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Chapter 1

The next morning, we headed back to the demolished building. Max’s men rode behind us, as backup. Jackie insisted on coming because she knew the layout of the hospital. As much as we hated bringing her along just after getting her back safely, we knew we needed her, and she wouldn’t have it any other way. 

The scientists were still desperately looking for a cure, a cure we held in our very hands. It wasn’t without flaw, but Charlie had figured out a way to make it work. That was why we needed his notes so badly. Sure, he was a lunatic, a mad scientist if there ever was one, but he was also brilliant, and his research had paid off. It still had to be sorted out, but we were confident that any other competent scientist could make sense of it. Those precious formulas and equations, all those notes, were the key to getting our world back to normal, and we had to do whatever it took to implement them into a real solution.

Jackie smiled as I squeezed her hand. I couldn’t have been happier if I’d have tried. Having her there with me again made me feel alive. I was alive, and so was she. And, even better than that, there really was a miracle cure to the zombie plague. 

After feeling hopeless for so long, it was almost hard to wrap my mind around the fact that our world might just have a chance after all. Maybe in a few years, we’ll all lead normal lives again. Sometimes I wondered if I ever should have left the island in the first place, but if I hadn’t, we never would have found the cure. That was what it took for us to have a chance to save the world; all things considered, I would have done it all over again. 

I still couldn’t believe I was sitting next to Jackie. It almost seemed like a dream. She didn’t remember much in her zombie state, and I was glad for that. So far, she didn’t seem to be suffering any horrible side effects. We all waited on her hand and foot, and she cried when we told her how hard we’d all hunted for her. Claire was a hot mess and carried a tissue box with her from room to room, crying happy tears that wouldn’t stop. We were all so happy to see Jackie. I held her all night, and it seemed as if nothing had changed between us, as if we’d never really been apart at all. We just picked up from where we had left off. It was such an emotional reunion, and I knew I would never love any other girl more than I loved my Jackie. 

“Are you sure you’re up to this?” I asked her. 

“We’ve been through worse, Dean.”

“Can you believe we’ve almost licked this thing?” Lucas said. 

Nick shot him a side glance. “And you said the only cure was a bullet or axe in the brain.”

“At this point, it still is,” Claire retorted. “Who knows how long it will take the scientists to figure it all out?” 

Nick parked near the hospital, and we all hopped out. It was a bit eerie, considering our history in that place: our last battle with Z, the hybrids, and me thinking Charlie had injected me with a deadly disease. 

Within minutes, everyone was organized and split into teams that walked off in different directions to secure the perimeter. Team Six came with us, just in case we encountered any zombie run-ins. I didn’t know the team members too well, but I knew Rex, Nancy, and Buddy. Buddy stuck out like a sore thumb because he always complained. 

Scanning ahead, I pointed my rifle. I didn’t see any signs of zombies or hybrids. The hospital looked like some sort of ancient ruins, as if a bomb had been dropped on it. Only part of it was still standing, and even that section was on the verge of collapse. Rubble and bricks spilled onto the sidewalk and cracked asphalt of the parking lot. I hated the idea of going back in there, but I bravely stepped over the cement blocks, twisted metal, and rocks. We squeezed through two beams and a pile of debris. 

“Wait,” Buddy said. “Max said not to go in.”

“Suit yourself,” Nick responded.

Nancy cleared her throat, then tapped on Nick’s shoulder. “Why can’t you wait?”

“Why? Because Max might not be back for hours, and this building could collapse by then. We need to act now.”

Lucas nodded. “I agree. We’re not twisting anybody’s arm. If you don’t wanna come, then don’t. It’s every man...er, and or every woman...for himself. Our small group is more than willing to go.”

Nancy looked at Buddy and Rex, then the other men. “Should we proceed?”

“Of course we should,” Rex said. “We’ve gotta get those notes before this building collapses.”

They muttered among themselves. Some of the men wanted to leave, but others wished to keep going. I ignored them. As far as I was concerned, if they weren’t willing to risk their lives like we were, they could shut up and go back.  

Jackie pointed her pistol straight ahead and led the way. We all shined our flashlights inside, illuminating the darkness with our beams. Glass crunched beneath my boots with every step I took. I’d just gotten Jackie back, and we were taking her back to the place where she’d been held hostage for so long. I wasn’t sure how she felt about it, but her courage was inspiring to me. 

Max wanted us to scout out the area, then meet up with him later. We were obviously complying with his orders, but I couldn’t believe his team decided to follow us in. I helped Jackie over some cracked slabs and broken cinderblock. The ceiling suddenly shifted, showering all of us with white dust and plaster, and we all erupted in a chorus of coughs. 

“This is suicide!” one of the men shouted. “This place ain’t safe!”

“Yeah, whose brilliant idea was this anyway? It’s freakin’ crazy to be walkin’ around in here!” another complained. 

“You know we’ve gotta find those notes and that research,” Nick scolded. “Then we can save mankind and put an end to zombies forever.” Nick spoke with such conviction and emotion that nobody dared to argue with him. 

Breathing shallowly, I continued to climb over the dusty rock mounds.

“Watch out for that stiff,” Nick said, his voice echoing in the crumbling building. 

Pointing my flashlight down, I kicked the dead zombie in front of me, just to make sure it was really dead. When there was no movement or reaction, I exhaled in great relief and slowly stepped over the corpse, taking note of the bullet hole in its rotting forehead. 

“I don’t like this, not one bit,” Claire said. “It doesn’t feel very good to be back in Charlie’s evil lair. I killed Z here. Not to mention, those hybrids give me the creeps.”

“Tell me about it,” Val whispered, “but Charlie did have a cure, so we need those notes and samples for other scientists.” She stepped over a precarious pile of bricks. “It’s creepy, but I’m not scared. If one of those things so much as bats a decayed eyelash, I’ll feed it a steady diet of bullets.”

“They’re dead,” Kate said. “Max’s men got any stragglers Z’s men missed.” 

Claire shot her a side-glance. “I hope you’re right.”

We stepped through the rubble, our flashlights casting eerie shadows on the walls. I dodged the occasional rat as we made our way through the wide main corridor.  

A growl echoed in the air, and Kate shot me a look. She stopped mid-step, eating her own words. 

“Was that a...?”

“Yep.”

“Great,” she said, turning to Nick. “We need Claire or Val to scope it out with their night vision.”

Claire stepped forward and peered. “Looks like a loner,” she said, her rifle drawn. 

“Maybe that’s what it wants you to think,” Lucas said. “Hybrids are sneaky, remember?”

I grabbed Lucas’s bat and headed toward the zombie that was missing half its face. “Batter up!” I said. “It’s time to join your friends on the ground.” I swung so hard that its head was decapitated, knocked right off its shoulders. It flung against a pile of rocks, and the body slumped to the ground in a sickening heap. 

When footsteps echoed behind us, I stiffened. I held the bat in a white-knuckled grip and stiffened. 

“Calm down, Babe Ruth,” Val said. “It’s just Asia.”

“I can’t believe you guys are doing this,” Asia said. “Max is gonna be furious!”

I sighed. “We really didn’t have any other choice. But how did you know we came in?”

“One of the guys who told me you were in here ran off to go find Max.”

“Good. We can use his help.”

“Let’s keep moving, people,” Nick said.

“This way, guys,” Jackie said. 

Shining our flashlights ahead, we started walking.

Claire glanced over her shoulder at Asia. “Why aren’t you with Max?” 

“I drove here as fast as I could to tell you that some survivors of Z’s gang are ticked off, bent on revenge,” Asia announced grimly. “Max’s guys took care of most of them, but some escaped. I thought I should warn you that we might have company.”

“Great! We’re already dealing with a crumbling building and zombies,” Buddy said. “Now add pissed-off comrades to the mix.”

Asia looked at him. “Calm down, Buddy.” 

Buddy was always complaining, and I hated getting stuck with him. 

“You sure revenge is all they’re after?” I asked, staring at Asia hard.

“What else would they want?”

“Charlie’s notes.”

She blinked. “I don’t think they’re that smart. Heck, I doubt they can even read. I’m sure in their Neanderthal minds, they can only comprehend payback, since we offed so many of their friends.”

We turned the bend, and Nick flashed his light beam into the darkness. “We can’t assume anything. Let’s just get what we came for and get the heck outta Dodge.”

We all feared what would happen if the notes fell into the wrong hands. They could be misused, lost, or accidentally destroyed. We were on a quest to save all of humanity, and Nick wasn’t willing to take any chances. We had to make sure the research was put in the hands of the right people, scientists who could help get the cure underway so we could get our world back. 

The building started to creak and moan as we continued to walk into the darkness. I didn’t like that one bit. The foundation was barely holding on, and the place was unstable, which meant we could be crushed at any given moment. More creaking, cracking, and popping sounds told me a collapse was imminent. It was going to happen whether we wanted it to or not. 

“The building’s talking to us,” Val said. “It’s warning us to leave while we still can.”

I stared straight ahead as dust swirled in the path of my flashlight beam. Her words chilled me to the very bone. I knew we should turn around and leave. That would have been the smart thing to do, but we only had one shot at getting those notes on how to create the formula that had cured Jackie. As risky as it was, we were there for all humanity, and the cause was more important than our own fear. 

Kate frantically looked around. “We have to turn back. It’s getting way too dangerous. If this place caves in—”

“We’ll be long gone by then,” Nick said, shaking his head and cutting her off. “We just have to move faster,” he coaxed, more determined than ever to get what we came for. 

“Well, I don’t know about you people, but I’m not about to die for some scientist’s stupid scribbling!” one of the men retorted. “There are other scientists in the world, and they can figure it out without me getting my head smashed in.”

“You know where the exit is,” Nick said flatly. “Do whatever you want.” My brother had one mission on his mind, and he wasn’t going to bend for anyone. 

“I’m not trying to wuss out. You know that’s not me,” Kate said, “but we have to think of our own safety. It won’t do anyone any good if this hospital becomes our tomb.” 

“Just concentrate on what’s important,” Nick said, stepping over concrete and metal. 

“I’d put living at the top of that list. How do you think I’ve survived so long?”

“Think of all the people we can help,” I chimed in. “The stuff worked for Jackie. It’s a miracle, a potential cure, Kate, something that may stop the virus in its tracks. Yeah, we’re risking our lives here, but think of how many lives will be changed and saved if we do this.” 

The creaking and moaning didn’t subside, and Kate pointed the flashlight upward. “Yeah, if we live to deliver the cure to anybody,” she muttered under her breath so Nick didn’t hear and send her back to safety. 

“Nick, if it gets any worse, we stop,” Claire said. “We’ll just hand over what we’ve got, and they can send a team back here in a helicopter, with an excavation team.”

“Can’t put a bulldozer in a helicopter, darlin’. Besides, we can’t let any of the research get buried in here. They need it all so they can start working on the cure ASAP.”  

“Dead end!” Lucas announced, much to our dismay. “The entrance collapsed.” 

“So find another way,” Nick said, unnervingly calmly. 

Horizontal steel beams, metal, and rocks jutted across our path, and a thick dust of shattered concrete floated in the air. I was just as scared as Kate and the others, and I didn’t want to be crushed to death. A loud creaking filled the air, and a twenty-foot crack burst open right in front of us, gushing out debris, rock, and dry wall. Windows cracked, doors broke, and the building groaned. A chill ran down my spine. 

Nick swung his flashlight in the opposite direction, pondered for a minute, then tapped Val. “Look, I might be a bit of a...kamikaze, but we don’t need a buncha martyrs for this mission. Get these people outta here,” he said. “Dean, Lucas, and I got this.”

“What are you? The Knights of the Round Table? No freaking way I’m leaving you,” she said. “And are you forgetting you need Jackie to get you there?”

“I gave him directions earlier, just in case something went wrong,” Jackie said.

Nick stepped toward Val. “I got this, so don’t give me any lip. Just get everyone out of this warzone.”

Val glared at him. “Keep ordering me around like that, little brother, and I’ll throw your scrawny butt over my shoulder and drag you out, you arrogant jerk! If you’re going, so am I, but you’ve got no right to force Dean to go with you. You and Lucas have spent the last couple years going on life-risking missions like a couple Rambos, but Dean’s not used to it.”

“He’s a soldier,” Lucas said. “He’s proved that more than once.”

Nick nodded. “Yeah, our baby bro is all grown up. He’s a man now.”

She threw her hands in the air. “He’s a teenager! Quit treating him like some sort of Marine!” 

“Age doesn’t matter in this new world,” he said. “It’s all about survival instinct, and Dean has proven time and time again that he’s got plenty of that. I’m proud to call him my brother, and I’m even prouder to fight alongside him.”

In that very moment, I realized just how much my brother respected me. For the first time, I felt like an adult. He actually chose me, his kid brother, over our hotheaded, well-trained big sister. The building was about to cave in, and he wanted me there with him, like a real, trusted comrade. I’d never felt more proud, and for the first time, I realized I wasn’t just some dumb, naïve kid in his eyes. I had finally proven myself to him, and that meant more than anything in the world. I had Nick’s respect, and that wasn’t easy to come by. 

“And what does being a man got to do with anything?” Val asked. “I can fight just as well as you two.” 

“Of course you can,” Nick said. “Now that you mention it, maybe you’re right. I’d feel better knowing I have you to cover my back anyway.”

“Good. It’s settled. Nobody’s leaving.” The building groaned, and Val sucked in a deep breath. “Let’s not think about the risks here. Focus on the end result.” 

“Great attitude,” Lucas said. 

“This building’s falling apart more with every single step we take, crumbling under our feet,” Buddy whined. “We all need to get outta here. Max told us to cover you, not to die for you!”

“Do you know what those notes can do for humanity?” Lucas snapped. “There’s a cure out there, man. Jackie is living proof!”

“Look, pal, we all want a cure just as bad as you do. We wouldn’t have come in here at all if we didn’t,” Buddy retorted. “We all wanna see mankind beat this thing, but going on a suicide mission ain’t gonna save nobody. We keep trolling through this rubble, they’ll just have to dig under more bodies to get to the research.”

Nick waved a dismissive hand, then turned and walked in another direction. “I know another way. We passed a corridor a little way back. Anybody who’s coming, get a move-on. The rest of you know the way out.”

Some of the men quickly said their goodbyes and scurried away, but a few stuck with us, including Buddy, who complained more than anyone. I was thankful that they didn’t all desert us, but I secretly wished he’d been one of the ones to run away, because he was getting on everyone’s nerves. 

My feet crunched over the debris as we briskly walked, with Jackie in the lead. When we got to the spot, we realized the entrance was blocked by a layer of concrete that had slid down from the floor above. 

Jackie glanced around and pointed to another hall just north of us. “Let’s go that way,” she suggested. 

Tall beams crisscrossed high above us, with more to the left and right, like the very gates of Hell. It really didn’t faze me much, considering that we’d all been living a hellish existence already, and we were more than ready to fight any demons that came our way. We turned the bend and walked down another long corridor, only to be confronted by yet another dead end, a blockage of metal and debris. 

“What now?” Claire asked. 

Nick pointed to a breach in the wall. He slipped through the jagged edges and disappeared into the darkness. I followed him and realized we were in the hospital gift shop. Everything was covered in debris, dirt, and pebbles, and there was a horrible teddy bear on the floor, with one of its eyes missing, holding a big heart that said “Get Well.”

Suddenly, a loud noise echoed in the air. I quickly aimed my flashlight in the direction of the noise and saw the double-doors moving back and forth. 

Bang-bang-bang-bang!

I walked over the debris and maneuvered through the store. A pile of concrete on the ground kept the doors from opening all the way, but something desperately wanted in. Suddenly, a long, vertical line of fingers burst through the crack. I gasped as that sickeningly familiar moaning reverberated through the air. Black, dead fingers waved through the gap, from the top of the door to the bottom. 

“Oh my gosh!” Claire said. “How can they wiggle their fingers through that high? None of them are that tall.” 

“They must be stacked up,” I said. “I don’t even wanna know how many there are.”

“The floor collapsed,” Lucas said. “They fell in! Anybody up for a little zombie Jenga?”

“The men must’ve missed one of the upstairs rooms when they were taking out the stragglers,” Val said. “Charlie was trying to build a whole army, so there were a lot of them.” 

Asia looked at us, her eyes wide. “Let’s find a different way!”

“The only way to Charlie’s safe is through those doors,” Jackie said. “The other way is completely blocked off.”

The door began to inch open, slowly and methodically, like a slow-motion scene out of some awful horror movie; only this time, I was actually there instead of sitting in a red velvet seat, safely behind a giant bucket of extra-buttery popcorn. Dread washed over me, but without a second thought, I grabbed Buddy’s axe and pried it through the metal handles so they couldn’t get through. 

The zombies pounced and heaved their rotting corpses against the door. The door shook violently, the banging and pounding growing worse with every passing second. One of the undead nuisances peeked in through the gap in the door and met my gaze with that familiar cold stare, those unforgettable, nightmarish, evil, milky-white eyes. They only lived to rip the flesh off the living, and I lived to rip their brains out. Even wide awake, our nightmares were all too real. 

“Look!” Val shouted.

I gasped as the doors begin to rip off their hinges. I knew if we didn’t run, we’d be fighting a barrage of rotting, starving demons. 

Wood splintered, and the moans grew louder. 

“Move out!” Nick barked.

“Run!” I shouted. 

Crack!

I glanced over my shoulder as I frantically climbed through the debris. My heart thundered when the doors burst open and zombies scrambled in like football players ripping through a homecoming banner. The only trouble was, they had too many men on the field. 

Chapter 2

Zombies poured in, locking their hungry gaze on my flesh. My heart raced, and adrenaline surged through me. 

“Up here!” Nick shouted. 

Lucas was the next to yell for us. When I glanced over, I saw him standing atop a huge pile of rocks, climbing through another crack in the wall high above our heads. I ducked beneath another toppled beam and headed over to meet them. As I did, my foot sank into the debris, and I found myself lodged between two rocks. Droplets of sweat rolled down my face as I watched zombies stumble in my direction. How can everything go from bad to worse in a matter of seconds? 

“Get outta there, Dean!” Nick yelled. 

Black nails reached for me. I took aim and pulled the trigger, shattering the zombie’s head. In an instant, another reached for me, and I squeezed the trigger again, then pulled my foot as hard as I could, to no avail. Val stepped in front of me and fired a round into the undead army, till her gun clicked empty. Asia let out a few well-placed shots, nailing anything that got too close to me or my sister. Nick aimed carefully and blasted another deadhead when it took a clumsy step toward me. Val slammed in a new magazine and took aim for the fiend that was only a few feet away. When she pulled the trigger, the thing’s head flew back, and the body fell over. Lucas put a few zombies down with multiple headshots that landed precisely on target. I’d never been so happy that my friends and siblings were such good marksmen. 

