
        
            
                
            
        

    Life Bites
 
Tes Hilaire
 
 
The Hunger Chronicles Book One
Copyright © 2013 by Tes Hilaire
Cover design by Patricia Schmidt (Pickyme)
 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems—except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews—without permission in writing from the author, Tes Hilaire.
 
The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author.
 
 
Excerpt of Fifteen Forever copyright 2013 by Tes Hilaire
 





Books by Tes Hilaire
 
The Paladin Warrior Novels:
Deliver Me from Darkness
Deliver Me from Temptation
Deliver Me a Paladin for Christmas (A Paladin Warrior Short)
Prince of Shadows (Dec 2013)
 
Other Series:
The Hunger Chronicles: A collection of zombie shorts
Life Bites
Fifteen Forever (Aug 2013)
 
 





 
For my readers…thanks for taking a chance on me.
 





 
 
1. 
 
“You’ve got to be kidding me.”
I cross my arms across my barely-there breasts, watching, through half-lidded eyes, the confrontation on the other side of the room. Barrel-chested ex-con is having a shouting match with muscle-heavy marine. Convict has age and girth on his side. Marine has pride and authority. Not because he used to be a marine, but because he’s clawed his way to leadership of this rag-tag militia.
“Look at her!” Convict gestures to me with an ink-stained arm. “Thing couldn’t squash a bug. My team will spend more time protecting her than following my orders. And that’s assuming I’m not too busy protecting her from them to give those orders! Do I need to remind you what the ratio of male to female is down here? I’ve been in prison, man. I can tell you right now this isn’t going to work. You should put her down on C-level where she belongs.”
I sigh. Doesn’t take a genius to figure out what C-level must be: The women and children’s ward. I’d known from the start my presence here wouldn’t exactly be welcome. But I’d figured those objections would come later. Yet Convict has taken one look at me, my spiky pixie-cut, my freckled nose, my twiggy arms and legs, and gone into an epileptic fit of nuh-uh’s and no-way’s. And he doesn’t even know what I am yet. And won’t that be fun when he finds out.
I suppress the impish thought, concentrating on looking tough, mean, and indifferent. Tall order. Short stature aside, the truth is I do care. This is my out. I need the protection of this underground desert compound if I’m going to stay under the radar. I’d bucked the system too long, pissed off the Queen Bee, and after months of running and hiding from her wrath I’m definitely looking for a new place to hang my spurs.
Hang my spurs. I almost laugh aloud. It’s something my dad would have said. One of those quaint sayings he picked up from his father and seemed determined to pass down. I used to roll my eyes at them, now I find myself using them more and more, as if by doing so I can somehow cling to a part of that life. The one I had before all this went down. The one I still dream about after another shitty day. 
Don’t think about it, Eva. Here and now. Past is the past. Take the tomorrows as they come.
Even though I know it breaks my don’t-care-about-anything persona, I can’t help but peek at the rest of the party in the room. There’s only one other female, a muscle-bound Hispanic who might have been pretty if not for the jagged scar running from one temple across her smashed nose to her jaw line on the other side. She holds herself with authority and I suspect she might have been a cop or something before. I’m not intimidated by authority, but I find this woman scary. And given the dismissive glance she gave me when I walked in, she’s not into any sort of chick bonding. 
Besides her and Convict, the rest of the group look like frazzled out newbies who have more training in the gym or on X-box consoles than in real life. They come from all walks of life, brought together by a common enemy. Zombies. Death without death. I know all about both.
I turn my attention back to the debate that has lowered into hissed whispers and accusations. Convict has moved past the obvious complication my tits are going to cause and is now centering his argument around my lack thereof. In other words, he’s not going to be a babysitter. I find it hard not to scoff at this. They don’t realize it yet, but they need me as much as I need them. Theirs is a losing battle. Even if they do win this war, manage to eradicate the zombie threat, they’ll find there is a new war ready and waiting to be waged. And I, believe it or not, am their herald and their salvation all rolled into one. If I can gain their trust. 
I glance at the ticking clock on the far wall of the bunker, then back at the other team members who have settled into various positions of repose. If their resigned faces are any indication, they expect this argument to go on for a while. They must be far more patient than I. Standing here twiddling my thumbs is not what I’ve signed on for. I push off the wall and clear my throat, drawing the attention of every eye in the room.
“With all due respect, sir,” I address Marine, knowing full well that to Convict it will be another insult on top of the one I’m about to deliver. “If your men are going to have such a hard time working with me, then maybe I should go in alone.”
“Alone?” Convict scoffs, not even glancing at me as he shakes his head.
I cross the room, planting my feet well within his personal space in a demand he look at me. Works. Hard brown eyes glare at me from under heavy brows. That’s nice. I’ve already been through far worse than what that look promises.
“I’ve been told you have men alive down there. Alive and uninfected. How much longer do you want to sit here and debate this? How much longer do you think those men have?”
***
So that’s how I find myself on this metal lift now, Glock in hand, my grandfather’s Sheriff Knife strapped to my thigh, and a wall of manly chests—yup, even the woman’s chest is manly—barring my view of anything. Talk about claustrophobic. Good thing I’m not.
I crane my neck upward, studying the profiles of my companions. There are six of us total. Convict seems to have the authority but Scarface She-Ra is a close, albeit silent, second in command. Then there is Roy. Besides me, he’s the youngest of the bunch. Former high school nerd, maybe college. He’s tall, scrawny and with a face like a parrot. He’s our tech guy, or so I’ve been told. With the way he’s frowning down at the gizmo in his hands, I have to wonder at his skill level. There is also the latecomer, John, who met us at the lift with the guns. Beneath the camouflage face-paint he’s just that, your typical John Doe. Not too tall, not too short. Not overly remarkable in anyway, well, other than the powerhouse of weapons he’s carrying. I feel way underdressed for this occasion standing next to him. Last, besides myself, is Herbie. A bit short. A bit of a pot belly. And practically bald. He likes to snap gum and throw me winks over his shoulder every few seconds. Creepy. 
I edge closer to Scarface and receive a sharp look followed by a roll of the eyes. That’s fine. She can think I’m a wimp if she wants to. I don’t need her approval. I’ll get that soon enough.
We don’t really know what we’re going to find down here. Just that it’s bad. According to Marine, the first alarm indicating a possible breach went off almost twenty hours ago, during the middle of the night. Expecting the danger to come from topside, he’d started issuing orders to rouse the troops. Almost immediately it became apparent that was a mistake. Dazed and confused, the soldiers from B-level sprang from their beds, carelessly running into the halls… and into the waiting arms of their zombie companions. 
The theory is one of the men had been bitten by a zombie infected with a less prevalent strains. The S-strain as it’s called. That particular twist of the virus can take up to thirty-six hours to completely manifest and the soldier either hadn’t realized the wound he’d received was an actual bite—it happens in fights, injuries you don’t know the source of when the adrenaline is pumping and the world is going to hell in a handbasket—or he was hoping against hope that he was somehow wrong, or somehow immune. Definitely some wishful thinking going on there. I haven’t met a human yet who is immune.
Anyway, said soldier then goes back to his quarters, crashes, and wakes up a zombie. Maybe there had already been some blood to blood transfer between him and his comrades when they were tidying up after the mission. Maybe they all decided to zone out, sharing a bowl of popcorn over a movie. Or maybe, after his nap, he shuffles into the cafeteria for a late night snack and, what do you know, starts gnawing on his friends. If that was the case, then I guess it took a while for what that meant to sink in as Marine said there had been at least a dozen fully transformed zombies roaming the halls when the alarm had finally been pulled. 
Regardless, as soon as Marine realized the danger was coming from below and not topside, a full- fledged lockdown had been called for. Soon enough to save the other sub-levels, but not in time for the rest of the hundred soldiers who live and train on level B to get to safety. 
That’s why we are headed down now. We have to get in, take out the infected, and see if anyone is holed up and waiting to be rescued.
I find myself tapping my foot impatiently. This is the slowest lift I’ve ever been on. And could the gray walls inching by be anymore drab?
Eventually, the lift stops, jerking to a halt before a set of heavy metal doors. Roy gets to work, plugging in his electronic doohickey to override the mandatory shut-down. The rest of us wait, guns raised and ready, eyes trained like watchdogs on the cut down the center of the metal.
“Got it,” Roy calls triumphantly. The crack splits open three inches, stops, then haltingly jerks another six before sticking again. Roy pouts. “Kind of.”
Convict grunts, his Harbinger tracing a frantic path up, down, back, forth, up again before his gaze locks at some point in the distance down the poorly lit hall.
Nobody home.
“This it?” I ask and receive an incredulous glare from Convict.
Okay, point for him. The flickering lights, the warbling alarm, the narrow hallway made even more eerie by its lack of occupants… not to mention the smell of blood. Yeah. This is it.
“Just wondering what we’re waiting for.” I try to cover, but not a single set of eyes seem convinced. 
She-Ra takes pity on me though and leans in close, saying, “Brice likes to meditate before embarking on his ass-kicking routine. He’s very in touch with his feminine side.”
This receives a growl and a, “Shut up, Juanita,” from Convict, but he nudges the tip of his rifle against the stuck doors to see if they will budge. Nope. With another growl, he glances over his shoulder at John, jerking his head forward. 
I wing my brow up as John brushes by me, stepping up to the plate. What is he, stupid? Doesn’t he know it’s always the minority character or the forgettable one who gets offed first in the horror flicks? And last I knew we’re living the biggest reality horror show of all time. 
John must not have seen many horror movies. He squeezes through the slim opening, taking up position a half-dozen feet down the hall. Convict still seems reluctant to leave the relative safety of the lift. We wait. Ten seconds. Twenty. 
Getting rather sick of this.
I start to push forward, but Juanita beats me to the punch, snapping out a chastising, “This isn’t a party, Brice. Don’t pay nothin’ to be fashionably late here.”
Convict glares at her, but stuffs himself through the opening and out into the flickering light of the hall, taking up post two feet back and opposite of John. All this time, John hasn’t moved an inch. Completely on task, almost scary in the intensity of his focus. Gotta admire his dedication, even if it is going to get him killed.
Juanita and I slide through next and move out, shoulder to, um, well her torso. Sucks being short. I can’t but hope this means we might have bonded though.
When we’re all out in the hall, Roy sets to work with his doohickey again. Moments later, the metal doors clang closed. Trapped.
You can tell I’m not the only one feeling this way. Beads of sweat have sprung out across Herbie’s brow and Roy’s parrot nose is twitching like it’s stuffed with gunpowder. Convict’s eyes are wandering like a tourist in Rome, and John, if possible, has gone even more deathly still. Only Juanita seems unaffected. I know I am. But in a different way. I’m energized. It’s been a bit since I last kicked zombie butt. Or fed. Damn I’m hungry.
“Okay. Let’s move out.”
Guess Convict has decided to stop sitting on his thumb. He starts forward, motioning with a quick jerk of his hand for John to flank him.
We follow. Juanita falls in behind them leaving me beside twitchy Roy and Herbie, who are obviously not cut out for this sort of mission. Herbie is sweating so bad that every few steps he stops, his gun drooping down as he wipes one or the other sweaty palm on his cargo pants. Sad thing is, I’m betting that unlike John, this schmuck will have the self-preservation instincts to get if the going gets tough.
We reach the end of the hall. Before us is another locked metal door. If the schematics we poured over before we took to the lift are right, in front of us will be the mess hall for this floor. From there will be three other doors: one in the back that leads to the storage and service areas and one on each side to the living quarters.
“Ready?” John asks, his eyes dark and stoic in his camouflage painted face.
“Let’s rock and roll,” Convict says.
John pulls a key card out of the back pocket of his cargo pants and swipes it through the reader. Now that we’ve gotten past the blast doors exiting the lift, the cards we’ve been given should open the rest of the doors down here. 
The light flashes green. John quickly bends down on his knee giving both Convict and Juanita clear shots above him, which leaves me bobbing to see around them. The panel slides back. Yup. There be zombies. 
Rapid gunfire erupts, covering the zombies’ shuffling and moans. The two closest go down, then another, and another. The room is clear before I can even count them. John stands and moves into the room, the muzzle of his rifle dancing between the lumps of bodies on the floor. One must not be dead because he raises the barrel and pops off two shots into the head.
Maybe John Doe will last a bit longer in this movie than I thought.
“Secure,” John says, but doesn’t lower his gun. Convict and Juanita take a step inside, I squeeze in behind them, looking down at the nearest zombie. Definitely dead. Doesn’t stop my stomach from growling, trying to claw its way up my esophagus into my throat. 
Down girl. Plenty more where these came from. And I prefer to feed in private if possible. 
Juanita seems particularly interested in identifying the corpses, peering into faces and even patting down the bodies to find identification on the two whose heads have been blown off. She finishes with the last one and looks up at Convict. 
“He’s not here.”
Convict nods. “We have a lot of area to cover. We’re going to have to split up.”
An uneasy hush falls in the room. Guess no one is stupid enough to not realize this is a risky tactic, no matter how necessary. That is, necessary if we hope to find any survivors holed up down here, maybe in a heating duct, or a locked closet or something. In general zombies are pretty stupid, acting on instinct alone. But when their stomachs are controlling those instincts there isn’t much that can stop them. We have to get in and get any survivors out and into quarantine. Quick.
“You’re with me, kid,” Juanita says, gesturing me over with her gun.
I curl my lip at being called a kid, but move up to flank the other side of the door she’s standing by. Her card isn’t working. Figures. That is going to make things definitively more difficult.
“Come on, Roy! You might have all day, but the survivors down here don’t!” Juanita says, then presses some more random buttons. Wow, a woman as blood-thirsty as I. Gotta love that.
Herbie and Roy are still doing their little back-to-back dance, sweat drenched and shaking. I glance in time to see them exchange a meaningful look, which is followed by a quick nudge to Roy’s doohickey. My eyes narrow. These boys are as tight as sticky Chinese rice, and I don’t trust them anymore than I would a hawker in Chinatown either.
Convict is considering them intently, his brows drawn together and his top lip sucked in between his teeth. Could it be that he isn’t completely incompetent? I’d say he knew these two better, but I am starting to think that at least Roy and maybe Herbie are not typically members of this team. Had to wonder who they’d replaced…and what happened to them.
Same thing that happens to everyone in this world, Eva. The big bite, or the big bang-bang. Unless… I look across the dented metal at Juanita. Her face is drawn tight, emphasizing compressed lips and a feverish determination in her eyes. She knows someone down here. 
“Roy!” she snaps again.
“I’m coming, I’m coming.”
“No.” The voice is deadly low, and carries more weight than all the cement and dirt above us. Everyone stills, eyes training in on Convict. “Change of plans. I want Herb with Juanita and Roy with Eva. John will remain with me.”
I eye my new partner warily. His nose is ticking again. Nope. I don’t trust Roy any farther than I can throw him. Which, since I haven’t fed in a while, isn’t all that far.
John looks at me, then Roy as if concluding the same thing—at least about my abilities. “Sir, with all due respect—”
Convict cuts him off, addressing Roy with an outstretched hand. “And give me the decoder.”
Roy scoffs. “As if you’d know how to—”
“Now.”
Tense silence descends. I wait, the Jeopardy theme tickling the inside of my mouth. This would be funny if it wasn’t so sad.
I sigh instead and swipe the decoder out of Roy’s hand. He yelps a “hey” at the abrupt move, but doesn’t shoot me so I figure I’m good.
Convict’s eyebrows rise. He wiggles his fingers. I ignore that too and jab the decoder into John’s chest instead. There’s a flicker in the impassive depths of his eyes, but he closes a hand around it and nods, confirming, in my mind, that I picked the right person. Out of all of the peeps here, John’s the only one level-headed enough to trust.
“What the…you little …. You think you can undermine my orders?” Convict makes a grab for me but I quickly scoot out of range. Just as quickly John is there, blocking his path.
“We doing this, or not?” he asks, offering the decoder to Convict.
I tuck my tongue behind my lips, unreasonably disappointed with John. Of course he would hand the decoder over. Convict may have been a bit of a jerk, but he was our quote, unquote leader and John obviously bowed down before authority. I’m thinking John must have been deep in training to be a “Sir, yes sir” grunt when the virus hit. Maybe I’m prejudice (having come from a family of scholarly sorts) but I’ve never understood brainless followers.
Sighing discontentedly I turn my attention back from my speculations. I don’t know if Convict actually answered or if the entire incident has just been brushed under the rug. He and John are bending over the decoder which is now plugged into the door Juanita was trying to get through earlier. Roy seems content to stand and watch, a sneer on his lips. The sneer falls off as the door lock clicks off.
“All right, Herbie.” Juanita pumps a round into her rifle. “Let’s lock and load ‘em.”
They disappear into the dim hall beyond, Juanita confident at point and Herb quickly falling further and further behind. I send her a dash of silent luck.
John moves to the back of the room and starts on the door to the service and storage areas. I note he has the decoder back in his possession and reevaluate the brainless label (though I still stand by the yes man bit). A few low beeps and the door clicks.
“You’re good,” he announces and moves over to the last door.
I shift my gaze to Roy. The skin around his nose is pinched, making the beak more pronounced. He’s also developed a twitch under his left eye as he looks longingly at the decoder in John’s hands. Oh yeah. Roy had been so ready to aid and abet Herbie on the skip town and lock us in down here plan.
If there is one thing I hate, it’s a back-stabbing coward. 
I don’t even bother to wait for my “partner” but raise my Glock and reach for the handle. The door swings open, revealing the kitchen beyond. Something has gone down in here. Plates are scattered over the floor, various food stuff strewn across counter and tile, and though I can’t see it, somewhere a pot is still on its burner, as evidenced by the acrid smell of burnt vegetables filling the room. 
I open my senses, blocking out the scent of scorched vegetable soup and tuning out Roy’s rasping breathing. No smell of blood. No decay, though it would be early for that. And the only heartbeats in the room are mine, Roy’s, and the fading pair of Convict’s and John’s as they move away into their own area to search. But there…
My feet pad silently as I move past a pair of tall kitchen carts, one standing, one not. The kitchen opens before me. Along the back wall are two doors. One looks like a vast walk-in freezer, the other I’m guessing is a wide door to the storage areas. There is nothing in the freezer. At least, nothing alive. But behind door number two: Pay day.
I glance over my shoulder at Roy. He’s yet to step into the room. In fact, he’s backed up slightly, his gun wavering between the three doors leading out of the mess hall.
I smile, tucking the Glock into my waistband as I cross the kitchen. One lone zombie and a chicken partner. What better opportunity will I have than this?
 I don’t even have to pull out my card to see if it works, the handle depresses under my touch—someone’s going to have to talk to Marine about doing some maintenance on the systems down here. I push it open and stride into another hall lined with doors that lead to the various storage rooms, zeroing in on the source of the stuttering heartbeat. 
It’s noticed my presence, the heartbeat is not only getting stronger but I can hear the muffled shuffle of its boots across the aged linoleum. Taking a deep breath to settle my thudding pulse, I push open the second door on the right. 
And there he is. Still dressed in his fatigues, he looks like any other soldier—buzz cut, chiseled features, sculpted muscles—but for the bloody chin… and the eyes. I hate their eyes. Some people say a zombie’s eyes are blank, devoid of all human emotion. The unresponsive pupils, the way they stare at a victim without seeing. I disagree. What I see when I look into them is a fixed madness. As if the person within is merely trapped. I almost believe that if I could delve deep enough into their brain, I could actually find the secret compartment their real self has been stuffed away within.
I see that now on this man. The crazed look that says he’s about to eat me… but somewhere deep inside he’ll be screaming the whole time.
Me first.
I reach out, grab his arm. Next second I have it behind his back, twisting it in such a way that he either needs to fall to his knees or let me break it. Only problem is that zombies don’t really seem to care about pain. The arm snaps out of joint, dangling uselessly in my grip. Sucks. As does the fact that the zombie is now able to twist back around. It rumbles an inhuman growl, its jaw spread wide as it lunges for me. I know I can get out of range, but my stomach has other ideas and I go for a flip move instead. It works. The zombie ends up on the floor before me, but not before his teeth graze the length of my arm.
“Ouch! Dang it.” Ticked off that I let it have a nibble, I yank the zombie back up and bite into the rotting flesh of its neck, sucking down a long swallow—Halleluiah, my hollow stomach rejoices—right as someone begins to scream. Roy. Must have followed after all. 
Crapola. This isn’t good. Just what were you doing with that zombie, Eva?

I toss the zombie aside, reaching for my Glock to perform the double tap, when behind me explodes an eardrum crushing series of reports. Slicing agony slaps into my back, sending me to the floor.
Frig. A-hole is shooting at me.
I roll, pulling my legs under me and lifting into a braced crouch. Stabbing pain erupts along my temple, sending me to my butt. And now I’m going to have a massive headache.
My furious gaze hones in on the beak-nosed guy who is still screaming as he shakily attempts to reload his weapon. Of course I pulled the short straw and got the twitchy one, the one prone to muttering to himself and sweating bullets at any slight noise. 
“Really, Roy. You can stop that now.”
Booted feet thud in the hall, coming closer. Convict and John appear, skidding to a halt as they see my trickling head wound. Thankfully it’s just a graze. Otherwise I’d be out cold. ‘Course, if I were out cold they’d probably just leave me for dead and then I wouldn’t have to deal with Roy’s hysterics.
“Fuck. Oh fuck! I can’t kill her!” Roy exclaims, his hands shaking as he attempts to jam in a new magazine.
Three sets of eyes now. Widen. Three guns. Lift.
“Go ahead, boys,” I say, curling my lips back to expose my pointy little fangs. “Just remember I told you it was a waste of ammo. ‘Cause you can’t kill what’s already dead.”
 





 
 
2.
 
Eighteen months ago…
 
I clutched the strap of my backpack in a two handed grip, my eyes on the tiled floor I was dragging my feet over. The bell had rung over five minutes ago but I didn’t care. I was hoping to be late enough to obtain a one way trip to the principal’s office. I was not a bad student. Far from it, in fact. I just really, really didn’t want to go to biology class today.
The wooden door with its reinforced glass window loomed up before me. I fidgeted with the end of the nylon strap, staring at it without going in. How much could I stall? My answer came when the teacher stepped into view, his eyes honing in on me immediately. Crap.
I sighed, pushing open the door and braced for the command to take my butt back out of the room and go to the office. Mr. Shepard didn’t tolerate tardiness, no matter the excuse. Not that I had one.
“Miss Harper. You’re late.”
I nodded.
“You’re lucky we haven’t gotten started yet.” 
My jaw dropped to the floor. He wasn’t going to send me to the office? Why the heck wasn’t he going to send me to the office! Please send me to the office.
“Come on now. No dallying.” He jerked his head toward the rows of black topped lab tables. “Find a partner and get your tools out.”
I looked around the room. Carrie, my normal partner had already partnered with the new girl. Carrie gave me a sympathetic look and a shrug. Yeah, I know. My fault. Carrie had warned me that my plan wouldn’t work. Even if I had gotten out of lab today Mr. Shepard would have insisted I make it up. She was right, only I’d planned to miss the make up too, no matter what it took. I continued my sweep, my chest tightening when I realized that anyone I would not have minded being partnered with was already paired up. The only one not was…
Kyle. Just my luck.
He smiled at me and winked.
I closed my eyes, swallowing past my constricted windpipe—was it possible for a person to develop asthma when they’ve never had it before? I thought so. For this I could. And then I could go to the nurse’s office. That was even better than the principal’s office. Which was still better than bio lab. And without a doubt better than working with Kyle.
“Miss Harper.”
I jumped, but obeyed the underlying command. Legs heavy and with my breath wheezing in and out of my lungs, I picked my way through the aisles to the back of the room. I dropped my book bag on the floor with a thud and scooted onto the tall stool. I didn’t look at Kyle, didn’t have to look at Kyle to know what he looked like. I was an expert on Kyle. Right now he would have on that cocky, white-toothed grin that stretched across his high cheek-boned face. His blue eyes, flecked with the faintest touch of gold, would be amused. And his hair, with its hereditary cowlick on the side, would have parted in its normal devil-may-care sweep over his forehead. 
My fingers had toyed with that hair. That mouth had researched mine. If I’d been willing, I could have been an expert on the parts of Kyle under the clothing, too. The fact that I hadn’t been willing was what made this pairing so uncomfortable now. Kyle hated me. Or at least, he was pissed at me after the debacle last weekend. No one says “no” to Kyle. Not that you couldn’t, but who would want to? But I’d done so… in a very public and painful way.
Mr. Shepard droned on about the procedure we’d be adhering to. I didn’t listen. Nor did I look at Kyle even though I felt his eyes on me the whole time. Instead my gaze drifted around the room and settled on the live aquarium tucked in the corner between the window and the back of the room. Complete with lily pads, bottom feeders, turtles and frogs, it was the perfect little pond ecosystem, minus the bugs. 
“You may begin.” Mr. Shepard’s voice drew my gaze away from the aquarium down to the cloth covered tray and the neatly lined up dissecting tools beside it. There was a dead creature under that little scrap of cotton. One I was supposed to cut open and poke around in. I shuddered, goose bumps breaking out on my arms.
Kyle leaned in close, his breath tickling the hair at the nape of my neck. “What are you afraid of, Eva, think that frog is going to jump up and getcha?”
And to think I’d dated the jerk. I stiffened my chin, picking up my scalpel. “No. I just hate the needless killing of defenseless animals.”
“No worries then.” He whipped the sheet away, exposing the ghastly green lump stretched out on the board. “You can’t kill what’s already dead.”
I gritted my teeth, holding in the acidic lump that rose in my throat. I could not cut into that thing. No way, no how. I couldn’t even cut into a steak. I was a vegetarian. Not so much by choice as by simple need. Just the thought that the food I was eating used to be a living, breathing, vital animal sent me into the bathroom to puke. And that frog. That poor defenseless frog had been killed for what? I somehow doubted the entire junior class was going to become surgeons. Text books and slideshows. Good enough for me.
Kyle laughed, taking the scalpel from my limp hand. I watched in horror as he pressed the scalpel against the rubbery skin and slid it down. The smell of formaldehyde became even stronger. I gagged, practically falling off the stool as I bolted for the door.
“Miss Harper? Eva!”
The door banged open as I stumbled through it. I was across the hall and leaning into the cool metal of the lockers on the opposite wall when the door opened again. The roar of laughter in the classroom pierced the silence of the hall for a moment before being cut off by the soft click of the door and quiet footfalls.
“Are you all right, Eva?” 
I stared down at the brown wing-tip shoes as they came into view. Mr. Shepard’s lined hand came down to rest on my shoulder. I liked Mr. Shepard. I did. He reminded me a lot of my father. Strict, a tad bit obsessive about their passion—both were biologists, ironic, that—but good men nonetheless. I often thought Mr. Shepard’s rigid set of rules was because under the deeply grooved face and outdated suit jackets he wore, there beat a kind heart. As apparent by the fact I had not been sent to the principal’s office. Today, I wished his kindness had stayed wrapped up under his corduroy jacket.
“I’m okay. Just need a second.” Or a millennia. That would be about right. I’d be long in my grave by then.
The hand on my shoulder tightened, then released as he stepped back. “You have a perfect score this semester, Miss Harper. I’d hate to see that ruined. Especially with Nathanial William’s equally perfect score.”
I closed my eyes, barely aware of his receding footsteps or the brief blast of noise as he re-entered the room. I breathed through another couple minutes, concentrating on fighting back the rolling waves that crested the top of my hiatal sphincter and splashed acid into the base of my esophagus. Finally, when I had my stomach under control, I straightened, and, squaring my shoulders, turned toward the room. Mr. Shepard was right. I couldn’t let a weak stomach come between me and my chance at valedictorian next year.
My determination faltered a bit when I pushed through the door to the bio room and smacked into a wall of formaldehyde. I gasped, covering my nose with my hand and made my way back to my table. The towel was back over the dissecting tray, covering the gaping chest wound. I was glad, but still kept my gaze averted as I sat back down in my stool. Twenty minutes. I only had to get through twenty more minutes.
“You okay, Eva?” Kyle asked, his blue eyes searching my face. As if he actually cared.
I tossed my hair over my shoulder, white knuckling the edge of my stool. “I’m fine.”
He frowned but nodded. “Okay.” His eyes darted up to the front of the classroom where Mr. Shepard was helping another pair of students. Kyle leaned in closer. “While you were gone I got it all ready. All we have to do is label the parts and I can do that if you help me figure out what’s what.”
I blinked at him, surprised at his consideration. Maybe he wasn’t so bad. Maybe all the snide comments and sneering looks since our public break up were a defensive strike from his male ego. 
I tried for a tentative smile though I figured it came across more like permanent rictus.
“Whoa, Kyle, my man. What are you doing to make that girl so happy? Not getting her off. You know she doesn’t like that shit.”
I snapped my head around, leveled a glare at the two linebackers the next table over. They were friends of Kyle’s and some of my current worst nemeses. All part of the same team they stuck together, they considered my public humiliation of their star quarterback to be below the belt—both figuratively and literally. Maybe they were right. Kneeing Kyle in the balls might have been overkill, but no one seemed to care that his hand had been down my pants after I’d asked him twice to remove it.
“Shut up, dick-wad,” Kyle said, laying a hand on my arm. “Don’t worry about them, Eva. Everyone has an Achilles’ heel.” He smiled, lowering his voice. “We won’t mention what mine is.”
There was a loud thud—my jaw breaking through the floor into the one below. Had Kyle just poked fun at what I’d done to him? I looked around to see if anyone else had heard and found more than half the class watching. Determined to not give them more gossip, I turned back to the dissecting tray in front of us. Maybe after this was all over I’d catch Kyle after school, thank him. Maybe even apologize for overreacting last weekend.
“Let’s get this over with,” I said.
Kyle smiled and reached for the cloth. A quick snap and it fluttered off. There on the tray was a frog stretched out on the black wax… but with no hole in its chest. Instead, terrified pain-ridden eyes stared up at me as it tried to squirm against the dozen steel pins holding it down.
I screamed.
 





 
 
3.
 
Okay, then.… I stare at the barrels of three locked and loaded guns. Maybe I am lying just a tad. Truth is enough well-placed bullets can kill me, just not in the instantaneous kind of way. I will heal… as long as my body possesses enough energy to do so. And since my only meal in the last four days has been a quick suck on the zombie lying dazed on the floor, I am pretty darn weak.
“Mind if I finish him off before you kill me?” I say, gesturing to the zombie as it pushes itself up off the ground.
Guns waver between me and it. The zombie is shuffling closer. I can stop it with just a thought, but I don’t exactly want to give my new teammates even more reason to be wary of me and my freaky abilities.
Arm’s length away. I reach out, grab it to me, and casually snap its neck, then, pinning it down with my boot, place a bullet in its brain. Clean and quick. And if my stomach rolls a bit as the light leaves the creature’s gaze, I don’t show it.
“See? Same team.” My audience still looks dubious. Their guns are no longer wavering between targets but firmly planted on me. I sigh. “I don’t know about you boys, but I’m ready to go kick some more zombie butt. What do you say?”
They say nothing. Um, yeah. Guess I need to work on my team rally, rah rah, skills. Problem is I don’t have much experience. Even before I was pretty much a loner.
“Hey. Is there a party going on in here?” Juanita pops her head around the door, backing into the room. She takes in the dead zombie on the floor, me, covered in blood, and the three men holding me at gunpoint. “She get bit?”
“She’s a friggin vampire!” Roy stutters, his trigger finger way too shaky on the sweaty metal.
“Really?” Juanita looks at me. I flash her a fangy smile. Brown eyes narrow, but show no other surprise to what had to have been an earth shattering revelation. Then again, with a zombie on the floor, there isn’t much about this world that isn’t effed up to the H-E-double hockey sticks. 
“Does that mean you can’t be infected?” she asks.
“That’s what it means.”
She nods, a thoughtful twist to her lips. “Cool deal.”
Three sets of eyes turn to her, every one incredulous, though it doesn’t offend me. Theirs is a sentiment I agree with. Being a vampire is definitely not cool. And if Juanita had any idea what the rest of my kind had in mind for her race? Yeah….
“What?” She lifts her brow and shoulders simultaneously. “I’d love to have an advantage like that, wouldn’t you?”
“Bu…but…” Roy stutters articulately. Guess I’m not the only one with people-skill problems. Roy was definitely a computer geek in his past life. Can’t communicate except through a keyboard.
“I don’t feed off humans either, case you were wondering,” I say. I still think her seemingly willing acceptance is a bit blind on her part, but I’m not one to miss an opportunity when it knocks.
A wrinkle forms in Juanita’s smooth brown brow. “So what do you feed on?”
I jerk my head to the dead zombie at my feet. 
Her eyes light up, her lips curling back into a smile. “Mega cool.”
“What’s going on?” Herb finally appears beside Juanita. His eyes land on the dead zombie, then on me. He takes a stumbling step back. “Whoa. What the hell happened to her?”
“Vampire,” Juanita says casually.
The blood drains from Herbie’s face, his gun swings up, and is caught by the downward swing of Juanita’s own. 
“She’s cool, Herbie.”
“I’m not pairing up with her.” This from Roy.
I sneer at him. He was such a great partner before. Not.
John narrows his eyes on me, then he twists his head toward Convict. “I’ll finish up here and catch up with you guys.”
I notice there is no mention of where I fit into that equation but decide to play devil’s advocate and pretend that the “finishing up” isn’t in reference to me.
“Don’t bother. This zone is clear,” I tell them.
“How do you know?” Juanita doesn’t sound disbelieving, just curious.
“I can pick up heartbeats. According to the schematics there’s only a half dozen rooms in this section and other than us, there isn’t anything else here. There is, however, something coming up on the mess hall from the west.”
Juanita smiles. “My she’s handy.” 
“The commander thinks so.” I stare at Convict as I say this, letting that sink in. Yes Marine knows and, like Juanita, is cool with it.
Convict studies me before jerking his head back toward the mess hall area. “Let’s check it out.”
Juanita takes off, all too eager to oblige. Convict follows and Herb and Roy jump to keep up. Guess I rank up there with zombies on the scary scale. Probably smart, actually. Just because I’ve vowed off human blood, doesn’t mean I wouldn’t be tempted to suck a pair like them dry if I had to spend any extended amount of time in their company.
“You okay?”
I turn my head to look at John. He is taking a good long look at the number of red splotches on my shirt. Thanks to my snack, the wounds are already closing up, but I do still feel a bit like Swiss cheese.
I shrug. “I’m a vampire. Barring staking me and lopping off my head, I’m good to go.”
“Good to know.”
He brushes by me. I glance at the wicked looking K-bar strapped to his thigh. The back of my neck twinges. Maybe I shouldn’t have told him that.
I don’t have much time for remorse. Ahead of us comes the double pop of a rifle followed by a whooping holler from Juanita.
“Is she always this blood thirsty?” I ask, trying to strike up a conversation with Mr. Stoic. Now that I’ve told him how to kill me, I’m thinking getting on his good side might be a good idea.
John glances over his shoulder. “No. Just angry.”
“Ah.” No more explanation is needed. Who isn’t a bit angry about the state of the world right now? Well, other than my fellow vampires. Sure, they were a bit upset at first—reduction of the food supply and all—but put enough eternally-wise heads together and a species is bound to come up with some way to make the most of a situation. Rounding up a healthy stock of breeding humans with the promise of safety seems to work. By the time this war is over, not a one of them will remember what freedom is. Unless some humans on the outside manage to survive. That’s what makes what I’m doing so blasphemous in the eyes of the hive. I’m helping the enemy, as it were. If my queen ever finds out, the type of disciplinary action I’d run away from is going to pale in comparison. Which makes me all the more determined to make myself useful here.
We make it to the mess hall. One glance and I can tell Juanita is straining at the bit, dancing from one foot to the other. “We splitting up again?”
Convict looks at his group, his eyes falling heavy on Herb, Roy, and finally me. I get the impression I’ve been lumped in with the pair of cowardly lions on his trust scale. “You can really sense their heartbeats?”
“I wouldn’t be a very good vampire if I couldn’t.”
His mouth purses. “We stick together. John and Eva at point.” 
And four muzzles at my back. Nice.
Juanita spins on Convict. “But it will be faster if we split up.”
Convict’s back stiffens. “If she really can do what she says she can do, then we can practically skip through these halls. Right?”
“I can do it,” I assure them, mostly for Juanita’s sake. There is definitely someone down here that she’s worried about.
“Let’s go then.” John steps over the newest addition to the zombie morgue and enters the west hall. I scramble to follow. For someone who seems so methodical, he can sure move fast when he wants.
I move out behind him, all but clipping his heels. “Hey, want to slow down a touch? Hard to hear over all the stomping and heavy breathing you guys are making.”
He throws me a look but tempers his pace. I need not have worried. There are only six heartbeats here and they belong to us—yes, my heart does pump blood, silly misconception, that. A hundred feet and a corner later, I know why. The hall before us is filled with half-gnawed bodies and piles of dead zombies. Gashed throats, bloody eye-sockets. Someone has already been fighting the good fight. Impressive, given all they would’ve had on them was their standard issue K-bar. Guns get checked at the door. There’s not enough to go around, so the only peeps who have them are those assigned to a mission or those, like me, who brought theirs from home and had the balls to say no when the goons at the doors wanted to commandeer them as hostess gifts. If there had been a few ballsier gun smugglers living here, this situation might not have been as bad as it is. One gun, in the right hands, could have stopped a handful of zombies in their tracks. But with only a knife to work with? Yeah. 
“Anything?” Convict pipes up from behind us.
“Only living thing in this section is us. Least so far.”
Convict grunts but doesn’t order us around. We’ve been twisting and turning, running a zigzag pattern so as to pass every room in this section. The schematics had shown a tightly packed block of living quarters laid out on a grid of hallways. Though there are a lot of rooms, we have to be nearing the end. It’s just when I think this that the first thud-thud of another heartbeat breaks into the rhythm of our little group.
I hold up my hand. Everyone stops, including John who seems preternaturally aware of everything, even though, being ahead of me, he couldn’t have seen my signal.
“You got something?” Juanita asks, her voice pitched high and reedy.
I shake my head, stepping past John as I try to sort out the faint life-pulses from our own. “Seven heartbeats ahead. One close, the other six behind a door or a wall.”
“Let’s do this then.” John cocks his gun, edging me out as he resumes his position of point and disappears around the corner. I curl my lip but follow, Juanita brushing my side in her eagerness.
John’s stopped just beyond the turn. I follow his gaze down the short hall, past the pile of zombies, past the stack of metal chairs, to the man standing at the end. Beneath the strobe of the red emergency light, I can’t make out much more than that he’s tall, bald, and broad. And, oh yeah, he has a blood-stained knife in his trembling hand.
“Damon!” Juanita lunges forward. Belatedly I reach for her, but miss. John doesn’t, snatching her in mid-air as she leaps over the first dead zombie. She screams, thrashing against his iron hold.
“Brice!” John yells.
Convict brushes by me, taking the hysterical Juanita from John’s arms.
“It’s okay, Nita. John’s just going to check things out.” Convict’s tenderness has my brow rising, but I don’t contemplate it for long, my attention back on John as he assesses the man who’s cracked Juanita’s tough-bitch shell.
John takes a deep breath, his brow drooping to shadow his eyes. Lifting his gun to ready, he takes one well-placed step after another down the hall.
“What you got in there?” John stops just this side of the barrier of chairs, nodding toward the door Damon is guarding. 
Heartbeats pass as Damon shifts his gaze from John, to the door behind him, to the floor littered with zombies, then back to John. “Six survivors. They’re twitchy, so make sure you let them know who you are before you try and go in.”
“And you’re not in there with them, because?”
“Someone had to hold the line.” Damon glances down at his sleeve. The material is suspiciously dark and clingy—as if coated with blood.
John pulls something from his belt. A click and a small flashlight flickers on. He lifts it, flashing the beam in first one eye then another. “Ah fuck, Damon.”
Hell. The S-strain strikes again.
Juanita screams and about tears her arm off trying to rip free of Convict’s hold. I step up, wrapping my hand around her other arm. I have to clamp down hard on her, bruising skin. She’s tougher than even I imagined, though not tough enough for this. Tears are streaming down her face. Coward that I am, I look away. Too bad there is nowhere to look other than back down the hall.
Damon is staring at Juanita. He swallows, pulling something from his pocket and reaching over the chairs, deposits it in John’s hand. “Keep an eye on her for me, will ya? Don’t let her do anything stupid.”
John’s gaze cuts back to Juanita. “I’ll do my best.”
Damon nods. “It’s been a pleasure, man.”
“Ditto.” 
“Do it,” Damon says, closing his eyes.
John hesitates less than a fraction of a second before he steps back, lifting his gun. Juanita makes a choked cry. Convict sucks in a breath. And I? I’m a terrible person, because as John’s finger dances twice across the trigger, all I can think is: What a waste of perfectly good blood.
 





 
 
4.
 
I sit in the hard metal chair, picking the blood from under my fingernails as Convict drones on, briefing Marine on the events that occurred down on B-level. I’d stopped listening five minutes ago. After the first extravagant tale of Convict’s heroics jerked my head up and around to John—the only other team member in the room—and saw that he wasn’t going to debunk our “fearless” leader, I’d lost interest. 
Damon dead. Juanita in medical, heavily sedated and under suicide watch. And only eleven survivors to show for our efforts. There were six in the room Damon protected, the other five we found scattered in various hiding places as John, Convict, and I cleaned out the second wing. Herb and Roy had been all too glad to skip out early to bring Juanita and the first batch of survivors up to medical. Fine by me. Without the dimwitted duo, our sweep through the rest of B-level was quick, lethal, and without any self-serving BS. Well,… my gaze drifts to Bubble-head Brice, unless you include taking sole credit for the efficient clean-up self-serving.
Marine must have seen through Convict because he finally cuts Brice’s debriefing off. “Very good. I’ll expect a written report by end of day.” Marine’s gaze travels to John. “And you can tell Juanita that an entry telling of Damon’s heroics will go in the chronicle.”
John dips his head. “Thank you, sir.”
“Dismissed.” 
An entry in a journal that may or may not survive the zombie wars seems a faint memorial to me, but it’s not my place to say, so I push up off my chair, the metal gritting against the concrete flooring. 
“Eva. Can you stay for a moment?” Marine’s question is more of a command than a request. I wait for John and Convict to leave the room. As they pass, John gives me what might be construed as a sympathetic look—on a poker player—and Convict eyes me balefully, a warning in his gaze. I smile, showing fang.
“Did you get a chance to grab some, uh, dinner?” Marine asks as soon as the door closes behind the now pale-faced Brice.
I turn back to him, hands folded in front of me in a show of docility that both of us know is false. “A light snack, sir.”
“Ah.” He nods, his brow crinkling. “I have a group out now. I can see about having them trap one and bring it in.”
I shake my head. “That’s not very sporting, sir.” Not to mention dangerous for the soldiers asked to bring the zombie in alive. “I’ve gone longer without. If you can get me on a night-time mission in the next couple days, it should suffice.”
He studies me for a long time, his eyes traveling over the holey shirt and then the head wound that is being stubbornly slow in its healing.
“They’re nothing, sir.”
“They are something. They’re evidence that I was an idiot not to disclose your… a… nature to the group I assigned you to.”
I appreciate the implied apology, but, “We discussed that beforehand. We both decided it would be best if my vampire status was not made common knowledge.”
“And that worked out so well.” He blows out an exasperated breath, planting his hands on his hips. “Done is done. I’m going to have to make an official statement and I can guarantee there will be some here who won’t be thrilled with your presence.”
“Don’t worry. I’m not expecting a room full of welcome baskets. I just want a place to sleep during the day.”
The corners of his eyes wrinkle up in his version of a smile. “And access to an endless supply of zombies.”
“That too.”
“All right. But keep your doors locked when you’re in your room. And try not to kill my men if they decide to file their complaints in physical ways rather than talking to me.”
“I didn’t kill Roy, did I?”
“Which still amazes me. I want to kill Roy.”
I smile at the moment of camaraderie. Almost a week of nighttime travel from the dive Marine had recruited me at to this base has given me insight into the man leading this rag-tag militia. Dependable in a kick ass kind of way, somewhat desperate—had to be to have recruited me—and determined to win, no matter the cost. He is a marine to his core. But he’s also a man, one who becomes tired and exasperated just like everyone else. And right now I can tell he is worried over his decision to bring me here. As much as he may want to, he won’t kill Roy. Now more than ever, Marine needs every man he can get, and for that reason he won’t want me killing Roy either. Or anyone else under his command.
“It’s okay, sir. I promise to play nice. They’ll get used to me.”
He blows out a deep breath, shuffling his papers together and gathering them up. “I hope you’re right.”
Taking that as a dismissal, albeit, not an encouraging one, I leave the room. John is waiting in the hall, feet crossed as he leans against the white-washed cement. I hide my surprise, tipping my head in acknowledgement.
“Get everything straightened out?” he asks.
“Straightened out?” 
“It was killing you to sit there while Brice spun his tall tale.”
“Fairy tale, more like.”
John’s lip quirks up at the side as he nods. Wow, he does know how to smile… kinda.
“Nothing like that,” I say as I start down the hall. John falls into step beside me. “Marine, um, the commander was just wondering how I was fitting in.” 
“And the bloody clothes didn’t tip him off?”
“He’s half thankful, half disappointed I didn’t kill Roy.”
“Understandable. Everyone wants to kill Roy.”
I do an unladylike snort in response. I have a feeling Roy and I might end up having that in common. Marine is right. My being a vampire is going to cause issues. Which really bites. I don’t relish the thought of being back on the surface scrounging for wandering zombies and begging sanctuary from the desert wildlife that guard their dens. 
And then there is the whole having run away from the hive thing. I go back out there, wandering around, and there is a very good chance I’ll eventually cross another vampire’s path. And if that happens…well, I could bet my Queen would hear of it. And the prospect of that is enough for me to do just about anything to stay hidden down here. Even biting my tongue, and playing nice.
We reach the end of the hall where the lifts are. I press the down button and wait. John is silent beside me and no diversion to the uneasy path my thoughts are trekking. Overreacting. Chances are slim that the queen would waste the energy to cross territorial boundaries to hunt me down, and I’d crossed at least two. No, my queen may have wanted my heart carved out of my chest, skewered with a stake, and then roasted over open flame, but she was also the type of queen who wouldn’t want to owe another hive ruler any sort of debt.
The lift finally arrives. I roll my shoulders, shrugging off the worries I can do nothing about and follow John inside. He presses the button for A-level. My floor too. 
“Want to get some grub?” John asks as the lift starts its slow decent.
I turn to look at him, trying to figure out his game. Is he asking because he wants to quiz me more or is this some sort of misplaced idea of getting-to-know one’s teammate? 
“I’m a vampire.”
“I’m not up on my research. Do vampires eat or not?”
I narrow my eyes. At some point he’d gotten a chance to wash the paint off his face. He’d also deposited his guns back in the locker room. I realize he’s younger than I’d originally pegged him. The weapons, the grim scowl, and the camouflage clothing had made him fade into the background. But now I can see that his eyes, really nice eyes actually, have no lines around them, and that his jaw is not just firm, but smooth. 
Nineteen? Twenty? Certainly not much older than that…which makes him, at most, a few years older than me, yet too old to actually be interested in my never-going-to-grow-a-real-chest self.
Alarms go off. Shields go up. I barely resist the urge to fold my arms across my barely a blimp on the radar boobs. “What gives?”
He shakes his head, obviously confused.
“Why do you want to hang with me?”
“Is there a reason I shouldn’t?”
My jaw drops open. I don’t bother to repeat the I’m-a-vampire line. If he didn’t get it the first time, there’s no hope for him. The door opens, revealing another hall like the one below us on B-level, only this one is well lit and now has two soldiers with guns guarding the door to the mess hall at the end. Marine isn’t taking any more chances.
“Hey guys.” John steps forward, arms down at his sides in a relaxed, non-threatening pose.
“John.” The soldier on the left nods, clicking on a penlight he’d been holding in his other hand. “Heard you were part of the rescue team.”
“Yup.” John suffers through the pupil test. He passes, and when the soldier drops the beam, steps aside. 
The soldier gestures with his chin toward me. “What’s with her?”
John glances over his shoulder at me, his brown eyes holding all kinds of messages that I can’t read. “This is Eva.”
He doesn’t expand. Probably smart. Marine hasn’t released his statement yet, and trying to explain who and what I am, and why I’m covered in blood, might get complicated. It’s hard not to notice, though, and both men tense.
“You look like you’ve been through some serious shit,” the talkative soldier says.
“Nah, just the standard.” I step forward, hands clasped in front of me as I present myself for the pupil test. Soldier one shines the light back and forth, back and forth. It spears into my skull like a laser beam and I swear my brain starts to fry. I know I look bad, but come on, my pupils are constricted. Way constricted.
“Huh.” The soldier clicks off the pen light. A couple feet away his partner’s grip eases on his rifle. “Shouldn’t she be down on C-level?” This is directed at John. As if I’m not even there. Love a guy like that. Not.
“I’m showing her around,” John replies, neatly avoiding any real explanation. 
The soldier’s gaze falls to the Sheriff knife strapped to my thigh. Busted. Though maybe not. If I were Marine, after the latest fiasco one of my first orders would be to make sure everyone—including child, mother, elderly, or ill—have at least one weapon for the hell in a handbasket scenario. Must be the case because the soldier turns and punches in the code to open the door. John and I step through, two sets of eyes still studying me curiously. My Glock itches like a witch’s mark where it’s tucked into my jeans and lays against the small of my back. Knives might be common accessories to everyone down here, but the gun isn’t. If the soldiers are astute enough to notice it, there are going to be more questions.
I relax a little when the door closes behind us. I look around the near-empty mess hall. Mid-morning and I’m guessing that most peeps living down here are either up on command, out on missions, or in the training areas. My presence still draws the eyes of the few men here. Marine warned me from the beginning that there are only a handful of women among the ranks of soldiers. Weaker sex and all that. No matter how independent, how smart or athletic, when all other things are equal and it comes to mass and muscle comparison, a man is going to have a greater chance of survival in this kind of environment. There are simply not that many kick-ass women left alive to serve, and the rest of the fairer sex are coddled commodities down on C-level. It’s obvious where these men think I should be. It takes all my restraint not to curl my lips back at them.
John leans in close, his voice pitched low for my ears alone. “So what do you say?” 
I glance up at him. He gestures over to the counter of non-perishable goods that are left out for between-meal snacks.
I shrug. “Whatever.”
I move across the room and lean my hip against the counter, watching “Yes, Sir” John slough off the rest of his killer mask and tie on the apron strings of domesticity. He plucks out two strips of jerky from a cracked Tupperware container, handing me one of them, and then grabs two mugs off the hooks on the wall, fills them in the sink, and pops them both in the microwave. 
Three minutes on high. We remain silent the whole time, each of us gnawing on the tough strip of dried out meat. I wish it were fresh. Bloody and rare. But beggars can’t be choosers.
While we wait, the other men in the room finish with their meal. With a last curious glance at me, they leave. John and I are alone. I’m not sure if this is better or worse.
“So,” I say, “how do you want to do this?”
“Do what?” He pulls the hot mugs out of the microwave.
“The interrogation. Are we really going to play this buddy-buddy getting-to-know-you routine, or can we just cut the crap and move on to the list of questions.”
“Paranoid?” he asks, dumping two heaping spoonful’s of dark powder into the hot water.
“You going to tell me that Convict, uh, Brice didn’t put you up to this?”
The spoon clinks against the side of the mugs as he stirs. “Why would Brice do that?”
I tick off the points on one hand. “Because he doesn’t like me, doesn’t trust me, and would like nothing better than a reason to have me kicked out of here… preferably in the middle of the day.”
“You underestimate Brice.”
My brow wings up.
“Brice may be all about Brice, he might find working with you a tad unnerving, but as long as you can make his team, and hence him, look good, you’re golden.”
“So what you’re saying is that it’s just idiots like Roy I have to worry about.”
The spoon clatters. His hand comes up. I flinch, automatically sinking into a bent-knee position. For a moment, we both remain suspended mid-motion, then he reaches forward, his fingers light as he brushes the wound on my temple. 
“This isn’t healing very fast.” He glances down at my shredded shirt and the creamy skin beneath. “Comparatively.”
“Head wounds are a bitch.” And despite the few sips I’d gotten, it isn’t enough. My metabolism is slowing. Lethargy slipping in. The jerky will help, a little, but what my body needs is blood. Human blood. Or zombie blood at least.
He drops his hand, folding his arms across his chest. “Must hurt.”
I straighten, lifting then dropping my shoulders as I tear off a hunk of jerky. “Vampire, remember?”
“Vampires don’t feel pain?”
I squirm. We do, but I like to keep that secret. Easier to impress your enemies if they think you’re tougher than you are. And since I’m not sure where John falls yet on the finding me useful or tossing the freak out scale…
“Vampires eat, obviously.”
“We drink, too.” I bare my fangs for effect.
He ignores me, opening a cabinet over the microwave. “Cream? Sugar?” 
“You’re a strange one. And no, neither.”
“How am I strange?” He closes the cabinet door without grabbing either powdered substance.
“Well let’s see, let’s start with you standing here alone in a room with a hungry vampire trying to strike up conversation.”
“Going to bite me?”
I shake my head.
“Then why should I be worried?”
“Most people would be.”
“I’m not most people.” He hands me one of the mugs, handle first. “So what’s up with your hive? Why’d you leave?”
And the inquisition begins. I need to be careful here. Yes I’d come to warn these people about my queen’s plans, but I need to prove myself first. A useful tool is harder to throw out, and these people have more immediate things to worry about than what is going on a few states away. As long as things stay that way I have time to earn their trust.
“I thought you weren’t up on your vampire research.” Not exactly an evasion, but not a direct answer.
He shrugs. “I’ve seen my share of vampire movies. Hives, covens. I had a 50-50 shot.”
“Hmm.” I take the mug, turning the hot ceramic around in my hand as I watch the dark liquid slosh against the stained rim. “Let’s just say my hive queen and I don’t see eye to eye.”
“Want to expand on that?”
I lift my gaze, meet up with the quiet intensity of his earth-brown eyes. Not a muscle in the rest of his body gives away the importance of the question he’s just asked, but I understand that this is a test I have to pass. And it can only be passed with truth. So be it. 
I set my untouched coffee down, leaning in close enough to be within striking distance of his throat. A lesser man would have flinched, or reacted by attacking the threat. John doesn’t. Not even a change in his heart rate. 
“You have no fear,” I say, purposely angling my head in a posed viper tilt. 
“You already said you weren’t going to bite me,” he says, his hot breath fanning across my temple. My heart-rate spikes. Not afraid, something else. Kind of like how I’d feel on the starters block during a relay race. 
Or how two gladiators might feel before a battle.
I tip my head up, looking John straight in the eye as I let him see the intensity of my beast. It is right there, residing somewhere between the region of my stomach and my heart. Ours is a love-hate relationship, but I need it as much as it needs me. A girl doesn’t go from vegetarian to craving raw steak without giving that beast some leash. And right now mine is yanking at the lead.
John is not the enemy, though, so I say, “A vampire doesn’t need to bite a man to break him. And that is exactly what my queen would do with the likes of you.”
“And is that what your queen tried to do to you? Break you?”
I shift back, taking a step away. John is watching me with a casual intensity that reminds me all too much of the queen I’ve fled. There is danger in that gaze: lethalness and cunning assessment. 
My earlier assessment was wrong. John is not the simple guy he pretends to be and I’ll be smart to watch my back.
“No one breaks me,” I tell him, then start for the door on the east side of the mess hall that leads to my assigned room. 
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No. No one breaks me. When the going gets tough, I run. I’d spent the rest of the day tossing and turning in my bed, replaying the conversation with John. I might be a kick-ass kind of chick when I am the big fish in the little pond, but put me in a larger pool of water and I turn back into the bookish teenager who fled from everything and anything. Queen bees with a disciplinary agenda, guys I can’t scare off…and a mess hall full of trigger-twitchy men: these are all situations that send me scurrying.
Play nice. How in the world am I supposed to play nice with a bunch of men who’d rather see my head on a pike than talk to me? Roy and Herbie had had a busy day. By the time I woke up, everyone knew there was vampire amongst them, and none of them liked the situation. Thank God for John. The very guy I’d fled from last night had been the one to step forward and stop the impending violence in its tracks. Or at least slowed it long enough for me to sprint to my room and lock the door.
I fume and curse as I pace across the seven by ten room—aka my cell—again. I came here to fight. To help save the very people who want to lynch me now. And here I am stuck in my room like a caged animal. John had sent me off with the assurance that he would call Commander Derwood and straighten things out. I guess the fact that there isn’t a mob banging down my door yet means John reached him, and that Marine has managed to contain the situation, but damn if the whole thing doesn’t grate on my nerves.
I’ve about worn a trough in the middle of my floor when the intercom finally beeps. I leap across the expanse, smacking the button. “Yeah?”
“Open up, Private Harper.”
Marine. I reach over and code off the lock. The door opens to reveal Marine, John, and a third man—a rather scruffy looking soldier—standing on the other side. By the blankness of John’s features and grim set in Marine’s mouth, I’m betting that the discussion with the rest of the soldiers didn’t go all that well. The only question now is whether the other soldier weighted down with guns is here for my protection or as an additional hand as I’m escorted out of here. Given the less than friendly look in his eyes, I’m betting on the latter. 
I fold my arms across my chest, swallowing down my disappointment. Shouldn’t bother me. There are other places I can hole up and plenty of zombies to go around. I don’t need the approval of a bunch of gun-loving, testosterone hyped primates. Yeah, but you want it, Eva.

