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  1 SAVANNAH


  


  Alex had me beat and I knew it, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. He pinned me against the cement wall with only his forearm holding my body in place while he grinned in that ‘I told you so’ kind of way. Neither of us had ever expected me to win, but with Alex’s face inches away from my own, I was happy to have lost.


  Halfheartedly I tried to shove him off me and back onto the training mat but he wouldn’t budge. One corner of my mouth lifted into a small smile. “Alright, I get it. You’re faster, stronger… blah, blah.”


  Alex’s grin dropped but he still wouldn’t move. “You’ve got to take this seriously, Savannah.”


  He moved in closer, as if he was going to whisper something to me. Then with a snorted laugh he made chomping and slurping noises right by my ear. A shiver ran down my spine, but I laughed along with him.


  “You’re going to be zombie chow if you’re not more careful,” he warned.


  “I get it.” I tried to look solemn. I did take what we were doing seriously and I couldn’t let anyone doubt that for even a second, especially Alex. There was nothing I cared about more than keeping our town safe, but it was hard to think straight with his face only inches from mine. His brown eyes were staring right into me as though he could read my every thought.


  He let me go and I gave him a playful shove before stalking over to the other side of the room to catch my breath.


  “Alright, which of you fools thinks you can beat me?” Alex asked, waggling his eyebrows at Pierce and Zack.


  Pierce still had his nose buried in a textbook as he sat nursing what would probably turn into a nasty bruise on his cheekbone, but Zack was more than willing to step in while I took a breather. At least Zack had a decent shot of coming out on top when he sparred against Alex. The two of them would happily smack each other around for hours and call it time well-spent.


  I slumped against the gym wall and pushed back a few stray hairs that clung to my face with sweat. It was only once I stopped moving that I noticed the smell and crinkled my nose. The small high school gym where we spent most of our time had that impossible-to-ignore scent of sweaty teenage boy. The smell and the one tiny window looking out onto the school parking lot didn’t exactly create a haven from the apocalypse.


  “How about you? Want to take another stab at it?” I poked Pierce in the ribs with my elbow.


  He was only fourteen but we worked well as sparring partners. I liked to think he made for a more realistic fake zombie attack than the walls of muscle that both of the older guys had become in the past few months. Most of the infected I’d seen had been little old ladies or other people who wouldn’t have been able to outrun me even before their bodies began to rot away.


  The only response I got was an annoyed grunt as Pierce turned to the next page in his book. I let out a long, pointed breath and stretched my arms out, wishing for the millionth time that I could use my time for something more worthwhile. I started to stand back up to open the window but Pierce finally cracked.


  “Hey, do you know what day it is?” he asked, looking up at me. The kid never stopped with the useful information, and I use the word useful loosely here. It was probably going to be about the birthday of some scientist or writer who had died long before the dead had begun walking.


  “Haven’t the foggiest.”


  “As of today it’s been six months since the beginning of the second outbreak,” he said, tilting his head back to stare up at the ceiling. His British accent was still just as thick as it had been when he’d first arrived at New Ravencrest a few weeks earlier, but after spending so much time together, he was easy to decipher.


  I forgot all about getting up to open the window. Six months, weird. Somehow the number didn’t feel quite right. At the same time it was both insubstantial and overwhelming. Most days I felt like this had begun a lifetime ago, as though I’d never known anything but hiding and killing. Other times it felt like I had been sitting in my living room, watching TV with my parents just yesterday. Six months.


  “Wow.” I slumped back into my seat against the wall, and Pierce actually put down that damned textbook.


  The two of us sat there in silence. I was remembering the time I had spent with my parents, huddled for warmth in our bungalow after the power had gone off. I can only imagine what he was thinking about. Pierce and I had both lost everything. I usually avoided thinking about it, but anniversaries always manage to create a strange sense of nostalgia.


  Zack threw Alex back a couple of feet off the mat, and Alex’s lean frame landed on the floor with a thud, causing me to snap out of my reverie. Alex let out an angry grunt and pushed himself back into a crouch before charging at his sparring partner. As usual, I couldn’t tell if this was actually their idea of fun or just a way to take out their frustrations at being cooped up inside for so long.


  Alex quickly regained the upper hand by using Zack’s own weight against him. In only the span of a few heartbeats Zack was pinned to the mat, trying to shove Alex off of him, conceding after a few failed attempts.


  “Nice try,” Alex said, laughing obnoxiously before letting him up. As soon as Zack was up they each took a step back and then started up again. It was only the quiet sound of knocking on the doorframe that got them to ease up.


  “Hello, hello.” A face peeked around the door to Gym-C.


  Great, what’s she doing here? It was Marybeth, someone I didn’t usually have to deal with until dinner, and her abrupt arrival was not a pleasant surprise. At least not for me.


  Zack gave me a sympathetic look as Alex wrapped his arm around Marybeth and kissed the side of her head. My face flushed and I glanced down at my feet.


  “What brings you here, gorgeous?” Alex had this dopey grin on his face and I had a sudden urge to kick something. Or someone.


  “Your mom asked me to run down here and ask you all for a favor.” Alex’s mom, Kim Park, had been sympathetic about how stir-crazy we were all going, stuck in that tiny gym while the adults went out to do the real work. She was usually willing to give us something to do on quieter days.


  “Does she need any help in the infirmary?” I jumped up from my spot against the wall. “Believe me, we can spare the time.”


  “I think maybe you’ve mentioned that before.” Marybeth tilted her head toward Alex and had the nerve to roll her eyes. I hadn’t exactly been subtle about how much I hated being sidelined, warming the bench while the adults risked their lives clearing the town. Still, she didn’t have to be so obnoxious about it.


  “We’re all a bit bored,” Alex added, and I tried not to look smug. The sharp look Marybeth shot me suggested I hadn’t been successful. I could never win with her.


  “I know, and that’s why I’m here,” she responded to her boyfriend with an excited grin, as if she hadn’t been a total brat only a second ago. “We’ve got something a bit more exciting in mind than moving boxes around, though,” she said, pausing for my reaction. “If you’re all up for it, that is.”


  Despite wanting to seem like I couldn’t care less about what she had to say, my eyebrows shot right up.


  “What did you have in mind?” Pierce asked, his accent making him sound way more formal than he had probably intended. Pierce could make doing a garbage run sound like some 007 mission.


  “We were hoping you four could make a run down to that pharmacy on McIllwraith Court. Mayor Paulson has been putting it off because it’s on the other end of town, but we could use the new supply of antibiotics.”


  I was definitely intrigued, but didn’t want to seem too eager.


  “Has Paulson okayed this?” Zack asked skeptically.


  Marybeth had the decency to look shame-faced. “Well no, but I’m sure he won’t mind. They’ve already cleared that part of the town, and we need the supplies. All the other teams are out clearing the highway.” It sounded like someone was just trying to give us an excuse to get out, but I wasn’t about to argue.


  “No problem,” I said as I tried to stop grinning like an idiot. I was all set to go right then and there before realizing I should probably wait for the guys to agree. As antsy as I felt, I still wasn’t about to go out there without backup. The town had been quiet for a while, but quiet is no longer a guarantee of safe.


  Turning and facing my friends, I put on my best puppy dog eyes although they already knew how badly I wanted to go. This was exactly what we’d been training for.


  Zack didn’t look happy about the idea of pissing off Paulson, but neither he nor Alex would deny Mrs. Park anything. As soon as I saw Pierce shift his gaze toward the older guys to gauge their reactions I knew I was all set. It only took about thirty seconds of a conversation made up of only eye contact and brow raises, before everyone had officially conceded my point. Freedom.


  “Fine, but I need food first,” Zack amended, as if I would ever expect him to do anything without eating. We were going to need food, and we were going to need weapons.


  


  Our weapons were all stored in the freshman biology lab, which was serving as the makeshift armory. We had a respectable selection, but my choice was easy and when I picked up a crossbow my anticipation for the day ahead only grew.


  I rifled through one of the lockers beside the armory, swearing under my breath at the lack of knives to choose from. I picked each blade up one by one, testing how they felt in my hand. I chose a serrated hunting knife, and a smaller switch blade that fit nicely into my boot.


  I moved back so Alex could pick from the remaining choices. Smiling to myself, I played with different ways to strap the crossbow onto my back. It was the only one we had, and I was finally going to get to do more than shoot at targets, something I’d daydreamed about more times than I could count. I hummed absentmindedly as I waited for the guys.


  Ten minutes later, we were each loaded down with our weapons of choice, plus three guns between us to be used only in emergencies.


  It was only as I closed the locker that I realized who it had once belonged to. James, a senior I’d been seriously crushing on right before everything fell apart. Back then lockers had held homework and lip gloss, not knives and ammunition.


  Once upon a time, I had gone to Ravencrest High School, back when the school was a very different place, when the world was a very different place.


  I had been in the first week of my junior year when the infection initially came out of Cleveland and had been playing basketball in Gym-A when rumors of the rabid dead began to surface. I attended a celebration in that same gym when the vaccine was announced.


  I had even been at school, sitting bundled up on the bleachers with James Nickleby, trying to play it cool, when Mrs. O’Donnell turned three weeks after the government swore that their vaccine would fix everything. My math teacher took out at least three students that afternoon in October. I hadn’t seen anything, but I’d heard enough to run.


  I never saw James again, but I liked to think he and his parents had left town in hopes of finding safety.


  In the months since that night the school had adapted to house the two hundred or so remaining Ravencrest citizens, plus a few strays that we’d picked up along the way; families like Alex’s that had been trying to head away from the infection before realizing nowhere was safe.


  It took a long time but we were finally getting into a rhythm. We had supplies, and we were surviving. What we didn’t have was the ability to expand farther, and secure the rest of our town. I was sure I’d be stuck living in that school for the rest of my life. Mayor Paulson insisted that we had to move slowly, and not take any chances.


  Zack was always telling me that I needed to be grateful we were alive and living comfortably but that wasn’t how I was raised. There was no settling for good enough at the Cooper house. You had to push and work for what you wanted in life. The situation we were in made that more true, not less. But no one else saw it that way.


  Marybeth and Alex were still holding hands and making moony eyes at each other as the five of us made our way down the hall toward the cafeteria. She kept running her hand through his shiny, black hair and I wanted nothing more than to feed that girl to the undead. Or at least send her on some sort of supply mission to the west coast. The term ‘never to be heard from again’ didn’t have to be a bad thing.


  Food wasn’t overly scarce yet, but Paulson was constantly reminding everyone that next winter we wouldn’t have the same supply of canned soup and dry pasta. We had to limit how much we ate every day.


  The way I saw it, even that non-perishable stuff would expire in a couple of years anyway, so we might as well enjoy it while we had it. That was probably one of the many reasons that I had never been assigned to jobs that would let me anywhere near the pantry. That, and I would waste half of our ingredients trying to come up with new takes on the same old meals we’d been eating for months already.


  I would have been happy to pocket a couple of granola bars for the trip if it would have gotten me out of those front doors faster but Zack’s mom was currently overseeing lunch and insisted I take a plate of spaghetti before we could to go anywhere.


  Even without the chaos of five-hundred hungry teenagers, lunch was still my favorite part of the day. For a brief moment, I could forget about what we were fighting against and who we had lost. I could simply grab some greasy food and sit down with my friends. It felt almost normal.


  That day I somehow I found myself sitting beside Marybeth, who was fishing seconds off Alex’s plate. Less fun. She’d laugh or nod at everything Alex said, never bothering to try and include the rest of us in their happy little world. But Alex had mastered talking to his high-maintenance girlfriend and keeping up with us at the same time, so I tried not to let her get to me.


  As we ate, our enthusiasm for the coming mission was building rapidly. Poking fun at each other turned to drafting a plan of attack. We’d been training for so long, but this was the first time the four of us would be out there as a team.


  It had been a long time since I’d left the confines of the school, and the world outside was only getting less hospitable to the life we were trying to build.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  2 SAVANNAH


  Leaving the school, Zack, Alex, Pierce, and I sprinted toward Main Street. Twice I had to cover my mouth to stop from shouting or laughing out loud just to hear the sound of my own voice outside of cement walls.



  We still wore casual clothes, but with a crossbow strapped to my back, my t-shirt and favorite cargo pants felt infinitely more badass. The chilly April weather would usually call for a few more layers, but the brisk pace made the cool breeze refreshing rather than uncomfortable.


  When we reached the main strip of town we stopped to make sure we hadn’t picked up any reanimated tag-a-longs before starting our slow walk toward the pharmacy. As good as it felt to stretch our legs, we knew it could be a long time before we had a chance like this again. So long as we came back with the goods and a few tales of our heroics, there was no rush.


  The four of us goofed around, cracking jokes at everyone’s expense, trying to relax and enjoy the moment. Well, Zack, Alex, and I made the jokes while Pierce tried to pretend he understood even half of them. I didn’t know if it was because he was younger, British, or just kind of a dork, which I say entirely with affection. We all knew the others too well to buy into the false sense of ease, but it was nice to joke around and pretend we weren’t just a few blocks away from a very ugly situation.


  Ravencrest had been a town of almost twenty thousand, but there may as well have been tumbleweeds rolling down the streets now. Every shattered window or bloodstain was a reminder of what we had lost.


  During the winter Zack and I helped out ridding the town of the frozen dead and bringing back supplies. But back then the infected were everywhere, and no one really knew what they were doing. Then the first of the newer, more deadly Zs had wandered into our town, and people died, including Paulson’s girlfriend, Grace. The adults had decided to replace us with “more mature” team members who had pretty much zero experience.


  After only two weeks they lost two of their numbers to zombies that were too strong and too damn smart. Somehow that didn’t matter, and everyone insisted we were too young to put ourselves at risk.


  “There’s the ‘adult entertainment store,’” I said, using air quotes, “and a deli that always smelled like cats. Seriously.” I pointed out various town highlights to Pierce and Alex. They had arrived in town after we’d already been relegated to training and doomed to the same fate as part of the under-eighteen crowd.


  It was going to take at least an hour to walk to the closest pharmacy since it sat right on the Ravencrest border. We were lucky some other group of survivors hadn’t stumbled onto it already. Every day we delayed in order to do things like plan and fortify was another day we risked valuable resources that might never be replaced.


  We had no idea how many other survivors there were in the area, but medicine was already in high demand amongst those living at the high school. There will always be people trying to stave off infection or pregnancy.


  Mrs. Park made sure gathering medical supplies was a priority after she’d arrived, and a lot of us had felt pretty daft for not thinking of it sooner. We were checking nearby towns as well, but if the need was ever great enough, we had one last place in town that was sure to have everything we could need. The only problem… it was still overrun with infected.


  Mercy Hall Medical Center had been run by a nearby university and used to be fully stocked and staffed to take care of almost any day-to-day injury or illness. It was the first place a lot of our neighbors had thought to go when the infection resurfaced in the area.


  “But that was six months ago,” I thought aloud, causing Alex to give me a perplexed look before I shrugged him off. He slowed his pace down, leaving me to my thoughts while the others talked behind me. A plan was forming in the back of my mind. After that much time, how many Zs can possibly be left? Maybe decaystarted to slow them down. Eating the living seems to slow down the process, though. Still, the supplies there can do a lot of good.


  My mind continued to spin as we turned down Charleston Street. The new generation of infected could make things more difficult. I hadn’t encountered them yet, but I knew that any one of them was still as deadly as they’d been on the day they had turned. Some of the stories that came with travelers fleeing from the West Coast were nothing short of horrifying,


  For weeks I had been telling anyone who would listen that we were ready to take our fledgling society to the next level. To branch out and take back more of what we’d lost. That if we didn’t swoop in soon someone else would. This could be exactly what everyone needed to show them how much more we could be doing.


  “Hey guys,” I said, spinning around to face the other three in front of a bright green comic book store. “What if we upped the stakes a little bit here?”


  “What do you mean? Betting on zombie kills or something?” Alex asked, only looking mildly interested. Zack’s eyebrows shot right up. Make it a game and he would always be in, but that wasn’t what I had in mind.


  “No, I want to do something bigger. Something that might actually make a difference.” I tried to keep my face calm and stoic. Looking professional and responsible was the only way I could possibly get these three on board. “What if, instead of the pharmacy, we hit up the medical center?” I raised my eyebrows and waited for the look of shock to disappear off their faces. Only Alex seemed interested right away, but I had taken him by surprise, and he never acted on impulse. This wasn’t going to be an easy sell.


  “Savvy, that’s insane,” Zack said as he ran a hand over his scalp—I had buzzed off most of his hair the morning before. “The whole east side of town still needs to be cleared, and we know the medical center is filled with Zs. This is a bad plan, Savannah.”


  I had a feeling Zack would be the most reluctant, but I couldn’t hold it against him. He’d been glad for the chance to let other people do all of the fighting, and my plan wasn’t exactly going to ease us back into the swing of things.


  We had no idea how many of the infected went to Mercy Hall in hopes of inoculation only to turn later and continue the cycle. Those who had been out to the east side of town to check for survivors had been by the medical center but never close enough to get a good look. They always insisted there would be time for that later.


  I understood why we’d been forced to be cautious so far, but I also knew what we were capable of. “There are four of us, and we’re well armed. I’m not sure what the problem is.” My eyes flicked to each of them in turn while my hands sat on my hips.


  Before any of the guys found the nerve to speak up against me, we heard something clatter to the ground nearby. My head snapped toward the noise and we all stopped breathing at once—I was half convinced we were about to face an entire swarm of the undead.


  “Should we check it out?” I whispered. No one moved. Without any further warning, a form ran at us from the alley behind the store. A moment later, two others followed him. I scrambled to get my crossbow off my back, and it felt as though everything were moving in slow motion as the first uber Z I’d ever seen moved closer and closer.


  The man wore a steel blue suit. And he looked so alive. His cheeks still flushed under the slightly ashen pallor all the infected eventually gained. The sticky blood smeared on his suit suggested that he’d eaten recently.


  We were prepared for this, but my heartbeat still quickened. This was everything I had been waiting for, but suddenly I was less enthusiastic. My hand shook and I fumbled while loading my weapon.


  Pierce raised his machete up and moved to hack it into the zombie’s temple, but at that moment the bastard let out a guttural moan and jerked his whole body toward me, arms outstretched. I couldn’t help it—I flinched. I never fought this new strain of zombie before, and the eyes were just as unnerving as the rumors had suggested. This middle-aged man’s mouth was hanging open as he lunged for me, but his eyes showed he was just as alive as me or my friends.


  I recovered almost immediately, but by then he was too close. I couldn’t risk taking the shot and somehow missing. I swore and threw all of my weight into kicking him back before dodging out of the way.


  Pierce was ready again with his machete, but before either of us could make another move, Zack swooped in. His hammer hissed through the air as it came to a sickening stop, embedded inside the poor man’s skull. He dropped right away and the blunt weapon dislodged, clattering against the pavement.


  All four of us paused for a beat. Then I swung around, side to side with Zack, as the other two infected shambled toward us, much slower than the first. Both were women and had clearly been dead awhile. This is more like it, I thought.


  Determined to make up for my earlier lapse, I noted where each of my friends stood ready, reloaded a bolt into my crossbow, and shot while they were still out of arm’s reach. I hit my mark right through the eye of the zombie on my right and she fell to the ground.


  At the same time, Alex charged the final Z. He raised his blade as he ran, ducking under the grasping arms of his target. With a shove he managed to send his weapon straight up into his target’s brain. The zombie fell, and it was over.


  We remained silent as Alex yanked his weapon back out of the Zs rotting flesh. Who knew what kind of attention we’d attracted with the commotion?


  After a minute we relaxed and all let out quiet laughter as our breathing returned to normal. I literally skipped as I went to recover my bolt from where it had lodged into a garbage bin. I’ve missed this.


  “Ahh, it’s good to be back,” Alex said as he and Pierce high-fived. Somehow Pierce still managed to look awkward doing it. It was hard not to wonder about the rock that Pierce was raised under, sheltered from everything. He did well for himself, considering.


  “You’re right,” Zack added, turning to me. “We’ve got this.”


  “What do you mean?” I tried to hold back my grin.


  “We shouldn’t be waiting around for someone else to stumble into our town and take our supplies. We should go in, take what’s ours, and bring back enough to keep everyone alive until the world manages to pull itself back together.”


  “So,” I drew out the word. “Operation medical supplies is a go then?”


  “I’m in, anyway.” Zack shrugged, the muscles in his shoulders still tense from the brief fight.


  “Me too,” Pieced added.


  “Alex?” I asked. After a moment, when the oldest of us still didn’t look convinced, I said. “Think of how much help this could be for your mom, for all of us.”


  “I know, I know,” he said, wiping his hands on his jeans. “It’s my mom I’m worried for though. What if something happens to us? Not only would Paulson lose his head but my mom would feel responsible. She’d never forgive herself”.


  “It will be fine. We’re not exactly going to run in there with guns blazing and hoping for the best.” He still didn’t look convinced. “What if we just start walking toward the center of town and see what it’s like now? No one has even been out that way in a while, and for all we know it was cleared out when the dead decided to try and chase down some stray dog. We’ll only go in if we know we can handle it,” I conceded.


  Alex scratched at the back of his head, clearly weighing the options. I could see the moment when Savannah logic won out, and he decided my idea was a good one. He grinned back at me, making my heart skip a beat. “Let’s do this.”


  


  Five minutes after crossing Haymen’s bridge, I started to think my plan might not have been a great one after all. We already had to take out another seven of the infected. It had gone smoothly but every block seemed to be holding at least one unpleasant surprise, usually in the form of a bloodthirsty former neighbor. It was a constant battle, but we were at our very best there in the streets, fighting toward our goal.


  I worried that too much resistance would throw my friends off the plan, but it only seemed to push them further.


  After taking out two more of the undead on Cuthburt Street, we stopped to regroup in a coffee shop. The front window lay in a million pieces. We hunched behind the counter to stay out of sight of any passing wanderers. My brain kept playing through all of the strategies I’d learned to fight the infected in large groups, but as I slumped down to sit against the wall, it was hard not to consider all of the ways my ingenious plan could go wrong. I’d underestimated the amount of zombies in this area. I need to learn not to blurt out anything and everything that pops into my head.


  How could I have known things were this bad outside of the school when everyone had insisted on keeping us out of the loop? I knew that we might have to turn back and would probably be given shit for going out at all in the first place. Sure, we’d technically been asked but a lot of people would think Mrs. Park had made the wrong call if we came back empty handed. Still, it wasn’t worth putting my friends in danger to prove a point. I was about to open my mouth and suggest going back.


  “So, what we need is a plan,” Pierce said, forcing me to shut my mouth, unfurrow my brow, and look at the guys. All three of them seemed to be enjoying the fight and looked way more optimistic than I felt. Even Zack wore a goofy grin on his face as he rolled his hammer between his fingers. I let my doubts fall away.


  “What we have to do is draw all of the infected away from the route we need to take. We can get in, deal with however many are still trapped inside, and get back to town without needing to kill all of these suckers ourselves,” Alex said. He had managed to sweep his black hair back into a neat looking style using only sweat and pure will, but now he was looking more disheveled than usual as he radiated excitement. Alex, Zack, and I turned toward Pierce expectantly.


  “I think I have an idea,” he said, a proud smile creeping onto his face. Gotta love my guys.


  


  Not long after, three of us crouched down beside a dumpster, barely in sight of Mercy Hall Medical Center. I could feel the adrenaline racing through my body, but we had to wait until Alex was in place or we were screwed. He was the fastest of our group, and I didn’t doubt for a second that he can pull off Pierce’s plan.


  There were only three of the infected milling around on the lawn of the medical center. At least ten more shambled along nearby, and those were just the ones we could see from our limited vantage point. Bright side: not an uber Z to be seen.


  Not one of the infected I could see was moving with any kind of purpose, and I had to wonder how long they had been standing around, waiting for something to come by. Months? There were blood smears on the road, so probably not. But now they seemed completely oblivious to the world around them.


  What’s taking Alex so long?


  Then I heard it—a car alarm started blaring in the distance. Then another. It was at least ten blocks away, and I wasn’t sure it would be enough. A third wailing noise added to the symphony, that one much closer. Alex was on his way back.


  Several infected snapped their heads toward the noise at once and their snarling started up as hunger took over. Every zombie in sight started toward the noise, determined to hunt down its cause. Even a crawler that didn’t have much left below the waist was dragging itself right toward our beautiful distraction. I grinned at Pierce. The man with the plan, that’s Pierce.


  From around the corner I heard the sickening squish of flesh and fumbled to draw my crossbow from a crouched position. I measured my breathing and prepared to fire.


  Alex made it back. I exhaled. He was grinning from ear to ear as he dragged his foot against a brick wall to scrape off whatever or whoever he’d stepped in. Everything was on track. We broke out a cheesy group high-five, but we were careful not to make any noise that could be heard over the obnoxious car alarm wail. There was no way to know how long our distraction would last.


  A minute later and we were clear of the dumpster. Zack took out the crawling lady-zombie as we approached the medical center while Alex once again took up the rear to make sure we didn’t draw anything toward our location.


  


  We never had to take on more than a half dozen or so at a time as we systematically cleared each room. Whenever possible we would take out our targets from a distance, but we did just as well hand-to-hand. There was no longer any doubt in my mind that we were doing exactly what needed to be done. Hours of training had paid off and nearly every blow delivered was deadly. Don’t let them grab hold of you, and aim for the brain, repeated again and again in my head as we worked.


  It looked as though there had been well over a hundred people crammed into the building at one point, but most of them were too far gone to be a real threat. Others were obviously long dead, their flesh decayed and unrecognizable.


  I tried not to think too hard whenever I recognized someone. We weren’t that close to the part of town where I had lived, but it was the closest thing we had to a hospital, and people had ended up here from all over.


  I was efficient at killing with the large knife I’d gotten from the school, but I had to use my gun once when there hadn’t been time to load my crossbow. A determined looking Z came up behind Zack while he was busy fighting two others, and I had to act. The loud noise of the bullet firing in the long abandoned building scared me more than the zombie I put down with it. We didn’t even have to worry about any unwanted attention from the noise as the dead already knew right where we were.


  In the end, we counted forty that we’d put a permanent end to in less than an hour. I got the honor of killing the very last Z in the building. This was my plan after all, and it couldn’t have gone better.


  It only took us a second to recover from the rush of the fight before we burst into a celebratory dance. I was sure we looked ridiculous, dancing around mutilated corpses, but it was hard to ignore that the good guys won one that day.


  


  “What took you so long, man?” Zack asked Alex as he threw various pill bottles into his backpack. We were in the storage room trying to use our limited medical knowledge to figure out what was useful.


  “It’s not an exact science,” Alex said. “I had to find cars that actually had an alarm and any battery life left. I found three. I’d say that’s pretty good.”


  Zack snorted. “Yeah, whatever.”


  “We’re going to have to tell everyone what we did. They’ll need to know where the hot areas are now,” Pierce said, always the voice of reason.


  “Of course we’ll tell them. They should know that rock stars live among them.” I let out a whoop. It was nice not to have to keep quiet.


  “And we’ll need to explain how we found so many supplies,” Pierce added.


  “Yeah, that too. But mostly the rock star thing.”


  I shoved three pill bottles into the front pocket of my bag when the crackling of static started from somewhere in the room.


  “Hey, who has the talkie?” I asked. Zack pulled it out of his bag and handed it to me. There was definitely a voice on the other end, but I couldn’t quite make it out.


  “What’s going on?” Alex asked.


  “Shh. I can’t hear.”


  “…route 72…zombies…” I tried bringing the walkie-talkie over to the window but it didn’t help.


  “Savvy, it’s probably nothing. It might not even be our people. We need to finish this up.” Alex tried to grab the device out of my hand but I was too fast for him.


  “I want to know, okay? Mind your business,” I snapped. The official squads were given high-powered, professional-grade talkies to communicate. We only had access to the kind of equipment people use when they go camping, and we usually couldn’t pick up anything that wasn’t happening within two blocks of the school. This could be a great opportunity to learn something useful.


  “You’ll get a better signal outside,” Pierce offered. I started toward the door without even looking up, still trying to find a better channel.


  “I’ll be back in a minute.”


  Once I got outside it took me a second to find the channel again, but eventually I heard two voices. They still sounded a bit grainy, but I could make out what they were saying.


  “We’re about five minutes out. Can you hold them off?” a voice on the other end barked. I was pretty sure it was Erik, a lifetime resident of Ravencrest who was now leading one of the supply teams.


  “No, they’ve already breached the gate. We have to go now,” was the response. It was Mrs. Park, but she sounded so panicked that I barely recognized her. My breath caught in my throat. No.


  “Alright, where’s Paulson?”


  I didn’t wait to hear any more. “Guys,” I shouted, “get out here! Right now!”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  3 ZARAH


  September 9th



  


  English class, English class, I’m here to focus on English class. Come on, Zarah. Get it together. I am not here to eye stalk the new boy. He looks at me, and I duck my head down to hide how red my face has turned. I start frantically scribbling words onto my vocabulary sheet and pretending that I have much more important things to think about than the new guy.


  It’s only the second day of the new school year and I’m already getting a little obsessive. We have three classes together and I’ve done enough asking around to figure out that his name is Liam. What I can’t figure out is if he’s actually watching me too or just starting to get weirded out that the only Indian girl in class keeps gawking at him. But damn, the boy is gawkable.


  Mr. Simmons is sitting at his desk, reading something by Charles Dickens and not paying any attention to what the rest of us are doing. This time last year I would have been sitting here getting a head start on my homework, but that was probably part of being a freshman. Now I have much more important things to worry about. Liam.


  “Hey, Mr. Simmons, can you turn on the TV?” My study of Liam’s blond stubble ends as Ellie shoots up from her seat. She’s holding her phone and doesn’t seem remotely concerned about the school’s no cell phone policy. She’s walking toward the television screen before our teacher even puts his book down.


  Mr. Simmons’s eyebrows shoot up as he clears his throat. “Miss Cornack, can I help you?”


  “Oh, sorry. Um, there’s something big going on. I think we should check the news.” She doesn’t seem sorry at all. The unflappable Ellie Cornack actually looks worried.


  “Alright, I’m intrigued. Feel free to take your seat again, and I’ll pretend like you aren’t on your cell phone in my class. Deal?”


  “Uh, right.” Ellie pauses for a second but sits back down.


  When Mr. Simmons turns the TV to our local news station, everyone in the class stops pretending to work on the assignment. Most are leaning in to see what’s going on. The rest stare down at their smartphones.


  We tune in to the middle of a news broadcast taking place in a park a few blocks away from City Hall. “We have increasing reports of an unknown disease spreading throughout the city and into surrounding communities of Cleveland,” a well-known news reporter speaks matter-of-factly, her voice droning on. I let myself relax a little after imagining worse things than some outbreak. “We are currently waiting for a statement from the local government on how the disease is being spread and if there are any precautions the public needs to take.”


  Maybe she should try explaining what she’s talking about. Should I be worried? Everyone else looks kind of worried.


  There are two groups of people sitting in the park behind her as she talks. Two guys who look about my age are hamming it up for the camera while an older woman on a park bench reads a book, seemingly oblivious to the news report.


  I’m only mildly interested in what the news is reporting; it’s a strange man who wandered into the camera shot that is holding my interest. He is dragging one of his feet behind him as he approaches the two teenagers. He’s moving slowly and it’s a little funny to watch. He seems so focused on reaching the two guys who are probably cutting class.


  One of the boys looks up at this strange man coming up behind them, but he doesn’t seem too concerned. It’s only as the reporter starts reassuring the public that there is no need to panic that the man grabs hold of one of the teenagers and sinks his teeth into the boy’s neck.


  My hand flies to my mouth, as the boy lets out a gurgled yell that finally gets the news crew’s attention. Someone in the back of the classroom is throwing up but I can’t tear my eyes away from the screen. The camera drops as the reporter and her crew run toward the boys.


  It’s pure chaos here now. Guys are swearing, someone is screaming hysterically, and almost no one is still sitting. I can’t make myself stand up, and my eyes stay trained on the television.


  The screen goes black for an instant before bringing the television broadcast back to the news desk.


  The news anchor at the desk is Bill Horras, an older guy and kind of a town treasure. He is one year away from retirement, but as they pan back to him he looks like he is about ready to die right there or at least throw up his lunch.


  No explanation is given for what was going on in the park and they quickly go to commercial, but we all saw it and the whole class is talking over each other. Mr. Simmons doesn’t even bother trying to shush us as he talks into his own cell phone.


  Ellie’s nail file clatters to the floor as she and a few others bolt for the door while everyone else keeps talking, the noise level in the room rising steadily.


  Someone suggests it was all just a joke, and a few heads bob up and down in agreement. Just a joke. Maybe those guys set the whole thing up to get some attention. I can believe that.


  I can, but I don’t.


  Gary Waters eases the classroom door back open and hovers in the doorway, his face pale. “Mrs. Peters doesn’t know anything. Or Mr. Granger.” Gary’s teeth clench together.


  The rest of the school is no better off than we are.


  I try to swallow my growing panic back down into my stomach. If this is really what’s going on all over the city, we could be in a lot of trouble. It’s probably not safe anywhere right now.


  I call my mom’s phone and she doesn’t answer. Nothing from my dad either, but his phone is probably still sitting on our kitchen counter. I turn back to the news, but it still isn’t telling us anything useful.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” a voice crackles over the PA, “thank you for your patience. Due to the nature of the current situation, students will be permitted to leave early, but only under the care of a parent or guardian.”


  That’s new, but I’ll take it.


  As soon as the PA shuts off, everyone is on their phones. I try my mom again, but there’s still no answer. Maybe she’s already on her way to the elementary school, and then she’ll come and get me.


  The tension is rising by the minute. Josh and Greg are shouting at each other beside Mr. Simmons desk, and it puts my teeth on edge. I just want to go home.


  


  Over the next hour all but four of us get to go home. Meanwhile, a report comes on about a massive outbreak at Mercy North Hospital. I turn away just in time to see Mr. Simmons duck out of the room. He doesn’t come back.


  At least I thought to bring my phone charger today. I’ve tried every number I have for my parents—their cell phones, their offices, even my miserable next door neighbor. No one is picking up their phone.


  The four of us move to the gym with everyone else who hasn’t been claimed yet. There are still thirty or forty kids at the school.


  I lie down on the gym floor on top of one of those scuzzy blue mats they use for everything and close my eyes, trying to block out the world by blaring my iPod. Everyone else is either crying hysterically, making out frantically in a corner, or pacing the gym and waiting for the world to end. Just looking at them makes me feel nauseous.


  For a good forty-five minutes I stay there before I feel the floor vibrating as everyone else in the gym starts scrambling to their feet.


  I sit up and take my headphones off. Off in the distance, someone is screaming. I wish I’d kept my headphones in because it isn’t the screams that have shivers running up my spine. It is the low groans that accompany them.


  I run over to the gym window, followed by a few other girls to look out on the athletics field. I can see about ten people walking across the lawn, all with the same slow but steady gait as the man in the park. I still don’t know where the screaming is coming from.


  I know I should move or run. I know that I have to get out of the school, but all I can do is stand there and watch them slowly approach as the seconds tick by.


  “Zarah, we have to go.” I feel a strong hand on my shoulder and turn to see who it is. My forehead scrunches up in confusion when I find the new boy staring down at me. He left hours ago, at about 1:15. Not that I noticed. What is he doing back here? If I could, I’d be miles away from here by now.


  I open my mouth to ask him, but before I can he grabs my hand and pulls me after him. I only half notice Liam pick up a baseball bat from the athletics bin next to the gym door before he pulls me into the hall. My mind struggles to wrap around what’s going on as I let him lead me away. His face is set into a determined grimace, and I breathe a little easier as he seems to have a plan.


  As soon as we enter the corridor, a middle-aged guy wearing a construction worker’s vest comes barreling at us, almost knocking us to the ground. Liam’s bat skids across the floor.


  I feel clumsy fingers try to grab hold of my hair before Liam pushes the guy back.


  Without thinking, I scramble for the baseball bat. Once I have it, it takes me a second to remember what I’m supposed to do with it. Even as I’m thinking, There’s no way I can hit this guy, I swing.


  I hit him right in the shoulder with more force than I thought I had in me, but he doesn’t react. Then I see the bloody wound on his thigh, but that doesn’t seem to bother him either. He’s entirely focused on Liam.


  With a violent shove, Liam manages to push him back a few feet. His fingers find mine again, and we start toward the front door of the school.


  I don’t need any urging to push myself as the man grunts. His footsteps follow me down the hall until we reach the front doors, which close behind us with a reassuring click.


  There’s no sign of anyone else on the school’s main driveway, so the back of the school must be overrun. There is only a jet black motorcycle sitting right in front of a “No Parking” sign. I hear the sound of glass breaking from somewhere behind me, but I don’t stop to think about it. What am I supposed to do now? Do I just run for it and hope I don’t encounter any of these monsters on my way home?


  Shit. I left my bag in the gym.


  I fumble with my jacket pocket until I feel cool metal under my fingertips. At least I still have my phone.


  I look at the screen, but no one has called me back. I just want to hear my mom’s voice. My legs quiver under me. I don’t think I can even walk more than a few steps right now.


  Liam pulls keys out of his pocket and jumps onto the bike. He cocks his head toward the back and I let out a sigh of relief. He’s not going to leave me here.


  I’ll be okay.


  I manage not to stand there gaping at him for too long before sitting down behind him and wrapping my arms around his waist like I’d seen in the movies.


  “Sorry, I don’t have a helmet for you,” he says, putting the keys in the ignition. “This wasn’t exactly what I had planned for today.”


  We take off at full speed down the drive, and I can’t help but pinch my hand. There’s no way any of this is real.


  People are brawling in most of the streets we pass, so I keep my head tucked into Liam’s jacket as he moves through the city.


  It’s only when we find a quiet neighborhood that I let myself look up, just as Liam pulls the bike into the parking lot of a convenience store.


  I pull the door handle, but it doesn’t budge. I guess no one here bothered to show up for work today.


  Liam pounds the glass with his fist a few times before slouching against the brick wall of the store. “Well now what?” he asks out loud, but I get the feeling he’s not really looking for an answer.


  The silence drags on, and I have to say something. “Thanks for getting me out of there. I’m Zarah.” I want to stick my hand out, but it’s probably not that kind of situation.


  “I know.” He doesn’t offer anything else and continues to stare up at the sky.


  “Why did you go back to the school?” For a second before he answers, I let myself hope that maybe he came back to find me but instantly feel like an idiot. Something is very, very wrong, and I can’t get a hold of my parents.


  “No one could come get me so decided to just go home. My mom said she’d meet me there, but by the time I got to the street it was pretty obvious we’d have to change the plan. The house two down from mine was on fire. Not a little fire either. Our neighbors were all okay, but it didn’t look like anyone was coming to put a stop to the blaze.” Liam stares down at his hands as he speaks, his voice dull and empty as though he’s repeating the whole thing back on autopilot.


  “I called my mom back, but she was stuck in traffic just outside of the city. She didn’t think she’d be able to make it home any time soon and told me to go somewhere safe. I grabbed a change of clothes, and some stuff from my house, but the smoke was already pretty bad. I figured my best bet was to go back to the school, thinking they might have more information. I didn’t want to risk sticking around if the fire was going to spread. It’s probably still burning.”


  “Wow, that sucks. I’m sorry. Didn’t you have to wait for one of your parents to come get you before you could leave?”


  “I just left,” he shrugs. “The teachers all had way more to worry about than whether someone was looking out for the new kid. My dad doesn’t do,” he uses air quotes, “’cell phones’ anyway.” I don’t know this guy at all, and his face is still set in a grimace, but somehow to me he looks sad.


  He has changed out of his usual plaid button up and is instead wearing a t-shirt that shows off a full sleeve of tattoos running up his left arm. It also looks like there is something written on his other forearm, but I can’t make it out.


  “Where are you headed now that you aren’t sitting around waiting for your parents?” Liam asks.


  My heart drops into my stomach; I didn’t even consider that I’ll have to make it across the chaos that is Cleveland to get home. Words stumble out of my mouth as I try to come up with a plan. “I guess I should go find my parents. I’ll probably check my mom’s work first.” My mom works several blocks from where we are, but that is probably my best bet.


  “Have you talked to them since this started?”


  “No, I haven’t been able to get in touch with either of them. I’ll go by my mom’s work and see if she’s still there. She might have tried going to the school to find me, but I’m not going back there.” For a moment Liam looks lost in thought. “Where are you going?”


  “I was going to do the same, go to my dad’s work, but I’m not even sure I know where it is.” He suddenly looks so tired, and for the first time I realize what a nice shade of green his eyes are. Almost the perfect opposite of the muddy brown shade I’m stuck with. “I don’t know this city that well yet.”


  Without thinking, I volunteer, “I can go with you.” Please, don’t leave me alone.


  Before he has a chance to answer, we hear glass shattering and both turn toward the street. Three guys with crowbars are beating the window of a small electronics store. They don’t realize we’re watching, but I press myself against the wall of the convenience store all the same. I can see the muscles in Liam’s arms tensing.


  “We need to get out of the city.”


  “What about my parents?” I ask, looking back over my shoulder. Both of my parents are as mild-mannered as you can get, and I can’t see them doing much against vandals and rabid coworkers.


  “Hopefully they’re holed up somewhere safe, but my folks would want me to keep myself safe. I can probably find you a car if you want to go look for your family, but there’s nothing we can do for them right now. We need to get out of the city, and we probably should have done it hours ago.”


  “I have a little brother,” I whisper, more to myself than to Liam.


  “His school will have a plan in place to keep the kids safe,” he says, sounding surprisingly reassuring. Neither of us mentions how little our own school did to keep us safe.


  I look back down the street as the store window shatters. I wish I was braver, but I know there’s no way I’m going into the city on my own.


  He crooks his head at me, as if asking for my permission. I don’t want to go, but I don’t know what else I can do. It takes everything I have to stop my eyes from welling up in front of this motorcycle-riding tattooed guy who’s watching me as if I might break, but I nod.


  “Let’s go.”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  4 SAVANNAH


  What the hell is going on? We never should have left. They’ll never forgive me for this. I wish I knew how to hotwire a car.


  A million thoughts raced through my head as the four of us ran full-force back toward New Ravencrest. We had been pushing as hard as we could for ten minutes already, and we weren’t even halfway home. As I ran, so many different scenarios played out in my head. All of them ended in everyone I knew dying. I had been so anxious to force people to let me contribute, and now I wasn’t where I needed to be in order to protect my friends.


  As the one with the shortest legs, I brought up the rear as we sprinted toward home. While I could tell through their uneven strides that Alex, Zack, and Pierce were all feeling the burn as well, they were managing to keep up a steady pace that I wasn’t sure I could match much longer. I thought I was in pretty good shape, considering how long I’d been cooped up inside. It turned out there was serious room for improvement.


  My breathing began to come in gasps as we raced down a tree-covered walkway between large, expensive looking houses. I quickly lost sight of the guys down the winding path, but I could still hear three sets of steady footfalls. Trying not to make any noise was the least of our worries now, although we didn’t exactly have time to stop and take out any Zs if it came to that. We had to move.


  I mentally braced myself to try and pick up my speed with another push forward, but stumbled as I was brought suddenly to a halt. One second I was trying to force myself to keep going, the next I felt someone grab me by the waist and yank me toward a nearby yard.


  My first instinct was zombie, and I yelled out incoherently, hoping someone from my team would hear me. I started thrashing, trying to shake my attacker loose. When the strong grip didn’t falter, I kicked back and felt my boot hit bone. Whoever it was let out an ooph but still didn’t let go.


  It was when I felt the smooth chill of a knife right against my throat and realized how wrong my assumption had been that I froze. My abrupt halt didn’t slow my captor though. The grip around my waist only tightened as I was pulled back. I had no choice but to move. I struggled with my urge to fight back, knowing I needed to stay calm and figure out what was going on. This could end badly either way, but a cool head would get me a lot further.


  I tripped over my own feet as we moved farther and farther away from the path. My mind raced with stories of the things that happened to women since civilization had crumbled. I just couldn’t risk pissing off anyone with a knife to my throat.


  “Be careful,” a gruff male voice whispered in my ear as he held me right against his body, leading me up a set of wooden porch steps and into one of the houses.


  I had no way of knowing if the guys had even heard me shout out, if they were even coming for me. Too soon, I saw a glass-paned door click shut behind us as we entered one of Ravencrest’s many long abandoned homes and were all alone.


  The back door we came in led to a small laundry room, which I was quickly and efficiently pulled through. We only paused long enough for my attacker to throw my crossbow to the ground. I flinched at the clatter it made as it hit the pale blue tiles.


  I had left my gun behind in the rush to get out of the medical center, but there was still a knife tucked safely into my boot. I just had to figure out how to get to it. I just have to find my moment.


  When we reached the elegantly decorated living room, we paused and my captor seemed to fumble with something. Eventually, he took the knife away from my throat, but only long enough to bind my hands together behind my back. It felt like twine, but I couldn’t be sure. The bones in my wrists dug into each other until I managed to shift into a more comfortable position.


  “Sit down,” he said, sounding about as nervous as I felt. I spotted an overstuffed floral love seat on the other side of the room. I was more than happy to get as far away from him as I could, but I was a little surprised he was letting me go. I’d never had to take a hostage before, but this definitely wasn’t how I would have done it.


  As I sat down, I finally got a look at the man who had grabbed me. Well, I had thought he was a man. As he paced the room in front of me it was obvious that this guy couldn’t be more than a couple years older than me. Eighteen at most, probably younger.


  He was tall, maybe as tall as Alex’s six-foot-two. He also had the most ridiculous haircut I’d ever seen. It was both messy and uneven, and it looked like he’d gotten it cut months ago. His dark brown hair went straight down to his ears and he had to push it out of his eyes every few seconds as he paced, seemingly content to leave me waiting on the couch.