My foot loosened, and I scrambled up just as a zombie grabbed my arm. I spun around and kicked it, sending it crashing into another decaying monster and a table full of coffee cups on display. Heaving a sigh of relief that its putrid black nails hadn’t penetrated my coat, I reloaded.  

“My foot’s free!” I yelled to my sister.

“Good,” she said. “Now c’mon!” 

Together, we carefully scaled a tall pile of rocks and concrete. Val maneuvered through the rubble behind me. When we got to the top, I felt better. From that vantage point, we had a view of the entire room, and the zombies were not sure-footed enough to follow us up there. Nevertheless, as safe as I felt, I knew it was only a temporary illusion, a false hope. We were never safe, not for a minute. I shined the light around and saw the others waiting by a large crack in the ceiling.

“All clear!” Nick said. “Follow me.” 

I hurried over, and Nick told me to climb into a gap in the wall. He reached his hand down and helped Kate up. One by one, everyone climbed up and squeezed through the jagged opening. The building let out a groan, but we almost didn’t hear it, since we were quickly becoming desensitized to it. I wiped the sweat off my face and took a deep breath to calm my racing heart. 

Jackie looked around, trying to place where we were. “Okay,” she said, nodding. “I think I’ve got my bearings. C’mon.” She motioned us down the corridor in a hurry. Time was of the essence, and it was good to have a tour guide through the dark, dilapidated maze.  

Suddenly, I heard a moan coming from the left, and nothing about it sounded human. ”Not again,” I grumbled.  

“Rotters up ahead,” Val said. 

A chill shot up my spine. I peeked around her and saw zombies in tattered white scrubs, dead nurses, doctors, and other medical staff clumsily approaching.

Nick looked at me. “You take the left. I’ll handle the right.” 

I nodded, tightening my finger on the trigger. When I heard a snarl, I took careful aim at the grotesque monster emerging from the shadows. It groaned through clenched black teeth. With my gun aimed squarely at its forehead, I pulled the trigger. It fell forward, and I had to sidestep out of its way. When I saw another one, an even more ghastly blonde with a skeletal face, I quickly disposed of her with my weapon. Two more came behind her, so I squeezed off two quick shots to take them down. The girls took down a few more.  

Suddenly, the moans stopped.

“I think we got ‘em all,” Claire said, lowering her weapon.

“That remains to be seen,” Buddy mumbled.

Nancy smiled. “Good job, guys.”

“There’s more ahead,” Asia said. “The corridor turns. Not sure how many.” 

Nick looked at us. “Let me go scout it out real quick, so we don’t walk into a trap. I’ll be right back.”

“Take Jackie with you, so you don’t get lost,” Lucas said. 

Nick and Jackie went ahead to survey the area, to make sure it was safe for us to pass.  

I kept my gun drawn. My nerves were on edge as we waited, and the seconds seemed to tick by like hours. It reminded me too much of the lab I’d been trapped in; I unhappily recalled running around in the dark like a rat in a maze, wondering if I was ever going to get out. I had escaped that, only to relive the nightmare again. Will any of us get out of this alive? I wondered but dared not say. I didn’t want to upset the others or add fuel to complaining Buddy’s fire. I had to move past my fears, like always, because I was a true survivor. The zombie apocalypse had already left a lasting mark on my life, but I refused to let it victimize me. Life was hard, and we had all lost much, but we would heal and move on. That horrible story was not my identity. The man I would become had far more to do with how I pushed through it, and my sister and brother were perfect examples of the never-give-up heroes that I wanted to be. 

Suddenly, Nick slipped past me in a panic. “Zombies up ahead, tons of rotters! We woulda walked right into them.”

“How many?” Lucas asked. “Can’t we just take them out?”

Nick grimly shook his head. “Far too many. We’re sorely outnumbered.”

“So what’s the plan?” Asia said.

Moans echoed from behind us, coming from way down the hall.

“Uh, guys,” Claire said, “they’re coming from the other way too!”

“They must’ve locked on to our scent,” Kate breathed out. 

“Well, the white freaks are coming!” Buddy screamed. “So what exactly is the plan?”

I glanced around and saw zombies were slowly coming from both directions.  

“Attack or retreat?” Claire asked.

Nick pondered. “There’s no exit, no escape. If we fight the large herd in front of us, we’ll just be ambushed from the back.” 

“Not good odds, if ya ask me,” Lucas said. “You gotta pick your battles, man, and this isn’t the one. They’ll just block us in and tear us to shreds. Let’s hide in one of these rooms till they pass.”

I edged closer to the door and knocked, then listened intently but heard nothing—no moans, banging, footsteps, or rustling. I wrapped my fingers around the knob and jiggled it but still heard only silence. 

“Sounds like a good place,” Claire whispered. “C’mon.”

I hesitantly opened the door as my breath hitched in my throat. My flashlight shook in my hand, and I glanced around. The beam landed on a cherry desk and bookshelves, indicating that we had wandered in to one of the administrative offices. Each and every shadow made me nervous. I took cautious steps, alert to every sound, smell, and sight. Everyone moved in behind me and began to sweep the room with their own eyes and flashlights. 

“Clear,” Nick said. 

Val rushed over and locked the door. “Don’t need any uninvited guests,” she said.

I looked at Jackie. “Why were those nurses and doctors still here? I thought Charlie booted them all out.”

She shook her head. “Nope. He kept them in the basement, for experiments. They must’ve gotten loose.” 

“Great,” Buddy said. “An undead hospital staff on the loose. We can’t stay here long.”

“We really have no choice but to hole up in here,” Nick said. “We can’t fight that many.” 

“Says you,” Buddy spat.

“I think we could take them on,” Nancy insisted. 

Nick met her gaze. “That cockiness is gonna get us all killed.”  

She pushed her black hair out of her face. “I’m not conceited,” she said, frowning at him. “I’m more...convinced. I say we fight. We can’t just sit around in here waiting to be their buffet.”

Nick was never one to back down. “I’m not fighting this time, Nancy, but if you insist, I’ll happily open the door for you. I’m a gentleman like that.”

“Gentleman my...” She rolled her eyes, crossed her arms, and stayed put, sticking her bottom lip out in a pout like a spoiled little girl. 

“I second Nick’s opinion,” Lucas said, backing my brother up. “We haven’t lived this long by being idiots.”

“If we just stay here and be quiet for a few minutes, they’ll probably pass us by,” Claire said. 

“We don’t have that kinda time,” Rex chimed in. “In case you haven’t noticed, this place very well might become our tomb.”

“Fighting the white demons would be stupid,” Lucas said. “Now, either help us barricade this place or get the heck out!” 

We started hauling furniture over and placing it in front of the door. Asia, Kate, and I managed to move the huge, heavy desk, and Jackie and Val placed bookshelves behind it as a brace.  

I walked to the other side of the room, looking for anything we could use. When the floorboard creaked behind me, I swung around and pointed my gun.

“Whoa there!” Kate said, clutching her heart. “It’s just me.”

“S-sorry,” I stuttered nervously. “I just...” 

“It’s okay,” she whispered. “I shouldn’t have sneaked up on you like that.” She suddenly grabbed my arm. “Watch the hole in the floor though. That first step looks like a doozy.” 

“Yeah, we can’t have the birthday boy disappearing on us, can we?” Claire said.

“You remembered?”

She nodded and grinned at me. “Of course. Birthdays are quickly becoming rare for a lot of people these days. Each one is a special occasion, right?”

“Right,” I said, blushing a bit. I shined my light into the hole and could see the room below us. My stomach clenched. “Is the floor gonna collapse on us?” I asked.

Buddy began to pace around the sturdy parts of the floor, which were few and far between. “Most of this floor feels like a trampoline. It’s gonna cave any minute. Boxing ourselves in here was a horrible idea!”

Nick shined the flashlight at him. “Listen, we didn’t have a choice. Swarms of them are coming from both ways.” 

“Yeah. We can’t take all them on,” Lucas whispered. “If you’ll shut up with all your complaining and whining, maybe they’ll just go away so we can get outta here.” 

A few minutes passed, and we all stayed quiet. Moans lingered in the air, and the shuffling of dead feet made me nervous. When something banged on the door, a cold chill shot through me. We’d hoped they would grow bored and leave, but they kept pounding, demanding to be fed. The door began to creak and shake, and I knew we had nowhere to go if they managed to break it down.  

“There are too many,” Claire said. “Those hinges are gonna break, just like before.” 

I shivered in horror, because I knew she was right. ”We need a Plan B...quick!” I said. I glanced over at the hole in the floor, and shined my flashlight down into it again. “Maybe we could...” My words caught in my throat when my beam landed on a few zombies covered in green slime and moss. Grunting, the monstrous faces glanced up. They started to move, and I heard a splashing sound. “What the heck?” I asked, wrinkling my brow in confusion.  

“It’s a pool!” Claire said. 

Blinking, I peered down and saw that she was right. The zombies were frolicking around in the brown water, and the sign on the wall read, “St. Catherine’s Rehabilitation & Exercise Pool.” 

“Darn it,” Lucas said. “I forgot my club card and my Speedos. I guess we’ll just have to sneak down there.”

“Are you crazy?” Rex asked. “Diving and breaking my neck isn’t gonna help any of us!”

“Yeah,” Buddy said, “and in case you didn’t notice, the pool’s already occupied.”

Nick hurried over and pointed his own flashlight down. “It could work.”

“How many zombies are there?” Val asked. 

“Just a few swamp things,” I answered, staring down at the green atrocities. “We can easily take them out.”

“Let me see,” Val said, peering down with her night vision, an added bonus.

“Well?” Lucas asked. 

“At least a dozen,” she replied. 

“Hmm. Well, all things considered, I guess we’re going for a dip,” Lucas said. 

“You expect us to jump into that toxic waste dump?” Asia asked, incredulous.

“This is not the time to act like a princess,” Lucas retorted. 

“What!? You know that’s not me!” she said. “It’s just that we have no idea what’s lurking in that filthy water.” 

“It’s a chance we have to take,” Kate replied grimly. “We don’t have many options left.”

Val looked down. “We’ll spray a storm of bullets. That should give us a fighting chance.” 

“Then let’s start cleaning house,” Claire said. 

She pointed her gun into the hole, followed by Val. They fired at anything that moved. The gunfire echoed, and the zombies outside our door grew even louder. The girls sprayed a burst of 9mm rounds that shattered glass, killed zombies, and lodged in the marble walls and floor. 

Suddenly, the wall behind us started to crumble like a dry cake. At first, I thought it was just from the wear and tear on the building, but then I noticed a sledgehammer busting through the drywall. I aimed my gun, fearing a hybrid invasion, but a man stuck his head in.

“You might think twice before firing,” he said, looking around at all the weapons that were trained on him. “I’ve got one of your men.”

I recognized the man almost instantly as Jim, Z’s brother, who had questioned me at their camp before I escaped with Asia. I couldn’t forget the crazy whack-job after the way he’d roughed me up.  

A second later, Jim shoved someone’s head through the gap. 

“Damon!” Rex shouted. “When did they get you?”

“Please help me!” Damon said, sounding desperate. “They tracked you down, heard your gunfire.”

“You know we’re trapped, right?” Nick said. “We’ve got rotters in the corridor!”

“I’m quite aware of that!” Jim snapped. “The question is, do you want this guy back alive, or should I feed him to those things...or maybe turn him into one myself?”

“We don’t have time for this,” Lucas whispered. “Just let me go in and take them out.”

“No! They’ll kill Damon!” Buddy shouted. “You play by their rules.”

“Let’s make a deal,” Jim said. “I’ll show you a back way out, a way to bypass the zombies.” 

“And what do you want in return?” I asked, not trusting him one bit. 

“Claire,” he said, staring at her hard. “Give her to us, and we’ll give you this fool and show you an escape route.” 

“Not happening!” Nick said defensively. 

“Then he dies,” Jim said calmly. 

“That jerk has no idea who he’s dealing with,” Claire whispered in my ear. “I’ll kill him just like I killed his brother.”

I turned to Nick. “She killed Z. And they’re after revenge. That’s why they want her.”  

The door burst open, and my heart lurched as a chorus of threatening moans filled the room. The furniture shook and shuddered as zombies pushed and shoved at the blockade, determined to get through. I knew we couldn’t possibly take on that many, so our only choice was to do a swan dive into a dark pool or try to run down the corridor again. Negotiations were now off the table. The temporary blockade did little good, as dead nurses and doctors fumbled around the furniture, reaching for us with long, dead fingers. Fortunately, it was enough to distract them and give us the few extra precious seconds we needed. 

Nick, Val, Lucas, Rex, and me charged Jim and his men, hard and fast. I could tell they didn’t expect us to take them on, especially with the zombies reaching for us through the furniture, but we weren’t about to run. It was a risk to try to save Damon with all of the undead quickly pushing their way in, but we wouldn’t leave any man behind. 

One of Jim’s men swung at me and connected with my jaw. Pain exploded across my face, and rage flooded through me like a tidal wave. I swung and gave him a punch of my own, sending his head flying back. He crashed into the wall and crumbled in a trembling heap, then fell down face first.  

A tall, lanky man with a scraggly beard launched an assault next, swinging with a hard left hook. I sidestepped, then kicked his stomach. He came back swinging. I blocked the punch and countered with an uppercut to his neck. Coughing, he staggered backward, then fell to his knees, struggling to breathe. 

Another guy set his sights on me literally, pointing his gun. In a life-or-death moment, I lunged and knocked the gun out of his hand. He kicked, but I ducked his roundhouse. When his foot swept by, I blocked with my forearm. The man switched to old-fashioned punches, and I slapped them away, deflecting his attack. I noticed a steel beam directly overhead. I grabbed it and kicked the man with both feet, sending him flying. 

Rapid growls made me turn toward the direction of the noise. In a blur, jaws snapped just inches from my face, razor-sharp teeth aiming for my cheeks. I pounded my attacker’s neck with my fist, giving me those few precious seconds to reach my weapon. With my heart thundering, I grabbed my gun and fired. The thing flung back, its lifeless body dropping to the floor. The zombie had caught me off guard, though, and I had almost paid the price. I swallowed hard when I glanced around and saw more zombies breaking through the barricade. “We don’t have much time!” I yelled, pointing.  

The man I’d hit in the neck glared at me like a wounded bear. Ignoring any pain, he launched himself at me and slammed me down to the ground in a power-move that would have knocked the wind out of Hulk Hogan. He slammed his boot toward my face, but I rolled aside just in time. I jumped back to my feet as quickly as I could. Like a sledgehammer, my fist connected with his stomach, and down he went again. 

In a blur, Lucas hit Jim with the butt of his gun before he knew what even hit him. When Jim fell, Damon was finally free. Hissing, screaming, and cursing at the sight of their fallen leader, Jim’s men shot at us. Multiple bullets flew overhead as Lucas fired back. I ducked just in time, and a droplet of sweat rolled down my face as more bullets hissed past my ear. Jackie and I took cover behind an overturned desk, and I lifted my head and returned gunfire. 

Crack!

Suddenly, the door burst open, and more starving zombies lumbered in. 

Jackie pulled me over to the hole, and I shoved my flashlight deep in my pocket. 

“Go!” Val yelled. “Jump!”

“Jackie first,” I said. I wanted to make sure she got out, especially with all those bullets flying around.

Without another word, Val grabbed me and shoved me through the hole. Before I could even protest, I was flying through the air, heading toward a brown pool that I hoped wasn’t full of gnashing teeth.  

Chapter 3

Jumping into a cold pool wasn’t my favorite thing to do, but I only had three choices at that point: fight the white freaks, fight the crazed gang freaks, or jump down into the pool and fight the green freaks. It was going to be a freak-fest either way. 

I crashed into the water with a giant splash and landed in the deep end. The ice-cold water hit me hard. I spread my hands and feet apart and flailed my arms, trying to slow my plummet; it had always worked for cliff-diving after all. 

“Everyone okay?” Nick yelled.

“Made it,” Asia answered.

“I’m good,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. 

“All right, kiddos. Everybody outta the pool,” Lucas ordered, fear tightening his voice. 

My eyes widened in horror as I was suddenly greeted by a milky-white glare. My pulse ramped up. I blinked the water out of my eyes, then shined my light up on the withered face. I jumped back, dizzied by blood rushing into my ears. The decapitated head was still blinking its eyes and snapping its jaws, bouncing around in the water and moaning. I had never seen such a grotesque display, and the scent of death invaded my senses. I knew then that our reality was far worse than anything my mind or even horror movie makers could ever have dreamt up. In a blind panic, I reached for my knife. I stabbed the bobbling head through the eye and moved away from it as blood gushed from its open wound. It gurgled for a moment, but the moaning finally stopped.  

The smell of decaying flesh was overpowering, like something out of a nightmare. My muscles tensed as I realized I was immersed in some sort of zombie stew. Countless dismembered hands, arms, legs, torsos, and heads floated all around me. I wasn’t sure if that was a result of Val’s shooting or just their decayed bodies disintegrating from being in the water so long.  

Through the darkness, I spotted a rotting arm with peeling skin and a deep gash. I splashed to move it away from me, but another arm and leg came my way as the ripples drifted in my direction from all the others splashing in my direction. I gasped in horror and gagged at the noxious odor. “Jackie!” I screamed when I looked around and couldn’t see her through the blackness of shadows. 

Something bumped my leg, and I looked down but couldn’t make out what it was. I quickly moved away from it to look for Jackie, but something brushed against me again. I shined my flashlight down and could have sworn I saw a huge figure swimming through the murky water. “Uh, guys,” I said, “Watch out! The girls didn’t kill ‘em all.”

I knew I had to get my butt out of the pool, but I also wanted to make sure that all of my friends were okay and weren’t being drowned or eaten. I blinked and looked again, but I didn’t see anything but darkness. My hands began to tremble, and I had to take several deep breaths to calm myself as I headed toward the blue-tiled edge to climb out. 

Suddenly, a horrible thought raced across my head: What if one of those things bit me in the water? Before I could consider that any of the undead, floating debris might have sunk its teeth into me, I was hit in the head by crumbling dust and plaster. Splashes echoed beside me as the others jumped and landed in the water, and I tried to move out of the way so I wouldn’t get hit. A giant piece of the ceiling and part of a humongous beam fell into the water next, blocking our way, and we had to swim to the shallow end to get out. More of the ceiling crumbled, dropping chunks of plaster into the water around us. When two more beams fell, pinning me underwater, I was terrified. I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe, but I used all my might to desperately push and shove the heavy beams off of me. With a grunt and a heave, I was free. 