“Don’t suppose you boys will give me another hour or so. Last I checked sunset wasn’t until 19:30.”
Marine gave a shake of his head. “It will take that long to iron out the specifics of the mission.”
“Sir?” I ask, trying not to give away the fact that my heart is galloping down the backstretch in a race between anxiety and hope.
John must have gotten me, because as Marine stares at me with a furrowed brow, John speaks up. “One of our teams is having some transportation difficulties, grounding their helicopter. They’re stranded in a building in downtown Bakersfield.”
Oh that’s not good. Bakersfield is dab smack in Zombie central. Route 5 was the beginning of the end. Like a Ford assembly line, the virus had made its way along the California coast, spreading east. From Route 5 to the Pacific Ocean is a virtual walking-undead zone. And Bakersfield is less than a hop, skip, and jump from it.
“What is your team doing there? There can’t be any survivors in that area.” Best strategy for the zombie wars: Save whom you can and avoid contact with the others. Zombies will die out, eventually. Simple inability to reproduce really does that to a species. If we could keep their food sources away from them, they’d die a lot quicker. From all indications thus far, Marine agrees with this strategy. When he’d recruited me, all he talked about was finding survivors, creating safe havens, and holding the line. Yeah, I’m sure he’d love to do more. Who wouldn’t want to partake in a little kick-ass revenge binge? But I had thought Marine to be above all that.
Marine jerks his head toward the hall in the general direction of the lift. “We’ll discuss that later. Right now we need to assemble the rest of the team.”
I nod, grabbing up my sack from the metal frame of my extra-long twin, and follow them out. The halls are not as empty as I would like, but though I receive some prolonged stares, I don’t receive any knives in the back. I wonder if the hospitality will extend to a time when Marine is not around.
We don’t speak until we’re in one of the meeting rooms on the command floor. Herbie is there, along with another bull of a man who doesn’t even look my way. Juanita and Roy are notably absent. One I’ll miss, one not so much. 
“All right. Here’s what we got.” Marine rolls out a large map onto the table, using his knife, gun, and two hunks of cement to hold down the corners. He points to an area smack dab in the bustling part of Bakersfield. “The team managed to put the helicopter down at Mercy Hospital. It wasn’t secure so they bailed and made it up Truxtun Ave to the police station where they were able to reload and use the radios there to contact us.”
“What happened then?” I ask.
“We don’t know. Their radio went out at that point.” 
“What makes you think they’re still alive?”
“The communication cut off seems to be of a technical nature, not, well...”
I nod, but I’m thinking that it seems slim. Still, I have to admire the man for not calling his soldiers a lost cause. “So what’s the strategy?” 
“Rodriguez was in charge of the mission. Depending on circumstances and how much they were being pressured, he’d either hole up and wait until an extraction was possible or he’d confiscate a vehicle and attempt to get out of Dodge on their own.”
He lays his finger on the point where the police station is. “If they grabbed a ride here, they would most likely head up H Street to 23rd where they’d head for Route 178. If we’re lucky, they’re halfway back to base by now and you’ll meet up with them on the road.”
Convict’s brow furrowed, shaking his head. “Route 178 brings them way north.”
“It does, but I know Rodriguez. He’d want to find the fastest route out of any populated area and then use the back roads to make it down to 58.”
The scruffy soldier who’d helped escort me up leans over the map. “I’m betting all the downtown streets are filled with abandoned cars. He would need a tank to get through that.”
“Or a swat van,” Herbie offers.
“Maybe,” Convict concurs, though he, like me, doesn’t seem convinced.
“Or they could have picked up a car closer to the highway,” I suggest.
Marine shakes his head. “Rodriquez would hole up rather than risk a dozen city blocks.”
“So he’s either halfway home by now, or holed up in that police station making his last stand.” Convict makes a sound like a scoff. “How in the hell are we supposed to get to them if they’re stuck that deep in?”
“Hopefully you can get pretty close in the Humvee. If the roads are blocked, you’ll just have to go in on foot.”
“Great. Wonderful.”
I find myself silently echoing Convict’s sentiment. Only my internal voice isn’t weighted down by saccharine sarcasm, just pooling saliva. I’m going into a zombie zone. Payday has come.
“If they’re holed up, then most likely they have quite a crowd by now.” Marine shifts his attention to John, then me. “No heroics. If you can clear a path to get them out, great. If not, then it’s going to be Brice’s call whether you fall back completely or try to employ a Bert strategy.”
“Oh, yeah, what fun. I just love playing bait.”
I blink at Convict. Bait? That doesn’t sound nearly so fun. Nor does it sound all that sane either. I turn back to Marine. “Bait?”
“Bert,” Marine corrects.
Convict snorts, but doesn’t contradict him this time.
Neither of our fearless leaders seems willing to offer an explanation, so I turn to John. He glances at Marine, who nods.
John clears his throat. “One of our best team leads for rescue missions was named Bert. He developed a double team strategy that allows the threat to be drawn away from a group of holed up civilians while the second team rescues them.”
“Yup. Strategy BERT: Bumble into a known zombie zone, Entice them with the lure of fresh flesh, then Run like hell and Try not to get yourself killed in the process,” Herbie puts in, emphasizing the pertinent words for the acronym.
On second thought, let’s skip that. I’m all for hunting down some zombies, but if I wanted to volunteer for suicide, I could have just stayed with the hive.
“There’s more to it than that.” The muscle-bound soldier who’d been hanging in the background finally speaks up. “The goal is to lure them into a trap along with the simultaneous rescue of the civilians.”
Convict turns to him, disgust clearly written on his face. “And it worked so well for good ole Bert.”
“Enough.” Marine ends the discussion, drawing all eyes back to him. “Your team isn’t large enough to pull off a true Bert, but you still might be able to draw their attention away so the other team can slip out. Regardless, those are all decisions for when you’ve arrived and assessed the situation.” His face darkens. I can imagine what he’s thinking. A smart commander would probably pull the plug on the lost men without sending us in. Either there is something important about this team and the mission they were on, or something else is going on here. Maybe it’s pure guilt, maybe not. Regardless, Marine’s is a job I don’t envy. The weight of having to send men and women to their probable deaths would crush me. Though, perhaps, no more than the weight of allowing mankind to die off under the zombie onslaught.
Marine lifts his head, meeting each and every one of our gazes. “No heroics. If an extraction is possible, go for it. If not, then I don’t want you engaging. Pull back and come home. Got it?”
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Pull back? No way. Whether the extraction is possible or not, I’m not pulling back. It’s not because I’m a hero either. I stare down at the hands that are shaking in my lap and then carefully stuff them beneath my thighs, hoping that the others in the armor-clad Humvee haven’t noticed or will have attributed the shakes to nerves. 
What I am is a junkie coming off a high. Almost a week without a real meal. My vampire physiology is doing what vampire physiology does and breaking down my blood for my enhanced functions faster than my still human bone marrow can replace it. If I don’t find a donor soon, I’ll be a walking corpse—literally. But first comes the mindless, blood-crazed animal stage. I’ve hit that level of hunger once before and plan to never repeat the experience. Rather be staked than repeat the experience. 
Be careful what you wish for, Eva girl, one of my dad’s mottos echoes in my head. Understandable. All it takes is a quick glance around the dim interior to show me five possible volunteers. Sitting in the passenger seat is Convict. Next to him, Herbie who—who knew?—is some kind of crazy NASCAR driver. Here in the back is John along with the muscle-bound replacement for Roy, who I’ve learned is named Adam, and Brian—the ammo-drenched scruffy who is currently sharpening his knife. Nice.
Neither Convict nor Herbie worry me all that much and John and I seem to have some sort of weird teammate bond going on, but the other two are wildcards as far as I’m concerned. Muscle-bound Adam is obviously military. He wears his fatigues with the type of ease that only hours of sweating and grunting in them during basic training could ever have accustomed a man. Brian, I’ve concluded, isn’t Army, or Navy, or Marines—no, nothing military about the scruffy mountain man—but there is no doubt he’s something else just as intense. It doesn’t sit well with me, the not knowing.
I clear my throat, leaning across the interior to be heard over the high whine of the straining engine.
“So…what were you before?” I ask Brian. No explanation is needed on what before means. There isn’t a single human who doesn’t define their life by it: The day the zombies came.
The knife caresses the stone in one last long earsplitting grind. Brian stuffs the knife back in its sheath, then turns his head toward me, his ice-chip eyes locking on the freckles across my nose before sliding up to meet my gaze. “A hunter.”
“Ah.” I can see it. This man would be totally in his game tracking down, killing, and gutting open helpless little Bambies. I try not to judge him—who am I to talk?—but the tree-hugging, PETA-sympathizer teenager I’d been thins her lips in disapproval.
“Vampire hunter,” he expounds.
I blink, half expecting him to erupt in a ground shaking belly-laugh. I mean, vampire hunter? Come on. Before the apocalypse, the vampire population laid real low. Only people who believed we were real were Goth-freak teens—who would believe them?—and our victims—who didn’t tell. Even if somehow this man had been in the occupation of staking my ancestors, then I still don’t get why he’d agree to be on a team with a vampire unless… Oh crap. 
His gaze remains hard on mine. No joke. Okay then. I swallow hard, fisting the hand that wants to reach up and cover my throat. Brian’s lips part, cigar-stained teeth flashing as he gives me the first real smile of the night. 
“This is as far as we go,” Convict announces as Herbie eases up on the gas.
Thank God. I can’t imagine continuing on with that conversation. Holy hell. I have the kick-ass steroid version of Buffy on my team. Can we say sucks? 
The Humvee lumbers to a halt, and I push my personal drama backstage to the one we’re about to walk into. Weapons, set aside for comfort, are grabbed up as peeps scoot closer to the door. Someone taps me on the shoulder. I spin around and come face to face with John’s war-painted features. 
“Stick close to me.” His gaze drifts to where Brian is tossing another ammo belt over his shoulder.
I find this to be a good idea. I nod. “Like white on rice.”
This earns me a flicker of a smile. There and gone again before I can be sure there’d been emotion enough to produce one. I’m still trying to decide whether I was imagining things when Convict gives the command to move out. 
Brian and Adam exit first, then John and I. Lastly, Convict and Herbie pop out of the front cab. I take a look around. Brian was right; the streets are littered with abandoned cars. We hadn’t even made it down the exit ramp of 178 and the roads are impassable.
The skin around Convict’s nose draws tight as his gaze sweeps across our surroundings. “Herb, you and Adam stay here and guard our ride.”
Herbie’s lips part into a kid-in-the-candy-store smile. “No problem, Chief-o.”
Convict gives Herbie a glare but doesn’t say anything as he signals the rest of us to move out. We start our descent into hell, slinking down the on ramp between the abandoned cars, the glass from smashed windshields crunching under our boots. It’s something out of a doomsday movie: burnt-out buildings, the wind blowing small clouds of litter down the abandoned streets…skeletons. Too bad we can’t click the remote and change the channel. 
The ramp narrows as we approach the bottom and are funneled into a bottleneck of crashed cars. Convict gestures, electing John and me for point. I’m going to assume that’s because John’s a suicidal yes-man and I’m a walking zombie-sensor, not because Brice wants Brian to be able to mow me down at a moment’s notice. A vampire hunter? What is Marine thinking putting us on the same team?
“You awake back there?” John asks calmly from over his shoulder.
I blink, realizing I’ve let my gun drop low and am a good car crash behind him. Wow. Smack me upside the head. I normally am not so brain-foggy that I can’t think and hunt at the same time. My hunger is taking its toll and in more than one way. Every step brings along an ache in my thighs and a wobble to my knees. Dehydrated, anemic. Yup, I’m going to have to attend to my needs sooner rather than later. It’s a short hop from hungry to desperate.
Only problem is the pond seems to be empty. Here we are, four perfectly good hunks of flesh walking into downtown Bakersfield, and nary a zombie in sight. I can’t sense any either. I mean, WTF? Have they all killed each other off?
I swipe a hand across my throbbing temple, reposition my clammy palm on the grip of my Glock and pick up the pace. My blood pumps like lead through my body, but I manage to stay abreast of John this time. 
We make our way over to Chester Ave and then start heading down, the empty storefronts yawning at us indifferently with their jagged glass teeth. The entire city is eerily quiet. Nobody home—least no live bodies. There are a fair number of skeletal remains that we have to step over, both human and animal. As far as a zombie is concerned fresh human flesh is best, but in a pinch Fido will do, or even Rocso the rat. There isn’t even a song bird to break the silence. Eggs, I guess, are a step up from gnawing on each other.
“Freaky,” Brian mutters from a few yards behind. “Where are they?”
“Dead, dying, or killing one another off,” John replies.
Or out hunting for Rodriguez and his team. But that goes without saying so I keep my mouth shut and press on.
We walk another block before the first signs of life hit my senses. A gentle thrum of heartbeats, too many to distinguish just one.
I hold up my hand. John draws up, looking at me with a question in his eyes.
“What is it?” Convict asks as he comes up alongside.
I jerk my head to a service street that leads west. “They’re that way.”
His heart starts hammering, the stink of fear-induced adrenaline leaking out through his pores. “How close?”
“At least a couple blocks.”
“How many?”
I should have anticipated that question. “Too many to count. Hundred, two. Not sure.”
There is a string of curses, then, “Okay, let’s go, but slow now.”
Slower than we’ve been going? A turtle could move faster. John shifts into low gear, each footfall silent as a ninja in a vacuum. His patience astounds me. Maybe I’d have some too if my stomach wasn’t gnawing on my spine.
The service street ends on another north-south running side street. John glances at me. I nod to the left and we turn south. Halfway to the next intersection we begin to hear the low grumble of gathering zombies. My heartbeat skips, saliva pooling in my mouth. Though I try to rein myself in, my footfalls elongate and I end up kicking a flattened soda can across the pavement. I cringe, and then cringe again when John clamps a hand on my arm, his look lethal as he firmly places me an arm length behind him.
We begin edging forward. I think I’m going to die of impatience, or at least starvation, when we finally reach the next cross street. John’s hand snaps up and he settles down behind a brick sidewalk planter, his gun resting on the rim. I edge up behind him, my attention fixed on the shuffle of movement around the intersection to the west.
Zombie central, indeed. There is a zombie block party that wraps around three rundown buildings, the center of which is an old movie theatre that the thickest congregation of zombies seems to want admittance into.
“I’m betting I know where our friends are holed up,” Brian whispers as he settles into a crouch behind me. I squirm at the closeness of his presence.
“Looks like they tried to get out with a car.” 
I follow the direction of John’s outstretched finger to the abandoned police cruiser—door ajar, interior lights still on—stopped just short of a pile up of cars just south of the intersection.
“Is anyone in that building?” Convict gestures over the line of shops on the south side of the street.
I glance over the one and some story structures to the eight or nine-story building a block down from the zombie party. Hotel, looks like. The fire-escape clinging to the exterior and an old sign stretched out on metal stilts into the night sky suggest it was the pay-by-the-hour kind of place. 
I squint my eyes against the dark night. A human probably couldn’t, but I can see most of the visible windows are framed with jagged shards of glass and black soot around the sills, giving credence to a fairly spectacular fire. I’m betting the interior is pretty much burned out and thus uninhabitable. Even so, I take a moment to settle myself and search for any telltale heartbeats. Nothing, comparatively at least, and I say as much. 
“Not that I can pick up, but hard to hear over the party next door. If they are, they’re probably in a basement.”
“How do you know that?” Convict asks.
“Fire. I’m betting the entire center is burned out. Fire escape looks sturdy enough, but I wouldn’t be thinking of using the elevator. Besides, don’t you think they would have come out to check on the commotion?”
Convict grunts what I take as an affirmative, then settles in a crouch beside John, lowering his voice into a commanding whisper. “Okay, Private Martin and I are going to work our way around to the roof of that hotel. Once you see us up there, I want you two to draw this horde out into the intersection and down the street. We’ll pick off those we can as you pass, but the goal is to draw them away from that building so we can get the other team out.”
I look again at the hotel. It may be dilapidated, but it’s the tallest building in this area. Though I hate to admit it, his plan has merit.
“How long do you think you’ll need?” John asks.
“Five, ten minutes, max. After that you can assume the mission is either a success or a failure and head for the rendezvous point.” Convict hesitates, tugging at his bottom lip with his thumb and index finger as he eyes the large group of zombies ahead of us. “Just make sure you don’t bring the entire party with you.”
John nods curtly, his gaze hard on the shuffling threat before us. I wait for Convict and Brian to leave before saying anything, but I think I’m adept enough to read between the lines to know what Convict was saying, which is if we don’t ditch our trailers, we can count on finding ourselves another ride home. Of course, that’s all assuming I get a chance to make it back to the Humvee in the first place. Freakin-A. Vampire hunter. 
“So…” I whisper, glancing up at the empty roof of the hotel as I shift a touch closer to John. “Does Marine… um, Commander Derwood know what Brian did before the zombie wars?” I really don’t like the idea of Brian being up there on that roof with a high caliber rifle. Just a hair off target—whoops! My bad. Nope, it wouldn’t take much to convince the others it was a mistake.
John casts a look over his shoulder at me. “The commander didn’t send you on a suicide mission, if that’s what you’re asking.”
Wow. John is either really good at reading between the lines, too, or I am that obvious. Istill have a small problem believing him though. It’s simple logic: vampire plus vampire hunter equals at least one body.
“I’m not,” I say, feigning a serenity I don’t feel. “It just seems an unlikely pairing.”
John looks forward again. “Brian is a minimalist and doesn’t tend towards being trigger happy.”
“Really,” I drawl, thinking of our companion and the mountains of ammo he’s carrying.
John gives a slight shake of his head. “He doesn’t kill needlessly. He won’t pull the trigger without a good reason.”
I frown, gnawing my lip. “So why did you want me sticking close to you then?”
John hesitates then shrugs. “I’m not a hundred percent sure what he’d construe as a good reason.”
Oh yeah, that’s reassuring. Regardless, I’m beginning to get Marine’s strategy. Placing me on a team with a known vampire hunter—assuming I manage to make it back to the base in one piece—will prove to the rest of the soldiers that I’m not a threat. All I need to do is prove it to Brian first. Huh. How did Angel do it? I’ve no idea. Guess I should have been watching Buffy reruns rather than trying to outdistance Nathanial in the race for valedictorian.
John and I spend the next five minutes in silence, our attention split between the ambling group of zombies and the roof of the hotel. Finally, two figures pop into view a couple floors down, silently sneaking up the fire escape.
“There they are.”
John glances up then back at me. “You ready?”
I shift, wincing at the sting of needles in both my legs, but nod.
“Here we go, then.” John pushes up off the low wall into a crouch.
The answer is yes, it is possible to move slower than turtle. It’s called snail speed. Ah! I can’t take much more of this. My legs can’t take much more of this. My stomach can’t take much more of this. I glare at John’s back as I crouch-walk behind him, seriously considering biting him just to let him know how much he’s ticking me off. We’re supposed to draw the zombie’s attention, not sneak by them.
Yes, but not until you’ve hit that next intersection, Eva.
I curl my lip at my conscience, drat her, and rope in my impatience by imagining how awesome it’s going to be to sink my fangs into one of those zombies up ahead. We’re almost to the corner when the first zombie raises its head, cracked lips gaping, decaying nostrils flaring as it tries to scent the air. I can’t help but cringe at the sight of the thing. It no longer resembles anything remotely human, the advance of decay and obvious starvation twisting it beyond monster and far into the realm of nightmares. My stomach twists again, but for a different reason this time. I don’t think I can do it. I don’t think I can feed off that thing.
I frantically scan the rest of the nearby creatures. Most are in similar condition to this one, but there are a few whose flesh hasn’t started showing visible signs of decay. Thank God.
John’s hand swipes out to the side. We pause. The zombie takes a lurching step in our direction. John gestures to me and cuts his hand down the road. Got it. Run. Finally!
I lurch up, striking out across the corner of the intersection and south on H street. As eager as I was for this moment, I’m finding it difficult to run on legs that feel like cheap dollar-store bendable straws stuffed in a thick shake. I hit an uneven edge of pavement, my ankle twisting. Pavement flies up to meet me and, for a couple strides, I resort to a knuckle-aided run that would have made our furry ancestors proud.
Holy crap I need to feed.
Behind me I can hear the pounding stride of boot falls and the quick retort of John’s rifle as he lays down cover fire on the run. John’s rifle goes silent as he concentrates on running rather than fighting. The fall of zombies doesn’t end though. Convict and Brian have taken over. 
Around the corner of the hotel stumbles another zombie. I instinctively raise my gun, before lowering it. This zombie looks half-way human. I glance at the pack half-running, half-staggering at us from behind. Plenty of time. I make a beeline for the zombie, only to watch its head explode as a slug blasts through it.
I glance up at the roof to the bastard who’s just stolen my dinner out from under me. My jaw drops open as Brian gives me a cocky salute and shifts his sight back to the mob racing up behind us.
“Eva! Get your ass in gear.”
John’s sharp command as he bolts by jerks me back into reality. The zombies are closing in and there are too many of them to hope for a light snack. Unless I want to be the snack. 
Ignoring my growling stomach and screaming limbs, I run after John. Behind us, more and more zombies fall, their rotting bodies hitting the pavement with heavy thuds as Brian and Convict’s aim holds true. It ticks me off. At the rate they’re going there won’t be a zombie left for me. Okay, maybe I’m being unreasonable. I doubt either of them sees it as denying me my meal, rather laying down cover for their teammates. I can admit this, but they could go to the devil if they expect me to be grateful.
All too soon there are less muffled plops. We’re beginning to outrun the rifle’s ranges. Ahead of me, John spins around and drops into a one-legged kneel. He lifts his gun, takes aim and squeezes off a half-dozen rounds. Behind me more bodies fall.
I hesitate when I reach him, but a quick shake of his head gets his message across. Keep going. John wants to tag team. 
I race down another half block then spin and drop. “Go!” 
I needn’t have yelled. John is already up and running. Good thing too, these zombies are desperate and determined. Either that or we have some regular athletes in the group. Damn they’re fast. 
I wait for them to get a bit closer, then start dropping them with my Glock. It about kills me to pop off the frontrunner when letting the creature get close would coincide with my desire to get one alone and feed from it, but it’s not just me I have to worry about. 
John and I work another five blocks like this, then make a sprint down a cross street, turn right, then left, then left again. The number of followers is dwindling rapidly. Partly because we’ve killed a good number, partly because the lazier of their companions are stopping to scavenge from the dead, and partly because we’ve just plain outrun them. I don’t know what I was expecting, but I’m disappointed when the erratic path we lay seems to work. Ten blocks from the hotel and there isn’t a single zombie on our tail.
I stumble to a stop, laying my elbows on my thighs as I clamp my hands around my pounding head.
“No stopping.” John grabs my upper arm and drags me down another one-way side-road.
I groan, but drag my feet after him. I’ve stopped paying attention to street signs, but I can tell John is trying to work us back north toward the highway. I can only hope I find a lone zombie between here and there. I can’t go back to the base without feeding.
As if in answer to a prayer, a pair of zombies lunge out from the shadows between two buildings to my left. I spin, my Glock rising in an arc as I aim for the nearer of the two. The other, well, I have plans for that one. Only it’s not meant to be. My gun clicks. No ammo. 
Brilliant, Eva. How could you have missed that?
I step back to give myself more room to fight but my foot catches in a pothole and I go down, wind-milling. My head cracks on the pavement, stars flashing before my eyes. Before I know it, biting pain sinks into one of my legs, followed by a violent jerk of my gun arm and a searing snap of agony as the bone breaks.
I scream, grabbing for my knife with my good hand. The blade whistles out of its sheath in an upward arc as I stab for the creature that’s attacking the flesh of my thigh with zealous need. The blade sinks home into the base of its skull just as four rounds are popped off nearby. The zombies fall, both the one attacking my leg and the one trying to drag me by my dangling arm away from its companion. And I lay injured and starving. So not a good combination.
I whimper, yanking the knife out of the creature. I barely get it sheathed before hands are grabbing me under my armpits, yanking me out from under the heavy weight of the dead zombie, and spinning me around.
“What the hell is wrong with you?” John demands, his face flushed and neck corded with anger.
I pant through the pain. Not sure what hurts more, the injuries that are not going to heal anytime soon, or the squelching of my humanity by the instinct that is screaming at me to lunge forward and sink my teeth into John’s neck. 
I clamp my teeth together, jerking my gaze away from his pulse and meet his gaze. I need to look into his eyes, see the human in him. “I need to feed.”
His gaze cuts to the dead zombies on the ground. There is no life in either of their eyes, John’s double taps having eradicated it.
“Fresh blood. Need them to be alive.” Or at least alive when the blood is drawn. I’d managed to find a hospital filled with pints of blood once. I’d lived off them for over a week before the supply I’d confiscated ran out. But something about the suction action of drawing blood from a collapsed artery destroys whatever it is I need. 
Hemolysis. That’s the word. Both my dad and my biology teacher would be bawling right now. 
John yanks his hands back. “Then fucking grab a snack, because I can’t keep saving your ass and keep mine out of the fire, too.”
Wow. I don’t know why that hurts, but it does, even if it does make sense. It’s a dog eat dog world out here, each man—or woman—has got to take care of themselves first.
Even as I think this, John belies this belief by yanking a strip off the bottom of his T-shirt and kneeling down to wrap it around my gushing thigh.
“I was trying to but I tripped.”
“Then stop tripping.” He yanks the knot tight, causing me to wince. He stands back up, eyeing my dangling arm. With a sigh, he rips another couple strips off and works them into a makeshift sling. “You’re a mess.”
“Thanks.” Even I’m not sure if I’m being sarcastic or honestly thanking him for saving my butt. He seems to decide on the latter because he nods, grumbling a, “You’re welcome.”
I look back down at the dead zombies, my fangs cutting into my gums. So close.
“Next zombie we see, I’ll only shoot out the knees, promise.”
I blink up at him. This from the guy who isn’t going to save my ass anymore? “You’re a weird one.”
“I know.” He jerks his head up the street. “Come on. We need to move. I don’t trust Brice not to take off if we’re not back at the Humvee when he gets there.”
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John sets a grueling pace that has my entire body screaming. I know we have to though; John’s admission that our leader is no hero is like a fire licking at my heels. Yup, if it’s Convict’s ass or ours he’ll have no qualms leaving us. Which means we not only have to make up the dozen or more blocks we’ve traveled southward, but we need to overtake them in the last ten to the highway. Oh, and catch me a snack. Still need to do that. 
The opportunity never arises. The streets are as dead as they were at the beginning. If I weren’t so desperate for a lone zombie to snack on, I’d find this hopeful. The apocalypse of the zombie apocalypse. They will die. Starvation will get a species every time.
Three blocks from the highway we catch up to Convict, Brian, and three other bedraggled looking men who can only be what’s left of Rodriquez’s team. They are covered in grime, bloodstains, and obviously fatigued. Of course, I don’t look much better. Which is why, as we draw near, Rodriguez and his men all jerk to full attention, lifting their guns. I stop where I am, hand on my hip. Yeah, yeah. Look like crap. And not knowing who and what I am, the newcomers think I’m about to go loco and start biting teammates.
And they’re not right, Eva? My stomach grumbles at me.
“Hold your fire,” Convict orders. “She’s immune.”
“You shitting me?” the man I assume is Rodriguez—he’s the only Hispanic in the group—asks incredulously.
Convict sighs. “Men, meet our resident vampire. She feeds off zombies though, not humans.”
“Or so she claims.” This comes from Brian. Should have known the man wouldn’t be one to sing my praises. Frankly, I’m surprised Convict did. Then again, as John had said, I do make Convict’s team look good—when I’m not falling on my face and getting my butt kicked.
John steps ahead of me, showing his trust by giving me perfect exposure to his unprotected back. I’m touched, even if my canines do throb. 
“I recommend we get moving, sir. We lost them, but with all the noise we’ve made, I won’t be surprised if more come out of the woodwork.”
John’s logic amazes again. More amazing is his ability to keep things on track without actually challenging Convict’s authority.
A nod from Convict has us moving again. Brian waits for me to come abreast of him before he starts walking.
“Didn’t get your snack, little girl?” he asks, his eyes raking over my wounds.
“No. And I’m not a little girl.”
“How long ago were you turned?”
“A year and a half.” 
Which makes me eighteen and a half. Kind of. I still haven’t figured that one out. Do birthdays count when you’re undead?
“Just a baby then.” His eyes narrow, his lips thinning to the point of nonexistent. “Pretty good control for a baby. Must have been a damn powerful vampire who turned you.”
His words bring a flash of memory. A dark sweep of hair, killer eyes to match a lethal smile… literally.
I curl my lip as I brush by Brian to catch up to John and Convict. I don’t want to think about the vampire who turned me or analyze why just that brief flash of memory has my chest tightening in a painful clench and my limbs threatening to freeze up for an altogether different reason than starvation. I am in control. . Out here I am my own person—or vampire as the case may be. Back at the hive—well, Brian is right. The vampire who turned me is powerful. That makes me powerful too, though not powerful enough to be anything more than a slave to him and his queen.
We walk the streets at a brisk pace, meeting no opposition. Where is a lone zombie when I need it? My teammates are not going to be happy if I ask them to hang at the Humvee while I track down a snack. 
I’m gnawing on my lip and almost miss the soft shuffle of sound from around the next corner. Is that? Yes! A heartbeat. I break into a jog just as the zombie stumbles around the grimy building. A threadbare suit hangs off an emaciated frame, the listless eyes are vacant as it stares at us—uh, hello, prey—and the hollow planes of its cheeks give little hope of a tummy filling meal. Still, beggars can’t be choosers as my father would say.
Before anyone else can react, John cuts it down at the knees, sending the zombie to the pavement in a pool of blood. It makes a pitiful sound like a moan. Five other guns lift up. 
Hell no. “Hold your fire!” I yell, jumping forward.
Convict glares at me. 
“I need to feed.”
“No way. Nuh uh,” Convict says, his voice rising with each word until spittle starts to fly from his mouth. “You are not going to bite that sucker in front of me.”
“Then I suggest you turn around,” I say, brushing by him. Not like I have a choice. Not like I want this any more than he does.
“Private Harper!” A gun ratchets behind me. The skin on my back twitches. And then Convict delivers in a deadly calm voice, “Do it and you’ll be off my team, as in O-F-F.”
I hesitate, my feet sticking to the blood-stained asphalt before the zombie that is bleeding out. I don’t think Convict will really kill me. Leave me behind maybe, but not kill me. Still, his words strike closer to home than any well placed bullet ever could. The desire to fit in, to please, is almost as strong as my instinct to leap onto the fallen zombie and suck the blood down my throat before the rest of it drains onto the pavement.
My stomach rumbles. The clawing hunger tearing a path past my esophagus and threatening that place that holds that last bit of humanity. Nope, no contest.
I reach down and grab up the writhing zombie. There are some things in this world worth dying for, but popularity is not one of them.
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Then…
 
My phone vibrated across the Formica table of the food court, making me jump so high I practically dropped the fry I’d been about to stuff into my mouth. With an I-can’t-believe-you glare at my companion across the table, I snatched the antiquated Motorola up and keyed through screen after screen to retrieve the text.
OMG!
I knew, of course, who the message was from. Carrie. Best friend and confident since sixth grade. We’d been two misfits who’d hit it off at our first awkward lunch period together. She’d been as hopelessly shy as I, until she got her first cell phone. Now Carrie couldn’t stop talking—as long as it was via a keypad—or touch screen. I tried not to be but I was extremely jealous of her pretty new iPhone. 
I considered ignoring the text, but one glance across the table had me deciding to play along. I rubbed my greasy hand off on my napkin and typed back. ? Short messages. That was all I could handle on my phone. Took too long to key through all the letters and pick out the right one.
Five seconds later my phone was buzzing again. Damn that girl was fast.
I candy. My high noon.
I started to crane my head to see behind me and was rewarded with a kick in the shin. “Ow! What was that—”
I glared at the girl sitting across from me and closed my mouth. There was nothing like Carrie’s glare to suck the insubordination out of you. I envisioned her as a drill sergeant someday—as long as she could find and download a mean-ass ring-tone ending in “Do we have an understanding, soldier?”
Her fingers frantically flew over the touch-screen of her iPhone causing mine to vibrate again: Don’t B a doof.
I rolled my eyes, painfully and slowly texting her back. How do I tell if hot, if cant look?
Can’t look. He’s looking @ U!
I swiveled my head around. Of course I had to look now. We Harpers were the epitome of obstinate. Or maybe that’s senseless. Hmm. Didn’t know and didn’t care, I still had to look.
Across from me Carrie groaned. “You are such a dweeb. That’s not how you play it cool.”
Yeah. And Carrie knew all about cool. Not. This was the girl who, last summer, picked the state-of-the-art computer over an all-expense-paid-trip to Europe that her absent CEO dad offered as a forgive-me-for-divorcing-your-mom bribe.
My gaze landed on the guy leaning against one of the tiled pillars behind us. Holy crap. Carrie was right, on both accounts: he was totally eye candy and he was so looking at me. Which was totally weird, I mean, why would a guy like that be looking at me? I was shy, skinny, short and he, well, was not. His head topped the blue swath of tiles that I knew for a fact were a good foot over my own short five-foot-two height. His pose was casual confident. Well-muscled arms folded across his black t-shirt clad chest. A really nice chest, with broad shoulders that leaned down into the trim cut of his vintage jeans. 
A runner, maybe, or basketball. I didn’t peg him for football, but basketball was big around here and would lend to that kind of tall, lean build. Yet I couldn’t see him as being from any of the nearby school districts. If he was on one of the athletic teams that Flagstaff High went up against, I should have recognized him. I’d certainly gone to enough games while crushing over Kyle. I was still smarting over that. Practically a year wasted sitting in the stands going all dewy-eyed over the Flagstaff’s star player.
Never again.
I tried to drag my gaze away, but couldn’t seem to take my eyes off Mr. Candy. There was something about him, something I thought I should recognize. I still didn’t think I’d seen him at any of the athletic gatherings, but maybe I’d seen him somewhere else. It might not even have had anything to do with high school. This guy looked old enough to maybe even be in college. He also had that dark brooding thing going for him; the dark hair that skimmed his well-defined jaw line, the heavy brow that shadowed his eyes. 
Eyes that were currently, and implausibly, boring into mine.
And I still couldn’t look away. Something about his gaze held me pinned like a butterfly in a display frame. Which is what I probably looked like in my tie-dye t-shirt, high-tops, gopped on eyeliner, and frizzy hair.
Damn dress rehearsals. And damn me for not having insisted on going home to change before letting Carrie drag me to the mall.
I blushed, spinning forward again just as my phone vibrated. This time it was with great relief that I had something to do other than contemplate my complete and utter humiliation. I mean, yeah, he’d been staring—probably blindsided by my outfit—but I’d been staring right back and been totally enthralled by what I’d seen. I punched through the buttons, my fingers fumbling on the keys so it took me a while to pull up Carrie’s text.
Isn’t he 2 die 4?
Well yeah. If you meant die of a broken heart. He had untouchable written all over him. Way out of my league. You get passed up in favor of the big-boobed cheerleader enough and you learned. Carrie tended to be more optimistic than I, though, so I knew it was going to take some nipping in the bud to get her to knock it off.
“No, what is to die for is my outfit.” I plucked at the multi-colored T. “Killer, isn’t it?”
This received another glare and twenty seconds later, a buzz.
U r so annoying. He’s looking right @ u!
I snorted. “Yeah. He’s probably blindsided by all the colors.”
She rolled her eyes, leaning urgently across the table. “Stop it. You look awesome. Anyone with half a brain would get that you are practicing for the Footloose Musical. The posters are plastered all over town.” She waved her hand around to indicate the large food court we sat in. “Even here.”
I frowned down at my half-eaten fries. Maybe she was right. There were posters plastered all over the place. Carrie, along with the rest of the art department, had made sure of that. She’d been almost as proud as my mom when I got a part in the musical. Even if it was just a bit part. Still, posters aside, it didn’t do anything to negate the fact that Mr. Candy was obviously playing some sort of game. I wasn’t ugly. But nor was I beauty pageant material. More girl-next-door. If a guy like Mr. Candy was interested in me it was for one reason and one reason alone: Sex. Thank you, Kyle, for teaching me that.
As if I were some sort of masochist, I found myself glancing over my shoulder again, only he wasn’t there anymore. I tried to ignore the sinking feeling in my chest, the one that felt suspiciously like disappointment. Idiot.
I looked back across the table to say I told you so to Carrie and caught her wide grin. Oh crap. That wasn’t good. Carrie only smiled like that when she was up to something. Something bad.
Someone slid into the seat beside me. 
“Can I join you?” A deep baritone voice drawled, even as a long tapered hand shot out to grab one of my fries. Like he already had rights to my fries. Jerk.
“No.” I snatched my container of fries up, shifting them to the other side of my tray. He may have been cute—all right, hot—but he obviously thought he was all that and more. 
Carrie kicked my shin again. I yelped.
“Of course you can join us,” Carrie said, plastering on a beamy smile that was worthy of an Oscar. Huh, why hadn’t she tried out for the musical?
Carrie went on, her voice all sorts of bubbly and sweet. “My name is Carrie and this is my friend Eva.” She leaned in closer over the table towards Mr. Candy, lowering her voice into a conspirator’s whisper. “You’re going to have to excuse her. She didn’t want to come here after her dress rehearsal, but I dragged her along.”
My mouth dropped open, staring at the two-headed monster who’d replaced my best friend. Not only was she betraying me, but she was talking—coherently. I was the only one Carrie could talk to without stuttering. Well me and this really repressed guy who’d recently joined her art club. Carrie turned into Chatty Cathy whenever he was around. Something about flowers flourishing in the desert or something.
“My name is Raoul,” Mr. Candy said, his deep timber voice dragging the R and rolling the L in a way that was oh so French and oh so sexy. 
I scoffed. Probably part of the charming act he used to get high-school virgins to give up the cherry-topped sundae.
He turned his gaze on me. “Eva. That’s a beautiful name. And very fitting.”
I didn’t really hear what he said. I was too busy staring. His eyes were blue. An icy-pale blue that made me think of a Siberian Husky, or a Caribbean sea frozen over. And they were pinned on me again. I rubbed my sweaty palms on my jeans, taking a hard swallow to void my mouth of pooling saliva. Crap. What was wrong with me? I really didn’t like my body’s betrayal. Raoul wasn’t doing anything and I was all but hyperventilating. Which meant, of course, that I had to say something snide.
“Raoul. Sounds French. And perfect for a French fry thief.” Okay, maybe not my wittiest comeback ever, but at least I let him know that I wasn’t going to do the gooey-eyed drooling thing over him. 
He wasn’t fazed at all, continuing on in that lightning-strike accent of his. “You are right. It is French. I apologize for the theft of your fry. I’ll buy you some more if you wish.” 
“Not necessary. I’m done.” I reached out, pushing my tray away. The fries were cold anyway and all of a sudden my appetite was gone. At least my appetite for fries.
Something snagged in my hair. Goosebumps rose over my exposed skin. I glanced over at him in shock, blinking at the fingers twirling in my teased and primped hair. It was only my friggin hair, for God’s sake.
“This dress rehearsal, was it perhaps for the musical that starts at Flagstaff High this weekend?” he asked.
I pulled my head back, thereby extracting my hair from his fingers. “No, I just like dressing up like a 80s’ film reject.”
His lips cracked up into a smile, dimples forming. 
Ah, hell. Did he have to look so scrumptiously perfect?
“Ah. On you, I think I might like this 80s’ look. I certainly wouldn’t reject you.”
I shook my head, glaring at him. “Knock it off.”
He looked genuinely confused, his brow puzzling into a deep V as he tipped his head to the side. “Knock what off?”
“This.” I waved my hand between us. 
“This what?”
“Bull—”
I got another smack to the shin, at the same time that my phone buzzed again. I glared down at it like it was a snake, knowing instinctively who it was from. Carrie had somehow managed to text me. I thought about ignoring it, but then a plan formed. I turned my back on our “guest” and went through the process of retrieving my text.
If U don’t knock it off, I’m going to knock U later.
Whatever. I leapt up, pressing a series of buttons to turn off my phone. No more phone, no more texts. 
“Sorry. That was mom.” I looked over at Carrie. “I have to get home, and since you drove...” I shrugged my shoulders in a helpless little “what can I do about it?” gesture.
It was Carrie’s turn to sit there with her jaw on her lap. Yup, today was a day of firsts. Carrie had managed to converse in a complete coherent sentence and I, goody-two-shoes that I was, had managed to lie without blinking. Go drama club. Mom did know what she was talking about when she’d needled and nagged me into joining.
I turned to Raoul, giving him a dismissive nod. “It was nice to meet you.”
He stood up. “It’s getting late. Let me escort you ladies to your car.”
I shook my head. “That’s okay. We’re right near the entrance. Parked right under a lamppost. We’ll be fine. But thanks.”
I grabbed up Carrie’s bag of purchases off the floor, held it out to her. “Come on, Carrie. You know how mom gets if I don’t answer her immediate summons.”
Still looking a bit flabbergasted, she mechanically got up and took the bag. Figuring she might baulk I linked my arm through hers, and with a last carefree wave for Mr. Too Good to Be True, herded her through the aisles of bolted-down tables.
We were a good twenty feet away before Carrie seemed to come back to herself and twisted in my grip, looking back over her shoulder at the seats we’d just vacated.
“He’s still there.” She leaned in closer. “And he’s still watching you.”
I didn’t respond.
Carrie stopped, yanking her arm out of my grip. Her small feet planted down on the tile floor with the kind of stubborn stomp that I’d learned to dread.
“Carrie!” I hissed at her, jerking my head to the south entrance to indicate where we needed to go. Now.
She shook her head. “We should go back. I mean, how many chances like this do we get?”
Good point, but, “No way.”
Her jet-black bob swung in a stubborn chin jut. “Fine. If you don’t want him, maybe I’ll just…”
As if. Carrie could barely talk to anyone but me without her cell-phone. That little bit earlier was most likely a fluke. And if it wasn’t? Well, I wasn’t about to let her learn the ultimate eff-me life lesson with Mr. Candy. He was a player. Just like Kyle. I was sure of it.
I grabbed Carrie’s arm back up, steering her toward the nearby exit.
She gave me a deadly glare which I ignored, then tried to jerk her arm from my grip. Good thing she was as much of a lightweight as I.
“What do you think you’re doing?” she exclaimed indignantly.
As if it wasn’t obvious. “Leading you away from temptation, aka, saving your life.” 
“My life?” she screeched.
I nodded, dragging her out the door and toward her beat up Hyundai. I didn’t know much about this Raoul guy, but I knew one thing. He was deadly—least to a girl’s heart. 
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“I’m telling you guys, this crazy bitch saved my life.” 
I duck my head, my cheeks burning as I reach for the spoon to slop another heap of the pudding that is being passed down the table. Pudding. How long ago has it been since I last enjoyed the treat? Can’t remember. Seems like my belly’s been hollow forever, and when that happens all I crave is meat. It’s full now though. I’d practically gorged on that zombie. It may have been skinny, may have been half-way to its grave, but I’m a small thing and zombies don’t die from a little bit of blood loss. Nope, takes draining them, or a bullet in the brain.
“No, really. This chick is effing amazing. We’re all just standing there, mouths like this, down to our belt-buckles, you know?” Blaine demonstrates by dropping his mouth open to his collar bone. A young Asian-African American, he’s one of the survivors from Rodriguez’s team. Probably my age. My real age, not my perpetual seventeen. 
He’s also, like more than half the men down here, big, bulky, and comes complete with a macho scar running from the temple of his shaved scalp toward the outer corner of his big, brown, teddy-bear eyes. It’s the eyes that have me putting up with this round of poetic waxing. That and the pudding. Chocolate pudding. Instant. Lumps included. And just like dad used to make.
I’m such a sap.
Blaine goes on. “I mean, she’s sucking the life out of the zombie right in front of us, man. All of a sudden her head snaps up and she goes loco-motive. Running right toward us. I’m thinking she’s about to bite me or something, but then John here yells out ‘behind you!’ So I spin around and, holy shit, there they are. Must have been two, three-dozen zombies coming out of the side-street. One was this effing close.” He stretched his arms out wide. “I looked at those blank eyes, saw its chin, already dripping with blood, and all I could think is, huh, must be one of the ones that stopped to feed on the others these guys killed.”
He pauses, letting the danger of the moment sink in. Everyone’s attention is completely captured. No one is eating, but me. I can’t get enough of the pudding. Ah, to enjoy pudding again.
Blaine shakes his head. “I froze. Effing froze. Never froze like that before. Just too much, you know?”
There are some murmurs of agreement. A long two day mission, a controlled crash landing, three teammates down, the hours trapped inside a pitch-black building before breaking out and sprinting through zombie infested streets. Yeah, anyone would agree it was too much.
“Then it’s gone. Well, not gone, you know, but down, writhing on the ground, blood gushing out of this gash on its throat that goes all the way back to its spine. Bitch about lopped the thing’s head off with that puny little knife of hers. Well, the sight of all that blood rouses me. I pop one off into its temple and get busy helping take the rest down. Not that they needed me.” He slaps me on the back. “This chick is a one woman army. Like a bitchin’ whirlwind of destruction, she blew through them with her blade like they were nothing but an overgrown lawn in need of mowing.”
Numerous sets of eyes, some not so amazed, swing back to me.
“It was nothing,” I mumble around a mouthful of pudding. Really it was nothing. At least nothing I could do again anytime soon. Sure, I am naturally faster and stronger than any human, but to pull off what I’d done earlier this morning, I’d need to have just fed again. I’d been in the throes of blood lust. Not that I am going to tell them this. Especially not with Brian the Vampire Slayer watching me like a hawk from the other end of the table. I shudder. 
Blaine shakes his head, the mess hall lights glinting off the dark skin of his shaved head. “Hell no, that wasn’t nothing. That was something else, for sure.”
“It was something,” a deep voice rumbles from across the room. 
I blink, looking down the table toward the previously silent Rodriguez. Like Brian, he’s been studying me with a sort of quiet consideration since my little display. I’m not sure if this is good or bad. On the one hand, I did show them both that even taken by the blood, I still played for our team. On the other, I’ve also just shown them how lethal I can be. 
Rodriguez went on, his gaze holding mine. “And if Brice is stupid enough to kick you off his team, know that you have a place on mine.”
I manage to choke out a, “Thank you, sir,” and turn my attention back to my pudding. I really don’t know how to take all this praise. I’d wanted to be respected, yes. Accepted, check. And dare I say liked? But this almost hero worship prompts the shy, bookish teenager in me to want to jump up and run to the library. 
No library here.
I glance across the table at John, not sure why I’m going to him as a lifeline, but even though that is my instinct, I’m unnerved to find him sitting forward on the bench, elbows on the puckered Formica as he fiddles with his spoon—watching me. I arch a brow. He shrugs and stretches his arm across the table, dipping his spoon into my pudding.
“How’s the pudding?” he asks, even as he deposits the glob of chocolate into his mouth. “Hmm. Good.” His Adam apple bobs as he swallows it. He dips the spoon back in again, sliding the chocolate covered spoon into his mouth for another taste. “Really good.”
I snap out a pitiful “uh” of astonishment, encircling my arms around my bowl and pulling it closer. “And mine.”
The corners of his mouth twitch up and he sets down the spoon. “Far be it for me to deny a woman her meal.”
My heart does a heavy thud in my chest. First, he called me a woman. And second, it’s because of him that I’m sitting here comfortably amongst the rest of the men as I eat this bowl of pudding. If he hadn’t shot out that zombie’s knees, someone else would doubtlessly have taken it down before I could get to it. 
I relax my grip on my bowl. “Thanks, by the way. For keeping your word.”
“Not a problem.” He pushes up from the table, the muscles in his thighs bunching as he lifts his legs over the bench seat. “I’m heading to the training room. Want to come?”
I blink up at him, honestly surprised at the invite. Yeah, he’s been cool about the whole vampire thing, even helped ease my transition in as new girl, but an invite to hang out, beyond the parameters of teammates, seems a bit friendlier than I am comfortable with. And since we’ve already done the interrogation routine, makes me wonder what his angle is. I shrug as I slouch out of my seat. Only one way to find out.
We make our way through the halls, passing other soldiers as we go. Mid-morning is a busy time. I wish it weren’t. The sidelong stares I’m getting are about as comfortable as the hero worship had been. Though at least there is less hostility behind them this time.
Now that I’m less fearful of getting a stake in the back, I notice something else that slipped my attention before. John is a popular guy. I may be stared at, but he’s greeted with head-nods, waves, and more than one fist thump.
“How long have you been here?” I ask after one such manly welcome.
“A little over a year,” John says as he returns another enthusiastic wave with a slight nod. Another thing of note. John nods after the others do their thing. I’m not sure what disturbs me more: the fact that I’m still being all but ignored or that “average” John is much higher on the totem pole than I’d given him credit for. I hate underestimating people. Probably because everyone always underestimates me.
“Did Mar—uh, Commander Derwood recruit you then?”
John shakes his head. “More like I stumbled into the fold.”
“Interesting way of putting it.”
“It was an interesting encounter.”
So had mine been. I suspect Marine specializes in them.
I wait, thinking John will offer more, but am sadly disappointed. I’m still waiting, and now annoyed, when we arrive at the door to the first training room. Which is stupid. We’re teammates, not friends and confidants. 
I start to reach for the handle but John stops me, pointing down the hall to a lone door at the very end. “Let’s use that one. Not as busy.”
I shrug, following him down the hall and through the door. My hands plant on my hips as I take in the empty room. Smaller by far than the official training room, though there are mats, at least, and a small punching bag in the corner.
“Quaint.” 
“Private,” he replies.
“No one else knows about this room?”
“Most others don’t see the point of it.”
“What is the point?”
“Privacy.” He closes the door.
I roll my eyes at the lack of explanation. How John ever got to be so high up on the popularity index is beyond me. A man of words he is not. Must be the jock factor. I wipe sweaty palms on my pants. I hate sports jocks.
“You okay?”
My head snaps around, only now realizing that I’ve been staring blankly at the punching bag. John has pulled open a small cabinet that was previously hidden by the door and is wrapping his fists up with white sports tape, one brow arched in question.
“Yeah, fine.” I step jauntily into the center of the room, spinning around. “So what we doing? Not dancing, I assume.”
“Thought we’d spar a bit.”
With a vampire? “You’re either brave or foolish.”
He winks. “Or trusting.”
I snort at that. Twenty-four hours ago I might have believed him. But now? Nope. John may follow orders, but he’s certainly not blind while he does it. So that means he either thinks he can take me, or this is another test of some sort. Probably both.
I let him take the lead and he starts us off in a series of warm-up punches and kicks. Nothing fast. Enough to get the feel of each other’s styles. Mine’s pathetic, but I’m fast so it’s all good.
“Arm doesn’t seem any worse for the wear.” He nods down at the arm that I’d just used to block his kick.
“All better.” Had been within minutes of feeding. I still can’t believe it broke. Normally I’m not so brittle, far from it, but I guess I was worse off than even I realized at the time.
He begins to pick up speed, no longer testing. I meet him hit for hit but as much as I might want to prove I could take him if I wanted, I don’t push.
“That was some ass-kicking you gave those zombies there at the end,” he says after a few minutes of friendly bruising.
Why thank you. I was beginning to wonder if anyone on my team would admit that. Convict certainly isn’t happy with me. Brian is still fingering his knife and Herbie is no longer leering. Which I guess is actually a point on the positive side, but still... “Does this mean that if it were up to you, you’d let me stay on your team?”
“Brice isn’t going to kick you off,” John says as he feints a jab.
“Sure about that?”
He just smiles, and dives in for a flurry of hits to my torso. I miss the first one, grunt, and block the rest. “Brice wouldn’t cut his star players.”
“He does seem to like being on the winning team,” I reply.
“Who doesn’t?”
Me. I don’t like team sports, and for exactly the same reason why Convict won’t “cut” me. There is always a star player or two. And in my experience, those players always get away with murder.
I don’t answer, coming at John with a jab to the head which he somehow dodges. He is fast, damn fast, for a human.
“Where did you go to school?”
His question throws me off-guard and his strike gets by, snapping my head back. I dance away, rolling my jaw to ease the sting. “School?”
“Yeah, what high school were you at when you were turned?” He circles around me. “I know it wasn’t college.”
“Why, because I look all of twelve?”
His eyes rove over me. I stand under the appraisal, damned if I’ll squirm. “You’re scrawny, but not that scrawny. So what were you? Sophomore? Junior?”
“Junior. Flagstaff High. Track, drama club, school paper.” And student council, orchestra, odyssey of the mind… honor roll. But I don’t feel like mentioning these. Don’t fit with my current kick-ass image.
“Family?”
I stumble, regain my balance. Both physically and mentally. “Dead.”
“Before or after?”
“Same time.”
He whistles. “Same reason?”
My blood bypasses simmer and flares into full-fledge boil. What the heck? Is he accusing me of trading my parents and my soul for some sort of over-glorified immortality? 
I take three deep breaths, tamping down the red. 
“You’re full of questions,” I say, focusing my anger into a strike at his solar plexus. He blocks, the impact shooting up my arm. Crap. The effects from my feeding are fading fast. Probably should be more consistent. Not fast so much between them. 
John hasn’t responded to my comment, though he continues to look at me as if he expects me to answer his. Why? Why does he care? 
“Who wants to know?” I stop circling, planting my hands on my hips. “Convict? I know it’s not Marine. He got the life story on the way here.”
“You done?”
I glare at him.
“Don’t drop your guard then.” He says and comes at me with a series of hits that have me backing into the corner before I manage to spin out and around.
“Better.”
“You haven’t answered my question.”
His shoulders lift and fall marginally. “Maybe I’m asking for me.”
I narrow my gaze, trying to see past his set expression of calm, cool and collected. There is nothing reassuring there.
Don’t let yourself get played, Eva girl. Dad’s voice again, telling me not to be lead around the chess board by my opponent. His sound-bites of advice always applied to other crap too. Like life.
“Why would you care?” I snap out.
“Hell if I know.”
My veins turn to ice, then flash heat. The words sink me back into the past and, for a moment, the room disappears. Instead a cloudy evening in the park, a warm wind signaling the coming storm, and a face. Love, hate. If I knew then what I know now… I lunge at him. He starts to dodge but I spin and twist into his path, hooking my leg behind his knee. Then he’s down, my fist pounding into the aggregate path beside his ear as he twists his head aside. 
No, not dirt and stone. A blue mat. In a brightly lit room. John. And I’m pinning him down, canines bared like some sort of animal. Crap.
His nostrils flare. Angry? Not sure. It doesn’t taste like anger. Not fear either. Which only flares the fire of a long ago hate. Hell if I know, indeed. Asshole.
“When you figure it out, let me know.” And with that I push up and stride from the room.
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Then…
 
