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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    “Noah.” The desperation in Felecia’s voice makes my heart sink into the pit of my stomach. “No, no, no,” she cries, choking on her words, kicking the infected child off her before falling into my arms. 
 
    What do I do? What the hell am I supposed to do? I can’t move. I’m stuck here. Trapped in a nightmare I can’t blink away. We were supposed to make it. Even if no one else did, it was supposed to be the two of us. 
 
    We should be in a car heading east right now. Just me and her, because that’s all we need. None of this should have happened. What am I supposed to do to change it? How can I fix this? Fix her? There has to be a way to make this right. Why can’t I think of anything? 
 
    If you’re up there, you twisted son of a bitch, do something! How could you let this happen? After everything! After everyone we’ve saved. You can’t let her go like this. What the fuck is wrong with you? Do something! 
 
    The little boy I thought I’d saved regains his footing and lunges for us. Do I let him get me? 
 
    It’s over. I can’t do this without Felecia. I don’t know what that says about me and I don’t give a shit. She’s the reason I fight. The only reason. If the end result isn’t us, together, I’m sorry, I am, I just don’t want any part of that future. 
 
    “Felecia, please, you can’t leave me. I can’t do this. We were… it was… you and me… you and me against the world.” 
 
    I’m trying to speak but it’s not working. I don’t want to do this anymore. I can’t, even if I wanted to, my heart isn’t beating. It stopped. I can feel it frozen in my chest, entombed in ice. It won’t beat. I can’t breathe. My lungs… 
 
    There’s nothing. It’s all darkness. I think my soul just left my body. 
 
    I swing the sword anyway. I don’t know which one, Felecia’s, Doug’s, the one Shane left in Doug’s leg, it doesn’t matter. I can’t even see what I’m swinging at, it’s all black. It must be out of instinct because I didn’t mean to. I don’t want to fight back. 
 
    The halfhearted blow to his neck isn’t even enough to sever it. I can feel the blade meet resistance halfway through and… I just don’t have the strength for this. I don’t care enough to finish the job. It doesn’t matter anymore. 
 
    He crashes onto the rocks but bounces back to his feet before he’s even completely landed. You win. Just do what you have to do. I don’t care anymore. 
 
    “Fucking do it!” 
 
    He snarls, spewing blood from the incision in his neck. It doesn’t reach his mouth, his throat is no longer connected. Blood dribbles down his chest as he hunches forward, poised to strike as if I actually give a damn. When did he turn? Was he already infected when I sent him to the boat? Was it his sister that infected him? 
 
    His head swivels awkwardly as he lunges again. The angle he’s striking from, I’d have to switch hands to swing at him and… I just don’t care. Let’s get this over with already. This is his revenge, for beheading his baby sister. 
 
    What the hell am I doing? 
 
    I stick my leg out, refusing to let go of Felecia. Why am I fighting? I don’t want to. I just want him to end it already. Put me out of my misery and let this be over. Let him kill you so you can die holding Felecia in your arms and be done with it. Be done with it all. 
 
    He crashes into my foot, stomach first. The impact sends him crashing onto a row of small boulders that border the shore. The brutal landing leaves him motionless. 
 
    That’s his head bobbing in the water. His neck was severed to the point that all it took was a fall to decapitate him the rest of the way. 
 
    That wasn’t the sweet little boy his father died trying to save. It’s not. Just like that wasn’t his sister. And in a matter of minutes, this won’t be my Felecia. And not long after that, I won’t be Noah Britton. When she turns, when she becomes what we’ve been fighting for the past four days, she can have me. I won’t fight it. 
 
    Behind me, Doug starts to stir. Only, that’s not Doug either. I’m not spending my last few minutes with Felecia fighting you assholes. I’m not. You can all go to hell. I’ll meet you in the flames and we can continue it there, but not here! Not now. This is our time. I’m spending every last second with her. After that, you can do whatever you please. 
 
    I scoop Felecia up in my arms and run into the darkness. I just want to be alone with her. I want to hold her before she turns, kiss those perfect lips one more time, brush the beautiful blond hairs from her face and tell her how much I love her. 
 
    She’ll tell me to run before it’s too late, but in her heart she’ll understand, because if our roles were reversed, she wouldn’t leave me either. She didn’t. She stuck by me, even when we thought I was infected back in the science lab when this all began. She didn’t leave me. She never did. And neither will I. 
 
    Branches scrape my face as I make my way to the nearest house. Lights. There must be generators or powerlines that connect to the mainland. How long until the power is gone for good? How long does everything continue to run with no one to run it? I don’t get to find out. And, I’m okay with that. This world is screwed anyway, I don’t even know what possessed us to want to stay in it. 
 
    Which cabin did Scott take Neil into? There’s four right here and they all have lights on. Did this attack just happen? Were people safe on the island until tonight? They must have thought the water would protect them. Just like America thought the infected wouldn’t cross the Mississippi River. Who the hell expects zombies to swim? Or form giant human bridges that can span large bodies of water? 
 
    I kick open the door to the first cabin I come to. I call it a cabin because its log exterior makes it look like a cozy cottage but my god, this place is luxury glamping at its finest. Well, other than all the bloody handprints on the half open door, but I’m sure the groundskeeper would have had that cleaned up in no time. 
 
    I lay Felecia down on the couch and kneel beside her, stroking the wet hair from her face. She’s shivering, I don’t know if it’s because of her saturated clothes or if it’s the infection spreading through her veins. I would give absolutely anything for this not to be happening right now. Anything. 
 
    I don’t want to say goodbye. We just… time. We just need more time. Together. More than the minute or two before she turns. A minute’s not enough. A lifetime isn’t. If I’d known this was going to happen, I would have spent every second of every day with her, if she’d let me. 
 
    We’re seventeen. The world before us. We had so much life left. It was okay to be mad at her back then, we had all the time in the world to fix it. To make things right. To end up together. Junior prom, she would have shown up in her mermaid dress from the eighth grade dance and professed her love for me. Tonight. It would be happening right now. 
 
    And just like that, it’s gone. Every decision we’ve made, every path we’ve taken, they mean nothing. They all lead here. To this one moment. Nothing we did could have prevented this. All we’ve done is delay destiny. 
 
    She wraps her arms around me and holds on tight, trying to be strong but whimpers escape her trembling body with every breath. 
 
    “I don’t wanna die Noah. I’m not ready. I want to be with you. I want us. I’ve loved you since that day in gym. I want to go to the dance with you,” she cries, talking to the thirteen year old me, whose heart she broke three years ago. “I was so excited. I’d never been so excited in my whole life. My mom and sisters teased me so much, they wanted me to go with Neil. But they didn’t know you Noah. I know you. I’ve always loved you. I don’t want to leave. Please don’t leave me.” 
 
    “Never. I will never leave you Felecia. God, I love you. I won’t let you go. I’m right here. I’ll always be right here.” 
 
    “I should have told you back then. But I thought I had time,” she coughs, choking on her words, still barely able to talk after taking an oar to the stomach. “I am so thirsty. I can’t swallow. Water? It burns. Noah, it hurts so much. I don’t wanna go.” 
 
    I know what this means. That thirst, it comes before you... She’s about to become one of them. They all get thirsty before they turn. I think after they die, it’s blood they crave, they just want to drink. I know this is stupid but I want her to die peacefully, in my arms, and if making her comfortable means getting her something to drink, then I’m going to get it. 
 
    There’s a vase on the coffee table beside us. Fake flowers, really? You have a chandelier in a log cabin, you’re telling me you couldn’t spring for real roses? There’s no time to go rummaging through the kitchen, I’m not letting go. I’m holding her until the end, I don’t care how thirsty she is. 
 
    Fish tank. There’s a giant fish tank behind the couch. Wait, I take that back, it’s not behind the couch, it’s built into the freakin’ wall. This must be some foreign drug cartel’s cabin, where they go when they want to relax and stop murdering the guys that skimped on their last shipment. 
 
    Well, whatever, I’m sure it won’t taste the best but honestly, it’s not like it matters. 
 
    Without letting go of Felecia, still shivering in my arms, I dip the vase into the fish tank that might actually be bigger than my bedroom. 
 
    I hold the glass to her perfect lips, pouring it into her mouth, anything to make her feel better. That dry clicking in her throat, like she’s trying to swallow her own saliva but can’t, that sound is breaking my heart. Her body’s last cries of desperation. 
 
    “Ugh.” She tries to spit out the water after swallowing half the vase in two gulps, but it only trickles down between our faces. “Saltwater.” 
 
    “Shit, I’m sorry, I didn’t even think about that.” I wipe the string of drool from her chin while pulling the vase away. 
 
    “It’s okay.” She puts her lips to the edge and motions for me to pour more into her mouth. “I’m so thirsty, I don’t even care. It hurts so much. Where he bit me. Like my skin is on fire. I think I’m on fire Noah. Can you put it out? Please? It burns.” 
 
    I can’t let her die in pain. Not like this, with a chunk taken out of her arm. His little teeth must not have been powerful enough, the mangled flap of bloody skin is still attached. Is that bone? Did he bite all the way down to her bone? Oh god, no wonder she’s in so much pain. 
 
    I pull the vase away when she’s clearly chugged every last ounce of water. But she keeps trying to slurp up more, an alcoholic sucking the last drops of beer from the lip around the top of the can. I have to yank it away from her in order to fill it again. How is she even drinking this much? It’s from a saltwater aquarium. How much ocean water can a person consume? She drank a vase full, it’s a small vase, but still. 
 
    “Put out the fire.” She burps, or pukes, I don’t even know. Water bubbles from her mouth like her throat is a fountain. She bumps the vase away from her face, eyeing it like she’s going to steal it from me at any second and drink it all. 
 
    I don’t think she realizes how much this is going to hurt. I understand, the bite burns like hell but pouring saltwater on it is only going to make it hurt more. I don’t know how much good it’ll do but I douse the wound anyway. 
 
    There’s a tooth in her arm. 
 
    That wasn’t bone I was seeing beneath her shredded flesh. The kid must have had a loose tooth, it’s still lodged in her tricep. 
 
    I pluck it out as she writhes in pain, pressing her body as tightly against mine as humanly possible. The skin around the bite mark is burning up. The infection must be taking over her bloodstream. Steam rises from the blood oozing out of the wound. We should have just left it. I don’t want her to die in pain. 
 
    Her cries have gone silent. I know she’s still with me, her hand is gripping my back so hard that her fingers are going to break through my skin at any second. And I’m not going to stop her. 
 
    I pull her closer and press my lips against hers, hoping to make her forget how much it hurts. Foolishly hoping my kiss can take away the pain, like hers does for me. 
 
    “You gotta get away from me,” she says, finally pushing me back. “I don’t wanna hurt you. I can’t.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you Felecia. I’ll be here with you until the end. We’ll go together.” 
 
    “Noah no. Please, run,” she cries through raspy breaths. “It’s happening. I’m so sorry. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too Felecia Harmon.” 
 
    She melts into me, shaking from the pain. 
 
    Her breathing becomes erratic. Her eyes roll back. She’s turning. There’s nothing I can do to save her. All I can do is sit here and hold her until it’s over because I’m not letting her go. She will not die alone. 
 
    I’m not going to stop her. When she turns, I’m letting her bite me. By now, she knows it too. As long as her face is the last thing I see, I’ll be okay. 
 
    Her body convulses one final time. Her head tilts back and although her lips move, no sound comes out. She’s telling me to run. But I don’t. I sit here and hold her, waiting. It’s finally over. 
 
    Her neck arches. 
 
    She jerks forward. 
 
    I close my eyes.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Her bite doesn’t hurt. It feels… incredible, like I’ve waited my entire life for this. I don’t feel her teeth, only her lips. Her lips pressed against mine. This must be heaven. 
 
    I go along with it and kiss back. She tastes like a saltlick saturated in blood but I don’t care. I’m kissing Felecia freakin’ Harmon. If this is what it’s like being dead then I don’t know why I waited so long. Her tongue rubs against mine. She’s eating my mouth. 
 
    This is the way to go. Making out with the hottest girl in school. This was going to happen tonight, no matter what. She would have made sure of that. This is Felecia so she would have popped a mint first and probably skipped the bloody ocean cocktail, but this is the girl I’ve been wanting to kiss since our first encounter on the bleachers three years ago. 
 
    She’s just as beautiful today as she was then, as she was at the dance, as she would have been tonight in her gown. None of the dirt or blood or saltwater bile makes a bit of difference because she’s more than physically beautiful, it’s the very essence of her being. Her pouty lips are devouring mine, I swear it’s her soul that’s kissing me. 
 
    Her teeth bite down on my lower lip, holding me in place as she catches her breath. They dig into me a bit harder as she brings me closer and kisses me again. Her arms wrap around me tighter, keeping me in place while her tongue grinds against mine.  
 
    We should be leaving the dancefloor together, holding hands. Like we should have back then. Like we should be tonight. I wouldn’t want to hurt Caylee but she would have told me to go, just like she did a couple nights ago when she gave us her blessing. I hope she makes it. I hope she finds some way out of this. Marty will look after her. And Norwood, he’ll get them to safety. He has to. Someone has to survive. This can’t all have been in vain. This is the end of our story, but it doesn’t have to be the end of theirs. 
 
    Felecia’s tongue leaves my mouth. Her lips pull away from mine. Her kisses stop. 
 
    This is it. Her warm breath caresses my face in an exhaustive gasp for air. I can’t open my eyes. I don’t want to see. This is how I want to leave. Picturing her, remembering her kiss, for that moment when everything was perfect. I don’t want to see this new version of her. 
 
    “You have no idea how bad I have to pee right now.” 
 
    Wait, what? Did she just speak? Why is she not eating me?  
 
    “Did it happen?” Her whisper strokes my face, a wave lapping against the shore on a calm sea. “Are we dead?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. You haven’t bitten me yet.” 
 
    I finally pry my lids open. 
 
    She’s still her. Those giant eyes are peering up at me from her spot on the couch. Those mesmerizing Disney Princess eyes should have turned yellow by now. She shouldn’t be talking. Or looking at me lovingly, making me want to kiss her again, until this is finally over. 
 
    “The thirst,” she says with a hard gulp. “It’s gone. I’m not thirsty anymore.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I think I already turned. I felt it. Do they all have to pee this bad? Because that might explain why they’re so angry. Is this what zombies see? Do they not know what they’re doing? Shit, Noah, am I killing you right now and I don’t even know?” 
 
    “I promise you, you’re not. You’re not biting me.” 
 
    “But if I am dead, and this isn’t real, of course that’s what you’d say. You let me bite you.” 
 
    “But you didn’t. Felecia, your eyes, they don’t have the yellow streaks in them. You haven’t turned.” 
 
    “Why’s it taking so long? It doesn’t even hurt anymore. My arm, it’s not on fire, but my bladder is. It feels like it’s going to explode. If I were dead, why would I still be in pain?” 
 
    “Let me see your arm.” 
 
    She holds it up for me to inspect, I just don’t have any clue what I’m looking for. It looks like a bite mark. It looks like a little kid bit the back of her arm so hard there’s a piece that’s flapping there, only held on by a small bridge of mangled flesh. I can see the hole where I picked his tooth out. The blood is gone, for the most part, washed away. Her skin is red, I can’t tell if it’s stained from blood or… burnt. It looks like she took a scalding hot shower. 
 
    “Well, what is it? What do you see? What happened?” 
 
    “He bit you. Hard. I don’t know what’s going on. I’m looking right at the bite mark.” 
 
    “Was he not infected?” 
 
    “No, he was. He was definitely one of them. And you feel okay?” 
 
    “Fine. I mean, you know, all things considered. My ribs don’t even hurt as much as they did a couple minutes ago. Look, I can talk without wheezing and coughing.” 
 
    “And you’re not burning anymore?” 
 
    “Well, one part of me is, but I think that has more to do with our makeout session than anything else. Or, who knows, it could be because I have to tinkle and this couch is looking like a mighty fine toilet right now. Is the water in the fish tank magic? Maybe they’re special fish and they need water from the fountain of youth or something. I would have turned by now. Wait, Noah, why am I not sick? I just drank an entire vase of saltwater. I should be dead, even if I wasn’t infected. That’s too much salt for a human body to handle. At the very least I should be puking all over you.” 
 
    “Wait. Wait wait wait, hold on, Felecia, at the school, the water. When Shaun stabbed me, we were in the science lab, you put saltwater on my cut. Was there smoke?” 
 
    “Um, yeah, like steam. It was quick, but it was like pouring water on a fire.” 
 
    “You were crying. I didn’t say anything but your tears were falling into my mouth. Saltwater. Your tears, the water you used to clean the wound. Felecia, I was infected, I know I was. I could feel myself turning, I swear to you, I felt it. That thirst. That burning. Their blood was on that blade, I should have turned, but I didn’t.” 
 
    “You’re right. Holy shit Noah, you’re right!” She jolts up, awakened from a nightmare. “But how? I don’t get it. This doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “I mean, you use saline to treat a wound. What if saltwater is fighting the infection, killing off the cells or something? I’ve never been too good with science–” 
 
    “No, Noah, that kinda makes sense. So, look, saline is, it’s just one part water, one part salt. Like, when they put it in your body, it doesn’t dehydrate or rehydrate you, they sorta cancel each other out. Ocean water, it’s made up of way more salt. So much that it would literally dehydrate you to death, our bodies couldn’t handle it. The bladder can’t keep up. Is that why I have to pee so bad? I’m sorry, I can’t anymore, I gotta go.” 
 
    “Umm, okay, you are taking off your pants.” 
 
    “Look away. It’s coming whether I want it to or not. Stop watching,” she shrieks before I have a chance to turn around. And that’s the sound of pee hitting the carpet. She is popping a squat right there. “Oh god yes. Go, go stand over there, I need privacy,” she groans, what must be thirty seconds later, and she’s still going strong. “Oh this is the best pee break ever. Oh man. So, what do you think would happen if we poured saltwater on one of the infects? Nope, can’t do it, sounds like a person with a lisp trying to say insects.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s the same thing I said. So, we’re just gonna continue talking while you’re using the ladies’ room?” 
 
    “Well, clearly this isn’t stopping anytime soon. Uh oh, the puddle’s growing. I can’t spread my legs much more. Don’t even think about making a spread your legs joke or I’m turning you into a urinal. Noah, what if we can bring people back?” 
 
    The door crashes down, broken clear off its hinges. The stampede of undead intruders come bursting in, falling to the floor in a pile of jumbled body parts. If they knew enough to help one another, they’d be standing before we could grasp what was happening. But they flail about, knocking each other over in their desperate race to feed. 
 
    The first to his feet stumbles over the others with his eyes locked on Felecia. She’s closer, and if there were any doubt before, there’s none now, she’s alive. If she wasn’t, they wouldn’t look twice, not even to question why she’s watering the rug. 
 
    Dried blood on his chest and legs glisten from the pond water saturating his out of date running gear. Chunks of his thigh are missing, nibbled to the bone beneath the shorts too skimpy for a man of his age to ever be seen wearing in public. Or any man. Human teeth have left his ‘world’s greatest grandpa’ t-shirt shredded to bits, barely clinging onto his fit body. The gaping hole in his chest is leaking fluids that should never see the light of day. But, are his abs seriously better than mine? 
 
    The vase. I scoop it full of water and hurl it across the room. 
 
    “Hey, that’s my drinking cup!” 
 
    It shatters against the world’s greatest grandfather’s chest. It’s just a vase, clearly it shouldn’t be enough to stop him, but I see something I’ve never seen before. It hurts him. 
 
    He falls back, chest smoking like I just tossed a lit match at a gasoline soaked body. A vampire walking into sunlight. A demon being doused with holy water. The skin on his chest bubbles up, melting the remains of his shirt in the process. The hole grows larger, expanding enough for his organs to become visible through the cavern in his ribcage. 
 
    “Nope, can’t bring people back,” I shout as the physically fit grandfather’s skin disintegrates. 
 
    It doesn’t stop him for nearly long enough. His chest looks like a latte, frothing, little blood bubbles popping and oozing down his seriously toned abs. 
 
    The melting grandfather is the least of our problems, the rest of them are clambering to their feet. 
 
    Is she still not done peeing? Oh my god, that’s her butt. Those are Felecia’s butt cheeks. I um, what were we talking about? Right, the uh, the science quiz project, thing, anatomy. How does she fit it in her pants? No wonder we had so much trouble getting her jeans off. If I were them, I wouldn’t want to leave either. 
 
    “Noah, you’re not supposed to be watching! Wait, are you staring at my ass?” 
 
    “Sorry,” I shout, fighting to peel my eyes away. It’s not like I’d never noticed it before, I mean, shorts, yoga pants, but I’ve never seen it in all of its uncovered glory. 
 
    Dammit, I stared too long. Where’s the sword? Felecia’s katana. I know I brought it with us because I questioned why I was trying to carry both her and her sword when we were only coming here to die. I thought it was over. I didn’t plan on fighting anymore. And then, her butt, I can’t even tell you my own name right now. 
 
    What’s going on? Right, sword. Coffee table. You’ve gotta get back in this Noah. 
 
    He’s too close. There’s no time. If I turn to grab it, he’ll get me from behind. Bad choice of words, now I’m picturing Felecia’s behind again. Damn you Noah, head in the game. 
 
    His age-spotted hands are inches away. All I can do is stick my foot out, in an attempt to kick him off. 
 
    The sword’s right there on the table. If it were a lightsaber, it would have flown into my hand with a little manipulation of the force. But unfortunately, it’s just a regular old sword so it sits there, taunting me as the old jogger with the oozing chest rams into the sole of my boot. 
 
    My foot bursts through his soggy ribcage, a straw thrust into a red slushy. Organs squish and burst beneath my heel before meeting resistance on his spine. He thrashes and grabs at me, his arms not quite long enough to make contact. But I can’t balance here on one foot forever. 
 
    The other four, five, no four, they’re almost completely untangled from their little game of door destroying Twister. Maybe there are five of them, I don’t know. I can make out four sets of legs but five heads. And shit, they’re on their feet, all four of them. Well that explains that, the fifth one has no legs. 
 
    I hop back a couple baby steps, using his open chest cavity for balance. I was never too good at yoga, I just kind of tip and fall over. Jenny had to hold my hand to keep me balanced when she’d make us all do yoga with her. This was, of course, before the infamous kiss. 
 
    But there’s no one here holding my hand today. And he’s thrusting himself towards me with too much force. I can’t keep my balance, not when I’m leaning over, reaching desperately for the sword. I’m going down, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    My back hits the carpet, soft enough to cushion my fall but not stop the wind from getting knocked out of me. The world’s greatest grandfather comes right along for the ride, his ribs getting caught on my foot. How long can I hold him off with one leg? 
 
    Something falls out of his chest as he hovers above me, trying to dislodge himself. We must look like we’re performing some advanced tandem yoga that I’m not nearly skilled enough for. This is taking me way outside of my comfort zone. 
 
    Oh my god, it’s his heart. It’s beating. That’s what fell out of him. His freakin’ heart is laying on my stomach, still beating. Why is it still beating? It’s not even attached. His soupy insides are draining out of his fizzy chest. He seems to have finally stopped foaming but it’s as if he were splashed with acid. His body’s corroding and breaking apart with every sudden movement. Trust me, I would know, it’s my lap that’s catching it all! 
 
    There’s no way I’ll be able to reach the sword on the coffee table, not from my current position down here on the floor. A few minutes ago, it wouldn’t have mattered, but now that Felecia’s alive, we have to get off this island. We need… 
 
    We’re on the wrong island. 
 
    Saltwater. The ocean. We need to get to the ocean. Look what it did to his chest. They won’t be able to get us out there. They’ll burn and melt in the process, or whatever it is that just happened to him. 
 
    They have a weakness. 
 
    There’s hope. Not just for us, but for mankind. 
 
    We stopped Felecia from turning. And me. This is no coincidence, it can’t be. There’s a chink in their armor. We know their secret. We can fight this. 
 
    I grab the edge of the coffee table and pull. With my free leg, the one that isn’t currently stuck inside the geriatric jogger’s abdomen, I hold the leg of the table in place and tip it over. The sword slides toward me. 
 
    Uh oh, didn’t think this through. Do you realize how sharp her sword is? If that thing falls the wrong way, it’s going straight through me. Relax, drama queen, it’s not long enough of a fall for that, but it’ll sure give me a cut that stings like hell. 
 
    Phew, the sword hits the carpet. All my limbs are intact. 
 
    He shifts his gaze. Those yellow tinted eyes land on the sword as I grab its silky handle. He knows. He knows what’s coming. The old man wiggles and squirms, trying to detach his frail ribcage from my boot. He’s pushing himself away from me, trying to get out of range. 
 
    But it’s too late. 
 
    I twist my body one way, my arm the other, bringing the blade across his throat before he can do anything to stop it. 
 
    His head hits the carpet and rolls, coming to a stop facing my direction, his blank stare landing directly on me. 
 
    Was saltwater all it would have taken? It can’t be that simple. If he’d been jogging along the pier when he was attacked, if he’d fallen into the water, would it have saved his life? Would his decapitated head be staring at me from the floor of some majestic island cabin right now? 
 
    I spring to my feet just in time to see Felecia leaping over the couch, trying to pull up her pants with three of them behind her. 
 
    “These buttons are impossible,” she screams as I pass her the sword and drop to my knees in front of her. I have to admit, I’d rather be removing her pants than helping her put them on, but she’s right, these buttons are ridiculous. 
 
    I don’t mind that I’m not facing them. Not when Felecia’s got my back. 
 
    She swings with this sexy grunt that really makes me consider unbuttoning the one I just did and making love to her right here while the rest of them watch. If they could keep a respectable distance, I wouldn’t mind having spectators, but something tells me they’d join in and not in a way that could be considered fun by anyone. 
 
    She swings again as I thread the second button through the hole. Do soldiers need to deal with this every time they have to relieve themselves? They really need to incorporate velcro or zippers in these things. It doesn’t help that my hands won’t stop trembling. 
 
    She strikes again with another sexy groan that I don’t think she intended to be half as sexy as it was. She sounds like a dainty tennis player, swinging at that fuzzy ball with everything she has. 
 
    I jump to my feet, sliding directly into her arms, lifting her off the ground in an embrace so tight it makes her squeal involuntarily. As if her noises couldn’t get any sexier. 
 
    “I’m alive,” she whimpers, kissing my ear as I squeeze the breath out of her, unable to stop myself. 
 
    “I thought I lost you.” 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for this for years, I’m not going that easily. Thanks for buttoning me by the way, I promise I’m not– Uh oh, babe, we gotta get outta here. They’re coming.” 
 
    Through the open door they so gracefully destroyed, the decorative streetlamps illuminate the incoming horde. Streetlamps, really, what kind of messed up Thomas Kinkade/George Romero mashup island is this? 
 
    “This is our only sword?” she asks, looking around frantically. 
 
    “The others are by the boat.” 
 
    “You were really coming here to die with me. Noah,” she whines, touching her free hand to her heart. “Next time we get a second, remind me to kiss you and never stop.” 
 
    All I want to do is kiss her but we have company. The torso is making its way towards us. He gets both hands firmly planted, swings his body and plops his open ended abdomen on the floor, using his arms like crutches. Did they eat his entire lower half? Did he get ripped apart in some kind of horrific accident? 
 
    “Yep, seen enough.” Felecia grabs my hand and leads me to the backdoor we entered through. “Noah! Neil and his brother.” 
 
    “Scott!” I know it’ll draw the approaching horde in our direction but I have no choice. I don’t know which house they went into. “Scott, we gotta go!” 
 
    “Noah, there’s at least twenty of them, they’re coming through the house.” She pulls me down the backyard towards the shore, worried I’ll make the wrong decision. “We can’t wait.” 
 
    She’s right and I know it. We have one weapon. Even if I had my sword, we couldn’t fight off twenty of them. And I can’t risk our lives to save theirs. Not with the close call we’ve already had. I don’t want to leave them behind, I don’t. But at this point, what choice do we have? 
 
    Doug’s sword. It’ll be down by the boat. Shane’s too. Maybe with extra weapons we’ll be able to fight them off and find Scott and Neil. Shit, Shane. He jumped onto the rowboat, after I couldn’t pull it ashore. Do we even have a boat? 
 
    A small group of dripping wet zombies emerge from the tree line, stepping into the diffused glow of the moonlight. They followed us across the pond. How many more are coming? There must have been a hundred back on the road, and that was just the ones we could see. Are they all splashing their way through the lake right now? 
 
    What the hell are we supposed to do? We can’t turn around, there’s an island of infected inhabitants on our tail. Not to mention, we’re running downhill as fast as our feet will carry us and I don’t think I could stop myself right now if I tried. 
 
    Nope, I just tried. Not happening. 
 
    I launch myself into the air and hit two of them in the chest with a running dropkick. Notice I did not use a flying karate kick. I’ve learned my lesson, I am not a ninja nor do I land like one. 
 
    Felecia tucks herself into a baseball slide down the lawn and severs an ankle or two, I can’t quite tell if she got both of them in one swipe. 
 
    She leaps into the air mid-slide like she’s on a snowboard and swings her katana at the second one’s throat. His head pops off like a rock ’em sock ’em robot while his body collapses. 
 
    She lands back in a slide, digging her sword into the ground to stop her momentum. Felecia freakin’ Harmon. God damn I love this girl. 
 
    As I scramble to my feet after the running dropkick that probably could have won me the ZWF championship, Felecia throws her sword in my direction. It twirls through the air so fast I can hear it whistle before it digs into the gently sloping hillside a few feet to my left. And now I love her even more. 
 
    The guy in saturated gym shorts and a tank top bounces to his feet just as quickly as I do. I spring into the air and kick him again, going back to my old ninja ways. One foot lands on his chest, using him to propel myself towards the sword in the ground. It knocks him backwards down the hill as I land a couple feet from Felecia’s katana. 
 
    I can hear the other one closing in, his hungry groans are practically in my ear when my fingers wrap around the sweaty handle. I spin around, removing his head in one backhanded swipe. Felecia tosses his falling body out of her path in order to run to my side. 
 
    We go back to back as I hand her the sword. 
 
    The one she caught in her baseball slide is back to his feet. Well, sort of, he doesn’t actually have any feet but he’s standing there as if he does, balancing on his maimed ankles. 
 
    Gym Shorts is on his feet again, he actually has feet, and he’s running straight for me, probably a little pissed about the double dropkicks he was on the receiving end of. 
 
    Felecia’s back leaves mine in order to behead the hobbling ankle walker. With no other choice, I’m forced to kick Gym Shorts once again. He stumbles back but I’m quite certain he’s as determined not to fall as I am to not let him eat me. 
 
    He hisses, saliva flying from his mouth like those spitter dinosaurs in the first Jurassic Park movie. Fine, Dilophosaurus, and shut up, I’m a bit of a closeted dinosaur nerd which, oddly enough, chicks do not find attractive. I don’t know, I’m confused by it too.  
 
    Felecia’s back presses against mine once again. She passes the sword around her side and I grab it a millisecond before Gym Shorts runs into a fourth boot from heavyweight champion Noah Britton. And it’s a damn good thing too because he darts to the side in order to avoid the kick he knows is coming. 
 
    This son of a bitch just faked me out. Not that it matters anymore, his body collapses in a headless heap while I pass Felecia’s sword back to her. And there goes his head down the hill. 
 
    “Shit, here they come. Run!” 
 
    I know what that means. They’ve made it through the house. 
 
    We break into a sprint down the hill. Now that my eyes have adjusted, I can make out the thin patch of woods at the far end of the yard. My body is beyond drained but a newfound hope guides me forward, pushing me on. We have each other. It’s all we’ve needed from the very beginning. We just fought off four of them with one sword. Together, we’re unstoppable. And together is right where we belong. 
 
    “Noah, the boat!” 
 
    It’s not there. I knew he took it. A large part of me was hoping he would die before he had a chance to leave the shore. That he’d bleed out or get attacked and not be able to defend himself with his shattered ankle. 
 
    But no, that’s Shane, paddling out into the lake, away from the floating bodies. They’re just lying there, motionless, waiting to get washed ashore. The rest of them are splashing their way through the shallow end, so close I can see their beady little eyes glowing in the moonlight. 
 
    Doug! 
 
    Before I can reach down to retrieve his sword, he pounces from the darkness.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    I’m able to grab what remains of my friend, mid-lunge, and slam him into the tree he died against. His yellow eyes show no sign of recognition. If he knows who I am, he doesn’t know how to show it. Is he in there? Is some small part of him watching this all unfold in a comatose state, no control over his body? Is he regretting the fact that he’s trying to kill me but can’t stop himself? 
 
    This was almost Felecia. And seeing Doug come after me, so vicious and desperate, I know, I would have sacrificed myself for Felecia to feed. I would have done it. The thought terrifies me because we came so close to death back there, so close that we both questioned if it’d already happened. 
 
    He snarls and screeches, slamming his jaw shut, trying to reach me. Frothy saliva dribbles down his face like he’s foaming at the mouth, relentless in his attack. He’s no stronger than he was when he was alive, but with no inhibitions to hold him back, no lousy endurance that would normally make him quit by now, he just keeps coming. Every thrust more forceful than the last. 
 
    “Noah, duck,” Felecia commands, having seen enough. 
 
    “No, don’t! Leave him.” 
 
    “We can’t bring him back sweetie.” She rubs my shoulder gently, much gentler than she should considering my infected friend is currently trying to bite my head off and an island of corpses are running down the hill towards us at full speed. Not to mention the ones wading through shallow water. “He’s gone Noah. You saw what saltwater does to them. There’s no bringing him back.” 
 
    “I can’t do it.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why you have me. I can put him out of his misery. Noah, they’re coming, fast, we can’t stay here.” 
 
    I grab the shell of my friend by the neckline of his shirt and toss him into the lake. I know he’s gone. But killing him, it ends a chapter I’m not ready to end. I realize I can’t bring him back, but I can’t let him go either. 
 
    This morning, we didn’t think there was a way to stop someone from turning once they’d been infected, despite the fact that I’d done it when this all began. I guess what I’m trying to say is, we don’t know what we’ll know tomorrow. What I do know is, I’m not ready to see him die. Not yet. 
 
    Felecia’s holding Doug’s sword out to me when I turn around, the one he held onto. The one that saved my life when my legs wouldn’t carry us any further. She flashes the tiniest of smiles when I take it from her delicate fingers. So strong yet vulnerable. She understands. 
 
    “Noah, look. I think that’s a dock. Come on.” 
 
    I take her hand and let her lead me away from a life I’ve been forced to say goodbye to before I was ready. It’s not just Doug I’m leaving behind, it’s Shane as well. And Paul. I know he was involved. The way he’s been acting lately, cracking under the pressure. I know his dad expects a lot out of him but in all honesty, Paul could handle it. He just chose not to. 
 
    He wanted to rebel. 
 
    He can blame it on what he thinks went down between me and his girlfriend but it was more than that. He knew what he’d done was something there’s no coming back from. He’s been off since the night it happened. 
 
    Kristen? Did she know too. Is that why she broke up with Shane? It only lasted a week but she refused to speak to him. Is that why? Did she know? Because if she did, how can I ever look at her the same again? And that’s if she pulls through. 
 
    I’m saying goodbye to Darius. My parents, because let’s face it, if Dad survives, our strained relationship has suffered damage it can’t come back from. I feel like I’m saying goodbye to Tyrone as well because you know as well as I do, his chances of survival are slim to none. Jenny’s already gone. That was my circle, my life. And as if that’s not enough, Neil and I are finally on the same page and we’re leaving him and his brother behind because what the hell are we supposed to do, fight off an entire island? Everything has fallen apart. 
 
    Why do I feel like I’m running towards something greater? Felecia’s hand wrapped around mine, it makes it easy to leave everything else in the past. And the guilt I feel over it is soothed by her touch. This feels right. 
 
    And I think I know why. This would have been happening right now whether the outbreak hit our school Tuesday morning or not. She would have taken my hand, tonight, at prom, and led me away from everything. And I would have let her. No one would have understood. They’d have called me crazy. They’d have said I was an idiot and that she had me under her spell, that I was making a huge mistake. And I would have believed the lie. But I would have done it anyway and I would have been making the best decision of my life. 
 
    We hold onto what we know, not because it’s right for us, but because it’s what we know. And I know that I would have let go of all of them to be with her. 
 
    Are those gunshots? They are. Someone’s still alive on the island, shooting. Scott? No, no his gun fell in the lake. Are there other survivors here? Those are two distinctly different guns. 
 
    It doesn’t matter, we’re not sticking around to find out. I can hear them tripping and falling behind us, trampling over each other as we hop across rocks shimmering under the light of the moon. 
 
    All those hunting trips have finally paid off, jumping from one rock to the next in order to cross streams, climbing around boulder fields. What I want to know is, how is Felecia doing this so effortlessly, even hunched over, clutching her ribs? Every graceful leap leaves me in awe of the girl I’d follow to the ends of the earth no matter the circumstances. 
 
    She hops onto the dock with ease, stopping abruptly before my feet meet the wooden planks. The whitecaps in the water aren’t caused by the wind, they’re bodies, slowly making their way towards the shore. There are so many of them, they’re touching, practically on top of one another. The lake’s surface, from here to the beach we almost died on, is a minefield of floating corpses. There’s no way we can paddle through them, they’ll capsize us in a matter of seconds. 
 
    The gunshots are drawing closer, accompanied by the sound of insatiable hunger. Whoever’s shooting is leading a mass of undead humanity directly towards the dock. There’s even more of them than the group already in pursuit of us. How many people were on this island? 
 
    “This one’s got a motor,” she shouts, unraveling the rope from the post before I’ve even fully climbed my way onto the dock. 
 
    More gunshots. Do these idiots really think guns are going to save them? Have they not encountered the infected yet? 
 
    A bullet tears through the wooden post beside Felecia, shooting splinters into the air. Followed by a second shot before she can even register what’s going on. 
 
    They’re shooting at us. Do they not know humans when they see them? We’re not infected! 
 
    Felecia leaps into the motorboat as they let off a few more shots in our direction. I can’t cross the wooden planks, I’ll be exposed. I can’t hide behind this rock with my feet in the water for much longer, the group that’s been on us since the cabin can’t be more than thirty seconds behind me. 
 
    “Felecia, are you alright?” 
 
    “I’m okay. I’m in the boat.” 
 
    “See if you can get it started, I’m coming under.” 
 
    I duck down and slink beneath the dock, waves from the approaching bodies lapping against me. All I can do is feel my way over the rocks, the rays of light passing through the floorboards not nearly enough to make anything visible. 
 
    “That’s our boat,” a man shouts, shooting again. “Get the fuck off my boat!” 
 
    “Kenny, it’s a chick. Stop shooting.” 
 
    Their heavy footsteps slow to a halt as they reach the dock, too winded to have gone any further if they had to. 
 
    “Well would you look at this. Who the hell are you sweetheart, and where have they been hiding you? You Ellen’s daughter, the one who supposedly died?” I don’t like this guy. Something feels off. Kenny, is that what the other one called him? Whoever he is, I’m getting really bad vibes right now. 
 
    “I’m just trying to get off the island,” Felecia says in a helpless, quivering voice that sounds nothing like hers. She said I, not we. They have no idea I’m under here. 
 
    “My island,” he corrects with an authority that conjures up Joseph Buckley flashbacks. “And we leave together. Your mommy been hiding you from us?” 
 
    “I told you that bitch was lying. I told you. We shoulda checked the attic.” 
 
    “Girl, you pull that string one more time, I’m shooting your damn hand off.” 
 
    “Kenny, come on, we gotta go. They’re almost here.” 
 
    “Oh we’re going. You, put your little princess sword on the dock,” he says, tapping his foot. “I cannot believe she gave us the fat daughter while she was hiding this. Make me fuck the ugly sister. She must not know who I–” 
 
    His words end in an agonizing wail the second my blade enters his foot through the bottom of his shoe. I had to wait for him to step on just the right crack. A toe wouldn’t do, I wanted a heel. And judging by the resistance as I drive the sword up as high as I possibly can, I’d say I got one. 
 
    He tries to pull away but my blade is wedged too deep in his leg, it must be all the way up to his kneecap. They’ve got no clue what’s happening. I can hear his friend looking around in a panic, trying to figure out what the hell is going on. All he sees is Creepy Kenny screaming in pain for no apparent reason. 
 
    “My leg, my leg,” he squeals as if that’ll clear up the confusion. 
 
    The engine. Felecia’s got the boat running. And not a moment too soon. Two infects just realized their feet touch and they’re quickly wading their way towards me. 
 
    I yank the sword free and reposition myself under Kenny’s equally creepy partner. Whatever they were doing on this island, it sounds less than ethical. So I don’t feel an ounce of remorse when the sidekick drops to one knee to check on the inexplicable pain in his friend’s leg. 
 
    I don’t know what I’m aiming for but his shadow blocks out the moonlight shining through the floorboards. I shove my blade through the crack until the cross guard bangs against the wood. 
 
    He lets out a cry that makes Creepy Kenny’s sound pitiful in comparison. I got him, that much is clear. But where? 
 
    “Son of a bitch, my ass!” And I think I just got my answer. “It’s a trap. Fucking shoot her!” 
 
    Felecia leaps out of the boat as I remove my sword from his rectum a fraction of a second before they begin letting off rounds. I can’t see her, she must have jumped behind the boat to use it as a shield. 
 
    Oh you’ve got to be kidding me. One of them shoots through the dock. He knows I’m under here. And I’m not alone.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    I can’t get to Felecia. They’ve got themselves positioned between me and the boat. And with this asshole shooting from above, I have no choice but to throw myself towards the incoming pack of infected island dwellers racing through the waist deep water. 
 
    The closest one throws herself at me, arms spread wide, mouth open, ready to sink her teeth into me. 
 
    At the last possible second, I leap out of the way, not intentionally but because she’s so close I have no other option. The last thing I should be doing is diving deeper into the lake where the bodies float around like killer lily pads. But I’m kind of outta choices here. 
 
    She slams face first into the uninvited guests who crashed my under the dock party. There’s too many to fight. Coming from every direction. They’ve reached the dock. I can feel it shaking as I pull myself up one of the wooden columns like it’s a giant stripper pole. 
 
    The gunshots divert from me towards the quickly approaching zombies. I’m able to climb up and break free of the hands grabbing at my ankles. This is way too close for comfort. 
 
    I spring to my feet in time to see them swarm the creepy sidekick I violated with the sword. His gun can’t help him now. It slides over the edge when one of them latches onto his arm. Five turn into eight before I’m vertical. His screams are reduced to garbled groans as they tear through his face. 
 
    Kenny pushes himself to his feet. I think he’s trying to jump onto the boat but his injured leg gives out on him. He crashes to his knees, propping himself up against the post, knowing this is it for him. 
 
    He spots me, ten feet down the dock. There’s a recognition in his eyes, not because he knows me, but because he knows what I did. He knows damn well the sword in my hand is the one that traveled up his ankle, through his calf, scraping the bone of his kneecap. He knows I’m the reason he’s not going to make it. 
 
    He raises the gun, malice in his eyes. There’s nowhere for me to hide. I’m out in the open. He knows he’s dying, and he’s taking me with him. My only option is to jump into the zombie infested water but even then, I can’t outrun a bullet. 
 
    Doug! 
 
    Zombie Doug lunges over his group of new friends busy ripping the sidekick limb from limb. He latches onto Creepy Kenny’s back like a homicidal koala and sinks his teeth into the perverted bastard’s neck. His gun hits the dock before he has a chance to pull the trigger. They crash and roll once before sailing over the edge, half of his neck wedged in Doug’s mouth. His helpless cries are suffocated by the water. Go Zombie Doug! 
 
    “Noah,” Felecia screams. “Noah, where are you?” 
 
    Her voice, it’s coming from the boat, she must have climbed back on. I grab the gun because, I don’t know why, it just seems like a good idea, and leap over the edge before the pack finish feeding. 
 
    “Go, go, go,” I shout before I’ve even hit the boat. It’s large enough for maybe four people and apparently these freeloaders are taking that to heart. 
 
    I crash land on the front of the motorized rowboat just as it starts moving. The collision damn near tips us over, followed by another violent jolt. They jumped right along with me. One of them is clinging to the side of the boat. The second one is sailing through the air in the ugliest, most ungraceful long jump ever but, holy shit he’s gonna make it. 
 
    There’s no way I’ll be able to get to my feet in time. I don’t even know who I’d swing at if I could, the one currently climbing aboard with his head and arms draped over the edge or the flying son of a bitch about to crash land and tip this whole thing over. 
 
    The gun. 
 
    I raise the weapon that would have claimed my life had I not spared Doug’s, pulling the trigger three times. The second two catch the flying monkey in the face. His body contorts in the air from the impact and he crashes, back first into the side of the boat, directly on top of his partner in crime. The collision spins us around but doesn’t– 
 
    His fucking head is in the boat! He decapitated his partner when he crashed into him. The way he had his neck positioned, trying to pull himself in, the collision severed his damn head. His arms are still draped over the side. 
 
    Felecia gives it some gas and we pull away before the next batch of airborne zombies hit the water in an awkward heap of twisted limbs. The little engine roars as we speed away from the droves of walking corpses launching themselves off the dock in a desperate attempt to reach us. But we’re speeding off into the center of the lake, away from the horde of floating bodies. 
 
    She eases on the throttle when the lights of the island have become specks in the distance. 
 
    We made it. I don’t know how, but we made it off that deathtrap of an island. 
 
    I’m still trying to figure out what the hell happened back there, how we’re still alive. There was no chance we were making it, she was bitten. I came to terms with the fact that we were going to die there. I think we’re both trying to wrap our heads around everything because neither of us has said a word and we’ve been cruising along for a solid three minutes. 
 
    Without saying anything, she stands up, and I get the impression I’m supposed to follow her lead. We wrap our arms around each other and stand here, hugging in the middle of the lake, the reflection of the moon dancing off the ripples in the water. 
 
    “You have no idea how badly I wasn’t ready to say goodbye,” she whispers in my ear. “I thought it was over. I’m not ready for it to be over yet. I can’t believe you were gonna let me eat you after I turned.” 
 
    “I couldn’t do this without you. I wouldn’t want to.” 
 
    “We do kinda kick ass, don’t we?” She shrugs out of our embrace with a giggle, cupping my face in her hands. “We just fought them off with one sword. And what you did, from under the dock, oh my god. I don’t know how you did it but you stuck that sword straight up his ass, I mean hole in one. You should’ve seen the way his eyes bugged out of his head. Who the hell were they? Were they raping girls on that island?” 
 
    “I think so, with the way they called it their island.” 
 
    “Why is it that the assholes are the ones who survive?” She shakes her head and plops down on the little seat by the motor. “People like that, and Buckley, that’s who’s gonna be left, isn’t it? The ones with no morals who are willing to do whatever they have to, and whatever they want to. We have to get on that helicopter Noah. We can’t fight them and the infected. It’s just gonna keep getting worse. We came too close back there, no matter how much ass we kicked, we barely made it. I’m still not totally convinced I did. Is there any way we can still get there in time?” 
 
    “If we can find a car to drive back, maybe. Leave first thing in the morning, like we planned. We can get the fuel truck out of the ditch with the Stryker. We’re still on schedule. The problem is, we’re down Blake and Shane, Doug, Neil and his brother. How are we gonna fight through a thousand of these things to get to the helicopter?” 
 
    “You, me, Norwood’s crazy ass. Noah, we fought them off with one freakin’ sword. Plus, Marty’s back on his feet. Caylee will hop if she has to, she already has. We’ll pick up a scooter along the way, a Power Wheel or something for her to zip around in. Maxwell, I mean, she’s holding her own out there. Besides, that cannon on top of the Stryker, we’ll blow up as many of these things as we can and fight the rest like we’ve been doing all along.” 
 
    “Alright then. Let’s get us a car.” 
 
    She flashes me a beaming smile and steers us toward the mainland. Now more than ever, I want that normal life with her. The life we would have had. The one that would have started tonight. At prom. The life she tried to start with me the night she was raped. 
 
    I still can’t believe my friends could have any involvement in something like that. Or that I’d be the one she’d turn to. But she was right, I would have been there for her. And all I want to do is take back the time that was stolen from us. To know that we’d be together right now, apocalypse or not, it makes me want it all that much more. 
 
    I don’t need to tell her to head for the streetlights, she already is. It’s almost scary how in synch we are. This is why I’ve trusted her since the beginning. Why we work so well together. Why I know we can make it through anything. 
 
    “Is that a dock, to the left, under that big tree?” 
 
    “Got it.” She changes course ever so slightly as we approach the huge house at the end of the street. 
 