I kicked hard to swim to the surface, then took in several glorious gulps of air, relieving my burning lungs. I knew I was lucky. I called for the others, but then I felt a swipe and a grab. Gasping, I instinctively reached for my gun. But it was gone. Fingers tightened around my leg, then pulled me underwater with incredible strength that I knew couldn’t be a zombie’s. 

I held my breath as inky darkness surrounded me. I couldn’t see, but I flailed, punched, and kicked my attacker. We tumbled around as I desperately fought to get control of the situation. Those same cruel fingers then wrapped around my neck and squeezed. Harder and harder, the brutally strong hands grabbed my throat. 

I couldn’t breathe, and my lungs began to burn again. As dizziness threatened to overtake me, I panicked, worrying that I’d signed my own death warrant by diving into that godforsaken pool. Don’t black out, I told myself. You can’t die today, Dean—not on your eighteenth birthday. My lungs demanded that I breathe, but I took in too much water. I was losing the battle quickly, and I began to think I would not survive. No! I don’t wanna die—not here, not underwater. So much is at stake. The notes, the serum...but I’m drowning! 

It was a frightening way to go, even worse than being devoured by one of those undead nightmares. Certain that I would be dead soon, I gripped my knife and used my last bit of energy to plunge it deep into my attacker’s gut. The odd thing was that nothing happened; it didn’t even faze my enemy. Hybrid, I thought. Only one of those things would have the intellect to steal my gun and pull me under the water to kill me. 

A jolt of adrenaline shot through my veins. With a thrust, I rammed the blade into the hybrid’s head. Its fingers loosened, freeing my neck. I had struck my target with perfect precision, and I quickly pushed the horrid creature back and swam to the surface. 

When I came up, I was coughing and spitting up water, gasping for breath. The hybrid floated up next to me with its long, blonde hair swirling around in the water like seaweed. It was clearly female, and I was worried for a moment that I had killed or hurt an innocent woman. Chills shot through me the more I debated it. I had to make sure, though, so I nudged the corpse. 

She didn’t move. 

Slowly, I turned the body over. A grotesque face with a gaping hole in its nose stared up at the ceiling. “Hybrid,” I said.  

Still struggling to breathe, I kicked at it with my heel. The cursed thing had tried to take me out, and I was furious. I looked around at the other splashing figures in the water. “Look out, guys!” I yelled between gasps. “We’ve got some hybrids too.”

Some of the men with us were suddenly attacked as well. The sneaky hybrids had been lying in wait. Lucas and Nick were already out of the pool, fighting their own hybrid demons. Kate suddenly popped her head up just enough to scream before she went back down into the murky water. 

“Kate needs help!” Rex screamed. 

Panic ensued, and we really had no idea how many we were really up against. I rushed over to where I’d last seen her and gazed down in the pitch-black abyss, wondering where she’d gone. My heart raced in horror for a moment, but her head popped up again for a split second as she fought with something in the water. The thing had hold of her like a crocodile in a death-roll.

Rex pointed his gun.

“No! You might hit her!” I shouted. 

Asia was the next to disappear beneath the depths, and my stomach lurched.

The others shined their lights over. Lucas and Nick jumped back in, swimming like lightning toward us. They went to help Asia while I stayed to serve as Kate’s backup. I grabbed my knife and focused. As soon as the hybrid broke through the surface, I sprang into action. My blade sank deep in its forehead, and black gore poured out like rotten water from a faucet. I grabbed the thing and threw it off Kate, and she bobbed to the surface, gasping for air.

“Are you okay?” I asked. 

“Y-yes,” she said. 

I maneuvered around the dead corpses. “Let’s get outta here.”

“Dean!” Jackie said, her face erupting in terror. 

“Get to the edge!” I said. “Watch for hybrids.”

Sucking in a deep breath, I shined my waterproof flashlight around again, only to see another eerie pair of white eyes staring blankly ahead. Fortunately, that one was already dead. It was riddled with bullet holes, lodged in its torn, ripped face and neck, thanks to Val and Claire’s shooting spree. 

Another zombie reared its ugly head from the water and moaned in a frenzy at the sight of a possible meal. 

I pushed the girls toward the edge. “Secure the pool area,” I said. “I got this.” 

Its limbs moved sporadically as it tried to flail toward me. 

Destroy the enemy, I thought, reciting a page out of my brother’s military playbook. Inflict damage to your foes. I reached for my knife again and stabbed the vile swamp thing right through the eye, spilling another stream of black ooze into the grotesque pool.  

Darting and weaving through the torsos, mangled limbs, and bodies, I glanced up at the deck. Kate had found a sword somewhere, so when I saw a zombie lumbering toward her, I yelled. She quickly put her new weapon to work. Like some sort of action hero, she sliced its head off in one clean swipe, leaving the headless body to topple backward. In an instant, the decapitated head began snapping its jaws.

“Watch out!” Nick shouted. 

“Kill the brain!” I said. 

She raised her sword again and deftly plunged it into the head. Blood spurted onto the concrete. She wiped a spray of blackish-green blood from her arm.

I climbed out.

“Hybrid got my gun,” I said.

I was chilled to the bone and dripping when Jackie ran over and leaned into me. I wrapped a freezing arm around her, but there wasn’t time to snuggle or to share any body heat. We needed to keep going. Shivering, I grabbed my flashlight and started to look for a way out. The floor was slippery, so we had to watch our step.

“Gun,” Jackie said, pointing to a zombie wearing a black jacket, with its hair in a crew cut.  

I kicked it, but it didn’t move. I pulled the Glock 22 from the zombie’s waist; in our battle for survival, it was not wise to pass up a much-needed weapon. I pulled the mag and checked the chamber. 

“Fully loaded,” I said.

Jackie shot me a nod. “Lucky break.”    

Before we took more than five steps, a hungry corpse stumbled over a white chair and snarled, biting at the air like a ravenous dog. Half its face was chewed off. As I looked at it, pure rage consumed me. I held my gun at arm’s length and pulled the trigger. It packed plenty of power. The mindless monster blinked, then closed its eyes forever. I let off three more shots to dispose of its friends. Shots rang out all around me, and more and more bodies crashed to the floor in bloody, quivering heaps. 

“Ah!” Rex suddenly screamed from behind us.

I turned and saw a snarling zombie in dirty white scrubs, about to crunch down on Rex’s shoulder like a pretzel. I aimed carefully, pulled the trigger, and watched the thing fall to the floor. 

“Thanks,” Rex said, looking at me with wide eyes. “I... Man, that thing just sneaked up on me from out of the shadows.”

“Keep a better eye out,” Nick said. 

I stuffed the gun in my waistband. When I saw an exit sign, I excitedly motioned to the others. “Over here!” I shouted.

Gasping moans made my stomach clench. A group of zombies lumbered toward us from beneath the exit sign. It was a small herd by comparison to some I’d seen, but there had to be at least twenty five of them. 

Lucas cocked his gun and fired. 

A zombie with a zigzag cut across its face staggered toward me. I fired, placing a gaping hole right between its eyes. When two more ambled my way, I took them out with headshots, silencing their hungry moans.

“We can’t get out. There are too many!” Buddy shouted. “Whose dumb idea was this anyway?”

Ignoring the complaints, I looked at Nick. “Can we risk it?” 

He quickly looked around and assessed the situation. “We have to. If things get outta control, head back, and we’ll try to go through the main exit.”

“Let’s do this!” Claire said, pointing her gun around. 

“Okay, people,” Nick said, rallying the troops, “let’s fight hard for this victory.”

“Take out the rotters!” Rex shouted. 

“Eat lead!” Lucas roared, then fired. 

Adrenaline flooded my veins. With gun in hand, I assumed my stance and prepared to fire. We bravely faced the undead, those jaws of death that were anticipating a fresh meal. They walked toward us slow and clumsy, their throaty rasps making my hands shake. I aimed my gun and pumped several shots into the mindless monsters, vowing that not one would come out alive. 

“Let’s send these devils back to Hell!” I fumed.  

Bodies dropped in the hail of gunfire, black blood pouring out of all the bullet holes. Explosive ammo found its mark, and round after round slammed into their heads.  

One lumbered toward me, as if it thought it had some kind of chance. I almost laughed at the pathetic thing as I squeezed the trigger and drew black blood from its mouth. Three more shots quickly resulted in three more kills. 

We all let off a couple more rounds, till every last corpse was piled on the ground. 

“Cease fire!” Nick shouted, holding up his hand like a military commander.

I let out a long breath, ejected a spent clip, and slammed in a new one. Just as I did, a couple splashes made us all turn. 

Lucas shined his flashlight. “All right. Who called for a doctor?”

Some of the freaks in white scrubs had fallen through the hole and plopped into the water, but we had no time to worry about them. They were far too clumsy and stupid to maneuver out of the pool anyway, and even if they did manage, they’d slip and slide all over the place.  

I peered straight ahead. 

“They’re all down,” Lucas said, lowering his gun. 

Buddy peered at Lucas. “That was brutal.” 

“Brutal? Those things are brutal,” Rex said. “Those gut-munchers deserve to be turned into mincemeat.” 

More zombies fell through the hole from the ceiling and landed in the pool. They splashed and moaned, setting all our nerves on edge.

Buddy seemed to be having a nervous breakdown. “This is crazy,” he said, his hands shaking. “Going deeper into a zombie-infested building is nuts. We need to leave, to pull out now!”

“Man up, Buddy,” Rex said. “We gotta move, and we’re going this way, whether you like it or not!”

Nick gazed into Buddy’s eyes. “Listen, I need you to pull it together.”

“Just let him go,” Val said. “Risking his life has to be his own decision.” 

Buddy drew a deep breath. “No, you’re right. I’m fine. Let’s just go and get it over with.”  

I walked carefully around the labyrinth of dead zombies, poking all of them with my foot to make sure there’d be no surprises. 

Nick motioned for the girls, constantly sweeping the area with his gun. “Hey, use that night vision of yours and take a peek,” he said. 

I drew my gun and opened the door, keeping an eye out for clear and present danger. Nick got in firing position, and Lucas pointed his gun straight ahead. Kate shined her flashlight around, and Asia swiveled her rifle toward the door and peered ahead. The hallway was dark and dreary, but the girls deemed it clear. The floor was covered with glass and seemed to moan and groan with every step I took. Flickering shadows made me nervous. I couldn’t help but notice the stink of death lingering in the air. I knocked off a few more oncoming moaners, then pressed my aching body onward. Jackie led the way, and I followed her through the rubble. It was best to let her be in the lead, since she knew the quickest way to get to those notes. 

The ceiling shifted and creaked, and the falling debris raining down on us began to really rattle me. I sidestepped as chunks of mortar, steel beams, and concrete slabs crashed to the ground. A second later, I froze, realizing I’d almost been crushed. 

“This place is gonna bury us,” Rex said. “We have to get the heck outta here.” 

“I’m fine,” I said. “Just keep moving.” 

“I’m hit,” Kate said, holding her head. 

“Are you hurt?” I asked. 

“I’m seeing stars, but I’ll be fine. Like you said, let’s just keep going.”

I tried to calm my breathing and started to walk again. There was dust of all kinds in the air, and my eyes began to water. I pushed debris to the side, unsettling the thick coating of filth, and I could taste dirt in my mouth. We climbed over beams and slid under them as we walked through the tangled maze. 

My eyes flew open at the sound of hissing to my left. I lunged at a snarling zombie and kicked it backward, forcing it to haphazardly stumble over a metal beam. Asia reached for a large rock and put the thing out of its misery with a quick bash to the skull. 

When we turned the corner, we were horrified to see a zombie pulling out a man’s pale, bluish, slimy intestines. It was beyond disgusting. I whipped out my gun and aimed it at the thing, which growled, with innards hanging out of its mouth. I fired at the zombie. Meanwhile, Lucas shot the unfortunate, gutted gang member in the head so he wouldn’t join the ranks of the undead. Lucas had more of a heart than I’d realized, and he wanted to put the man out of his misery, as well as ours.  

“You shoulda let him become a rotter,” Rex said. “He didn’t deserve your generosity.”

“He was human,” Lucas said. 

“Barely,” Rex spat callously. 

“Nobody deserves a fate like that. I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy.”

Approaching with caution, we made our way to a door at the back of the hall.

“That’s his office,” Jackie said. 

“Finally,” Asia said. 

Kate wrapped her fingers around the golden doorknob. “It’s locked.” She looked at Lucas. “Do your thing.” 

He roughly slammed his shoulder into the door, ramming it with all his might. When the door didn’t budge, he tried again, grunting with every hard blow he delivered. Finally, the wood cracked and splintered, and Nick and I helped him kick it the rest of the way in. Quickly, we all scrambled into the office.

Lucas planned to crack the safe. He had the know-how and was sure he could open it without having to drill it or blow it up. Like some kind of professional bank robber, he pulled out a pen, a notebook, and a stethoscope. He placed the stethoscope against the surface, near the dial.  

The process wouldn’t take as nearly as long because Jackie knew half the combination from closely watching Charlie one day. She gave Lucas the numbers, and he wrote them down. 

“I thought they only did that stethoscope thing in the movies,” one of the men said. 

“Professional locksmiths use this method,” Lucas answered. “It amplifies the sound as I listen for the right clicks.” 

“Just do your thing...and do it fast,” Buddy said, huffing impatiently. 

A few minutes went by, and I was getting more and more antsy with every dreaded groan the building made. I could tell Jackie was just as uneasy as I was; we were a bunch of nervous wrecks packed into an unstable building like sardines. I took a deep breath. Control the stress. Control the fear. Control the emotions. 

I tried to focus on something else other than that tense moment. I thought about everything we’d been through, clear back to the beginning, from shattered dreams to crushed hopes. The journey had been crazy, to say the least, but I was a fighter, a survivor, and I planned to fight to the very end. 

I also thought about my family and friends, my parents, and my grandmother. My high hopes of being reunited with them gave me the strength to keep going. Having someone to fight for gave my life a deeper meaning. Being there with my brother and sister and our friends helped, for we had the strongest of bonds, and I knew our close-knit group would stick with me to the bitter end. They were always there to give me encouragement and hope. Even when things threatened to become too overwhelming, which was quite often, I tried to stay strong. All of us had to accept the way things were and adapt the best we could. We were only human, though, and sometimes the negativity crept in. All we could do in those dark times was try to focus on the positive. I knew I was still alive for a reason, and I wasn’t about to give up. 

One struggle I did face was a bit of an identity crisis. I supposed all young people went through it, as I had heard adults talk about how hard it was, but it was even more difficult to find myself in the middle of a zombie apocalypse, when nothing was normal. Who am I now? I wondered. I sure wasn’t the same kid I’d been before the helicopter crash. 

I felt cold and numb, disconnected and confused. I even felt incomplete, but at the same time, I had so much more to give, and I felt I could make a real difference in the world. I knew I was capable of so much more; there was so much potential lying dormant inside me. I’d been hiding on that island, laughing and smiling, but my true destiny was to be out there with my brother and sister, helping to save the world. The helicopter crash showed me what I was meant to do. I knew I wasn’t meant to be a leader, like Asia had once suggested on the rooftop of one of our previous hideouts. I wasn’t a bully, and I would never take advantage of others or prey on the week. I wasn’t out for myself. I had learned all about myself, and I knew that the journey I’d taken had revealed and secured my destiny. 

I’d been through so much. I was happy that I still had Jackie, but I was heartbroken over our sad loss of innocence. My childhood, my teen years, had basically been stolen from me; I was a psychological causality of the zombie apocalypse. What role am I now destined to play? I wondered. I wanted to become the man our group needed. I refused to be the idiot kid I used to be, the one who had kissed Jackie behind the nursing home when a zombie sneaked up on us. I was a lot wiser now, more grown, more mature. Because of all that we’d been through, I would be a stronger man, a better person, a better team player, a better survivor. I wouldn’t allow myself to ever be possessed by evil. I had faith that I would make it through all the horribleness and come out shining on the other side, a better Dean than I’d ever been before, and I wasn’t about to abandon that faith.  

I was scared; there was no denying that. Deep down, I feared that my parents and grandmother might actually be dead. Grief tore through me as I pondered that possibility, and it was a struggle to cling to any hope that they were okay. Losing them would gnaw on my heart, and that would be far more painful than any zombie gnawing on my face. 

The building groaned again, and we could have cut the tension with a knife. Lucas worked furiously, Nick paced like a caged tiger, Kate kept nervously clenching her hands into white-knuckled fists, and Buddy kept mumbling complaints. 

When I heard nails raking across the wall, I knew we had a zombie problem. 

Asia peeked out the door. “It’s just one. I can handle it.”

“Don’t you watch horror movies?” Kate said. “Nobody ever goes off alone. I’m coming with you.”

“She’s right,” Nick said, then gestured for us to join them. 

“No, we’ve got this, guys,” Asia said, stopping us.  

“Can’t you hurry this up, safecracker?” Buddy asked. 

“I’m trying,” Lucas answered, graphing the number of clicks he heard. 

“We shoulda brought a torch or saw!”

Val looked at Buddy with a scowl on her face. “If you’re in such a hurry, just go. Nobody is making you stay here.”

“Yeah, nobody is holding a gun up to your head,” Claire said. “Just go, like Val said.” 

“Not a chance, sweetheart. One day this could be history, and I want my name attached. I want it known that I helped land that cure into the proper hands.”

Val rolled her eyes. “Fortune and glory, huh?”

“I’m gonna get my due, little lady,” he said.

“Be careful calling me that, or you might get your due quicker than you think,” she said, glancing down at her gun and back up at him.  

Nick and I peeked out into the hall to check on the girls. Like true zombie warriors, they had killed the zombie without firing a single bullet. It was brilliant, considering that the last thing we needed was any kind of dinner bell alerting the others to the presence of fresh meat. Asia and Kate took a quick glance around, then starting rushing back.

“We need you guys down here right now!” Kate said frantically.

I didn’t like the grim tone in her voice. Instinctively, I knew something was wrong.

Chapter 4

Asia seemed rattled as she came back inside the room with Kate. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“I thought I saw something trying to hide from us, and we all know zombies can’t do that. We didn’t go investigate. If it’s a hybrid, we need backup.” 

“Good call. Don’t ever take unnecessary risks,” Nick said.

“Maybe you oughtta learn to practice what you preach, boy,” Buddy mumbled.