He was everywhere. No matter where I went I couldn’t escape his piercing blue gaze. Opening night of Footloose, the movie theatre with Carrie on Wednesday, he’d even shown up outside the restaurant my mom and dad had taken me to in order to celebrate some big new project my dad had been selected to work on. And I, masochistic that I was, had spent the entire dinner shifting uncomfortably in my seat, wiping sweaty palms on my jeans as I tried to casually crane my head around in hopes of catching one more glimpse of him through the over-decorated window. 
And now he was here too.
I came to a halt on the path, my running shoes digging for purchase on the incline, the loose dirt and stone made even more slippery by the recent rains. It had poured three of the last four nights and with all the other things on my plate, this was the first time in over a week that I’d gotten to go out for my evening run. And there he was, jogging down Mars Hill toward me out of the Ponderosa Pines, his stride long, unstrained, and a smile plastered on the even complexion of his face. 
Of course he looked good. He was running downhill.
Still. Not fair. When I ran my face turned into a beet. 
I frantically glanced to the side, even though I knew there was no side path here to dash down. Damn. Why here? Why now? Not that I actually wanted to see him again, but if I were going to, then I’d prefer it not to be in my ratty old t-shirt after a mile and half of huffing, puffing and sweating.
Resigned, I looked back up the path. He waved, dimples still flashing as he ran up and stopped before me. “Hello, Eva,” he said, dipping his head slightly as if he were addressing royalty or something.
Blind, either that or he really had fun chasing down his prey. I planted my hands on my hips, staring him down—or at least tried to. Hard to do when the top of my head barely topped his chest. A chest that was barely rising and falling. Jerk wasn’t even winded. Had he been waiting for me in those woods or had he actually been out running? I decided to cut the crap and get an answer.
“Why are you doing this?” I asked between panting breaths.
“Doing what?”
“Following me around. Showing up wherever I am.”
His smile faded, his eyes becoming impossibly intense. I thought he wasn’t going to answer. Would be better if he didn’t, if he just slunk off in shame back into the forest. End of story. But instead he shook his head. “Hell if I know.”
My face burned. Whatever. I spun around, ready to sprint back down the path toward home. If he wasn’t going to end this idiotic soap-opera scene, I would. A hand snaked out and latched onto my elbow, pulling me back around.
“Hey!”
“I’ve figured it out,” he said, even as he let go of my arm.
I rubbed the skin he’d just touched, sure the shape and size of his hand was burned like a brand into my skin. Felt like it at least. Pursing my lips I stared up into his face as I waited for him to expand. I wasn’t sure if I even wanted to know his motivation, but after another long, drawn-out bit of silence, my indecision flashed quickly to annoyance and from there to hurt. Was I so unworthy that he couldn’t come up with a reason besides the typical I-want-in-your-pants one?
“Well?” I prompted.
He reached out, tucking a strand that had come loose from my ponytail behind my ear. Another sizzle, crack, pop of energy and I rocked back on my heels. Whoa. Not chemistry, static electricity.
“I like your hair,” he said.
“That’s it? You like my hair?”
“And your face. This dash of freckles…” he swept a finger across the bridge of my nose. I tingled again. “Adorable.” 
I huffed. If that was the best he could do… 
“And your eyes.” His own eyes, shadowed in the dim evening light, locked onto mine. Something in my chest went thud, thud, and I inhaled sharply. “Gorgeous. I could get lost in them. More crazy, I want to.” He dropped his hand. “I guess that’s why I’m following you around.”
Okay. Points for Mr. Candy. He’d done it. He’d charmed me in fifty words or less. Which made me a bona fide idiot. Hadn’t I already learned this lesson? Eyes aside, if a guy like him was after me it was for one thing only. And brand me old-fashioned, but I wasn’t giving that away.
He tilted his head to the side, the corners of his mouth crinkling up in an easygoing smile. “So what do you say? Want to catch a movie or something?”
A movie. Right. Would probably want to sit in the back row, too. And would be pissed when I didn’t take to having my hand directed to his crotch. 
I tossed my head, ponytail flicking as I spun away and broke into a jog back down the path. I hadn’t gone more than three strides before he was there, his feet padding silently alongside my own. Damn. He was heavier than me by far. Couldn’t he refrain from outshining me in something as simple as not sounding like an elephant?
“Where are we going?” he asked.
“I’m going home.”
“What about me?”
“I don’t know. It’s a windy evening. Guess you could, oh… go fly a kite or something.” And then another one of those freak spring storms would roll in, lightening could strike and, Viola! Fried hot guy. Man, sometimes those old sayings of my dads were just plain appropriate.
There was a slight break in his stride. I glanced over and was almost surprised to see the incredulous look on his face. Though I guess I shouldn’t have been. How many girls ever actually refused a guy like him? Still, maybe I was being unfair. Maybe he was being genuine. Doubted it, but there was a chance. And if that were the case, than my cold shoulder brushoff edged well into the realm of rude. Especially without an explanation, and I wasn’t one to go for unexplained cruelty. 
Sighing, I slowed to a stop, turning to face him as he slid into a graceful halt beside me. “Listen, I’m flattered and all…”
I trailed off, unable to crush the hopeful look in his eyes. And that was so not right. A guy as hot as he was should not be the one hanging on my every word. I should be the one panting like a puppy dog at his heels.
He shifted, his shoulders tense under his black, poly running tank. “Why does it sound like there is a ‘but’ in there?”
I lifted my chin. “But I’m more than just a pretty face.”
He stepped in closer, his hand sliding up my arm setting off the now predictable shiver, those blue eyes so intense I thought I might fall into them. Worse, I wanted to. God but I wanted to.
Don’t be stupid, Eva. Don’t be stupid.
“Then show me. Show me you’re more. And let me show you that I am too.” The words sounded like a gong in my mind despite the fact that he had whispered them. He leaned down, his fingers on my chin tipping, tilting as they simultaneously burned a path of fire across my jaw. His breath hot and sweet like candied almonds on my lips. His eyes holding onto me, entreating me to give in. Give him a chance.
How I wanted to. One chance. One kiss. What could it possibly hurt to just see?
I rose up on my toes.
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I wake up gasping, a wet stream of moisture sliding down my cheek and my body racking with pent-up sobs. Angry with myself, I swipe the offending tears away. Stupid. How stupid. I wish I could go back and grab that gullible pre-me by the shoulders and shake her. If not that, then I wish I could amputate the memories or at least the feelings that go with them. 
Show me you’re more.
I hadn’t been—nothing but a stupid, naïve teenage girl—but he certainly was.
Why he’d gone after me, why I’d become the focus of his intensity was still a mystery to me. We’d had nothing in common. Not at first and not later after the getting-to-know-you-phase either. Though maybe that was it. Opposites attract and all that. And how we’d attracted.
Even now, hundreds of miles away I can’t deny that despite all my anger, all my hatred, that there isn’t a part of me that doesn’t yearn for him still.
“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” I reprimand myself, firmly eradicating the memory from my thoughts. 
There is a rap on the door. I take one last swipe at my eyes and flip my legs off the cot even as I realize that the noise is probably what woke me. Which means whoever is out there has been waiting for my answer.
Cursing, I stumble to the door, flipping the locks, and yanking it open. “Yeah?”
John raises a brow at my cranky greeting—or maybe my disheveled state—but doesn’t comment otherwise. Good thing. I’d have to kill him if he said anything about what I am sure is a major case of puffy, red-rimmed eyes. 
“Commander Derwood wants us in the briefing room,” he informs me.
Good. A distraction.
I nod and grab up my knife and Glock. They’ve become such a part of me, I feel naked if I’m not wearing them, and after that dream, I need to feel in control.
I fall into step beside John, walking briskly through the monotonous halls. “Do you think we’re heading on another mission?”
“Don’t know. I got the call from Brice. He told me to collect you, but that was all.”
So Convict isn’t talking to me directly. Nice. Funny how John always seems to get the shit jobs that Convict doesn’t want to do. I’m tempted to ask him why he puts up with it but that might open some sort of dialogue between us and given the state he found me in, I’m not too keen on opening that sort of Q&A session.
We pass through the mess hall and down the short hall to the lift. John presses the button and we wait. And wait. And wait…
“Hey, I wanted to apologize for all those questions earlier,” John says, breaking the long silence.
I look over at him, expecting to meet up with his typical stoic profile, but he’s actually looking at me. His brow even has a little crease in it.
Nope. Not buying it. I cross my arms. “You figured out why you were asking them?”
There is a clank and a rattle and the lift doors open. Empty. We step inside and John presses the button for the command floor. He doesn’t look at me again, choosing instead to stare at the passing concrete. “You’re my teammate. My gut says I can trust you, but I’m not stupid enough to follow it blindly.”
“Ah. And you think my responses to some random questions are going to prove or disprove what your gut says?”
He glances down and to the side, catching my gaze. “No. But your reactions will.”
I swallow. Well that sucks. So far my reactions haven’t been very good. Both times he’s tweaked my buttons I’ve lost more than a touch of my control. If he’s trying to make sure I’m safe and stable… yeah, crap.
I shift uncomfortably from one foot to the other. Take a deep breath. “What you said, the words themselves, they, uh, reminded me of someone else.” I don’t expand. Can’t, even if I might want to. The dream is too close, squeezing down on my ribcage like a vise.
John is staring at me steadily, as if measuring my mettle. Eventually he nods and turns to face back forward, yet again displaying another amazing bit of tact. And why does that disappoint me? It’s not like I’m looking to pour my heart out to him. Geez.
The lift jars to a stop, the doors sliding open. John gestures me out first—what a gentleman—and then steps up beside me as we head down the hall. Unlike the empty halls below, these are bursting with on-duty soldiers. I forgot to look at my clock when John woke me from the dream, but judging by the level of activity, it’s late afternoon. The teams that have been out are returning, their stats—kills, materials retrieved, and other reconnaissance info—recorded. 
I frown as a thought crosses my mind: Marine has made a special exception because of me. What I am requires that I only go on night missions, or very cloudy day missions. This is obviously not the norm. With good reason too. Zombies are more active at night. The virus that changed them, changes their iris so they can no longer constrict, making it painful for them to be out in the light of day. It’s easier, and safer, to kill them while their activity is low. In the right circumstances, a team can cut a pretty impressive path of destruction before the sound and movement rouses the rest from their dens.
Gnawing at my lip, I follow John into the conference room. Inside we find not just Convict, Brian, and Herbie, but Rodriguez with the rest of his team.
Blaine motions me over, nodding his head at the empty seat beside him. Feels kind of like high school, saving seats and all, still I find myself glancing at John who meets me with an indifferent expression. Yeah, okay then. I cross the room, wishing I could indulge in a forehead smack. Why would John care where I sit? Why do I care whether John cares where I sit?
Still, I can’t help notice that John doesn’t take any of the other empty seats, choosing instead to plant himself in the back of the room, broad shoulders leaning against the wall and arms folded across his chest.
“Hey, how’s it going?” Blaine greets me with a wide, white-tooth smile that’s made even more brilliant against his dark-skinned face.
I shrug, sliding into the empty chair. “Fine. Had a nap. Slept like the dead.”
Blaine stares at me uncertainly.
“Sorry. Vampire humor.”
Blaine laughs, shaking his head. “You’re the shit.”
Okay… whatever. I’m beginning to think Blaine is a few tacks short of a full box. I mean, John is cool with the whole vampire thing, but Blaine seems downright impressed by it. I want to tell him that being a vampire sucks. And it’s certainly not a lifestyle to be glorified. My “joke” is as much a desperate attempt to let me live my reality as anything else. It’s meant to be funny, but only in a dark, my life bites-the-big-one, kind of way. 
I stare forward at the blank whiteboard. I should have taken a hint from John, stood in the back of the room. I’m not good at this whole conversation thing. Never was.
Blaine leans in closer, his shoulder brushing mine. I instinctively shift away.
“Hey,” he says. “I wanted to let you know that I talked with the rest of the team, and we all agree, we’d be down with you signing on with us under Rodriguez.”
I turn my head, stiffen when I realize how close he is. Okay, sure, he is probably just trying to keep things private—the whole jumping teams could be considered akin to jumping ships—but I have a thing about my personal space. Too tempting. Like dangling the mouse in front of the cat.
I scoot another micrometer away. All I can do without falling off the edge of my chair. “Uh, thanks.”
I’m glad when, at that moment, Marine walks into the room, the door banging open and then closed as he stalks across the cement floor. He’s not a happy camper. I brace myself, waiting for whatever other bad news he might have. Seems like that’s all that goes down around here, bad stuff. Whatever it is, it must involve the mission we’d just been on. No other reason why Rodriguez’s and Convict’s teams are both present.
Marine settles into a wide-leg stance, hands linked behind his back as his gaze roams around the room. Once he’s sure everyone is here, he starts.
“Thank you all for coming. I figured since you had a hand in this, and may have discussed mission parameters, that a debriefing was in order.”
A debriefing on what? I think, but don’t ask aloud. Herbie does that for me, rocking his chair onto its back legs as he mutters a, “Oh… the peons are being enlightened. This should be good.”
Marine ignores this, his gaze shifting to Rodriguez and then Brice. “As you know, rescue missions, especially nocturnal ones, are not standard practice for our facility. However, as I informed Brice beforehand, the nature of the mission Rodriguez and his team were on before they had to come down for their emergency landing was sensitive enough that I thought it worth the risk.”
I scoot forward in my seat, eager to hear what it is that could have this man breaking protocol. Not that I thought he was against doing so when the need arose, but more like I thought he wouldn’t do so lightly.
Marine scans the rest of the room, his gaze drifting across Herbie and Brian, pausing briefly on me, then seeming to settle on John in the back of the room. “I don’t know how much was discussed after the rescue was accomplished, so I’ll start at the beginning.” His tone sharpened as he went on, “Know that I am according you a full accounting because I do not want any rumors flying about. What is discussed here is confidential. And if you already have some knowledge of this and have passed it on to others, I would know to whom, so that damage control can be implemented.”
Damage control. That doesn’t sound good.
No one pipes up to offer any names: i.e., no one knows what Marine is talking about, no one has talked to anyone else, or no one wants to divulge in front of the group that they’ve done so.
After another few seconds pass in silence, Marine nods his head and starts. “I’m sure some of you have heard rumors in the past, theories regarding the lab the government set up in San Francisco when the spread of the South American virus crossed into Mexico and started threatening our own borders.”
“You mean at Alcatraz, right?” Brian asks.
“Yes.” Marine draws in a deep breath, as if the next part is going to be hard for him to say. “When the virus was first in the area, obtaining entry into the lab was deemed all but impossible. Recent reconnaissance suggested the zombie population has been leveling off, either through starvation or because they’re moving off in search of better feeding grounds. I determined it was time to make an attempt at retrieval.” He nods over at Rodriguez. “Rodriguez and his men were assigned the task of breaking into the lab and obtaining a collection of laboratory samples that a colleague of mine said where housed within a safe in the lowest laboratory.”
There is a collection of breaths. Even my chest starts to sting as I hold in the noxious CO2. Just as I’m about to wiggle like a toddler in church, Marine continues. 
“Their mission was successful, and they were on their way back with these samples when their helicopter began to experience mechanical difficulties.”
“Did you manage to bring them with you when you had to abandon the helicopter?” John has pushed off the wall and moved forward along the rows of chairs. His eyes are intense on Rodriguez, his tone eager.
Rodriguez gives a sharp salute. “We got ’em.” 
John closes his eyes, as if the moment is too intense. I concur. Alcatraz. I’d heard my dad talking about the place. Normally he was complaining about the pompous lead scientist who was in charge there. Dad had been working in another lab in Arizona trying to find a vaccine right before the explosion of the virus swept across the Southern and Western portions of the United States. I remember him coming home, mumbling about damn protocols, and then disappearing into his workroom in the basement. What I can’t remember is whether any of the labs were at all close to a vaccine when the outbreak occurred. But if they had been… if that vaccine was at Alcatraz…
“So you got it? You found the vaccine?” John asks, his voice as edgy as I feel.
Marine taps the table before him, his eyes falling to Rodriguez as he shakes his head. “I’m sorry. It’s not a vaccine.”
This is met with heavy silence. The kind that eats up hope.
“Did we grab the wrong stuff?” Blaine asks, his brow puckered with puzzlement. 
“No.” Rodriguez shakes his head emphatically. “The sample came from the right safe and was clearly labeled.”
There’s a confused murmur. Then Herbie speaks up, “I don’t understand.”
“What’s not to understand? This,” Marine holds up a vial, his voice tinged with bitterness, “is the vaccine. Or apparently they thought so.” He lowers the vial back down, stroking the liquid filled tube. “Too bad they were wrong. So damn wrong.”
“Holy crap.” 
I look over at John who’s uttered the exclamation under his breath. His face is pale, his hands fisted into tight balls of tension. John hits his knuckles together, spins, pounding a fist into the cement wall.
Brian stands up, takes a step toward him. “What is it John? What do you know?”
John lifts his head, his tortured gaze passes Brian, falling onto mine, then moves on, his chin lifting as it settles on Marine. “We did it, didn’t we? We fucked up our own people.”
Marine quells John with a look that is so sharp I think we all end up with surface wounds. After that everyone is silent as Marine finishes his debriefing, adding another warning not to be passing this information around. Guess there are enough optimists out there who will be crushed if they don’t have the Alcatraz rumor to cling to.
My gaze cuts to John who’s shifted back into his corner. I never would have pegged him as an optimist, but the news is obviously hitting him hard. He can’t stand still. His hands flexing on his upper arms as he holds them across his chest, his jaw clenching and unclenching as his gaze skits around the room, never settling on anyone or anything.
Finally the commander dismisses us and John bolts out. I stand, ready to follow, when Blaine speaks. “That just sucks.”
I hum an agreement, my gaze trained on the door as it clicks closed.
“Thank God Tom, Bennett, and Scott died without knowing that. I mean, God, what a waste. And now our team is way short.”
I tear my eyes away from the door John has disappeared through and focus on Blaine. He’s looking at me like I’m his last hope. Uh, no. Not liking this. I’m a vampire, not a hero. Okay, yeah, I do want to help out the people here, I wouldn’t be risking my neck for them otherwise, but at the base of it all I’m here for me. I need a place to crash. A place where I’m my own person and not a slave to my maker or under some bitchy queen’s control. And yeah, I kind of like having something other than wildlife around for company. But I am not anyone’s idol. Time to nip this in the bud.
“I’m sure the commander will make some sort of arrangement so you’re not shorthanded,” I say as calmly and coldly as I can and then as quickly as possible, make like John and bolt for the door.
I don’t even realize that I’m going after him until I find myself disappointed that he isn’t in the hall. Before I have time to think things through, I have extended my stride to just short of running, heading for the lifts. When I turn the corner, there he is, waiting for the snail-paced lift to attend to the request of the call button.
 “John!”
He doesn’t even glance at me. The button goes dark, and the lift doors open. He steps in. Geez-Louise. Is it too much to ask for him to hold the door for a lady?
You’re no lady, Eva.
I shrug off my inner voice and call out again. “John. Wait!”
The lift doors start to close. I sprint for them, smashing my hand on the down button just in time to have them halting and then jerking open again.
“Didn’t you hear me?” I ask as I slip onto the lift.
John’s gaze drops to mine, blank eyes boring into me. “What do you want?”
Good question. Truth is I’m not sure why I chased after him, other than I could feel the vibrations of his anger. Still didn’t explain why I’d followed him. “Want a punching bag?”
“You offering?”
I shift uneasily, remembering how our last sparing match had gone. As if he’d want a repeat of that. As if I want a repeat of that. I’m trying to make friends here, not give him reason to have Brian off me. “I am. I’ll even promise not to lose my cool this time.”
He runs his hands over his face, scrubbing it as if he can remove some unseen grime. The lift halts, the doors cracking open. John’s head jerks up, staring at the hall and the two men flanking the mess hall door. With a curse he reaches out and presses his finger against another button. This one unmarked.
I’m curious, but wait for the doors to close before I ask. “Where are we going?” 
“Shh.” 
I bristle, but remain silent. John has closed his eyes again, tipped his head back against the lift wall. His breath slows, evens out. Meditating? Of course that ends the moment the lift halts again, but when he opens his eyes, at least he seems more like himself.
“Come on.” His tone is back to even, true indication that he’s calmed down and is back in control. I’m thinking my offer of punching bag was unnecessary. Still I follow him, deathly curious as to what might be down here on this unmarked level. It has the same standard hallway the ones above have, except the air down here seems stale, unused and almost un-breathable.
We come to the door at the end of the hall. John keys in a code and the metal slides open. He steps through, I follow, and gasp. The light is dim, only two low-watt bulbs glowing in their housings within the cement wall on either side of the door, but with my enhanced vision, I can still make out what is before us: a vast cavern. Here, on this side, there is the prerequisite steel grating that makes up the floor and three large beams running horizontally for a railing, but the rest is just a hollowed out hole that holds in its center an impressive array of digging equipment.
“How did they get all that stuff in here?”
“There is a tunnel that leads to the surface.”
I look at him with alarm. “And the zombies haven’t found the back door yet?”
He shakes his head. “It’s all sealed and locked off.”
“Still.”
“Trust me. Nothing is getting through those doors without a code. Kind of like the blast doors on the Death Star.”
I suppose this is meant to be reassuring, but it’s not. I mean, didn’t the Death Star get blown up? “I’ll take your word for it.”
“Come on.” He bends down, sliding his legs under the lowest guard of the railing. “Sit.”
I take a hesitant step forward, glance down over the top beam of the railing. Crap that’s a long drop. “Um.”
He turns his face up toward me, one mocking eyebrow lifted. “You afraid of heights?”
“No,” I say, forcing my trembling legs into obedience as I crouch down and slip them through the opening. It’s not like I can really fall. The railing is solid and unless I purposefully lie down and slither under it there’s no chance I will try flying today. Besides, as a vampire I have a pretty impressive jump range. It will hurt to hit the ground, but I doubt I’d break anything, and if I did, well, I’d heal.
“So…” My voice echoes through the cavern and I cringe. I lower my tone and try again. “So, is it that you don’t want to beat me up or do you not trust me anymore?”
“I just needed to calm my head.”
“Guess it was quite a blow to find out there is no vaccine.”
He grunts in answer.
We sit in silence for a few more minutes, the darkness of the cavern enveloping us. If not for the slim light behind us I think I could get lost here. Too quiet. Too isolated. Too big. Nope, I’m not claustrophobic, but if there is an opposite, I am that.
When I can’t take the silence anymore, I speak, “I’m going to admit something here, and don’t bite my head off, okay?”
“What’s that?”
“I don’t get why this is end of the world status. I mean I get that it sucks that there is no vaccine and all.” I pause. “Okay, that part really stinks. But you said we fucked over our own people.”
There is a long pause as I wait for him to say something. There is that jeopardy theme running through my head again. Probably pissed him off. I’m about to apologize for sticking my foot in it when he answers.
“I guess it wouldn’t seem so bad, to a civilian.”
“Do I look like a civilian?” I spread my arms wide then flinch. Take away the Glock and the knife and I’m betting I do. “All right, forget that. Now tell me, oh great military man, what you’re talking about.” 
He sighs, tapping the steel beam in front of him. “When the outbreak started I was in the fourth month of training to be a SEAL. We still had two months left to go in our BUDS but then the rumors started, how the virus was spreading, how we were going to be pulled out of training to help with the quarantine efforts. Crap like that. It was tense, real tense. So much so that the training went the opposite way and became easy. You know something is wrong when BUDS training seems like a walk in the park. In this case, it was that the instructors were too busy biting their nails to pull off ours. Then things amped up again. The instructors were back in the game, more confident and we were back in hell. What we didn’t know is that our hell had only begun.”
He took a deep breath, his eyes focusing on a point of distant chiseled cavern wall as if it held a filmstrip of something that I couldn’t see. “One of the other men said he’d heard two instructors talking about the outbreak. That there was a vaccine and one of the SEAL teams were going to be distributing it to key points down the coast and along the border in order to stop the spread onto US soil. And then, well then the rest is history as they say.”
I nod in agreement, before the full impact of his words click into place. I lift my hand, palm out. “Wait. A vaccine? From Alcatraz?”
“No. Not a vaccine. What they thought was a vaccine.”
I find myself shaking my head. “You’re not making any sense.” Him or Marine. 
“Eva, what version of the virus originated in San Francisco.”
The S-strain of the Z-virus had originated in San Francisco, but the experiments in Alcatraz, like the ones my dad had been on, predated that. They should have all been working on the original virus, trying to find a vaccine for that strain. So even if they had developed a vaccine for the Z-virus, it wouldn’t have been able to combat the rampant spread of the S-strain. 
I worry my bottom lip. Could that be it? Had the labs managed to isolate a sample of the S-strain right after the breakout and before the facility had to be abandoned? Is that what Rodriquez’s team found? But that didn’t explain why it was labeled as a vaccine…
And suddenly it clicks. Not rampant spread, rampant outbreak of the S-strain.
“Wait a minute. You’re saying we did this to ourselves? That we created the S-strain?” And because the symptoms didn’t evolve fully for hours afterwards…
John nods.
“Holy crap. You weren’t kidding were you? We fucked our own people.”
John looks at me levelly. My gut is churning with the same sort of sick disgust I feel every time I have to feed. To think that we had done this to ourselves. That one mistake could be the cause of so much agony and such utter destruction.
Why not, Eva? Life is full of bad judgments and shit-happens moments.
Behind us there is a clang. I jump, my head swiveling around. 
“The lift,” John says.
A moment later there are footsteps and then a pair of boots step into view. I look up into Convict’s drawn face.
“Hello, Brice,” John says without turning around.
“John.” Convict’s gaze travels over at me. “Private Harper.”
“Sir,” I try for polite and professional—after Blaine’s hopeful hint, I really want to remain on Convict’s team—t hough I needn’t have bothered, his attention is fully back on John.
“Commander Derwood needs us back up in the conference room.”
I tense. Being called back so soon cannot be a good thing.
John swivels around, pushing up from his perch and then moving across the grating to Convict. “Why, what’s wrong?”
“There is a situation.” Convict sighs. “Nellis Air Force Base—one of our safe zones,” he adds, probably for my benefit. “There was a distress call, and then we lost contact.”
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I wrap my hands around the nylon straps of my shoulder harness, careful to keep my gaze on the cockpit floor. No chance of looking out the open bay that way. Crap, I think I’m going to be sick.
Someone yells over the racket from the chopper’s engine and blades. “Looking a little green there, fangs.” 
I blink, slipping my gaze up to the back of the helicopter where Brian is strapped in. “And you’re looking a little ugly.” Which he is, with his crooked nose, scraggly beard, and pitted skin, he has the kind of face only his mother would love.
His lips twitch, but then he gives a little salute. Round three goes to me. Yippee-ki-yay.
The helicopter flies on, the roar of the blades tamping down all but the occasional pointed comment. Probably helps that everyone here is too busy with their own thoughts. We have no idea what to expect when we arrive at the base. Best case scenario, there’s some major technical malfunction that’s taken out their communication. Worst case scenario, they’re not there anymore…and whatever took them out is.
“Do you know where you’re going to want me to set us down?” Herbie, our NASCAR driver turned pilot, asks from the cockpit.
“Let’s head for the airstrip. Best visibility,” Convict answers.
The helicopter does a twist and a drop as Herbie brings us onto our new course. My stomach lurches in the other direction.
“Holy crap. Look at that,” Blaine exclaims.
Without thinking, I crane my head around to look out of the opposite bay. The tummy turning angle we’re coursing on has me immediately averting my gaze. Still, it’s long enough to get a picture of the moon-drenched base below. It looks like a bomb dropped, annihilating everything around the base but leaving the base itself intact. Probably not far from the truth. Nellis Air Force Base is a fortress under siege, this ring of destruction its moat, and no one—aka no zombie—is getting across it without being seen and mowed down, or blown to smithereens.
I risk another glance, twisting my head to see further back towards the city itself. What I see shocks me. The war zones extends to the southeast, like a runway of destruction that leads straight to the hollowed out and crumpled giants of the strip, an occasional eye-beam or two lifting up like a corpse’s skeletal fingers imploringly at the sky.
The sheer level of destruction hits me in the gut. Even if we win this war, will anything of the past be left?
No, I answer myself. There is no going back. At least not for me. One night, one moment, and my life has been irreversibly changed.
“The infection didn’t hit Las Vegas until well after the California outbreak,” John says, drawing my thoughts away from the morbid path they’re treading. “They were prepared, had already locked down the airports and blocked off the city.”
I open my eyes, looking across the helicopter to John. “So Las Vegas is zombie free?” I ask, my lip curled into a sarcastic twist. 
“No. Somehow the virus got in, but at least they were prepared for it here. Curfews, shelters, quarantines. It was contained.” His gaze drifts out the window. “Somewhat.”
 We fly on in silence, the helicopter dipping closer and closer to the ground as Herbie zeroes in on our target. I have to give Herbie this: If it has an engine, he can make it move.
Someone coughs and my attention is drawn to Juanita sitting beside me. I was surprised to see her waiting in the ready room. Now I’m both glad and worried. Glad because this mission will be a good diversion for her misery. Worried because I don’t think she’s ready for it. She seems sunken, hollow, and but a step or two away from the mindless zombies we’ll be facing when we land. Least she won’t try to eat us. Doesn’t mean she won’t pull something stupid and put us all in jeopardy.
Blaine sighs loud enough that with my acute hearing I hear him over the helicopter blades. “Never been to Vegas before,” he yells over the roar. “Always wished I would get to go. And you know what they say about wishes.” He flashes me a conspirator’s grin. As if I would understand this. I don’t, but I nod before turning my attention back to the floor. 
Another point for Juanita being here, she’s between me and Blaine. Makes ignoring him easier if not exactly excusable.
The helicopter slows its forward momentum, the tip of its nose leveling out as Herbie carefully sets us down on the abandoned runway.
As soon as the blades cut off, there is a general clamor of seatbelts being unstrapped and guns being primed. I wait for everyone else to stop their primping and then shift past Juanita to the side door.
“Ready?” Convict asks, his eyes on me. 
I nod, Glock in hand as I wait for him and Matt, another member from Rodriguez’s team, to slide open the door. 
Warm desert air greets me, bringing with it the scent of blood, both new and old. Mixed in is gunpowder, gasoline and yup, my favorite, decaying flesh. Despite these scents, the only thing I see nearby is the moon-bathed field of sand, cracked pavement, and tufted grass. No holes. Good, the airfield itself was not laden with mines. Would make sense seeing how they were obviously using some sort of aircraft to make their strikes on the downtown. 
I twist my head, ears pricked for sound as I study the outline of the base’s buildings across the airfield. Something’s got to be here, somewhere. And this is why I’m in point position, to be the first collector of intel. I have a feeling that if it weren’t for my little ability to sense nearby life forms—geez that was Trekkie—then Convict would have gone through on his threat to have me off his team. He hadn’t liked me before I’d fed in front of him, but the proverbial cold shoulder I’ve gotten from him since says something far more poignant than the grumbling objections he’d voiced in the beginning of our acquaintance.
“Well?” Convict asks, his tone impatient.
I shake my head. “Nothing. No live things, anyway.”
“All right. Let’s move out.”
I leap down, moving off a few dozen feet to make room for the others. Matt is the first one out, then Blaine and Juanita, John and Brian, Convict, Rodriguez. Lastly comes Herbie and Roy. 
“Do you want me and Roy to stay with the helicopter?” Herbie asks hopefully.
All I can do is close my eyes and pray for patience. I mean, really? Does he honestly think Convict will agree to that after the stunt they tried to pull down on B-level? 
“No. If it’s a technical problem, Roy needs to be in there with us. And if it’s not, then we need all the guns we can get.”
And I guess that’s why Marine keeps Brice on as team lead. Whatever else, Convict knows how to use his soldiers.
We start across the field, a band of skittering gazes and tense trigger fingers. Even I’m keyed up. Though I know there isn’t any immediate threat. There’s something off here, and I don’t just mean the lack of the greeting party. Damned if I can figure out what it is though.
Blaine slows, his head tipped back, star counting. “God damn that’s a gorgeous full moon.”
John’s hands shift on his rifle, his lips white as he gazes into the sky. “No, not full.”
I glance up, squinting to see the almost negligible sliver carved out on the one side. I have to agree with Blaine, as far as I’m concerned, that’s a full moon. Not that it matters, the sky is not where our attention should be.
“Where are the bodies?” Roy asks.
I stop, my gaze snapping around to the scrawny computer geek at the back of our group. 
That’s it. That is the something I’ve been missing. We haven’t seen a single zombie corpse out here. As if those within the base didn’t even bother to try and defend their safe zone. I could buy that standard practice would probably have those inside the base removing and disposing of the corpses to keep down both the smell and the threat of disease, but if this had been a last stand resulting in a lock-down of their facility, then no one should have made it out here to clear the bodies yet.
I’m not the only one shocked to a halt by Roy’s rather innocuous question. We’re all staring wide-eyed at him.
I blink, trying to slow my racing thoughts. “Could it be like what happened back at base? That they had a breakout on the inside?”
“Maybe,” Convict replies, but his mouth thins into a doubtful line.
Juanita seems to buy this theory with a sort of gleeful menace. Her gaze has fallen on the entrance to Nellis’s command center, an unholy light gleaming in the depths of her dark brown eyes. “What other explanation could there be?”
Convict shakes his head. “I don’t know.”
He gestures us forward into the abandoned streets. Not once do I hear a heartbeat other than our own and soon enough we are at the doors of the building Marine had mapped out for us.
Convict depresses the intercom button “Base, this is Team Leader Harold Brice out of Edwards, please respond.” This is met with static silence. He tries again with the same results. Not that any of us had expected differently, but hey, as my dad would say: hope springs eternal.
Off to the left Herbie lets out a long whistle, his left arm lifted, sleeve pushed back as he studies his Velcro watch. “Oh my, look at the time. Guess since nobody’s home we should be heading back...”
“Really, Herb?” John snaps. 
Herbie lifts his hands quickly, shifting back a few inches. “Hey. Just joking.”
John takes a step toward him, jaw tight and shoulders rigid as he invades Herbie’s personal space. “And I’ve just about had it.”
Wow. Unflappable John is flappable. Guess I knew that, just hadn’t expected it now. I mean, yeah things are tense, but that seems to be the sort of situation John thrives under.
“Enough, boys,” Convict says then turns his back on them, his gaze honing in on Roy. “Come on, kid. Time to earn your keep.”
I take another look at Roy. A good long one. I’d pegged him as a young computer geek, figuring him for somewhere around twenty, but now, taking in the downy tuft of hair on his upper lip and the fresh breakout of acne across his chin, I realized that I’d misjudged. He can’t be more than sixteen or seventeen. All of a sudden his whole I-don’t-want-to-be-here attitude makes a lot more sense. He doesn’t want to be here. He’s not one of Marine’s kickass recruits. He’s probably some poor kid from C-level who’d gotten too old to justify the free ride any longer. In a world gone mad, everyone has to earn their keep. And now its Roy’s turn. Poor bastard.
Roy’s wide eyes catch mine for a moment, his throat bobs. I look away, afraid he’s going to see the pity there. I don’t want to feel pity for Roy. I want to be able to count on Roy. Just like I want to be able to count on Convict to not order us into an impossible situation, Brian to not stake me between the ribs, and John to have my back. Maybe I’m asking a lot, but this is why I joined this gig. Forget the safe-house excuse; the truth is that I just don’t want to go it alone.
Roy edges past Convict, sliding in between John and me. 
It doesn’t take him nearly so long this time and within seconds the lock is clicking off, the door sliding open. Roy scrambles back as the first waft of stale inner air hits my olfactory senses.
Blood, rotting flesh, and something else, something that it is so familiar that I almost miss it: Sweet almonds. 
Someone says something behind me, but I don’t know what or who. I’m staring into the yawning opening into the dark hall beyond. My hands tremble on my Glock. The urge to turn and run is overwhelming and for a moment I think I’m going to. Then Convict’s hissed question finally penetrates.
“What is it? Do you sense something in there?”
I swallow, looking over at John who’s drawn up to flank the door beside me. His nose is pinched, his eyes practically glowing as he stares at me. Waiting, like the others, for me to answer.
“I, uh…” the words stick in my throat. Maybe I’m wrong. The scent is faint, even more now that the first back-draft of air has passed. And, it could just be me, though I’ve been told I have more of a chocolate covered almond smell. I draw in another deep breath, this time through my mouth. I can taste it: the death, the gleeful violence that occurred here, and there, across the back of my tongue is the candied almonds. He was here. And if not him, then the Queen herself. They both have the same unmistakable scent. Why were they here? This is far afield from the hive’s area of control. Were they searching for me or were they simply hunting? Maybe both. I’d come this way. When I was running I’d zigzagged across much of the southwestern states in an attempt to hide my trail. I never came into Las Vegas itself, but I’d come close. Could they have been following my trail and stopped off here to look for me? Heck, for a snack? Did I bring destruction down on these people simply by passing by?
“Eva,” John says, drawing my focus back to the here and now. “There’s nothing alive in there, is there?”
I shake my head. No, nothing alive. Not even anything undead. Even if I’m right about what happened here, the ones who did it are long gone. No heartbeats, and as I’ve said before, even a vampire’s heart beats.
John shifts, his shoulders squaring as he faces down the hall again. “Let’s go then.”
I don’t want to follow. Even knowing that there is no actual danger, I don’t want to have to face what “my kind” has done. More so, I don’t want my teammates to see what a group of vampires bent on blood can do.
I trail along behind John. The lights flicker on, bathing the hall ahead of us. Motion sensors, of course.
I’m all but numb as we trudge through the halls, knowing that I should say something, tell the others what I already know. If nothing else, brace them for what is to come. But I can’t seem to do it. Let them find out on their own.
And then watch out for Brian’s knife. 
I shudder, looking around at the universal gray walls of the airfield’s command building. Halls and doors. Why are these places always mazes? We continue on, following the map that my heightened senses provide. Always deeper, closer and closer to the harshest scent of blood and death. I know that behind some of these other doors lay a body or two but that’s all they are, bodies, no heartbeats. And besides, Marine said the control room would be in the center of this building, so that is where we go.
We come to a set of double doors. These doors don’t need Roy’s doohickey. It automatically slides open revealing the command center within. John and I step in. I stop just inside the room, the light—activated by the activity—flickering on as the others file in behind us.
“Holy shit,” Blaine exclaims. “What happened in here?” 
I don’t answer. I’m too busy taking in the violence of the room. Blood stains the grey interior. Bodies, torn and shredded, are draped and splattered across work surfaces and floor. It is a massacre. These people never had a chance. 
Something in the back of my mind is ringing an alarm. This is not right. There is too much blood. Even if angered, a vampire wouldn’t waste so much of a precious commodity. 
My gaze flits through the room. Over there is a body that’s not torn up. I swallow hard. The corpse is pasty white and there, in its neck, two telltale pricks. I scan the rest of the corpses, counting up the “whole” bodies. Six, out of maybe thirty. Who, or what, killed the rest?
John is moving through the room, his nostrils flaring as he stares down at the shredded corpses. He’s not the only one. Brian is bending down over one of the mostly whole bodies.
“Brice, look at this.”
Convict moves over alongside Brian, looks down at the two small holes in the neck that Brian is pointing out. His gaze immediately flashes to me. Hard, cold, lethal. I’d freeze if I wasn’t already, but I’m still stuck just this side of the door.
Brian looks up at me too, his brow cocked in a disdainful manner. “Friends of yours?”
“No.” I shake my head adamantly. Not friends. Enemies.
“Are you denying that a vampire did this?” Brian asks.
I know what he’s getting at. The implication is that if I’m a vampire and a vampire did that then… Anger heats my frozen muscles. I clench my fists, otherwise I’m afraid I’m going to leap across the room and prove him right. 
“You think you’re so damn righteous, don’t you? Well I got news for you. You’re nothing but a bigot. I’m not like them. I’ve never been like them and I’ll never be like them.”
“You’ve never fed from a human?”
I snap my mouth shut on my retort, my anger chilling to ice. I have fed from a human. Once. I’d been starving, having refused to feed after the change. Would have died if the vein hadn’t been slit by another, the wrist held over my parched mouth. I can still remember the crazed need to feed, the blooming rush of pleasure as I sunk my fangs into the vein, the loss of self as I greedily sucked the lamb’s life giving fluid. If I hadn’t been stopped…
“There you go,” Brian says, turning his back on me dismissively as he moves to the next body.
Heat floods my cheeks. I feel them, the numerous sets of eyes staring at me. I want to explain, want to justify myself, but can’t do so. Brian is right. I can’t escape what I am and therefore am inherently at odds with those who I would call my team. But he’s also wrong about me, because I’d rather let him stake me through the heart than ever devolve into a creature who could have been part of the horror around us.
Needing something to do, I take the three steps necessary to bring me to one of the more gruesome kills in the room. A woman, perhaps in her mid-twenties, has been gutted and dismembered, the core of her body lies on the floor, her glazed eyes staring up at a spray of blood on the desk beside her.
My stomach flips over and tries to take a one way trip up my esophagus, but I force myself to bend down and turn her head to see the other side of her neck. No bite marks. Yeah, a powerful vamp could close them if they wanted, but why bother when you’re going to rip your prey apart afterwards? 
Clamping my teeth and breathing through my nose—yeah it smells bad, but better than tasting the bile that’s spilled out of her ruined abdomen—I do a cursory search over the less revolting wounds. Not a knife. Something more primitive. 
I’m about to stand, chalk this up to a mystery I can’t understand when a matted tuft of loose threads on the jagged hole around her ripped out shoulder catches my eye. I pluck it off, and rub it between my fingers. Not thread, fur. I bring it up to my noise, sniff. Dog. Did this woman actually have a pet? Odd, but not impossible I suppose. Standard practice had been to set the family pet free and hope for the best, but there were some who couldn’t bear parting with their life-long buddy. If this woman managed to keep her dog alive both through the initial outbreak and then the general time of starvation afterward, then she had been one tough cookie. Too bad it had ended like this.
I stand, tucking the tuft of fur in my cargo pants. Somehow it seems right that I take it. A memento of this woman’s strength, a reminder of what I’m fighting for. Humanity and all the little illogical idiosyncrasies that go with it.
When I look up it is to find John staring at me. His gaze drops to my pocket, a frown marring his forehead. Again the thought to explain crosses my mind, but I shove this away too. He’s probably never had a dog. He’s too practical and dogs are messy, eat you out of house and home, and way co-dependent. An image of my Old English Sheepdog, Shaggy, with his wagging bottom, slobbery tongue, and fur covered eyes hits like a painful sledgehammer to the chest. Poor dumb dog. He died trying to protect mom and dad. Maybe I can’t know this for sure, but in my heart I know that’s what happened to him.
“Private Harper, is there any life in this building?” Convict asks from across the room.
I draw my eyes away from John and look into Convict’s scowling face. “No.” 
“Can you tell about any of the nearby buildings?”
I shake my head. No, I can’t tell, they are too far, but I know. Nobody has survived this. Those that did have doubtlessly been taken; harvested, if you will. Or massacred by whatever other monster had a hand in this.
“All right. Let’s head out. There’s nothing to do here and Commander Derwood will be expecting our report.”
My gaze is drawn back to the bodies strewn throughout the room. It seems sacrilegious to leave them. In a more civilized world we’d bury them, or do something to mark their passage, but this world is no longer civilized. 
I turn with the others, making my way through the sticky pools of blood back toward the door.
“Wait,” John says. 
As a unit we swivel around. His arm is raised high, his head cocked to the side. I tip my own head, straining my ears. Damn, is that…?
There is a loud explosion that shakes the entire building. I reach out, steadying myself on one of the lone chairs that hasn’t been tipped over.
“What the hell is that?” Roy squeaks, slithering in behind Herbie, who, ironically is trying to angle in behind me. We’ve come a far ways from our first meet.
I close my eyes, wanting to smack myself in the head for being stupid. “Crap.”
Convict spins, pinning his stare on me. “What?”
As if he really needs to ask. Only one thing out there, and now that no one is at their posts to hold the line, they are coming. Zombies.
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Boots pound on the cement stairs, treads gripping and scuffing on the metal edges. We are in a stairwell that will hopefully bring us out on the roof. A back door would be preferable, sure, but finding one? 
Through layers of cement we can still hear the occasional blast of another perimeter mine going off. More zombies, drawn by the scent of blood and fresh flesh. The mines are a deterrent, but not enough to stop them. They were never meant to be the only measure of defense. Airstrikes, ground guns and snipers. These are the barriers that are missing now. The building is already swarming with zombies. We tried at first to use Roy’s electronic gismo to lock the doors behind us but either they’ve found a way around or have managed to break through the rather insubstantial hollow metal. Our best bet now is to find a way out and then hope our helicopter isn’t completely overridden. 
“This is it,” John calls from the front of the line. 
I’ve been assigned to rearguard, I hope because I can sense how close the predators behind us have gotten and not because Convict is eager to have me picked off. 
 There is some swearing as Roy is shuffled up to the front of the line. I shift back down the stairs to the last landing, listening. They are drawing closer but haven’t stumbled upon the stairway, yet. 
Two floors. That’s all that’s between us and dozens of starving zombie bellies. 
The waft of air is what first announces that the door to the roof has been opened. Unfortunately it also carries our own sweaty scents down into the bowels of the building. There is a muffled series of grunts and growls from below.
“Make it fast people, we have company coming.” I spin around, booking it up the stairs. By the time I reach the top, Brian—the other rearguard, or perhaps the guard assigned to me—is squeezing through.
I follow him out into the night, grabbing onto the edge of the door to slam it closed.
“Out of the way.” Rodriguez shoves me aside before I can. I watch stupidly as he pulls the pins out of first one, then a second grenade in his left hand. With a negligent toss they’re bouncing down the cement stairs. The door slams closed before the percussion from the explosion can be heard.
“All right.” His arm snakes out, his finger pointing at Roy. “Let’s lock this baby back up.” 
Roy races over, doing his thing. Maybe he’ll turn out to be useful after all. 
“Herbie, Juanita. Split up and see if there is something to brace the door with,” Convict orders, his lips pulled tight as he strides across to the back edge of the building. He’s come from the front so I have to assume he’s already assessed the situation there. And when he reaches the back and his scowl worsens, I have to assume it’s not much better on this side.
I slide up alongside him, looking down. Nope, Convict is not happy. One glimpse and I can see why. It’s free of zombies—so far—but unlike the four story building that stands a good thirty feet away, this one has no way to scale down this side of the wall. No ledges, no cracks or crevices within the brick facade, and at almost twenty feet in height, it’s a bit far for a human to safely jump.
“Did anyone think to grab a rope?” I ask. I know I’d seen a couple in the helicopters storage bins.
No one volunteers a happy yes. They do, however, come over to assess the situation for themselves.
Juanita rounds a set of air conditioning units, arriving back from her explorations of the back side of the roof and steps up between me and Rodriguez. Huffing out an exasperated breath. “Nothing for the doors on this end.”
“There’s nothing on the front side either,” Herbie announces as he joins the rest of us as we stare over the lip of the building. One glance over the side and he pales. “No way we’re going to make it down that way.”
“Come on. It’s not that far.” Juanita crouches as if ready to jump. I’m too stupefied to do anything to stop her so it’s Rodriguez who grabs her arm. 
She rounds on him, anger flashing in her eyes. “Hey!”
His eyes narrow, the moon reflecting off his dark pupils. “Don’t be stupid. And wait for your team leads command, soldier.”
Juanita glowers but remains silent.
Satisfied, Rodriguez turns to Convict. “Well, any ideas?”
Convict shakes his head.
Behind us the door into the building rattles. Either they’re done with the bodies, or the smell of fresh flesh is just too enticing.
“We better come up with something soon or this building is going to be surrounded.” This comes from Brian who has moved closer to the other edge and is peering over the side.
“John?” Convict asks.
John is studying the drop, his gaze traveling over the natural alley that is created between the two buildings. I could tell him what is there. Nothing but the ground. Hard as a rock, and no dumpster or anything to make the fall a bit softer. 
There is one solution, but I’m betting no one here is going to like it much as it requires more than a little bit of trust in me. I have to offer though. 
I take a deep breath and then say, “I can jump you down.”
“What’s that, Private Harper?” Convict asks.
I take a step back so he can see me without craning around the rest of the team.
“I can jump you down.” I wave my hand behind me. “The drop is nothing for me. I can hold one of you at a time and jump down, then climb the building across the way and come back for the next team member.”
His eyes narrow. Then he turns to Brian. “What do you think?” i.e. do you think she can do it.
Inside I fume. Of course I can, I wouldn’t offer if I couldn’t. But here is that trust thing, and after what we found inside, I guess it’s too much to ask.
Brian shrugs, then in a move that drops my jaw, slings his rifle over his shoulder on its strap and takes a step toward me. “Well, fangs. Let’s give it a shot.”
Mutely I nod and link my arm around his back. John steps back and out of the way. With a heft and a grunt I take on Brian’s weight, scooping my other arm under his knees as he leaps into my arms. 
Before I can decide that maybe this isn’t such a hot idea, I turn around and jump. The ground rushes up. My feet hit, smacking into the hard-packed earth. I stagger forward with the gracefulness of a lumbering turtle, trying not to dive onto my “precious” load. I must have bent enough for Brian’s feet to touch the ground because he’s struggling out of my hold. I release him. He lunges up and sprints across the expanse, squeezing himself against the opposite building, his rifle already up and at the ready.
I stand there rubbing my knees. He glances over at me. “Well, get to it, fangs. They come around the corner and I won’t be able to hold them for long.”
I growl but break into a run. Ten feet from the other building I thrust off the ground and manage to grab the bottom of the second story window ledge. Not bad. Seconds later I’ve managed to scramble my way to the top. I’d considered trying to leap from the third floor, but the narrowness of the window ledges convinces me otherwise. Better to have a bit of a running start. Angles and distances and all that. Who knew trigonometry would actually be useful in real life?
I make it to our rooftop, tucking and rolling to absorb the impact. Better to save my knees for the real fall. I spin around. Rodriguez points at Matt with a sharp cut of his arm even as he maintains his rifle on the ground below. Matt looks a bit pale but he readily obliges, though he insists on going piggyback. Guess riding down in my arms is too much like the bride and threshold thing.
So this is how it goes. Three more jumps in rapid succession—Rodriguez, Herbie, Roy—my legs protesting more and more each time. Thankfully a snack is just around the corner, literally, though hopefully they won’t sniff us out until we’re all down and ready to bolt. When it’s Blaine’s turn, he leaps into my arms without hesitation, letting out a whoop that vibrates between the two buildings. This is met with a hand cuffing from Rodriguez when we touch down.
I scramble back up the second building, take my flying leap across. Convict, John and Juanita are all that are left. Still, I feel we’re running on borrowed time. The door will only hold so long and those zombies sniffing around the front for another entrance will eventually catch a whiff of the fresh meat in the alley.
“Juanita!” Convict calls, motioning her over.
She shakes her head. “I’ll stay with John.” She says this, but she doesn’t really seem concerned about John. Her gaze is on the dented door in front of her, eyes gleaming an unholy light as she strokes the grip of the rifle in her hand. I can practically hear her sanity shattering.
Convict sucks in a breath, turning to John. “You got this?”
I blink. What happened to the captain going down with the ship? Shouldn’t it be Convict here holding the line until the end? I thought that was the whole point of Rodriguez going down early on. Keep each group with a team lead. Yet I guess it isn’t all that surprising. Convict is third only to Roy and Herbie when it comes to saving his own skin.
Stop that, Eva. John wouldn’t follow him if the guy were that much of an ass.

Still I look to John, trying to see if he is okay with this. John must be. He inclines his head in answer, his eyes fixed on Juanita who is now licking her lips.
With a muttered string of swear words to get on with it, Convict grabs my attention back. This is not the time to question his reasoning. Each second is ticking us closer to a disaster in the making.
“Arms or back,” I ask, trying to keep my voice flat and emotionless. 
He twirls his finger. I turn and brace myself for his heavy weight. As soon as he’s settled I jump. His arms tighten around my throat, threatening to cave in my esophagus. In an arm wrestling match, he just might beat me, unless I’ve just fed.
As soon as we land he leaps off, his rifle rising and pointing down the alley. I swivel my head to see what he’s looking at and watch as the first zombie bites the dust. After biting someone’s bullet that is.
“Get ‘em down from there,” Convict yells, jerking his head toward the roof.
I bolt, leaping for my handhold on the second level. Gunfire echoes between the two buildings making it difficult to discern who’s firing. I think some comes from the roof though.
Not good.
“Back up, Juanita!” I hear John yelling between the measured blasts of his semi-automatic. “It’s time to go. Now!”
No, not now. They won’t make the jump without breaking something—like their necks. If they’ll just wait five more seconds!
I scramble up to the next level, crane my head over my shoulder, and see why they can’t. The roof is swarming with zombies. They’ve broken down the door and are stumbling across the black tar surface toward their prey. I might be able to get Juanita or John down, but not both. Not unless I try to leap down with two of them at once. My aching legs scream at me for even thinking about it.
Come on, Eva girl. I know you, you’ll find a way. 
The echo of a memory, my dad’s encouraging words, bolsters me. I twist around, hands digging into the casing of the window as I brace myself for the jump. One chance, I have to make this. And not tumble into John or Juanita who are practically standing on the lip of the building.
I take a deep breath at the same time that Juanita lets out a war cry, twisting to shoot at a zombie approaching from the side. Her foot slips and she falls back into the open air. Five feet and too far away, John swears and lunges for her. And I? I can only watch in horror as they both plummet toward the unforgiving ground below.
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There is a sickening crunch as they hit the ground. I am still clinging to the window ledge, my mouth open in a silent scream. John grunts, tumbling forward and rolling over his shoulder and onto his back. Juanita doesn’t. She screams, her hands clasping at her crumpled left leg and the shattered bone that’s sticking out of it.
Crap, crap, crap.
I let go, falling into the alley not five feet from her. John is already at her side ripping his belt off his pants and cinching it down into a tourniquet on her upper thigh.
I slide in beside him, my hands trembling as I pull back her cargo pants to get a good look. Her femur has snapped in two, exactly halfway between her hip and her knee. This is bad, but not as bad as the fact that even with the tourniquet she is bleeding like a stuck pig. And whimpering. Damn.
“Can anyone here set it?” I yell, though I’m not sure anyone hears with all the gunfire going on. The slow trickle of zombies around the corner has turned into a steady stream. We have moments, maybe less, before we’re overrun.
“I can,” John says placing his hands on either side of the leg below the break. I must blink because I don’t even see what he does, all I know is Juanita screams again and there is a sick sucking sound as the bone slides back beneath the skin.
“We got to move people!” Convict commands.
“Keep them off of us for one minute!” John hollers back. As if that would be enough.
But one minute makes it to two as I strip off my belt, pulling my knife from its sheath; the leather holster is stiff enough to work as a splint. With John’s help I place the sheath alongside her leg and am about to wrap the belt around it when I hesitate. 
All that blood.
“What is it?” John asks.
I jerk my gaze away from the slick red fluid and look up at him. He’s eyeing me from under furrowed brows. Probably thinks I’m about to lose it and start lapping up all the pretty red liquid. Sad thing is he’s not far from the truth.
“The um, wound. My saliva. I can’t do anything about the break, but it will help get the tissue healing if my saliva touches it.”
His eyes narrow. “You mean feed from her?”
I shake my head. I don’t dare. It’s been long enough that I feel the slice of hunger in my belly. If I lap up her blood I will want more. And she can’t afford more. Besides, I don’t feed from humans. Everyone keeps on conveniently forgetting that. 
“No, I can just…” I hock up what my old peers would so affectionately call a loogey and spit it into my palm, holding it over her leg. “And then…” I make a slight tipping gesture. My gaze travels to Juanita. “But only if…”
“Will it turn her?”
I shake my head. It’s still vampire cooties though.
“Do it,” she pants out from between clenched teeth.
So I do. And then I do it again, until Convict barks out another, “NOW, people!”
John quickly wraps the belt around the splint. 
“Deep breath,” he warns, then is wrapping his arms around Juanita and tossing her over his shoulder. She doesn’t scream this time, but she’s distinctively green.
“Ready!” John yells out, already heading for the end of the alley that isn’t pouring out zombies.
“Let’s go, let’s go!” Convict commands.
There is a heavy barrage of cover fire, and then it cuts off as the rest of the team use the brief break to make a run for it. John is fast, even with Juanita on his back, and manages to keep up as we weave our way between the buildings—stopping occasionally to pick off the faster zombies that have managed to follow us—and then hop into another alley that runs between a grouping of storage sheds.
I realize these are the aircraft sheds I’d seen when we landed. Through our convoluted path, we’ve made it back to the airfield. Now we just have to hope the field isn’t swarmed with zombies.
We cut through a pair of sheds, following the cracked pavement that spills out onto the airfield. At first I think my prayers have been answered. The sketch of dirt and pavement is pretty much empty, except for a few stragglers following the scent trail of sweaty man-flesh toward the command building. But then I look at the helicopter. Sniffing around both the outside and inside are over a dozen zombies, their shuffling forms mere silhouettes in the moonlight.
“Shit,” John grumbles, awkwardly scooting Juanita and himself back around behind the edge of the shed. 
Exactly my sentiment.
“What is it?” Convict calls from the back of the group.
“Zombies in the helicopter,” John calls back, carefully lowering Juanita to the ground.
Convict goes on a longer string of curses, motioning for Matt, Blaine, and Brian to follow him back to the other end of the shed, presumably to hold off the stragglers. 
I stuff my Glock back in my pants. Firepower isn’t going to help with this problem. If we were to go in, guns blazing, we’d risk shooting something vital in the helicopter. That leaves two options, a good old fashion hand-to-knife battle, or diversion. The question is, what to use for the latter.
My gaze falls on Juanita’s drawn face. Despite the sheen of clammy sweat clinging to her pale skin, she’s staring at the zombie’s shuffling across the field, hate boiling in her eyes. It’s a good thing we are downwind, otherwise the buckets of blood she poured out over her clothing would be drawing those zombies to us like a beacon. 
I suck in a breath, my heart tapping out an energetic riff in my chest. “Juanita, can I borrow your pant leg?”
Her brow draws up in confusion, but she gives me the go ahead. Carefully I use my knife to slice the pant away just below the belt we used to tie down the splint. And there I have it: my bait. Kind of.
I fling the soppy fabric over my shoulder, twisting my knife around so it lies against my forearm. A quick peel and I have my watch off and am reattaching it over the blade. I may not have a use for it right now, but I sure as hell am not going to leave the knife behind.
“What are you doing?” John asks.
“Getting ready.”
“For what?”
“You’ll see.”
His mouth thins.
I turn around and come face-to-face with Rodriguez.
“Got a plan?” he asks.
“I do, I just need…”
I crane my head around him to see the others at the other end of the sheds. I brush by him, heading to Blaine. Tucked into the end of the line, he’s merely the back up for the others picking off the zombies coming up on our tail. He glances over his shoulder, then turns to watch my approach with a curious lift to his brow.
“I need your shirt,” I tell him.
His mouth splits into a grin, his eyes trailing over me from head to toe and back again. He leans in close, whispering. “Not that I have anything against getting naked for you, sweetheart, but do you think this is the time or place?”
I huff out an exasperated breath. “Your shirt, please.”
He shrugs, pulling off his long-sleeved fatigues. I shake my head, pointing to his undershirt. “That one.”
His grin widens but he obliges without comment. As soon as it’s in my hands I’m ducking by him, muttering a “thanks” over my shoulder as I slide up behind Convict as he presides over Matt and Brian who are kneeling at the back edge of the shed, guns raised.
“Can you boys hold the fort for a second?”
Brian glares at me. “Do we have a choice?”
“Nope.”
Convict takes a better look at me, sees Blaine’s shirt and Juanita’s blood stained pant leg draped over my shoulders. His eyes narrow. “What are you up to?”
I ignore him, addressing Brian. “When the next group of zombies comes around the corner, try and let one through for me.”
“You’re shitting me, right?” Convict gives a sharp shake of his head. “You want to feed you do it on your own time. I’m not running a kitchen here. I’m telling you, Harper, you’re about this close to—”
I figure I’m not going to like the end of that sentence so I cut him off. “Do you want to get into that helicopter or not?”
He clenches his jaw, tipping his head in a grudging nod.
“Then let me do my thing, okay?”
Silence is my only answer. I take it as a go ahead.
I crouch beside Matt, waiting for my opportunity. Doesn’t take long. The next group of zombies that come around the corner is a grouping of three. Matt and Brian both take out one each, leaving the third stumbling along. I wait to make sure no more buddies pop out immediately. I want enough time to get a true connection and that takes a few seconds of uninterrupted time. Five seconds pass. The zombie is only fifteen yards away. Perfect.
I tap Matt on the shoulder. Both he and Brian look up at me. I lock eyes with the mountain man. “You can shoot the next batch, but even after I’m done, don’t shoot this one, okay?”
“You got it, fangs.”
I dash off, a faint itch between my shoulder blades. Maybe I should have told him not to shoot me either. 
I don’t dwell, instead focusing my attention on the zombie. It’s seen me, and is homing in. I take a few steps to the side, it shifts to follow. There. Now Brian and Matt can kill any buddies that come along without hitting us, which is a good thing as I can sense a large grouping coming up on the bend.
I want it even further away so I take a step back, and then another until we are passing by the sheds the team is hiding between. Three more steps. Two. Its mouth yawns open, its arms outstretched to grab me. I don’t want to, but I force myself to lock gazes with it. For some reason I need this: eye contact. Maybe if I were an older vampire and more comfortable with my abilities I’d be able to do this without the face-to-face intimacy, but I’m not, and I can’t. I also need its blood.
As it lunges for me, I skirt to the side so it doesn’t get a good hold. I do though, one hand wrapped around its neck, the other on the base of its arm just above the wrist. A frustrated growl of air rolls in the back of its throat, unfulfilled due to the constricted airway beneath my clenched hand. I feel the untrimmed nails of its free hand digging into my shoulder but ignore it as I slowly force the arm I’m holding up to my mouth. The pulse of its wrist bumps beneath my lips which have gone plump in anticipation. I choke back my own revulsion at my body’s natural reaction to the thought of feeding. 
I don’t want this. But I need this. As does my team.
So I stare into the fever bright eyes and bite.
It screams. Not aloud, but in its head. I want to scream too but I can’t. First off I’m busy sucking down its blood, the hot fluid pooling like liquid gold in my stomach—precious and nauseating at the same time—and secondly because I need to be the stronger one here. Its human mind is already buried beneath the hollow hunger that drives the zombie, but it still takes finesse to suppress those instincts long enough to implant my influence over it.
I continue to stare into its eyes, my throat working as I form the connection I need. Hunger. It’s the one thing we both have in common and it’s this I use to make the first link. It’s a life-giving drive that all life forms feel, but none more so than monsters like me and the creature I’m currently feeding from. I use its hunger, replacing it with my own need. Soon the line between it and I is almost indistinguishable. All this time I feed—gaining strength, weakening my prey—the hunger begins to ease, the zombie’s need shifts to sleep. So weak, so tired. Its nails slip out of my skin, its hand falls.
I extract my fangs, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. The zombie stands placidly before me, its eyes glazed as it stares back into mine. It’s so docile now it only remains a matter of giving the zombie its instructions. 
I do this, tying Juanita’s pant leg around its upper arm and pulling the t-shirt over its head to lie like a thick lei around its neck.
With a last bit of reinforcement, I send the zombie up a parallel alley a few sheds down. It shuffles along, mind blank save for the new purpose I’ve given it. Go. Walk until your feet hurt. Good. All it has to do is get upwind of the helicopter. A whiff of Juanita’s blood and Blaine’s sweaty tee and viola! Empty helicopter. 
Confident my plan is well in action, I turn around and skirt back to the shed my team is stuffed between and the two men posed at the edge who are holding the now steady stream of zombies back.
“It’s me,” I announce as I come up behind Brian and Matt. Wouldn’t do to have one of them swivel around and pop me one.
Brian looks over his shoulder, cranes his head around me. “Where’s your dinner?”
“Off on an errand. You seem pretty busy here.”
“Yeah.” He slams another magazine into his rifle, mows down another half-dozen zombies. They fall, but I note we are losing ground. The horde has caught up. Two, three more show up for every one that falls.
Convict shifts his back further into the shadow of the shed, giving me room so he can face me without sticking his neck out into the danger zone. “So what’s your brilliant plan, Harper?” 
Just then John calls from the other end. “Brice?”
Convict twists his head. “What?” 
“I think we can go now.”
Convict blinks, looking at me. I gesture down the path between the sheds. “After you.”
There is a lot of shuffling as my companions make their way to the end. Matt gives up his post first. I look at Brian who jerks his head after the others. “Ladies first.”
Fine. I slip across the pavement, hugging the building. There is another short burst as Brian lays down a last bit of cover fire and then his hand is on my back pushing me along. Not that I can go faster, there is a pile up at the other end as the line has come to a halt.
“What’s the hold up?” Convict demands, his aggravation obvious.
The men shift, popping out into the field practically at once. I have to smile as I take in the situation. The helicopter is empty, and there, a dot on the far side of the airstrip is my zombie. He’s still walking, only now there are a good twenty other zombies running after him. 
“Holy shit.” Convict spins on me. “What the hell is that?” 
I open my mouth to explain but--
“That’s just freaky,” Herbie puts in.
Rodriguez shakes his head. “No, that’s just….”
“… the end of the world as we know it,” says Brian, his eyes hard as he turns his gaze on me.
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Then…
 
