way out of this.  
 
    A sky light is two feet to the left of Ben’s body. I begin to back away to it. If I can break it, then maybe we can drop through. They’d only be able to come through one or two at a time. I make my way over to it, keeping my body as a shield between them and him. I finally find the glass. It looks weathered, hopefully it’ll be easy to break.  
 
    Brandishing my knives, I take them on, as my foot repeatedly kicks the glass. It glances off, the glass unperturbed. I try to kick harder, with all the might of a football player. Again, it has no effect. The damn zombies are closing in. I try to picture them as an opposing team, what would I do? How would I defeat them? 
 
    I use my knives to kill the two zombies closest to me, but where one falls, two more show up. I manage a quick glance at Ben and see with worry that he looks even more pale now. I realize in that moment that he’s probably turning. My heart begins to race. I kick a zombie in the chest, stabbing two more in the head, before jumping as high as I can, and landing on the glass with full force.  
 
    A loud crack echoes in the air. I look down, and I see the spiderweb crack spread, and for the first time, I’m happy to see that crack pattern. Usually, it just pisses me off to have to buy a new phone, but now it could save my life. I turn back to the approaching blood-thirsty beasts and hold the knives up again.  
 
    I kick again, the glass still not moving, but the crack spreads a little further across the clear surface. I sneak another look at Ben. Then I turn back to the zombies. There are probably fifteen left, but now they’re all clustered before me and sure as hell not spread out. I’m out of time. I try something, that may help, but it’s equally stupid. I jump into the air, and kick as many legs as I can. Four of them fall to the ground. I kick the glass again; a free moment presents itself. I bang on the glass with my fists.  
 
    “Come on. Dammit. Come on you dumbass glass” I scream, my voice raw with emotion, as I abuse the glass. Another loud crack rings through the air, and out of the corner of my eye; Ben twitches. I punch the glass again, my hand punching an infuriatingly small hole in the glass.  
 
    I pull my bleeding mess of a hand out of the broken sky light and kick it. The glass shifts, but still doesn’t break. I’m forced back on my feet then. Ben twitches again, as I stand above him. A part of me realizes he’s probably turning right now, but I can’t think about that. I take down the four infected still on the ground and turn to the other twelve that are left.  
 
    One dead, another kick. My foot goes through the glass now. I feel with pain that the glass is tearing my ankle to shreds. I’m almost there. Only a little more. I kill two more of them, before kicking again. The bodies are piling around me, my thrusts are slower, weaker. I’m peaking. I remember all the training in the gym, on the field.  
 
    As, I go to kill another one, I lose one of my knives. It doesn’t come back out of the head I stab. I’m not strong enough to pull it out. I’m reaching a burnout. I’ve surpassed my physical peak. I stab another one of the monsters, the blade sticking into the eye socket. I force it out with all my might, the squelching sound turning my stomach. I notice then that I’ve been herded away from Ben and the sky light.  
 
    I turn around last minute, almost toppling over the waist high wall around the building. I have a spur of inspiration then, kicking with all my might, two of the dead topple over the wall, and fall forty feet to the pavement below. I turn to the last five zombies.  
 
    Making my way back to the sky light, my only way out, I kill two more. There are only three of them left. I go to kill another, but again the blade gets stuck, and I’m too weak once again. I watch as it topples backward, leaving me unarmed against the last two of them. What do I do now? I look around, finding one of my knives sticking out of a head. I try again, attempting to pull it out.  
 
    I pull with every bit of strength I have, and the knife comes loose, pulling a skewered piece of rotting brain with it, I fling the knife, and kill another of them. There is only one left. I make quick work of it, before turning away from the carnage. I immediately throw up over the side of the roof.  
 
    Looking down, I contemplate just risking the jump, but I’d never survive it. I hobble exhaustedly over to Ben, scooping his body into my arms. I carry him the two feet to rest beside the sky light. I begin to hit the glass with my knife, cleaning out the gaping hole. When I finally clear out the whole opening, I turn back to Ben. I take in his face one more time, in case this doesn’t go as planned.  
 
    I jump through the hole, preparing to roll on impact to break my fall. I just hope it’s not too late. I hope that I don’t have another zombie, a zombie I love, when I open the door. I hope I don’t have to see that.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    I open my eyes… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    I look around, the empty rooftop, filled with corpses. I look down, trying to remember what happened. Did Paul leave me? That’s when the door flies open. He looks at me with shock on his face. I look down at my bite mark, but it looks different now. 
 
    It looks like a regular bite, no infection. It’s a normal red. I notice, as the realization comes to me that I can see colors again. It looks like it’s been healing for a few weeks already. I look from what I thought was a death sentence, to the love of my life. What the hell is happening? I move to stand on my feet. It’s easier. I’m not weak anymore. My muscles are sore, but more like I overdid it at the gym, not like I’m dying of a zombie bite. His mouth falls open.  
 