Nick marched right over to him. “What was that?” 

“Nothin’, man. Nothin’,” Buddy spat, pouting.

“It could be a gang member,” Kate said, “but if it was one of them, I don’t think he’d hide. He woulda just seen two girls alone and tried to ambush us.” 

“What did you exactly see?” Nick asked Asia.

“Something moved in the shadows and ducked into the darkness. It happened so fast that I couldn’t tell if it’s human, hybrid, or what.” 

“If it’s a hybrid, we need to put it down,” I said.

Nick nodded. “I agree.” He peeked his head into the hallway. “I’m gonna go check it out.”

“Not by yourself, you’re not. I’m coming with,” Lucas insisted. 

“No, you need to keep working. You gotta crack that safe.” 

“Fine, but take a couple of guys. Just leave somebody here to watch my back while I’m trying to figure out the rest of the combination.”

“Right,” Kate said, patting his back. “Can’t have anything sneaking up on you.”

He stood and gave her a quick hug. “Be careful,” he said, “and remember that those hybrids can be sneaky. Don’t let it lead you into any traps.”

“We’ll be fine,” she said. 

I could see the hidden emotion behind Lucas’s words. Val swallowed hard, and I knew she noticed it too. I hated all the drama and wished Kate and Lucas hadn’t hooked up. It made everything weird and awkward for Val, and we didn’t need a soap opera getting in the way of our fight for survival. None of us could afford to be distracted. She pretended she didn’t care, but the look on her face when Kate and Lucas were flirting made it obvious that she cared a great deal. Tension was definitely in the air between Val and Lucas. I didn’t know exactly what had happened between them, because they didn’t exactly blurt everything out into the open. I wasn’t even sure why they’d broken up, because they both seemed to care about each other, even though they both denied it. 

“Right this way, folks,” Asia said. 

Our group followed her into the corridor. I stepped over a few beams and some loose concrete, wondering why a hybrid would stay in a building that was obviously about to be turned into ruins. Surely it’s got something better to do than stalking us and risking being crushed, I thought. On the other hand, I was glad it was there so we could dispose of it; we couldn’t let one of those things get loose. Hybrids were dangerous, and they could stalk humans like no other zombie, even plan a premeditated murder. Not only did I want to save some unsuspecting human from its attack, but we also had to prevent the virus from spreading. We weren’t sure how all of it worked, but it was far too risky to let a known hybrid wander around in the world. For that reason, we had to try to kill every one we saw.  

When we got to the end of the hall, I shined my light down on the floor and spotted a bunch of footprints in the white dust. 

“Look at that,” Nick said. “Those prints are fresh.” 

“And they’re not ours,” Kate said. “We didn’t even walk over there.”

“Something is up here with us,” Asia muttered. “From the looks of it, there’re more than one.” 

I was unsettled by the thought. We’d killed their creator, and I was sure they were out for revenge—not to mention a fresh meal. 

“They’ve gotta be hiding somewhere, and I intend to find out where,” Nick said, pointing his gun down the corridor that swung to the left. 

“I’ll wait here,” Jackie said. 

“No, Jackie,” I said. “Come with us. It isn’t safe for you to be alone with—”

“Somebody needs to stand guard. We can’t have one of those things creeping down the hall to where Lucas and the others are.”

I turned to face Nick. “If she’s staying, so am I. You have more than enough manpower, and I won’t leave her here by herself.”

“You should go with them, Dean,” she urged. “I’ll be fine.”

“No,” I retorted, refusing to budge. “No one can be left alone.” That was true, but she had that calculating look on her face, and I also had to wonder what she was up to. 

“Okay,” Nick said. “You two stand guard here. Holler if you need us.”

With that, the group took off down the hall. 

A door creaked open. My breathing quickened, and I pointed my gun. 

“Jackie...” a voice whispered.

“Get back inside,” Jackie said.

“You know her?” I asked. “Is that why you were trying to get rid of me?”

“I just saw her,” she replied. “I have to meet with her alone.”

“Just bring her with us. If she’s your friend, the others will—”

“They won’t understand,” she said, grabbing my arm and staring at me intensely. “She’s a hybrid, Dean. They’ll kill her.” 

“But—”

Before I could say another word, Jackie rushed into the room, and I was right on her heels. I shined my light around and caught sight of the hybrid, the zombified person who had called Jackie’s name. Instinctively, I pointed my gun. 

The hybrid covered her face, and Jackie stepped in front of her, as if to protect her.

“Move, Jackie,” I said. “It isn’t safe. We have to do this.”

“No! She’s just a victim of Charlie’s, like me. She’s not like the others.”

“The others were trying to get you,” the hybrid said. “I led them off your trail, sent them the wrong way. Charlie was their only hope, and you took that away from them. They want revenge, but I’m not like that. When I heard Jackie’s voice, I knew I had to get her alone. I knew the rest of you would want to shoot me on sight, whether I saved your lives or not.” 

I met Jackie’s gaze. “This is what hybrids do. They trick you and get your guard down.”

“I know her. I’m telling you she’s not like the others.”

The hybrid gazed at me with pleading eyes. “I know Charlie is dead, but with his notes, maybe I can be cured. Please take me with you to the scientists. I’ll be their lab rat, their live test subject. Surely they can find a cure if they have Jackie, me, the serum, and the notes. None of us wanted to turn out this way. We didn’t choose to be turned into...monsters.” 

“It’s too dangerous,” I said, shaking my head. 

“I won’t hurt you,” the girl begged.

“Even if I believe you, Nick or Lucas will shoot you the second they see you.” I turned to Jackie. “There’s no way we can help her.”

“Would you say that about Jackie?” the hybrid said. 

I pressed my lips into a grim line.

The hybrid continued with her spiel. “Jackie was healed. If there was hope for her, there’s hope for me. Please don’t give me a death sentence by turning your back on me.” 

“No,” I said. “I’ve seen what hybrids can do, up close and personal.” As I said the words, I thought back to being in the lab, staring in horror at hybrids who were feasting on a human body, looking up at me and telling me I would be the next thing on their menu. That horrible image was etched in my mind. The only thing that had kept me from killing Shawn, one of those hybrids, was that I thought he had information about my missing Jackie. Lucas shot him right in front of me, which ticked me off at the time, but the truth was, I had no use for hybrids. 

Jackie turned to face me. “We can’t just desert her. She’s my friend.”

“We can’t take her, Jackie,” I said. “They’ll kill her. If she stays here, she has a better chance to live.”

Jackie bit her lip and looked at her hybrid friend. “He’s probably right, Erin. I’m so sorry, but I don’t think it’s smart to take you with us.” 

“You could try to explain,” she said. 

“I tried before. I pleaded and begged for Shawn’s life, but Lucas shot him in the head anyway. Even though they knew he had information on Jackie’s whereabouts, they still saw him as too great a risk. They won’t allow a hybrid to live.”

“I just want to be cured!” Erin cried.  

“They’re coming back,” Jackie whispered, looking around. “If they don’t see us out in the hall, they’ll come looking for us.”

“Then you’d better go,” she said. 

“I’m so sorry,” Jackie said. “I wish there was a way, but they’ll never allow it, not in a million years. If we take you with us, they’ll put a bullet in your head.”

“It’s not fair, Jackie,” the hybrid said. “You got better, and now you don’t even care about the rest of us. Don’t I deserve to be cured?”

“Yes. Everyone does.”

Without another word, the hybrid pulled out a gun and aimed it right at me. “Jackie, I liked you. I really did, but now your boyfriend will be the first to go. You’re heartless, and neither of you deserve to live. I hate to do this to you, but this is the end of the road for you.”

“Erin, please don’t!” Jackie said.

I knew I could take the hybrid down, because she was frail and weak. Still, I didn’t want to hurt someone Jackie cared about. “Fine. We’ll take you,” I said in the sincerest voice I could muster. “We’ll find a way to get you a cure.”

Her eyes widened in shock as she fell for it, hook, line, and sinker. I couldn’t believe I’d so easily lulled her into a false sense of security. It was really just a stall tactic, enough of a distraction so she’d let her guard down. As soon as she lowered the gun, I suddenly struck the back of her hand with as much force as I could deliver. She screamed and dropped the weapon, and the door burst open.

“Hybrid!” Rex screamed. 

“Kill it!” Buddy cried.

“No!” Jackie begged.

Chapter 5

Before Jackie or I could explain who Erin was, her head was shattered by a bullet from Rex’s gun. 

Jackie ran over to her fallen friend, with tears forming in her eyes. “Erin!” she said. She looked up at Rex. “She just wanted a cure.”

“I-I heard shouting,” he stuttered. “I thought you were in trouble.”

“C’mon. We’ve got better things to do than mourning dead brain-eaters,” Buddy said.  

“You have no brains for them to eat!” Jackie screamed at him. “You’re a bunch of trigger-happy jerks, and you had no right to—”

“I’m so sorry,” I said, putting my arm around her as another tear fell down her face.  

“I know she was going to kill me, but that was just the disease taking over,” Jackie whispered. “She didn’t mean to be that way. None of us did.” 

“She’s in a better place now,” I said.

“I know she is. She never wanted the life Charlie forced on her.” 

We hurried back to the room where Lucas was still busy working.

“Dean!” Nick said. “What happened? You just disappeared.”

“Jackie and I heard something and went to check it out, and we found Erin there.”

“Erin?”

“The hybrid. She was...Jackie’s friend. And Rex shot her.”

“Oh. I’m sorry,” Nick said, looking over at Jackie.

“Yeah, well, so am I,” she said, sniffling. “So am I.” 

“We killed the other hybrids,” Kate said, “every single one of them.” She glanced around. “Where’s Asia? We thought she came back.”

I blinked and shrugged. “I haven’t seen her since she left with you.”

“Something’s happened to her,” Claire said, her voice frantic with worry. “Why does she always insist on running off alone? We’ve warned her about that so many times.”

“We’ve gotta go find her,” Nick said. 

“I almost got the safe cracked,” Lucas said. “Gimme a second, and I’ll go with you.” 

“It’s about time you got that thing opened,” Buddy said, leaning against the wall. “I still say we coulda done it a whole lot quicker with a gun.”

“Yeah, and summoned the lunch line, you idiot,” Nancy said. “Use your brain, man.”

“Not sure that’s possible,” Jackie mumbled, garnering a chuckle from a few of us.

“You can’t shoot open a safe!” Kate said. “This isn’t Hollywood.”

“He’s on the last number,” Nick said. 

Lucas’s hand moved slowly over the dial to forty five. A bead of sweat dripped down his face. After a few tense seconds, he smiled. 

Click.

“We did it,” he said. 

We all clapped and cheered. 

Lucas reached into the safe and pulled out all kinds of notes, folders, and notebooks. 

“Make sure we got the right stuff,” Val said.

I bit my lip hard. “Just take all of it.”

Lucas looked through some of the notes and nodded. “This is definitely the right stuff.” He stuffed them in a plastic bag, then put them in the backpack he’d brought along. 

“Did you get everything?” Buddy asked. 

He nodded. “Yup. As they say, it’s in the bag. Let’s go!”

We took off back down the hall and made our way to the place where Nick and the others had been, but there was no sign of Asia. 

“Look, your little friend’s probably devoured already. I’m sorry to be so cruel, but we’ve really gotta go,” Buddy said. 

Nick looked at him hard. “We leave no man or woman behind,” he said in a stern voice. “When they had Damon, our entire group charged to free him. Now check the floor again!”

Footsteps and moans echoed from down the hall. I pointed my gun out in front of me and took a deep breath as shadows lumbered up ahead. 

Val nudged me. “There are too many to fight.”

“I know, but Nick’s right. We can’t leave Asia,” I said.

“We can’t stay either!” Buddy cried out. “Besides, if she was smart, she woulda headed out of this death trap.” 

We were really at our wits’ end. If we stayed and fight, without proof that Asia was even there, we were putting all our lives and the cure at potentially unnecessary risk. My guess was that she got separated accidently and moved on. She was a tough cookie, but I feared for her safety with all the gang members, hybrids, and zombies infesting the place. We had to start looking for an exit, but I hoped we would run into her soon or that she’d be waiting for us outside. 

“For once, I think the idiot is right,” Nick said. “Come on. Jackie, you lead the way,” he said, since he wasn’t sure which way to go. 

Still upset about her friend, she bravely took charge and led us through some corridors, to a stairwell. Along the way, I watched for any movement, knowing some sort of enemy could jump out at us at any moment. We left the stairwell and entered a different part of the building. 

I shined my flashlight up high and looked at the big crack spreading across the ceiling. Nick and Lucas let out a few curses. The crack grew in intensity, spreading out like a massive spider web. Seconds later, part of the ceiling dropped, and dust clouded everything around us. Like a scene out of one of those multimillion-dollar Hollywood productions, the concrete floor broke apart and fell down to the floors below. Steel bent and twisted, windows shattered, and doors were smashed into pancakes. The building groaned deeply as plaster and concrete rained down on us. I covered my head as tiny chunks of falling debris and plaster smacked me in the skull. Other than that, there was really no time to react. All I could think to do was grab Jackie’s hand and pull her the other way, then glance around to make sure the others were all right. By the time it all settled down, Claire was bleeding from a gash on her head, Lucas was carrying an unconscious Kate, and Val was coughing and struggling to breathe in all the dust.  

Jackie motioned us back the way we came. 

“We can’t go that way!” I shouted, shaking my head. 

“It’s the only way out,” she said, coughing. “Either we face that hungry horde of zombies or we die in this cave-in!”

Suddenly, as if we needed more trouble, a shadow emerged in the darkness.

“It’s just Nick,” Val said. 

“The corridor is a zombie-fest!” Nick said.

Jackie frantically looked at him. “But it’s our only way out.” 

I swallowed hard. “What are we gonna do?”

“We need a game plan, people!” Nancy screamed.  

Nick reloaded his weapon. “If that’s the only way out, we have no other choice but to fight our way past them.” 

“There’s a hall to the right, about 100 feet away,” Jackie said. “If we can get to that hall, there is a double-door at the end. Hopefully, there’s no one on the other side.” 

“What if there are more waiting for us?” Buddy asked. “What then?”  

“Then we fight like hell,” I said. 

We crept forward, wading through the sea of dust. I was careful not to trip on the uneven remnants of the floor. The smell of death and decay assaulted my nose, a foul stench that clung to the back of my throat. When I heard the sounds of heavy, raspy breathing, I froze. 

Chapter 6

I knew that sound, the erratic breathing of the undead. My hand shook as I shined the flashlight into the darkness. I couldn’t see anything through the cloud of dust surrounding us, but I knew something was close, because I could clearly hear its shuffling footsteps and gurgling breaths. My eyes scanned the darkness as I aimed for my undead target.

Nick stopped and held a hand up for all of us to halt. “Watch out for an ambush,” he whispered back to us.

We all peered around in the darkness, searching for the creature we knew was lurking in the shadows. My throat tightened, and droplets of sweat rolled down my back. Suddenly, my light beam illuminated a short zombie with a droopy face and a crooked nose. 

“Zombie!” I said.

“Boy, somebody needs a nose job,” Lucas said, grimacing at the putrid thing.  

“Allow me to perform the surgery,” Nick said, positioning his axe. As soon as the thing lunged at him, he swung. The blade sliced through the top of its head, down into its decaying flesh, past its neck and into its chest. Nick tugged, but the axe was stuck. He kicked the zombie to the ground and pried his axe back. 

Another zombie hissed, and I turned to meet its ghostly white gaze. It was dressed in torn, blood-splattered clothes, and its hair was dusty and tangled, like a mangy dog’s. I cringed at the deep bite marks lining its tattered face. The hell-spawn reached for me with bony fingers. Without hesitation, I pulled the trigger, but it hissed and continued walking toward me. I took aim and unleashed another bullet. That one imbedded in its head, sending the vile demon crashing to the ground. My relief was short-lived, though, because in an instant, another zombie moaned from the left.  

I delivered four more carefully aimed shots into the quartet of ghouls heading toward me. When Jackie screamed, I turned and saw that one of the monsters had her pinned against the wall. I aimed at the back of its rotting skull and fired. Gore exploded as the zombie slumped over, freeing my girlfriend from its grasp. 

“Behind you!” Jackie shouted.

I turned and saw four more coming at me. My gun clicked empty after only a couple more shots, and I cursed under my breath. I reloaded while Jackie fired off shot after shot. As soon as I had ammo in my weapon again, I turned and took careful aim at the closest zombie. It had frizzy black hair and a huge gash across its nose, as if it had gotten in a fight with an angry lawnmower. I fired, it fell, and I bolted down the corridor and turned the bend. They sure weren’t kidding about there being too many, I thought. I pointed my gun and began blasting zombie after zombie as we entered the hostile corridor. 

Claire squeezed the trigger and fired off a full magazine into a group of stumbling zombies. The long burst of automatic fire rang in my ears, but she took a good number down. The others joined in, until the gunfire reached a loud crescendo that temporarily deafened us all. 

“We’re almost there!” Jackie yelled. “Keep going!”

I could barely hear her through the crackle of gunfire, but I tried to nod at her to let her know we understood. 

BOOM!

A jarring noise pierced the air as the ceiling caved in on a group of stumbling corpses. It was a bittersweet thing; while the crumbling block took out several of our adversaries, it also blocked our path to the hallway. 

As I shined my flashlight through the new pile of debris, fingers wrapped around my ankle. I kicked the zombie’s head so hard that it cracked like a soft-boiled egg. It loosened its grip, and I took off, climbing over rocks. 

“Stop!” Jackie said, pointing. “The doorway should be here.” 

Unfortunately, the door was buried beneath several layers of plaster, metal, brick, and concrete. We all began grabbing armfuls of rubble to clear a path. Nick and the other men helped me move a long metal beam out of the way. Meanwhile, Claire and Jackie kept firing down the hall at the oncoming face-munchers. 

With a lot of manpower, we finally cleared enough of the debris away to get the door open. We all pushed on it, and with one mighty heave, the door was ajar.  

Just as we were about to exit stage left, something sprang at me, and I fired, dropping the zombie onto the pile of garbage. I frantically looked around to survey the situation. It looked clear, except for a straggler or two, nothing we couldn’t handle. The zombie closet to me let out a long, painful moan. Greasy hair hung in tendrils, its dirty clothes were loose on its thin frame, and its ankle was bent in some unnatural contortion, likely a result of the ceiling caving in. I took aim, but someone grabbed my arm.

“Don’t shoot!” she said. “It looks clear. No use drawing any more of them here.” 