  His clothes looked like he’d been wearing them for weeks. Is this is what life is like now? Is this how most people are living? I didn’t let myself think about what desperation could make human beings do.


  As he continued to stalk across the spacious living room, he didn’t even bother to look at me. I considered charging at him and trying to get the upper hand, but he held onto the hilt of his knife so hard that his knuckles were a pale white, and my hands were still tied. I couldn’t risk it.


  “Do you live at the high school? The one here in town?” he finally asked. He didn’t stop his pacing and still hadn’t looked up from his feet.


  “Yes.” I had no intention of volunteering information, but I began to breathe easier as it started to look like it wasn’t really me he was interested in.


  “How many people live there?”


  “Why?”


  The boy finally stopped moving and glanced at me, but only briefly. His dirt-smeared face held a hard expression that hinted at panic. I was surprised when he actually answered my question.


  “I’m looking for someone. Miles Donovan. Do you know him?” I knew exactly who he was talking about.


  “No, I’m sorry, I don’t.” I looked down at the hideous, rose-colored throw rug at my feet.


  “How many people live at the school?”


  “I don’t know. Almost two hundred. Maybe more.”


  “So, it’s possible he’s there and you just don’t know him.” He didn’t sound hopeful.


  “Maybe, I guess. We’re a pretty close-knit group though. We see pretty much everyone at meals.” I considered asking what his friend looked like to draw out the conversation and give my team time to find me, but I couldn’t make my mouth form the words.


  I hadn’t known him personally, but I knew Miles Donovan had died months ago. Like Zack, he was part of the team that went in and cleared out all of the undead from the school so the rest of us could live there safely. Miles and his family had only been in town for a few days, but he wanted to help make things better. It had cost him his life. Zack still talked about how we needed more guys like Miles Donovan and tried to do everything he could for Mrs. Donovan and her two young kids.


  I wasn’t about to tip this guy off that his friend was long dead, at least not while he had the upper hand and a weapon.


  “He was supposed to be there. Ravencrest High School,” the boy muttered to himself, having resumed his pacing. He barely seemed to know I was there, so I chanced trying to loosen the bindings on my wrists.


  “What’s your name?” I asked, to keep him talking and distract him further. It had the opposite effect. He finally stopped moving, turned, and really looked at me.


  “I’m Cole. Cole Donovan.” I suddenly felt a little sick to my stomach.


  “Wa… is this Miles guy your dad?” I’d only seen Miles once, but Cole didn’t look anything like him beyond the nearly black hair they both shared. Miles had been tan, with brown eyes close in color to my own. Cole’s eyes were dark blue and stood out against his light skin.


  “No, my uncle.” He pushed his hair back from his face again. “I really need to find him.” His voice sounded almost pleading.


  “Well, Cole. I’m Savannah. What exactly is it you need? Maybe I can point you in the right direction” I felt the twine fall limp onto the seat cushion, and I braced myself to try and tackle this boy who was playing at being tough. Cole.


  “I need your help.” Okay. Not what I was expecting. Maybe this wouldn’t be that difficult to get out of after all.


  “I need you to put down that knife. Do that and we’ll talk.” I braced my feet against the floor and prepared to push off, but I paused as he reached out toward a nearby table, and looked like he was going to drop his weapon. His fingers had just begun to relax when a thumping noise came from the other side of the house, causing him to grasp the handle of the blade that much tighter as his head turned frantically toward the noise.


  “Savannah!” someone hollered. “Savannah, are you in there?” It sounded like Zack.


  Cole tensed and glanced toward the front windows. I knew this might be my only chance. I had to risk it.


  I ran toward Cole and put all my weight into knocking him over. He was stronger than he looked, and I only managed to push him back by a few feet.


  I used one arm to try and hold him while the other reached toward the knife. Cole stretched his arm farther but was too slow. While I didn’t manage to grab the knife myself, I did knock it out of his hand.


  Cole swore and tried to grab for it, but I managed to deliver a kick straight into the middle of his stomach, knocking him to the ground.


  I took a defensive stance, preparing to attack again, but he just sat there looking bewildered. I took the opportunity to grab the small blade I kept hidden in my boot and pointed it toward him. “Don’t move.”


  He didn’t even bother to stand back up and simply put his hands over his head looking resigned. “I don’t want to fight you.”


  “Well you probably should have thought of that before you tried to kidnap me.”


  “I wasn’t… I just… I need your help.”


  “I’m in here, guys,” I shouted, hoping my friends would be able to hear me. I didn’t take my eyes off Cole as I kicked his knife into the laundry room, safely out of reach.


  It sounded like the guys were trying to literally break down the front door but weren’t having much luck. “Savannah, we’re coming!” Alex yelled.


  I wanted to go and unlock the front door, but I couldn’t risk turning my back on Cole even for a second. Surely he had another weapon besides a kitchen knife.


  Part of me wished he’d just try and make a run for it. It’s not like I could ninja the knife into his gut or anything. If he’d run he probably would have made it out the side door by now. What is he waiting for?


  “Well, you look like you’re doing okay.” Pierce walked in through the laundry room, looking mildly amused. “Everything okay?” I almost laughed aloud. Trust Pierce to find the easy way in while the two oafs outside were still throwing themselves a solid wooden door.


  “Yeah, I’m fine. Just a bit of a misunderstanding.” I lowered my knife, and Cole looked about as confused as I felt as he got up off the ground.


  If I were to tell the guys that he’d grabbed me and held a knife to my throat, they’d kill him. There had been enough death already. “This is Cole.”


  He just looks so pathetic, so lost. I knew that feeling well. I’d lived it before.


  Pierce didn’t look convinced.


  “I’m fine, really. Just go unlock the door and let the guys in.”


  Pierce shrugged. His dark skin still gleaned with sweat, and I remembered the reason we’d been running through a suburban nightmare in the first place. In all of the chaos, I had completely forgotten. We have to get back to the school!


  “Look, you should just go, all right?” I looked back at Cole and gestured toward the back door. “We can’t help you.”


  “You don’t even know what I need.”


  “I know I don’t have time.”


  “Please. I just need to get into that school, to ask around. Find out if anyone knows where my uncle might have gone. Please.”


  “Hey, what’s going on here?” Zack had his gun trained right at the newcomer. “Who are you?”


  Cole didn’t bother to put his hands up, and I didn’t bother to tell Zack to put his gun down. I just wanted to find a way to end this all as soon as possible and get to where we were needed.


  “This guy’s new in town and was just looking for some information,” I volunteered, trying to give Cole a look that would tell him not to open his damn mouth. “We should go.”


  “No. Not until you tell us exactly what happened,” Zack said. I sighed internally, relieved to see my best friend looking more determined than angry. Zack knew how to keep his cool, so I was glad he was the only one currently brandishing a weapon. There were too few people left in this world to go offing one another just because we were having an extremely bad day. “We heard you yell, and when we turned back you had disappeared.”


  “Ten seconds later later we got jumped by this uber Z who had been hiding in some bushes. He came at us out of nowhere. Savvy, we thought the worst,” Alex added, looking undeniably pissed off. Then his shoulders relaxed and his expression softened. “You’re sure you’re fine?” Alex’s voice was deep and strong. Hearing him speak always had a calming effect on me. Knowing he’d been worried about me got my heart pounding all over again.


  “Fine enough.”


  “Then what are we still doing here? We have no idea what the hell is going on back at the school. Can this day get any worse?”


  “Aww, common man. That’s just asking for it,” Zack said, rolling his eyes dramatically.


  “Look, it’s not like I planned this either.” I shrugged apologetically. “We can go now.”


  “Fine. Let’s move.” Alex turned toward the door. I couldn’t blame him. I’m sure he was worried sick about his mom. And Marybeth.


  “Wait,” I said, causing everyone to turn and look at me. “Pierce, give him your gun.” I jerked my thumb toward Cole.


  “What? Why?”


  “Just do it. Come on, we have to go.” Thankfully, Pierce didn’t argue and pulled his handgun from the waistband of his jeans. Before he could hand it to Cole, Alex put his hand out to stop him.


  “Seriously, Savannah? Why are we helping this guy? We need to help our people now, not some stranger who walked into town looking for God knows what. We have to go, and we’re probably going to need all the weapons we have.”


  “We’re fine,” I said. “We’ve got backups, and backups of backups, and there will be more back at base. He needs it more than we do, and the longer we argue about this, the longer we’re going to be stuck in this damn building when we have other places to be.” Alex didn’t look happy about it, but he conceded and lowered his arm.


  Cole seemed hesitant to take the gun, but he ultimately grabbed it from Pierce’s outstretched hand. “I don’t even know how to use this.”


  How on earth has this guy survived for this long? “Well, you’re going to have to figure it out. We have to go, and you have to leave town.” The guys all started moving toward the door, but Cole didn’t move.


  “Look,” I said in a hushed voice, “I don’t know how it is wherever you come from, but around here grabbing girls off the street doesn’t get you a helping hand. You caught me in a moment of weakness, so you should probably just go. We have our own problems to deal with.”


  Cole nodded slowly, but didn’t take his eyes off of me as I spoke like he was only just beginning to wrap his head around the situation he’d gotten himself into.


  I didn’t have any pity to spare for him, so I didn’t wait for a response or wish him good luck. I turned away from him and left with my friends, sure I’d never see that strange, blue-eyed boy again. Besides Cole, who I’d left standing, stunned in the living room. I was the last out and didn’t bother closing the door behind me. There were more important things to think about.


  “Ready?” I asked as I reached the sidewalk.


  “Ready.” The four of us took off for Ravencrest Senior High School and didn’t look back.
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  We slowed to a walk once we got within a few blocks of the school. I expected to hear the sounds of a gunfight or at least yelling of some kind. There was nothing. Alex and I glanced at each other, but no one spoke as we kept making our way toward home. I had to stop myself from looking over my shoulder every few steps.


  When we got within a block of the school, we heard the noises that stalked my nightmares—tearing flesh and frenzied moaning. I pulled my crossbow off my back, and the guys all drew their weapons. Not for the first time, I wished I hadn’t left my gun behind. There was a certain comfort in using something so deadly.


  There was a row of houses that we’d cleared a long time ago, each one with a set of windows facing the school’s parking lot. I tapped Zack on the shoulder, and managed to catch Alex’s and Pierce’s attention with a low cough before heading toward the first house on the block.


  “I don’t…” Pierce whispered.


  “I know.” This doesn’t look good.


  We entered the house, which had been left unlocked but mostly stripped of furniture and supplies as everything had been moved over to the school. We all stayed silent as we walked to the other side of the house, toward a large bay window.


  The first thing I saw as I pulled back the curtain was a swarm of at least eight of the dead feeding off a body, right across from the school where everyone we knew had been living. From the looks of things, this group was only a small portion of the one that had descended on Ravencrest High School. I heard someone gag behind me.


  “What the hell happened?” Zack whispered.


  There were at least another thirty of the dead on the lawn, all distracted by a meal. And those were just the ones we could see. The double doors that led into the school’s lobby were wide open.


  “We have to see if we can help,” I said, but I couldn’t stop staring out the window.


  “There are too many,” Zack replied, and I knew he was right.


  “No, it looks like they’re all first generation. They’re stupid enough that they’ll just keep eating and let us walk right by,” Alex said.


  “Yeah, until they finish eating,” Zack responded, shaking his head in horror.


  “Look, guys,” Pierce said, pointing toward the parking lot on the west side of the school. “Most of the vehicles are gone. They got away.” At least half of the cars that usually sat unused in the lot were gone.


  “Not everyone,” Alex said, looking pointedly at the half-devoured body on the ground. “And there could still be more people trapped inside. We have to go.” Alex dropped his backpack to the floor and began reloading his gun.


  “Alex, we can’t.” Zack put his hand on Alex’s shoulder. “I’m sure they got out. Paulson would never leave without your mom, and she wouldn’t leave Marybeth behind. They’re fine.”


  “Hate to break it to you, but we don’t even know that Paulson got out,” Alex retorted, his voice beginning to rise. “We have to go in there.”


  “We’d never make it back out again,” I said. “We can’t.”


  “You’re not hearing me. I’m going in with or without you guys!”


  “Alex, please! We can’t. Our families need us to catch up with them, to help them rebuild. Not to die fighting a lost cause.” I felt my eyes well up as I pleaded. I wished I could reach out and hug him, that I could make this better for him somehow.


  Alex stared out the window for a second before letting out a strangled yell and banging his fist against a nearby wall. “So what? We’re just supposed to give all of this up? Leave it to the zombies?”


  “We always knew this could happen. We planned for this,” Zack said. “Odds are, almost everyone got out. We just have to catch up.”


  “The plan was to get to the safe house in Meadowvale and go from there. With the cars, they’re probably halfway there by now.” I added to Zack’s argument, trying to ease the feeling of dread that hung over all of us.


  “Well, we don’t have cars. What’s your plan, Savvy? Walk through two cities? It will take us days to catch up. By the time we get there, they’ll have moved on.” Alex scoffed.


  “We’ll find a car. There are thousands of unused cars littering the streets.”


  “Not with keys. You’re going to take up hotwiring now?”


  “We will figure it out. You need to take a deep breath.” I stepped towards Alex and tried to put my hand on his shoulder, but he shrugged me off.


  “We never should have left the school, and you know it. We could have been with them, instead of just having to guess what happened.” I wanted to remind him that it was Marybeth and not me who had asked us to go, but knowing Alex that would only serve to push his temper farther.


  


  The longer we waited, the more agitated Alex became, but we had to go back into town, away from the school area that had already been completely stripped, to find things like food and blankets. Zack was holding up a lot better, considering that his mom had been in the school as well. Not one of us had the nerve to mention that to Alex. When he got into a mood like this, even I wanted to keep my distance.


  I was glad we’d thought to bring backpacks with us when we left the school that morning. If we’d had to leave with nothing on us but clothes and weapons, we’d spend more time trying to find something to eat than catching up with the group.


  Still, I hated giving up so many of the medical supplies that we’d risked everything for to make room for dried pasta and underwear. I shoved pill bottles and bandages into every possible nook left in my bag.


  The town seemed almost completely devoid of Zs now, but we knew exactly where they were and it wasn’t really a reassuring thought. It took almost an hour, but eventually we had everything we needed, including a new handgun for me.


  As we walked out of town, I was struck by the fact that I might actually never get to go back. I’d lived in Ravencrest for my entire life and had seen it go through some pretty major changes. I didn’t want to think about what it would become now that it had been abandoned once again—nothing more than another tomb for a once thriving city.


  We tried any car we could get into as we walked, even searching abandoned homes for keys to the vehicles sitting in their driveway. The few we found were either dead or had dry tanks. We kept walking.


  More than once Alex suggested sprinting, but we’d never be able to catch the cars no matter how fast we moved on foot. It made more sense to conserve our energy.


  The world outside of Ravencrest was so much more devoid of life than I’d imagined. I hadn’t spent that long living alone with my parents after the second wave had come and wiped out almost everyone. After they’d died, I’d spent almost all of my time constantly surrounded by the people in town. I’d always hoped there were several other civilizations in the area we’d eventually be able to connect with, but as we traveled there was no sign of anyone.


  Even the infected were scarce. We encountered a few that first day, but they generally tended to followed their food source and had probably left the area a long time ago. Not even the dead wanted anything to do with the area anymore.


  Killing the few that we did find didn’t come with the same thrill I’d felt in the morning. We all just wanted to keep moving.


  “Hey, stop.” Alex waved his hands, motioning for us to duck down behind a cement road divider. We’d walked up the on ramp to the highway that would take us the most direct route to Meadowvale. The stretch right in front of us was empty of everything except two zombies about forty feet in front of us. They hadn’t heard us approach. They were too busy fighting each other.


  “Is that…” Zack sounded as baffled as I was. The four of us barely breathed as we settled into crouched positions and watched.


  One of the zombies was clearly long dead and clawing hungrily at the other, who looked like a middle-aged woman, her nightdress drenched in blood. She moved so much faster than the dead man. Or was it a woman? He was too far gone to tell. There was no question that the lady in the bloody pajamas was among those who had survived infection. Second generation—still alive, but just as hungry for flesh.


  Speed wasn’t her only advantage, and within seconds she managed to have her opponent flat on his back. Without hesitation she drove her foot through his rotting skull, and he stopped moving. She seemed completely unaffected by the whole thing and started walking down the highway. Right toward us.


  “What the… What was that?” I muttered.


  “She’s coming!” Pierce said, panicked.


  “There are four of us. We’ll be fine.” Before I could start to come up with an attack plan, Alex stood up and fired his gun. He got her in the shoulder the first time but quickly followed up with a shot that went right through her forehead. I stared up at him.


  “What? I didn’t want to fight that.” He shrugged. “Look, there’s a car pulled over to the side of the road a ways up. Maybe this is where things turn around for us.” It was starting to get dark, and the open road, where we could see what was coming from two directions, was as good a place as any to settle in for the night. We’d only have to worry about what might come out of the forested area surrounding either side of this stretch of the highway, but I didn’t want to argue with Alex again. Not today.


  We picked up our bags and kept going. As we passed her, we each took a long look at the dead woman now lying crumpled in the middle of the road. I’d probably encountered four or five of the second generation, uber Zs, but I’d always thought they were just faster and stronger. Not smarter. The implications were horrifying.


  The car we’d been aiming for, and the next three, all turned out to be beyond our level of expertise to get going. Seriously, who takes the keys out of the ignition before leaving their car to run from zombies? Priorities, people. A red Volvo that had crashed into the road barrier looked like it had only been there a few days and still had they keys, but it wouldn’t start.


  “Alright, I think it’s time to call it a night.” I was glad Zack said it when I hadn’t been willing to.


  “But the next one could be functional,” Alex said, balling his hands into tense fists at his sides.


  “Then it will still be functional in the morning. It’s too dark to keep going. We need to start a fire.”


  Alex looked like he wanted to stomp his foot in protest but instead just took off into the forest. “Where are you going?” Zack yelled.


  “Firewood. I’ll be back.”


  “Should I go with him?” Pierce asked.


  “Nah, give him time to cool off,” I said.


  


  “Okay, why are we not talking about this?” Zack asked, his mouth full of dry cereal. He swallowed. “Those two today. They were fighting each other. That’s new right?”


  “Maybe not,” Pierce responded. “It makes sense if you think about it.” Despite the fact I’d been replaying the whole scene in my head for two hours, I obviously hadn’t been actually thinking about it. It didn’t make any sense to me. “The second generation zombies aren’t technically zombies.”


  “Is there really such thing as a technical zombie?” Alex asked.


  “Not the point. Either way, they’re not actually undead. They were infected after being vaccinated; they never died, but the virus still took over.”


  “So the actual dead would still see them as fresh meat,” Alex finished for him, nodding as if it all made perfect sense.


  “Exactly.”


  “So why are there still first generation Zs everywhere?” I wanted to stop talking about this, but my curiosity got the better of me.


  “Out west, there may not be. The vaccine was more widely available there, so who knows?”


  Of the four of us, only Pierce had been vaccinated before the second wave broke. His family had apparently been all kinds of wealthy and had shelled out good money so Pierce could be cleared to come over to America. He’d been checking out Ivy League schools. Now he was here, camped out in the middle of a road with three Americans he had only known for a couple of months.


  Pierce worried about what would happen to him if he were ever bitten. Despite the extra days inoculation gave you before you turned, we all agreed we’d rather just die than live on, killing the uninfected. But in the end, I guess it didn’t really matter. It’s not as though any part of you was still in there. Infected was infected.


  We tried to change the subject to something more upbeat, but morbid thoughts followed us all that night.


  The fire had begun to die out when I leaned my head against Zack’s shoulder and let my eyes drift closed. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been this exhausted, but I still didn’t want to go to sleep. I was afraid of what I’d see when I let my subconscious take over.


  “Time to get some sleep, hmm?” Alex chuckled. “Who wants first watch?”


  The four of exchanged several looks. Pierce shook his head rapidly. “Not me. I feel like I could sleep through the apocalypse. Oh wait.” I rolled my eyes, but I smiled at Pierce to let him know I knew exactly how he felt.


  “Alright, you pansies.” Zack said before letting out a long groan. “I’ll do it. Two hours, and then someone else takes over. Deal?” We all nodded fervently.


  I forced myself to pick up my head as Zack stood up to extinguish the fire. I pulled a light blanket out of my pack and curled up into a ball on the pavement. If we didn’t find our group soon, sleeping bags were going to have to be pretty high on the priority list. And bikes. Bikes would be good. I felt my mind drift as I tried to fight off sleep for a few more moments.


  Alex and Pierce each stretched out with their heads resting on their arms just a few feet away from me. I curled up tighter, wishing I had my pillow, when Zack came toward me, his hand riffling through his own backpack. He laid his own worn, thin blanket on top of my own, and I smiled my thanks before he sat down near my feet.


  “Goodnight, guys,” I said.


  “Night.”


  “G’nite.” Zack squeezed my foot reassuringly.


  “Goodn…nn…ss.” Alex was snoring within moments, and I drifted to sleep listening to the sounds of my friends breathing.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  6SAVANNAH


  “Wake up.” I felt someone shake my shoulder and I slowly opened my eyes. I blinked a few times before remembering where I was and what had led to my falling asleep, curled up in the middle of the road. The events of the day before threatened to overwhelm me, and I let out a groan as tension rushed back into my body.


  “Savannah, get up. Now.” Pierce stood over me, but I could barely see him. It was still dark and I was still so tired.


  “What is it?” Alex sat up and turned on a flashlight, which he pointed right into my eyes. I squinted and gave him the finger.


  “Turn that off,” Pierce hissed. “There are people coming. They’re headed right for us.” The light flickered off and for a few seconds I couldn’t make out anything except white splotches floating in front of my face.


  “What? Where?” I rubbed my eyes.


  “Down the way we came from. I think I see headlights.” As I turned around, I could make out exactly what he was talking about. About twenty pinpricks of light were coming our way. They weren’t moving very quickly, but it was still the last thing I expected to see at that time of night. My brain snapped awake as I realized it could easily be a group of survivors making their way across the highway at night.


  “Maybe it’s our group,” Alex suggested, mirroring my own thoughts.


  “Why would they be traveling at night? It could be anyone.” Pierce—always the voice of reason and crusher of dreams.


  “Alright, so we just wait until they get here and see,” I offered. I couldn’t imagine Mayor Paulson allowing everyone to be out, just wandering the road at night in an area we couldn’t be sure was safe, but I let myself hope for good news. Who knew what they could have run into being forced to leave town? Maybe they weren’t able to find anywhere to settle in for the night. Maybe they were looking for us.


  We shuffled around in silence, trying to gather our belongings in the dark and watching the lights get closer and closer. There were a few stars out, but April rainclouds kept most of them from providing us with enough light to see what was coming.


  “What if it isn’t them?” Zack finally asked, voicing the thought I’d been trying to push back. As usual, he was the last of us to really wake up. Zack first thing in the morning was a whole other kind of zombie, and since he’d already taken his watch, he couldn’t have gotten much sleep.


  “But what if it is?” I countered, needing it to be them.


  Soon after, the approaching group was close enough that we could make out the silhouettes of dozens of people walking by the cars. We started to hear the sounds of yelling, laughter, and gun fire. They were creating a huge racket that was bound to draw in any nearby infected. They were even spraying bullets up into the air, as if they wanted to draw exactly the kind of attention we were trying to avoid. My heart sank as I realized these weren’t our people.


  “If we can see them, how much closer do they need to be before they see us?” Alex asked, tension rising in his voice as our situation looked increasingly perilous. “We should get out of their way.”


  “Where do we go though? We can’t stay on the road,” Zack said, shoving the blanket I tossed him into his pack. “They’ll see us eventually. And if we can’t use flashlights we could run into trouble up ahead as easily as here.”


  “We’ll go into the forest and wait this out. Stay close until they pass. Then we regroup,” Alex said without hesitation.


  “Why do we have to split up?” I asked. I glanced at the forest. The trees cast an ominous shadow that devoured any light. It definitely wasn’t somewhere I’d be signing up to go into alone.


  “We’re a lot harder to spot that way. If they have that many cars and weapons, they probably have more than enough light to spot four teenagers huddled in the bushes. Why risk it? It’ll be fine.”


  My breath quivered as I exhaled, and I bit my lip to keep from crying in frustration. I knew I was overreacting, but it’s hard to stop yourself once your body decides to let out a few tears. I could trust Alex. He’d traveled here all the way from Florida, so he had to know what he was doing. “Fine.” I still didn’t like it.


  Alex threw his backpack over his shoulder and used hand motions to signal which way we’d each be going. Pierce and I were to branch off on one side the road, while Zack and Alex would go to the other.


  From behind me, Zack squeezed my shoulder. I leaned in for a quick hug, needing all the encouragement I could find.


  The noise the newcomers made as they approached was getting louder. They might still have been ten minutes away, but we couldn’t know how long it would be until they spotted us standing stupidly in the road.


  If I didn’t go right then, I never would.


  I turned and jogged into the forest with my crossbow and my backpack jostling each other due to some poor planning on my part. I didn’t even think to pause and see which way my friends went. I thought I’d see them all again soon enough and we would be able to continue on as though none of this ever happened.


  Only a minute after I reached the forest, just west of the highway, sunlight began to crack through the black of night. It was later than I’d guessed, and first sign of morning was a welcome surprise.


  I could only begin to make out the trees around me when I heard someone trudging through the woods nearby. I dropped to the forest floor and scrambled on my elbows, trying to be as quiet as possible, until I was hidden behind a bush.


  A flashlight beam passed overhead, right where I’d been standing. The light was attached to the wrist of a lean, black-haired woman wearing camouflage and holding an extremely large gun. She had a thin sword strapped to her waist. As she fired a few shots into the forest, I prayed that Pierce was nowhere nearby.


  I chanced tilting my head over to get a better look at the woman as she passed. Her expression was a mean, and her arm was raked with scratches. Whether they were from branches or a fight, I couldn’t tell. She looked determined and sure, as though she’d been fighting the infected her entire life.


  A piece of thick red fabric tied around one of her arms caught my eye. It was an odd fashion choice, even these days.


  Eventually she walked out of earshot, and I felt comfortable enough to stand and creep toward the forest line to get a better look at her group.


  A green truck loaded up with boxes passed first, accompanied by three men talking among themselves as though they weren’t remotely concerned about the time of day or risk of attack.


  As the group continued past where we’d camped, I tried to count the number of people that passed by me. There had to be at least three hundred of them, all carrying weapons, all talking and laughing as if a trek down the highway was a party.


  They were mostly men, but like the woman who passed by me earlier, they each wore a piece of red fabric tied to their right arm. Quite a few of them were wearing the same camo as the woman, but others dressed in jeans and t-shirts.


  The woman had most likely been some kind of scout. Were these people with the army?


  Maybe we’d been overly cautious by going out of our way to avoid them. Maybe they can help us.


  A stray bullet hit a tree about ten feet away from me, and instinctively I ducked my head down. If they were the army, there was something a little unstable about them. Or maybe shooting at trees was just what qualified as a good time with them. Being constantly quiet had been ingrained in my head for months, so the racket they made seemed almost foreign. Unnatural.


  As I turned my body to look down the road, my crossbow smacked against a nearby tree trunk. A soldier’s head snapped toward me. Pressing my body against the same tree, I cursed my own stupidity. Alex said to stay hidden, and instead I’d gotten up close to satisfy my own curiosity. I counted to thirty and then headed deeper into the forest.


  Taking chances hadn’t exactly been paying off for me. Even if these people could help us, I wouldn’t try to make contact with them right away. Not without knowing more. They weren’t moving very quickly, so we could always catch up with them later if needed.


  I needed to stay hidden until I could reconnect with the guys and come up with some kind of game plan. That’s what Alex would do. I moved back several feet until it was hard to see what was going on but I felt confident no one would spot me.


  It wasn’t much longer before I could make out the end of group and began to breathe more easily. Our rude awakening was almost over.


  As I started readjusting all the equipment on my back for easy access, I heard frantic shouting coming from near the head of the group. It was nothing like the ruckus they’d been making only moments earlier, and my heart began to race.


  Did they finally manage to attract a swarm of Zs? I looked frantically around the forest, but the morning light made it easy to see I was still alone.


  I didn’t think. I ran, making my way through the forest toward the commotion. What if they’re in trouble? I’d probably hear more noise, not less. Did something happen to the guys?


  Swearing under my breath, I made my way back to the tree line. I was in time to see two men leading Zack away from the forest at gunpoint. My friend’s hands were in the air as step by step he made his way toward the group. What would they make of a teenager hiding out in the forest? I moved in closer to try and get a better look.


  I had to strain to hear what was going on because I couldn’t make much out through the dozen or so voices talking over each other on the road. Biting my lip, I reminded myself to breathe.


  Zack put his arms down and dropped both his gun and hammer to the ground. He was clearly cooperating, but one of the soldiers who found him violently pinned Zack’s arms behind his back anyways and spun him to face another solider. Zack winced, but shook his head frantically, his usual lazy smile and calm demeanor gone.


  They talked for almost a minute, but I didn’t catch a single word. The soldier speaking with Zack was getting frustrated. He waved his hand toward Zack dismissively before turning away.


  Suddenly, a third soldier stepped out from beside the truck and punched Zack in the jaw, causing him to stagger backward.


  I balled my hands into fists, outraged. I unstrapped my crossbow from my back, and prepared to run to Zack’s defense when someone grabbed my wrist and tugged me back. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” a male voice warned from behind me. Damnit.


  I had no intention of being held against my will again. I shifted my weight and spun into a kick while turning to face my attacker. I felt the pressure on my wrist ease up as my foot connected with flesh. Specifically, I hit jaw. Cole’s jaw.
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  September 12th


  


  I move into a crouch behind the windowsill and slowly peel back the curtain. Liam simply continues to sit on a chair at the other end of the living room, not wanting to get too close to whatever is going on outside. He claims he’s seen enough of these things to last him a lifetime, and I can’t say I blame him, but I have to see for myself. I’d been hoping there weren’t as many out this far, but we’re seeing them pass by every few hours, heading away from the city.


  Even here, we aren’t safe.


  I watch as a group of at least a dozen of the infected shuffle on past the window. I don’t want to know what has attracted their attention; I just don’t want it to be me.


  We got out of Cleveland three days ago and have been holed up in suburbia ever since.


  Liam keeps telling me that I should just accept this for what it is. That these people should be dead but aren’t. He says the word zombie at least three times an hour, but I can’t bring myself to even think it. That’s ridiculous. My best guess is some insane form of rabies. That’s a thing, right?


  The group turns off at the end of the street and I let the thick, pale purple curtain fall back into place. Liam is still sitting on the chair, just watching me.


  “All clear?” he asks.


  “For now.” I get up and head over to the kitchen. The power went off last night and it still hasn’t come back on. At least we got to watch the news for awhile, not that it told us much of anything. People everywhere are panicking—no surprises there. I sat there, just waiting for someone to blame this whole thing on terrorists and for Liam to look at me with disgust, but the moment never came. This disease, whatever it was, is home grown.


  Our current mission in life, besides not being eaten ourselves, is to eat anything that could start to rot. Gotta keep busy with something, so it might as well be food. “Want anything?”


  “I’ll take the last glass of milk,” he says before quickly adding, “if that’s okay with you.”


  Things have been awkward ever since Liam picked the lock on the back door and got us into this bungalow. It’s like once we were out of immediate danger, we had no idea what to do with ourselves. Even after living with him for three days, I barely know this guy.


  As far as we can tell, the original inhabitants of 3632 Birch Avenue were a couple of little old ladies who prided themselves on needlework and tea sets. While the tea is definitely appreciated, a computer would have been extremely helpful—while there was still power, that is. I have no idea where this house’s residents are now, but I’m hoping they are in the midst of an impeccably well-timed vacation.


  This food won’t last us forever, and more than anything, I want to know what’s going on outside of this house, outside of Cleveland. How far has this thing spread?


  As I pour a glass of milk for Liam and a glass of orange juice for myself, I wonder how much longer my cell phone battery will last. I’m trying to wean myself off of looking at it constantly to see if I’ve missed any calls or texts to conserve power. I still haven’t heard from either of my parents. I know what this probably means, but I’m not ready to face it. Not yet.


  Liam’s dad called him while we were on our way out of Cleveland, and he has called twice a day since, promising to get us out of here as soon as he can.


  Liam’s mom is dead and has been for three days. He won’t talk about it. I won’t talk about all of the question marks hanging over my own head.


  Not knowing is pure torture, especially when the worst possible outcome is the most likely one. If it were in my dad’s power to get ahold of me, he would have by now. My mom wouldn’t have settled for hearing my voice. She would have somehow managed to show up on the front porch of this house, banging on the front door until I let her in.


  


  I’m awakened by some extremely tacky lighting choices when the power comes back on in the middle of our fourth night. I’ve been passed out on the couch while Liam is sprawled over an armchair. Neither of us wants to sleep in the bedrooms, in case we needed to get away in the middle of the night.


  It hits me—if the powers on that means we can finally turn the TV on and get some news.


  I blink my eyes a few times until my vision clears, then I prop myself up on the couch. Liam’s still snoring softly, completely oblivious to the fact that we have power. And power means television and, most importantly, television means news.


  “Liam, wake up.” He doesn’t respond. “Liam, the power is back on.” I lean over the side of the couch and push his foot with my hand. “Wake. Up.”


  “What?” he snaps at me as he slowly comes around. Over the last few days, I’ve learned that he’s very much the kind of guy who likes—no, needs- a good night’s sleep.


  “Look. The lights are back on.” I wave the television remote back and forth and recognition lights up his face. I blush as he sits up. He sleeps in boxers, and I still haven’t gotten used to it.


  “What are you waiting for? Turn that thing on.”


  Pressing the power button on the remote, I’m greeted with static on what should be the local news channel. The next station I turn to is playing a commercial, and I can’t sit through an advertisement for fabric softener right now. I hit the channel up button again.


  We find a national news station. It’s not one that I would usually choose to watch, but now is not the time to be picky about how a story is spun politically. I think all parties can agree that this disease is bad news for everyone.


  The station is showing a series of clips of people being escorted from their homes in white vans as the latest headlines are recapped in bold text at the bottom of the screen. My eyes dart towards the front door as I pull my long black hair into a low ponytail.


  They still don’t know much about where this disease has come from, but the main priority right now seems to be stopping it from spreading, which is fine by me.


  Eventually they switch over to the news desk where three important-looking people sit, each looking equal parts smug and pretentious.


  “For those just tuning in,” says an elderly Asian anchorwoman, “rescue operations are well underway in the Cleveland area. Power has been restored to seventy percent of the homes north of the city center, and government officials are beginning to evacuate survivors. Anybody found to be infected is being transferred to a quarantined area so that we may better learn how to defeat this horrible affliction.”


  “If you are tuning in from the Cleveland area, please stay where you are if at all possible. Rescue crews are requesting you place a red piece of fabric outside of your home or current location in order to indicate your presence and speed up the rescue effort.” I lose track of the instructions as I begin to imagine our rescue and being able to put this nightmare behind me.


  From the looks of it, this infection has already spread across most of the country, although nowhere was as badly hit as we were here. Instances of the disease are being seen as far away as Europe, and while everyone agrees that there would be severe repercussions should it reach heavily populated or underdeveloped areas, they are optimistic that the various governments of the world have this under control.


  The thing that really reassures me is that not once does anyone mention the word zombie.


  There is so much to absorb, and it’s a while before the headlines begin to repeat. We missed a lot while hiding out in this house, but things are looking up.


  The station goes to a commercial break and we both jump up out of our seats. I find myself clapping like a little girl at a magic show, but I can’t help it. Liam is watching me with a grin on his face but I don’t want to to settle down.


  The bottom of the television screen starts to show a series of instructions for those waiting to be rescued.


  We’re supposed to stay where we are until each area is cleared, but the army will be working toward the city, not away from it, so it shouldn’t be long at all.


  I can’t make myself stop smiling. Without warning, I feel Liam take my hand in his and give it a squeeze. My heart stops. I can’t make myself look at him, but I squeeze back. It’s been less than a week since everything went to hell, but this feels like the best day of my life.


  “We’re going to be okay,” Liam says, sounding like he doesn’t quite believe it. I can only nod in response as the television shows images of survivors being taken to various shelters outside of the state. They still haven’t shown a single image of the infected, and I choose to take that as a very good sign.


  Finally I turn to Liam. “Now what do we do?”


  “We wait, then we start getting some answers and putting our lives back together.”


  I don’t want to think about what might be waiting for us out there. I just want to enjoy the moment.


  A look of sadness passes over Liam’s features, and I know he’s imagining the same thing I am—life without some of the people we love. My mind scrambles to find a way of stopping this train to unhappy thoughts. Those will come later. I step in closer and put my hands on either side of his neck. Surprise barely registers on his face before I lean in the rest of the way and kiss him, only remembering to close my eyes at the last second.


  This isn’t at all how I imagined my first kiss, but if this moment isn’t something worth celebrating, then what is?


  It doesn’t take long for Liam to relax into the kiss, and he slips his arm around my waist. This kissing thing is easier than I imagined it would be. It feels natural. And fantastic.


  A commercial break startles us back to reality and we pull apart. We stand there in the living room for a second, just staring at each other. I don’t know what to say, so I let my face break out into a grin. Liam smiles back at me and the butterflies in my chest feel like they’re hammering against my heart.


  I’m thinking that this is shaping up to be a seriously great day when the theme song to Game of Thrones fills the room. I struggle to put the pieces together.


  My cell phone is ringing.


  I let go of Liam and run toward the kitchen where I’d buried my phone under a pile of magazines. Until now I hadn’t considered that my parents might be stuck somewhere without power. Maybe they’re okay.


  I hit the talk button without looking at the display and press the phone to my ear. “Hello?”


  “Zarah, sweetheart. Is that you?”


  The words are right, but the voice is all wrong. “Aunt Noor. Hi. Yes, I’m fine.” I can tell that my voice sounds distinctly not fine, but my aunt chatters on anyway.


  She’d been trying to get a hold of me for days, but she didn’t have my phone number. She’d tried my parents as many times as I have. Nothing.


  She says over and over again how relieved she is to hear my voice, and I can’t bring myself to tell her how disappointed I am to hear hers.
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  I let out a gasp before Cole pulled me against his body, while is other hand reached up to cover my mouth.


  I struggled against him, but he was too strong. “Let me go,” I hissed through his fingers.


  “Relax.”


  I snorted in response; there is nothing less likely to work than being told to relax. “I’m going to let you go. You just have to be quiet. You really don’t want these guys to come looking for you.” I conceded his point and stopped fighting him. After a breath, I nodded and he loosened his grip. As I shoved him away from me, I couldn’t help but glance over at Zack and see that they’d stopped hitting him. They still weren’t letting them go, though. I don’t know what to do, I thought. I looked over at Cole and then back at my friend.


  “What are you doing here?” I finally asked. “Were you following us?” Cole rubbed his jaw where I’d kicked him before as he shushed me, but he didn’t answer my question.


  I was about to repeat myself when the murmur of noise coming from the army on the road hushed almost entirely.


  I whipped my head around and watched as Zack frantically shook his head no. It had become so quiet I could make out the sound of a whimper as Zack was hit in the temple with the butt of a gun.


  Zack’s head slumped to the side and his attackers released him. He fell to the ground in a heap. There was no question he was unconscious, and I fumbled for my gun. I have to stop this. Before I could do anything, one of the soldiers kicked Zack in the gut. A heartbeat passed. Another kicked him in the back. Why is this happening? Then I saw it. An insanely buff-looking guy with some kind of tattoo on the back of his head pulled his leg back, and it was easy to see right where he was aiming. Zack’s head. They’re going to kill him. What the hell is happening here?


  I had been planning a last-second rescue, but it didn’t go exactly as planned. Panic filtered through every thought as the moment stretched out before me. In the split second I had left, all I could manage to do was scream incoherently. Thankfully, it was enough. My shrill yell shattered the silence, and every head turned toward the forest.


  Cole looked horrified, and more than a little pissed off. Two armed men were coming right towards us. Great.


  “Savannah, run,” Cole barked into my ear. I stood frozen, unable to take my eyes off Zack’s unconscious body and the two men headed right for me. Cole grabbed my hand and pulled me away. At first, my legs struggled to move properly, but it was enough to jerk me back to reality. I let go of Cole’s hand to put all of my effort into moving faster and faster, away from my pursuers, and away from my friends.


  We pushed branches away as we ran, the two of us heading blindly into the thickest part of the forest. I heard heavy footfalls and knew they didn’t have any intention of letting me simply run away.


  I couldn’t stop replaying their attack on my best friend. I felt like a coward for leaving him there and had to hope Alex and Pierce were able to come up with a better plan than screaming and running away. Brilliant as ever, Savannah. I could hear Pierce’s voice in my head, chastising me for putting myself in danger.


  It seemed like all at once we were so deep into the forest I couldn’t even tell which direction we had come from, and Cole started pulling me toward a steep slope. I tried to pull back but couldn’t stop myself in time and my resistance caused both of us to lose our footing.


  Cole managed to stay on his feet and skid toward the bottom of the hill, but I landed on my hip and rolled most of the way down. The fall only lasted about ten seconds, but I’m sure it looked about as ungraceful as it felt.


  He caught me as I reached the bottom of the small hill and motioned for me to duck down and be quiet. We waited in silence for almost a minute before we could hear two or three people jogging through the forest just above where we were, but they never came close enough for us to see them or for them to see us.


  “Come on, let’s get out of here.” Cole stood up and brushed a few leaves off of his jeans.


  “No. We have to go back.” I wasn’t sure I knew which direction back was, but it was nearly full daylight by then, and I was confident we could find the road eventually.


  “Are you crazy? We’re not going back there.” Cole offered me his hand and pulled me to my feet.


  “I’m not just going to leave my friends.”


  “If they’re smart, they’ll be long gone, too.” I ground my teeth together in frustration, hoping he was right.


  “Well, what about Zack?”


  “The big guy?” I nodded. “Hopefully, one of your other friends went back to help him.”


  “Bah! What exactly are you saying?” I threw my hands into the air. “That they were smart and left or that they stuck around to help Zack?”


  “I’m saying it doesn’t matter. We’re not going anywhere near the United Militia.”


  I paused at finding out what Zack’s attackers called themselves, but I didn’t have time to dwell on it. An asshole by any other name… “Fine. Don’t come, but I’m going back.” I looked up at the ravine I’d tumbled down only minutes ago and realized I would have to make my way around it and find my way out of the forest.


  Cole smirked, and I resisted the urge to punch him in the arm.


  “Okay, new plan. We find our way out of the forest together and figure out where we are. From there, you can feel free to run far, far away, but I’m going back. Deal?”


  “Deal.” Cole gestured for me to lead the way, but I had no idea which direction to go.


  “After you.” I said, glancing sideways sheepishly. Cole laughed, but started walking in the opposite direction from the one I would have chosen.


  Now that we were no longer running, his expression softened considerably. He seemed much more comfortable in the forest than he had been in Ravencrest. He almost seemed like someone I wouldn’t mind hanging out with. Almost.


  


  As we walked, Cole constantly gestured for me to slow down and make less noise, but I just wanted to get the hell out of there as quickly as possible. He would frequently stop and listen to our surroundings before moving forward, and it was driving me absolutely crazy. At least until his caution paid off.


  We managed to spot two roamers long before they saw us. Both appeared to be the standard Zs, long dead and shambling along, tripping over themselves and forest debris. Still, it was always helpful to kill them before they noticed you. I unstrapped my crossbow from my back and took aim.


  “What are you doing?” Cole hissed, pushing my firing arm down.


  “Killing zombies. What are you doing?”


  “There are two of them, and they don’t see us. We should just go.” The two dead guys remained completely oblivious to our location, but Cole seemed so nervous all of a sudden that I double checked to make sure there wasn’t some element I was missing.


  “They’ll see someone eventually. We should just take them out.” Cole shook his head. “What’s your problem?”


  “A fight will make way too much noise. We should just keep going.”


  I pushed Cole’s hand off my arm and took aim again. I was becoming more and more convinced that this guy was just slowing me down. A second later I took my shot which went right through the temple of the closer zombie. I reloaded and duplicated my success.


  “Who said anything about a fight?”


  Cole watched me, and I could tell he was impressed. A smile played on the ends of his mouth, and I had to force myself not to grin back at him. I did love the chance to show off, but smiling would have ruined the bad-ass effect.


  As we passed the two now perma-dead zombies I retrieved both of my bolts and then had to run and catch up with Cole. Well, at least he seems to know where he’s going.


  


  We came out of the forest in a town I recognized but couldn’t recall the name of. My parents and I had probably driven through there at least a hundred times in my lifetime, but like everywhere else, it looked entirely different now.


  “Okay, this is where we split up.” I turned to face Cole, trying to keep my expression from conveying how nervous I was about heading off on my own. It didn’t look like I was going to have any other choice “And don’t just follow me again. You do your thing, I’ll do mine.” Cole’s green eyes stared at me uncomprehendingly.


  “You’re really just going to walk back there? That’s the worst plan I’ve ever heard.”


  “Then I’ll find a car.” Why does this guy even care what I do? Just let me go already.


  “Look, where were your friends headed? Didn’t you have some kind of meet up point in case something like this happened?”


  “In case of what? My friend getting attacked by some impromptu army and my getting lost with some random dude in a forest. No. No plan for that.”


  “Alright, so come with me.” That surprised me, and I liked the idea of not having to wander around by myself. I quickly countered.


  “No, you come with me. You were the one following me in the first place, remember? Do you even know where you’re going?”