    Bayport isn’t known for little homes or anything less than luxury living. You can’t find an ice cream cone on the pier for less than $10. Nothing but the bougiest here, they won’t even allow chain restaurants to move in. What kind of town doesn’t have a McDonalds or a Starbucks? 
 
    This is the kind of place you take a girl to if you’re trying to impress her. Neil has taken many a chick to the shops on the Bayport pier. I wonder if he ever strolled the boardwalk with Felecia. Would we have come here this summer? It seems like the kind of place she would frequent with her beauty pageant family. 
 
    Wind rustles the leaves, interrupting the silence of the night. She kills the motor before we reach the dock, I get the impression she’s done this before. I’ve paddled plenty of boats but I can’t say I’ve ever been in one with what appears to be a lawn mower engine strapped to the back. What? We were typically hunting, and motors aren’t exactly quiet. They’d yell at me for splashing the oars too loudly. 
 
    I can hear their groans, carried on the breeze. We’re not alone here. They only make noise when they’re moving or excited, otherwise, they just stand there quietly. Motionless, waiting for their moment to strike. 
 
    I grab the edge of the dock and pull us in while Felecia gets the rope ready. I’m hoping we won’t need it again, but if the shoreline is too congested with hungry hippos, we might have to head back out on the lake and devise a new plan. With any luck, they’ll all be hanging around the boat launch, drawn to the commotion we created. How long do these things hang around? Will they just stay there in a dormant state until something else catches their attention? 
 
    It’s a woman. That’s who we were hearing. She looks young. What in god’s name is she doing? Is she pacing? She’s bolting back and forth across the yard in erratic patterns. 
 
    The solar lights along the pathway cast a dim light over the manicured lawn. It looks like she’s only wearing one shoe, but it’s not slowing her down any. They got her neck. It must have been days ago, the blood is completely dried on. 
 
    Whatever she’s doing, it’s distracting her enough to not notice us creeping ashore. She dives face first onto the stone walkway, crushing one of the decorative lights beneath her. 
 
    Her hands dart to her face, I’m assuming because she face planted it onto the stepping stones. But they’ve never shown any signs of pain before. Is this what they do for fun, when they think no one’s watching? 
 
    A gust of wind sends our boat banging into the dock on the tiny waves. Shit, she heard it. She hops to a squatting position, hands still covering her mouth. Those gruesome golden eyes lock on us as she lets out a growl. 
 
    She’s not covering her mouth to stop it from bleeding. She’s eating. I can see the silhouette of the long tail protruding from between her fingers. A mouse? She wasn’t pacing back and forth erratically, she was hunting. She just chased down and ate a mouse. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Well this is a new development. I think. I mean, I guess it’s entirely possible they’ve been eating mice since the beginning and we just didn’t happen to see it. To be fair, we’re typically trying to kill them or run from them, we haven’t exactly studied their behavior. Is this normal? 
 
    She takes another bite as if the furry rodent is just a hamburger in an extremely moldy bun. Her eyes don’t leave us as we inch our way closer. Her growls sound as if they’re coming from some other source, like there’s a demon hiding inside of her. She’s too tiny to make noises like that. 
 
    I’m pretty sure she’s strung out. Those look like track marks on her arms, not that I’m some kind of expert but if I had to guess, I’d say she was a drug addict before this all started. The scabs, the fact that she looks like she hasn’t eaten in a month. 
 
    That’s not a shoe on her foot. It’s an ankle bracelet, and not the sexy kind. She must be on house arrest. Probably drug related. 
 
    “Noah, have they been eating animals all along and we just haven’t noticed?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but she seems pretty into it. She should be coming after us by now. Maybe we can sneak past her before– shit, too late, she’s done!” 
 
    The skin and bone junkie jumps to her feet and races towards us before she’s even done swallowing. The mouse’s tail is still dangling from her mouth, slapping off her chin as she runs down the walkway, blood dribbling from between her teeth. 
 
    Wait a minute here, hold on, say she didn’t kill the mouse, say she just took a bite… would it become infected like a human? Are there zombie animals out there? Oh this is freakin’ lovely. Last thing we need are zombie cougars coming down the mountain passes to attack us on our way to Sonny Valley. This better be an isolated incident. Maybe she did it on a dare, one of the other zombies bet her she wouldn’t eat it. 
 
    We step out of the way at the last second, Felecia in one direction, me in the other. We don’t even need to communicate our plans anymore, it’s like we just know. 
 
    Our swords meet her throat from both sides, sending her head falling to our feet. Her body continues running down the walkway before crashing onto the dock and sliding over the edge. The tail is still hanging out of her severed head’s mouth. 
 
    “Look.” Felecia points up the dark lawn towards the streetlights. “Car in the driveway. I bet the keys are in the house.” 
 
    I wonder if this is where she lived. Is it the junkie on house arrest’s car we’re going to be stealing? She looked kind of young, more likely her parents’ car. She probably sold hers for drug money. 
 
    You know, when you really stop and think about it, this virus, this infection, it’s really no different than an addiction. They need blood or flesh, whatever it is they’re after, and they’ll resort to any means necessary in order to get it. Someone like her, she’s probably no different dead than she was alive. Haunted by cravings that can’t be satisfied. 
 
    I do a lap around the car first, last thing we want to do is waste time finding keys for a vehicle with a flat tire. Or one with the keys already inside. 
 
    A little light’s blinking on the dash, must be the alarm, which means the keys aren’t in it. House this size, I’m gonna go out on a limb here and say they have multiple cars, so with any luck there’ll be a key rack the second we step inside. Unless this is where the mouse muncher lives, in which case her parents have probably hidden the key just so she wouldn’t be tempted to– 
 
    Crash! 
 
    What the fuck? We spin around before we’ve made it five steps from the sporty SUV and its blaring alarm. 
 
    Okay, he was not there a second ago! A middle aged man is stuck in the collapsed windshield, trying to wriggle himself free. Pretty sure I would have noticed that when I was checking the tires. Where the hell did he come from? 
 
    I look up just in time to see a woman emerge from a second story window. Without taking the time to so much as balance herself on the frame, she leaps. Her blood covered nightgown flutters in the breeze as she falls through the silent night, interrupted by the squeal of the car alarm. 
 
    She hits the hood and bounces, propelled at least ten feet into the air, landing a few feet away, knocking over a stone birdbath in the process. Son of a bitch, there’s no way this dented squawk-box is going to run. The hood is pushed in so deep you could turn it into a kiddie pool. And the alarm is deafening standing this close to it. 
 
    She’s on her feet in seconds, hobbling towards us the way zombies are supposed to move. I’m guessing she broke a hip on the botched landing, and by the looks of it, an arm as well. It’s okay, I like the slower ones, it gives me time to think. The rest of them run at you as fast as their legs will carry them, snarling and growling like wild animals. 
 
    The first free faller squirms his way out of the broken windshield, flailing about like he’s trying to climb out of a slippery bathtub. I can hear him grunt and groan, even over the sound of the blaring car alarm. Are these the parents of the drug addict, hoping to see their little girl get clean? Hoping to see her kick the addiction before it claimed her life? 
 
    A gust of wind whips through the trees that border the yard. Even over the incessant honking, I can hear the leaves and branches smacking off one another. And thunder? No, we can’t possibly be getting more rain. I swear, there’s a rumbling, like a jet flying overhead but there haven’t been any planes above us for days. 
 
    Unless, is help arriving? Are they sending in rescue crews? Something more substantial than armored buses and transport choppers? I don’t know how many times a jet would have to refuel to make it across the country but it’s got to be less than twelve. We’ll be in New York long before the last flights leave America. 
 
    Oh god. It’s not a jet. It’s not thunder. It’s them. 
 
    The iridescent glow of the porchlight illuminates the yard just far enough to see them, trampling over each other as they burst through the trees that separate the neighboring homes. They trip over decorative bushes and lawn ornaments, falling to the ground and getting crushed under the stampede coming up behind them. They’re coming around both sides of the house, drawn to the familiar sound of the car alarm. 
 
    Where are they coming from? Is there a pit to the depths of hell under the neighbor’s sandbox? Be sure not to dig too deep Little Jimmy. 
 
    Someone’s shooting nearby. Shotgun. The echo bounces off the water, I can hear it in between blasts of the car horn. The infects must have been surrounding someone’s house, knowing there were people inside. They would have been too distracted to even hear us sneaking around the neighbor’s house in search of the keys. We’d have made it out of here undetected had these idiots not thrown themselves out of the second story window and landed on the car like it was a damn trampoline. They never would have known we were here. 
 
    There’s too many to fight, this has to be the entire neighborhood. We do the only thing you can do in a situation like this, run. 
 
    I’m not going to lie, I kind of miss those New Balance dad shoes. I know, I know, I wasn’t old enough to wear them, but man were they comfortable to run in. These boots are lightweight, which is nice, but they’re not broken in. I can feel new blisters forming on my old blisters already, and smaller ones on top of those. I will say, the mesh sides are quite breezy, my feet feel pretty much dry already, and there were literally puddles in them back at the lake. 
 
    Our feet pound off the pavement, not as pleasant as running on the squishy lawn, but the streetlights paired with the even surface of the road allow us to run as fast as we possibly can. 
 
    Unfortunately, that means these guys can run faster as well. With no obstacles to get in their way, and no diminishing stamina to slow them down, the fastest among the pack are gaining on us. 
 
    I can hear their slobbering draw closer the further we get from the obnoxious alarm that will go until it can’t go anymore. That SUV was our ticket out of here. We should be cruising the streets in style right now, not huffing and puffing our way through suburbia on foot. I don’t know how much longer we can go. How many steps until exhaustion sets in and my legs stop moving? 
 
    Felecia’s wheezing like crazy, clutching her side, trying to keep up with me. She won’t be able to run much longer. 
 
    Where are we even going? I don’t know what to do. Normally we’d talk it over and come up with some brilliant plan that’ll fail in the end because let’s face it, they always do, but they’re pretty freakin’ promising when we come up with them. 
 
    Should we be trying to hide in a house? They’ll just burst through the front door, like they did back on the island. And that was only a handful of them, with this many, they’ll take down the entire structure, Big Bad Wolf style. 
 
    I know what we need, we need a god damn car, like we originally planned. But they’re closing in, we don’t have nearly enough time to stop and search for keys. Which royally sucks because half the garage doors are open. Do you know how many cars we’ve passed, just sitting there, taunting us? 
 
    Son of a bitch. There are more coming. They’re running down the street, heading straight towards us. It looks like maybe four or five. How the hell are we going to fight them off? We can’t even outrun the ones we already have on our tail. 
 
    “Noah, I can’t… I can’t breathe.” 
 
    Her short choppy breaths can’t sustain this kind of pace any longer, let alone fight off the ones we’re currently playing a deadly game of chicken with. 
 
    “Have to stop.” 
 
    The fact that she’s been able to run at all with an injury like that is nothing short of a miracle. Only, it’s not a miracle. It’s Felecia Harmon. And I’ve come to expect nothing less than the impossible out of her. 
 
    But we can only do the impossible for so long. Adrenaline and determination can’t get us out of this situation. Not this time. She’ll never make it, to wherever it is we’re running. 
 
    Leaving her behind is not an option. Which means, it looks like it’s time to stand and fight. Me and her against the world. But what else is new? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    We don’t have any choice but to take cover. We’re gonna have to hide in a house like whoever was shooting back there. Who knows how long they’ve been trapped. They might have been stuck in there since day one. We don’t have that kind of time to waste, we need to be on the helicopter before the sun sets tomorrow if we’re going to have any chance at making it off this god forsaken continent. 
 
    We’re out of options. If we can fortify the doors and windows, maybe it’ll be enough to keep them out. Just pile all the furniture against every potential entrance, find the car keys and wait until the herd thins enough to fight our way into the car. 
 
    Oh great, we have to be running towards the car with rails on the roof. This will be just lovely. I can see it already, speeding down the coast with zombies clinging to our bike rack. 
 
    Bike rack. Open garage. Hanging on the wall, it’s a mountain bike. I realize a car would be better but we don’t have time to search for the keys. 
 
    “Bike in the garage,” I manage to choke out with wind pouring down my throat. 
 
    Changing course, we make a beeline for the driveway. She doesn’t slow down but I can hear her wheezing, trying desperately to take a breath that her lungs won’t allow her to capture. How is she still going? This girl is the epitome of willpower, I swear, they do not come any tougher than this. She literally can’t inhale but she’s somehow finding a way to carry on. 
 
    She collapses against the hood of the car in a fit of breathless coughs that turn into a dry heave as she tries desperately to breathe. There’s only one bike but I don’t think she could ride if she tried right now. I grab it off its hooks and hop on before both tires have hit the cement floor. 
 
    “Hurry, get on my back!” 
 
    She latches on, wrapping her legs around my waist. Her hands squeeze my chest and hold on for dear life as she coughs and wheezes, fighting against her body, willing it not to shut down. Not now. 
 
    My feet hit the pedals just as the first few slam into the car Felecia was leaning against not even three seconds ago. They’re so close I can hear their cold hearts pounding in their chests. 
 
    The thick tires find traction on the front lawn and we’re off. We used to ride the trails behind Paul’s house. I’m not as good as the guys but I can hold my own. When I say the guys, I’m assuming you know Doug is not included in that list seeing as how the training wheels prevented him from leaving the pavement. 
 
    We fly off the curb, heading straight for the small pack of savages running full speed in our direction. Ahhh, Noah Britton doesn’t do stunts, I was too scared to pop a wheelie until, let’s just say I was older than I’d like to admit. I don’t like this, I don’t like this, I don’t like this. How high is this freakin’ curb? It feels like we’ve been in the air for hours.  
 
    I swing my sword before we finally hit the street, coming down off our death defying six inch jump. His head goes airborne as we whizz by, hitting the pavement and cruising between the second and third zombies so fast they crash into each other while diving after us. 
 
    I did it! Did everyone just see that? I stuck the landing. We just hopped the curb. Move over Evil Kenevil! 
 
    I was worried about Felecia throwing off my balance but she’s wrapped around me so tight, it’s like having a hundred pound backpack strapped to my shoulders. I can’t say I mind too terribly much. 
 
    “Gimme your sword,” Felecia wheezes as we approach the final two hobblers, the slowest in this little group of rebels running in the wrong direction. 
 
    I gladly hand it over, it’s not exactly easy to steer a bike at top speed while clutching a medieval blade in your hand. 
 
    We’re aimed to squeeze directly between them, counting on me pedaling fast enough to avoid turning this into a head-on collision. My butt cheeks clench so tight there’s a strong possibility they’ve swallowed the entire seat like it’s a thong. 
 
    Swords extend on both sides of me, severing their heads as we zip between the pair of incoming corpses in a deadly game of bicycle jousting. That settles it, we are competing at the next renaissance fair, and we are dominating. 
 
    She’s holding herself up with nothing but her battered and bruised stomach muscles, her legs wrapped around my waist so tight that I’d be pooping if my butt wasn’t currently swallowing an entire bike seat. Her hands go back to their normal position against my chest, one sword in each. 
 
    “Sorry,” she pants. “My ribs… I just couldn’t go any further.” 
 
    “You have nothing to apologize for. Nothing. You are incredible,” I shout over my shoulder, an influx of oxygen attempting to drown out my words. But I won’t let it. “The fact that you’re still going, you are the strongest person I’ve ever known.” 
 
    “I learn from the best,” she whispers in my ear, causing my heart to beat even faster than it already was. It must sound like there’s a hummingbird flying around inside my chest. “I’m not hurting you, am I? My legs?” 
 
    “No, it feels amazing.” 
 
    “Noah,” she gasps, the smile on her face audible in her tiny voice, “are you saying you want my legs wrapped around you?” 
 
    “At all times. As tight as you possibly can. And don’t ever think about letting go.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of it.” She punctuates her breathy whisper with a kiss on my ear, and I’m pretty sure nothing in the world could feel better. “There’s the main road. What now?” 
 
    “We still need a car if we’re gonna get there in time. How far are they?” 
 
    “Far,” she says after a quick turn of her head. “We’re definitely losing them.” 
 
    “Why does it sound like they’re getting closer? Is that a car? I swear it sounds like an engine.” 
 
    “You hear that too?” 
 
    Headlights. Those are headlights on the road. They’re muted but there’s no doubt about it, that’s a car. And it’s moving, the lights are getting closer. We’re maybe three houses from the end of the street, if we can make it to the main road in time, we might be able to flag them down. 
 
    I swear, we’re not your average hitchhikers. We can fight these bastards like you’ve never seen before. We have a way out of here. Plus, we might know how to stop the infection. They have to help us. 
 
    I pedal faster, but it’s too late. They go speeding by, bodies clinging to every square inch of the vehicle. They’re on the roof, the trunk, getting dragged by the bumper, the hood. That’s why the headlights were so dim, they’re being blocked by the feet of zombies holding onto the wiper blades of what I’m assuming is an SUV, but I can’t actually see enough of it to be sure. 
 
    “Left, Noah, go left!” 
 
    There’s a mob of them running down the road, chasing after the car. Some of them are still rolling, thrown off of it no more than a second or two ago. Which leaves us one direction, we’re following the zombie mobile whether we want to or not. 
 
    “Legs!” Felecia wails. 
 
    The one being dragged by the bumper, not because he’s stuck and can’t free himself but because he’s hanging on for dear life or dead life or whatever they call it, and the road rash has apparently torn him in half. His mangled calves roll along the road before coming to a stop, nowhere near one another. 
 
    The zombie covered car swerves abruptly, tossing one of them from the roof. He hits the road and bounces, sending him straight towards us. These are speeds I am not comfortable with. Noah Kenevil doesn’t like this at all. Shit shit shit. His arm. Oh no, we just ran over his arm. 
 
    The bike flies into the air so high we’re in danger of getting tangled in the powerlines. Might have exaggerated how much air we got but it doesn’t change the fact that we’re airborne. 
 
    We land a second later on wobbly wheels. You got this Noah. It’s no different than jumping over a root. You’ve done it a thousand times. This is no different. Except we’re going 30 mph which feels more like a hundred but I know it’s only 30 because the nifty little speedometer on my handlebars says so. Have you ever run over a human arm at 30 mph on a damn mountain bike? I feel like I’m in one of those high speed chase scenes where vehicles are getting thrown off the back of a car carrier. It’s cool to see onscreen, but not coming at you in real life. 
 
    “Noah, the ones that were chasing after us, on the side street, they just reached the main road. There’s gotta be over a hundred.” 
 
    “There’s a sign. I think we’re coming into town. If we can get far enough ahead, it’ll give us a minute or two to find a car. How you doing back there?” 
 
    “I can breathe. It hurts, but I can do it. I’m not gonna be able to run yet. God, my ribs are killing me.” 
 
    “They’re probably broken, or the very least, bruised. Blake swung that paddle with everything he had.” 
 
    “Asshole. I can’t believe I ever dated him. My stupid mom. I hate myself for ever listening to her. Right before knocking up my best friend, turns out he banged my sister. Got her pregnant too.” 
 
    “He what?” 
 
    “Hannah. They never knew I knew. He saw the test in the bathroom and thought it was mine. He thinks I got rid of his baby. But it was her. Tonight, at prom, I would have asked you to run away with me. Even if just for the summer.” 
 
    “I would go anywhere with you. And never, ever treat you like they did.” 
 
    “I know,” she whispers, cuddling up even closer, pushing her cheek against mine. “We would have– look out!” 
 
    I clutch the brakes as hard as I can. The back wheel locks up and slides across the pavement. 
 
    “It’s too late, we’re gonna crash!” The car must have slammed on its brakes, swerving, trying to detach the stubborn hood ornaments. It worked, they’re missing a few of them, but at what cost? 
 
    “Side street!” 
 
    I let off the brake and make the turn, narrowly missing a rolling body that looks more like a Ferrari falling off the back of a car carrier to me. 
 
    Felecia lets out a huge breath in my ear, and had she not peed for a couple minutes straight at the cabin, she’d probably have tinkled a little just now. Can’t lie, I might have wet myself a wee bit as well. That was way too close for me to be okay with. 
 
    “What the hell are they doing? Noah, they’re backing up. There’s more coming down the street. How are we supposed to get a car? They’re everywhere.” 
 
    “Hold on!” 
 
    Her koala grip tightens around me as we cut through a driveway because I have nowhere else to go. They’re coming from every angle. Please don’t ask me how I’m able to see where we’re going because I can’t. 
 
    “Can you see?” she shrieks. “I can’t see anything.” 
 
    I told you not to ask. I can’t see a damn thing. 
 
    Lights in the next yard, maybe, I don’t know, maybe streetlights beyond that. It was this or slam into a pack of children eating something in the road. And now they’re hoping to add us to the menu. I can hear their little feet pounding the pavement. They’re gaining on us. Or is there one in front of us? All I know is someone’s somewhere and I can’t see a god damn thing. 
 
    A motion sensor spotlight kicks on in the neighbor’s backyard. 
 
    Shit! He was in front of us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    I yank the handlebars, sending us skidding on the grass, crashing sideways into a house. Okay, did not know that was there. Who the hell put a house in front of us? The tree cover’s blocking out the moonlight. 
 
    Felecia swipes the sword across Creepy McCreeperton’s throat when he lunges for us as we lean against the side of the house for balance. The pack of feral children we almost ran down are too close for comfort. They don’t care that we need a moment to rest and collect ourselves, now that we can see again. 
 
    They’re literally everywhere. How are we supposed to get out of this? 
 
    I kick off the wall and pedal as fast as I can but my legs are getting tired. The adrenaline is beginning to drain me. It’s just nonstop, constant, no time to rest. We need a second to catch our breath. We can’t keep going like this. We can’t. We’re not even getting anywhere. We need to be on our way back to the hospital. And we don’t have a car yet. Even if we did, these assholes are clogging up every street this stupid city has. 
 
    “Right, right, go right!” 
 
    Where the hell are they all coming from? I get that this is Bayport but shouldn’t they have moved on by now? Did they just stand around, staring at their hands, waiting for us to arrive? 
 
    Dammit. Right was a bad move. Bad move! They’re coming from this direction too. Where are we supposed to go? There’s too many to try to weave through, we’ll never make it. 
 
    I jump the curb and head into another yard, because it worked so well last time. But what other choice do I have? 
 
    Lights, I can see lights. A business? It’s an alley. That’s gotta be the main road on the other end, it’s too lit up not to be. There must be a car we can take. There has to. 
 
    Oh no! We’re not gonna fit. It’s too narrow! This is like that John Candy movie my mom makes us watch every Thanksgiving, where the car squeezes between the tractor trailer trucks on the freeway. I can’t stop! 
 
    I squeeze the brakes but it’s too late, the handlebars bang off the brick wall. We’re between the buildings. We’re gonna die! 
 
    Wait, okay, not as narrow as I thought, we have a few inches to spare on each side. It’s not exactly comfortable but it’s alright, we got this. 
 
    Okay, how long do these buildings need to be? Shouldn’t there be an ordinance against stuff like this? New rule, if a car can’t fit, the space is too small. No need to have an alley so tiny you can spread your arms and touch both buildings. Completely uncalled for. Someone get the local comptroller on the phone! No clue what the comptroller does but it sounds like it should fit in their job description. 
 
    They’re slamming off the buildings, all trying to jam themselves into the tight quarters at the same time. Which means they are a lot freakin’ closer than I thought. We’ve only been in this alley for about six and a half minutes, maybe seven. Fine, it feels like it’s been minutes but it’s been maybe five seconds. Which means they’re no more than five seconds behind us and I am not okay with that. 
 
    If I pedal any faster we’re going to crash off the walls, this place is pothole city. Who’s in charge of paving the alleyways? I’m gonna need to speak to someone’s manager. Oh the Bayport comptroller is going to get an earful from me, whether this bumpy, narrow ass alleyway falls under their jurisdiction or not. 
 
    Someone steps into the light at the end of our tiny tunnel, blood dripping from his mouth. Apparently claustrophobia is no concern to him. He races towards us. 
 
    Felecia’s legs tighten around my waist. I can hear her unsteady breath catch in her throat, probably the first real breath she’s taken since we hopped on the bike and this son of a bitch goes and ruins it. 
 
    I don’t know what to do. We can’t turn back. Think I can jump over him, like I did the curb? It’s basically the same thing. Oh who am I kidding? That curb was so small it’d be hard to trip over. 
 
    I do the only thing I can think of and pedal faster. I don’t know, shut up, leave me alone. I don’t know what else to do. 
 
    The handlebars slam into his stomach so hard his upper half lunges forward from the impact. I can feel the front tire grinding against his groin, ripping his genitals apart with no remorse. His basketball shorts offer little to no protection. I can’t stop myself from wincing at the thought of it. 
 
    He lifts his gruesome face, thrusting that vile mouth towards my arm. I can’t take it off the handlebars, we’ll crash. The potholes in this alley are impossible to avoid, every time we hit one, this thing wants to bump against the walls. And the ones behind us are only getting closer. We can’t slow down. I’m running out of ideas. 
 
    I yank my hand back, narrowly missing his viper-like strike. I can’t do this with one hand, I’m losing control already. These potholes from hell are throwing us all over the place. But the second I reach out to grab the handle, he attacks again. 
 
    Only, this time, his face rams into the tip of a blade. Felecia jams it deeper into his mouth, twisting, giving me the opportunity to safely steer us out of this mess. Every movement sends the blade deeper into his face, keeping him far enough away that his teeth pose no significant threat. That’s my girl. That is my fucking girl. I can always count on Felecia. Always! 
 
    We emerge from the urban canyon, flying like a bat out of hell with the ugliest bike basket you’ve ever seen. I squeeze the brakes so hard that the little levers might be permanently attached to my fingers from here on out. Pretty sure they’ve become one. 
 
    His body sails right over the sidewalk and comes to a skidding halt in the middle of the street. Well, most of him. His tongue is stuck on the tip of Felecia’s blade. And I can’t be sure but I think that’s a peni– yep, it most certainly is. It’s stuck between two of the spokes, resting against the reflector. And mine just tucked itself away forever at the thought of it. 
 
    We’re downtown. This is Main Street, or, Eastern Avenue I guess, the one with all the shops on it. It should be Main Street but it’s not. Main Street runs along the coast, where the amusement park is. 
 
    The amusement park, that’s where all these kids are coming from. 
 
    Our bike ornament bounces to his knees before he’s even done skidding to a stop, shredding his skin through his torn shorts without the slightest concern. He jumps to his feet and runs for us, blood pouring from the giant gash between his legs. Well that is one zombie who will not be getting any undead lovin’ from his fellow reanimated corpses. He looks like a Ken doll if Barbie caught him sleeping with Skipper. What, don’t look at me like that, I have a little sister. It’d be weirder if I didn’t know the dolls’ names. 
 
    I can hear the Children of the Corn racing down the alleyway behind us, trampling each other in the confined corridor. I don’t know what way to go but staying here is not an option. I don’t even know what our options are at this point. At the rate we’re going, finding a car is growing less likely by the second. 
 
    “Noah, that hissing noise, please tell me that is not a tire.” 
 
    Oh you’ve got to be shitting me. We just lost the back wheel. One of those potholes must have done it. How far can you go on a flat? I know it damages the rim. Is this thing going to fall apart underneath us? 
 
    All I can do is put my feet to the pedals and push this hunk of metal as far as it’ll go. The kids will be piling out of the alley any second and the castrated cadaver clearly isn’t waiting for us to make up our minds. 
 
    This flat tire is killing us, I can’t get any speed. Why are we barely moving? 
 
    “Noah, he’s got my hair!” 
 
    Felecia removes one of her hands from my chest. I can feel her swinging her sword but it’s not doing any good. At that angle, there’s no way she can decapitate him. Her only hope is chopping off the arm that’s grabbing her. 
 
    I stand to get more leverage, his added weight is slowing us down too much. I can hear the pack of kids piling out from between the buildings, their roar growing louder as they hit the street, amplified by the three story store fronts on both sides of us. 
 
    We’re picking up steam. It’s working. I push down on the pedals hard enough to burn my thighs. My knees creek and groan with every rotation. I can’t do this much longer. My legs are going to give out on me again. I can’t keep overworking them like this with no real rest in between. We were on the motorboat for all of ten minutes, other than that it’s go go go. And with a popped tire, I think we’ve hit the end of the line. It’s time for a new plan. 
 
    What the hell? Dammit. His body smacks off the back wheel before getting dragged behind us. He’s still hanging onto Felecia’s ponytail, I can tell by the added pressure of her grip on my chest. He’s not letting go and I don’t know what to do. 
 
    The metal rim hits the pavement as the tire blows completely off. It grinds against the road with a sickly rattle that almost overpowers the sound of the alley kids gaining on us. Almost. But I can still hear the pitter patter of their feet on the tar. We could be running faster than we’re riding right now but honestly, I don’t think either of us could run if our lives depended on it. If? What am I saying? It doesn’t get much more life or death than this. 
 
    A slight turn of my head confirms my suspicions. They are literally right there. They’re practically running beside us. Their little feet pound off the blacktop, clearly moving faster than our current 13 mph that feels more like a crawl when you’re watching a bunch of eight year olds saddle up beside you like it’s nothing. I can feel them closing in, surrounding us. 
 
    Felecia lets go of my chest completely, not that she was actually holding on, she’s got a sword in each hand. Her legs tighten around my stomach as she leans back in an advanced level sit-up, swinging both swords behind her. 
 
    The tension is gone immediately. She did it. You’ve gotta be kidding me. She knocked him off while doing a decline sit-up with broken ribs. She’s freakin’ Wonder Woman. 
 
    His body slaps the pavement, colliding with some of the mini marathoners directly behind him. We’re picking up speed. 
 
    She grunts and groans, trying to use her bruised belly muscles to pull herself back up but it’s not going so well. “Noah, I’m gonna fall.” 
 
    I throw my hand back, still standing, pedaling as hard as my worn out legs will allow. Her chainmail is too slippery, I can’t get a grip. If she leans back any further, her head is going to get mauled by the rim of the bike and if I stop pedaling or slow down even the slightest bit, these fuckers will pounce. They’re diving after us as it is. 
 
    Her wrist brushes against my fingers and I take the opportunity to grab on for dear life. I’m not sure what good it’ll do because I don’t see a way out of this but I pull with everything I have. 
 
    She latches onto my back, tiny bursts of desperate breaths blowing against my neck as she wraps her arms around my chest. Her face presses against my shoulder, trying to regain her composure. 
 
    “There’s too many,” she whimpers. “There has to be at least a couple hundred behind us. They just keep coming.” 
 
    She must have been seeing them, upside down, as they piled out of the alleyway, their little hands reaching for her as she struggled to do a hanging sit up with the bent rim inches from the back of her skull. 
 
    Before us, they’re filing out of the downtown shops where tourists pick up trinkets and surfboards and those little beaded necklaces they’ll get teased for wearing when they get home. They’re emerging from between buildings and cars that we should be safely inside right now. Safely? What kind of asinine statement is that? There is no safety in this world. 
 
    There’s no way out of this. They’re closing in around us. Death from every angle. They’re drawn to the commotion, knowing it brings with it the possibility of food. Above us, they’re reaching out of the apartments over the storefronts, falling and jumping, throwing themselves down to the street for a chance to devour what will probably be the last humans they ever see. Let’s face it, there aren’t many of us left. 
 
    I throw my weight down on the pedals with everything I have. The bike is getting more unstable with every rotation of the bent rim, it’s not going to last much longer. There’s no fighting our way out of this. You heard her. There’s too many in front of us. Behind us. Emerging from every crack and crevice Bayport’s downtown district has to offer. They splatter off the street from their three story freefalls and join the mass of inhumanity growing exponentially around us. 
 
    It’s only a matter of time before this desecrated rim snaps under the pressure. I can feel its deformed shape begin to give beneath our combined weight. And when it does, I don’t know what to do. There’s nowhere to hide. They’re coming out of every building we pass, falling in line behind us, beside us, quickly closing the gap. 
 
    And if memory serves me correctly, we’re running out of road. We need a fucking car and we need it now! No, forget a car, they’ll swarm it within seconds. We need a tank. We need a miracle. We need… 
 
    The pier. The road ends at the pier. The boardwalk. We’re almost there. 
 
    I used to love stopping near the top of the ferris wheel so I could watch the seals sunbathing on the rocky islands. Sea lions? I don’t remember. Some kind of sea creature. Not important. There’s rocky outcroppings not far offshore. 
 
    We leave the pavement for the boardwalk and immediately gain some momentum. I have to say, the sound of the rim grinding on the wood is much more pleasant than the blacktop. The gaps between the boards makes it feel like we’re riding along train tracks. 
 
    We whiz by restaurants and beer huts on our bumpy ride down the eerily silent pier. Tourists should be eating fried dough and sipping fruity drinks while their kids get temporary spider tattoos drawn on their sunburned skin. Fishermen should be making their way through the crowds where they cast their lines at the end of the dock. Even at night, this place should be bustling. It’s Friday, there’s supposed to be fireworks. 
 
    The sickly rattle of our dilapidating bicycle cuts through the silence, bringing with it the horrific soundtrack of the infected. Their groans and howls overpower the waves gently lapping against the thick posts that support the pier. They’ve been here already, the devastation left in their wake evident. Picked over carcasses reach their frail hands towards us as we fly by, too decimated to get up and join the chase. 
 
    I cut the wheel, bringing us close enough to the railing for me to grab the orange and white lifebuoy from its hook. 
 
    “Oh shit, we’re doing what I think we’re doing, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Pass me my sword. There’s another life preserver coming up, grab it.” 
 
    The railings come to an end. We’re on the open dock now, twenty feet above the water. There’s no turning back. If the ocean doesn’t do what I hope it does, this is it for us. We’re out of road. There’s nowhere left to run. Let’s face it, we couldn’t run anymore if there was. 
 
    The boardwalk ends. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    I release my grip on the bike the second its tires leave the pier. Felecia’s leglock around my waist loosens. She lets go of my back as we fly through the salty air. I don’t know if I just saved our lives or sent us sailing towards certain death. The long fall gives me more time than I’d like to think about it. 
 
    What choice did I have? We’re in no condition to fight. And even if we were, there’s no way we could contend with that many infects. I realize we’ve fought our way out of hopeless situations but there was always a glimmer of light at the end of the tunnel. This time, there was none. The moon shimmering off the Pacific was the only light around. And with every fiber of my being, I hope that light hasn’t led me astray. 
 
    I know, I’m crazy for wanting to stay alive in this world hellbent on destroying us. There’s something wrong with me, to go on fighting when every day is more horrific than the last. To push my body to its limits on a daily basis. To face death so many times that it feels unnatural in the rare occurrence that I’m not staring it down, so close I can feel the emptiness of its breath encompassing me. 
 
    I know that giving up would be easier. But with Felecia by my side, it all becomes worth it. The questions and doubts are thrown out the window, irrelevant. Not only do I know that together, we can make it through anything, no matter the situation, I know it will be worth it. 
 
    If tomorrow, we wake up on a rocky island with nothing but each other, the nothingness doesn’t matter, I’ll have all that I need. We’ve survived with nothing. Together, we can overcome any obstacle. I know because we’ve done it, over and over again. Each one more hopeless than the last. But we make it out the other side. And she somehow makes me feel alive when death surrounds us from every angle. There is a future I’m willing to fight for, with everything I have, the future that would have started for us tonight. 
 
    I hit the choppy water hard, clutching the life ring in one hand, my sword in the other. The dark water swallows me, its grip suffocating after the long freefall. The impact, mixed with the sudden shot of cold that wraps its wet hands around my body, steals the air from my lungs in a vicious attack. 
 
    My legs kick ferociously in an attempt to burst through the surface before it’s too late. I’ve always been able to hold my breath for a long time, but when there’s no breath to hold, what do you do? I don’t even know if I’m kicking in the right direction. 
 
    Everything’s black. 
 
    I can’t see a thing. The saltwater stings my eyes as I open them in a series of rapid blinks that prove useless. 
 
    I can’t hold my breath any longer. The moment of impact sucked it all out of me. 
 
    I can see light. I’m going in the right direction. 
 
    I burst through the waves a split second before passing out. Felecia splashes out of the water right after me, clutching her safety ring, trying to catch the breath she hasn’t been able to since her ex-boyfriend tried to mutilate her with a wooden oar. 
 
    Her eyes drift up to the seaside precipice we just leapt from, full of fear and hope. If this doesn’t work the way we want it to, it means the end for us. 
 
    The first row leap from the edge of the pier, unwilling to let anything get in the way of their pursuit. I’m kicking my legs as hard as I can, paddling against the waves, trying to get away from the incoming barrage of bodies. 
 
    What are they thinking as they fall? Do they even think? I always wondered what Mopster was dreaming about when he’d twitch in his sleep, feet moving as if he were running. Or when he’d stare blankly at the sky like he was contemplating the meaning of life. Was he? Or am I casting human traits onto something that isn’t human just so I can understand it? 
 
    They hit the water and sizzle. 
 
    It’s working! The saltwater enters their open wounds and melts their flesh on contact. 
 
    Steam rises from the ocean as they splash about, screeching, dissolving before our eyes. Something about the salt, it’s eating away at their bodies. I can literally hear them melting. Accelerated decomposition. They’re fading into nothing. Their extremities are falling off, separating from their bodies. 
 
    The second battalion jump over, no clue what horror awaits them below. We did it. We found their weakness. We can beat them! Something so simple. Saltwater? I don’t understand. This is so stupid it doesn’t even make sense. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not arguing, but still. 
 
    We paddle away from the expanding ring of human remains, smoke rising from the floating limbs sitting atop a thick layer of blood. 
 
    Blood. Sharks. We need to get out of the water. Now! I know they’re supposedly not attracted to human blood, I’ve seen Shark Week, but it’s not something I’m willing to risk, not with gallons of it flooding their waters. 
 
    The nearest island isn’t far, it’s just a small rocky outcropping. I can see it from here. At low tide you can walk out to it on the narrow band of ledges, we did it once when I was younger. If we can get there, we can wait for low tide and walk right off the island. Which also means they’ll be able to walk their happy asses onto it, but they don’t stand a chance on the slippery surface. If all it takes is a fall into the water, the seaweed alone will take care of them. 
 
    I paddle backwards, keeping an eye on Felecia and the growing cesspool of human decay. They just keep tumbling over the edge and frying in the choppy water like bacon on a Sunday morning. 
 
    The outcropping can’t be more than thirty feet away. It’s completely exposed, no bigger than a living room, but right now, it’s one of the safest places on earth. Not like my mom’s living room, in the apartment, but the one in the house I grew up in, with the sectional and the loveseat and my sister’s unnecessarily large dollhouse. 
 
    Felecia grabs hold of me the second we’re within reach, laughing through tears she’s too exhausted to cry.  
 
    We made it. We’re here. My feet scrape the bottom. We’re at the rocky island. 
 
    I collapse onto the rigid ledge. It doesn’t matter how uncomfortable it is, how many rocks are digging into me, I could fall asleep here and not wake up for days. My body is so sore I can barely feel it. Everything is numb. I couldn’t even tell you how cold the water is because I can barely feel myself. Every muscle is throbbing to the point I’m sure I must look like I’m convulsing. 
 
    Felecia drops her sword and lifebuoy beside her, collapsing onto my chest, her heart pounding uncontrollably. Almost as hard as mine. I can see her head bouncing with its every beat. 
 
    We’re alive. They’re not. I don’t know how, but we made it out of the inescapable position we were placed in. Again. 
 
    She lets out the tiniest, sexiest giggle while readjusting just enough to peer into my eyes over my heaving chest. The gentle shake of her head says it all, the words she can’t formulate right now, we made it. 
 
    I reach my quivering arm down and brush the wet strands of hair from her eyes. She just smiles up at me, her heavy breaths engulfing my face. I swear, those crystal eyes of hers can see right through me. Her penetrating gaze sends a warmth throughout my entire being, so strong it’s fighting the chills that raise my every hair. 
 
    She slithers up my body until her face is directly above mine, her soaking wet ponytail resting against my cheek. I try to stop myself but can’t, my neck arches until my lips meet hers. She pushes back with so much force I have no choice but to give in and rest my head against the rocky pillow that I have a feeling no one would find comfortable besides me. Right now, it feels like heaven. 
 
    Felecia’s tongue touches mine, sliding around my mouth like she’s searching for something she can’t find. When she pulls away, I hold her cheeks with both hands, keeping her mouth firmly pressed against mine. 
 
    She gives in with a defeated whimper that makes my heart skip at least a dozen beats before her kiss resuscitates me. 
 
    Her lips slowly inch away, foreheads touching, her nose brushing mine, our frantic exhales battling it out between us, unwilling to break our loving gaze. 
 
    She holds her ribs, sliding the chainmail vest off her saturated body. The white tank top underneath is beyond see through, clinging to her perfectly sculpted chest like it’s painted on. The moonlight casts just enough glow, dancing off the ripples in the water, to see the girl of my dreams. And the bruise that covers her entire stomach. How has she been able to go on? To run? To fight? To hoist her body up using nothing but her abdominal muscles? 
 
    I sit up, lifting the bottom of her shirt, planting the softest of kisses on her toned belly. It heaves beneath my lips, pulling away with every inhale. I miss the feel of her skin for that split second before her next breath brings her stomach back to my mouth. She moans softly every time my tongue meets her body. 
 
    Her delicate hands cup my face, directing my attention back up to her as we sit awkwardly on the rocks, her in my lap. When our eyes meet, she nods, kissing me with so much passion that one lip lock could repopulate the world. 
 
    Without a word, we grab each other’s drenched shirts and tug them off in one motion. She pulls our bare chests together, her heart thumping so loudly I can feel it reverberate through my entire body. Her salty lips meet mine once again as her warmth courses through me. 
 
    I can’t tell you how many times I’ve dreamt of this. I think every guy in our school has. But with me, it was different. I never wanted to bang Felecia Harmon. I wanted to be with her. I want to love her. Not just her body, her spirit. Every inch of her, inside and out. Because I love every inch of her, inside and out. 
 
    Her slender fingers fumble with the impossible buttons on these damn camouflage fatigues before I help her unclasp them, refusing to take my lips off her trembling body. They slide down her hips with ease as I reach my hands around and stroke my palms up and down her perky butt. I haven’t been able to stop fantasizing about this since seeing her pants down in the cabin, despite there not being an appropriate time to fantasize about such things. I’m sorry, there was nothing I could tell my brain to stop it. 
 
    It feels even more amazing than I’d imagined. She moans into my mouth before repositioning herself on my lap and… it’s happening. 
 
    “Oh my god,” she breathes into my mouth, biting down gently on my lower lip as I slip inside of her. 
 
    We’re not on some rocky island a hundred feet from shore, on the hardest, most uncomfortable mattress known to man. No. There aren’t humans, infected with some diabolical virus hunting us down, sizzling in the ocean until they’re nothing but a puddle of bodily fluids floating around the Pacific. We’re not stranded on a coast that the entire world has given up on, with nothing but a farfetched plan to escape the hellhole I fear is our new home. 
 
    We’re on the softest bed, surrounded by fluffy pillows in a hotel room overlooking the ocean. The world still exists outside our door, but to us, it fades into the ether. All that matters is right here, trapped between our bodies. Every word we don’t need to say. Every emotion we don’t need to explain. We understand. We understand what we have. The bond between us, it was there long before the world ended and we both knew it. 
 
    Since this all began, there are so many times we should have run away together. But when it comes right down to it, we should have run away before the infection spread throughout our northern California town. 
 
    And we would have. Tonight would have been the night. Apocalypse or not, this is the night. The rest of the world be damned, I don’t care what’s going on outside our door, I’m the luckiest man alive. And I will do anything and everything to keep it that way. 
 
    This is right. We’re right. The rest of the world is wrong. But together, we can fix it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    “Noah.” Felecia wipes the sleep from her eyes, gently shaking me awake. “The tide’s almost out. I think we can go.” 
 
    I know I said I could fall asleep right here on these rocks but I didn’t think I’d actually do it. My belly’s still warm from her head resting on it. Okay, body’s a little sore, rocky ledges do not make the best beds. 
 
    It’s still dark out, even darker now that I think about it. The moon must have set, it was getting pretty low on the horizon by the time we finally dozed off. Did that really happen? Did I make love to Felecia Harmon on a rocky island after surviving the most grueling night of my life? 
 
    Her ear to ear smile as she pulls on her chainmail vest tells me that, yes, it happened and it was as incredible as I remember. 
 
    Before I knew she was planning on professing her feelings for me at prom, I was actually, well, beginning to feel grateful about this whole apocalypse scenario. I mean, yeah, obviously it sucks, but it brought us together. I’m pretty sure I’ve uttered the words ‘I would give anything for her to fall in love with me’ so who knows, maybe this whole thing is my fault. And if it is, I’m sorry. I know God has a twisted sense of humor but I didn’t think my request would bring about the end of civilization. 
 
    “What’s going on in there?” Felecia asks, planting the sweetest of kisses on my temple. “I rock your world so much I made you forget who you are?” 
 
    “Don’t be silly Dora, I know who I am, I’m officer Rick Grimes and we’re in a phone booth on the Millennium Falcon. I’m just…” but I trail off, not sure how to put it in words because it’s so ridiculous. 
 
    “You’re thinking about not going back, aren’t you?” 
 
    Okay, how the hell did she pick up on that in my silence? “You too?” 
 
    She tosses a stone at the emerging band of ledges, illuminated only by the lights from the pier. “Not long after we fell asleep, I woke up. There were a bunch of them on the beach, trying to get to us. They burned. Literal smoke rising from the ocean. Noah, we’re safe out here. Well, not necessarily here, we’re kind of exposed to the elements. I mean, would it kill the island to grow a tree or two? Maybe some grass? It’s just, I don’t know if we’re gonna find a place safer than this. When we step off this rock, we’re stepping back into a warzone. I feel like I’ve been given a second chance, because we both know I should be dead right now. And I don’t wanna waste it fighting every second. When the doctors told my dad they couldn’t operate, he said fuck the chemo and spent his last few weeks with us, as a family. It was either a few extra months of pain and suffering, or one of joy. I was too young to get it, but I do now.” 
 
    “What if we just found the cure?” I ask after a long silence, hoping to find my answer whispered on the waves of the receding tide. 
 
    She pulls her knees to her chest, her wistful gaze locked on the dark shadows lurking along the sandy shore. Their silhouettes roam the beach like they’re searching for seashells to display in their kitchen windows. But they’re not. We know what they’re after. 
 
    “We have to get on that helicopter, don’t we?” The sadness in her voice makes me want to stay on this tiny strip of land for the rest of our lives, as brief as that may be. 
 
    “With what we know now, this could save the world. There’s a chance they can fix this, and everything goes back to normal. Or at least, as normal as it can be. We’re so close. The Stryker can plow through these assholes like they’re nothing, I know it can. Just like back at the base.” 
 
    “We can use chains to pull the tanker out of the ditch,” she says with a heavy breath, her eyes still fixated on the dark figures skulking the shore. 
 
    “We can blow through Sonny Valley. Norwood with us, we can rest a little. It doesn’t need to be just us refueling the helicopter every couple hundred miles. I will gladly live with you on this little ledge. But what I want, more than anything, is the life that we would have started tonight, when you professed your love for the handsomest guy at the prom and begged and pleaded with me to let you cut the mile long line of girls waiting to dance with me and give you just one chance to prove I should give you a shot.” 
 
    “Oh is that how you pictured tonight going?” she asks with a smirk because we both know my story is a bit farfetched. 
 
    “Yeah, something along those lines.” 
 
    “Well, you got one thing right, you would have been the handsomest guy there. Okay maybe two things because the line to dance with you would have been a mile long but I would have thrown every single one of those bitches out of my way and kissed you so hard you wouldn’t have known what hit you until the next morning.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s probably a more accurate account. Hell, I’m still trying to figure out how we got on this little island to begin with.” 
 
    “I love you,” she says, out of the blue, peeling her eyes from the restless creatures waiting for us on shore. “If anyone can pull this off, it’s you and me. But if we can’t, we’re coming back to this island, I don’t care if I have to drag you kicking and screaming. Come on, let’s go save this stupid world.” 
 
    I grab my sword in one hand and help her up with the other. She doesn’t need it, despite everything she’s been through. You’d never know that a few hours ago, for all intents and purposes, she was dead. 
 
    To my surprise, she takes my hand and allows me to hoist her to her feet. It’s not about wanting my help, it’s about wanting to hold my hand, I can see it in the warmth of her eyes. I don’t know what’s so special about me, why I get to be the one to hold Felecia Harmon’s hand, but I’m not complaining one bit. 
 