The flesh-eater held out its skeletal hands, and Asia quickly ran over to it and bashed it in the head with a bat. “Batter up!” she squealed as the thing spun and fell, with a dazed look on its rotted face. “What do ya know? A grand slam,” she said, looking at us with a satisfied grin on her face, as if she’d just won the World Series.

“Asia!” Claire said. “What happened? Where were you?”

“I had a few hybrids to finish off,” she said, “and I had to fight off Jim and his men.”

I was glad to see her, but we had no time for war stories or a happy reunion. Vibrations shook the walls, and hissing and crackling filled the air, like the sound of ice melting on a hot bed of coal. More dust and plaster rained down on me. With my eyes wide, I glanced up. “This place is coming down!” I said. 

“Let’s go!” Jackie said, motioning for us to follow her. 

More uneasy noises echoed in the air, and pillars began to crack and wobble before finally collapsing. I zigzagged as glass shattered all around us. My boots struggled against the shifting rubble and debris, and when Claire stumbled, I helped her get her balance. 

Suddenly, from out of the dusty shadows, fingers closed tightly around my throat, and a zombie tried to take a humongous bite out of my shoulder. Instead, I fed it a bullet when I shoved my gun in its open mouth and pulled the trigger. I shoved the pitiful creature away from me as black gore sprayed everywhere. 

“Dean!” Val said. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, sis.” 

Coughing and gagging, I could hardly breathe the dust-filled air. More plaster fell from the ceiling, and everything crumbled around us. The building creaked and groaned and even started to sway. As if we were caught in an earthquake of biblical proportions, the floor started to shift. I stumbled again, almost losing my balance. The ceiling started to give way, and more giant chunks crashed to the floor around us. I sucked in a trembling breath, fearing the worst, but then I saw it, the proverbial light at the end of the tunnel. “Up there!” I said excitedly. “I see daylight!” 

“Come on!” Jackie shouted, grabbing my hand. 

We ran as the ceiling crumbled, chunk by chunk. A piece of plaster slammed into my shoulder, but I ignored the pain and forced my legs to keep moving as fast as they could. We bolted out the door with the others in tow. 

I looked around behind me to make sure everyone else made it out, and I sighed in relief when I saw my friends’ dirty faces. The building had hung on for as long as it could and finally collapsed. Little pelting stones hit my back as we fled to safety through the dust and crumbling mortar. When we were far enough away, I looked at the field of rubble and couldn’t believe we’d made it out unscathed. Kate had a little knot on her head, but she was conscious. Val hugged each and every one of us. I did the same, because I’d never been so happy and relieved. Nick held Claire tight, and Val, Lucas, and Asia kept guard while the rest of us had our guard down. 

I wiped a layer of dust off my face. “Boy, that was a close one.” 

“You’re telling me,” Buddy said, rubbing his head. “I still say we shoulda—”

Val cut him off. “Frankly, Buddy. You’re out, you’re safe, so please shut up about it. Mission complete.”

He nodded, then went over to sit on the grass.

Jackie jumped in my arms, and I spun her around. No words were needed between us. We just clung to each other, happy that we’d escaped death, beaten the odds yet again. We dropped to the grass and lay on our backs, gasping for breath. The sun and fresh air had never felt so good. 

Jackie turned her head to look at me. “Never a dull moment, huh?”

“Never,” I answered, brushing the hair out of her face. “I can’t believe you went in there.”

“I had to. If there’s even the slightest chance we might get our world back, it was worth it, unstable building or not.”

“You’re amazing,” I said. 

She cupped my face. “So are you.”

“We’ve got company!” Lucas said, pointing and breaking up our reverie. “I don’t recognize the vehicle.”

“Take cover,” Nick ordered. 

Jackie and I quickly ducked behind a red pickup, and Asia hid behind a blue Mazda and pointed her weapon. 

“Could be the gang,” Buddy whispered. “This might be the perfect chance to take ‘em out.” 

We all aimed, pointing our guns at the car from our respective vantage points. 

“Wait! It’s just Max!” Val shouted. “They musta snagged a new car.” 

Max hopped out, and my sister ran over to give him a hug. He wiped the dust off her face, then cupped her cheeks. “What the heck happened here?” he asked in a worried tone. 

“The place caved in, but we got out.”

“You’re a true survivor.” He hugged her tightly and let out a long sigh. “What were you thinking, Val? You were supposed to be with Team Four.”

“I know, but I switched when you left. I couldn’t let my brothers go in there without me.”

“I told them just to check out the perimeter,” Max said. “I never ordered anyone inside that hellish place.” 

Val squeezed his hand. “You know Nick. Nobody’s gonna stop him when he’s got his mind set on something. I had to go in with him and Dean.”

“I don’t want you taking risks like that.”

“I had to help,” she said. 

Suddenly, Buddy ran up to Max to tattle. “Why the heck are you working with an imbecile like that Nick for?” he complained. “The kid’s crazy. He and that Lucas almost got us killed! He’s insane and oughtta be locked up. He knew the building was caving in, and he had no regard for our safety or anybody else’s.” 

Max cocked a brow in confusion and glanced over at Nick and then Lucas. 

“You’re still alive, aren’t you?” I asked. I then held up the bag Lucas had given me to carry. “Not only that, but we got what we came for.”

“Really?” Max asked, flabbergasted, his eyes widening. “You got the notes, the research?”

Nick nodded. “Yup. Humanity finally has a real glimmer of hope now. We just have to get this to the right people.”

“How can we ever thank you?” Max said. “Had you not went in, we wouldn’t have these notes. It was a huge risk, but it paid off. You’re heroes, all of you. Your names will go down in all the history books.” 

Nick’s gaze narrowed. “No, that title belongs to the scientist who created the cure, back in Ohio.”

I nodded. “Yeah, he’s the true hero. None of this would be possible without him.”

We all nodded in agreement, knowing that Doc had made the real difference in the battle against the zombie virus.

“There couldn’t be better news,” Max said.

“What about the gang?” Asia asked. “Are they still messing with you?”

“Nope. We wiped most of them out,” Max answered. “There are a few left, but we’ll regroup tomorrow and come up with a plan to get rid of them. For now, I think a celebration is in order.” 

We hurried into our vehicles and drove back to the apartment complex, excitedly rehashing our victory stories and enjoying the music someone was blasting from a CD player. There was laughing and crying, and we all had a few battle scars inside and out, but it was a day no one would ever forget. In the end, every bruise would be worth it, because we had, for all intents and purposes, saved humankind. It was only a matter of time before the world would be healed.  

Chapter 7

We sat outside at picnic tables, ready for a celebratory feast. 

Max walked toward us, carrying a lopsided cake. “Today isn’t just about our victory,” he said. “Today is all about Dean.”

Heat rose to my face, and my cheeks burned red. I didn’t want the limelight, and certainly not when we had so much else to celebrate besides my eighteenth birthday. 

Max began lighting the candles. “Happy birthday, Dean,” he said. “You’re a man now, and not just because Uncle Sam says so. You’ve proved it in every way.”

“I really thought everyone would forget,” I said sheepishly. 

“Not a chance,” Asia said, smiling. “How could we, when cake is involved?”

Kate hugged me. “We’d never forget your birthday.” 

Val kissed me on the cheek. “Happy birthday, little brother.”

I smiled. “You guys shouldn’t have. But how’d you manage to make a cake?”

“I made it!” Grandma said, giving me a big hug. “Can you believe I actually found some vanilla frosting at the market? Sorry ‘bout the candles,” she said, pointing at them. “They only had a few, and none of them matched.” 

“Thank you,” I replied. “You’ve really outdone yourself.”

“It even surprised me,” Max said. 

“You know the drill. Blow ‘em out and make a wish,” Claire coaxed. 

Nick wrapped his arm around her. “Yeah...and make it good.”

Asia grinned. “Make it count.” 

“Wait,” Lucas said. “Aren’t we supposed to sing to the birthday boy first?” 

Embarrassed, I shook my head. “Lucas, you really don’t have to—”

Grandma held up a hand to stop me. “Definitely! I’ll lead. I used to be a Broadway singer, if y’all can believe that!” 

Jackie squeezed my hand. “C’mon, baby. You deserve a proper birthday song.”

“He does,” Lucas said. “He kicked butt out there today.”

“We skipped my birthday last month,” Nick said. “We’re not skipping another one.”

Lucas nudged me. “You’re just lucky they don’t have party hats and noisemakers at the market, or I’d really embarrass you.”

I laughed. “I would’ve killed you!”

“He wanted to walk around in his birthday suit in honor of you,” Kate said. “I wouldn’t let him.”

“Aw, babe, c’mon,” Lucas joked.

“Cake or not, I think I’d lose my appetite,” I said. “Guess I owe you one for putting a stop to that, Kate.” 

She winked. “I’ll take you up on that sometime.”

Everyone chuckled. 

“Come on, everybody!” Grandma said, then led them in a very off-key chorus of “Happy Birthday to You.” It seemed a bit corny at first, but when I looked into Jackie’s happy eyes, I realized that for that brief moment in time, everything seemed normal. I remembered saying on the island that I hated normal, but I now hungered for it, and it felt good to experience it, if only for a few seconds.  

I looked around at my smiling friends and family, the people who always had my back. We didn’t have the luxury of too many happy, unworried moments, so I tried to take it all in and enjoy every second of it, every out-of-tune note they sang. When I finally blew out the candles, I wished for the same thing any post-apocalyptic survivor would wish for: to get our world back.

“No telling now, or it won’t come true,” Jackie said, winking at me.

Everyone clapped and cheered. 

“I’m so proud of you,” Nick said. “You never quit and don’t whine like some people,” he said, glaring over at Buddy. “You fight to win, and your uncompromising integrity never ceases to amaze me. Above all, you definitely have character, and I think you got that from Mom. It takes a special breed of warrior to combat the hell we fight every day.” 

It took a minute for me to compose myself. Nick’s heartfelt words really made me emotional. “Thanks,” I said. “I actually lived to see my eighteenth birthday. I really wasn’t sure I would, considering all the lame mistakes I’ve made in the past.”

“You’ll live to see lots more. I promise you that. You’ve come a long way, grown up so much in such a short time. I couldn’t ask for a better brother.” 

“I feel the same way,” I said, my voice wavering. 

I looked around at everyone again. “Look, I’m not good at speeches or anything, but I want you to know that I really couldn’t ask for better friends or better people to spend my birthday with. Thanks for this...and for everything.” 

Grandma handed everyone a cup and poured soda pop in them. She then passed out forks, napkins, and plates.

Kate’s blonde hair swirled in the breeze, her blue eyes blazing. “Let’s raise our plastic glasses to Dean, to friendship, and to birthdays,” she said, wearing the biggest smile I’d ever seen on her face. 

“Cheers!” everyone said, smacking their Solo cups together.  

“Well? How does it feel to be an adult?” Lucas asked.

“You would have to ask,” Val chuckled. 

I laughed. “I really don’t feel any different.” 

Nick handed me a box wrapped in blue and silver paper and tied with a big bow. “Here. This is for you.”

“Wow,” I said, shocked. “Did you wrap it yourself?” 

He playfully punched me. “Do I look like freaking Martha Stewart? Val did that part.”

Val smiled. “Guilty as charged, but the gift is from everyone.” 

I smiled at them all, then opened the package. “Whoa!” I said, happily looking down on a fancy pocket knife. “Now this is something I can really use.” 

“Yeah, they do come in handy,” Nick said. 

“We searched the empty, depleted stores until we found the perfect birthday present,” Asia said. 

Claire grinned. “You’re lucky I went shopping with them. Kate wanted to give you a really girly one with a pink abalone shell acrylic handle.”

“Hey! It was just...pastel,” Kate said, scrunching up her face in disapproval, “and I loved it.”

“Not so manly,” Claire said. “I made her put it back.” 

I looked at everyone and smiled. “Thank you. I love it.” 

We talked for a while and ate some cake. After all the laughter died down, the topic suddenly switched to the notes we’d obtained and what we planned to do with them. I was hoping all that could wait till the next day, as Max had said, but we always had survival and saving the world on our minds, even while licking vanilla frosting off our forks. 

“We have to get those notes to some competent scientists ASAP,” Nick said. 

“Agreed. You should leave immediately,” Max responded. “Everything has thawed out, so the roads will be easier to travel. The weather’s getting better every day. I’ll gather a good team to go with you and make sure you get to where you need to go. Where are you heading?”

“It won’t just be me,” Nick said. “The people I came here with will go with me, and that includes my sister.”

Max’s gaze narrowed. “Are you so sure about that?” he asked, looking over at Val. “I thought she said her place is here. Maybe you two need to have a long talk.”

My brother turned to face Max. “You know I like you, but I’m not leaving my sister here!” Nick said, slamming his fork down on the table.

Suddenly, I was overcome by that familiar out-of-control feeling. “Val comes with us,” I said. 

“Hey! I’m right here,” Val chimed in. “Please don’t have a conversation like I’m not here.”

Max turned toward her. “You’re right, sweetheart. Are you planning to leave with your brothers?” 

She blew out a long breath. “I haven’t told them I want to stay, but thanks for letting the cat out of the bag.” 

At that point, my birthday party took a sudden turn for the worst. I knew an argument was going to ensue, and things were quickly spiraling out of control. “But Val...” I said, looking questioningly at her. 

“I’m so sorry,” she said. “I truly am. I know it must be hard for you two to accept, but—”

“But what?” I interrupted, since her words hit me to the very core. “How can you not come with us? Why?” 

She clung to her oversized coat. “I’m sorry, but there’s really nothing on that island for me. My life is here now, with Max.” 

“Nothing on the island?” I retorted. “How can you say that? Our mother, father, and grandmother are there. They’re your family too.” 

“We don’t even know if they’re still alive,” she whispered. “I could go with you and fight more zombies, only to find out they didn’t make it and then be arrested for being some kind of a freak. If I get caught on that island, they’ll just put me outta my misery with one of their supposedly humane shots. I can’t risk losing my life, losing Max and this wonderful community who treats me like family...and for what? To be executed or maybe even killed on the way back, with all those zombies and raiders?”

“Don’t say that,” I said. “You have to come.”

“I haven’t been happy in a long time. Here, I’ve got Max and plenty of friends. I’ve got a safe place to live and a great apartment. The zombies can’t get me here, and for the first time in my life, I feel content, maybe even normal.”

“There’s no normal in this world,” Nick said. 

“Then let me rephrase that. Here, I feel as normal as I’m gonna get. On that island, I probably won’t feel anything but a firing squad,” she clarified sternly. 

“Val,” Nick said, “you’re our sister, and we love you.”

“And I love you and Dean. You’re the only family I know for sure that I have left.” 

“Then come with us,” he begged.

“Just go take those notes to the right people, people who can create a reliable cure. This isn’t a final goodbye. I know we’ll see each other again.” 

Speechless, I just looked at her, battling tears of my own.

She continued, “I understand why Claire wanted to stay in that compound when we left. She wanted a happy, safe life, and that’s what I want too.”

Nick looked at Claire. “So what about you? Are you coming with us?” 

“I still want the same thing Val does, but I won’t be separated from you, not ever again. I love you, Nick, and I’ll go wherever you go. I don’t see any point in surviving unless I know you’re safe as well. We’ll fight together, and I’ll always be by your side.”

Nick gave her hand a squeeze and was too choked up to speak, entirely uncharacteristic for a tough guy like him. 

“I’m coming with you guys too,” Jackie said. “The first day you met me, Dean had to convince me to go, but I don’t need any convincing now. I’m in this for the long haul. You guys are my family, and I love you.” 

I hugged her, and she squeezed me tight. I remembered that first day. Back then, I never would have dreamt that she would be my girlfriend or that I would fall in love with her. Now, with Jackie at my side, I knew anything was possible. 

“I can’t leave my family,” Asia said. 

“Me neither,” Kate said. “We’re coming too.”

Lucas wrapped his arm around Kate. “Thanks for sticking with us.”

She smiled. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Nick looked at Val, still shaking his head in disbelief, his voice wavering. “So we’re really losing you?”

“Not permanently, Nick. I’m so sorry, but I have to do what’s right for me. I’ve been through so much pain and heartache. I just can’t take any more of it.” 

“I can’t believe you’d choose a man over your own family,” Nick said. 

“My heart was torn out when Travis died. I fell in love with Kyle after that, and he was ripped away from me too. I refuse to lose yet another love of my life. I have to stay with Max.”

“But we’re your family,” he said. 

“I love him, Nick.”

Nick pulled her aside, closer to where I was. 

I looked over at Max. “We need a minute alone, if you don’t mind,” I said.

“Uh...sure.”

“What about Sammy?” Nick asked Val. “The girl you traveled with to the island, the girl who was ripped from your arms when they booted her off the island? Lucas told me how awful it was, that she kept screaming your name as they dragged her away. She left thinking you were dead. So did Kyle and his daughter.”

“I’m sure they moved on and have already grieved my loss. There is no sense in opening old wounds.” 

“They’d want to know you’re okay. We can go and find them and—”

“And what?” she retorted. “For all we know, they’re dead too. I’d rather not know.” 

“Is that what you’re afraid of? You just don’t want to hear about another tragedy? You’d rather stay here and pretend they are alive and well, spending some fake happily-ever-after in Never Never Land? If they are alive, I’m sure it’s not all unicorns and marshmallows for them. It would do them good to know you are okay, too, for them to see you again. It would be best for you.” 

“And what makes you some kind of shrink?” she snapped.  “What do you know about what’s best for me?”

“Listen, if they’re alive, we can find them.” 

“How? It’s not like you can just ring them up or Skype them. In case you haven’t noticed, Facebook’s been down for a while. Besides, who knows where they would have gone? They could be anywhere on this godforsaken planet, holed up in some cave somewhere even deeper than that one Saddam Hussein was hiding in all those years ago. Heck, it took military intelligence months and months to find him, and that was with complex communication systems working and the whole world looking for him. For all I know, they took off back to Cleveland, where his family was. That was where he was heading when I first met him, but I talked him out of it. With me gone, maybe he’s been able to get on with his plans. Anyway, they’re gone now, and I don’t wanna butt into their lives again. I’ve come to accept the fact that I’m never gonna see them again. I’ve lost a lot of people. You start...getting used to it.”

“But you said you loved Kyle,” I whispered. “How can you give up on him so easily?”

“Easy. I just pretend they went off and found a good place, that they’re happier and better off without me. I can’t even fathom that they could be dead. I just can’t...” She sighed heavily. “Gosh, I don’t know. My thoughts are so jumbled. Everything is so crazy, and I just don’t know what to do anymore.”