I skipped down the stairs, each squeak of my new converse sneakers on the oak like a poke of guilt. The runner was out being cleaned; necessary after I’d dropped a mostly full can of soda down the stairs the other day. No soda in my room. Now I knew why.
Chalking it up to one of those life-lessons my dad raved about, I grabbed onto the newel post at the bottom, hopping and spinning around the base of the stairs to head back to the kitchen at the back of the house. Mom had been up for a while cooking. From the warm air that blasted me in the face as I crossed the threshold, I caught the scent of recently squeezed oranges, newly baked cinnamon raisin bread—my favorite—and eggs, and greasy bacon. Yuck.
My mom spun around, her spatula in hand as she perused my outfit. “Hi, honey. You look nice today.”
I looked down at the jeans and t-shirt I’d picked out. Not far from my usual fair, but the shirt was one I’d never worn before and the jeans a worn vintage denim that Carrie had helped me pick out yesterday after school. Carrie’s flair for anything artistic had extended into fashion. I’m still not sure what had possessed me to cough out the sixty-some bucks for the new jeans, but I had to admit they made me look good. Overnight, it seemed, some curves had sprouted. I wondered if mom had noticed.
“Thanks.” I quickly turned to hide the blush I could feel creeping into my cheeks and made a break for the table. Dad was already there, sipping his orange juice as he simultaneously read the paper and kept an eye on the news headlines that flashed across the TV.
I sat down beside him and grabbed up a slice of the still warm bread, popping it in my mouth sans butter. It wasn’t that I needed to watch my weight—I was the type of girl who could eat a gallon of ice cream and still be gangly—but because I was trying out being a vegan. It seemed the natural progression from vegetarian. Though I had to admit that bread, baked minus the milk and eggs, just wasn’t as good.
I picked apart the remainder of my slice, no longer hungry. Which wasn’t good. I needed to eat more not less if I wanted to keep my newfound curves. Granola and soy milk? Maybe I should ask mom to pick some up for me. 
The last bit of bread collapsed under my fingers, raining down onto my clothes. I absently wiped the crumbs off to Shaggy who was sniffling around under the table, but found myself fingering the thin material of my shirt. It was another Carrie-aided purchase, though this one was from last summer. I’d yet to wear it, thinking the neckline too low and the material too see-through. I’d solved the later with a tank top underneath, but the tank top itself was low and yup, if I looked hard, there was cleavage there. I guess I was finally developing some tits. Kyle had certainly seemed interested in checking them out at least, and Raoul…
Well, I wasn’t sure what to make of Raoul and his interest in me. I still suspected he was after one thing and one thing only, but he had been a perfect gentleman both during and after our kiss the other day. He hadn’t even tried to make it to second base and the only place his gaze had rested was my face. Was that his angle? To lure me in with a false sense of security?
My stomach got queasy just thinking it. That kiss had been amazing. Enough so that I doubted I would have had any objection to second, or third base. Heck, that had been a home-run kind of kiss. And he hadn’t asked for anything other than if I’d allow him to see me again.
I couldn’t wait. I only wish he’d told me when this “seeing” might happen. Prom was coming up and maybe… just maybe…
“Damn idiots.” My father’s voice broke into my happy teenage angst bubble. Shaggy whined, slinking into a crouch by my feet.
I blinked, looking across the table as I gave a reassuring pat to Shaggy’s head. Dad’s gaze was glued to the TV screen and another report about the viral outbreak that had occurred down in South America.
“What are you going on about now?” My mother breezed in, absently kissing my temple as she set an apple in front of me, and my dad’s piled plate of eggs and bacon before him. 
I shook my head, staring at the congealing butter and grease. Sometimes I thought my mom was trying to kill my dad, but then I would remember how much they loved each other. Killing through kindness maybe?
“That!” My father gestured angrily at the TV. “It’s a pandemic and they’re doing little-to-nothing to control it!”
“They’re trying to help those poor people,” mom said as she drained the grease from her pan into a jar that was already filled with layers of scummy-white fat.
“Masks and biohazard signs aren’t going to do anything. Like rabid dogs. Put ‘em down.”
My hand tightened in Shaggy’s fur, hoping to heck English really was beyond his grasp.
“Charles!” Mom chided, sparing her own glance for Shaggy, yet she set the pot down and turned around fully to watch the news. My gaze followed to the man strapped down on a gurney, snapping at anyone who came near. Rabid dog seemed about right. I shuddered, looking away. I didn’t like to obsess over the things on the news. All it succeeded in doing was freaking me out. And really, when it came down to it, what could I do? Nope, I liked to keep my crusades closer to home. I gave one last scratch behind Shaggy’s ear. At least then I could make a difference.
“I’m telling you, Jen,” my dad went on, breaking through my determination to ignore the unpleasant. “It’s the end of the world as we know it.”
Nope, didn’t want to think about that. So I tuned him out, shoved my apple into my mouth as I jumped up, and grabbed my backpack from the corner. Quizzes, a track meet, and boys. I definitely had enough on my plate besides the impending end of the world.
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Most decidedly uncomfortable.
I squirm in my harness, trying to keep my gaze on a point somewhere between Rodriguez’s and Matt’s head. I can be polite at least, even if no one else here can. I swear, sometimes I think I’m the only person whose parents taught them that staring is rude. Everyone is staring at me. Well, everyone except Herbie, who is flying the helicopter, and Convict sitting beside him. But the other sets of eyes appear to be glued to my forehead. Probably trying to drill holes in it.
I am persona non grata and it’s decidedly unfair. Hadn’t I been the one to get them out of there? Okay, so my trick is kind of freaky. Still, I wouldn’t give it end of the world status. Certainly not when compared to the zombie outbreak. And not compared to the visions my hive queen has of the future either. Hives, really. With a queen bee, working bees, and a boat load of honey for their continued consumption. Only in this case the honey is the humans they’ve collected and are raising in captivity. Whoops, silly me, safety. Raising in safety.
I should tell my team. After what we’ve seen at Nellis, I realize the danger is closer than I once believed. I would tell them too, but I’m betting I won’t get any brownie points for it if I do. Nope. Either Convict or Brian will come up with some lame theory about me infiltrating the base to gain information. A spy in their midst, which is a theory that could well have me flying home… without the benefit of this helicopter. Yeah, let’s avoid that, shall we?
Juanita makes an uncomfortable sounding grunt. I look to where she is strapped to the gurney, leg braced. She gives me a faint smile and a wink. Then she reaches out and slaps Roy on his knee. “Get over it, boys. You wanted a way out of there? That was it.”
I appreciate her support but know it’s not going to work. Even John has mustered enough of an expression to look uneasy, his gaze flitting between me, the others, then out the front windows. He can’t wait to get back to base and out of my presence. Which hurts. Stupid me. Guess I thought our relationship had made it to some sort of happy teammate/companion level.
At least Juanita seems cool with my current freak-hood status. And that’s so reassuring, coming from the woman who seems to want to die in a blaze of glory.
I sigh, focusing on my hands and the dried blood under my nails. Juanita’s. I set to picking it out, wiping it off on my pants. I don’t know how long I manage to occupy myself with this task when the helicopter gives a great lurch to the side, the propellers making a strange whine before settling back in their reassuring air-chopping rhythm.
“What was that?” John demands, his voice strangely croak-like, as if he’s injured his larynx at some point.
Herbie answers over the intercom. “Sorry people. Wind is picking up. Might get worse too so hold tight.”
John leans his head back against the thin black padding, closing his eyes. I watch in fascination as he makes an effort to take deep steadying breaths. What’s this? Does John not like to fly? The notion sets me on edge. John is solid, steady. Even when he’s agitated or angry he’s able to keep it together. But he’s been decidedly “off” since the moment we found out we were being sent on this mission. 
I’m not the only one who seems concerned by John’s anxiety levels; Convict twists around in his seat, looking back at John. “We’re half-way home, John. We’ll be back before breakfast.”
“That’s fine, sir.”
With a nod, Convict turns back to the front.
What’s up with that? Why would John be worried about the time? Now that I think about it, he had grilled Marine pretty hard about the timeline for this “quick” intel mission. At the time I figured he was asking because of me and the whole nighttime mission thing, but with the way he’s been unable to even look me straight in the eyes on this ride back, I’m thinking his apprehension is not for me. Or if it was, that was before the whole mind-control thing. 
I decide my earlier assessment must have been right. John wants to get out of this flying death trap and away from me. Well that’s just fine. Soon as we get back to base I’ll make sure to stay well out of his way. Maybe I’ll even do us both a favor and ask for that transfer to Rodriguez’s team. I think it’s obvious there is no way Convict is ever going to get used to me and the whole feeding thing, and with Juanita out of commission for the foreseeable future, Brian still on the hunt, and John’s obvious abandonment… well, even the dense girl can tell when she’s not wanted.
The helicopter lurches to the side again. Herbie swears, jerking the controls. We twist back the other way, nose dipping. Ah, hell. I knew this was just a flying coffin.
Sixty heart-hammering seconds later, Herbie manages to get us leveled out again. We’re still being buffeted around, but at least we aren’t trying to do any more nosedives into the desert below. 
I slowly get my breathing under control. Then, and only then, do I work on prying my bloodless fingers from my shoulder harness.
“Wild,” Juanita says from the stretcher that has slid across the floor and up against Rodriguez’s, Matt’s, and John’s boots. I think she’s truly crazy, until I see that she is paler than death and that her brow is beaded in sweat.
“Can someone get that rope so we can tie the stretcher down?” I call to the back. Brian is the closest. He hits his safety release and lurches up on unsteady feet. He opens one of the upper cabinets and pulls out the rope, shuts it again as he tosses the length of coiled rope in my direction, and then sits back down, strapping back in.
Figures. I snatch the rope, glaring down at the tight cotton. The helicopter is just big enough and wide enough that I can’t bend over and work with the other peeps to strap the stretcher down. I’m going to have to rig it to one of the safety hooks near the door, through her stretcher, to the other door to securely anchor her. Which means getting out of my safety harness.
“I’ll help,” Blaine offers from beside me.
I shake my head. “I got it.” Probably have the steadiest feet here. I guess that’s one good thing about my new nature: I am no longer a complete klutz.
Grumbling, I pop the safety buckle and slide off the bench. I’m not too proud to crawl and this is how I make my way over to the safety clip by the door on my side of the helicopter. Using one of the nifty knots my dad taught me, I secure the first end and then scoot-shuffle back over to Juanita, the helicopter dancing and lurching the whole time. 
The stretcher is one of those standard plastic ones with long handholds along the sides. I figure I can loop the rope through the ones near her feet and secure it to the other door. Then, with the leftover rope, I’ll string it through the ones near her head and somehow loop it around my own harness. Or maybe hold it. I should be strong enough to do that. 
I’ve gotten the rope through the two holes on the stretcher and am trying to get the excess through the other safety clip on the other door when the helicopter starts on a sideways rolling wave glide. We crest and dip, crest and dip, my stomach enough off-sync to make me want to barf, and since Juanita isn’t latched down yet in the front, she goes for a back-and-forth sliding roller-coaster ride across the floor.
“I got her.” John pops off his harness, and with one hand secure on the nylon straps he’s just forgone, reaches for the top of the stretcher to steady her.
A howling wind buffets us from the front. Everything shifts. John’s grab for the stretcher misses and he ends up clinging to his shoulder harness as the nose jerks up. Juanita and her stretcher bang into me. My hand slips completely off the rope. I swear, trying to keep the stretcher steady as I grab for the dangling end. The helicopter reverses direction again and Juanita and I are tumbling back toward John. Only someone grabs the back of my cargo pants and holds on, which is quite a feat given I’m hanging onto all the weight of Juanita’s stretcher as well and we keep on dipping down, then up, then down. 
The helicopter levels out for a moment. I sit up, swatting at the steadying hand. It is Brian. I hate being grateful to him. 
“Christ, Herbie, can’t you keep us steady for one effing minute?” John swears, grabbing for the stretcher again.
There is no answer, only another tummy tumbling twist and dip. And then Herbie answers, his voice amazingly calm for the man who likes to run from danger. “Sorry, people, but I suggest you get a handhold somewhere. We’re going down.”
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I’ve never crash landed before. Never want to try it again. Though, I do have to give Herbie mucho credit here. He somehow pulled it off. All those times when he was a smart-mouth or a chicken-shit or merely a plain old dick are forgiven. The baldheaded NASCAR driver has just saved our lives. Even if we are stranded out here in the middle of nowhere.
Herbie’s still sitting in the cockpit petting his controls like a depression-age grandmother about to sell off her stuff, but then he sighs, shaking his head as he squeezes through into the back bed of the helicopter.
“So which of you is the bad luck charm?” he yells over the howling wind.
No one responds, ignoring him in lieu of gathering up the equipment needed for our trek. There has been a lot of debating on whether to hang tight and wait out the winds and/or hope for a miraculous rescue, or strike out for an abandoned military storage facility that is supposedly located nearby. With day coming and the soaring temperatures that can be expected here in the middle of the Mohave Desert, it’s a pretty easy choice. Besides, the Santa Ana winds that are the cause of our grounding can last for days, sometimes weeks on end. Our best hope is that the facility, though abandoned, has a working vehicle left to confiscate so we can drive back to our base. 
If we’re lucky, we’ll be home by bedtime. Of course, in order to make this goal, we’re going to be traveling during the day. Yeah. But everyone, especially John and Convict, seem adamant that we have to get back ASAP. And who am I, the freaky, mind-controlling blood-sucking vampire-tag-o-long, to argue?
I ignore the blistering hot wind that carries the desert grit and sand in through the open helicopter door and look at the sky. It’s those murky pre-dawn hours that are marked with a general irrevocable lightening of the world. Only it’s still dark. The winds have brought in with them a nice thick bank of swiftly moving clouds that I hope—please, please, please—will last through our travels.
Five minutes and we’re packed and ready to go. With a last look through the door to make sure the clouds haven’t instantly peeled back to reveal the fading night sky, I jump out and fall into step beside Juanita on her stretcher, which is being carried by Matt and Blaine. Juanita looks at me with concern, her lips parting, but I shake my head, fending off whatever she might be about to say.
The truth is a vamp can go out in the day. The whole see-the-sun, burst-into-flame thing is a total myth. That said it’s not exactly wise. See, it’s a dehydration thing. For a creature that lives off liquids, we seem to lose water awfully quickly. Expose us to sun and the moisture literally pours right off of us. We can get a little back through water, but the only way to keep from shriveling up and going into a state of mummydom is to be well hydrated beforehand, and keep well hydrated. Which means feeding. A lot. 
I really, really hope that cloud bank holds.
It does. Hours later the only sign that true day has broken is the increasing heat level. It’s still a murky dark morning for the desert and I know this is an exception and not the rule. Somebody up there must like me. It’s as I think this that there is a crack in one of the clouds. Not quite all the way through, but enough to expose the shadowed disk of the sun. 
Brain, who’s been stalking along in the front of the line, looks up, then over his shoulder at me, his lip curled back into a cruel smirk. “Just how powerful was that vampire who turned you, fangs?”
Even though it hurts my sensitive eyes to do so, I make a point of looking up into the sky, staring directly at the fuzzy globe of light trying to break its way through the clouds before I pin my gaze back on Brian. “Very.”
He grunts and faces forward once more. Point made. I don’t look at the sky again but stare down at the monotonous landscape of sand that continually shifts beneath my feet. We can’t be far now. An hour, maybe two. I can make that. Absently I reach up to wipe my forehead and come away with a layer of crusty salt. Um, not good. All of a sudden a wad of moist fabric is being shoved into my chest.
I look up at John. He’s stripped off his outer shirt and must have used his ration of water to wet it and is now holding it out to me. 
“Wrap it around your head.”
I think of refusing—the jerk is one of the ones enforcing this daytime march on me, after all—but decide neither pride nor obstinacy are worth shriveling like a dried prune. I take the shirt, tugging it over my head like a hood, the base buttoned around my mouth like a scarf, and the tied-off sleeves that hold it all in place slapping against my back like a wet ponytail. 
Another bonus of the turban, I’m no longer eating desert grit.
The sky lightens some more, the clouds thinning even as the wind settles to something short of sand blast. I look over at Juanita. She lost a lot of blood last night and I haven’t seen her take a single sip from the canteen that rests on the stretcher beside her.
“Drink,” I tell her, my voice muffled by the wet fabric.
She does, then holds the canteen out to me. I hesitate. The water will help a little, but not enough to make a real dent. Besides, I’m betting at least half, if not all the rest of the team members, might object to sharing one of their two canteens.
I shake my head, purposely putting a bit more distance between us by picking up my pace. Bad move. I trip over a rock planted in the sand, a desert shrub flying up to meet me. Except John is there, steadying me with his hand on my elbow. “You okay?” 
Good question. There’s no doubt that even with his makeshift turban, I’m dehydrating quickly. I’m not at critical levels. The snack I had last night will keep me going as long as the cloud cover holds, but I’ll need to go out again soon for a pick-me-up snack. 
I’ll deal with that later. Everything is always later. Have to take care of the here and now. And right now is putting one foot in front of the other as I fix my sights on the mirage of buildings that may or may not actually be there in the distance. 
“I’m good,” I say.
“Almost there.”
“Halleluiah ,” I mutter inaudibly under my breath.
John’s lips twitch. My eyes narrow. I didn’t say it that loud. How did he hear me above the wind? He lets go of my elbow and we continue on, my questions shoved to the back of my mind as I strive toward the mirage that I’m sure now is not a mirage.
The buildings are there. A set of waffle-board warehouses lined up in parallel rows that stretch back too far on the horizon for me to see the end. All around them is one of those really high chain-link fences decorated both on the top and around the bottom edges with jagged razor wire. Under normal circumstances, I could probably jump it, but I wouldn’t want to try given my current state of dehydration. So it’s a good thing there’s a sturdy gate on this side of the perimeter and butting up against it is a lone, squat cement building. 
I’m guessing the building, which is decorated with cameras instead of windows is both gatekeeper and office combined.
“Looks welcoming,” I say when we get closer and I start to notice that not only is there the slice-you-to-ribbons razor wire, but that there are remote rifles topping the fence at regular intervals. “Are those motion activated or does someone inside have to press a button?”
John’s jaw tenses as he studies the rifles. “I’m not sure it matters. I’m doubting the power is still on here and any battery back-ups would be drained by now.”
“You want to risk it?”
He shrugs, and with a glance at the sky says, “What choice do we have?”
Good point. It’s close to noon and the clouds, though still holding, are getting wispier. More importantly the temperature is rising, and despite the stiff wind we’re all, not just me, baking like a bunch of foil wrapped potatoes out here.
John and I aren’t the only ones who’ve noticed the remote rifles. At one point Brian stops, bending down to pick up a fist-sized stone. A few yards later he grabs another one. This one he chucks, lobbing it as far as he can toward the razor wire fencing. Maybe he was trying for a rifle, but it misses by a mile, falling a good twenty yards short of the fence. The rifle doesn’t move, though, so that’s a good sign.
Seeing that he has a good idea, Convict orders us all to grab some rocks and throw them at regular intervals. 
I keep my eye on the ground, scooping up every appropriately sized stone I see. The Mojave Desert is actually littered with small rocks. Probably what keeps the sand from blowing into the sand dunes of the Sahara. Soon I have a good handful of half-inch to inch-size rocks. I jiggle them in my hand, thinking about my disastrous attempt to play softball one year—it’s all in the momentum and the angle of release, the coach kept telling me—then plant my feet and let ‘er rip. 
The stones fly, shooting toward one of the rifles with a scary kind of force and accuracy that shocks me. Furthermore, it does what I’d hoped the rocks would do, which is spread out in a nice buckshot pattern as they near their target. One of the smaller stones ding off the top of the rifle, twisting it slightly off kilter, but the rest fly by with absolutely no response.
 I put my hands on my hips, gnawing my lip. “I guess that means it’s probably not motion activated, right?”
John grunts, grabs up a much bigger stone, and winds up for his own throw. I figure it’s a waste. Brian is just now able to get a stone to clink off the bottom of the tall fence, how does John expect to be able to…
His stone flies straight and fast as an arrow, smacking dead on into the side of the off-kilter rifle. Man versus nature. The stone wins. The rifle is knocked right off its housing and falls with a sad little crunch onto the ground.
“Well, if it was working, it’s not now,” I say, tucking my tongue into my cheek.
John smiles then picks up another rock and hurls it at the next closest rifle. This one takes two tries, but it’s a goner too. Convict asks John to take out two more, just in case, which he does before we strike out for our last bit of the trek across the hard packed desert floor.
I look down.
“Rock.” Rodriguez explains from the other side of Juanita’s stretcher. “The sand just covers the tops and fills in the holes.”
As if I really care. I was only looking down because my legs are aching so bad. Long night, lots of jumping, and now this enforced trek during the day. Yeah, I’m going to be in need of a meal sooner rather than later.
We finally make it to the fence, and then stand there, hands on hips, looking stupid as we stare at the monstrous gate and the heavy duty mechanics that allow it to be opened and closed. 
Bolts that drive into the ground, heavy gears. No open sesame is going to get those babies to slide open. I suppose I might be able to rip the industrial-strength chain-link off. Maybe. 
As I contemplate my limb’s weak-as-a-newborn-filly feeling, Rodriguez steps forward, drawing a pair of bolt cutters from the pack he’d put together in the helicopter. “Thought these might come in handy,” he says as he makes the first snip. 
Bless the man.
He makes a hole big enough for us to squeeze through. I’m the forth one through, after Brian, Rodriguez and John. We wait for the others, and then Rodriguez motions to the door of the cement building beside us which is hanging open in welcome. “So should we go in and say hello?”
For some reason this suggestion sets me on edge, a prickling sensation riding up my spine. So I’m surprised when Convict nods. “There might be a list or something of what’s in what warehouse. And besides, if we’re going to drive out of here, we’re going to want that gate open all the way.”
Good points. There are a lot of warehouses and a way to get out of here would be nice. Still… I look over at John. He’s scowling, staring at the gaping door. 
“It’s going to be dark in there,” John points out. “And not everyone has night scopes.”
Ah, the limited pickings of a rag-tag militia. 
Convict turns to Roy. “You grabbed those flashlights like I asked, kid?”
Roy nods, sliding his pack off his shoulder. He takes out four flashlights which Convict distributes. One for himself, one for Herbie, and two for Rodriguez who passes one to Blaine. I frown. Yeah, I don’t need one, and Matt and Brian both have night scopes, but what about John, his rifle doesn’t have one? Does this mean Convict isn’t going to send him in as the front sacrificial offering? And then I remember, this place is empty, cleared out at the beginning of the outbreak (storage facility or not, who’d survive out here in the desert?). All we’re doing is looking for information. That and a set of controls, which, come to think of it, unless they have some sort of mechanical override capability, won’t work with the power out. Brilliant.
“Let’s go,” he gestures to John.
John’s hands tense around his rifle, but he steps up to the door. I shift from one foot to the other as he pauses, then pushes it the rest of the way open. Next second he’s stopped again. His arm shooting out to keep Brian and me from stepping in behind him. “Wait.” 
Yeah, I’ve always been so good with orders. I try and push past him into the yawning opening to see what the hold-up is, but get jostled as John tries to push us both back.
“Hey,” I start to object, but then stand there, mouth agape.
“Back up. Back up now!” John hisses.
“Why? What’s going on?” Convict squeezes in behind me, flashing his light over my head into the room, revealing what I already know is there. Dark black stains over the walls and floors, skeletal remains picked clean. I can’t believe I didn’t smell it but I guess my pure exhaustion and the dry desert air both had factors in that. That and the lack of flesh. No flesh to hold the bones together means no decay for the olfactory senses to pick up on.
Convict seems rooted in shock. “But this area was cleared out—”
“Before the virus got this far?” I ask. The answer is obvious: Not. Or maybe it was, but then other people took up residence—and died here.
“Holy crap.” Convict loses the sticky feet of shock quicker than lickity-split, his rifle coming up as he backs toward the door. “Everyone out. Now.”
I blink, a bit confused by the order. Yeah, it’s obvious the zombie virus hit here, but it’s just as obvious it was a while ago. And the few poor souls who were probably here when it hit look to be dead in this room.
John doesn’t seem to agree with me and grabs my arm. He shuffles me out in front of him then grabs the door and slams it closed. All it does is bounce on its hinges. The lock mechanics are as dead as the power.
“Roy! Lock down this door,” Convict orders. He’s obviously not thinking straight.
“There’s no power, Brice.” This comes from Rodriguez. And yeah, I really need to see about getting moved to this man’s team. 
“Fuck.” Convict rubs his face, taking a deep breath. “Okay. It’s still day. We have a few hours. We’ll pair up and try to find a warehouse with a vehicle in it.”
“That could take a while,” John says, his voice is low, practically a growl.
Take a while? A few hours? I don’t get it. Other than the fact that everyone wants to get back to base ASAP, I don’t get what the rush is. “A few hours until what?”
No one answers me. Great.
“You know what this means, right?” This comes from John.
Convict rounds on him. “I’m not a fucking idiot.”
“Maybe someone wants to fill me in?” I ask. I get that the virus had hit here. I get that there might even be zombies alive still in some of the buildings that would become active come night. What I don’t get is why everyone is freaking. Even if there are a handful of zombies that managed to survive the blasted heat and slim pickings of the desert food pyramid, they aren’t going to be more than light exercise for our little group. Hell, John could handle them all on his own.
It’s not John, or Convict who answer. It’s Rodriguez. “This isn’t just a storage facility.”
I turn to look at him. “It’s not?”
“You know the underground bunkers where our base is located?”
“Yeah…” I say tentatively, not sure I’m liking where this is going.
“This one is bigger. Like LA to Palmdale kind of bigger.”
“Holy crap.” I stare at the unlocked door in front of us. Desert pickings might be slim, but zombies will turn into cannibals if they are hungry enough, which means there’ll be a lot fewer zombies then when it first spread through here. Still... An underground base like ours, but hundreds of times bigger. And we’re sitting right on top of it.
Brian laughs, drawing my gaze to his ugly face. “Just how hungry are you, fangs?”
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Lots, actually. I’m severely dehydrated and could probably suck down the blood of a half-dozen zombies without blinking. But if what they’re suggesting is true, isolating that half-dozen for a leisurely sit down dinner is going to be difficult at best. 
Best idea of the hour: Find that vehicle and a couple cans of gas and get the heck out of Dodge.
We pair off. Convict and John. Rodriguez and Blaine. Matt and Brian. Herbie is assigned to stay with Juanita. And I’m stuck with Roy again. Swell.
I book for the row of warehouses that we’ve been assigned to check out and am drop-jawed stunned when Roy scrambles to stay abreast. Well, well. What a 360.
“Do me a favor,” I call over the whistling wind.
“What?” His hands grip tight around his rifle. 
“Don’t shoot me this time.”
He grumbles something like a “you could have warned me” and falls into step behind me. Sulking.
Whatever, despite the fact that I’m now sure he’s closer to my perpetual seventeen than anyone else on the team, I have no desire to become chummy-chummy. Unfortunately, I’m betting that if I stay on with Convict, Roy is going to be my partner for the unforeseeable future. I’d think it is a simple snubbing—or a subconscious hope we’ll both bite it so he can get replacements, which, interestingly enough, is what I suspect that first mission’s pairing had been—but I have to admit that, in general, the way Convict pairs people off makes sense. They are either compatible ability pairings like Matt and Brian who, together, are the perfect hunting team, or strength pairings… that is strength and lack there off. 
I am Roy’s muscle, compass, and reason all rolled into one. In a way, I’m his trainer too. I suspect John or Brian would be better at the training bit, but with Roy being as jumpy as he is, they just might end up dead.
Thinking of this, I glance over my shoulder. Roy’s finger keeps on squeezing down slightly on the trigger whenever he hears a strange noise—or the wind picks up. And he’s not even pointing that gun at anything. In fact, it keeps dipping down toward the ground—that he’s walking on Talk about shooting yourself in the foot. This idiot’s about to.
I mutter a curse and turn to face him. “You’re carrying it wrong.”
“What?”
“Your rifle. You are carrying it wrong.” I enunciate each word carefully, as if he’s dense. His eyes narrow, nose twitching. Doesn’t like that, does he. Not that I care. I put my hands over his, shifting his grip from the magazine to the base of the barrel in front of it. I mean, really? Did he never watch a movie? Or watch the others carry theirs? “Better?”
He shrugs, his mouth turned down at the corners. “Sure, whatever.”
“So, Roy. Tell me about yourself,” I say as we walk toward the first warehouse. I’m glad for John’s shirt. There are no shrubs or rocks to hold together the sand here and the wind is whipping it between the buildings like stinging pellets of mist.
“Why do you want to know?”
“I want to know what sort of experience you have with that thing. Or other weapons for that matter. I want to know what your strengths are so I can be a good partner for you.”
He snorts. “I’m good with computers. And I liked playing war games.”
I figured as much. I also figure his technical abilities on the computer are limited to getting those games up and running. He certainly doesn’t seem to be much of a hacker. “And did you ever do any kind of sports? Or maybe go out hunting with a relative?”
Yeah, I’m hoping for a lot with the last one.
“Nope. No hunting. No sports.” He’s silent for a moment, then, “I was on the debate team. Always won, too.”
Oh yea, something we have in common. Our partner strength: death by debate. Not. 
We come up alongside the door to the warehouse. Not the big one that’s locked and bolted with a chain and padlock, but the small side door that has the same ineffective lock mechanism as the building at the front.
I stop about a boot-length outside, flaring my nostrils. Yup. Decaying flesh. A quick scope with my other senses and I know there are three zombies inside the shadow-filled building.
“Okay, Roy. Since we can’t talk the zombies to death, I’m thinking we might want to work on your aim a bit. If I recall correctly, it’s not too good.”
He flushes red at the reminder. He had been all of ten feet from me and hadn’t been able to put a bullet in my head. Not that I’m unhappy about this fact, but knowing my luck, now that he’s not trying to kill me, he’ll somehow manage.
“Now, there are three zombies in this building,” I say and watch the blood drain out of his face. “Not to worry, they’re pretty much dormant right now. As long as we can keep the noise to a minimum, we can be on them and have one dead before the others even wake up.”
“I don’t have a light,” he says in a rush, his voice bobbing into prepubescent registers. 
I lower my own to bore-you-to-tears lecture drawl, hoping the converse will combat his rising panic. “Good thing too, you go shining a light directly on them and it will wake them up. That’s why they hide inside during the day. Their eyes can’t stand any sort of light, even behind their eyelids.”
“Really?”
I nod. I know this from pure observation. Yeah, it’s common knowledge that zombies are more active at night, and a smart person might suspect it has to do with their inability to constrict the iris, but it takes life experience to see that even a slight shift in light will upset a sleeping zombie and that a cloudy night or one with a new moon has the highest peaks in activity.
He frowns. “How can I kill them if I can’t see them?”
I sigh. “Roy. It’s day. There are going to be seam cracks, light under that big door. Plus we’ll leave the door open enough to give some ambient light. They seem to be near the back of the building so that shouldn’t bother them. We’ll wait for your eyes to adjust and sneak up on them.”
He looks dubious but he nods.
And the win goes to me. My debate leader would have been so proud.
“Okay then.” I place my hand on the door and push, slowly. Despite my assurances, I’m really not sure if this small bit of light will wake them or not. Depends on what’s between them and the new light source.
Highly tuned to the three heartbeats in the warehouse, I motion Roy inside. We stop a few feet in from the door while we wait for his eyes to adjust, and I wait to make sure those heartbeats don’t pick up in speed or come any closer. Everything seems cool so I urge Roy in another few steps. 
“I can’t see.” His voice is panicky, and carries through the warehouse with a piercing echo that makes me cringe. Light, sharp unnatural sounds, the stink of sweaty human fear, any of the above will do to wake a sleeping zombie. And we’ve brought to their chambers all three.
They’re awake. Slightly dazed, but awake and rising.
“Okay, why don’t you step back a couple feet, stand to the left of the door and let that light shine right on in here.”
“Okay.” He quickly does as I say, moving into the comparative shadows by the door.
“Now Roy.” I step in beside him. My ear cocked toward the first zombie that’s dragged himself up and is shuffling across the back of the warehouse. “Here is how this is going to happen. There are three zombies in here and they’re all coming this way.”
“Oh God.”
“You’re going to shoot the first one, and only the first one that comes into view. I don’t want you to worry about anything else. I’m going to take care of the other two. Got it?”
He nods.
“Good. Now, about this gun.” I place my hands around his, helping him lift it so the stock is pressed tight against his shoulder. “Feel about right?”
He nods.
“Sight lined up?”
“At what? I can’t see anything!”
“You will in a few seconds. Hold on.”
As if on cue, the closest zombie moans. It’s no longer shuffling, but skirting like a stealth bomber through the piles of canvassed boxes toward us. Hunger is a real incentive at times. 
I see it first, of course, and am totally revolted by what is there. The thing is more than half-way through Death’s Door. Beyond starved, beyond decayed. If this is the condition of the rest of the zombies here, then in another few weeks or so, they’ll all be dead.
I swallow the acid that rises in my throat, laying a steadying hand on Roy’s shoulder. “Okay, Roy, it’s straight ahead.”
“I can’t see it!”
“Just a second more…”
I feel when he sees it, his body going rigid as a two by four then vibrating like a tuning fork. He pops off a shot, that since he’s trembling so bad goes wide. The zombie breaks into a run. Fifteen feet. Roy is chanting an endless prayer. I place my left hand back over his left, helping him steady the barrel. “No worries, Roy. Just aim, and squeeze. Lightly.”
He screams, but he does. This bullet hits the zombie, kind of. It smacks into the curve above the creatures collarbone, taking another chunk of flesh off its already emaciated frame and a livid growl from its lips.
“Good. Again,” I say, shifting his barrel slightly up and left. He pops off three more shots. The zombie’s head explodes, the body tumbling forward onto the ground just three feet from us.
There is no time for anything more than a congratulatory slap on the back though, not with its two buddies bearing down on us. I briefly consider letting Roy take out the second one too, but I’m afraid it will take too much time and then I’ll be pressed to grab the third one before it can reach Roy. 
With a quick grab and twist of my arm, I have my Glock out and am planting two bullets in the next zombie’s head. It sprawls to the floor. The third zombie, right on its heels, trips over it and goes down with a growling groan. 
Perfect.
I start to take a step forward but jump back as the warehouse erupts in screams and gunfire. I watch in dismay as the lone living zombie flops around on the floor, its body jumping in spastic twitches as Roy’s bullets slam through it. And there goes my snack. Crap.
“Roy! Stop!” I yell. 
He keeps screaming and shooting until the gun is clicking. No more bullets. No more zombie. Silence descends. I heave out a heavy breath, burying my face in my hands. “What part of don’t do anything after you shoot the first one didn’t you understand?”
Roy’s scratchy breathing is the only answer. I drop my hands, looking mournfully at the dead zombie that now lies in a pool of useless blood on the floor. 
“I killed it.” Roy’s voice is hardly more than a whisper, then louder, “I killed it!”
I turn to him, fury and exhaustion and a parched throat driving a scathing remark to the tip of my tongue, but one look at his ecstatic face has it shuttling back down like a hard ball of resignation into my stomach. I give up. Convict wins. I’m sure now he’s paired me with Roy in hopes of killing me. And I can’t resent Roy for it. Not when he looks so damn proud of himself.
I sigh, gazing one last time on my lost meal. “Yeah, you killed it all right.”
“Should we check out the next warehouse? See if there are more?” 
There isn’t. Not in the next few at least. If there had been they’d be making a b-line for us right about now. Nothing could have slept through all that racket and since I can’t sense them…
“Let’s check out this one first. There might be something useful in here.”
Without bothering to see if Roy follows, I march down the aisle created by the stacked crates. I’m looking for a crowbar, or something else that can be used to pry the lid off without scratching up my hands—already dehydrated, don’t need to add blood loss to the list—when there is a break in the wall of crates. I stare, blinking rapidly. And there it is, in this very first warehouse: A convoy truck. Eureka.
Smiling, I turn back to Roy. He’s standing two feet back from his last kill, staring down at the body with a goofy grin on his face and still muttering “I did it” to himself.
I roll my eyes. “Yes, Roy, you did. Now quit patting yourself on the back. We need to go find the others and tell them that we’ve found ourselves a ride.”
He looks up. “Really?”
“Really.”
We don’t have to go far. Convict and John are literally just outside the door, guns raised and ready.
“What was all that gunfire?” Convict demands.
“I did it! I killed a zombie!” Roy announces happily. He really does look young when he’s this jubilant.
John’s brow flies up before he manages to shutter his face again. Still, I think there’s a bit of amusement as he meets my gaze.
I step aside, gesturing toward the zombies on the floor. “Roy was target practicing. He made two of the three kills.” I can afford him this moment. Yeah, he wasn’t supposed to kill the third zombie, but again, that bouncing puppy dog thing he’s doing is just too darn cute to squash.
Convict blinks. “And you’re still whole?”
I narrow my eyes, glaring at him. “Whole and alive. And bearing good tidings.”
“Good what?”
Guess not everyone had a dad that liked old sayings. “Good news.” I jerk my thumb over my shoulder. “There’s a convoy truck in here. Looks to be in pretty good shape too.”
He frowns, clicking on his flashlight as he stalks into the warehouse. It’s not until he’s moved through the crates to confirm my find that he says anything.
“John?”
John, who’s sucked in both lips as he examines the Swiss cheese zombie on the floor, lifts his head. “Yes sir?”
“Get the others. We’ve found our ride home.”
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 Pretty good shape turns out to be a purely visual assessment. The truth is that the bucket of bolts hasn’t been driven in at least a year and a half, probably far longer, and is at least twenty years older than that. It also doesn’t seem inclined to come out of retirement to perform any sort of tricks—like starting—for us either. After the first half hour of listening to Herbie grumble and swear, Brice, frustrated, orders the search to resume. I go with John this time and we make short work of the rest of the warehouses—and the dozen or so zombies we find hiding inside. There are no other vehicles. Figures.
“Do you think this means that those bunkers are empty?” I say to John as we fight through the perpetual sandstorm back to tell Convict the bad news. The zombies we came across haven’t exactly been full of life and frankly they’re far fewer than I would’ve expected if the “colossal” underground bunker that’s supposedly beneath us was full when the virus hit.
John shakes his head. “Hard to know for sure without checking. If it’s anything like ours, which from what Convict has told me it is, there’s an underground tunnel that pops out somewhere else. They either took the vehicles from down there and took off, or there are a bunch of zombies between us and that possible mode of escape.”
“Do you want to check?” I ask almost eagerly. I’d managed a brief snack, with John’s help—i.e. he hadn’t kill everything in sight—but I’d only gotten a couple swallows before the creatures advanced rate of decay had had me tossing it away, gagging. Maybe the ones below deck will have had more pickings and will have a healthier glow.
“And risk waking up whatever might be down there?”
I shrug. “Now or later.”
His hands grip reflexively on his gun. “Herbie will get the truck running. If we leave in the next hour or two, we might even make it to base before…” 
He trails off. And not because he’d gotten a mouthful of grit. I pounce. “Before what? What is this timeline that you and Convict seem to be obsessed with?”
He shakes his head, closing down. “Nothing. The commander will be anxious for Intel and we don’t want him to waste more time and men on a fruitless rescue mission, now do we?”
And that’s the end of the discussion. John quickens his pace and I have to scramble to keep up. 
We make it back to the warehouse where the others are without incident. Convict looks over at us but our expressions must say it all because he sighs, moving back to Herbie who’s buried under the truck changing out the oil or something.
“How much longer?” he asks the pair of boots.
“I have no fucking idea. I want to see how this works before I hazard a guess.”
Convict glowers, but moves away without comment toward the far side of the warehouse were the others are sitting around shooting the breeze. It’s not like there is anything else to do while they wait. Convict stops halfway there and looks back at me. He seems undecided about something, but eventually crosses over, stopping in front of me with his feet planted wide and his arms folded.
“So you want to tell me about what happened at Nellis?”
John unobtrusively moves off to join the others. I glare after him. Traitor.
“Sir?” I ask, stalling. Besides, I’m not completely sure what he means. It is possible he’s asking about what I did there at the end with the zombie/bait thing… …yeah.
“Yes, Private Harper. I’m asking for your theory about what happened at Nellis. I’ve heard Brian’s and John’s and Rodriguez’s. Now I’m asking for yours.”
“Seemed pretty obvious to me.” I tap the side of my neck with two fingers, reminding him of the holes we saw. I know I’m being a smart mouth, but I really don’t care. He’s pissing me off. Even criminals are given a right to a fair trial before being found guilty. And my only criminal activity is a guilt borne of association. Unless…God, what if Nellis was attacked simply because I’d traversed too close during my flight from the hive? 
His eyes narrow. “Do you know how many civilians lived there?”
I hesitate, not sure I want to know the answer to that, but I have no other recourse than to shake my head.
“Last count was over five thousand.”
I all but stagger back. The number is mind blowing. The hive couldn’t possibly have harvested that many civilians on their own, which meant—a brutal image of the shredded bodies flash through my head—they had help.
I shift uneasily, not sure what to think. Since when did vampires make alliances? And with whom? 
Or what, Eva. The question is with what.
“I’m sure a good number of them are still alive,” I muse aloud. At least I hope. I mean, yeah, it’s not an existence I’d wish on anyone, but at least if they’re alive, there’s hope. And God knows we need all the hope we can get right about now.
“What did you say? They’re alive?”
Convict’s question catches me off guard so I nod, answering automatically. “Past gaining control of the base, there would be no reason to kill the humans living there and every reason to keep them alive. At least…” I think again of the other mutilated bodies. What could have taken them out? The sheer level of violence, the obvious joy whoever it was took in it… Would they have allowed the vampires to harvest the flock?
“At least what?”
I shake my head. “Nothing. It just didn’t seem like a normal harvesting.”
His eyes narrow. “Harvesting? Like crops?”
I look up at him, see the mottled red splotches across his face and truly register for the first time all I’ve said aloud. 
Oh crap. I hadn’t wanted to get into this with Convict. I’d planned to wait until I was back at base and could tell the commander directly. Marine might decide to kick me out, but I think he, at least, would let me keep my knife and Glock as he pushed me out the door. Somehow I doubt Convict will. 
I swallow hard, thinking of my long, lonely walk across the blazing desert less than a month ago. The first week had been a race of pure panic; looking over my shoulder, my path erratic and unplanned. After I’d been relatively sure I was safe, I’d drifted, the only break the occasional pocket-cell community whose resident’s tended to follow a shot-first method of welcoming strangers. I’d been so relieved when I’d stumbled across Marine’s path. I’d found an escape and a purpose all rolled into one. Looks like I am about to be back where I started. Running. Searching.
Oh well. I’d done it then and can do it again. But at least before Convict chases me off, I can do this. I can tell them the truth. I can give them a chance. 
I steel myself, lifting my chin and say, “Like food. See if the human race dies out, the vampires die also. No sense killing you all off when they need your blood. And the perfect way to assure that is to keep you safe—and under their control. You’re cattle to them, Brice. Nothing less, nothing more.”
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An hour later I am still sitting in my self-imposed circle of isolation in the far corner of the warehouse. Convict hasn’t kicked me out, yet, but I’m not putting it past him to leave me behind when the time comes. He’s not happy with me right now. No, that’s not true. He’s not happy with the answers I gave. 
He’d immediately dove into a series of questions: “How many groups of vampires are doing this?” As far as I know? All of them. “How large are these ‘herds’ of cattle?” As large as they think they can handle. “Is it possible to fight the vampires?” Didn’t you see Nellis? A scowl, then “Is it possible to sneak in and free the hostages somehow?” No. “Why the hell not?” Because they don’t want to be free.
That was the one that had done it. No one wants to think that if they’re captured, that they’ll come to love and admire their captors. Stockholm Syndrome to the extreme. When your captors have the ability to twist your thoughts around in your head, blind devotion is just a bite away.
Dully, I register that someone is coming over to me. The grit on the cement floor grinds beneath a pair of dark boots, making me cringe until the person spins around and plunks down beside me. Blaine.
“Hey.”
“Hey,” I reply, disinterested. Hasn’t he gotten the memo that I am persona non grata by now?
“Looked like a pretty intense conversation you and Brice were having.”
I nod.
“Brice got pretty loud there at the end.”
I nod again. Yes he had; his voice ringing angrily around the inside of the warehouse as he basically swore me out. 
“So they really won’t want to be freed?”
I shake my head.
“Why not?”
I sigh, forcing myself to be patient. Just because Convict had been loud, didn’t mean I had been. Nope, I’d taken my verbal whipping like a good repentant dog. I’m not sure I’m proud or disgusted with myself for that.
Blaine is still waiting for an answer so I try to explain it to him succinctly. “Because, once they’ve been bitten, they’ll be completely malleable to their master’s will. Bite them twice and they’ll want to do it. Bite them again and you have a love sick lamb.”
He whistles. “Really?”
I nod, my tummy turning in disgust as I think of the lamb I’d been forced to feed from after the change. Even as my beast had greedily lapped away her life, she’d cried tears of joy. It wasn’t me who’d killed her though, but rather the queen. Another disciplinary action for me. I’d taken too much interest in the lamb I’d almost killed and the queen figured, correctly, that one of the best ways to hurt me was to take the life of the lamb that I’d become determined to save. 
Blaine jiggles a bit beside me as he shifts around, boots dragging across the grit as he bends his knees and plants his feet shoulder width apart. “So, how long does it take to be turned, or do you say converted?”
I swivel to look at him, my brow crunching up in puzzlement. Isn’t he listening? “They’re not going to turn them.”
“Who?”
“The hostages. They won’t turn them.” Least not all of them. Maybe a special one or two, but that wouldn’t happen right away. The Queen Bee is highly selective and tends to get miffed if her underlings turn a human without her permission. I should know.
“What will they do with them, then?”
I hold his gaze. Hadn’t we already covered this part? “Feed from them.” 
He is quiet for a bit, his right index finger tapping the top of his right knee. Eventually he looks over at me again. “They really won’t turn any of them?”
“It’s unlikely.”
“But if they did, how long would the conversion take?”
I shift, crossing my legs to take some of the pressure off my tail bone and end up sacrificing my hip bones instead. “Depends on the vampire who turns them. How powerful the vampire is and the potential of the one who’s being turned.”
“So the more powerful…”
“The quicker it is. No less intense though. And there is a good chance the biteé will die.” I frown, narrowing my gaze on him. This is more than him being curious, or dense either. This fishing trip has a purpose. Wish I knew what it is. “Why are you asking? Did you know someone at the base?”
He shakes his head. “It just seems like quite the edge to have. I mean, you’re fast and strong and you can’t be zombified.” He cracks a smile at this. “And that trick you do with the mind control bit.” He whistles.
My blood runs cold as an insane idea pops into my head, or rather a crazy idea of what his crazy idea might be. “Not every vampire can do the mind control bit on the zombies.”
“How many?”
“Only me. I’m the only one who can control them. Or feed from them.”
He looks taken aback by this. Obviously this hasn’t occurred to him. “Really?”
I nod.
“How come?”
“I don’t know. It’s just the way I am.”
“Huh.” He tucks his tongue into his cheek. “But if you were to turn someone, say me, then they could—”
And there it is. Crap and hell “No.”
“No? As in they wouldn’t be able to do the zombie thing like you do?”
“No. I don’t know and no, I’m not going to turn you.”
“Why not? I mean if I wanted it and it could mean—”
“No!” I jump up abruptly, bolting for… nowhere, crap. We’re stuck in this warehouse and Blaine will just follow me. I run my hand through my hair, trying to think of something I can say that will knock some reason into his head.
He stands, his jaw tight as he stares at me, a look of determination in his brown eyes. He is serious. He can’t be serious. He has no idea what he is asking. No idea the effect it would have on him. Or me.
He reaches out, snagging my other hand in his. “Eva, I really want this. The things you can do are beyond amazing. If there were more soldiers who could do that, well, think about it. We could win this war. And we could free those “herds” of captives too, couldn’t we?”
I’m shaking my head. It wouldn’t work like that. I’m weird. The freak. There’s no one like me. No one who gets me. 
As if he senses my weakness he shifts in closer, his voice low and husky as he speaks. “I know what you’re thinking, that maybe I won’t be able to handle it. That the instincts will be too much. But Eva, they won’t be. Not with you there to help me. And you will help me, won’t you?”
“I can’t.” Doesn’t he see? I am a monster, hanging by fang and nail to some small shred of my stolen humanity. I won’t lose that last little bit by turning him into a monster too. 
I try to pull away, but he holds firm, his hand clenching down desperately around my own.
“Eva, aren’t you tired of being alone?”
I blink, looking at him. Tired of being alone? God yes. But I’d rather Brian stake me then bring someone else into this hell I’m living in. It’s just as obvious by the intensity in Blaine’s gaze that I’m not going to be able to convince him of that. It’s this sinking realization and this alone that convinces me Convict is right: I don’t belong here. I don’t deserve to be part of his team. I’m a threat. A cancerous tumor that needs to be eradicated. I should never have come.
Selfish, greedy, thoughtless.
“Leave her alone, Blaine.” John’s voice, deadly and low, interrupts my spiral of self-recrimination.
Blaine doesn’t even shift his head, but his jaw tightens, the muscle rolling. “This is none of your business, John.”
“Probably not, but it’s Eva’s business whom she wants to talk to and I believe she was leaving when you grabbed her.”
Blaine looks down at his hand; sees
how tight he has mine clenched. Not that it hurts, but it gives away his loss of control. He immediately lets go, an apology on his lips which I wave away.
“It’s okay. Things have been pretty intense. I think we all need some time alone.” I stress the word alone, letting him know this is my answer. Alone is the only way for me.
Blaine grumbles but backs off, eyeing me with a look that says we’ll take up this conversation later. No we won’t. Even if Convict doesn’t kick me out, I’ll be leaving as soon as we get back to the base and I can give my explanations to Marine. He deserves that at least.
John shifts in beside me, bringing my attention back to the clear and present. “Not that I need to worry about your hand, but…”
“I’m fine,” I say more sharply than I’d intended. Why does his concern make my chest hurt almost as much as the thought of leaving?
John gives a stiff nod and moves off. He doesn’t return to the group but starts prowling around the warehouse, his agitation rolling off of him in waves.
Seems I’m pissing everyone off today.
I settle back down, unobtrusively watching John out of the corner of my eye. He seems truly agitated. That or pumped up. And he must look out the crack between the sliding doors at least twice during every lap.
It’s definitely getting darker out there. Late afternoon I’m guessing.
Finally, John spins back around, marching over to the front of the truck where Herbie is buried up to his elbows in grease and Rodriguez and Convict are both watching him. Rodriguez at least is helping by handing tools over. Convict is just scowling over Herbie’s shoulder.
“We need to get out of here, like now,” John says.
“Think I’m not trying?” Herbie snaps then wraps his wrench on the side of the truck, mumbling another “Goddamn piece of shit” under his breath.
John looks at the roof above us, as if he can see the sky through it. “If we don’t get out of here by nightfall, we’re going to be in some serious shit.”
“Really, Einstein?” This comes from Brian. He’s been slouched against the wall, his forearms draped over his raised knees and his head tipped down as if sleeping. Resting up for tonight, no doubt.
John shakes his head, resumes his pacing. I watch him, brow puckered, until five minutes later he lets out a string of swear words, ending with a goddammit as he strides over to the side door. 
“Where are you going?” Convict asks sharply.
His hand hesitates on the knob, but he doesn’t look back, growling over his shoulder instead. “I’m not waiting here to get picked off when those bunkers of zombies wake up.”
“So what do you think you’re going to do?”
“Make sure they don’t wake up.”
And then he’s disappeared through the door. A moment of stunned silence fills the warehouse. I can’t believe the idiot is actually going to go down there on his own. I mean, my earlier enthusiasm aside, even I know that’s crazy. Sure, it could be that we’re worrying over nothing. That there are no zombies down there, but if there is? I must actually expect him to turn around and walk back through that door because a minute later, when I’m still staring at it and he hasn’t, I find my heart racing in alarm.
Idiot! Stupid macho-man thinks he can go into a bunker filled with hundreds, possible thousands of zombies and survive? 
I leap up, brushing off my behind as I start for the door. Jerk could have at least asked me to come along. 
For the second time in an hour someone grabs my arm. I jerk away but spin around to confront the a-hole who’s dared touch me. It’s Convict. Some of my anger leaks away. Guess I’m still feeling repentant.
“No way.” Convict shakes his head. “You’re staying here.”
I gesture towards the door. “You’re going to let him go in there by himself?”
Convict folds his arms. “Well I’m certainly not going to let him go with you at his back.”
My face burns with heat. Ouch. Anything else I could have ignored. But not that. Convict has just thrown down the gauntlet. He thinks I’m traitor.
I stretch tall, un-intimidated by the fact that I come all the way up to Convict’s shoulders as I lean into his personal space. A snide retort, with the promised punctuation of fang is but a lip curl away when Convict says, “Private Harper, do I need to remind you where your responsibilities lie? Or were you not serious when you signed on for this job? Maybe you’re only willing to play along when the benefits are all for you. Should I be questioning what your purpose is here, Harper?”
I rock back on my heels, not sure what to make of all that. Them don’t seem quite like fighting words, just a challenge to prove that I can be trusted.
“What about John?”
Convict’s mouth thins, his gaze darting over my shoulder to the door. “John can take care of himself.”
I bite my lip. Maybe…especially if our concerns are for nothing… “But I can at least go with him to see what we’re actually dealing with. It could be that everything down there is already dead, but I’ll know without getting too close.”
Convict shakes his head. “Bad enough I have one soldier MIA, I’m not going to have two missing when I might need them here.”
I clench my jaw, fighting back the snippy retort that wants to come out. Convict’s concern is valid, to a point, but he doesn’t seem to get the big picture. If we knew what we were dealing with, wouldn’t it be so much better?
He must see my reluctance because he continues on. “The only way into those bunkers is climbing down an access ladder in the old lift shaft. That or going into the desert to find the tunnel entrance. The latter will take too long, the first… well, you tell me, Harper. Can you handle it?”
I blanch, all that heat from before rushing from my face down into the floor below. A narrow cement shaft that goes down, down, down into the earth with just a precarious rung of metal between me and… nothing. A clammy sweat breaks out over my skin just thinking about it, my breath whistling between my teeth. Crap. It is heights I’m afraid of. Funny how I’m the last to realize this.
“It’s your decision, Harper. But if you’re really part of this team, then I need you here.”
Convict leaves. I remain. Standing. Staring at the door. The urge to go after John and help him is almost greater than my fear. Almost. But what is greater is my need to prove my loyalty. I’m still not sure I’m going to stay after we get back to base. Guess it will depend on what Marine’s reaction is—and Blaine… going to have to do something about Blaine. But I feel strangely compelled to prove to Convict and the others that I’m irrevocably on their team. And if it takes being a yes-man to do that, then I can shout it out with the best of them.
I don’t sit down this time, but move over to the door, grabbing a crate on the way. John is right, it is getting late. Time to take some precautions. I slam the door closed and jam the crate behind it. It’s heavy and should keep a half dozen rotting zombies from pushing it open. I can always add more later if we need them, but this will buy us time.
After this I’m not sure what to do with myself, so I take up John’s task of finding out what’s in the crates. Nothing much of interest. Lots of building materials actually. The box of nails might have been interesting if zombies were at all deterred by minimal pain. A spread of them around the outside of the building, ouch on the feet. But given that they don’t care, all it would accomplish is bursting one of the truck’s tires if we ever manage to drive the sucker out of here.
I manage to occupy another hour or so opening crates. I find nothing useful, but ripping and tearing off the lids is somewhat therapeutic. Now that Convict isn’t right in my face, shouldering me with a mountain load of guilt, I’m angry. Angry at John. Angry at myself. Angry at Convict too. Scared of heights or not, I should have gone after John. He obviously hadn’t been completely sound of mind when he’d run out that door. Maybe I could have talked some sense into him, if not I could have…what? What could you have done, Eva girl?
Kept him alive. If I’d gone with him I could have kept him alive.
A sharp pain pulls at my ribs and I slide down my latest victim of emotion—a crate full of electrical boxes. I’m not sure what this phantom ache is all about other than the fact that I’m thinking in the past tense means I suspect he’s dead. I don’t want John to be dead. He’s become a friend, of sorts. And God knows I don’t have many of those. Even before I hadn’t been the overly popular. Oh, I’d been liked, but never had I been part of the clicks that roamed the school. My real friends had been few and far between, and worth more than a dozen Abercrombie & Finch dress-a-likes combined. Maybe John and I hadn’t reached cross-your-heart, needle-eye status yet but there had been something about him that I had instinctively been drawn to. Probably that damn yes, man attitude of his. Stupid or not you had to love a guy with that much loyalty and honor. The thought of that sort of heart and courage being wiped out?
“Who-yah!”
I look up. Herbie is doing a victory dance in front of the propped hood of the truck.
Convict leaps up from where he’d settled on a pallet of rolled wire. “Is it fixed?”
“Not yet. I jury-rigged a new cam belt, plus fixed the loose bolts on the manifold and finally managed to straighten the bent gear in the transmissions… although the thrust bearing is shot on the second clutch so we’re going to have to skip around a bit.”
Convict frowns the same confused frown I’m feeling. I know I’ve heard those terms before, but I have no idea what those various parts do.
“So what does that all mean?” Convict asks.
“It means that we’ll be able to actually drive it out of here once I get it running.”
And there goes the last of Convict’s eagerness. “That’s nice. But how do you propose we get it to a point where it can actually start?”
Herbie grunts. “I’m working on it.” He turns back to the truck, grumbling under his breath. 
I lean my head back against the crate, closing my eyes as I try to breathe through the tight anxiety in my chest. The others start talking amongst themselves again, the tension high in their tones, but hidden behind a bunch of meaningless conversation. Trying to hide from reality. I can understand that. I’m trying really hard not to think about where John might be right now. What he might be doing. If he’s all right.
Metal bangs on metal as Herbie tries to work loose a particularly stubborn bolt or something. He’s being so loud I almost miss it. But there it is again, a softer muffled counterpart to Herbie’s rhythmic whack. A heartbeat. 
My first thought is John and I scramble up, easing over to the gap between the sliding doors. I peer out but the ambient light created by the teams’ strategically placed flashlights restricts my line of sight to only a hundred feet or so. And with the wind still howling around out there, I know I won’t be able to catch anything that is downwind of us, which the cement bunker entrance is.
I turn my ear to the door. Out of the corner of my eye I watch as Herbie gives the truck another whack, then grunts as he pulls something out of its innards. “Work a miracle, but all I get is flack. I mean, it took God seven days to make the world, didn’t it?”
And then I hear what I’ve been waiting to hear. I straighten, my gut heavy with regret. I hate to be the one to tell them, but… “You don’t have seven days.”
Everyone turns to look at me, a line of tense jaws, tense shoulders, and clenched fists.
“You don’t even have seven minutes.” I jerk my head toward the door. “They’re coming.”
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The heartbeat I hear is not John. It’s just the first of many heartbeats. I will not think about what this really means. Because John is not dead. He probably went the desert route, or these zombies did and he’s currently on one of those levels down below, working his way up on the backend of the beast. 
Regardless, I have other things to worry about than John’s state of health, like, oh, how to keep my team alive. And they are my team, whether they like it or not.
I stack another crate against the side door, grab and pull another into place behind it and then work on a third level of barriers. I’m using the heaviest crates I can move. Hopefully that will be enough. The zombies are already throwing themselves at the door. Stupid, but human in their makeup, they’ll try to get through here first.
“How many are out there?” Brian demands as he pulls back on belt after belt of ammo and grenades that he’d taken off while resting.
I shake my head. “You don’t want to know.” 
He eyes me balefully.
“Let’s just say that we’re thoroughly surrounded and leave it at that.”
As if he couldn’t tell that by the rattling sheet metal and the general symphony of moans. Matt and Rodriguez are already having a blast blowing away anything that sticks their nose in the slit between the sliding doors. We’re going to have quite a pile-up to drive over when Herbie gets that truck up and running. If Herbie gets that truck up and running.
Convict must be thinking the same thing because he asks, “How much longer there, Herbie?”
“Goddamn. I don’t know.” Herbie takes a two second break to pant and pull at his hair with his grease-stained hands. “Ten, fifteen minutes?”
Convict grunts and turns away so he doesn’t hear the muttered “if this works” that Herbie tacks on. Probably good no one but me heard that. It’s always better to have hope.
“Roy, Blaine, you help Eva push those crates against the walls. The more that’s between us and them the better.”
And so we start stacking the remaining crates along the walls. Convict helps too, and Brian joins us as soon as he’s got his last armament strapped on.
The entire building is rattling by the time we’re finished. Not from the wind, though that is a factor, but by the sheer pressure of zombies throwing themselves against the sheet metal. Convict was smart to suggest the crates. I don’t think the walls would be holding without the support.
“Things are getting a bit hairy up here.” Rodriguez calls from the front door. “Bullets are getting low. Zombies keep coming.” 
I look down to see him slash his knife through the door, a spray of blood erupting over his head as it sinks into a zombie’s eye socket. Matt’s gun clicks and he reaches for his own knife.
Holy hell.
I race across the warehouse, yanking out my knife. “Back up! Wash that blood off. Now!”
One fuck up. One swipe across the mouth or an open wound or… crap, it’s so easy to cross contaminate bodily fluids if you’re not careful, and I don’t want to be having to kill a companion tonight.
Rodriguez and Matt seem all too willing to oblige. They give way, allowing me to take over with the slash and dash routine. It’s easier for me anyway since I’m not only fast, but I have a skinny knife. Easier to aim through the slim opening.
I glance over my shoulder and see Matt and Rodriguez scrubbing down with a cloth and the last of the water from one of the two canteens. 
“You both good?” Brian asks, coming over to examine the areas they’re cleaning. He nods his head, then pulls a couple magazines from his supplies and hands them over. 
I breathe a sigh
of relief. Brian wouldn’t have given them those unless he thought they hadn’t been contaminated.
I focus again on my task. I don’t kill the zombie the moment it starts clawing at the door, or rattling the heavy duty chain, but let it growl and groan and try to wiggle itself through first. Most often, a fellow zombie yanks it back, an angry fight ensuing as they fight over who gets the privilege of trying to find a way in. It’s much easier this way and creates less of a mound on the other side. The only time I actually kill one is if it gets too smart for its own good and starts trying to work its fingers between the sheet metal and the wood frame that holds it down. 
To me the goal here is not to kill as many of them as I can, but to keep us alive and our options open—not that there are many. Now that they’ve found us, the zombies aren’t going to leave. And I certainly don’t want to have to dig ourselves out of a mountain of bodies when the time comes.
As I’m watching the show, I feel a presence behind me. I glance over and see Blaine standing a few feet back, his hands tight around his gun and his eyes hard as he stares at the pair of growling and spitting zombies currently fighting over rights to the door.
“Don’t come any closer,” I warn, thinking of the wealth of blood and spit that’s made it through the cracks and onto me and the floor around me.
“I won’t.” His gaze meets mine, his eyes grim as shadows. I know what he’s going to say even before he does. “You know, this is one of the things I could help with…if…”
I shake my head. Thankfully I don’t have to say anything more as Rodriguez draws our attention back into the warehouse.
“Hey, what do you think about stacking enough crates up here to get to the roof?” He’s standing on the other side of the warehouse, looking up at the wavy tin.
“How would you get through the sheet metal?” Brice asks, walking over to him.
“I still have those bolt cutters in my pack. That should get it started and then maybe…” he glances over at me. 
I nod. I could pull a section of it back. I’ll probably cut up my hands, but it’s a small price to pay for the ability to take out the zombies from above. We’re going to need to make a path out of here when the time comes, and the little trick I used back at the helicopter isn’t going to work here. There, the zombies in that field hadn’t actually found us yet, just our scent. Here they know exactly where we are. I might be able to confuse a few of them with some sort of bait, but I won’t get them all, not even half. 
“Eva.” 
Blaine’s reminder has me spinning back around. A zombie is working on the padlock with a small bit of wire. Geez. This zombie must have been a natural thief in its past life, either that or spent a lot of time sneaking into his siblings’ off-limits rooms. For it to do that now, it has to be practically instinctual. I make short work of the zombie, slicing at its fingers until it roars and throws itself at the slit in the doors where I then jamb my knife up through its mouth into its brain.
Behind me there is a bunch of shoving and grunting. I can tell they’ve gotten one crate stacked upon another, but then there is a bunch of swearing as they realize they’re going to have to make steps of sorts.
“How’s your ammo situation?” I ask Blaine.
“Full. With two clips for back up.”
“Don’t waste them needlessly, and stay back out of the spray range.”
I run over to where Brian and Convict are sweating and swearing over another large crate. They’ve emptied this one and are trying to haul it onto the first step they’ve made so they can shove it to Matt and Rodriguez who are ready to help it to the top of the other. 
“Out of the way.” 
They drop it on a grunt. I grab the crate, bending at the knees as I shift and haul it over my head.
“Get down.”
Rodriguez and Matt scramble out of the way. I half pitch, half shove the crate up onto the other two. One more level and it will be tall enough if they stretch. I turn around to see they’ve already emptied two more crates and are shoving them across the floor. I leap down and help them get these up too, working to the occasional pop of Blaine’s gun.
A half dozen rounds later, and we have a working staircase. Rodriguez hands me the bolt cutters. I do my part, punching a couple holes with them in the roof and then tear an awkward swath in the roof to expose the sky.
“Pick off the ones in the back,” I tell them as I leap down, passing by Brian as he slings his gun over his shoulder in preparation for the climb.
“Why?”
“Two reasons. One, it should keep more from piling up around us, and two, if we’re lucky, there will be a few hungry ones that will leave the group to go pick the bones clean.”
Brian nods, his mouth turned down into a weird quasi-smile. “Good idea, fangs.”
“Matt, go with him,” Rodriguez orders as he follows me toward the door. “Blaine, you help ready the truck.”
“Roy, you’re with Blaine. And get Juanita in there too,” Convict orders, then turns to Herbie. “Herb?”
“Close. Real close.”
Convict doesn’t settle in anywhere in particular, like an overseer he shifts from group to group checking on our status. Not that it’s subject to change. I’m back at the door, stabbing zombies when needed, Matt and Brian are now picking off the latecomers before they can join our admirers, Roy and Blaine have gotten Juanita into the truck, are packing our supplies, and scavenging for anything useful to bring with us, and Herbie is still swearing and grumbling.
And then all of a sudden: “I got it! I got it!” Herbie yells over the roar of the engine. As if we couldn’t tell.
“That’s nice,” Convict replies from his current perch atop the crates. “But we still can’t get out of here.”
Yeah, barreling through a wall of a hundred plus zombies is going to be difficult. Not without some momentum and to do that we’d need some space…All of a sudden an idea pops into my mind.
“Hey! Can you guys clear out an area just outside the door but leave one or two of them alive for me?”
Convict doesn’t even question me as he relays the message. Maybe there is some trust developing here?
It takes a few minutes but they do it.
“Not going to get much better than that!” I hear Brian’s yell without Convict having to relay it, though he doesn’t realize this and does anyway.
I glance through the slit. They’re keeping an irregular half-circle clear around the door. Excepting the one zombie currently rattling the chains within it.
I smile. “Perfect.” 
I glance over my shoulders at Rodriguez, who will be my doorman, and Blaine, who’s finished packing and will be my back up. I’m guessing Roy is already in the truck. He made strides today, but old habits and fears…
“You guys ready?” I ask.
They nod.
“Remember, don’t freak out and shoot it. I need this one alive. You can kill anything else that comes near the doors though.”
I get another pair of nods.
I pick up the bolt cutters and work it through the slit and around the thick chain. It’s a tight fit. A human probably couldn’t snap through it. The zombie isn’t happy with my interference and tries to rattle the chain out of the cutters’ grip but I’m already bearing down. The cutters bend, the chain link bends. It’s a contest which will break first. The chain wins. Crap.
I sigh, tossing the useless cutters on the floor.
“Now what?” Rodriguez asks.
“Now I do this.” I slip my hands through the opening, and ignoring the clawing fingers of the zombie, grab onto the chain and twist, bearing down on the weak link. The zombie claws at me the whole time.
“Doesn’t that hurt?” Blaine asks from behind me. I can hear the intrigue in his voice.
Heck yeah it hurts. The back of my hands are bleeding so bad now from the zombie’s untrimmed nails it’s making the chains slippery. I’m beginning to think this won’t work. That I’m too weak, too tired, the chains too thick, when it finally snaps.
The chain rattles through the handles. Turns out I don’t need Rodriguez to be my doorman, the zombie is perfectly capable of shoving open the door itself.
Come to Eva, said the vampire to the zombie.
As it shoulders its way through the door, I reach out and snag its wrist. “Hold it there Rodriguez.”
Rodriguez bears down on the sliding door, trapping it. The zombie roars, its teeth snapping as it strains to reach me. I lift its wrist, holding its gaze. And bite.
This one is even weaker than the last. Starving, yes, desperate, yes, but no real will. Just instinct. I work my way in and have its mind wiped clean before I swallow twice. I am hungry enough to keep drinking, but I know this creature can’t take too much blood loss. Not and do what I need it to do.
I pull my fangs out, wiping my mouth off with my other hand. It stands there motionless between the sliding doors.
“Let it go.”
Rodriguez eases up. Blaine is hovering, his gun lifted and ready. I give him credit that the gun is not focused on me or my new pet but the dark opening beyond. Luckily Matt and Brian are keeping the area clear.
I pull my Glock from my pants, look down at the dull metal. It needs cleaning and is just shy of a relic, but damn if I’m not attached. “Don’t suppose anyone else is willing to part with their gun?”
I glance around. Negative.
Grumbling, I put my Glock in the zombie’s hand. 
“We still clear?” I yell.
“Not for long, they’re piling up out here,” Brian’s call, muffled by gunfire, wind and moaning, drifts down to me.
“Get on the truck and be ready to shoot like crazy,” I say to Blaine.
He scrambles onto the truck, gun ready, at the same time Convict scrambles down the crates and over to the other door, ready to open it. “Be ready to book it!”
I look over at the truck. Blaine is positioned to fire, gun braced as he hangs half out of the truck from the passenger seat. I’m surprised to see Roy has pulled back the tarp enough to shoot out past the driver’s head. As long as he doesn’t shoot Herbie, I admire his newfound gumption.
“Ready Herbie?” I ask.
He revs the engine in response.
“You only get one chance at this.”
“Open those doors, baby, and we’ll blow those fuckers away.”
I nod. Rodriguez and Convict slide the doors open enough for my zombie. I send it out and watch it march right up to the first zombie and put a bullet in its brain.
“Fuck yeah!” Matt yells from the roof, then he and Brian give my zombie an edge, popping the two zombies that rumble and dive toward it.
“Lay it down people!” I yell. Matt and Brian go crazy, their guns cracking at high speed.
“Open them wide!” I point to the doors.
Convict grabs onto the handle, Rodriguez the other, and together they grunt as we push open the heavy doors. As soon as they’re done, Rodriguez and Convict bolt for the truck.
Herbie guns the engine.
“What about Brian and Matt?” Roy yells, looking over anxiously at the stacked crates.
“I got them covered,” I say, grabbing up the broken bolt cutters. “Stop when you’re past the worst of them so we can catch up.”
“Go!” Convict orders.
I step out of the way. The truck takes the entire length of area that my zombie and Matt and Brian have cleared to get up to speed, but once it does, it barrels a path of destruction right through them. Zombies fall beneath the wide front grill, squashing beneath its thick tires. I stand for a moment in awe, then run out behind it, half a bolt cutter swinging in each hand as I de-brain those trying to get up after being mowed down.
“Time to move it, Brian, Matt!” I yell into the sky.
The gunfire from the roof stops, but is immediately replaced by that from the truck as the others try and keep both the path behind them and the area around them clear. They’ve stopped a few hundred yards past the ring of zombies that have encircled our warehouse, and now the tide is shifting, half of them heading toward the vehicle of mass destruction and the other half heading toward me and the open warehouse.
I still have my zombie, and I set it to shooting at anything that moves toward the truck as I keep the doors clear.
“Come on! Come on!” I yell to Brian and Matt as they slide and jump down the crate stairway.
As soon they’re clear of the building, they pause to lay down a quick round of cover fire, then, together, we start our sprint across the yard. I flank them, leaping over crushed and bleeding bodies, but never letting my attention slip. One zombie, still alive, and it could be the end of these two men. 
Instinct more than true awareness is what has me pushing Brian off course. Just as I do a hand latches onto my ankle. I twist as I fall, driving the metal head of a bolt cutter half into the injured zombie’s eye socket.
“Goddamn.” This is from Brian, who has regained his footing and is looking at the zombie that had been about to try for a chunk of him. He blinks at me as if shocked I would actually save his life. Suspicious bastard.
“Run!” I yell out the reminder as I scramble back up. 
We book it. Herbie is pressing the truck into a slow first, then second, then third gear. Gaining momentum, but staying slow enough for us to catch. Brian reaches it first and leaps onto the back fender, grabbing onto the metal pole that holds the tarp on. He reaches out, his hand ready for Matt as Matt strains to reach the truck that is now rolling at a steady clip. Matt yells, launching himself at the truck. Brian grabs hold and yanks him up. 
Everyone is on. Good. 
I slow, letting the distance spread between me and the truck.
“Eva!” Blaine yells from where he’s half hanging out the front, his eyes widening in alarm.
“I’m going back for John!” I yell back, trying to ease his concern.
All of a sudden the truck is jerking to a stop and Convict appears beside Brian at the back of the truck.
“Private Harper!”
“What are you doing?” I scream. 
“Get up here now, Harper. That’s an order.”
I shake my head, disbelieving at his stupidity. There are no zombies close enough to stop them and they’re wasting the opportunity. 
Brian lifts his gun. I suck in a breath. The rifle cracks and I hear a grunt from behind me. Guess there was a zombie close by.
Convict makes a sharp motion and Brian leaps down, bearing down on me. “Guess you’re getting on this truck, fangs.”
Like hell I am. I bare my teeth, warning him off before he can get too close. “Wanna make me?”
He jerks back, shaking his head as he reverses direction back to the truck. “Fine. Have it your way. But you’re fucking crazy!”
Convict is not happy when Brian leaps back in the truck without me, but he must realize it’s a lost cause. With a sharp order the truck is off again, mowing down zombies and chain link alike as it barrels through the front gate at high speed.
I look down at the broken bolt cutters in my hands, knowing I’ve just blown whatever slim chance I had of earning back my keep. 
Crazy? Yeah, I guess I am. 
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Then…
 