    “We should probably stick to the beach, at least until we hit the next town.” I carefully make my way onto the slippery rocks that were submerged when we first swam out to the tiny outcropping. “Bayport’s gonna be overrun for a while, there’s no way we’ll be able to get to a car.” 
 
    “Or…” 
 
    I don’t even care what she says next, we’re doing it, this girl is freakin’ amazing. 
 
    “See that landing stage over there, before those cliffs?” she asks, pointing up the coastline to a small floating dock, lit up by lights that you just know are crawling with big old spiders. “Those are fishing boats. We don’t need to take the roads, we can stay right on the water. It won’t take us all the way to Leyland but it’ll get us close. Dock in Red Haven. Find a car there. Twenty minute drive instead of two hours.” 
 
    “One problem, I’ve never driven a boat before. Is that right, do you drive a boat? Steer it? Float it? Honestly, I wouldn’t even know how to start it.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Wait, is this how you afford all your clothes? Are you a commercial fisherman on the weekends? How do you smell so good? Every time you walk by I just wanna eat you. Not exactly how I meant that to sound.” 
 
    “But not entirely untrue,” she says with a seductive grin, running her hand across my face. “We used to go sailing with my dad. Me and my sisters, we’ve won junior competitions. Well, second place, stupid Fletcher twins. My stepdad, the current one, that’s how he connected with us. Boats. I’ve captained the yacht like a million times. And before you say it, yes, I realize that sentence is a big part of the reason everyone hates me but I can’t help it if my mom has expensive taste in men.” 
 
    “Hey, no complaints from me. If you can get us out of here, I’m all for your mom dating whomever she wants. Though she didn’t want you dating me so I’m a little opposed to her dating opinions when it comes to her daughter.” 
 
    “Lucky for you, I’m kind of a rebel. You were gonna be mine tonight whether she liked it or not.” 
 
    “Was I gonna get a say in the matter?” 
 
    “Nope,” she sings, flashing me a playful smile that counteracts everything going on around us. I don’t know how she does it, but she has a way of making the world disappear. 
 
    Is that a… it is, isn’t it? Why? Why would they do this to us? What kind of a sick prank? 
 
    A half man/half clown is dancing over the waves lapping at his giant feet. His makeup wasn’t even fully applied, that or he sweat it off chasing down children to devour the morning this all started. Flakes of red and white are peeling off his face, dangling there, mixed with blood and saliva that slap against his cheeks with every snarl. 
 
    The waves splash off his stupid oversized shoes that make me wonder what he’s packing under his puffy overalls. I can’t say I’ve ever thought about a clown’s private parts before but it beats the hell out of thinking about what he’d do if he could get close enough to sink his teeth into me. The saltwater doesn’t seem to faze him, until it splashes onto the chunk taken out of his calf. It’s something about the way it reacts with their open wounds, with the infection. 
 
    He howls and hops backward just enough to keep his chewed up leg out of the water, forgets, and does it all again. I don’t know what they taught this guy in clown college but common sense must not have been part of the curriculum. 
 
    Berkley over here on the other hand, he quickly learned that ocean water is no good. His severed ankle hit the water enough times for him to figure out he’s not a masochist. Okay so maybe he dabbles in it a little. The smoke rising from the burning flesh where his foot should be isn’t enough to stop him from hobbling along the narrow, puddle covered, ledge that leads to Sex Island. Not sure if that’s it’s official name or anything but from this day forth, that is what it shall be known as. 
 
    Every time Berkley’s nub hits a patch of seaweed, or even the shallowest pool of seawater, he winces in pain, growling like his menacing bark will be enough to scare the pain into submission. It must work for him because he continues to hobble towards us, taking comfort in every step that doesn’t submerge his ankle stub in a puddle of holy water. 
 
    How is he not slipping and falling on these slimy rocks? Ten bucks says he plays hacky sack on the quad between classes before taking off on his longboard. That’s why he’s got such impeccable balance. If you were wondering, he’s got on a Berkley sweatshirt, I’m not just making a bunch of academic assumptions based off nothing here. 
 
    He pounces, smoke rising from his mangled ankle where a strand of seaweed snagged onto his exposed bone, burning his flesh like he stuck it in a vat of acid. I can hear it sizzling, even over his emaciated war cry, a mixture of rage and hunger punctuated by pain. 
 
    I swing Doug’s blade with so much force I can’t help but let out a war cry of my own. It takes both hands to wield my friend’s weapon, not because of its size, it’s actually rather small in comparison to my original medieval murder device, but because my wrist won’t ever get better if I keep using it like this. If I had any friends left, they’d all tease me about injuring it from jerking off too hard while picturing Felecia naked but ha, the joke’s on them. I saw it and it’d be worth the sprained wrist. 
 
    The sword meets resistance, slamming into Berkley’s face more than slicing into it like I’d hoped for. If this were Felecia’s katana, or that crazy little machete Norwood gave me, this fool’s head would be split in two. His knit beanie would be floating around in the Pacific by now. But Doug’s Excalibur replica isn’t nearly sharp enough. 
 
    It lodges into Berkley’s skull, stopping halfway like a hatchet trying to chop down a redwood. It’s stuck, the sword’s stuck. I can feel the tension. There’s too much resistance to pull it out. If I don’t let go, I’m going down with him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    His slender frame twists in the air before smashing into the band of slippery ledges. I have no choice but to release my grip on the handle and lose my only weapon. If I don’t, I’m going into the water with him. I can’t risk a fall on these rocks. If I break something, there’s no getting out of this nightmare. I am not going to be the guy in the horror movie who finally loses his virginity only to die right after. Not that I was a virgin before this or anything but you know what I mean. 
 
    The strain on my blade loosens a fraction of a second before I let go. Berkley’s face explodes against the barnacle covered rocks, releasing my fallen friend’s sword. 
 
    His body bounces off the narrow land bridge, splashing into the choppy water. A gurgled scream gets drowned out by the sound of his lungs being overrun by the bubbling ocean, plumes of steam rising from his writhing carcass. The rainbow beanie that adorned his head rests in a sizzling puddle, rocking back and forth as waves lap against his severed cranium. 
 
    Monkey see, monkey do. The others must have watched their college educated friend come within inches of finding a meal and decided to try their hand at tight roping along the emerging strip of stone. Even Chuckles is going for it, sick of the waves thrashing against his open wound. I was gonna call him Penny-Unwise but then he opted for the ledge so that name doesn’t really ring true anymore. It was actually kind of a wise decision on his part. 
 
    They’re slipping and sliding and burning their bitemarks in the ocean but it’s not enough to make them turn back. Those demonic eyes are locked on us, gleaming under the lights of the pier, and they’re not willing to quit. Imposing doom isn’t enough to stop them, they’re willing to risk it all. Maybe we’re not all that different. 
 
    “Okay, screw this.” Felecia grabs my hand and leads me into the ebbing tide. “Come on. It’s shallow enough, we can touch.” 
 
    The shock of the cold water makes my testicles retreat, good thing I won’t be needing to use my equipment any time soon. You’d think the waters off California would be warm but there’s a reason the surfers wear their wetsuits this early in the season. It didn’t feel this cold when we jumped in off the pier but I’m guessing that had something to do with our adrenaline and the fact that the cold water beat the hell out of being eaten by a thousand ravenous corpses. 
 
    Was the lake this cold? Because I’m tempted to find a seal, skin it and wear it like a coat with my arms popping out of its cute little flippers. Maybe a walrus, it won’t be as snug a fit, I can wear it like a winter coat. Here walrus walrus walrus. Noah’s got a yummy fishy for you. 
 
    They jump in after us, learning nothing from their predecessor. Flesh bubbles and bursts like a witch’s cauldron, a thick slime of blood and pus congealing on the water’s surface. Steam rises from their decrepit bodies, burning from within as the saltwater enters their wounds and courses through their infected veins. Tormented groans breach their lips as they melt from the inside out, turning into muffled gurgles before dissolving into nothing more than pools of human remains, slowly sinking to the ocean floor. 
 
    It doesn’t take long, maybe thirty seconds before there’s no trace of human life. The only evidence of their existence are the bones that bob around the surface before disappearing in a cloud of blood and sodium. 
 
    A green wig of clown hair slowly floats towards us, rising and falling with the gentle swells, skeletal fragments of a hand caught in its tangled web of saturated fibers. Somehow, it’s even more disturbing than it was when it was attached, if that’s possible. Who in their right mind came up with the idea of clowns in the first place? 
 
    “Remember the pep rally last year?” Felecia asks, a grimace smeared across her beautiful face. “That stupid clown came into the stands and made me a balloon crown. I had nightmares for a week.” 
 
    “Me too. And he didn’t even want to have his way with me in the back of his clown car.” 
 
    “You got that vibe too?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, he definitely wanted you to pull on something other than his endless chain of hankies.” 
 
    “Ugghhh, now I’m gonna have a whole new set of nightmares,” she says with a shudder while wading through the cold water splashing off our chests. We could probably go a little closer to shore but neither of us are leading the way, I think the further we are from these bastards, the better. 
 
    “I never thought about this before, and it sounds weird but, is it hard to be a pretty girl? You know, like, the negative attention it draws.” 
 
    She sighs heavily, shaking her head like she thought no one would ever ask. “It’s so confusing for me, because of my family. But I can’t talk about it because it sounds so shallow and conceited. Yeah, I mean, sure, it has its perks, but it feels like no matter what you do in life, you only got it because of your looks. And everyone else is thinking it, even if they don’t say it. Even if they know it isn’t true. It doesn’t matter. But you can’t complain about being attractive because how?” 
 
    “Kind of a weird question but…” 
 
    “Go for it,” she giggles with an adorable shrug that turns into a shiver. “What else are we gonna do while trudging through the freezing ocean?” 
 
    “When did you realize how beautiful you were?” 
 
    “I feel like I’m always gonna be the ugly sister. Guys stare at me but in my head, it’s not because they find me attractive, it’s always for some other reason, like they think I’m a slut or something. Honestly, this is gonna sound so stupid, but, when we were in the bathroom together, at that house, right after leaving the school, that was the first time I really felt beautiful.” 
 
    “No, what? Felecia, no.” 
 
    “The way you looked at me, when you were washing their blood off my feet, this dreamy eyed look that you tried so hard to hide. And I tried so hard to act like it was no big thing. But it was. To me, that look in your eyes, it made me feel beautiful, not like I was an easy score they could have their way with.” 
 
    “I didn’t wanna stare, I just couldn’t help it. But you have to know, you are so much more than a pretty face and a sexy body. You really are the most beautiful thing to ever walk this earth but it’s about so much more than just the way you look.” 
 
    “I know,” she says sweetly, barely audible over the waves lapping against us. “I always knew that people said I was pretty, but I didn’t feel like I was. I knew because of what boys said, but it felt more like I was just an object, not a person. I knew I was hot, way before I should have been. But that’s all anyone ever said about me. It was so confusing, that contradiction between being pretty and being the ugly sister.” 
 
    “I can’t believe they called you that. How, your own mother?” 
 
    “They were joking, but they weren’t. When I was younger and people would comment on how pretty I was, I thought they were just saying it to be nice, to try to make up for me being the ugly one. No one cared if I was smart or funny or sweet or mean or downright stupid, trust me, I tried them all. When I turned seven, all I wanted were dinosaurs and a bike. All I got were dresses and makeup. I picked out this super cool cake, you know, from those books at the bakery counter. It had a volcano and these little dinosaur figurines, it even had a styracosaurus, they’re my favorite, and you don’t see them much because they’re not like, one of the main dinosaurs everyone knows.” 
 
    Oh my god, she knows dinosaurs. Marry me? 
 
    “I was so excited, Noah, you have no idea. My friends are all there, my sisters and their friends. Mom brings out the cake… and it’s Disney Princesses.” 
 
    “No,” I murmur, my heart sinking to my toes as every hair follicle stands on end. I try to say more but my quivering lips halt my words in their tracks. 
 
    “All I ever heard was how pretty I was, from everyone except my family. Good ol’ Tussy, the ugly sister. I didn’t want to be pretty, I just wanted to play dinosaurs and ride my bike. I didn’t feel beautiful because I felt like no one saw me. I like dressing up and wearing makeup, but I love hiking and science and nerdy things that girls like me aren’t allowed to be into. That’s why I had such a crush on you.” 
 
    “Me? God, no, Felecia, I feel like all I’ve ever done is perpetuate–” 
 
    But she cuts me off with a stern shake of her head I couldn’t argue with if I tried. “You were the only person who talked to me about my volcano at the science fair. Like, you were genuinely interested. You have no idea how much that meant to me. I know how corny it makes me sound but I swear I fell in love with you that day. When you asked how I made it, I was so nervous, I couldn’t even tell you what I said but I’m sure it had nothing to do with how I actually made it.” 
 
    “You had real rocks. And little dinosaurs,” I manage to squeak out, trying to hold back tears but failing miserably. “A styracosaurus.” 
 
    “It was the only time I got my mom to buy me dinosaurs, for an eighth grade science project. When you caught me on the bleachers, a few weeks later, I was kind of in heaven. You were the first boy to ever make me feel like… me. The only one, even today. When you look at me, I swear you’re looking into me. And I know that I can be whoever I want and you’ll still find me beautiful, whether I’m in a dress and makeup with my hair done, or this.” She gestures to her chainmail vest and camo pants. I can’t see them under the dark water, but I know they’re there because I haven’t been able to stop staring at her since she put them on. 
 
    “We can talk about dinosaurs whenever you want.” 
 
    “I know,” she laughs through a smile that hides her tears. “I know we can. That’s why I love you so much. And believe me, when this is all over, we’ll be watching prehistoric documentaries and discussing more nerdy things than you’ll know what to do with. And I can’t wait. Just know that I do squats while watching, kinda how I keep my figure. So you really don’t mind how different I look without makeup?” 
 
    “Um, well, I don’t, have I seen you with it off?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, the last, I don’t know, however long it’s been since this all started.” 
 
    “Huh, I guess I didn’t notice. You don’t look any different.” 
 
    She doesn’t look at me but I can see her smile spread from ear to ear as her ponytail whooshes back and forth on our journey through the shallow water. 
 
    It’s incredible how little we know people we’ve known for so long. There are parts of ourselves we keep hidden, whether by accident or necessity. I can’t even begin to explain the guilt I feel for the way I’ve thought of her over the years. The things I didn’t know about her made me hate her. Those same things made those who knew her, hate her. She buried the girl I knew she was or they would have done it for her. How could I have ever hated her? How could I not see through the façade? Now, all I wanna do is ride our bikes into the woods and play dinosaurs with her. Well, you know, if our bike wasn’t at the bottom of the ocean. 
 
    But there’s no time, we’ve reached the, what did she call it, some kind of stage. The long rows of metal grating bob in the waves, nothing like the last dock we were on. I like the wooden ones more, the kind that don’t move. How embarrassing would it be to get seasick before even stepping foot on the vessel. 
 
    I give her a boost onto the unstable steel walkway, lined with fishing boats. Lobster boats? Are they the same thing? They all look the same to me. White, little closed in room in the front, big open deck in the back. Actually, now that I’m closer, it looks like some of them have another room underneath, I can see windows. Wait, is someone moving– 
 
    “Shit! Felecia, they’re in the boat! They’re already inside!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    The mangled remains of his once human face slam against the tiny window. Through the blood smeared glass, his lone eye locks on me, throwing him into a rage. He bangs on the wall that separates us as if his fists can burst through on sheer will alone. His other eye, dangling from the gnawed off socket, connected only by the optic nerve, flaps about, before being squished between his cheek and the window. The hot breath from his savage cries fog up the glass with every exhale. 
 
    His eyeball pops, crushed under the pressure. The splintered bones of his exposed jaw probably didn’t help matters any. A thick goo squirts out, running down the glass like when you put too much jelly on your sandwich and it oozes out between the bread. The fluid drains from his deflated eye, a grape with its innards squeezed out, trickling into his overgrown Viking beard. God do I hate this age of scraggly beards and no it’s not because I’m jealous that I can’t grow one. Something tells me zombies don’t shave so let the age of pubic beards continue. 
 
    “Noah, give me your hand, hurry! There’s more coming up the dock.” 
 
    One Eyed Willy thrashes against the window as I climb past him, the eyeball goop caught in his facial hair smears the porthole until he’s nothing more than a blur through the slimy substance. 
 
    Felecia’s right, I can hear more of them, their feet clanging off the unstable dock as it rocks back and forth beneath their ungraceful footsteps. They reverberate through the metal grating as our uninvited dinner guests draw closer. There must be five of them running down the wobbly dock. 
 
    Make that four. It’s wiggling too much, one of them just lost her balance and disappeared over the edge in an epic slide that deserves a slow motion replay. Bet she’s wishing there was a safety railing right about now. 
 
    Her little tumble may have helped even the odds but this dock is maybe three feet wide, if that, way too narrow to stage any sort of fight that doesn’t involve us going right over with them. I can’t even get to my feet, the damn thing’s shaking too much. 
 
    Oh this is just perfect, Grizzly Adams found his way out of the below the deck quarters. His popped eyeball is dangling like a deflated balloon on a string, just smacking off his cheeks as he stumbles towards us, clearly having a little difficulty with the whole depth perception thing. 
 
    Felecia’s trying to steady herself but it’s not going so good, she looks like a beginner trying to stand on a surfboard. We can’t even get to our feet, let alone fight off five then four now five again of these ruthless bastards. Six if you count this guy’s beard which upon second glance might be a small child he hasn’t fully swallowed yet. 
 
    We have no choice, we’re going to have to jump back in the ocean and hope they decompose before sinking their teeth into us. What would happen if they did bite? If a little saltwater stopped Felecia from turning back on the island, it would have to do the same in the freakin’ ocean, right? You don’t get much more saltwater than that. At the speed they’re traveling, I’m afraid we’re going to find out sooner rather than later. 
 
    Son of a bitch. There’s more coming, I can make them out through the orange glow of the dim lighting. They’re racing down the dock in a mad scramble to get to us. They know we’re here. If we leave this rickety staging, we’re never getting back on. We can’t risk it, we need to get on one of these boats and get the hell out of here before it’s too late. 
 
    “If I hold them off, can you get one of these things started?” 
 
    “If I can find a key,” she shouts, using her sword to steady herself on the shaky platform. 
 
    “They take keys?” 
 
    “How did you think they started? Noah, I’m not leaving you here to fight them off alone.” 
 
    “You have to, they’re just gonna keep coming. Go, find us a boat.” 
 
    “I’m gonna try one that doesn’t have the undead Gorton’s Fisherman on it. If you need me, scream.” 
 
    I feel like screaming already. Their frontline of four can’t be more than twenty feet away and at the speed they’re moving, I won’t have a chance to utter Felecia’s name before they reach me. And Duck Dynasty here is about ready to throw himself over the edge of his massive fishing boat. I can feel his arms flapping about as he reaches over the edge, grabbing at me, no clue how close he is with one of his eyes missing. The answer is, a lot closer than I’d like. If I could actually make it to my feet, he’d be yanking me up by my ears right now. 
 
    What kind of stupid plan was this? How the hell am I going to fight them off? I can’t even stand up. And now I’m gonna die with Felecia thinking I’m an idiot because I didn’t know boats needed keys. Let’s just hope they keep them in the visor above the steering wheel like trucks in movies because I don’t think the one eyed fisherman would take kindly to me rifling through his overall pockets in an attempt to boat-jack him. Would that make me a pirate? Alright scallywags, time to walk the plank. 
 
    I am so glad I didn’t say that out loud. Felecia would certainly regret sleeping with me and it’d probably never happen again. I’m embarrassed I even thought it. Even more embarrassing, I have no idea how I’m going to hold them off long enough for her to find the boat keys. Okay, seriously, who knew you needed a key to start a damn boat? 
 
    A failed attempt to spring to my feet sends me back to my knees. I can’t fight them off from down here. I’m gonna be at the bottom of a pig pile in two and a half seconds and Duck Dynasty’s about to topple over the edge of his unnecessarily large fishing vessel and land right on top of us. Are both stories really needed? What’s he catching on that thing, dolphins, sharks, Ursula? 
 
    I spring from my crouching position and lunge towards the one eyed fisherman hovering above me. I know it’s stupid but I don’t know what else to do. They’ll be on top of me before my next blink. 
 
    I latch onto his scraggly beard and swing out of harm’s way, dangling over the thin strip of ocean between the dock and boat. His throat slams against the railing which actually gives our tandem performance a little much needed stability. 
 
    Here they come. I lift my legs like I’m doing crunches and swing my sword, not that it’s entirely necessary. The first one launches himself at me, completely missing my legs. He torpedoes face first into the side of the boat. The rest of him slams against it a second later. He falls into the narrow gap, crashing awkwardly off the side of the dock on his way down. I can hear his agonizing screams as he fries in the saltwater while the next in line stages his attack. 
 
    I don’t know how much longer I can hold onto this tangle of wiry hairs. Not because it’s disgusting, which it is, but because I’m slipping and his hair’s tearing. And what the hell is crunching under my palm? Is that, it is, it’s a freakin’ cheese puff. He’s got crumbs in here. I swear to god, if a beard beaver pops its little head out and tries to bite me, I’m clubbing every one of these things to death with it. 
 
    Praying nothing nibbles on my fingers, I kick myself off the side of the boat and swing both feet at the dock dwellers like I’m trying to run across their faces. It’s working! Holy shit it’s working. All three stumble backwards but only one of them loses his balance enough to take a tumble off the other side. 
 
    Uh oh, it’s ripping. The hair’s breaking off in my hand. I fear my George of the Jungle days are over. Why did I think a beard could hold a seventeen year old, plus all the added weight of the cheese puffs, crumbs and possible beard critter dwelling in there? 
 
    We’re going down. 
 
    The hairs break under the strain and I go sailing through the air like when we used to jump off the swing and see if we could hit the sandbox. And I always sucked at the landings. But I think you know that by now. 
 
    Some things never change. Owww! But at least I landed on the dock, even if it is on my side in an awkward heap. And more important, I did not stab myself in the process. Really not a bad landing, all things considered. 
 
    Oh lovely, as if I don’t have my hands full as it is, here come the Children of the Corn again, filing onto the dock like it’s Disney World. All shapes and sizes, pushing and shoving each other into the water just to get to me quicker, not a care in the world for their classmates evaporating in the sea. How many buses did they squeeze into that amusement park? Shouldn’t at least some of them be strapped into their bumper cars or ferris wheels and not running around the beach trying to eat me? Where the hell are all the chaperones? 
 
    Well, there’s one, I think. It’s hard to tell with that much of her missing but she appears to be an adult. The possible chaperone is clambering to her feet after my swinging kick to the face. 
 
    Mrs. Hooper. She’s got a name tag sticker on her chest. She’s one of these kids’ mothers. 
 
    This was supposed to be a day of fun. How did it turn into this? She just wanted to ride the damn merry-go-round with her child. Probably took the day off from work and had to listen to all her co-workers lament over the fact that they couldn’t be out there eating cotton candy too. 
 
    It didn’t matter that it was raining that morning. It probably wasn’t even raining here, just wherever I’ve been for the past four days. Five days? Four? I don’t even know anymore. They’ve all blended into one long shit show that never seems to end. And every time there’s an end in sight, it gets yanked away by someone who should be dead but clearly isn’t. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I hope Mrs. Hooper finds it in her undead heart to forgive me. I have no choice. She’s standing, I’m not. 
 
    I swipe her feet out from under her with one powerful kick that sends her toppling over the edge of the dock. For all our sakes, I hope there’s an afterlife that makes all this worth it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    “Felecia, any luck?” I shout, trying to find my footing before the young fisherman is fully vertical. I don’t know for sure if he’s a fisherman but I’m hoping the ugly overalls weren’t his regular attire because if they were, this poor kid died a virgin. 
 
    “I can’t turn it on. Nothing’s working. I swear to god if you tell me to try rubbing my tits or twerking– wait, wait. It’s doing something!” 
 
    The boat spits and sputters, it sounds like my little brother trying to start the lawnmower. I reject the memory as quickly as it entered my subconscious, I don’t have a brother anymore. He was gone long before the apocalypse to end all mankind, thanks Dad. Dad. I almost forgot, they’re waiting for us at the hospital. We would probably be returning right about now. What are they going to do when we don’t come back? 
 
    I promise, we’re coming. We’re getting on that helicopter if it’s the last thing we do. I am so done with this zombie infested wasteland. I’m sick of the running and the fighting, the blood, the smell, the constant paranoia that can’t really be considered paranoia because the threat is so real that if you don’t spend every second of every day on high alert, you don’t make it through that day. I’m done. 
 
    The young fisherman in his bloodstained overalls gets to his feet at the same time as I do. I’m telling myself it’s fish blood, yes I’m aware fish don’t have blood. I feel like we’re a couple of cowboys embroiled in a duel. 
 
    He shoots first, lunging his hipster body towards me. I’m assuming he’s a hipster, judging by the scraggly mohawk. All I can do is swing the sword at his neck and hope it decapitates him in one swipe because that pack of disgusting, vile little creatures, who also happen to be zombies, are running down the dock so fast you’d think it was time for recess. And the one eyed-ripped beard-fishing-people eater is growing restless on the deck above me. I have a feeling he’s going to say ‘screw a safe way down’ and topple over the edge at any second just to get to me before the Garbage Pail Kids do. 
 
    This son of a bitch dodged my swing. The hipster fisherman stops short to avoid the blade. I’m assuming he played basketball at the rec center before having a locally brewed ale at the vegan bar, and apparently he was quite good. I don’t have time for this. I need to get the fuck on that boat! 
 
    His oversized overalls drop to his knees. The blade must have nicked him just enough to slice the fabric. He attempts to charge again but trips over the pants falling down around his ankles. I prepare to swing again, and not miss this time, but the kids are so close I can feel the snot bubbles bursting from their diseased little noses. 
 
    What else is there to do but throw myself down on the back of Fishin’ Hippie and roll over him like I’m a gymnast? Unfortunately I am not a gymnast so rather than a super cool luchadore roll, I look more like a fat man tripping over an old lady at a buffet. But it does the trick. It got me out of the way of their grubby little hands. Barely. There’s no more than a body separating us. 
 
    Wait, where’d that shadow come from? 
 
    One Eyed Willy slams into the frontline of warrior children in a sloppy cross body press off the top rope. Something tells me he was aiming for me and I rolled out of the way at exactly the right time. I mean, yeah, I knew that’s what was happening and this played out exactly as I planned it. Yep, I’m just that good. 
 
    His sea battered body crushes what must be three or four kids under his weight. This is no small man, he’s the guy they send onto the rocks to push the boat back in the water if they wash ashore or run aground or whatever it’s called. What? We’ve already established I’m not a boat guy. But this dude who happens to be the size of a boat just smooshed a bunch of children and– 
 
    Oh dear god that’s a bone protruding from his shoulder, and I’m pretty sure it’s not his. That’s an elbow, he snapped someone’s elbow in half. 
 
    One of the little runts topples over the edge, sizzling and smoking like an Applebees skillet. Do they still make those? Man, I could go for a fajita right now. Noah, zombies! 
 
    Another one hangs onto his half eaten classmate for dear life, clawing at his barely there leg that looks like it was mauled by a pack of his neighbor’s pitbulls. The weight is too much for the mangled thigh to sustain. 
 
    His leg breaks off, plummeting into the ocean with the other kid still clinging onto it like it’ll somehow save his life. His unlife? Clearly the little bastard isn’t alive. And now he’s dematerializing in the saltwater just like those who fell before him. I’m not even gonna pretend to know why, but I’m not arguing with it. All I know is that from this day forth, we’re praying to the salt god, whoever the hell he is. She? There’s gotta be a Greek god of salt somewhere in mythology. Someone build that chick a church. 
 
    “Noah, the rope! We’re tied down.” 
 
    I bring my blade across the thick line like a badass ninja… 
 
    But nothing happens. There’s too much give. It just kind of flops to the side. I think I managed to sever a few strands. Probably easier to just untie it. 
 
    Dammit, not enough time! They’re trampling over their fallen comrades in a mad dash to devour me. Clearly these booger munching rug rats were not trained in the art of the fire drill. And the broken elbow sticking out of One Eyed Willy’s shoulder just went through someone’s foot. Where are this girl’s shoes? She just stepped right on it. 
 
    The bone pierces her little foot and sends her crashing into the kids running beside her, twisting and snapping her leg in the fall. I can’t watch this. I know they’re not human but all I see are these poor little kids who came here to have fun on their end of the year class trip. 
 
    The fishing boat pulls away from the dock, with me on it this time, not like the island when I had to make a jump for it. This way feels much safer. I’d feel even safer if we were traveling at something more substantial than a snail’s pace. Can’t we punch it into lightspeed or whatever it’s called on a barnacle covered fishing vessel? I’m considering jumping overboard and helping push us along. If we don’t pick up speed… 
 
    Too late, here they come. 
 
    The first two kids leap off the edge of the landing. I’m not worried about the smaller one, she’s too little to make the five foot jump but the older kid, he’s got this. He’s coming in too fast. All I can do is get the hell out of the way. 
 
    His shins clip the edge of the boat with a sickening crack. We must be picking up speed. A millisecond slower and he would have stuck the landing like I do every time I make a death defying leap. Shut up, okay, let me have this one. I stick my landings. All of them. 
 
    The sudden impact propels his body forward with so much force he can’t avoid the giant wooden box that seems to take up half the boat. This must be where they store the fish or lobsters or mermaids or whatever it is they reel in on this rig. He catches his face on the corner of the storage compartment at such a high speed, it snaps his neck back, bashing in half his skull. 
 
    His crumpled body convulses, caught between the edge of the boat and the giant fish box, that’s now its official name. His back must be broken, the fall bent his spine, folding him up like a taco. Mmmm, taco. 
 
    He might as well be in fetal position, except he’s bending in the wrong direction. The bones of his prepubescent body grind and pop as he contorts himself back into some sort of striking pose. The head atop his limp neck dangles freely while he slithers to his feet despite the arched spine that gives him a human pretzel-like appearance. 
 
    He’s wiggling his way towards me, his face a bloody, discombobulated mess after using it to take the brunt of the fall. I don’t even see how he could possibly take a bite of me, his jaw is shattered beyond recognition. What’s he gonna do, lick me like a popsicle? 
 
    Another flying child crashes against the back of the boat, bouncing off and meeting his demise in our wake. Ha, see, I know that nautical term. The waves generated from our motor. I think. Don’t quote me on that. Either way, the little fucker didn’t make it. 
 
    Wiggles here continues slithering backwards like he’s trying to do the worm in reverse. His body’s too broken to fully stand but it doesn’t stop him from clawing his way up the side of the fish box in an attempt to reach me. 
 
    A commotion from the dock draws my attention away from the crumpled contortionist. One Eyed Willy bursts free from the pig pile, probably sick of the endless stream of kids trampling his back. His sudden movement sends a number of them tumbling over the edge. It doesn’t matter anymore, we’re too far out. There’s got to be fifteen feet between us now. Anyone who attempts the jump is getting nothing but water. 
 
    Wiggles somehow makes it to his feet, using the edge of the box to prop himself up. He slides his broken body along the railing, shuffling backwards, the mangled mess of his upside down facial features slowly inching their way closer. I can see him trying to bite down but his jaw is completely detached. It’s accompanied by a small clicking, his broken bones grinding against one another. No matter how hard he tries, he’s not biting anything. But do you think that’s enough to stop him? 
 
    I bring my sword down across his exposed throat, sending his head rolling into the waves. A cascade of infected blood gushes out of his neck, spraying the side of the boat before scorching the water. A steady stream of smoke rises from the ocean surface until the river of liquid turns into a sporadic trickle. 
 
    A small nudge tips the headless corpse overboard where it boils on contact. Something about the open wounds, the blood, it doesn’t mix well with the saltwater. But why? I know when I have cankers in my mouth, I put some salt on my finger and hold it against the open sore. It hurts like hell but it fights the infection and eventually wins. 
 
    Is the salt fighting the infection? That doesn’t even make sense. Does it? What did Felecia say about saline? It’s equal parts water and sodium. Is the influx of salt somehow overpowering the disease or whatever it is we’re dealing with here? Can it really be that simple? 
 
    “I found the light,” Felecia squeals excitedly, illuminating the coast.  “Ha, take that you stupid Fletcher twins, this regatta’s mine!” She turns to face me, her smile a spotlight all its own. “Next stop, the marina.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Felecia maneuvers us between yachts and sailboats like a pro. Is there anything this girl can’t do? She really meant it when she said she could drive a boat. I think I’ve been staring in awe for so long now that my eyes are crossed. The way she squints with determination every time she has to steer around an outcropping, it’s the sexiest, yet cutest thing I’ve ever seen. She knows I’m staring but she just lets me, sending me a smile every now and then. 
 
    A large part of me doesn’t want to step off this boat. We’ve finally found someplace safe, where we can rest, and not fear for our lives every second. And what do we do? We leave it for the chance at finding something better. But is there anything better than this? Because the way the world is going, back on land, I don’t know if there’s going to be anywhere safer. 
 
    Are we making a mistake? Should we let the others think we died and finally break off on our own, like we should have done from the start? Is this that moment there’s no coming back from? If we make it to the hospital, and go through with this, if we succeed, it changes everything. That is, of course, assuming we make it through Sonny Valley, onto the helicopter and across the entire country before it’s abandoned. Is this race against time worth it? This plan just seems so far-fetched, all to lead us to a future that may not exist when we get there. 
 
    “This is our opportunity,” I blurt out of the blue, not entirely sure if I meant to utter the words out loud. 
 
    Felecia should flash me a raised eyebrow that tells me I’m insane, but her look tells me something entirely different. Understanding. 
 
    “Load up,” I continue, though I’m not sure I need to go on, “hit the open water and never look back. Just you and me.” 
 
    “We probably should, shouldn’t we?” Her breathy whisper makes me have to lean in to hear her, as if she doesn’t want the others to know what we’re discussing, despite being the only two here. “I just don’t know anymore. I feel like, as a group, this is the first time we actually have a chance. With that psychopath Norwood on our side, we finally have a fighting chance. I’m just worried that, we go through all of this, get to New York to board that plane to England, and there won’t be anything left of it. Is it a chance we’re willing to take?” 
 
    The side of our boat bumps against the dock as we stand in silence, weighing two options, neither of them ideal, both equally impossible. Yet, all we seem to do is the impossible. Every situation that should be our last, isn’t. There isn’t much more these undead assholes can throw at us that we haven’t already overcome. We can make this cross country trip, I know we can. The question isn’t whether or not we can make it, it’s whether or not anything will be left when we get there. 
 
    “When we were leaving the island,” I say, interrupting the steady clunk of the boat banging off the wharf, “you said it’s always the assholes like that who survive. You’re right, if we stay, even on the water, we’re gonna have to deal with guys like them, like Buckley. The guys who are willing to do despicable things. Things I’m not. There won’t be any good people left because they’ll be dead. Guys like that will make sure of it.” 
 
    “We’ve come this far. And with what we know now, as much as I hate to say it, I think we have to get on that helicopter. We’ve been saving each other since this all began, now it’s time to save the world.” 
 
    For some inexplicable reason, we shoot each other a grin and both go for a fist bump. And you’re making it explode Noah, as if the fist bump weren’t an awkward enough choice as it was, now you’re blowing it– oh no, nope, it’s okay, we’re cool. She’s going for the exploding fist bump as well. If two people are doing something corny, it means it’s not corny. Majority rules. Besides, with all the crazy shit we’ve successfully pulled off, I think we can blow up fist bumps whenever we damn well please, pretty sure we’ve earned the right. 
 
    I hop over the starboard, that’d be the right, she taught me some lingo, and land on the wooden planks of the marina in style. Oh yeah, stuck the landing too. That time sleeping on Sex Island has done wonders for my body. Sure, every muscle hurts but it’s that good kind of hurt, like after a workout, or so I’m told. I haven’t hit the gym since Buckley graciously removed me from the track team so his son could be number one. 
 
    Man, I hope Neil and his little brother are alright. Now that all’s said and done, I can’t believe we left them on the island. Are we horrible people? It’s not like we wanted to, but we didn’t have much choice. They could have been anywhere. Neil never would have made it, not with what we had to endure in Bayport. Not after the beating he took from his best friend. 
 
    What the hell is happening to friendships in this apocalyptic wasteland? The world ends and we all of a sudden hate each other. Neil and Blake. Me and Paul. Tyrone and Darius. Shane and Doug. We’re literally killing each other, as if all those sleepovers and fun times meant absolutely nothing. Were we only friends out of convenience? How can something that should bring two people closer together divide us all like it has? 
 
    Felecia hops down after me, landing like a ninja who robbed a knight and a Navy S.E.A.L and couldn’t decide which outfit to wear so said screw it and went with both. And holy hell is it the sexiest look I’ve ever seen. 
 
    For a girl who should be dead, her movements are musical, like a dance set to the sound of the wind. She shows no sign of her broken ribs slowing her down. If I didn’t know, I’d never suspect the ordeal her body has been through. We’re just gonna go on believing that the kisses I planted on her belly magically healed her. 
 
    It’s official, I prefer nice sturdy wooden docks over the unstable metal floaty ones. Aside from the fact that I’ve been on the boat so long that my legs feel like the ground is still wobbly, I don’t have to fight to stay vertical. 
 
    This is how walking should be. I don’t feel like I’m in the spinning tunnel in those carnival funhouses, which gives me a moment to also appreciate the fact that this pier isn’t crawling with seaside corpses. I do see a few wandering around, and I’m sure a few more hiding in the shadows, staring at their hands, waiting. 
 
    “Noah, that pickup over there, it’s a work truck for the marina. How much you wanna bet they leave the keys in it? See, trucks are a lot like boats where you need a key to start them.” 
 
    “Oh ha ha, aren’t you just hilarious?” 
 
    “I like to think I have my moments. Please don’t make fun of me for any of the dumb or embarrassing things I’ve done, like puking on myself, or that god awful muumuu. It wouldn’t be polite to tease a girl who has a bite taken out of her arm.” 
 
    “Can we call you Fe-teeth-a now?” 
 
    “No, we cannot. Feteetha killed the infecth,” she laughs. “It’d sound like we had major lisps. But I will accept Chewbacca.” 
 
    “Why couldn’t your name be Rebecca? Then you could be Chewbecca.” 
 
    “Aw man, my mom really missed the boat on that one, it woulda been perfect.” She scrunches up her face and giggles, and all I can picture is the eight year old version of her who wanted to ride bikes and play dinosaurs. “Now I kinda like Feteetha. Feteetha killed the infecth. When all’s said and done, that’s how I’m gonna be remembered. That shall be my catchphrase. Make sure they write that on my tombstone.” 
 
    “I would, but, I’m pretty sure you’re impervious to death. Otherwise that bite would have killed you. How’s it doing anyway? Does it hurt?” 
 
    “Kinda,” she shrugs. “Not like, hurt hurt. It’s weird, I can feel the wind blowing into my arm. Like, into the hole and around the hanging flap.” 
 
    “…And now I’m gonna barf on your shirt. That’s disgusting.” 
 
    “Oh you’re one to talk? You got your foot stuck in some old guy’s stomach in a weird yoga pose until he showered you with his organs. And I’m the gross one?” 
 
    “Hey, the freaky things I do with dead bodies is between me and them, and as long as we’re both consenting parties, it’s no one else’s business.” 
 
    “You know who didn’t consent? That creepy dude who got the sword rammed up his butthole, that was not consensual. You pretty much raped him with…” 
 
    Shit, rape. I think with everything going on around us, we kind of forget that we had lives before this. They seem more like dreams than memories, like they belong to someone else. That disconnect is what allows us to fight through the world we now live in. But those memories are real. They’re ours, no matter how foreign they feel in our current state. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I don’t know how they could do that to you. I just, I can’t help but feel responsible. They were my friends. My best friends.” 
 
    “Were,” she says, stopping in front of the truck to stroke my face with her soft palm. “They were your friends, and they weren’t you. I don’t know if Paul was there. I just, when I saw Blake and Shane together, I knew. It was like a flashback or repressed memory or something, I don’t know who else was there.” 
 
    “He was there,” I say, unable to look her in the eye. “He was at that party, I know because it was the night his girlfriend kissed me and told me her secret. He was there with Shane, and he hasn’t been himself since that night. If he wasn’t involved, he still knew. And he didn’t do anything to stop it.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter anymore, last month was a lifetime ago. Right now we need him, no matter what he’s done.” 
 
    Alright, are we going to acknowledge the fact that there’s a gruesome looking carcass approaching us at full speed? He must have heard us talking and pulled himself away from his imaginary phone long enough to come running. 
 
    Without warning, Felecia spins around and slices our uninvited intruder’s head off with one fluid swing. His body continues running, crashing into the side of the truck so hard he dents it before bouncing off like this is a game of human wallball. 
 
    “Do you mind?” she shouts at the headless infect. 
 
    And apparently he does because his head just hit the ground a foot or two from Felecia’s feet. How long was that thing airborne? We probably should have been timing it. 
 
    “Oh my god, we’re trying to have a conversation here.” 
 
    She punts the rolling head out of anger and I’m not missing it this time, I want to see how far this thing goes. With a kick like that, I’m guessing she played soccer at some point in her life, ya know, other than gym. 
 
    Okay, where the hell’s the head? I don’t see it. Am I looking too close, did it hit the water already? I don’t see any ripples. 
 
    “Oh great. Noah,” Felecia whines, her voice frail and– it’s stuck to her foot. Her boot is wedged firmly in his neck hole. “I got stuck.” 
 
    “I’m not helping you get it out until you admit that you are now officially the gross one in this relationship. You stuck your foot inside some poor guy’s head.” 
 
    “I’m aware. Just get it off. I can feel it all warm and gooey through my boot.” 
 
    I step down on Felecia’s makeshift soccer ball and hold it in place while she tries to wiggle her foot free, but it’s really in there. If not for this little mishap, I have a feeling it would have sailed right across the horizon and landed somewhere in Hawaii. 
 
    “I think you’re gonna have to pull it off,” she whimpers. 
 
    “I don’t wanna touch it. If we just leave it, maybe it’ll fall off on its own.” 
 
    “Noah, it’s not a loose tooth. I have a human head stuck on my foot. Just yank it by the ears or something. Isn’t this what boyfriends are for?” 
 
    “No, no, we remove spiders. We’ll massage your feet after you wear heels. We’ll even hold your hair back when you’ve had too much to drink. But pulling your foot out of someone’s skull, that’s taking things to a whole other level.” 
 
    “Pretty please.” 
 
    “You are so lucky I love you right now,” I grumble, squatting down and gripping the cranial bear trap with both hands. “Oh my god, this is disgusting. How did you get your foot so far in there? I could untie your laces through his mouth.” 
 
    With one last yank, her foot slurps out, bringing with it a thick stream of bloody goop like her boot was a tampon. 
 
    I jump to my feet the second it’s removed, putting as much distance between myself and the oozing neck slop as possible. 
 
    “Thanks. Love yoouuu,” she coos, planting a kiss on my cheek before opening the door and hopping into the driver’s seat. “Look at that, keys on the dash. We should probably roll the windows down, I feel like my foot’s not gonna smell the freshest. Best boyfriend ever?” she squeaks, shrugging her sexy shoulders in a way that makes me forgive her and sends me jumping into the passenger seat like there’s no place on Earth I’d rather be. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    “Norwood, what are you doing outside? Is everything alright?” 
 
    “Oh good, it’s just you guys,” he says with a full body shake, lowering the gun he had aimed at our truck. “Can’t sleep, too on edge. Feng shui in that place is all messed up. Plus they’re like, messing with my chakras or something. We need– oh my god you guys fucked.” 
 
    “What?” we both blurt out at the same time with identical guilty laughs that totally don’t seem the least bit suspicious. 
 
    “You leave me here to deal with all their negative energy while you’re out getting your freak on. Not cool! Did you at least get the fuel to Sonny Valley?” Our demeanor must give us away because he doesn’t wait for a response. “Aw shit, what happened?” 
 
    “All hell broke loose. We barely made it.” 
 
    “But you’re alive.” Marty literally scares the shit out of me when he pops his head out of the hatch on top of the Stryker. Maybe not literally, let me just… okay we’re good, but it was close. “The others?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Doug didn’t make it. Blake’s dead. Shane, almost, but he’s still out there. We lost Neil and Scott on this island, but, I don’t know if they’re alive. The tanker’s stuck in a ditch. One of them bit Felecia.” 
 
    She lifts her arm to show the battle scar. They should both be captivated by the soft skin of her tricep but the sheer shock and concern on their faces means the horndog committee are more worried and confused than anything else. 
 
    “When?” Marty stutters, rubbing his hand over his mustache as if we haven’t yet realized she’s going to turn any minute. 
 
    “We think we found the cure.” Her silky voice could make anything sound good, but hearing those words leave her lips is even more magical. 
 
    “Hold on, you what?” Marty jumps down, clutching his shoulder on the landing. 
 
    “It’s the ocean. Saltwater.” 
 
    “It’s what?” Norwood drags both hands down his face in an attempt to wipe away the confusion. “You’re fuckin’ shitting me?” 
 
    “We put saltwater on the bite, she drank a bunch, it stopped her from turning. They can’t go in the ocean. Guys, we just came from there. The water hits their wounds and it’s like acid, I’m telling you, they melt down to nothing.” 
 
    “You’re serious.” Marty twists his ponytail into a bun and plops down against one of the enormous tires, as if the news is too much for him to stand even a second longer. “You’re telling me, all this time, all we needed was the damn ocean?” 
 
    “Dude,” Norwood shouts, jumping to his feet. “We gotta go tell Maxwell, she’s on the line with New York right now. If they can–” 
 
    “Nah, it’s too late,” Marty interrupts with a wave of his hand. “She lost the transmission.” 
 
    “And you didn’t feel the need to tell me that, you old woman haired bastard?” 
 
    “I tried, you little skinheaded shit, you said you needed to cleanse your shockers or something. I figured I’d let you go back to sticking your pinkie up your ass.” 
 
    “My chakras. And screw you, pinkies up the butt are underrated. Until you’ve tried–” 
 
    “Guys!” I shout, because I tried whistling but it didn’t work so this’ll have to do. “Maxwell was on the line with New York?” 
 
    “They know we’re here?” Felecia asks, wearily. “We still have a chance at making it there before it’s too late. Because this, this can save the world.” 
 
    Marty cracks a smile that I haven’t seen on his face since this all began. “Three hours east of San Diego, there’s a military airstrip, on the Arizona border. Last stronghold left this side of the Mississip. They’re waiting there for us, a transport, small fleet of fighter jets. We’ll need to refuel a couple times for the chopper to make it but it beats the hell out of going across the whole damn country. From Yuma, it’s a six hour flight to New York, we board one of the last planes to Britain. That sounds weird because you’re Britton, but the other Britain. Great Britain. Not saying you’re not great too. England, okay, last flight to England.” 
 
    Felecia’s hand instinctively reaches for mine as we try to catch our breath. My fingers fumble against hers for a second before finding their place. It’s really happening. We’re almost there. 
 
    “One small catch,” he continues. “They want them scientists. There’s five of them locked in that dam outside Sonny Valley. Sounds like they know how it all started.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Norwood says with an irritated clap of his hands. “You’re telling me, they want us to risk our lives to save the people who caused this bullshit in the first place?” 
 
    “Son, do you want a flight out of here or not? This is the US military we’re talking about, they tell you to jump, you ask how high. Jump high enough they’ll take care of you for the rest of your miserable life and let me tell you, right about now, we need all the care we can get.” 
 
    “You know what,” I say, letting go of Felecia’s clammy hand, realizing I let go and grabbing it once again, “after all we’ve been through, I don’t even care. We’ll be at the dam anyway, the helicopter’s right there. One thousand, two thousand of these fuckers, it doesn’t matter, they’re swarming us the second they realize we’re there. We’re killing every last one of them and getting the fuck out of here, once and for all.” 
 
    “Amen to that brother,” Marty smiles, pointing a stern finger in my direction. “One issue still stands that we’re gonna need to contend with, I’d say immediately. We ain’t all fitting on that chopper. The double rotor, it never made it. Turns out they sent three, that and a Blackhawk got taken down. While refueling. Only one that made it is a Huey, like those ones you see in all the Vietnam footage. They hold about fifteen. We’re twenty, give or take. Noah, I know you and you’re gonna wanna try to find your new butt buddy and his little brother. Five scientists from the dam. Math may not be my strong suit but these numbers ain’t adding up.” 
 
    “Fuck it then,” Norwood groans after a long moment of no one wanting to speak up because we all know what needs to be said. “I’ll say what we all wanna say, we leave the deadweight. There are people up there who ain’t worth the air they breathe, and I think we all know damn well who they are.” 
 