“Come with us,” Nick begged again.

“I’m sorry. I just...can’t,” she said, looking over at Max. “I can’t bear to lose him too.”

“We’ve given up everything to save your life. Dean put his life on the line to sneak you off that island, and he didn’t even know you. I’ve given you my all and fought for you. You’re our sister, and we love you more than Max or any guy ever will.”  

“I know what you’ve done for me, the sacrifices you’ve made, and I’ll never be able to thank you two enough. You’re my brothers, and I love you too. I just hope one day you’ll be able to come to terms with all this and understand why I’m making this tough, heartbreaking decision.”

“I love her, too, Nick,” Max said, butting back into the conversation. “I’ll keep her safe, do everything I can to take care of her. She’ll have a good life here. I promise you that. You have my word.”

“I appreciate that, because if you don’t stick to your word...” Nick said, then blew out a huff of air and walked away, shaking his head.

“Look, if you’re gonna stay here, promise that you’ll come to the island if the dead-heads start crossing the perimeter,” Lucas said to Val. 

“If things turn sour here, I can’t promise that I’ll head to the island,” she said, “but I’ll come find a safe place somewhere in Sandusky and make sure you know where I am.” 

“That’s all we’re asking,” he said, hugging her. “Don’t be a stranger.”

“I won’t. Meanwhile, take good care of Kate. She’s a keeper.” She smiled at him, making it clear that she truly cared about him, in spite of their breakup. 

“C’mon, guys,” Asia said. “It’s not like we’re leaving this very second. Let’s save all the sad goodbyes and plans for later. It’s a party, people!” 

“That’s right, and I’ve got the perfect bottle of wine to open at dinner,” Max said.

Val blinked. “Which one?”

“Sauterne, the 1811 Chateau d’Yquem.”

“What!? Your $117,000 bottle of wine?”

“Yep, the most supreme vintage ever produced,” he said proudly.

Val smiled. “But that’s your rarest bottle.”

His face lit up, and he smiled. “I can think of no better occasion. You’re all alive, we got our town back, it’s your brother’s birthday, and those notes and that serum will be going to the scientists who will make a cure. If that doesn’t deserve a good glass, I don’t know what will.”

“Maybe...when you put a ring on it, huh?” Lucas said, nudging Max and winking at Val.

“Hey! I’m no it!” Val said, blushing. 

I tried to laugh along with them, but I didn’t feel very happy or in the mood to celebrate. I had no idea where my brother had stormed off to. He was pissed, and I couldn’t blame him; I was just as heartbroken as Nick was. The thought of leaving Val behind was almost too painful to deal with and left a huge hole in my heart. I’d confided in Nick and Lucas about that very thing, but they had ignored me as if it was the craziest thing they’d ever heard, dismissed it as the know-nothing ramblings of the silly kid brother. All along, I could tell she was getting quite comfortable there, falling for Max and putting down roots. 

Jackie walked up behind me and put an arm around me, sensing how upset and hurt I was. “It’s gonna be okay, Dean,” she said sweetly.

Val suddenly stopped laughing at Lucas’s joke and began to cry, which wasn’t at all like her. The stress and tension was too much. Max leaned over to comfort her and wiped her tears away, and it seemed he truly wanted to take care of her. I never would have imagined that he would take our sister away from us when I had first met him, and I began to wonder if we should’ve holed up somewhere else. If she would’ve never met him, things would be different, I thought. 

Still, she was a grown woman with feelings of her own, and no one could control her. She had to lead her own life, just as we all did. As long as she’s happy and safe, who am I to take it away from her? I scolded myself. I knew she would be loved and cared for there, so all I could do was tell her goodbye and come back and get her when the time was right. 

Max held out his hand. “You did so well today from what they tell me, Dean. I’ve never been prouder.”

I shook his hand firmly. “Thanks.”

“I hope there’s no bad blood between us.”

I looked at him, then at Val. “I knew she would stay here. I’ve always suspected it. I hate it, but I’ll deal with it.”

She wrapped her arm around me. “I can’t thank you enough for understanding.”

“Hey! Are you guys coming or not?” Nick shouted from across the lot.

“What for?” Val yelled back.

“Family meeting!”

“Family meeting?” Max asked. 

I smiled. “You know Nick. He’s always—”

Whoosh!

A bullet ripped through the air, whizzed past my ear, and landed right in the middle of Max’s chest, spraying Val in a shower of crimson. Blood gushed everywhere, and he fell backward. 

“Oh my gosh! Max! Max?” she screamed, her face as pale as a ghost except for the red splatters on her cheeks. 

Chapter 8

“What’s going on?” a woman yelled. “Was that...Nick? Did he kill him because his sister wouldn’t leave with him?” 

“No way! Are you insane?” I shouted, rolling my eyes at her. I couldn’t believe the townspeople didn’t trust us after all we’d done to help them. “We’d never hurt Max.” I glanced around in the direction the bullet had come from. When I peered carefully through the bushes, I saw a group of men, and instant recognition struck me. “Z’s goons!” I shouted.

“They’re dead!” Lucas shouted. 

Nick, Lucas, Val, and Asia took off toward the shooters. I couldn’t leave Val in a storm of bullets. She wasn’t moving. It was like she didn’t care if she was shot.

Buddy suddenly fell and hit the ground hard. 

“Buddy!” I yelled. 

When I ran over to him, to pull him out of harm’s way, I realized he’d been shot in the forehead and was dead. My heart sunk. I’d just been with him hours earlier before the hospital collapsed completely. He’d survived, only to be shot here on his home turf.

“Take cover!” Rex shouted. 

More bullets whizzed past me. I instinctively pushed Kate and Jackie behind a thick tree trunk. Val didn’t seemed fazed by the bullets and continued to scream in horror as she took off her coat and pressed it against Max’s gaping chest wound. 

A bullet dinged the silver grill next to me. There was no way I could get over to her without getting shot. 

“I’ll cover you,” Kate said. “Get Val outta there!” She then began firing off rounds while I ran over to Val. 

Grief stricken, she shook her head and refused to budge. “No! I won’t leave him here. He needs help, a doctor. I have to—”

“It’s too late, Val! Let’s go!” I said.

“We can’t leave him,” she cried. “No man left behind, remember?”

Zhing-zhing!

More bullets flew our way. 

“He’s dead,” I said softly, “and we will be too if we don’t leave!”

“No.”

Another bullet flew by. “He’d want you to be safe!”

I was ready to throw her over my shoulder and get her to safety.  

Suddenly, Max’s eyes fluttered opened. 

Val felt for a pulse. “He’s still alive,” she said. 

I was shocked, but we worked together to drag him behind a nearby shed. There was no way to get back to the apartment with all the bullets flying, so we had no choice but to take cover and hope for the best. 

Max looked up at Val. “We c-could’ve had a real good life together.”

“We’re gonna have the best life ever.”

“I came so close...t-to happily ever after.”

“Hang on, baby.”

“You’re my life,” he whispered. 

“And you’re mine,” she said back. “You mean the world to me.”

He gazed into her eyes and tears poured from Val’s eyes. 

Max looked up at me. “I would’ve taken good care of her.”

“I know that,” I said. “She would’ve been in excellent hands.”

“D-Dean,” he stuttered, spitting up blood, “y-ou did good. You’re a real...w-warrior.”

I patted his shoulder. “Shh. Try not to talk. Just hang on. I’ll go get the doc.”

“No, it’s t-too late,” he whispered, his lip quivering. “Don’t risk your life running through all that gunfire for nothing.”

“Don’t talk like that, baby,” Val said. “It’s never too late. Look at all we’ve been through. You’re gonna be okay. Dean will get help, and—”

He shook his head and cupped her face. “I love you, Val.”

A tear dripped down her chin. “I love you too.”

“Stay with...your family,” he continued between gasps. “They love you, will always have your back.”

“No! Don’t you dare leave me!”

“You have your whole life ahead of you. Live, Val. Survive...and be h-happy.” 

“How can I be happy without you?” she asked, stroking his face.

“Make those big dreams of yours a reality,” he whispered, his final words before he took his dying breath. 

“No!” Val screamed. “No! This can’t be happening!”

Grief tore through me. Watching a friend die right before my eyes and my sister so hysterical was one of the worst moments of my life. 

“Oh, Dean,” she sobbed. 

I tried to say something but the words wouldn’t come out of my mouth. Val wept as I pulled her into a comforting hug. She pulled herself away from me and looked up at me pitifully. She was devastated, and I had never seen her so sad, her eyes so red and bloodshot. 

The loss of Max would be hard for us all. Not only was he my sister’s boyfriend, but he was also a valiant, brave leader. I’d grown to respect and admire him. It would be a sad day for the town, and everyone would deeply mourn his loss for many years to come. He had dedicated his life and all of his talents and resources to helping struggling people survive in that post-apocalyptic world. When I had told him how great a leader he was, he had humbly said, “I wouldn’t be a leader at all if I didn’t have great people to lead.” For that humility and so many other reasons, he had been loved and cherished by us all, and he would be sorely missed. 

“I have to shoot him,” Val said, her voice trembling. 

Struggling to hold back the tears, I reached for my gun. “No, I’ll do it.”

She pushed a tangle of dark hair from her eyes. “No, Dean. He made me promise that I’d be the one if anything ever happened to him. It was...his dying wish.”

I wanted to respect Max’s wishes, but at the same time, I didn’t want her to be haunted with the memory of it. Nick still harbored deep regret about having to shoot his girlfriend, Darla. He had never really forgiven himself for ending her life forever, and I didn’t want Val to carry that kind of pain around for the rest of her life. “I can’t let you do it,” I argued. “Nick still has nightmares about shooting Darla.”

She looked at me. “I’m not Nick. He had to do that in the spur of the moment, but Max and I already talked about it. He wanted it this way, and I agreed to it. He would have done the same for me if I died first. You have to let me do this, for him...for...us.” 

“Val, no.”

“There’s no time to argue.” Without another word, she whipped out her pistol and shot her lover right in the head. I knew it would have been far too nightmarish to watch him turn into a zombie. Val knew what she had to do, and she did it quickly and efficiently. 

“You’re the bravest person I know,” I said to my sister, embracing her again.

“Only when I have to be,” she said sadly. 

Zing-swoosh-zing!

More bullets flew by, and several rounds of gunfire rang out. I spotted a man in a long black coat firing from the southeast side of the parking lot. I couldn’t believe they still hadn’t let up, but it was personal. They wanted to get us back for their boss’s untimely death, and they would not stop till they had exhausted every possibility for vengeance. 

“We should...” I stopped short when I realized Val was gone. “Oh no,” I said. I knew she was an emotional wreck, and I was worried that she would get herself killed since she wasn’t thinking clearly. “Val!” I called, looking all around me. 

My attention quickly returned to the shooter, who was spraying bullets all over the place. Finally, I spotted my sister climbing the Simi truck where the sniper was stationed. By the time I got halfway over there, she was fighting with him in hand-to-hand combat. Luckily, Val had the upper hand, but it didn’t take long for things to move to her opponent’s favor. In a flash of silver, he pulled out a knife and stabbed her in the shoulder. I gasped as they struggled for the knife. 

When he had Val pinned to the ground, he raised the knife high over his head. “This is for Z!” he yelled. 

I stopped and pointed my rifle, certain that I could make the shot without harming Val. I had to, because my sister’s life depended on the accuracy of the one precious shot. 

“And this is for Max!” Val yelled. With quick, catlike reflexes, she reached for the weapon she’d dropped and pulled the trigger. The man’s body fell on top of her, and she quickly shoved him off and jumped to her feet like a jungle cat on the prowl.

“Val!” I said. 

She pointed to the north. “Those cowards are running that way. I’ll kill every single one of them!” she screamed, consumed by rage, anger, and grief. 

“Wait! I’m coming with you!” I shouted. 

She climbed back down off the truck in a flash and disappeared into the vegetation. 

When Jackie appeared next to me, I explained quickly what had transpired. “I gotta go after her,” I said. “She isn’t thinking straight.” I kissed her cheek and started to walk away in the direction my sister had gone.

“Wait!” Jackie said, tugging on my arm. “You gotta be smart about this. If you get yourself killed, you won’t be able to help Val or anyone. You can’t just go running off into the weeds like some Tarzan on a warpath.” 

“She’ll die out there! She’s all alone, and there are too many of them,” I said. “It’s a suicide mission. We already lost Max, and I’m not gonna lose her!” I knew Val was tough, but even she couldn’t take on so many men at once without backup. “Val isn’t thinking clearly,” I said. “We have to hurry before she does something careless and stupid.”  

“Nick and Lucas are in the parking lot,” Asia said, suddenly coming up from behind me. “Let’s go get them. The more manpower, the better.”

I nodded in agreement. “C’mon.” 

She threw her gun in her holster and turned to lead the way. 

Suddenly, footsteps echoed behind me. Before I could spin around, somebody put a gun to Jackie’s head. 

She gasped.

Chapter 9

––––––––

Instinctively, I reached for my gun.

“Hands off the weapon!” another man shouted, pointing at me. 

Before I could even make a move, someone threw me up against the truck and snatched the gun right out of my hand. He then frisked me and completely disarmed me, even taking the knife my friends had given me as a birthday present. 

My captor gripped my arms behind me. I heard handcuffs click around my wrists. 

Asia kicked another man in the chest, but he retaliated by bashing her in the head with a bat, knocking her down.

“Leave her alone!” I shouted. “Just take me! Let the girls go!” 

“Asia!” Jackie screamed. 

“She’s out cold,” the guy said. “Should we just leave her?”

“No,” answered a redhead. “She fought you, and that’s a good sign. Bring her along. She’ll work out well.” 

I thrashed in the man’s arms, fighting to get away, but the other guy just laughed and pressed the barrel of his gun hard into my neck. 

“Easy now,” the man whispered.

They took me through the back field of our apartment building. I still continued to fight them, even with a gun at my head. They hadn’t shot me yet so I assumed they must want me alive for the moment.

“You’re gonna get yourself killed if you keep fighting like that,” a guy said. 

“We’ll see who gets himself killed first,” I whispered. 

“Jackie?” I said. 

“I’m okay,” her voice called out. 

“She won’t be for long if you don’t cooperate,” the man said. 

I was engulfed by rage. “You shot Max. Isn’t that enough bloodshed for one day? Just let us go.”

“Shut him up,” a man said.  

In a flash, someone shoved a filthy, smelly sock in my mouth and slapped duct tape on me. They threw a burlap sack over my head and forcibly dragged me along. I flailed all the way, but I had no chance of fighting my way out of those handcuffs. My fighting earned me a kick in the gut that doubled me over. As much as that hurt, and as frightened as I was for my own life, all I could think about were my friends and my sister. Is Val out there fighting by herself? Is Asia gonna wake up? Where’s Jackie? Did they let her go? I didn’t hear her scream, so maybe...

“Walk!” a deep voice commanded.

They maneuvered me through a scratchy hole in the towering barbwire fence. The hole had never been there before, so I was sure they’d cut it themselves, with wire cutters or hacksaw. 

The truth of my horrible predicament slowly dawned on me: I’m being kidnapped. 

With every second that passed, I was being taken farther from my friends, my family, maybe even led to my death. My stomach clenched. What do they want? A million motives for their crimes crossed my mind. In such a crazy world, it was impossible to apply logic and reason, and nothing ever made sense. 

Max was dead, and I needed to be there for my sister. I couldn’t even imagine the pain she was going through, and I was still in shock and grieving myself. I felt numb and discombobulated, and I had no idea who was kidnapping me or if Jackie and Asia were okay. I had no idea where my brother and sister were. I had no idea where I was being taken, by whom, or why. Worst of all, I wasn’t sure I even wanted to know.

We walked through the city, and as we trekked along, I tried to memorize my footsteps. It was of little help, because I really had no idea where we were at any given time, and went through many twists and turns on the thirty-minute walk. Suddenly, I felt a kick to my gut. 

“Let the games begin,” said the voice I recognized as the redhead, followed by a sinister, cackling laugh.  

The sudden pain of the kick made me gasp. I tried to catch my breath as the bag was taken off my head. The gag was taken off. Jackie was still there, wearing a horrified look on her face as they held a gun to her head. She was handcuffed too. We were surrounded by a bunch of armed thugs who looked like they all had been pumping iron at the gym for months.  

“Let the girls go!” I demanded, as if I had any authority over them. “Just take me.”

They laughed.

“Just let me see if Asia’s okay,” I said. 

“She’s fine. If she wasn’t, we wouldn’t have wasted our time carrying her. No sense in hauling dead wait around, is there?” 

My gaze darted to the bullet-pocked walls, and my heart began to pound wildly. I worried that they had led us there to shoot us. What’s with the firing squad? I thought. Why not just shoot us back there, at the apartment? And who are these jerks anyway? More of Z’s men? Did his brother recruit them? 

A skinny guy knocked me to the ground with another surprise kick. The others laughed as my handcuffs were loosened. 

In a fit of rage, I stared up at him and scowled, but I was glad they were taking their anger out on me and not on Jackie or Asia. 

“Get up!” said a guy with short, spiky hair, pointing his gun threateningly at my face.  

I thought about knocking the gun out of his hands, but we were sorely outnumbered, and I knew that was a very bad idea. I was pretty sure his friends would shoot me if I tried to retaliate, and I had to play it smart. I jumped to my feet and tried to make a last-ditch plea. “Please,” I begged. “I’m just trying to survive, like you. Save this crap for the zombies. We humans need to band together.”

“Band together, huh?” 

“Yeah, man. Just let me and my friends go. We should all be on the same side.”

“Sorry, pal, but that ain’t gonna happen.” 

“You can have our weapons,” I said. “They’re all yours.”

He laughed. “If I wanted your pathetic little squirt guns, I coulda taken them all back at the apartment building. This ain’t armed robbery, you little punk.” 

I knew there was more to it than that, and I had a sneaking suspicion they all had something to do with Z. 

Z. That name caused me nothing but trouble.

He had hardwired his followers for retaliation, payback, aggression, and revenge. I feared they wanted to torture us, to pay us back for their leader’s death. Their thirst for revenge wouldn’t be quenched until Max and his entire city was destroyed. They’d already killed Max, but they wanted each and every one of us dead. They had no compassion, not even for women or children. They just wanted us gone, and they were happily ready to slaughter us. They wanted the city of Fairport for themselves and nothing was going to stop them. 

“You’re with Z, aren’t you?” I asked. 