    I move across the distance, my legs sore with each step. I’m almost to him, when a cramp wrecks me. I fall suddenly, but his sure hands catch me. I feel his warmth immediately, and realize just how cold I am. I have goosebumps up my arms. I can see the question marks in his ocean eyes, as he surveys me, like a ghost. He has this haunted look on his sweet face.  
 
    “What the hell? You’re okay? I thought for sure… Ben… I thought you…” he says, his voice breaking like thin ice. That’s fitting because the air around us is as cold as the water underneath the ice. I look from his tear-filled eyes, down to my waning bite. How am I sitting here? I succumbed to it; I was dead. I felt everything leaving.  
 
    “I’m not sure. I remember falling, it felt like I fell forever, but then I just felt pain, like cramping muscles. Look…” I say, thrusting my arm into his face, he peers at the fading crescent bite, his eyes curious.  
 
    “… it looks like it’s healing. What do you think this could mean?” I ask him, as I try to stand on my own again. I look around at the dead.  
 
    “I’m not sure” he says, his voice far away, quiet to my ears. He’s looking in the distance.  
 
    “Do you think you could be… you know… immune?” he asks suddenly. I stop, freezing mid pace. The more I walk, the better my muscles feel. Could that be a possibility? What would the numbers for that be? 
 
    The idea of me being some anomaly is intriguing. I guess being immune would explain it, but what kind of virus could this be, and why do I have an immunity? It also raises another question. I’ve been hovering on the edge of madness about killing Drew, but my one logic that’s held me somewhat together was that he was beyond saving. If I’m immune, what if he was too? Did I kill him, when there was another option? What does that make me? 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess there could be reason to assume with proper testing, the theory could be…” I begin, but something interrupts my thoughts. I turn my head slowly, as four cars race toward us down the dirt road.  
 
    “They’re here. Crap” I say, dropping the subject of my seemingly miraculous recovery. I grab his hand, much more steadily on my feet now. We race back through the door, and down the stairs. I notice, as we run that Paul’s hands are a mangled mess of blood and broken glass. His face, his clothes caked with blood, and gore. Blood running down his eviscerated ankle. We run down the hall, trying to make it to the stairwell in time to warn the others.  
 
    We’re out of time. It is the moment we’ve been dreading. The gang that is after us, has found us. By the looks of it, they brought lots of friends. I shiver slightly, as we hurtle through the door and race down the stairs into the second floor. I exhale in relief.  
 
    Ryan and Riley are ten feet in front of us, their eyes on the windows. They must’ve seen the arrival of the gang. I flash them a worried look, as we pelt past them. Paul is right on my heels, now that I’m back to my full capacity, my running legs are kicking in. I can hear my siblings following right behind us, as we make our way through the building.  
 
    I almost run right into Chase, as we come around the corner. He is standing there in front of the stairwell, Lily and Peyton beside him. I look around immediately. We have to find somewhere for them to hide. I search the floor, until the commercial air duct cover meets my eye. I turn back to Chase, just as his eyes follow mine to the same thing.  
 
    “Peyton, you need to hide in there, until we come find you” Chase commands, but she shakes her head, tears filling her eyes… I look toward the window, as the motor of the cars comes into earshot. We don’t have time for this. We need to move now. Just when I’m about to lose my temper, Lily steps forward and saves the day.  
 
    “Peyton, we can both hide inside. There is room enough for me. I am too old to fight, but I am scared of the dark. Will you stay with me, so I don’t get scared?” she asks. Peyton monitors her briefly, searching for any sign of the trap. Peyton falls for it, missing the mark on the manipulation Lily threw at her.  
 
    “Peyton, please stay here. I will come for you, when it is safe” Chase says, his voice firm, his eyes blazing with authority.  
 
    “I’ll see you soon daddy” she says, her eyes filling with tears. She reaches out her hand, grasping his tightly.  
 
    “Don’t be afraid baby girl, I will come back for you” he promises, but she just nods. That’s when she shifts her gaze to Paul.  
 
    “Paul, do you promise to keep my daddy safe?” she asks, her bottom lip trembling. Paul crosses in front of me, kneeling before Peyton to hold his pinky out for her.  
 
    “I promise” he says simply, completing the pinky swear with her. She leans out of the open vent and kisses Paul on the cheek.  
 
    “Okay, we have to go. Peyton be brave and stay as quiet as you can” Chase reminds her, before replacing the cover. 
 
    Once they are safely hidden, we take off running again. We make it to the first floor, just as Thomas, and Lana join the rest of us in the stairwell. I look my brother up and down, the dried blood on his shirt, in his arm hair. I look around, Emily and Dan the only ones missing now. I open the door, taking the lead into the main garage of the building.  
 
    Dan is standing in the middle of the room, staring right at the garage door. Briefly, I wonder if he can somehow see through it, if he can see the forces on the other side. I push the childish thought aside, and stride confidently over to him. He looks me up and down, before turning back to the door.  
 