    “Almost everyone’s asleep.” Marty nods, looking at me to gauge my reaction. “Maxwell will still be up, after the call. Doc’s asleep, his son’s manning the beds right now. Your girlfriend’s still awake,” he says with a grin, aiming it at both me and Felecia. “Won’t go to sleep until you guys are back safe and sound. Everyone else is out.” 
 
    “Alright.” They all look surprised by my willingness to leave so many behind. “I take it we’re all loaded up and ready to go? Let’s sneak up there, get Maxwell and the pilot. I know they’re injured, but, Caylee and Tyrone. Let’s get Kristen too. And Paul and his dad to take care of them. 
 
    “That makes eleven.” I know what Marty’s getting at. “We find Neil and his brother, we’re up to thirteen. Add the five lab rats and we’re hovering around eighteen of us.” 
 
    “You’re gonna make me say it?” I ask. “Fine. There’s too many, but it doesn’t matter because odds are, some of us won’t survive to see that helicopter. And this is assuming we find Neil and Scott, alive.” 
 
    “We’re not leaving Caylee, or Tyrone,” Felecia says for me, with enough authority to lay the debate to rest, for good. “Everything they’ve done, we’re here today because of them. They’re coming with us, conscious or not.” 
 
    “Alright,” Marty says in that raspy voice of his that makes people listen whether they want to or not. “It’s settled then. Eleven of us leave here tonight. And just so we’re in accordance, we do all realize this means we’re leaving the rest of them for dead?” 
 
    We all nod in agreement, knowing how wrong it is, but at the same time, understanding the necessity. It’s almost explainable why we’d leave the injured, I don’t think anyone could fault us for that, the problem is we’re not leaving all the injured. And we’re not taking all who are able bodied. 
 
    I’m overwhelmed by guilt, despite most of them having tried to kill me, my father included. Darius, who’s been my friend since I knew what friends were. He forgot, not me. I would have protected him until the end had he not turned on us, no matter how useless he was. I would have fought tooth and nail to get him on that helicopter even when everyone else would try to convince me he wasn’t worth it. He would’ve been because he was my friend. 
 
    We’re sneaking into the hospital but it feels more like running into a burning building, knowing you don’t have enough time to save everyone. Weighing the worth of a human life isn’t a power meant to be possessed by mere mortals, yet, here we are. Choosing who lives and dies. Judge, jury and executioner. 
 
    Those who harmed me in the past, they don’t make it. They didn’t know when they were voting to throw me off the bus a couple days ago that their decision would ultimately kill them. The chunky O’Connor brother. The quiet girl, I forgot what someone said her name was. The Hansen kid, I honestly don’t remember what sport he plays but he’s Blake’s buddy. Some other kid who barely speaks, or, wait, no, Felecia said he got yanked out of the bus back at the military convoy. My father and his partner are up there, Sanders I think. The soldier who doesn’t look like he’s going to make it. Darius. They all get left behind. They all die. 
 
    That’s a lot to put on someone’s conscience. And if it weren’t for the reprehensible things I’ve already done, I wouldn’t be able to go through with it. And if I did, there’s no way in hell I’d ever sleep at night. New version of me or not, how can I live with myself? 
 
    How? Because I didn’t make this decision for them, they made it for themselves. They knew. They had two decisions, stand with me, or don’t. They didn’t need to try to kill me. That wasn’t necessary. I know it wasn’t because I didn’t try to kill them and I managed to get along just fine. They chose not to defend themselves. And now, they sit defenseless. 
 
    When all’s said and done, and they’re left behind, I can live with myself because I didn’t kill them. I gave them every opportunity to live, to stand and fight, to take their destiny in their own hands. When we roll out of here, thieves in the night, I’m leaving them the same way they’ve left me. 
 
    They don’t have to die. They can survive just like I did. But they won’t. And I can’t waste another minute saving those who can’t be saved. The time for guilt is gone. Survival, by any means necessary. It’s time to leave this hellhole once and for all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    “Oh my god, you guys are alright,” Caylee whispers when she sees me and Felecia enter her room, index fingers covering our lips. “I was so worried. What’s going on? Why are we whispering?” 
 
    “We need to leave, now.” I hand her the crutches without making a sound. “No, wait, they’re gonna be too noisy. Should I carry her?” I ask Felecia, pretty sure my body’s recuperated enough but I won’t know until I try. 
 
    “It’s okay, I can be quiet. Not my first time with these bad boys. What’s happening?” 
 
    “The plan fell through.” Felecia helps Caylee out of her hospital bed, careful not to bump her cast. “We didn’t make it to Sonny Valley. We’re gonna need to get the fuel truck out of a ditch.” 
 
    “Oh no, is everyone okay? That doesn’t explain why we’re whispering.” 
 
    “Maxwell just got off the phone with her superiors,” I say, helping her to her feet. “The helicopter with two propellers, the one that holds about 40 people, it never got to Sonny Valley. The one that made it only holds fifteen. Good news is they’ve got an airstrip in Arizona with fighter jets waiting for us.” 
 
    “To take us to New York,” Felecia continues for me. “And then London.” 
 
    “You mean, we’re really gonna make it?” 
 
    She throws her arms around me and Felecia the second she sees our smiles. I don’t think any of us actually thought this could work. But knowing they’re there, waiting for us, it means we have a shot. 
 
    “Felecia,” she gasps, “my god, your arm. What happened? Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m alright. Long story, I’ll tell you all about it on the drive. Come on, let’s get you outta here. I’ll be right back to help you with Kristen,” she whispers coldly, her vengeful eyes locked on mine. “Three minutes enough?” 
 
    “Enough for what?” Caylee asks, her gaze darting back and forth between us in confusion. “Are you two fighting? Please don’t let it be about me. Don’t fight. What’s going on with Kristen? She woke up just a little while ago. Is she okay?” 
 
    Felecia smiles, petting Caylee’s head. “Don’t worry Cayles, we’re not fighting. We just need some answers. Noah, she’s gonna cry,” Felecia says with so little remorse it could have come out of the mouth of the ice queen we all thought we knew. “Don’t tell her about Shane until we’re in the clear. I’ll be right back to help you carry her out.” 
 
    I watch the two most incredible girls this world has ever known disappear into the darkness. Who would have ever imagined them becoming friends? And under these circumstances? 
 
    A small part of me still wonders if maybe Caylee’s going to stab us both in our sleep, and I wouldn’t blame her. But she’s so genuine, I know that couldn’t be further from the truth. 
 
    With so little good left in this world, I’m beyond lucky to have the friends I do. If it were anyone else with me in this situation, I would have died days ago. Not only do they pull me up when I need it, they give me reason to pull myself up. 
 
    Dad. I’m not sure why but I didn’t expect him to be in here with Kristen. I guess I didn’t think about which rooms Dr. Hopkins would put them in, I’m sure it makes sense to him. I would have preferred not laying eyes on my father though. Leaving him behind is hard enough, I didn’t anticipate having to look at him. 
 
    He’s so peaceful and harmless. Asleep, he could be the dad I want to remember. The one I had when I was little. The one that existed before Buckley dug his claws into the mild-mannered family man that all dads should aspire to be. 
 
    You would never guess the person lying in the hospital bed before me could be capable of murdering his child. But he would have done it. There is no doubt in my mind, he was pulling that trigger. Too weak to stand up to his friend. His fearless leader. His hero. 
 
    Dad was my hero once. I didn’t care that he was a little nerdy. That he couldn’t change a flat or teach me how to throw a football. It didn’t matter that he didn’t have those abilities, it didn’t stop him from trying to pass them down to me. He looked it up online and taught me anyway. 
 
    I get it now, he didn’t want me to be like him. He didn’t want me to be weak and helpless. So he did everything he could to see that I would be stronger than him. I didn’t want to be like Neil’s badass dad. I wanted to be like mine. Hell, Neil wanted to be like mine. But people like Buckley have a way of poisoning those around them. 
 
    I have to look away because seeing him like this, the way he looked when I’d wake him up on weekend mornings so we could go have adventures, he’s not my enemy. He’s not the guy who turned on me when I chose to stay with mom. He’s not the man who tried to kill me because someone told him to. He’s just my dad. And all I want to do is tug on his arm while he pretends to be asleep until he scoops me up and tickles me before our day of fun. 
 
    That man is long gone and I know it. He’s been replaced with a gun-toting, gay-bashing, self-righteous, conservative racist who thinks he’s above everyone else. I miss the man who screamed the first time he fired a gun. I miss the man who didn’t think crying made you a homo. I miss the man who I was proud to call my father because I wanted to be just like him. The man who made me the man I am today. Not the man I shot in the chest with a flare gun. I may have hit his chest, but I was aiming for the main vein in that cold heart of his, hoping I could kill this imposter. Hoping my dad would still be in there. I know he’s not. But in the darkness, in the middle of the night, your eyes can play tricks on you. 
 
    Kristen’s startled when she notices me hovering over her bed, trying to stop myself from crying. Trying to convince myself I’m not making a mistake I can’t unmake. 
 
    The color’s beginning to return to her pale skin, finally. Don’t look at him Noah, look at Kristen. She lost a lot of blood back on the bus. You don’t think of a bullet wound to the leg as being fatal or even life threatening. But all it takes is an injury in the wrong place to end it all. And in this world, without the modern amenities we’re used to, death can creep up on us from literally anywhere. 
 
    “You scared me,” she gasps, closing her eyes when she realizes it’s just me. “You are like, right there. Little personal space maybe? How did it go?” 
 
    “Did Paul tell you what was going on?” 
 
    “Sort of. You guys really need to patch things up. I don’t like it like this.” 
 
    “Me either. But I’m pretty sure it’s not gonna change anytime soon.” 
 
    “Okay, one, why are we whispering and two, why are you being so weird? Noah, what’s going on?” 
 
    “A month ago, you broke up with Shane for a few days. Why?” 
 
    “It’s personal. If I wanted you guys to know, I would have told you. I don’t wanna talk about it.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I’m not giving you a choice. What happened?” 
 
    “Who are you?” she asks as if I’ve grown a second head, and to be fair, this isn’t how I speak to people, but I’m out of options here. “He cheated on me, okay. Him and Paul were acting weird after some party they went to. I pushed, even though I knew I wouldn’t like the answer.” 
 
    “Did he tell you what happened?” 
 
    “I just told you.” 
 
    “I mean exactly what happened.” 
 
    “God Noah, what the heck has gotten into you? They were on something, okay, I don’t know what, they wouldn’t tell me. All I know is there were drugs at the party, they did them, and Shane slept with another girl. And I don’t need you making me feel like shit for taking him back because I do enough of that all on my own. I don’t know why I did it, and yes, I realize this means my stupid boyfriend is no different than my stupid brother but I can’t think about that right now.” 
 
    “Did he tell you who she was?” 
 
    “I didn’t wanna know. I don’t even wanna know if she goes to our school. I just wanted everything to go back to the way it used to be. And then, this,” she stutters, choking back tears, motioning to the world around us. 
 
    “You really don’t know what happened, or who the girl was?” 
 
    “No. Why? Is Shane okay? Noah, what the hell is going on?” 
 
    “I was the girl.” We both turn to face Felecia in the doorway. Has it been three minutes already? How long was I staring at my dad? 
 
    “You slept with my boyfriend? Why?” Kristen squeaks out over her trembling lip. “You can seriously have any guy you want. Why would you take mine?” 
 
    “That’s not exactly how it happened,” I say softly, resting my hand on Kristen’s shoulder. The second her teary eyes roll up to face me, the pieces fall together in her bleary brain. 
 
    “No,” she mutters to herself. “No, he wouldn’t. Noah, no.” 
 
    “He wasn’t alone,” Felecia whispers, emerging from the shadows, hurt weighing heavy on her heart. The last thing she wants to do is tear Kristen’s world apart but that’s exactly what we’re doing. 
 
    “Why are we believing her?” 
 
    “You don’t have to believe me. I don’t expect you to. And that’s okay. But I believe you, which means we need to get you out of here right now.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? You think I’m gonna go anywhere with you? We should have never got on that bus. We would have been fine without you.” 
 
    “Listen to me Kristen,” I say with less than an ounce of sympathy in my voice even though I know how confused she must be right now. I’m trying, but I can’t find it in me to care. “The helicopter can’t hold as many people as we thought. We’re not all gonna fit.” 
 
    “Look sweetie,” Felecia says with so much sincerity I don’t think Kristen has any choice but to believe her, “I know you think you hate me right now. But if you wanna get outta this alive, you have to come with us, now. We’re leaving, and not everyone’s coming. I don’t blame you for your boyfriend’s mistakes, but don’t let his mistakes bring you down with him. We’re trying to save you, let us.” 
 
    Through a haze of confusion, Kristen looks back and forth between me and Felecia’s outstretched hand. This is the last thing you want to wake up to, in an apocalypse or not, and I can see her overwhelmed brain trying to process everything, but failing miserably. I think in her heart, she knows we’re telling the truth, but how do you convince your heart that your brain’s been wrong all along? How do you go against everything you know and trust someone you hate? 
 
    “He’s dead, isn’t he?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I say, gently rubbing her back. “If he’s not, he will be soon.” 
 
    “It was your ex-boyfriend, wasn’t it?” she asks, staring at Felecia in a daze. “Blake was there. Fucking Blake Oliver. That’s what him and Shane were whispering about. They raped you,” she says in a monotone drawl, so blankly I’m questioning if she’s slipped out of consciousness. “How did I not see it? How did I not know?” 
 
    “Hun, don’t worry about it. It’s over. Let’s get outta here.” 
 
    Kristen nods her head slowly, trying to process more than she’s capable of right now. But she takes Felecia’s outstretched hand and lets us help her struggle to a sitting position. Judging by the way her head is bobbling atop her neck, I’d say this is her first time sitting up since she lost consciousness yesterday, or the day before, depending on how you count days because the sun is starting to peek over the horizon. 
 
    It must be close to 4:00 AM. Mopster used to get up to watch the sunrise every morning. I’d always grumble when he woke me up crawling out of bed so early but honestly, I’ve kinda missed it since he’s been gone. 
 
    “My bag,” she mutters as we sneak out of the room. She’s actually walking a lot better than I’d predicted, giving the bullet hole in her leg and all. “I need my bag.” 
 
    “I got it,” I say, rushing back to grab the backpack she refuses to call a backpack. I’m sorry, if it’s a pouch with straps that sits on your back, it’s a backpack, no matter how tiny and leathery it is. 
 
    I know Shane told her to leave it, more than once, but I get why she wants to keep it. It’s all she has left of a world that no longer exists. The notebooks and change of clothes and whatever else she has squeezed in there, no, there’s no need to lug them around with her anymore, but she holds onto it because it’s all she has to hold onto. Her little brown leather back-purse-pack is all she has to prove that the life she lived up until a few days ago, actually existed. 
 
    You may not get why I’d go back to grab it for her, but honestly, if this room were on fire and full of undead hospital dwellers, I’d still run back to get it. We need to hang on to everything we can before we lose it all. 
 
    His eyes are open. He knows I’m here. Dad’s looking right at me, face to face as I bend down to grab the bag. How long has he been awake? Does he know we’re leaving him behind? 
 
    He nods, holding eye contact with me before closing them. Not the father I’ve come to know over the past five years or so, but the father I grew up with. The one I idolized. The one who loved me more than anything. He’s still in there, I know because I’m looking at him. 
 
    And he knows what’s happening. I can see it in the tear emerging from his clenched eye. He knows why I’m leaving him, and that it has nothing to do with the tube in his throat or the machines beeping beside us. 
 
    Is it too late to change my mind? I can’t leave him. He’s my dad. I know he’s made mistakes, but he’s still in there. He can change. We can still go on adventures, just like we used to. Museums and guided tours through caverns. Dinosaur exhibits. Trips to the city for comic book shops, for him, not me, back before he met Buckley and comics were all of a sudden too nerdy. I can finally have my father back. 
 
    He must sense my hesitation because he opens his tear-filled eyes and shakes his head. We may be strangers, but I swear he can read my mind. Just like he used to. And for a moment, I have my dad back. 
 
    I bend over and kiss his forehead, using my free hand to wipe the tear that Buckley wouldn’t approve of. Those who don’t know will tell you it’s never too late. But sometimes, it is. I know it. He knows it. But it doesn’t make it any easier to walk away. 
 
    “I missed you Dad. Bye.” 
 
    I leave the room, and shut the door on my past. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” Marty whines, bopping up and down in the gunner’s seat. “Just a couple miles. Until we hit the Bayport line. It’s a few minutes. What’s a few minutes gonna hurt?” 
 
    “Give it a rest, old man, you’re not getting behind the wheel.” Maxwell points a scolding finger in his direction, not bothering to turn around and witness his senior citizen temper tantrum. “Besides, the steering wheel’s too big for you, you can’t even get your arm up this high.” 
 
    “Can to.” 
 
    “Okay, rub your belly and pat your head.” 
 
    “Not fair, I’m not coordinated enough to do that, even before getting shot. Women, man, I tell ya, always sucking the fun out of everything.” 
 
    “Hey,” Felecia shouts, it’s kind of necessary to be heard over the bickering coming from up front, not to mention the constant roar of this thing. “Marty, at least women are sucking something for you.” 
 
    “Suck this,” he says with a smile, kindly flipping her the bird before turning it up front in Maxwell’s direction. Not that she can see him, she’s kind of isolated up there in her little cockpit. For this beast being so large, there certainly isn’t much room in here. 
 
    “Watch where you’re pointing that thing, Gramps.” 
 
    Huh, okay maybe she can see him, that or she’s secretly a mother and hasn’t mentioned her kid yet which would automatically give her eyes in the back of her head. 
 
    “Remember, I’m trained to blast that finger off from a few hundred feet away.” 
 
    “Hey Marty,” Norwood chuckles, tapping his newfound friend’s knee, “maybe you should whip it out, see if she can shoot something smaller than a finger.” 
 
    “For your information, you little twerp, I need both hands to handle that thing. Why do you think I drive buses? My arms are used to being spread that wide.” 
 
    I can tell the conversation is making the good doctor a little uncomfortable as he wraps Felecia’s arm in a bandage. I think this whole situation is out of his realm of comfort, down to using liquid stitches on her flesh flap instead of taking the time to actually sew her up properly. I see where Paul gets it. 
 
    Honestly, yeah, they’re right, her wound needs a lot more than essentially some super glue, but we don’t have time for that. Just like I don’t have time to let my wrist heal. Rest isn’t an option. It’s working just like he said it would though, the anesthetic wore off but the steroids are starting to kick in, and not a moment too soon. 
 
    “Oh shit, everyone strap in, we’ve got company,” Maxwell yells from the front. “Marty, you remember what you’re doing back there?” 
 
    “Yeah, I got it.” He wipes his palms on his pants before grabbing the periscope. “Jesus Christ you weren’t lying, woman. Company has arrived.” He pulls away to look at me and Felecia with a shocked expression furrowing his brow. “How the hell did you make it through all them? This is insane.” 
 
    I’m guessing we’ve reached Bayport. 
 
    “Marty, don’t shoot until I tell you to. We need to conserve as much firepower as possible. Let me see if I can run them over. Everybody hang on.” 
 
    There’s no time to tell her we’ve made that mistake before, on the bus. Of course, the bus wasn’t eight wheel drive with tires made of freakin’ steel. 
 
    The reinforced armor that surrounds us blocks out the sound but I can tell we’re running them over because we’re getting jostled around so much it feels like we’re off roading in a golf cart. And the cushions on these padded seats aren’t doing much to help my ass from getting bruised. I feel like a stripper at a truck stop, except no one’s sticking dollar bills in my thong. I swear, I’m really not wearing a thong but if I was, it’d be dollarless, and purple, because I like purple dammit. 
 
    “Now Marty! Shoot! There’s too many.” 
 
    The infantry carrier rocks back ever so slightly and I can tell, he pulled the trigger, or pressed the button or whatever it is you do to fire a cannon. The blast, coupled with the explosion on his monitor, confirms my suspicions. 
 
    “Wooo baby! Forget driving, I wanna shoot this bad boy again. Now that’s what I call firepower. Noah, brother, ya better get me a towel, I think I jizzed myself.” 
 
    “Holy shit yes!” Maxwell yells from the front, pumping her fist towards us without taking her eyes off the road. “That’s how you clear a path. Nice shooting. Except you blew a portal to hell in the middle of my damn road. Taxpayers are not gonna be happy about the size of that pothole. Hold your fire, let me maneuver around this thing.” 
 
    We run over scattered human remains and small pockets of fire created by the explosion. I knew we needed a tank all along. And this is one better, we were cruising along at almost 60mph. Sure, she’s a gas guzzler, but after seeing the way we just blew through that horde of Bayport pedestrians, I’d say it’s well worth it. 
 
    With any luck, we won’t have to refuel along the way. We’re halfway there, we got this. I don’t care if there’s a thousand infects waiting for us in Sonny Valley, we can blast through half of them without ever leaving the safety of these confined quarters. 
 
    “Maxwell,” I shout through the tiny entryway to her cockpit, “if we’re where I think we are, the tanker should be about a mile ahead on your right.” 
 
    “Ten four! Marty, hold off on the missiles, we’re gonna use the machine gun but we gotta be extremely careful not to hit that fuel truck. Rodriguez, how you holding up? You gonna be able to man the wheel while I’m outside?” 
 
    “I’m ready.” He gives her a thumbs up but I’m not convinced he’s as ready as he’s leading us to believe. Which makes me a little apprehensive about him flying, but what other choice do we have? I know I’m not ready to be out there in the fight of our lives but that’s not going to stop me now, just like it hasn’t stopped me yet. Let’s hope he’s as determined as the rest of us to make it out of this alive. 
 
    “Alright guys, listen up.” I’m glad Maxwell is in charge, I am so over giving people orders. “We don’t have enough of us to do everything that needs to be done. Marty and Rodriguez are manning the guns from inside. Caylee, you’re gonna pop this hatch right here and use the grenade launcher, do not shoot anywhere near the tanker. Norwood, you’re with me, we gotta chain this rig up and pull it outta the ditch. Noah, Felecia, you sure you wanna go back to that island?” 
 
    “No,” I say with a shake of my head. “But we have to. We gotta see if they’re alive.” 
 
    “Okay, problem is, we’ve got no one to guard us from close range attacks while we extract the fuel truck. We know how the infects work and some of them are going to get by. Doc, Paul, I’m gonna need one of you, more likely, both.” 
 
    “Not happening.” Paul looks directly at me as he says it, like I’m the one giving him the order. How has our relationship come to this? “We’re needed right here. We all know Neil and Scott didn’t make it so I don’t see why going to that island is even necessary.” 
 
    “We don’t know that,” I shoot back. “The last time I laid eyes on them, they were alive.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, so was Shane. But I don’t hear about any rescue efforts to find him. Our friend. Not Neil Buckley, who, let’s be honest, we’re probably better off without. Despite you two being all buddy buddy now.” 
 
    “I’ll guard you,” Kristen says, grabbing a sword as she stands with force, completely ignoring her injured leg. “I need to blow off some steam anyway.” 
 
    “Kristen,” Paul hisses, “what are you doing?” 
 
    “Shut up. You shut the fuck up. I don’t wanna hear your stupid voice. I know you knew. You fucking knew and you didn’t say a word. So you don’t get to speak now.” 
 
    “She’s lying Kristen. You know she’s lying. That’s what she does.” Except we know Paul’s lying because his voice is nearing that octave that should only be reached if his nuts were being squeezed in a vise. 
 
    And judging by the fire in our friend’s eyes, she wouldn’t mind doing just that. “If I find out you were in on it, so help me god Paul Hopkins, I’m pushing you off that helicopter. You are so lucky she hasn’t killed you already but don’t think I won’t.” 
 
    Before the spit is done flying from her trembling lips, Dr Hopkins strikes from out of nowhere, coming to the defense of his despicable son, my best friend. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    Paul’s dad spins Kristen around too quickly for us to react. I don’t think anyone envisioned him lashing out in any way, he’s too mellow of a guy to expect anything less than calm, cool and collected. This is what’s become of mild-mannered men in these final days of mankind. 
 
    The sword Kristen grabbed clangs off the floor as he slaps a pair of handcuffs on her wrists before I can get to them. Why the hell does he have handcuffs? Is this something all doctor’s keep on them, just in case they wind up with frequent flyers tweaking out when they realize where they are? Measures like that are to be taken against people like Kristen’s brother, not Kristen. 
 
    “Enough,” he scolds in that commanding dad voice you only earn after years of fatherhood. “I’ve heard enough. Sit down and keep quiet.” 
 
    A part of me respects him a little more for this. He’s actually standing up for his son, something I’ve rarely, if ever, seen him do. If I didn’t hate Paul right now, I’d be happy for him. All he’s ever wanted is his father’s love and attention. How messed up is it that it takes someone threatening his life for him to get it? 
 
    “Paul, I want you to pick up that sword. Do it now son. I have things under control in here. Don’t be a coward like me,” he hisses through gritted teeth, meant only for Paul to hear but in such a small space, we all get to witness his fatherly pep talk. “You’re stronger than I ever was, don’t let fear hold you back.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid.” The defiance in his voice makes me want to believe him, but I don’t. “I’m just not stupid. You don’t risk your life for someone you don’t even like. For someone who’s hurt you in ways you never recover from. I’m not Noah, so get over it.” 
 
    “Fuck no you aren’t,” Norwood scoffs, snorting, trying to hold in his laughter. “The things he does, for ungrateful pricks like you, this motherfucker’s a hero.” 
 
    “Yeah? A hero who just left how many people in a hospital to die, his own dad included?” 
 
    “Bro, you’re lucky Noah made the call and not me, because your useless ass woulda been left right there next to his traitor of a father. I don’t know what you did to make this girl hate you,” he says, pointing at Kristen, “but if it had anything to do with hurting one of my friends, fuck throwing you off the helicopter, I’ll stick your scrawny little neck right into the damn propellers. Let’s see your dad try to cuff me too. Find out what happens.” 
 
    “Everybody relax,” Marty yells, emerging from his high tech cubicle. “I know tensions are high right now, tempers are flaring. I get it, I do, but we got a long way to go before we’re in the clear. If we wanna make it to that helicopter, we’ve got to work together. No two ways about it. Let’s get our heads out of our asses, we can fight it out when we touch down on European soil. Kid, if you don’t have the cojones, put the sword down and let the lady handle it.” 
 
    “Just open the freakin’ door and let’s get this over with.” Paul bangs his fist off the wall with rage in his eyes. I don’t know who he is but he’s not the kid I grew up with. 
 
    I’ve been ignoring it for weeks, but this transition didn’t begin when the world ended, it’s been coming for a while now. This dissension between us, it was happening, apocalypse or not. 
 
    The storm clouds have been brewing since, well, since the night Felecia was raped. Before that even, I could sense his anger. Anger over nothing, at least, to me it seemed like nothing. I know a lot of it has to do with his father. But this paranoia, thinking Jenny cheated on him with me. Relentless in his claims that his father likes me more than him. He’s been losing it for a while, cracking under the pressure that I’m convinced he places on himself. Yes, his dad wants him to succeed. What father doesn’t? But above all else, I get the impression he just wants his son to be happy. And to be better than he is as a man. 
 
    “Paul, you don’t have to do this,” I say, gearing up beside him. 
 
    “Go to hell.” 
 
    The reinforced door begins its slow descent. I can’t help but squint into the sunlight as it enters the dark confines of our armored bunker on wheels. I hope he can’t see it and if he does, please let him think it’s because of the sudden burst of sunlight, but I’m pretty sure my eyes are misting up right now. 
 
    I get that we have to say goodbye to our old lives, I’ve come to terms with that. We’ve lost so much and it’s all been out of our control. But this, losing this friendship, this is by choice. I’m not sure if it’s his or mine or if the blame falls somewhere in between, but we’re choosing to throw out a lifetime of friendship at a time we should be grateful to have each other. With so little left in this world, how many people get to say their best friend is still alive? We do. And what do we do with that gift? 
 
    A hand strokes my back and I know without looking, it’s Felecia comforting me. I guess it doesn’t take a genius to figure out, I mean it’d be kinda weird if it was Norwood. 
 
    She doesn’t need to see the water in my eyes to know it’s there. She gets me, in the way my friends are supposed to. The people I grew up with. I’m sure I could patch things up between me and Paul if I turned on Felecia, but I’m more than willing to sacrifice it all for a girl I hated just one week ago. 
 
    What does that say about our friendship? Rather than stand by Paul’s side, I’m willing to fight my way onto an island that almost killed me with the girl I’m supposed to hate, all to rescue my mortal enemy and his little brother. I’d say this relationship is dead, and I don’t care enough to pour saltwater on it. 
 
    The sunlight brings with it the sound of gunfire. Marty and Rodriguez are mowing them down, but we know by now, that’s not enough. They walk into bullets like they’re raindrops, barely fazed by the rounds of ammunition being pumped into their reanimated bodies. 
 
    I don’t know what made us believe these machine guns mounted on top of the armored transport would be any different than every other gun that didn’t do a god damn thing. But for some reason, we thought they would. Maybe it’s because grenades and missiles had the desired effect in this war to end all wars, but bullets are as useless as they’ve ever been. 
 
    “Hold on,” Caylee commands before kissing me on the cheek. “Wait. Don’t go out there until I’m in position. Got it? Grenade launcher will clear the path. Make sure you come back to me, both of you, without any holes that don’t belong there.” She gives Felecia a kiss on the cheek before taking the bandana headband out of her hair and wrapping it around the bandage covered bite mark. “There, it’s more stylish, plus it makes you look like a total badass. Okay, good luck, I gotta get to my hatch.” She turns and hobbles off on her walking cast, down to just one crutch because she couldn’t fit through the small space with two. 
 
    “I love that girl,” Felecia laughs, a genuine smile spreading across her face in spite of what we’re about to walk into. Me and Paul hate each other. Felecia and Caylee are besties. Even without the zombies, what in the hell is this world coming to? 
 
    A sudden explosion pulls our attention outside. Bullet riddled corpses burst into the air, limbs flying free from bodies. A leg snaps in half when it slams against the edge of the Stryker door being lowered like a drawbridge. Which makes us the knights racing into battle. 
 
    I reposition my sword, in my right hand, where it belongs, ready to maim everything in my path. If I’m going to be on the frontlines, yeah, looking around me, these are the people I want by my side. 
 
    “Okay,” Caylee shouts. “Now you can go.” 
 
    My feet hit the ground before the door’s fully lowered. I don’t care how far-fetched or impossible any of this is. We’re making it, I don’t give a shit. With what we’ve been through, and endured, what’s another battle? Or another one after that? 
 
    We do the impossible every single day and today is no different. I will continue to do the impossible if it means we get to live. I will do this for the rest of my life if it means I get to have Felecia and my friends by my side. Even if my friends include a psychopath, a crazy bus driver, my arch nemesis and my amazing sort of ex-girlfriend I still have feelings for despite our confusing breakup. But hey, at least Tyrone, Kristen and Scott are pretty normal. We’ll throw Maxwell on that list too, she’s cool. 
 
    The one person who should top that list but is curiously absent, races past me with his sword raised, ready to let out all of his pent up aggression on the lone survivor of Caylee’s explosion. This is a new side of him, even apocalypse Paul, who’s kind of an asshole, doesn’t rush into battle, eager to kill anything in his vicinity. It’s the attitude he needs in order to survive but it feels like it’s coming from the wrong place. I don’t know, maybe I’ve watched too many Star Wars movies but I’m pretty sure he’s channeling the dark side of the force. 
 
    Darth Paul pulls back his red lightsaber with a grunt so guttural it sounds like he’s trying to squeeze a watermelon out of his ass. He swings with everything he has in him. It’s the type of swing that reduces a baseball bat to splinters. 
 
    He’s swinging at so much more than the middle aged man in loafers and a button down. He’s swinging at his father. At me. At the thought of losing both Shane and Doug and having Kristen turn on him for what he may or may not have done. He’s swinging at Neil and Felecia for stealing me away from him. He’s swinging at the world and the fucked up situation it’s placed him in. 
 
    Everything he’s ever done has been for his future, a future that’s been ripped from his fingertips. He needs this release for his own sanity. 
 
    His sword… 
 
    Misses. Paul swings so hard he spins around faster than his legs do. He hits the ground in the form of a pretzel as Norwood tackles the poor zombie so hard I think one of his loafers flew off. 
 
    The sickening snap of the impact sends chills down my spine. I’m pretty sure he just broke the button-down bastard in half. Where the hell did he even come from? Did Marty just shoot him out of the cannon? 
 
    They crash to the ground half a freakin’ mile away. Yep, he lost a shoe. Norwood speared the son of a bitch so hard he knocked him clear out of his footwear. Granted it’s a loafer so it’s not like it’s tied or anything, but still. That’s the kind of tackle he hit Austin with in gym freshman year. How does he do that? What the hell is this kid’s shoulder made of? 
 
    Norwood hops to his feet and jogs back to us with a psychotic smile spread from ear to ear. He didn’t even kill the thing. He tackled it and left it there. 
 
    “Sorry buddy,” he says as disingenuous as humanly possible, patting Paul on the back before he can even untwist his legs. “Were you gonna get that one? It looked like you were going for him. My bad bro. He’s all yours.” The cocky grin and laughter, paired with his over the top strut, tell a different story. 
 
    He knew Paul needed that kill more than anything in the world right now, so he took it from him. What a fucking asshole. 
 
    I reach out my hand and we bump fists because I love this fucking asshole! But this is Norwood we’re talking about so he doesn’t know how to do it gently like a normal functioning member of society. He slams his knuckles into mine like we’re using those sparring pads in boxing, except without the sparring pads, or gloves. My fault, I knew better. 
 
    Does the smile on my face while I watch Paul scramble to his feet make me an asshole too? Whatever, I know who my friends are. And it’s time to go find two of them and bring them back alive. One way or another, we are all boarding that helicopter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    Last night, the pond seemed so far from where we went off road. Granted, we’re taking a shortcut through yards but it’s hard to believe this journey almost killed me. Had Doug not stayed to fight by my side, to protect me, I wouldn’t be here right now. If Felecia hadn’t carried me, I still can’t… she literally carried me on her back. 
 
    The things my friends have done to keep me alive, you’re damn right we’re going back to that island to find Neil and Scott, regardless of their last name. Because they would have done the same for me. Well, this version of Neil, not the dick wrinkle that threw me off the bus to die on more than one occasion. 
 
    The bottom feeding pond scum are still lurking in the water, splashing ashore once they catch our scent. The rest of them bob there, face down, arms out, just floating around the still surface of the lake. They look dead, and technically they are, until it no longer suits them. 
 
    Two predators in disguise have abandoned lily pad mode and are on the move. Their waterlogged clothes bog them down as they break free of the water’s clutches and slip and stumble their way ashore with the gracefulness of a Grizzly on ice skates. 
 
    If Felecia’s going to find us a boat, she needs all the space I can give her. We decided it’d be better to leave the boat selection process up to her, you know, since I didn’t realize they needed keys. Whatever, I didn’t wanna drive a dumb boat anyway. That’s a lie, I’d love to, it’d be awesome. I’m gonna have to have her teach me. I already know the first step, key in the ignition. 
 
     These two pond dwellers aren’t going to give Felecia time for my first lesson. Can’t they see we have more important stuff to deal with? 
 
    They’re having a hell of a time struggling up the grassy embankment but they’ll be face to face with us in a matter of seconds. 
 
    I launch myself into the air and contort my legs into a flying ninja kick because apparently I never learn. One of these times it’s either going to kill me or I’m going to stick the landing like it isn’t my first time because let’s face it, this is not my first time. I am determined to pull this off. 
 
    I can see Felecia smack her forehead from my peripheral vision. Boy is she going to feel stupid when I hit this landing. I think I’ll force her to apologize for that forehead slap. You’re right, never mind, no one forces Felecia to do anything, but I’ll politely request an apology. 
 
    The sole of my boot rams directly into the old man’s chest, crunching his frail bones as his body gets thrown backwards. That kick could not have landed any more perfectly. This settles it, I am officially the love child of Bruce Lee and Chuck Norris. Noah Britton threw a grenade and killed fifty zombies, then the grenade exploded. No, no, wait, when Noah Britton bites zombies, they turn back into humans. 
 
    When Noah Britton does a flying karate kick, he swings his sword in midair and decapitates the second zombie with one swipe. Hell yeah! It freakin’ worked. God I love these Caylee sharpened swords. They could have their own infomercial. I am a zombie killing– shit, the landing! 
 
    I crash into the ground, hip first, and baseball slide down the grassy embankment right into the water. Would anyone believe me if I said I meant to do that? Yep, exactly what I was going for. Nailed it. Totally meant to get my feet in the water, they were getting hot. 
 
    Who made the hillside to the pond so steep in the first place? What are we doing, cannon-balling straight from the yard? How do you even mow that part of the lawn? It’s practically a wall covered in grass. I would have landed on my feet if it weren’t for the steep pitch. Noah Britton doesn’t have to mow the lawn, when grass sees him coming, it retracts back into the ground. Ha, just made that one up. 
 
    I put the old man out of his misery and guillotine him before he spends any more time flailing about in the shallow end. I swear, this blade could slice falling coconuts and turn boulders into pebbles. 
 
    “Noah, get on. I got one.” 
 
    Already? Wow, I thought it would have taken her at least a couple minutes. What are the chances a boat would be sitting around with the keys in it? Unless the owner’s figure it’s a nice area and everyone leaves their keys laying around like this is the 1950s. Are the 50s a safe time? They seem like they’d be safe. I bet they left their keys flopping about all willy-nilly. 
 
    “Oh come on,” I groan, turning around. “You’re kidding, right? That’s our boat? I coulda done that.” 
 
    “Just jump in and start pedaling!” 
 
    “You got us a paddle boat?” 
 
    “Shut up and start kicking, pretend it’s a bike. At least I got us one with a canopy. Not gonna lie, I kinda miss the rainclouds, that sun is hot. I’m sweating already.” 
 
    “Fine, it is kinda romantic, I guess. As long as you can ignore the floating bodies.” 
 
    “I’m pretending they’re duckies,” she says with an adorable smile that turns into a giggle that makes me lean over to kiss her. 
 
    “Uh oh,” I whisper, pulling away from our way too brief make out session. “I think those duckies spotted us and they look hungry.” 
 
    “And I don’t have any quarters on me to get those little pellets from the machine. Hurry, pedal faster. They’re coming. Uh oh. Noah, I don’t mean to alarm you but one of them might be Michael Phelps. He’s coming in fast. Make that Mikayla Phelps, it’s a her and she’s gaining on us.” 
 
    I crane my neck just in time to see the half mermaid/half zombie reaching for our canopy poles. She has to have a jetpack strapped to her back, she was twenty feet away five point two seconds ago. Her pruney fingers wrap around the pole, shaking the entire boat, hoisting her partially eaten body out of the crowded pond. 
 
    Water pours from the hole in her cheek as she coughs up gallons of it from her overflowing lungs. It explodes from her face, bursting through the flap of skin that once separated her mouth from the outside world. What did she do, try to drink her way out of the lake? 
 
    It suddenly gets sunnier. Our canopy. She just snapped the little metal pole that was holding up our canvas roof. 
 
    “Oh hell no,” Felecia groans through gritted teeth. “Tell me this bitch did not just break our canopy.” 
 
    She bursts from her seat in a fit of rage, nearly flipping the whole thing over, and swings her katana like an old woman shooing away the racoons that eat her cat’s food. With our collapsing roof, she doesn’t have enough room to wield her weapon like the samurai she is. 
 
    Mikayla Phelps dodges the erratic swings, holding onto our broken canopy for balance. I hate these intelligent ones. Who in their right mind created zombies that can think? What’s the most uneducated town in America? That’s where I wanna be. Why can’t we be there? 
 
    The boat’s rocking too much, if she doesn’t knock the Olympic swimmer off, this thing’s capsizing any second. Oh yeah, nautical term. Why can’t I stop singing rock the boat, don’t rock the boat, baby? 
 
    With just me pedaling, the others are gaining on us. But it is better than spinning in circles which I totally thought would happen when she stopped. It turns out there’s a lever in the middle you use for steering. My lack of knowledge when it comes to boats is frightening. You’d never guess I grew up on the coast. Please don’t ask me about surfing either, it’d be embarrassing. 
 
    What was that? Shit. Something snapped. 
 
    The canopy! 
 
    The metal rods that support the roof finally give under the pressure. They’re not built to sustain that much weight. It’s not meant to be used like a jungle gym, but tell that to the waterlogged corpse dangling from it. The flimsy frame creaks and bends, breaking in multiple places simultaneously before crashing onto our equally flimsy boat. 
 
    Felecia tries to regain her balance but falls backwards, unable to steady herself on the slippery surface. Add that to the fact that we’re rocking uncontrollably, and our super swimmer guest has splashed water everywhere, there’s no way she could stay standing. 
 
    I hold out my arms and hope for the best. Please don’t stab me, please don’t stab me. 
 
    She lets out a yelp while falling directly onto my chest. Did her sword hit me? I don’t think it did. I feel whole. With no holes. I think we’re good. 
 
    “Hello Superman,” she sighs, looking up at me from her awkward position in my lap. “Don’t mind me, just loungin’, workin’ on my tan. Oh you’re freakin’ kidding me, she didn’t go over the edge.” 
 
    Felecia removes herself from my arms and scrambles to her feet. What the hell is Mermaid Zombie doing back there? She’s shaking the entire boat with all that thrashing. How has she not accidentally gone overboard? 
 
    Oh, that explains it. She did go overboard, sort of. A piece of the framework impaled her leg. She’s dangling upside down with her head in the water, being dragged behind us, a piece of splintered metal protruding from her shin. She must have fallen on it when the roof came down. Blood is gushing from her calf as she reaches for the bent frame, trying desperately to claw her way back to her feet. 
 
    Felecia doesn’t allow it. She slashes Mermaid Zombie’s leg off at the knee like her sword is an axe, sending our tagalong back into the infested waters from whence she came. 
 
    “Ooopsie.” 
 
    “What ooopsie?” I ask, not sure I want to know the answer. 
 
    “I kinda made a hole in the boat. It’s not near the water though, we should be okay. I think. We’re almost there anyway.” 
 
    “We’d get there quicker if a certain someone didn’t have to do all the legwork.” 
 
    “Excuse me mister? I just saved us from Undead Ariel.” 
 
    “Sort of,” I tease. “You didn’t even kill her, you just turned her into an amputee.” 
 
    “Good enough. I’d like to see her swim with one leg. She’ll be thrown off kilt, spinning in– uh oh.” Without so much as an explanation, Felecia hops back into her seat and starts pedaling. 
 
    “Uh oh? Why uh oh?” 
 
    “Turns out my one leg theory might have been flawed. This does not mean you were right so don’t let it go to your head. It just means you weren’t wrong.” 
 
    “She’s not swimming in circles, is she?” 
 
    “She is not.” 
 
    Our mangled canopy lets out a sickly groan as it completes its gradual journey into the lake. It’s only slowing us down now that it’s dragging along the water. It might as well be a parachute strapped to our ass. I think I’ll be writing a strongly worded letter to the company, I am less than satisfied with the quality of their product. 
 
    Our roof shouldn’t be splashing this much. Or groaning. Why is our canopy slurping? A quick peek over my shoulder confirms it, yep, she’s back. And she looks pissed. Of course they always look pissed, but not all of them spew water from their cheek like it’s a fountain. Maybe she just wants her leg back. If we pluck it off the broken rod and toss it into the lake, is there any chance she’s going to leave us and go retrieve it? 
 
    Felecia flashes me a guilty glance. “So, don’t mean to alarm you but there’s a small possibility Mikayla Phelps might be back. Any chance you can keep pedaling while I handle this?” 
 
    “Only if you chop off the right body part this time.” 
 
    “Her head was underwater. I couldn’t reach. Wait, I think she’s stuck. She is. She’s tangled in the canopy. We’re almost there, we can make it ashore.” 
 
    But ashore doesn’t look much better. The welcoming committee is anxiously awaiting our arrival. We’ve been spotted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    “Dumb move,” I mutter as the shoreline soldiers grow tired of waiting and start splashing their way towards us. “Should have just left the Buckley boys on the damn island.” 
 
    “I swear to god those two idiots better be alive. Let’s pedal that way, closer to where we came ashore last night. Maybe we can lose some of them in the water.” 
 
    Our hands land on the lever at the same time, and in spite of everything, somehow there is still electricity every time we touch. It feels like that day in gym all over again. It’s comforting in a weird way, like we were meant for this. I’m not sure I believe in fate and destiny and all that nonsense, because clearly none of this should have been in anyone’s future, but it feels right. 
 
    The water didn’t slow them down, they just changed course and now we have a school of zombies tailing us. I swear I’m pedaling as hard as I can but we’re barely moving. Is water getting inside? The hole Felecia made with her sword shouldn’t be making this much of a difference. Wait, are we going backwards? 
 
    Oh you have got to be kidding me! They’ve grabbed ahold of the desecrated frame. They’re pulling us back. They’re pulling us right towards them. No matter how hard we kick our legs, there’s too many of them, we can’t win. 
 
    With a subtle nod, we both bail over the edge. The water’s shallow enough for my feet to touch, hovering around my chest. Not nearly as cold as the ocean but cold enough to convince my Britton baton to tuck himself back into turtle mode. 
 
    Okay, I’m adjusting, I could swim in this, as long as there’s no girls around. Except Kristen, she doesn’t count. She’s always been one of the guys, a feminist to the fullest, oddly enough, but for some reason I never looked at her in that way. You always call bullshit when someone says a girl is like their sister, but she really was. Okay, step sister because I definitely noticed when her chest no longer looked like ours. It was a little weird when her and Shane started dating because it was like watching your siblings kiss, to me at least, I’m sure not to them, but they’ve been a couple for so long now it’d be weird if they weren’t. 
 
    They aren’t, are they? I swear, it feels like life stopped the morning this all started. It feels like it’s still today. Except when I say today, I mean that morning, before Nurse Dickens threw herself against our homeroom door. Time’s stood still since then. It’s still Tuesday. I think the only thing keeping us going, is the idea that when our plane touches down in London, Tuesday continues, and the five days in between were just a bad dream. 
 
    Tonight, I’m taking Caylee on our first date. Jenny’s gonna break the news to Paul, and in turn, break his heart. Kristen and Shane will go on pretending everything is fine. Neil will be celebrating his victory on the track, haunted by the fact that my absence is the only reason he won. Doug and Darius will be celebrating with Tyrone after he breaks his long jump record, but they’ll understand why I had to bail on them. Felecia will be driving her sister to some catalogue photoshoot, wishing she could be at the new dinosaur exhibit at the Ellington. When we wake up in another country, it’s not going to be after a weeklong nightmare that most of us didn’t survive, it’ll be Tuesday. 
 
    I swing my sword for Tuesday’s sake, beheading an incoming victim of this reality we’ve chosen not to accept. His body continues reaching for me under the surface before his claw-like grip goes limp. His head bobs beside us, eventually disappearing into the depths. He won’t see Wednesday. 
 
    “Noah, the one I just took out, bullet holes in his face. At least three. We gotta be careful, there might be more of those guys from last night.” 
 
    “They couldn’t have gone far, not in the state Neil was in. They’ve gotta be in one of those houses there.” 
 
    We hit the shore running. It’s eerie to be back here, with everything that happened last night. One of these trees is the one Doug died against. This is where the boy bit Felecia’s arm. We should have died here, all of us. This was the end. I knew it the second his teeth latched on. I can’t explain anything that’s happened since. 
 
    This is the same path I followed last night, Felecia in my arms. I didn’t even realize it was a path at the time, it was too dark to see anything. This must be their trail to the shore, to the bench we didn’t see yesterday. It feels like a dream, I was in such a haze, knowing I’d lost her. Knowing we’d lost. We finally lost the war we’d fought so valiantly in. 
 
    There’s the house. The miracle house that brought Felecia back to me. The steep backyard where we fought them off with one sword. I don’t know if it feels like it was twelve hours ago or twelve years ago. Is it possible to be both at once? 
 
    The chills that creep up my spine seem out of place in this blistering heat. It’s the little things like our phones telling us today’s weather that you take for granted. When we snuck out of the hospital in the earliest of morning’s hours, we didn’t know today would be ninety something degrees, I’m guessing, I don’t have a phone to tell me how hot it actually is. 
 
    “I think I found them,” Felecia says, pointing towards the house with the epic patio. Is that a TV in the stone wall behind the grill? 
 