I crouched down beside Raoul into the shadow of the overgrown shrubbery, my hands clenched around my dad’s bolt cutters. The worn wooden handles are warm from my own body heat and in sharp contrast to the chill breeze of the desert. Despite the soaring day temperatures, it gets cold here at night. And here I was in my running shorts and a t-shirt.
Maybe I am crazy. But I couldn’t exactly pack a backpack with jeans and a sweatshirt. That would have given me away. 
Running. It’s what my parents thought I was doing right now. It’s not unusual for me to take off well after dark for a quick run through the park near our house. It’s how I calmed my brain at the end of a stressful day. A difficult homework assignment, a long drawn out rehearsal at drama club, an upcoming test: any of the above would send me out. As long as I told them where I was going and when I’d be back, they were cool with it. Which means that they expected me home in the next forty minutes. Better hurry.
Taking a deep breath, I fixed my gaze on the moon-drenched complex of small round structures in the distance. Each one is just large enough to house a hundred plus pound animal. Each one packed in just close enough to the next to give the tethered occupants enough room to step outside to relieve themselves and gobble up some fattening milk replacement formula. 
Fatten them up for the slaughter. The very idea sickens me. Perhaps, if I wasn’t a vegetarian, I’d accept the atrocity before me as necessity, but I didn’t think so. There were better ways. More humane ways. Especially when you added in the fact that these particular calves had been weaned from their mothers before they should have been, and hadn’t seen an ounce of affection, or humanity, since. I could smell the rot and decay from here. Guess they only had to stay alive long enough to make it to the round up.
“You going to tell me what you’re planning now, Eva?”
I looked over at Raoul and rolled my eyes. As if it weren’t obvious. But then, he really doesn’t know me that well, which was half the point of tonight. I shifted, focusing back on the field in front of me. “You’ll see…”
And then we’d see if he still wanted to go out with me. Two weeks. I thought this must have been a record for me. Okay, maybe not a record, we weren’t technically dating. But that wasn’t for lack of interest on his part. Since that night he’d caught me running through the park, he’d been following me around like some sort of hopeful puppy dog. Sitting in the shadows of the theatre during every production, tagging along after me and Carrie at the mall, meeting up with me to jog through the park at night (which is, coincidently, how I’d managed to snag him for this late night adventure). It seemed like wherever I was, he was there. He kept asking me out too, for dinner, dancing, the movies. I kept on declining, which either made me the smartest or the stupidest seventeen-year-old in the world. I wasn’t sure.
Raoul, the hottest guy in the county, no, the state, wanted to date me. Holy crud. And he seemed truly interested (he hadn’t tried for more than a kiss since that first night in the park). I figured after tonight I’d know for sure if he wanted me for me. Tonight would be the true test.
I felt him shift beside me, knew he was about to ask more questions. To cut him off, I stood and dashed into the meadow. It was overgrown, shrubs poking up through the tufts of once fertile grass. Before Mr. Ellis had bought the place, this had been a grazing field. Little baby calves frolicking and kicking alongside their mothers. Yeah, so maybe those calves were destined for the butchers too, but at least they’d had a good life first.
I sprinted for the first little white structure, keeping my body bent and low. I hardly heard Raoul, but a quick glance to the side showed he kept pace. 
We made it across the distance without detection. In reality, we hadn’t been exposed for longer than it would take someone to turn on a light, stumble to a window, and blink their eyes a bunch. But it had felt like forever, and I tossed a thank you up to the sky that we hadn’t been found out. Yet.
With a glimpse at the farmhouse—still dark—I crouch-walked to the point where the chain met up with the bolt in the ground. The calf, like all good little babies, was inside its calf-house, curled up and dreaming of its lost mother.
I couldn’t give it its mother back, but I could do this. I could give it a taste of freedom. Its last hurray before its pitiful puny existence was snuffed out to end up on some potbellied, liver-spotted carnivorous-human’s dinner plate.
I took a deep breath. Settling my shaking hands. This moment was too important to cheapen with haste.
When I was ready, when I felt it, I laid my father’s bolt cutters through the bottom link of chain and bore down. Nothing happened. Darn it.
I strained, shifted my grip to the very end of the bolt cutters. Nothing. With a growl I plopped to the ground and placed my hands between my knees, using both my arm and leg muscles to bear down on the bolt cutters. They dug in. All of an eighth of an inch and stopped. Geez. I guess I needed to add weights to my regiment.
“Is there a plan B?”
I shot Raoul an evil look over my shoulder. “You could help.”
“This is insanity,” Raoul chided, but moved in to place his hands below mine on the bolt cutters. A quick tensing of his forearms and the chain dropped to the ground.
“How did you do that?”
He shrugged. “I’m a guy. We’re inherently stronger.”
Yeah, whatever. Maybe true, but he could have at least feigned some effort.
With a huff I stood back up, brushing off my spandex shorts. I couldn’t help but notice that Raoul was looking at my butt as I did. Guys may have had the muscle, but us females…
I slung the bolt cutters over my shoulders, making sure to sashay my hips as I moved to the next white housing unit. Not that I was going to let him touch the goods, but it gave me a perverse sort of pleasure to know I had some sort of power here.
We moved through the rest of the little houses quickly. After the second shelter, and a lot of through-gritted-teeth grunting, Raoul simply took the bolt cutters from me and snipped the next chain per my direction. We made it to the end of the row and then started back up the other side. Finally we were at the last one. A sense of satisfaction rose in my chest as Raoul snapped the bolt cutters through the chain. I’d done it. Correction. We’d done it. Only…
I looked down the line of freed calves. One or two of them had ventured out of their hovels, probably roused by the noise, but none of them had gone past their compressed circle of earth that their prison had allowed.
Huh.
I bent down, sticking my nose into the igloo-like shed of the last calf. It lay in the dim moonlight that seeped through the light colored plastic, staring dumbly at me.
“Come on.” I pulled on the chain dangling from its collar. It lurched up, blinking confusedly at me. “That’s it.” I coaxed it out of the hutch and managed to get it as far as the worn circle in front before it planted its hooves. Not moving.
Thinking of the movies where the cowboys had ground-tied their horses—maybe that was the problem—I flung the chain over the calf’s neck and then moved to its rump, giving it a hefty push. “Go on. Get!”
Raoul chuckled.
I glared over at him. If looks could kill, I’d be an assassin. He sucked back in his smile. 
“What do you want it to do?” he asked, all logical sounding.
“I want it to go. To run.”
“Why?”
“I want it to know.”
He tipped his head to the side, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Know what?”
“Freedom. I want it to know what freedom feels like.”
I sensed more than saw the many thoughts that went through his head. They were there in the long, drawn-out silence that followed my crazed pronouncement. Finally he sighed, and then knelt down, his hands looping through the collar around the calf’s throat as he seemed to stare directly into its eyes.
The calf’s pupils flared, whites showing, nostrils billowing, and then it relaxed, a shudder—fear? pleasure?—wracking through its body. Raoul stood, taking a step back. The calf took a step, as if to follow. Then another. And another.
Raoul stepped aside. The calf paused. I held my breath. Then blew it out when the calf took another series of steps forward into the old grazing field.
Emboldened by their fellow calf’s explorations, a few other calves took their first tentative steps beyond their eroded worlds. I smiled, biting my lower lip as the nearest snorted into the scraggly grass and then bellowed a happy little baby moo.
Of course, it was too good of a moment to last. A howl pierced the air, followed by a series of sharp yapping. Dogs barking; up at the house. A light flashed on, bathing the space between the house and barn in light.
“Run!” I hissed, knowing it was only a matter of time before Farmer Ellis was out here with his dogs and a flashlight.
We ran, Raoul’s hand reaching to grab mine and pull me along when I didn’t move fast enough for him. 
Blood pumping, feet pounding, we bolted through the dead grass toward the line of shrubs that marked the ditch beside the nearby highway. Behind us the world had exploded in chaos. High pitch barking, the distressed call of the baby cattle, a long string of swear words followed by an angry yell.
Oh yeah, Farmer Ellis was not happy.
I didn’t look back, keeping my eyes on our target: the glimmer of red metal on the highway. We were going to make it.
And then a loud crack split the air.
“Christ!” Raoul jerked me toward him. I yelped as his arms encircled me, lifting me right off the ground. Another crack followed on the echo of the first. At the same time Raoul lunged a good six feet to the left. How did he do that?
I didn’t have time to contemplate the impossible. With a burst of speed, we were crashing through the shrubbery. Next second he skidded to a halt alongside his Viper. He dropped me, yanking the passenger door open.
Didn’t have to ask me twice. I dove into the open space, sliding across the cool leather. A second later he was around the car and sliding into his own seat, the door slamming shut. I yanked my door closed just as 600 horses revved to life. And then we were flying down the highway. 
All was quiet. The only sound our heavy breathing. Correction, my heavy breathing. Raoul didn’t even seem winded. And then the small interior erupted into laughter. I looked over at him, glaring.
“You think getting shot at is funny?” 
He shook his head. “Damn, Eva. You’re either going to be the life of me or the death of me.”
What? I scrunched my face up. 
He looked over at me, his gaze piercing me through the shadows of my car. I sucked in a breath and my heart, already racing, picked up the pace. How did he do that? One smoldering look and I felt like I was sitting here naked. 
“My dear Eva. You are the smartest, sexiest, funniest… and most adorable woman I’ve ever met.”
That didn’t sound so bad.
The corners of his mouth lifted up. “And you’re fucking crazy.” 
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Maybe I am but I’m also a sucker for a cause. Poor baby calves or a crazy man acting as a hero. Guess they both get to me.
I jerk my gaze away from the dust trail that spews out from behind the truck racing across the desert. Just in time too. Though some of the zombies have decided to go on a fruitless chase after the vehicle, the rest of them are going after the only other source of dinner. Me.
A quick glance around confirms what I already know; my little zombie pet is already some other zombie’s dinner. Luckily, I have a lot of options to pick from when it comes to a replacement. And with no censoring human eyes looking on, I can indulge all I want. 
All I have to do is keep from getting overwhelmed. 
Using the two halves of the bolt cutters like Billy-bats, I smash a path through the closest grouping of zombies. The surge of the advancing horde turns to follow, but even tired as I am, I’m still faster and manage to skirt around to the outside edge. Here the zombies are spaced out enough that I can get my snack. And the zombie that leaps out in front of me—a female soldier with a no-nonsense boy-cut and the broadest shoulders I’ve ever seen—has just volunteered.
I don’t think about trying to overpower this one’s mind, but spin around, sinking my hand into the tattered uniform on its shoulder as I latch my fangs into its neck. It claws and spits at me but my grip is firm and I get a good healthy mouthful before I am forced by the other advancing zombies to thrust one of my bolt cutter halves into its gaping mouth.
Damn that was good. I want more.
I employ this strategy again and again. Dashing in, grabbing, drinking, killing, then skipping out of range again. I’m covered in their blood, but can’t seem to bring myself to care. Guess it’s a good thing Convict isn’t here to be horrified.
The thought of Convict is what does it; brings me out of the blood lust and back to my real purpose. I didn’t stay so I could hunt out from under Convict’s disapproving gaze. I’d stayed because Convict hadn’t stayed. Because Convict wasn’t willing to risk his life to rescue John. Maybe, in this world, I shouldn’t expect anything more. But for Convict’s sake, John better be alive, because if he isn’t…
I push the violent thought away, both surprised and sickened by the vehemence behind it. What did Convict do that any good team lead wouldn’t have done? He didn’t have the ability to indulge in a hopeless rescue mission. His objective was to get the intel on Nellis back to base and do it with as little loss of life as possible. John is the one who lost it and made himself a liability. I still can’t fathom why. Calm, steady John. What had set him off?
If you want to know something, Eva girl, you should ask. My dad’s rumbling voice in my mind steadies me. My dad was a brilliant man. I can get all the answers I want, after I find John. But first…
I swing a bolt cutter half in a massive homerun swing, practically loping the head off a zombie who’s dared draw too close. I need to assess the situation, come up with a plan. 
Between swings and thrusts, I glance over at the flattened gate. This seems to be where most of the zombies are coming from. There are a few trickling out from the cement bunker beside it, but it seems like the number that comes out of the building isn’t any greater than the number going in. Maybe Convict is wrong, maybe there isn’t an access ladder in there, and with the lifts not working, the only way up is through the tunnels and across the desert.
I need to check it out though. It’s where John would have tried to enter first. I’ll go there in a minute, but first my gun. It might be next to worthless now that it has no bullets, but I’m still not going to leave it behind.
 





 
 
24.
 
From behind another jumble of rocks and scrub brush, I watch the steady stream of zombies exiting from the mouth of the tunnel. Hundreds, perhaps, was an understatement. I must have counted almost a thousand so far, and they still come.
Crap, all of a sudden I’m wishing I’d gone in from above. But someone had blocked off the access ladder. When I’d slipped in between groupings of zombies and made it into the building far enough to find the access to maintain the lifts, I’d found the opening crammed full of metal chairs to make a latticework, a heavy metal filing cabinet to make it impassible, and that topped off with an upturned desk wedged into the opening to ensure that nothing from below could possibly push it out.
I’m sure it was probably a group of soldiers from the base, taking a last desperate measure against the outbreak that must have come from below, but I can’t help thinking of John and smile. Maybe he did it. It would be like him, to cut off this route of invasion in order to protect us before he went on the offensive.
But whether he had or not, he couldn’t have entered the lower levels through there either. Hence why I am here, weighing my options and finding them lacking. Going back and ripping off the barrier is one option, I suppose, but by now I’m honestly not sure whether there are more zombies up there or down here. Right now I have the advantage of being downwind. If I work my way back around to the other side of the tunnels in order to get back to the gate, then I’m going to lose that advantage and the zombies, who are currently sniffing around and snapping at each other in frustration, are going to be back snapping at my heels. Not what I want. But going in to the tunnels here?
I stare back at the tunnel entrance, my heart sinking as I realize that the last chance of rescue has just been scratched. There is no way I’m going to be able to take them all on. If John is in there, he’s either dead or as good as.
Just like mom and dad.
Something—a bit of sand maybe—gets stuck in my throat, causing my breath to hitch painfully. Seconds later my eyes are stinging, moisture pooling on the bottom lids. I brush the offensive moisture from my cheek as I glare at the stream of shuffling zombies. I can do this. I can go out there and lay a swath of destruction so large it will look like a bomb went off. 
I clench the ends of my broken bolt cutters, imagining the satisfying crunch as they bash in the vile creatures’ brains. There is something distinctly satisfying about using them over my knife. It’s gruesome and messy and is the perfect outlet for this pulsing ball of hatred that’s bubbling up inside me. I might not be able to kill them all, but I can sure make a good dent—ha ha—in them.
I rise, employing the method of the gorilla’s ballerina walk—low to the ground, silent, and ready for action—I tippy-toe forward, my eyes pinned on a zombie that already has a bit of blood smeared across its chin. It could be from another zombie, hell, it could be from a rat, but it could also be from John. 
That one goes first. 
I’m halfway across the open expanse that will bring me to my victim, as well as exposing me to what, even for me, is a hopeless number of zombies, when something draws me up short.
Don’t do it, Eva girl. Your soldier wouldn’t want you to die too.
I don’t know where this thought comes from, I mean, dad had never met John or said anything remotely like that, but it has me cursing under my breath, ‘cause his logic is, once again, infallible. What use am I to anyone dead? If dying here were worthwhile it would be one thing, but it’s not. Who am I saving other than a few desert rats?
Forcing my feet to turn around, I slip back up the path and then crouch down behind my scrub brush. My legs are trembling with the need to move, to act, but I make myself assess my options. A quick scan around the desert tells me they are few. There is not much here, but there are some sharp hills about a mile or so away. There could be a cave. Regardless, it’s my only hope unless the zombies go back underground and I can sneak into one of the warehouses. 
Either way, I need to find somewhere to hide and find it soon. Morning can’t be that far off and courtesy of the glowing orb of the moon above, I know for a fact that there is no longer any cloud cover. Staying outside for a whole day of blaring hot desert sun is not an option. 
Also not an option? Having company in my future hidey hole.
I peel off my makeshift turban, along with my outer shirt, and look for a likely candidate or two. For this my bait trick will work. I need a false trail, otherwise when I make it to those hills it’s going to be with the entire bunker full of zombies on my heels.
It doesn’t take long. There are enough stragglers that have moved away from the main line heading toward the flattened gate, that grabbing one for a few quick swallows and some eye-to-eye contact is not a real issue. 
Two zombies and two army issue shirts later, I have my bait wandering off on opposing false trails. One to the south where the upwind breeze will catch its scent and bring it back and one toward the warehouses above. Divide and conquer baby. Most likely the others will go after the one at the warehouse first, but after that they’ll hopefully chase after the second. A few might pick up my real trail, but those, I figure, I can handle.
I strike out to the northwest and the bumps of rocky outcroppings in the distance. The closer I get the more I realize that these are more than bumps of rocks, they’re real hills, mountains even, with steep inclines and long valleys between them. They’re also further than I’d thought. 
It seems like hours, but is probably actually only half of one, when I finally reach the entrance to the first valley. The change in terrain is noticeable and almost immediate. There must be a spring here or a natural basin of rocks beneath the sand that holds the moisture after the rare storm blows through because the ground is covered in patches of sparse, dry grass. Either way, it gives me hope for a cave.
I set to my search, exploring every shadowy boulder and behind every slight rise. Twice I find something that seems promising along a ridge of concave rock, but one will only keep me out of the sun for half the day and the other is filled with an endless supply of sand that seeps through a hole up top when I try and dig it out.
Time is running out.
Frustrated, I stumble away from the taunting bit of overhang. I’m partway across the valley and heading toward the next scraggly hill when my foot catches on a rock and sends me flying. I land with an umph and a groan in another pile of rocks, the palms of my hands cursing me out as they skid across said rocks. 
Streambed. Dried up. My brain provides this information as I push up off my screaming hands and onto my butt. And there, towards the east, is the reason why it’s dried out.
I close my eyes, as if by doing so I can deny the existence of the lightening sky. I have no shirt and no turban. Just my torn and shredded cargo pants and tank top. I can turn around and try to get back to the warehouses and hope the zombies have gone below rather than taking up residence in the hot steel structures, or I can keep on looking for what is probably a non-existent cave. I’m just about to settle on option one when an inhuman growl rumbles across the dried out streambed.
My heart thumps in my chest and I look up, scanning the jagged rocks on the far bank. The growl had sounded like a dog. Or, more likely, a wolf or coyote. And if there is a wolf or a coyote around here, then that means there has to be a den. I can deal with a den. I know from experience that I’m not much bigger than a large curled up dog. I might have to dig it out a touch more to be comfy, but in a pinch, it will do. And this is definitely a pinch. Only, where is the…
Thu-thump, thu-thump, thu-thump.
At first I don’t see it, but then a slight bit of movement out of the corner of my left eye helps me zero in on the creature. Definitely a wolf. There is no way a coyote is that big. I can only make out the silvery-black fringe of fur around its head, the rest of its dark body lost in the shadows of the large boulder it’s crouched beside, but that head is huge. Heck, I didn’t think wolves could get that big.
Our gazes lock, the wolf lets out another low rumbling growl. It slinks forward out of the shadows, its lips curled back into a sharp-toothed snarl. Hungry wolf then. Not only hungry. This wolf has seen better days. Through the thick matted fur I can see the sunken-in contour of its ribs. Its back curves oddly too. Even with its hackles raised, the withers are too prominent and further back then they should be. As if its back had been broken once and fused together in a reverse arch.
“So I guess this means you’re not into sharing your space,” I say as I exchange one of my two halves of the bolt cutters for my knife instead. A long reach is important, and I can use the bolt cutter half like a short spear as well, but I want something sharp enough to cut through that hide if need be. And it’s certainly seeming like the need is there.
The wolf growls, padding further down into the dried out creek bed. At the same time there’s a shift in the wind and the acrid scent of decay hits me in the face like a sledgehammer. Crap, this is not the time for the zombies to have found my real trail.
I take a step back thinking maybe I can work my way out of the creek bed. If I’m going to fight—especially fight more than one creature at once—then I want more even footing. The wolf shifts, its head twisting to follow my movement. The moon flashes in its eyes. Its unresponsive eyes.
WTF? A wolf-zombie? Even as I think this, my brain denies the possibility. Animals can’t be contaminated by the Z-virus. Like me, they’re immune. There is no denying the creature stalking in a slow circle around me stinks of decay though—there are no other heartbeats in a quarter mile radius but our own—and its pupils, even now as its shifts around me, its gaze slipping between moonlight and shadows, they are still fully dilated.
This is not good. Not good at all.
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“You’ve got to be kidding me.”
A wolf-zombie. A huge one at that, with long sharp teeth and claws as long as my pinky finger. So this is how Little Red Riding Hood felt. 
All of a sudden, taking on the thousand plus zombies back at the storage facility doesn’t seem like such a bad option. I think this is probably just a residual human fear of wild animals versus actual logic, but then it leaps. I barely manage to twist out of the way and am still recovering—damn rocky footing—when it spins around and is charging again.
Yeah, the zombies would be better. This thing is fast. Too fast. Can a wolf really be this fast?
It’s not appearances that are deceiving, Eva girl, it is assumptions.

I never understood that one, but whatever. There is no denying this wolf is effing fast. 
I twist again, following through with my bolt cutter like it’s a bat and the hurtling wolf is a fast ball. I am not quite fast enough at maneuvering out of the way and its claws rake my left shoulder, even as the metal cracks into its haunches. We both howl, stumbling back to glare at each other warily. 
It takes a step forward. Doesn’t even limp. Blood drips down my arm, coating my hand and the knife I’m holding. Guess we know who won that round.
“Are you sure we can’t talk about this?”
It answers by snarling and lunging forward. I raise the bolt cutter over my head, tightening my grip around my knife. Crack it over the head and then go in for the kill.
Only it doesn’t work that way. My arm is in mid-swing when it stands—stands!—on its back legs. I can’t change my trajectory fast enough and its sharp canines bite down into the flesh of my forearm. And then we’re falling, the wolf’s massive weight slamming me into the rocky ground. Something digs sharply into the base of my spine, and my breath whooshes out of me. I swing with my knife, but my injury makes my strike weak and it barely penetrates through the thick fur. I try again, thrusting blindly as it shakes and tears at my other arm. If I could just get my knife between its ribs…
The bolt cutter falls out of my hand and whacks me on the head. Great, even I’m against me. 
Ignoring the shrieking pain rattling through my body, I jab at it again with the knife. There is a satisfying sucking sound as my knife sinks into the wolf’s side, burying all the way to the hilt in the thick fur. Finally. 
It yelps, its head twisting and its teeth snapping at my hand holding the knife. I try to yank the blade out but with the wolf twisted around, the blade has become wedged between the ribs.
With a roar I pull my knees up, lodging my feet beneath the creature’s belly. I kick out, sending the wolf flying—along with my knife.
Well that didn’t work out as planned. Also what is not planned is that the wolf doesn’t go that far, gracefully landing on all four feet a yard or so away. Before I can even blink, it lunges at me again. I dive to the side, but it shifts just as quickly and I’m pinned again, its teeth bared and snapping at my face.
This is it. My checkout ticket. 
And then, amazingly, it’s gone.. One second it’s on top of me ready to bite my face off and the next it’s off of me and on the jumble of rocks nearby.
I scramble up, scanning for the bolt cutter I’d dropped. There. I dive for the gleaming metal. Behind me there is a rumbling echo of growls and snarls.
Weapon in hand I spin around, trying to pinpoint exactly where the wolf has gone, and why. And then I see it. Not one wolf, but two. They are circling around each other like two prize fighters. No, scratch that. Like two wolves about to battle to the death over a bone. My bones to be precise.
Let them have it out. One less to fight.
I watch warily as the two wolves circle. The second one, the newcomer, isn’t nearly as big as the first, but it’s in better shape. Its coat is matt free and glistens a silvery brown under the moonlight. It’s better fed too, and though I can’t tell over the stench of the other decaying wolf, I think this new one must be virus free. It’s not crazy at least. Past the first lunge that took the black wolf off of me, this new brown wolf doesn’t seem intent on attack. Its tactics are merely diversionary; always springing out of the way, never letting the wolf-zombie sink its teeth into it.
Maybe it knows that it is death if that happens.
I have to help. It’s one thing if the brown wolf were actually attacking me, but to sit by and watch it get bitten to later succumb to whatever mutant strain of the Z-virus that has infected the black wolf? I can’t do it.
I reach down, scooping up a handful of rocks and launch them at the black wolf’s back.
It growls, spinning around. And now I’m the center of its focus. I swing the bolt cutter, curling back my own lips. Fang for fang, buddy. Let’s go.
Much obliged, it replies and leaps… and is smacked back down to the ground by the second wolf.
And here it is: My opening. I scream, dashing in around the brown wolf who is frantically trying to scoot back out of the way of the black wolf’s snapping teeth. The black wolf’s focus shifts again, its front paws planting on the ground as it lunges forward, jaw gaping, at my midsection. Perfect. I jam the bolt cutters into the bull’s-eye opening. The sharp tip sinks deep, slamming up through the soft flesh behind the upper jaw, through the pallet and up, up, up into the brain. Something flashes in its already dilated eyes, something I don’t want to analyze. And then there is a muffled groan, and then a shudder. The eyes drift close as its chest collapses.
I fall to my knees, exhaustion caving in my chest and forcing me to slump forward. The only thing that keeps me from falling upon the creature is the death grip I have on the handle of the bolt cutter.
Maybe I’ll just lie here. Just a quick rest. Then I’ll get back to finding that cave. 
Behind me comes a whimper.
I glance over my shoulder at the brown wolf, alarmed that it might actually be hurt. I hadn’t seen any of the black wolf’s attacks connect, but things had happened pretty fast there at the end. It’s sitting on its haunches, its head cocked to the side and its big brown eyes looking at me inquisitively. It looks a lot more like someone’s overgrown pet now than a wolf. It even goes so far as to stand up, wiggle its butt, and inch a tentative step forward.
“Yes, you were very helpful. Now shoo and go away.” I turn my back. It’s better off without me. I am obviously a danger magnet. Even if I weren’t, the fact that I have to search out zombies for their blood makes me dangerous to this wolf-dog. This dog won’t make it long in zombie land. It’s better off here in the desert—that is, as long as there aren’t any more wolf-zombies around. 
I push the black wolf over and yank my knife out of its side. The blade is sticky with blood so I jam it into the ground a few times. Good enough. Wish cleaning up my own wounds were so easy, but that short fight took a lot out of me, both in my willpower and my blood. A cave and sleep. Those are going to be the best things for me. 
The wolf-dog whimpers again. I turn to see it slinking across the shrub grass toward me. It looks so damn hopeful. No doubt about it, this beast used to be someone’s pet.
“You’re a survivor, I’ll give you that.” It had to be if it’s managed to live out here since the storage facility was hit with the z-virus. Not just survive either, flourish. Its coat is the type of shiny sleek that makes me want to run my fingers in it, and its body is packed with lean muscle.
I look up at the horizon. It’s not quite dawn yet, but it’s coming. “Chasing the moon.”
I shake my head. Another dad saying. Something bumps my hand. I look down to see that wolf-dog has managed to slink up beside me and, still in a half crouch, is bumping me with the top of its head, as if begging for pets. I start to sink my hand into its fur, but yank it back, clenching it into a fist.
“Better not. I’m covered in zombie blood. Of course you don’t really understand that do you.”
It sits back on its haunches. The position is non-threatening but I can’t help but step back in alarm. The damn thing’s head comes up to my armpit. He eyes me balefully—it is a he, caught that too when it sat back—and then makes a weird growly yawn. I swear it’s almost like he’s dissing me for dissing him.
I cross my arms. “Really… Okay, Fine. If you’re so smart, then you must know of a cave or something around here, right?” 
Wolf-dog leaps up, dashing away a dozen feet to the northwest. There he stops, his whole hind end, bushy tail included, wagging expectantly. 
“What are you, Lassie?”
His ears flatten back, his lip curling to expose an impressive set of canines.
I hold my hands up. “Okay, not Lassie.” 
The canines disappear. 
“How about Brownie?”
Another flash of white.
“No? Wolf-dog then. That’s my final offer.”
He doesn’t seem to object to this. The canines disappear for good and the ears come up again.
“Okay, Wolf-dog.” I pick my way across the distance between us, gesturing ahead. “Lead the way.”
Wolf-dog does a funny little sideways hop and takes off. He doesn’t take me far, maybe a couple hundred yards around the bend of the dried out streambed. I watch him disappear behind a grouping of boulders and shrubs pressed up against the ridge of exposed rock in the hillside. I don’t think there is enough room behind them for him to squeeze his massive body between the ridge and the rocks, but he doesn’t come out again.
My energy, which has been lacking since the wolf-zombie, picks up again. I practically run after Wolf-dog, pushing aside the wiry shrubs. And there it is: my one night motel.
Practically trembling with a mix of excitement and exhaustion, I squeeze and scrape myself through the narrow opening. It’s practically pitch black in here, and
I don’t see Wolf-dog’s furry haunches ahead of me. It must be pretty deep. Sure enough, after a few feet the cave entrance twists around a bit and then opens up into a good size hollow. A cavern. Complete with a small pool of water and a trickle of light. Okay, the light doesn’t have me jumping up and down for joy, it means the sun is going to reach into here, but the cavern seems large enough that as long as I stay at this end, I won’t have to worry about it much.
Wolf-dog is hunched beside the small pool lapping at the water. I approach cautiously. Just because Wolf-dog was friendly out there, doesn’t mean he won’t turn on me if he thinks I’m a threat to his home. I needn’t have worried. As soon as I draw near, Wolf-dog takes a couple steps back and lowers himself to the cave floor, dropping his head onto his forepaws as he seems to wait for me to have my turn.
I look down at the pool. The water is crystal clear, the bottom bubbling in such a way that tells me its spring fed. I suspect, at one time, it filled this whole cavern, but cracks have formed in the cavern floor and now the pool bubbles over the edges of the small depression, trickles a few feet down to the left, and then seeps back into the earth through cracks in the rock.
I don’t use the pool, but wipe my hands in the trickle of water that edges across the stones before disappearing into the slight cracks of the cave floor. I will not contaminate Wolf-dog’s only source of water. 
My cargo pants are amazingly blood free, but my tank? Yeah. I peel it off and work on scrubbing away the splatters of blood. All I seem to manage to do is spread the red stains around more and make the holes—courtesy of the zombie wolf’s claws—bigger. Eventually I decide it is clean enough and spread it out on the rock floor near where the crack in the roof will allow the sun to dry it when it makes its appearance. 
I stand there in my sports bra and cargo pants and, for the first time, realize how cold it actually is. Normally the cold doesn’t affect me, my body temperature being lower than that of a normal human, but nighttime in the desert, blood loss, whichever, I’m cold for the first time in ages.
I move back across the cave to ensure I’ll be well out of the sun when it moves overhead and find a halfway flat area to lie down. The rock is hard and unforgiving beneath my back. All my aches from the evening of overexertion are catching up with me. By tonight I will probably be all but healed, but in the meantime I’m in for a lot of discomfort. 
I close my eyes, trying to work on breathing evenly, thereby ignoring all my little aches and pains. There is a series of toe-clicks, coming closer. I pop my eyes open just in time to see Wolf-dog flop down beside me, his warm body curling into my side.
At first I hesitate, then shrug inwardly and roll over so my arm is draped over him. Wolf-dog lifts his head, giving me a questioning look over his haunches. “If you’re going to insist on sleeping beside me, the least you can do is keep me warm.”
Wolf-dog pushes up on his haunches. I jerk back, but not before he delivers a sloppy kiss to my chin.
“Yuck!” I wipe the slime off, glaring at Wolf-dog.
The sides of his mouth curl back, his tongue lolling out in a happy pant. Next second he’s stuffing his nose in his belly, curling his tail over his silver brown snout.
I settle in, closing my eyes as my fingers stroke the surprisingly soft fur. Tomorrow I’ll leave. He has water and there should be enough wildlife around for him to eat. He’s done well enough on his own until now. I certainly can’t keep him. Unfortunately, given the way he’s taken to me, I’m beginning to think it might not be my choice. 
Oh well. I sigh, snuggling up against the soft fur. We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. For now, we appear to be partners. Dumb dog.
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Then…
 