  “I’m going to find my uncle. Beyond that, I’ll figure it out.” I felt my face warm as I remembered all of the things I hadn’t told him yet, but I had to consider that if I‘d told him what had happened to his uncle he’d just take off and I’d be stuck trying to find my way back.


  “Alright, I’ll make you a deal. Come with me…”


  “How is that a deal?”


  “Shut up and listen. Instead of going back, we’ll see if we can find my friends at the safe house we were heading for. With any luck, the rest of my group will be in the area too.” And if my friends aren’t then at least someone from Ravencrest would be willing to help me find them, I thought. “Maybe someone will know what happened to your uncle.”


  Cole nodded, looking pleased. It was in that moment that his face changed entirely, and as the sun finally made its way up into the sky, a light seemed to turn on in his eyes.


  “You’re just looking for an excuse to keep me around longer,” he said, his eyes drifting down from my eyes.


  I crossed my arms over my chest in response, and gave him an indignant look, but I couldn’t ignore the fluttering in the pit of my stomach. It had been a long time since anyone looked at me like that.


  “Ahh, I see how it is. That Zack guy is your boyfriend.”


  “What’s it to you?”


  “In case you haven’t noticed, the world kind of ended. There aren’t exactly eligible females all over the place, especially ones who can hold their own in a fight.”


  I had to laugh at that, but I wasn’t sure how to respond. If I denied that Zack was my boyfriend, he’d think I was interested. Which I definitely wasn’t. Sure, he was cute, but he wasn’t going to stick around.


  “So is it the big guy, or the scrawny looking black kid? He’s a little young for you don’t you think.”


  “Ugh. No, neither. Not that it’s any of your business,” I argued. I knew he was just winding me up, but I wouldn’t just stand there and take it.


  “So the mean looking Asian then? I wouldn’t have thought he was your type.”


  “And what do you know about my type?” I said back, forcing myself to keep my voice light. A flush began creeping onto my skin at the mention of Alex, and I had no way of hiding it from Cole.


  “Ahh, so it is the Asian guy. Bummer. Well I’m sure you two will be very happy together, and make many zombie-ass-kicking babies.”


  I didn’t argue. I could live with the idea of this guy thinking Alex and I were together. It wasn’t hurting anyone.


  “Shut up.” I smirked and kicked dirt over towards him. “So are you coming with me or not?”


  “Fine, but even if we find a car that works, we won’t be able find any gas. Not here.”


  I cocked my head at him questioningly, but he didn’t elaborate.


  “Alright, what do you suggest then?”


  “Do you know anywhere around here where we might be able to find some bikes?”


  


  After a half hour walk we made it to O’Mally’s, which was probably the only independently owned department store left in the state. On the walk there Cole had explained that his dad had sent him to find his uncle over a month ago, and he’d been trying to follow his trail ever since but refused to explain why it was so important. Home for him had only been an hour or so from where I’d grown up, but as far as I could tell that wasn’t where he’d been living since the second outbreak. The more he talked, the less he said, and the more I wanted to figure it all out.


  We took our time going aisle by aisle and gathering up everything we could possibly need, including a map. Most of the stuff in the store had already been taken, but there was a lot more still there than I would have guessed. It didn’t bode well for how many people were left in this part of the country.


  There was a multitude of rotting corpses throughout the store, at least one every few aisles. It looked as though someone had already been through, killing the infected as they searched for supplies.


  I wondered about the people who had been here before and why they’d cleaned out so many of the infected but hadn’t taken more of the supplies. I was mostly just thankful that I wouldn’t have to take on anything without my team to back me up. Cole had made it clear he wasn’t looking for a fight.


  When we came to the clothing department, I realized I was wearing the same thing I’d slept in, fought in, and left Ravencrest in. Usually, fresh clothing wasn’t anywhere near the top of my priority list, but opportunities like this one didn’t come up every day so I excused myself for a bit of a shopping spree. I found a few options left in my size and took my time trying things on to see what I would be the most comfortable during a fight. I still had to aim for practical rather than cute, but my new cargo pants were just the right size and looked pretty good on me anyway.


  I made it back to the men’s section just as Cole was pulling a sweater over his head. I had a full two seconds to stare, unblinking at his perfect abs, before his head popped up on the other side and I had to pretend that the sock display beside me was the most interesting thing I’d ever seen. I felt my face burn.


  “Phew! I had to take out some half-rotted old lady back there,” I said, pretending to catch my breath from a fight. “She was pretty tough.” Hopefully that would explain away the red splotches that were probably decorating my face by then.


  Cole looked confused, but he didn’t say anything and instead shoved another shirt into his bag before taking off toward the sporting goods section.


  There was a surprisingly large amount of bikes left in the store, considering they were the easiest and quietest means of transportation. I guessed aloud that they wouldn’t have been much good during the icy winter.


  I picked out a lime green one and adjusted the seat until it was comfortable. The guys and I should have thought of this, and it would have saved us a lot of headaches on our way to Meadowvale.


  I pushed any thoughts of my friends out of my mind as we scavenged for a tire pump and got both of our bikes back into working order, which thankfully wasn’t hard to do. This one detour would shave a lot of time off of our trip.


  Unfortunately, the store didn’t have a grocery section, but I was hoping we’d make it to the Meadowvale safe house before long. We could make do with the few supplies we both had in our bags. Whatever the town was called, it was starting to give me the creeps and I wanted to get as far away from it as possible, as soon as possible. The town itself felt too empty, and our supply mission felt too easy. Perhaps I’d just been expecting more after all of the paranoid speeches I’d had to sit through about why we couldn’t leave Ravencrest.


  On our way out of O’Mally’s we came up on the in-store barber shop. As I walked past it I had some pretty vivid daydreams about showers and curling irons, but Cole stopped outright and stared at the dust-covered room.


  “Hey. Are you any good at cutting hair?” He ran his hand through his messy black hair.


  “It just so happens I am.” I raised my eyebrows, wondering if he’d willingly let me fix the mop that was growing on his head, as I propped my new bike up against the wall.


  Despite him being the one to ask the question, he looked skeptical. “Are you sure?”


  “Yes, I’m sure. You’ve got so much hair anyway, so it would be hard to screw it up.” That didn’t come out as reassuring as I had meant it to.


  I walked into the salon and gestured at one of the chairs. “Have a seat.” I was glad for the opportunity to repay him. Despite the delay it had caused, he’d done me a big favor in helping me to escape the same fate as Zack. A haircut was the least I could do. He shrugged and let his bike and backpack fall to the floor.


  Cole wiped the mirror with his hand and then stared at himself for a moment before sitting. “So, what did you have in mind?”


  “It’s your hair, you tell me. How did you wear it before?”


  “I don’t know. It’s hair. Short I guess?”


  “Great.” I considered the three haircuts I could do in my sleep. Pierce’s thick brown curls were pretty simple to maintain but were nothing like Cole’s brown hair. My heart hurt as I thought of Zack’s usually buzzed ‘do, and quickly dismiss the thought.


  Alex’s semi-short, standard guy cut would probably work the best, but it’s still not perfect. Cole’s face was more square, and he had higher cheekbones.


  I considered my options and realized that I kind of liked Cole’s long hair. Casually, as though trying to come up with the best look, I ran my fingers through it. Okay, maybe it was a little too long.


  In the end, I took off about half an inch at a time until his hair sat just above his ears. It was still on the longer side, but at least it was out of his eyes.


  “Well, what do you think?” I spun the barber chair back toward the mirror so he could have a look.


  “Wow, you weren’t lying.” Cole brushed the loose hair off of the back of his neck. ”You actually do know what you’re doing.” I chose to take that as a compliment and grinned at him through the mirror. I was surprised to see him smile back. It was the first time I’d really seen him look anything besides serious and worried. It looked good on him.


  “I have to tell you something,” I blurted out as we wheeled our two bikes out of the smashed up doors of the department store.


  “Hmm?” Cole looked up from his feet and his green eyes locked onto mine.


  “It’s about your uncle.” Right away Cole stopped fiddling with the bike gears. He didn’t say anything, so I rambled on aimlessly, hoping to get it right.


  “He was at Ravencrest, but not for long. I didn’t know him or anything, but he’s gone.” I couldn’t bring myself to finish the story and hoped he’d fill in the rest.


  Cole looked surprised but not angry. “Do you know where he went next?” My heart sunk into the pit of my stomach. He had filled in the wrong ending. Now I had to tell him. I couldn’t bring myself to look at him and instead played with a few stray hairs that had come out of my braid, trying to find the right words.


  “He died, Cole. A few days after he got to Ravencrest.”


  “Oh.” Cole’s expression turned from excited to disappointed within the span of a heartbeat.


  “You aren’t mad I didn’t tell you?”


  “I was attempting to hold you hostage at the time, which you don’t seem all that mad about anymore. I’d say we’re more than even.” Cole pressed his lips together and tried to smile, but he only ended up looking sadder. “Is there anything else?”


  “Actually,” I smiled as I remembered that it wasn’t all bad news, “there is. Your aunt and cousins were still with us. They’re fine. At least they were as of a couple days ago.” I chose not to mention all of the things that could have happened when they were forced to evacuate the school or since then. Cole would have known as well as anyone what the realities of our world were. No guarantees.


  Cole smiled briefly after hearing the news, but he didn’t seem nearly as elated as I would have been. “Well, now it makes more sense that we track this group of yours down together. No time to waste.” I was a little taken aback by his casual attitude. Nothing is more important than family.


  Both my parents had died on the same day a few months after the second outbreak. We had been surviving well enough in town, but they had both been really excited when Paulson had rallied everyone to start to work together.


  The zombies that killed them were the first of the second generation we’d seen in Ravencrest, and their deaths had actually been what triggered all of the survivors moving in together at the school.


  They had just left the house to check on a neighbor, and hadn’t even made it down the street when they were attacked by three of the infected.


  I’d heard them screaming and ran to the door but when I saw what was happening I hadn’t been able to make myself move. I sat on the floor and cried, even after the screams stopped. I couldn’t make myself get up, even to run for help. I just sat there. It was pure luck that someone else had been coming up the street shortly after and had managed to take them out, including my parents. Being too horrified to save your parents might have been forgivable in the eyes of the town, but doing nothing and letting someone else get hurt wouldn’t have been.


  For me, neither situation was forgivable. For all I knew, only one of my parents had been bitten right away, and I could have done something. It took me a while, too long, to wake up and realize being some stereotypical helpless girl wasn’t going to cut it anymore. Now, I could fight and make a difference, but the price I had paid to realize that had been much too high.


  I have no idea what had happened to any of my extended family, and none of them had lived nearby enough to justify a risky trip just to find out they were now walking corpses. If someone told me that some of my younger cousins were still alive and well, it would have made my entire week.


  Instead of showing any of this himself, Cole just threw his bag over his shoulder, hopped on the blue ten-speed he’d picked out, and headed toward Meadowvale.
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  After stopping to deal with some basic bodily functions, I peddled hard to catch up with Cole. He seemed oblivious to the fact he wasn’t traveling alone. My legs were not happy.


  I appreciated Cole’s need for speed, but my body was screaming to be given a break already. Meadowvale was big, but we were in the home stretch, so I was trying not to think about it. I knew I had to push just a little bit longer.


  He’d remained totally silent since we left the last town almost two hours ago. I’d pointed out the street on the map, and now that we’d finally made it to Meadowvale I had to assume he knew where he was going, because I definitely didn’t.


  My bag seemed to be getting heavier on my back, and thoughts of Zack were weighing on my heart. I needed to see my friends again. I didn’t want to think about what was next if no one else had made it to the supply house.


  The roads were in good shape; they hadn’t been driven on in months, but we still found ourselves constantly steering around debris, stalled cars, and the occasional body.


  “So what’s your plan anyways?” I asked, pulling my bike up alongside Cole’s.


  “What do you mean?” His voice made it clear he didn’t want to talk, but it had dawned on me that I should probably find out a little more about this guy. I was bringing him to possibly the only remaining cache of supplies my community had left, after all. He’d helped me avoid some serious trouble already, and I felt like I could trust him, but after the past few days I was beginning to have some real doubts about my judgment.


  “You said your dad’s still alive, right? Why was it so important that you find your uncle? What is it you’re hoping to get from your aunt?” I paused for a breath. “I don’t know you at all. Just give me something to work with.”


  People usually tell me what I want to know just to get me to be quiet.


  “Why shouldn’t I want to find my aunt and my cousins?” Cole asked, picking up speed on his bike as we spotted a couple of zombies approaching us from the other end of the street. We’d started taking back roads and alleyways whenever we could as soon when we’d reached Meadowvale. The town was still overrun with the infected, but most of them had been drawn together in public areas. Areas where they would have had the most to feed on in the early days.


  “People don’t just head out into the world in hopes of finding their family. At least not anymore.” My bike wobbled as I ran over a rock. “Just tell me what’s going on. Maybe I can help,” I finished, training my eyes back on to Cole.


  “You are helping,” he said, shrugging. “We both need the same thing right now, to find your people. After that, you don’t have to worry about me. You’ve got your own problems.”


  I wasn’t sure if I should be offended, but either way, he was right. Even if I did manage to catch up with everyone from New Ravencrest, things wouldn’t exactly be simple from there. We’d lost everything. I didn’t know why I cared so much what this one guy was up to, but it bothered me that he was being so secretive.


  “Alright, let’s try this from a different angle. When is the last time you saw your uncle and his family?”


  “About four months ago.”


  “Okay, so that’s after the second wave of infection hit the U.S.” I let my voice trail off as I tried to put the pieces together.


  “Mmhmm,” Cole smirked at me. We both knew I didn’t have nearly enough information to figure anything out, but I wasn’t about to give up.


  “Where did you last see them?”


  “Back home. Or home since the infection hit, anyway.”


  I couldn’t help myself; I had to ask. “And where is that?”


  We continued riding as Cole paused, and a wistful expression passed over his features. “A research facility in Indiana.” Not the answer I’d been expecting.


  I wanted to ask more but knew enough to keep things light so he would keep talking. My eyes were on the road, but I could see Cole watching me, so I scrunched up my face into an exaggerated thinking expression.


  “So your uncle left then. Do we know why?”


  “We? You’re part of the team now, hmm?”


  I was tempted to wink at him but resisted the urge, knowing it would make me look like an idiot.


  “I guess so. So you may as well answer the question.” I sped up as I saw one of the undead shamble toward us from a nearby house and Cole matched my speed. That part of the country was still mostly made up of first generation Zs, so if we could manage to shake them they’d lose interested in us quickly enough, instead of tracking us right to our final destination.


  In that moment, I was especially glad to have the bikes. Some Zs are capable of running as fast we can, assuming they’re still in one piece, and they are more than willing to do so. It takes a lot for them to lose interest, and anything that would help to put some distance between us and a hungry Z is something worth having.


  “We told him to go. Or maybe he volunteered. I’m not sure.” Cole said.


  “Sounds a little harsh. So, if you told him to leave, why do you know where he went?”


  Cole paused again, and for a second I assumed he wasn’t going to answer. “It’s a long story.” One he was clearly hesitant to tell. “But it was all part of the plan.”


  “Now that’s ominous. Do I get to ask what you mean by all that?”


  “You probably shouldn’t.”


  “Probably?” I glanced at him and attempted a shy smile.


  “It all comes down to the Hitchhiker Strain.” That piqued my interest, and my next question was practically buzzing on my lips, but before I could ask he skidded his bike to a halt in front of a street sign.


  “Hollisfield Court. This is it.” We were sitting in front of a bungalow with a bronze number two hanging over the door. There was no turning back now, so all I could do was hope I was right about this guy and was not just about to screw things up for everyone.


  Cole and I walked our bikes the rest of the way so I wouldn’t miss the house. We were trying to find number seventeen. Most of the houses on the street still seemed blissfully suburban. There were cars in the driveway and curtains in the windows.


  A few had obviously been broken into, and one house had the remains of at least three people on its lawn. Eventually, I saw it. Number seventeen Hollisfield Court, a sight for sore eyes and a break for sore legs.


  In case of emergency, everyone in New Ravencrest had all been told what the house looked like, and that it was easiest to spot it by the blue mailbox out front. And there it was—a sky blue mailbox painted with clouds sat in front of number seventeen. It looked untouched, as though a happy family of four could be inside right now, cooking lunch and playing board games.


  We walked up the driveway as I searched for any signs of life, but it was still hard to tell if anyone else had made it back. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure we hadn’t been followed by anyone living or undead before wheeling my bike around the side of the semi-detached house.


  I almost missed the teal flowerpot that was supposed to hide a key to the house, but it wouldn’t have mattered. I ran my hand through the soil three times, but the key was definitely not hidden within it. There was nothing but dirt. Cole was ahead of me so he didn’t notice the moment panic spread across my face. I knew I was in the right place, but was I getting more nervous with every second.


  We propped our bikes up against the chain-link fence, and then I walked toward the side door as if I knew exactly what I was doing.


  Putting my hand on the doorknob, I paused and took a breath. If it was locked, I was out of ideas.


  The doorknob turned easily and the door swung open. Suddenly, I wasn’t sure if this was a good thing or not. There was no guarantee that whoever was home was anyone I knew.


  Motioning for Cole to pull out his gun and keep quiet, I moved into the house. He seemed unsure but did as I asked.


  Like the house where Cole and I first met, the side door led to a laundry room. Cole eased the door closed behind us. There were two pairs of shoes sitting on the floor in front of the washing machine. One was a black pair of men’s running shoes that could have belonged to anyone, but the other set of runners was bright purple. While I didn’t recognize the shoes, and they obviously didn’t belong to my friends, I felt a little less anxiety as I used my foot to quietly push both pairs out of my way.


  Four steps on the other side of the laundry room led up into the house. As I put my foot down on the second step, it creaked loudly. I froze, but no one came barreling at us from deeper within the house. I put the rest of my weight down and winced at the noise the wooden step made in response. I motioned for Cole to stay behind me and tentatively stepped into the kitchen.


  Sitting at the table with her back to me was a girl, probably a teenager, with long blond hair. I raised my crossbow. “Don’t move.”


  Rather than heading my warning, the girl turned toward my voice, her eyes wide with fear. I exhaled and lowered my weapon. “Belle, what are you doing here?”


  “Savannah! Oh my God. It’s so good to see you.” The fourteen year old leaped out of her chair and flung herself at me, wrapping her arms around my shoulders.


  “It’s good to see you, too! You have no idea. Where’s everyone else?” I turned to look over my shoulder and motioned for Cole to stay back. Belle’s dad was Mayor Paulson, and if he was there as well I would need to come up with something to explain why I brought a stranger here with me. Not that he’d kill him on sight or anything, but it had been a rough couple of days and I didn’t want to risk creating any more tension.


  Belle let me go. “It’s just me and Pierce here.” She shrugged. “Hey, Pierce. Come here. We’ve got company.” As Belle turned toward the other room, I let my head drop down and closed my eyes, trying to push back my disappointment. I was relieved that Pierce was okay, but I wouldn’t be getting my big, happy reunion.


  “Savvy, you’re here.” Pierce walked in from the next room, his face breaking into a silly grin. “Are Zack and Alex with you?” He seemed so hopeful I had a hard time bringing myself to tell him.


  “No. I was hoping they’d be here by now. I haven’t seen them.”


  “Oh. Well, if you could figure out this was the smartest place to meet up, I’m sure they will to.” His voice held an uncharacteristic amount of optimism, but his stony expression suggested he’d been hoping for more than just Savannah Cooper.


  “Hey,” I said as I punched him on the shoulder. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  A low groan came from the laundry room stairs.


  “Oh, right. I do have someone here with me. Come on in.” I tried for my best game show announcer voice to keep the mood light. Pierce and Belle just looked confused.


  Despite my grandiose introduction, Cole walked in with his shoulders hunched over, only looking Belle and Pierce in the eyes momentarily. He glanced at me for a clue about what he was supposed to do or say.


  “Wait, this is the guy from back in Ravencrest. What is he doing here?”


  “It’s a long story.”


  Pierce tilted his head in a way that clearly said he didn’t approve. “Don’t worry. He’s cool,” I reassured him. I turned back to Belle and said, “What I want to know is how you got here. Where is everyone else?”


  Right away Belle’s smile fell from her face and I feared the worst. “One of the supply teams, my dad, and I were all on our way here to restock while everyone else was heading west on the highway toward Clarkson. Ruth took charge so Dad could focus on getting us what we needed. I begged him to take me with him and he caved.” She paused to let out a long sigh. “About two hours after we split off from everyone else, this huge group of Zs found us. There were at least ten of them, and we’d left most of the weapons with the main group. We split up. I lost my dad somewhere in the forest.”


  “Wait… your dad… he’s dead.” I felt dizzy, but Belle laughed nervously.


  “No. Well, I don’t know. I just meant I lost him as in couldn’t find him. But we were all supposed to meet here, and we weren’t that far out. We had a truck with us and everything. I don’t know what happened to him or anyone else…” She didn’t finish her thought, but I knew what she was thinking. Her dad would never leave her out here on her own. If he was alive, he have come for her. Mentally, I kicked myself. Leave it to me to put thoughts of her father dead in a forest somewhere into her head.


  “I’m sure they just had to take a detour or something,” I said. Belle nodded weakly.


  “How long have you been here?” Cole asked, reminding me that he was there, too. It seemed like too private a moment to share with an outsider, yet there he was.


  “More than a day. Pierce got here about twelve hours after I did, and I’m pretty sure I would have gone totally crazy if he hadn’t shown up.” Belle flashed Pierce her brightest smile, but he pretended not to notice, looking down at his socks.


  “Okay, so what happened to you?” I asked Pierce. “Did you see what happened to Zack?” His name got stuck in my throat. Pierce shook his head, but still refused to look up.


  “After you screamed, I thought they might search the rest of the forest, so I ran back the way we’d come from. I got lucky pretty quickly and found a bike on the side of the road, so I doubled back. By the time I got back to where we stayed last night, there was no sign of Zack or anyone else. I figured he’d left with either you or Alex. I decided to head here. I didn’t know what else to do.” Pierce looked exhausted. The stress he was feeling leaked through, making his accent more difficult than usual to understand for those who weren’t well-versed in Pierce-isms.


  Before he could say anything else, I took a step forward and wrapped my arms around him. As usual, he felt incredibly tense, but after a moment he relaxed into the hug and gave me a reassuring squeeze back. There were so many things that could have gone wrong during our ill-planned escape. I felt marginally better knowing that at least he was safe. But it wasn’t enough.


  After I let him go, I slumped into one of the kitchen chairs.


  “So where have you been all this time?” Pierce asked.


  “I’m starving.” I rubbed my stomach dramatically as I remember where we were—a house full of food and supplies. “Let’s find something to eat and I’ll tell you all about it.”


  After bringing up a generator and some cooking supplies from the basement, I spent an hour flitting around the kitchen, making pasta for everyone. It went a long way towards calming my nerves.


  It had been months since I’d had access to a full kitchen, and being in my element made it a little easier to share war stories, but my heart still beat a little faster as I relived our mad-dash through the forest.


  


  Night was starting to fall when we heard the sound of metal clanging against metal. It wasn’t overly loud, but with how quiet the world is now, you learn quickly to react to even the smallest disturbance.


  Running over to the window at the front of the house, I peeled back the curtain. Everyone else jumped up off the floor where we were all relaxing, digesting our dinner.


  “It’s okay, guys. It’s Alex.” Outside, Alex had thrown his own bike against the fence and was kicking it furiously. I tapped on the window.


  He looked up from his rampage against the bike, and I motioned for him to be quiet. He was going to bring down some very angry neighbors on our hiding place if he wasn’t careful.


  Alex glared up at me, but I waved him into the house anyway. After giving the bike one last kick, he disappeared around the side of the house.


  The door slammed as Alex came into the house, and I took another look outside, hoping Zack was with him. There was no one. No Zack and none of the infected. I knew what Alex could be like when he was in one of these moods, and caution wasn’t going to be anywhere near the top of his priority list.


  He came up the stairs and in through the kitchen before leaning against a doorframe, letting his head hit the wood with a thud.


  His black hair was flattened against his head with sweat, and large, dark circles under his eyes darkened his entire expression, which was already pretty grim. His mouth was set in a hard line, and he repeatedly cracked the joints in his hands, as though each popping knuckle was someone he wanted to physically hurt.


  I didn’t want to be the first to speak, didn’t want to push him, but as the silence hung heavily in the air I couldn’t help but ask the question we were all thinking.


  “Did you… where’s Zack?” I held my breath, not sure I wanted to hear the answer. All at once, Alex’s entire expression changed from angry to lost. Oh my God, he’s dead.


  “I don’t know.” Alex’s voice was barely above a whisper.


  “What do you mean, you don’t know?” Pierce asked.


  “I waited around after those guys came back from looking for you in the forest,” Alex said as he looked up at me, “thinking they would just take his stuff and leave him. I didn’t even know if he was still alive. He was just lying there in the middle of the road. No one touched him. It was like they’d forgotten he was there.” Alex’s voice trailed off for a second. He was clearly lost in a thought, and I didn’t want to rush him. I’d spent the entire day dreading this news, but I still didn’t think I was ready to hear what Alex had to say. I felt nauseous, preparing to be told that my best friend was dead.


  “They took him,” Alex said, his voice devoid of emotion.


  I raised my eyebrows, not quite understanding what Alex was telling me.


  “He was still out cold, and they just threw him into the back of one of their trucks and took off. Those bastards took him.”


  A big part of me was relieved. He wasn’t dead, and that was a very, very good thing. Then it hit me—this situation was still far from a good one. Letting out a strangled gasp, I clasped my hand over my mouth. He was probably still alive, but I might never see him again.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  10 ZARAH


  October 11th


  


  The cuckoo clock chimes three o’clock as I walk through the door to the apartment. More than anything, I want to spread out on the couch and nap for a while.


  Instead, I sit down at the kitchen table and spread out all of my homework in front of me. I’m still not quite caught up at my new school, and Aunt Noor’s apartment can get pretty crazed when she’s around, so I should make the most of this time by myself.


  I’ve been here for a few weeks now and still don’t feel at home. I’m not even really sure what I think of Morgantown, West Virginia. I haven’t gone out much. Everything just feels too different, and nothing feels safe.


  Noor moved here from Cleveland a few years ago after she was offered a great job as some kind of marketing guru. She says she loves it. I’m still not really seeing the appeal, but it’s not like I have a lot of options right now.


  After ten minutes of studying, my phone buzzes; it’s a text from Liam. Can’t wait for the weekend. I smile at the thought and respond with a winky face. He is over three and a half hours away, but we’ve managed to see each other every weekend, alternating who would make the trip to see the other. This weekend is my turn; I just have to wait another few days.


  We didn’t know each other a month ago, but now it’s so hard being apart from him. I have no idea if this is normal or a side effect of the apocalypse. We text all the time, but I still find myself constantly playing through what-ifs. The people you care most about can be ripped from you without warning. My phone is never more than a few feet away from me, and I get nervous if more than a few hours go by without hearing from him, and most nights I fall asleep thinking about what I’d do if something happened to him.


  After quarantine ended, Liam and his dad relocated to Columbus, which was as close as they were allowed to stay to Cleveland. Half of Ohio is on lockdown due to the high level of infection, so Liam’s dad sees it as his duty to stay close in case he can help somehow. Before all this started, Mr. Holt was a low-level politician, but the outbreak led to a nice promotion for him and anyone else left alive in the state.


  Liam and I were lucky in that we managed to get far enough away from the most heavily infected areas before we holed up and waited for rescue. Government vehicles were only able to make it so far, and had things gone a little differently for us on that first day we could easily still be trapped inside. Liam’s getting a little sick of my constantly thanking him for making me leave town that day.


  Even the government quarantine facilities are well within red-zone borders, just to be on the safe side. We learned the hard way that it only takes one infected person to start the whole thing all over again.


  The week Liam and I spent together in quarantine was actually kind of nice in a super creepy and intense way. Not that Liam was either of those things, but there are only so many full-body, medical checks you can live through before it becomes a bit much.


  Everything was obviously put together in a hurry and supplies were limited, but the people running things did their best to keep us comfortable. We were constantly reassured that we weren’t prisoners. That is, so long as we weren’t infected. Anyone found to be infected was taken away immediately. Whether they were used in government experiments or killed outright, I didn’t know and I still don’t want to know.


  What I do know is that the world’s population is back around the 6 billion mark. Almost one in seven people were gone in less than a month. Some African countries have been almost entirely decimated, and China was literally a war zone. For the first time in at least a thousand years, the planet’s population was falling. It’s crazy and scary to think about, but sometimes I just can’t stop myself.


  We were one of three outbreak centers in the state, and there were easily a few thousand people biding their time and sitting through countless tests right along with Liam and me. It seemed like a lot at the time, but when you compare it to how many people used to live in and around the city, the numbers were heartbreakingly low.


  When we were finally free to go, they told us in no uncertain terms we would not be allowed to return to the city for any reason. Everyone who made it out of Cleveland would be starting over, with none of their belongings, and in too many cases, none of their family. I would never be given the chance to bury my parents or my brother. I’ll never even know if there is anything left of them to bury. But I’m trying not to think about that.


  


  Time passes at a snail’s pace and I’m about ready to start banging my head against the table when I hear Noor’s keys jingle in the door.


  I get up right away, prepared to help her carry in the unwieldy amount of groceries she’s sure to have brought home with her. Ever since the outbreak, Noor’s been trying a little too hard to make things normal for me. Muffins and cereal aren’t going to make up for the fact that my family is gone, but I appreciate the effort all the same.


  “Hello,” she calls from the hallway as the front door to her apartment swings open.


  “Hello, hello,” I respond, taking two grocery bags from her hands before carrying them over to the kitchen counter.


  “How was your day, honey?” Her black hair is up in a tight, perfect bun and her business suit looks like it’s more expensive than my entire wardrobe.


  “It was okay. No complaints.” I start sorting through the various dinner options she brought home with her. “How was yours?”


  “Great, actually. Did you hear the news?” She’s practically bouncing with excitement.


  “No.” I look up from the grocery bag and raise my eyebrows. She seems awfully chipper for the type of news she usually comes home with. She’s not acting like she’s about to tell me about the devastating fall of yet another European city, but I’m wary all the same.


  The news has been covering nothing but infection stories for a month, which is fine because everything else seems trivial by comparison. Things here seem to be mainly under control, but we still hear about tragedies all over the country every week. The original infection came out of the CDC in Ohio, but on its own an infection will take days to kill you. People can travel pretty far in a few days. Only a few small island countries have managed to stay entirely infection free so far, and international travel isn’t a possibility for the average person anymore. Still, like they keep saying, we’re slowly winning this thing. People know what to look for and how to protect themselves now. Some schools have even incorporated mandatory firearm training.


  “Zarah?” Aunt Noor waves her hand in front of my face.


  “Sorry.” I blink a few times and refocus. “What’s the big news today?” I pick up a carton of milk from the counter and move to put it into the fridge.


  “They think they might have found a cure,” she says, beaming at me expectantly. I almost drop the milk carton.


  “Say that again.”


  “Well, more specifically… they think they’re close to a vaccine. Something that can protect us if we’re bitten.”


  “Wow.” I don’t know what to say, but thankfully my aunt keeps talking.


  “Obviously, they can’t bring back those who are already infected, but this is still huge.”


  “How is this even possible?” I close the fridge door and lean against the large appliance. I’m having trouble processing this information. “We still haven’t come up with a cure for cancer, but this happened in less than two months.”


  “I know, I know. And it’s not quite ready to go yet, but this is now the top priority of almost every governing body in the world.”


  “Still…”


  “I’m hardly a scientist, but my understanding is that because the virus was man-made we were already halfway there to begin with.” She shrugs. She’s not that interested in details.


  “We? So this is an American thing.”


  “Yes. That’s the second part of the good news. We’ll be the first to receive the vaccine once it’s available, which could be any day now.” She grins at me. “They’ve already started distributing the formulas to governments all over the world. It will take time to make enough for everyone, but all of this could be nothing but a bad dream in just a matter of weeks.”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  11 SAVANNAH


  I swallowed hard, unsure of what to say. I had pictured Zack lying dead in the street right where I’d left him so many times, but I didn’t know how to process this new development.


  What could they have possibly wanted with him? Zombie bait? A new recruit? The possibilities were endless, and not one idea that passed through my mind was something I could live with.


  “I wanted to go after him, I swear. There was just no way I could take them all on. I followed them down the road for awhile, but I knew I should go find help.”


  “That was a good call,” Cole said, and Alex finally looked up at him, confusion and then recognition playing across his face. “Those are not guys you want to mess with. They wouldn’t think twice about putting a bullet between your eyes. Hell, they’d probably enjoy it.”


  “Did you see him at all after they took him? Did he wake up?” I asked, cutting off any questions Alex might have about how Cole had managed to show up at our super secret safe house. Zack was who we needed to focus on.


  “I don’t know, Savannah.” He began pacing the living room floor. “They dumped him in the back of some truck. I tried to watch for him, but I didn’t see anything.”


  “So he could be dead?” Pierce asked, demonstrating zero tact.


  “No, I don’t think so. He was semi-conscious when they lifted him off the road. I’d bet money he has a concussion, but I think he’s alive.”


  “Alive, but not safe,” I finished for him. Alex shrugged and finally let his bag drop to the floor.


  “So now what do we do?” Pierce asked. “Go after Zack, or try to find everyone from New Ravencrest?”


  I turned to Belle, who was curled up on a kitchen chair. “Do we even know where they were headed or where we might find them?”


  I had a feeling Cole knew more about these people than he was letting on, but he didn’t volunteer any information and I wasn’t sure enough to risk calling him out on it. Alex was clearly on edge and looking for someone to blame for what had happened to Zack. He usually kept the rest of us calm and stable, but now he looked ready to snap. His temper had been flaring up more often than usual, and I worried that this would push him over the edge. To be fair, I’m sure none of us made it through that day unscathed.


  No one offered up any suggestions, but Alex eventually stopped pacing and pulled a picture out of his pocket. I didn’t have to see it to know which one it was. It had been taken on a beach in Florida and showed Alex’s sister Nina with her arm around Marybeth. The two of them had been best friends before everything happened. Back then Alex hadn’t thought of Marybeth as anything besides his sister’s annoying friend.


  Alex looked at the picture longingly for a minute while the rest of us glanced back and forth at each other, unsure of what to do. We weren’t used to seeing Alex like this.


  “Are you hungry?” I asked. “We’ve eaten already, but obviously there is a lot here. You should eat.” He finally looked up from the picture, his eyes sharp and focused again.


  “I’m not hungry,” he said, dismissing me. “Belle. How did you get here? Where is everyone else?” Alex’s tall, lean frame towered over Belle as he took a step toward her. I thought he was going to take his temper out on her, so I stepped toward him, ready to pull him back. Instead, he sat down on the couch beside her and put his hand on top of hers. “Why are you here? Tell me what happened.”


  I’d forgotten that Alex knew Belle better than I did, despite my having known her for years. We had been neighbors but never friends.


  Alex’s sister died in the second wave and he had been going above and beyond to look out for Belle since he’d arrived with his mom and Marybeth at New Ravencrest. Belle and Nina looked nothing alike, but I’d never met Alex’s sister, so maybe it was something else that connected the two in his mind.


  Belle leaned over and gave Alex a long hug but didn’t answer right away. She got up off the couch and stood in the middle of the room, waiting for all eyes to focus on her. That was the Belle I knew, never willing to pass on the chance to be the center of attention. Even at the most inopportune times, there she was with her big smile and blond hair, bouncing around the room. She was well suited to being the daughter of a Mayor, even without the perks the role might have had before. Belle was practically our mascot back in New Ravencrest. I didn’t talk to her much, but it seemed like she was everywhere all at once. It was impossible to go even a day without hearing her voice yammering on somewhere in the school.


  “It was chaos,” Belle said, her usually energetic voice taking on a wary tone. “I was napping in my room when alarms started going off. At first I thought it was a drill, but people were running everywhere, frantic. No one was screaming though. All I could hear were the alarms and dozens of people running through the hallway. At that point, I think they were just looking for answers. No one really thought we were in any danger. We were too well protected.


  “I went to find my dad since I knew he’d know exactly what was happening. He’s always saying that it’s better to over prepare than be caught with our pants down. I knew he wouldn’t sound the alarm for nothing, but he hadn’t come to find me, so even I thought it couldn’t be that bad.


  “When I finally found him, he was on the roof with a few others, and they were all looking out at the road and talking quietly among themselves. I caught words like ‘evacuate’ and ‘panic’, but they hadn’t seen me yet so I walked from the door over to where they were standing. I literally threw up when I saw what was coming. There was this huge swarm of at least two hundred Zs coming our way from the center of town. More than I’d ever seen at one time, even during the first days in November. I looked at my dad and knew what he was thinking. We never thought we’d be faced with this many at one time. Our defenses couldn’t possibly hold them all back.”


  As Belle continued to describe the evacuation that followed and the hysterics some of our neighbors had gone through, I glanced over at my friends. Alex looked worried, but Pierce looked a little green. It was only when he looked back at me, his eyes wide with panic, that I realized what he was thinking.


  We did this.


  “Oh my God,” I whispered so quietly Belle just continued talking right over me. Cole raised his eyebrows but didn’t interrupt. I looked from him to Alex, waiting for the moment when it would hit him, too.


  We had gone out of our way to draw the infected away from the medical center and into the center of town. We hadn’t stopped to consider where they might go from there. All of the Z’s we’d been able to pull away from our target had found something that sent them straight for our home and our friends. We’d ruined everything, and it had all been my idea.


  “Only about half of us made it to the cars before the infected reached the school and overran the barricades. No one wanted to leave their stuff behind, and I think most people thought we’d be able to hold them off, that the evacuation was just a precaution. It was like we were all on the Titanic,” Belle added, referencing her favorite movie, “except we had enough lifeboats and just couldn’t convince people to believe the ship was really sinking.


  “Everyone else was so focused on getting our supplies out, that there was hardly anyone trying to hold off the Zs. I heard a few guns fire, but Dad and I knew it was a lost cause by then and were focusing on getting everyone else out. It was the people who tried to fight, or waited too long that were,” she paused, “left behind.”


  “How many people didn’t make it out of the school?” Pierce asked.


  “Seventeen, I’m pretty sure. We did a head count as soon as we were far enough away, but I don’t know who they all were.”


  “Do you know about my mom or Marybeth?” Alex’s voice was hushed and his face as white as a sheet.


  “I definitely saw Mrs. Park,” Belle said, looking up as though searching her memory. “I’m pretty sure Marybeth was with her. Mrs. Dorren broke her ankle falling down the stairs at the school in her rush to leave, so they were dealing with that and didn’t come to the one meeting we had before splitting up.”


  “So, no one else was hurt?” I asked.


  “I heard that Greg Maltin was bitten.” Belle’s face fell into a frown. “He stayed behind to try and give us more time. He knew he was going to die anyway, I guess. His wife was a mess when she found out.”


  “And then your dad decided to head here,” I finished for her, which solicited a questioning look from Alex. I turned into the kitchen as Belle repeated everything she had already told us. Alex needed to eat, and I wasn’t going to wait around for him to come to his senses. He needed to stay on top of his game. We all did.


  I found a granola bar and tossed it. Alex caught in mid-air and shot me a wry look, but he did peel off the wrapper and take a bite.


  “We might as well stay here for the night,” Alex said, surprising me. I thought I’d need to convince him to rest. “We’ll need to get an early start in the morning.” I suppose hearing that his family was probably safe did a lot to calm him down.


  “And then what?” I asked. “Do we go after Zack or try to follow everyone from back home?”


  Right away Alex stated that we needed to find Zack at the same time Belle said that she wanted to find out what happened to her dad and everyone else. At least they had ideas. I couldn’t even begin to make up my mind.


  The long looks Cole kept shooting me suggested that he had some input as well, but he didn’t say anything and hadn’t exactly earned a vote yet anyway.


  Pierce raised his hands up in mock surrender and said, “Let’s deal with this in the morning, okay? We’re all exhausted and there isn’t anything we can do tonight anyways. Maybe things will be clearer in the morning.”


  “We should grab a couple of the mattresses from upstairs and bring them down here,” Pierce continued, “so we can stay together in case anything happens.”


  Alex nodded. “That will help ensure we’re all well rested come morning.”


  Belle started clearing the living room furniture from the center of the room while the rest of us headed upstairs. Pierce and Cole took the double mattress from the room at the end of the hall and dragged it down the stairs while Alex and I went into the master bedroom and found a queen size mattress with a deep green comforter.


  I tried not to look at the pictures on the walls and bedside table, each showing a happy family.


  When we reached the hallway, Alex and I stopped while the others finished maneuvering their mattress down the stairs.


  “You know what all of this means, right?” he asked.


  “All of what?” I thought I knew what he was referring to, but I wasn’t willing to say anything in case I was wrong. He may have calmed down, but I didn’t think he could deal with anything else tonight. I didn’t want to be the one to explain exactly what happened at the school. It should have been someone else’s turn to deal with Hurricane Alex for a change.


  “The zombies that overtook the school. Where they came from.” He didn’t need to finish the thought. I nodded.


  “People are dead because of us,” he said. “None of this would have happened if we’d just done what we were told.”


  “We were just trying to help.”


  “No. You were just trying to show off,” he snapped, his voice quiet and angry. I looked down the stairs, but Cole and Pierce were joking around, pushing the mattress back and forth and didn’t seem to be paying attention. “You got exactly what you wanted, but that wasn’t enough for you. You had to take it that much further, prove that you’re better than everyone else. Be the hero.”


  “That’s not fair,” I started, but I couldn’t come up with an argument in my defense. He was right. Greg Maltin and sixteen other people were dead because of my brilliant idea. There was nothing I could say to change that. I bit my lip and looked at Alex. His face showed no sign of the anger that his voice betrayed; it showed no sign of anything. “I’m sorry. I screwed up.”


  “That’s putting it a bit lightly, don’t you think?”


  I didn’t have to respond as Alex started down the stairs with his side of the mattress. “Alex,” I pleaded, not sure what I even planned on saying.


  “Don’t, Savannah. Just don’t. We’ll talk about this later.”


  


  But we didn’t talk later. Alex didn’t say anything to me all night. He and Pierce talked quietly in the corner for almost an hour while Belle, Cole, and I set up the room for the night.


  “Is everything alright?” Cole asked, as we made our way around the room, lighting the gas-fueled lanterns.


  “Not so much.”


  “That Alex guy is kind of a jerk,” Cole offered, clearly grasping for straws.


  “Don’t blame him. This is all my fault.”


  “How could what happened to Zack possibly be your fault?”


  “That’s not what I meant, but now that you mention it, I should probably add that to the list as well. If it hadn’t been for me, we would have never been on that road. We wouldn’t have had to run off into the forest in the middle of the night. Zack would be back at New Ravencrest, joking around with his mom.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “Forget it. Forget I said anything.” I expected him to argue, but he finished the lantern he was working on and then headed toward the basement where the bulk of the supplies were kept. He glanced over his shoulder once, but I looked away.


  Cole came back a few minutes later, his arms full of blankets we began spreading out over our makeshift sleeping setup.


  Neither he nor Alex spoke to me again that night, although Cole kept shooting me perplexed glances, as though he couldn’t quite figure out how I’d become such a screw up.


  I couldn’t blame them. I didn’t want to be around me either.


  I ended up sleeping snuggled right up with Belle for warmth on the smaller mattress. Pierce and Alex shared the larger one, while Cole got to stretch out on the couch. I was glad for the body heat Belle was giving off but wished for a little privacy. I needed a minute alone to get my thoughts together, but if I got up then, everyone would ask questions.


  One by one, the others fell asleep and their snores filled the room. But I couldn’t make myself close my eyes, let alone sleep.


  Only days ago I’d been sitting in my old school and praying for something to do. Then I got my chance, but I just had to push my luck.


  Now I needed to find everyone from New Ravencrest, convince them not to boot me out for my stupid mistake, rescue Zack from some insane army, and figure out what Cole was hiding. I didn’t know where to start. Any thoughts of the future felt heavy and daunting.


  It was at least an hour before I finally managed to pass out and rest, but my dreams were all of Zack and dead bodies, lying in the school parking lot.
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  The air in the house felt like ice when we woke up, so we wasted no time gathering supplies and preparing to head out. Alex conceded that there wasn’t much we’d be able to do on our own to help Zack, so we agreed to head west and find the others first.


  Throughout the entire half hour discussion, Cole remained silent, although he seemed happy to help gather up food supplies. I half expected to turn around and find him gone, off to do his own thing, but he stayed with us.


  We left the safe house after ensuring we’d locked it up and left no sign of the valuables we had to leave behind. Ten minutes later, as we walked down yet another string of identical houses, Cole and I fell behind the others as we made our way down the street, pulling all of our supplies behind us in wagons that had been at the house.


  Up ahead, Alex and Pierce were checking any house that had a car in the driveway to see if we could find the keys. Belle stayed outside, but her eyes followed Pierce every time he left her side. The two of them had been dancing around each other for months, and there was no question they’d both noticed that they didn’t have a lot of options. One boy and one girl—the math was easy.


  “I want you to come with me,” Cole said, interrupting my train of thought. “After we find your friends, you should come with me. You’re good at all of this.” He gestured toward Alex as he came out of another townhouse, shaking his head. Pierce followed behind him a moment later, wiping blood off of his machete and onto his jeans. There had obviously been a fight, but they were both okay and made their way up the street without saying anything to me.


  “What? Why?” I was a little surprised he wanted me to tag along and that he thought I had time for any of this. “If you haven’t noticed, I have a lot on my plate already.”