    A few stragglers are lingering outside, throwing themselves against the doors and windows in a desperate attempt to break through. But what really gives away their location is the woman with a string of intestines dangling from her open abdomen, swinging on the powerlines like they’re monkey bars, inching her way closer. How the hell did she even get up there? Assuming she came from the pole beside the driveway, she’s three quarters of the way across. 
 
    Bang! 
 
    A shotgun blast rocks her body, sending the strand of intestines spilling out of her stomach even more. But she doesn’t go down. How is it that some of these things trip over their own feet and some of them Ninja Warrior themselves across the powerlines? 
 
    That’s gotta be Scott shooting from the third story window, I’m assuming an attic. We were two houses away. We were so close. Please let them be alright. 
 
    “Scott! Scott is that you?” 
 
    A young girl pops her head out of the window, shotgun in hand. Definitely not Scott. I should check again, it’s a young girl, could be Neil. Okay that was mean, that was totally old Noah, the version that hated Neil. What can I say, it’s become a habit. I can’t just magically quit insulting him overnight. But now I’m gonna feel really bad if he didn’t make it. 
 
    “Shoot her arm off,” Felecia shouts up to Neil. Dammit, I said I was gonna stop. “Aim for her arm, hurry!” 
 
    The young girl, who can’t be much older than ten, nods vigorously before disappearing from view. Another gunshot echoes throughout the island and off the water. But nothing happens. 
 
    She missed. I say that like it’s surprising but how can you expect a kid who’s probably never held a gun in her life to hit a three inch moving target from fifteen feet away? Even with all my years of practice aiming at tree trunks to miss animals and I probably couldn’t hit this woman’s arm. 
 
    “Noah, there’s two coming up the hill and another coming from the house. I’ll get them. Can you throw something to hit her? We can’t let her reach that window. Please tell me you used to be a pitcher in little league.” 
 
    “No, but I’m a master at skipping rocks.” 
 
    Felecia takes off down the hill, leaving me to find something, anything to throw at Ninja Warrior before she makes it into the house. It’s not often you find survivors, and when you do, there’s this urgency to protect them. She’s just a kid. 
 
    The potted plants. I race over to the patio, flinching at the sound of another shotgun blast tearing through the atmosphere. She did it! She hit Ninja Warrior’s wrist. Forearm? It doesn’t matter, she blew her arm in half. 
 
    The woman’s hand is still clinging to the powerlines, completely disconnected from her body. She’s dangling there, swinging her stump of a maimed arm around, confused as to why she can no longer grip the cable. 
 
    Oh you can’t be serious. Ninja Warrior swings her body and lets go, propelling herself forward. She catches the powerline with one hand and continues swinging. Who the fuck does that? She’s climbing the monkey bars with one hand! 
 
    I throw a ceramic pot of herbs at her with what I’m assuming is the speed of a major league pitch. Alright, maybe not quite that fast but it’s gotta be close. It’s definitely faster than a pitch in tee-ball, you know, because in tee-ball it’s sitting on the stand, not moving. Shut up, it was funny. 
 
    What my throw lacks in speed, it makes up for in accuracy, smacking her in the side of the head. The pot explodes, fine, it breaks in half but the dirt bursts into the air like fireworks on impact. How disappointing are brown fireworks? It just sounds like explosive diarrhea. 
 
    My basil blow to the face has no effect on her. She launches herself into the air again, grabbing onto the powerline on her way down. The sudden jolt sends her intestines unraveling out of her see-through stomach even more. At the rate she’s going, she’ll be at the window in another two or three swings, and I don’t think my garden grenades are going to be enough to stop her. 
 
    The little girl shoots again, at close range, blowing a hole through Ninja Warrior’s chest. The blow jerks her body but isn’t enough to take her– 
 
    Holy shit! She explodes in a sea of sparks, her body bursting into flames as electricity courses through her. I didn’t even realize we were dealing with a livewire. I assumed there was no power, how the hell did she get up there? What just happened? How did she make it so far without getting electrocuted? Is she half bird? 
 
    It was her intestines. Her small intestine touched the ground and acted as a conductor. It got closer with every hit her body took. I bet Paul could tell me how long they are but she’s gotta be fifteen feet in the air. 
 
    Her body shoots off the powerlines and lands in a flaming pile by the driveway. Smoke and flames rise from her convulsing body as she slowly makes her way back to her feet. The burning corpse stumbles its way towards me, volts of electricity still surging through her melting body. 
 
    All the commotion has drawn the attention of the persistent bastards banging on the door. They’re almost as bad as bible thumpers passing out their little propaganda pamphlets, but slightly less annoying. 
 
    “Noah!” Why does Felecia sound like a boy? “Holy shit, you’re alive! Neil! Neil, it’s Noah and Felecia.” Scott, that’s Scott Buckley, they’re alive. “Guys, go to the side door, I’ll be right there.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    “That’s one elaborate story,” Neil chuckles, looking at us through his squinched eye, the one that isn’t swollen shut. “All you had to say was you felt guilty for leaving me and changed your minds. Hell, I woulda left me too. Thanks for coming back,” he says, slapping my hand in appreciation. It’s called giving dap, Tyrone taught me that, but white people call it a high five. Either way, I know he means it from the bottom of his heart. 
 
    “Saltwater though?” Scott asks, still shaking his head in confusion. “I mean, what the hell? I don’t even get it. You’re really sure?” 
 
    Felecia moves aside Caylee’s bandana and lifts the edge of her bandage to reveal the bite. “Pretty sure. So what’s their story?” she asks, just out of earshot of the girl from the window and who I’m assuming are her mother and older brother, throwing all their earthly possessions into backpacks. 
 
    “That’s Ellen,” Scott whispers, and I can’t help but wonder why we’re whispering. Do we not realize they’re in the same room and the boy is staring directly at us? “Sami’s her daughter, the one who was shooting. And that’s her son, Anthony.” 
 
    “Okay,” I whisper back, I guess I’ll play along. “Why is Anthony staring at me like he wants to lick my toes?” 
 
    “I think he’s special,” Scott says skeptically. “He doesn’t talk. But he likes putting stuff in the toaster. I don’t know much else, we’ve just been trying to stay alive all night. The zombies didn’t start to clear until a little while ago, gunshots on the other side of the island, I think it drew their attention. The three of them were hiding in the attic.” 
 
    “What are we gonna do?” Felecia groans, running her fingers through her hair. “We can’t take them with us. We can’t all fit on that chopper as it is.” 
 
    “They saved us.” Neil’s voice is raspier than I remember, I’m not sure if it’s from the beating he took or from a night of fighting for his life without us there to back him up. “We’re not leaving them. We gotta make room.” 
 
    “It’s a freakin’ helicopter,” Felecia hisses. “What are we gonna do, have them cling to the propellers? If there’s too much weight on it, we’re not flying anywhere.” 
 
    “You do realize I can hear you.” The mother zips up her pack, throwing it over her shoulder and leading the kids towards us. “Please, I’m begging you, as a mother, please, just take them. I can’t put them through another second of this. Together, they’re only the weight of one adult. They don’t deserve to suffer like this.” 
 
    “Mommy, no, you have to come too.” 
 
    “Sami, sweetie…” She kneels down and places both hands on her daughter’s shoulders, “I have to find your sister. Erica needs my help. And once I find her, we’ll head east. We’ll meet you in London, I promise. You have to be strong right now, and look after your brother. Just like Erica needs me, Anthony needs you.” 
 
    “We want to stay with you. Mom, please, I can help you find her. We don’t wanna leave you.” 
 
    “Your other daughter, is she on the island?” I ask, having trouble with the idea of splitting up a family. What am I doing? We don’t have time for this. But, how many families are left in this world? How can I tear apart the last one in existence? 
 
    “Sami, how about you take your brother upstairs and make sure you didn’t forget anything. We won’t be able to come back here.” She sends them along before collapsing onto the arm of the couch. “This is my in-laws’ camp. We uh, we came here thinking it’d be safe, hide out until things died down and help arrived. Richard didn’t make it. We had to stop and refuel along the way and…” Her silence says what her words don’t need to. “When we got here, these men, these horrible men, they’d already claimed the island as theirs.” 
 
    “Kenny?” Felecia asks, hesitantly. 
 
    “Wait, you know him?” 
 
    “We had a small encounter with him and another guy last night. Didn’t exactly get the best vibes. They won’t be bothering you again.” 
 
    “There’s two others. There were six but two of them didn’t make it when the island got overrun. They have my oldest daughter. She’s your age.” 
 
    “When you say they have her…” I ask, not sure I want to know the answer. 
 
    “They make all of us, everyone on the island, give them something, in return for protection and a place to live. This is all my fault. I didn’t know what to do. I hid Sami in the attic but they saw Erica with me, there was nothing I could do to protect her. Anthony’s needed so much of my attention, she already feels like I don’t love her as much. I can’t leave her here with those monsters. The things they’re doing to her. She’s only seventeen. Seventeen for god’s sake. I have to find her.” 
 
    “Is she still here, on the island?” I ask again, even though I shouldn’t. But how can I leave an innocent girl in the hands of men like that? We knew last night, in our brief encounter, that something was horrifically wrong here. We were right. 
 
    “No. They were doing what they do with young girls, yesterday, they do it after supper, before bed. That’s when the island got attacked. It was intentional, I know it was. Someone lured them here. We were safe before that, they didn’t cross the pond. All of a sudden, we’re being swarmed. I ran after them but they left on their boat with Erica and another girl who lives across the street. The two you encountered last night, they had a girl with them as well, Tiffany. She was fourteen,” she says in disgust. “That’s why I hid Sami in the attic. They would have taken her too.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” we all mumble uncomfortably in unison. 
 
    “I have no choice but to trust you with my children’s lives. I’m probably not gonna make it, I realize that, but Anthony and Sami, they deserve a chance. I’m begging you, human to human, you have to take them with you. The things they’ve seen, what they’ve been through, please.” 
 
    I nod and hand her my sword. “You’re gonna need this. Decapitating them is the only thing that works. That and saltwater. You know what to do if you get infected?” 
 
    “I do. Thank you. Thank you so much. I don’t even know your names.” 
 
    “I’m Noah, Noah Britton. This is my girlfriend Felecia Harmon. And you already know Neil and his brother, Scott Buckley. We’ll do everything we can to keep your kids safe. If we had more time, we’d help you find your daughter, but we’re cutting it close as it is.” 
 
    “I understand. I know this is a fool’s errand, but she’s my daughter, and for all the years she didn’t get my undivided attention, I owe her this much. Thank you, all of you, from the bottom of my heart. Anthony is… he’s a lot to deal with, but Sami’s great with him. You don’t need to worry about a thing. I’m gonna go say bye to my kids. Can you give us a few minutes? I know we’re under a time crunch here, it’s just, I’m never going to see them again.” 
 
    We all nod, wishing we had a chance to say goodbye to our families, no matter how dysfunctional they are. I don’t think anyone with a heart could deny her this moment. And the men she was on this island with, apparently that’s something they were severely lacking. We didn’t know how right Felecia was when she said that it’s the evil men that survive in this world. A world people like us have no part in. 
 
    Our kindness is a weakness, I know that, and it won’t be long before it gets us killed. We can’t stay here, where infects will soon be the least of our worries. People like that, and people like Buckley, they’re the ones who are going to rule this wasteland. And I, for one, am rooting for the zombies. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, before any of them can ask. “I know how stupid this is. Neil, you work with special needs kids every summer, level with me here.” 
 
    “He seems somewhat high functioning. Autistic, I’m guessing. He’s not gonna talk, or let us touch him. He’s gonna need constant care, and we can’t do it. We’re gonna need all of us out there fighting. We just gotta hope she’s right and the little girl can handle it. Do you guys think,” but he stops before finishing his thought and cradles his face in his hands as if he’s breathing into a paper bag. “Should I stay behind?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Let’s face it, Blake messed me up last night, I’m not too ashamed to admit it. I can barely see. I don’t know how much good I’m gonna do anybody. I feel like I’m only gonna hold you guys back. This is my fault, because I couldn’t control my anger. I picked a fight and I lost. Maybe I should stay here and help Ellen search for her daughter.” 
 
    “Neil, no,” Felecia pleads. “You were fighting for me, for my honor. You didn’t need to do that.” 
 
    “Yes, I did. Felecia, I wasn’t there for you that night. You gave me one chance, finally, when you were down at your lowest, you gave me a shot. And I blew it, to get wasted and party with my friends. You were supposed to get drunk that night, I was supposed to protect you. And I didn’t. This is my fault. Blake was like, he was one of my best friends, and I didn’t know what kind of person he was. I didn’t see it.” 
 
    “None of us did. I dated him, and I didn’t see it either. We’re not leaving you here, in a world that’s gonna be full of people just like him and your dad. We need you with us, we’re already down three. And you know damn well that whoever’s not on that chopper when it leaves, is never gonna get to leave. In a matter of days, America doesn’t exist anymore. It belongs to them. This is our one chance, and I’m not letting you pass it up because you feel guilty.” 
 
    “Besides,” I say, patting his shoulder, “you’re only gonna slow her down Squinty. That’s one determined mother and you can barely walk.” 
 
    “Fine. But if I have to give up my seat for those two to get on, I’m doing it.” 
 
    I remember when Neil was the most selfish person I knew. We really have changed. All of us. We’ve lived a lifetime since this all started, and with any luck, it’s not over yet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    “I get it,” Marty grumbles, “they’re kids, but Noah man, we’re out of room. And special needs, how the hell are we gonna care for him?” 
 
    “What was I gonna do, leave them? She begged us. How many survivors have we come across?” 
 
    Maxwell raises her hands to stop our bickering. “They don’t weigh enough to affect anything, but they’re gonna take up valuable space. Have either of you ever seen the cabin of a Huey? You think the Stryker is close quarters, you ain’t seen nothin’ yet. Our knees will be touching as it is. We’re each gonna have to sit with a scientist on our lap.” 
 
    Norwood asks what I’m sure we’re all thinking. “You’re absolutely positive we need to pick them up?” 
 
    “If we don’t have them, they’re not waiting for us at the airstrip outside of Yuma. They’re gonna beat feet and get the hell out of there. We need to get them outta that dam or we’re getting left behind. Wolfe was right, we’re not important enough to wait around for. If we make it, we’re piggybacking off someone else’s rescue. There’s no way around this. This is our one option, it’s this, or stay here. Let’s roll, we still got a ways to go. We’re gonna need someone to drive the tanker.” 
 
    “I’ll do it.” Paul steps forward, a look of determination on his sweat covered face. By the looks of it, he held his own out here, fending them off while Maxwell and Norwood got the fuel truck out of the ditch. “I’ll drive. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Someone should go with him,” Maxwell says, nodding approvingly at the fact that he’s stepping up without being nudged into it. “We’re getting pretty cramped in the Stryker.” 
 
    “I’m doing it alone,” Paul shouts over his shoulder, climbing into the driver’s seat. “Honestly, I’m sick of you all and I need some time to myself.” 
 
    “Must be on his period,” Norwood snorts. “Anyone got a tampon he can shove up his vagina with his little girly fingers?” 
 
    “You know what, fuck you Dustin.” 
 
    “Fuck me?” 
 
    It takes both me and Marty to hold him back, but if Norwood really wanted to get to Paul, I don’t think we’d be able to stop him. What the hell is he thinking? He knows better than to piss off Norwood. 
 
    Paul’s world is falling apart, I understand that more than he realizes, we all do, because all of our worlds have. With Shane and Doug gone, Darius left behind, his girlfriend and his family dead, being at odds with me and Kristen, his last two friends left, his anger is warranted. And now, being expected to share a space with so many people he despises, Neil and Norwood, Felecia, his dad, me, it’s no wonder he wants to be alone. 
 
    “Just let him go,” I say, leaving Marty to make sure Norwood doesn’t attack as I approach Paul in the tanker. “Dude, you gotta get over this, you have to. I get why you’re so mad but–” 
 
    He slams the door, nearly hitting me in the process. Was he aiming for me? 
 
    “Paul,” I shout, pounding my palm on the glass. “Don’t fuck this up! We’re counting on you.” 
 
    “Trust me,” he says through the closed window, not even bothering to look at me, “I want out of here worse than you do.” 
 
    He starts the truck and I take that as my cue. Our conversation is over. Was he always this moody and I just didn’t notice? I know I was pretending everything was fine between us all, but I never imagined this is what would become of our tight-knit group of friends. 
 
    We all grow and change, and eventually grow apart. I figured that would happen when we all went off to different colleges, and we’d keep in touch sporadically, commenting on each other’s posts here and there. We’d become nothing more than little images in each other’s newsfeeds. It’s part of the evolution of friendships. I’m not delusional, I didn’t think we’d all stick together for the rest of our lives, but I didn’t picture us ending like this. These were my forever friends, not casual acquaintances. 
 
    It makes me wonder, if life had continued on like normal, how long would it have been until we were at each other’s throats? This has clearly been building for some time now. When would Paul have lashed out at me for kissing his girlfriend? Would he even be mad if Jenny had just told him the truth, or if I had? 
 
    Clearly, I didn’t know any of them all that well if Shane could do what he did to Felecia, and Paul could cover it up. I know for damn sure if Junior Prom played out the way Felecia wanted it to, friendships would have been destroyed that night. 
 
    My life was about to be turned on its head this week, zombie apocalypse or not. It’s oddly comforting, knowing that the world falling apart around me was happening no matter what. Everything’s changed, but let’s face it, it was changing with or without the outbreak. 
 
    “And you’re sure you two were friends?” Marty asks as we climb into the Stryker. 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t really know anything anymore. Norwood, I know you were gonna ride on top, you mind if I take your spot for a little? I just gotta clear my head before we get to Sonny Valley.” 
 
    “Room for two bro, one on each side of the cannon. We’re gonna need two of us up there anyway to clear a path through zombie central. I have a feeling it’s gonna be loud as fuck though, so I don’t know how much thinking you’re gonna get done.” 
 
    Have you ever felt like nothing’s what you thought it was? You go through life thinking you have some inkling of an idea as to what your purpose on this earth is, if we even have one, and then to watch it get ripped away. I put so much effort into everything I’ve ever done. All my friendships, my hobbies, my goals, my relationships with people in general, I’ve always tried. 
 
    None of it mattered. 
 
    Nothing I’ve done in these past seventeen years has any bearing on today. I tried so hard to be a good person, to do what was right, and in this world, it’s somehow become a detriment. 
 
    My friends hate me. My enemies like me. My future is so up in the air I can’t even fathom a possible scenario that might be close to reality. If we make it out of the US, what awaits us? Because I have no clue. Everything I once knew, I don’t anymore. 
 
    I grab a grenade launcher and make my way over to Felecia and Caylee, helping Sami get her brother situated. “You guys mind if I ride up top? I don’t want you to think I’m trying to avoid you or anything.” 
 
    “You okay?” Caylee asks, a warmth in her voice that almost convinces me I am okay. 
 
    “I just need to get my head clear before we walk into a war there’s a good possibility we may not walk out of.” 
 
    “Oh we’re walking out,” Felecia says softly, sliding her hand up to my cheek. “We didn’t make it this far to die here. If you need to talk, you know I’m right here. You don’t need to go through anything alone.” 
 
    “I know. You’re the one thing I don’t question. I just gotta try to wrap my head around everything else. You’re gonna be alright down here?” 
 
    “I’m good, I got little Miss Martinez,” she says with a smile, pulling Caylee into her arms. “We’re just trying to comfort Sami, she’s been through a lot.” 
 
    “Hey Noah?” Caylee says quietly, stuck in Felecia’s side hug. “If this has anything to do with me, don’t worry, I’m not gonna like, try to get in the way of what you guys have. I don’t mean to be–” 
 
    “No, Caylee, you’re amazing,” I say so sincerely it causes her eyes to mist up. “Nothing to do with you, everything to do with my friends and family and every day I lived before this all started.” 
 
    “If it’s any consolation, I think we’re your friends and family now. We’re all we have left.” Caylee wiggles out of Felecia’s grip to plant a kiss on my cheek. “And I wouldn’t wanna go through this with anyone other than you two. Thanks for letting me be a part of this.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t have it any other way,” Felecia says, placing her hand on Caylee’s knee. “We’ll be fine Noah. Take as much time as you need up there. When you’re ready, your family’s here waiting for you.” 
 
    I mouth a quick thank you to them both because that’s all I can muster right now. If I talk, I can feel it, I’m gonna burst into tears. 
 
    How could I have been so wrong about friendship for so many years? About love? And family? And everything that matters in this world? You think you know until you find it. I just assumed my friends were friends. Until now. The bond I shared with them is nothing compared to what I feel for the two girls sitting in front of me. 
 
    I don’t want things to go back to normal, and I feel so guilty for that. I was ready for a life change, maybe not the one I got, but I wasn’t sure how I was going to make it through another year of high school. It’s not like anything was bad, it was just, over. After that feeling creeps into your brainwaves, it all goes stagnant. Nothing that comes after is of any importance. 
 
    I could have packed up, left and never looked back, and been okay with that. Now, in a way, I have, and I can’t help but feel like this is all my fault. Like I wished for this and the world ended because of that wish. But I never wanted to disrupt their lives, I just wanted to change my own. 
 
    And I was. I asked Caylee out. This past weekend, I didn’t get together with the guys, I ate at the buffet alone after work. I was rekindling my friendship with Tyrone and Darius, not that we ever weren’t friends, we just weren’t as close as we once were. 
 
    Just last week, I hung out with Norwood, Seth and Felix, helping them, of all things, dig the hole for the underground bunker they were building in the backyard. Doomsday preppers. They knew there was going to be a war, they just weren’t expecting this one. How stupid must everyone feel now for making fun of them about it, behind their backs of course, never to their faces. They were getting ready for this. 
 
    “You knew this was coming, didn’t you?” 
 
    Norwood nods his head slowly, his eyes trained straight at the wandering corpses being run down by our massive tires. “I wasn’t expecting this though, not this. I thought, you know, Russia, North Korea, Iran, hell, a fucking penguin uprising in the arctic. I knew it was coming soon too, that’s what gets me. I knew we had to rush. I could just feel it in my bones bro, time was running out. You knew too. Don’t even lie Noah, I know you did because why else would you come out of the blue to help us build that bunker?” 
 
    “I wish I could say I did, but the truth is, I just knew change was coming. So I figured, change with it instead of watch it change around me. We always had fun together, I mean this is you, you were always doing something crazy. And I think that’s what I needed, something out there to get me away from the life I’d outgrown.” 
 
    “Yeah, your little pissant group of friends were always too vanilla for my tastes. I knew from the jump they weren’t the type to survive the apocalypse.” 
 
    “To be fair though, I didn’t exactly pick my friends based on who would live through the end of days.” 
 
    “And look where it got you. Doug, dead. Shane, dead. Jenny, dead. Tyrone, cool dude but basically dead. Darius, soon to be dead. Paul, pretty much dead to you. Who does that leave, Kristen? This whole world should have done better with how we chose friends. And how we treated each other. We were a horrible species. See that guy right there?” he asks, pointing to a middle aged man in a suit chasing after us, his left arm chewed down to the bone. 
 
    “Successful,” he continues. “Married. Devout Christian. Kind to everyone, except for his ‘faggot’ of a son who had the nerve to come out of the closet, even though he knew it’d get him disowned. Better off dead,” he growls. 
 
    The lousy father hurls himself at our vehicle, getting mangled by the tires in his failed attempt to feed. 
 
    “Ouch, but you can’t tell me he didn’t kinda deserve it. That woman there, racist, wouldn’t talk to her daughter after she married a black dude. Dead. Him, he’s a great parent, reads his stepdaughter bedtime stories every night, except he touches her while doing it. Dead. Dude in the suit, yeah, he’s confident alright. You know how he finds that confidence? By bringing everyone else down because that’s the only way bullies know how to feel good. Dead. Kill them all. They deserve it.” 
 
    “Blake, Shane, they raped Felecia a few weeks ago, at a party. They put something in her drink, and they raped her.” 
 
    Norwood shakes his head in disgust, a fire burning in his soul that escapes through his eyes whether he wants it to or not. He opens his mouth to speak but can’t find the words, opting to spit instead, as if hawking a loogey on their graves. 
 
    “Paul knew,” I continue. “I know he did, he was there. And I think he was in on it too. Some of the other guys on the football team.” 
 
    Norwood arches his neck to glare at the tanker behind us, to look at Paul, sizing him up the way only Norwood can. I swear, he doesn’t look at you, he looks inside you. He doesn’t see your skin color or facial features, he sees your soul. I don’t know how he does it, but he does, and somehow, he’s always right. We all thought he was crazy because of it, me included, but dammit, he always knows. 
 
    “I thought Pansy Paul was alone in the truck.” 
 
    “He is,” I say, turning around to glare at my best friend. “We’ve all upset him and he’d like some personal time.” 
 
    “I swear to god I saw someone in the passenger seat. Fucking Paul Hopkins, sticking your dick where it doesn’t belong. You ask him?” 
 
    “He’d lie if I did. She knows there were more than two. He’d been hanging out with Shane and Blake and his buddies. He’s been acting weird since that night, him and Shane both.” 
 
    “And to the rest of them, it’s just another Saturday night. One big, fun, group building activity. Let’s roofie and then gangbang the hottest chick in school. Fucking disgusting! And people have the nerve to wonder why I’ve always hated those motherfuckers. How dare you,” he screams at the dying world around us. 
 
    I’ve always understood him more than most, but now, I’m really starting to grasp what makes him the way he is. 
 
    “And I’m the bad guy? The loose cannon? The one you’re all scared of? Why, because I’m not okay with people like that doing the twisted shit they do and you’re all too scared to call them on it?” 
 
    He points at every corpse we pass, as if addressing each one of them individually. 
 
    “They’re heroes and I’m the outcast? Sure, put them in your little school newspaper and high school highlight sports reels. Give them scholarships and let them float through life with everything handed to them. For what, so they can do shit like this? And get away with it? Not in our world Noah, fuck no, not anymore. Guys like you and me, girls like her, we run this shitshow now. I don’t care if it’s from here, the London fucking Bridge or the side of Mt Fuji. This is our planet, our rules, and people like that, from now on, they answer to people like us. We’re the future.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    Sonny Valley. We’re here. 
 
    Rays of sunlight reflect off the windows in the suburban paradise. From up here, it’s almost a birdseye view. The downtown district gives way to residential, where rows of houses sit an equal distance apart on streets that all seem to end in culdesacs. I feel like we’re driving into a Hidden Valley Ranch commercial. There’s even a carnival in the town square. The streets are full of families going about their middle American hustle and bustle. I bet everyone knows each other’s names. It’s straight out of a painting… from a distance. The deceiving imagery won’t last long. I know what awaits. 
 
    “Norwood, Britton,” Maxwell’s voice comes through the walkie talkie, “you guys ready up there? I’m looking for a way to skirt around town but I’m not seeing anything.” 
 
    “We’re cocked, locked and ready to rock. That’s a negative on the safe route, I’m not seeing anything. Noah?” Norwood holds the button, aiming the walkie talkie in my direction. 
 
    “There’s fences and pools everywhere. Rock gardens. Burst through a fence and wind up on the neighbor’s diving board. I think we gotta go through downtown. It’s a straight shot right through. Is that the dam on the ridge over there?” 
 
    “I’m checking the coordinates right now. That’s gotta be it. Too flat to be part of the mountain. Man, I was expecting it to be a lot closer to town. We can’t let them get caught up in the undercarriage. That’s five miles as the crow flies, we’d never make it on foot. Whatever we do, we cannot let them swarm this vehicle.” 
 
    “Copy that. Hey Max, tell Marty to get his fingers out of his ass and be ready to blow these cannibals to hell.” 
 
    “Well,” she chuckles, “take this for what it’s worth I guess, he just sniffed his finger and blew you a kiss.” 
 
    “Bro, your bus driver’s the man. I got stuck with big sweaty Carl, neck hair sticking out of his shirt, ear wax dribbling. The bus monitor was kinda hot though.” 
 
    “She’s like sixty.” 
 
    “But that rack, come on. The wheels on the bus go up and down, up and down, and so do Kathy’s knock-ers. You’re telling me you wouldn’t smash that, just once? A little veiny motorboat action.” 
 
    “I can safely say I would not. Kind woman, nice smile, always laughing, she’d make a great grandmother, however, our intimate moments would have to stop at a kiss on the cheek. The ones on our faces.” 
 
    “Agghhh,” he groans, waving me away. “Some of us are a little more desperate. We don’t all have two hotties helping each other pull down our zipper at the same time, you greedy bastard. And speak of the devils,” he says with a grin as the hatch opens. “Like a couple of sexy little gophers.” 
 
    “First old women and now gophers. Dustin, I love you and all but your sex life worries me.” 
 
    “Just imagine when I get gophers and grandmas in the same bed.” He shakes his head until spit flies while naying like a wild horse. 
 
    That is one deranged individual. But I’ll be damned if he isn’t right, not about rodents and geriatric kama sutra, but about friendship and people and the world in general. 
 
    “Um, Noah,” Felecia says with a subtle nod in Norwood’s direction, “I think your trusty steed is broken.” 
 
    “Broken, no, he’s just in need of a breeding mount.” 
 
    “Ewww,” she shudders, trying to shake the cooties off. 
 
    “A breeding mount?” Caylee asks, head tilting to the side as she tries to figure out what’s going on. 
 
    “It’s like a giant sex doll,” Felecia whispers. “You know, that they give to horny horses to impreg–” 
 
    “Ohhhh. Ewww! Wait, they do that? I’ve seen like every Disney movie and the horses never did that. I feel like I’ve led a more sheltered life than you guys.” 
 
    Felecia pets her on the head with a smile. “It’s about to get a lot less sheltered.” 
 
    “Wait,” Norwood exclaims, perking right up. “You mean, because you guys are gonna make out?” 
 
    “What? No!” Caylee looks a lot more offended than Felecia. 
 
    “Not saying I wouldn’t, but no, you pervert, because of that.” Felecia points dead ahead, at the town full of expired citizens who seem to have just noticed our mobile snack machine rolling down the mountain in their direction. “We’ve never fought through that many at once. Noah, that’s like Bayport all over again, maybe worse.” 
 
    “Don’t sweat it pretty lady,” Norwood says with an informal salute. “This time, you got backup. A few thousand of them, about ten of us, I’d say the odds are pretty much even. Hey, I don’t mean to speak on something that isn’t any of my business, but I wanna say sorry for what those assholes did to you. In our world, we’re not letting shit like that happen, because people like them, we’re not letting them live in it. My buddy Noah though, they don’t make them any better than him. If I can promise you one thing, he’ll take care of you.” 
 
    “I don’t need to be taken care of,” she says harshly, before cracking a smile and shrugging, “usually. And when I do, it’s always him. And sometimes my girl Cayles,” she adds, throwing her arm around Caylee’s shoulder. “And I’m pretty sure we’re all gonna need each other here.” 
 
    “Guys, look.” We all follow Caylee’s finger towards the mountains that tower over the planned community. “That’s the helicopter.” 
 
    It shines like a beacon of hope, coming into view as we round the corner on our descent into the storybook village. It doesn’t look like much from this distance, but it’s the first time we’ve seen a way out since this all began. The mass of humanity that surrounds it fades into the background, that speck of shimmering light is the symbol of salvation. It exists. Hope in a sea of doubt. You don’t believe the unbelievable until you’ve seen it. And still, I find myself questioning its validity. But there it is, awaiting our arrival. Our ticket out. 
 
    We creep to a stop on the winding hill just outside of town. From this vantage point, I can make out what I assume is the laboratory all this was built for. It’s like being transported back in time. 
 
    You see it in old movies, like The Sandlot, and that football one, Little Giants, that’s it, where kids ride their bikes freely without a care in the world, and the parents let them because nothing bad happens here. 
 
    Dads are out mowing the lawn and grilling while mothers hang laundry on the line in the backyard. 
 
    White picket fences. Downtown shopping. The picture of perfection that hasn’t existed for a long long time. Yet, somehow, it’s what I picture when I think of America. Maybe it did still exist, or who knows, maybe it never did. Maybe behind that idealistic image, there were always zombies, we just didn’t know they were there. 
 
    The cannon turns on the growing mob of curious culdesac dwellers, slowly making their way up the road. I’m not sure if they can smell us or if they remember that something on wheels means humans are inside, but they’re marching towards us with a determination that attracts every straggler they pass. Our army diminishes while theirs expands. 
 
    “What?” Felecia yells into the hatch her and Caylee are gophering out of. “Got it! Everyone cover your ears!” 
 
    We do as instructed just before the blast rocks the entire vehicle, expelling an empty shell from the back that looks like a Pringles can on steroids. A fireball erupts in the middle of the gathering, sending bodies and car parts raining down in a fiery hail. Flames shoot skyward from the burning vehicles he hit, thinning their herd to a much more reasonable number. 
 
    But it only drew the attention of the undead townsfolk not yet aware of our arrival. They know we’re here now, and the explosion isn’t any type of deterrent. They’re running right through the raining limbs like human extremity showers are a normal occurrence in picturesque Sonny Valley. 
 
    I raise the grenade launcher, steadying it against my shoulder. I never thought about what one would look like but I certainly didn’t picture a cross between a machine gun and a cowboy’s six shooter. It’s probably a good thing I’ve got six in the chamber because I have no idea what I’m doing here. There’s like six holes in the damn viewfinder. One for each grenade? I don’t know. Which one am I supposed to look through? I like Caylee’s more, hers looks like something a GI Joe would have. One scope. Simple. How’d I end up with this confusing contraption? 
 
    My finger pulls until it can’t anymore, jerking my body back with more force than I’d anticipated, like the first time I fired a shotgun. I still don’t know if I’m fond of the feeling or not. It’s a power I’m not sure humans were meant to possess. 
 
    Okay, where the hell did this grenade go? I know it left the barrel. But I’m looking at the car I aimed at and nothing’s happening. I figure Marty’s got the right idea, blowing up vehicles will cause bigger explosions, more damage. Was my grenade a dud? Does that happen? 
 
    An explosion rocks the sidewalk a couple blocks past my target, leveling a bench, a tree and a nearby fire hydrant, but not a single zombie. That, is, exactly what I was going for. Um, yeah, create a distraction. Yeah, I meant to do that. 
 
    A torrent of water shoots at least twenty feet into the air, I mean this geyser is epic. Why are the dead people not watching it? They line up to see these things blow in Yellowstone, and they’re just running past it like it’s nothing. 
 
    Whoa, okay, except him! One of them just tried running right through it and got shot into the air. The flips are enough to make any gymnast jealous but I highly doubt he’s going to land with any more grace than I do after my flying karate kicks. 
 
    The aquatic aerialist lands with a splat on the other side of the street. We’re too far to really tell but I’m pretty sure he bounced a good foot or two in the air. Not helping, he’s on his feet already, a little discombobulated but barely enough to slow him down. 
 
    Another explosion rocks downtown, someone hit a van. The blast sends bodies flying in every direction, half of them on fire, crashing to the street beside burning car parts. But how many did it actually kill? They’re all getting up, despite some of them no longer having feet to stand on. They balance on their mutilated stumps like stilts and continue hobbling towards us, a bunch of demented Bambis learning to walk. They trip and stumble over every crack in the concrete but it’s not stopping them. 
 
    We must all notice it at the same time because a barrage of grenades rains down on the quaint shopping district. Explosion after explosion, tearing through the street, knocking down stoplights and powerlines, transformers bursting into flames, their spark adding to the growing pockets of fire slowly overtaking Main Street. The tents covering the farmer’s market, a towering inferno sending plumes of smoke rising into the picture perfect spring day. 
 
    The quick blasts overpower one another, cutting off their deafening roar like dueling thunderstorms. They detonate so frequently my body doesn’t have time to flinch from every individual burst. 
 
    My heart skips a beat with each bang, hammering to catch up with itself in the silence that follows. Silence becomes a high pitched wail encompassing my brain from every angle. Between the four of us, we must have shot off over twenty grenades within a few seconds. The ringing gives way to my muffled breathing and all I can hear are my heavy breaths. 
 
    A forcefield of flames separates us from downtown. Even from this distance, I can hear it crackling away as it devours the vegetable stands and tables topped with ugly quilts and crafts you only find fascinating when you reach your fifties. I hope we get the chance to collect ugly quilts and homemade crafts someday. I know Felecia will tease me for it, but secretly, she’ll love our little doohickey collection. Me and Caylee will drag her to flea markets every weekend. 
 
    Was that a weird thought to have? Because I meant Felecia and I will be going together and Caylee will be tagging along as our friend, but it felt weird. Where was her boyfriend or husband in that little scenario? Why am I– 
 
    They’ve breached the wall! 
 
    Burning corpses are bursting through the flames, smashing through tables and boxes of produce. The explosions, the fire, it isn’t enough to hold them back. They run, hobble and drag themselves towards us, clothes burning off their bodies, singed hair curling up and frying in the heat, flesh melting slowly from their bones. 
 
    Why did we think this would work? We’d need to drop a nuclear bomb just to even consider making it through this infested landscape of our former glory. Flatten the whole town and maybe we’d stand a chance. But this… 
 
    Their undead army walks through the incinerator without a care in the world, leaving us staring down a wall of death engulfed in flames, eager to claim its next batch of victims. 
 
    We never should have left that fishing boat. My eyes meet Felecia’s, and in them I see our mistake. We both do. But in that regret is the slightest glimmer of hope. We’ve been on the verge of death since Tuesday morning, and this is the first time there’s an end in sight. An end that favors us for once. 
 
    I can see it shimmering in the distance. A light at the end of this tunnel we’ve been walking through for days. We told ourselves there was an end in sight, but that end involved a war we couldn’t possibly survive. Well, we did. We made it here. And I’ll be damned if I’m gonna let a bunch of peg legged burn victims stop us now. 
 
    I’ve fought my way through the school, through the streets, the gas station, the farm fields, downtown Leyland while it was going up in flames, the convoy crash, the hospital, military base, the beach, the island, Bayport and back again. These assholes have another thing coming if they think Noah Britton is going down without a fight. And I’ve got news for you, he’s not alone. 
 
    I jump down from my gunner seat, sword in hand. The second my feet hit the pavement, a surge of energy shoots through me. Electricity through my veins. I’ve been fighting them face to face since this all began. No guns, bombs, military artillery or anything that might make you think I could come out on top in this hopeless battle. 
 
    Felecia and Norwood touch down beside me. We knew this is what it would come to. Us against the world. Bring it on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    My blade slices through the molten flesh of his neck like margarine from a tub. I’m not sure if it’s because this is a katana like Felecia’s, because I spent half an hour sharpening it, or if it’s the fact that his body is melting to a point where skin is literally dripping from his muscle tissue. 
 
    The flames emanating from his charred frame wrap their fiery fingers around every inch of my body like we’re slow dancing in a sauna. My pores open in a flood of perspiration and all I wanna do is make my way over to the giant sprinkler I created and splash around under the rainbow for a while. Wet t-shirt contest! 
 
    I can make out the uppermost spray from the geyser shooting into the air over the farmer’s market. There’s no way through the flames, I’d have to go around. I need to figure something out because I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to fight with all this sweat pouring into my eyes. As if the scorching sun weren’t enough, these idiots thought it’d be fun to light themselves on fire and see how long it takes for their bodies to dematerialize. Answer, longer than I’d like. 
 
    Still, it’s helping. The flames make a decent first line of defense, at least it slows them– shit, spoke too soon. 
 
    The new wave are navigating their way around the blaze, pouring over the fence that surrounds the ballfield. They’re not even jumping it, they’re just climbing over each other in a giant pig pile. This must be how they cross rivers, a mass of humanity and tangled limbs that form a bridge for the others to walk across. They’re not working together, they’re trampling each other on their quest to feed. Are they strategically avoiding the flames or simply going out around because they can’t all fit? 
 
    A rapid round of machine gun fire mows them down at the ankles. Bullets blast through their feet, disappearing into the grass so green it has to be AstroTurf. The steady pop-pop-pop from the Stryker sounds almost like they’re rolling over a giant sheet of bubble wrap. 
 
    Go Caylee! She must have climbed into the gunner seat. When the frontline of the undead militia are done getting their ankles clipped, she smiles and waves wildly at me like Mom used to do from the sidelines at my track meets. How was it annoying when my mom did it but adorable when Caylee does? 
 
    They won’t be down for long. Bullet wounds will certainly take a little pep out of their step, maybe even blow off a foot, but it’s not nearly enough to stop them, just enough to let me get my wits about myself and wipe the sweaty Niagara Falls off my forehead. If I give myself a good wet dog shake, I’d probably put out the fire. 
 
    The cannon rotates a couple inches until it’s pointed directly at the tangled web of extremities wrapped up in the fence. Before I have a chance to react, Marty fires, expelling another shell the size of an elephant turd. 
 
    The direct hit on the pile of infects sends limbs and chunks of grass raining from the sky like the ingredients to a cannibal’s smoothie. That oughta slow them down, let’s see you move without anything to walk on. No, never mind, seen it before, not pretty, in fact pretty creepy. Please, do not drag your legless torsos across the grass or swing them like pendulums as you scoot around on your knuckles. I’ve seen enough of that for one lifetime. 
 
    The dust hasn’t even settled before another wave of infects crash through the mangled fence, tripping over human remains still falling from the sky. I called them infects again, didn’t I? Damn it, too much time spent with the soldiers. Doesn’t matter what we call them, by the time we’re done with this cookie cutter community, they’ll all be dead. 
 
    One sword is not going to cut it. Now that the floodgate is open, and they know damn well we’re here, they’re pouring through at an insane rate. Eight, eleven, fourteen, I can’t keep up. Caylee’s still shooting but the gap is too wide now, they’re not being funneled through one small space. She’s sinking bullets into their shins and ankles but most of them don’t flinch or even seem to notice. They’re coming my way with nothing to stop them. 
 
    I pull Doug’s sword from the sheath we fastened to my bulletproof vest, holding one in each hand like a ninja version of Yosemite Sam. You’d be surprised how quickly you learn to wield a weapon when your life hangs in the balance. 
 
    Last week I would have barely known how to swing a sword without chopping off my big toe, and here I am, entering a duel to the death with two of them, ready to decapitate and maim anything that crosses my path. Well, everything except my big toe. We are getting on that helicopter, whether you step out of my way or get hacked to pieces. 
 
    I let out a roar that should make them think twice about who they’re messing with as I race towards them on a collision course with death. 
 
    Doug’s blade collides with the first open mouth I come to, teeth stained red with her victim’s blood. How many women from her book club did she chase down and annihilate? Judging by her perfect form, I’d say she was a runner in a past life. Was she out for a morning jog after dropping her kids off at school when this all began? 
 
    I slash through her pretty face, wishing I didn’t have to. Hoping she’s not still in there, watching the blade of my fallen friend’s medieval weapon tear through her jaw in one swipe, sending her sailing to the side, sliding on the pavement as her chin goes airborne. 
 
    I spin from the momentum and catch the second in line with a backhanded swing that rips through his throat. My heel’s digging into someone else’s stomach with a mule kick before blood’s even gurgling through the fatal incision. I don’t hear the air bubbles pop until I’m chopping through another neck, blades meeting in the middle with a sickly clang that sends shockwaves through my arms. 
 
    I’m ready for this. Everything I’ve been through has prepared me for this moment. You can send as many as you want, I will not fall. 
 
    “Noah, we gotta get the Stryker through,” Norwood yells from somewhere behind me. “You think we can cross the field?” 
 
    “Not the fuel truck,” I shout back, severing a set of knees and dodging the falling amputee. “That ditch is too big, it’s not gonna make it.” 
 
    “What if we chain it up?” Felecia’s shaky voice comes from somewhere near the fire, clearly fighting while talking like only a woman can do. If I tried to think, speak and swing a sword at once, I’d end up losing that big toe in two seconds flat. “The same way they got it outta the ditch. He can drive into it, Max can pull him out. This fire isn’t dying and that tanker can’t drive through it.” 
 
    “Norwood, if we hold them back,” I say, pausing to rip through Officer Friendly’s gullet with a katana because, you know, can’t walk and chew bubble gum at once, “can you get the truck hooked up?” 
 
    “Are you crazy? Bro, we can barely hold them off with all three of us. We gotta fall back. Cover me while I get it latched on, then we’ll hop in.” 
 
    How is it that every plan we devise sounds dumber than the last? To be honest, I don’t know how we haven’t gotten ourselves killed yet. But what other choice do we have? Felecia’s right, we kinda screwed up with that fire. The Stryker can roll through it like it’s a bunch of kids waving around sparklers, but the tanker, if that thing explodes, we’re fucked. There’s no flying out of here without fuel. 
 
    Norwood launches himself off a heavyset man down on his hands and knees, errrr, sort of hands and knees, more his thighs and biceps because one of these sickos chopped his limbs in half. Wait, was that me? No, mine was an older gentleman with an epic neckbeard. I am not the sicko, in this particular instance. For once. 
 
    Stumpy’s stubs flail out from under him as Norwood comes crashing down on a young un-legged guy in a MAGA hat, curb stomping his face into the edge of the sidewalk. Teeth and bones shatter on contact, I can hear the crunch from ten feet away. 
 
    “Make your face great again you stupid fuck,” he shouts, bouncing off the cracked skull of the kid in the suit. He skids to a halt, nearly tanking it before doubling back and snatching the red ballcap. 
 
    Without a word, Norwood runs it back in the direction he came, dodging burning infects like this is a competitive game of lava touch football. What in god’s name is he doing? Oh you’ve got to be kidding me, he just ran it all the way back so he could throw it into the fire. 
 
    It goes to show, we really don’t need to turn into our fathers. We become who we want to become. His dad would strangle him if he could see this right now. 
 
    Felecia and I have no choice but to double back and clear some flaming residents out of his path. Is he insane, just to destroy a stupid hat? What am I saying, of course he’s insane. But I don’t hesitate to run right in after him and make sure this crazy decision isn’t his last. 
 
    “My bad,” he exhales before dropkicking an incoming postal worker, like, literally leaping into the air and kicking him with both legs so hard I’m pretty sure I heard ribs crack. “I couldn’t control myself. Fuck you Dad! Sorry, sorry, come on, let’s get this thing hooked up. If I wanted to be gay, I’d be gay, you ignorant asshole! And guess what, I lost my virginity to a black chick!” 
 
    And he’s stopping to thrust his pelvis to the heavens. 
 
    “Suck on that you piece of shit!” Okay, clearly he’s still got some issues he needs to work out with what I’m assuming is his dead father. The question is, was he bitten or was he dead before Norwood showed up to school Tuesday morning? 
 
    “Excuse my language,” he mumbles with a shake of his head, bowing in Felecia’s direction. Yep, he just bowed to her. “Alright, the chain’s still hooked up to– Oh and it was me you racist bastard! I’m the one who replaced your retarded confederate flag with a Mexican one. Viva la freakin’ raza!” 
 
    Is he done? Okay, I think he’s done now, it looks like we’re heading back to the Stryker. 
 
    Wait, was Norwood right? I swear to god I saw someone in the passenger seat beside Paul. Did he sneak one of them out of the hospital? Darius? If that’s Darius, I’m tossing them both out and driving the damn thing myself. I am not letting him screw this up for whatever righteous reason he convinces himself he’s doing it for. 
 
    When it mattered most, Darius betrayed us to help the infamous JJ Buckley, a known racist who probably would have rather died than be saved by a black kid. I get that he thought Buckley was leading them to safety while I was leading them deeper into the wasteland, but to turn on your best friends, for someone like that, there’s no coming back from that kind of decision. 
 
    Was it Darius who let Buckley escape? So much has happened since then we haven’t really given it much thought but someone in that hospital cut Buckley loose, allowing him to take off with our bus full of supplies. Darius helped him once, did he make the same mistake twice? 
 
    Is he really that stupid? Or desperate or whatever it is that would cause a person to do something so detrimental? Has this apocalyptic scenario changed him that much? He’s the funny guy, the one who jokes when it isn’t appropriate, always on, never completely serious and when you think he is, bam, there he is with a one liner. Honestly, I always found it a little irritating but how can you be mad when you’re laughing? 
 
    He doesn’t even smile anymore. He may as well be dead already because that’s not Darius. He’s nothing more than a zombie of his former self and I can’t let the shell of a friend ruin our one way out. I don’t know what he and Paul have planned, but I’m putting a stop to it right now. 
 
    I race past the Stryker, making a beeline for the tanker truck full of traitors. It kills me, it does, but they both have to go. I’ve become a monster, I get that. The fact that I could sacrifice two of my best friends in the whole world, it makes me something evil. 
 