“Park here! Park here!” I planted my hands on the glass of the passenger side window, watching forlornly as the little lot by the back entrance to the baseball diamond flashed by and we continued up the street. Raoul’s foot never hesitated on the pedal. At least not until he’d turned onto my road and my house came into view. I groaned.
“What’s wrong?” Raoul asked, sliding the viper up against the curb. “This is your house, is it not?”
I slumped down in the leather captain chair, the sinking feeling in my tummy easing as I had an idea. It didn’t look like anyone had seen us yet. Maybe I could convince Raoul to continue down the street and…
Raoul opened his door, moving around to my side to open mine. Such a gentleman. Not.
I glared at him. “Are you trying to massacre our chances?”
Raoul bent down, a frown line marring his beautiful brow. “Eva, what’s wrong with you? You’ve been anxious since I picked you up from Carrie’s to go to the movie.”
“What’s wrong? You need to ask what’s wrong?” I waved my hand between us. “This is what’s wrong.”
The genuine hurt on his face would have been laughable. I mean really, a girl like me being able to hurt a guy like Raoul? But I was too busy contemplating Raoul’s imminent death and my upcoming life imprisonment to find anything funny right now. 
I looked across the street at my house. There were no lights on in the front, just the dim glow from the kitchen out back and the wedges of light that spilled from the two small cellar windows at the side of the house. Dad was in his workroom, which meant he’d be distracted and not appreciative of an interruption. Especially one that involves “a boy.”
“Maybe now isn’t such a good time. Maybe you should come back tomorrow instead.”
“I thought Carrie wanted to go dress shopping with you tomorrow.”
“Then Sunday. Come back Sunday. That will be perfect.” Yeah, perfect. By Sunday maybe I would have gotten up enough nerve to tell my parents that their perfect daughter had been lying to them for the last week and a half about all those long study sessions with Carrie, and instead, had been sneaking around behind their backs to meet up with a guy that they were sure to think was too old, too mature, and too… well, everything.
Forget life imprisonment. I sank me head in my hands. “They’re going to kill me.”
“Eva?” I peeped through my fingers at Raoul, saw that his eyes had narrowed with speculation. “Do your parents know that we’re dating?”
A blaze of heat rushed into my cheeks. The urge to look down at my feet was incredible. Somehow I managed to keep my gaze level. I couldn’t, however, manage a response. Not that I needed one. The blush spoke for me.
I figured Raoul would be mad. I was the one massacring our chances here. So I practically jumped out of the leather seat when he threw his head back and laughed. 
“Damn you’re cute.”
I folded my arms across my chest, glaring at him. “I don’t see how this is funny. Especially for you since you’re the one whose determined to take me to my prom.”
I would have been okay with skipping. Yeah, I’d considered what it might be like to go on the arm of Raoul, but with everything going on recently—not to mention the fact that I’m not a dancer and would probably trip all over my own feet—I’d decided it wasn’t important. My dad had been acting weird lately. All tense because of the pandemic that had spread like a wildfire across South America. He wanted me close to home and away from anything populated. Late night study sessions with Carrie had been a stretch. The movie I’d supposedly gone to tonight with her (which in actuality I’d gone to with Raoul) was a secret between me and mom.
“Come on, Eva. There is no time like the present.” Raoul reached out his hand. I took it, letting him help me out of the low-slung car.
“Keep on using those antiquated phrases and you might have a chance.”
He cocked his head to the side.
“Never mind.” 
“Relax, Eva. You go in there all tense and they’ll know you’re guilty.”
“Aren’t I?”
He rubbed my shoulders, his head dipping down so his eyes were on level with mine. “Being with me isn’t something to feel guilt over. Now come on.”
I fell into step beside him, my feet dragging as we crossed the still warm pavement. “I think it might be better if we just say that you’ve been hanging with me and Carrie.” I thought of the two weeks where he’d done just that. “It’s kind of true.”
“Okay. If you think that best.” Raoul’s agreement seemed more like a pat on the head than anything else. I decided to ignore the slight and pressed my point home.
“I do.” We reached the curb and stepped up onto the sidewalk. “And I wouldn’t necessarily mention the prom tonight. But if it comes up, then act like we’re just going as friends. My dad could probably swallow that.”
“I’m not going to lie about how I feel about you.”
“Raoul!” I spun on him, anchoring my feet on the cement. “You can’t rush things with my dad. He’s older. Comes from an era where people courted and danced around each other for months before anything got serious.”
“And the prom would have been the perfect example of courting. In fact, I doubt people went as ‘just friends’ back then, so it makes perfect sense for him to know that I’m serious in my intentions toward you.”
I gnawed at my bottom lip, thinking about that. It did ring of the type of old fashioned mentality my dad might respect. “Maybe.”
“I’m right. Admit it.”
I flung my arms up. “Fine. You’re right. But if he asks you about times,” I said, emphasizing my words with a waggling finger, “you need to promise him—”
“I know, Eva. You’ve told me. An extra hour at the front for dinner and home before midnight else you turn into a pumpkin.” 
I snorted.
His lips curled up into that melt-my-legs dimpled grin. He lifted a hand, pushing a hair back from my cheek. “Trust me, okay?”
“I’m sorry, it’s just my dad’s a bit overprotective.”
“Then we have something in common.” 
I slapped his hand away, giving him my best stop-joking-around glare. “You’re not taking me seriously.”
The grin faded, his eyes darkening with intensity. “I always take you seriously, Eva.”
I rolled my eyes.
“Don’t worry. I know all about overprotective parents. My mother is the queen of the control freaks.”
I glance back down the sidewalk at his red Viper. “Uh-huh. And that’s why you have a car that can hit 220, and get to stay out to all hours of the night.”
“I told you the car is from my dad’s inheritance.”
“Doesn’t change the fact that you have more freedom than me.”
“Just a different sort of freedom. I have to go to private school, remember? That’s like going into lock-up every morning. I only get to escape after sundown.”
Whatever.
Back stiff, I marched toward the front door. Despite the late hour, it was unlocked. I had a key, but my parents never locked the door until after I was home for the night.
I pushed open the door, stepping into the front hall. “Mom? Dad?”
There was a scrape in the living room. Then a hurried ticking of claws on wood.
“Hey Shaggy.” I started to bend down to greet the Old English Sheepdog in all his fluffy-haired glory when all of a sudden Shaggy halted, a growl rumbling like distant thunder in his throat.
“Shaggy?”
“Effing dumb dogs.” Raoul’s hands closed over my shoulders. Shaggy let out a sharp bark and lunged forward. I yelped, and then I was on my butt on the floor. Raoul’s large body crouched down between me and my schizoid pet.
“Eva? What’s wrong with Shaggy?” Mom. Her flip-flops slapping down the hall from the kitchen. 
I didn’t answer, scrambling up to get a hold of Shaggy’s collar before he actually took a chunk out of Raoul. He’d stopped barking but was still doing that deep-throated growl, his lips quivering over his bared fangs.
“Shaggy! Stop!” I tried to push past Raoul. 
“Wait.” Raoul’s arm came out, holding me back. At the same time he reached forward with his other hand. I jumped, gasping as Shaggy snapped at his hand. But Raoul was faster, his hand grabbing a tuft of fur on the side of Shaggy’s face below his floppy ear.
“Eva?”
I glanced over my shoulder at my mom. Saw the worry in her face. I was worried too. I’d never seen Shaggy like this. The big joke around the house was that a thief could come in and rob us blind and all Shaggy would do was slobber them. “I don’t know, mom. He just went cr—”
“It’s okay, boy.” 
I snapped my head back around, blinking at the sight before me. Shaggy was sitting on his haunches, his tongue lolling out as he panted happily under Raoul’s scratching hand.
“Well he seems fine now,” mom said, wiping her hands off on her apron. “Who is this?”
“Oh, um...” I took one last look at Shaggy. Weird. Maybe there was something about Raoul that reminded Shaggy of his old owner. His height and build, or maybe his cologne? Whatever, Shaggy was acting normal now.
I shrugged it off, turning my attention back to the real matter at hand—surviving the forthcoming interrogation. 
“This is Raoul. He, uh, drove me home from the movies.” I shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other.
My mom’s eyes narrowed predictably. “I thought Carrie’s mom was going to give you a ride home.”
“Raoul offered and, um…”
Raoul stood up, offering his hand which she took. “And I wanted to meet the woman who had given birth to such an amazing daughter.” He flashed my mom a dazzling smile, kissing the top of her hand. “Now I know where she got her beauty from.”
I stifled a groan, barely resisting the urge to smack my head. No, Raoul’s. How stupid could he be? My mom was way too sharp for that charm-you-over-crap. Except…
I watched in amazement as my mother blushed. She delicately took her hand back, her blush turning into an outright smile that sent my jaw somewhere south of a frozen hell. “I like this one, Eva. How long have you been hiding him?”
“I didn’t…”
My mother smiled, angling her head toward the kitchen. “Come on back. I need to finish crimping my pie crust. You can talk to me while I do that.”
Mom spun about and practically bounced her way back to the kitchen. I might have stood there shaking my head in confusion, but Raoul linked his arm around my back and shuffled me along in her wake. Surreal. Shaggy was the one who went gaga over strangers, Mom was always polite but reserved. This just didn’t fit into my reality. 
I shook the thought off, inching away from Raoul slightly. Shaggy and Mom might have entered the Twilight zone, but if my dad came up and caught us cuddling, there would be hell to pay.
At first I thought Raoul might make a big deal of my perceived defection—his arm clamped tighter around me—but a quick glance at my face and he let me go, his eyes hooded with wry amusement.
“You have a lovely home.”
“Thank you.” My mother’s fingers flew around the edge of the pie plate, sculpting the edges of the crust into perfect crescents. “I’m sorry about Shaggy. I’ve never seen him act that way before.”
“I’m betting he smelled my mother’s latest stray on me.”
“Your mother takes in stray dogs?” I asked sharply. This was news to me.
He shook his head. “Not normally, but this one is a young male wolf.”
“A wolf?” My mom stopped her crimping long enough to look over her shoulder, her elegant brows winged up in alarm.
Raoul shrugged. “It was injured, probably by a car, so she took it in. Of course, my mom isn’t that good at rehabilitation so I’m the one tending to him.”
Mom shook her head, sliding the pie into the oven. “No wonder my daughter likes you. Must be kismet.”
He smiled over at me. “I’d agree on the kismet. I’m still trying to win her over though.”
“You never told me about any stray wolves,” I said, my tone distinctively hurt. I wasn’t sure why this revelation bothered me so much, other than that we’d been intimate enough to have our tongues down each other’s throats, multiple times, and it seemed like I should just know that sort of stuff about him by now.
“Wolf. Just one. And I wasn’t sure you’d consider it a virtue, considering that they’re the type of carnivore that would devour poor baby calves.”
My mother threw her head back, her laughter tinkling through the house like silver bells. Expectantly, there was a loud scraping sound in the basement, followed by the even thud of my father’s footfalls on the stairs. “Jen? Who’s there?”
“Eva is home,” she called back. “And she brought a friend she wanted us to meet.”
The thudding picked up in pace. I sucked in a breath, holding it as my dad’s head, and then his stout body popped through the basement door. One step into the kitchen and his feet planted on the linoleum, his shoulders tense, and eyes narrowed like lances on Raoul and the slim bit of space between us. I would have inched away further, but that would be like admitting guilt. Better to stand my ground… and pray.
“A friend, huh?” my father rumbled.
“Now Charles….” My mother crossed over and patted my father’s shoulder, her warning evident. She smiled back at Raoul. “Don’t worry, Raoul, like Shaggy, Charlie’s bark is worse than his bite.”
Raoul stepped forward, offering his hand. My dad took it instinctively though his gaze was still trying to pierce holes through the “intruder” in our midst. 
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sir.” Raoul’s forearm tensed, just enough to return my father’s firm shake, but not so much as to make my dad feel the need to bear down and win the power play. Good. Another good thing? Raoul had dropped the charming smile. Instead he met my father eye to eye as he answered most seriously, “And I’m the guy who’s fallen head over heels in love with your daughter.”
I had to swallow another groan. Crap. Raoul had been doing so well until then.
“Are you now?” My dad took his hand back, folded his arms across his massive chest. “And Eva? She’s normally not one for playing in the clouds.”
Raoul let out a deep sigh, his hand clasping over his heart. “Alas, you are right, three weeks of endless wooing and she hardly gives me the time of day. I had to bribe, beg, and blackmail her to get her to bring me here tonight to meet you.” 
“Is that right?”
I blinked hard. Had my father’s mouth just twitched? As if he were about to smile? No way.
Raoul leaned in closer, speaking in a stage whisper. “I thought, perhaps, being her father, you could give me a few pointers on winning her heart. Maybe even convince her to go to the prom with me next weekend…”
“Her heart?” My dad tilted his head, considering me. “Not sure I can help you there. But I think I can give you some hints about getting her out of her armor and into a dress.”
Raoul rubbed his hands together, his eyes dancing as he winked at me. “Perfect.”
My mouth flopped open.
“Come on into the family room, Raoul. I think, perhaps, we should get better acquainted.”
I stared after them, jaw still slack, as my father looped his arm across Raoul’s shoulders and dragged him down the hall, his low-voiced words drifting back in their wake. This was it. Loony dogs, blushing mothers, and two-faced fathers; the world had indeed gone crazy.
 





 
 
27.
 
I wake and know right away that something has changed. Something significant. Something that is oh so seriously…wrong. 
I take my time, keeping my eyes closed and my breathing even as I let my senses and the memories flow into me. The zombies, the run across the desert into the hills, the wolf-zombie, then Wolf-dog and the cave. That’s right. I’m still in the cave, the stone floor cutting into my hip and cheek. And I’m still not alone. Wolf-dog’s pounding heart thuds out a slow rhythm behind me, his body heat warming the air at my back. So what is wrong then?
I wait for it to come; the knowledge, the sense that will soon wake and tell me why I should feel alarmed. I get nothing. Cautiously I pry open one eye, then the other. All I see is the shadow drenched cave, the pool of water glistening in the failing light, my tank-top, stretched out and dry upon the floor. 
I roll over, expecting to come up against Wolf-dog’s soft fur and smack into skin instead. WTF? I scramble to sitting, scooting back across the floor to stare at the strange male who is occupying the space where Wolf-dog should be. And not just any guy, a strange naked guy.
Whoa there. I stare at the beautiful backside before me; the tight well-toned bum. Oh wow. Carrie would be proud, mom and dad would be aghast. I am… confused. Talk about a trade up. A sloppy tongued Wolf-dog for a hot guy. Unless… I smack my hand across my mouth to keep the expletive from popping out and waking my unexpected roommate. I am so stupid. A year and a half ago I didn’t believe in vampires, turned out I was wrong. Guess I was wrong about werewolves too.
I know the moment he wakes up. His shoulders tense, the muscles along his spine tightening and exaggerating the ridges that run parallel paths on either side of the bones. I have to drag my gaze away from this inadvertent, yet fascinating show of strength and back up toward his head. A head that is topped with slightly curly brown hair.
I can’t help the exclamation that comes from my mouth this time. “John?”
Naked guy shifts, pushing up off the floor until he’s sitting, his body turned half away from me. The lack of response has me grabbing for my knife, but then he twists his head, the evening light falling across John’s familiar, if a bit haggard, features.
“John.” It’s all I can say. This is an… interesting development.
“Hey.” He throws me a half- smile, but winces, eyes closing as he clamps his broad palms over the sides of his head.
I try valiantly not to stare at his rippling muscles. Fail. Even covered in dirt and crusty sweat, his body is superb. Far better than I thought; having only seen him in baggy cargo pants. Of course, the fact that he’s naked enough for me to study him like this drives home the fact that, “You’re a…”
“Werewolf, yeah,” he says, his hands still clamped like a vise around his temples.
A million questions pop into my head, like, say, how he became a werewolf? When? How many others are there? But he’s obviously in pain.
“You okay?” I ask, kneeling down cautiously beside him. Not sure if it’s the were thing making me inexplicably nervous, or the naked guy thing. John’s a were. A naked were.
“Just sore. The change isn’t kind at the best of times.” He drops his hands, draping his forearms over his knees and hiding the more…interesting…aspects of his naked self. I flush guiltily, dragging my gaze back to his face. He’s studying me intently, his gaze roaming over my blood caked shoulder that the black wolf had ripped into with its claws. “How about you? You okay?”
I reach up and swipe away the dried-on blood. Beneath the skin is creamy and smooth. 
“You heal faster than a were.”
He sounds kind of jealous of this fact. I shrug, brushing off my right forearm as well. I did. As long as I’ve had enough blood. And last night I’d certainly gotten my quota. Too bad I’d lost so much of it during the wolf-zombie fight. A million more questions pop into my mind. Had John heard the fight when he came to my rescue? Had he, like me, been looking for a place to hole up and just happened upon us? And, more importantly, was that thing merely a sick wolf, or had it, too, been a werewolf?
“The wind seems to have let up,” John says. “We should probably try and make it back to the helicopter. They’ll be wanting to pick it up as soon as possible.”
I look around the cave, the rough walls and dim interior strangely homey. Even with the gluttony I’d partaken on, I wouldn’t have lasted the day outside. But John’s right, now it is time to leave. We have a lot of distance to cover between now and daybreak. My questions will have to wait. 
I stare at his trembling hands, the sheen of sweat that has erupted over his body. Maybe it’s not me I should be worried about. 
“You sure you’re up for a hike?” I ask.
“As if I have a choice.” He grunts, staggering to his feet. I immediately reach out to steady him, one hand falling on his arm, the other his ribs on his left side. The contact with his warm smooth flesh has me sucking in a breath, but I force my hands to remain.
This is John. Just because he’s naked and a were doesn’t mean he’s somehow changed overnight.
Okay, that’s stupid. He has in fact changed overnight. And back again. Point is he’s still John. There is just more to John than I ever thought.
“Over there.” He jerks his head toward the pool of water. “There is a slight depression on the other side. I stuffed my clothes and things in there.”
“Oh.” Too bad.

I do a mental head smack. This is a good thing, not a bad thing. Walking naked through the desert during the cold night is not a good thing, no matter how much I may have enjoyed the view.
When I’m sure he’s not going to fall over if I let go, I hurry across the cave, skirting around the pool. Sure enough, there are John’s cargo pants, t-shirt, and boots stuffed into a dip on the other side. There is also his gun, though it has no magazine in it. I grab them up and head back to John, stopping briefly to grab my own tattered tank-top.
He takes his stuff from me with a thanks and begins to yank the clothes on. I try not to watch, concentrating on putting my arms into the proper holes of my tank—and let me just say there are a lot of them now.
I turn back to find him frowning down at his boots. He’s managed to get on all his clothes and stuff his feet into his boots, but he’s trembling even worse than before, and it’s obvious the thought of bending down to tie them up is discouraging.
I bend and start to work on the laces. “So, you didn’t go down into the bunkers, I take it. Not if you managed to find this cave in time to take your clothes off before the moon rose.”
“Of course not. I’m not suicidal.”
I don’t say anything as I tie off the second boot. I wonder if he knows that I almost did. Go into the bunkers, that is, not commit suicide. Even if the end result would have turned out the same, it’s not like it would have been a conscious decision. “Did you come back after you’d found the cave?”
“Back to the warehouse?”
“The bunker,” I correct him. “I found the access ladder to the tunnels blocked off. I wondered if you’d done that or someone else.”
“Must have been someone else. I was a bit preoccupied at the time.”
“With the impending change.”
“Yeah.”
I stand, planting my hands on my hips. “What did you do after?”
He turns his face away, as if he can’t bear looking at me.
I reach up, placing my fingers along his jaw. He allows me to turn his head back but I see the pain buried deep within them. “John?”
“I ran. As far and as fast as I could. And then I hunted.”
I furrow my brow in confusion. “Hunted what?”
“Sheep, actually.” 
I feel the corner of my lip twitch. I figure he means the big horn sheep native to the desert mountains, but the image of the wolf hunting the sheep is too much. “Really, and was it yummy?”
“Damn it, Eva, it’s not funny.”
“Why not?”
“Because I ran! Don’t you see? You guys were in trouble and I had to run.”
His guilt hits me in the chest like a sledgehammer. Of course. Of course he’d see that as a failure. The silence stretches between us as I try to think of what to say. I can think of only one thing.
“You saved me.” It sounds almost like a question coming out, like you did save me, right? Or perhaps, more importantly, why did you save me? 
He reaches up, his hand cupping mine along his chin. “I’m not going to ask what you were still doing here. When I was on the hunt I swear I saw the convoy truck hightailing it across the desert.” His eyes narrow. “That was them, right? They did make it out of there, didn’t they?”
“Yes. They’re all good.”
He takes a deep breath, dropping his hand. It seems the signal for me to drop mine too, so I do. He places his hands on his hips, staring down at me with disapproving eyes. 
I know what he’s thinking, and fold my arms across my chest, glowering back. “You said you weren’t going to ask.”
“So why don’t you tell me instead.”
“Why should I?”
“Because you’re my teammate.”
“So?”
“And for me, my team is my pack.”
His words make my guts cramp. Eh tu, Johnné? It’s obvious what he’s saying between the lines. Does he honestly think I’m that self-serving? Does he think I might have abandoned the others when the going got too tough? Or worse, that I might have been attempting to take off for parts unknown so I could hook up with the very vampires that had attacked Nellis? These were the things I expected from Convict, not John. 
I swallow, turning my face away. “And you need to be able to trust your pack. I get it.”
He grabs my arm, his grip firm, almost bruising. “No, I don’t think you do.”
I snap my head back, blinking up into his fuming face. I’d say he’s really angry, but again, the smell is not quite right. Something is going on here, something I don’t understand. He has that same intense look on his face as the day we sparred in the training room. As it was then, I’m not sure how to deal with it now. So I go for what I know best. Turn the tables. 
“Did you have a pack besides your team?” I ask.
The question has him blinking in confusion. He answers, though I suspect it’s more an automatic response than that he’s on the same page with me regarding the subject change. “Kind of.”
“Kind of?”
He drops his hand, looking at the ceiling of the cave. Immediately his eyes widen. 
“Shit. We’re wasting time.” He jerks his head toward the narrow tunnel that leads out of the cave, his mouth turned down in a grimace. “Come on, we can talk while we walk. We’re actually further from the helicopter than we were at the storage facility.”
And isn’t that just great. I follow him out of the cave. There’s a lot of grunting, groaning and swearing as he shoulders his way out, leaving behind a couple swaths of skin, but pretty soon we’re popping out into the fading evening light. 
“This isn’t too bright for you, is it?” There is real concern in his voice.
“You made me walk for hours during the day thirty-six hours ago and you’re asking me this now?”
“Sorry about that. I was preoccupied at the time. And Brice was right, we needed to get the intel on Nellis back to base.”
I wave his apology off. “As long as the sun isn’t shining on me directly, I’ll be fine.”
“And if it does? What then?”
“It burns me like it would an albino on the beach. Plus any prolonged exposure will lead to severe dehydration.”
“That’s it?”
“Isn’t that bad enough?”
“I guess I expected a lot worse.”
“Like instantly turning into ash?”
“Something like that.”
I shake my head. “I would become comatose. After I’d gone through the dehydrated mummy stage, which, I’m told, is akin to walking through the fires of hell.”
“Okay, that does sound bad. Let’s try to avoid that.”
“Good idea.”
We take off down the same valley we’d killed the wolf-zombie in last night. The scavengers have already found it. Small rodents, large winged vultures. I avert my eyes and try to keep up with John. His comments about my superior healing ability aside, he seems to be making a rather remarkable recovery now.
“So, you were going to tell me about your pack,” I say as I scramble over another boulder.
He glances out the corner of his eye at me. “I told you, my team is my pack now.”
“And that’s it? No other pack? No pack before you joined up? What were you, born packless?”
He sighs. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”
I wing my brow up in answer, a silent, “would you?” His answer must be no, he wouldn’t let it go, because the silence between us is not the tense I’m-not-going-to-tell-you silence, but the hold-on-while-I-gather-my-thoughts kind.
“First off, I wasn’t born a werewolf.”
I nod. I’d figured as much.
“It happened after the outbreak, but I guess to really understand you have to understand my before.” He glances over at me, his eyes narrowed as he considers me. “I told you how I was in BUDS training when the outbreak hit, right?”
“Yes. You said it was the same time as the stuff with the S-strain in San Francisco.”
“Exactly right. I guess I’m wrong, all you really need to know about before is that BUDS is intense. Your team, how well you work together, it’s the difference between your success or your failure. They are your brothers. Your thin thread on your sanity. They’re your life.”
“Wow, intense.”
“You have no idea.”
I curl my lip back. “And you tell me that a lot.”
“Sorry.” He shrugs, but I don’t feel like he’s sorry. I don’t say anything about it though because he goes on. “So here we are, going through BUDS and the whole zombie apocalypse is going down around us. Things were bad, then went to worse. We weren’t even done with the training when we were being yanked onto active duty. Normally SEALs work in small groups. But personnel was stretched beyond thin. It was just the four of us; me and my BUDS, our own little fire team. Of course, four seemed fine given how easy the mission sounded. All we had to do was extract a small group of survivors holed up on the top floor of one of the government buildings. We even had full air support.” 
Easy, all we had to do. Yeah right. “Where?” I ask.
“San Francisco.”
“Oh shit.”
“Yeah. What we didn’t know was that some of the people we were retrieving had already been bitten, but weren’t showing signs yet. We loaded the first group on the helicopter. They took off and we headed back for more. Another helicopter was supposedly due to touch down in five. Then all hell broke loose over the com. Screaming, yelling, gunfire. The first helicopter went down, ball of flames. Control wouldn’t send in another. They’d already lost the high level official in the crash. And at that time they didn’t know what the S-strain was, ergo, they didn’t know the parameters of this new strain. Mission was compromised.”
“They left your team there to die?” All through his story my stomach has been sinking lower and lower, but now it turns into a ball of fiery fury.
His jaw tightens, the muscles bunching all the way down his neck and into his curled fists. “The official’s secretary was infected, had bitten one of my team. She acted afraid, remorseful. Stupid us figured she had just been scared and carried her out anyway. As per protocol, the wound was reported the moment we delivered her to the helicopter. When the helicopter went down two and two were put together and… well, let’s just say the guy in charge decided we were expendable. “What happened then?”
“We fought our way into a corner. Eventually we ran out of ammo and had to take to the ducts, finally reaching a room in the basement with a heavy metal door we could brace. Longest night of my life. We knew we couldn’t hope to make a break for it until day when the residents would go into slumber. Gary made it until three am. His last request was that we kill him quickly.”
“I’m sorry.”
He nods curtly. “So then it’s daybreak and we’re trying to sneak out. They’re all asleep. Unlike your average schmuck of a citizen, we can move like cats so we slit as many throats as we can without slowing down. We were hoping to get out of the city by nightfall, find an isolated spot somewhere to hole up, then press on until we were past the infected area. We weren’t the only ones with the idea. There were others out and about trying to get out of the downtown. Problem was we didn’t know who to trust, and who was already infected.”
“That really… sucks.”
“You said it. Long story short, we didn’t get out of there that day, nor the next. And by the time we did make it out, it was to learn that the entire west coast was compromised. We made a b-line for Beale Air-Force base, figuring that further north and inland would be the best option. They might have had time to get the proper safety parameters in place.”
“But by then the established safe zones weren’t letting anyone in,” I say, filling in with the history that I knew. “They were already afraid someone they let in would be carrying the slower strain and spread the pandemic inside.”
“Exactly.” 
“So there you were, in the thick of things, thousands of people all desperately in need of help, and you didn’t know if you could or should help them.”
“It was ripping us apart. Mike and I couldn’t stand leaving all those desperate people behind, but José had gotten to the point where he’d rather slit their throats than try and help one only to have them turn again.”
“So what happened?”
“We met a man. He said he could tell who was infected and who wasn’t.”
“A were?”
“Yup, though we didn’t know it then. He just told us that he could smell the virus on them. Some “vaccine” he’d taken had heightened his senses, making it possible for him to distinguish the difference, even if they weren’t showing visible symptoms yet. The guy, Rick, stayed with us for a couple days, long enough to prove he could. And then he told us the how and the why. Once we got past the shock factor, we asked for more info. It seemed, if not a perfect solution, a solution nonetheless.”
“Only?”
“Only not everyone makes the transition. And of those that do, it tends to amplify your inherent characteristics. Mike didn’t make it. Just José and I. I was angry and upset but knew Mike would want us to press on. We went with the man back to his pack in the Tahoe National Forest. They were collecting human survivors. Those they thought could handle the change they offered to do so to, those that couldn’t they set up in a safe area or passed along to another pack who were said to be taking the survivors out of the area.”
“Sounds admirable, kind of.”
“Kind of, is right. By then there were no safe areas. The other pack was taking them and using them as virtual slaves. When I found out I was pissed. Rick said it was part of a territorial deal. The other pack was stronger. We couldn’t afford to rock the boat. José agreed.”
“But you couldn’t do it. So you found a way into Marine’s circle of influence and signed on.”
“Not right away. But yes, eventually. Regardless, that is why I don’t really have a were pack. And why you and Brice and the others are it.”
I shake my head, unable to make the link from no pack to a pack of humans. I mean, it isn’t like my team could ever be my hive. A hive is intense, in an intrusive and extremely personal kind of way. Convict and the others? No matter how different each of their personalities might be, being with them just seemed so… basic. How could that ever compare? Not that I wanted it to, but, “I guess I don’t understand.”
“Why not? It’s simple, Eva. Your pack mates are the ones you can trust. Your pack will fight alongside you, work for the same goals and be there by your side when the shit hits the fan. But most of all, when you have a pack, you will never find yourself alone.” 
All of a sudden where I’m placing my feet becomes enormously interesting. 
Yeah, okay, I get the message. John had obviously overheard the conversation between Blaine and I in the warehouse and is trying to tell me something. What I’m not sure of is whether he’s suggesting that I’m being pigheaded in my refusal to turn Blaine, or if he’s telling me that I’m not alone, and therefore should stand by my principles and not give in to manipulations. I’m about to ask him when he speaks, practically making me jump out of my skin. 
“Tell me about your hive.” 
“Why? I mean, what do you want to know?”
He shrugs. “I’m curious about the power structure. How big it is. How many others there are. Things like that.”
“You’re asking the wrong person. I wasn’t part of it long enough to get all the finer details.” Nope, I’d only been there long enough to learn my place—or, should I say, learn where the queen thought my place should be.
“You said something about a queen once.”
“Yes. There is a queen. She rules all within her hive.” I have to force the words past my chest. Just speaking about her is difficult. A betrayal. Even though I’ve already done it, some instincts are hard to break. And not betraying your queen is ingrained in the DNA of every vampire who ever lived.
“I get the impression your queen and you didn’t get along.”
I curl my mouth up in a rueful smile. “That’s putting it mildly.”
“So why is that?”
“Lots of reasons, number one being she’s a self-serving sadistic killer. And that’s on her better days.”
I clear my throat, and try to steer the conversation away from the queen and my particular hive. “I got the impression our hive was a fairly small one for the amount of area it covered. And because of the large area, I’m really not sure how many or how big the others are. Maybe they ran into each other more before, but in the short time I was there, we didn’t have many visitors. Frankly, I got the impression they’ve all taken on a wait-it-out attitude regarding the whole zombie apocalypse thing.”
“Didn’t seem to be the case at Nellis.”
“No. Not at Nellis.” I frown, thinking again of the mutilated bodies, the tuft of fur I’d found on the woman. I spin around, grabbing his arm. “Wait! Your story about the were that turned you and what the pack was doing with the survivors…”
“Yeah? What about it?”
“Would they ever work with someone else? You know, to harvest more slaves?”
“Harvest. That’s what you were talking with Brice about. How the vampires were harvesting humans for herds so they’d have a supply of food?”
I swallow, nodding.
John looks thoughtful. “Crap, I bet you’re right. I wondered why a pack of weres would ever band together with vampires, but that makes sense. They’re splitting the spoils. Neither one is probably strong enough to take on a base like Nellis on their own, but together…”
“Did you know? That there were werewolves there?”
He doesn’t answer. Duh. Of course he knew. Just like I knew there had also been vampires. “Did you tell Brice this?”
He shakes his head. “I couldn’t figure it out. I thought… I don’t know what I thought.” He swears, paces a few steps away, comes back, stopping before me. “We need to tell Commander Derwood.” 
“Yeah, good idea. Just one problem.” I stare pointedly at the seemingly endless desert.
He looks at the sky, marking the path of the waning moon. “We better hurry.”
With new urgency clipping at our heels, we press onward. I don’t remember much about the first trip from the helicopter to the storage facility other than that it was hot, windy, and I was fading fast. This mandatory march isn’t much better. It’s not nearly so hot—downright cold in fact—and the wind has died down, but bloodbath or not, the amount of bleeding I’d done during my fight with the wolf-zombie has taken its toll. 
I trust John knows where he is going. I didn’t even know we were passing by the storage facility until I’d looked behind us once and saw the dots of warehouses glimmering like a mirage in the distance. And he seems confident of where he’s heading. 
So it’s alarming when he slows down and then finally stops altogether, spinning in a circle as if to get his bearings.
“Are we lost?” 
“No, not lost. I just wanted to be sure.”
“Be sure of what?”
“That this is the spot.”
“The spot?” I scan the barren sea of sand around us. “The spot for what?”
“The spot where we left the helicopter.”
Cold seeps down my spine and into every extremity. “John, there is no helicopter.”
“I know. They must have come for it already.”
Come for it. As in come and gone. Without us. “So.” I swallow, staring out across the miles and miles of barren desert around us. “How’s that pack theory holding up for you now?”
John’s lips thin, but he doesn’t say anything as he begins to walk a grid across the area where the helicopter had been. I think he’s crazy, or maybe mad, the way he’s shuffling and kicking his feet in the sand. Then all of a sudden he crouches down, his hands working to brush away the sand from a small lump on the flat desert floor. 
My mouth drops open as he unearths a large camouflaged pack. He smiles, holding it up to show me before he delves into the supplies. Two full canteens, a half dozen dehydrated dinners, a handgun, ammo, a map and compass, and a shirt—for John. Guess he does have a pack. I, on the other hand, am still persona non grata. Disobeying direct orders will do that to a girl. Especially after our discovery at Nellis.
I watch as John stuffs everything back in, straightens, and hikes the pack onto his shoulders. “Let’s go.”
And I’m yet again scrambling to follow. I catch up and fall into step beside him. I decide not to give in and ask if he knows where he’s going—he does have a map after all, still, he is a guy, so I worry—and ask instead, “Was that from Convict?”
“Him and Commander Derwood. Brice and the others must have gotten in sometime this morning. Guess the wind was calm enough by then to send out a team for the helicopter.”
“Why didn’t they wait for you?”
“The Commander probably expected me to be here already.” He shrugs, throwing me a sheepish grin. “I normally don’t indulge in the nap afterward. I’m guessing they waited until night fell and then left the pack for that just-in-case, I-was-running-late scenario.”
In other words, they probably think he’s dead. Though I still can’t believe Marine would expect John to have made it back to the helicopter so soon after changing back. I’d seen the sort of shape he was in afterward and couldn’t imagine him being functional any earlier than a good long nap afterward. Of course, this is John. And there is also that whole y-chromosome factor weighing in. Yup, he’s just the sort of masochist who would force himself right back into action after undergoing the entire rearrangement of his internal and external parts.
I still have another point to harp on though, and since I’m in a bad mood and need the outlet… “I still can’t believe Convict let you run out of there. Why didn’t he stop you? Would it have hurt the others to know what you are?”
“Juanita knows.”
“And Convict? He is aware of your furry other-self, right?”
“Yeah, he knows.” John pauses, his mouth skewing into a considering pucker. “Keep in mind that when I first turn, until I get something in my belly, I’m dangerous. Brice knows this. He knew the only option was for me to leave. Just as he knows all I’d expect from him is a chance,” he lifts the pack, “to get home.”
“You have a lot of confidence in him.”
“Brice, despite his faults, is a good guy. Not many people would accept a werewolf on their team.”
I consider this and how it applies to me. “So is that why Marine put me on Convict’s team? Because Convict is cool with the…” I wave my hand helplessly “…creature thing?”
“I’m sure in part.” John glances over at me, his mouth pulled down at the corners. “It was a mistake on Commander Derwood’s part not to tell Brice from the start about what you are though. It almost got you killed that first mission.”
I scoff. “Roy couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn.” Still couldn’t, though hopefully he would at least be willing to engage in some serious training now that his base level fear seems to have passed.
“No, but Brice can and I can.”
I glance sharply at John, “You would have shot me? Even if I hadn’t attacked you?”
“If Brice had told me to.”
My chest tightens into a ball, but I manage to press out a, “Why?”
“Because no matter how intense the pressure is, Brice seems to always make the right choices.” He shrugs. “Hard to believe, given some of his, well, idiosyncrasies, but it’s true. He even has a nickname, though no one dares call him it when he’s around.”
“Oh, what is it?” I can’t believe I care to ask. My curiosity has gotten the better of me. 
“The magician. You know, things get tough and all of a sudden he’s pulling a miracle out of his…um, hat.”
I arch an icy brow. “A were is a miracle?”
He glares at me, though there is a tug at the side of his mouth. “Trust me. I’ve never been acquainted with Brice’s…hat.”
“You’re disgusting.”
His smile widens. “I’m a guy. Anyway, Brice had his name before I was put on his team. So it’s not only the fact that he had me to call on.” 
He holds up his hand, drawing up short. “Hold on, I want to grab my shirt. It’s cold tonight.” 
“And you no longer have a fur coat.”
He chuckles, swinging the pack off to rummage through it. He pulls out a canteen, sets it at his feet, shuffles the map to the front pocket. The gun he takes out and hands to me. Finally he unearths the shirt and pulls it first on one arm and then the other. Then he picks back up the canteen, which he slings over his shoulder, rather than putting it back inside.
I look down at the gun. It’s a Taurus 709 Slim, better than my old Glock. I sigh, stroking the smooth metal. “Must be nice. Having a pack.”
“What are you talking about?” He buckles the backpack up, tossing it over his shoulder.
“Water, a gun, a new shirt. Convict must really care.” I hold the gun out on my palm, sure he’s going to take it and stuff it into his cargo pants.
He shakes his head, stepping over. “Eva.” He takes my hand in his, wrapping my fingers around the cold metal of the handgun. “The gun is for you.”
“How do you know that?” I snap at John, holding the gun out from my body as far as I can get it. Like it is a snake, or a grenade.
“I like a bigger gun.” He winks, holding up his rifle.
I give him an exasperated look. 
“No, really. If I were to use a Taurus, it would be the OSS or the PT1911. This,” he points to the gun lying in my hand, “fits your hand perfectly and still has the power that you seem to love.”
Interesting, but I’m not about to believe this gun is meant for me. Despite my aid in getting the others out of there, it’s not like we’d parted on good terms. Nope. I’m quite sure disobeying a direct order is akin to insubordination in Convict’s book. “Why the gun? Why not just give me new ammo for my Glock?”
He raises a brow. “I don’t know. Why don’t you tell me?”
I suck in a breath. Because Convict knew I’d given my Glock up to my pet zombie. He probably figured I hadn’t had a chance to get it back. 
I stare down at the gun, the polished metal mocks me, flaming at the sliver of shame that is rising for all the nasty things I’ve been thinking of Convict. A-hole had sent me a gun. And now I couldn’t call him that—even in my mind—anymore. Crap.
I stuff the gun into the back of my pants. “Fine. Whatever. But I’m not going to be kowtowing to him like he’s alpha dog.”
John looks taken aback. “You better not.”
I give him an inquisitive look. 
He smiles, his brown eyes flashing in the moonlight. “I’m your alpha.”
I snort and push by him. “Come on then, Wolf-dog. We don’t have all night.”
I am pleased as punch when he has to jog to catch up. Who is Alpha now? And then he ruins it by speaking.
“You’re right… fangs. We need to get a move on. But might I suggest we go in that direction?” He pats the front pocket of the backpack, then points about fifteen degrees to the left.
I growl and change course.
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I swear the dots circling the top edges of my vision are vultures. Either that or dark spots, the kind you get when you’ve way overexerted yourself. I used to get them after running a long race during cross-country track. I remember laying on the ground after having collapsed just this side of the finish line and staring up into the sky as I panted for air. I’d see vultures then too. I think I used to pray they’d come and pick my body clean since I was obviously toast. Ha. I didn’t know anything about being toast. I was such a wimp. The old me would never have made it this far. Vampire talents or not, crossing this desert is going to be the death of me. 
Not John though. I stare with envious eyes at the back of my companion marching before me. As the night progresses, he seems to regain more and more of his energy. I swear he now has what my mom would call a “bounce” to his step. Sickening.
John’s hand pops up. I stumble to a grateful stop and watch as he digs the map out of his back pocket. That’s where he’s taken to keeping it. Doesn’t pay to put it away when he’s checking it every five minutes. Least it seems that way. Our stops to check the map have been getting closer and closer together recently. I’d be worried about his sense of direction if not for the fact that he has a compass. The same compass he’s using now. 
He frowns down at it. Checks the map. Whistles. And it’s not a good, that’s beautiful kind of whistle, but a that’s-a-beaut kind of whistle. I’d be extremely anxious right now if I weren’t so exhausted. Instead I stumble over, grunting out a, “What is it?”
“See these spots?” 
I bend over, looking at the two spots he points out.
“Town.” He taps the first one, then the second. “Base.
John folds the map, stowing both it and the compass away. He stands back up, scanning our 360. No way we’re going to make it to that first town by daybreak at this pace.”
I groan. “Just shoot me now.”
“Hey, weren’t you on the track team?” He points far to the north at the slight bump of earth that just might be a string of mountains… really far away. “Come on, Harper. First one there gets the choice between the MRE spaghetti or Asian style beef.”
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I don’t remember much more of that night. Other than running. Faster and faster, pushing myself beyond exhaustion. Stumbling upon the rocks that seemed to leap out in front of my feet. I remember the horrific moment when the sun came up. I remember John swearing and trying to wrap me up in his wetted down shirt. 
And then I don’t remember anything else. 
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“Eva… Drink.”
I blinked, looking up from the arduous task of painting my nails to see the familiar outline of my dad haloed by a glowing ring of morning light spilling in through the kitchen window. He smiled down at me, nudging the cup closer until it clinked into one of the dozen nail polish bottles littering the table. 
The cup was one of my mother’s cut crystal tumblers that were reserved for guests—or my father’s nighttime “toddy.” I frowned, staring at the strange reddish liquid within. It almost looked like V-8, except not so thick.
“What is it?” Not my morning orange juice, that’s for sure.
“Something I made. Kind of like an immunity booster.”
I rolled my eyes, shoving the cup away. Ever since the outbreak in South America, dad had been a little nutty. I blamed it on his work. It hadn’t been so bad when he was a microbiologist in the labs at Flagstaff Medical Facility, but a month ago he’d been pulled from his current project and asked to head the research team down at the Naval Research Laboratory at Anderson Mesa. It had seemed like a real feather in his cap. What it was, was a pain.He was obsessed. If last week when he’d pulled me from the debate team’s spring trip to Phoenix because he didn’t want me traveling “in a time like this” hadn’t proven it, then the hours and hours he spent after work down in his basement workroom did.
Paranoid. Bordering on OCD. There must be a pill for that combo.
“Dad. You don’t have to worry. The virus is contained below the border. They said so on the news last night, remember? No international flights, barricades along the coast. We’re good. Even the President said so.”
I turned my attention back to my nails. The Desert Sun polish had a neat glittering gold undertone, but I was beginning to think it was too garish for the midnight-blue dress Carrie and I had picked out for me. Just the thought of the beautiful silk dress with its diaphanous folds (Carrie’s description, not mine), had my heart racing. The prom. Tonight. Carrie would be coming over in a few hours to help me with my hair and makeup and then… then I’d be waltzing (okay, trying not to trip over my two left feet) into the Radisson ballroom on Raoul’s arm.
I held my hand away from my face, puckering my lips. No, the Desert Sun wasn’t right. I scanned the bottles before me. Maybe the Silver Twilight?
“Crowd control. The media is being asked to keep panic to a minimum.”
Oh wow. Mom and I needed to talk, because if Dad was imagining government conspiracies now, we had a real problem.
“Dad, I take my vitamins. I run. I eat healthy, drink my orange juice every morning.” I grabbed a ball of cotton and the nail polish remover and started to work on stripping my nails. “Besides, wasn’t it you who said all that stay healthy, avoid passing germs stuff was junk? That this virus is too virulent to be contained by such inadequate measures?”
He sucked in air through his teeth, swearing under his breath.
“Can’t have it both ways, Dad,” I said, and reached for the Silver Twilight.
He snatched the bottle out of my grasp.
“Hey!”
He shoved the cup toward me. “Drink this and maybe I’ll let you go to the prom tonight.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Let me go to the prom? Not going to work, Dad. You’ve already given both me and Raoul your permission. Besides, you don’t want to break mom’s heart. She can’t wait to snap a memory card full of pictures before we go tonight.”
“You will drink!” His fist slammed down onto the table, making me jump and yelp. This was not my father. Dad didn’t get angry. I could count on my hand the number of times he’d yelled at me. Just curl my hand into a fist and…yup, zero.
His face twisted up, pain choking his voice into a harsh whisper. “Please, Eva girl.”
Nor did he plead.
The table shifts under my hands—guess he really hit it hard—I stare at the bottle of sparkling Desert Sun as the room fades behind a sparkle of lights. Desert. Sand. Sun. The sturdy man before me framed with a blinding halo of white light. 
Am I dying then? 
I blink, my nails digging not into the lace tablecloth but the sturdy cotton shirt of the man holding me. He’s but a shadow compared to the blazing light behind him. I swallow past a tongue that has already gone dry.
“Dad?” When you die, you get to see the people you love, right? The people who passed before you? It would make sense that my dad would hold me through this transition into the afterlife. Or it would, if I were human. Did vampires go to heaven? 
No they go to hell. 
“I’m so sorry, Dad.”
“Please, Eva… Drink.”

Only the voice coaxing me to drink is not my dad’s but someone equally familiar. Someone who’s holding me tight against his trembling chest. 
Something presses against my cracked lips. Warm, sweaty, and oh so sweet in its intoxicating scent. A man’s wrist. A pulse. Blood. John’s blood. 
I want it.
No!
I turn my face away, but am jostled as John shifts me around. Then his wrist is pressed against my lips once more, only this time it’s more than just the sweet scent of his sweat glazed skin, it’s his blood. He’s cut himself. No fair.
“Eva, Take my vein.”
I strain against his hold, my weak arms feebly trying to push his arm away. Doesn’t he understand? Doesn’t he see what he’s doing to me? Monster. He’s trying to turn me into a monster all over again.
“Can’t.” I manage to pant out. “You’re a were. Won’t work.” 
“You drink zombie blood!”
“Know. Weird that.” His hand drops down to my chest. Feeling me up or feeling for a pulse? 
Stupid, Eva. You have no chest, remember?