  “I know, I know,” he said, sounding tired rather than mocking. “It’s just… this is really important. If something happens to me, it would be good to have someone else working on this.”


  “On what, exactly?” I raised my voice enough that Belle turned toward us, tilting her head in question. A moment later, she turned back toward the house Pierce and Alex were currently inside of. “You’ve barely told me anything, and now you expect me to just forget about my friends to run off and help you?” I lowered my voice again. “You can’t be serious.”


  Cole stopped walking and turned to face me, so I stopped as well, letting my wagon bump into my calf. “If I tell you what’s going on, you’ll have to swear to keep it to yourself,” he said. His face mirrored my own uncertainty, yet his voice sounded determined.


  “Fine. But that doesn’t mean I can help you. I’ve got too much at stake already.”


  “I understand why all of this is important to you, but I can promise that the stakes are about to get a whole lot higher. Do I have your word?”


  I couldn’t help myself at that point. “I swear. I won’t tell a soul. But we should probably keep walking if you don’t want everyone else asking questions.” We both started down the street again, and it was a moment before he spoke.


  “My father was part of the team that developed the vaccine,” he started but didn’t continue right away. I wouldn’t have wanted to admit that either. While the vaccine seemed like a miracle drug at the time, we now know it had been the cause of a bad situation turning into hell on earth.


  “Okay.”


  “They were so sure they had managed to stop the virus. There were over a thousand people who signed up for the trial, despite the risks. After a few days, not one of them was showing signs of infection. It was a huge success.”


  I didn’t want to hold any of this against him, but I couldn’t see how telling me that his father was responsible for so much suffering would convince me to help. I wasn’t sure what to say, so I let him continue.


  “My father argued with his bosses, telling them they should wait longer and run more trials, but thousands of people were dying every day, and that was just here in the U.S. No one else wanted to wait. By then, news of the vaccine had already been leaked, and riots were starting as people demanded access to some form of safety from this nightmare. R11 was being hailed as the miracle drug.


  “It was only days before the second wave really hit that they figured out exactly what they’d done.”


  “Yes. I know all of this. What’s your point?” Even I could hear the hostility in my voice and knew I was being too harsh considering that as far as I knew, Cole had done nothing wrong, but I didn’t want to relive the next part of his story. Cole sighed.


  “As soon as it was obvious how bad things had become, my dad and his friends gathered up their families and moved us all into this underground bunker. The place was huge, and it was safe. It was somewhere they would be able to keep working while the world fell apart around them.”


  “Keep working? Hadn’t they done enough?” I snapped.


  “They know they screwed up, Savannah. They know how much it cost everyone. All they can do is try to make it right.” He ground his teeth together but remained calm. I could tell he was trying to be patient with me, but I didn’t care.


  It was my turn to sigh. “So now you’ve escaped to tell the world about their crimes?” I guessed.


  “No. I left to find help. My father swears that they’re getting closer and closer to a cure, but…”


  “Did you say a cure?” I asked, and he nodded. “A cure to what? The vaccine?”


  “No, a cure to the original virus.” I felt my jaw drop.


  “You mean, they think they can bring people back?” My mind was running wild with the possibilities.


  “Not everyone, obviously, but anyone infected with the second generation of the virus… well, there’s hope. And that’s something, right? They think they can force the vaccine to do what it was supposed to in the first place.”


  It felt like my heart was sinking and rising at the same time. I had been silly enough to think they would be able to bring back the dead. But this was still something I had never even dared to dream of.


  “So will you come with me? My uncle had information my dad will need once they’ve finished the cure. Maps mostly, stuff we’ll need to distribute the cure once we have it.” I surprised myself by being legitimately tempted to say yes, and I probably would have if it weren’t for my new driving need to correct the mistakes I’d made this week.


  “This is amazing. Really, really amazing. But I can’t. I’ve made mistakes, cost people their lives.” I shifted the weight of my backpack around as I tried to process everything. “I need to at least try and help to set things right again. You can understand that, can’t you?” Cole’s hopeful expression fell. “I’ve lived with these people for months and now they’re homeless. I can’t just abandon them.”


  “How much good can you do there though? Does it even come close to the possibility of a cure and the potential that has to change things?” He had me there, but still. Shouldn’t the people who had protected me for so long come first? They took me in and kept me safe when I was at my lowest point, and I couldn’t just forget that.


  “I’ll think about it, okay?”


  “That’s all I can ask for,” he responded, “but please give it some serious thought. I could really use you in this. I’ve been trying to stay undetected this whole time, unwilling to just stop and fight. It’s slowing me down.”


  “That’s where I come in?” Only a few days earlier that compliment would have convinced me. All I had wanted was for someone to recognize that I could take care of myself and get things done. Now that was exactly what he was asking of me and all I could think about was the look Mrs. Park would give me when everyone found out exactly what happened to our home.


  Two sharp whistles came from one of the houses, eliminating all thoughts except for helping my friends. I dropped the handle of my wagon and ran toward the brick house, Cole right behind me. The double-whistle was our signal for trouble. They needed my help now, and any grand plans would have to wait.


  I ran past Belle, who was watching us intently. I doubted she had any idea what was going on.


  Cole and I entered the house through the front door, but neither Pierce nor Alex was there. I heard the sounds of fighting followed by Pierce’s distinct laugh. Okay, maybe they weren’t in mortal peril after all.


  Cole started systematically opening doors and searching for my friends when a Z came out of the dining room attached to the hallway. She had to have been at least eighty when she died and didn’t even seem to notice me. I didn’t move, didn’t breathe and she walked right by me, dragging the stump where her left foot should have been.


  I considered letting it go and concentrating on helping Pierce, but I remembered that Belle was outside, now completely on her own and undefended. I whipped around and charged at the elderly zombie, knocking us both to the ground.


  I felt the sickening shift of rotting flesh as I landed on top of her. The undead woman groaned and tried to grab at me, but I was able to keep her down with one hand while I pulled out my knife with the other. In seconds my blade was sticking out of her skull and she stopped struggling.


  “That’s exactly what I’m talking about,” Cole said, offering his hand to pull me up. “You’re smart and know how to handle yourself.” I wrinkled my nose at the smell of decay that came up with me. Cole was polite enough to pretend he didn’t notice it.


  “Any sign of them?” I asked.


  “No. I was going to check the backyard next.”


  “After you,” I said, gesturing down the hallway with a sweeping motion of my arm.


  We found the guys in the backyard beheading three small zombies and I had to look away.


  “False alarm,” Pierce said, looking up as the back door closed behind us.


  “Yeah, well, you missed one,” I responded, looking down at the layer of slime I was now coated in.


  “You okay?” Alex asked, not even looking up.


  “I’m fine. We’re fine. Someone should probably make sure Belle is okay though.”


  “I’ll go,” Cole said. He didn’t wait for a response before disappearing back into the house.


  “I guess I’ll go see if I can find the keys then,” I suggested.


  “Nah, I’ll do it.” Pierce jumped up from the crouch he’d been in and bounded toward me and the door. “I’ve got a system now.”


  “And how’s that working for you so far?” I asked, poking him in the side.


  “Oh, shut it,” he laughed before the door clicked behind him.


  “So, what happened?” I asked Alex, who finally stopped stabbing at corpses and looked at me.


  “Zombies.” He shrugged. “We took care of it.”


  “Clearly.” I smiled at him, but he looked away from me as his dark eyes flashed in anger. “Alex, I…”


  “What, Savannah? You what? Let me guess, you have some insane plan to fix everything. Is that about the size of it?” I stepped back, surprised at the mocking tone in his voice. I’d never heard him speak to anyone like that. Alex was kind, never cruel. “Well excuse me if I decide to pass on this one,” he finished, and his words hit me like a slap in the face.


  “Hey guys, I found car keys!” Pierce shouted, popping his head through a window that looked out onto the yard.


  “Great,” I said, trying unsuccessfully to force my tone to match the excitement in his voice. I couldn’t bring myself to look up from my bloodstained shoes.


  Half a minute later, Pierce joined us in the yard again, jingling the keys on his index finger. “Looks like it’s time for us to get out of here,” he said, grinning.


  “Nice.” Alex walked over and gave him a high-five, snatching away the keys at the same time. “I’ll be driving.”


  “No surprise there,” Pierce replied, rolling his eyes at me. “It’s not like I found the keys or anything.”


  “Do you even know how to drive?” Alex scoffed, and Pierce’s expression made it clear he didn’t.


  “So what? I’m sure I can figure it out.”


  “Nice try. I’m still driving.” Alex turned and walked down the hall and out of the front door, which we had left wide open. He didn’t even acknowledge me as he passed.
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  After we piled into the forest-green minivan that sat in the driveway, we doubled back to the safe house to grab some more supplies. Between the five of us and several boxes of food, weapons, and ammo, the van was a little cramped. Belle managed to call shotgun and made herself comfortable in the front of the car beside Alex. As usual, the girl had no problem making herself right at home. Her long blond hair was pulled up into a messy bun, and her small frame was lost in an oversized hoodie.


  Pierce and Cole sat in the middle row where they had a bit more room to stretch their legs, leaving me in the back by myself, curled up in the corner beside a box of canned pasta.


  As we pulled out of the driveway, I wished I’d thought to sit on the other end of the bench. The seat gave me an unobstructed view of Alex as he maneuvered our new vehicle away from the town and onto a narrow back road. I desperately wanted a little time away from him, but I couldn’t stop myself from looking. His face was still pulled into a frown as he repeatedly checked his blind spots. He’d made sure every one of us was wearing our seatbelt.


  It had been a long time since any of us had been behind the wheel of a car, and he was understandably nervous. At least we weren’t going to have to deal with any oncoming traffic.


  Belle and her father had planned to rendezvous with the others not far from Meadowvale, but we weren’t sure which route they had decided to take. We had a map of the area with us, and while it probably wouldn’t be the fastest route, we would be better off avoiding driving back through the main strip of this highly infested town.


  I tried leaning my head against the window to rest, but all of the jostling from the uneven road made it impossible to get comfortable. I ended up tiling my head back and closing my eyes. If I managed to look asleep, no one would bother me.


  The car was littered with all kinds of junk, including a few unlabeled CDs, but we drove for half an hour before anyone suggested putting on some music. Reluctantly, I opened my eyes. It’s a rare treat to hear any kind of music anymore.


  The millennial pop mix that Cole picked up off the floor went a long way to brightening our moods. Everyone but Alex sang along at the top of our lungs as we drove, and even our moody driver could be seen mouthing the words to every Backstreet Boys or Spice Girls hit that came on.


  I was in the middle of a heart-felt rendition of A Thousand Miles by Vanessa Carlton when Belle abruptly leaned over and shut off the stereo.


  “Look,” she said, pointing out the window toward the side of the road, “in that field there, near the barn. Is that Nico?” Alex slowed down, but whoever it was had already spotted us, and there was nowhere to hide on this open stretch of road.


  Sure enough, I spotted Nico Moscowitz waving at us as he ran toward the road. Nico was about ten years older than me and led one of the other teams whose job it had been to secure Ravencrest and go on various supply runs.


  Once he was within earshot, Belle rolled down her window and stuck her head out. “Hey stranger,” she said, waving.


  “Well, look who it is.” Nico smiled under his thick beard. “You okay, sweetie? Your dad has been worried sick.” Belle nodded and wiggled back into her seat as Nico went around to the driver’s side and shook Alex’s hand. “It’s good to see you all. Paulson’s sent people out all over looking for this one,” he gestured toward Belle. “It’s good to have everyone back.” It was only then that he noticed Cole. His eyes narrowed in confusion at the unfamiliar face before he tilted his head at Alex in question. Alex shrugged it off as though he’d explain later, but I held my breath waiting for the next question.


  “Where’s Zack?” Some of the color drained from Nico’s usually warm face, and I knew he was assuming the worst.


  “There was some trouble on the way to Meadowvale. I—,” Alex let his voice trail off. Nico patted him on the arm.


  “I’m sorry to hear that. Truly.”


  “He’s not dead,” I said, surprising myself. I hated the idea of someone thinking Zack was lost to us completely. I needed to believe in the possibility of getting him back.


  “It’s a long story,” Alex said before Nico could ask anything more. “We found Belle at the supply house, and she told us where we could find the rest of you. We figured we’d go from there.”


  “What are you doing all the way out here? Where’s everyone else?” I asked, pulling myself forward to stick my head between Cole’s and Pierce’s seats.


  “We set up a temporary camp a ways up the road, just until everyone makes it home and we can find somewhere more secure. Paulson has a few of us out here checking out the area. Can’t be too safe.”


  Alex nodded. “Alright, we’ll head that way and hook up with the others. Did you need a lift back?”


  “No, no. I’m alright. Still got a fair bit of ground to cover before supper. Don’t want any unexpected visitors.” Nico backed up a step from the van and shook his head. We were all still dealing with the last batch of unexpected visitors. “Keep going up this road and then turn right when you reach the fork. After that, another five minutes and you’re there. You can’t miss them.”


  Alex put his foot on the gas and we pulled away, Belle and I waving for a moment before Nico turned and continued in the direction he’d been heading. I tried unsuccessfully to push images of what my friends must have gone through from my head—watching the infected swarm our home.


  My mind was flooded with ideas of what we’d find when we caught up with the others. Where were all of these people I cared about living, now that they’d lost the home that we had all worked so hard for? There wasn’t much point in wondering about what we’d find. It would only be a matter of minutes before I had to face some consequences.


  


  Thanks to Alex’s insanely cautious driving habits, it was more than ten minutes before we spotted a small community of tents and trucks near the side of the road. I knew that it wouldn’t be a permanent solution, but my stomach still lurched at the thought of all of these people living outdoors. Spring was on its way, but April nights are still cold. And it couldn’t have been even a tenth as secure as where we’d been before.


  There was nothing standing between us and any wandering group of infected that happened on them, except for a few flimsy tarps. But they were alive and that counted for something. So long as defense remained a priority, and knowing Paulson it would, this would have to do for now.


  As we pulled up over flattened grass, two armed men approached the van. Once they saw who was at the wheel they waved us through, and one of them shouted for Mayor Paulson.


  “Greg, you’ll want to come out here. Got a bit of a surprise for you.”


  The five of us got out of the van, and I slid the door shut behind me, loud enough that every eye in the camp seemed to turn toward us. There weren’t that many people milling about outside, but as we stood waiting for an official greeting, I scanned every person, every tent for signs of Alex’s or Zack’s families. One I was looking forward to seeing again, and the other I was dreading.


  I didn’t spot Mayor Paulson, but Belle let out a gasp and took off running. I watched her run and fling herself into her dad’s arms as he stepped out of a small gray tent. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but they both wore huge grins on their faces.


  “So, now what?” Cole asked quietly, standing only a few inches behind me. I shrugged. This place was all new to me, too. Cole was holding up better than I would have. He didn’t know anyone besides me, not really, and he looked more ready than I did to face the crowd.


  “I’m going to go find my mom and Marybeth,” Alex said, not waiting for a response before he handed the van keys off to one of the armed guards and took off into the camp.


  Turning toward Pierce, I echoed Cole’s question, hoping he would have a better answer. “So, now what?”


  “I guess we’ll have to fill everyone in on what has happened. They’ll want an explanation about where we were and what happened to Zack.” He shifted his weight from foot to foot as he watched my face expectantly. “What do we want to tell them?”


  I reached down and squeezed his hand, but my eyes locked with Cole’s briefly as I scrambled to come up with something to distract Pierce. “I don’t know. We don’t have to worry about that right now. Why don’t you go ask around and see if you can find a spare tent the three of us can set up for tonight?” Whenever Pierce got anxious, my best bet was to give him something to do.


  He nodded. “I’ll come find you later, okay?”


  I tried to smile encouragingly before he too disappeared into the makeshift village.


  “How about you? Do you want to go track down your aunt and cousins?” I asked. Cole’s expression twisted into one of worry. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing. It’s just that…” He cleared his throat and looked over his shoulder at the van. “Uncle Miles and my dad parted on bad terms. I don’t know if my aunt will want to see me.”


  “Well it’s a little late to turn back.” I forced a chuckle, trying to break up some of the tension he was feeling. He bit his lip, and I opted to try a different tactic. “This was all months ago, right? I’m sure your aunt will be happy to see you alive and healthy.”


  “I guess so. I don’t know.”


  “Well let’s find her first and then we’ll see,” I said, convinced that he was over-thinking the situation. Now more than ever before, reunions were something to celebrate.


  I took a few steps away from the van and looked behind me. He hadn’t moved. Gently, I took his hand and pulled him after me as I stalked through the muddy field.


  “Well, look who it is.” Someone tapped me on the shoulder, and I let go of Cole’s hand as I turned toward him.


  “Mike!” I high-fived the elderly man who had been the janitor at my middle school. “Way to not die.”


  “It’s good to see you too, Savannah.” I smiled and let Mike wrap me up into a warm embrace. He smelled like cigarettes and mint.


  “Who is your friend?” he asked, pulling away. “I don’t think I’ve seen you around before,” he said, addressing Cole. Mike knew everyone and everything about the people of New Ravencrest, and new perfectly well that he’d never seen Cole before. I appreciated him not putting Cole even more on the spot than he was already feeling. Mike’s wife, Ruth, was essentially our second in command. The two of them acted like parents to the entire community.


  “No, sir,” Cole said, sticking his hand out to shake Mike’s. “I met Savannah and the guys on the road.”


  “Been on your own for a while then, eh?”


  Cole nodded. “Actually, I was been looking for your group. I’d been told I could find some family here. Miles and Carol Donovan.”


  Mike’s expression turned into a grimace as he shook his head sadly. “Savannah here will have told you about your uncle then. It’s a shame what happened. He was a good man.”


  “She did, and thank you. Did Carol and the kids make it out of the school okay?”


  “They did, they did. I made it my business to get the young ones out at the first sign of trouble and I’m glad I did. There’s nothing more important…”


  “Oh, I’m so glad,” I said, cutting Mike off. He had been about to go into one of his famous spiels on family and morality. I’d heard it a hundred times in the past few months and didn’t want to subject Cole to it. He was anxious enough already.


  “Thank you so much for making sure they were safe. Do you know where I might be able to find them?”


  “Hmm, I’m not sure but I think we can track them down for you easily enough,” Mike said, his eyes taking on a mischievous glint. “Carol!” he shouted, his gruff voice echoing through the field. “Carol, come out here.”


  “Mike,” I shushed him. “We’re supposed to be quiet out here, remember? We’re trying to stay hidden.”


  Mike stopped yelling abruptly, his round face taking on a pink flush. “I didn’t think. Thanks, darlin’”. He continued saying Carol’s name in a hushed voice as we started to move through the tents. I gave Cole a wry smile.


  After we’d gone about thirty feet, a middle-aged woman, her black hair tied back into a ponytail, stuck her head out of a tent flap. “Mike, what is it? What can I…” her voice trailed off as she spotted Cole standing behind the beefy janitor. “Cole?” She stood up and approached us in small, hesitant steps. “It’s really you.”


  As Cole’s aunt stepped toward him and stroked his hair, two small faces followed, popping out of the tent. I’d met Katie and Nathan before, but I didn’t know them well. “Mom?” Nathan asked, his black curls falling over his eyes. When he spotted Cole he shoved his younger sister and the two of them tumbled out of the tent. Nathan ran toward his cousin and tackled him with a hug while Katie stood back, looking unsure of the newcomer.


  “I’ll leave you all to it then,” Mike said, squeezing my shoulder before he walked back to the barbecue.


  “Kids, grab your coats please,” Carol said before turning back to Cole. “What are you doing here? Did something happen back at base?”


  “No. It’s not that. Everyone’s fine. My dad sent me.” Instantly, the look of wonder fell from Carol’s face and was replaced with a grimace. “We’re almost ready. I’m supposed to bring you all back.”


  Carol stepped back as though she’d been slapped. “I can tell you right now that that’s not going to happen. We’re happy here. Safe.”


  I knew I should look away, or even better, leave, but I wanted to know what was going on.


  “How safe can you possibly be? Miles is dead and you and the kids are living out here in the field with a rag-tag group of survivors who have been lucky to last as long as they have.” At that, Cole turned toward me but I quickly turned my back to him to face the tent and the kids, pretending I wasn’t listening.


  “Hey guys, remember me?” I said, crouching down to where the kids were sitting inside of their tent as they scrambled to get their jackets and shoes on.


  “No,” Nathan said abruptly. Katie only shook her head and wouldn’t look me in the eye.


  “I’m Savannah. I lived at the school. I’m friends with Pierce, Alex, and Zack.” I was prepared to list off everyone I knew until something connected, but at the mention of Zack both of their faces lit up, causing my heart to break a little.


  “We know him,” Nathan offered. “He’s awesome!”


  “Absolutely.” I nodded whole-heartedly. “See that guy there,” I said to Katie. “He’s your cousin. He’s pretty awesome, too. You lived with him before your family came here, right?”


  She paused but nodded, still looking unsure as her brother zipped her coat up. “Why don’t you go give him a hug?” I offered her my hand and smiled when she took it.


  After the two kids got out of the tent, I gave Katie a nudge. She walked over to Cole and wrapped her tiny arms around his leg, giving me an opportunity to go back over to where Carol and Cole were talking in hushed voices.


  I didn’t get to hear anything because as Katie detached herself from Cole’s leg, I saw Belle walking toward us. She’d changed into a clean pair of jeans and a plaid t-shirt. “Hey, Savvy. My dad wants to see you.” I glanced at Cole, who was still deep in conversation with his aunt. “Right now.” Belle’s voice was light and she didn’t seem to suspect the severity of my summoning, but I felt my face grow warm as I chewed my lip.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  14 ZARAH


  October 27th


  


  Liam rubs my lower back over the fabric of my jacket while the two of us sit on the front steps of my aunt’s apartment building. It’s been a long day and all I want to do is have a hot bath, but he has to leave in two hours and it could be weeks before I see him again.


  Liam’s dad has been invited to attend a conference in Texas on bettering our defenses against the infected, or something like that. Liam explained it all to me earlier, but I’m too tired to remember. He has nobody else, so Liam is going to go with him. I’m trying not to watch all of the news reports that talk about how bad things have gotten in the South. The border has been overrun twice already. Liam’s dad says that is exactly why he needs to go.


  Liam hasn’t been able to offer me even a guess at when they’ll be back.


  “I’ll text you every day,” he promises. His dark blue eyes are shining with concern for me, and I feel guilty for not being able to put on a brave face and tell him I’ll be okay. I never thought I would be one of those girls who needs constant contact and reassurance from her boyfriend, and I feel ridiculous about the whole thing, but I can’t help it. I now understand the saying ‘worried sick’.


  “Let’s just go inside, okay?” I stand up and take his hand to lead him back inside the building. No one goes outside if they can help it anymore, and it’s creeping me out to stare at the empty street.


  When we get back to Noor’s apartment on the sixth floor, I pause before unlocking the front door. I pull Liam in close to me but my puffy bubble jacket keeps us inches apart as he brings his face down closer to mine. I’m still chilled from the October air, but I can feel the warmth coming off of Liam as he rests his forehead against mine. His body heat spreads through me until I feel flushed.


  He kisses my nose and then tilts his head down farther. Our lips meet for a moment before I pull back. “You could stay here. Noor wouldn’t mind.” I know that’s probably not true, but I have to try.


  “I can’t. My dad jumped through a lot of hoops to make sure I could go with him.” I pull my head back farther and bring my eyebrows down in question. Why would it matter if a seventeen year old is at some political meeting? Liam steps back, and instantly I feel cold again and hug my arms close to my body.


  “The government has a second manufacturer of R11 in Austin that they’re trying to keep quiet while they create a big enough supply to actually help people. That’s why the conference is being held there. My dad thinks he’ll be able to get both of us vaccinated as soon as we get in.” He lowers his eyes, and I can tell he’s embarrassed. Liam has done nothing but warn me against the vaccine for the past week. “You can’t tell anyone. They’re keeping the second facility secret for now to try and avoid the riots like the ones in California. I shouldn’t even have told you.”


  “I won’t tell anyone, but I don’t I understand why this is so important to you all of a sudden. What changed your mind?”


  “I didn’t. My dad changed it for me.” He rolls his eyes, but I get the sense he’s only saying this for my benefit. I doubt Liam has ever been told what to do by either of his parents. If anything, since Mr. Holt has been doing the single parent thing, he’s been even more lenient. Liam’s new tattoo of a Lynx sitting between his shoulder blades can attest to that.


  I’m not surprised that this is the thing Mr. Holt finally put his foot down on, though. I’m glad Liam is going to get this chance, but I still wish desperately that he didn’t have to leave to have it.


  It was only a few days after reports of the vaccine surfaced that it was available on the West Coast. Riots started all over the country with people demanding to be vaccinated.


  R11 was supposed to save us all, but the longer they waited, the more people died horrible and violent deaths. The government caved. Even if there wasn’t enough for everyone yet, waiting wasn’t going to help anything.


  I agreed wholeheartedly that they needed to get this thing out to as many people as they could as quickly as possible. Some form of protection had to be better than nothing. Liam disagreed. Or at least he used to.


  At first, he seemed as excited as everyone else, but as more and more journalists reported on the potential risks of a hastily concocted miracle drug, his opinion began to shift. We didn’t know yet what the long term effects of this drug were. All we knew was that those who were bitten after inoculation never showed any symptoms of the virus. That was more than enough for me.


  He squeezes my hand, and we go back into the apartment for dinner. I try and stop myself from counting the minutes we have left and just enjoy our time together.


  


  Three nights later, I wake up to the sound of knocking at my bedroom door. “Zarah, sweetie,” Noor says, her usually cheerful tone comes out sounding forced. “Can I come in?”


  “Mmmhmm,” I mumble into my pillow while pulling my comforter up over my shoulders and snuggling deeper into my bed. It feels as if I just fell asleep and my mind is hazy.


  The doorknob jiggles, but the door stays closed. I remember that I locked it before getting in bed and pull myself up. The reports on the news have been getting stranger and more gruesome by the day. Locking the door is the only way I can get any sleep without my aunt at home. She has been working late all week, as less and less people are going into the office. We still haven’t seen too many outbreaks in our part of the state, but no one is inclined to take chances.


  Sliding the latch over, I open the door. Noor is still in her perfectly ironed blue suit, but her hair is disheveled and her makeup smeared. Her dark skin looks unusually pale, like she’s not only seen but done battle with a ghost.


  “What’s wrong?” I ask at the same time as my eyes drift down. She’s holding a blood-soaked bandage against her forearm, and all at once my world falls apart. “Oh my God. What happened? Did you…” I can’t bring myself to finish the question, but her expression says it all. She’s been bitten.


  “I stopped at the convenience store on the corner on my way home from work. There was no one behind the counter, but some poor soul had died near the back of the store by the freezer. He was just lying there.


  “I tried to back out of the store quietly, but I didn’t want to risk turning my back to him. Just in case.” I nod supportively. “I must have knocked over a display on my way out. He was on me so quickly, sweetie. I couldn’t stop him.” Aunt Noor had been carrying a knife in her purse for weeks, hoping that it would be enough if she should be attacked. She hated the idea of having to hurt someone, so I didn’t ask her to relive how she managed to get away.


  “I’m so sorry.” Tears are already streaming down my face as I lean in to hug her. Immediately, she takes a step back.


  “Don’t come too close.”


  “You still have time. At least a day.” It will never be enough. My mind can’t grasp the idea of losing my family all over again.


  “We don’t know that. We don’t know anything. I only came back so that you wouldn’t have to wonder what happened to me. I’ve left everything you’ll need in the safe. Money and credit cards. And my gun.”


  “Please, we need more time. Where will you even go?”


  “To the hospital I guess. Or a police station.” She doesn’t need to tell me what will happen once she gets there. “We knew this could happen. Do you have everything you need?”


  I nod mutely, my brain frantically searching for something I could say to convince her to stay. My lip quivers and I see my expression mirrored in my aunt’s face.


  Less than ten minutes later, I close the door to the apartment behind her. I wait until she disappears down the stairwell before going back into the apartment. I have to lock the door behind me to stop myself from chasing after her. She took nothing with her except the clothes she was wearing and her jacket. We both know she won’t be coming back. I hold my breath to try and keep the growing sense of panic back.


  I go back to my room and find my cell phone tucked away under my pillow. No messages, but I have several news alerts. It looks like Noor is nowhere near the only person that was infected tonight. All across the country vicious outbreaks are being reported.


  I send Liam a text message, telling him what’s happened and asking what he thinks I should do. I can’t just stay here by myself, can I? What if things get worse and I have to leave? I don’t even know how to drive.


  I sit down on the bed and stare at my phone, willing Liam to answer. We’ve both been sleeping with the volume turned up on our phones, just in case. But I know he can sleep through anything. I probably won’t hear from him for hours. It’s not like there’s anything he can do to help, anyway.


  


  I sit in the living room on the floor with my knees up against my chest, sobbing so hard that I can’t catch my breath. She’s been gone nearly two hours now. That is more than enough time to find a police officer to put a bullet between your eyes. Every few minutes, I hear screaming from somewhere outside, but too quickly each scream is silenced, and I hug myself tighter.


  I’ve left several messages on Liam’s phone already. I still haven’t heard back and am half convinced he’s dead too. Bad news is coming in from all over the world. Even he couldn’t sleep through this.


  The reports out of California and Texas are the most horrifying. I hope that the rumors of people being attacked by the living are only that—rumors. This is like Cleveland all over again but on a much bigger scale.


  I have the TV turned off now, but I can’t erase the images from my mind. It’s too much.


  I sit up straight when I hear the harsh wail of a car alarm join the chorus of intermittent screams from outside of the building. I slowly stand up and walk over to the window, expecting to see an unimaginable hoard of infected coming right for me. You don’t live through something like this twice.


  I’m going to die here, tonight. I know there is probably something I could be doing, but I don’t want to move. I don’t want to do this again. I’m done.


  Then, for the second time that night, I hear someone knocking. Tap, tap, tap. This time it’s coming from the front door. Zombies don’t ask for permission to come inside, right? I know I’m being silly. Maybe Noor has decided to come back after all. Maybe she saw how bad things are out there and knew how much I’d need her.


  My breath hitches as the knocking comes a second time, this time more frantically. “Zarah, please be okay. Just let me in!” a male voice pleads from the other side of the door. Definitely not Noor then. Still, I’d know that voice anywhere.


  Liam.


  I fling the door open.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  15 SAVANNAH


  I told Cole where I was headed, but his eyes glazed over, only half listening. Waving goodbye to the kids, I started to follow Belle when Cole called my name.


  “Savannah, you’re leaving? Wait a second,” he called after me.


  “My dad needs to talk to her,” Belle responded, crossing her arms over her chest as we continued walking.


  “She’ll be right there,” he said. He gently grabbed me by the wrist to stop me from following Belle. I let myself slow to a stop.


  Belle pursed her lips but didn’t argue. “Alex and Pierce are already on their way, so don’t take too long,” she added.


  “Head over where exactly?” I asked.


  “See the big yellow tent?” Belle pointed toward the center of the camp. Sure enough, the Mayor’s tent was impossible to miss. It was easily one of the biggest we had and was an obnoxious shade of highlighter yellow.


  “Alright, I’ll be there in just a minute, okay?”


  “Sure, whatever.”


  Cole waited until she was out of ear-shot and then pulled me behind a nearby tent. “I need you to do something for me.”


  “You’re pretty big on asking for favors, eh?” I wasn’t about to agree blindly to anything.


  “This is the same favor as before. I really need you not to tell anyone about what we discussed.” He leaned in closer and whispered, “About the cure.” As he pulled away I could see the worry in his eyes.


  “Not a big thing? How is anything involving the possibility of a cure not a big thing? A huge thing, even. People need to know about this.” As I spoke, his expression became almost panicked. He probably regretted telling me any of this.


  “No, Savannah. They really don’t. It’s not ready yet, and you know what happened the first time a miracle drug was announced. We can’t afford to lose any more people to panic and rash decisions. This has to stay between us for now, or we could be risking everything.” That seemed a little over-dramatic to me, but it was hard to argue.


  It was easy to imagine Paulson, or even Mrs. Park, finding out about this and making demands. It would even have been understandable, but we’d all experienced first-hand the effects something like this could have on people and it wasn’t all good.


  “What about all of these people? Don’t you want to help them?” I crossed my arms, adopting Belle’s earlier stance.


  “Of course I do, but we have to think about the big picture.”


  “Okay, what about once everything is good to go? Will you help them then?”


  “Come with me and I’ll have to, won’t I?”


  “You’re bribing me now? Really?” I smiled to show him I was only teasing.


  “You know what I want, and I’ll have to go soon. I don’t think Carol will come with me, but that’s probably better. The faster I can go, the better. But I don’t need an answer right now, just soon. Please just don’t say anything. Not to anyone.”


  “I can promise that I won’t say anything right now, as this probably isn’t the best time to throw a new issue into the mix anyways. If things change, then I’ll at least give you a final chance to talk me out of telling. Final offer.”


  Cole nodded without hesitating, but he didn’t look happy with my answer. Unfortunately for him, I didn’t have time to worry about his feelings right then. I was about five minutes away from becoming New Ravencrest’s most notorious member. If offering up the hope of a cure was my only option to make it up to everyone, then I’d at least have to consider taking it. Deep down I knew there could never really be a good reason to dangle hope in front of these people, but I had to tell myself that they were the most important thing here.


  “I have to go. We’ll talk later.” I turned, leaving him to return to his awkward reunion, knowing that I’d have to give him an answer later on whether or not I’d be going with him.


  


  “Savannah, I’m so glad to see that you’re okay,” Paulson said as soon as I’d zipped the tent flap shut behind me. His head was wrapped in gauze and white bandages, leaving tufts of gray hair sticking out at odd angles. He walked over to me, putting an arm around my shoulders. “We thought we’d lost you.” He gave me a gentle squeeze before walking back behind the makeshift desk that had been constructed out of boxes and plywood. They couldn’t have been in the new camp long, but the surface of his desk was already covered in papers and maps. Contingency plans, I assumed.


  Pierce and Alex were already there and had been standing in a corner while they waited, but both guys moved to stand beside me as Paulson got down to business.


  “We have some things we need to discuss, and I wish I could offer you all a seat, but this will have to do.” He continued. Alex and Pierce both looked incredibly uncomfortable and silently stood beside me. I wasn’t sure how to respond to the Mayor, so I just smiled politely. I tried to make eye contact with Pierce, but he wouldn’t take his eyes off of Paulson. I wished we’d thought to discuss what we planned to tell everyone ahead of time.


  “First off, I really want to thank you all for getting Belle back to me safely. When I came to and found she was missing, I nearly had a heart attack. I don’t know what I would have done if I’d lost her. I’m amazed she made it all the way to Meadowvale by herself, and a little impressed.”


  “Of course, sir,” Alex nodded, letting his expression relax a little. “We were happy to see her and get some news of where you all were.”


  “I’m thankful all the same,” he said, sitting down on a pile of crates. “Now for the more difficult matter at hand. Please tell me exactly what happened.” As he spoke, it felt as though my stomach had balled itself into a giant knot while visions of the overrun high school flashed through my mind. “To Zack,” Paulson finished.


  I blinked. Zack. He just wanted to talk about Zack. I looked over at Alex, but like Pierce he seemed determined to pretend I wasn’t there.


  “We’re not entirely sure what happened, sir,” Pierce answered when neither Alex nor I was able to speak. “We were a few hours out of Ravencrest and I was taking watch while the others slept. I saw this group of lights coming toward us from down the way and woke the others.”


  “They were slow moving, and at first we hoped that it might be all of you,” I added, “but as soon as we could hear them, we knew it wasn’t.”


  “What do you mean?” Paulson asked.


  “They were loud and acting pretty reckless. Shooting at the air, yelling, and laughing,” Alex said. His expression was solemn and I knew him well enough to know he was mentally reliving the entire night in excruciating detail. I was doing the same. “All of this was in the middle of the night. Even with the headlights, they couldn’t know if they were about to be attacked by one of the infected or even bring a whole swarm down on their group.”


  “We figured it was better to be safe,” Pierce continued, “and split up, figuring we’d lay low in the woods until they passed and we could decide what our next move would be.”


  “I saw one of them. While I was in the forest.” I jumped in, realizing I hadn’t mentioned my close call to the guys before. “She was shining a light around, probably looking for Zs. I figured she had to have been a scout or something, because she was a few minutes ahead of the group. She had a red band around her arm. They all did.” I stopped speaking, not wanting to be the one to tell the next part of our story.


  “There must have been scouts on our side of the road as well,” Alex said, “because they found Zack. I heard him yell and ran to find him, but I was too late. They were already leading him toward their group at gunpoint. I got as close as I could.” Alex paused and swallowed hard.


  “This one guy was asking him where his friends were, but he kept insisting he was alone.” As Alex spoke, I felt tears begin to form in my eyes. I hadn’t realized Alex had been close enough to hear exactly what was going on while I’d stood on, helpless at the other side of the road. “He was so scared,” Alex continued in a hushed voice, as though talking to himself. “The guy told Zack that it was his lucky day, that he could join them. Obviously, Zack refused. That’s when it started to get ugly. That’s when they began beating him.”


  “That’s when I screamed,” I added, feeling sick to my stomach as the words tumbled out of my mouth. “I didn’t mean to. I was just so pissed off. I didn’t want them to hurt him.


  “Of course not, sweetheart,” Paulson said. “Some things are beyond our control.” Usually I’d resent that nickname, but it was comforting to know he understood.


  “It was good that you did,” Alex said, speaking to me for the first time in at least half a day. “They seemed to forget about Zack for a minute, as their leader sent men into the woods to find you. When they came back empty handed, they loaded Zack into one of their trucks and took off.”


  “That’s all we know,” Pierce finished for us. I couldn’t take my eyes off of Alex. He was watching Paulson, but his eyes kept flicking over toward me. I let myself hope that he had at least begun to forgive me.


  “They’re a militia of some kind. Cole told me the name, but I don’t remember what it was,” I said apologetically.


  “Cole?” Paulson asked, furrowing his brow.


  “Savannah picked up a stray,” Alex said, his voice harsh.


  “Hardly. He’s Carol Donovan’s nephew.”


  “And he’s here now?” Paulson asked. I nodded. “I’ll have to talk to him later, see if he knows anything else that might be of use to us. But the reality is, there is likely very little we can do for Zack. We aren’t exactly equipped for a rescue operation.”


  “You want to abandon him?” Alex’s voice was quickly rising in anger. It wasn’t like him to speak up against an adult, let alone the Mayor, but he seemed to be having more trouble keeping his temper in check with every passing day.


  Paulson’s expression remained sympathetic, and he answered calmly. “I don’t want to, but what choice do we have? We don’t know who these people are or where we could find them. Even if we did, we can’t exactly demand that they return Zack to us. We don’t have the weapons or the manpower, and we can’t afford to start a fight.”


  Alex didn’t respond. He turned, opened the tent flap, and stormed out.


  “I’m sorry,” Paulson said, “I really am. There’s just nothing we can do.” I think Paulson could see the tears welling up in my eyes and knew I couldn’t stand to talk about it anymore. “Why don’t you two go and see if you can calm Alex down? I understand why he’s upset, and I wish I could do more for him. For Zack.”


  “Could you talk to Zack’s mom?” Pierce asked. “We’ve all been dreading it. There is nothing we can say to make this easier, and I think if Alex spoke to her now he might make things more difficult on her. Either that or incite a riot of some kind.”


  “Okay, don’t worry about Mrs. Goss. I can do that.” I was grateful he was willing to take the job on. I couldn’t find the words to explain how much I felt for her or how deeply I regretted not being able to do anything to help her son.


  


  Paulson remained inside, probably preparing to face Zack’s mom, while Pierce and I left his tent. I stalked through the muddy field, angry and unsure of what I wanted to do next.


  “You okay?” Pierce asked, putting a hand on my shoulder. I slowed down and turned toward him.


  “I don’t know. I just feel so lost.” Pierce looked down at his feet. He never did well with talking about emotions, but it was hard to stop myself once I’d started. “No, not lost… helpless. I’m just supposed to leave my friend to rot, and at the same time the world is still falling apart, piece by piece. I need to do something.”


  It wasn’t lost on me, what had happened the last time I’d felt compelled to act, but I couldn’t help it. Back then, I had been flailing, unsure of what I could do to help. Now, Cole had given me a lifeline, a cause that could genuinely use me, and one that could make a huge difference for everyone. “I think I may have to do something drastic.”


  “Savannah,” Pierce raised his head, his face looking panicked, “you can’t go after Zack. You’ll get yourself killed.”


  “I know that. I have something else in mind.” Pierce remained silent, probably assuming I’d tell him what I was thinking, but I wasn’t quite ready to announce it to the world yet, so I opted to change the subject. “Why didn’t Paulson ask us about where we were when everything went down at New Ravencrest?”


  “He already knew.” My jaw dropped in surprise. “No, not about that. Before you got to the tent, Paulson told us that Mrs. Park mentioned she’d sent us out on a supply run right before everything happened.


  “She was pretty upset about the whole thing, since they didn’t know what had happened to us. Apparently, she’d been convinced we were either all dead or wouldn’t be able to find them if we were still alive.” I felt my chest clinch with guilt.


  “Alex has probably gone to find her. She’d been out looking for medical supplies in the next town when Belle dragged us to see her dad. Alex was about ready to refuse and just take the van to go find Mrs. Park and Marybeth, but I talked him out of it. They might be back by now, so hopefully he’ll relax a little once he sees that they’re safe.”


  I couldn’t stop myself from imagining what Alex’s tear-filled reunion with his girlfriend would be like and briefly considered chasing after him. My presence would certainly kill some of the romance in the moment, but for a reason I couldn’t put my finger on I decided to let him go. He needed to see her. I needed to let him.


  I spent the rest of my day helping out wherever I could. Everyone thanked me profusely, even if I all I had done was pitch a tent, but I was only doing it to keep myself busy. I had a lot to think about, and I didn’t want anyone to push me in one direction or the other.


  The rumor was that Paulson already had somewhere in mind for our next settlement, and the group would be leaving soon. A lot of things would need to be done as we were essentially starting from scratch. I could be useful if I stayed.


  But would I really be making a difference? Depends on how you looked at it, I guess.


  I briefly considered going after Zack myself. I might even have been able to talk Alex into going with me, but Pierce and Paulson were right. It wouldn’t have ended well. We didn’t have anything more than a name and a very general direction.


  If the universe eventually realized it owed all of us a win, then maybe I’d see my friend again. For now, he’d have to stay safe until we could find him.


  My final option was to go with Cole, but it was a whole different kind of scary. I’d be leaving everyone I knew behind, and I might not see any of them again or even know if they were okay.


  But the potential gain there was undeniable. It felt as though this is what I’d been looking for the whole time—a way to really have an impact. It wasn’t something I could ignore.


  As I headed toward the area where Pierce had found us a tent, I was exhausted and my mind was reeling with the possibilities. I’d make up my mind and then reconsider, again and again. I was running myself in circles and it was making me dizzy.


  “Hey, Savannah, wait up,” someone called after me. I turned my head to see Cole running through the tents toward me. “You’re a hard girl to track down.”


  “Not now, okay? I still haven’t made up my mind.” I kept moving toward the tent and the possibility of a good night’s sleep that would hopefully make things clearer.


  “Well, you don’t have much time left to decide. I’m leaving tomorrow.”


  Damn. “Why?”


  “I have what I need and I can’t wait any longer. I’m already way behind schedule and I have to get back. This isn’t something we can put off, and we shouldn’t want to. Nothing is more important than this.”


  “I can’t just take off with some stranger with zero notice.”


  Cole’s face fell. “So you aren’t coming then?”


  “I’m not saying that.” I tilted my head back and let out a groan. “I just don’t know what to do.”


  “What if I told you that coming with me would get you closer to your friend? Zack, right?”


  I stopped in my tracks and spun to face him. “What do you mean? You know where he is?” I was furious he hadn’t mentioned this earlier, and flickers of doubt spun through my mind. Why would Cole know anything about Zack?


  “Sort of. I know all about the people who took him, but we don’t know exactly where they’re located, just that they’re close to our own base.”


  “Stop being so damn vague,” I demanded. “Tell me.”


  “The United Militia is essentially what’s left of our government.” That wasn’t what I’d expected to hear. “They’ve been rebuilding an army for a few months now, although it isn’t just limited to actual military personnel. They’ve pulled in anyone they could.”


  “So you’re saying Zack’s been conscripted into some military unit?”


  “I don’t know. Probably.” He was looking at me but wouldn’t quite meet my eyes.


  “What aren’t you saying? Why just probably?”


  “I’m sure that’s it. He’s young and strong. He’d be of the most use to them there. It’s just that others have disappeared, and my dad thinks the militia has something to do with it. People who wouldn’t be any use to them as fighters have been seen in their transport vehicles. They might be using them for experiments. Trying to find their own version of the cure.”


  I didn’t say anything as I struggled to process all of the information I’d been given. I was desperate for more answers, but for once it felt like Cole had actually told me everything he knew.


  “I’ll come with you,” I said. Cole looked like he didn’t believe what he was hearing. “I need to know what’s going on.”


  “Don’t get me wrong. I’m glad you’ll come, but I won’t be going after Zack. You know that, right? That’s not our main goal.”


  “Yes, but going with you will do a lot more to help him than staying here. If a chance comes up to find him, I’ll take it. I don’t expect you to come; I know I’ll be on my own. I’m used to it. If I just hole up somewhere new and sit on my hands for the rest of my life, I’ll never get that chance.”


  Cole nodded, probably realizing that once you have what you want, it’s usually best to stop arguing.