“This is all about revenge, isn’t it?” Jackie chimed in. “How can you back up a murderer? For your information, I’m glad Z is dead, and I hope that psycho burns in Hell! If you’re working with his brother, I hope you all burn in Hell too.”

The man stared at her hard, clenching his teeth. I wasn’t sure how to get his attention off of Jackie, because she had certainly riled him up, like smacking a cobra. We were surrounded by his buddies, and that made me nervous, especially when they scowled at us, revealing multiple cavities and missing teeth. 

“You can’t have Fairport,” Jackie said. “But we’re willing to share if that’ll keep the peace.”

“Shut her up,” a man said. 

A bag went over Jackie’s head as they threw her in a van. The back doors opened and a man called for them to bring Asia over. The guy with the bushy hair carried her over and placed her inside. 

“Please let the girls go,” I begged. 

I had tried to be relatively polite, and that hadn’t worked, so I needed a new tactic; I figured intimidation was my only chance to beat the odds, something Lucas had taught me and had often successfully employed himself. “If ya take out the leader,” he’d told me, “the others will scurry into the alley like cockroaches.” That would give me and Jackie the perfect opportunity to run and take Asia with us. We could easily lose them, since we knew our way around the city better than they did, and there were plenty of places to hide in the abandoned buildings. 

I eyed the jerk who was looking me up and down. I had no idea what they had planned, and I sure didn’t want to find out. I hoped he was their leader, because nothing would instill more fear in them than taking out their alpha. It was psychological warfare, and while I usually didn’t condone violence, we had to survive at all costs. That was the harsh reality of the new, cold world we now lived in. 

The bully rubbed his bushy beard as he studied me. “Can you fight without a weapon?” 

“Do I have a choice?”

“Nope,” he spat.

“Then try me,” I said confidently. I’d learned a lot about fighting from my brother and Lucas, and with my hands alone, I could produce a dozen painful strikes. I could use four fingers as a spear, use my thumb as a hook, or use my downward fist like a hammer. I could even curve all four fingers into a claw that could wreak a lot of havoc when raked across the eyes or other sensitive parts of my opponent. 

“You sure are a cocky one, aren’t ya, boy?” he asked, scrunching up his face. “Thing is, you’ll get over that real fast when I knock your puny butt into the Twilight Zone. I’ll kick you unconscious, punk.”  

It then dawned on me what he really wanted: a street fight that he thought would make him look tough in front of his cronies. He was nothing but a hoodlum in the mood for a pissing contest. The man unleashed his fist, and I stepped back, causing his weak punch to miss my jaw and brush, mouse-like, against my shoulder. With the first strike, he’d already humiliated himself in front of his goons, and I had to stifle the urge to laugh. Frustrated, he shoved me.

Suddenly, the natives were restless, all riled up. While he didn’t seem to be much of a threat himself, I knew things could get really dangerous if they all joined in and started pounding me. Like the dogs they were, they had a pack mentality, and I needed to break that up. They felt safe and protected in their little clique, but I would put an end to that. The key was to make them feel vulnerable, pathetic, and weak. I could tell by their scowls and the hatred in their eyes that the situation was going to turn violent, but I had to be the aggressor and take down their alpha to prove to them that they didn’t have a chance. No matter how outnumbered we were, our pack was stronger than theirs.  

The guy standing in front of me was scrawny. He reminded me of Shaggy on Scooby-Doo and he didn’t at all look like a leader of any sort. The only thing big about him was his mouth, and he continued spouting off insults. His big talk was a bit intimidating, but I didn’t let that affect me. Even if I didn’t come out unscathed, I would come out victorious. I had to, for my life, Asia’s, Jackie’s, and even Val’s depended on it. For all I knew, Nick was depending on me too. 

I stood sideways and kept my hands up to protect myself. Lucas had taught me that most strikes of any force could still be blocked or weakened, but I knew things could also get deadly pretty quickly when rage, overinflated egos, and a touch of insanity was involved. I had to end the fight as quickly as possible. No punch or kick could be wasted; every single one had to be delivered to the weakest part of my opponent’s body. I closed the distance between us as quickly as possible, moving in too close for him to lash out with a strike. 

He rolled his eyes at me. “You know what I think? I think you’re a piece of—”

Before he could finish the insult, I took him down, making an example of him. It felt good to introduce him to the concrete, but he flipped around and easily escaped my grasp. I elbowed him and kicked him in the knee, then delivered some close-range punches. I fought him using every sneaky trick I knew, from elbow and knee strikes to disabling chokes. In a flash, I dragged him to the ground. I struck my opponent in the gut before he knew what hit him, and knocking him off guard gave me a distinct advantage. While he was disoriented, I delivered one last blow, and his eyes, dumbfounded, fluttered shut. 

Footsteps suddenly echoed from behind me, and I spun around to meet the gaze of two of his angry buddies. Without wasting a second, I attacked the skinny guy to the left, delivering a brutal, bone-snapping kick to the side of his knee and a breathtaking punch in the groin. His eyes began to water, and he cried out in agony, sounding like some sort of wild animal in labor. 

The other buddy came at me hard and fast. The next thing I knew, we were struggling for position, in a standoff and staring one another down. We locked arms, and he shot me a furious glare with cold, glaring eyes. My plan for him wasn’t working, and I had to quickly re-strategize. I lifted my arm and quickly threw my hand under the man’s arm, into the sweaty, yellow-stained pit of his disgusting, oily shirt. I slid my hand up his chest to his throat in an effective takedown technique. I located the notch at the base of the throat and simultaneously put my other hand behind his neck. I pressed my fingers deeply into his throat while pushing him toward the ground, and he fell, choking and gagging like a fish out of water.

Another guy suddenly grabbed me. I turned and threw him off me, immediately going on the offensive. We wrestled and pummeled one another with a barrage of punches, blows, jabs, and kicks. I needed to take him down fast, before another idiot jumped in. My brother had taught me all about pressure points, so I summoned up Nick’s lessons and jabbed my enemy with a double-finger eye gouge to temporarily blind him, then delivered a well-executed strike to his nose. He screamed in pain as his eyes filled with tears. I finished him off with a hook kick my big sister had taught me; it worked every time, and this time was no exception. 

In an instant, more guys surrounded me like sharks in a feeding frenzy. I didn’t know how I’d take so many on, but it was a do-or-die situation. If they were going to kill me, I would die fighting and take a couple with me when I went. 

“Show’s over,” said a man in long black coat, applauding. “Man, this guy’s gonna fit in real well around here. Nice find, fellas.” 

“Let us go,” I insisted.

The man walked over as another guy grabbed my hands and twisted my arms behind my back. He smiled and punched me in the gut, knocking the wind out of me. “Nobody tells me what to do,” he said, patting me on the head. “I’m the leader here. My name is Kirk. That was some fight, kid. You’ll make a great champion.” 

“Kirk,” I said, struggling to breathe, “these idiot friends of yours hit my friend Asia with a bat. She’s unconscious. I need to know she’s all right.” 

“We’ll take care of her.” 

“Can I see her?”

He ignored me and looked at one of his men. “Just get them to the compound,” the leader snapped. 

Again, the burlap bag went back over my head before I could even respond, and again I had no idea what they had in store for me.

Chapter 10

My hands were bound behind my back, and I was thrown into a truck. My shoulders were aching from the uneasy angle I was sitting in, but I tried to contemplate what to do next. It was hard to think with all the noise of the rattling, bouncing truck. My adrenaline was pumping, and my heart was pounding as we drove for what I estimated was about two hours. 

“Take off his hood,” Kirk finally said. “He has no idea where he is now. He’ll only see that we’re behind the compound walls.”

I looked around and saw that we were not the only people who had been kidnapped. The other captives looked just as stunned as I was. Jackie blinked, dumbfounded, and Asia was still blacked out.  

The leader patted Jackie on the shoulder. “Bet you’re wondering what’s going on, aren’t ya, honey?”

“Yeah, but I’m not your honey,” she snapped. “Why don’t you fill us in?”

He laughed, then looked at the guy with the spiky hair. “Get them out of here.”

Just like that, we were herded out of the van and marched into a building, with the goons shouting at us and prodding us around like cattle. When a man dragged off Asia and Jackie a different direction, I went ballistic. 

“They’ll be fine,” the man said, “but if you don’t cool your jets, I’m gonna shoot them myself...after I have a little fun with the curvy one.”

I bit my lip, trying to calm down, because I wanted to break his neck. I had no idea what we were doing there, and I expected one of Z’s brothers to walk in at any time. I knew there was no way they were going to let us live. Ultimately, we would die there unless we came up with some sort of escape plan. Our only chance was to outthink our stupid kidnappers. 

My handcuffs were loosened, and some other guy roughly shoved me into a room. I fell down on a smelly foam mattress that was lying on the floor. A few seconds later, others were tossed into my cell. Our captors murmured outside the door, and I tried to make out what they were saying, hoping for a clue as to what was going on and what intentions they had for us.  

“What’s happening?” asked a blond guy with dirty, matted hair.  

“Shh,” I said, placing my ear against the door. 

“What are they saying?”

“I don’t know,” I said. 

He leaned back against the dirty, mildew-covered wall. He looked to be in his mid-twenties and was muscular and fit. I knew he’d be a valuable asset in getting out of that nightmare. 

“I’m Marcus,” he said. 

I shook his hand. “Nice to meet you, Marcus. Just wish it was under better circumstances. I’m Dean.” 

“It is what it is. These are my buddies, Lewis, Elliot, Toby, and Theo.”

We all exchanged handshakes and fist-bumps. 

“What could they possibly want with us?” Toby asked. He seemed the most freaked out of all.  

“Do you know Z?” I asked. “Are you with his people?”

He cocked his brow. “Z?”

“Yeah. He is...er, uh...was a madman in charge of a gang that attacked the town where I was staying. We killed him in self-defense during a battle at a hospital. I think his brother wants revenge.”

“We just drove into the city a few days ago. There weren’t any zombies, so we figured it was a good place to rest for a few days. These guys came in and just snatched us out of there, without a word as to why.” 

“They left my mother, elderly aunt, grandma, and four children,” another man said. He took off his jacket, exposing the tattoos that laced his bulging arms. “So why did Z’s guys kidnap us? We’re not on either side.”

“Because you were in the city he wants,” I said. 

“Wrong place, wrong time, huh?”

“I’m afraid so. You were in what he considers his territory, so that makes you his enemy.” 

He shook his head. “I knew we shoulda kept going, but the kids were so tired.”

“But why didn’t they bring the kids and the others here?” I asked. “Did they leave them, uh...alive?”

“Yeah. They didn’t lay a finger on them and just took us.”  

“Something doesn’t make sense. Z and his men had no mercy, no pity. They left no survivors and enjoyed torturing people.”

“Maybe they just wanna make an example out of us,” Lewis said. ”Maybe they just didn’t want to hurt women and kids.”

“You don’t know Z’s gang like I do,” I said. “They don’t care. They’ll kill everyone, young, old, male, or female. They enjoy making everyone suffer.”

“Then what’s this about? Does it have anything to do with this Z guy, who sounds like a real freaking nightmare, or is it something completely different?”

“It could be anything,” Theo said. “We’re clueless, and they obviously love keeping us in the dark.”

Marcus looked at me intently. “If this isn’t Z’s guys, any idea who they are and why they want us?”  

I blew out a long breath. “Well, I’ve seen it all, from making us fight zombies in an arena to, uh...cannibalism.”

“Cannibalism? As in...people eating people?” Toby said. 

“Yep, unfortunately.”

“You mean, besides the zombies? You’re talking about actual living humans chowing down on other humans?”

“Yes,” I said, nodding. “It happens.”

“Yes it does,” Elliot said. “I’ve seen it before.”

I blew out a long breath. I hoped cannibals weren’t the case. “My sister ran into a bunch of them on her journey from Philadelphia to Ohio. And I’ve experienced it myself too. People are starving out there, and you know what they say about desperate times and desperate measures.”

“Now that gives me the creeps,” Toby said.

Lewis leaned forward and looked at me. “Well, you’ve obviously managed to survive.”  

“Yeah, I’ve been pretty lucky so far.”

“I’ve heard about people having to fight zombies in an arena,” Lewis said. 

“Kingsville?” Toby whispered.

I cocked a brow. “Yeah. How did you know?”

“People we’ve met and stayed with talk about that place. I thought it was a myth.”

“Nope. It’s far too real. I barely got away.” I went on to quickly describe the games and everything that happened. “If I can survive that, I’ll survive this,” I finally said. “We just need to figure out what they want.”

Elliot nervously ran his hands through his hair. “My guess is that they want us for food. That’s why they took the healthiest of our group.” 

I looked at him, trying to make sense of everything.

He continued, “We spent a couple months in a town about an hour from here. I’ve been hearing stories about people getting kidnapped, and they’re never seen again.”

“Don’t let the fear get hold of you,” I said. “You can’t let ‘em get in your head. No matter what they want with us, we’ve gotta stay brave, gotta fight, gotta get out of here!” 

Suddenly there was an audible click, and the door started to open. 

All riled up from my own pep talk, I held up my fist, ready to attack. “Anyone dumb enough to come in here is gonna get taken down,” I said, seething. 

“Please don’t hurt me,” said a woman with short blonde hair. “I just brought you some food.” She smiled sheepishly and held out a tray that held open tuna cans and a jar of muddy water. 

“Who are you?” Lewis said, taking the tray from her hands. 

“Eva,” she answered, sounding a bit nervous.

I met her gaze. “I came here with a brunette and a woman who was unconscious. I need to see them.”

“Jackie and Asia, right?”

“Yes!” I said excitedly, touching her arm. “Please tell me they’re okay.” 

She nodded. “They’re fine. Asia came to and is recovering, and—” 

Suddenly, before she could get another word out, Marcus wrapped his arm around Eva’s thin throat and pulled her back. “You’ve got no right to hold us here like prisoners when we didn’t do anything wrong. What’s to keep me from snapping your pretty little neck?”

“Not before we get answers,” Elliot said. 

“Just stop!” I shouted. “Let the girl go!”

Marcus shook his head. “Not a chance. Not until she sings like a canary.” 

“I’m a prisoner, too, just like you,” she muttered. “They won’t care if you kill me. I’ve got a bum leg and limp when I walk. I’m of no use to them anymore. Why do you think they sent me in? I’m...expendable.”

He slowly let her go and looked at her skeptically, trying to make out what her true motives really were. 

“You can smash that jar and cut my wrists for all I care!” Eva shouted, sounding like a suicidal maniac. 

“We’re not gonna hurt you,” I said softly, trying not to spook her. “Right?” I asked, looking at other guys for acknowledgment. The girl was obviously a victim, and I assumed it might pay to have someone on our side, someone who could act as a bit of a mole. I figured she could give us the layout of the place and what we were up against, so we could plan a safer escape.  

“I just might take the girl up on her offer,” Marcus said. “I’m sure she’s one of them. I’m not buying her crap.” He looked her up and down. “We’ve got nothing to lose, honey,” he said, glaring at Eva. “Tell us why we’re really here, what’s going on.” 

“You’d better eat up,” she said. “They might not feed you boys for days.”

Lewis looked at the brown water. “What is that anyway? You trying to poison us?”

“It’s rainwater. We live off the land. You’re just lucky we went on a raid and found the tuna.” She stepped closer. “And speaking of that, I’ll need the tin cans back when you’re done.”

“No way,” Elliot said, shaking his head. 

“If I don’t return with those cans and the jar, they’ll kill me.”

“I know you’re up to something!” Marcus shouted. “Nobody in their right mind would send you in here alone, with possible weapons.”

“They aren’t...enemies, per se,” she said.  

“Back off for a minute, buddy,” Elliot said, trying to calm his friend down.

“She’s one of them!” Marcus said in a rage. He then threw Elliot to the ground, and they both screamed out a barrage of obscenities.  

Eva walked over and whispered something in my ear, but I couldn’t make out her words with all that commotion going on around us.  

“What?” I asked, drawing closer. 

“If you wanna live, attack me,” she whispered. 

I shook my head and looked at her like she was insane. 

“Do it! They’ll come in and stop it.”

I raised a brow. “Why?”

“It’s a test, to weed out who will fight and who is too passive. Do it or die!”

“Why are you telling me this?” I asked. 

“Because Jackie said you’d help me escape, that we could work together to get out of here.”

At that moment, I realized she really was a prisoner and wanted our help. Eva truly was on our side. She’d had enough and wanted out of that crazy place. In order to live, I had to fake an attack on her. It had to look authentic, as if I was trying to kill her, but I wouldn’t hurt her at all. As far as I was concerned, she was now our ally. 

“On second thought, maybe you’re right, Marcus,” I roared. “Give me that!” I snatched the jar and smashed it against the wall, then tore a long strip of fabric from the bottom of my shirt and wrapped it around a shard of glass, creating a stabbing weapon like some kind of sociopathic MacGyver. 

Marcus’s eyes lit up. “Now that’s a shank!”

I wrapped my arm around the girl’s neck and held the blade close. “I’ll kill her!” I shouted. 

Eva screamed for effect, and the others began hooting and hollering like wild animals.  

“Open this door right now or she’s dead!” Elliot demanded. 

“We’ll slice her throat!” Toby screamed. 

In the next second, the door opened, and a gang of men rushed in like some kind of commando team. Pain burst across my jaw as one of them hit me with the butt of his gun. Another used his handgun as a blunt weapon and clubbed me. Blood dripped down my face, and I dropped to the ground. 

“Sweep it up!” a man said to Eva, pointing at the broken glass.

“Yes, sir.” She rushed in and swept up the glass, then collected the tuna cans. She then ran out of the room without saying another word to me. 

One of the guards gave one last kick to Toby, causing him to writhe and gasp in pain, and then he stormed out and slammed the door behind him. 

“You okay?” Marcus asked, though he was just as dismantled as I was.

“He nailed me pretty good on the side of my head.”

“Got me too.”

“They took our makeshift weapons,” Toby said. 

“Why didn’t they shoot us though?” I asked, rubbing my head.

Marcus pondered. “I was just thinkin’ the same thing.”

“We had one of theirs, that chick,” Elliot said. “Maybe they were scared of hurting her.”

“If that was the case, they never would have sent her in here,” Marcus argued. “Heck, Dean coulda killed her with his glass shank.”

“Well, whatever their reason, they clearly want us alive,” I said.

Marcus nodded. “Yup. That’s the scary part.”. 

“But for what?” I asked. “That’s the dreaded question.”

“They don’t care about that woman,” Elliot said. “She said so herself.” 