    But this isn’t about me anymore, or my feelings being hurt. This is about the lives I hold in my hands. This is about the two people fighting beside me, and everyone back on that armored vehicle depending on us. I have the opportunity to get them out of this nightmare and if someone has to die in order for that to happen, someone who’s tried to hinder our survival already, they have to go. 
 
    Now is not the time to be worrying about allegiances and being double-crossed out of fear and desperation. We’re all scared, we’re all desperate, and we need to be working together, not against one another in our moments of need. 
 
    I realize this makes me a walking contradiction but I’m not letting whatever crackpot plan they’re concocting get in the way of us getting out of here. I know they’re up to something. I can feel it in my bones and I haven’t been wrong yet. 
 
    We’re putting an end to this, right now. If it makes me the bad guy, then kiss the good guy goodbye. 
 
    I grab the passenger side handle, no clue what I’m going to do once it’s open, but knowing what needs to be done. 
 
    A loud bang erupts from the back of the fuel truck. What the fuck? And then another, and another. Is someone shooting at me? It sounds almost like someone’s shooting the tanker. 
 
    Instincts tell me to duck and I listen, but if someone’s dumping bullets into the side of our fuel tank, ducking isn’t exactly going to help. I might as well be hiding under my desk during a nuclear strike. 
 
    Are those feet? Holy shit, we’re not being shot at, they’re running down the hill at full speed and crashing into the backs of our vehicles, moving too fast to stop themselves in time. They must have followed us here. We were too busy trying to clear a path through Sonny Valley to notice the horde of hell’s rejects coming from behind. 
 
    The leaders of the pack have arrived, and they’ve brought an army with them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    We’re surrounded. There’s no going back now. The winding road that leads into the valley is a sea of humanity. Have you ever seen ant piles swarming a crack in the concrete? Or an aerial shot of the opening moments of the Boston Marathon? I can’t tell where one body ends and the next begins. 
 
    We led them right to us. With these wide open roads at the foot of the mountains, they could see us for miles. 
 
    “Holy fucking shit!” Norwood screeches, presumably the second he turns around with the chain in his hand, staring down a parade of death with no end in sight. The line disappears beyond the bend, weaving its way through the mountain pass. 
 
    “Go go go!” I scream, just in case he didn’t hear me the first time. “I’ll cover you! We gotta get this truck to the dam.” 
 
    When you run the bulls in Spain, you run from them, because running towards them would be just about the stupidest thing you could do. Here I am, racing towards the stampede. It takes every fiber of my being not to turn and run. 
 
    We need this fuel. Without it, there is no getting out of here. The helicopter’s empty, the Stryker’s running on fumes, and time was thrown out the window the second they slammed into the back of our truck. Our last hope. 
 
    Machinegun fire sends my heart racing as Caylee unloads on the incoming army, the steady drum of bullets punctuated by bursting bombs. Someone’s launching grenades at the fire festival in an attempt to slow them down. Something tells me the charred remains of Sonny Valley’s inhabitants aren’t deterred by the flames nor the bullets. I’m just hoping the impact from the gunshots and explosions will be enough to hold them back. How long does it take to chain up a truck? And if the answer is any more than five seconds, we’re royally screwed. 
 
    This is downtown Leyland all over again. How many times can we fight the same battle? When does it end? 
 
    The pile of broken bodies are scrambling to their feet as I round the corner. They collided with the back of the tanker at such high speeds, they literally broke themselves. Dislocated limbs dangle freely from their sockets. Blood pours from noses. One man’s knees are caved in from smashing into the bumper. His dad shorts reveal the sagging flesh covering the shattered bones of his kneecaps, crunching and grinding as he tries to stand. 
 
    There must be at least ten of them on the ground in front of me, it’s hard to tell in the condition they’re in, piled up and tangled in a game of zombie Twister. You’d think they’d know not to ram full force into inanimate objects but their lack of common sense is my only saving grace. 
 
    I take advantage of them when they’re down and slice left and right through every neck I see. If they get to their feet, there’s no way I can take on ten of them at once. Or the second batch of sprinters coming in hot. 
 
    They lose one when he stumbles over his feet and hits the ground with enough momentum to send him spring-boarding off the pavement. His body collides with a street sign, snapping him in half. The back of his head meets his heels, like he’s bending to touch his toes but going in the wrong direction. Ribs explode through his arched stomach, opening his insides to the world in a gruesome intestinal detonation. I can hear him pop from forty feet away. 
 
    Unfortunately, his buddies are less clumsy and they’re coming in at speeds they can’t control. Running downhill has always scared the bejesus out of me, sure, jogging downhill is easy but full on sprinting is way too dangerous. And they’re just proving my point. 
 
    I sidestep the guy in stretchy capris and catch him in the adam’s apple with a backhanded swipe of the sword. His body backflips, losing his head in the process. He crashes into the fuel truck with enough force to move it forward a foot before falling into the heap of headless corpses collecting below the bumper. Or was that Paul hitting the accelerator? Are we chained up already? 
 
    Felecia springs from the other side of the tanker, swiping at a pair of incoming bare feet. How is he running this fast without shoes on? I can barely walk across the hot sand and here he is sprinting down the road like he’s got the feet of a hobbit. The young man in the swimsuit smacks off the pavement and skids under the truck, losing half his flesh on the street, as well as his left foot. 
 
    “No not yet,” Norwood yells, which I’m assuming means Paul started driving before he should have. Why’s he still moving? The truck is rolling. “Stop! Stop the fucking truck! Shit, help! Guys, I need help here!” 
 
    “I got it,” Felecia screams, not wasting a second as I behead another mach speed marathoner. 
 
    What the hell is Paul doing? Does he not realize what’s going on here? This is our one chance and I swear to god, if he blows it for us, I will kill him with my bare hands. Friendship be damned, he is not ruining this for the rest of us. He can whine about Jenny and his dad all he wants, I am done feeling sorry for him. Now is not the time to throw one of his passive aggressive hissy fits. 
 
    Two more, coming straight for me, not even pretending to slow their roll. They’ve got their mouths open in preparation, salivating at the thought of sinking their teeth into my sweaty flesh. Probably not the time or place but random thought, Felecia was infected, is it weird that they’re still going after her when they don’t feed on each other? You’d think it would have acted as some kind of disguise, even if just for a little while, until it all left her system or whatever it is that happens. 
 
    I launch myself directly at them, aiming for the small gap where their hands smack off one another as they run full force down the hillside. My katana catches Business Suit in the shins and he goes sliding, but Sundress leaps right over it like we’re playing jump rope. She turns in midair, keeping her cold dead eyes locked on me at all times, too smart to be tripped, but not smart enough to stick her landing. 
 
    Her foot hits the ground halfway through her attempt to reverse direction. The horrific popping of her leg spiraling out of its socket is enough to make my testicles retreat into my stomach as every hair stands on end. It’s twisted in the opposite direction, her leg is backwards. 
 
    She crashes onto the pavement and rolls like a car taking a corner too fast. Her body’s launched off the pig pile in a perfect spiral before her head smashes into the corner of the fuel truck, damn near decapitating her with a crack loud enough to overpower Caylee’s machine gun. 
 
    Wait, where did Business Suit go? I don’t see him, unless, yep, that’s him, wedged face first under the tire, trying to wiggle his way out. Shit, oh no no no no no, one of them slid under the truck and hasn’t re-emerged. If he crawls all the way through, he’ll be biting Norwood’s ankles before he even knows he’s there. 
 
    I throw myself to the ground, dust and pebbles sticking to my saturated skin. The son of a bitch is dragging himself along the undercarriage, burning his hands on the pipes while sliding on his back. I can smell his skin melting onto the metal. He peels them off slowly like velcro as the flesh from his fingers liquifies, singed beyond recognition, a hamburger dripping grease into the grill. 
 
    Hold on, wait, no! Why the hell is Norwood under there? He’s under the truck! Felecia’s pulling him out headfirst. They have no clue Velcro Fingers is inching his way towards them, using the skeletal remains of his charred hands to slither his way closer. 
 
    I spring to my feet in the quickest burpee known to man and race to the side of the tanker before I’m fully upright. I slide to a stop like I’m stealing second, not caring how badly it scrapes my leg to shreds. He is not getting them. It is not going down like this. 
 
    He turns to look at me, smoke pouring from his deformed hands, just in time to see me skewer his face. The sword pierces his eyeball and exits the back of his skull in one fluid motion. 
 
    “There’s one under the truck!” I scream at the top of my lungs, praying they can hear me over the engine and the gunshots and the sound of Velcro Fingers sizzling away mere inches from Norwood’s feet. “Get outta there! I can’t hold him.” 
 
    He flails uncontrollably, shredding his face to bits, opening the gouge in his eye socket as gray liquid oozes from the expanding hole. He doesn’t– 
 
    Oh you’ve gotta be shitting me! How is she not dead? Her freakin’ head practically exploded against the back of the tanker. But I can see her getting to her feet and I know it’s her because her legs are aimed in opposite directions. 
 
    Are they out? It looks like they’re out. I don’t see Norwood’s feet anymore. I can’t hold him, not without puncturing the bottom of the truck and I can’t risk it. There, those are Felecia’s legs in front. God I hope he got that chain attached because we are officially out of time. 
 
    I yank the sword from the gaping hole in this persistent bastard’s face, but he’s not interested in them anymore, now that he knows I’m here, an arm’s length away. He stretches out his decrepit hand and grabs hold of my sword, breaking off two of his fleshless fingers in the process. They just fall to the ground as if he’s a leper, disintegrating before my eyes. At this point, they don’t even look like hands anymore. 
 
    “Noah go,” Felecia shouts, running towards the Stryker, I can tell by the way her voice carries. They’re safe and that’s what matters. “We’re good, it’s hooked up! Run!” 
 
    That’s all I needed to hear. 
 
    I rip Doug’s sword from the melted skeleton hand and roll to my feet just as the woman with the twisted leg limps her way around the back of the tanker. Why the fuck is the tanker moving? It’s moving! Norwood and Felecia are still in front of it. Does Maxwell not realize she can’t pull him yet? 
 
    Oh no, I get it, they’re about to swarm the Stryker. The flaming zombies can’t be much more than an arm’s reach away. She has to drive. 
 
    But… she isn’t. The Stryker isn’t moving. That’s Paul driving. Is he, no, is he trying to run them over? What the hell is he thinking? The truck swerves to the side abruptly, its back tires smooshing Velcro Fingers’ head, flattening it into a grotesque pancake filled with human facial features. This son of a bitch is trying to run them down. 
 
    The truck cuts in the other direction before screeching to a halt. I swear to fucking god, if he just ran them over– 
 
    Norwood pushed her out of the way. It’s clear by the way he’s helping her up, the fact that she’s grabbing her sword from the ground. He really did it. Paul just tried to run them over. Has he lost his goddamn mind? Does he not realize there are only three of us out here fighting and if he kills them, no one’s getting out of this alive? I don’t care how much you think you hate them, is it worth killing yourself over? Because I can’t do this alone and what in his delusional brain leads him to think I wouldn’t strangle him to death if he succeeded? 
 
    Paul doesn’t know them like I do. Felecia Harmon and Dustin Norwood aren’t that easy to kill. Believe me, these undead assholes have been trying for days. 
 
    They throw themselves against the backdoor of the Stryker, grabbing onto the railings that line practically every inch of that thing. They seemed kind of redundant until now. I think I understand why they’re there. 
 
    The burning bodies are crashing into the side of the Stryker, grabbing at the strategically placed railings as it starts to move. Norwood and Felecia aren’t the only two clinging to the side of the armored behemoth as Maxwell steers it towards the playing fields, there’s at least four of them holding on. 
 
    Is that the little girl, Sami? It is, she’s on top of the vehicle, smashing at the zombie’s hands with my trusty morningstar mace. I didn’t even know we still had it, I just assumed it was on the bus Buckley took. Shane must have brought it into the hospital with him. Go Sami! She’s swinging with everything she has, trying not to lose her balance as the vehicle leaves the pavement. 
 
    I tuck a sword into the sheath on my back and do the only thing I can, jump onto the side of the fuel truck and cling on with everything I have. They don’t know it yet, but Darius is getting thrown to the wolves and Paul’s getting a blade shoved through his heart. That right there was the final straw. This is over and it’s over now. 
 
    Shit, the ditch! I gotta get inside or I’ll be thrown off. 
 
    The door’s locked! They locked the damn doors. Is it to keep out the infects? Or me? They must realize I’m clinging to the side of the truck like Spiderman. Can they not hear me banging on the window? 
 
    No, Noah, they hear you. They know what’s about to happen and they’re not letting you in. I’m sure if I could see inside right now, they’d both be giving me the finger. I need another sheath so I can hold on with both hands. I’m slipping. My palms are too sweaty for this. 
 
    What the hell is that clicking noise? Oh please don’t tell me I damaged something under the truck. I swear, the blade didn’t touch anything, I was beyond careful. What if Velcro Fingers pulled a pipe out of place or something? You know what, no, it’s all good, the Stryker can pull it to the dam if need be. Throw it in neutral and just drag– 
 
    It’s not the truck. Backwards Leg Woman is clinging to the ladder that leads to the roof. It’s her neck clicking, or her leg, I’m not sure. Both of them are flapping in the breeze. Her dented in head’s dangling there like a deflated balloon being dragged along on a string. And she’s slowly inching her way to the top. 
 
    I bang on the window in one last ditch effort, hoping they come to their senses and realize that without me, they’re not getting out of this alive. 
 
    “Help, Darius, let me in! Hurry!” 
 
    But my breath is wasted, they’re not letting me in. They know what’s become of this friendship. They’ve been watching it fizzle out and die for as long as I have. Maybe longer. Because Tuesday morning, all I could think about was getting them to safety. I was dying, and with the last moments of my life, I got my friends out of there. 
 
    How stupid could I be, to think that someone else would do for me what I did for them? Felecia was right all along. She said it that day, that those weren’t my friends, they just kept me around because they needed me. They’ve been doing it for years, and these last few days have been no different. Get what they need out of me and toss me to the side. 
 
    I was too blind to see it. I thought friendship was real. That people could find mutual enjoyment in one another’s company and that would be enough. But it’s not enough, is it? People are only your friend when they need something. Then, it’s to hell with you. 
 
    Why did I think I was different? How could I be so naïve, for all these years, to think that wasn’t happening to me? Even now, I call Caylee and Norwood, Marty, Neil for god’s sake, I call them my friends, but are they? Or are they only standing by me because they need something out of me? And now I’ve gotten them here. Now that we’re at salvation’s doorstep, no one needs me anymore. 
 
    I hold on as tight as I can, knowing it won’t be enough. 
 
    We hit the ditch.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    It’s useless. I lose my grip and go flying the second we collide with the grassy hillside. 
 
    Everything goes black the second I hit. I’m not unconscious. I know I’m not because I’m thinking, but I can barely hear my own thoughts over the ringing in my ears. 
 
    Forget the past, these last few days alone, they owe me more than to let this happen to me. If it weren’t for me, they’d be dead right now. And without me, they’ll be dead in a matter of minutes. How can two of my supposed friends leave me here to die? 
 
    They’re not hopping out to help me, I’d hear their doors creak open. I’m right where they want me. Where Shane wanted me. And Buckley. Blake freakin’ Oliver. Mohawk, whatever the hell Neil said his name was, Dexter maybe. The O’Connor kid and the quiet girl. Blake’s cohort, Clay Hansen. Hell, my own father. They’re finally getting their wish. 
 
    And there’s no one here to stop it. All the times I’ve risked life and limb, stared death square in the eye to help those around me. And here I am, dying in a ditch, alone. 
 
    But what can they do? Felecia and Norwood are hanging onto the back of the Stryker for dear life, they probably don’t even know I’m down here. None of them do, and even if they did, what are they gonna do, hop out of a moving vehicle and race into a mob of zombies just to be too late to reach me? I’m not mad at them. Paul and Darius on the other hand, when I turn, I am eating every last morsel of their backstabbing bodies. 
 
    No, you know what, fuck that, I am mad. I shouldn’t be, but for all the times I stuck my neck out to save everyone else, this is what I get in return? This has to be the definition of ironic. I’m there for all of them, coming through just in the nick of time, but in my hour of need, no one can spare that second. I get it, I do, there’s nothing they can do at this point, but just, the irony of it. I have a right to be angry. They can’t just leap off a moving vehicle in the middle of a war but– 
 
    “Noah! Noah! I’m coming! Hold on!” 
 
    But they are. 
 
    Felecia. My eyes flutter open, squinting into the sunlight and the bright dots surrounding it. Felecia jumped off the back of the Stryker, she’s running to me. So did Norwood. Norwood’s coming. Caylee? Is that Caylee running across the football field, limping on her cast with every step but moving so fast her hair blows behind her like this is a photo shoot? They’re coming back for me. I’m not alone. 
 
    I was wrong. I was never alone. I have the best friends in the world, and they won’t let me fall. Maybe we are friends based solely on the fact that we need each other, but what better friend is there than one you need? Without each other, we wouldn’t be here in this final battle, so close to freedom I can taste it. 
 
    The fuel truck creaks and groans, losing its front bumper as it gets pulled through the dirt and emerges on the other side in one piece. She did it, Maxwell got it over the ditch and onto the field. 
 
    But with it comes the undead masses, storming the fifty yard line like their team just won the championship. Herds of the infected population burst through the fence and swarm the grass from every direction. 
 
    “Go back,” I mumble in a failed attempt at yelling. If they come to get me, they’ll never make it onto the Stryker. “You gotta go. You gotta leave me.” 
 
    If they can hear me, they’re ignoring my pleas. Caylee catches up to Felecia and Norwood in a few strides as they race towards me as fast as their legs will carry them. They don’t need to rescue me, they don’t, it’s enough to know they want to. We’ll never make it out of here and I’d rather they live than lose their lives trying to save mine. I thought I wanted someone to rescue me but not if it means sacrificing themselves. I didn’t want this. 
 
    The Stryker stops in the middle of the field. What are you doing? They’re closing in on us. Get the hell out of here. Get that fuel truck through the valley and up to the dam. The helicopter is the only way out of this mess. Go! 
 
    They don’t listen. The cannon turns and lets off a missile as the machine gun dumps round after round of ammunition into reanimated corpses that couldn’t care less about bullets tearing through their undead vessels. The whole vehicle rocks as they expel bomb after bomb onto the sidelines, shooting projectiles from places I didn’t realize things shot out of. 
 
    They stopped for me. Because they refuse to leave me behind. Even if it means getting inundated by thousands of infected souls, they’re not going on without me. 
 
    I matter. This isn’t a one sided relationship. They care. My old friends may not give a damn, but my new family, they do. They care enough to stop on hell’s doorstep for me. This is why I fight. It wasn’t in vain. It never was. I’ve just been fighting for the wrong people all these years. 
 
    I push myself up to my hands and knees, spitting out a disgusting mixture of blood and grass, dirt and anger, sprinkled with the tiniest bit of hope. How could I think they would leave me behind? This isn’t the first time they’ve come back for me, but with any luck, it will be the last time they have to. 
 
    Norwood sails over me with a war cry that makes whoever’s behind me second guess their decision. I can hear him collide with what must be two or three ravenous cadavers as Caylee and Felecia slide in the grass, one on each side of me. 
 
    “Noah, can you hear me?” Caylee. “It’s okay, we got you.” 
 
    “I’m alright,” I mutter. “It’s okay, I just need a second. Seeing stars, I just–” 
 
    “We don’t have a second sweetie.” Felecia throws my arm over her shoulder as Caylee grabs my sword from the ground, I must have dropped it in the fall. 
 
    She throws my other arm around her neck a second later and they’re half dragging, half running me off the battlefield. I can hear Norwood bringing up the rear as the circle of grass around us grows smaller. They’re closing in, despite all the firepower in the world. There aren’t enough bombs and bullets to stop these things. 
 
    My legs are working. I’m not being dragged anymore. I can feel my feet hitting the ground. There’s still a bunch of bright spots floating around me but I’m running, we’re picking up speed. Now that they don’t have to drag me, we’re closing the distance between us and the Stryker. 
 
    I think that’s Sami up top, still knocking off the cling-ons that jumped on after Norwood and Felecia. Either there were more than I originally thought or new ones are storming the palace. Scott’s up there too, he was blurred out by a white spot for a minute but I can make him out now, tossing grenades in every direction. 
 
    “Oh fuck, faster faster! I can’t hold them!” Norwood passes through my line of sight, running in front of us and tackling a group coming in from the right. 
 
    They’re everywhere. I don’t think I can go any faster, I feel like I’m moving at top speed. 
 
    They’re about to pounce from the left, Felecia’s side. 
 
    “Go, I got him,” Caylee screams, taking the brunt of my weight. Shit, that means I’m not supporting myself as much as I thought I was. We should be going faster. I’m slowing us down too much. 
 
    “Caylee, go, I’ll make it. Just go, run.” 
 
    “Never.” Her one breathless whisper says it all. She loves me. Whether that means she’s in love with me or sees me as a friend she can’t bear losing, I don’t know, but she cares about me more than any of my supposed friends ever did. Can I just say, man do I have impeccable taste in women? This is the type of girl you marry and spend forever with. I could not have been more right about her. 
 
    I will not be the one to drag her down. Girls like her get taken advantage of, and I refuse to be that guy. I won’t be her downfall. Her resolve is unimaginable, she’s supporting me on her broken leg. They call it a walking cast but you’re not supposed to run on it, let alone carry the weight of someone on your shoulders. 
 
    I don’t know how she’s moving right now but she’s doing it, wincing in pain, crying out with every step but never letting the discomfort slow her down. I won’t be the one hurting her, not like this, not after what Felecia and I have already done to her. We don’t deserve her friendship and I refuse to drag her down with me. 
 
    I thrust my eyes open, bright spots be damned, and remove my arm from around her shoulder. Had that prick Buckley not forced me off the track team, this would have been us these last few months, running side by side at practice. I’m keeping up with her. My strength is coming back. My head is killing me and there’s white spots where there shouldn’t be white spots but I’m moving on my own, normally at that, I think. I kinda thought I was moving on my own back there when I was actually being swept off my feet by a couple of angels who would clearly do anything for me. 
 
    The spots are fading. We’re getting closer. But so are they. They’ve breached the perimeter of bombs and show no sign of slowing down. They’ll be swarming the vehicle within seconds. Maxwell can’t wait any longer. 
 
    I can see Felecia coming up beside us but where the hell is Norwood? We need to jump on now before we run out of time. We’re so close. I’d have us jump onto the back of the tanker if I didn’t think my former friends would find a way to ruin it for us. 
 
    The floating dot that’s been taking up residence front and center goes dark, like a shadow cast over our glimmer of hope. Are the spots going away? Why does it feel so ominous? This is a good thing. I can’t fight them off with bright lights floating around my pupils at all times. 
 
    Something slams into me, knocking me over backwards. Caylee squeals and goes down beside me. What the fuck just happened? We’re there, we’re fucking there! How did something go wrong? Are they all of a sudden falling from– 
 
    The top of the truck! The girl with the broken neck and twisted leg. She must have hung on tight, clinging to the ladder, just waiting for an opportune moment. She threw herself right down on top of us. We never saw it coming. 
 
    The impact rattles my brain, sending the bright lights scurrying and reforming again right back where they were. 
 
    But I can’t stay down. I can’t take a second to clear my head and blink away the lights I know aren’t really there. Even with her bobbling head dangling limply, she’s more of a threat than we have time to deal with right now. 
 
    I don’t know how Caylee was running in her condition but we need to do it again. I am not letting this backward legged bitch get in the way of us riding off on that Stryker. All of us. We’re leaving this battleground as one. Here on this field, and up there at that dam. We leave together. 
 
    “Ahhhh, noooo! Noah!” 
 
    Caylee! Shit! No. No this can’t be happening. 
 
    I throw her twisted body off of Caylee but it’s too late, I know without seeing a thing. I knew the second I heard her scream. 
 
    I’m too late. 
 
    The damage has already been done. I can see the blood through her shirt. The bite mark on her shoulder, just below her clavicle. The place I’ve dreamt of kissing for so long. Every time she wore a tank top, I couldn’t help but stare. Her toned body, just the right amount of skin. All I wanted to do was press my lips against it. Who knew that she would turn out to be so amazing? 
 
    The chainmail vest. That’s where her vest is supposed to be. The one that Buckley stole when he attacked her from behind. It would have protected her, just like it did downtown when I thought I lost her. The vest is supposed to save her life, that’s why I put it on her. Her and Felecia. They’re supposed to be protected. It was my job to protect them. 
 
    How could I let this happen? She shouldn’t even be here. She’s supposed to be on the vehicle, safe, shooting, where they can’t get to her. Not out here saving me. I’m supposed to be saving her. She doesn’t deserve this. She deserves better. Better than me. Better than this world. 
 
    I drop to my knees beside her as she hyperventilates, staring at the blood on her hand every time she pulls it away from the wound. I know she’s trying to speak but her words aren’t able to roll off her trembling lips. 
 
    Her eyes tell me all I need to know, this can’t be happening. It can’t. 
 
    This has to be a mistake. This can’t be right. We were so close. We… we were there. We’re there. The Stryker, it’s right there. All we had to do… this isn’t happening. This isn’t real. It’s not. I hit my head. This is not happening, it can’t be. 
 
    “Caylee.” I can’t, my words aren’t working. I can’t breathe. 
 
    “I don’t wanna go,” she cries, tears streaming down her rosy cheeks. “Please, I can’t. I love you Noah. I know I can’t but I do, I love you. I don’t wanna go. Please. This can’t be happening.” 
 
    But it is. I can see the teeth marks through her torn shirt. She’s infected. 
 
    Caylee, no. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    “Caylee!” Felecia throws herself down beside us as I cradle our friend in my arms. But she’s more than a friend. I don’t know what she is. Whatever you call it, there’s none better than her. She’s irreplaceable. We can’t lose her. 
 
    “I’m so sorry Felecia. I tried to protect him but I’m just not you. I tried. I love you guys. I don’t know what’s wrong with me but I do. I just wanted us to live happily ever–” 
 
    “We will.” Felecia presses her finger against Caylee’s lips to quiet her. “Drink this.” She pulls a small canteen from her military belt. 
 
    The saltwater. I forgot. I couldn’t see it through the spots floating in front of me. She filled it with ocean water back on the fishing boat. We didn’t know how much we needed to stop a person from turning, or how much it took to burn one of these bastards alive, but we filled it anyway and figured we’d hope for the best. At least we’d have some with us if we needed it. 
 
    We should have taken more. We knew it at the time but didn’t have anything to put it in. We should have gone back with every container we could find. How could we think one little canteen would be enough? 
 
    Caylee coughs half of it up, trying to swallow the disgusting substance not meant for our bodies to tolerate but failing miserably. 
 
    “Fucking drink it,” Felecia screeches, grabbing Caylee by her chipmunk cheeks. “I’m not losing you. You have to drink it.” 
 
    She rips the tooth torn shirt open even more and pours some of the water over the wound before dumping another gulp down Caylee’s throat. 
 
    “Noah, kiss her, hold it in. Make her hold it in. She has to swallow.” She must sense my awkward hesitation because she continues before I can protest. “Please,” she whispers, tears filling her giant eyes. “We’re not losing her. She loves you Noah. It’s okay.” 
 
    I give in and press my lips against Caylee’s as saltwater dances between our mouths. She kisses back, falling into that state of delirium before the transition begins. 
 
    This has to work. We can’t lose her like this. I care about her more than I should and I can’t bear to see Felecia lose a friend. No matter how little I understand this dynamic, it feels right. 
 
    I’m kissing another girl in front of my girlfriend and somehow it’s okay. Felecia, for whatever reason, cares about her as much as I do, and I can’t let that be ripped away because of me. Because they came back to rescue me. 
 
    Felecia’s hands leave us abruptly, I can tell by her grunt she just beheaded an incoming party crasher. Judging by the noises coming from the other side, Norwood is blocking us from that direction, but they can’t hold them off forever. And no matter how much I want this kiss to last all afternoon, it can’t. 
 
    I slowly pull away, letting her lock onto my lower lip until she can’t possibly do so any longer. She tilts her head back and swallows the rest of the saltwater, heavy breaths making her chest rise and fall dramatically. 
 
    I didn’t even realize I was holding the canteen, Felecia must have handed it off to me before leaving our side. 
 
    Smoke rises from Caylee’s chest as I pour the water over it. She writhes in pain, a vampire caught in sunlight. The only thing I can think of is to press my lips against her chest where I’ve dreamt of kissing her so many times. Her skin is on fire but I don’t pull away, planting gentle pecks on her scorching wound, pretending my lips can heal her, just like they did Felecia. 
 
    It’s working! She’s cooling off. It’s really working. The magical healing lips of Noah Britton. I suppose it could have something to do with the saltwater but we don’t want to jump to any conclusions here. I think we’ll stick with my lips being the cure. 
 
    “Am I dead?” 
 
    “Not if we can help it,” I say softly as the world ends around us, gently stroking her cheek. “Are you thirsty?” 
 
    “Oh please don’t tell me I need to drink any more of that crap.” 
 
    “You’re not thirsty?” 
 
    “No. Why? What does that mean?” she asks in a panic. “Is that bad? Am I turning? I can be thirsty if you want. Noah, I don’t wanna die.” 
 
    “No it’s good. Before they turn, they get so thirsty they choke. You’re not dying.” 
 
    “I’m not?” 
 
    “It worked?” Felecia asks, winded, squatting down beside us. “She’s okay? Oh thank god.” 
 
    Caylee puts out both her arms to pull us in for a hug, tears streaming down her face. 
 
    “But we gotta get outta here like twenty seconds ago,” Felecia continues, pulling Caylee to her feet. “Come on zombie sister, you’re gonna be wobbly for a minute.” 
 
    “We’re zombie sisters,” Caylee laughs, standing on shaky legs. “Is it weird that I wanna kiss my sister?” 
 
    “Yes, very. Now come on, we’ll make out later.” 
 
    “Get her on board,” I say, prepping my sword to strike, shaking the last of the floating spots from my direct line of sight. “I’ll cover you.” 
 
    “You sure you’re good to go?” 
 
    “I have to be. You two get inside, I’ll hold them off. Hurry.” 
 
    One sword’s not going to be enough, the zombies that look like floating orbs are coming in too quickly. At least they’re less ugly this way, they just all look like balls of light. And they are way too close for comfort. 
 
    I ram my foot into the closest stomach, bringing the sword to his neck while he’s still airborne, hunched over from the impact. There’s no time to see if I successfully severed his head before I’m greeted by a half woman/half skeleton. The entire left side of her body has been chewed off. Was she moments away from escape, in the driver’s seat of a car that could have driven her to safety, but couldn’t get the door closed in time? Did she trip with a herd of them behind her, land on her side and get devoured by twenty hungry hippos before she could so much as roll over? 
 
    The grim fate of America makes me shudder as I jam my blade into her open mouth, unsheathe the sword from my back and hack her head off with one swing. They ate her right down to the bone, there’s no flesh to cut through on that side. Skin, muscle tissue, they eat it all and suck the bones clean if given the opportunity. 
 
    I fling her decapitated head from the tip of the katana. It bounces off the grass, directly into the feet of the second wave of undead track stars who have apparently never played soccer before. Or kickball. 
 
    The errant head trips up Cowboy Boots, sending him crashing down on the field and tumbling, taking down both of his comrades in the process. Does it count as a strike if there were only three pins to begin with? Have I gone bowling with a zombie head before? I feel like I have. Did I want bowling alley nachos last time as well? I’ve fought so many of these things they’re all blending together. I might as well be a serial killer with Alzheimer’s. 
 
    Oh shit, she’s coming straight for me. I’m guessing the one on the right must have been a cheerleader or a gymnast because she springs to her feet after one roll and launches herself in my direction. Her mouth’s open like there’s no way she’s not going to rip a slab of meat off my neck. 
 
    There’s no time to jump out of the way or devise some sort of plan that might thwart her attempt. All I can do is hold my swords out in front of me and hang on tight as they slide into her chest. She doesn’t care. What’s another hole or two in her body? They’ve already chewed through her cheek, her arm, her stomach, thigh, foot. These two new incisions in her chest mean nothing. They just bring her a few inches closer to her next meal. 
 
    Oh great, I’ve been in this situation before, they just slide themselves closer, letting the blade pierce through them without a care in the world. If she grabs onto my hands, I’m screwed. But if I pull the swords out, it only brings her closer to me. Damned if you do, damned if you don’t. And I don’t exactly have time to weigh my options here because the klutzy soccer stars are scrambling to their feet. 
 
    I take a step back, preparing to pull the swords out and, I don’t know, kick her in the stomach when she comes for me, or maybe try to sidestep it and swing before she has a chance to strike. I need to do something, but she doesn’t give me the opportunity. What in the hell is this malnourished cheerleader doing? 
 
    She pulls away, arching herself into a backbend until the swords exit her upper ribcage. She catches herself on her hands like this bitch is doing some sort of advanced bridge in yoga class. What the hell? 
 
    She propels back to a standing position with an arrogant snarl as if taunting me, knowing I couldn’t do that if my life depended on it. And she’s right, I couldn’t. 
 
    Yoga Yolanda lunges for me the second she’s vertical, one fluid motion. I swing with a left, catching nothing but air as she ducks and hits the ground in a somersault. She rolls through and pounces at me from a backwards squatting position like we’re a couple of luchadores in a choreographed fight to the death. 
 
    I drop to my hands and knees, hoping I’m low enough to dodge her spinning backflippy thing– and oh my god was that close! I didn’t realize he was right there. She crashes into the uncoordinated soccer reject with a full body press meant for me. I swear to god her hair grazed me as she sailed right over. 
 
    The girls, they’re climbing onto the Stryker, clinging to the handrails above the backdoor. Maxwell couldn’t even open it for them because she wouldn’t be able to close it in time. It moves like one of those sliding doors at the supermarket that opens too slowly and you bump into it on your way through and have to act like you didn’t because it’d just be embarrassing. 
 
    And that’s my cue to get the fuck outta here. I holster the katana on my back and take off like I’ve got rockets strapped to my ass. 
 
    “Norwood, they’re good, go!” 
 
    “Ain’t gotta tell me twice.” 
 
    A few of them snuck through our defenses, they’re pounding on the door while running. While running? Shit, the Stryker’s moving. She has to, they can’t wait any longer, the fence on the other side of the field has been breached. 
 
    We’re surrounded. 
 
    Maxwell can just run them over with her eight monster tires, there’s gotta be two feet of clearance under that thing, but the fuel truck is another story. If they get tangled up in the gears like they did with the bus, that tanker isn’t going anywhere. 
 
    A series of loud pops are followed by multiple explosions across the field. They’re trying to clear the path with bombs. I doubt they can even use the cannon when they’re moving, the accuracy would be too far off. Not to mention the size of the hole it would leave which we’d have to navigate around. And if I don’t run faster there won’t be a we because they’re picking up speed in order to evade the million man march we’ve got going on behind us. 
 
    “Noah, you’ve got one on your tail,” Norwood shouts from beside me as I kick it into overdrive. 
 
    Oh you’ve gotta be shitting me, it’s her, Yoga Yolanda. She’s broken out ahead of the pack and at the rate she’s going, she’ll be tackling me in about three seconds. Where the hell did she even come from? Is Doug’s sword slowing me down that much or is she just that fast? I’d be that fast too if my legs were a mile long, totally unfair advantage. 
 
    She is literally right there. I can hear air escaping through the holes in her chest, I must have punctured a lung. She’s gonna pounce. I can feel it. I know she’s gonna throw herself at me like a cheetah taking down a gazelle just trying to grab a drink from the damn watering hole. 
 
    I can’t outrun her, she’s gonna jump any second and I’m still a hundred meter dash from the Stryker, which I can finally see now that the floating spots have moved on to my peripheral vision. 
 
    “Shit, Noah, she’s right there!” 
 
    What the fuck am I supposed to do? What do I do? I can’t go any faster. I can’t stop and have a duel to the death right here in the endzone. If she strikes, I’m going down and at this speed, I’m breaking something and never getting back up again. 
 
    I’m out of ideas. And out of time. 
 
    Her breathing changes as she gears up to strike. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    The sword. There’s no other option. I toss it behind me like an underhanded backwards dart throwing competition which probably doesn’t exist because it’s stupid and the level of inaccuracy would probably get one of the participants’ eyes poked out. I’m just hoping it isn’t me. 
 
    How do I know if it worked? Do I just have to wait and see if she tackles me? Because I’m not okay with that. 
 
    “You got her Noah,” Norwood yells from somewhere beside me, he must be a few strides behind as we close the distance between us and our ticket out of here. “You got her! It’s in her neck. You’re losing her.” 
 
    It worked. My stupid plan worked. I am now the king of underhanded backwards darts. I’m not sure what I was aiming for but I hit her and that’s all that matters. But her neck, I couldn’t have hit that if I tried. That’s like a hole in one. And that is why I’m the undisputed champion. 
 
    A pang of guilt creeps over me because that’s all I had to remember Doug by, the sword he used to save my life after the crash. But it was either this or die and not be able to remember him, period. 
 
    The girls are finally on top of the Stryker, shaking their hands worriedly, mouthing come on over and over again which can’t mean anything good. I know how close we’re cutting it but it’s not like Maxwell can go any slower. Judging by the speed my feet are carrying me, she’s gotta be doing fifteen right now and these things are closing in from every angle. 
 
    What just crashed? Something crashed. I heard it. It came from the front. Oh no, do not tell me something broke on this tank on wheels. We can’t deal with this right now. 
 
    The Stryker swerves, sending the girls toppling over, grabbing on for dear life. What the hell is going on? No no no, Felecia’s sliding off, headfirst, attempting to hold onto the railing while Caylee grabs her ankles, trying to pull her back up. Why are we turning? The only way out is straight ahead, through the– 
 
    They’ve knocked over the fence. The whole thing collapsed. There were too many, it gave out under the weight of all of Sonny Valley trying to climb over it at once. 
 
    Their roar overpowers the engine. It sounds like the game winning touchdown at the Superbowl, just one massive human rumble, thunder echoing across the plains, their incoherent groans harmonizing with one another in the devil’s cathedral. No words, just guttural cries that signal the end of mankind. 
 
    I don’t know where Max plans on going but one thing is for certain, we won’t make it there on foot. 
 
    I was aiming for the back of the Stryker before it turned and I can’t risk running a second longer, I can feel them gaining on us. They don’t lose their breath or get cramps in their sides, their muscles don’t fatigue. If it takes running forever, they’ll do it. 
 
    Waiting for an opportune moment to jump will get me killed, it’s now or never. 
 
    Her hand grabs my shoulder. Jesus Christ, she’s right there! Sword jammed through her throat at an awkward angle, it must be protruding out the back of her skull. It barely slowed her down. Blood is gushing from the entry point as the blade rattles around somewhere just below her chin, where half the flesh has already been scavenged from the bone. 
 
    In the split second glance over my shoulder, her posture changes, she’s about to lunge for me. She’s got her fingers wrapped around the velcro strap of my bulletproof vest. 
 
    She’s jumping. 
 
    I’m out of options here. This is it. I make a leap of faith and pray my fingers wrap around that railing with enough force to hold on. 
 
    We leap at the same time, her death grip tearing the velcro from my shoulder as I stretch my right arm as high as I can, knowing she’s going to drag me down. There’s no point in even trying for both hands, she’d just throw me off balance. 
 
    My sweaty palm meets the cold steel, barely able to hold on with the added weight pulling me back. But my fingers wrap around the bar and cling to it with everything I have. 
 
    The shoulder strap tears under her weight and releases, sending her sailing into the tires. My body slams against the side of the vehicle as I swing my legs out, trying to keep them out of the wheels so I don’t end up like her. 
 
    Yoga Yolanda gets squished between the massive tires, sending her insides squirting out like squeezing those goo filled stress balls too hard. The bones in her pelvis and upper legs get pulverized between the reinforced wheels. She’s still reaching for me in denial, mouth open, until she disappears from view. 
 
    And here she comes again, stuck to the tread in the tires, her insides gushing from her mouth. She may as well be a tube of toothpaste held too tight. Her flailing arms reach for me, grabbing at my ankles every time she comes back around. 
 
    I take my opportunity, reach my hand down and grab the handle of the sword. I don’t need it to remember my friend, but when we make it out of here, I’m seeing to it that his weapon is put on display. The world needs to know that without him, I wouldn’t be alive right now. We wouldn’t have the antidote. We wouldn’t be rescuing the scientists who are probably behind all this in the first place and might have some sort of solution in that dam. His sacrifice could save the world. This sword is coming with me. 
 
    My fingers wrap around its handle on the third try and I yank it from her throat, pulling Replica Excalibur from its stone, just with more blood. 
 
    She howls and groans as her body splits in half. With nothing of any substance left to hold her together, her torso begins slipping. No more solid bones, there’s only mangled flesh to hold everything in place. Her legs fall off, disappearing beneath us. Her bloated torso goes flying the second Maxwell picks up speed, she must have gotten word that we’re ‘safely’ onboard. At least I’m hoping that means Norwood made it. 
 
    Felecia’s ponytail disappears from view, Caylee must have got her pulled up to the roof and not a moment too soon because Maxwell’s aiming straight for the picnic tables. I have a feeling this ride is about to get bumpy. 
 
    With every burning muscle I have in my aching stomach, I lift my legs and wrap them around the railing. When this is over, I’m not moving for a week. I swear to god, they better hook me up to an IV and a catheter because I’m not getting up for anything. Even if I wanted to, I doubt I’d be able to. I am so done with this. And let me tell you, I am never running again. Running isn’t fun. Why the hell is this considered a hobby? An enjoyable activity? If it ever was, it certainly isn’t anymore. 
 
    Oh no. Hold on, hold on. 
 
    We ram through the first row of picnic tables, sending splintered boards exploding into the air, crunching beneath the wheels as more bodies get flattened beneath twenty tons of steel. I’m guessing that’s how much it weighs after lifting its rear wheels off the ground for exercise the other– yeah fine, Maxwell said it weighs nineteen point something tons and I just happened to remember. But I could have lifted it if I wanted to, just not with my injured hand of course. 
 
    With one last burst of energy, I roll onto the top, holding the sword tightly in one hand, railing in the other. Is this a normal occurrence, are soldiers clinging to the side of this beast while battling insurgents and that’s why there’s so many handlebars and railings? I’m not complaining, just curious. Whatever their purpose, they are certainly saving my ass right now. 
 
    “Felecia,” I call over, able to see her and Caylee’s feet from around the side of the cannon, turret, tank piece, thingy, whatever it’s called. 
 
    “I’m okay. We’re alright. Dustin?” 
 
    “Present,” he shouts from the other side of the boom blaster, though I think cannon is probably more technical. “Holy shit that was close. I can feel my heart pounding in my sphincter. Can someone check to make sure I didn’t make doody in my pants?” 
 
    “Aww, see Cayles, it’s okay,” Felecia coos, like she’s talking to a child. “It happens to the best of us. I’m sure we can find you some adult diapers.” 
 
    “Oh my god, no way.” Norwood’s laughter is almost loud enough to overpower the one or two thousand infected inhabitants chasing after us, I don’t plan on counting heads for an accurate tally. “Did you seriously shit yourself?” 
 
    “No,” she growls defiantly. “I did not soil myself. I had to make pipí. And it kinda just, ya know, came out, without me telling it to. Leesh, tell him it’s not my fault.” 
 
    “It’s not,” Felecia says, begrudgingly. “Her parents just didn’t potty train her in–” 
 
    “No! That’s not it.” I can feel the vibrations as she pounds on the steel frame in protest. Norwood and Sami are laughing their asses off because to them she just couldn’t hold it or got so scared she tinkled, they don’t know what saltwater does to your system. “Tell them what you told me.” 
 
    “Fine, alright, fine. The concentration of salt in ocean water is too much for our bodies to handle, we have to get it out immediately.” I never really thought about it because she likes to play dumb, but she’s in some of Paul’s advanced classes. “Too much will kill you. It should have killed me, but, I don’t know, something about the way it fights the infection, I think I peed for about five minutes straight. Of course I didn’t go in my pants,” she adds, dropping her voice a few decibels. “But whatever, to each their own.” 
 
    I clear my throat loudly to remind her I was there to bear witness to the incident. 
 
    “Crap,” she grumbles, “you heard that? Fine, I watered the living room rug of a fancy cabin.” 
 
    “And,” I sing, coaxing her to continue. 
 
    “Ugh, but the puddle grew too large and it got all over my feet.” 
 
    “Ewww,” Caylee squeals in disgust. “The feet I just pulled you up by?” 
 
    “It’s fine, I was in the ocean for a while, I’m sure it sanitized them.” 
 
    “You guys are gross,” Sami giggles from her seat behind the machine gun. 
 
    “We sure are,” Felecia declares proudly. “But what’s a little pee between friends? You’d do anything for the people you love.” 
 
    “That’s what my mom says. I’m never gonna see her again, am I?” 
 
    A hush falls over us because how do you tell an eight year old that she’s right and will probably never see her mom or sister ever again? I’m just totally guessing on the age, I’m horrible at this. Earlier I could have sworn she was like thirteen but hearing her now, I don’t know, somewhere between five and fifteen. 
 
    The reality is, that poor woman is never going to find her daughter, and if by some miracle she does, they’ll be trapped on this god forsaken continent where the dead things live. Yet, I understand her decision. Maybe not leaving her other two children with strangers, but her need to find her daughter. The guilt she must feel over allowing those men to do what they did to her little girl, there’s no way she could live with herself. I don’t have kids so I don’t know how a situation like that should be handled. Do you abandon two for one who needs you more? I don’t think there’s a right answer, just two mistakes you have to choose between. 
 
    “Can you guys hear me up there?” Maxwell. “Everyone okay and accounted for?” Norwood must still have the walkie talkie. 
 
    “We’re good,” he answers. “Not exactly the most comfortable seating though.” 
 
    “What the fuck happened back there? Did dipshit in the tanker seriously run you guys over?” 
 
    “That’s affirmative. At least, he tried.” 
 
    “He’s not getting on that chopper.” She says it so matter of factly, I don’t think anyone would argue even if they saw a reason to. “End of story.” 
 
    “He’s not alone,” I call over the twirly whirly cannon spinner, much more technical term than the boom blaster. 
 
    “I knew it,” Norwood yells. “I knew someone was in that passenger seat. Who the fuck is with him?” 
 
    “It’s gotta be Darius,” I say, staring straight at the front windshield as they drive about twenty feet behind us, still chained up. 
 
    It’s too hard to see through the glare but I know it’s him. Paul wouldn’t associate himself with Clay Hansen. It could be the O’Connor kid but I can’t see that either. Him and Darius are friends and they’re both co-captains of the I-all-of-a-sudden-hate-Noah-Britton club, so it makes sense. I just don’t know what their end game is. 
 
    Are they trying to kill us and take the helicopter for themselves? That doesn’t even make sense. They know we’re going to have to gas it up along the way and Darius has killed about as many zombies as he has spiders, which is none because he’s too scared to get close enough to kill those little eight legged spawns of Satan. 
 
    “Max, he ain’t alone in there. Noah says he’s got Darius with him. What’s the plan? They got that field blocked, we’ll never make it through.” 
 
    “We’ve gotta go through town. Maybe if we take enough corners we can lose this mob. I can’t risk you guys trying to hang on up there, you gotta crawl through the hatch. I’m gonna slow down a little for you but we don’t have enough time to stop. Shit, you gotta get the girl down here, now! Her brother is freaking out. Kid no don’t–” 
 
    The transmission goes silent. She took her finger off the button. Was that Marty yelling right before it cut off? What the hell’s going on? 
 
    Something makes a thwamp noise beside me, all I can think are those t-shirt guns they blast into the crowd at sporting events. But, like, ten of them at once. 
 
    Simultaneous explosions wreak havoc on the storybook community turned hell’s courtyard. Buildings, cars, a park… oh no, gas station! 
 
    The gas station in front of us got hit. What the hell just happened? Shit, the little smokestacks beside the cannon, there’s eight of them on this side alone, they must be grenade launchers. The kid had to have hit something down there and fired all sixteen at once in every direction. 
 
    The blast at the gas pump sets off a chain reaction. The one beside it goes up in a fireball, tossing cars into the air like they’re Hot Wheels. The pump beside that bursts into flames a second later, shooting fire fifty feet into the sky. 
 
    Maxwell takes a sharp right, tires squealing as I’m pretty sure we tip onto two wheels, well, four since there’s eight total but I’m positive not all of them are on the ground right now. I hold onto the railing like there’s lava below the monkey bars and this time it’s not a third grade game on the playscape at recess. 
 