  It was decided. I was going with Cole. I was going to make a difference. In that moment though, it felt like that was going to be the easy part. But before that, I’d have to tell the people who had protected me for so long that I was leaving them.


  “I knew you couldn’t resist me for long. Now that I’ve got this fancy new haircut, you’re a lost cause,” Cole laughed as I walked away, his own relief heavy in his voice.


  I put my hand up in a dismissive wave, unwilling to turn back and let him see the smile that had spread across my face.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  16 SAVANNAH


  I woke up early the next morning. Pierce had begun kicking me in his sleep, and it just wasn’t worth staying in my sleeping bag any longer. I’d never been much of a camper anyway.


  I sat up and wiggled my way out of my spot between Pierce and Cole before pulling on my boots. It was only seconds before I began to miss the warmth of lying between two other people. Summer couldn’t come fast enough. I looked over at Cole, who was still fast asleep. His hair was sticking up in every direction, probably a result of the arm he’d flung over his face.


  With his lean frame and dark hair, I had to admit he reminded me a bit of Alex. Both guys seemed to be in a perpetually calm mood, except of course when something pissed Alex off. I wondered if Cole had the same temper.


  Cole wanted me. He was asking me to do the very thing Alex was determined to make me feel guilty about. Trying to help.


  Alex has Marybeth, I thought bitterly. He probably won’t even realize I’m gone.


  Cole needs me.


  I left the tent, stepping out into the cold spring air. I rubbed my shoulders and wished for my coat as my breath turned to steam in the air. Around me, many of the adults were already up and dismantling their tents, while others carried bags and boxes over to the makeshift parking lot. They were going to leave, and soon.


  I knew it would be too much to hope that they would just stay here until I got back, hopefully accompanied by Zack, but I thought they’d at least stay a few days longer.


  I spotted Paulson walking with Belle. They were headed toward the cars and I ran to catch up with them. They both turned and looked at me as I skidded to a halt in the mud beside them.


  “Good morning, Savannah,” Paulson said warmly. “Didn’t expect to see you up this early.”


  “Pierce doesn’t make a great bunk buddy,” I replied, chuckling.


  “Well, lucky for you, we’ll be back in beds in no time.”


  “You found somewhere new to go? Already?”


  “Yes. Finally things seem to be working in our favor. We’ll leave right after lunch. It’s not as though we never considered the possibility that we would have to leave Ravencrest. We had several carefully thought-out backup plans. There were even backups for our backups.” Paulson’s face looked tired and worn, like the past few days had taken their toll. “The trick was finding somewhere that was still as secure as when we left it. We’ve spent the last two days getting organized and sending out teams to a few different locations, to see what might be a good fit.”


  “So where are you going?” I asked. Belle picked up on the fact that I wasn’t including myself in their plans.


  “You? You know you can come with us, right?” Belle said, laughing.


  “Actually, about that…” I paused and looked up at the kind-faced man who had been calling the shots for the past six months of my life. “I’m leaving. There’s something I have to do.” I bit my lip as I watched Paulson process the information.


  “And where exactly is it you’re going?” Paulson asked, his eyebrows raised. The hint of a smile played on his lips, and I suspected he was humoring me.


  “I’m not exactly sure. Cole is working on something, and he needs my help. I said I’d go with him.” As I rambled on, Paulson began to look less and less amused. “And he thinks he might be able to at least figure out where Zack is. Then I’ll track you all down again, and maybe we can go get Zack. I won’t be gone too long, I promise.”


  “I’m sorry, Savannah, but this doesn’t sound like a very good idea.” Paulson absentmindedly pulled Belle in close to him. Usually she tended to squirm out of these embraces, but this time she let him hug her without complaint. “I’m sure this Cole of yours is nice enough, and I can understand why you’d want a change of pace, but it’s just too dangerous out there for you to go off on your own.”


  “It’s not about that, not at all.” I heard my voice rise in frustration. “This is important. And just for the record, I wasn’t asking your permission. I have to do this. I’m going to do this.” I said the last part more to myself than to either of the Paulsons.


  “You need to think about this.” Paulson put his hand on my shoulder. His calm, dismissive voice only increased my frustration. “Why don’t you go get this Cole, and we’ll talk about this. I’m sure we can figure something out.”


  “No. I’m sorry, but no. Cole and I will come see you before we leave, but that’s the best I can do.” I didn’t wait for a response, knowing he would never quit trying to talk me out of what I’d decided. It’s not as though I’d expected him to be especially supportive, but I hadn’t had the time to consider how anyone besides my friends would take my sudden departure.


  I already knew how Alex and Pierce were going to take my decision, but I hadn’t expected Paulson to just laught the whole thing off.


  I wasn’t his responsibility.


  The sun was completely up by then, and I doubted that Pierce or Cole would be able to sleep much longer. It would be time to go soon, and I couldn’t put off talking to Alex any longer. Even if things were tense between us, I had to say goodbye.


  I found the Parks’ tent easily enough. Mrs. Park was outside, eating a bowl of dry cereal when I walked up.


  “Savannah, it’s so good to see you.” She stood and wrapped me up in a warm hug. Kim Park was slim but unusually tall. Alex told me once that his dad had only been five-foot-six. In a weird twist of genetics, he’d gotten his height from his mother. I guess the weird thing was he’d gotten any height at all, considering his Korean and Japanese heritage. “Alex told me what happened. I’m so glad you were able to find us. I was half set to go back to the town and look for you myself, but Greg convinced me to give you a chance to find us on your own. Sure enough, you did just that.” She smiled at me, but my brain was stuck on her saying that Alex had told her what had happened. I didn’t know what to say, not without knowing exactly how much Alex had told her.


  She stared expectantly, waiting for me to say something. “It was a pretty eventful few days, hmm?” It sounded dumb, even to me, but as usual, Kim Park was too nice to say anything.


  “Did you eat breakfast? I’ve got a little extra.”


  “Are Alex and Marybeth still sleeping?” I glanced at the tent, which didn’t look like anyone had begun dismantling it.


  “No, they’ve been up for almost an hour. I think they went to start packing up supplies into the cars. We’ve commandeered the minivan you kids picked up for the medical supplies we managed to salvage.”


  “Oh, speaking of which, I had to give up a lot of medical stuff when we had to load up on food and stuff for the trip, but I’ve still got a couple bottles of pills I wanted to give you. Every little bit counts, right?”


  “Thank you, sweetheart. You didn’t have to do that.”


  I wanted to reply that I really did, that those pills were what caused this whole mess, but I didn’t want to be the one to bring it up.


  “It’s no problem. Just find me later once we get to our new home-base.”


  I didn’t know why, but I couldn’t bring myself to tell her I wouldn’t see her there. Instead, I gave her another quick hug before running back to my tent. I’d give the pills to Alex once I managed to find him.


  It was only as I started to unzip the tent flap again that I realized Cole and I might not have any means of transportation. I’d been assuming we’d take the van, but my friends and neighbors needed it a lot more than we did. It wasn’t as though we had any supplies to take with us. What are we going to eat?


  I didn’t know exactly where Cole’s dad was, but I didn’t think it was somewhere we’d be able to walk to all that quickly.


  The guys were still sleeping when I got back into the tent. “Rise and shine,” I said, clapping my hands obnoxiously. “Time to wake up and face the big, bad world.”


  Pierce rubbed his eyes, but Cole remained completely motionless, snoring peacefully. I knelt down and began poking him in the face. It was something my mother used to do when I was young. I would try and pretend to still be asleep so I wouldn’t have to go to school, but she always made me smile.


  Cole tried to swat my hand away, but I persisted until he opened his eyes. He blinked a few times, staring up at me as though he had no idea who I was. I stared into his blue eyes and tilted my head. “Good morning, sunshine.”


  “Savannah,” he grumbled. Okay, so at least he knew who I was.


  “You guys have to get up.” I looked over at Pierce, who was pulling his jeans on over his Halloween boxers. “They’re already packing everything up. Paulson wants to leave around lunch.”


  “Wow, that was quick,” Pierce said. “Where are we going?”


  “I’m not sure, but I was wondering if you could come with me for a minute. I need to go track down Alex and talk to you both.”


  “Alright. Do you think we can find some food?” Pierce asked. I started to laugh, but I suddenly had to fight back tears. That was exactly what Zack would have said. If he’d been there with us, where he was supposed to be.


  “Yeah, I’m sure Alex has managed to find something we can eat.” I sighed and gave Cole another poke. His eyes were still open, but he didn’t look like he planned on getting up anytime soon. So much for being in a hurry.


  “Hey, sleeping beauty,” I said. “Do you think you can manage dismantling the tent while we’re out? We’ll bring you back a granola bar or something.” He didn’t answer right away, so I continued to stare at him pointedly. He groaned and turned his head away.


  “Yeah, all right.”


  “You know you’ll actually have to get up to do that, right?”


  “Mmhmm. Don’t worry about it. You guys go do your thing, I’ve got this covered.”


  I didn’t believe him, but I felt uncomfortable pushing the issue any further. Who was I to tell this guy what to do? I’d probably get back to the tent and find him fast asleep again.


  


  Pierce and I left the tent and found Alex. Just like his mom said, he was busy sorting through some boxes that were sitting on the ground in front of our van. Their van.


  I wasn’t surprised to see Marybeth right there with him. She was waving her hands around as she talked and giggled. I didn’t know what she was saying, but Alex was laughing with her. I turned and looked back toward the tent where Cole was still curled up, probably sound asleep, and then wondered why I’d done that.


  “Hey.” I waved to Alex and his girlfriend. “Alex, can I talk to you for a second?”


  As soon as they saw me, both of their faces fell from happy smiles into matching scowls.


  “Well, would you look who it is?” Marybeth hissed. “Savannah Cooper, destroyer of New Ravencrest.” My heart sunk. Alex had told her.


  I looked around frantically, trying to see if anyone else had heard.


  “That’s right. He told me what you did.”


  “What we all did,” Pierce said, stepping in front of me protectively. “Back off, Mary.” I’d always found it weird that Pierce refused to call Marybeth by her full name, but in that moment I wasn’t about to ask him about it. I was just grateful and a little surprised. Maybe he was right.


  “Don’t delude yourself, kid,” she responded. “If it weren’t for her, we’d all be at home right now.”


  Through all of this, Alex and I both remained silent. He lowered his head apologetically, and I exhaled. We were making progress.


  But Marybeth continued to leer at me as she flipped her long golden hair over her shoulder.


  I wasn’t going to miss her at all.


  “Well, you should all be happy to know that I’m leaving,” I blurted out. Right away I regretted it as both Pierce and Alex whipped their heads toward me. Pierce looked almost panic-stricken. I hadn’t meant to tell them like that. Nobody spoke as all three faces remained fixed on mine.


  “I’m going with Cole. He’s got some stuff I can help with, and I might be able to find Zack.”


  “Seriously?” Pierce asked.


  “Yes. Nothing is a sure bet anymore, but I can do more good out there then I’ll ever be able to do here.” I cast a pointed look at Alex.


  “You don’t have to do this, Savvy.” Alex stepped toward me, and his voice had returned to the one I’d fallen for, soft and deep. Calm. “I know you feel guilty, but you don’t have to leave. Please, stay. I’m not going to tell anyone about what happened.”


  “You told her.” I pressed my lips together, trying not to let my face show how grateful I was for Alex’s kindness. “And you know what? I don’t feel guilty.” That wasn’t entirely true, but the sentiment was the same. “I wish things had gone differently, but we were all there. We all decided. This is just something I have to do.”


  Alex nodded, and I finally felt as though he understood what I’d been trying to tell him for months.


  “Are you going to tell Paulson?” I asked Alex, wondering if I would even be welcomed back if I ever did manage to see these people again.


  Alex reached for my hand, squeezing it in his. “No. It’s done. I was just… angry. I needed to talk to someone. I keep replaying it over and over again, wishing I’d made different decisions. But I knew as soon as I saw my mom that I shouldn’t have put this on you. We were all there. It was a good idea, going to the medical center. We pulled it off fine. Things just got out of control.


  “I swear, I won’t tell.” Alex finished. At that, Marybeth’s face twisted into a look of pure rage. “Nothing good can come from dragging this out. We have to start over.”


  “I don’t know about that, Alex. I think maybe the people have a right to know.” Marybeth was clearly struggling to stay calm and her voice dripped with venom. “I think I might need to tell Paulson.”


  Alex turned abruptly toward his girlfriend, but his face remained calm. “No. You really dont.”


  Marybeth’s face scrunched up into a grimace, and I could tell she was trying not to cry. She hated it when Alex took my side on anything. Even if I never did see her again, it was nice to know that this would be how she remembered me.


  Graceful as ever, she gave me the finger before stalking away.


  “Don’t worry, Savvy,” Alex said. “I’ll take care of it. You do what you need to do.”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  17 ZARAH


  December 16th


  


  I cling to Liam’s hand as the two of us run barefoot through the streets of Elizabethtown, Kentucky. Each breath is a struggle, and my eyes are having trouble focusing in the night, but I don’t let my legs stop moving. There will be no escaping reality today. If we stop, we die.


  We had been staying in a seemingly abandoned townhouse on our way south to Georgia. We knew we couldn’t stay long, so we gave ourselves just one night to rest before getting back on the road. The infected are everywhere, and their hold on the world is growing every day. One night was all we could spare.


  My lungs are on fire.


  I don’t think I can run for much longer.


  As we move through the night, I replay the last few hours in my mind to try and keep my focus off of the sharp pains in my feet and the way my vision seems to be narrowing.


  


  We fell asleep a little after midnight in a nice looking house. Well, a safe looking house, but that’s all that really matters anymore. It still had windows and a door we could lock behind us, so that counted for a lot.


  I got up to find water, and bumped into a table. It was dark, and the house was completely unfamiliar. The beige lamp that had been resting on the side table wobbled and fell, shattering into a million pieces. Liam woke with a gasp, and I heard him sit up from his spot on the couch.


  Then I heard it.


  A door opened upstairs with a low groan, and Liam flicked on our one flashlight, shining it toward the stairs. We heard several thumps, the top stair creaked, and then we were running for our lives.


  We didn’t have time to grab any of our things—not our weapons, not even our shoes. One look at the person at the top of the stairs and we knew what we were dealing with. There was no time to waste.


  We were so exhausted that we didn’t even stop to clear the house before curling up in the living room.


  My mind was still fuzzy as it happened, and the whole thing took less than a minute. There isn’t nearly enough to keep me from focusing on every rock and glass shard as that cuts into me.


  


  We try to run quietly, but my breathing comes as a mixture of wheezes and gasps. I try to use each jab as a push to keep running. We’ve picked up two more pursuers, but they’re zombies, long dead, and they just shamble after us. If we keep moving, they won’t catch us.


  But their moans could alert others. Still, it’s not them that have me pushing down a panic attack.


  Despite us slamming the front door behind us, the house’s resident managed to follow us onto the road. Who knows how long it had been lying in wait up those stairs, but one noise from us and it figured out how to open a door.


  That’s probably what I hate most about these new Zs—they’re too smart for my own good. They’re already faster and stronger than the infected we learned to fight in the first wave; they shouldn’t be able to problem-solve too. It feels like cheating.


  We turn a corner, and after a moment I see a figure in the darkness ahead, waving their arms frantically. I pull Liam’s hand in another direction, convinced we’ve stumbled on yet another threat but he stops me. “They’re motioning for us to go over, I think.”


  “You think?” I ask, my voice coming in rasps.


  “What other choice do we have? I can’t keep running much longer.” His voice seems as level and strong as ever, and I’m sure he’s just being gallant, but he has a point. I need to stop.


  I change direction, running toward the stranger and pulling Liam with me.


  As we approach, it’s clear the stranger is a woman and very much alive. She’s dressed in all black and beckons us to follow her.


  The sound of hurried footprints rushes out from behind us. Turning my head, I see someone behead both of the Zs that were following us, but I can’t stay long enough to see if our rescue crew manages to take out our main pursuer.


  “In here,” the woman says in a hushed voice, leading us down into a storm cellar. I’m struck by what a stupid plan this is. We’ve met a lot of people on the road so far, and very few have been trustworthy. Everyone needs to look out for themselves now. But what choice do we have?


  We enter a dimly lit room and face a burly looking black man. The woman locks the door behind us.


  “Take off your clothing, now,” she snaps, glancing up the stairs every few seconds.


  I pull my nightshirt over my head without questioning her motives. Back in September, being strip-searched for any sign of a bite mark was the most mortifying thing I had ever experienced. Now, I take it as a good sign. If they want to kill us for the few items we have, it would be a waste of time to check us for infection.


  My lungs are still burning.


  They let us keep our underwear on, but I still blush at the thought of Liam in his boxers, standing right beside me. I’ve seen him topless a few times before, either when he’s been changing or the few times when we had a quiet moment together. We haven’t been in one place long enough to take it much further than that, and the thought still makes my stomach flutter.


  I glance over casually, but Liam’s looking right at me. We both laugh and look away, causing the woman examining me to smile wryly. She’s probably wondering how a couple of flirty idiots like us have managed to survive this long.


  It hasn’t been easy, but I know I wouldn’t be alive if it weren’t for him.


  


  Half an hour later, we’re dressed, and sitting around a table with eight other survivors as Liam bandages my feet. Everyone else is looking at us like we’re certifiable.


  “I’m telling you, you do not want to go south,” Marjorie, the woman who rescued us, says. “The farther you go, the more cannibal types you find.” She’s convinced that the living infected are merely those whose minds have cracked under the strain of all this violence. She thinks they’ve turned themselves, hoping the dead will mistake them for one of their own.


  “I’m tellin’ you,” Liam argues, his voice taking on more of a Southern twang, “we met a man last month who told us to head for the CDC. Said they were working on fixing all of this. We’ve got to try.”


  “I hate to break it to you, son, but Atlanta was overrun not too long ago,” a man the others call Giant Jack, says. “Maybe two weeks, tops. For days we got groups of people heading north, convinced the cold of Canada would freeze the dead and provide some safety.” Jack’s probably in his forties, but even though the others are older, they seem to hold him in a position of authority.


  “Dragged a whole mess of them cannibals through with them,” Marjorie scoffs under her breath. “Got Danny killed.” She wrings her hands together as her eyes lock on mine.


  I don’t know who Danny was, but I hate hearing her talk as though these people had any choice. “They aren’t cannibals. They’re infected,” I snap at her, hating the way she’s looking at me as though I might attack her at any moment.


  “Now, now, that’s no way to be talkin’ to people who have taken you in,” another lady whose name I don’t know chides me. Guilt creeps up as my panic starts to melt away.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t get much sleep last night.” I blush, hating to have these strangers all looking at me like I’m a bad seed. They’ve already made a few comments about how they don’t get many of ‘my kind’ in these parts, and I don’t want to draw further attention to my brown skin and Arabic name.


  Giant Jack nods understandingly and pats my knee. My instinct is to shy away from the touch, but I’m grateful for the gesture.


  “She’s right though,” Liam adds, coming to my rescue. “We’ve heard things about these new infected. There are way more of them than can be explained by Stockholm Syndrome. People are saying it’s because of the vaccine.” At that, all eight faces turn toward Liam while I pick absently at my nails. Liam and I have rehashed this so many times already, but I’m curious to hear some new perspectives.


  “Do you have any real information to back that up?” Jack asks patiently.


  “We heard that when anyone who was inoculated is bitten, they survive like they’re supposed to, but the infection takes over anyway. The vaccine only stops the virus from being fatal, and slows the illness. It doesn’t stop it from taking over your mind. The infected still change, still feel the hunger, but they’re alive. Living and breathing as they hunt us down.” I look up and see that the group mostly looks confused. How have these people survived for this long by just burying their heads in the sand and pretending they know what’s going on?


  As soon as we started encountering the second strain of the infection, it was obvious something was different. Yes they’re so much more dangerous, but they’re actually easier to stop. They can be killed in many of the same ways we can. They may not feel pain, but if you manage to chop off something important, they’ll bleed to death all the same.


  But it’s not the living part that is supposed to make these people think; it’s the implication of why they’re so much smarter. These creatures— these people—aren’t just functioning on instinct alone. They’re thinking, reasoning. It’s as though their minds are intact, at least on some level. Only Jack’s face registers any comprehension.


  “That would explain so much,” he says, his voice hushed. “They’re stronger and faster because they aren’t decaying.”


  Liam and I nod but don’t interrupt the man’s thought process. I struggled with the same ideas not too long ago. Was my aunt still out there somewhere, alive but devouring other survivors? It’s all too horrible.


  “It would also explain their increased mental capabilities,” Giant Jack says, causing several heads to snap towards him.


  “How do you mean?” the man to my right asks.


  “Think about it. We know from the first wave that when the dead reanimate, their minds are reduced to those of animals. They’re working off of basic instincts. But if they don’t die before they turn, maybe they retain more of what they were. Not enough for speech or morality, obviously. But enough.”


  “They’re calling this version of the virus The Hitchhiker Strain,” I explain. “The virus gets into your body, but it doesn’t kill you. For a while you’re both there, sharing one body. At first, you’re even in control.”


  “But in the end, the virus wins anyways,” Liam finishs for me. I nod, but continue to run through all of the information we have. This alone oesn’t really explain why these new Zs are so much more dangerous than the first wave.


  “What if…” I whisper, struggling to find a way to voice a fear I’ve been carrying on my own as Liam fought against just how horrible our world really is now. “What if no part of them really dies? What if the infection just takes over, but their minds are still completely intact.”


  “That’s nonsense,” Marie says. “They’re just crazy, is all.”


  Despite Marie’s own brand of crazy, I want to believe her. But I can’t. We’ve seen too much.


  All I can think about is my bubbly aunt being forced to spend the rest of her days watching on in silent horror as her own body commits horrible acts of violence.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  18 SAVANNAH


  I was disappointed when I got back to the tent and found that Cole had, in fact, dismantled the entire thing in record time. I had been hoping to drag out our departure for a while. It had even crossed my mind to just forget the whole thing and stay, but having Alex forgive me didn’t really change anything. I didn’t need to be forgiven.


  “All set,” Cole said, shoving the last of the tent poles into their pouch as I approached. “Are you about ready to go?”


  “Already?” I looked around the field. Telling myself I was ready to leave didn’t stop me from frantically trying to find a reason to put it off. “There are still like a dozen tents up. They won’t be leaving for awhile.”


  “True, but we don’t have to leave when they do,” he said sympathetically. “The sooner we get going, the better. We may as well hit the road.”


  “Where is it we’re even going?”


  “Not too far outside of Indianapolis.”


  “Seriously? Why there?” I’d never been outside of Illinois before, and while Indiana was literally the next state over, it seemed like an entire world away.


  “Because that’s where we’re going.” Cole shrugged but refused to elaborate.


  “Whatever. Paulson wanted us to check in before we take off.” Part of me wanted to back down, to stay with the people I knew in the area I’d grown up in. A bigger part of me knew that that would be the wrong decision.


  


  “So, you’re determined to do this?” Paulson asked. I nodded. “And you won’t tell me where you’re going?”


  “Indiana, apparently,” I responded, trying to offer as much information as I could. Cole gave me a sharp look that suggested I should just keep my mouth shut, but I wanted Paulson to know that I had a plan. I wasn’t just doing this on a whim. I guessed the name of a state on its own wouldn’t exactly qualify as a well thought-out strategy, but it was all I had to give.


  “Okay, I can’t stop you, but Savannah, I still think you’re being reckless.” Paulson looked resigned, which was a step up from his usually condescending attitude. While I hadn’t seen him much since New Ravencrest had formed, he’d taken good care of me after my parents died, and I hated to disappoint him. “You’re almost seventeen years old, and I suppose in times like these that’s practically an adult. You’ve proven you can take care of yourself. I just hate to see you go. It’s dangerous out there.”


  I know that now more than ever, I thought. “I promise, if I can, I’ll come find you all again.”


  They were headed to the town next to Meadowvale, and planned to take over a block of houses while they cleared the area. I was leaving, and they had finally decided to branch out into something more substantial than everyone in town crammed into one building.


  “I sincerely hope you do. Now, is there anything else?”


  I shook my head, biting my lip in an attempt to stop it from quivering.


  “Actually,” Cole said, “we were hoping you could spare some supplies.”


  “Is that so,” Paulson said, looking mildly annoyed. I hadn’t asked because I didn’t want to push my luck, but apparently Cole had no such qualms. “Our resources are limited, and we have a lot of mouths to feed. If you’re so determined to go off on your own, you should have considered this.”


  “I know, I’m sorry,” I said hurriedly. “We’ll figure something out.”


  “I’m not saying no, just that it’s a lot to ask considering that our own stores have recently been depleted. I’ll send you off with enough food for two days. After that you’re on your own.”


  “Great. Thank you,” Cole said, sounding sincere. Still, he wasn’t going to stop at that. “And is there any way you can spare a car? It would save us a lot of time.” I wished there had been room in the van for the two bikes we’d taken. After our run-in with the militia, I would have been content to stick to silent transportation, but I had to consider that Indianapolis wasn’t exactly the next town over.


  “No.” Paulson’s face was beginning to flush with frustration.


  “Fair enough.” Cole smiled, clearly thinking he was a lot more charming than either Paulson or I did in that moment. “What about a lift? Just get us back to civilization and I’ll take it from there.”


  Paulson threw up his arms in exasperation. “If you can find someone to take you, I won’t stop them. But you’re probably going to have to wait until we’re all ready to go.”


  “Not a problem. Savannah, I’ll be back.” He turned and took off across the field, clearly looking for someone new to charm. He had been so quiet when we first arrived here only yesterday, but it didn’t take him much time to feel right at home.


  “You’re sure this is the fellow you want to throw your lot in with?” Paulson asked, smirking.


  I offered him a sly grin in return. “It’s not like we’re getting married or anything. He’s better at this kind of thing than you’d guess. Not much of a fighter, but he’s managed this far,” I rambled, not sure how to end the conversation. I’d always hated goodbyes, but they were so much worse now that never knew who you’d see alive again.


  “Take care of yourself, Miss Cooper,” Paulson said, opening his arms. I stepped into the hug and took comfort from it. These people had become my home, and Paulson represented all of them. As he let me go, I prayed I would see him again.


  “You too, sir,” I said, feeling tension rising in my chest. I will not cry.


  Paulson chuckled softly. “Make sure you say goodbye to Belle. She didn’t believe you’d actually go. This will be hard for her.”


  Becoming increasingly uncomfortable each second our conversation carried on, I shifted my weight from side to side and murmured, “Okay.” Paulson tilted his head at me as though not sure why I was still standing there. “Goodbye then.”


  As I turned and walked away, I wiped my face to hide the stray tear that had managed to escape. What if I never saw any of these people again? What if I made it back just to find they’d all been killed? What if I got myself killed? It was a lot to take in.


  I searched the open field for Belle. Almost everyone had returned from various supply and scouting runs, and it was hard to spot any one person in a crowd that size.


  I did see Cole talking animatedly to Mike, and I knew he’d chosen exactly right. Mike would happily take us anywhere, if only to feel as though he was part of the adventure. He would have said yes to me right away if I’d asked, but I had to guess that he’d make Cole work for the inevitable answer.


  When I spotted Belle, I was surprised to see her whispering conspiratorially with Pierce. They were standing close with their heads hunched together. Pierce wore a silly smirk on his face, and he kept glancing down at his boots. When he took Belle’s hand in his, I laughed out loud. Well, it’s about damn time.


  Belle’s face was stretched into a huge grin, and I couldn’t bring myself to break up their happy moment. I’d already said goodbye to Pierce, and that would have to be enough. Belle would hate me for awhile, but she was sure to find something else to occupy her time before I got back. Now that she had Pierce, maybe she wouldn’t even notice that I was gone.


  “I hear you’re leaving us, little lady,” Mike said as he and Cole reached the spot where I stood on a crate watching everyone.


  “I know, I know, you’re going to miss me so much you don’t know how you’ll stand it.” I used Cole’s arm to steady myself as I hopped off of my perch.


  “Actually, what I was going to say is how nice it will be not to have someone pestering me all the time.” I stuck out my tongue.


  “Just keep telling yourself that, old man. You’ll wake up tomorrow wishing you’d been nicer to me.” At that, Mike’s perpetual grin fell just a touch, but it was impossible to miss.


  “You know what? You’re probably right.”


  I leaned my head against his shoulder for a moment, struggling to find words that wouldn’t sound like ‘have a nice life.’


  I wanted to tell him how much I’d appreciated his friendship, how much I’d miss him. But I just couldn’t bring myself to say the words. They felt too much like goodbye. “So when do we leave?”


  “As soon as we can,” Cole said apologetically. He was eager to leave, but I was glad he didn’t try and rush me once I’d committed to going with him. I could still feel the sense of urgency radiating off of him, but maybe he realized how easily he’d scare me off if he pushed too hard.


  “Let me get our stuff together. Five minutes okay?” I asked.


  As I went to track down the food Paulson had promised us, I did my best to avoid running into anyone who would care I was leaving. I knew it was probably a coward’s way out, but I didn’t think I’d be able to stand how they’d look at me. New Ravencrest— or, I guess, Camp Ravencrest—needed every one of its members now more than ever, and I hated the idea that they’d think I was giving up on them because we’d lost the school.


  I didn’t want to find a new home without them. I wanted to try and ensure their safety wherever they ended up. But I couldn’t exactly explain that to them. Even if I did, I’m not sure they would have believed me. They probably still thought of me as the girl who had done nothing and let her own parents die. No one would ever trust me with this.


  So, no goodbyes. Hopefully I’d be able to explain everything when I saw them all again.


  


  I sniffed back a tear as I handed Cole the last of the bags to load into the truck. We each had one bag of our own, and we’d take turns carrying the bag of food and the tent Cole had managed to smuggle into the car. I didn’t like the idea of taking something without permission, but I knew the tent would come in handy. They were headed to the safety and luxury of houses. They probably wouldn’t even miss one lousy tent.


  “That’s it. Everyone in,” Mike said, maneuvering his bulk into the driver’s seat. He’d agreed to drive us to a nearby town and then return to camp for his share of the supplies. He would probably be back before the others took off, and if nothing else his wife would wait for him to make sure he caught up with the group.


  I was about to open the back door when Cole pulled me over to him. The jacket I’d been carrying fell to the ground, but I left it there as I spun to face him. “Last chance,” he said. “Are you sure you want to do this? I won’t be able to get you back here if you change your mind later.”


  “I’m sure,” I said, even though I didn’t feel it.


  “Well, I want you to know how much I appreciate this.” His blue eyes stared down at me as he studied my expression. “I mean it. I know this hasn’t been easy for you. Saying goodbye to these people, losing Zack. It’s been a lot. I’m blown away at how strong you are, which is why I’m sure you’re exactly the right person to team up with. Thank you.”


  I tilted my head, surprised at his gratitude and grateful he hadn’t assumed this was easy for me. I was risking a lot to come with him, and I thought he’d been focused only on his own goal and getting out of here as soon as possible. Maybe I’d been the one seeing only what I wanted, trying to give myself a reason to back out.


  “Let’s do this.” I tried to smile and seem unaffected. I was sure it was only the goodbyes that were bringing me down, and once I was on the road and doing something worthwhile, none of this would matter anymore.


  “I know I’ve rushed you in all this, and I’m sorry for that. So again, thank you.” He let go of my wrist, which I hadn’t even noticed he’d been holding. I was too intent on trying to decipher any hidden motives behind his statement. He seemed genuine, and that meant a lot.


  “I get it. I’m not really one to sit around and twiddle my thumbs while there’s stuff to be done. It’s just hard, you know?” Cole nodded, and I believed he really understood what this felt like. He’d had to leave his own family too, and he’d managed.


  I wanted to ask him if he missed his dad at all, being away from him for so long, but I hesitated long enough to talk myself out of it. No more looking for excuses to stay. It was time to pay a visit to the big, bad world. Besides, my family was long gone. The people I was worried about now were my friends, and if they really cared about me they’d understand why I had to leave. Or at the very least, they’d trust my intentions to do the right thing.


  Still, as I pulled myself into the back-seat of the car, I made a point of staring at my knees and avoiding making any eye contact until my travel mates put in a CD and jumped into a conversation about post-apocalyptic food options.


  As we drove away, Mike and Cole both had the decency to pretend they didn’t see me staring out of the rear window as the camp grew smaller and smaller.


  


  


  19SAVANNAH


  Inside of a dilapidated truck stop, Cole and I stood hunched over a map of the country as he drew a thick, red circle around a small section.


  “This is the main territory of the United Confederation,” Cole explained, indicating an area that stretched east from Illinois to Ohio and even branched up into parts of Michigan.


  “Wait, you mean the United Militia? The guys that took Zack?” I scratched my head, trying to comprehend the miniature empire we had been practically living on the border of.


  “Sort of. The Militia is just one part of the confederation. A pretty big part, really. And they call most of the shots, but it’s all very unofficial. They have a council that is supposedly making the big decisions, but anyone who believes this is anything more than a military operation is fooling themselves.” Cole’s mouth formed into a hard grimace as he spoke. He clearly had some unhappy feelings about these people.


  “I’m getting the sense that these are not good people.”


  “What gave you that clue? I doubt your friend Zack is sitting in some hotel getting a foot rub.”


  “I know that. I’m just saying…” I let out a frustrated groan, “I dunno. You seem to have some pretty strong feelings on the issue. I’m just trying to get all the information.”


  “And I’m trying to give it to you. If you’d just listen for a minute.” Cole ran his hand through his hair, which was starting to look a little grimy. I raised my hands in surrender. “During the first days of the second outbreak, the government was scrambling to hold on to the reigns, despite massive loss of life and an almost complete loss of communication. Eventually, the government broke down completely as more and more of the officials died off.”


  He paused for a minute and stared at the map. I was tempted to prompt him to continue but figured it would only piss him off. I’d come this far on half-answers and vague references, so I wasn’t about to stop him now.


  “Not surprisingly, it was mainly the military types who made it past that first month, and pretty soon they started to rebuild. They moved in from the East Coast and started clearing towns in record time. They had all of the weapons they could possibly need but were losing man power as quickly as the rest of us, so they started recruiting.”


  “You mean conscripting,” I said, practically growling as I remembered both of the fates Cole had said possibly awaited my friend. He’d either been forced to fight, or pulled in to some kind of sick medical testing group. Neither of which is a fate I’d choose for anyone.


  “Actually, I don’t. Most people were happy to sign up, because it offered safety and something productive to do. I’m sure you know how valuable the sense of accomplishing something worthwhile can be.” He looked at me out of the corner of his eye, and for the first time, I got the sense that this guy knew me better than I thought. Tentatively, I gave him a small nod. Yes, I know exactly how valuable that can be.


  “It didn’t last long though. The more time that passed, the more people became complacent, content to hide out with their stuff for the rest of their short lives. By then the United Confederation was making serious progress, and they weren’t going to stop there, so things changed.”


  “How do you know all this?” I bit the inside of my cheek, cursing myself for interrupting.


  “One of their very first goals as a newly formed government,” he said with air quotes, “was to hunt down and kill those responsible for the outbreak. Long story short, they may have been the brawn but we were the brain. We’ve been fighting back and forth ever since. We’ve got spies in their camps, and I’m sure they have some in ours.”


  As much as I wanted him to get back to the history lesson, this was too juicy to pass up. I had no idea my part of the country had been home to some epic feud for months now. “If they have all the weapons, and they know where you are, why haven’t they taken you out already?”


  “They don’t have all the weapons. And we aren’t exactly at the top of their priority list. Personally, I think they’d rather wait until they have the country’s attention again to publicly show off as they take down the big bad scientists.” His voice rose in volume as he spoke, and the venom in his tone was impossible to ignore. “Not that they’ve left us entirely unscathed in the mean-time.”


  I wasn’t sure what to say, but he seemed content to continue his rant. “Little do they know that by then we might very well be the heroes. They’re practically enslaving people in order to wipe out millions of infected. We’re working to save some of those millions, and without hurting anyone.”


  I wanted to point out that sometimes you needed to hurt people to survive, but I knew that wasn’t what he wanted to hear and kept my mouth shut. The last thing I wanted was to appear like I agreed with the bastards who had taken Zack. I didn’t. But I wasn’t sure Cole quite had it right either. I wasn’t even sure I believed that the second gen Zs could be saved, and I certainly wasn’t going to risk one of the living on the off chance that there might be a happy ending in this somewhere down the road.


  “Everything is in place now, so we just have to get this paperwork back to my dad and maybe we can regain the upper hand. My uncle and his family had been traveling, documenting groups of survivors, so that when the time came we would have somewhere to start distributing the vaccine. He wasn’t like my dad. He would have never been happy just sitting on his hands. From what I can tell, he was a huge help to all of the people he met. I lost his trail a few times, but it was always easy enough to find someone who had met Miles Donovan and spoke highly of him.”


  “Like he’d been helping us.”


  “Exactly. After he died, I guess Carol thought it was easier to stay put. She probably would have chosen to stay in our facilities if she’d been on her own with the kids. But she loved Miles so much, so they convinced the kids they were going to be like traveling nomads, and off they went.”


  “It sounds like he was a good man.”


  “The best.” Cole attempted to refold the map but quickly got frustrated with the intricate pattern and rolled it up. “So now we head into Indiana.”


  “Your headquarters is in the middle of the militia’s territory. Doesn’t sound like a very scientific plan to me.”


  “It’s working for us so far.”


  I didn’t love the sound of this, but I’d come too far to turn back.


  “So, what kind of cars do you like?” Cole asked as we walked towards a large parking lot.


  “I don’t really care about cars,” I said apologetically.


  “Then you won’t mind if I pick the red SUV.”


  “Pick? It’s not like they’re all just sitting there with the keys in the ignition.”


  “Savannah, Savannah, Savannah. I haven’t survived on my own this long by hitchhiking. You’ve got your skills, and I’ve got mine.” Cole took off, running toward the lot.


  


  “You know, this quest to rescue Zack isn’t exactly a new thing with me,” I said to Cole, remembering the look he’d given me earlier. We’d just crossed the Indiana state border and turned onto some residential roads to avoid drawing unwanted attention. “Even before the first wave. My parents always told me to aim high. Back then it was all about working towards things like good grades, mastering the cello, things like that. Stuff that seems pretty silly now.


  “Now I’m just aiming for things that really matter. It drives everyone around me pretty crazy. They all think we need to be happy with what we have. Everything else is just pushing our luck. Even after all this time, I think half of them are just waiting for the government to swoop in and rescue them. Little did we know. I wish I’d met you sooner,” I finished, mainly referencing all of the invaluable information I’d learned since we first crossed paths.


  “I wish I’d met you sooner, too,” he responded, keeping his eyes on the road. The way color crept up into his cheeks suggested that he didn’t mean it quite the same way I did. Unexpectedly, I found myself blushing, too. As much as I’d learned from him, I was also just glad I’d met him. We believed in the same things, and he understood what was really important to me better than Alex ever had.


  As we drove, I rolled down the window and let my hand wave in the breeze. It was hard not to think about Alex and everyone else back in New Ravencrest, or whatever they were calling their new home. New, New Ravencrest? I chuckled at the thought.


  Alex was probably snuggled up somewhere with Marybeth. Hell, even Pierce and Belle were probably making googly-eyes at each other by now. If I’d stayed I might have ended up as a perpetual fifth-wheel. Things would go back to exactly how they’d been before that day we were asked to go out for medical supplies, except I wouldn’t have Zack to keep me company.


  The only thing that would have really changed was how I felt about Alex. I still looked up to him, but in that day we’d spent camping out in a field, it was impossible not to notice that my heart had stopped fluttering whenever he walked by. Seeing how angry he’d been at me for something we’d all been a part of hurt and it had changed things for me. He’d always had a temper and a way of making me so frustrated, but during those times it had always been a little thrilling. Now it just seemed childish.


  I was glad we’d parted on good terms, but I was also glad we’d parted. No matter how things ended up, I was convinced that leaving with Cole was the right move for me.


  “What happened to your parents?” Cole asked, ending my mental rant.


  “They both died a couple of weeks after the second outbreak. Before New Ravencrest.” My mouth pressed into a frown as I remembered that day.


  “What’s that?”


  “Heh, right. After my parents were killed, Paulson moved everyone that was left into the high school. One big happy family, minus the family.”


  “I’m sorry. What happened?”


  “Zombies.” I shrugged. There was nothing more to say. “Is your mom with your dad still?”


  “No, she died long before the infection.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said, parroting his earlier sentiment. Death was a fairly common topic by then, so you would have thought someone would have come up with something more valuable to say.


  “It’s funny. She would have loved to see all this.”


  “You’re kidding, right?” I gestured to charred shopping mall we were driving by. “She must have been pretty twisted.” I hoped he knew I was teasing.


  Thankfully, he laughed. “Well, okay maybe not. But she loved to read books about zombies and the end of the world. She’d always joke around about her zombie apocalypse survival plan. Guns, canned food, a big empty island.” He smiled to himself as I watched him.


  “That’s what she always said,” he continued, “but I’m sure she would have hated where Dad and I ended up. She wouldn’t have wanted to be cooped up, hiding while millions died. She would have been out there, trying to make a difference.”


  “Sounds like my kind of lady,” I said, nodding. “That’s a philosophy I can respect. What happened to her?”


  “Cancer.”


  “That sucks.”


  “Any more than your parents being eaten by the undead?”


  “No. Probably not. But still, it sucks. How old were you?”


  Cole talked about his mother for at least twenty minutes as we drove, and eventually we switched to other things, like life before and what we’d wanted to do after high school. Cole was seventeen and had just started college when the first outbreak hit. He’d never gotten the chance to go back as his dad had whisked him into hiding at the first sign of trouble.


  He told me he’d been studying economics, which I had trouble picturing. Soon after, he confessed that what he’d really wanted to do was study the culinary arts, which promoted me into listing off some of my favorite recipes. We shared a love of garlic as well as the always highly frowned on dislike of mushrooms. It was nice, to talk as though our lives were still full of endless possibilities instead of endless decapitations.


  I let my hand hang out the window, and my fingers seemed to float in the wind. Despite heading out into what could literally be described as enemy territory, I felt more relaxed than I had since moving in to New Ravencrest.


  


  


  20 ZARAH


  March 30th


  


  I’ve been chasing sleep for hours and can’t seem to get any closer. For once it has nothing to do with fearing for my life, although nights like those usually end in my falling asleep in an exhausted heap when my brain just can’t take anymore. I haven’t had a night like this since Liam told me he loves me, but on that night he stayed up with me. Despite the good news, he was just too exhausted tonight. I’m grateful for how hard he’s been working. We wouldn’t be here without him, on the verge of starting a new life together.


  I sit up and pull my tired feet over the side of the bed. Letting my toes curl in the carpet, I let out a happy sigh. I used to do this every day in the shag carpet at my house. It was my favorite form of stress relief. And I’d forgotten all about it, but I guess that’s not surprising.


  I look over at Liam, who is still snoring on his side of the mattress. We left a small battery powered lamp on by the side of the bed which adds a dim glow to the otherwise eerie bedroom. Three small Gothic looking portraits hang over the bed, and it feels as though each one is watching me.


  You don’t really appreciate how many different kinds of people there are in the world until you start poking around in their homes. I guess there aren’t that many anymore. There are survivors, and there is everyone else. Or everything else, depending on who you ask. I still can’t help but think of them as people.


  I get out of bed and pick up the lantern. Maybe if I stretch my legs a little I’ll be able to settle my mind.


  As I walk down the hallway, I smile politely at the dark-haired man leaning against the wall, reading the Bible by candlelight. We’re lucky to have a room to ourselves, even if it is creepy. There are almost two thousand people in this one compound. People say there are nearly ten thousand at the Indiana Complex. That’s more than enough to be considered a real town, and we’ll be on our way there by tomorrow.


  Liam and I have been working here for nearly two months now, trying to save up enough credits. I do things like cooking or harvesting from the various greenhouses, but Liam’s doing the real work. He was able to get on the team that’s expanding the production plant where they make the vaccines, but I barely see him. He works at least fourteen hours every day, hauling building material and demolishing the worn out parts of the building.


  He had enough credits for one vaccine and a single set of admission papers weeks ago because he earns so much faster than I can. I was pretty pissed when he insisted I take the shot instead of him, but he wouldn’t take no for an answer. He said it didn’t matter anyway, since we were leaving together, and that he’d feel better knowing I was safe.


  Not that the vaccine actually makes you any safer than it did the first time around. If I’m infected, I’ll still turn. But so long as I’m not, I now have the paperwork I need to enter the Indiana Complex and start a life there. He made me swear that if anything happens to him, I’ll go there anyway. I don’t know if I’d actually be able to follow though, should anything happen to him.


  Thankfully nothing has, and after four hours of work tomorrow, we’ll have enough for his set of papers and vaccine. We’ll be on our way to a new life.


  


  I wake up feeling groggy the next morning. The sun hasn’t even come up yet, but Liam is already gone. I’ve already transferred the remainder of everything I’ve earned over to him, and all that’s left to do is pack up our meager belongings and wait for Liam to get home.


  When I get down to the dining room, I see Daisy Hendricks waiting in line, her small hands clutching her family’s ration purse. Her mom has been on bed rest for a week now and she isn’t getting any better. It’s pneumonia, but there won’t be any antibiotics going her way.


  “Hi, Daisy,” I say, stepping into line behind her. Looks like it’s oatmeal again today. Yum. “How’s your mom?”


  “She’s okay. Daryl’s up there with her now.” The girl stares at her feet as though she has something to be ashamed of. “I swear I’m going right back up. I just needed to get somethin’ to eat.”