    “They’re outside” I say simply, my voice coming out colder, stiffer than I meant it to. He nods in acknowledgement. We stand there together, standing in a straight line. We have to face this now. I can hear the voices of the men now. They are standing just feet from us, the garage door the only barrier between us and them. The only protection left.  
 
    I look around, taking in each member of our group, memorizing each face because something tells me that I will never see some of them alive again after this. Some instinct tells me this is it. This is where the second shoe falls. Some, or even all of us will be dead in a few minutes. I know it in my bones.  
 
    Chase is standing to my right. He has his gun in one hand, and a long axe in the other. His chin is raised, looking at the door with the determination I’ve grown to know and respect. Ryan is standing beside Chase, his eyes, so much like mine are trained on me. He is holding a crowbar, blood already dried upon its surface. Beside him is Thomas. He is holding two hammers, both covered in gore as well. To my left, Lana is holding what looks like a makeshift slingshot, with some balloons filled with mysterious liquid. Her long hair is tied into a messy bun. Riley and Emily are beside her. They have an axe each, and their hair is similarly pulled out of their faces. Red and blonde in contrast, partners in crime.  
 
    I look at Paul last. His eyes are on mine, his lips pulled into a grim smile. I memorize the expression on his face, the love in his eyes. I remember the exact color of his skin, the perfect shade of ocean in his beautiful eyes. I reach over, taking his hand. He grips mine back, holding me together as we stand with our friends, waiting for war to erupt around us. Paul brandishes one of the swords that Cindy gave him, the second is strapped across his back. His two daggers in their place at his waist. he is ready. I feel the gun in my own pocket. 
 
    I catch his eye again, making sure he sees me when I mouth for him to see, a private message between the two of us. Three words. Three words that I’ve wanted to exchange with him again and again ever since October. The only three words that matter right here and now. They are everything in this moment.  
 
    I grip his hand again, sending all my love through the contact. I let my mind wander back to the strange occurrence, the miracle that is my life, the healed bite. The death sentence that was overturned somehow. I wonder if I’m still dying, but have experienced some last minute, end of life surge. I’ve read about it before. I wonder if I’ll die still. That would suck.  
 
    I’m forced to push the thoughts from my mind, when the first move is made. This is just a large dangerous chess game, and the other side just made their move. The lights go off. I jump slightly, never letting go of his hand, as we wait for something else to happen. I’m not sure what to expect. What is their game? 
 
    That’s when the shots ring out. It’s dark, it’s cold, and it’s deafening. I jump down, diving to the floor to avoid being shot. Paul’s hand releases me, and suddenly everything is colder, darker. Fear grips me, as the gunshots continue their endless assault. I instinctively count the odds. It’s very unlikely that we will all come out of this unscathed.  
 
    I crawl, trying to get to the window. I need to try to knock them down or help to thin their numbers. They had four vehicles, so at the very least there are four of them. I make my way around Dan’s truck, trying to crawl. The gunshots are constant, round after round. I make my way further away from Paul, and closer to the bullets.  
 
    When I find myself pressed against the brick wall beside the garage door, I sit up. The window is just above me. Surprisingly, the glass is still intact. They aren’t shooting in this direction, which makes me feel like they won’t be looking either. I rise to my knees, knowing this could be the end of my life, but something has to be done. I rise up and look.  
 
    There are eleven of them. I see them huddled in front of their cars. They have long rifles, each of them aiming right at the garage door, as they fire round after round of lethal gunfire at me and my friends. I move to unlatch the window, so I can shoot back, when one of them sees me. I duck.  
 
    I barely make it in time, before the glass rains down around me. The window has been shot out, and the gunfire has moved to this side of the building. I dive behind the nearest car, as the bullets demolish the brick I was hiding behind. I look around, trying to see anything, anyone. The smell of gunpowder is thick in the air, smoke billowing around us.  
 
    That’s when the shots end. I lift my head, unwilling to believe that the onslaught is over. They gave up way too easily. I sit up, when the shots don’t continue. Looking around, I try to see through the darkness. I don’t want to make a sound because I’m still not convinced it’s over. It just doesn’t make sense.  
 
    “Ben?” I hear his raised whisper from a few feet away. I crawl toward it, as the dust settles. The gunshots still haven’t continued, so I assume either they ran out of ammo, or they’re waiting for something. I make it to Paul then. His arm is trembling slightly, as I lean into him. Through the darkness, I find his lips. I press mine to them. He kisses me back shakily.  
 
    “What are they doing?” he asks me, looking around. I shrug, not realizing he can’t see it. The dark is starting to really settle outside. I move to kneel on the ground, so I can lift myself and look over the hood of the car. Paul moves with me, as we peer over our hiding place. The silence is ominous.  
 
    I can hear other movement inside, so I know at least some of the other survived the shots. I am about to figure out who, when the next sound rings loudly around us. I peer blindly in the direction of the noise. Not knowing what to expect, not able to place the noise. Then I see something shudder in the darkness. I realize what they’re doing.  
 