    The gas station explosion sends a surge of fire across the street, blowing away everything in its path. The storefronts on the other side of the road give way under the heat as glass shatters and cars are thrust against the building. The less than innocent bystanders passing by on their frantic quest to reach us are scattered into the air, lifted off the pavement and sent crashing through second story windows. 
 
    No no no, why is the cannon rotating? It’s coming right for me! 
 
    I try to duck down even lower but I can’t go much flatter than my current pancake mode. 
 
    It doesn’t matter, I won’t get to see if I’ve flattened myself enough for the barrel of the cannon to pass over me. The base of it is pressing against my hip, pushing me right over the edge. I can’t compete with a cannon. There’s nothing I can do. I’m going over. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    The base of the cannon pushes me off the side of the Stryker as it rotates, leaving me nowhere to go. If I hit the ground, Paul’s running me over whether he wants to or not, but I’m leaning heavily towards want. As it is, he has to keep a close distance or he’s getting dragged by the chain, crashing on the first corner and blowing us all up in a fuel truck explosion. There’s no way he’s going to avoid hitting me, and he’s probably gonna smile when he does it. 
 
    I latch onto the barrel of the cannon in a bearhug so tight it’s cutting off circulation to my arms. 
 
    Here we go, it keeps turning, dangling me over the street, nothing but air on all sides of me. I’m not sure if the bright dot in the sky is the sun or just another floater that thinks it’s fun to sit directly in my line of sight. 
 
    All eight tires are firmly planted on the pavement again, rocking us back and forth. I feel like I’m humping a fireman’s pole that thinks it’s a mechanical bull. 
 
    Oh no, here come Caylee and Felecia, I’m still turning. If it were just the cannon they’d have enough clearance to duck, but not with me clinging to it. I’m gonna knock them both off the back. Do I let go? If I drop right now, I won’t hit them. Maybe I can land on my feet and jump out of the way before Paul runs me over. I know, I know, me land on my feet, but I have to, it’s them or me and I can’t– 
 
    Caylee wraps herself around the handrail and flops over the edge, hanging off the back of the Stryker in baby-bear-clutching-tree-trunk mode just like me. Felecia flattens herself as close to the steel frame as she can but it’s not enough. There’s not as much space as we thought. My back hits hers, rolling her closer to the edge. 
 
    “Felecia, hold onto me!” 
 
    Her arms wrap around my body just in the nick of time. We’re spinning around the other side of the vehicle, suspended in midair with her arms around my neck and her legs wrapped around my body, wrapped around the barrel. And we show no signs of stopping. 
 
    I flinch as we come around the front where Norwood is trying to get out of our path. But where the hell is he supposed to go? I’m amazed he even made it to his feet as we swerve around deserted cars, over the sidewalk and past body parts that litter the road. He’s out of room to run. If he takes another step, he tramples Sami in the gunner’s seat, but if he stays there, we’re essentially a battering ram knocking him off the side. 
 
    He leaps over us like a giant game of Skip-It, except with a cannon. Why isn’t this thing stopping? If I wanted to be on a carnival ride, we’d have gone at the pier or in the town square half a mile that way. 
 
    Oh no, we’ve done a complete 360, back to the exact spot where I first climbed aboard the Devil’s Merry Go Round. There’s no way we can both fit. Not with Felecia hanging off me like this, her back’s gonna scrape. 
 
    All I can do is press my body tighter against the barrel. She pulls closer to me until we’re basically the same person. I can feel every muscle in her body quiver as she squeezes with everything she has, so hard I might pop at any second. 
 
    We’re over the street again, it worked! We did it. She got her body close enough. 
 
    We’re dangling in midair when the cannon comes to an abrupt stop, rocking me back and forth on its smooth surface like a pendulum on a grandfather clock. Caylee’s right below us, we must be pointed backwards, directly at the fuel truck. Oh please don’t let that kid press any more buttons or whatever it is that happened down there. I do not want to be attached to the barrel of the cannon if it fires at the tanker, this will not be a good situation. 
 
    I don’t envy Paul right now, anything less than five vehicle lengths is not enough for him, so the fact that he has to tail us so closely we could spit and hit the windshield, is certainly not sitting well with him. Add to that the fact that he knows he’s getting his ass beat, probably to death, the second we stop moving, this is the car ride from hell for him. 
 
    “Noah, what do we do?” Felecia croaks out between heavy breaths as the world rushes by. 
 
    All I can see are the clouds above us, but I hear fire crackling from the explosions at the gas station and the groan of the truck’s engine as Paul maneuvers his way through the streets. This is the type of day you spend at the beach, this is the view I should have, but we should be on our towels with our feet in the sand, not suspended upside down off a giant gun turret. 
 
    “I’m okay holding us here, I don’t know what else to do.” 
 
    “We’re so close. That steeple coming up on our left, I’m pretty sure that’s about halfway through the city. I saw it on our way here. Someday, we’re gonna stand in one of those, one of the old ones you see in pictures of Scotland or Ireland, and you’re not gonna be my boyfriend anymore. I just keep telling myself that, over and over again. And since I don’t have a dad to walk me down the aisle, I’m gonna ride an animatronic dinosaur, if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    “We’ll find you the best styracosaurus robot there is.” 
 
    “You remembered my favorite dinosaur?” she swoons. “I mean I know we only discussed it yesterday but most people can’t even pronounce it. Shit, we’re spinning again.” 
 
    The cannon continues its clockwise rotation, or counterclockwise, I don’t know, I’m upside down and clinging to this thing for dear life, plus we’re going really freakin’ fast. 
 
    It stops halfway with a jolt, nearly flinging us off. I prepare to hit the ground where I’ll land in a badass superhero pose, probably kneeling like I’m being knighted, cracking the pavement beneath– oh, nope, we’re good, no need to stick my epic landing. I was able to hold on. But Felecia’s yelp in my ear means I’m not the only one who thought we were going flying. I’m convinced I heard three other girl screams as well, Caylee and Sami make sense, but the third was either me or Norwood. We’ll go with Norwood, mine would have been much more masculine. 
 
    I hold on with everything I have as we flip over the top of the barrel, swinging back and forth until I can adjust my legs enough to hold us in place. Pretty sure my stomach is still somewhere above us, I’m assuming it’ll catch up soon. 
 
    “Guys, guys!” Maxwell’s voice cuts through Norwood’s walkie talkie, not far from us. “Are you alright? Please tell me everyone’s okay. We need the sister down here now! Now! If you can hear me, get her down here. He bit the doctor, he’s not letting go.” 
 
    “Oh my god, is he infected?” Felecia pants in my ear, a sentence that surely should never turn anyone on, yet, here we are. Think it had more to do with the panting reminding me of last night on Sex Island than the words, but still. “How, he couldn’t have been bit, he’s been in there the whole time.” 
 
    “He’s not one of them,” Sami yells. It sounds like she’s moving around, climbing out of the gunner’s seat. I’m not sure if she’s directing it at us or everyone inside the Stryker. “He’s done this before. He bites when he feels threatened. Hold on Anthie, I’m coming.” 
 
    “Max, I’m gonna get her down there right now, open the hatch! We gotta get the cannon pointed forward, they’re hanging off of it. I repeat, Max, they are dangling over the edge hanging onto the barrel! Get it straight, now!” 
 
    “Noah,” Felecia whispers, “how high off the ground do you think we are?” 
 
    “Maybe eight feet. Why?” 
 
    “Because there’s a crowd running towards us and some of them look really freakin’ tall.” 
 
    I turn my head and, yep, she is not seeing things. Son of a bitch. We’re about to plow through a hundred meat eaters and I don’t see any side streets to turn onto. There’s only one way to go and that’s straight through them. Oh god here they come. 
 
    Their bodies smash off the front end, bones crunching on impact before they get sucked under and spit out as we fly down the middle of the street. Bright side, we’re going fast enough to dry my beads of nervous sweat before they have a chance to roll down my skin. How fast does this thing go? Because I think that’s what we’re doing. 
 
    They get mauled by the triangular edge on the front of the vehicle. I can’t be sure but I think I’m seeing heads roll off the top like a ramp while their bodies get shredded in the wheels. I can’t crane my neck enough to look behind us but I’m positive I hear severed extremities and discarded corpses smacking off the fuel truck. 
 
    There’s too many to run over. We’re missing half of them. Some are even smart enough to leap out of the way to avoid being hit and run victims. This is not good. Not good. They’re jumping. Shit, they’re jumping to reach us with outstretched hands. 
 
    “Fuck! Noah, they got me! They’re pulling me down.” 
 
    The weight on my back intensifies. Felecia’s death grip around my chest grows tighter as her legs let go. They’re too heavy. 
 
    “Oh my god, there are three of them,” Caylee screams in a panic. “Two are hanging off her belt, one’s hanging off them, being dragged. What do I do? What can I do?” 
 
    The vibrations course through us like electricity. I can feel, as much as I can hear, their bodies being dragged down the street at 50 or 60 miles per hour, getting shredded to bits. It sounds like running a piece of meat over the grittiest sandpaper there is. 
 
    I turn my head back just enough to see what’s going on. His legs have been reduced to mangled flaps of skin. The friction tore his clothes clear off his body, along with his feet. A shoe just slammed off Paul’s windshield. 
 
    “My pants are falling,” she gasps. “They’re gonna pull my pants off. My belt’s stuck on my hips but they’re starting to slide over.” 
 
    “Bench! There’s a bench coming!” Caylee screams at the top of her lungs. “Lift your legs! Lift them, now!” 
 
    Felecia’s grunts are overpowered by the most sickening smack I’ve ever heard. A wet towel snapping off a pile of gravel. His body slams into the bench at the edge of the sidewalk, ripped to pieces, impaled by the boards. 
 
    He snaps in half, his waist down getting tangled in the bench beams while his upper half flips through the air like a punted football. His arms are still holding onto the persistent bastard dangling from Felecia’s army belt. No body, just arms. 
 
    The pressure lessens immediately. But there’s still two more, sliding lower and lower down her body as she kicks and squirms, trying to keep her legs away from their mou– 
 
    “Ahhhh.” Felecia’s blood curdling scream muffles into my back. “He’s biting me! He’s got my knee!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    “Felecia, no!” Caylee screams in protest as if her horrified wail might turn back time. 
 
    No, no this isn’t happening. It can’t be. This already happened. 
 
    She was bit. She survived. We managed to pull off the impossible. This can’t be happening again. 
 
    I don’t know what we’re supposed to do. We’re hanging over the road, swinging on a cannon racing through the streets of Sonny– 
 
    The canteen. There’s still saltwater in the canteen after saving Caylee. There’s not much, but there’s enough to save her life. I know there’s enough because there has to be, it’s as simple as that. Two sips. One sip. One drop, it doesn’t matter. There will be enough. 
 
    But neither one of us can exactly let go in order to grab it from the belt slowly being pulled down her waist. 
 
    We can’t lose that belt, that’s all there is to it. 
 
    I am not losing her. 
 
    “Hold on, I’ll be right there!” Caylee grunts, pulling herself onto the roof from her handlebar perch. 
 
    I don’t know what she has in mind, but we need to get them off Felecia before it’s too late. I can feel her writhing in pain, hyperventilating, trying to kick him off. 
 
    It’s not working. He’s too close, his face must be pressed directly against her leg. 
 
    I have no choice. 
 
    I loosen the grip my legs have around the gun turret and hold on by my arms, trying to support the weight of not only myself and Felecia, but these two assholes as well. With a warrior’s roar that would get me banned from Planet Fitness, I lower myself as much as I can, not stopping until I hear their bodies scraping the road. 
 
    It’s not working. 
 
    Their legs are getting shredded to pieces but they’re not letting go. I can’t lower myself anymore without dropping to chin-up position and there isn’t a chance in hell I can hold myself in a pullup with the weight of three people pulling me down. 
 
    All I can do is hug the barrel of the cannon, praying I don’t slip because if I do, they’re not gonna be the only ones getting ripped apart along Main Street. 
 
    From my new, half dangling position, I can see in front of us. We’re coming to an intersection. If I can swing us just enough… I know, I know how stupid this is but what other choice do I have? I can’t wait for whatever it is Caylee’s got in mind. A mouth is clamped down on Felecia’s knee. I’m out of options and losing her is not one of them. 
 
    I rock back and forth on the turret, burning muscles in my abs I didn’t know existed until now. My breathing stops as I force my legs to the side, building more momentum with every swing. 
 
    “Hold on!” I yell down to her, her face smooshed against my chest. “Hold on as tight as you can!” 
 
    Felecia’s awkward grip around my neck and shoulder tightens, her fingers locking together until her knuckles crack. 
 
    Caylee’s shimmying onto the barrel, inching her way closer. She’s climbing out to us, a pained look of determination crinkling her brow as pain shoots through her broken leg. Her eyes meet mine for a second before she squints in agony… and drops from sight. 
 
    Caylee! No, what the hell is she doing? 
 
    All I can see are her knees wrapped around the gun turret. She’s dangling upside down, swaying back and forth, reaching for me until she gets a handful of my vest and begins moving in tandem with us. The canteen, she’s going for the canteen attached to Felecia’s belt. You stupid, crazy, genius! 
 
    “Got it!” she screams, the excruciating pain apparent in her quivering voice. “Leesh, suck in, let your pants fall. Hurry!” 
 
    Her death grip around me gets even tighter as she wiggles her hips while we swing back and forth like a gymnast about to dismount from the uneven bars. The pressure that jolts through us is enough to knock the wind out of me. I’d have choked on my own breath if I were actually able to breathe right now but I’m pretty sure I stopped that the second we began dangling off a damn cannon. The crunching that accompanies the sudden jerking movement sounds like a branch being shoved into a woodchipper. 
 
    It worked! Holy shit it worked! 
 
    His body gets caught between the tires and pulled in. Bones grind to dust as he gets flattened between the wheels of death, pulling Felecia’s camo fatigues down to her ankles in the process. Which means the other one isn’t biting her knee anymore, he’s still holding onto her belt. I feel the vibrations as his body ricochets off the ground. 
 
    We swing outward while passing through the intersection, slamming him into the stop sign, severing his torso in half on contact. His mangled legs and pelvic region crash into the Stryker, leaving a bloodstain smeared down the side of it. At the speed we’re whipping through the city streets, his chewed up body didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    But this fucker’s still holding on. His intestines are draining from his body, flapping in the breeze as he swings through the air, losing vital organs in the process. Her pants are caught on her boots, her blood still fresh in his mouth, and he will just not let go of that belt. 
 
    “Felecia, here, drink,” Caylee pleads, twisting the cap off the canteen while dangling upside down by her legs. She pours it into Felecia’s open mouth before splashing some on the blood covered skin of her kneecap. 
 
    Momentum sends us careening back towards the tires, but with half his body missing, he’s not long enough to get pulverized by the giant man eating wheels. 
 
    His string of intestines are a different story. 
 
    They flap into the path of the tires and get tangled in the treads, ripping the bloody rope from his abdomen. It unravels with a grotesque slurping that sends everything once held within his ribcage splattering across the quaint downtown streets of Sonny Valley. 
 
    His hollow torso gets blasted by a telephone pole, bursting like a pinata that’s already been drained of its candy. Body fragments go flying in every direction as we swing back and forth. 
 
    What the hell are we gonna do now? Felecia’s clinging onto me like a baby animal to its mother. I’m barely hanging on and Caylee’s dangling upside down beside us. We must look like a family of opossums. 
 
    “Felecia, please tell me you’re alright,” I beg. 
 
    “I don’t feel it happening. Even when he was biting me, I didn’t feel the infection. I barely drank and I don’t feel it. I’m not turning. I’m okay. Caylee, I fucking love you, you crazy bitch. What are you doing?” 
 
    “Right back atcha girl. I’m just kinda hanging out, you know. Noah, what do we do now? I don’t know how much longer I can dangle here like this.” 
 
    “Okay, I got an idea. I’m gonna try to slide us closer to the base of the cannon. Caylee, I’m gonna have to nudge you along, unless you can do a sit-up from hanging position.” 
 
    “A sit-up, from here, are you nuts?” 
 
    “Caylee, just grab onto me, climb your way up to Noah, then climb up him until your hands are on the cannon. And no, cannon is not codeword for his wing wang.” 
 
    “Which I happen to be dangerously close to right now. What do I do with the canteen? It’s empty, just drop it? Hold on, I can throw it onto the roof. Okay, here I go.” She grunts and groans while pulling herself up Felecia’s body, one hand over the other. “Oh my god are your legs soft. Felecia, what the hell, are you made of silk?” 
 
    “Just keep climbing, you can touch me all you want on the helicopter.” 
 
    “Sorry, sorry, I just didn’t realize you’d be this soft. I’ve never touched another girl. Remember, sheltered life up until now. Hello,” she whispers with a smile, her face inches from mine. 
 
    She climbs my vest like a ladder until she’s hanging from the gun turret with all four limbs, her hair brushing my face before she begins sliding her way towards the Stryker. 
 
    I shimmy my way after her, inching closer… 
 
    Until the cannon turns. 
 
    We all shriek at the same time but I’m just gonna pretend it was the girls because mine was definitely high pitched enough to be mistaken for one of them. 
 
    We’re rotating back the way we came and I don’t know if this is a good thing or not. On one hand, we’re not slamming into the side of the Stryker and getting sucked up in the wheels like those who fell before us, but now we’re pointed at the fuel truck again. 
 
    The door clicks and begins lowering with a mechanical hissing noise. They’re opening the door for us. We don’t need to climb onto the roof. They’re giving us a shelf to drop onto. Oh thank god, because I did not see that ending well. There was no way I could have muscled my way back up. 
 
    Felecia swings her feet until they’re touching, relieving some of the pressure from my arms. She lets go, dropping onto the steel door, as gracefully as can be expected for a girl with her pants around her ankles. 
 
    “Okay, I’m down,” she shouts up to me, wiggling into her fatigues the same way she gets into the jeans she was wearing the day this all began. 
 
    I let go, crash landing beside her on the door certainly not meant for jumping on. A little padding would be nice. 
 
    My breaths come in tiny spurts, looking up as Caylee unwraps her legs and drops down on top of us. We greet her gentle landing with open arms and pull her in for a giant group hug that’s really more of a cuddle in our current position. 
 
    “We’re alive,” Caylee laughs into Felecia’s shoulder before kissing my cheek. “We’re alive. I thought that was it. Felecia Marie Harmon–” 
 
    “Yeah that’s not my middle name.” 
 
    “Don’t you ever scare me like that again. You hear me? You either,” she adds, poking her finger into my chest. “If this is what you guys do every time you’re out there, you are so lucky this is almost over because I will totally ground you if you ever pull a stunt like that again. I will get little monkey backpack leashes and tie you to me.” 
 
    “I think I can accept that,” Felecia laughs. “Guys, I think we mighta wasted the last of the saltwater. I don’t think I was turning after he bit me.” 
 
    “Oh no, I don’t freakin’ think so missy, not after I just hung upside down from a damn tank.” 
 
    “And I love you for it, you are a certified badass, but I didn’t feel it in my veins like before. I never got thirsty.” 
 
    “So,” I say slowly, “you think we’re immune because we’re already infected?” 
 
    “I don’t particularly want to test my theory, but I don’t think his bite was anything more than a bite. Cayles, when you poured water on it, was there any smoke? Steam? Like boiling water or blowing out a candle?” 
 
    “No. No, I don’t think so. It just sorta washed away the blood. I didn’t see any smoke though. Should I?” 
 
    “We’ve seen it every other time,” I say, finally getting to my feet, despite the fact that I’d rather stay here holding two perfect girls in my arms. “Which means, you weren’t infected because you already are. We already have it. Their blood can’t contaminate us again because it’s still in our systems.” 
 
    “So we really are zombie sisters?” Caylee asks as they push themselves to their feet. “Our blood might be able to save the world. Maybe they can find a cure through us.” 
 
    “Let’s get on that helicopter first.” Neil’s voice startles all three of us, like we forgot there was anyone else here. 
 
    It looks like a bomb went off inside the Stryker. Sami’s got her big brother pinned in the corner. Paul’s dad is on the floor, clutching his arm, blood seeping from between his fingers. Rodriguez is down, the pilot, head tipped back, trying to stop his nose from bleeding. Scott’s doubled over, holding his stomach in pain. What the hell did this kid do? 
 
    Marty makes eye contact with me and shakes his head. “He can’t stay.” 
 
    “What are we gonna do?” Neil fires back, glaring at Marty through his one good eye. “We’re not leaving him out here to die. I can’t even believe we’re discussing this.” 
 
    “We ain’t discussing it.” Marty grumbles incoherently while rubbing the side of his head. I didn’t see it until now but his gray hair is stained red just above his ear. He must have taken a hit as well. “No discussion to be had, that kid is not getting on the helicopter.” 
 
    “Marty–” 
 
    “No!” He cuts Neil off with a swipe of his hand through the air, trying to steady himself as we take a sharp corner. Not sure if I like this wild ride more when I can see it or not. “You work with these kids, I get it, you got a soft spot in your heart for them, I’ve been there. I’ve driven their buses. He doesn’t mean harm, I know, but he nearly got us all killed. What happens when we’re up there?” he shouts, pointing skyward. “When he gets scared or confused and has an episode two thousand feet in the air, what happens then?” 
 
    “He’s a kid, Marty,” Neil shouts, clawing at his hair in frustration. “He’s a person, just like you and me and he deserves to be alive.” 
 
    “But he’s not like you or me, is he? Look at him. Look! Do you think he has any freakin’ idea what’s going on right now? We put him on that chopper, I’ll tell you this, none of us are stepping off alive.” 
 
    “Then I’m staying here with him. He doesn’t get on, neither do me or my brother.” 
 
    “Neil…” Scott shakes his head gravely, not fully on board with his brother’s threat. 
 
    “They took us in last night. They didn’t need to help us but they did. Scott, we owe them our lives, we’re not getting on that helicopter without them.” 
 
    “What if we tie him up?” I ask, knowing how immoral it is, but not seeing any way around it. 
 
    “He’s a human being,” Neil says as if I’m a monster for suggesting it. We all stumble to the side on another turn, tension rising as we weigh the worth of a human life. 
 
    “Even tied up,” Scott says, still shaking his head at the idea of staying behind, “what happens when he thrashes around like that again?” He looks at Rodriguez on the floor, finally stopping the blood gushing from his nose. “Sir, you’re the pilot, what happens if he does that in the air?” 
 
    “We’re gonna be weighed down as it is. This is too many people. The space is too small. If he rocks that cabin, and I can’t correct it, we’re going down.” 
 
    “Can everybody just stop talking like we’re not right here?” Sami says with tears in her eyes. “He’s gonna do it again, whether I’m by his side or not. Tying him up will help, but, it’s not gonna be enough. He has to be sedated,” she says, looking directly at Dr Hopkins, sorrow overcoming her brave voice. “If he’s not asleep, the whole way, we can’t get on that helicopter with you. I don’t know what Mom was thinking, she knows small spaces freak him out. I can’t let you die for trying to help us. Thank you for everything, but we can’t go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    “Max, go faster! Push it. We’re losing them.” 
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you? This is as fast as it goes.” 
 
    “Yeah yeah,” Norwood yells through the hatch. “Whatever, just go faster. Your name is Max, isn’t it? Well fucking take us to it!” 
 
    Maxwell shakes her head with an aggravated exhale one might expect a dragon to make. She’s telling the truth, I can see the speedometer from here, this thing doesn’t go any faster. We’re pushing sixty with a full load and if this bad boy has an empty light, it’s blinking like crazy right now. She’s had the pedal to the metal since we left the city streets for the rural route up to the dam. 
 
    It’s weird watching the world fly by on a little monitor. It doesn’t feel real. That could be any highway heading into the mountains, and not what I would be seeing if I had a window to look out of. 
 
    Preventasis Labs, there’s the driveway, the main entrance. Is this really where it all started? I don’t get it, how would it be created here but not infect anyone until it hit Leyland? That doesn’t even make sense. Why would they make something like this in the first place? It’s clearly some kind of biochemical weapon and Preventasis is all about drug treatment and alternative medicine. I highly doubt Kristen’s mom went from curing cancer to turning our nation’s enemies into zombies. 
 
    Then again, this is a new site off in the middle of nowhere and dear god is that a lot of black SUVs. They’re lining both sides of the access road to the lab, government plates. Something definitely went down here. Those are SWAT vans parked in the middle of the road, doors open, as they’ve been for days now. They jumped out with guns and shields and no clue what they were facing. 
 
    “Kristen, your mother works here, doesn’t she?” Dr Hopkins asks, bandaging his arm to cover the boy’s bite marks. 
 
    “No, she’s at the Leyland branch. When I head off to college, or, well, you know, was, she was gonna transfer here. Sell the house, move to Sonny Valley.” 
 
    “Huh,” he grunts, crinkling his eyebrows. “She wasn’t heading up the drug treatment program here? I bumped into her last week at the lab, carried a file box to the car for her. She said she was clearing out her office.” 
 
    “What? No. I mean, I haven’t really spoken to her since Jeremy left rehab but… Shit, she was doing it. Oh my god, she was leaving. Dad didn’t want him in the house. She was taking the apartment here, in the Valley, just so that piece of shit would have somewhere to go.” 
 
    “You haven’t talked to her since this all began?” 
 
    “Not since the stay inside text that morning. The night before, she messaged me, looking for Jeremy. I’m not like a bitch or anything, I tried, as soon as the phones were working again. She wasn’t behind this. I know Shane and all of his stupid theories but she doesn’t make weapons, of any kind, I’m telling you, it’s just medicine. Do you think she might be in there? Could she still be inside? What if she’s here?” 
 
    “Kristen,” I whisper, knowing she knows what I’m going to say but that doesn’t make it any less painful. “You haven’t heard from her this whole time. I know your mom, even if you guys weren’t speaking, the first thing she would have done is call you, and keep calling until she got through.” 
 
    “Well then fine, stop and let me off here. I’ll find her myself.” She shrugs away from my touch, turning her back to me. “I’ll meet you guys up there.” 
 
    “You know we can’t do that,” I say softly. “When we get to that dam, we have maybe ten minutes to fuel the chopper, get everything transferred and find those scientists. Ten minutes, if that, we need at least twenty. Kristen, I am so sorry, but we can’t go into that lab looking for her. We can’t. You know how many of those things we have behind us.” 
 
    “So I just lose everyone? My mom, my dad, my brother, my boyfriend, my friends, Jenny, Doug, Paul too? I have nothing left. Why are we even fighting to live?” 
 
    “You got us sweetie,” Felecia says, resting a hand on Kristen’s shoulder. “We’re all any of us have left. If I thought there was a chance your mother was in there, I’d be standing by your side, searching every room of that building. So would Noah.” 
 
    “You’re supposed to be a super mega bitch,” Kristen chokes out between sniffles. “What is wrong with you? Why are you so nice to me? After what my boyfriend did to you?” 
 
    “Because in that world, it didn’t matter how nice you were, you’d still get shat on. Super mega bitches got shat on less. This new world, it’s not gonna work like that, we’ll see to it that it doesn’t. I can be whoever I wanna be. So can you. We get to start over. And I don’t know about you, but I’d rather do it with the friends I didn’t get to have in my old life.” 
 
    Kristen turns to face me, flashing a defeated smile. “I don’t know where you found this girl who thinks she’s Felecia, but she’s awesome. And so is she,” she says pointing at Caylee. “You guys are gonna make some beautiful, amazing thrupple babies.” 
 
    “Oh my god,” Caylee mutters, turning nine shades of red before hiding her face in her hands. 
 
    “Yeah we are,” Felecia boasts with a grin and a wink. 
 
    Is she joking? She’s just kidding right? Why does everyone think the three of us are a thing? Are the three of us a thing? I mean, there are worse things in the world. 
 
    “He’s under,” Dr Hopkins says out of the blue, interrupting the magnificent image I had going on in my head. At least I think it came from out of the blue, it’s entirely possible he’s been talking for a while and I was too distracted to hear him. “I don’t know how long he’s going to be out, or if we have enough to get him to the airfield. I still don’t think we should be using all the anesthesia for this. We don’t have much.” 
 
    “That girl is way too strong,” I say quietly, trying not to make a spectacle out of this again, “and she’s been through way too much. She’s getting on that helicopter, so if that means we need to keep him unconscious, then that’s what we have to do.” 
 
    “Agreed,” he nods, despite his doubts. “But if we run out, and he has another episode…” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out then.” 
 
    “Half a mile,” Maxwell calls from the front. “That means less than a minute. The few glimpses I got, I’m gonna say about fifty to a hundred infects. They’ve got the chopper surrounded. What I wanna do is disconnect the fuel truck, circle around and get the majority to follow us away from our bird. But I don’t trust the good doctor’s weasel of a son, sorry Doc, so we’re leaving it hooked up. Explosions are out of the question, we can’t risk damaging anything. You guys are good but you can’t take out that many in the small window we have. Someone’s gonna have to go out there and lure them away from the heli so we can get a clear shot.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Neil proclaims proudly, not looking up from his feet. 
 
    “Neil, you can barely move.” I have more to say but stop, going back to the day this all started, when we went into that house for supplies. How much has he changed since then? Since his little brother stepped up and Neil begrudgingly took his place. Here we are, just a few days later, but somehow a lifetime has gone by. 
 
    “I got this Neil,” Scott says, resting his hand on his brother’s knee. “I promise, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I’m going too,” Norwood adds from his spot under the hatch. “He goes one way, I go the other. Divide and conquer. Soon as we’re at a safe distance, Caylee, Marty, you blast these cocksuckers with as many missiles up the ass as it takes to get them off. Nolecia, you guys clear the rest away from our god damn whirly bird, soldiers gas it up, sound like a plan? Don’t worry girl,” he says, tapping Caylee on the arm with his fist. “The three of you are Nolecialee. Soon as we re-kill these undead fuckers, we gotta load everything up and get in that dam. Oh and someone’s gotta kick those two turd nuggets from the fuel truck in the balls. I’ll let you decide that amongst yourselves.” 
 
    “This is my son we’re talking about here.” 
 
    “Well, sir, your son is a bitch who’s about to get kicked in his girly-boy balls. If I were you, I’d learn to deal with it. Now let’s kill some fucking zombies. You ready kid?” he shouts, slamming his hands off Scott’s chest. 
 
    “I’m ready.” 
 
    “You’re what? Oh hell no, fuck that. I’ve had to squeeze bricks out of my ass that were more ready to go than that. You gotta be freakin’ prairie dog ready, I’m talking sweat beading up on your forehead, butthole puckered, ready to rip a grumpy that the whole neighborhood’s gonna hear. That’s the kind of ready you need to be. Now are you fucking ready or not?” 
 
    “I’m fucking ready!” 
 
    “Wooooo! That’s what I’m talking about. Now slap me in the face and call me Bethany you little piece of shit Buckley!” 
 
    “Let’s fucking do this Bethany,” Scott roars, slapping Norwood’s crazy ass across the face with everything he has. 
 
    “Raaaa, hell yeah! Max, open the damn door.” He bounces off it like a caged animal, fighting for freedom. The second the tiniest stream of light penetrates the growing crack, he growls even harder, slamming himself against the door until the gap is large enough for him to squeeze through. “Big Poppa Dusty’s back! Now which one of you little shit stains wants a hug from daddy?” 
 
    “Is uh, is Bethany okay?” Caylee asks as Scott follows Norwood through the still opening door. “I feel like the elevator stops a few floors shy of the roof.” 
 
    “Oh the elevator goes nowhere near the top floor,” Felecia says with a smile. “But that’s exactly what it takes for us to win this war. Now get that sexy little ass in position,” she shouts, spanking Caylee’s plump rump along until her hand can no longer reach. “We got this,” she growls, pressing her forehead against mine, tapping her foot wildly to a song that isn’t playing. “We’re there. The helicopter’s right outside. We did it Noah. We made it. Let’s get the hell out of this shithole and never look back.” 
 
    “A hundred years from now, they’ll hear the name Nolecia whispered in the streets of Zombieopolis and shit their pants in fear. Let’s give these hungry hippos a dance they’ll never forget.” 
 
    We pry our sweaty foreheads apart, sick grins plastered on both our faces because that’s what it takes to survive. And we’re survivors who became warriors who survived the war because we’re not going down now. The second our feet touch the asphalt, it’s over. 
 
    I hold my sword in one hand, morningstar in the other, for old time’s sake. 
 
    The door touches down, letting the sunlight of the outside world flood the darkness we’ve been trapped in. It’s finally time to say goodbye. 
 
    We step out of the safety of our armored transport vehicle, ready to bring death and destruction to anyone who blocks our path. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    It takes my eyes a second to adjust. The sun somehow seems brighter up here on top of the world. A small lake, that was probably a river before they decided to turn Sonny Valley into a planned community, glistens beneath the crystal blue sky. It confuses the senses to see something so beautiful destroyed by this undeath that’s swept over the land. 
 
    Under the cover of dark and ominous clouds, it almost made sense to see the savage beasts mankind have become, destroying our world. At night, it was understandable in a way, that’s when monsters typically make their presence known. Even against the backdrop of a raging inferno, in my mind, it worked. When we passed through residential areas that had already been infected and destroyed by those who once called them home, that was something my mind could grasp. 
 
    But this is something different. The lake, the trees, the mountains, they feel like they should remain unscathed by this epidemic. It confuses my senses that they aren’t. 
 
    Infects float through ponds like driftwood, slowly washing ashore. They terrorize forests and farmlands. Nowhere is off limits to them. Even the ocean, they stalk the beaches as if its water isn’t detrimental to their wellbeing. 
 
    Now that their primary source of food has been depleted, I suppose they’ll scavenge the land, picking off wild animals and lone survivors. The safety we assumed wilderness would provide when this all began has been ripped away from us. They’ve come to claim the land, all of it. 
 
    Norwood’s racing towards the edge of the earth, drawing a pack of our new world leaders away from the helicopter. Understandable, that was part of the plan, but where the hell does he think he’s going? 
 
    This psychopath is full on sprinting towards the little metal railing at the edge of the viewing platform. I’m not close enough to confirm that it is indeed the edge of the world but I think it’s safe to say there is a bottomless pit on the other side of it. How do I know? Because there’s one of those binocular machines you have to dump quarters in to see through for like thirty seconds. If it’s there, it’s because we’re up high enough for people to say well I have to see what’s way down there, honey, give me a quarter. 
 
    He breaks into a baseball slide a few feet from the edge, skidding across the blacktop because he’s nuts. What is he doing? There are twenty zombies half an arm’s length behind him and he wants to slide into home plate, which is most certainly not home plate because if it was, there wouldn’t be a bottomless pit on the other side of it. Not a baseball fan but I’m pretty sure that would change the whole dynamic of the game. 
 
    Let’s assume there’s water and not a bottomless pit on the other side of that guardrail. From this height, if he hits the still surface of the reservoir, it’ll be the equivalent of jumping off a skyscraper. Not that it ever stopped us on the trestle, but that was into a river and not nearly this high. Fine, okay, so I didn’t jump off the trestle, it was scary and I didn’t exactly have a death wish, but I did jump off the ledges below it. It was like ten feet but still. 
 
    Oh my god he’s going over the edge! 
 
    Norwood slips below the bottom rung of the railing, catching himself on the support beam. My heart drops out of my body, exiting through my butthole before prairie dogging its way back in. 
 
    In the most ungraceful pole dancer move ever, his body sails out over the dam, legs flapping in the breeze before coming back and crashing into the cement wall. 
 
    His long line of gentlemen’s club patrons don’t realize what’s going on before it’s too late. The front row slam into the waist high railing, toppling over the edge as Norwood pulls himself up beside the pig pile. They’re too busy untangling themselves and knocking each other over to grab my friend who everyone said was more hassle than he was worth. How stupid must they feel now? 
 
    I’m not convinced his feet are actually touching the ground as he sprints back in our direction, waving his hands in the air, signaling for them to fire. 
 
    Marty must receive the message loud and clear because the Stryker rocks back and forth, dumping an empty shell, smoke emitting from the metal canister. I know because it lands a few feet beside us. 
 
    The explosion rocks the very foundation of the concrete platform we’re standing on. 
 
    Direct hit. 
 
    Norwood leaps into the air, not sure if he was thrown from the blast or if he just thought it would look cool and decided to jump. He lands on his side and rolls a few times before springing to his feet as bodies burst from the explosion. Cement spews everywhere, leaving rods of mangled rebar protruding from the edge of the platform, right where the clusterfuck of zombies once stood. 
 
    The sightseeing binocular machine teeters at the edge before tumbling over, exposing a woman caught on a piece of the corrugated metal piping. Her arms and legs flail wildly, slowly slipping from her dangling position over the edge. She claws at her chest, barking at the twisted piece of steel sticking out of her shoulder blade, as if yelling at it for having the nerve to dare impale her.  
 
    A series of smaller explosions rock the giant structure overlooking the reservoir. Caylee must be shooting grenades in Scott’s direction, leaving us the fifteen or so still surrounding the helicopter. They’re banging on its walls with a ruthless tenacity, somehow not realizing we’re approaching them. Have they been doing this so long they’re just pounding out of habit now? Stuck in a repetitive cycle their simple brains can’t break? 
 
    One head whips around to face us, followed in quick succession by fourteen others. Well, that answers that, cycle broken. Make that seventeen, two duck down and peer at us from under the tail. Military uniforms. They must be from the rescue team sent to extract the scientists. 
 
    I know why they failed, they couldn’t find their way inside. How the hell do we get in this damn dam in the first place? I envisioned a building with a door leading into the massive structure, and a hundred corpses trying to knock it down. I see no door. But I do see a hundred corpses. 
 
    One problem at a time. We’ll find the entrance later. Right now, we have a herd of underfed carnivores on our hands. Emaciated wails escape their bullet battered bodies. 
 
    For so long now, guns have been the deciding factor. Firepower ruled the world. Who had more guns. Whose were bigger. Guns turned into bombs and it became all about who could blow who up. We’ve known since the second World War that firepower would be the death of mankind, whether we all shot each other, blew ourselves up with bombs or cast the world into nuclear winter with atomic missiles. 
 
    We knew we’d go out with a bang. But I don’t think anyone realized this is how guns and weapons of mass destruction would end us. We put too much faith in them. They were our be-all, end-all. 
 
    And they failed us. 
 
    Bullets did nothing but mark their bodies with holes. Bombs and missiles, grenades, who are we kidding? That explosion didn’t take care of them. They may have disappeared from sight, but every single one of those infects who wasn’t hit directly and blown to bits, they’re down there in the water, splashing around, limbs missing, trying to find a way to get back up here and devour us. 
 
    We fell because we relied on guns to save us. 
 
    I swing my morningstar through some poor soul’s face. I can’t bring myself to look directly at them anymore. Not since we’ve known. He didn’t have to become this. It could have been prevented. All these lives, lost, for nothing. 
 
    We fought our way through Bayport, a seaside town, it’s named after a freakin’ port on a bay, you don’t get much more oceany than that. And still, a place that should have been spared due to proximity alone, even if by accident, gone. Everyone was too busy trying to shoot them. 
 
    With his jaw dismantled, I swipe my katana across his throat, putting him out of his infernal misery. I can’t wait for the day I no longer have to do this. 
 
    But a part of me is terrified. Am I too damaged to go back to normal? The things I’ve seen, and done, is it too late for me? Can you go back to being a functioning member of society? Next week, am I studying for final exams at some British high school academy, or whatever they call high schools there? Is there a normal after this? Or is this my normal and everything else is foreign now? 
 
    Like it’s second nature to me, I spin from the propulsion of hacking through someone’s neck and slice through the throat of the next in line. One fluid motion. No hesitation. 
 
    Blood sprays from his jugular but I wasn’t close enough to sever his head completely. It takes a follow up swipe from the spiked ball of my morningstar to crack through his spinal column. Bones crunch and flesh tears, knocking his bullet riddled head from its resting spot atop his mutilated neck. 
 
    What worries me even more than the three incoming corpses, so close I can feel the heat from their breath, is the fact that I barely register them as human. They’ve always been people to me. They were friends. Classmates. Familiar faces. And when I stopped recognizing them, I gave them human characteristics. Names. Backstories. Traits that made them similar to me. I turned the shells of their past selves into anthropomorphic beings. It wasn’t intentional. I’ve never thought about doing it, that’s just how my brain has processed these automatonic, human-like creatures. 
 
    Something’s changing. 
 
    I have to force myself to see the mother of three whose husband left her. I jam my foot into her stomach the second she lunges for me, forcing her back to standing position. The locket that rests on her exposed sternum doesn’t budge, held firmly in place by crusted over blood and pus. Are her children’s photos inside? Because I can’t picture it anymore. 
 
    I have to concentrate to see the young guy who just got his masters and moved back in with his parents until he finds a job. It’s hard to see him over the horrific hole where his eye should be, removed by a bullet at point blank range. The empathetic reaction that should come when I accidentally behead him doesn’t feel natural. I wasn’t even going for him. I was aiming for the mother, but my kick to the gut made her hunch over enough to duck my blade. 
 
    Before his head has a chance to hit the ground, I use my morningstar to backhand an army veteran biker, riding up the coast to walk his estranged daughter down the aisle. As the spikes rip through his leathery skin, I have to convince myself he’s not just another infect. He’s somebody. 
 
    All any of us wanted was the opportunity to live the life we thought we were promised. We knew it wouldn’t go back to normal, but maybe something close to it. Something that resembled the life we knew, where we could forget all of this enough to carry on. We knew we’d never be the same, not after all we’ve been through. But I’d hoped that maybe we could pretend. And in time, this would be a distant enough memory that we could be ourselves again. 
 
    I don’t know if that’s an option for me anymore. 
 
    The reluctance. The remorse. It’s missing. Is it something we get back? Or once it’s gone, it’s gone forever? 
 
    I don’t want to lose it. I want to be normal. I know that Noah Britton is still in there, longing to be set free. 
 
    Are they still in there? Tortured souls trapped inside of broken bodies, forced by some greater power to commit unthinkable actions they’d give anything not to be performing? Longing to be set free? What makes us any different? 
 
    We’ve all become killing machines. 
 
    Is there any going back for us? How do we re-assimilate? How do– 
 
    There’s someone in there. Someone’s inside the helicopter, face pressed against the window. That’s why they were banging on the walls, trying so desperately to get in. They knew he was still inside. Trapped. Waiting to die. I guess starving to death and slowly succumbing to dehydration beats being eaten alive. 
 
    I use my morningstar to uppercut a bearded man in a hat, sending teeth and bone fragments bursting into the air. We have to find our way back to society, and then find a way to once again fit in, because I can’t keep doing this. 
 
    The teeth stuck in his beard make my stomach churn. I’m still human. I may be a killing machine, but I’m only doing it to remain human. There’s no pleasure in killing anything, not for me. There never was, whether it was bugs in the house, or animals on hunting trips. I refused to do it. Not spiders for my mom. Not deer for my dad. I don’t find pleasure in death. I didn’t then. And I don’t now. I do it to live. And I have to live because I still have so much living to do. 
 
    Felecia’s eyes land on me before I take the bearded man’s life, and I know she’s seeing the same thing as me. I’m taking his so we can live ours. It doesn’t matter if we can’t coexist with other humans, because we have each other. And we have Caylee. We have Norwood and Marty. We have the Buckley brothers. We’re not alone. 
 
    I don’t know what kind of world we’re going to be flying into. But I know I’ll have my family by my side. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    The door doesn’t slide open until the last reanimated carcass has been laid to rest. 
 
    “Oh thank god, I was sure I was gonna die in there.” He salutes us both before jumping out and breathing in the air around him like he’s making love to it. “I’ve been stranded for days. What took you so long? Is that how we’re getting out, a god damn Stryker?” 
 
    “Um, I think there’s been some sort of confusion,” I say, trying to catch my breath but having a little trouble because this guy’s hogging all the oxygen. “You realize we’re not military, right?” 
 
    “That’s how we’re getting out of here,” Felecia says, pointing at the helicopter our confused friend just emerged from. “And we need to hurry. Where’s the entrance to the dam?” 
 
    “What the hell is going on here? They didn’t send you to get me? We can’t fly this thing out of here. We’re out of fuel, the battery’s dead, I’ve been stuck in there for days. The door to the dam is over there but it doesn’t matter, they got inside, we can’t hide in there.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Felecia screams, throwing her hand up to silence him. “What the fuck do you mean the battery’s dead?” 
 
    “I mean it’s dead. I’ve been running the communications system trying to get in touch with you. It died days ago. Who’s your superior? I’m gonna need to speak– oh son of a bitch, not her.” 
 
    “Collins?” Maxwell spews, damn near doing a spit take. So I’m assuming these two know each other, but why did she address him as if she were taking the lord’s name in vain in front of the Pope in the Vatican surrounded by arch bishops and a handful of saints? And a flock of nuns who just walked in. “What the fuck are you doing here?” 
 
    “Look, I didn’t ask to be put on this–” 
 
    “Bullshit!” 
 
    She continues marching toward him as he cowers, not stopping until she has him pinned against the side of the helicopter. 
 
    “Whose dick did you suck to get assigned to this mission?” 
 
    “Okay, someone please explain what the fuck is going on and why Private Twinkle Toes doesn’t think we’re flying out of here.” They only see the rage in Felecia’s eyes, but I see the desperation. 
 
    “Where’s the rescue unit?” His frail voice couldn’t scare a butterfly, but I think he meant for it to sound intimidating. 
 
    “You’re looking at it,” Maxwell growls, letting go of the sniveling soldier’s collar. “I’m what’s left, me and Rodriguez. They said there were no survivors. We’re here for the chopper and the scientists. Look, Collins, I don’t know what your last transmission was but the country’s gone. America fell. The whole continent, it’s being abandoned.” 
 
    “What? No.” 
 
    “We have been through hell and back. We’re extracting those scientists, and flying the fuck out of here. They have a squadron waiting for us outside of Yuma. From there, onto New York and then London. Tell me this thing still flies or so help me god.” 
 
    “It would, with fuel and a battery that wasn’t dead.” 
 
    “Battery, we can charge it off the Stryker. I’ve done it in the field. We got this. Nice job you two,” she says, resting a hand on each of our shoulders. “You guys are un-fucking-believable. You too Dustin,” she adds, aiming her fist behind us as he jogs over. “One more left in you? I hate to ask but I gotta get this son of a bitch charged and fueled and we have company about ten minutes out, maybe less. Can the three of you get them outta there? I need you. Our country, hell, this world, needs you.” 
 
    “Oh,” Norwood snorts, insulted, “you musta forgotten who you were talking to. We can do whatever we damn well please.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the nerdy guy in the fatigues says in one of those sarcastic tones where you know he’s not actually sorry. “They’re not military, and you’re trusting them to go in there and save a bunch of nerds in lab coats?” Ha, Poindexter calling someone else a nerd. Where does that phrase come from? Is Poindexter an actual person? I always meant to look it up. “I’ll refuel, maybe you go retrieve the–” 
 
    “See, I would,” Maxwell interrupts with a condescending smirk, “but I know you Collins. And I know the second you get her gassed up and charged, you’re outta here, feeding everyone some bullshit hero story. And quite honestly, I don’t know if I’d be able to get those nerds in lab coats out of there safely, but I’m betting my life on the fact that they can.” 
 
    “They’re kids,” he squeals. 
 
    “No, they’re not. They’re soldiers. Fuck that, they’re warriors. And if my gut’s right, they just saved the damn world. Guys, go, we got this under control here. Be careful, don’t do anything stupid. Their lives aren’t worth yours, no matter what they know. Whatever you do, get out of there alive.” 
 
    We all nod in unison, a mutual respect and understanding between us. Never thought I’d see the day when Norwood would respect anyone in uniform but here we are. It’s only more proof that our old world is gone, and with it, the versions of ourselves we used to be. 
 
    “So,” Felecia coos as we cautiously jog towards the cement staircase that I’m assuming leads down to an open door. I can’t see her face beside me but I know she’s grinning from ear to ear. “When’s the wedding and are we invited?” 
 
    “Oh ha ha, screw you. Dustin Norwood doesn’t get tied– No, but for real, you think I’d have a chance?” 
 
    “Trust me, I’m a girl, she so wants your Norwood.” 
 
    “Can you blame her though? Are they cheerio with interracial couples across the pond?” he asks in what I’m assuming is a British accent but it might have been Indian or possibly Norwegian. “How about triads? You know, throuples? Threesomes? Just asking for a friend.” 
 
    “God I hope so,” Felecia groans as I shake my head at his ridiculous statement which apparently isn’t as ridiculous as I’d assumed. “Because when that plane touches down, maybe before, we are taking that girl’s virginity in a night she will never forget.” 
 