  “Oh, I know.” I gave my head a firm nod. When I was nine, I would have given anything for people to treat me like an adult. I didn’t feel all that differently now. She’d get no words of worry from me. “Of course you do. I’m sure Daryl’s taking really good care of her.” I stroke the girl’s long braid, trying to reassure her, despite the fact her mom only has days remaining. The Hendricks family has been here for three months already but will probably never leave. There is no way Mr. Hendricks will be able to earn enough credits for all four of his children, even with twelve-year-old Tom working seven hours every day.


  It’s one of the many reasons I’ll be happy to get out of this place. We’ve been told there are plenty of medical supplies in Indiana, more than enough for everyone. Here it seems to be a matter of luck. When Liam sliced his arm open, he was able to get a week’s worth of antibiotics to fight off infection with barely any fuss. Now, a mother of four will die of something she would have lived from only months ago, and there’s nothing that can be done. It’s not fair.


  “Here, Daisy. Why don’t you take my ration for today and bring something up for your brothers, okay?” I hand her the plastic coin. I expect to have to insist, but she doesn’t fight me on it. Delicately, she adds the coin to her purse, giving me a grateful smile before I duck back out of line. I can eat when we’re on the road. We’ll find something.


  


  “Ready to go, babe?” Liam asks, swinging the bedroom door open, his face stretching into a grin. I’ve gathered our things into one backpack, and made the bed. The room will have a new resident as soon as we’re out the door.


  “Am I ever.” I beam back at my boyfriend, excited to go. “Just change out of that ratty old thing, and let’s get out of here.”


  Liam starts pulling his one-piece work jumper down, wiggling his hips to make it slide over his boxers. As it falls to the floor, I can’t help but take a step closer to him. Even in the pale green monstrosity, he’s still the best looking guy I’ve ever seen up close. I run my fingers over the band-aid on his chest where they injected him with the vaccine and trace the outline of a tattoo featuring some video game character. “Didn’t hurt too much?”


  “Not a bit,” he says before pulling me up against him. “Didn’t even feel it.” I know he’s probably lying. The vaccine needle is longer than my middle finger. But as he leans in to kiss me, I’m content to let him get away with it. His lips press against mine, and it feels as if my whole body is tingling. We start to move our mouths in perfect sync before Liam lets out a small groan and pulls back. “We can’t do this now. We’ve got to get as far as we can before dark.”


  “It’s only eleven in the morning,” I plead, nuzzling his neck.


  “And we still have to get our final medical checks and fill out my paperwork. We’ll be lucky if we cross the state line before dark. Then we have to go get Lucy back,” he teased, referencing the car we’d traveled here in.


  The beat-up clunker with a Kentucky license plate still belongs to us. We just loaned her to the community for the past couple of months. I don’t know where our car has been since we’d arrived, but I am weirdly excited to see her again.


  


  “Zarah, wake up. Look.” Liam pokes me from the driver’s seat. I open my eyes and see a sign for South Bend, Indiana, illuminated by the car’s headlights.


  “We’re here?” I ask as I wipe the drool off my chin, hoping Liam didn’t notice.


  “Not quite. We still have a couple of hours to go. But I think we’ve made more than enough progress to justify stopping for the night. What do you say?”


  “Absolutely. I could use some sleep.” I yawn for dramatic effect before sticking out my tongue. I don’t have the slightest clue how to drive, so he’s been behind the wheel for the entire trip. “Where do you want to stop?”


  “We just passed a sign for a motel. It’s probably kind of skeezy, but we’ll have the whole place to ourselves.”


  “Fine by me. Maybe no one will have raided their vending machines yet and we can have some stale chips for dinner.”


  “Do those things even get stale?”


  “I’d rather not think about it.”


  Shortly after, we pull up beside a run-down Sleep Shack. I’ve never heard of the chain before and have second thoughts about our sleeping arrangement. As we get out of the car, I crinkle my nose.


  “We can go somewhere else if you want?” Liam offers.


  “Nah, you need to sleep. This is fine. I promise.” I know I should be grateful. There isn’t even a sign of any infected. The United government wasn’t exaggerating when they explained how much cleanup they were able to do. Not long ago, the sound of our car would have easily attracted two dozen of the dead and infected.


  “Just wait until the cockroaches start crawling all over you in bed.” He taps his fingers up and down along my arm, and I shudder.


  “Gross. Seriously?”


  “I’m kidding, I’m kidding. I’m sure this is a perfectly respectable business establishment.”


  I roll my eyes as he takes my hand and leads me toward what looks to be the main office. “What, you’re hoping to check in with the concierge first?”


  “Seedy places like this usually have all the keys hanging behind the desk. Haven’t you ever watched any scary movies?”


  “Again with the comfort. You are on a roll tonight.” Liam laughs and I feel like I can float off to heaven I’m so happy, if not a little grossed out. This is it. This is the first night of the rest of our lives. And for the first time in months, we can actually look forward to real lives. Jobs we only have to work for eight hours a day, enough food to keep from ever going to bed hungry. And safety. I’ll fall asleep tonight in Liam’s arms, and every night after that I can sleep knowing that when we wake up, we won’t be fighting for our lives.


  Sure enough there are several keys still hanging from a rack behind the desk. We used to question too many unlocked doors, but now we are taking good luck where we can find it. Odds are other people passed through here before us, using this place as a temporary safe haven as they went from A to B.


  Liam hands me a few keys before passing me the backpack. “I’m going to snoop around, see if I can find anything to eat. Go find us a room that isn’t too dust covered, and I’ll meet you in a few minutes with a feast like you can’t imagine.”


  “I’ll believe it when I see it, but play your cards right and maybe I’ll have a surprise ready for you instead.”


  Liam blushes before he lets himself into the office behind the front desk. I turn on my own flashlight and head back outside toward the strip of small bedrooms. I have keys labeled six, nine, and ten, and I figure it will be easiest to start with the closest room.


  Room six is just a few feet away from where we parked the car. Perfect.


  I tap on the door twice to make sure it isn’t already occupied by some poor soul who locked himself in after being bitten. There’s no answer, so I insert the key and let myself in. The bed is unmade, but the room is otherwise clean.


  Despite the floral print that covers everything and the sharp mixture of smells, I let myself pretend Liam and I have stopped for the night after a road trip, finally managing to get away from our parents for some time alone.


  I put our bag down on the bed and unzip my heavy, winter jacket. I pull a mid-sized knife from the front pouch of the backpack, leaving it on the foot of the bed. It is the only weapon we were allowed to leave the compound with, and I want to have it somewhere I can see it.


  I strip off my clothes and change into one of Liam’s t-shirts. It is the closest thing I am be able to get to lingerie, but I know how much Liam loves the look of my bare legs. This will do nicely.


  I head to the bathroom, intending to battle my hair into submission, but as soon as I open the door I have to gag at the overwhelming stench of decay. I cover my mouth, coughing as I try to grab for the door with my other hand. But I’m too slow.


  Two hands grab at my leg, and I’m pulled to the ground. The zombie is clearly long dead, and most of her legs appear to have been eaten away, but she’s still so strong. The long hair and blood-stained pink shirt suggest that this was once a woman, but as she claws at me, trying to drag me towards her mouth, I have no qualms about kicking her right in the face.


  I scream for Liam as I feel her teeth sink into my hip. I finally manage to kick her off of me using both feet to shift her weight, and I cry out again as part of my flesh comes away with her.


  It’s nearly impossible to focus on anything but the pain as I scramble to get up and limp toward where I left my knife on the bed.


  I manage to grab the knife but slip as the infected girl grabs hold of my ankle. She’s propped herself up on her arms and is dragging her body after me faster than I ever imagined was possible. As I fall, I feel her teeth pierce me again, this time right below my knee.


  She doesn’t manage to do anything more than break skin as, with a grunt, I ram the blade through her temple. We both sink onto the floor simultaneously as tears start to fall down my cheeks. I press my hand to my hip to try and slow the bleeding, and I gasp as a fresh wave of pain rolls over me. I try to call out for help, but my voice escapes as little more than a whimper.


  I lay on the floor beside my attacker for what feels like eternity before I hear the doorknob. Liam opens the door so slowly, it’s almost comical. He’s covering his eyes with his hand and has a big dopey smile plastered on his face. I’d forgotten all about the surprise I promised him.


  “Can I look?”


  I can’t bring myself to speak, knowing that as soon as I do I might never see that smile again.
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  Cole came at me, running and weaving sporadically as he approached. Once he was less than a foot away, I ducked my head down, and heard his arm swish right over me. He let out a groan as his body weight sent him sailing past me. We’d been sparring for almost an hour and he hadn’t beaten me once.


  I braced my weight on the ground, swinging my own leg out to knock him onto his back. He hit the ground with a heavy thud.


  “Nice try. You’ll be up to Belle’s level soon,” I said as I sprang back up and stood over him with a grin. I offered Cole my hand and hoisted him onto his feet. “Next time, do it with a little less flailing.”


  “I wasn’t flailing.”


  “If you say so.” I chuckled, playfully leaning my weight into Cole, knocking him slightly off balance. “The weaving wasn’t great either.”


  “I was trying to keep you guessing, so you wouldn’t know which way I’d attack from next.”


  “And if I were a zombie, first generation and completely mindless, that might have worked. If you want to take down a person, or even a second gen Z, you need to assume they’re at least as smart as you are. Even if they’re infinitely smarter.” I brought my hands up to frame my face. “Case and point.”


  “Har har. Well, maybe I don’t want to take out any of infected. Why would I kill someone we might be able to save?” As he spoke, he watched me carefully as though weighing my every reaction.


  I rolled my eyes. “Because they’ll have absolutely no reservations about killing you. As in, zero. This isn’t a game, Cole. You have to put yourself first.” It was clear the idea still bothered him, but he couldn’t argue my point. Even before all of these people became little more than rabid animals, when it came down to them or you, you had to fight for your own survival above all else.“How long have you been out in the big bad world, again? I’m not sure how you managed to make it this far.”


  “You barrel through everywhere you go. I stick to the shadows and stay out of the way. Plus, I usually have a gun. It does the trick.”


  “Guns are noisy, and you might not always have it with you when you need it. I know everything seems pretty safe out here,” I said, my eyes scanning the empty school ground where we were fighting, “but, an attack can come from somewhere completely unexpected. You’ll last a lot longer if you can fight an attacker off with nothing but your wits and your bare hands.”


  I tried my best to sound like I knew what I was doing, as though I’d been fighting every day since my parents died. I didn’t claim to be an expert, but I needed to know Cole was taking this seriously. Taking me seriously. If he let it get in the way, caution wouldn’t do much other than getting him hurt.


  Even without my help, he was a good shot and could do some real damage with a blunt weapon, but sparring kept us busy as we worked our way through Indiana by night. We hadn’t seen any signs of life, but the most dangerous enemies were the ones that didn’t make themselves known to people meandering through their territory.


  What we did see was a lot of the infected trapped inside of buildings. It looked as though the United Militia had taken time to clear this small nowhere town of anything dangerous out in the open, but it hadn’t bothered with those trapped inside. Quick and efficient maybe, but it didn’t seem all that practical. Inside the buildings was where the supplies were.


  Cole kept insisting that they were doing experiments and saving Zs to use as guinea pigs. I insisted that that was more his groups M.O. Despite what Alex thought he’d seen them do to Zack, it looked like these militia guys were doing something right.


  


  Thanks to another long morning of planning and sparring, it was nearly noon by the time we went to bed. We’d set loose two imprisoned Zs so Cole could have some firsthand experience, and while he’d done well the drill had left us both exhausted. Even after being on the road for a few days, it felt strange to curl up in the front seat of our car while the sun was shining bright in the sky, but eventually I’d gotten used to it.


  Cole insisted that sleeping during the day and traveling at night was the safest plan of action. I didn’t always love his slow and steady way of doing things, but I’d learned to defer anything stealth or survival related to him. He trusted me to have his back in a fight, and I could trust him to keep us out of trouble when it came to the militia.


  We only traveled between ten and twenty miles a day, but Cole insisted we were only a few days out from our destination, so I tried to keep my complaints to a minimum.


  The plan was to make our way back to Cole’s people, who called themselves the Hitchhiker Initiative. They were supposed to have supplies and information we’d need to infiltrate the militia. From there, it was all about stealing the supplies we’d need to start distributing the cure on a large scale. If we could find a few well-placed scientists to help further our cause, well that certainly wouldn’t hurt.


  I fell asleep wondering what my life would be like when we made it to the realm of the science geeks, as I’d been calling it in my head. Would they try to keep me locked up again, calling it safety, or would I be allowed to be a part of the next phase of their plan? Cole promised I’d be where the action was, and if his own father was willing to let him risk his life, they probably wouldn’t try to stop me from doing anything. Well, except killing uber Zs.


  I didn’t get to sleep for long, and the only dream I remembered involved running down a cold, sterile hallway. It seemed endless, but I knew there was someone important the end, someone who was waiting for me.


  


  I woke up to the sound of engines and, tires crunching on gravel in the distance. Thankfully, we’d left the driver’s side window cracked open so we wouldn’t miss any warning signs after we drifted off. I’d been sleeping in the reclined passenger seat while Cole got to stretch out in the back of the car.


  From the window it was clear that an entire convoy of vehicles was coming right toward us. Beside each truck walked a small cluster of people. It was way too similar to what the guys and I had seen on the highway to ignore the very real possibility that this was the militia.


  Had they followed us here?


  Wiggling down farther into my seat, I looked frantically at Cole. His eyes were wide with panic as he motioned for me to hop into the back with him. It wasn’t graceful, but we both managed to fit ourselves in, crouched into either side of the vehicle.


  It was only moments before we heard the first truck pass us. I held my breath, certain they’d seen my legs flying into the back seat of the SUV.


  I shot Cole a look, hoping he had some sort of plan for this, but he motioned for me to stay down. I was happy to do so, until he straightened his shoulders, his eyes level with the bottom of the window. I started to sit up too, but he gently pushed me back down. I gave him the finger, but knew he couldn’t see me with his back turned to my outrage.


  After a few minutes, my legs began to cramp, so I rolled myself up onto the seat bench. Cole glanced down but didn’t say anything. I lay there, staring up at a wad of gum someone had mushed into the fabric on the SUV’s ceiling, trying to listen for a clue as to what I was missing.


  The convoy must have been moving at a snails pace because they took forever to go by. How many men could these people possibly have? And how was it that I’d never heard of these people only a week ago, but now I couldn’t seem to avoid them? I guess strolling into their territory was a good way to ensure a meeting.


  Cole uttered a faint gasp and I braced myself for some kind of attack. The convoy carried on, but Cole remained glued to the window.


  I couldn’t wait any longer, I rolled over onto my stomach and peeked over the side of the window.


  “What is it?” All I saw was a bunch of soldiers walking behind the last truck of the group, each wearing a bright red bandanna around one of their arms. If any of them looked towards the school, they’d have spotted us for sure.


  “See that guy, the one with the long hair.”


  “Ponytail dude? What about him?”


  “That’s my brother. That’s Ethan.”


  “No shit,” I swore under my breath. “What’s he doing with them?”


  “I’m not sure,” he said, finally turning his face towards mine. “He went missing months ago, so we assumed he was dead.”


  I was about to apologize again but realized it wasn’t necessary. His brother was right there, walking away with the rest of his group. Zack, Pierce, and Alex were the closest I ever had to brothers. I’d never even thought to ask if Cole had siblings. I’d had no idea.


  Cole’s face set into a hard grimace as he turned back towards the window. “He must have been coerced into joining. Ethan was always a science nerd, just like my dad.”


  I sat there in silence as the convoy disappeared down the street.


  “We have to get him back,” Cole finally said, as I sat up and tried to stretch the kinks out of my muscles.


  “And how exactly do you propose we do that?”


  “I don’t know, but I’ll come up with something. For now, we need to follow them.”


  “Umm, how about no?”


  “If we lose track of them, I’ll never see him again.”


  “At least now you know he’s alive and where to find him. Think about this,” I pleaded. But as I spoke I knew there would be no reasoning with him. His usually calm expression had been replaced with a mix of emotions I couldn’t place. He was grasping at straws.


  “I think they might notice us tailing them. There isn’t exactly any traffic we can blend in with.”


  “We’re not going to tail them with the car. That would be suicide.” I exhaled in relief. “We’ll go on foot.”


  “You have got to be kidding me,” I grumbled as Cole opened the car’s rear door and pulled me towards some nearby houses.


  


  “You want me to what?” I hissed, sure I must have heard him wrong. The two of us were sidling along a fence less than a block behind the militia’s convoy


  “Trust me. You’ll be fine.”


  “Cole, this is crazy.” I stopped moving and tugged on his arm until he was forced to stop moving and face me. “You want me to get caught, on purpose, by these people who supposedly kidnapped your brother? On top of any number of other crimes against humanity.”


  “And Zack,” Cole added, indignant. “They’ve got Ethan and Zack. Maybe you’ll find something you can use.”


  “Okay, let’s say in theory that I agree to do this, which I am definitely not leaning towards at this point. What’s your brilliant plan?”


  “I give you this.” Cole shoved his hand into his pocket and pulled out a small black gadget. “It’s a tracking device. My dad gave it to me in case something happened to me, so we wouldn’t have to start the search for Miles all over again.”


  Cole put the device in my hand and continued walking in the direction of the convoy. I rolled my eyes but followed him. “Then what?”


  “See if you can find anything that might help us. Information, equipment. Meanwhile, I go back home, get some backup and come get you. You, and Ethan, and anyone else who is being held there against their will.”


  A small part of me started to see where he was going with this idea. It was risky, but the payoff could be huge. This could be my chance.


  “So really, we’re just moving our plan up a bit. I go in ahead, as an early scout, then you bring in the cavalry and we get the hell out of there.”


  “Exactly. I wouldn’t even suggest this if there was even a chance you’d get hurt. They’re looking for extra bodies. They’ll use you for something. Plus, you’re a girl. You’ll be totally fine.”


  “Your logic here is that I’m a girl? We’re going to need a bit more than that if we want this to work.”


  “All you need to do is find Ethan, and tell him what the plan is. He’ll take care of you. Maybe you guys can open a gate for us or something.”


  “Cole, you aren’t storming a castle.”


  “Okay, I know. But you’ll come up with something. This is what you’re good at, right? This is why you came along—to help people. You could help Zack, Ethan and our entire operation in just a few short days.”


  “I’m not an international super-spy.” Even as I said the words, I knew I was going to do it anyway. My interest was piqued about this United Confederation, and I was convinced that Cole wasn’t giving me the whole story.


  Cole looked like he was starting to formulate his next argument, but I cut him off. “Okay, I’ll do it. But I do it on my terms. You aren’t calling the shots.”


  “Seriously?” Cole spun around to face me again so quickly that I bumped right into him. He grabbed and pulled me into a hug. “I didn’t think you’d actually do it.”


  “Well that’s reassuring.” I stepped away from him.


  “No, I’m sorry. I’m being a bit of an ass here, aren’t I? You’re going to be totally fine. This will work.”


  “Okay,” I said, still unsure. “How long will you be gone?”


  “Just a few days. I can travel a lot faster on my own. I wont sleep until this is over with, I swear.”


  I held back from telling him he didn’t have to take it that far, which was probably what I was supposed to say. He sure as hell better not sleep until this cracked plan of his worked.


  “Alright, alright. I’m convinced.”


  A small smile crept onto Cole’s face, and he locked his eyes on mine. He just stood there staring at me for a moment. I thought for sure that he wanted to kiss me, and felt myself leaning in closer to him. Instead, he pulled me into another hug, this one even more enthusiastic than the first.


  “Have I mentioned yet that you’re amazing?” Cole said as he released me. He grabbed my hand and the two of us started running to catch up with the militia as quietly as we could, his enthusiasm seeping into me.


  Cole had come up with this entire plan in less than ten minutes.


  And people say I’m impulsive.


  No. I was just the idiot who agreed to this insanity.
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  April 1st


  


  I hiss through my teeth as Liam removes the bloody bandage from my hip to clean it a third time. Not sure why he’s bothering. It won’t be long until the risk of bacterial infection is the least of my problems.


  “Sorry,” he murmurs, reaching towards me and intertwining his free hand with mine. “I’ll try to get this done as quickly as I can. It’ll be over soon, I promise.”


  “Whatever.” I know I’m being a brat, but I can’t help it. It will all be over soon.


  It seems like a never-ending cycle; I’m in a bad mood, I worry the mood is the first sign that I’m turning, and that puts me in a worse mood. I’m almost forcing the change along as I let each wave of self-pity wash over me. From what we’ve heard, I shouldn’t be feeling any different for a few days, but it’s not like I can look up the statistics on the Internet. Liam and I haven’t met anyone infected, and everything we’ve heard is the result of rumors and friend-of-a-friend stories. I could be dead tomorrow.


  My stomach sinks. I could be dead tomorrow. There’s no way to know how much time Liam and I have left together. I shouldn’t be taking this out on him. I squeeze his hand.


  Liam dabs at my wound with alcohol. My eyes clench shut as if that will somehow lessen the sting. Liam is meticulous, making sure to get every inch of the bloody wound. It feels like hours before he gently places the clean bandage over my leg.


  “All done for today. See, that wasn’t so bad.” I give him a pained smile but let him pull me up from the bed. We switched rooms, but haven’t left the motel since I was bitten two days ago.


  I wince as I put weight on my bad leg while Liam supports me. We haven’t showered in a few days, but somehow he still manages to smell the same. He still smells like Liam, and that makes things better.


  I can’t even kiss him. I won’t do anything that might put him at risk. I’m glad he doesn’t insist that he’s willing to risk it; in a moment of weakness, I just might let him. I keep replaying our last kiss over in my head. It didn’t feel like a last kiss— like a kiss that can fuel me until I turn into something horrible.


  A surge of anger comes over me as I shift my weight to lean against a wall while Liam rifles through our bag for food. If it was the other way around, if he were the one who’d been bitten, I would risk it. I would do anything I could to bring him comfort as he died. Clearly, he doesn’t love me as much as he says he does.


  I’m being an idiot.


  As quickly as it came, the anger is gone. I don’t know where it came from, and that scares me. Liam loves me, and the last thing I want is to condemn him too. My stupidity has already done enough damage to last us a lifetime. A very short lifetime.


  I can’t risk Liam. He deserves better than this. He’s risking too much by staying with me, and I’m selfish to let him do it. I know what needs to happen.


  “Liam, we need to talk.” He looks up at me, and I brace myself for the argument that will probably follow. “You should go to the United Complex. It’s still the best option for you.”


  “Zarah, we’ve talked about this. They won’t let you in. Hell, they’d kill you on sight. And I won’t go without you.”


  “I’m not talking about me anymore. I’m talking about the best plan to keep you safe. While we were still at the work camp, you made me promise I’d go without you if I had to. You said you’d want to know I’d be safe if anything happened. How is this any different?”


  Liam shakes his head. “I can’t. I can’t leave you, never knowing what happened to you in the end.”


  “We know exactly what’s going to happen to me. It’s stupid to just stay here waiting for me to turn.” My voice softens. I want to make him understand how important this is to me. “I could hurt you, and that would really kill me.”


  I wish I hadn’t that damned vaccine. All it does is delay the inevitable and give us time to second-guess every decision.


  “We won’t let it get that far.”


  “Please, Liam. Just go. You can start over. The United Confederation is making progress all the time, and you should be a part of that. There’s still so much good you can do.” As I spoke, Liam’s expression began to change. His eyes lit up and his mouth began to relax, losing the perpetual frown he’s been wearing since he found me lying bleeding on the floor.


  “You’re right,” he says finally. My head snaps back, and my thoughts grow fuzzy. He’s going to leave me. “They’ve made so much progress. Maybe they’ve come up with a cure or at least a way to slow down your infection. We should both go.” He comes out of his crouch over our supplies and takes a step towards me, looking me right in the eyes for the first time since learning how soon he’d lose me. Unblinking, unwavering, he runs his hand over my hair.


  I tilt my head to the side and give him my very best ‘you’re freakin’ crazy’ look. “There’s no cure, Liam. We would have heard about it.”


  “How? On the television? Or maybe on the radio? Are you expecting to get a text message when all of our problems are solved?” His voice grows more annoyed with every word. He’s been nothing but calm and gentle since I was bitten, so I’m happy to ignore the tone if it means some of his spark is coming back even if it is wasted on something utterly impossible.


  “Zarah, we have to try. What if you’re wrong? What if I let you go, and then get there just to find out you might have been saved? I’d never forgive myself.”


  “Okay, my turn. What if we turn up on their door step, nothing has changed and they kill me right then and there? We’ll have wasted what little time we have left.”


  Not for the first time, the reality of my situation washes over me. I don’t want to die.


  “You haven’t thought this through,” I argue half-heartedly.


  “I have. This could work.”


  “Or we could both end up dead.”


  Liam pauses and considers what I’ve said, but I can tell the wheels are still turning inside his head. He’s not about to give up without a fight, and I don’t know whether to feel grateful or guilty.


  “We’ll hide you somewhere where they won’t have patrols. A house or something. I’ll go myself, ask around, and come back for you.”


  Shaking slightly, I bring a hand up to my forehead. I don’t want to do this. I’m already a lost cause; there is absolutely no point in risking him, too. Except if I were in his position, I’d never let it go, not until we’d exhausted every possibility. That has to count for something.


  “Zarah, please. We need to try.”


  “Are you sure this is what you want?”


  “Yes. Absolutely.” He nods enthusiastically.


  “Then you’ll be willing to sit on it for a day. If this is still what you want in twenty-four hours, then we’ll do it.”


  He presses his lips into a firm line before he speaks. He’s used to being the one calling the shots, but I’m not willing to rush into anything without completely thinking it through. Not anymore. “We don’t exactly have time to waste,” he counters.


  “And we don’t know that this will get us anywhere. I want to spend one more day together, not talking about cures, or dying, or even zombies. Just one last normal day. Or at least the closest to normal that we can manage. Can you give me that much?”


  His eyes begin to shine, and I worry he’s about to break down. He drops my gaze as a smile forces itself onto his face. “Well how can I say no to that?”


  


  I wake up from a deep sleep as Liam parks our car beside a row of townhouses I don’t recognize. “Last stop. Everybody out,” he jokes.


  As soon as I open my eyes I know something is off. Something inside of me changed while I slept. Only slightly, but it’s there, like an itch in the pit of my stomach.


  I can’t pretend any longer. I’m starting to change.


  I try to push the feeling back, but it won’t budge. Liam looks over at me, worry lines etched into his forehead. “You okay?”


  “Fine.” Liam doesn’t look convinced and puts the back of his hand on my forehead. I swat him away. “I’m fine. Where are we?”


  “About a mile outside of the first checkpoint. They won’t find you here, and I should be able to get there and back before you even start to miss me.” Neither of us mentions what will happen if they do find me. The entire purpose of the safe-zone is that no infected have the chance to get in. I’d be shot on sight.


  Liam picks the lock of the house closest to where we parked the car and lets himself in. He motions for me to wait on the front step while he checks the house for any threats. He probably won’t find any this close to the safe-zone, but I hate that he refuses to let me fight anymore. I’m still just as capable of killing these assholes as he is, and I have a lot less to lose. But in his eyes, I’m useless.


  I take a deep breath and force myself to remember that I used to avoid fighting and killing whenever I could. I always tried to remember the infected were people once, and that they needed compassion. Now that I’m turning into one of them, they look more and more like monsters.


  “Alright, come on in,” Liam yells from somewhere inside the house. Looking behind me one last time, I go in. The door clicks quietly behind me.


  The sun is streaming through the living room from a large bay window, making the house feel warm and comfortable. I could be happy here for a few days. I imagined myself holed up in a dingy sewer, like a beast avoiding an angry mob, but Liam pointed out just how many houses there were in Indiana alone. There was no way to watch all of them. I’ll be fine.


  Worst case scenario, I could run, or at least hobble to safety.


  Liam is already getting ready to go, so I pull him by his sleeve down onto the couch with me. I still wish I could kiss him, but I settle for holding him. His muscles are leaner than ever, but there is still nothing more comfortable than leaning my head against his strong shoulder as I hang on to him like it’s the last time I’ll ever touch him.


  He hugs me back so tightly that I have trouble breathing, but I don’t complain. This is everything that matters. He is everything that matters.


  I breathe in deeply, willing myself to remember every detail about him until he gets back. On some level, I hope that thinking of him will help me remember who I am. We stay like that for nearly two minutes, neither of us saying anything until he begins to relax his grip. I give him one last gentle squeeze and let him go.


  “Be safe,” I whisper as I slide onto the next couch cushion.


  Liam stands up from the couch, still holding on to my hand. I don’t want him to go, but the itch in my stomach reminds me that there’s no time to waste. I got my worry-free day from him, so now I have to pay the price and let him leave.


  “I love you,” Liam says before kissing me on the forehead.


  I squeeze his hand and will myself to let it go. “I love you too.”


  “I’ll be back in a day or two. I’ll find something. It will be okay.” He’s repeating the same pep-talk he’s been giving me for two days now, but I don’t interrupt. We both know he’s saying it more for his own benefit than mine. He must see it too. I’m already different from the girl he met in English class. I’ve already started to become something ugly. I’m not quite the girl he fell in love with.


  Still, I’m willing to try so he can let me go knowing he did everything possible to save me. He’ll be back before I’m dangerous. We can say goodbye while part of me is still alive and in control. Then—


  I don’t want to think about it. We made a promise to each other a long time ago, back when I was still healthy and happy, living in Aunt Noor’s apartment. I’d only just started using the Z word, but we both swore that we’d help the other if something terrible happened.


  Back then, everyone thought the only threat we faced was infection and reanimation. A short, quick death before the people we loved were lost to us.


  So much had changed in so little time.


  As he walks out the front door of the house we’ve commandeered, I suspect he’s trying not to think about that promise. About what he might have to do when he gets back.


  But it’s all I can focus on. I don’t want his last memory of me to be putting a bullet between my eyes.


  The gun Liam insisted on leaving with me is sitting on the coffee table. For protection, he explained as we drove through the night. I don’t need protection anymore. But that doesn’t mean I won’t need the gun.
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  We’d caught up with the militia and were hanging back, less than a block away, when it was time for Cole to go and get our reinforcements. We couldn’t delay any longer.


  He hugged me goodbye and lingered a little longer than necessary.


  “I’ll be fine,” I whispered, suspecting he was thinking of backing out.


  “I know you will. Just keep your head down and do what you can.” We both tried to reassure the other, but I knew it was time to move forward.


  “I won’t run off and make any grand sacrifices, I promise. We’ll see each other soon.”


  Cole’s blue eyes locked on mine once more, but he was finally out of pep talk material. “Do you need anything else? Food?”


  “I’m sure they’ll at least manage to feed me,” I said, pressing my lips together. It would only be a matter of minutes before I reached the point of no return.


  “If something goes wrong, and you need to get away, meet me back at the school.”


  “Okay, okay. I know. We have contingency plan after contingency plan. You have to go, though. I’ll never be able to pull this off if I know you’re hovering in the bushes, watching my performance.”


  “What if you get into trouble?”


  “Then you need to go get help that much faster. Pronto and all that jazz.”


  Cole nodded, his mind made up. “Fine.”


  “Fine.” Neither of us moved. “So, goodbye then.”


  “Good luck, Savannah. And thank you. Really.”


  “Don’t thank me yet.” I offered him a hearty smile that I wasn’t sure even I believed.


  He left after that, looking over his shoulder at me twice before finally disappearing between two houses. Not once did I consider running after him, but part of me still wished he could have stuck around just a little longer.


  


  I was banking on my theory that Zack’s treatment was caused by his resistance. From what I’d learned of the militia since that night, there was no reason to think they’d be rough with me if I volunteered myself willingly. You can’t have an army without soldiers.


  Just like when Zack was taken, I found myself hidden in the forest on the side of a long stretch of road. The difference was, this time I meant to be caught.


  This group seemed calm and efficient. There was no shouting or firing bullets randomly into the forest. They had both purpose and direction, and I intended to go with them.


  My heart raced as I considered how to best approach the group. Moving slowly through the woods, I measured each step as Cole had shown me, trying to be silent as well as keep pace with the rear of the convoy. Causing a commotion that held up the whole group wouldn’t get me anything other than trouble. If I tried just walking out of the forest, someone could shoot me without checking to see if I was actually infected. Cole thought they were probably more disciplined than that, but I wasn’t about to risk my own neck on probably.


  I’d have to get caught following them.


  Once I was close enough so anyone looking into the forest would spot me in my white jacket, I forced myself to speed up.


  Stepping on a branch, I made sure to put enough weight down that it snapped with a loud crunch. One of the soldiers stopped right away and turned toward me.


  “Is someone out there?” the man called, his hand resting on the butt of his gun.


  “I come in peace,” I yelled back when nothing inspired a better opening line.


  “Come out with your hands over your head.” Apparently I wasn’t the only one reliving every action movie ever made.


  I moved forward, resting my fingers over the tops of my ears, careful not to do anything that would qualify as a sudden movement.


  “What are you doing here?” The man asked as soon as I was entirely out of the forest. His stubbly chin and firm gaze suggested this wasn’t someone who would appreciate my sense of humor. I shook my head furiously.


  He was large, in a round way rather than a muscled one, but still intimidating. Most of the group kept moving down the road as though sensing I wasn’t a threat.


  Part of me wanted to play up the small, innocent teen girl angle, but as I opened my mouth I knew that wasn’t the right road to take with this guy.


  “Take me with you,” I said, determined to keep my voice strong. I was a fighter. And if what Cole said was true, then they were always looking for new bodies for their ranks. There was no reason they wouldn’t want me. I just needed to prove I was worth something to them, and as quickly as possible. Otherwise Zack’s introduction to the United Militia could easily be my own.


  Thankfully, the man seemed intrigued rather than annoyed. “Where are you from, girl?”


  “West of here. My group was overrun by a shit-load of Zs. Someone told me to come out this way if I wanted to work. I have nowhere else to go.”


  “And you’re willing to work? I mean really work.” His face relaxed and he took his hand off of the back of his weapon. Cautiously, I lowered my hands.


  “If you’re willing to feed me.”


  The man nodded at me before turning to a soldier, who’d been hovering beside him, and saying something in a hushed voice. I exhaled a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. I was in.


  “All right, we got a long walk ahead of us. Head over to the yellow truck, and see about getting yourself something to eat. They won’t speak to you, not until your cleared, but if you tell them Anders sent you, they’ll give you whatever scraps they aren’t using.”


  I nodded and ran off, unwilling to give him the chance to change his mind.


  The food was warm and actually pretty good. It was a happy surprise, and one that I wasn’t about to turn my nose up at. I would only be with these people for a few days, and there was no harm in making the best of my new surroundings.


  


  As we walked, I wandered through the vehicles, trying to subtly let people know I was part of the group now. Everyone I passed studied me with wary glances, but no one spoke to me so long as I didn’t get too close.


  I hoped I’d have enough time before Cole came for me to earn a little trust. My priority was finding Zack. Next on the list was Ethan and information, but I wasn’t going to turn down any opportunities to find out how much of what Cole believed was actually true.


  I wanted to believe that, no matter how cruel these people had been to Zack, and however many of Cole’s stories were true, there was a reason behind everything.


  This infection had brought out the very worst of humanity for months, but large groups of people don’t just wake up in the morning and decide to be assholes for the sake of it. Right? There had to be a method to the madness, something I understood all too well.


  My thoughts kept drifting back to Cole as we traveled. I played with the small device he had given me, rolling it between my fingers. I hoped it wasn’t especially delicate, but I couldn’t stop myself. I was still a little baffled at Cole’s sudden shift from cautious to reckless. But I had to admit, if it had been Zack we’d spotted rather than Ethan, I would have suggested the same plan.


  He seemed too smart for his own good, but he could be as stubborn and impulsive as I was. And he had a few interesting tricks to offer up in exchange for his lackluster fighting skills. Being able to pass through a forest undetected might have done Zack and me a lot of good if we’d mastered the skill weeks ago. Cole was definitely a useful guy to have around.


  During the time I’d spent learning to behead the dead, he’d learned survival and other equally versatile skills. Together the combination was something to be reckoned with.


  Which would be useful if I wasn’t alone in enemy territory.


  


  My jaw fell slack when we arrived at a group of four apartment buildings about three hours later. Everyone kept referring to it by the town we were in—Whitley—but I had no idea what the area was being used for now that they’d taken over. There were people everywhere, all going about their business as though this many people in one place was totally normal. I pictured each of the buildings full of soldiers and families, guessing that there were at least two thousand people in the area, but I didn’t get to poke around long enough to find out.


  “You,” a man in black jeans and combat boots barked, pointing at me from several feet away. When I met his eyes, he pointed to the ground in front of him, and I walked over as quickly as I could manage without breaking into a jog. Anders stood behind him. Both men wore a matching cold expression in their eyes.


  “You need to report for your medical. You’re not going anywhere until you’re cleared.” He spoke just like I’d imagined someone in the military would, sounding both official and important. It was hard not to be impressed, at least until he let out a series of smoker’s coughs.


  “Where do I go?” I asked.


  He pointed to the largest building in the group. “Come find me when you’re finished. We’ll see about shipping you off and turning you into someone useful.”


  My mouth pressed into a frown, but I didn’t say anything. I’d show them useful, but probably not in the way he meant.


  “What are you waiting for? Go!” the man spat, causing his voice to crack. He coughed again, waving me off with one hand while covering his mouth with the other.


  I considered throwing in a salute before I took off but managed to hold back.


  


  Inside what I was mentally calling the medical building, things were just as hectic as they were outside. I pushed through a crowd of men who were having a heated discussion about fuel sources before making it to the reception desk. I hadn’t imagined that things like reception desks still existed. Like ice cream and movie theaters, they were the kind of thing I’d assumed would fall away as the new world order established itself. Not here.


  The woman behind the desk looked to be in her mid-fifties. Her hair was tied up in a knot, but she wore the same plain, jeans, t-shirt and, jacket combo as many of the men who I’d passed on my way into the building.


  “Excuse me,” I said. She looked up from her book, immediately her gaze drifted to my arm.


  “What?”


  I was going to need to find one of those red bands as soon as possible if I wanted these people to take me seriously.


  I cleared my throat. “I’m supposed to get a medical something or other. Where do I go?”


  The woman looked down at her desk and pointed to a set of doors. “Up the stairs to the third floor. I think Toni’s the only one around today.”


  The woman seemed more distinct than mean, but her expression made it clear that more questions wouldn’t be welcome.


  I turned and made my way over to the stairwell before slowly easing my way up each step. I hated not knowing what to expect. Surely not the poking and prodding I’d experienced at the hands of my family doctor. It couldn’t be that bad. Standard practice for people like these. Nothing to worry about.


  Doctor’s office visits were not something I missed about the old-world.


  Opening the door to the third floor, I stepped out into the hall. Unlike the lobby, there were no other people here, and no sign of where I was supposed to go.


  After knocking on the first door on my left, I waited a moment but heard no movement inside. I tried the next and got the same response. Nothing. Unlike the bustling lobby, this floor was starting to feel a little haunted.


  I tried peering in through one of the peepholes, but only found the blurry grayness I’d been expecting. A sign might have been useful.


  Only moments after I knocked on the door at the end of the hall it swung open. Bingo.


  A woman answered the door. I must have stared at her for a good thirty-seconds because she looked increasingly pissed off. “What do you want?” She snapped. Even though I’d only seen her from my spot on the forest floor the first time, there was no question I’d seen her before.


  This was the same woman who had walked right by me only moments before her companions had caught Zack.


  “Umm, I’m sorry. I was told to come here for my medical.”


  “A new recruit, huh? We don’t get many of those around here.” She looked down at me, suspicion clear in her eyes.


  “I tracked some of your guys down on their way here. I was hoping to find some work.” The woman’s shoulders relaxed and she eased the door open, just enough to let me slip into the room.


  What used to be an apartment had been turned into some sort of lab-meets-doctor’s office. I wanted to ask what they did here, but was still determined to keep my questions in check. Nothing like nosiness to raise suspicion.


  “Are you Toni?” I asked.


  The woman nodded as she gathered her long black hair into a ponytail.


  “I’m not really sure what it is I’m being checked for,” I said as my eyes explored the various pieces of equipment.


  “Bites. Infection.”


  “Oh. Well, I’m not infected.” I felt childish pointing it out, like she’d be able to tell I was just trying to get out of whatever poking and prodding she had in store for me. Instead, her features sharpened farther and her bored expression turned into a grimace.


  “Take your clothing off. Now.”


  “What? Why?” I clutched the hem of my over-sized shirt protectively.


  “All of them,” the woman snapped, refusing to answer my question.


  I blanched. She wanted me to take all of my clothes off, right there in front of her. I had not signed up for this. “Do I get a robe or anything?”


  “No.”


  I bit my lip but began to unzip my jacket. Toni watched me for the entire time it took to take everything off, and I felt my face grow redder with every article of clothing. Thankfully, I was only standing naked in front of her for a few seconds before she began to work.


  “Raise your arms up over your head.” I did as she asked and watched as she began hovering around me, touching my skin with her cold fingers. She was checking for bite marks and scratches. It made perfect sense, I just wished that I’d been given some sort of warning about what to expect.


  In less than two minutes she was done, and turned away so I could put my clothing back on.


  “All set,” I said, as I pulled my shirt over my head.


  “Sorry about that. You’d be surprised at how many people get infected and come to us hoping we can help. That if they just get us to like them or something, we’ll produce some miracle cure that we’re hiding from the masses. When you didn’t want to take off your clothing, I just assumed.”


  “Oh. Can’t take any chances. I get it.”


  She walked over to a set of drawers and pulled out a piece of red fabric like the ones everyone here wore around their arms.


  “You’ll want to put this on,” she said, handing it to me. “It means you’re clean. Stay away from anyone who isn’t wearing one, okay?”


  Once she relaxed around me, Toni was quite pretty, in an unusual way. She was tall and lean, with hair I’d kill to have, and her cheekbones looked like they belonged on the cover of a magazine. I wondered how she’d ended up here, prodding at naked people.


  “Do you know where you’re headed after this?” Toni asked as she helped me tie the fabric over my thin coat.


  “Something about training.”


  “That makes sense. You look like you’re in pretty good shape. I’m sure you’ll do well in the militia. It helps that you volunteered.” She said militia with pride in her voice. She liked what she did, and I guessed she liked me a little more because I’d volunteered to do the same.


  “Out of curiosity, if I wasn’t exactly soldier material, where would they send me?”


  “There’s plenty to be done if we’re ever going to win back the country. We’re starting to get some farms back into working order, trading with other communities in the south, trying to get a handle on this virus so we can start fighting back.”


  Of course, it was the last statement that caught my interest. I shouldn’t have been surprised that Cole’s people weren’t the only ones trying to get the rate of infection under control. Still, I hadn’t forgotten Cole’s warnings and veiled hints about the possible fate of those who wouldn’t cooperate.


  “What about old people, who can’t help with any of that stuff? Or children?”


  “Don’t know, don’t care.” She answered abruptly, and I wasn’t sure what to make of it. The United Militia controlled most of three states. She had to have seen some children. Toni walked over to a desk and began flipping through a pile of notes. I assumed that was my cue to leave but opted to ignore it.


  “Still, I heard a story about this guy who hated fighting and refused to do stuff.” My explanation sounded pathetic even to me, but Toni only seemed to be half listening. “I heard you guys were pretty harsh.”


  “Everyone contributes whether they like it or not. One way or another.”


  “So, like they help with the cure, or vaccine, or whatever?”


  “Mmhmm.” She flipped to another page of her notes.


  “Where do they do that?”


  “A facility just north of here mostly. You’ll probably pass by it on your way to HQ. They’re doing some good work there, but it’s not always pretty.”


  “Oh.” I’d been hoping for information on Zack, but instead Toni had told me exactly where I needed to go if I was going to bring back anything useful for Cole and his dad’s Initiative. “Cool, thanks.”


  “Sure, whatever.”


  “Well, nice meeting you.” I raised my hand in a wave, but she didn’t even look up.


  As I closed the door behind me, I couldn’t help but take off at a run back towards the stairwell.


  After the destruction of New Ravencrest, Zack’s capture and saying goodbye to all of my friends, I was happy to think that things were finally coming up Savannah.
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  After I finished my medical, I wasn’t able to find the same men I’d talked to earlier. There were just too many people, and they were all dressed pretty much the same. Whitley was a sea of jeans and camo offset with constant flashes of red fabric. It was enough to give anyone a headache.


  No one I met seemed to have any idea about what to do with new recruits. Even my search for Ethan yielded no results, but for that much I was grateful. I had no idea what I was even supposed to say to the guy if I ever managed to find him. Cole hadn’t exactly given me a reunion script.


  I was scheduled to leave the next morning with a group bound for headquarters. The hope was that someone there would know what to do with me. I had no intention of making it quite that far, though. If Toni was right, and I was going to pass the United Confederation research lab, then I had to find a way to make that my final destination.


  I might have been able to fake some sort of medical knowledge, and offer up my services. Okay, I no one would believe I was some kind of teenage medical genius. I’d have to come up with something else.


  I only had to spend one night bunking with three anti-social, soldier women, but one night was more than enough. They shared an apartment and had begrudgingly let me use their couch. Only one of the women, Elise, bothered to introduce herself, but even she insisted that I shouldn’t waste her time with things like conversation or a desire to eat. It was made perfectly clear that they already had plenty to worry about, and I didn’t even make the list.


  I put off going back there until it was time to sleep, and instead spent my remaining time wandering around the buildings, trying to look like I knew what I was doing. Part of me just wanted to stay out of the way and be left alone until Cole came for me, but I knew I should at least try to gain something from this downtime.