    “They’re ramming the garage door” I say to Paul, before grabbing ahold of him, and pulling him away from the door. I stand up now, unable to crawl anymore. I can see a little better now, as the garage door begins to bow inward. I search for the others, but I can’t make out anything clearly.  
 
    The garage door is slammed again, and it finally gives way. The dwindling light flows through, lighting up the building around us. I look around one more time, grabbing Paul’s hand, as the men rush into the open door. I stiffen, as I see the guns in their hands. I’m still standing behind the car, when the first one of them speaks. I tense at the words.  
 
    “We got you surrounded. Come out with your hands up, or we’ll light you up” the voice says, filled with gravel. A hint of an accent is there too. I immediately put my hands up, walking out to face them. Paul follows behind me. I can see other movement out of the corner of my eyes. I wonder who it is.  
 
    “We don’t want any trouble, just let us leave please” I call, my voice ringing clear. I say the words, hopeful they will work, but dubious in that result. I can tell the words were useless, even before they leave my lips. A laugh rings in the building. I look for its source.  
 
    “The problem, boy, is that we do want trouble” the voice says, as one of them steps into the light. As the shadows flee from around him, his face comes into stark relief. I take in his features. Tan skin, high cheekbones, a thin layer of stubble, and perfectly slicked back hair.  
 
    “We’ll give you anything you want, just please let us go” I say again, knowing my words will make no difference. I know my words are useless. I know it’s all over now.  
 
    “No thanks buddy” the man says, a smile thick in his voice. That’s when the lights come back on. I jump in surprise, but the other group doesn’t budge. This was part of their plan. When my eyes adjust, I look around. Ten of the men are inside. I see that all of us made it through the gunshots unharmed.  
 
    I lay eyes on Emily, just as the man behind her winks at me. The same man speaking for the group. Then he pulls the trigger. I watch as if in slow motion, as her head snaps forward. Emily crumples to the floor. Blood pooling around her. My vision goes dark, my mouth drops open in a scream.  
 
    I feel my own arm lifting, as the gun points at the man. I pump the trigger once, twice, three times. I pump the trigger until long after the shots die out, until all that’s left is the sound of Riley crying, the sound of some keeling scream, and the sound of the gun clicking. The man who killed my best friend is dead, just another body on the floor. My finger won’t stop pulling the trigger.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    The whole room seems to be frozen in the moment. One from each side fallen. It takes me a moment to realize the scream is coming from my own mouth. I am howling in pain, sobs racking my entire body. Then Paul comes up beside me. I feel his fingers wrap around my hand, lowering the gun. He removes it from my shaking hand and reaches up to touch my face softly. I continue to stare at the two bodies before me. Emily, poor Emily dead on the floor. Her red hair matted with her own blood. The two different colors of red meshing together sickly. 
 
    “Ben, it’s… are you…” Paul begins twice, but his words die in his throat each time. That’s when the gang seems to recover from the death of their apparent leader. The one standing behind Riley, shoves the barrel of the gun into the back of her neck. I act immediately. I grab ahold of Paul’s closest knife, and I throw it as hard as I can at the man. I pray for my archery skills, my precise aiming skills.  
 
    My perfect aim doesn’t disappoint me, as the blade sinks deep into his neck. The man and the gun drop to the floor with a thud. Again, everything seems to be frozen, but then the garage erupts into a deafening tumult of violence. Bullets fly, people are jumping around, and everything is just so confusing for a minute, and I struggle to keep up.  
 
    Riley runs up to me, handing over the rifle dropped by the third human I’ve ever killed. Doesn’t that make me a serial killer? I take the rifle gratefully and take off running. I thank God that my body is back to full performance. We’d all be dead if not. I look around, coming to a brief stop. The last man has rejoined the group, so it’s nine-to-eight. 
 
    I watch as Paul takes two of the men down, as easily as he did the infected. They fall at his hands, blades to their skin, thin lines of scarlet on their throats, then just crumpled heaps of skin and bone. Paul moves on, matching the steps of a short man with a greasy bun. The man has a long blade, the color of the moon. It’s now seven-to-eight. 
 
    I look for something to do, now that everyone has someone to fight but me. I turn just in time to see the tallest of the men hit Chase right in the mouth. Chase drops like a rock in water. That’s when I realize the man is wearing brass knuckles. Anger boils within me, as I race over. He turns just in time.  
 
    I bring the butt of the rifle down on his head, knocking him unconscious. His body hits the floor with a crunch, so I turn back to Chase. His eyes are fluttering. I quickly shake him awake, hoping he’s okay. He opens his eyes then. The first thing I see is confusion, then his eyes widen in fear. I feel movement behind me, so I whip around, just in time for those damn brass knuckles to collide with my right eye.  
 
    It’s like a white-hot iron is being pressed to my eye, as his swing hits home. As I fall painfully to the floor, my hands automatically reaching for my eye, as it instantly swells shut. The man hits Chase again, his knuckles hitting jaw. Chase swivels there on the spot, before he drops.  
 