    “Whoa, okay,” Norwood shouts, taking the steps three at a time. 
 
    “Wait, we’re what?” I ask, a little dumbfounded here because, did she say what I just think she said? 
 
    “Oh it’s happening with or without you but come on, we’re Nolecia, we do everything together. We’re practically attached at the hip.” 
 
    “You kind of are,” Norwood shoots over his shoulder before kicking the swinging door open and bursting through in classic cop pose like his sword is a gun. “I’d say you guys are whipped but you’re fucking awesome so it’s kinda like, you know, hashtag relationship goals,” he sings in a girly squeal, his voice echoing down the long corridor. “Oh zombie baby daddies, we’re here to save you, ya bunch of lab coat dumbasses! Come out come out wherever you are.” 
 
    “Well gee, how did that not work?” Felecia asks as four half eaten bodies come scrambling around the corner like kids trying to be first in line for breakfast-at-lunch-day in the cafeteria. 
 
    France has a famous island, don’t they? Let’s go there. I could really go for some french toast sticks. Those military MRE meal packets we ate on the drive were pretty good but it’s like substituting a power bar for a hamburger. Croissants, I know Europe has plenty of those. Mmmm, the Croissan’wich from Burger King. I’m not even hungry, who the hell brought up food? 
 
    Their sickly slobbering is amplified by the long hallway that leads to god knows where. Are we inside the dam? Our field trip to the one at Shasta Lake was years ago but from what I remember, this is kind of what it looked like. I wonder what happens when the power goes out. I bet Doug could tell me, he’s probably seen every episode of Life After People there is. Odds are, they did one about hydroelectric dams. 
 
    “I’ll get ’em from behind, you guys get the front,” he calls over his shoulder, breaking into a sprint. Does he not realize we’re all on the same side in a narrow hallway that has me feeling a little claustrophobic right now, and my bedroom in Mom’s apartment was most likely a linen closet in a past life. 
 
    He sprints towards them, giving me and Felecia no choice but to follow. Who put him in front? If we let him lead, we’re gonna be hanging over the edge of the dam on a guardrail, all with our own personal scientist clinging to our back. Ten bucks says I’m gonna get stuck with the one who doesn’t wear deodorant. 
 
    Norwood jumps at the last second, bouncing off the wall with one foot, propelling himself across the hallway and then doing it again on that side with his other foot. He’s literally climbing the wall. The momentum of his spring boarding wall acrobatics sends him sailing over them. He hits the ground and rolls on the other side, leaving them scratching their heads in confusion. 
 
    All four spin around but three keep spinning until they’re facing us again, deciding we’re the easier targets. Nope, never mind, the woman in the skirt spins once more, falling out of her remaining high heel with a bone shattering crack, crashing to her hands and knees. 
 
    The quarters are too tight, we can’t all be swinging swords at once. So I think we all know what I’m about to do. Flying karate kick! 
 
    The guy in the hard hat lunges for me. I spring into the air the second his feet leave the ground, pulling in one leg, stretching out the other beside me. The Noah ninja kick never fails, it’s the landing that doesn’t usually do so well. 
 
    The sole of my boot connects squarely with the center of his chest, knocking him backwards. I can practically feel Felecia rolling her eyes at me as she severs someone’s head and kicks the body away without ever leaving the safety of the ground. What can I say? Norwood’s wall crawling inspired me. 
 
    The worker in the hard hat stumbles backwards, arms flailing, trying to regain his footing, not realizing the woman with the freshly broken ankle is directly behind him, trying to stand up with her foot twisted sideways inside her shoe. The backs of his legs ram into her and he takes a tumble, falling directly into the path of Norwood’s sword. 
 
    I land in squatting position, on both feet, gracefully. I did it. I stuck the landing. It’s taken five days but I finally hit the landing. I didn’t fall. I’m on my feet. I did it. Take that zombie apocalypse. I’m still standing! 
 
    My sword slices through her weakened neck where she’s clearly been chewed on by members of the opposing army. Bite marks, from the back of her head, just below the bun so tight it must have been giving her a headache, right down her neck and spine. They bit right through the blazer, the shirt, what appears to be a blouse, her bra, it’s not ripped, those are teeth marks. But, are they human? Who has teeth that can rip through four layers of fabric? I don’t care how lowered or nonexistent your inhibitions are, is that possible? Can human teeth do that? 
 
    “Guys?” I say skeptically, staring at the shredded remains of the woman’s backside. “Those bite marks look human to you?” 
 
    “What do you mean? What else would they be?” Norwood asks, squatting down to get a closer look, pulling something out of the woman’s neck. “Definitely human.” He holds up a tooth before tossing it to the floor with a shake of his head. “It’s gotta be super zombies, to tear through her clothes like that.” 
 
    “No, wait.” Felecia motions us down beside her where she’s nudging the shredded fabric aside with the tip of her blade. “Look, those little scratches, they look like… claw marks. Is that from an animal?” 
 
    A heart stopping growl from somewhere down the hall answers that question. There’s something in here. Something that isn’t human. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    “Okay, what on Uncle Clyde’s hairy nutsack was that? Please tell me one of you is extremely hungry and that was just your stomach rumbling.” 
 
    I hold my sword a little tighter while returning to standing position, wishing I brought the morningstar with me. And perhaps a grenade launcher. Whatever that was, it sounds like something my sword may not be able to handle. 
 
    “It sounds bigger than whatever did this,” Felecia whispers, standing beside me. “These are small, like kitten claws. That sounded like something that belongs in Jurassic Park. And Norwood, may I ask why you know what your uncle’s nutsack looks like, or is this a story I’d rather not hear?” 
 
    “Oh he shows it to everyone, ever since Crazy Aunt Cybil caught him cheating and attacked his junk with a screwdriver. Phillips head.” 
 
    “Oww,” I gurgle, covering myself involuntarily at the thought of it. “I see why they call her Crazy Aunt Cybil.” 
 
    “What? Oh, nah, she got that name from her time in the loony bin, way before the screwdriver incident. Uncle Clyde’s drunk ass knew better. Just like we know better than to follow that sound but are probably gonna do it anyway.” 
 
    “Is there another option?” Felecia asks, looking down the hallway towards freedom, the way we came. “We could say they were already dead.” 
 
    “Sounds good, I like it, let’s go.” 
 
    “Guys,” I say, raising my hand to stop them. “Am I the only one who wants answers here? If they did this, it destroyed the world. Whatever it is, Felecia, you and I have it, so does Caylee. I don’t wanna spend the rest of my life wondering.” 
 
    Felecia closes her eyes and nods, not wanting me to be right any more than I want to be, but knowing I am. This is our one chance to get answers. To find out what this is. What might happen to us. 
 
    “For the record,” Norwood groans, “I hate the fact that you’re always right. Besides, I’m betting if we don’t have at least one of those science geeks, they’re not letting us on any military aircraft. You don’t think they joined together and formed one giant zombie, do you, like Transformers or the Power Ranger Zords?” 
 
    “If they do, we’re outta here, with or without the scientists.” 
 
    I lead us past the hallway our fearless foursome came from. It doesn’t go far, maybe forty feet. There’s a couple doors but they’re both open, definitely no one hiding in there. And this is why I’m in the lead, if it were Norwood, we’d be running down there ringing the dinner bell just looking for something to decapitate. 
 
    We’re taking too long as it is. I don’t know how much time they need to get the chopper going but I’m hoping it isn’t long because World War Z is making its way up the mountainside a lot quicker than any of us would like. 
 
    The narrow hallway opens into a giant chamber, dropping us off on a catwalk. Yep, this is what I remember the inside of a dam looking like, except on the field trip, we were down there. I don’t think the tours take kids three stories up where they can drop their precious phones, or themselves, into the turbines and generator looking things below. This must be some sort of maintenance platform. 
 
    Okay, maybe it was just them we heard. That might have been the growling, it only sounded loud because of the cathedral acoustics in here. There must be fifty of them, jumping up and down like this is a rave without the music, reaching for us, blatantly disregarding the safety signs, climbing the machinery in an attempt to get closer to us. They are going to have to form one mighty Megazord to get this high. 
 
    I didn’t think I was scared of heights but apparently that’s only because I’d never been on a rickety, steel grate bridge, overlooking a bunch of overheating turbine shafts that look dangerously close to exploding, with a herd of desperately hungry, man eating monsters below me. 
 
    Turns out, heights aren’t exactly my favorite thing in the world. Also not a fan of those red blinking lights and the buzzing alarm bursts coming from them. I’m no safety inspector but you just know it can’t mean anything good. 
 
    What the hell are those black dots on the catwalk? Are they moving? Shadows from the red alarm lights? Whatever they are, they’re coming towards us, and fast. They look almost like… 
 
    “Rats!” 
 
    Now I know for a fact I am not scared of rats, I actually find them to be quite adorable, though the ones with red eyes do creep me out a little. It’s not the fact that a small carpet of rodents is approaching us at breakneck speed that has me concerned. What I don’t like is the fact that they’re running towards us and not from us. And they’re showing no signs of stopping. Why do they look so mangey, and… bloody? 
 
    “They’re infected!” 
 
    I jump, spreading my legs and catching myself with one foot on each side of the catwalk. My heart damn near gets caught in my throat when I remember how high we are. I do not feel safe. This is not okay. As the safety inspector in this facility I cannot condone standing on the railings. Oh lovely, now my knees are quivering, this is not a good time to be balancing on wobbly feet. 
 
    The first rat leaps a solid two feet, its little jaws wide open. This fucker is attacking me. And if I didn’t jump when I did, he’d be hanging from my nutsack by his teeth right now. I’d be the next Uncle Clyde. 
 
    The walkway sways when Felecia and Norwood follow my lead and jump onto the middle railing. These things better not jump any higher because there’s only one more railing, and that’d be the top one. I don’t particularly want to be up there. Hell, I don’t want to be on this one. 
 
    Infected rats! Seriously? Well I guess this answers the question whether or not animals can be infected. And I’m not exactly thrilled with the answer. 
 
    Did they get turned by other rats or did a human zombie bite them like ankle bracelet girl back at the lake? Not important right now. 
 
    I jump down from my perch, feeling bones crunch beneath my feet. Their bodies being smooshed under my weight sends an unpleasant tingle up my spine. I was definitely not meant to be a serial killer. I’m sickened by the fact that I’m ending a living creature’s life, squeezing its guts through the holes in the steel grating. I know they’re not alive anymore, I can see the bite marks that killed them, but I’m having trouble telling my brain they’re not cute little defenseless fur munchkins. 
 
    They’re trying to gnaw through my boots and if I didn’t bring my foot down on another small cluster, they probably would have succeeded. I can feel Felecia and Norwood behind me, doing the same, because with every panicked stomp, the bridge wobbles a bit more. Yep, screw the rats, time to get our feet on solid ground before something bad happens. 
 
    I quicken my pace, gliding as gingerly as possible over the steel bars, trying my best not to anger them. I wonder how much weight this suspended platform is designed for. I wouldn’t imagine too much, we’re dangling from the ceiling via little cables. 
 
    My feet hit cement on the other side of the bridge from hell and it takes all my willpower not to drop down and make out with it. I probably would if I wasn’t thinking about the gruesome underside of my boots right now, spattered with blood and intestines, bone fragments, little clumps of filthy fur. 
 
    “This is just perfect,” Felecia squeaks between exasperated breaths. “We’ve got zombie rats. These scientists so better be worth it. Which way do we go?” 
 
    There’s a long, dark corridor in front of us, lit up by dim lights that cast an orange glow through the confined tunnel. I think we’ll avoid that way, I bet it spans the entire width of the dam. To the left is a short hallway with a window at the end, looking out over the valley below. A few closed doors. Promising. If I were a scientist, where would I hide? 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” Felecia grabs my arm, her fingers digging into my skin like she’s trying to grind my bones to dust. How is she grabbing both arms at once? Oh, nope, the other one’s Norwood. 
 
    “Sorry dude, I’m a little on edge. I just squished a bunch of zombie rats and that platform was not nearly as stable as I’d like it to be. I say we go that way, the noises coming from this hallway make me wanna pee my pants. And I think the girls have done enough of that for all of us. Owww,” he shrieks, in response to Felecia smacking his arm. 
 
    I don’t feel bad, he knew he had it coming, which is the only reason I didn’t laugh at his pee pee joke. 
 
    “Owww, what did I do?” 
 
    “I saw that smirk,” she growls, smacking my arm a second time. “You thought about laughing. I second Jackass’s idea, let’s go that way. Maybe just, close this door while we’re at it. If our science geeks are down there, they’ll knock on– Bear! Bear! Bear!” 
 
    Is she saying bear, like– 
 
    Holy shit that’s a fucking bear! 
 
    I grab the handle and help her slam it shut as if she actually needs my help. I don’t think it’s possible to slam a door any harder than she already is. Oh this is just what we need. It’s got a window! We’re in a dam, who the hell needs a window on a door inside of a dam? 
 
    Felecia pops in the little circle lock on the handle, looking at me with skeptically wide eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t see it holding either.” I take her hand and step back, bumping into Norwood. “I think we figured out what the noise was.” 
 
    It slams into the door full force, like a battering ram you’d use to breach the palace walls. Its snarling snout presses against the tiny window, which, on the bright side, is way too small for him to fit through. But I think one swipe of his giant Grizzly paw and the entire door handle is coming off, lock and all. 
 
    It’s infected. 
 
    Its entire ear is missing, they chewed off half its freakin’ face. No way is that thing alive. They brought down a Grizzly bear the size of a small planet. This is why they kicked Pluto out of our solar system, so they could add this beast. 
 
    “Go,” Norwood shouts over the growling and banging. “Find those fuckers. I’ll hold him off.” 
 
    “With what?” I shout back. “The superhuman strength you’ve been holding out on us?” 
 
    “I’ll find a pole or something to wedge in the handle. Part of the piping down the hall. I don’t know. Just go! Find them!” 
 
    We turn and haul ass towards the window to the outside world, banging on every door we pass. 
 
    “Is there anyone in here? We gotta go! Now! Hurry. If you can hear me, we gotta go! Get out, get out!” 
 
    “Noah,” Norwood screams from the four-way intersection of death, pipes in his hands that look suspiciously like they were ripped off a wall while still in use, which would explain the sudden influx of white smoke. “They’re coming from this shaft, I can hear them. There’s a door but I can’t close it, I think it needs a key. We gotta get outta here. This thing’s not gonna hold.” 
 
    “No one down here,” Felecia calls from an open doorway. “These three are all unlocked. Empty. If they’re down that way, with the bear…” 
 
    The door opens before my hand hits the handle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    Through the tiniest crack between the frame and the door, I can see a face peering out at me, something shiny reflecting in his hand. Is he aiming a gun at me? We really don’t have time for this. 
 
    “Guys, it’s people!” the voice shouts, throwing the door open so enthusiastically you’d think we were his mail order bride. Did he just drop a stapler? He did, that’s a stapler he held up to the door. “They’re soldiers! With swords! We’re saved!” 
 
    “Not yet you aren’t, hurry, we gotta get the hell out of here,” I say, shifting my gaze to Norwood and the metal bars he’s trying to wedge through the door handle. “We’ve got an angry Grizzly and a hallway full of infects coming this way. There’s five of you?” 
 
    “Yes, they told us to wait right here, so we did, but it’s been days. We started tying our jackets together to drop them out the window but we’re still about ffiteen feet shy.” 
 
    “Forget the jackets, time to go. We got a helicopter waiting outside. Hurry! Everyone out, now!” 
 
    “Right,” he says, pushing his glasses further up his nose like a cartoon nerd. “Should we bring our papers and samples?” 
 
    “Can you get them quickly? They sound important. Yes, grab them and run. Go go go!” 
 
    “Noah, is that you?” 
 
    “Mrs. Abbot?” Well I’ll be damned, she was right. 
 
    “Do we know her?” Felecia asks, her antsy legs shaking uncontrollably. 
 
    “This is Kristen’s mom.” 
 
    “Oh. Ohhh, Kristen’s mom,” she says, stopping her legs momentarily. “Our Kristen? Holy shit, she was right. Good thing we didn’t let her search the lab.” 
 
    “Kristen’s alive?” her mother asks, throwing her hands up to cover her mouth. “Oh thank god. She’s alive. She’s here?” 
 
    “She’s out there loading up the chopper. We don’t have long. Get what you need, hurry, they’re waiting for us.” 
 
    “Oh my god, I can’t believe it. I didn’t think we’d ever make it out of here alive,” she cries, grabbing a briefcase. “I don’t understand. What’s going on? Why are you here?” 
 
    “Everyone’s dead, North America’s gone, we’re heading to Europe. They’ve got some military aircraft waiting for us on the Arizona border.” 
 
    “America’s… gone?” 
 
    “They’re evacuating the last survivors out of the east coast. It’s spread throughout the continent and into Asia.” 
 
    “Dear god, what have I done?” she mumbles to herself, her eyes glistening in a state of shock. 
 
    “What do you mean, what have you done?” Felecia asks, finally stepping into what appears to be some sort of conference room, her leg bopping so fast she might drill a hold in the floor if she stands there too long. 
 
    “We never meant… It wasn’t designed for this… It was just, it was supposed to cure addiction… Jeremy… It wasn’t ready.” 
 
    “You created this?” I ask as calmly as humanly possible, given the circumstances. 
 
    “No, I mean yes, we did, but not for this. It wasn’t ready, it’s nowhere near ready. We’re still in the early stages. It wasn’t meant for human consumption yet. This is just preliminary work. He took it. My god, this is all my fault. I didn’t want to believe he did it but he did, it was him.” She falls against a filing cabinet, too distraught to stand. 
 
    “Mrs. Abbot, what is it? Is there a cure?” I squat down beside her, needing to get to the bottom of this a lot quicker than she’s willing to lead us there. “Can this be stopped? Because the government thinks you have answers they need.” 
 
    “I don’t, I don’t know. It’s highly volatile at this point in the process. It wasn’t meant for this.” 
 
    “Then what the fuck was it meant for?” Felecia shouts, helping me hoist Kristen’s mother to her feet. 
 
    “Addiction,” she says slowly, her blank stare meeting my intent gaze as if I’m the one who yelled at her. “It was meant to cure addiction. Addicts will always be addicted to something, it’s in their DNA. So rather than try to eliminate it all together, we realized we had to get them addicted to something harmless, something they always had, something that was a part of them, so that the addiction was focused inward.” 
 
    “Blood.” I whisper, watching the dots connect in my head as if they’re physically there. 
 
    “It was meant to be their own blood, not the blood of others. We were testing it on mice but they all essentially turned into vampires.” 
 
    “Vampires?” Felecia squeals. “Vampires? That’s funny because I don’t see any Edwards out there, just a bunch of fucking zombies!” 
 
    “We had to infect the mice first, with an addiction, in order to cure it. The samples that went missing, they were meant to create addicts. The mice kept viciously attacking each other, and us, it was too much for them to handle. It made their brains shut down, all they could focus on was their addiction. It controlled them, not just their brains, their bodies. It became all consuming.” 
 
    “Ya think?” Felecia snaps. 
 
    “We had no idea what it would do to humans, we were never meant to find out, we’re nowhere near trial studies. It shouldn’t have even been used in animal testing, it was too early. We were losing too many specimens, the mice, they kept having to be put down but they just wouldn’t die. The addiction mixed with the cure, it spawned results similar to LSD and bath salts with heightened… I can’t believe this is happening.” 
 
    “It’s already happened. Is there a cure?” I ask sternly, holding her by her deflated shoulders. “Why does saltwater stop the infection?” 
 
    “Saltwater?” she repeats, slowly, like she’s in a trance. “You mean, saline? It was a technique we implemented a week or so ago, to cancel the effects of the addiction disease. We weren’t ready to begin testing on animals but they forced us, I used saline to inject the mice. As long as I got the saline into their systems before the disease, it counteracted the addictive tendencies. I didn’t feel right, sacrificing so many mice for something that wasn’t anywhere near ready to be tested.” 
 
    “What happened to the mice you gave the saline to?” Felecia asks coldly, forcing Mrs. Abbot to look at her as the roomful of scientists scurry about. “Because we’re those mice. We have it.” 
 
    “You’re infected?” she murmurs, swaying on wobbly legs. “We’d only been studying them for a short while. They seemed normal for all intents and purposes but I don’t know, it was too early to say for certain. The only real side effect, if you can call it that, is, well, they weren’t, exactly…” 
 
    “What?” Felecia shouts, slamming her hand against the filing cabinet, startling everyone in the room as they gather around the door, presumably with all of their belongings. “They weren’t exactly what?” 
 
    “Alive.” 
 
    “Alive?” I repeat, lost. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Their vitals displayed as dead, only, well, they weren’t. They were very much alive.” 
 
    “That’s why we started calling them the vampire vermin,” the man who first opened the door says with a smile, as if this is the least bit amusing. “It’s really quite fascinating. We had a running joke that they wouldn’t have reflections but they’d never know because mice don’t have mirrors,” he says with a chuckle that ends in a strong throat clearing when he realizes we aren’t laughing. “Apparently you had to be there.” 
 
    “Back up the truck Sheldon,” Felecia yells, extending a finger to quiet him. “Are you telling me I’m dead?” 
 
    “No,” he laughs. “Don’t be ridiculous. You’re clearly alive as alive can be, but technically, yes, you’re essentially a living, breathing corpse with a heartbeat.” 
 
    “What the fuck does that even mean?” she shrieks, stomping her feet in a mini temper tantrum. 
 
    “To be perfectly honest,” comes another voice in the room, a woman, “we have no idea. This is all uncharted territory. Quite frankly, we are as baffled by the results as you are.” 
 
    “You’re baffled?” Felecia snorts in a violent exhale. “We’re dead, technically,” she adds in air quotes, “and you’re as baffled as we are? You just told me I’m a vampire zombie.” 
 
    “Actually, we said vampire, you said zom– Not important,” Sheldon interrupts himself, taking a step back when he sees the daggers Felecia is sending his way. 
 
    “If it’s so experimental,” she continues, aiming her venomous words at all of them, “then why the fuck does half the world have it?” 
 
    “Kristen’s brother,” Mrs. Abbot pipes up, timidly, and rightfully so, Felecia might throw any one of them from the open window at any second. “Jeremy, he’s been staying with me, here, in Sonny Valley. Kristen, my husband, they don’t know. They gave up on him but I’m his mother. He’s still in there. I swear to you, he is, I saw it, he was so desperate to kick his addiction. It really is a disease, it is. I didn’t mean to but, I let it slip. I told him what I was working on. He must have stolen my keys. He broke into the lab. By the time I got there, it was too late, he was gone, and so were the samples from that day.” 
 
    “Monday night,” I say, not needing her to continue. He stole the samples and injected them. Jeremy was the frequent flyer Dr Hopkins mentioned. He was patient zero. Kristen’s brother, in a desperate attempt to rid himself of the so called disease, infected himself with something far more lethal than any addiction mankind has ever experienced. 
 
    “They sent government officials in to investigate,” she says, dropping her head in shame. “But that was Tuesday morning, it was too late. As soon as the news broke, we knew what had happened. We knew. They knew it wasn’t ready for testing. We told them. We pleaded, but they wanted to fast track it. It wasn’t ready. You have to believe me, we never wanted this. We wanted to end addiction, that’s all. This was never our intention. Ever!” 
 
    “Noah, Felecia,” Norwood screams at the top of his lungs. “Run! They’re here!” 
 
    “Go, go!” I shout, ushering the five of them out of the room, trying to get my head in the game while attempting to wrap it around everything we’ve just been told. The answers only pose more questions, but at least we have some answers. I’m not sure they’re the ones we wanted, but then again, I don’t know what those answers would be. Are we even fighting zombies, or are these vampires? Or simply addicts willing to kill for their next fix? What does that make us? 
 
    In a weird way, the truth is sort of comforting. It wasn’t a biochemical weapon. We weren’t attacked. This wasn’t meant to be malicious, it was meant to cure an epidemic. When all it did was start a new one. One that made the voluntary disease we call addiction seem like a mild inconvenience. 
 
    Kristen’s brother made a choice. He weighed his options each and every time he injected something into his arm, whether it was heroin, or a highly experimental drug he thought might fix him. Those were his decisions to make. We all deal with life in different ways. But those were decisions he had the freedom to make. 
 
    The vampire zombie addicts about to come spilling out of the tunnel, they didn’t get to decide. This was forced upon them. And now the many get to suffer for the mistakes of the few. They just destroyed the world, trying to rid it of a voluntarily contracted disease that didn’t actually exist. 
 
    “Follow him,” I yell, corralling them onto the catwalk. 
 
    “Wait,” Kristen’s mom shouts in a panic, skidding to a halt in the intersection of death. “Kiwi, who has Kiwi?” 
 
    “We’re not stopping for a fruit,” Felecia screams, pushing her along. 
 
    “No, no, not the fruit. The mouse. The first one infected. He might hold the answers. His cage, it’s on the table by the window. We need Kiwi.” 
 
    “Go,” I call over my shoulder, racing back into the conference room. “I’ll catch up! Felecia get her out of here!” 
 
    I can’t believe I’m risking my life for a mouse. Maxwell is never going to let me hear the end of this. If the scientists aren’t worth dying over, you know damn well how she’s going to feel about a lab rat. But he’s had this infectious disease longer than any of us. 
 
    Kristen’s mom is right, his DNA may very well hold the answers we’re looking for. He didn’t ask to be injected with this poison, he’s no different than us. I can’t let him die in vain because that means Felecia, Caylee and I are next. If that little vampire vermin might be able to save us, to save the world, I will do whatever it takes to get him out of here alive. 
 
    Kiwi! There he is. By the window, just like she said. And oh my god is that a long way down. Were they seriously going to repel from the window, on lab coats? The things we do to survive. 
 
    I burst out of the room moving too fast to stop myself in time and crash into the wall across the hallway. I just need to get through the intersection before they come piling out of the corridor that– 
 
    Too late. They’re here. How in the hell am I supposed to fight them off with a little plastic cage in my hand? Is shaken baby syndrome a problem for mice? Because it’s about to be. 
 
    What was I thinking having them leave me behind? I can’t do this on my own. Not while holding Kiwi. If it were just the first two through the doorway, maybe, but with the three that popped out after, I don’t stand a chance. 
 
    They haven’t even noticed me yet, drawn to the line of scientists being led along the narrow platform, ripe for the picking. 
 
    The first one through the tunnel vanishes, darting right past me in his pursuit. He disappears from sight, making his way onto the catwalk, but comes flying back through the intersection, crashing into his partners in crime. 
 
    Felecia swings her katana, relieving his neck of the added weight of his head. She didn’t leave me. We’re Nolecia dammit, if we go down, we go down together, swinging, because that’s what warriors do. 
 
    I jump into the fray, beheading one from behind while smashing someone’s face into the floor with a Norwood style curb stomp. Sorry Kiwi, you’re gonna have to sit this one out. 
 
    I slide his cage across the floor towards the suspension bridge, hoping Mrs. Abbot takes the hint and grabs him because I’m a little busy here. 
 
    A flying leg tackle takes down the next one through the doorway. His knees buckle and crunch the second my shoulder makes contact. 
 
    Someone spots me on the floor and decides to take that as an invitation. His overly eager leap meets my backhanded swing, leaving his head rolling in one direction, his body in the other. 
 
    They just keep coming. I raise my leg behind me and mule kick another entrant in our battle royale, sending him crashing into two more coming up behind him. We need to get out of here, there are zombies as far as I can see, an endless line of them, pouring out of the tunnel. 
 
    Kristen’s mom’s got the mouse, I can see her timidly making her way across the catwalk, easily catching up with the others who appear to be taking baby steps. I get it, I’m all of a sudden not too fond of heights either, but do they not know what’s going on back here? Time isn’t exactly a luxury we have right now. 
 
    An explosion from somewhere beside us draws my attention. Is this place starting to blow? I knew those alarms meant nothing good. 
 
    Oh fuck, it’s worse than an explosion. The bear! 
 
    The bear just blasted his way through the door, bending the metal pipes Norwood wove through the handle. 
 
    The infected beast lets out a horrendous roar, loud enough to drown out every curse word playing on a loop in my head. Yep, that’s about every one I know. Time to go. 
 
    Felecia dives from the crowded hallway onto the platform which appears to be swaying a lot more than it was before. I go to leap over the pile of mostly headless corpses but don’t make it in time. It turns out Grizzly bears, even dead ones, are really fucking fast. 
 
    I drop to my stomach as he pounces. The chick I was about to behead apparently didn’t think it was necessary. His jaw crushes her petite frame in half, midair, sending a stream of blood splattering the ceiling. 
 
    I’m on my feet before the bear’s massive body has squashed what’s left of the zombie girl, who it turns out might actually be a vampire. 
 
    “Felecia, run! I’m right behind you!” 
 
    With a quick glance over her shoulder, she takes off. Whoa, okay, this thing isn’t the best to run on. Looks like this is going to be a low speed chase. One where you do not look down, already made that mistake. That is a long fall and there are frenzied sharks down there waiting to rip us to shreds, and I’m quite certain they smell blood in the water. 
 
    It looks like the others are across, Kristen’s mom is almost there. How long has she been walking, fifteen seconds, maybe twenty? Okay, I can do that. Fifteen seconds, we got this. Just as long as– 
 
    Son of a bitch, here they come. And they apparently did not get the walking only memo. 
 
    The bridge shakes wildly, swaying back and forth as the steel frame creaks and groans. I can barely move, it’s like trying to run across one of those wood and rope bridges on the playscape by my old house. All I can do is hang onto the railings for dear life as they race towards us, half of them toppling over the edge and crashing into the turbines below. 
 
    I tuck the sword into its sheath, needing both hands just to hold me up. We’re not even halfway there. How the fuck are we going to get across with them shaking the damn thing? 
 
    The cable beside me snaps. 
 
    There’s too much weight. Too much motion. It wasn’t meant to sustain this kind of stress. 
 
    Another cable snaps, whipping one of the zom-pires. He goes sailing over the edge, falling three stories into a mosh pit of his brethren. The rest don’t care or so much as notice, they’re crawling over each other to get to us. Snapping cables left and right. Pushing each other over the side. We’re not gonna make it. I try to take a step but it’s rocking uncontrollably, I can’t even move. 
 
    The Grizzly’s eye zeroes in on me. As if he can smell my fear, the twenty or so bodies between us become irrelevant. He charges, trampling the mob of human carcasses that carpet the steel grating. How much do Grizzly bears weigh? Whatever it is, it’s too much. 
 
    The cables snap. We’re going down. 
 
    The bridge collapses. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    It’s too far of a fall. Even if we did manage to survive, the floor is crawling with dead things that want to eat us, and pretty soon, a bear. 
 
    “Leesh, the rafters!” 
 
    I hop onto the railings, taking it a step past the rat incident with both feet on the top rung as cables snap all around us. 
 
    This is stupid, so stupid! But what else are we supposed to do? 
 
    I latch onto the metal beams that crisscross the ceiling, dangling three stories high as the catwalk crashes to the floor, clanging off turbines and generators in an explosion of metal. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I holler in a panic, trying to look over my shoulder to see her but my crossbeam is pointed in the wrong direction. 
 
    “You called me Leesh,” she swoons from somewhere behind me. “So you know how you made me strap a sheath to my back even though I said I didn’t need one because I’m a warrior and warrior’s never let go of their swords? Thank you honey snooks,” she whines in a sing songy voice. “But now what? Just monkey bar it the rest of the way?” 
 
    “We’re gonna have to. Can you make it?” I cough, trying not to breathe in the dust falling from the rafters in clumps as big as the rats we trampled. 
 
    “Yeah, as long as I don’t look down. I swear to god, Noah, I was never scared of heights before today.” 
 
    “You too? Because I wasn’t either, until this stupid thing started swaying. In fact, I’m pretty sure I joined you and Caylee’s peepee club.” 
 
    “I’m offended… that you could think all it takes is a little tinkle in your undies to be inducted. No no no, it takes a whole stream, I mean full on bladder release. This club isn’t for amateurs who– uh oh.” 
 
    “Uh oh? What uh oh? Why’d you uh oh?” 
 
    “I just got turned around. There’s a huge ventilation shaft about fifteen feet in front of us. It cuts right across the middle of the room. We can’t make it.” 
 
    I crane my neck over my shoulder and yep, she’s right, it cuts right through the rafters, eye level with us. 
 
    “Do you think we can slice it open and then crawl through?” 
 
    “I don’t know if our swords can cut through metal.” I look back the way we came, nothing blocking our path in that direction. “What if we go back that way?” 
 
    “Then what? If you even so much as suggest shimmying down that lab coat rope, we are officially over Noah Britton. Do you hear me? We are no longer a couple.” 
 
    “What about the other hallway, where the bear was?” I ask, looking down at the devastation below, even though I know better. “I can safely say he’s not down the hallway anymore. Maybe it loops around or something. There’s gotta be a main entrance.” 
 
    “Okay, we need to hurry though, this is killing my hands,” she groans, while turning back around. It’s not easy hanging onto these flat pieces of metal, they’re not exactly made for comfort or mobility. “Oh shit, Noah, monkey bar zombie! Behind you!” 
 
    What? Monkey bar zombie? 
 
    I turn around using a diagonal brace beam and– she is not exaggerating. What in the actual fuck, how did he get up here? He’s swinging from one beam to the next like he’s freakin’ Tarzan in camouflage, spittle flying every time he grabs onto the next bar. There’s no one-hand-in-front-of-the-other shimmying like we’re doing, this is the equivalent of running, except dangling! 
 
    He’s coming in too fast, I don’t even have time to devise a plan. I don’t know what I’d do if I did. Son of a bitch, here he comes! 
 
    Monkey Bar Master lets go, throwing himself at me, mouth open, arms outstretched, looking to feed the addiction he never asked to have. It was forced on him. This isn’t the path he chose. But I can’t think about that. Right now, it’s him or me and I can’t look at him like a victim. 
 
    All sympathy goes out the window. 
 
    I raise my legs, swinging them out in front of me, pulling myself up on the dusty beams. He wasn’t counting on me to move. And even if he was, it’s too late to reverse direction now that he’s airborne. 
 
    My feet slam into his chest, knocking him backwards. He sees it coming, I can tell by the look in his eyes. That expression makes everything so much worse. He’s still in there. Some part of him knows what’s going on, but the addiction wins out. 
 
    He can’t fight it, no matter how hard he tries. It’s in his bloodstream, his brain, it’s taken over. His body is nothing more than a host, possessed by something more powerful than we as a species have ever faced. 
 
    He reaches for me, trying to cling on, to grab hold of something. But the blow to the chest was just too much to bounce back from. His fingers brush against my legs but can’t hold on. 
 
    He plummets to his demise. I hear him splatter off a turbine but I’m not making the mistake of looking down again because if I do, I’ll probably barf and I want to keep those MREs right where they are, in my stomach, that is of course until I have to poop five minutes into the helicopter flight. 
 
    Helicopter flight, we’ve gotta get out of here. They can’t wait forever and we must be approaching the ten minute mark by now. Whatever’s left of Sonny Valley, and I assure you there’s a lot of them, are racing up the winding mountain road right now. If they’re not here already, then they’re too close for comfort. 
 
    I can’t bring myself to swing from the rafters like monkey bars but I certainly quicken my hand over hand shimmying. 
 
    “Hey Noah, after hearing what Kristen’s mom said, when we get to England, they’re gonna wanna run tests on us, aren’t they? I don’t wanna be an experiment. When we get there, we have to disappear.” 
 
    “I know,” I call over my shoulder, finding my next handhold. “There’s probably gonna be an influx of Americans, Canadians too, Mexicans, all of South America, hell, the whole world. We should be able to blend in, even if they group us by country. We’ll find a way, even if that means building a cabin in the woods and living off the land.” 
 
    “Somehow, that seems easy compared to what we’ve been through. Hear me out, but, I’m kinda relieved to hear you say that.” 
 
    “The cabin part?” 
 
    “I’m worried I won’t be able to be part of society again. After everything, normal seems… I’m scared. It’s all I’ve wanted this whole time, for everything to go back to normal, but I don’t know if I can handle normal anymore. It all seems so, pointless, and mundane. How am I supposed to, I don’t know, sit through a class, or, go shopping, work? It’s all so trivial. We’ve been killing, surviving by any means necessary, for days now. Is it possible to just… turn it off?” 
 
    “Honestly, no, I don’t think there’s any going back for us. Not to that life we knew. I don’t know what it’s gonna be like over there, but, you, me, cabin, I can’t wait.” 
 
    “Ooooh, can we build a loft? I’ve always wanted to sleep in a log cabin loft. Can I decorate? Oh my gosh, HGTV, Log Cabin Living, my everything. No creepy moose heads though,” she grunts, swinging between rafter beams. “Do they have moose in England? We have to find a dinosaur fossil, like, a real one.” 
 
    “We’re gonna be in New York. You think the Natural History museum might have a styracosaurus skull we can smuggle overseas?” 
 
    “Oh my god I love you. I wasn’t gonna ask but how awesome would that be? We can put it right over the fireplace. A real fireplace, it’s gonna be so romantic. And that is officially the girliest thing I’ve said in days. Now I think I’m gonna gag. Don’t tell anyone I said that.” 
 
    “Our secret,” I say, swinging through the doorway and landing on both feet, again. Look at me, I’m getting good at this. “Can we make the fireplace out of river rocks?” 
 
    “Like it could be made of anything else? Bricks can kiss my ass.” 
 
    “Is that like a consolation prize?” I ask, catching her as she swings into the doorway, not that she needs me too, but I do anyway. “The bricks don’t get used so you let them kiss that perfect butt of yours?” 
 
    “Mmmhmm. Jealous?” 
 
    “Extremely.” 
 
    She smiles with that flirtatious look in her mesmerizing eyes. It fades as quickly as it appeared the second her gaze travels over my shoulder. Oh shit, she’s probably seeing what I’m seeing. Not all of them made it onto the catwalk. 
 
    A gaggle of vampire zombies, vambies, come pouring out of the conference room, trampling each other as they all try to squeeze through the doorway at once. Behind me, in the other direction, where the bear came from, their feet slam off the tiles in a frenzy. Which leaves us with one option. 
 
    The tunnel. 
 
    We break into a sprint, our heavy breaths echoing off the walls of the constricted corridor. This is the epitome of a horror movie, down to the flickering lights above us. Would it have killed them to add a few windows to this dank hallway? I feel like I’m in a mineshaft heading towards the center of the earth. I’m just saying, a window every ten feet or so would remind me that I am not, in fact, wandering into a cave with no other exit. We have a cabin to build, and dinosaur bones to abscond, river rocks to collect and firewood to scavenge. 
 
    The steadily growing groans behind us build to a deafening roar as the tunnel fills. They crash off the walls, crushing one another in a frantic stampede. I can make out the sound of bones crunching as they get trampled. It echoes until the next gruesome pop overpowers it. 
 
    We’re losing them, their breaths grow more distant with every stride. There’s light, the tunnel’s opening up. We made it through the dam. The slight curvature made it seem like it’d go on forever or we’d be stuck running in circles, but we burst out of the cave-like corridor into a room full of windows. The natural sunlight makes the random body parts and bloody limbs seem so out of place, like they belong back in the tunnel. 
 
    We take the stairs two at a time, one of us on each side of the railing. I don’t know where the hell we’re going but I don’t think we have much of a choice. We saw stairs, we took them. There’s gotta be a walkway or something over the dam, a road. If they’re all behind us, I’m hoping that means there won’t be any in front of us and we can make a straight shot for the chopper. 
 
    Is that? It is, it’s starting! I can hear the propellers begin to turn. They got it going! They got it! 
 
    We slam through the glass door at the top of the staircase, putting us on some sort of viewing platform on the far side of the dam. We’re at the top, it doesn’t go any higher. Where the hell is the road, the bridge, something? How are we supposed to get across? 
 
    Felecia runs one way, I go the other, searching for a way off this concrete platform. Through the wall of windows I can see them emerge from the tunnel and plow through each other on their race up the two story stairway. 
 
    Where the hell do we cross? All I see is a utility road leading in the other direction. That’s fine and dandy, the woods are lovely but that doesn’t exactly help us right now. We need to go that way, to the helicopter, not the mountains! 
 
    “Oh you’ve got to be fucking kidding me, arghhh!” Felecia screeches, stomping her feet while looking over the edge of the platform in the direction we want to be headed. “I found it but you are not going to like this. At all.” 
 
    “Why, what are we doing?” I ask, racing over to her side. My eyes follow her finger. 
 
    There is no road. No bridge. No scenic walkway with convenient little railings to make us feel safe. Iron rungs lead about ten feet down to the top of the dam. We have to tightrope it. 
 
    “You’ve gotta be shitting me.” My knees tremble at the sight of the two hundred foot drop into the rocky river below. The other side isn’t so bad, maybe a hundred feet straight down into the lake, but we’d never survive a trip through those tubes with thousands of gallons a second rushing through them. A hundred feet, is that too high to jump from, into still water? It is, isn’t it? 
 
    I follow her lead and lower myself over the edge of the platform, at least the rounded rungs are more ergonomically friendly than the rafters. 
 
    And we have company already. They shatter the glass doors in a sea of exploding crystals, fanning out over the viewing platform in a desperate search for their prey. 
 
    “Oh my god, oh my god this is bad. Shit, Noah, do not look down. We have about half a foot of flat, then it starts sloping, the bad way.” 
 
    She might have overcalculated, it’s definitely less than six inches. Why put it at a slope if it’s going to be that close to vertical? They don’t even make roller coasters this steep. Know why? Because it’s fucking vertical and you’d fall right off the track! 
 
    Just breathe. This would be a lot easier if my legs would stop shaking. 
 
    “Remember what I said about not looking down? Yeah, turns out you have to. Down is the only way to look to stop yourself from stepping off the edge. Baby steps, okay, we got this, we’re just gonna take baby steps, baby. It’s too late for me not to be in front, isn’t it? Noah, I don’t wanna be in front.” 
 
    “It’s okay, I got you, just, give me your hand. Oh man this is really high. Okay, no, just focus on your feet. Shuffle, like that smelly kid with the big backpack. Don’t even lift your feet. See? We’re doing it.” 
 
    I don’t know why we’re holding hands, our palms are so sweaty they may as well be underwater. If one of us slips, there’s no holding on, no matter how tight we squeeze. But her touch comforts me enough to slide my feet over the concrete tightrope, a few inches at a time. Who in their right mind made this so god damn narrow? And did no one suggest a handrail? You know, in case of emergencies? Because this is most certainly one of those cases! 
 
    Something sends vibrations through my feet. If this thing is starting to crack, I am not kidding, I will shit my pants right here. Screw their peepee club, I’m taking this to a whole new level. 
 
    Out of my peripheral vision, I spot a body sliding down the bad side of the dam. It starts out as a slide, like you’d expect, but turns into a freefall about halfway down, grazing the wall here and there before splattering off the ledges at the bottom. This isn’t like the giant slide at the carnival, this is falling off the top of a skyscraper. 
 
    Another one tumbles over, colliding with the top of the dam and bouncing like he’s too cool for the slide. He takes the easy way down, flipping and spinning in the air for a solid five seconds before finally slamming off the concrete structure and once again freefalling, having a long time to think about the error of his ways before landing feet first on the rocks below. His body crumples like an accordion, turning into a speck of red on the dark rocks. 
 
    “Oh god I don’t wanna fall, I don’t wanna fall,” Felecia whimpers, repeating it to herself over and over while shuffling further out onto the dam. 
 
    We’re making good headway, we have to be about a third of the way there. 
 
    They just keep toppling over the railing and taking the hard way down, I can hear their bodies crashing left and right, most of them falling into the gorge but it sounds like a few of them have hit the water. I don’t hear splashing so I’m assuming their bodies splattered into a million pieces upon hitting the still surface of the lake. But I’m too scared to look to find out. 
 
    Shit. No no no. Shit! This is why I wasn’t looking. They’re figuring out the ladder. They’re climbing down the damn ladder. Not good! This isn’t good at all. 
 
    Oh this is even worse. He made it onto the dam. His feet are touching. He’s firmly planted on the thin strip of flat surface and he’s coming this way. 
 
    “Babe, I don’t mean to hurry you, but we need to pick up the pace, a lot.” 
 
    “Oh no, no, don’t tell me that. They’re coming, aren’t they? They’re on the dam with us.” 
 
    “Not they, just he, never mind,” I say, glancing back again. “Now it’s they. Oh fuck me, they’re running!” 
 
    The one in front races towards us, apparently not nearly as afraid of heights as we are. You know what I hate, when people say they’re not afraid of heights, just of the landing. Well no shit Sherlock! And I guess this guy’s not scared of either because he’s cruising along like– 
 
    There he goes. His foot lands just a fraction of an inch too far to the right and he faceplants onto the narrow walkway that shouldn’t be called a walkway because if it was, we’d be able to walk across it! 
 
    He straddles the deadly structure for a split second before rolling down the nearly vertical slope into the gorge. Rolling like we used to do down grassy hills because for some stupid reason, we enjoyed being dizzy. Now all it takes is looking down and my head starts spinning. 
 
    He logrolls himself the entire length of the dam, limbs flailing everywhere on his rapid descent before meeting the gentle curve at the bottom. 
 
    His body’s launched into the air like this is a motocross track and he’s the dirt bike, spiraling at speeds that would probably kill a normal person. He’s a human football, soaring through the steep walls of the gorge, hurtling towards a jagged cliff. 
 
    He explodes on contact, limbs splattering, flying every which way. This is not helping with the healthy fear of heights we’ve got going on. Not helping at all. 
 
    “Noah, Noah, I can see the helicopter!” 
 
    Now that we’re past the halfway point, the arc of the dam puts us far enough out that we can see the platform we started out on. She’s right, I can even see the helicopter. We’re close enough to see their faces. Close enough to see the Stryker rock back and forth, dumping an empty shell out of its backside. They’re shooting down the mountain, down the road, this can’t be good. 
 
    Another blast rocks it a second later. We’re out of time. We need to be on that chopper. Now. 
 
    I can see them loading people into it. Caylee and Scott have Tyrone on his gurney. It looks like they’ve already got the autistic brother on, Anthony, is that his name? The scientists are belting themselves in. Maxwell wasn’t lying, this is going to be a tight squeeze. 
 
    Who the hell is that? Paul’s got someone, hobbling beside him. Is that Scott? Did something happen to Neil’s little brother? No, no Scott’s helping Caylee with Tyrone. I can see them from here. Neil? Did something happen to Neil’s– 
 
    Shane. That’s fucking Shane! 
 
    Son of a bitch, it wasn’t Darius in the fuel truck, it was Shane! That’s why Paul wanted to drive alone, he must have found Shane by the lake. How is he alive? 
 
    Marty’s right there, hopping into the chopper, how does he not see this? Why is he not stopping them? 
 
    “Marty!” I scream, knowing he won’t be able to hear me over the sound of the propellers, but what else am I supposed to do? “Marty, stop them!” 
 
    “That’s not Marty,” Felecia whispers, her grip tightening on my hand. “Buckley! That’s Neil’s dad. Someone stop them! Caylee! Caylee, get them!” 
 
    “What the fuck is he doing here? How’d he find us?” I ask in a panic as the helicopter teeters side to side before slowly lifting into the air. “No, no, this isn’t happening.” 
 
    “They’re leaving? Wait!” Felecia screams at the top of her lungs. “Wait, we’re down here! How do they not see us? We’re on the dam! Caylee, we’re on the dam! What are they doing? Why are they leaving? Wait!” Her helpless screams are reduced to tears as the helicopter takes off. 
 
    This is no accident. They know damn well what they’re doing. They’re leaving us. 
 
    Caylee throws herself to the floor, coming so close to sliding over the edge it takes Scott holding her legs to keep her on board. 
 
    She sees us. She’s pointing to us, reaching out her hand as if we’re close enough to grab it. Like she can hoist us up and bring us to safety. I swear I can hear her screaming our names at the top of her lungs, dangling out of the side of our last hope. 
 
    Somehow, we pulled off the impossible. Our plan worked. The last flight out of hell is leaving now. And we’re not on it. 
 
    My heart tumbles over the side of the dam. They’re leaving us. After everything we’ve done. After everything we’ve been through. They’re leaving us. 
 
    What… what the fuck just happened? 
 
    The helicopter passes directly over us. The ringing in my ears drowns out the sound. It’s all going blurry. Caylee turns into nothing more than a speck, hanging out of our helicopter. Our ticket out of here. 
 
    Tears sting my eyes. 
 
    We gave our all for this moment. We’ve risked our lives for this. We fought with everything we had. Everything! This is our moment. We made it! We won! What the fuck just happened? 
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