  Wearing the red band around my arm seemed to keep people from treating me like a walking, talking time-bomb who could turn at any second, and I was able to wander around without catching too many eyes. Mostly the soldiers just bustled from building to building, talking excitedly in hushed voices. Almost everything I overheard had to do with Zs or infection, but I could have sworn I heard someone mention explosions. By the time I spun around to see who was speaking, whoever it was had already disappeared into the crowd.


  Everything about the United Militia was the stark opposite of what I was used to. New Ravencrest had been boring but warm. People there tried to make the school feel like a home. And while it usually seemed like I’d been locked inside that home, I always felt like part of the group. Or maybe it was just easier to remember it that way.


  With the Militia, there was always something going on, and I probably could have made myself useful if I wasn’t trying to stay under the radar. There was nothing welcoming about the Militia. As much as I loved the idea of spending every day working towards vitally important goals, I was actually a little surprised at how much I missed the sense of community.


  As I lay there on an overstuffed couch, trying to sleep during my one and only night as a militia soldier, I began to feel a little bad about all of the times I had criticized Paulson for keeping me out of the fight. I could finally see that he was only trying to protect me. We might spend the rest of our lives fighting Zs, and starting us young wouldn’t have changed anything. Even if there is a cure, or a new vaccine, this infection could always be a part of our lives. Who knows if we will ever have Hollywood back, never take the SATs, and never leave our homes unarmed. Adding the daily grind of killing Zs on top of that might have been too much for most people my age to take. But for me, it really did help make everything else a little easier to bear.


  Knowing all of that, my choice would be the same. I hope I’m always the type of person that will choose to do something rather than sit back and let life happen. Paulson shouldn’t have taken that choice out of my hands. If he had, maybe things would have turned out differently.


  


  I spotted Cole’s brother, Ethan, not long after I left with a large company of soldiers headed towards something called the United Complex. I assumed it was the ominous headquarters everyone kept talking about—the central hub of all things United Confederation.


  I was still being largely ignored, and I was sure it was clear to anyone who bothered to look that I had no idea what I was doing, but no one seemed to mind my hanging around either.


  Ethan was talking with two other soldiers, laughing and waving his arms around. Like Ethan, his friends both seemed to be in their early twenties.


  I walked a few feet behind the three soldiers, pretending to be intensely interested in my own fingernails, until Ethan was alone.


  “Ethan, right?” I asked, as I matched my pace to his.


  “Yup, and you are?” He started to extend his hand, but he paused and drew it back before I could shake it. His long hair was tied back into a ponytail that sat at the base of his neck. The hair made it hard to find any resemblance between Ethan and Cole. It was only as Ethan’s face began to take on a confused expression that I looked into his eyes and saw what could have been Cole’s eyes staring back at me. Ethan’s eyebrows dropped as he tilted his head to the side. “Have we met?”


  I paused, unsure about how much I could really trust him. He seemed pretty content with the big bad Militia, but at the same time, who was I to decide if Cole’s brother was one of the good guys. Cole trusted him, and that would have to be good enough for me. “I’m a friend of Cole’s.”


  “Seriously? Wow. Was not expecting that one,” Ethan said, his face animated with surprise. “I didn’t think he knew I was here.” I couldn’t tell if this was a happy surprise or not.


  “He didn’t. Not until, like, less than two days ago. It’s a long story.”


  “Cole’s not here, is he?” Ethan looked over his shoulder into the crowd of people walking behind us.


  “No. Just me. I’m Savannah, by the way.”


  Ethan nodded but couldn’t hide his disappointment. “Cole wouldn’t do well in a place like this, I guess. He’s okay though?”


  “Last I heard. Yeah.” I smiled up at Ethan, but he didn’t seem to notice. The two of us walked in silence for a few blocks before I asked, “So how long have you been here with the militia? Cole seemed pretty surprised that you were even alive.”


  “It’s a long story,” Ethan said wryly, echoing my own excuse. I was beginning to regret opening with our shared Cole connection. Maybe I should have earned his trust first. Either he was trustworthy, or he wasn’t. If I let the awkward silence carry on much longer, I could lose my chance to get to get anything valuable out of this whole trip, maybe even miss my shot at seeing Zack again.


  “Look, I was wondering if you could help me out with something.” I looked back at Ethan to find him watching me intently. “I’m looking for a friend of mine. He was, err, taken by you guys a week or so ago. Cole seems to think that if he didn’t cooperate, he was probably taken to some science-lab-slash-dungeon for your people to perform evil experiments on him. Any chance you can assure me that this is way off base?


  Ethan’s face blanched as he pursed his lips together. “I’d heard rumors like that before. But they’re all totally ridiculous,” he said. “We’re in the business of helping people, of making things right again.”


  “You get that you sound like a United Militia radio advertisement, right?” I said. “I find it hard to believe that it’s all sunshine and puppies. You guys report to no one, so there’s no way everything is on the level.” Ethan was looking less and less friendly as I continued to ramble, but I kept going in case something triggered a response I might actually be able to use. “You’re just going to stamp out every single Z, one at a time? No one is even bothering to look for a cure?”


  “No,” Ethan said too quickly, giving me a long look, as though he was trying to determine how much I already knew. “No one here at least.”


  “I find that hard to believe.”


  “Well, you don’t have to believe it.”


  “Look, I—”


  “I don’t care. We’re really not the monsters Cole makes us out to be. Just keep your head down and you’ll be comfortable and well fed. Maybe you’ll even find your friend, alive and well, not a prisoner of any kind. You need to trust the system. They’re looking out for your best interest. They’re looking out for all of us.”


  “Cole just thought I should ask around while I’m here, find out what I could.” At that, Ethan’s eyes snapped up to meet mine. He stared me down for a few seconds and neither of us spoke. I probably shouldn’t have mentioned that I saw this whole thing as a temporary situation.


  Shit.


  As far as the Militia was concerned, Cole and Ethan were clearly not on the same page. I may have just tipped my hand to the enemy.


  Without another word Ethan, sped up to join some other guys, leaving me behind him wondering how much propaganda he actually believed. If I had heard about the United Confederation right after leaving New Ravencrest, it might have sounded like a pretty sweet deal.


  At least until I’d seen how they treat those who didn’t want to play their reindeer games.


  Ethan clearly had no intention of helping me. Hell, I’d be lucky if he wasn’t already reporting me for poking around. I didn’t know how long I had until we passed the research facility, but I was completely out of ideas and running out of time.


  


  I didn’t see Ethan again until we reached our second stop on the road to the United Complex.


  We had briefly stopped over at a small community of around three hundred people. A few of the men I’d been traveling with stayed there, but the rest of us were fed lunch and sent on our way.


  While we ate, I heard some of the men talking, saying that this area was only a week away from having power. Permanently. There was no longer any question in my mind that the United Militia had a plan of some kind. They were making real progress instead of excuses, and I couldn’t help but admire them for it, despite the nagging feeling that my conversation with Ethan had placed in the back of my mind.


  Our second stop was nothing like the first. We came out of a long highway tunnel, and less than fifteen minutes later we were headed down a nearly empty road towards a ten-story white building. When I read the sign labeling the building as Pharmatech Labs, my heart began to race.


  My time was up. It wasn’t like I could just run for the building and hope for the best. I considered faking an injury of some kind, but as I scanned the faces of the heavily armed men and women around me, I doubted I could pull off a performance that would convince even one of them


  The soldiers at the front of our group began walking by the building. When Toni had said we’d pass it, I didn’t expect it to be such a fleeting opportunity.


  Shit. Shit. Shit.


  Someone tapped me on the shoulder; I turned to see three armed soldiers hovering behind me. Things were looking better and better.


  I took a step backward, but all three moved with me. There was nowhere to run.


  “And where do you think you’re going?”


  I turned to see Ethan approaching us from the crowd of men who were continuing on down the road.


  As soon as I locked my eyes on his, he grabbed me forcibly by the arm. “You’re coming with me.”


  “What? Where?”


  “This is what you wanted, isn’t it? An inner look into our medical facilities? Well, you’re about to get to know it real well.”


  “On second thought, I think I’m good. Seriously. Forget I said anything.” I tried to yank my arm away, but one of Ethan’s soldier friends grabbed me around the waist and jerked me towards the door. Ethan relaxed, but he and his friend followed close behind as I was dragged towards the building. My feet struggled to keep up, but I managed not to stumble.


  “Hey, you’re hurting me!” I tried to twist out of the mans death grip. He let me go, but shoved me forward. Then I fell to the ground.


  I glanced back at Ethan as I pulled myself to my feet, desperate for a clue that this was his twisted way of trying to help me. His hand was resting firmly on the gun at his hip. I’d get no help from him.


  “Move,” Ethan grumbled. I listened.


  When we reached the building, Ethan tapped on the glass until a man inside came to greet us. He didn’t wait for Ethan to offer any explanation and instead flipped a switch behind the door.


  I gasped as the sliding glass doors opened on their own, allowing Ethan to drag me into the lobby. They had power.


  “What’s this?” the man at the door asked Ethan.


  “Another one for you. Looks like she’s one of Donovan’s spies.”


  “What? I’m not a spy. I swear, I’m not,” I said to the soldier. “Please, I swear.”


  “Sure, kid. You’re only making it worse for yourself. Just come along now.”


  I let out the loudest scream I could, knowing there was no one here to come to my rescue. I kicked and thrashed, but two more men came to take me from Ethan, each one holding on to one of my arms. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t run. I lashed my head to the side and tried to bite the finger of one of the men holding me as Ethan walked away.


  My teeth missed their mark, but seconds later I felt a sharp blow as something hit me over the back of the head. My knees buckled under me.


  “Please,” I whimpered, unsure of what I was even asking for as I sank into unconsciousness.


  


  “She’s coming around,” a voice buzzed near my ear. I struggled to open my eyes as blood rushed past my ears and my head continued to throb. I groaned. Someone tapped me hard in the ribs with a boot, so I tried to move away from the pain.


  “Get up,” a male voice ordered. I forced myself to open my eyes. I was lying on a bench in what could have been any doctor’s office. The walls were a warm peach color, but there was nothing warm about the man and two women peering down at me.


  I sat up and a wave of dizziness washed over me.


  “Strip down to your underwear,” the man ordered. His voice was sharp, holding no room for nonsense. I scrambled to my feet.


  “I’ve already been checked. Look.” I held out my arm before realizing I wasn’t wearing my jacket anymore. I spotted it draped over a chair on the other side of the room and pointed. “Look. I’m not infected.”


  “Well, that’s a start. But we’re going to need a more thorough picture of your physical condition. Now take off your clothing, or I’ll have someone do it for you.” One of the women leaning against the wall stepped forward, putting her hand on my hip, only inches away from the pocket holding Cole’s tracking device.


  “I’ll do it. I’ll do it. Just back off,” I said, moving to push her arm off of me. Once again, I found myself trying to keep my voice strong, as though showing weakness could make them any more willing to listen to me. She backed off.


  I stripped out of my clothing and folded them in a neat pile beside me, careful not turn my jeans upside down.


  The next three hours were full of tests. Endurance tests. All kinds of physical tests. Blood tests that only required me sitting still as they removed vial after vial of my blood. By the time they let me put my clothing back on, I was ready to sleep for a week.


  I felt my head droop down, but I was yanked to my feet by the woman who had threatened to undress me earlier. “Come on, get up. You can sleep soon enough.”


  She deposited me in a room on the next floor. It was so large that it had to take up the entire floor of the building. It was all one giant room, with white walls and white tiled flooring, and it looked as cold as it felt. I wished I’d thought to grab my jacket when I’d redressed.


  The door clicked shut behind me, but I wasn’t alone. The room held at least eighty men and women, most of whom hadn’t even looked up as I’d come in. Sounds of coughing and wheezing came from every corner.


  I hadn’t even had time to think of Zack before I spotted him. I was about to walk right by as I tried to orient myself to my new surroundings when I saw his bulky frame curled into the fetal position on the floor.


  I turned and stepped towards him as all the air left my lungs. Zack was right there in front of me. His face was caked in blood, his light hair matted with mud, but there was no question in my mind. It was Zack, and he was alive.


  I knelt down beside him and pushed a few stray hairs out his eyes. He blinked up at me, although his eyes didn’t seem to focus on my face.


  “Savvy, is that you?”


  “Shhh. Yes, it’s me. We’re going to get you out of here.” I said the last part in a gentle whisper, afraid of being overheard.


  “I didn’t tell them. I didn’t tell them anything. I swear.”


  I had no idea what he was talking about, but I knew it wasn’t the time to press the issue.


  “It’s fine, Zack. I know. It’s going to be okay.” I bit my lip to hold back a quivering breath, as I reached out to put a comforting hand on his arm.


  “No, you can’t.” His voice shook with strain. “Don’t touch me. I’m infected,”


  “Zack. It’s me. It’s Savannah. Everything is going to be all right.” I tried to sound reassuring, but I couldn’t help moving back. Had I heard him right? Infected.


  “No. It’s not all right. These bastards shot me up with the virus. On purpose.” I’d never heard my friend speak with such venom in his voice. Still, he clearly wasn’t hungering for human flesh or anything equally grotesque, so I moved in closer again. I’d come this far, and I’d found him despite all of the odds working against us. I wouldn’t let him push me away.


  “Shut up and let me help you.” I pulled Zack’s arm around my shoulder and let him lean his weight into me as he shifted into a sitting position. His other arm looked broken, possibly a few ribs as well. He hadn’t been missing that long, but they’d already managed to do a number on him.


  “Savvy, what are you doing here? Where’s everyone else?” Zack asked once I’d managed to get him sitting up.


  For what had to be the millionth time that day, I responded with, “It’s a long story.”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  25 ZARAH


  April 5th


  


  It’s been four days and I haven’t heard anything from Liam. I wonder constantly what could be keeping him, and I’m about ready to claw my own eyes out. This is driving me crazy. Literally crazy. Maybe he’s taking this long because he found something we can use. They would just tell him if nothing had changed, if there was no hope. Right? He’ll be back by tonight. He has to be.


  That dread in the pit of my stomach grows by the hour. It’s been over a week since I was bitten, and I doubt I have much time left. I’ve heard of some people taking as long as three weeks to turn, but they must have had something to distract themselves, or at least something to look at besides pale green walls and prints of African wildlife. Why the hell did we pick this house anyways?


  Each footstep taps lightly on the linoleum floor as I retrace my path across the kitchen again and again. I’m hungry, and that thought scares me more than anything. I ate the last of our food last night. I was asleep for around nine hours, so it hasn’t actually been that long since I’ve eaten, but my hunger is so much more than anything I’ve ever experienced, both an ache and a burn at once. My agitation grows with each passing minute. I need to eat, and a growing part of me doesn’t care what.


  I steel myself against the fact that I’m going to have to go find food on my own. It’s been months since I’ve done anything on my own. Liam has always looked out for me.


  I’m not even sure where to look. The only answer is to look everywhere. There has to be something.


  There’s a pad of paper sitting on the kitchen table, but I have to search four different rooms before I find a pen. Scribbling a quick note for Liam, I jot down where I’m going and promise to be back by the time it’s dark. He’ll be so proud of me when I come back with enough food to last the both of us a few more days.


  As I press my lips to the paper, a memory of Liam holding me while I cried over the loss of my parents floats into my mind. Hopefully I’ll see him tonight. There’s no room left in my heart to miss anyone else. I leave the note sitting on the kitchen table in a spot where it would be impossible to miss.


  Throwing a sweater on as I go out the door, I rub my arms trying to warm up. Spring is here, but I’m so chilled all the time. Briefly, I contemplate that I might be coming down with something.


  Of course I’m coming down with something. I’m embarrassed at my own stupidity sometimes.


  I spend the day searching each house on the block for something to eat. More than once I find myself looking for anything to eat but push the thought out of my mind. I need food, that’s all.


  In what has to be the thirtieth house of the day, I find a small bag of children’s fruit-gummies under a bed. Ripping into the package, I shove them all in my mouth at once, groaning with pleasure as the flavor slips down my throat. This is wonderful.


  I consider running my tongue along the inside of the package, but I resist and put it back under the bed exactly where I found it. I fold my legs under my body and sit still on the floor for a few minutes, waiting for the hunger to subside even a little.


  Any progress would be a huge success, but it never comes. If it’s possible, the snack only serves to grow the hunger.


  Jerking to my feet, hunger washes over me and I stumble, knocking my hip into the pink bedside table. I watch as the tiny reading lamp teeters from side to side. When it steadies itself, I find myself strangely disappointed.


  I pick the lamp up and roll it between my palms almost rhythmically. The power cord pops out of the outlet. The pop triggers something deep within me, and I throw the lamp with all the strength my weak body can manage. It hits the wall with a satisfying bang before breaking into three jagged pieces. Somehow, the noise eases the tension in my shoulders. Better, but no less hungry.


  Time to move on.


  There’s a gas station at the end of the street. It was probably emptied out long before the houses, but I check anyways. It’s starting to feel as though one can of food will be the difference between life and death.


  There’s nothing.


  Someone has obviously taken the time to remove everything that will ever possibly be useful from the building. The same is likely true for blocks and blocks in every direction.


  Still, people are lazy. The world used to be filled with crazy people who were constantly preparing for every worst case scenario, people who would hide things under their floorboards. Someone must have missed something somewhere. The United militia is made up of regular people. They can’t have found everything. Please, don’t let them have found everything.


  The next house I come to isn’t locked either, so I know it’s been cleared out already. I let myself in anyways. People miss things all the time. I can’t afford to.


  


  The hunger is trying to claw its way out of my body when I admit defeat for the day.


  Not having eaten anything besides that tiny pack of candies, every part of my body is throbbing as I drag myself back to the house where Liam knows to meet me.


  I rush to the kitchen table as soon as I get through the front door, and my pulse is racing.


  My note is still sitting there, untouched. He’s not here.


  For the first time, I consider that he might not be coming back. Maybe he thought it would be easier this way, for both of us. Or maybe he saw that spark of rage in my eyes and knew I’m not the same girl he fell in love with. He doesn’t owe me anything anymore. Maybe it was easy to let me go because he’s never really loved me.


  I let out a sob but feel no tears rush to my eyes. My next wail turns into a frustrated yell, and before I can stop myself I’m ripping through the kitchen, screaming as I search desperately for food. I slam cabinet doors and throw anything I can find to the floor. We didn’t miss anything before. There’s no food here. No food and no Liam.


  Eventually I sink to the floor, too exhausted to continue. I should be crying, but nothing comes. I lean back against the fridge and let the waves of hunger wash over me. Perhaps if I embrace them, they’ll stop seeming like the most important thing in the universe. Like the only thing in the universe.


  I must fall asleep, because when my eyes open the sun is rising. Early morning light fills the kitchen through the back door. I stretch my arms over my head and wiggle my back, trying to release some of the stiffness. I wish I’d managed to make it into a bed last night, but surprisingly I feel better.


  I stand and lean against the counter to balance myself as I stretch out my quads. Then I catch a glimpse of myself in the small mirror that sits propped up against the sink. Frantically, I pick the hand mirror up and gape at myself. I close my mouth when I see that it’s hanging open as though unhinged, but I can’t fight down the feeling of revulsion.


  My usually dark-brown skin has started to take on the gray tint of the infected. It’s the only physical symptom that still accompanies the Z-virus in those who have been vaccinated, and now it marks me. It’s subtle. I’m certain I looked like my old self only yesterday. The change is so slight, someone who didn’t know me before might not be able to tell. Whether or not that’s true, I know it will only get worse. As the gray pallor grows, so does the hunger.


  As soon as I think about the hunger, the feeling in my stomach roars to life all over again. Hunger. Food. Consume. How did I go this long just looking in the mirror while my body is screaming at me?


  My vision begins to narrow. I need to eat. Now.


  There’s nothing to do but continue my search, so I leave the house and head in the opposite direction as yesterday.


  At first, I continue at a slow pace past the rest of the houses on the street. Then I pass the rest of the houses on the block. Then five, six, seven blocks and I’m on a road surrounded by nothing but backyard fences.


  A shooting pain from my hip makes me realize I have been waiting for instinct to signal me about where I might find food. It won’t be that simple. I tie my greasy hair into a knot, before forcing myself to turn off the main road and back into a residential area.


  These houses are bigger. There are more places to hide things. This is what I should have been looking for all along.


  Swearing under my breath, I go into the first house on the street. It’s unlocked, but I have to try.


  When I step into the kitchen and see marble counter tops, my imagination runs wild with visions of the elegant meals that must have once been cooked up in this room. Roast beef, ribs, hamburgers, pork. I’ve never even tried pork, but I’m sure it’s wonderful. My mouth begins to water.


  I’m not fazed by the empty pantry and head to the basement. We used to keep a few things in our cold cellar, so it’s worth a look.


  The basement is fully finished and beautifully decorated with hardwood floors and expensive-looking artwork. I try a few doors before finding the storage room. A large square freezer sits on the floor. I open it, but everything inside has long since gone bad. I eye the mushy remains, and briefly consider eating it despite how awful I’m sure it tastes.


  There is nothing nutritional left there. It would only give me food poisoning.


  I shut the freezer lid and start frantically searching through shelves of paint cans and Christmas decorations. I’m so hungry.


  Walking out of the storage room, I’m about to slam the door shut when I spot a man watching me from the bottom of the stairs. He’s got a pistol pointed right at my chest.


  “Don’t move,” he says, his voice shaky. He looks to be about forty, with graying hair and nervous eyes. My heart begins to race and for just a moment, all thoughts of hunger leave my mind. I slowly raise my hands in the air.


  “There’s nothing here worth fighting me for,” I say. As soon as I speak, he lowers his gun and a smile creeps onto his face.


  “Oh, thank God. I didn’t want to shoot you.”


  “So why were you pointing a gun at me?”


  “I haven’t seen anyone for weeks now. I thought we might be able to help each other, but I couldn’t be sure you weren’t infected. You walked by the house I’ve been living in, so I started following you. You walked for two blocks without looking behind you once, and I started to think you were one of them after all. I was about to turn back when you started towards this house. But I didn’t want to take any chances.”


  I take a deep breath and lower my hands, but don’t take my eyes off of the man. He seems entirely relaxed now, yet I feel anything but.


  “What do you want from me?”


  “Nothing, nothing. I just thought we might be able to help each other,” he repeats. I doubt this bumbling fool can do much of anything for me. He keeps smiling and rambling, but it only sounds like buzzing in my ears. I tilt my head, watching the way his Adam’s apple bobs as he speaks.


  I shake my head, coming back into myself. I was being stupid; this guy is obviously completely harmless. It’s a wonder he hasn’t been eaten already. He’s looking at me as though he’s waiting for an answer.


  “Sorry, what?”


  “I said, what are you doing around these parts?”


  Days of waiting and sorrow fill my chest, and my story comes pouring out of me. I’m not stupid enough to mention the bite on my leg, but I can’t help but tell him about Liam. “I’m waiting for my boyfriend to come back. We only had enough paperwork for one of us to get into the complex, so he went ahead to convince them to let me in.” I’m surprised at how quickly the lie comes to me.


  His face goes from cheery to sympathetic in an instant. My heart skips a beat. “What?”


  “You should just go back to wherever you came from.”


  “I’m not leaving without Liam.”


  The man lets out a long sigh. “Then you should just go meet him. You’re young and healthy, and paperwork doesn’t really matter. He won’t be coming for you.”


  “What do you mean? What do you know?” I tug at the bottom of my sweater in an attempt to distract myself from the awkward silence that follows. “Tell me!”


  “I assumed everyone knew all this by now. Once you’re in, the militia won’t let you out again. They’ve forcibly conscripted able-bodied men and women from all over the area. If you can hold a gun or a shovel, you’re in. Your boyfriend is knee-deep in a training program already.”


  “No. That’s not right,” I say, heat rising to my cheeks. “They’re letting in families. They’re keeping us safe.”


  “You came from Michigan or Idaho, right? How many families managed to save up enough points to make it out here? Not many, I can bet you that much. They aren’t wasting resources on those who can’t contribute.”


  My mind flicks to the antibiotics that were readily available for Liam but not for a dying mother. What if he’s right?


  “Forget about him. You’re better off out here. I’ve got food, I can take care of you.” Rage swells inside of me, and the mention of something to eat goes mostly unnoticed. Liam’s not coming back. Nothing else matters. I’ll never be with him again.


  The man is looking through the bag he was carrying on his back, oblivious to everything I’m feeling. I hate him for telling me this. I hate him more than I can stand. Part of me knows he’s done nothing to me, that he’s even trying to help. It doesn’t matter.


  My hand slowly slides along my waist and then into my back pocket. I left the house without thinking about weapons this morning, but the switchblade is always in that same pocket. This man, this fat, stupid looking man, needs to pay for what he’s said. He’s ruined everything.


  I know I can’t take him with my bare hands, but that doesn’t change anything. He has to pay.


  I move decisively, and the idiot doesn’t even see me coming. My mind is perfectly blank as I jam my switchblade into his shoulder. He cries out and takes three steps back to try and get away from the source of his pain, but I keep the blade embedded in his shoulder and move with him. As soon as he stops moving, I pull it out before forcing it into the side of his throat. His screaming ends abruptly. Now the only noise in the room is my gleeful laughter.


  The smell of blood meets my nostrils, and I lose control completely. His eyes have already fluttered closed, but blood is still pulsing out of his neck. I lean in closer and the smell gets stronger. I can almost sense the different layers of skin where I made the first cut. I lean in closer still. As soon as my nose touches his clammy skin, I open my mouth.


  I bite into his shoulder, and it feels amazing. Right away, the craving that has been building inside of me lessens.


  As soon as I start to put pressure on his flesh, I realize what I was about to do. I step backwards and let his body fall to the floor. I lean over and try to vomit. There’s nothing inside of me that can come out, but I dry-heave anyways.


  The man’s body lies on the carpet as the blood pools around him, making the floor soggy. I try to look away from what I’ve done, but I can’t. I try to wipe the blood off my mouth. I’m sure it has stained me forever.


  I’m revolting. Disgusting. How could I do this? I’m still thinking, still rational, and yet I chose to kill this man who offered me half of his lunch. I need to do better. I can’t let this change me. I need to tell Liam how much I love him.


  Liam’s not coming back.


  I stare at the man for a minute, willing him get up and shake this whole thing off. I know it won’t happen. I know I can’t turn back now. His pack sits only a few feet away, still untouched by the growing pool of blood. He said he had food. There might be enough in there to last me a few more days.


  Without thinking, I move my tongue around in my mouth, searching out any remaining taste of his flesh. I turn away from the man and his food. I can’t bring myself to look at him. But I don’t want his canned garbage either.


  I walk out of the house, leaving the screen door swinging behind me. There’s no point in going back to the house where Liam left me. There’s nothing there for me anymore.


  I turn onto the street and start walking, not caring where I end up.


  I’m hungry. I need to find something to eat.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  26 SAVANNAH


  I was there, stuck in that awful place, for two days before there was any sign of Cole. No one had bothered me, but there was a near constant stream of people being taken in and out of our holding area. An elderly Asian man was led away by two armed guards only a few hours after I arrived, and he never returned. Two others had disappeared since then.


  They mostly left Zack alone, but they would occasionally send someone in to check all his symptoms and see how he was doing. I was so glad they never tried to take him out of that room, as that definitely would have led to me kicking some science geek ass, which probably wouldn’t have ended well for anyone.


  Between the crying and the coughing, it was hard to get much sleep, so I spent a lot of time trying to decipher the limited clues I had to work with towards figuring these people out. Like the rest of the militia, they were mostly calm and efficient, but I couldn’t even hazard a guess as to what their endgame was. What did they have planned for me?


  It was strange though. For all of the people they seemed to be keeping prisoner, there wasn’t much of a military presence. I only saw three of the same soldiers and two different doctors coming in and out when I saw anyone at all. I had expected a militia medical base to be swarming with people, all trying to work towards a cure, a vaccine… something! Instead it was a handful of people who seemed bored or like they had somewhere else they’d rather be. I was convinced I was still missing part of the puzzle, but I couldn’t make any progress. Every time I asked one of the other prisoners, they’d glance up at the cameras before telling me to get lost. Not surprising I guess, but not remotely helpful.


  The soldiers weren’t any better. Even this one woman who seemed sympathetic, almost guilty, refused to acknowledge me, let alone answer my questions. But every time she came in to remove another prisoner, it felt as though she was purposely avoiding looking at me.


  People suck.


  I’ll admit I was starting to worry Cole would never show up. I couldn’t stop picturing how my parents would look at me if they ever found out I’d purposefully put myself into a potentially deadly situation. Even though my intentions were decent enough, I spent most of the time sitting in that room feeling like an idiot. I knew he wouldn’t intentionally leave me there. It would have been a really complicated scheme just to get one teenage girl into the hands of a militia who had pretty much ignored her so far. But with the way things are now, nothing is certain. Something could have happened to Cole only moments after we’d separated, and I might never know.


  At least I’d managed to find Zack. I couldn’t do much to help myself at that point, but I spent my time trying to find ways to help him.


  He was in rough shape and getting worse by the hour. I didn’t know if it was that he had the same cough that seemed to be spreading rapidly in this poorly ventilated room or that he really had been infected by those bastards. It seemed absurd, but I couldn’t ignore the signs. Every time I pressed my hand to his head, he seemed a little warmer. Even if he hadn’t been given the virus, he could be killed just as easily by infection from any one of the injuries he’d sustained since being taken.


  


  “Savannah,” Zack whispered as he gently poked my ribs. “Are you awake?”


  I was. It felt like I always was. I opened my eyes and turned my head towards him, eyebrows raised.


  “Do you think your friend will be here soon? I don’t want to die in this place,” Zack said as I pulled myself up into a sitting position. I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t be sure he was still coming, and I couldn’t be sure Zack wasn’t dying.


  Really, now that I knew about the cameras, I regretted even telling Zack. Not only did it get his hopes up, but there was a good chance we’d been overheard. Although, they would probably have been on higher alert if that was the case.


  “Savvy?”


  “I don’t know, Zack. You just have to hold on, okay? It sounds like all these different groups are working on ways to fix this, ways to fix you. You’ll be okay.”


  “Yeah, really looks like these guys are going above and beyond to make me feel better. Hospitality award right here, ladies and gentlemen,” Zack said, his tone dark. This guy sitting in front of me wasn’t Zack. He wasn’t the guy who’d grown up only a few streets down from me. This guy was sarcastic and angry, and for a brief moment I felt like I didn’t know him at all.


  As shock bloomed on my face, realization dawned on his. “Sorry. I feel like shit. And I miss my mom.”


  I stroked his hair. “Did you want me to try and find you something to eat?”


  “Yeah, okay.” We both knew there probably wasn’t any food to spare. And even if there was, we had nothing to trade. Zack had already eaten his rations for the day, as well as half of mine. At least his appetite hadn’t changed.


  Just as I stood and walked away from Zack’s spot on the floor, the main door swung open. It was the woman soldier again. I was standing almost right in the middle of the room, and she couldn’t avoid looking right as me as she entered the room, but just as she did the sound of static came from her walkie.


  She held the walkie-talkie up to her ear for a moment, and a panicked expression came over her face. Moments later, she turned and bolted back out of the room. The sound of the door clanging shut suddenly was enough to jolt everyone in the room out of their collective stupor.


  We sat in our usual silence, but not one of us could ignore the feeling of danger looming on the other side of the door. Unwilling to sit and do nothing, I walked toward it and jiggled the handle.


  Still locked. Damn.


  I pressed my ear to the door and heard boots hitting the metal stairwell at a frantic pace. It was chaotic, unorganized, and I began to really get a sense of the commotion that was happening just beyond the thick, bolted doors.


  My mind raced though the two possible scenarios that could come next. Either this was what we’d been waiting for, or we’d been left locked in this room to starve as our captors were eaten alive. I opted for the latter. It’s always better to be prepared.


  Trying not to draw attention to myself, I walked quickly back over to Zack.


  “You need to get up and get ready. This could be it.”


  “Hmm?”


  “There’s something going on outside. It sounds like they’re all freaking out over something. Maybe Cole’s people are coming for us.”


  I helped Zack sit up, but there wasn’t much we could actually do. Just more waiting.


  At first, I had to strain my ears to hear the sounds of guns firing, and I was almost convinced it was in my head. Then the noises got closer, as though they were coming from the floor right underneath us. Everyone else hushed to listen as well, as though we were all holding our breath as one.


  My chest clenched as I imagined Cole getting hurt or killed in the fight. Zack squeezed my hand. I squeezed back and leaned my head against his uninjured shoulder.


  The large door handle moved a few times, but the person on the other side clearly didn’t have a key. Either we were about to be rescued or a whole new brand of trouble had just showed up on our doorstep.


  I heard gunshots come from the other side of the door. Someone was shooting through the lock.


  Not zombies then.


  After one final spray of bullets, the door swung open.


  Three men rushed into the room. None of them were Cole or anyone else I recognized. They all wore normal clothing but looked haggard and unkempt. Not the rescue part I’d been expecting at all. As their eyes frantically swept the room, I raised my hands over my head. Several other people did the same.


  No one spoke, and the men kept their guns trained on us.


  Looks like the job falls to me. Again.


  Slowly, I rose to my feet, keeping my hands above my head. The largest of the men shifted so that his gun was pointed right at my head.


  “Hi,” I said, locking eyes with each of the men in turn.


  “Hi.” The leader responded tentatively. His eyes darted around the room.


  “Any chance you’re here to set us all free?”


  The man glanced at his friends, but none of them seemed to know what they were supposed to do. I began to suspect that they felt even less comfortable wielding those guns than I would have been. Whether that made them more or less likely to shoot on a whim, and I couldn’t begin to guess.


  Thankfully, before I had to figure out my next attempt at settling these guys down, Cole barged in to the room.


  Without thinking, I moved towards him, but a low growl from one of the other men as he cocked his gun warned me not to go any farther.


  “Guys, what the hell are you doing?” Cole said, keeping his voice steady and calm. “These people are clearly not with the militia. Relax. We’ve won.”


  “Yeah, alright.” The man lowered his gun, and tilted his head towards Cole. I took that as the okay to move. Within three hurried steps, I stood right in front of him. I’ve never been quite so glad to see anyone in my life.


  “Well look who it is,” I said, as I wrapped my arms around Cole’s neck. He squeezed back, lifting me off the ground with the force of his hug.


  “Sorry I took so long.” He put me down gently on the floor, and tucked a piece of hair behind my ear. A grin spread across my face. His voice deepened with emotion, “I don’t know what I would have done if something had happened to you.”


  I blinked up at him, studying his face. A splash of blood ran from his right ear down to his neck. I was pretty sure it wasn’t his, but I brushed my fingers against his skin anyway. Just to be sure.


  “What do you mean, ‘we won’?”


  “It’s weird. It was kind of easy. There was almost no one here guarding this place. I brought about thirty people with me, everyone we could spare, but we were practically able to walk right in. It’s bizarre, but I’ll take it.”


  The same paranoia I’d been feeling for the past few days tugged at the back of my mind, but I forced it aside as Cole continued.


  “We were forced to kill a few of their people, but I’m not even sure we lost anyone.” Cole’s initial smile started to fade. “It was almost too easy.”


  “Or just really lucky,” I suggested, trying to convince myself as much as him. Sure, it was weird that there was practically no one here, but they were probably just suffering through a manpower shortage like the rest of us.


  Cole’s eyes scanned the rest of the room. “It doesn’t look like it.” His armed buddies had started making their way through everyone, stopping to talk to some and passing by others.


  “Oh, actually there’s someone I want to formally introduce you too,” I said, linking my arm through his and pulling him towards where Zack sat watching us.


  


  Cole and I stood by a large office window on the fifth floor, looking out over the small fenced-in field below.


  In various spots throughout the yard, the field was stained with blood. Each stain was only a couple feet wide and never more than a few feet from the gate. A few of the uber-Zs below milled around each stain as though willing it to sprout more human flesh, and the rest seemed to be trying to claw their way through the gate.


  “They’ve been feeding them,” Cole said, his voice hushed and gruff. I uncrossed my arms and lowered my hand down to his, intertwining our fingers. I wasn’t sure why I did it, but as soon as our hands touched, my nerves began to relax. Cole froze for a heartbeat, but then he ran his thumb over the back of my hand.


  Despite everything we’d both been though, we’d made it this far. We were okay—better than okay. I wanted to focus on that and on how safe he made me feel, but I couldn’t get his horrific statement out of my mind.


  “Feeding them what?” I asked, knowing the answer that neither of us would say aloud. People. And if I had to guess, not just any people. Prisoners.


  Cole’s shoulders shifted upward but only marginally. “Whatever, or whoever, it was, they tried to run and didn’t make it very far.”


  “How could they? There are so many.” I tried to count the infected but they were in a frenzy due to the sounds of fighting coming from inside the building where their captors lived. The Zs probably wanted to be a part of the attack.


  “Somehow, I don’t think that’s the question we need to be asking. From what we can tell, the main group of scientists left about three days ago, and the skeleton crew that was left behind knows absolutely nothing.” Cole ran his free hand over his hair, tilting his head back in frustration.


  “Now we have forty sick people and who knows how many of the infected that were being kept here. And we’re supposed to what, carpool everyone back to where all of our people have managed to stay hidden for months? This is kind of a mess.”


  “Hey, this was all your brilliant idea, remember? Leave me here to be poked and prodded while you run off for the cavalry,” I said, dropping his hand. Maybe it wasn’t fair, but I was annoyed at his uncertainty. I came here, putting myself at risk because he said he had a plan. “Don’t tell me you’ve bitten off more than you can chew. This was supposed to be the big breakthrough for you guys, right? What was this really about? Your brother?” I turned towards him, unsure of how to break the next piece of news. “He ditched me here and then took off.”


  “He thought he was doing you a favor. You found Zack, didn’t you?”


  My mind spun. Was he really taking Ethan’s side in all this? “Yeah, and if you hadn’t showed up, I probably would have died with Zack. Ethan knew I was your friend and just left me here to rot. Face it, Cole, he’s happy with these people. He knows exactly what they’re about and couldn’t care less.”


  “Savannah, I—” Cole reached out towards me, but I shrugged him off and tugged up the side of my shirt, exposing a row of purple bruises.


  “If it weren’t for your brother and all of his help, I wouldn’t have any of these. Yeah, he’s a real hero,” I snarled.


  Cole’s face blanched, but he didn’t respond. Maybe I’d just shattered the perfect image he’d been carrying around of his long-lost brother, but I didn’t have time to pick up the pieces for him.


  “Forget it. We’re here now, and we have bigger things to worry about. Let’s just get out of here. Zack doesn’t have time to just sit around and wait for us to work through your family drama.”


  I walked away, leaving him to follow me.


  


  “We should probably get out of here soon,” Cole said as we approached a group that stood huddled over a large map. “Do we have everything we came for?”


  “A few files and some samples, sure,” a thin black man in jeans and a gray t-shirt said as he folded the map and looked up at us. “But not nearly as much as we thought would be here. You’re lucky your little rescue mission didn’t get anyone killed. This was a complete waste of time.”


  “Dorian, that’s not fair. Ethan might have been here. And just look at all those people they’d been keeping locked up, doing God knows what to them.”


  “Yeah, seriously,” I added, coming to Cole’s defense. “We would have died in there. I’m sure more than a few people did.” No matter how naive Cole could be, I wasn’t about to let anyone tell him coming back for me had been a waste of time. Even if I hadn’t been here waiting, this mission had been the right thing to do, and that had to count for something.


  “It wasn’t a complete waste,” a tall woman with a flowing red braid added. “Those Zs in the back will definitely come in handy. They’re exactly what we need to take our work to the next stage, and now we won’t have to do any of the dirty work. There are a lot of people out there that we can help.”


  I stood there, horrified, my mouth slightly agape. Apparently the human life involved in all this didn’t matter at all. They’d saved themselves a little trouble, and that was the real win.


  The man, Dorian, nodded. “Well, there’s that. And they’ve got enough cars and vans in their lot that we shouldn’t have trouble moving them with all of this equipment to keep them contained. Our biggest issue will be staying under militia radar. We risk leading them right to our doorstep, but I think we can manage. We’ll just have to move quickly and use as few vehicles as we can manage.”


  “Seriously?” I chimed in, my voice showing my frustration. “There are people here who need your help, and now you’re going to waste time helping a bunch of Zs who would rip your throats out in a heartbeat?” I turned to Cole. “This is ridiculous. You get that, right?”


  “Now hold on a second,” Dorian said. “We won’t be taking any of you people with us. We can’t risk it.”


  My chin pushed back into my neck as a look of indignation overcame my features. Before I could say something I’d regret, Cole stepped in.


  “Why not? We’ve got the cars. These people are sick, and some of them are infected. We can’t just leave them here.”


  “Who knows what kind of sick, mutated strains of the virus they’ve been injected with? And for all we know, some of them would be willing to report us to the militia in a heartbeat. I’d bet my boots there are at least two spies up there.”


  It crossed my mind that, after I had left with Cole, Zack and the others had been locked back in.


  “You’re going to leave all these people so you can take your time safely transporting a bunch of Zs. This is insane. You people are insane.” I took a step back, revolted at Dorian’s attitude. Hitchhiker Initiative, United Militia—when it came down to it, they were all the same.


  I looked at Cole, but his eyes were locked on Dorian’s, his expression resigned.


  “We can trust her,” he said, gesturing towards me. “She’s the whole reason we’re here.”


  Dorian’s eyes narrowed. “I thought we were here for Ethan.” His expression said that it didn’t matter— he wasn’t going to listen. “You know the rules. Nobody gets in without permission. No exceptions. Not even for your new girlfriend.”


  The flush that rushed through my body matched Cole’s perfectly, and our eyes briefly met before I turned on Dorian.


  “Screw you guys. I don’t need you,” I said with all the bravado I could muster, but even as I spoke, I looked back at Cole, desperate for him to come to my defense.


  Rage crept onto his face, but he remained silent as he stared down Dorian. At least he could see how wrong this whole thing was. But he wasn’t the one who would have to watch his best friend die because these guys were too concerned with saving Zs to bother dealing with people who were still fighting.


  The worst part was that I understood where Dorian was coming from, as much as I hated him for it. We were a risk, every one of us. If I were that close to a cure, I wouldn’t let anyone jeopardize what I was doing.


  But I wasn’t close to a cure. If anything, I was further away than ever.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  27 ZARAH


  I can feel my feet moving my body forward. I can feel the infection in my hip. My jaw is itchy right under my ear. I’m still here.


  I’ve been cataloging every sensation my body experiences for miles now. It’s strange—the longer I walk, the more I feel like myself. It’s like the sound of birds combined with the rhythmic pattern of my steps has lulled me back into my own body. Not that I have any control over my body. I’m still here, but I can’t make myself stop walking. Or scratch my damn jaw.


  If I’m stuck inside my own head, who’s manning the controls? Am I driven forward solely by the hunger that is still gnawing away at my belly?


  As I contemplate these questions, I’m not even feeling frustrated. I got over that two miles ago. That’s probably temporary. I’m sure I’ll be frustrated again. I mean, it’s just not fair. One bite, and now what? Will I just keep walking forever? Great, now I’m frustrated again, and that feeling is starting to come back—the hunger.


  No. Not frustrated. Don’t focus on frustrated.


  Right now, this experience is almost interesting, like I’m watching someone else go through this change. I should focus on that. There’s a whole other side to the infected that no one sees. That’s interesting, right?


  Not so much when you’re one of the people stuck inside her own body.


  I keep walking.


  I’m so hungry.


  


  Is it weird that I’m not tired? I slept two nights ago, but I don’t even know what prompted me to sit down, lean against a wall, and fall asleep. I don’t know what woke me up either. Still, I think I should be tired. Or maybe it was last night that I slept.


  


  I wonder where Liam is now. It’s been long enough; he’d have to know that the Zarah he loved is long dead by now. Does he think about me still? Does he feel bad that he just left me and never came back?


  How long has it been? I have no idea. Damn it, I’m hungry again.


  


  What’s that? There’s something making noise down that street. Oh, I guess I’m going to go find out. Would have been nice to take a vote. What’s that, zombie-Zarah? You want to go that way? Sure. Let’s do that. No, no, don’t mind me. I’ll just hang out here and let you make the decisions.


  There isn’t even anything here. Now we’re just walking down another street. It looks just like the last one. Great.


  Suburban America is a very dull place to be undead.


  Okay, I’m not technically undead. Infected. Changed.


  Whatever.


  I don’t even care.


  


  How many of the infected that Liam and I faced… that Liam and I killed, were just like this? People just like me, stuck inside a ravenous prison that looks just like you but doesn’t care about you or anyone else.


  I wish I hadn’t thought about the hunger. Every time I do, it builds within me so much faster. It’s an unstoppable force that dominates everything else my body experiences now.


  I just… I need.


  


  It’s a beautiful day out today; I guess the lack of air pollution is making a difference.


  I wish I wasn’t wearing long sleeves, but I’m glad I can still feel the sun on my face.


  I’m glad I can feel something at all.


  


  It’s been days now. How many? I don’t know.


  I think my short term memory is beginning to fade.


  Maybe I won’t be stuck like this until the end. Maybe I’m just a slowly fading echo of Zarah Bhandari.


  How long will it take for my memories of Liam to fade into nothing? My parents? Will it be easier once I can forget everything I was before?


  The hunger is pushing its way up again, and let myself drift off again. It never really goes away, but sometimes it becomes all that’s left of who I am. That’s when I know I need to let go, that I want no part of what comes next. There aren’t supposed to be any people here, so I don’t know what I’m finding to calm the hunger. But I’m grateful that I can’t ask questions.


  Just as I begin to hum to myself, prepared to step outside of my body for as long as it takes, I hear footsteps behind me.


  Someone is running at me!