    The man has his back turned to me, as I grab the rifle again. I struggle to my feet, as he goes to walk away. I hit him with the butt of the rifle again. He falls, just like the first time, but I don’t stop. I hit him again, the rifle hitting bone. Blood sprays, as I hit him a third time. The man tries to crawl away, but I jump atop him like a bull at the rodeo. I hit him a fourth time, a fifth, a sixth. I keep hitting him, even after he falls to the floor, even after he stops moving, even after the bone gives way. I hit him still, even as the rifle effectively beats the mess inside his skull like scrambling eggs.  
 
    “Ben, he’s dead. Ben stop” Chase says, as he gathers himself to his usual height. He pulls me off the dead man, off the fourth man I’ve ever killed.  
 
    “Oh my God, that looks really bad Ben” Chase says, his voice panicking, as he takes in my swollen eye. I look up at him with my one eye and see that his lips look no better. They are bruised, swollen, and bleeding profusely. I laugh at him then, even though everything is going to hell around us. He looks at me, confused.  
 
    “Speak for yourself lips” I say, laughing and crying at the same time. He returns my grin, though with his damaged lips it looks more like a grimace of pain. I sit up, as he takes my hand. Pulling me to my feet, Chase flashes a quick smile, before heading back into the fray. I look after him, taking in the fight again. This is such a mess right now. My eyes find my siblings first.  
 
    Riley is beside Lana. They’re standing, ready for the man circling them like a shark. I find Ryan, just as he does an artistic drop kick off the tailgate of Dan’s truck. Then Paul comes into my line of vision. He has both his blades again and is swinging them around, as artfully as a ninja. I decide to help the girls out first, so I take off running toward them, hoping to get there in time, before something else bad happens to someone I love today. Emily never leaves my mind, as the pain corrodes everything inside of me.  
 
    The man never sees me coming, as I take no risks, cocking the rifle, and shooting him dead immediately. There is no pause, no wavering. I am sure that he needs to die. I’m used to shooting guns now, having handled them while hunting for my entire life. I’m not surprised by the kick of the gun.  
 
    He falls dead to the floor, his body rolling onto itself slightly from the force of the shot. I look to Lana and Riley who are now sprayed with his blood. I nod at them briefly, unable to manage anything else, before turning back to Paul. I see just as he takes down another one of them. It seems as if we’re actually winning for the moment. There are only four of the men left.  
 
    That’s when gunshots begin again. This time we all seem to be on the same page. I take off for the stairs, hoping to gain some kind of control on the roof. We run into the stairwell, making our way as two sides of a war up to the second floor. At the top of the bannister, one of the men catches up with me, but I’m ready.  
 
    I shove him with all of my might, accidentally dropping the rifle as well, but the man falls the twelve feet over the railing, and lands in a broken heap on the concrete floor. I make it to the second-floor hallway then. Racing forward, I try to make it to the third-floor stairwell. I yank it open and take off up the stairs. That’s six people that I have killed now. 
 
    I can hear fighting behind me, as everyone continues to move slowly toward my herding plan. I race up the stairs, hoping to just get outside. I know it will even the playing field. I make it into the hallway, where the roof door is. I’m the first one through the door. The staircase is short, and then I’m on the roof. I notice a cinder block, so I prop the door open.  
 
    The others join me a second later. I notice that Lana and Thomas are missing. I see a pained look, and tears on Paul’s face. Something must have happened, while I was racing ahead. I come to a stop, looking over at the roof’s edge. I’m trying to come up with some plan to get us out of this. We have the upper hand now. We can do this.  
 
    When everyone is finally on the roof together, I look from face to face. There is blood, sweat, and tears on each one I know. Paul comes to stand beside me, as one of the final men move near me. He has a hungry look on his face, as I take in his features in the gathering darkness around us on the roof.  
 
    He has long blonde hair, it’s curly. It is pulled into a man-bun. I can see some amateur tattoos coming out of his shirt, creeping up his neck, as he takes me in with his toothy smile. I can see that’s he’s missing two of his front teeth. He’s tall, with an angular jaw, a pointed nose, and pale, pale skin. He looks underweight, like someone who hasn’t eaten healthy in a long time. I make a mental judgment. This man is high on something.  
 
    “Leave us alone now. We don’t have to fight anymore” I say to him suddenly. This time I’m not naïve enough to think it’ll make any difference, but I’m searching for some tell. I’m trying to get a read on him.  
 
    “Are you really that dumb boy?” he asks me, spitting on the ground at my feet. I can see him leaning on his left side, testing the weight of his body. He’s going to jump soon, and he’s going to jump directly at me. I’m ready. I keep my eyes on him, as I muster up my most pleading voice. I crinkle my eyes, and turn to him, with a look of pain on my face.  
 