I couldn’t even fill out my prom dress. I remember how Carrie stood there in my bedroom shaking her head. I can practically see her measuring eyes, the purse of her lips as she considers what to do. And then my mom breezes in, her wide mouth spread in a smile that went from ear to ear, a pretty pink box with a black bow on it held out in her arms. Padded push-up bra. Thank you, Victoria Secrets.
“I’m in human form now. Maybe it will work. ” John’s voice pulls me back to the present. Too bad, that part of the memory, the before, the last moments with my friends and family? I could live that over and over and never tire.
“Not going to drink your blood,” I say.
“Why not?” 
I can tell he’s getting angry now, like that last breakfast with my dad. Dad never got angry. I hate it when the people I love got angry with me. So I force my mouth to form around the words to explain. “Werewolf should never be a lamb. Won’t drink. Won’t control you.”
“Honey, it will take a lot more than one little female vamp doling out commands to control me. Now drink.” And the wrist is back.
I shake my head, but I can’t muster the energy to turn my head from the slick river of blood that dribbles from his slit skin. Time shifts—faster, slower, I’m not sure. It’s no longer measured by seconds but by each pulse of his heart.
“Damn it, Eva! Drink. You have to drink.” It’s dad’s voice again. No, not just dad’s voice. Both of them. Pain, desperation. Neither of which either should ever show. Not my calm father, not my stoic John. How can I fight them both? I can’t. 
I let myself go, testing, with my tongue, the blood dribbling onto my lips. Oh, yes… More! I latch on, pull in a long draw. My mouth fills with the liquid that is my drug. Sweet ambrosia, John’s blood, but there is something else there. Something…
I yank my head back, shoving his wrist away. I bit him. I drank from him. I’m choking on the tangy sweet liquid that pools in the back of my throat. Want to spit it out. Need to spit it out.
“Swallow!”
Don’t want to. Don’t want to.
“Swallow it!” It’s both of them again. No, it’s all three. John, dad, and him… I can’t resist him. His words, like an undeniable command in my head. Swallow. So I do. My body begins to shake. Fire running through my veins. The blood. Oh sweet blood. Not just human, something else there, but right now it is dormant. And that makes it human enough.
“Thank you, Eva. You’ll be okay now. You’ll be okay,” they whisper together.
Okay? How can I ever be okay? Dad’s dead. Me a monster.
A hand strokes down my cheek, rubbing away my tears. 
Why, dad? Why did you let this happen?
“You scared me, Eva.”
And then there is only one. I come back to myself, my eyelids flickering open. It’s John and only John who holds me now. Not him. Not my dad. But now I know. I know what he did to me. And I know what my dad did too. 
I grip John’s arm, tugging him down close. “I think I know why I can drink their blood.”
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The only good thing about the gas guzzling bucket of bolts we found is that it’s noisy. I am sick to death of the spring loaded bench seat, the rattling dash, the flickering overhead light that must be cross-wired to the headlights and comes on whenever they do—I think we’ll be lucky to get another mile out of the antiquated hobby truck we’ve “confiscated”—but I can’t help but appreciate the reprieve that the deafening roar of its engine has given me. Hard to talk over this roaring beast. A good thing, as I really don’t want to talk any more about the incident that set us on this course. 
I’d drunk John’s blood. And liked it. 
He had been right in that he’s too strong of mind for the feeding to have given me any control over him—if it had he would have stopped quizzing me already—b ut it did give me a sort of hyper-awareness of where he is, or what his general state is. What is weirder is to know that under that stoic exterior, John is a bundle of emotions. Keyed. It’s been two days since my revelation in the cave and he’s still supercharged with excitement.
Wish I could share it. I’m just plain hungry. The first day after we’d left the shallow cave John had found to “resuscitate” me in had been riddled with hard decisions. Logic dictated we head for the base. The problem was, after the Alcatraz debacle, neither of us want to get everyone’s hopes up again. I mean, what if my theory is wrong? So, when we found the truck, its bed filled with over a dozen cans of gas, and in quasi-working order, it seemed like a sign: Wait on going to the base and check things out on our own first.
So here we are, rattling down Interstate 40 toward my old home. And the only thing making more noise than the growling engine is my growling stomach. I’d survived so far on that one mouthful of John’s blood, the rich human component of his red blood far more nutritious than any zombie could ever be, but not been nearly enough to regain all that I’d lost in the desert. But since we’d found the truck and started our trek east, the zombies have been harder and harder to find. Like, try impossible. I don’t want to hazard a guess as to why that is, though I suspected I already know the answer, and the reasoning is enough to have my palms going clammy. 
We are well into Arizona, and Arizona is the base of my queen’s territory. She may have a live and let die policy regarding the zombies outside of it, but she would not be able to stand them messing up her pretty state. I really hadn’t wanted to go back, but here we must go. Home is where my father’s basement lab is. And there we hope to find his notes. Notes I hope will tell me what had been in that concoction he’d all but forced on me that morning. I’d felt weird all the rest of that day and then, after… well, no other vampire I know can actually live off the blood from a zombie. I can think of only one reason for that.
“So explain to me why, if your dad developed this vaccine you think he did, that they didn’t make it through the first wave of infection.”
I look over at John. For the most part our trip today has been silent, but every occasionally his emotions peak enough that he yells above the roar of the engine to ask another question. Not surprisingly, they’ve been coming more often as we get closer to our destination and what we hope to find there is on our minds more often than not. 
I swallow, forcing myself to answer. “My parents were never infected, just killed.”
He glances over at me. “How do you know this, if you were still recovering from the change?”
I’d told him it was the same day I’d drunk the concoction that I’d been turned. The same day as the San Francisco outbreak. So this is a logical question.
“Because of the queen. She had one of her vampires take pictures, and then had them shown to me.” I pick at a broken nail, trying to block the images that come to mind with the memories. The shredded flesh. The rough bone-white edges of twisted limbs. The blood. God, the blood.
“I’m sorry.” I barely hear him over the ambient noise. More, I feel his pity. I hate pity.
“It’s okay. It was a long time ago.”
“Not so long.”
“Seems like a lifetime,” I say, folding my hands carefully in my lap.
We stop soon after. The gas-gage isn’t working, but John seems to know well before the choking chug of the engine warns us that we need to refill. I wait in the cab as he steps out into the night and works the screw top off the tank. He’s back in the cab well before the remembered images of my parent’s violent death fade.
“That’s it, last can.”
I nod. It might not get us all the way there—the truck is a gas guzzling beast—but it should get us close. 
John has yet to start the engine. I frown, looking over at him. “What’s wrong, John?”
He shakes his head, but his hands remain on the wheel rather than turning the key in the ignition. “Nothing. I’m still having trouble wrapping my head around this.”
I twist in my seat to face him better. “What part?”
“The why drinking from me, a were, is not so much different than drinking from a zombie part. I mean, your dad wouldn’t have been trying to develop a vaccine for lycanthropy, so if it is the vaccine that allows you to drink from the zombies, then what allows you to drink from me?”
I frown, the skin of my forehead pinching together as I work this out. “I don’t know, but maybe it’s because your blood is human with a dormant element to it. Maybe that element is turned on during a full moon, or in the case of an older were, they learn to turn it on and off directly. Yes?”
He nods.
“That’s possibly it then. I can drink from you as well as I could a normal human, but the zombies are actually changed, no longer human. Though much of them remain human in appearance, it is, indeed, an infection that genuinely alters their DNA.”
“So by giving you the vaccine the day before you were turned, you think your body developed an antibody that now allows you to drink their blood?”
“Exactly. Or, well, close enough. Who knows what the effect would have been if I hadn’t gone through the change so soon after. Maybe nothing. Maybe the same. I don’t understand that sort of stuff. Not on that level anyway.”
He winks at me. “Okay there, Miss Valedictorian.”
“I was in the race for valedictorian. I hadn’t been named it yet.”
I still can’t believe I’d let him know that. But he’d quizzed me in depth when I’d first told him my theory and I, geek that I am, couldn’t help but throw in all sorts of scientific terms. He started ragging me, asking if I was “making it up” and I’d had to defend myself. Well, maybe not had to, but an explanation was necessary.
I guess my explanation works this time too because he twists the key in the ignition, revving the engine to give “Old Betty” the “TLC” John says she needs to move up into a full rumbling purr. 
I will never understand why guys feel the need to name their cars. Nor why, more often than not, they are female. Especially if they are temperamental.
We drive on. I try to concentrate on the landscape flashing past us rather than the guy sitting next to me. It’s hard though when the scenery is so monotonous and the small space of the cab is permeated by his very essence. His scent, his pulse. I feel like an alcoholic, one who’s fallen off the wagon.
A sign—exit here—flashes by on the far side of the highway. I latch onto the words like I would the first step in a twelve-step pamphlet, and clear my throat. “Take the next exit. If we get off here, it will take us right through Williams. It might be a good place to hunt up some food and rest for the day.” And get out of this cab. I need fresh air.
John glances out the driver’s side window. He has an uncanny ability to tell time based on the position of the moon and stars. Must be a werewolf thing. 
“Flagstaff is only about a half hour, forty-five minutes, beyond that, right?” he asks.
“In this tank? More like an hour and half. Regardless, it’s going to take time to search my dad’s stuff, and if there is nothing there, then we’ll probably have to check out both his lab at the hospital and the one down in Anderson Mesa.”
“And you’re thinking it’s better to have a whole night to do that in.”
“Right.” And I’d like a breather before sneaking up on the backside of the queen’s home-base territory. And just forget having to sleep there. No overnighters please. In and out and gone before anyone is the wiser. That’s the plan.
“Okay,” he says, steering around another stranded car on the highway. We are traveling on the westbound lane because it’s the only one that is somewhat clear. Whether the drivers of the abandoned cars blocking the eastbound turned into zombies or whether they simply ran out of gas as people tried to flee the west coast is probably about a fifty-fifty guess, but it makes that side pretty much impassible now.
A mile later John swings our tank down the entrance ramp and onto Rt. 64. It’s harder to maneuver here and he has to duck and weave between the cars. These ones I know for a fact were abandoned for a reason more pressing than lack of gas. Hard to miss the broken windows or the skeletal remains that are often laying half-in, half-out of the cars. 
John nudges a car out of the way with the nose of the truck and inches forward another half block where he stops behind a pile up of cars. Empty. These ones were either the zombies, or the ones that got out and ran as the zombies bore down on them.
“Far as she goes.” John pushes the door open, grabbing his rifle from the seat between us, and steps out onto the street. I scramble after him—my door is stuck shut—and stand beside him as he sniffs at the air.
“Nothing.”
“I could have told you that.” There hasn’t been anything in the whole state of Arizona. I scan the car-strewn streets, look back over my shoulder. “Maybe out of town a bit?”
“Your wish is my command, my lady. Can’t have you fainting away on me again.”
“Ha, ha. Very funny.” I climb back into the truck, scooting over so he can get in too. The engine roars to life and John has us turned around and heading in the other direction. 
We pass over the highway to the northwest. A small subdivision on the left, a lake off to the right, a golf course.
“Think they’re out playing a round of golf?”
I shoot him a disparaging look.
“Right. Want to head back to that small subdivision?”
“Did you smell anything?”
He shakes his head.
I sigh. John’s nose is as reliable, if not more so, than my ability to sense heartbeats. Especially as we fly by so fast in our rattling truck.
We travel for another half mile. It’s far enough to see that we’ve passed the boundaries of civilization.
“Go ahead and turn around,” I say to John.
“Wait, I thought I caught a whiff…” He trails off, jerking the steering wheel to the right. The tires spin and spit as we skid onto a side road.
I clutch the dash, shaking my head. “You and Herbie.” 
“Shh.” He hits the brakes, cuts the engine. And there it is: the heartbeat. 
I scan the trees around us; think of the long stretch of national forest we’ve driven through. “Survivor?” It’s possible. If the person had enough survival skills to make it in the woods. There is certainly enough room to get lost up here.
“Not with that body odor.”
I inhale deeply through my nose, closing my eyes as I try to decipher the smells of forest, animal, and… yes. Zombie.
I practically jump over John in my eagerness to escape the cab. He chuckles, quickly getting out of my way.
I spin around, zeroing in on the heartbeat. North. No more than a few hundred yards. Even better, it’s downwind and heading in our direction. Too eager to wait, I push into the forest.
“How has it survived? How can there just be one?” I say to John as he keeps pace with me.
“I imagine it survived how anyone else would in the wood. By hunting. As far as how there is just one?” He casts a sidelong glance at me.
A shiver runs down my spine, almost ruining the excitement of this find. “The queen. I’m sure her followers are on order to keep the territory clean… from all annoyances.”
But she missed this one or it has wandered in recently. And now it’s mine.
A snuffling moan breaks the stillness of the forest. Ten yards ahead the zombie—a one- time hiker, judging by the outfit and boots—stumbles around from behind a tree. 
I smile. 
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I lean back against the wall of the garage, my hands folded over my contented belly as John raids the large white box freezer in the corner. Not only had it been a good hunting day for me, but our luck just keeps on holding. I mean, what are the chances of finding a house that still has power a year and a half after the demise of civilization? But we have. This house, this eco-friendly mansion on top of a hill, was never connected to the mainframe and therefore has its own solar panel unit that covers all the creature comforts in life. Hot water, heat, power for the lights, stove, and fridge—a very stinky fridge I must say—and this rumbling freezer. 
John tosses aside a bag of ice, followed by an icepack, a pint of ice cream, a bag of lima beans, cauliflower, peas and pearl onions. And then holds up a package triumphantly. 
“Eureka.” He smiles. “Frozen hotdogs.”
“Is that it?”
He digs some more. “Mostly, yeah. There’s a bunch more vegetables, some lean cuisine dinners and some frozen lasagna.”
I crinkle my nose.
His lips curl up at the corners. “Not a big garlic fan?”
“That’s a myth. I was just hoping for some steak.”
“You just fed.”
“So? By the time it’s thawed I’ll probably be hungry again.” 
“And steak will do it?”
“No, but a good rare steak will help take the edge off.”
“Huh.” He digs deeper, until his brown head disappears below the white lip. Finally he comes up announcing, “Sorry, no meat. Well,” he holds up the package in his hand, “other than the hot dogs.”
He jerks his head toward the door that leads to the kitchen inside. “Come on. I want a real dinner tonight. No more cereal or army rations.”
I didn’t think he actually had army rations left, but I can understand about the cereal. It’s one of the few foods that are good beyond its expiration date and found in almost every convenience store we’ve passed.
He rummages through the kitchen cabinets, comes up with a blue box with orange lettering. “Oh yeah, this will be perfect.”
Whistling happily, he turns on the electric stove and fills a pot of water, adding more than a dollop of salt. I suppose werewolves don’t have high blood pressure.
And then it’s time to wait. He stays by the stove, staring down impatiently at the water that has yet to boil.
I reach over and pick up the box on the counter, tracing the large bold K. “You know, just because I’m not a lasagna fan, doesn’t mean you can’t eat it.”
“Why? This is better.” He takes the box from me and peels back the top of the cardboard. Removing the package of cheese, he dumps the noodles into the pot that’s barely simmering.
“Impatient?”
He smiles and grabs a plate from the cupboard. He cracks the seal on the thawing hot dogs and dumps all five onto the plate and promptly pops them into the microwave. Two minutes, on medium-high.
The water is finally boiling when the microwave dings. He gives the macaroni a stir and then checks the hotdogs which go around for another molecule bounce. Another stir, the microwave dings. He pulls the plate out and starts slicing. Next is draining the elbows and prepping them with the cheese mixture. No butter. No milk. But he doesn’t seem to care and adds just enough water to get the lumps out. 
And then it’s done and he has a mountain-sized plate of mac and cheese and chopped up hot dog. He settles on a stool behind the bar-height counter and takes a big sniff.
“Ah, home sweet home.”
“Hot dogs and mac and cheese remind you of home?” I settle onto the third stool.
“It’s the ghetto diet, baby.” He scoops up a spoonful, shoveling it in. His eyes close as if he’s in bliss. “Ah. Still as bad as I remember it.”
“Then why didn’t you pick the lasagna?”
“Good question.” His mouth twitches up, but there is something about it that seems false or maybe that’s my newly acquired John radar that senses a correspondent drop in his mood level. Immediately I want to take my words back.
“Sorry, it doesn’t matter. If you like mac and cheese, who am I to question it?”
“So it’s not the hot dogs you object to?” he asks around a mouthful of processed meat by-product. I almost envy him the joy he seems to have in the simple meal. Except, of course, he’s right; I’ve never liked hot dogs. Even before I decided to become a vegetarian. And then when I found out what was in them? Nope, no way I could tough ‘em out again. 
“I never understood the appeal of hot dogs and mac n cheese,” I say.
“Not much that appeals, other than it is cheap, easy to prepare and filling.”
I tilt my head, studying him. I realize I know nothing about John and his before. Sure I know he was training to be part of one of the most elite group of soldiers in the United States Navy and that gives me some insight into the kind of guy he used to be, which is not too different from the guy he is now, but I know nothing of his before, before.
“Where was home?” I ask.
His chewing slows, as if the hot dog has turned into rubber in his mouth.
“Sorry, I’m prying aren’t I?”
“It’s okay,” he mumbles around another mouthful. “You’re my teammate. Which makes you pack. And pack should always know where each other’s roots are anchored.”
I wait, not wanting to push. I’m still trying to wrap my head around the teammate thing, let alone the pack thing. 
“I was born in New York. My mom was a stage actress, or at least she wanted to be. Two off-Broadway plays where she said all of two lines, and an unexpected present from the director later—that would be me—and she couldn’t even get those two-bit parts. We scraped by on welfare for a few years, living in a neighborhood that is pleasantly described as “rough” on a good day. But she never was able to break back onto the stage. So we headed out to L.A. Guess she got it into her head that she would do better on film than on the stage. She did, if you count being the star of an adult film as better.”
“John,” I lay my hand on his arm, as if I could draw the hurt I feel in his voice out through the touch, “you don’t have to tell me anymore.”
He looks down at his plate where he’d been playing with his food rather than eating. Carefully he sets the spoon down. “Not much more to tell. I had a whore of a mom, no dad, and a steady stream of ‘uncles.’ Finally I got sick of it and ran off. Lucky for me, I landed on the door of a high school friend whose dad happened to be in the navy. I’m not going to say he was the father I never had, but he had a real impact. As soon as I was old enough, I enlisted. Basic training sucked, of course, but once I was out and doing something?” He raises his head, meeting my gaze. “Let’s just say I found my first true love.”
“So you were eighteen when you enlisted?”
“Seventeen. Mom was all too eager to sign me away.”
“How long before you became a SEAL?”
“I never became a SEAL, remember? I was only in training.”
I glare at him, not appreciating how he’s downplaying all he’s accomplished.
“I went into BUDS the day I turned nineteen.”
I look him over, studying the stubble on his chin, the hard planes of his jaw. There are no wrinkles and he’s amazingly free of scars, but, “You seem older.”
He shrugs. “I think it’s the werewolf thing.”
Or maybe the hard childhood. I don’t say this though. Just because he shared his past doesn’t mean he wants to dwell on it.
John stands abruptly and moves around the counter to the sink. He dumps his plates in and then turns back to me. “We should see if this place has a basement. Or at least a room with some good light-blocking shades.”
I blink and look over at the large picture window. It faces south so there is no sun peeking over the horizon, but there is a distinct lightening of the sky.
“I’ll look on the backside of the house if you take the front.” I slide off the stool.
We go our separate ways. I find myself in the bedroom area. A master and two kids. It looks like the place was ransacked. Drawers ajar, hangers strewn in a trail from closet to beds. It’s obvious the house’s previous occupants gathered what they could and fled. In the girl’s room I find a frilly lace coverlet, a dresser topped with makeup, a stack of CDs, and a single picture on her nightstand. I find myself tracing my finger over the silver frame that holds a smiling boy of about seventeen. Boyfriend, I’m guessing. I wonder if he went with them. I wonder if they made it.
“Eva?”
I drop the picture, spin around. John is standing in the door, studying me intently. I pointedly don’t look back at the photo as I cross the room.
“Find anything?” I gesture behind me. “All these rooms have sheer curtains.”
“I found a family room. It has a couch and a nice cushy rug and best of all, no windows.”
“Sounds perfect.”
He holds his hand out to me. I hesitate but then slip my hand into his. Almost immediately, the high-strung tension that seems to constantly vibrate around him eases.
Must be a werewolf thing; the simple desire for physical contact. A brush of bodies here, a quick touch of the hand there. Ever since the revelation in the cave, he’s been unabashed with these little touches. I’d been trying to avoid them, but now that I’ve eaten and am not thinking of lunging for his neck anymore, I don’t see the harm in giving him this.
Hand clasped firmly in his, he leads me to a room deep in the interior of the house. The family room is as cozy as the name suggests. Here too, pictures cover the cozy terracotta walls, and the off-white couch and armchair are cushy affairs with fluffy Afghans draped over the back. Flanking the couch is a recliner complete with a weighted moose that holds TV remotes in it. The flat screen TV that fills the back of the room won’t get any stations, of course, but it fits and makes the place seem even more homey.
“Pick your spot and take a load off,” he says, releasing my hand. 
I walk to the couch, test the cushions. Very soft. Like cradle me in clouds soft. I’m so used to sleeping on the ground, I’m not sure I can deal with that kind of comfort. I move over and sit on the plush area rug instead.
“You don’t have a problem with a little bit of fire do you?”
I jerk my head up, alarmed. Fire? Inside the house? Is he crazy? 
There is a strike and flame dances to light upon the match in his hand. He dips it into the opening of a glass jar, lighting the wick. The sicky, sweet scent of grocery store vanilla candle immediately permeates the room. He waves the match out, setting it carefully on the candle lid.
“There. That’s better. An overhead light just seems too bright for pre-sleeping.” He smiles, lowering himself down next to me on the rug.
I nod wordlessly. The way the small flame dances, casting light and shadow around the room has just turned this cozy family area into, well, something else. 
Heat rises into my cheeks and I have to look away. My imagination is definitely running a one-sided race. He’s being considerate of my sensitive eyes by not bathing the room in fluorescent lighting. Heck, it’s probably for his own sake. I’m sure his senses are as keen as mine regarding light levels.
“There is a question I’ve been meaning to ask you,” John says, stretching out on his side upon the floor, head on hand, elbow bent, so he’s looking up at me.
“Oh? What’s that?” That was brilliant. And totally makes me feel like the tongue-tied class nerd of before.
“When we win this thing, and there are no zombies left, what are you going to do?”
I know what he’s asking. Not what am I going to do, do, but what, or rather whom, am I going to feed off of. 
I shift, drawing my knees to my chest and resting my chin on them. I tilt my head as if considering. “Well, since the world hopefully won’t need zombie killers anymore, I’m thinking of a career change. Maybe something with the Red Cross. What do you think?”
His brow wings up, then the outside of his lips follow. He laughs, teeth flashing in the candlelight as he shakes his head. This one is a real smile. One that dimples the cheeks and reaches the eyes. It’s a really nice smile, what I don’t understand is why it’s set off my fight or flight reflexes.
He pats the rug in front of him. “Lay down, Eva. Relax.”
I stare down at the soft rug, the slim few inches of space between us. If I want to lie down on the rug and keep any amount of space between us, either he has to move, or I do. I don’t want to set off those doggy anxiety sensors though, so… “I’m fine sitting for now.”
His eyes twinkle. “Am I making you nervous, Eva?”
“What? No.” Thou doth protest too much. Crap, I am so not good at this sort of thing. Which brings to question, what sort of thing? Yeah, he’s obviously messing with me, but like the touchy feely bit, it’s just as likely a wolfy-pack thing as a come-on. He probably doesn’t get how awkward this all is for me. 
I decide to follow one of my dad’s favorite adages: Honestly is the best policy. I clear my throat, revising my statement. “I mean, yeah, you do.”
“Why?”
I glare at him, wishing I could take my Sheriff knife and skewer him on it. I take it back, he gets it. Jerk is enjoying watching me squirm. 
“You know why, because of this.” I wave at the scant bit of space between us.
He tips his head, his tongue tucked into his cheek thoughtfully. Then he shifts back, a whole six inches. “Better?”
I can’t help it, he’s made me smile. “Yes, thank you.”
He rolls onto his back, lacing his hands behind his head, eyes closed. I find my gaze trailing over his body before I even know what I’m doing and have to remind myself to keep my focus on his face.
“So, valedictorian.”
“In the running for valedictorian,” I correct automatically.
“Whatever,” he says, shrugging his shoulders. “The pixie cut. Was that before or after you were changed?”
I absently touch my hair. It’s grown out enough that it’s no longer spiky. “After…” 
“I bet you were pretty with long hair.”
“And I’m not pretty now?”
He opens his eyes, looking up into mine. “You’re beautiful now.”
I scoff. “Whatever.”
“You don’t think you’re pretty?”
I narrow my eyes, trying to read what’s going on in his head behind his chocolate-brown eyes. I’m not sure what he’s leading up to. Just that he is. I think of not answering anymore of his questions, but then I remember his admissions at the dinner table. “Pack, huh?”
“Pack.”
I lay down on my stomach, cradling my head on my hands. I take a deep breath. “No. I don’t think I’m pretty. Cute, maybe. But not pretty, and certainly not beautiful. Those adjectives are for… well… girls that don’t look about twelve.”
“You don’t look twelve.”
“OK, fourteen.”
He shakes his head but doesn’t correct me this time. The silence stretches out. I think perhaps he’s fallen asleep. His eyes are closed again, his breathing even. And then all of a sudden he speaks. “Ever have a boyfriend?”
“A couple,” I hedge.
“Didn’t either of them ever tell you that you’re beautiful?”
“Yes. One.” Raoul. I was his dash of sunlight in a winter sky. His wild rose in a field of briars. Kyle just played the “you’re so sweet. So different from anyone else I’ve dated” card.
John opens his eyes, his brow creased in confusion. “So why didn’t you believe him?”
“He was a liar. A charming, good for nothing, snake.”
“He hurt you bad, didn’t he?”
“You could say that.”
“How? And why did you let him?”
“Because he was a god, and I was, well, me.”
His eyes narrow on me. “You’re going to have to explain that one to me.”
“What’s to explain? Here I am,” I roll on my side, gesture down my body. “And there he was… hitting on me.”
“Why does that surprise you so much?”
“Have you looked at me?”
He rolls to his side, propped on his elbow.. Then with great care he drags his gaze over my body, down, then up again. 
Heat floods my cheeks and I look away. “Stop.”
“Why? I like your body.”
I snort.
“It’s true. You’re small and lean, but these curves you have?” He leans forward, his hand riding up past my hip and along my side, upward. “Just right.”
“You’re blind.” I flop back onto my stomach, studying the carpet fibers. .
He slaps me on the butt, sitting back. “Stop insulting my girl like that.”
“Your girl?” My voice is high and shrill. And why shouldn’t it be? The jerk slapped my ass and as much as called me his property? And… and… what the hell is going on here?
He cocks his head to the side. “My woman?”
“What are you talking about?” I push up so that I’m sitting, giving him the evil eye. “Since when am I anything more than your teammate?”
He blinks at me, then with all seriousness says, “Since I kissed you.”
I shake my head, completely dumbfounded. “You’ve never kissed me.”
“Sure I did. Remember that first night we cuddled up real close and fell asleep together?”
“We’ve never slept together,” I inform him, curling my fingers around the word slept.
“No, we cuddled, then we slept. As in sleep snore, snore.”
That’s it, I’m done arguing. John, my quiet follow-the-rules, don’t-rock-the-boat John, has gone off the deep end. Not only is he purposefully baiting me now—and why in the heck is he baiting me?—but he’s delusional if he thinks I’m going to be sleeping with him on this rug either. This is getting completely out of control, bungling into territories that are far better off not being explored.
All of a sudden my idea to stop here rather than going on to Flagstaff seems like a really poor one. The sooner we get there and do what we came to do the better. This whole traveling together alone thing is charging the air with a chemistry that I’m sure is simply a matter of availability. I.e. the current state of limited availability. 
“The cave?” he prompts.
I blink, until my mind clicks back to the cave outside the storage facility and how, right before we settled in to sleep, my Wolf-dog had swiped that big sloppy wet tongue across my face. “Ew! That doesn’t count.”
“No?” He frowns, his brow furrowed up in puzzlement. “Then how about this?”
And then he leans in and kisses me.
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A branch slaps me in the face, which is completely fitting. Kind of like my own personal whipping. I can’t stop thinking about what happened back in the hilltop mansion. Like a bad nightmare it replays in my mind endlessly. I’d let John kiss me. Worse, I’d kissed him back. And then after, when we were both panting and eyeing each other like dessert, I’d allowed him to pull me down and “cuddle” until hours later, when we’d both finally calmed our racing hearts enough to fall asleep.
Sweet right? Until that evening when he’d gotten up before me, fixed his “breakfast” and I’d came into the kitchen all awkward and unsure and he’d started talking about the day’s plans, all the while acting like nothing had ever happened between us. Not even that stupid sloppy kiss that he had initiated. 
Nope. John is definitely in touch with his wolfy nature. Or more accurately, their dog cousins: All playful and attentive… until something else catches their attention.
I’m such a fool. At least I hadn’t actually “slept” with him; that would have been…
What, Eva? Heavenly? Sublime?
I growl, and then when John turns around to look at me, I cough, pretending I got something in my throat. It’s possible. The ground we’re trekking across isn’t exactly dust free. True to my prediction, the truck had run out of gas. Thankfully we were only a couple miles short of Flagstaff’s outer boundaries when it happened. Still, it would have been nice if the rusted out tank had held it together for a couple more miles before quitting on us. Bad enough I’d had to sit in a noisy cab with John, but now we trudge through the quiet suburban streets with nothing but the wind and a few songbirds to excuse our silence.
It doesn’t help that John is becoming increasingly agitated as we get closer and closer to our destination. I know part of it is probably the nearing of the end of our mission, but there is something else there too, and somehow I doubt it’s what did, or rather didn’t, happen between us last night.
Finally he halts, right smack in the middle of a four way stop, his hand coming up like I am his soldier. His “girl” indeed.
“What is it?”
His gaze skirts around nervously, his nostrils flaring like a winded thoroughbred on the backstretch. “I don’t like this.”
I look around at the deserted streets, the empty two story houses, the brown lawns. “Like what? There’s nothing here.”
“Exactly why I don’t like this.”
“John. Your nose is keener than a hound on a hunt. And I can hear heartbeats. Anything gets close to us, we’ll know.”
“Your range is limited to a quarter mile or so, right?”
“So?”
“A vampire, or a were, can travel a quarter mile pretty damn quick.”
I sigh, rubbing my forehead with my index finger and thumb. “There are no vampires here.”
He looks over sharply at me. “How do you know?”
“Even more than their heartbeats, I’d smell them. The queen and her followers all have a distinctive smell. It tends to linger. And I can guarantee, without a doubt, that none of them have passed through here in weeks.”
“What smell?”
Why the same smell I have. I shift uncomfortably, look away. I hate admitting this. “Almonds.”
There is nothing but silence for a few really uncomfortable moments, but then a hand touches my chin, urging my head back up. “Eva, it’s not your fault. And really, I like almonds,” the sides of his mouth crinkle up, “especially chocolate covered ones, so no worries, okay?”
I ignore the tickle on my heart when he says he likes chocolate covered almonds, though it’s nice to know I don’t insult his doggy senses. It doesn’t matter. What matters more is, “How do you know it’s not my fault. I never told you exactly how I was turned.”
“Not in so many words, no. But I’m pretty good at reading between the lines. Unlike I, who chose to be a were, you didn’t want what was done to you. True?”
I shake my head. Didn’t want? The statement is almost laughable in its simplicity. A young boy doesn’t want to go to bed. A gangly little girl doesn’t want to have to play softball in gym in front of her more coordinated friends. But being made, against your will, into a monster that would hunt down those same children? No words can describe that horror.
All of a sudden John is pulling me into his chest, his arms circling around me. The action seems out of place and over the top until I find myself choking back a sob that threatens to bubble up in my throat. Maybe this heightened awareness goes both ways. How else would he have known I was about to lose it?
“Shh… it’s okay. It doesn’t matter what you are. It’s who you are that counts. Okay?”
I’m not sure that makes any sense, but I can guess what he wants: Me to stop sniffling so we can get on with the mission. So I nod and mumble an, “’kay.”
He shifts me back, his hand reaching up to brush away a tear.
“Now, let’s go see if there is anything in your house.” He looks up at the sky. “I want to be out of here and on the way home by sunrise.”
Home. Home sounds good. I wonder though, all John’s talk of pack aside, can a monster like me ever really have a home?
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“Still not sensing anything?” John asks from where he is crouched, gun lifted and ready beside me.
I shake my head, but can’t draw my eyes away from the overgrown shrubs that hide more than half the front of the stucco house in front of us. Mom would be appalled if she could see this. The sugar bushes dad planted have gotten completely out of hand.
“I don’t smell any almonds, ‘cept you,” he says.
Neither do I. 
He shifts his gun back over his shoulder, the tension easing but not totally dissipating from his body. “We’d better hurry. I don’t want to spend much time here.”
“And time’s running out.” Especially if what we’re looking for isn’t here.
I turn my attention back to the faded green door. My entire being is vibrating with a mixture of dread and anticipation. I don’t want to go in there, but I need to. And I need to do it alone. 
I can’t explain my reasoning aloud though, hard to when you’re not sure what they are, so instead I go with logic. “Why don’t you get whatever supplies you need while I search. If I’ve found nothing by the time you get back, then we’ll head down to the Medical Center.”
John turns to look at me. I can tell, without meeting his gaze, that he wants to object—but one look at the sky has him nodding. “Okay. I won’t take more than an hour. There was a Walmart a mile or so back and that guns and ammo store. Might not be anything if there was much looting before the virus took hold, but it doesn’t hurt to check.”
He stands, starts to turn, but then stops, spinning back around.
“Eva?”
I drag my gaze from my house, looking up over my shoulder at him. He stands there, jaw working as if he’s unsure what to say. “Yeah?” I prompt.
“Don’t do anything that will get you in trouble, okay?”
“What could I possibly do that will get me in trouble?”
“I don’t know, but you seem to have a knack for it.”
And with that he is off, out of sight before I can blink. Huh, it just might be possible he is faster than me. It would explain why I had such a hard time keeping up with him back in Bakersfield. Even half-starved, I should have been able to outrun a human.
I turn my attention back to my house, trying to see past the overgrown bushes, the chipped stucco, and the grimy windows. It used to be beautiful, or pretty at least. I suppose I should be happy that it holds none of the sweetness or simple homey touches that would delude me into thinking the house is still a safe harbor for me. It’s a house, no more, no less. And if I want to be able to put it behind me for good, I need to get in there, get what I need, and get out again.
Up and at ‘em, Eva girl,
every second you procrastinate, life is passing you by.
Right.
Taking a few deep breaths, I stand and force myself to walk across the brittle grass of the lawn. The front door looms bigger and bigger the closer I get until I’m standing before it. This close, it seems as monstrous as the doors in Alice in Wonderland—after she’d taken the drink.
It takes Herculean effort to bend down and lift up the planter that flanks the left hand side of the porch, and a giant leap of faith to take that step back to the door. 
I can do this. I’m not stupid enough to think I’d really fooled John with my flimsy reasoning. I’m sure he realized I wanted to do this alone. Just as I’m sure he wouldn’t have left me here to this task if he didn’t think I could. 
I stuff the key into the lock and twist, then, before I can change my mind, push open the door and step into the hall. It’s a mixture of relief and unease when the first thought that comes to me is: This is not my house. It is, of course. I’m not so far lost that I can’t remember the home I lived in for over seventeen years. But it holds none of the sense of home for me anymore. The toppled and shoved aside furniture, the dusty curtains that billow in the breeze I just let in, they are only props. Without the actors, the players, there is no life here. There is no love. There is no home.
With new eyes I once again look around the house. It takes me a minute to realize it, my eyesight is so good, even in dim light, but then I note that the only light in the place is from the door I just opened…and a slim stream that comes in through the kitchen in the back. Every window is boarded up. The door I entered through? Braced by a chair that now lays smashed on the floor between it and the wall. 
Stronger than I used to be too.
I inch my way further into the house, gruesome images from the photos the queen forced me to look at overlapping the present time. There, upon the stairs in the pool of stained wood. That’s where he fell. If I were to go upstairs, I’d find the spot in the back bathroom where my mother was torn to shreds.
I move back into the kitchen, my gaze immediately honing in on the splatters of blood that stained the linoleum floor. Dumb dog. Stupid, lovable, brave dog. 
I wipe my eyes, turning away from the signs of violence. It’s as I stare at the back door with its shattered window, torn off boarding, and missing hinge, that I’m struck with two thoughts: First: There are no bodies. Why are there no bodies? Did a scavenger find them and drag what remained after the zombies got to them? And second: they stayed. Why in the hell would they have stayed? Dad, more than anyone, knew the danger they were in. He knew the true horror of the virus. What would have made him and mom chose to board up the house and try and ride it out?
You, Eva girl. We did it for you.
The truth of this hits like a knife in the gut. I clench at my stomach, bending over as I hyperventilate through the nauseating sickness that threatens to take me and send me under. 
No. I was gone. Missing, and though unbeknownst to them, already turned. They wouldn’t have stayed on a hope and a dream that I’d come back. Would they?
Yes, they would have. I, was their only daughter. Their much fought for child. My parents had been older than my friend’s parents, not because they’d waited so long to have children that they could only have one, but because it had taken them so long to have me. Ten years of miscarriages and infertility treatments and finally I came along. Neither mom nor dad had talked about it much, never wanting me to feel the pressure of being the only child, but occasionally the subject would come up.
They would have waited for me until the world ended. They would have ridden the fiery chariot into the depths of hell. For me.
I scream. The table is up and hurtling across the kitchen before I even realize I’m the one who threw it. The wood splintering crash as it hits the basement door is not nearly satisfying enough. I need more. I need to kill something. I need to find a zombie and rip its head off. I need to hunt down the queen and her bastard of a son and drive a stake through both their hearts. I need… 
I need to calm down.
It’s hard though, so I settle for screaming again. And then I settle for ripping wood from every boarded up window and door in the house. I don’t even realize I’m done until I find myself back in the kitchen leaning against the marble sink, panting. There I squint my eyes to block out the disastrous mess I’ve made around me, and look through my mother’s gingham curtains. This is what settles me, staring through my mother’s curtains up at Orion as he passes with club and shield through the sky. 
Just like I did the night before my last as a human.
It’s enough to calm me. When I’m sure I have my anger under control, I push off the edge of the sink and make my way to the basement door. It takes me a few seconds to clear away the debris, but then I’m on the stairs that lead down to my father’s home lab. Mostly used as a quiet space to get away and jot down his ideas, there isn’t much equipment down here. No more than you’d find in a high school lab. But it’s obvious a man of learning used this space. The metal shelves are filled with journals and plastic bound research papers. The white board is crammed full of equations and theoretical meanderings of the mind. Across the back wall is the old countertop that was stripped out from when my parents first moved in and decided a full remodel of the 1950’s style kitchen was needed.
Reverently, I move across the room toward the desk. I can see the outline of stack upon stacks of papers and notebooks, but the light coming down from the kitchen is too dim for even my eyes to see what they say.
Grabbing my dad’s wooden swivel chair, I roll it across the floor to the other side of the counter made desk. A quick twist to secure the back of the chair against the wall and I’m standing on it, ripping the boards off one of the two basement windows. 
Moonlight spills into the dark basement, filling the corners, throwing silver beams across my father’s workspace. Anything in those beakers or test tubes would be too old by now, exposed to air and heat and cold. No, it’s too late for any secrets, if there were any secrets, to be revealed from them. I move instead back to my father’s desk, running my finger along the worn edge where the laminate is peeling away.
I pick up a paper from one of the piles, glance it over, shuffle it to the back. I flip through a few more before I stop myself. My dad was an organized man. If he found something as important as a vaccine, would he have stuffed it away in a random stack? No.
I need to think like him. I need to step into his skin. What would he have done with it?
I run back across the basement, grab his wheelie chair and yank it over in front of the desk. Taking a steadying breath I sit, the worn hinges of the swivel and rock groaning under my slight weight. Would have squeaked more with dad. He was a solid man.
I sit there, in my father’s chair before my father’s desk, waiting. Someplace predictable, but safe. Wouldn’t do for someone to find it out of hand and misplace it accidently. But, he’d want it easily found if something happened and he couldn’t show the person sitting here next where it was. So…
I yank open the drawer in front of me. It’s filled with pens and blank notepads and a scientific calculator. Okay, not there. Next I check the drawers on the sides. Files. Some correspondences. Receipts for equipment. There is even seven years’ worth of tax returns for the money he earns writing
for scientific journals. Still no formula. I swivel the chair around, staring across the basement at the whiteboard. He wouldn’t have written it on something so… temporary?
I start to rise. My legs are heavy, and my hands refuse to let go of the arms of the chair. I stop resisting and plop back down. This chair. Here before the desk. I spin the chair back around, leaning back and looking up at the ceiling, my hands laced behind my head as my father often did. It’s as I’m tipping my head back that I notice it: the 11x14 picture of mom and dad and me
from our trip to Cancun when I was thirteen. The frame is slightly off-kilter. Tipped slightly to the left with a distinctive smear of grease at the top corner…like a smudged up print.
I stand. I have to climb on the desk to take the picture down but as I do, something shifts, flopping against the paper backing.
My heart hammers in my chest, my palms slick on the gilt frame. I turn the picture around. There is a slit across the top of the tan paper. I quickly tip the picture over. The object inside slides down to the top. I slip my hand in. My fingers curl around an edge. A notebook. One of those composition ones that you get for English class.
I pull it out, setting the picture on the back of the desk with one hand. And then I sit and flip to the first page. Five words in and I know: If you find this, then…
My heart stutters. I clamp the notebook to my chest, tears blurring my eyes. If you find this. I don’t have to read anymore to know that this notebook, the work of my father’s blood sweat and tears, will contain treasure for the human race. 
“Thank you, dad.”
Smiling I pull the notebook from my breast and flatten it on the table. Another few pages and my heart is no longer stuttering, but racing with a kind of excitement that I thought impossible except during the blood lust. I’m so engrossed that I almost miss it. The other heartbeat, pounding in an accompanying rhythm to my own.
Of course, it’s been almost an hour.
“John, look at th…” I trail off, the scent of candied almonds choking my words back down. I stuff the journal under a pile of papers, spinning back around to face my worst nightmare. And there he is, standing in the shadows by the base of the stairs.
“What are you doing here?”
He shakes his head, stepping forward into the room. Silver moonlight glints off his hair, his eyes flashing like starlight in his dark face. My breath catches. Even now, the devil can seduce the light of heaven to do his bidding. He smiles. 
“Why, Eva, don’t you know? I’m here to keep my promise.”
 





 
 
35.
 
Then…
 
“Eva, I promise. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
I clung tighter to Raoul’s muscular forearm, nervously eyeing the ballroom before us. His promise was easier said than done. I was going to be what happened to me. Helium balloons, strobe lights, a constant queasy stomach… dancing. Yup, this night was something out of one of my worst nightmares, but for one reason: I was there with Raoul. 
I realized I was digging my nails into his arm, the Moonlight Twilight like a set of short, sharp blades cutting into his custom fit tuxedo. Forcing myself to relax my grip was difficult, but I managed to relax to something short of blood-letting levels.
“You know,” I said, my voice wavering to betray my nervousness—as if the death grip hadn’t already. “We could skip the prom. Go to the park. Or maybe a movie.”
He chuckled, pulling me closer into his side. “No way. I’m not going to let you miss this.”
“Why not? I really don’t mind.”
He shook his head, turning me to face him, his hands cupping my face on either cheek. “Eva. This is your prom. Girls dream about this from the moment they turn thirteen. I’m not going to steal you away and deny you this pleasure.”
“That’s my whole point. Dancing? Playing dress up? Not exactly my things.”
“You like music. And you are certainly good at dressing up.” He held me out before him. His gaze dipped down my body before settling back on my face where it lingered briefly on my lips before returning to my eyes. “You are beautiful. No…beautiful fails to describe you. You are stunning in that gown. Like a midnight waterfall against a backdrop of stars.”
My tummy warmed, even if it didn’t settle much. That was the thing with Raoul. He never made me feel like a piece of flesh. Just wanted, cherished. Still didn’t change the fact that I didn’t want to be here. “Raoul…”
He drew me close, kissed my forehead, the spot burning like a lick of the sun. I sighed, my objections trailing off.
“Let me do this for you, Eva. I promise I’ll take care of you.” He stepped back from me, offering me his arm again with a smile and a wink. “And I’m an excellent dancer. All you have to do is let me lead.”
Let him lead. Okay there. He’d change his tune when I’d stepped on his feet for the umpteenth time.
I let him draw me out on the dance floor. At first it was awkward, him trying to lead me, and my two left feet not wanting to be led. But as he whispered and coaxed, his body pressed against mine like a blanket of security, I began to relax. We’d never made it to the level of Dancing with the Stars or anything, but with Raoul leading me I was no longer hopelessly inept either, at least for the slow numbers. When they started up a fast one...well, suffice it to say, Raoul finally took pity on me.
We stumbled off the dance floor, panting and laughing. Or at least I was panting. Raoul was just laughing, probably at me.
“And here I thought I was in shape.” I shook my head, letting him lead me to the refreshment center. “Three miles every other day and I can’t even spend ten minutes on the dance floor.”
“It’s a different sort of activity.”
“Still.” I took the punch he handed to me, lifting it to my lips. Fruity and bubbly. And no hint of alcohol—so far.
“Aren’t you having any?” I asked after noting he hadn’t gotten himself some.
He shook his head, his eyes firmly fixed on me, as if he were superman and had x-ray vision. “No. I thirst for something else this night.”
Oh boy. The cup in my hand shook. Thankfully it was almost empty, though that didn’t stop my urge to get rid of it. All of a sudden, with Raoul’s gaze sizzling across me like a caress, the fact that the prom was being held in a hotel with hundreds of rooms just a credit card swipe away took on a whole new meaning. If Raoul had reserved us a room, would I go? 
Yes.
My heart hammered so loud I was sure it was drowning out the DJ. Where had that come from? We still hadn’t done anything more than kiss. Okay, maybe a bit of heavy petting—through clothing. But not once had we talked about bringing our relationship to the next level, let alone skipping a bunch of levels to get to renting a room at the prom. I was a virgin. And had decided a long time ago I was going to remain one until college at least. I wanted the moment to be special. A milestone that was worth the wait.
But could anyone you meet at college ever look at you like he does, Eva?
The plastic cup I was holding crinkled. As if he’d sensed the imminent danger, Raoul managed to snatch it out of my hand right before I completely crushed it into shards of plastic and spilled the last third cup of punch all over my dress.
“Thanks,” I said, cheeks flaming at my klutziness. 
“You’re shaking.”
“I, um…” I couldn’t look him in the eye and stared past his shoulder again. He turned to follow my gaze, his eyes narrowing on the artfully displayed hors d'œuvre’s across the room.
“You are still hungry?” he asked, obviously confused.
After the large dinner he fed me? Hardly. I nodded anyway.
“Wait here. I’ll fix you a plate.”
I bit my lip as he strode off, his long legs carrying him gracefully through the groups of dancing couples. 
Way to go. Now I was going to have to eat a plate of food I didn’t want. Either that or admit what I’d been really thinking about.
Geez. What was with me? We’d only been dating a few weeks. A month ago I hadn’t even known Raoul from Adam. And here I was thinking about sleeping with him? My mother would be appalled. ‘Least, I think she would be. She seemed to have a real soft spot for Raoul. Not a day had passed since I introduced him that she hadn’t invited him over for dinner or dessert. Heck, sometimes I wondered if my mom was more in love with Raoul than I was.
In love with Raoul? Was I in love with Raoul?.
Well, duh, Eva. You are thinking of having sex with him.
I gulped, nervously running my hands down the sides of my gown. Way too much. Way too fast.
Behind me, someone swore at the same time that an elbow jostled into my back. I spun on the offender, though secretly I was grateful for the much needed distraction. “Hey! Watch it.” 
I got an absent “sorry” but no eye contact. The kid—Mark, I thought, based on the spiky Mohawk—was too busy peering over a corseted girl’s bare shoulder. In fact, there was a group of black clad kids trying to peer over the girl’s shoulder. 
Curious, I shifted closer, trying to get a glimpse between all the satin, leather, and lace.
“What is it?” I asked Mark. I was sure it was Mark now. Just as that was the newest Motorola Droid that the girl, Justine, was clenching in her black-lace gloves.
“Some nut is putting up twitter posts about the zombie outbreak,” Mark answered absently.
“Zombie outbreak?”
My confusion got Mark’s full attention. He blinked over at me, answering in a kind of my-your-dense tone. “Yeah, you know. The South American virus? This guy is calling it the zombie outbreak. Guess it’s just popped up in another city.”
Oh great. If that were true, I was surprised my dad hadn’t broken down the Radisson’s doors yet to drag me home. As it was, I was here on borrowed time. Only Raoul’s amazing ability to charm had bought me tonight’s freedom. That and drinking that disgusting concoction of his. Frankly it was no wonder my tummy was doing flips.
“I got a newsfeed,” Justine said.
Everyone leaned in close, trying to hear what the newscaster was saying over the pounding music.
“Hey, that place looks familiar,” one of the girls who had a set of lethal looking chopsticks poking out of her hair voiced shrilly. “I swear I’ve been there.”
“You’ve been to Mexico?” her date asked.
“No. But I swear I’ve been there.” She jabbed at the screen.
I squinted my eyes, watching the jerky helicopter image of the city’s streets far below. It was pure chaos. People running, cars abandoned where they’d come against the barricades. Tanks. Soldiers. 
“Holy fuck!” Mark exclaimed. “That’s somewhere in the US. Those are US troops.”
No. Couldn’t be. The virus had just hit Mexico on Wednesday. No way could it have hit the states yet. Besides, there were barricades, quarantine measures in place. The entire continent from the Rio Grande down was under complete lockdown. 
“Turn it up!” someone snapped.
“It’s as loud as it goes,” Justine snipped back.
Heads bumped, glares were exchanged.
“Holy shit. Did he just say San Francisco?” 
We all looked over at the boy who’d uttered the words. Couldn’t be right. 
A hand slid around my elbow. “Eva?”
I whipped my head around. My face must have looked like death warmed over because Raoul’s grip tightened, his eyes searching my face. “What’s wrong?”
“The news report.” I gestured to the phone in Justine’s hand. “There’s been another outbreak. We think they said in San Francisco. But that’s not possible. Right?”
I knew I was begging for a miracle. No. Not a miracle. Logic. Logic said that the boy had heard wrong. Even if the virus had crossed the border it would have hit a town way further south than San Francisco. San Diego maybe. Not San Francisco. San Francisco would indicate that the entire coastline was compromised. And that was inconceivable. 
Raoul cocked his head as if listening. I still couldn’t make out what the newscaster was saying. Not San Francisco. Couldn’t be. Then Raoul’s face darkened at the same time that Mark let out a vile profanity.
My gut sunk. I swallowed, looking up at Raoul. “Is it true?”
Raoul didn’t answer, simply steered me away from the group of kids.
“Raoul? Is it San Francisco?”
His jaw tightened, but he answered. “Yes.”
I might have fallen if Raoul hadn’t been holding me. As it was, he had to dump the plate of food he’d gathered for me on the nearest table and spin me into a chair. I couldn’t get a breath. I was suffocating.
“Breathe, Eva.”
Breathe? As if. “I want to go home,” I managed between gasps.
He stroked my cheek, his eyes clouded with concern. “Eva.”
“No! I want to go home! Now.” My dad would be panicking. Mom… I needed my mom.
Silence stretched between us. Taylor Swift’s, Today was a Fairytale, a blatant mockery to the current catastrophe going on around us. I thought I might have to give in to the hysterics that were riding my shoulders when he finally nodded. “All right, Eva.”
He stood and held his hand out for me, inclining his head toward the doors. I let him pull me up and link my arm through his. I was all too happy to let him weave me in and out of the crowded floor toward the door. I was glad he wasn’t moseying. His pace was fast, clipped, and I had to practically run to keep up. I suppose, perhaps, that I should apologize for my abruptness, by my throat was too tight with fear to do so.
He waved his check stub at the valet, taking the keys off the peg board behind their desk. We made it to the car. Funny. We were the only ones leaving. Guess no one else was going to cut their night short because of some freaky news accounts posted on the internet. 
I slid into my seat. Waited impatiently as Raoul closed the door behind me and moved to the driver’s side.
“Thank you, Raoul,” I said as soon as the engine had turned over and he was backing us out of the parking space.
“Not a problem.”
We turned out of the hotel lot onto I-40. 
“I’m sorry I ruined the prom for you.” I looked down at my hands. There was no arguing the newscast was alarming, but I had been a bit of a freak back there. 
“Eva, I care not for some silly prom. I just wanted the night to be perfect for you.” Raoul’s hands were confident as he maneuvered us onto North Humphrey merging us into the city traffic.
“Thank you, for that.”
I turned back to the window, watching the downtown streets flash by. People were still out. Sitting in bars, laughing, walking down the sidewalks, holding hands. It was as if they were all wearing blinders. If they laughed hard enough, walked far enough, they could escape the horrible images playing on the news.
“Brainwashed,” I whispered, touching the glass.
He looked over at me sharply. “What’s this?”
I shook my head. “Dad was right. Those news reports? They were filled with placating lies. This, this virus, it’s more than just a pandemic. But no one is going to want to believe it now. The government spent too much time trying to keep us calm, and even now, with the warning going out, everyone is going to duck their head in the sand. ‘Not me. Not here. That’s South America. That’s Mexico. That’s California. But not here.’ God, we’re all idiots.”
Silence filled the car for another few blocks. Raoul turned onto Columbus heading out Fort Valley toward my subdivision. “Your father, he is working on a team that is researching this virus, yes?”
“Yeah.”
Houses and shrubs flashed by, beyond that on our left Mars Hill. I thought of the park just a hop skip and jump from my subdivision, the trail I ran up into the mountains. If you kept walking you could be lost in the Kaibab National Forest within hours. Would that be enough? Could we run? Leave everything and everyone behind?
Isolation. It was the only hope. But how were we going to survive like that? Live off the land? That was a joke. Most people couldn’t survive a week in a camper let alone months on end in isolation. My parents and I were no different. I couldn’t even string a worm on a hook, for Christ’s sake. And to actually eat the fish I caught?
An edge of my earlier panic sliced through me, taking hold, freezing my extremities and sending me into a fit of uncontrollable shivers. 
“Oh God, Raoul. We’re all going to die.”
“No.”
“No, it’s true. We’re not at all prepared. There’s no way they’re going to be able to stop this thing, either. Have you seen what it does? Have you watched the news reports where they show the victims?” Animals. Rabid dogs. Put them down. 
I wrapped my arms around my stomach which had gone into imminent eject mode. 
“Oh God. Oh God. We’re going to die. We’re all going to die.” I knew I was hysterical. Didn’t care. All I could think was, “We’re going to die. We’re going to die.”
The car went into a skid. I screamed, bracing my hands on the dashboard as the tires caught and squealed across the blacktop. My eyes widened as I saw us bearing down on a dog that stood in the center of the road. And then we were twisting, the cars back tires spinning in the dirt of the shoulder as Raoul swerved and fought for control.
And then it was over. We were on the side of the road. The car stopped. No damage. A large telephone pole less than two feet in front of us and the dog trotting off the far side of the road.
And that was when I cracked up. I laughed. We could have died. Maybe we should have died. Simpler that way, right?
Hands grasped onto my cheeks, twisting my head around. I couldn’t see, the unshed tears were so thick, my panic so great. 
“Look at me, Eva. Look at me!”
I blinked, moisture spilling as I focused my gaze on Raoul’s face. I didn’t think I’d ever seen him so intense. His brow drawn low over his eyes, his jaw popping with tension. Scary almost. If not for the end of the world thing going on.
“I won’t let you die. I’ll protect you.”
“You can’t promise that,” I whispered. I knew what he was trying to do, trying to calm me. Anyone who’d seen the news knew how horrible this pandemic was. And now it was here too. California had been hit. The entire coast. There was no containing that. 
Raoul shook his head, his thumb stroking a tear from my cheek, tracings its twin’s path down my neck to the hollow at the base of my throat. “All that doesn’t matter. I love you, Eva. I’ll keep you safe. And I promise, no matter what, I will not allow you to be taken from me.” 
He drew me in close. I pressed my face into his chest, my tears soaking into his finely pressed shirt. 
Safe. Loved. And never alone. What a nice promise. Too bad he could never keep it.
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I wake in the most beautiful cell in the world. It’s so opulent that royalty themselves would beg to be confined here. One problem. I’m not royalty.
I roll over on the plump mattress—soft, but not too soft—and stare out the lead lined windows into the night. I’ve been here three days and so far have been left completely alone. The first day I figured I was being given time to heal. I’d fought Raoul tooth and nail and nearly managed to slit his throat before the queen’s guard had arrived and taken matters into their own hands. Raoul had been holding back, unwilling to truly harm me. The queen’s guard had no such qualms. Even now, three days out and at least one blood transfusion later, I can still feel the aches. How many bones did they break? Don’t know. Enough that they were able to carry my listless body here and plug that first IV in. And I could do nothing about it.
I shall not go swiftly into the night, indeed. My only consolation is I had no control over the fact they’d pumped some poor lamb’s blood into me. I do not forgive the fact that I am bonded to that lamb now. A young girl, hardly more than twelve or thirteen. She is awestruck by her masters and shivers in anticipation of the times they come for her. It’s the only times she feels alive. 
I fist my hands in the sateen sheets, pulling long deep breaths in through my clenched teeth. Nothing I can do about it now. Not while I’m trapped in this room. I’m going to need an army to free the huge number of blood slaves here. And even then, they’ll never be completely human again. How can one come back from a state of nothingness?
Someone raps on the door. I shift to a sitting position, pulling the comforter with me. The door opens despite the fact that I haven’t responded. Raoul floats into the room. Okay, not literally, but he might as well have. 
When he sees I’m awake he smiles, pushing the door closed behind him. But not before I can see the set of guards outside. “Good evening, Eva. You are looking better.”
I glare at him. “You fed me blood.”
He lifts an eyebrow, managing to look regal. Not many people can do that trick and pull it off without looking comical.
“Human blood,” I spit out the word human, letting it carry the weight of my anger. 
He paces around room, fingering the filigree mirror, running his hand over the back of the Queen Anne chair. His tension, though not apparent by a visual inspection, vibrates across the tether connecting us.
“You were dying.” No other explanations. No other excuses. To Raoul this is enough. Despite his mother’s wishes otherwise, he, at least, would not have me dead.
I wait, my silence an accusation. Five or six long minutes later he turns to me, his brows drawn up in a pained crease.
“What would you have had me do?” It’s barely more than a whisper, and bonded as we are, his whispered words slice ribbons into my chest. 
I throw the comforter back, leaping out of bed. “Don’t be forcing your feelings on me. Don’t you dare.” I poke him in the chest, hard enough he stumbles back a step. “You’re the one who did this. You’re the one who made me this way.”
He catches my hand, his grip gentle but firm as he wraps his hand around my own and draws it to his chest. “I’d hoped that by now you would have accepted what you are.”
“Then you better think again. I’ll never accept being a monster.”
His eyes sadden, but he doesn’t release my hand, his thumb tracing a pattern over the inside of my wrist. “You still have not answered my question. What would you have had me do, Eva?”
I fling my free hand toward the window. “What, you’re telling me there isn’t a zombie in all of Arizona? Because I know there is. I fed from it four days ago.”
His face registers his shock. “You still feed from those vile creatures?”
“Exactly. Creatures. i.e. Not human anymore.”
His mouth twists up in a wry grin. “Ah. My little vegetarian. How I’ve missed you.”
I yank my hand away, surprised he doesn’t fight me, then fold my arms across my chest, as if by doing so I can brace my aching ribs. “Yeah, and such a nice welcome-home party you gave me too.”
The skin around his mouth pulls tight, his nostrils flaring as he tries to regain control. I feel the simmering anger bubbling inside him, threatening to take over. It takes a minute, but soon his face is back to its placid mask. 
He takes a step away, moving to the window where he stands, hands laced behind his back. It’s moments like this I realize Raoul is far older than the eighteen year old body he lives in. Of course, I am too, and I’ve only lived in my perpetual seventeen for a year and a half.
“Speaking of creatures. I don’t like the company you’ve been keeping,” he says.
A trickle of alarm races along my spine. I immediately try to stifle it down. This bond goes both ways after all. When I’m pretty sure I have all my emotions tucked away behind a nice clean slate of indifference I answer. “You confuse me, Raoul. I’m not keeping anyone company.”
He turns his head slightly so he can see me out of the corner of his eye. “The werewolf? Eva, a vampire, even a rogue one, should know better than to partner up with one of them.” He turns back around, gliding back to me. Circling, circling. “You can’t trust them, Eva. They’re unpredictable at best. One day, when you don’t expect it, they will betray you.”
He stops in front of me, leaning in close, measuring my reaction. I tip my head back, facing him head on with my challenge. “Then why are you partnering with them?”
“I’ve not partnered with them.” He practically spits the words. “I would never partner with our mortal enemies.”
“Oh? Well I suppose you should explain that to the folks at Nellis Air Force Base. Oh wait, you can’t. Because you and your pack of werewolf buddies killed them.”
He draws back, confusion licking the very air, but I know how deceptive he can be. I’d smelled him there. Him, or at least his Mommy Dearest. And Raoul, being the queen’s heir apparent, would know the five W’s (who, what, where, why, and when) of his mother’s business, wouldn’t he?
I look around the ornate room stuffed with antique furniture, gilded mirrors and all. A fortune lies between these four walls. Many might be happy to live their eternal life out in a prison such as this, not me. 
“So, what happens now?” I ask, purposefully keeping my thoughts away from things like escape, journals, or one particularly stubborn werewolf.
Raoul blinks slowly, coming back from wherever his thoughts had taken him. “Now?”
“Yeah, now. I suppose it’s too much to hope that now that we’ve caught up on old times, that you’d be so kind as to let me go.”
“You always made me smile.”
“I don’t see how this is something to smile about.”
“You wouldn’t.” He lifts his hand, brushing fingers against my throat and down across my collar bone, my skin tingling in the wake of his touch. “No, Eva, I’m not going to let you go.”
I jerk back, out of his reach. “Don’t. You have no right to touch me.”
“Vampire law says differently.”
I narrow my gaze, shooting daggers at him from out of my eyes—‘least I try. Guess that’s not one of my vampire powers because he doesn’t even flinch. “You may have turned me—without permission I may remind you—but I’ll never be one of the women in your harem.”
“Oh, Eva. You still don’t get it.”
“Get what?”
“That I would never expect you to be.”
I have no idea what to say to that. The power of emotions behind his words is, wow, impressive, and unclear. I don’t understand. 
He sighs, turning back to the window. “Who is he?”
And there is that cold icy tendril of fear again. I tamp it down. Can’t tell him about John. Raoul will kill him. If he hasn’t already. Oh God. Is John even alive? Has he been captured? Does he sit in the queen’s dungeon right now? 
Don’t think like that, Eva. Bluff. And hope. I clear my throat, trying to put the right amount of perplexity into my tone. “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”
He gives me an exasperated look over his shoulder. “The werewolf, Eva. The one I could smell on your clothing. The one whose trail paralleled yours before splitting off and heading back into the downtown.”
Clothing, trails. Either Raoul and the guards hadn’t bothered to try and track John down, or John had managed to slip past them. I work hard not to smile at this thought. Instead I shake my head. 
When all else fails, plead the fifth, Eva girl.
Not that my dad ever encouraged me to lie. He’d only said that to me when I’d witnessed his accidental killing of mom’s prize rosebushes by weed-eater, and wanted me to back him up with silence. But I think he’ll understand if I use the strategy now.
Raoul’s jaw clenches, the veins in his temples plumping. “Fine, have it your way. But know this, Eva, if you won’t speak to me, you will speak to my mother.” 
His mother. God no. The queen would as soon kill me as look at me. I try to read him to find out if he’s actually serious, but he seems to have reined in all his emotions again and I can’t get a bead. 
He turns and starts for the door. I practically leap at him to get him to stop.
“You would give me up to her?” Even I can hear the edge of panic in my voice.
He stops, looking down at me, his crystalline eyes seeming to weep in his stoic face. “Only if you leave me no other choice.”
And with that he steps around me. A moment later the door opens and then closes again, the soft click as the lock is turned sounding to my ears like the death knell. 
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Take me back to my prison or drive a stake through my heart. Either is preferable to what’s behind those gilded doors. 
I walk between my four guards, my legs like anvils as I’m led to my fate. The bastard hadn’t even given me a chance to plead and beg for my life. Nope, it wasn’t even an hour later when the door opened again and a contingent of guards, sans Raoul, came in to take me before the queen.
Whether or not I am the unwilling member in the two-way bond seems to have no bearing on my disappointment in this fact. I honestly hadn’t thought he’d do it. Just goes to show how naive I still am.
Eternal love my ass.
I flinch as the two guards flanking the door step in and pull them open, making it possible for us to breeze right in. Drat. Even a moment of borrowed time is preferable to nothing. I need to come up with a plan. The long walk through the maze of halls to this inner room should have given me more than one chance, but so far the only one that’s made it past my chest-tightening sense of betrayal is: Die gracefully.
And quickly. Can’t forget that.
We enter the room, the flickering glow of hundreds of candles gracing their chandeliers the only light in the room. Too bad it’s not dim enough to hide the woman stalking down from the raised dais at the far end.
Only slightly taller than I, the queen glides across the room, her diaphanous gown—like something out of a Victorian whorehouse—billowing out behind her. That corset has to be uncomfortable, but knowing the queen’s sadistic nature, I’m not surprised to find a touch of masochism in there as well. Even knowing she will be my judge, jury, and executioner all rolled into one, I shiver. She is gorgeous. Intoxicatingly so.
Until she opens her mouth and spoils it with a voice that is sickly-false in its sweetness.
“Eva, my dear. We are surprised to find you back. We thought, perhaps, when you ran, that would be the last we’d see of you.”
I spread my mouth in a fake grin. “Something we were both hoping for, I’m sure.” 
She tsks, but the look she levels on me lets me know I’m going to pay for that borderline disrespect. She does, however, drop the royal we, her heels clicking as she circles around me like some sort of buzzard. “So what are you doing back, then? And don’t bother to lie. Raoul might be delusional in his belief that you were drawn here because of him, but I am not so easily fooled.”
I shudder. The queen is even more dangerous than Raoul. The blood Raoul and I share strings us together with a tenuous emotional bond, a bond I don’t have with the queen, but the queen has something better: She has an uncanny ability to read minds. It’s just one of the skills that elevated her to the throne and keeps her there.
I know I need to erase all thoughts from my mind, but that’s hard when her question immediately draws up images of my father, his workshop, and the notebook that could save humanity. So, instead of forcing the thoughts out—an impossible task for sure—I dredge up every memory I have of home, my parents, the world as I once knew it. 
There, let her try to get anything out of that.
“Hmm.” She taps her lips with her long painted nails. “You always knew how to annoy me. Strong mind. Not unbreakable, but certainly an annoyance. I wonder, will your were boyfriend be so tricky to break?”
Ice settles in my veins. No. Not John.