  Is this it? Am I going to die right here?


  Will it be another of the infected, or maybe one of the undead? Or is it one of Liam’s militia men, come to clean up the streets they’ve reclaimed from vermin like me?


  So close. Too close. Turn! Turn, dammit. I want to see who it will be that ends me.


  Finally my body listens, or perhaps it manages to figure out the next step all on its own. We turn around.


  I don’t want to fight, but I can feel my body preparing to lunge. A growl forms in my throat. I can feel every vibration.


  Our sudden turn forces our pursuer to halt to a stop. It’s a boy. Maybe thirteen. His skin has the same pale gray sheen that mine does now.


  He stares at me. I stare at him. Neither of us attacks or even moves.


  Blood smears stain the side of his face, but I can’t see any wounds. Oh, he’s breathing. Infected, not a zombie. Not technically.


  It’s odd that I’m not interested in killing him, right? Live flesh is live flesh. I guess this is all part of the evolution. No species can thrive if they hunt their own.


  I look into his eyes; they’re brown like mine.


  He’s looking back at me. His mouth forms a snarl, but his eyes say he’s scared.


  He’s only a kid.


  I turn around and keep walking. Only moments later, I hear him do the same.


  


  It’s pathetic but part of me wishes I had died. The boy and I are traveling together, drawn to the same noises, keeping the same pace. I’ve started calling him Ted. He doesn’t look like a Ted, but that’s the first name that popped into my mind, and it stuck.


  I liked it better when I was alone. I know I must look so much like that boy. He’s only a few paces behind me. The sounds of his footsteps remind me of what I am.


  I take it all back. I’m not glad I can feel.


  Why can’t I just bow out of my own body? Permanently, I mean.


  Being a spectator to your own un-life—now there’s a cruel fate.


  Is the boy still stuck inside his mind as well? Or maybe that look of fear is permanently etched into expression. Has he found a way to let go?


  I’m trying so hard not to remember that dog I caught up with. Or the—


  No.


  I want out.


  Please.


  


  Still here.


  Maybe I need to give it more time.


  I should try to empty my mind.


  


  I’m glad Liam never came back. I wouldn’t have been able to stop myself from hurting him. It’s hard to stop myself from picturing what that would have been like. Tearing into his pale skin with my teeth.


  That’s an awful thing to think, isn’t it? Yeah. It’s awful.


  


  We’ve picked up two others. A man and a woman.


  Each time, the motions are the same.


  Someone approaches, we examine, we continue.


  It’s impossible to ignore how similar these two are. Both are in their fifties and dressed in ridiculously bright shirts that were not meant for remaining unseen.


  There were only a few hours between meeting the man and coming across the woman. Maybe they’re both from here. Maybe they knew each other from their country club or something.


  Maybe this was a big reunion for them, and they’re both stuck inside, wishing they could say hi.


  Hey there Henry, how’s the missus?


  Long gone. How about you Lydia? Your kids been eaten by hordes of the infected yet?


  No idea. I’ve been wandering and wondering for weeks. Bitten at the supermarket.


  Ahh, that’s a shame. It was a pizza joint for me.


  Those are the breaks, eh? Chuckle chuckle chuckle.


  Maybe I’m bored and looking for meaning where there is none.


  


  The chant of I am hungry has become like a song in my head. There’s a rhythm to it. Like that French lullaby my mom used to sing, but not quite. A little angrier. I don’t know who Brother John actually was, but I’m sure his life was a cake-walk compared to this. The others have picked up their pace. Maybe we’ve found someone.


  I feel my tongue slide over my lips. Did I really just do that? Ugh.


  I’m disgusting.


  I don’t want to be this person, this thing. I can’t watch this.


  Maybe this time I won’t come back.


  


  There are six of us now that “Lydia” is gone.


  We were walking through a parking lot when this group of five legit zombies came at us. Fully dead, fully hungry.


  Just like we were told, they have no qualms about fighting the infected. But they were slow and stupid. No match for us.


  I wasn’t much of a fighter before, but clearly I was ignoring my instincts. I’m good at this. It’s easy. Almost fun. Even without weapons, we made quick work of them.


  Just not before they managed to rip off Lydia’s arm.


  We left her there, just lying in the parking lot, bleeding to death. Like we hadn’t been traveling together for weeks now. Okay, at least days. I don’t know. Still, I feel kind of bad about it.


  I wonder if she’ll try and find us after she comes back.


  First infected, then a Z.


  That sucks.


  


  There’s fresh blood on my hands. Part of me knows where it came from, but I will not think about it.


  No.


  Focus on something else. Be Zarah.


  Favorite things, alright go. I’ve done this list so many times already, but one more can’t hurt.


  My parents. My brother. Pizza, with just cheese and tomatoes. Pride & Prejudice. Puppies. Buffy the Vampire Slayer. Jensen Ackles.


  Hmm, I wonder if he’s still alive. Does fighting actors dressed as demons prepare you for this? No, stop. Focus on the list.


  Disney movies. Chocolate cake. Any cake, really. Cake-pops. Game of Thrones. My cell phone. The Internet. I miss the Internet. Facebook. Music that isn’t just in my head. Cleveland. Not walking.


  


  Something isn’t right here.


  At first I let myself be led by the gnawing in my stomach, but it has finally occurred to me that there is something inherently strange about this situation.


  We’ve been following the sounds of livestock for ten blocks now. This is weird, right?


  There shouldn’t be livestock in the city. Come on, guys. This isn’t right.


  No one hears me. It would probably help if I could actually say any of this out loud. Well, maybe not.


  Turn around!


  Two infected men I’ve never seen before join our group. I’m sure someone is doing this intentionally, corralling us into one place. We keep heading towards the noises, but I can’t see anything but except the others.


  We’re headed into a trap.


  Stop! Stop!


  No one is even slowing down.


  A dozen of us are walking towards the sound of sheep as though we’re completely oblivious to the fence that surrounds this road.


  I’m sure I can’t be the only one who knows this is wrong.


  Is it ironic that we’re being herded towards sheep?


  I don’t want to die.


  


  This has to be the longest I’ve ever gone without eating, and it’s taking a toll. I’m not as weak as I probably should be, but the change is there. If I’m going to stay alive, I have to eat. If not, my mind will die away completely. But I’ll come back. At least my body will. I need to eat.


  I was right.


  I’m now trapped with at least twenty others in a fenced-in field.


  Some of the others try to claw their way out towards the men who put us here. I walk the perimeter. A few others stand still, their faces tilted up towards the sun.


  We’ve been here less than a day, and they’ve already taken two of us away.


  They use those poles that used to be for stray dogs—loops around our necks so we can’t get too close, plus a layer of protective gear. Just in case.


  Every time I see someone come I lose my mind. The only thing that’s important is feeding. But I don’t separate from my mind anymore. It’s like I’m rejoining with my body, but it’s the new Zarah who’s in control.


  It’s easier to handle than I thought it would be.


  The ones who are struggling against the fence are probably farther gone than I am.


  How long will it take for me to become them?


  There’s a commotion from the other side of the yard. There’s a gate that leads to the main building where the living live, and something is coming out of it.


  People. I close my eyes for a moment before my need to eat takes over.


  They’re forced through the gate, which slams behind us.


  These aren’t scientists or soldiers—just four older people. They look sickly but I don’t care.


  They’re feeding us.


  I don’t question it; I run toward the gate, determined to get my share.


  My mouth begins to water and I moisten my lips as I put all of my remaining energy into moving my legs forward.


  The others are converging on the same spot, and some are faster than I am.


  I will get my share.


  A woman screams, and it drives me forward.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  28 SAVANNAH


  “What the hell, man?” Cole yelled, throwing his hands into the air. Judging by the tone in his voice, I was a little surprised he hadn’t taken a swing at the guy. Alex would have. I wanted to. “We can’t just leave them here!”


  I was standing in the next room, pretending I didn’t care that these people were all set to leave me and everyone else behind. I pulled my head through the top of a sweater Cole had brought with him.


  My outburst had led to my being dismissed from the discussion, but Cole was still fighting for me. He knew these people; he had a better chance of convincing them than I ever would.


  I could see Cole and Dorian talking in the room to my right. At the same time I was watching Cole’s inept friends try to pry information from the militia personnel they’d somehow managed to capture.


  I wouldn’t have guessed that calmly asking for help would be that productive, but it looked like one of the soldiers was willing to talk while the others looked him over in disgust. The guy didn’t look much older than me, so I doubted he had anything useful to add, but every little bit would help.


  “We can’t risk it. I’m sorry.” Dorian’s voice snapped me back to Cole’s conversation. He sounded steadfast but sympathetic. I could almost believe he was actually sorry.


  “I’m not leaving Savannah. We can trust her. She wanted to help us,” Cole pleaded. He was obviously angry but never raised his voice. I would have liked to believe that he was taking the right approach, that cooler heads would prevail. But that’s not the world we live in anymore.


  “Well, I can’t leave you behind. You’ll be lucky if your dad ever lets you leave again. He’ll kill me.”


  “My dad will forget all about this in a day, and you know it. He’s got a lot more to worry about than one wayward son. Hell, he’s got two of those again now. Who knows where Ethan is? I won’t lose Savannah. I won’t lose her, too.”


  “The answer is no.” Dorian shook his head, but his voice had softened just enough for me to sense a crack in his defense.


  Cole tilted his head, staring unblinkingly into Dorian’s eyes. He heard it too. “Please, Dorian. She’s all I have.”


  “Fine,” Dorian said, shaking his head. I exhaled. “But that’s it. There’s no way we’ll be able to get all of these people back with us, and they have a better chance of fending for themselves than the Zs out back. We can’t help everyone. They’re going to have to help themselves.”


  My chest clenched all over again. No way in hell was I leaving Zack behind. Even if they had somewhere to go, they were in no shape to travel on their own.


  Logic be damned, I left my spot where I was hovering in the doorframe and stormed towards Cole and Dorian.


  “I’m not leaving without Zack,” I bellowed before I even reached them. Cole turned and looked at me, smirking. He wasn’t remotely surprised by my outburst. “No way. He’s hurt. All of these people are hurt. If we leave them here, they’re as good as dead.”


  “There are plenty of cars here for everyone, and we probably have at least half a day still before anyone shows up to find out what happened here. They’ll be fine,” Dorian said, trying to lull me into cooperating.


  Good luck with that.


  “Sure, until they’re recaptured,” I retorted. “You’re all idiots. You’re willing to risk a bunch of living, breathing people on the off chance that you can save a group of murdering zombies.”


  “It’s not—” Cole interrupted.


  “What?” I snapped. Cole looked like he’d been slapped. “Sorry—what was that now?” I asked with a mockingly sweet smile. Instantly, my faced warmed. I was being awful. It wasn’t his fault, and I knew that he was just as frustrated as I was. But instead of lashing back at me, Cole gently rubbed my back.


  “It’s not an off chance, Savannah. They’ve figured out the cure. The Initiative has already successfully restored at least three of the infected. We just need more test subjects to work out any kinks.”


  Cole held a finger up to Dorian, indicating we’d be a minute, before pulling me away to a private corner of the room.


  “Do you still have the tracking device?” he asked.


  I tilted my head, curious at what he had in mind, before nodding.


  “Alright, here’s what we’re going to do.” I furrowed my brow, remembering how well his last plan had gone, but I knew we were running out of options so I kept my mouth shut.


  “You keep the device. Take Zack and one of the cars and find a place where you’ll be safe. As out of the way as you can manage. I’ll go talk to my dad. He’ll agree to this, I know he will, especially since Zack is sick. Dorian’s just being a dick and covering his own ass. I’ll talk to my dad, get the okay for you and Zack, and then come get you and bring you back to base. Either I convince my dad within a day, or I come find you and we figure out a new plan. I’ll bring supplies for Zack, and everything will be okay. I promise.”


  “So you’ll be gone for what, two days?” I asked.


  “If that. I’ll help them get everything ready here, and then I’ll take my own car so they don’t slow me down. It will be fine.” He paused as our eyes met. “We’ll be fine.”


  I sighed, unable to come up with another option. At least Zack and I weren’t going to be entirely on our own. If there really was a cure now, I had to get some for Zack. And from the sounds of it, he might have been given some twisted, altered version of the virus. He was going to need real doctors. This was his best shot. Probably his only shot.


  “Fine. But please hurry. I don’t know how long Zack can hold on, and I really don’t know what I’ll do if I lose him. It’s— I’m not sure I can do this anymore”


  Cole hesitated a moment. “Here,” Cole whispered, leaning his body into mine. I looked down to see him slipping something into the front pocket of the hoodie I wore.


  “What is it?” I moved my hand down to pick it up, but he gently pushed it away.


  “Not here. Wait until we leave. It’s a sample of the cure. I stole it from my dad’s lab. Just in case.”


  “In case, what?”


  “In case I got back and something had happened to you.” His head tilted down towards mine, but his mouth twisted into a resigned frown. “Give it to Zack. It won’t be enough on its own. He’ll need at least three doses, maybe more, but this should last him until we get back. Maybe make things a little easier for both of you. He’ll be okay.”


  I wanted to refuse, say it was too much, or at least ask if he was sure it was safe or if he’d piss anyone off by giving this to me. Instead, I kept my mouth closed and thanked him. That had to have been a first for me.


  “Seriously, Cole, this means a lot. I can’t even tell you.”


  Cole smiled but didn’t prolong the moment or my fumbling gratitude. “Go find Zack,” he said. “I’ll get a car ready for you with whatever supplies I can smuggle out. It won’t be much, but you won’t need to hide out for long.” I couldn’t bring myself to ask about all the other people upstairs who wouldn’t have any medicine or supplies to hold them over.


  It was selfish, and I knew it, but if it came down to Zack or someone else, I was going to pick my friend. Every time. In the moment after Cole had slipped me something that could save my friend, the people I’d shared that room with became just another group I’d have to figure out how to help, but it would have to be later.


  I wrapped my arms around him in a quick thank-you hug. “I’ll come find you when we’re good to go,” I finished before letting him go. “Thank you.”


  


  “Savannah, please.” Zack begged, frown lines changing his usually young looking face. “The militia could be here any minute now. I’m just going to slow you down. You should go with Cole.”


  “I’m not leaving you, so save your breath.”


  “I need you to listen to me. I’ve been thinking a lot about this. Who knows what kind of garbage they’ve injected me with? Maybe I’ll turn, maybe I won’t. Maybe it’ll just kill me outright. But I won’t risk hurting you or anyone else. I won’t.” Zack winced and rubbed his shoulder.


  “Staying here is suicide. Or worse. You’re not thinking straight.”


  “Don’t be daft,” Zack responded with a forced laugh as he mimicked Pierce’s accent.


  “Zack, come on. I’m not going to leave you. That’s moronic. We’ve gotten this far.” Only a day ago, maybe his plea would have appealed to my practical side, although probably not. Now that I knew there was a legitimate cure, there was no way I’d let him sacrifice even one day of his life to keep me safe. He was going to be okay. “I can’t lose you.”


  That seemed to catch his interest, and his eyes focused on mine. As he studied my face, I made sure to keep my expression from wavering. He had to know that I needed him as much as he needed me. He’d never let me down before, and I wouldn’t let him start here. Not when we were so close to everything we’d all been waiting for.


  “Okay, let’s do this,” Zack said, and he let me pull him to his feet. For all the scratches and bruises, he was still the same guy. And when it came down to it, he’d never leave me alone.


  “All right. Before we go I’m going to find someone who can at least bandage you up for the trip and make them help. There’s no way they don’t have medical supplies with them, and really, it’s the least they can freakin’ do.”


  “I really can’t believe they’re just going to leave all these people,” Zack pondered aloud. “Paulson would never pull crap like that.”


  “Yeah, yeah,” I said, smiling. “You’ll have to tell him all about it when we get you home.”


  


  I left Zack with someone who claimed she was a nurse, and she removed his top to bandage his ribs. She told me he’d be ready in twenty minutes, so I left to find Cole.


  The building that had held me prisoner only an hour or so before was bustling with people running every which way, none of whom tried to stop me or hurt me. It was a nice change.


  Cole was back in the lobby, talking to the cooperating militia soldier. But as soon as Cole saw me, he excused himself and jogged over to greet me.


  “How’s Zack?”


  “Bit of a moment of weakness, but I think he’s going to be okay.”


  “He will.” He sounded so sure, I just had to believe him. “This is the day that everything changes, Savannah. Zack’s not going to become just another statistic in the millions, maybe billions of people that were lost in this war.”


  I’d never thought of it as a war before, but I knew he was right. And if he was right about that, maybe he was right about things starting to get better from here.


  “I’m so sorry about this,” he said before biting his lip. “It’s not right that they’re willing to just leave you here. I don’t even think my dad would go for this, but I don’t know what to do.”


  I rubbed his shoulder the same way he’d comforted me earlier. “You did everything you could. Everything. Just stick to the plan and we’ll work this out.” I tried to smile encouragingly.


  Cole took a half step back and started to shift his weight away from me. I could tell he was still frustrated but was trying so hard to make this okay for me. I knew he’d done everything he could, but my mind frantically grasped for how to tell him. I reached my hand out to stop him, hooking a finger through one of his belt buckles and pulling him in towards me.


  “I know,” I whispered, bringing my face up to his. All of his hesitations seemed to melt away in that moment. He brought one of his hands around to the small of my back and pulled me in until I was pressed right up against his chest. His other hand slid up my back until it settled on my neck, his fingers intertwined with my hair.


  I leaned in and pressed my lips against his. At first we were both tentative and gentle, but we quickly relaxed into the kiss as though we’d done this a thousand times before.


  I shiver ran down my spine as he tilted his head away from mine. I intertwined my fingers with his, not willing to let him go quite yet. Not yet.


  “Be safe,” Cole said, his voice husky as he leaned in for one last soft kiss before pulling away from me. My arms felt heavier without him in them, and I had to keep myself from sighing.


  “I have to go check in with the others, help them get everything together, but you and Zack should take off. Put as much distance between you and this place before the militia shows up. It certainly can’t hurt,” Cole finished.


  I knew he was right, but the last thing I wanted to do was leave his side. It was only the thought of Zack, who was in pretty bad shape and desperately needed the vial I had tucked in my pocket, that made me turn away from him. My fingers lingered in his until the last second. As I dropped his hand, I heard him walk away from me. I took a few steps in the opposite direction, but couldn’t convince myself to go any farther.


  When I turned my head back, I caught him staring at me. We both smiled, but it felt forced.


  Two days. It felt like our entire relationship happened around two day intervals that always seemed like a good idea at the time but never quite worked out as planned.


  I paused for only a second, caught up in his sad smile, but so did he. Before I knew what I was doing, I was running back towards him. I could see people watching me from the next room, but I didn’t care.


  Cole looked stunned, but as I threw my arms around his neck he caught me without hesitation. There was nothing hesitant about that kiss, and I wished I’d been doing this since day one as our hands clung desperately to each other’s clothing. More than anything, I wanted more time. Time I knew we didn’t have. Not now, maybe not ever.


  So I gave myself another forty heartbeats to remember what it felt like and enjoyed every moment. I moaned as he gently bit my bottom lip, and he did the same when my tongue found his.


  It felt like forever, but it was over too soon.


  This time, there was no dramatic goodbye. If I never saw him again, that would be the last moment I remembered having with him.


  As I turned to go and find my best friend, I didn’t look back once.


  


  That night, Zack and I waited huddled in a half-completed housing block. What were once planned to be a set of a hundred or so elegant townhomes would probably sit for hundreds of years now, never to be finished. For now, it worked well enough to keep us hidden. This whole area, while nestled in militia territory, was almost completely undeveloped. No one would be looking for us here.


  Of course, that also meant that there was next to no chance of finding any long-abandoned supplies here either. We’d finished all of our food and water before we went to settle in for the night, and I didn’t know what we were going to do when morning came.


  Zack was fast asleep, but couldn’t stop tossing and turning.


  I’d given him the injection almost as soon as we’d left the militia research facility in our rearview mirror, even before telling him about the kiss.


  Zack said it was fine, but I could tell that he was trying to grin and bear it through whatever concoction I was injecting into his arm. The grin looked a lot more like a grimace, but it passed quickly enough.


  I wondered if they had a name for this thing yet. They had to be calling it something besides ‘the cure.’


  It felt great to be on the road with him again, sharing stories and laughing with my friend. He was quieter than usual but still seemed like himself. He’d even managed to convince Dorian to leave all of their medical supplies and their limited food with the prisoners. It might not get them far, but they’d be a lot better off than being left to fend for themselves against the wolves.


  As usual, he’d gone above and beyond for a bunch of people he barely knew, even while in all kinds of pain. It was just so Zack that I had to smile. That was the moment I started to think that maybe I really hadn’t lost him. Not for good.


  But as the sun began to rise, I could see that he was bathed in sweat. He wasn’t out of the woods yet.


  I pulled my blanket off of myself and used it to wrap Zack up tighter, before getting up to look out the window. Maybe I’d find something I’d missed the night before.


  I wasn’t surprised to find the same landscape as the one I’d fallen asleep to. In front of the house, there was nothing but shells of other houses, most no more than bricks and mortar. The house we stayed in didn’t even have a front door.


  I pulled on my boots before leaving the house to walk around to the back. From the spot that was likely meant to be a back deck, all I could see was miles of shredded field, now little more than mud and weeds. A graveyard of maybe a hundred more homes that would never be built.


  Not too far away, I spotted what looked like a nearly dried up pond. Or maybe it was just a really big puddle, but still, it was something. I knew it was a long shot that I could make it there and back before Zack woke up to find me missing, but if there was a chance I could find water and some wood to boil it over, it could literally be the difference between life and death.


  I had to try, so I grabbed my bag and our empty canteen and started walking.


  


  


  29 ZARAH


  The sounds of fighting inside the building have stirred me into a frenzy. For almost ten minutes, gunshots go off at regular intervals, and with every shot I seem to slip further from my mind.


  I can finally control my own fingers again, but all I want to do is claw my way towards whoever is on the other side of that gate.


  The noises slow, but my hunger remains.


  


  Someone is coming. Several people. I can’t tell if they’re men or women, but they’re covered in the same protective gear that everyone here seems to wear. Does this mean the confrontation is over? The sound of gunfire has disappeared. I can hear birds chirping in the distance. I force myself to inhale and exhale rhythmically.


  Focus. Focus. Focus.


  I close my eyes and hone in on the peaceful sounds of nature, and for a second I almost feel like myself again. Zarah.


  Slowly, my eyes open. I force myself to blink. My vision narrows to focus on the people approaching. I can feel the hunger like it’s a physical being that dwells inside my body.


  Something is different. These people don’t hold themselves like the others. We make them nervous.


  One man, a soldier by the look of his clothing, is led towards us at gunpoint. Dinner?


  They lead him to the guard station.


  What’s going on?


  I stalk away from the gate as though something has caught my attention. I watch. I see some of the others do the same. Henry doesn’t. Instead he continues to try and grab hold of our visitors even though they’re still at least ten feet out of reach. His round face is contorted with rage and hunger. He doesn’t look like the same person I met back as we both wandered aimlessly toward capture. He’s lost control.


  Hunger threatens to consume me, but I push it back. I know to tread carefully here. Drawing attention to myself will almost guarantee a bullet between my eyes.


  Wait.


  The gates open. No panicked people are shoved in to meet us. We’re not being fed, not this time. A few of the more eager of us rush into the connecting courtyard before the mechanism that controls the gate slides it shut again.


  I can’t help myself. I wander closer to get a better look.


  Something snaps around my neck.


  I jerk left and right, trying to shake free.


  I can’t even turn around to see what has caught me, but I hear soft, cooing voices. My hands reach out, desperate to grab hold of my attacker.


  They’re trying to sooth me?


  I snarl, enraged. I will not be calmed.


  I’m pushed forward. I stumble and fall in my struggle to break free.


  Momentarily pulled back into myself, I remember to be smart. Don’t let panic and instinct take over. Stay alive.


  I let myself be led forward. Every few steps, I test my captors and try to break free. Many of the others are being forced forward as well. At least ten of us are being led around the side of the building; there may be more behind me.


  I’m maneuvered into a small room. A dull moan escapes my lips, but I force myself to be silent.


  As I’m pushed back, I focus on the two men who shove me continuously.


  Another approaches, and I snarl in warning.


  The soldier from before. Captive of the others.


  He turns towards us as he swings the door down, and for an instant I see his face.


  A face I’d know anywhere.


  Liam.


  He looks right at me, but before he can react the doors slam shut. Pitch black.


  Did he see me?


  I pound my fist against the door.


  Liam. I’m here.


  I can hear muffled voices on the other side of these walls that are holding us in. I try to speak. Can’t.


  Liam.


  A minute later, we’re moving. I tumble to the ground as we jerk forward. I howl with rage as I fall. A man lands on top of me and all of the air is forced out of my lungs. Angry nails dig into my arm, scratching in a panic.


  I push the idiot off me, try desperately to remain centered and alert. It only takes a moment for me to regain my footing. I shove the others away before I realize what’s happening.


  We’re moving. This is a moving truck. I don’t know how I didn’t recognize it.


  The even hum of tires over pavement feels bizarre. Familiar. I’ve done this before. No, not quite. But the feeling of a car is so ingrained into my memories that it’s hard not to be overwhelmed by it.


  It’s oddly soothing, and I’m lulled into a calmer state as we continue moving forward.


  Another memory pushes at the back of my mind, but I can’t seem to pull it into focus.


  The squeal of tires is the only warning we have before we’re thrown again. This impact is nothing like before, and bile rises in my throat. The van doors swing open violently and anyone standing near it is thrown out onto the road like garbage. It’s like flying but infinitely more terrifying. I hear the sickening crunch of bodies hitting pavement, but I don’t stop moving.


  I’m thrown over the barrier on the side of the highway before I hit the ground and taste dirt. I squeeze my eyes shut as I continue to roll down a never-ending slope.


  I’m stunned but grateful that through all of that, no pain has registered. No pain ever quite registers. Not anymore.


  Still, my mind is hazier than usual.


  I blink once. Twice.


  My vision blurs and my eyes are forced closed.


  Then nothing.


  


  I don’t know how long it is before I come to. I open my eyes and turn my head, trying to remember what happened.


  Ted lies dead beside me, his neck broken.


  I look up at the others. One of my new captors is looking down at me from at least thirty feet up. Still on the road. I flex my calves, trying to wake my body up to go after him.


  He shrugs and walks away. I moan.


  I roll over to my side and come face to face with Ted. His cold eyes stare blankly back at me.


  I flex my fingers before using my hands to prop myself up. I can move. I just have to work slowly.


  I know what will help.


  I look down at Ted and back up.


  No one is coming for me.


  Pushing away the thimble’s worth of guilt that’s swimming around in my mind, I feed.


  He’d understand.


  


  Once again, I find myself walking. This time there’s no road to follow.


  I have no idea where I am.


  There’s not much here besides debris, mud, and small plants that seem to have crept into this wasteland over time. Nature was forced out of this area and is fighting its way back in. It would almost be poetic if I wasn’t so hungry.


  There’s a shack far in the distance that looks as though it has been mostly destroyed by fire. With nothing else to aim for, I head towards it, hoping some desperate fool has decided to hide there for safety.


  I may have pulled something in my leg; I’ve been slowing down progressively since I was thrown from the van. I try to ignore it.


  I pass by the shack, but no one’s home. I keep moving.


  Looking farther south, I see some abandoned crates, but I can also make out the shape of houses in the distance. Real houses. That’s where I need to go.


  Keep moving.


  When the rest of my muscles begin to fight fatigue with each step, I have to listen. If it comes down to a fight, I can’t afford to be weak or tired.


  I make it to the crates before lying down in the dirt behind them, hoping they’ll offer me some form of security while I recover.


  My hair sticks in the mud where I put my head down, but I don’t care. I don’t need to be comfortable.


  I sleep.


  


  It’s dawn when I’m awoken. The sound of boots sticking in mud brings me around. There is no groggy phase as I wake.


  I’m alert, ready. I listen.


  I’m not alone.


  Slowly, I right myself. I’m careful to keep my body low to the ground.


  A twig snaps somewhere in the distance behind me, but I ignore it as the sound of footsteps draws closer.


  A girl wanders through the muck, unaware of my presence. She passes my location, completely oblivious.


  The hunger roars to life, and my mouth begins to fill with saliva. I have to hold my breath to stop the smell of her flesh from forcing me out of my mind completely.


  Shifting my head side to side, I look around, my time in captivity reminding me to be cautious.


  She’s alone.


  It’s as though the hunger is squealing with glee from inside of me.


  This is exactly what I need.


  She’ll be an easy mark. I can regain my strength and then get as far away from this place as I can. Find somewhere safer where I can hunt.


  Careful to remain silent, I follow.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  30 SAVANNAH


  The sun was still low in the sky as I made my way towards the water. The closer I got, the more I regretted choosing this spot to camp out with Zack. It looked like it would take me hours just to skim any water off of the top of an endless sea of mud.


  If this didn’t work, I’d have to load my feverish friend back into the car and head farther away from Militia territory. Zack seemed to be recovering, but I wasn’t sure he could take the strain. Still, I’d have to try. I’d try absolutely everything.


  The same thoughts that had kept me up the night before plagued me now as I walked out into the murky darkness, all of them centering around the ever-ominous what’s next. In the first week after my parents had been killed, that question haunted me, even taunted me. Now it drove me forward, even when there were no obvious answers.


  If we somehow did manage to get Zack back to Cole’s people and patch him up, where would I go from there? Zack would want to go home. Cole would probably insist on another attempt to find his idiot brother, but he’d also want to do everything he could to move this Initiative cure forward. I was stuck in the middle, knowing I’d always want a little of both.


  And then there was the big question of the cure. I didn’t know enough about it to even hazard a guess at what else needed to happen before the Initiative science guys could start getting this out to the masses. Whatever Cole had given me seemed to be having a positive effect on Zack so far, but could I know for sure that it wasn’t just a result of getting him out of that makeshift prison? Probably not.


  If the cure was well and truly real, then there would never be another dull moment in my lifetime. Maybe for the people hiding out in houses and schools all over the country, but not for me. There would always be one more step, one more thing to do to get the country moving again. And what about everywhere else in the world?


  I stopped myself before my thoughts spiraled away from me completely. One day at a time. That was how I’d survived ever since my parents died, trying to use each day to live how they’d have wanted me to. I’d stayed focused and worked towards making myself as worthwhile a human being as I could possibly be.


  I’d learned to fight, and I got damn good at it. I’d made new friends and rebuilt my life without Mom and Dad. I’d fought more than zombies; I was constantly fighting through the guilt of being alive without them. But I’d done my best to make life better for my new community, although that didn’t go exactly as planned. Still, the results hadn’t been all bad.


  Living the way my parents had was working for me so far, more or less. I doubted that I’d ever be the kind of dynamic, unstoppable woman my mother had been or have my dad’s unbreakable focus, but I’d try. No matter how bad things get, Coopers aren’t quitters.


  If I didn’t find water for Zack here, then I’d find it someplace else. If Cole never showed up, then I’d find out where his people were hiding and bang on their door until they let me in. They’d fix Zack and I’d start helping them fix everyone else. And then I’d ask, “What’s next?”


  Movement flashed in the corner of my eye. Determined not to panic, I briefly froze to consider my options when I should have just reacted and dodged out of the way. I was left with only half a second to turn and block an attacking Z as her form charged towards me.


  I threw my arm up to slow her down and swung one of my legs out to knock her off balance, hoping to stop her from using her teeth as her opening attack.


  Despite being covered in blood and grime, it was clear this girl was simply infected and not truly a zombie. I exhaled as I pushed her backwards, knowing I was in for a fight to the death. She moved quickly, constantly zigging while I prepared for a zag.


  At full speed, she came towards me again. At the last moment, I sidestepped out of the way, causing her to tumble forward. I used the brief respite to take a few long steps away from her.


  Trying to outrun her would only lead her right to Zack, who couldn’t defend himself. That wasn’t an option. I needed to take a step back and observe her, to try and figure out what to expect.


  There was no time to grab the blade I had strapped to my pants near the back pocket as she came at me again. As she stalked towards me, her eyes glinted with intelligence. She was studying me too. And as she weaved, I could have sworn I saw her mouth tilt into a smile. This girl had to be around my age but was now entirely predator.


  I let out an enraged yell as soon as she was within arm’s reach. She grabbed hold of my wrist and twisted me away from her, unfazed.


  Sweat trickled down my back as I managed to break free of her grasp. I turned to face her again and let out a series of kicks that sent her staggering backwards. Without hesitating, I attacked again, this time managing to send her face-first into the mud.


  The Z let out a pissed off howl and kicked back towards me as she pushed herself off the ground. She made contact with my shin, but she didn’t manage to do any real damage besides delaying my next attack, giving her time to steady herself.


  The pause in the action lasted just long enough for me to regain some of my confidence. This infected girl was running on instinct. I may not have been one of the world’s great thinkers, but I could outsmart a lone Z. Even if she did seem hell-bent on destroying me.


  I pretended to stumble over my own feet as I dodged out of her way. Without missing a beat, she took the bait and charged at me again. I waited until the last possible second and made my move.


  


  I feinted right and she fell for it. Twisting around, I put all of my weight into a kick that landed right below her rib cage. My weight fell forward onto that foot, but I used the momentum to hit her in the shoulder with a perfectly placed punch.


  One step at a time. Keep your head in the game. Think one step ahead. Every mantra I’d ever heard played on repeat inside my mind as I let out seven months of fear and frustration on this one Z.


  If any number of things had gone differently, it might have been me snarling, desperate to feed my hunger for human flesh. Instead, I was alive when so many people I cared about were long gone.


  I kicked her again and heard one of her ribs crack. It fueled me further.


  In that moment, I swear I was out of my mind. Every fight I’d ever fought was being relived in that moment, and I was determined to do whatever I could to survive.


  But then reality reared its ugly head and pulled me back into the real world, where every second I delayed in hopes of easing my own frustrations was a second where my enemy could best me.


  Suddenly, I had to struggle to focus as everything happened at once.


  Off to the east came a noise I couldn’t quite place in the context of this hollowed out world we now lived in. It had been so long since I’d heard that sound, and a big part of me had assumed I’d never hear it again. Somewhere over the highway that Zack and I had taken to get here was the sound of helicopter blades slicing through the air. It didn’t sound like it was getting any closer, but it was definitely there.


  I had to force myself not to take my eyes off of my opponent, though I desperately wanted to look. My brief hesitation cost me that crucial second where I could have unsheathed my knife from its secure holster around my waist.


  The rumbling sound of an explosion ripped through the air, followed moments later by a shockwave that vibrated through me. The force was far from enough to knock me off balance, but both the infected girl who’d been fighting to kill me only seconds ago and I whipped our heads around towards the source of the noise as the brief pulse left my skin tingling.


  What the hell was that?


  Unfortunately, she recovered faster than I did, shoving me to the ground.


  In the second before I hit the ground, I caught a glimpse of the muddy field behind us and the figure running through it.


  Not Cole. Not Zack. He seemed young, but he wasn’t anyone I recognized. And there was no question that he was coming right towards us, a machete waving maniacally as he pumped his arms. It didn’t matter who he was. In the remaining moments it would take for him to cross the field, this would all be over. One way or the other.


  I forgot about the boy as my back hit the earth and my attacker pounced to make use of her advantage. I tried to roll away as she fell towards me, clawed hands reaching for my face, but the impact of her body hitting my left side was still enough to knock the air from my lungs.


  Her nails dug into my back, and I tried to kick behind me and escape. Her grip tightened and I felt her nails cut into my skin, causing a pained gasp to force its way past my lips.


  The world seemed to fall away as she jerked towards me, using her death grip to pull me into her open mouth. I felt every tooth as it found my shoulder. My voice ripped its way out of my body, forming a gurgled scream.


  For an instant, the pain rippled through my body. But almost as quickly as it had come, it was gone.


  Adrenaline shot through my veins. Everything was brighter, more vivid. As her teeth sunk deeper into my skin, I barely even felt it. I used the surge of strength and swung my free arm around, curling my fingers into a fist as my hand swung through the air.


  With a satisfying thunk, I hit her right in the temple with more than enough force to knock her unconscious. I was surprised I didn’t hear her neck snap. Instantly, the pressure on my shoulder eased. Blood pooled freely around the wound, but I was able to break free easily enough. I rolled her onto her back and perched over her prone body.


  As she lay there, unconscious on the ground, she could have almost passed for a human being. Instead, her grayish skin and bloodied clothing revealed her for exactly what she was—a soulless monster.


  Every second I took to study this girl was a second where the pain in my shoulder was able to force its way past the mental wall I’d somehow placed around my injury. I had to act quickly before it could slow me down.


  Not taking my eyes off of her, I reached around with my uninjured arm and removed my knife from its sheath in my boot. I raised it over my head, primed to make a killing blow before I could pass out from the pain.


  “Wait!” a voice cried out. I looked up to see a tall, brown-haired guy about my age standing over me. I ignored him and moved to thrust my blade through the Z’s skull. Instead, I felt the guy’s hand grasp my wrist and hold me back.


  “What the hell!” I yelled as he pulled me off of the unconscious Z. What was this guy thinking? He was going to get us killed.


  As the two of us tumbled to the ground, the infected girl sprang to life once more. I pushed against the boys weight, trying to free myself as she struggled to her feet. The effort pulled at the wound in my shoulder, and it was all I could do just so sit up in the dirt as a pained gasp pushed through my lips.


  This must have made me a fairly appealing target. I blinked slowly as the grayish figure moved toward me, measuring each moment. It was over.


  Finally, the soldier sprung into action, and in only a second it was all over.


  With a sob, he drove the edge of his machete through her skull, just deep enough to ensure that she’d never wake up. The body collapsed to the ground, while it’s attacker stood watch, unmoving.


  Dampness from the earth began to seep through my pants as I sat there on the ground, completely dumbfounded. A blurry haze settled over my vision.


  The fight, the helicopter, the soldier… It couldn’t have taken more than a few minutes. I blinked, trying to focus my vision.


  I fell to my side and let the pain flow through me, too exhausted to fight it back any longer.


  


  I was only given a minute to wallow before the newcomer was hovering over me, his stunned expression mirroring my own.


  “Are you okay?” he asked as I stared up at him. His own eyes darted around, taking in everything around him except for me.


  “Yeah,” I said through clenched teeth. My shoulder definitely didn’t feel okay. I put my hand out, looking for help getting up, but he’d already turned away. I got up on my own as he began to pace.


  “I— I was trying to save—.”


  I stared down at the body on the ground, uncaring. “You’ve got an interesting way of showing it. What the hell was that about? Cold feet at the last second? Seriously?”


  Until then, I doubt he even realized I was there, let alone bleeding profusely. He stared at my shoulder “Shit. Are you okay?” He quickly removed the plaid, button-up shirt he was wearing over a white tank top and crumpled it into a ball. He took a step towards me, but I couldn’t help but step back, even as I braced against the throbbing pain in my shoulder. My head swam in a mix of pain and confusion.


  He put his hand up in front of him. “Here,” he said and handed me the shirt. “Press this against your shoulder.”


  I stared blankly at his outstretched hand.


  “You were there. You’re that Militia guy. The one who flipped sides.”


  “My name’s Liam.”


  “Savannah,” I offered as I accepted his shirt and pressed it against my wound. I gritted my teeth to keep from crying out, but the pressure helped.


  So this is what being bitten feels like? It’s about a much fun as I thought it would be.


  Cole better have more of that drug on him when he gets here.


  What if it doesn’t work.


  “I’ve got a first aid kit in my bag. I’ll clean and bandage it for you. I just—.” He glanced down at the body.


  Something about the shocked, sickened expression on his face hinted that this Z had been more than a pet project for this guy.


  My suspicions were confirmed as he slumped to his knees, dropping his weapon as he collapsed in on himself.


  Liam looked like he was usually a pretty tough guy. His now bare arms revealed an entire sleeve of tattoos. That and a still pink scar running along his jaw assured me he’d seen his share of fights. But as he sat there, tears streaming freely down his stubbly cheeks, I was sure a light breeze could have ended him.


  He’d been there, with Cole’s people. And he’d mentioned—it wasn’t me he was trying to save. It had been her. This infected girl, now lying lifeless in the mud.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, unsure if I meant it. He stayed silent, and I started to feel awkward just watching him stare at the lifeless body. “Why’d you do it?” I finally asked.


  He turned his head back at me and tilted his head.


  “You killed her. You knew about the cure, but you killed her. Maybe you could have…” my voice trailed off as the possibilities ran through my head.


  “I thought maybe, when she was unconscious, that I could have restrained her. Maybe we could have gotten her back to those people. Maybe they could have helped,” Liam said, his voice getting strangled in his throat. “But then she was up, and coming for you, and there was no time. I had to do it.


  “She wouldn’t have wanted this. If I’d let her kill you, so I could save her. She’d never have forgiven me. Or herself. I had to do it.”


  I nodded, needing him to stop talking. It was an impossible situation. Even after he’d nearly gotten me killed, I felt for him. Knowing that I’d be at the top of the waiting list for this new miracle drug made it easier to forgive. I’d have done the same thing for any of my friends.


  I glanced at the bag slung over his shoulders, desperate for the bandages that were sure to be inside, but I couldn’t bring myself to ask.


  “I should bury her. That’s what she’d want.” His voice regained its strength as he stood back up.


  “I’ll help,” I offered, surprising myself. I’d have wanted to do same thing if it were Pierce, Zack, Cole, or even Alex lying there. Even if one of them were ever infected and did unspeakable things, they’d still deserve some dignity in death.


  Liam glanced at my shoulder, acknowledging what we both knew. I’d be absolutely no use to him, but he thanked me anyways. He wouldn’t have to do it alone.


  We went back to the house only long enough to deal with the absolute necessities. Zack was frantic with worry, but I assured him I was okay despite a massive loss of blood. He hovered nervously as Liam wrapped my shoulder and put my arm in a sling.


  We left Zack with the supplies from Liam’s pack. We had enough water now to last us at least another day, so that was something. Zack didn’t like the idea of staying behind, but I gave him a look that promised I’d fill him in later, so he let it go.


  We found a shovel among the construction supplies and made our way back over to the body.


  “I’m sorry, I didn’t even ask. What was her name?”


  “Za—” Liam’s voice caught in his throat. “Zarah.” He paused, but seemed compelled to continue. “I spent so much time wishing I could find her, to make things right. But not like this. These people were willing to help her. I mean, what are the chances that she was right there all along, and I had no idea. Then just as a cure is dangled in front of us, it’s all snatched away forever. It would have been better to have never found her at all.”


  I didn’t know what to say, but offer a sympathetic nod.


  Working in silence, he spent a little over an hour digging a grave for Zarah. I sat cross-legged in the dirt, there to help if he asked. I didn’t know this girl, not when it mattered, but I felt connected to her. If things had gone differently, her fate could have been mine.


  As he gently lowered her into the ground, I heard him whisper, “I’m so sorry I left you. So, so sorry.” I has to look away.


  “Did you want a minute by yourself?”


  Liam looked up at me as he hoisted himself out of the grave. “Please. I just need to tell her—” his voice faded as he brushed dirt off of his jeans.


  “No. I totally understand. I’m just going to head back and check on Zack. You know where to find us.”


  Liam picked up his shovel again but seemed to be waiting for privacy before he began to bury this girl. Zarah.


  I nodded in understanding before turning my back and walking away, keeping the wad of fabric pressed to my shoulder.


  Though my expression remained calm, my heart continued to bang against my chest. I forced myself to inhale and exhale at an even pace, but flashes of the fight continued to dance through my mind. The tangy smell of blood. The feeling of teeth ripping into my skin, my muscle. The delighted moan by my ear as blood came pouring out of me. That brief moment where I tried to brace myself for part of my body to be torn away from me forever. Confusion when that moment never came.


  I used my free hand to brace myself against my knees as I leaned over and vomited into the mud. Little more than bile came up, though I continued to gag.


  As I wiped a trace of saliva off my face, I felt a little better. I’d live to fight another day.


  Off in the distance came another muffled explosion. It wasn’t as close as the last one, and I waited for a shockwave that never came. But I definitely heard it. Followed shortly by another. The sounds echoed in my ears, but I didn’t have the energy to focus on them as a thick trail of blood flowed freely down my arm, and I had to press harder on the wound. Wincing, I ignored the chain of explosions. Whatever was causing all that ruckus wasn’t my biggest problem. Not today.


  Dust stirred on the road leading to the housing development, and a car pulled over a small hill in the road only a moment later. Someone was coming.


  Either Cole had found us or a problem I couldn’t ignore was about to show up on our doorstep. I forced my legs to move a little faster, though they were begging me for the chance to sit down.


  The car was approaching quickly. It was a white compact I didn’t recognize, but I’d have known the driver’s shaggy dark hair anywhere. Cole.


  I reached the house just as Cole pulled into the complex. I couldn’t wait, so I walked over to where he parked the car, but hung back as he stepped out of the driver’s seat.


  “Hey you,” I called over to him.


  “Fancy seeing you here.” He smirked, stepping towards me. As he approached, his eyes scanned my body, and the smile fell from his face.


  “Got bit,” I said. I tried to shrug to show him I was okay but couldn’t. “No big deal though, right?” I locked my eyes on his, waiting for confirmation that it was all going to be okay.


  “Typical,” he said, ignoring my question. “I leave you alone for one day, and you go and nearly get your arm ripped off.”


  I was about to snark back, but he was finally within arm’s reach. In one smooth movement he folded me up against his chest, careful not to put any pressure on my injury.


  “You okay?” he whispered.


  “I’ll be fine. You okay?” I leaned my head against his chest.


  “Never better.”
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