    “Nobody else has to die. Aren’t enough people dying already?” I ask him, and he squints at me, as if seeing through my act. I know the moment is coming, so I gently nudge for Paul to step away. He hesitates, making me worry he will ruin the plan. Then he takes two steps to the right, out of reach of me. I shudder.  
 
    The man looks at me, his smile growing even wider, exposing more missing teeth. I know it’s coming. I know he’s about to attempt to tackle me, to kill me. He thinks I’m the leader, the most dangerous target. I shiver at the reason he believes this. I’ve now killed six people in two days. I’m dangerous.  
 
    He jumps, his entire body thrown into the tackle, but I was expecting it. I step aside, as he crashes right past me, and collides with the wall. I’m also ready for this, as I step back to him, in his daze, and tip him over the edge. A moment of silence passes, before the sound of his body colliding with the concrete forty feet below us fills the night.  
 
    Seven people. I just killed my seventh person. I turn to the last two men, just as the retaliation happens. The man standing in front of Ryan pulls out a handgun, and shoots Dan right in the face. He is thrown backward a couple feet and lands on his back in front of me. His eyes are open, his heart beating no more. A small hole between his eyes, is pouring blood. The blood of his life. He’s dead. Gone, forever.  
 
    I look from Dan’s lifeless body, his open eyes to the man who just killed him. There are only two of them left, but now we’ve lost two of ours by my count, as well as the possible loss of Lana and Thomas. I’m not sure of how to proceed. We stare at each other. Seven strangers. Blood on all our hands.  
 
    “This has to end. We’re all gonna end up dying” I plead, for real this time. The two men look unmoved. That’s when I see one of them lower their gun. Maybe, just maybe we can end this before anyone else has to die.  
 
    “You just killed six of our people on your own buddy. We’re not leaving here with you alive” the man who killed Dan says, his voice filled with grief. I wonder who I killed that was unforgivable to him. Maybe, a brother.  
 
    I’m just about to plead with him, when he pulls his gun up to point directly at me. He pulls the trigger, the deafening sound filling the air, but then in a blur of limbs, Riley tackles him over the edge of the building. The bullet misses by a few inches. 
 
    I see the look of shock, of fear, when her body goes over too. She was trying to manage something like I did with the other man, but she’s too small, not strong enough, so she goes too far. She seems suspended there for a moment, before they both disappear from view. I scream out in utter agony, life ending pain fills me then. I nearly collapse. 
 
    I run to the roof, just as they land on the ground. I see for the first time that it’s a basketball court. An outdoor court that is fenced in. With utter relief, I see Riley sit up. The two men are dead, but miraculously my sister survived. I turn to face the others, just as the last man takes off running.  
 
    I’m not sure if he’s running for safety, or if he’s running to finish off my sister, so I take off running after him. I make it to the stairs just behind him, so I run after him. I’m just making it to the bottom of the stairs, when shock fills within me. Peyton and Lily are running down the hall at us. They were supposed to be safe; they were supposed to stay hidden.  
 
    They scream something at me, but the man is getting too much of a lead, so I chase him down the hall. We come to the stairwell, just as the rest of the group catches up. We make it down the stairs and are just opening the door to the second floor, when a large group of armed military men file into the room.  
 
    Their guns are pointed directly at us, so I do the first thing that comes to mind. I raise my hands in surrender. This is the military after all. They’re here to save us. Maybe this will be the end of all this zombie garbage. I see the rest of our group drop their weapons, raising our hands in surrender, hoping to be saved.  
 
    “Put your hands up right now” the commander screams, anger in his voice. I notice then that the last man from the gang is standing there, his gun trained at them. I want to warn him, to tell him to please put his weapon down. He needs to choose life over revenge, life over power. He is the only one who ran, instead of killing. He can survive.  
 
    I’m just about to say something, when the man lowers his gun. He drops it to the floor. I relax, looking around. There is a window nearby, and I can see if Riley is still okay or not. Something tells me to stay put though. There are too many guns trained on us, for me to make any sudden movements.  
 
    “Look, if you could just let me…” the man says, his lowered weapon on the floor. He steps over it, his hands up in surrender, as he talks. The shots ring out then, riddling him with a dozen bullets. He drops like a rag doll, his bloodied body on the floor before us. I look in horror, as the men in unison lower their weapons, the commander turning back to us. He has a malicious smile on his face. I feel my stomach twist in fear. I thought we were saved, but something gives me a horrible feeling. Something tells me we are worse off with the military here, than when we were fighting the gang to the death. Something tells me some bad stuff is about to go down.  
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    We continue to stand there, looking down at the body of the unarmed man they just killed. Something tells me that we are no safer now, than we were with the gang. I’m not sure of what to do, but Riley may need medical help. She fell forty feet and somehow survived the fall, but it’s impossible for her to be perfectly fine right? I raise my hand higher, for them to see it.  
 
    My sister, she fell from the building, but she’s alive. She’s in the basketball…” I begin, my voice rising an octave with the nerves in my stomach. I look to the commander, but when his men point their guns at me, I stop mid-sentence. Would they really shoot me just for talking? Something tells me they definitely would.  
 