“Ah. John, is it?”
I curse myself for letting that bit of information out and clamp down further on my thoughts. The African Daisies around our school, the musky smell of the Ponderosa pine, mom’s apple pie. These are the things I think about.
It has the effect I expect. The queen’s lips thin, her black eyes flashing crimson. And then I’m flying across the room, hitting the wall with the force of a freight train.
Plaster smashes, I slide to the floor in a cloud of dust, curling in on myself. Even with vampire physiology, I can feel my insides bleeding. Can I bleed out that way before my body heals itself?
“Eva, darling.” The queen’s dainty heels click on the floor as she draws near. “Do we really have to do this? Do you really want to do this to Raoul?”
As if I give a flying monkey about Raoul. He’s the reason I’m here.
I drag myself onto my hands and knees, panting through the pain in my abdomen. Yup. Something in there is definitely mush, but it is also mending. Too bad.
“Oh, my my. My baby boy is going to be so disappointed to hear that.” 
Her words are said with a kind of Disney Princess surprise, but I hear the edge in them. I raise my head in time to see her leather boot strike out, which means it hits me squarely in the chin. There is a sickening crack, agony explodes along my jaw and into my ears. Broken. Quickly is looking even less and less achievable with each passing moment. Damn, I hate long drawn out endings.
“Have you reconsidered your position yet, Eva? Are you ready to tell me what you were doing back here in Arizona?”
I’m defiant enough to shake my head. Stupid that. Her eyes flash fire. I fly across the room again, this time smashing into a heavy marble table. My ribs scream out in protest as I slip back down to the floor. I’m so wrapped in my agony, I don’t notice she’s beside me once more until the heel of her boot digs into my broken jaw.
I latch onto the pain, using it to keep my mind clean.
“The were, Eva. Where is the were? What were you two doing here?”
Nope. Not going to tell her that. Not even if hell freezes over.
I punctuate the thought with an image of her there, frozen in a scream of agony, her skin crisped, her eye sockets empty after having spent an eternity in hell’s fires before being flash frozen in eternal damnation.
She screeches, as she yanks her foot back and kicks. The pointed toe smashes into my stomach. I spin, my hip whacking into the carved leg of the table. How many bones does the body have?
Probably shouldn’t have thought that because that’s when the queen really gets down to business.
Pain. I float in it, embracing every sharp scream of agony, every bone-jarring ache. The beating goes on and on. Each burst of pain an exclamation point of the queen’s anger when I refuse to answer. Time passes. Minutes?Hours? If I were anything but a vampire, I’d have been dead long ago. 
I tell myself this is good. If the queen is focused on me, then she won’t be trying to find a random were. But as the pain shoots up my broken spine, I can’t help but think nothing can be good about this.
And then suddenly it stops. I lay. Panting.
Can’t take this. Too much.
Yes you can, Eva girl. You’re a Harper. Harpers don’t give up and they don’t give in.
Dad. His face, stern and full of an underlying prideful love drifts up from my memories. I cling to it, fighting back the pain.
“One last time, Eva. What were you doing in Flagstaff? Where is your friend?” The queen’s voice comes, cloying. Easy. 
Through the muddled cloud of pain, I carefully construct an image of the back of my hand, middle finger raised.
I think I hear a hiss. Then…
She bends down, crouching over me. “You do know what I’ve always wanted from you, don’t you, my dear?”
I lick my lips. No saliva, just blood. Besides, I doubt I can get my jaw to work properly. So I nod my head instead. Or at least I think I do, hard to tell when the room is spinning.
A knife digs deep into my flesh, plunging between two of my lower left ribs. I scream, wishing the blade were six inches higher. End it now, oh God, end it now.
“Say it, tell me what I want.”
I bite my lip, swallowing down my own blood. It wets my throat enough that I’m able to croak out the words past my smashed jaw. If I can scream I can do this. “Die…’ant me to…die.”
“Very good.” She twists the knife, agony lancing up and outward along my ribs. “Now say please.”
Yes, please. Please just do it. I yell this in my head, the only way I can get out the words, I’m too busy screaming. 
All of a sudden the pain stops. A body embracing numbness washing over me as she pulls out the knife.
“I forgive thee.” I sense that these are ritual words. And then she lowers her head, her lips puckered as if for a kiss. Like butterfly wings, they brush my throat, her tongue dipping out to taste the point of my pulse. And then her lips curl back, two sharp pricks slicing into the tender skin there.
Like before… just like before. I was helpless then too.
Darkness clouds my vision. Or maybe I just close my eyes. Don’t know, don’t care. My world is focused around the stinging punctures at the base of my throat. The bite shouldn’t hurt. Like a well-played seduction, it should dull the senses, lull the prey into nonresistance. The only thing left is the mind. The horror of what is happening. It’s true I can’t move, but the rest? Pain. I burn as if in the fires of hell. 
Poisonous. I remember that now. Forget sadistic, forget powerful, this is what truly marks her as queen. 
The kiss of death, indeed. 
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The queen’s poison runs through my veins like a living fire, destroying my organs one by one. I keep waiting for death. My real death. It procrastinates. 
Through the fog of pain I become aware of something external occurring. Something beyond my pending death. Something that involves lots of yelling and the ring of blade on blade. I slip into the void before I can determine what it is. I stay there for a long time, surfacing occasionally when something significant sparks a change in my decent into oblivion. I don’t like these brief ascents. They bring with them the pain, the agony. The queen’s venom still attacks me. I finally realize what these moments of painful life are: Transfusions, one after the other. Beyond the need to stop the agonizing fires, I don’t even care.
At some point I pass the tipping point, coming down on the other side. I’m going to live. 
That’s when I first realize he is there. He’s lying behind me on the bed, his arms wrapped gently around my torso. His endless litany of endearments and promises that I’ll be all right is punctuated with the ever violent refrain of “I’m going to kill her.”
I have the urge to soothe him, if nothing else to stop the tidal wave of emotions that ram into my weakened buffers. Love, anger, hate. Love, worry, anger. Around and around it goes. 
I shift, trying to get away, but his arms tighten around me. I gasp at the sting of pain this causes.
“You’re awake.” The arms immediately release me. The bed shifts and a second later Raoul is kneeling on the floor before me. He reaches out, his fingers shaking as he touches my cheek. At least I think it’s my cheek. I can’t tell, everything is numb now. No. Not really numb, but a kind of allover sense of overstimulation that comes from all the body’s nerves screaming at once. It’s the kind of pain that could drive a person crazy. The kind that could cause them to jump off bridges or down bottles of pills.
“Is that an option?”
Raoul’s lids draw down over his eyes in confusion.
I lick my lips. My lips don’t register this, but my tongue has no problem sensing the cracked and dried out protrusions of flesh. I shudder at the thought of how I look. 
“Why aren’t I dead?” My voice cracks over the word dead, but Raoul understands, his eyes darkening with anger before, a moment later, a wave of remorse tries to consume me.
“I’m sorry, Eva. I should never have left you alone. I went out to think, to clear my mind and when I came back…” he shakes his head.
I get the gist. Raoul came back just in time to save me. I think I might be grateful if it actually mattered. But it doesn’t. I am back in my luxurious prison. Still trapped.
There is a knock on the door. Raoul curses but stands, gliding across the room. 
He must have worked hard to swagger while we dated. 
He cracks it open, briefly conversing in whispers to the guard on the outside. I strain to pick up what I can. The queen. Audience. Raoul says no. The guard tries to argue, his face pale, but Raoul shakes his head and firmly closes the door. I’d think he has a death wish, but it is his mother. No, sadistic mommy’s wrath will probably fall on me instead.
He turns back, a forced smile on his face. “Well, should I call for some… drink? Or would you like me to help you with a bath first?”
As if I’d bathe with him here.
“I just want to sit up,” I say, pushing on the mattress. Pain slices through my body, my head throbbing, but I ignore them both. I am healing. Faster now that I’m awake. I’m even tempted to take the offer of blood just so I can recover more quickly. If I can’t get out of here in a coffin, then I’m going to have to find a way to escape. There’s no way I’m going to stay here in this hell on earth.
As I push up, I catch a glimpse of myself in the long mirror—yes we do cast reflections. My mouth drops in horror at what I see. I’m puffy and bruised. As if I’d been pulverized into a pile of broken bones and then blown back up again. Probably not far from the truth.
“You’re beautiful.”
I snap my mouth shut, turning my narrowed gaze on Raoul. 
“All right, maybe you are a bit rough-looking right now, but your outside beauty will return. It is you’re inside beauty that I comment on.”
And there’s that chink in my armor, right over my softening heart. Damn dad for his helpful tips. I cannot soften. Raoul may have fancied himself in love with said “inner” beauty but I knew better. 
If he’d really found the real me beautiful, he would never have turned me. 
“That’s nice.” I swing my legs out over the edge of the bed. Raoul is there instantly, trying to help me off. I hiss at him, slapping his hands away. Instead of angering as I expect, or sulking, he laughs.
“See? This is exactly what I mean. Only you are so stubborn that you will not accept help.” The humor fades, and he stands there, face pained as he drinks in my bruised face. “Only you are so strong that you would choose death over a friend’s betrayal. I wish you held half the respect for me that you hold for him.” 
I’m quiet, not knowing what to say to this. Raoul sighs, turning away. I watch as he moves over to the armoire and pulls open the doors. It’s crammed full of dresses. Satin, silk, beads and gems. Another fortune. 
My nose wrinkles instinctively, the movement pulling on the tender flesh of my cheeks and causing me to wince. Not wearing any of those.
Raoul bends down, yanking open a drawer on the bottom and pulls out a set of velvet lounging sweats. I’m sure they’re designer, but still can’t help but feel relieved. 
Raoul is smiling as he crosses the room back toward me. “I do understand you, Eva.”
“Then why did you bother to fill the thing with dresses?” I ask, even as I take the offered sweats.
“Fantasies. Nothing more. The dresser is filled with jeans and t-shirts. You will only have to don the dresses for those unavoidable special occasions, which I promise to try to keep to a minimum.”
A dresser filled with jeans. Over twenty dresses for the unavoidable special occasion. Raoul’s fantasies reach far into the future. “I could avoid them all if you were to let me go.”
He shakes his head, his voice barely a whisper. “I can’t.”
I open my mouth to object but his sorrow smothers my voice like a wet blanket does a flame. He truly regrets that he can’t. Of course, I’m a big believer of the adage that you can do anything you put your mind to, but I know saying this won’t change how he feels and it’s his feelings that I wish to avoid now. 
I don’t want to feel empathy for his pain. I don’t want to understand him. He’s the bastard who turned me. He, more so than the queen, is the one holding me here against my will. I’ll be damned if I start to go all Stockholmy Syndrome for him now.
At just that moment, the door bangs open. Four guards pour into the room, the queen bearing down after them with all the speed and power of a racing locomotive.
Oh crap, here we go again.
Raoul jumps in front of me, feet planted, arms spread wide. The queen’s eyes flare crimson, but she stops before him, her long-nailed hands planted on her generous hips.
“Mother.” He dips his head, but his tone is wary and the tense line of his back says he’s ready to, what? Leap at her throat? I think not.
“Out, Raoul. Eva and I need to speak, alone.”
“No.”
“No?” A well-crafted brow flies up.
“You don’t have my permission to speak to her alone.”
“Your permission…” The queen laughs, the fake tumble running like scorpions down my spine. “Since when do we need your permission to speak to one of our subjects?”
Raoul’s jaw tenses, his only emotion. “I turned her. And now I claim her.”
The queen went frosty still, “You can’t claim her. You are not ruler of this hive. Everything, everyone within it is under my control.”
“Not my wife. Vampire law makes me responsible for my wife.”
The queen draws in a sharp breath, her back ramrod straight as she glares at Raoul. “And you know that same law makes a husband responsible for her actions. Her actions would reflect upon you. Her wrongs, your wrongs. Her punishments, yours. Are you willing to take that on?”
I suck in a breath. He glances over his shoulder at me. I shake my head. He just smiles and looks back to his mother. “Yes.”
What is the fool doing? First off, he’s a complete idiot if he thinks I’d ever agree to be his wife and secondly, I don’t need anyone to take on my punishments. Well, okay, maybe I’d let him take on those. But the first bit still stands.
The queen’s mouth thins, and despite the lack of any sort of blood bond, I can feel the palpable anger in the air. Not good. This is so not good.
“So be it. Guards, watch her.” 
“And him, your majesty?”
She turns back to Raoul, a cruel smile upon her face. “Leave my son to me.”
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Whatever went down with Mommy Dearest, I guess it wasn’t so bad. Raoul is back less than an hour later trying to pamper me. I’d managed to wash up and get into my sweats before then, but I am in no mood for company. I want to be alone. I need to think. 
More importantly, I need to get away from Raoul and his absolute devotion to seeing me healed and happy.
He is seriously messing with my mojo.
 I slap his hand, and the offending brush away again. “I’ve already brushed my hair.”
“It’s sticking out every which way,” he snaps defensively, but he sets the brush down before plopping into the armchair flanking my own. I’d curled up into the chair earlier. Tired after performing the simple tasks of bathing and getting dressed, but unwilling to retreat to the bed. At least here I can look out the window.
“What possessed you to cut your hair off?”
I blink over at him. Uh, you. 
Raoul had loved my long hair. Loved stroking it, loved sinking his fingers into it when he’d kissed me. Whenever I’d had to yank a comb through the tangled locks, I’d thought of his hands in my hair. Not the memory I wanted when I was running from the hive.
He sighs. “Never mind.”
We sit in silence. I try some deep breathing exercises to try and relax. They don’t work. Maybe because I have no idea what I’m doing. Regardless, I can’t seem to fend off Raoul’s turbulent emotions. Agitated, anxious, with little flashes of eagerness mixed in. I suppose I could ask him what’s up, but truth is I really don’t want to know. All I can say is that if it involves a white dress, he should be anxious. No punishment his mother could ever dole out will compare to my wrath then.
“It’s going to be a beautiful night,” Raoul says, his fingers tap dancing over the arm of the chair.
I glance outside. Dusk has settled and the first star is trying to peek through. Another hour and it will be like a planetarium out there.
“Was your bath to your liking?”
I fold my hands on my lap. Try another bit of deep breathing. Raoul is not purposely trying to annoy me. “Yes, thank you.”
He smiles, dimple creasing. “I tried to get the proper soaps but I wasn’t sure if I did. I was going on scents and the choices were limited.”
“They were fine.”
His megawatt smile dims a bit on the word fine. I feel the sharp jab of disappointment.
I sigh. The guy saved my life. Even if he did kill me first. “Raoul. The soaps were fine. The view is beautiful. I’m just not up to appreciating either right now. I’m tired and sore and all I want is—”
I am interrupted by a sharp rap on the door. Raoul leaps up, uttering a sharp “hold that thought” and crosses the room.
I pull my legs up onto the chair, trying to pretend relaxation. Is the queen demanding another audience?
I gnaw my lip as Raoul cracks the door open. He listens to the low whisper of whoever is outside, nods, and then closes the door. I half expect the queen to barge in again, but Raoul calmly walks back over.
He kneels down in front of me. Takes my hand.
Oh no. No no no no. 
And smiles. 
“Raoul, don—”
“How would you like to get out of here?”
My protest slips back down my throat. Out of here? Uh, duh. Of course I want to get out of here. I’m sure that’s not exactly what he means, but even if it’s just for a bit of fresh air I’m game.
Either I show my eagerness on my face or it slips through the shield of indifference I’d been working on, because Raoul chuckles, standing back up. “Come on then.”
My first steps are tentative and stumbling. Raoul shifts an arm around my waist, urging me to use him as support. I hate the fact that I have to lean into him, but it’s not enough to dampen my mood. I’m going outside. Outside is one step closer to freedom. 
Oh, I have no visions of escape this night. I’m way too weak for that. But perhaps this will be the start of a trend. A nightly walk will be the perfect excuse to check out the current defenses around the hive, and when the time is right…
Realizing that I’m becoming too excited and that Raoul must be picking up on it, I concentrate instead on the throbbing ache that runs down my spine with every step we take down the stairs. 
“What’s wrong?” Raoul asks.
“I’m achy still. No offense, Raoul. But I really hate your mom.”
He pulls me in closer, his hand tightening on my waist. “I hate her too, Eva.”
His voice is so low I almost don’t hear it, and I have to strain to hear the rest.
“For what she did to me, I hate her. For what she did to you? Well, know I will carve my revenge upon her flesh at the first opportunity.”
I blink at him, focusing not on the revenge bit but on the first thing he’d said. His words are the first hint that he is not altogether thrilled with his existence. That maybe his comfort in his eternally young body is more a comfort of necessity than a choice. It has me holding in a tight breath, not sure whether this possibility is something I even want to explore or not. I mean, after he’d done the same to me, would it really matter? 
I open my mouth to question him on this inconsistency of his logic but he hushes me, turning me down another hall. My questions are forgotten the moment the fresh air hits my face. Freedom lies ahead. Or at least the tease of freedom. 
He doesn’t have to carry me anymore. It’s as if that first breath of crisp night air infuses my lungs and refreshes me. I shrug off his arm and stride forward with new vigor, not following my dim memories of this place, but some baser instinct that says “this way.”
The hall opens into a large sitting room at the back of the house, wall-to-wall windows and French doors the focus of the seating arrangements. I weave around the first grouping, bee-lining for the door that’s standing open, the sheer curtains fluttering in the slight breeze. It’s not until I’m outside standing on the stone patio that I stop, drawing a deep breath into my lungs.
Scents infuse me. Pine, roses, dry desert air, and…
My eyes snap open, I twist my head to look at Raoul who’s come up behind me and stands an arm length away. He smiles, nodding his head.
“How?”
“I ordered one to be found and brought back. Of course, that was before my mother had her little chat with you. I guess it worked out though, as it just arrived this evening.”
I am not sure if I’m grateful or angry. If Raoul let me go, I’d be able to hunt my own zombies, but right now, with the throbbing heartbeat of the zombie drawing me like a lure, I can’t help but be glad he’d been considerate enough to find this one for me.
He points with his chin toward the pines and shrubs that grow like a wall around the other side of the garden. “Go ahead, Eva. It’s all yours. No one will interfere.”
As if I needed any encouragement. Aches forgotten, I slink into full hunter mode. Instinctively, I reach for my knife at my thigh before I remember I don’t have it. No matter. I don’t need it anyway. Just my fangs.
It’s not hard to track my prey down. It’s bumbling around in the brush, trying to reach me actually. Guess Raoul was right. No one is going to interfere. No one is out here to interfere. Otherwise the zombie would be after them as well. The possibilities in that are endless, but not until after I’ve had my dinner.
I can already taste its blood.
The zombie lunges out of the bushes in front of me, mouth yawning. This one isn’t even that decayed. Amazing. I don’t bother to skirt out of the way, just go head to head with it, my hands locking on its outstretched arms, my lips curled back in a parody of its open-mouthed attack. 
And then I have its neck beneath my teeth. 
I drink. Long pulls. The warm blood running down my throat so fast I wonder if it’s possible to drown in it. The blood hits my cramped stomach. A shudder of pleasure rips through my body as I suck down more.
Perfect. Can’t get enough. 
“Eva.”
Need more.
“Eva, enough.”
Hands close over my shoulders. I pull my mouth away long enough to hiss and then lunge back at my prey, ripping back into the gaping hole at its throat.
“Eva!” Raoul’s annoyance is like a sharp slap across the face. I flinch, which must be what allows him to yank me off.
I spin on him, fingers curled like claws, fangs snapping.
“Stop that.”
His command, delivered in such a calm, cool manner has me dropping my hands into fists by my side and my mouth puckering into a pout. “Why did you stop me?”
He chuckles. “Zombie’s aren’t that easy to come by in Arizona. I figured you’d want to save some for later.”
My gaze drops down to the zombie. It’s alive, barely. Its moans ripping painfully through the gaping wound in its throat as it tries unsuccessfully to rise.
Save some for later. As if the zombie were a plate of leftovers to be reheated. Or a lamb to be called on whenever I thirst. Have I really been reduced to this?
My legs slip out from under me. Alarm flashes across Raoul’s face as he lunges forward to grab a hold of me. I don’t fight, letting him pull me against his chest.
“What’s wrong?”
I shake my head, smearing my tears into his pressed shirt.
I’d fight the tears, fight him, if I had any energy left. But all I have is nothing. Sometime between then and now I’ve lost myself. The question is, when was then? When did I completely lose me?
“Darling, Eva, what’s wrong?” Raoul’s hand is soothing as it strokes up and down my back. I remember that, how I used to feel so safe in his arms. Cherished. Loved. I’d thought it a falsehood. Maybe it wasn’t. What is false is this me. I’m no longer the girl he fell in love with. This me is so bottled up with hate and anger that I can’t see through the glass. Need to let it go.
I sniffle back the next round of tears, wiggling out of Raoul’s hold. “I’m okay.”
The premature furrow is back in Raoul’s brow but he nods. He raises his hand, snaps his fingers. Almost immediately a pair of his guards are there subduing the zombie that has managed to get its knees under him.
I watch numbly as they drag it away toward the back of the mansion. There are tons of outbuildings. Garages, sheds. I don’t doubt there is a cage in one of them with the zombie’s name on it. Just like the rest of the hives’ cattle.
I become aware of the fact that Raoul is still studying me. No doubt trying to figure out why I’m not bouncing with joy after having “hunted” down my first real meal in over a week.
“I thought this would please you,” he says, confirming my suspicion.
I take a deep breath, tipping my head back to look into the sky. How can I explain this? Perhaps the better question is why do I care to explain it?
No matter what else, Eva girl. Hold true to your humanity.
That’s right. And I’ve lost my humanity. Well, here is my first stab at getting it back. I rack my brain and come up with nothing. It’s as I’m naming off the various constellations in my head that an idea forms.
I turn my attention back to Raoul. He’s waiting patiently, if a bit anxiously. 
“The wolf you said you rehabilitated, was that true?”
His brow creases, as if fishing through memories, but then he nods tentatively.
“What did you do with it when it was all healed?”
“I set it free.”
“Why?”
His brow knits in confusion. “It wouldn’t have survived in captivity. It needs to hunt, to roam.”
I lay a hand on his arm. “The only way I can survive doing this…” I reach up, wipe the blood from my chin and show him the glistening liquid “…is if I’m hunting.”
“You just—”
“And not in a caged-in arena.”
His eyes narrow, his mouth drawing into a tight line. “Fine. Then we shall hunt. I have no attachment to this place. We’ll roam like a pair of wolves and hunt down our meals.”
I shake my head. “I need it to be for a purpose.”
“A purpose?” I can feel his growing frustration. He begins to pace, two short steps left, spin, four to the right, spin. After a dizzying minute he rounds on me. “And your hunger, your survival, isn’t enough?”
“No. There has to be more.”
His hands fly. I instinctively cringe but all he does is grab his own hair and pull at it. I feel as much as see the flash of hurt that crosses his face when he sees me flinch. His hands drop. “I would never strike you, Eva.”
“I know. I’m sorry. I’m just jumpy.”
He nods, but I can tell he’s still hurt. He plants his hands on his hips as he tips his head to look at the stars. I watch his eyes narrow, sense the tickle of confusion as he studies the speckled lights in the sky. He sighs, a bone deep kind of wariness settling in. “I will never understand you.”
“I know.”
He cants his head, gazing at me out of the corner of his eye. “I could, if you would bond with me fully.”
“Raoul…”
“I know. Too soon.”
Too soon would be never. I don’t say this though. I’ve already hurt him enough. 
We stand there, at an impasse. When I can’t bear his writhing emotions anymore, I turn and start to walk into the forest. A hand clamps down on my shoulder, spinning me around.
“Where are you going?” Raoul’s alarm rakes across my nerves. And he would have me bond with him fully? Make this two-way, lookey-see how I’m feeling even more intimate? Insanity. 
I have to breathe through my teeth for a moment before answering. “For a walk. I’m not ready to go back yet.”
“I’ll walk with you.”
“Raoul. I need some space. I can’t…this…” I wave my hand helplessly between us. “It’s too much.”
“I beg to differ. I think it’s not enough.”
“Raoul.” I lift my chin, not defensively, but imploringly. “I can’t be me with you in my head all the time.”
He starts to say something, but then tips his head to the side, his emotions shifting from frustration to consideration. “I forget what it’s like. Being alone in one’s head. I remember craving that too.” He smiles. It’s forced, but I give him points for trying. “Have your walk, Eva. But don’t go beyond the natural borders. It’s my mother’s guards who maintain the perimeter.”
And his mother’s guards would kill me first, ask questions later. Got it.
He reaches out to touch my face. His fingers are like cool marble on my cheek. “Don’t worry. If you but need me, I’ll be there.”
I don’t have the heart to tell him that is half of what I’m running from.
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I am not stupid enough to think I am getting out of here tonight. Still, a bit of recon is in order. After my little meal—okay, not so little—I’m in peak condition. Or at least on the way to it. I can feel my bones strengthening toward steel. My muscles are firm with strength. My nerves sing with energy. A lick of my lips and I know my flesh has healed too. No more bruises, no more scarred cuts. As long as I don’t do anything to earn another beating, I should be a hundred percent for at least a couple days.
I walk for what seems like hours, drifting neither here nor there, moving closer to the mansion, then winding my way back out to the boundaries. I avoid the sheds, not sure if I can stomach the scent of the zombie I’d torn into, and stay far from the servants’ housing unit. This is where the lambs are. I can still feel the girl’s presence like a tickle in the back of my mind and would really prefer not to be drawn in by her drifting thoughts.
It’s as I’m on my second circuit, nearing the natural split where the spotty forest meets up against the rocky hillsides beyond, that I note the absence of something very important. 
Heartbeats. There are no heartbeats here other than my own.
A break in the line? No way. This is too good to be true. I can’t help but hope, though, and break into a sprint. Heading for the hills, as my dad would say. 
No one follows. 
Keeping my senses open, I work my way ever upward, using the natural gorges between the rocky outcroppings and cliffs as my footpath. I’ve gone a good mile before the absurdity of the situation really hits home.
Too easy. Too easy.
And just like that, my bubble bursts. A double rhythm rises over my pounding feet. A figure leaps down from an outcropping of rocks ahead.
Damn. Knew it was too easy.
And then who it is registers: The queen herself. I stumble to a stop, pulling a blank expression onto my face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize I was so close to the border.”
“I’m sure.” She smiles, sickly sweet.
Survival instinct says, “I was just out for a …run. I guess I went further than I thou—”
The queen waves her hand, effectively snapping my mouth closed. “Spare us your sniveling excuses. We both know you saw the opportunity to flee and took it.”
As if I’m going to admit that. I stay silent, working to keep my thoughts blank too.
She scoffs. “You really thought my guards would be so lax as to let you slip through?”
No, I didn’t. Which means I was allowed to escape. Probably so that I’d be far enough away from Raoul so he wouldn’t sense when his mother killed me. “Raoul is never going to forgive you if you kill me.”
She shakes her head, crimson eyes sparkling. “I’m not going to kill you.”
“No?”
“No. I’m going to let you go.”
Okay. I must be back in some parallel universe where zombies are cute and crazy wicked queens turn into Glenda the Good Witch. Three clicks of my ruby slippers and I’ll be home. Yeah right.
The queen takes a step forward. I automatically take a step back, hit up against a pine bough behind me. She smiles, then licks her finger, saliva pooling on the sharp nail. Before it drips, she reaches out and drags it across my cheek. Not hard enough to draw blood, but enough that I can feel the sting of her poison through my abraded skin. 
My breath rasps in and out of my lungs. I can’t help it. “Thought you weren’t going to kill me.”
She leans in close, her breath like an arctic breeze across my ear. “Run, Eva. As far and as fast as possible. If you’re quick, maybe I won’t change my mind.”
“Why are you doing this?”
She straightens, dropping her hand. “Because to kill you would be to lose my son. There is not much I won’t do, but I won’t do that. Nor will I ever see you wed him.”
That made two of us. Funny this is what would bring the queen and I together.
I don’t stay to puzzle out this weird bonding experience. I skirt around her, and then bolt, heading as fast as I can into the next gorge.
I don’t slow down until I’m panting, the fire of exhaustion burning through my veins. Must have traveled a good ten or fifteen miles already. And so far the queen seems to have not changed her mind.
That had been just plain weird. I am not going to look a gift horse in the mouth though, so I run on, my frantic pace evening out into a ground-eating jog. It must be past midnight. I have half a night to find someplace to ride out the day. And then I’m going to have many more long nights of searching after that. I need to get back to my house, check and see if John found the notebook or not, and then book it back to base. I’m sure that’s where John would have headed after I’d disappeared and I’m determined to follow suit. Home. When did that icy-grey cement bunker become home?
When John and the other’s accepted you as pack.
Which is just plain crazy. Taurus slim aside, I’m still not sure of that. I’m more like the weapon that you keep well oiled.
A sound cuts through my thoughts. A tinkle of stone on stone. Pebbles running down the steep cliff faces I’d just skirted by. 
Crap. Raoul must be following me.
Guess it was too much to hope his mother might distract him for a bit, give me a head start.
I lock my legs, skidding to a stop and spin around. Better to face him now.
“Come on out, Raoul. I know you’re following me. We might as well get the yelling match over with.”
I’m not sure if Raoul is following me to bring me back or because he thinks he’s going to employ that whole we’ll-roam-the-countryside-and-hunt-together strategy, but whatever his thoughts are, he’s about to have another one coming. I’m not going back. And I’m not partnering with him. Gratefulness and teenage crushes aside, he’s not the guy for me.
It’s not Raoul who leaps down from the rocks above though, but another vampire. A master vamp judging by the impact of his gaze. What the heck? And then another one leaps down after him. I suck in a breath, scanning around me. Sure enough, another vampire steps out from a crevice between the rocks, and then another glides forward from down the path.
The queen’s guard. How could I have been so stupid? Just because she promised not to kill me, didn’t mean that she wouldn’t send someone else to do it. And the reason for letting me go? Well, she needs me far enough away from the mansion that Raoul won’t sense my need.
I take a step back, my gaze darting around for a weapon, any weapon. “I don’t suppose we can talk about this.”
The closest vampire smiles and then shakes his head.
Too bad. I am all about postponing the inevitable. Of course, if I am going to die, I think I’d like to go out with a bang. Too bad I don’t have my gun. Now that vamps sword…
A plan begins to emerge. It’s a stupid plan, but I figure it might be good enough to get me that sword and take one or two of them down with me. I can’t hope to do much more than that, but I figure it’s almost as good as mentally flipping off the queen.
I lunge to the right, diving across the red stone. The ground flies up to meet me with a muffled groan on my part. My hand closes around a broken limb that’s cracked and fallen during some storm from the nearby cliff. I follow through into a roll, my feet hitting the ground with jarring purchase as I scramble back to standing, already swinging.
And what do you know, vamp one is already there, his sword flying down at me in a deadly arc. I decide right then that this is the guy who’s going with me.
I scream, half war cry, half no-effing-way, and twist my makeshift club into an upward arc. The sword grazes off the end, deflecting into the meaty muscle of my upper arm. I gasp at the slicing pain but rejoice that it’s not my neck. The blade lodges into my bone. Gotta love vampire physiology. Any other creature and the sharp metal would have sliced right through. 
I jerk back, the lodged sword pulling the surprised vampire off balance. It’s pure desperation that fuels the strength behind my next strike. The limb smacks into the vampire’s temple with a resounding thwack. His eyes glaze over, his grip falling from his sword.
Wow. Did I do that?
Don’t think about it, Eva girl. Keep moving.
I’m not the only one in shock at my accomplishment. The other vampires, four now, stand there staring. 
Too good to be true.
I fling my branch at the nearest, and without waiting to see if it hits its mark, spin around to scramble back toward the path. Awkward with a sword sticking out of my arm, but I want to get some distance. I manage to close my hand over the crosspiece of the hilt, and then, with another scream, I yank the blade free.
And now I have a weapon.
Oh, and a useless arm that’s bleeding like a sieve. I need to bind it. Later. After I get away. 
I’m fast. Just ate. If I can outrun them…
That’s right, Eva girl. You can do this.
Only I can’t. This isn’t some track meet where my dad’s boisterous yells give me that last burst of energy to outdistance the pack. I don’t even hear the vampire bearing down on me until it’s too late. A heavy weight hits me in the back, sending me sprawling to the rocky ground. My only thought is to hold the sword and I do. But that doesn’t matter when a second weight clamps down on my arm, irreversibly twisting my wrist until the bones snap and my hand drops open. 
No weapon. A broken arm and one that’s half cut through. I fight with the only things I have left: my legs and my fangs. I even manage to draw blood.
The vampire I’ve bitten swears, then clocks me in the head. Lights explode behind my eyes. Seconds pass where I don’t know if I’m still face down on the ground or looking up at the stars. I blink.
Stars then.
I’m pinned. A quick test of my limbs tells me there’s no way I’m going to uproot the four vamps holding me down. Which sucks. I’m not really looking forward to another long drawn out torture session.
I glare at the vampire sitting on my left foot. “Don’t suppose you’re willing to make this quick.”
“Actually, that is what our orders are.”
I twist my head to see the vampire who’s spoken. Not one of the ones pinning me down, but the first one I’d knocked upside the head and stolen the sword from. I sense he’d much rather cut me to pieces, slowly and painfully for that infraction, but he is the queen’s man and will do as ordered.
Goosebumps rise on my skin as he pulls out a vial from a pocket in his cloak and works out the cork. Then he’s pulling something from a satchel dangling from his waist. 
Syringe. Needle. A big effing needle. 
He inserts it into the vial, sucking the liquid into the syringe, then takes a step toward me. Poison. 
A memory of the burning fire that tore through my body after I’d been poisoned with the queen’s venom crosses my mind. Instinct kicks in and I begin to struggle in earnest. Which, unfortunately, does nothing more than earn a round of chuckles from the vampires holding me down.
Good to see my imminent death is amusing to someone. 
The vampire with the needle steps over me, one foot placed on either side of my waist as he seems to study where the best place to poke me might be.
I gasp in a breath, trying to squish myself into the rock beneath me. “Do you really think this is a good idea?”
“Oh yes. I do indeed.” He smiles, flicking the syringe and pumping out a drop of liquid like they do at the hospital. As if a bubble is really going to matter when he’s pumping my veins full of poison.
“You know that killing me is going to start a war.”
“How so?” He reaches down, pokes at the side of my throat, frowns, moves to my sternum, measuring off the space with his fingers until he’s dead center above my heart.
“Raoul won’t let this stand. You kill me and he’s going to go after his mother. After he kills you, of course.”
A split second; that’s how long I see the uncertainty in his eyes, and then he’s reaching down, the syringe pointed at my breast.
I look up into the night sky, trying to center myself. This is happening. Nothing I can do about it but accept. As if my acceptance is a big squeegee for the fear coating my senses, the world around me comes into focus with crystal clarity. 
I can smell the sharp scent of a hardy Joshua tree that is too stubborn to know that it’s beyond its natural boundaries. Feel the slight shift of the rocks beneath me as they slide against one another, infinitely slow. I can make out Orion and all the other stars that have guided and inspired the human race throughout time. I can sense the life all around me. Grubs, small mammals, the steady thud of five indifferent vamp hearts, and something else. One more life besides my own. Another heart, this one thrusting a torrent of fury through a beast’s limbs.
And the beast comes to save the monster from the fiends.
The needle pricks my skin, sharp pain as it slides in. My heart stutters at the intrusion.
“All right then,” I gasp, dragging my gaze back to the vampire above me. He hasn’t pushed down the plunger yet, but it’s only moments. “Just remember I told you so when you die for killing me.”
His lip curls up. “Your prince is too chicken to take me on and risk his mother’s wrath.”
“Maybe. But he’s not.” I nod my head toward the cliffs above us.
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A low rumble rolls across the gorge. The vampire’s head snaps up and around. Too late. A blur of fur. A heavy crash. The vampire is lifted off my chest and swept to the ground a few yards away, blood spraying like a jet from his ripped-out throat. 
The other vampires spring into action. All of a sudden I’m free. The only thing left to hold me down is the syringe sticking vulgarly out of my breast. Not much of a deterrent, that.
I reach for it, only to realize my right arm hasn’t mended enough to respond. Where there’s a will... I force my left arm up, ignoring the searing pain across the closing gash in my upper arm. With a muttered oath, I yank the syringe free and clutch it in my hand. As a weapon, it’ll do.
And it looks like we need one too. 
John is playing tag more than he’s attacking. Trying to divert the other vamps’ attention so I can recover. Even in were form he is no match for four healthy master vamps, and barely competition for the injured fifth who has stumbled up, his hand holding in the torn windpipe and tendons of its throat. Guess it was too much to hope that he’d bleed out.
I struggle to my feet. My arm is healed enough that it’s no longer weeping blood, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t lost enough to feel woozy. I have to take a second, half crouched over, breathing heavily. I need to help, but I’m not going to be much help if I can’t even stand straight.
I flinch as one of the vampires takes a swing; the tip of his sword grazing John’s flank as he leaps out of the way. 
The vampire screams, swinging, and missing, as John leaps out of the way again. I blink, watching the blood that runs in rivulet’s down the vampire’s dark pants. A quick scan and I see that this vampire isn’t the only one who’s gotten a taste of John’s fangs. The dart and retreat attacks that I’d thought were purely diversionary in nature are making a real dent in the vampires’ hides. It’s like were fangs were made to rip through vampire flesh.
Well, duh, Eva. Mortal enemies? 
Sweet. 
Even so, five against one is hardly fair. Time to help even the odds.
“Stop!” I yell, hoping that at least one of the guards will turn on a tasty morsel of bait such as myself and leave John alone. I’m ultra-surprised when it works. Three of the five vampires turn. Leaving John facing only two, one of which seems stopped dead in his tracks. I can feel the vamp’s frustration as he tries, and fails, to move. 
WTF? Must be the one I’d bitten. Just a drop of blood, and like my pet zombies, he’s hopelessly caught under my will.. I am not sure if I’m wigged out by this or happier than sin. No one should have this much control. Should they?
Gift horses, Eva girl.
 “Kill them.” I point to the three vampires advancing on me. My vamp twists around, like a marionette on a string, his actions jerky and uncoordinated, but he lifts his sword and lunges for his closest brother. Whooyah! 
My joy is short lived. My floundering vampire is worse than a fledgling with a sword and his brothers have no mercy. Three seconds later they have carved him up: head, heart, and limbs. There is no recovering from that.
Crap. Does that count as my kill?
So now it’s back to three to one. I risk a glance at John. Hoping that maybe, somehow, he can help me. He’s making progress—the vampire before him drips in blood and gore—but he’s not going to be free in the next few seconds. Which is, unfortunately, about all the time I have. 
I scoot back, my feet sliding over rock and dirt as I try to make my way around the various obstacles without tripping. “Don’t suppose you guys have changed your mind about talking.”
Silence.
“You know, this whole gang up on Eva thing is getting old. Where’s your pride? All three step forward.
“Two to one?”
Surprisingly, one of the three stops, the point of his sword digging into a cacti as he leans on it as if bored. A second later, the second one stops also. Oh wow, gentlemen assassins?
I look at the vampire who is still advancing. Take in his lethal sword, the abraded temple, the healing red scar tissue of his neck. 
Nope, not gentlemen. Gentlemen would kill me quickly, not leave me to their vengeful brother. Still, I’ll take what I can get in terms of breaks.
“Hey there.” I scramble around a large boulder, trying to stay firmly on the other side. Scar-throat merely leaps on top of it. And then jumps down, sword first. 
I dive to the side, roll over my still mending arm, and come up onto my knees with a bloody lip from having almost bit through it.
It could have ended then, should have, but the crazy idiot stopped, testing the edge of his sword as he waited for me to scramble to my feet.
I take advantage of the reprieve and start edging my way along the cliff face behind me. 
He smiles, his arm flashing out. I manage to duck the sword, but have no time to avoid the well-placed kick. Only it never connects. John leaps in front of me, the vampire’s boot smashing into his ribs with a sickening crunch. The force of the blow lifts John off the ground, sending him flying… into me.
Together we crash into the gorge wall. My spine screams, my head, well, I think it just may have split open. The world spins, my ears ring. And I can’t get up. John is one heavy mutt. I look back at the vampire. He arches his brow, his sword swishing back and forth. Practicing the final strike or showing off.
Frantically, I push at John. He whimpers, but doesn’t move. “Stupid mutt. What were you thinking?” I squirm, trying to wiggle out from beneath him, my fist pushing on his chest. Wait. My fist. My hand is still fisted around the syringe. Holy crap. I still have the syringe. I can’t hope to kill them all, but maybe I can take this one out, give John a chance to wake up and slink away.
If he’s capable of slinking away.
No. Not going to think that.
I give one last heave and manage to slip free, right as a hand grabs hold of my sweatshirt, lifting me up and smashing me into the cliff face. My feet dangle in air.
“You are a real pain in my ass,” crazy vamp hisses in my face, his fangs inches from me.
“I’d say I’m sorry, but…”
I smack into stone again. This time I’m sure I feel blood dribbling down the back of my head. 
Pain sears across my throat as the vampire’s fangs dig into my neck. I scream, my entire being fighting tooth and nail to reject the presence that is trying to overpower mine. 
No. No. NO! Not going to let him win. I… will… not let this foul mind overpower me.
And then I’m not the only one screaming. Or rather roaring. At first I think it’s my mind splitting apart, but then crazy vamp yanks his fangs out of my neck, twisting his head to see what the commotion is.
Don’t know, don’t care.
I don’t think. Just twist my wrist, jabbing the needle deep into the vampire’s side. His head whips back around at the same time that I slam my thumb down on the plunger. His eyes widen, his mouth opening in silent denial.
“Don’t act so surprised,” I hiss. “I told you that you’d die for trying to kill me.”
His body jerks, the arms holding me up shaking with effort. There is a gagging noise in the back of his throat and his eyes start to roll back.
His grip slips and I fall a good two feet, the ground smacking up through my legs. I watch in amazement as my captor collapses. First to his knees, his arms lifting as if in supplication. And then he’s nothing but a ball of agony upon the ground. He writhes, drawing his legs into a fetal position, then flinging them out like he’s strung out on the rack. Finally, finally, he is still, his blank eyes staring at me accusingly.
Okay, maybe I hadn’t said anything about “trying” to kill me, but still. 
Another scream, cut short, has me jerking my attention away from my former nemesis. I blink, twice. I’d been so wrapped up in my own perils I hadn’t thought about who or what had distracted him. 
Raoul. He’s come to my rescue like some sort of vengeful angel. His eyes smoldering crimson, his hair shimmering in the starlight as he yanks his jeweled sword from the vampire he’s just skewered and draws back, spinning around to lop off the second’s head. 
And just like that, they are dead. One to the queen’s poison, one to John’s fangs, one puppet down—I’m still claiming points for that one—and two for Raoul’s royal sword. 
Boy is Mommy Dearest going to be pissed.
“Eva…” Raoul starts for me, passing by the lump of fur on the ground. 
Lump of fur.
“John!” I brush by Raoul, barely registering his astonished face as I race to John, lifting his head off the ground. He’s warm, his belly rising and falling evenly. Thank God.
My hands run over his fur, checking for wounds, broken limbs. If he’s permanently injured because of me…
“Eva.”
Something shakes my shoulder. I ignore it in lieu of pulling back one of John’s lids. I have no idea what exactly I’m checking for, but it seems like the thing to do.
“Eva?”
The eye rolls, the lid flicking out of my fingers as John blinks, then opens his eye again, struggling out of my hold.
“Here, let me—” I reach out to steady him.
The weight on my shoulder tightens, pulling me back. “Eva!”
I spin around, breaking the hold, my hand going to my absent Sheriff knife before I realize it’s not an enemy.
“Raoul?” I stand, trying to get a fix on what has caused the twisting of Raoul’s features. All the queen’s guard are dead. It’s still night. And I sense nothing but our three heartbeats anywhere nearby. 
“What’s wrong?” I ask, sniffing the air.
“Are you okay?”
I blink, taking stock. One broken arm, mending, check. One stinging gash well on its way to scarring over, check. A throbbing head. And aching breast.
“Yeah, I’m okay.”
He closes his eyes, taking a steadying breath, his hands fisting and uncurling at his sides. “God, when I realized that you were missing, and that so were a handful of my mother’s best warriors…” his voice cracks, but then he squares his shoulders, swiping the worry from his face. “But you’re safe.”
“Yeah, I’m okay.” I’m also feeling like a broken record, but can’t seem to come up with anything else. I mean, I’m glad Raoul came to the rescue and all, but… I glance down at John. He’s made it to his feet, and though he’s swaying, the raised hackles and intense focus of his gaze—on Raoul—make it evident he’s ready to defend me if need be.
“Is this your were?” Raoul asks.
I nod. This is also really… awkward.
Raoul inclines his head toward John. “I thank you, then. For coming to Eva’s aid.”
John curls his lips back, exposing fang. Raoul ignores this, closing his hand over my arm. “Come, Eva.”
I almost do. Something about the soothing tone of his words, the warmth of his hand on my arm, the utter exhaustion of both my body and mind. But then John growls, snapping me out of it.
I jerk my arm free, scuttling back a good five feet. “Wait. No. I mean, come where?”
Raoul, as if sensing that closing the distance could be a bad thing, stays where I’d broken free of him, letting his hand drop to his side. “Anywhere you’d like, Eva. It doesn’t matter where, so long as we’re together.”
Not this again. “Raoul…”
He lifts his hand. “No, hear me out. You want your freedom, you shall have that. We will go wherever you desire. No lambs, no queens. It will be just you and me. The land. The hunt…Just, come with me, Eva. Please?”
I sway. Exhaustion. Not his plea. I’d denied the queen, overpowered one of her best warriors. I am stronger than any please. Even his.
Raoul’s brow furrows, his hand running through his hair before dropping to his side. “You said you needed a purpose... Let me be your purpose.” He holds his hand out imploringly. “I need you, Eva.”
Need. Turns out his need is more of a barrier than a hundred of the queen’s guard to my freedom. It crashes down on me with the power of an avalanche. I gasp; a thousand could have beens sparking in my mind. Another life, another time, another meeting of our souls. Raoul and I could have been happy. I know it in my heart, in the essence of my being. If only there had been no apocalypse. If only Raoul and I had met before he’d been turned. If only, if only…
I find myself falling into an endless spiral of ifs. 
A growl, a warm body shoves me back. I blink down at John, then look up to see that I’ve taken a step toward Raoul. 
Raoul’s lips curl back. His sword, still dripping with the blood of the two master vamps, sings through the air until it stops, the point pricking against John’s chest. “Back off, Doggie. This is Eva’s decision, not yours.”
The sight of his sword, posed and ready to take John’s life has me seeing red. “Leave him alone!”
I leap forward, whack Raoul’s blade aside, and grab John’s scruff, pulling him back as he tries to place himself between me and Raoul once more. Something twists beneath my breastbone. I can’t let John fight Raoul. John is tired, injured, and despite his bravado, no match for another master vampire. And Raoul is a master of masters. Only one stronger is his mother, and of that I’m unsure. 
I grab John by his jowls, twisting his head up. He growls at me, but keeps his fangs hidden. Yeah, I’m not pleased with the situation either. 
“Shh. It’s okay. Just give me a moment, okay?” I whisper into his ear.
John settles onto his haunches but remains tense, ready to spring. It’s the best I’m going to get. I stand, turning around.
Raoul gives me an encouraging smile. “Come with me, Eva.”
I take a step forward. John growls again but I ignore him. Raoul’s smile warms, dimples flashing. I approach cautiously, stopping a good length away. It’s hard. His hope is trying to swallow me like a drug. 
Like a Band-Aid. Make if fast. “You don’t need me, Raoul. You just think you do.”
His smile falters. “Eva…”
“Besides, they need me more.”
His eyes flash. Hurt, anger, barely muffled rage. “Who are they?” He spits the pronoun out like a vile pill.
Who are they? John, Juanita, Marine, yup, even Convict, Herbie and Roy—though that boy is going to need some serious training before I pair up with him again. Regardless, they are my pack. It’s as simple and complex as that. Raoul wouldn’t understand this though. He’s never had a pack. Only one very domineering mother. And me. 
I realize in that moment that it’s not that I don’t care for him, it’s not even that I don’t love him. I do, a little. I think there will always be a part of me that does. My first love. The first guy to treat me like a queen, smile at my stupid jokes, hold me tight when the world was spinning out of control.
No, it’s not that I don’t care for him. It’s just that I pity him more. 
This Raoul, the one who stands before me now, can never be my partner. He thinks to own me like a treasured pet, a prize mare. Or a trophy wife. I can’t be that. To truly be with someone, I need them to be my equal. Someone I can both believe in enough to follow and someone who’s similarly ready to stand at my six. There is only one guy that I know who can, and is willing, to be both.
Raoul is still waiting for an answer. So I give him the truth. “They are anyone who fights for humanity.”
He shakes his head. “Eva, you’re not human anymore.”
“I am where it counts.” I lift my hand, placing it over my beating heart. Yes I’d died that day over a year and half ago, but I’d also been reborn. Now I just have to make the most of this life.
I reach over, laying my hand on Raoul’s chest, his heart thudding an uneven rhythm beneath my palm. Hope, frustration, confusion, pain. It is all there in those erratic beats. “I wish you all the luck in finding yours.”
I lift up onto my toes, leaning forward to lay a chaste kiss beside his mouth. Right in the places his dimples would form if he had been smiling. I realize I’m going to actually miss those dimples. He is my could-have-been. “I forgive you for turning me.”
And then I step away. His hand reaches out, then curls into a fist and drops back to his side. “There’s nothing I can say now that will convince you to come with me, is there?”
I shake my head.
There is a gut piercing slice of agony. So much that I feel as if my insides are being dug out, and then all of a sudden… nothing. It’s like he’s gone hollow. And I realize in that moment that perhaps Raoul is more lost than I ever was.
I’m so sorry, Raoul. So sorry I can’t be what you need.
He turns, takes a step away, then stops. He doesn’t face me again, but I can hear what he says, the whispered words floating back on the slight breeze. “I’ll be waiting, Eva. If ever you need…or want me.” 
And then he is gone, slipping into the shadows of the cliffs.
I stare after him, wondering where he will go. Not back to his mother, certainly. The attack on her personal guard is a blatant insubordination. Of course, she is his mother. Maybe all his defiance will get him is a slap on his wrist. My pity, combined with my worry, is almost enough to have me calling him back. I can’t be what he needs, but maybe I can save him. 
“Eva?” A voice croaks behind me.
I spin around to see John crouched on the ground, his shoulders slick with sweat, his forearms shaking as he struggles to hold himself up.
Everything shifts. The world around me becomes crystal clear.
I smile. “Wow, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes.”
He chokes out a laugh. “More like the sight of me right now makes your eyes sore.”
I dash across the expanse, barely checking myself before I crash into him. Instead I slide to my knees, my hands wavering at my sides. I don’t see any major wounds, just the one gash on his hip but that seems to be half-way knit already. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah, help me up. I left my clothes and the pack a bit up the trail.”
I link my arm around his waist, pulling his arm over my shoulder. He’s heavy, but I manage to get him up and moving down the trail. It’s not far, just around the bend, before he grunts, jutting his chin to a set of scrubby bushes that are a couple yards off the side of the trail. 
I help him over. He disentangles his arm, stumbling the last few feet behind them where he plops down on the ground.
“Do you, uh, need help?” I ask, watching him struggle to untangle a pant leg that has gotten caught in the bush.
“I got it.” He yanks the pant leg free, branch and all, and starts stuffing his leg into it. 
His leg. I look up at the sky. Still dark. Nowhere near dawn. In fact the moon is barely at the half-full mark of its cycle.
“You changed. And it’s not the full moon.”
He shrugs, grabbing his shirt from where it was piled on the ground. “I had a pretty heavy incentive.”
That incentive being me, I wonder?
Be happy for what you already have, Eva girl.
“Here, I got you something.” John leans over, pulling the pack closer to him. The buckles clink as he opens it and fumbles around inside. He pulls something out, offering it to me. “I thought you might want this.”
I stare at the black and white cover of my father’s journal. My hand shakes as I reach out to take it from him. “How did you find it?”
“Your scent was all over this one. I figured it must have been important, especially since you hid it.”
I slide to the ground, hugging the journal to my chest, closing my eyes. The cool feel of the cardboard cover makes it all worthwhile. The queen, almost dying, the lamb, the zombie, Raoul. If these pages contain what I think they do…
I open my eyes to look at John, tears threatening to drip from my moisture heavy lids and a thank you on my tongue. He’s trying to lace up his boots but can’t, his hands are shaking so bad.
“John?” I set the journal down, reaching out to wrap my hand around his wrist. His entire body shudders. I feel a sharp ache in my chest. He lied. He is not okay. “Where are you hurt?” I demand, my hands racing over his ribs. Maybe when the vampire kicked him…
His hands close over mine, bringing them to rest on his knee. I look up, meet his gaze. 
“I thought you were going to go with him. When he commanded you to his side and you went… I thought that was it.”
“Is that it? Is that what has you…” I’m going to say in pain, but think better of it. “… upset?”
He doesn’t respond, but I see the uncertainty that haunts his eyes. No, not uncertainty…insecurity. Wow. That’s just wow. When did I, underdeveloped klutz that I am, turn into a man magnet? Not that that matters. Doesn’t John know there is only one guy for me?
And when did you figure that one out, Eva girl?
Now. Just now.
I scoff, handling this new revelation the only way I know how: Make a joke. “I don’t know what you were worried about. I mean, Raoul is not my alpha.”
“No? Who is?” I can tell he’s going for light too, but sensing his emotions as I do, I also know that he’s holding his breath for my answer.
I squirm, but manage to tip my chin up defiantly. “Me, of course.”
His brow raises, but then he chuckles, running a hand over his face. I think he might laugh but then he shakes his head, his eyes meeting mine as he delivers in an even deadpan, “You are one tough bitch.”
“But I’m your bitch, right?” Whoops, so much for hiding behind jokes. Guess I’m a bit insecure too.
“Oh, yeah. You’re most definitely my alpha-girl.” He smiles, pulling me firmly between his bent legs. I snuggle in, drawing in the manly scent of sweat, forest, and yup, wet dog. It feels good being held like this. Simple. Who knew that is what I really wanted?
“John?”
“Hmm.”
“I think I’d like to go home now.”
I feel his Adam’s apple bob against my temple. “And, uh, can I ask where this home is that you want to go to?”
“It’s not exactly a place,” I hedge.
“No?”
“Nope.” I tip my head back, looking up into his face. “It’s with you…and the rest of our pack.”
“That sounds good then.” He kisses my forehead, and then sets me on my feet. He doesn’t let go of me completely, but takes my hand and links his fingers through mine as he stands up beside me.
“Ready?” he asks.
I smile. “Ready.”
With a smile in return, he grabs the pack. And then we are off. And as we walk through the gorge, heading west, I swear I hear my dad’s voice whispering on the wind.
“Watch her, Jen. There our girl goes, again. Off on her next crusade to save the world.”
That day I’d saved a dog named Shaggy that had been about to be put down after biting his abusive owner. My dad had known what I was doing, and still smiled as he returned to his paper. What would my dad think of me and my cause now? What would he think of the guy I’d partnered with to do it?
A vamp and a were. What an unlikely pair of saviors we make. Still, I think my dad would be pleased.
I smile, tightening my grip on John’s hand as my father’s words drift back to where they belong: Into my memories. 
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Chapter One
 
In hindsight, correcting Mr. Fascett hadn’t been such a smart idea. Turns out history teachers don’t like being told they’re getting it all wrong. Go figure. 
You, Adia, are an idiot at times.
I sighed, settling into the last available plastic chair in the classroom and dumping my books on the desk between the cabinets and an upperclassman in jeans and black leather. In the grand scheme of things, an hour of detention barely registered as a blip on the retribution scale; hardly worth pulling out the red marker. I mean, if being nominated for sainthood hadn’t put me over the top, then…
I pulled out a spiral notebook, and flipped through my notes from history class. Et tu, Brute? Whatever. Okay, so maybe the history books weren’t far off on the whole Julius Caesar, Ides of March thing, but I’ll say this, Caesar may’ve been stabbed a whopping twenty-three times that day, but the man who started the death ball rolling wasn’t even in the room. I should know. I was there. It’s amazing what goes on in front of us slaves—as if we didn’t have eyes or ears. 
That’s right. During one of my past lives, I was a slave. Not the most glamorous reincarnation I’ve had, but a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do, and if being a slave would get me off this gerbil wheel, then I was all over it. Slavery, sainthood, martyrdom—you name it, I’ve tried it. So far, nothing had gotten me my plot on Elysian Isle. Frankly, being the eternal goody-two-shoes was getting old. This time around, I’d decided to go with my baser nature. Going with your gut, as they say… and right now, my gut was saying the boy sitting next to me was hot with a capital H. 
I took another quick glimpse at Hottie, concluded he must’ve come in right before me. There was no other explanation why the half-dozen other girls in the room hadn’t formed a harem around his desk. He had that eclectic mix of Goth and biker-dude going on—eyebrow ring, black jeans and t-shirt, leather jacket tossed over the chair, tattoos. Yum.
He shifted, leather boots grinding grit into the tile floor and his bicep flexing so the two-tone tattoo plumped out. Oh yeah. It really was a lovely tattoo. Celtic. And the way the band rippled with each movement… 
So engrossed was I in staring, I didn’t immediately realize he’d looked up from his paper and was staring back.
“Like what you see?” His voice was a deep, lazy drawl that sent shivers down my spine.
Heat flooded my cheeks. I jerked my head around, turning back to my doodling. Staring? Blushing? Uh, humiliating. I immediately set to praying I would melt into a puddle under my desk. Right here, right now. Because another week of waiting to die was just going to be too much.
Even so, I couldn’t seem to help myself from daring another peek of 21st century teenage boy perfection. He winked.
All righty then, now I could die of mortification. I took seriously to my task of inscribing my notebook with more flourishes, though really I was paying absolutely no attention to what I was drawing. I was too busy listening to the agonizingly slow tick of the clock over the door to care. Tick…Tock…Tick…Tock…Why was it when I really wanted time to pass it slowed down to the point where each millisecond seemed to drag out infinitely? I needed to get out of here. Regroup and get a handle on the teenage hormones that were obviously throwing me way off my normal stride.
And it was those teenage hormones that had me sucking in my breath when Hottie leaned across the aisle, his chin-length black hair sliding over lips that were just downright sexy. “So, what are you in for?”
That one was easy. A no brainer. And much safer ground than my newfound meekness. I lifted and dropped an apathetic shoulder. “Being a smart aleck.”
And let me say, I excel at that. Sure, I could be charming and docile when I wanted, but really, where had that ever gotten anyone? You wanted something done, you had to be bold and cunning, and thanks to Hermes, I had those qualities in spades.
Hot guy’s gaze roamed over me, lingering—overly long if you asked me—at my chest. When he reached my eyes again, he said, “Don’t look like an Alec to me.”
At the front of the room, the monitor cleared his throat.
I stifled my chuckle, not willing to risk getting a second day tacked on and certainly not willing to let Hottie know what I thought of him, which was, okay, hot and kind of funny.
He smiled, leaning back in his seat.
And conceited. Definitely conceited.
The monitor began attendance and I listened attentively until Hottie raised his hand, giving me a name to go with the yummy face and body. Cole Jager. I rolled the name on my tongue, automatically deriving its meaning: Dark Hunter. Wonder if the name had purposefully been chosen for its meaning, or if the fact it suited him was completely coincidental. Probably the latter. People didn’t consider the denotation much in the giving of names these days.
“Adia… Adia Reed?” The monitor called out.
I almost missed it, piping out a last second, “Here.”
“Knew you weren’t an Alec,” Cole whispered, sending another giddy little thrill through me.
Okay, gotta stop that.
I valiantly faced forward, keeping my eyes on the board as papers were passed out. Busywork, nothing challenging. I finished before the torture session was half over and resumed my doodling, my attention half on the clock and the rest on the boy sitting across from me. He oozed confident bad-boy. I wish I’d asked him what he was in for. Wish I’d flirted back rather than acting like a celestial virgin. Mostly, I wish I had the nerve to ask him for a phone number. But with six days and counting… really, what was the point?
Six days. Damn. And so far nothing major had occurred to earn me my chance at redemption. There’d been little stuff, sure, and I’d done what I could without completely blowing my cover, as it were, but nothing that was going to knock the ball out of the park. If something didn’t happen soon to tip the scales in my favor, then in—I glanced at the clock again—approximately six days, seven hours, and eight minutes, I was going to be back at the Trivium kissing the feet of Minos, Rhadamanthus, and Aeacus. I needed a disaster of mammoth proportions to fix, and needed it soon. Personally, given my track record, I wasn’t holding out much hope.
“You think she’s responsible for our misery right now?”
Jarred from my bleak thoughts, I blinked, looking across the aisle at Cole. “What?”
He nodded down at my notebook.
I looked at the clusters of flowers, thorns, and vine-like flourishes I’d drawn. But that didn’t make sense. I let my focus soften. A distinctive pattern emerged, a series of letters, a name—Pandora.
In over a hundred lifetimes, a girl is bound to forget some things. But there’s one thing I haven’t forgotten. I haven’t forgotten my first name.
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Sometimes life really bites…
 
For socially inept nerds like Eva Harper, the junior prom is bound to suck, especially when her date turns out to be a vampire. Eva wakes from the change knowing her life will never be the same. Not only is the vegan teenager now a vampire, but a vicious virus has struck, spreading across the globe and irreversibly changing much of mankind…into zombies.
 
…and the only thing to do is to bite back
 
Fleeing from the vampire hive and their controlling queen, Eva takes up with a rag-tag militia in their seemingly insurmountable quest to rid the world of zombies. But little does she know it’s her own secret, a secret she doesn’t even know she has, that will be the turning point for the zombie wars.
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