    “What do you want us to do with them sir?” one of the men asks, his face turned directly at me, as he speaks. He gives me a scowl, as the words leave his lips. What could I have possibly done to this man to anger him so much? Maybe, he saw me throw a man off the roof? I remind myself that it was self-defense. I was protecting myself.  
 
    I try to look around them, to see Emily’s body, but there are too many of them. I can’t make out anything behind them. I look back to the commander then, before deciding I need to speak again.  
 
    “You can’t shoot us, just for asking questions. What are we doing here? Why are we being detain-,” I begin to say, my bravery escalating in the moment. The commander paces over to me, while I’m speaking and backhands me across the face. My words die there in my mouth, as blood fills it. I look up at him with disgust. How can he abuse his power like this? Fear grips me in that moment.  
 
    I’ve read all kinds of stories about war criminals. What if this man is like that? What if he and his men are just horrible people abusing the power they were given? I answer my own question. It’s not a good answer. It’s a fear inducing, stomach lurching answer. We will all die terrible deaths.  
 
    “You will stay silent, unless you are spoken to. We will shoot you and all your goddam friends right here and now” he spits at me, as his hand pulls back to slap me again. I turn my head, saving myself from the brunt of the force. He leaves me then, my face a mess of agony. My right eye is still swollen shut from the brass knuckles, my lip is split from the first backhand, and now my cheekbone feels like it’s on fire too. I can feel tears rising from the pain. 
 
    “Please, don’t hurt us mister. We just wanna go home, and those men. They were trying to kill…” Peyton begins, but Chase clamps a hand over her mouth, eyeing the man, as he turns to them. I know hell is about to break loose, if he lays a hand on Peyton.  
 
    “Hi there, what’s your name?” the man asks, as he walks over to stoop in front of Peyton. She smiles at him timidly.  
 
    “Peyton Elizabeth, what’s yours?” she asks him, her smile growing. Peyton could befriend the devil himself, if he let her.  
 
    “Well Peyton Elizabeth, my name is Roy. Let’s make a deal, okay?” he asks, his face breaking into a smile. Maybe this is the key.  
 
    “I like deals. Have you ever done a pinky swear?” she asks, making a few of the soldiers laugh in awe of the conversation. Chase is still tense beside her.  
 
    “I have. All the time, with my own daughter” he says, reaching out his pinky for Peyton to take. She does so.  
 
    “I promise that if you all follow my lead, and comply with our orders, then I won’t kill them all right in front of you” he says, his voice still filled with the untethered joy, but his words make his face look crazy.  
 
    Peyton looks as if she may cry, as she completes the pinky swear. I stiffen there. Did he just get on a child’s level, and threaten to kill everyone she loves? What a sick bastard. He stands up straight then, pulling Peyton by the hand. I think Chase will argue, but he seems to like Peyton behind the line of fire.  
 
    “Please don’t hurt her” he says simply, and the man actually nods, a kinder smile on his face, as he walks Peyton to the group of men. She looks back at us, as she goes to stand beside Lana and Thomas. They look unharmed, other than a cut on Thomas’s cheek. I exhale with relief.  
 
    “I’m going to get each of your names now. One at a time, move over here by me, so we can register you” the commander says, and we gather into a single-file line. I look around, antsy the whole time. I’m going to ask him about Riley as soon as it’s my turn up there. I look down at my feet anxiously, as the line slowly moves forward.  
 
    “What’s your name son?” he asks me, as I come to a stop before him. The others are now gathered by the back door of the building. I wonder if we will finally get to help Riley now. I turn to him, trying to be as friendly as possible. I look him right in the eye.  
 
    “Benjamin Stuart. Do you think one of your men can go get my sister outside? She’s probably injured” I say, hoping he will relent now. I’m complying. He looks up at me, a frown prominent on his face.  
 
    “Did I ask about your fucking sister Benjamin?” he demands, his voice dangerous, as he grips my wrist tightly. I can feel the bruise already rising to the surface of the skin. He yanks me forward then, slamming my face into the side of the car.  
 
    “Leave him alone. Get your goddamn hands off of him. Ben. Ben can you hear me?” Paul yells, before I hear him gasp in pain. Someone punched him in the stomach. I want so badly to hit the man before him. I know I could. I could kill him.  
 
    “No, sorry sir” I say, my voice dead. He looks at me briefly, before breaking into a smile. He likes that I’m being compliant. I hear Paul’s body collide with something, before silence continues around us. I turn back to the man before me, his eyes filled with danger. My gaze travels to Paul. He’s okay, he’s still breathing, still conscious. 
 
    I’m herded over with the others to wait for the check to be completed. I don’t move. I don’t speak. A few minutes later, the man straightens up, and turns to our group. I remember then that he told Peyton his name was Roy. He claps his hands, coming over to us.  
 
    “Let’s move them outside. We can clear the building and then get going” Roy says, sending the soldiers into action. Half of them herd us to the backdoors. The other half leave us, heading back up the stairs. I turn to look for Emily, but all the bodies are covered with white sheets. I frown, a tear escaping down my cheek.  
 
    “Don’t make any sudden movements, got it Benjamin?” Roy tells me in my ear, roughly pulling me by the arm out of the door. I look around as soon as we come out on the basketball court. I see that it is completely fenced in, then I see that Riley is off in the left corner of the building, the night sky casting a purple tint on the concrete.  
 
    I see immediately that she has been backed into a corner, around eight infected surrounding her. I can see that she’s struggling to move, so she must be pretty badly hurt. She’s going to get devoured by them if something isn’t done. I scream out for her, but she can’t hear me from all the way over here. That’s when I feel Roy’s hands slacken on my arm. He turns from me, looking the other way.  
 
    I take off running, as my sister is hunted by the infected. I can hear voices screaming after me, but I pay them no mind. I just have to get there fast enough. I have to save her. I have to get her through this because I couldn’t handle it if she were gone. I can’t handle it, if Riley dies today. I need her.  
 
    I’m about ten feet from her, when she finally notices me. Her lips pull back in a scream of terror, as she realizes there’s no way out. She is going to die, and there is nothing I can do. They have officially found her, and there is no amount of speed or skill that will save her in time. I scream once more, hoping she can hear my words.  
 
    “Dive under their feet” I let the words fill the court around me. I’m sure everyone heard them. She does so, diving face down onto the pavement, and squeezing through their legs. Just as they figure it out and begin to reach down, she has escaped their clutches. She smiles up at me, as she goes to move onto her feet. She struggles, a slight limp to her left leg. 
 
    Gunshots roar into existence then, making me jump in fright, throwing my hands over my ears. Why are they shooting? Who are they shooting at? That’s when the dead behind Riley fall to the ground. I realize it’s about to happen, before it does. Riley jerks backward, before taking another step. A web of fresh crimson blood spreads across her shirt, as she limps forward. When she’s hit again, she falls back this time.  
 
    I run over to her, not knowing what to do. There are three spreading blossoms of blood on her clothes. She was shot in the neck, in the chest, and in the stomach. I can see her blood soaking through everything. I can see her life fading before my very eyes. Her eyes are dimming, her voice is soft.  
 
    “I love you. Tell… Tell dad I love him” she says, her voice wet with the blood coming out of her mouth now. I pull her close to me, not wanting to let go of her.  
 
    “Don’t leave me. Riley, no. Please stay with me.” I’m vaguely aware, as Ryan joins me on the pavement. We sit there beside our sister, as she struggles to breathe beside us. I feel her body jerking in my arms.  
 
    “You… are worth it Ben… you are worth everything. Don’t let him make you doubt that again… just don’t let…” 
 
    At that moment, she goes still. I look down again, her face slack with death. Her eyes dim, empty of everything that was there minutes ago. They are the same, but so different.  
 
    I begin to cry, as the rest of the group joins us around the body. That’s when Roy comes over as well. I turn my head to him, as I reach for the gun beside her body.  
 
    “Drop your gun Benjamin. Right now!” Roy yells, but I don’t listen, as I point the gun that fell from the roof at my dead sister. I close my eyes, ignoring all the warnings, I pull the trigger, saving her from waking up as one of them, saving her from turning into what killed her boyfriend.  
 
    Her blood splatters on me, just like Drew’s did. I’m grabbed roughly then, pulled to my feet. I barely notice, as I’m dragged from the building, leaving them behind. Emily, Riley, and Dan all died here. I’m vaguely aware, when we are taken over to a truck. There is a cage hitched to the vehicle.  
 
    We are shepherded into the cage, followed by two of the soldiers with their weapons. I am thrown to the floor, where I crawl dejectedly over to Paul. He pulls me into his arms. I cry there. I don’t know how to live in this new world. I was always a hunter, we as humans have always been the hunters, but somehow, we find ourselves here. We are the hunted now, hunted by the infected, and even by our fellow humans. Where do we go from here? How do we escape this fate, this future? I close my eyes then, trying to forget the way her eyes looked, after she died. I try to think about anything other than my dead sister.  
 
    I instead think about his warm skin, his strong hand in mine. I think about the rhythm of his breathing. I think about everything I know about Paul because facts, facts have never let me down. Because, it’s better than the alternative. I don’t know where my life is headed, but the only thing I am sure of is him. Paul is the one thing I can hold onto, the one thing I can count on. I ignore the shaking of my body, the fracturing of my very core. I ignore the pain, wrecking me inside and out.  as I lean into him. The truck roars to life, and we pull away from the building where I lost my sister, the building where I lost my best friend... I grip Paul’s hand tighter and try to push the memories away. I need them to be quiet now. I need to forget everything about my life, except for him. I need to cleanse myself of the love, the emotions, the memories of Emily, of Riley. If I don’t, then I’ll surely go mad.  
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