“They kept us alive for some reason. We just have to figure out what it is,” I said. I didn’t tell them about Eva because I didn’t know them well enough to trust them with that little secret. I knew if they blabbed for any reason, we’d lose Eva’s trust, and she might very well lose her life. She was our key to getting out, and I couldn’t risk exposing her, not even to them. There were a lot of symptoms that came along with living in such a disease-infested world, and one of them was a big batch of trust issues. Enemies were everywhere, living and dead, and desperate people would turn on me in a heartbeat. 

I knew a little from what Eva had told me, but I still didn’t know what our captors wanted. That haunted me and was more painful than the beat-down the guards had given me. I wished I could have a few minutes alone with Eva, because the curiosity was killing me. Most of all, though, I needed to see Jackie and Asia. I couldn’t rest until I knew they were really okay, and I would do whatever it took to find out. 

Chapter 11

Just as Eva warned, they didn’t feed us over the next few days. I truly felt like a prisoner. I’d been kidnapped, thrown into a dark room with strangers, and just left to rot. When they finally marched me alone to another room, I was happy to be taken away from the pit I’d been suffering in for days. 

I was mostly tormented by the fact that I didn’t know what they were doing to the girls. Jackie and Asia had been through enough already. They barely had time to breathe before they were kidnapped for a second time. First, it was Charlie, and now they were in the hands of people who had some motive we didn’t even know. 

I also feared for my safety. Elliot suspected that we’d been brought there as food, captured by cannibals, and I couldn’t help thinking they might be right. They hadn’t fed us in days and I wondered if they were trying to cleanse the toxins from our body before they fed on us. I knew from what I’d seen with my own eyes, as well as the horrific stories Val had told me, that people would do desperate, inhumane things when there was no food. It all came down to survival, at all costs. 

My hands were duct taped together at the wrists in front of me, and I was plopped down in a chair in the center of the room. Streams of sunshine flooded through open shades, causing me to squint after having been locked up in a dark hellhole for so long. 

Kirk, their leader, walked in and circled me like a wolf stalking his prey. His short, brown hair was neatly cut; most people in our post-apocalyptic world had given up on hairstyling long ago, but that guy looked like he had abducted his own personal barber. He was older; I guessed him to be about fifty. He was in shape and looked like he worked out every day, maybe out of sheer boredom. 

“Welcome to Oxford,” he said.

“Nice little town.”

“It’s my pride and joy.”

“Where are the girls I came here with?” I asked. 

His light brown eyes narrowed. “They’re fine...for now. They sure are pretty little things. Jackie tells me you are her boyfriend. How did you manage to trick her into that?” 

I stood, ready to rip his face apart, but two of his goons came in and forcibly made me sit back down. Do these idiots really think duct tape is gonna hold me? I thought in a rage. They’ll have to wrap me up in enough rolls to mummify me! I raised my taped hands above and behind my head. Then, with as much force as I could muster, I brought them down, past my hips, while pulling my arms apart. The tape ripped right off.

One of Kirk’s men attacked, and we traded blows furiously. He finally stumbled backward, but a tattoo-covered man grabbed me by the throat and held a gun to me. “Sit down!” he ordered. 

Just as I began to perform another self-defense move to knock him down next to his friend, Kirk got right in my face. “Do as he says, or I will go fetch Jackie and Asia,” he said. “They might not enjoy a knife to their throats!”

“I can kill all of you before you even get out that door,” I said.

“And then my men outside will kill you, then Jackie, then Asia.” 

I glared at him, realizing he had me. Defeated, I sat down in the chair. I couldn’t believe I’d been so threatening, because I certainly wasn’t a murderer. I’d learned from Nick and Lucas and the things I’d seen that survivors often had to kill to stay alive. I didn’t want to believe it, but it was true. In that crazy world, I had to fight for every day. The bandits had my girlfriend and a very dear friend of mine, but as livid and angry as I was about that, I couldn’t do anything to free them—at least not yet. 

“I take it I now have your undivided attention,” Kirk said. 

“You do,” I said in a huff. 

He patted my shoulder. “Good. That’s what I like to hear.”

“I want to see Jackie and Asia,” I demanded again. “I need to see for myself that they are all right.” 

“Then cooperate with me. Hear me out, and let me take control of your destiny. If you do that, if you’ll be a good little boyfriend, maybe I’ll grant you your wish.”

“Just tell me why I’m here,” I said. “And, for the record, do you guys always go around bashing young woman’s heads in with bats?” 

He smiled. “You’re full of questions, aren’t you?”

“Wouldn’t you be? You kidnapped us, and we have no idea why.” I shot him a hard look. “Are you with Z’s gang? Are we waiting for one of the infinite brothers to arrive?”

“Z? Are you talking about that lunatic who lives on the outskirts of Fairport?”

His sidekick butted in. “Wait. Didn’t he move into Fairport? Ain’t that what’s causing the gang turf war.”

“Yeah, that’s him,” I said, “but he’s not living in Fairport—or anywhere. We kicked him out of our city, but he’s dead now. Thus, his brothers aren’t so happy with me. So you aren’t in with Z’s guys?” 

“I have no affiliation with him...and I couldn’t care less about turf or gang wars.”

I blew out a long breath. I was frustrated not knowing the truth. I knew he could be lying to me, trying to throw me off their scent. As sad as it was, I’d learned not to trust anyone except the people closest to me, and that especially included the jerks who’d kidnapped us.  

Kirk met my gaze. “You’re full of surprises. That was a nice trick you pulled with the tape. How’d you manage to do that?”

“I’m not into amateur bondage,” I said. 

“How was it done?”

“Anyone can break out of duct tape using that method. Saw some FBI agent do it on T.V.”

He cocked his head and smirked. “I like you, Dean. You’ve got spunk and a fighting spirit. I admire that in a man—or even in a boy.”

“Is that why you kidnapped us? To start a fan club? I’ll give you an autograph if you freaking let us go.”

He circled around me slowly. “Of course you’re wondering why you’re here.”

“Uh, yeah. Mind telling me?”

He came up from behind me and whispered in my ear. “Why don’t you take a guess?”

“If you’re not with Z’s gang, only one thing comes to mind. I’d have to guess that people would only go through this much work to capture humans for one reason.”

He walked in front of me and crossed his arms. “And what’s that?”

“To eat them. It’s survival of the fittest now.”

“Eat you?” He laughed. “Boy, are the dark rumors spreading. That’s truly terrifying. I’m afraid you’ve seen one too many horror films. We aren’t going to eat you.”

“I wish it was only a movie. I’ve been captured for food before,” I said. “Hollywood’s got nothing to do with it. It’s what this crazy world has come to.”

“There are no cannibals around here,” Kirk assured me.  

“They’re out there.”

“Why don’t you tell me your story?” he asked. “How did you escape from a cannibal?”

I briefly filled him in.

He seemed truly shocked. “Hmm. That’s a bit...concerning. I’ve traded meat before with some of the other cities.”

“Don’t eat it if you aren’t sure where it comes from. When the world was normal, that was our rule in the school cafeteria. It sort of pertains to now.” 

“A mad world,” he said, shaking his head sadly. “Did you ever hear that song?”

“Tears for Fears, right?”

“Right.” He sighed. “I’m going to make you an offer,” he said, his gaze narrowing. “If you take me up on it, nothing like that will ever happen to you again.” 

“So...it’s an offer I can’t refuse, huh?” I asked sarcastically. I really didn’t want to make any sort of deal with him, unless it was to guarantee our freedom.  

He chuckled. “I suppose you could look at it that way.”

I wanted to wipe that smirk off his face so bad that I could taste it. I knew I could take him out, but he had at least a dozen men outside that room. Worse, I knew if I laid a hand on him, they would make Jackie and Asia pay for it. 

“You’ve been struggling out in the zombified world,” he said. “We are safe in this compound, a big group of people in a nice, secure fortress. I can offer you and your friends protection, food, safety, and peace of mind.”

“And you’re doing this out of the kindness of your heart?” I asked. 

“While I’d like to say so, nothing is free in this world. There is a price to pay.”

“Of course,” I snapped, dreading his elaboration. 

“You need me,” he tried to assure me.

I didn’t need anybody and surely not him; the man was clearly delusional. “I was doing quite fine before you met me.”

“Living on the streets, fighting zombies, and getting into gang wars?” he asked. “You were barely surviving. I’m here to give you a better life. I’m giving you a shot at...paradise.” 

I didn’t dare tell him that the city I lived in was zombie free. The last thing we needed was another Z harassing the locals. They almost had their city back, and no one had the right to burst in there and try to steal their sanctuary. I had to let him believe things were bad there, worse than his precious compound. My only choice was to play along and see where that took me. “Yes, it’s hard out there,” I agreed.

“I can end all your struggles and allow you to live here,” he said. “I can make your life easy and carefree, as long as you’re willing to work hard.”

“So you kidnapped me to...give me room and board?” I retorted. “Doesn’t sound like any rental agreement I’ve ever read.”

He stared at me hard. “Do not get cocky with me, son. I will drop you so fast your head will spin.” He let out a long breath. “I’m giving you a chance at a wonderful life, and I expect a little respect. Many would jump at a chance like this. I don’t just let anyone into Oxford.”

“I respect that, sir. I do. But I was fine with the life I had before I was abducted.”

Kirk crossed his arms, clearly unhappy that I wasn’t jumping on his offer. “I know you are trying to think of an escape plan, but it’s pointless. The only way out of this city without my permission is in a body bag,” he said. “The choice is yours.”

My brow rose. “So my choice is to join you or die?”

“I could just kill you and leave you in a zombie state, but I’m a nice guy. It’d be the least I could do to end it for you once and for all. Then I’d haul your corpse out of my city, along with the other garbage. As I said, the choice is yours.” 

“Not much of a choice, if you ask me,” I said. 

“So you’ll join us?”

“Do I get a house, a white picket fence, and a golden retriever?” I asked snidely. 

“Sorry, but no. You won’t be a citizen but an entertainer.”

Deluded freak, I thought, resisting my urge to shake my head at him. “I’m afraid I can’t sing or dance, so it’s best we end this right now.”

“You can dance rather well in combat, my young friend. I need a good fighter.”

I blinked in shock. “A fighter?”

“You have the heart, drive, and motivation I’m looking for. You’re coordinated and have strength, speed, and endurance. I saw your skills back in the alley. You can fight, and that was what saved your life. My men wanted to put a bullet in your head, but that would have been such a waste of rare talent. Your technique needs a bit of shining up, but I will provide you with dedicated coaches and trainers. They will push you to be your best and sharpen your skills in daily training. With my help, you will become a champion.”

“I just want to be...a survivor,” I muttered.

He met my gaze straight on. “And you will be, on my terms.”

I glanced at the well-guarded door and thought of Jackie and Asia. It was then that I knew he just might be right.

Chapter 12

“What skills are you trained in?” Kirk asked.

“None in particular. I do a little boxing, kickboxing, jiu-jitsu, and some other mixed martial arts. I’m a jack-of-all-trades.” Nick and the others had taught me all sorts of things, a little of everything, but I certainly wasn’t Muhammad Ali or Bruce Lee, and I wasn’t sure who he’d expect me to fight. Mostly, I wanted to try my skills on him and get the heck out of there, but I didn’t have that option yet.

“Well, son, that can be a curse more than anything. If you don’t have one glaring strength, it may all be over for you. We’ll work on it, but it will take a lot of dedication on your part. You will undergo intense training and practice sparring. We will employ old-school methods, with heavy punching bags and jump ropes.” 

“So, this champion thing... I have to remain undefeated?”

“I’d love that, but we both know it’s unrealistic. Just try your hardest and give us a good fight. As I said, it is more about the entertainment factor.” 

“Like pro wrestling. Gee, do I get free steroids and a script too?” I joked.

He refused to laugh and just shook his head. “No, but as long as you fight and keep us entertained, I’ll provide you with food, shelter, protection, and a wonderful life. You’ll never want to leave.”

“It does sound like a fair deal,” I said. Of course, I would have said anything to stay on his good side. 

“You can go to bed at night with peace of mind, knowing you’re safe.”

I nodded, as if intrigued by the idea. “Clearly, you want me pretty bad. Is that why you took my girlfriend and friend? As collateral?” I asked. 

“You’re a good fighter,” he said. “I know you’ll give us a great show, but so will they.”

“What!?” I asked, horrified.

“We have lost four female fighters. Asia is tough, a real fighter, just like you. She has a mouth that we will have to teach her to contain a bit, but I have high hopes for her in the women’s division.”

Suddenly, it all made horrific sense to me. The man in the alley had suggested leaving Asia after she was bashed with the bat, but a redhead had disagreed. “She’ll work,” she had said. They were looking for fighters, and we fit the bill.

Kirk’s gaze narrowed. “I see you’re in deep thought.”

“Leave the girls out of this!” I said, the words tumbling angrily out of my mouth. 

He crossed his arms. “They, like you, were chosen for this specific purpose. They will fight.”

“They’re not gladiators.”

“I beg to differ, my boy. I have seen them in action.”

“You didn’t make them fight in the alley, so how would you know? Asia was knocked unconscious.”

“Prior to that, she put up one heck of a fight. Jackie had a gun up against her temple, so there was little she could do, but I can see a fighting spirit in her. Besides, I’m not as choosy with women. They are more for...aesthetics. They keep the guys happy, keep the morale up, and attract lots of attention. They’re beautiful. Yes, they are underdogs, second billing, because the men are the real fighters, the stars of the show, but that’s fine. It’s a matter of tempering the beasts with a little beauty, I suppose. We like to offer our audience a little something for everyone.” 

My blood boiled, and it took everything I had not to knock him out. “This is another Kingsville,” I said, horrified. “You’re forcing people to fight.”

“I’ve heard about that place, but this is not at all the same. Frankly, I’m insulted by that remark. They just threw people into an arena with no experience and made them fight zombies. How can you compare us to savages? You won’t fight zombies here. This is a fight club. You’ll fight in a boxing ring or a cage, like proper humans.”

“Proper humans, huh?” As I processed his words, I let out a long breath. I’d been abducted to be forced into a modern-day coliseum. They didn’t know they had chosen wrong, because Lucas or Nick would have been much better choices when it came to fighting, but I didn’t say a word about that. I could only hope they were safe and sound, comforting Val through the pain I knew she was facing in the wake of Max’s death and the three of us being abducted. 

“You passed my alley test, and you even passed my weapons test,” he said. 

“Your weapons test?”

“When that scrawny woman came into your room to offer you food, you were the only one with the cojones to use the makeshift weapons against her. You fought back because that is what a man does. As for the others, those pathetic maggots who insisted on sending the tuna cans and glass jar back with Eva so she wouldn’t get in trouble...well, let’s say their heads deserve to be introduced to a bullet. Luckily, they joined in on your crusade.”

I swallowed hard. I was the one who’d really taken pity on Eva. Had she not let me in on what was going on, I would have been killed. The woman had saved my life, and I had no idea how to thank her, other than to figure out a way to escape and take her with us. It was clear that Kirk wasn’t ready to kill me, and he wanted to keep me around for his own selfish gain. As long as I played along and gained his trust, I figured I could buy the time to get me, Jackie, Eva, and Asia out of there. Now that I knew what was going on, I knew what I had to do to survive. I had to be tough and never show weakness. That was what they wanted, and it was the only reason they had spared my life.  

“I have to admit,” I said. “It was hard out there.”

He softly patted my back. “I know it was. You are a tough kid and don’t like to admit defeat, but things will be better now. You will have no more worries here. Let us take care of you.”

I pretended to be touched by his kind remarks, but they really turned my stomach. “No one has ever cared about me besides Jackie and Asia,” I lied. 

“We can be the family you’ve never had.”

I did my best to pretend to fall for it. Without his trust, I had little chance of figuring out a suitable escape plan. It was clear that he was nuts; he actually seemed to believe I would trust him after he abducted me. I wondered how many people had fallen for his line of crap, because I certainly wasn’t going to. I just had to make him think I did. I clenched my fists. “So...I earn my keep by fighting?”

He slapped me on the back. “Brains as well as brawn! You’re figuring things out already!” 

“Uh...are the fights, um...to the death?” I asked hesitantly. 

“No. Death does serve as punishment here, but you will avoid it if you behave. All we want is a good, old-fashioned fight. What good would it be for me to kill you if you lose a fight? I can’t go around executing my best fighters, can I?”

“With all due respect, how is there time for this?” I asked. “I mean, how do you people just hole up here, in your own little world? We should be out there fighting zombies, not people.”

“Everyone in this city works hard to keep the zombies out. These people work their butts off all day long. The fights are held a couple times a week. It is a time to let loose. We just drink and enjoy a good fight, blow off some steam.”

“I’m surprised the liquor store isn’t depleted yet.”

He chuckled. “No need for that, my boy. We even make our own moonshine.”

Suddenly, somebody knocked on the door.

“Come in!” Kirk said.

Two men led Jackie inside. She ran over to me, and I held her tight in my arms. 

“I’ll let you two talk,” he said. “I know you have a lot to discuss.” Then, just like that, Kirk left the room, with his goons in tow.

As soon as the door shut behind them, I smiled at Jackie. It felt so good to have a moment alone with her. When I looked at her face, I noticed she had a bloody lip. “Oh my gosh, babe! What did they do to you?” I asked, anger flooding my voice. “I’m gonna kill them!” I shouted.

“If I don’t do it first,” she said. 

Chapter 13

It broke my heart to see that Jackie had been injured. I felt it was my job to protect her, but they’d kept me locked up. “I’m so sorry, Jackie. What happened?” 

“I have a trainer,” she said. “I got this during a practice fight with some tough girl.”

I cupped her face. “I’m going to get us out of here,” I whispered. 

“Do you know why we’re here?” she asked. 

“Yes. Kirk just told me about the fights.” 

“It’s freaking crazy! They kidnapped us to be their stupid entertainment, and they think housing, food, and shelter makes it okay. They acted like they were doing me some kind of favor, like I’d won the lottery or something, but I don’t want to be here.”

“I think they try to pick people they think are down on their luck, good fighters who are struggling to survive. I’m sure many people have jumped on the deal right away, and I guess they expected us to as well.” 

“They made a mistake when they picked us,” she said. “I don’t want anything they have to offer. I just want to leave.”

“I know...and we will as soon as we can,” I whispered, combing hair out of her face. “How’s Asia?”

“They let me see her. She’s pretty angry, but she’s okay.”

“Good,” I said, “on both counts.” 

“They’re making us fight,” she muttered, her eyes growing wide with terror. “We weren’t even given a choice.” 

“They deny that it’s the same, but it’s like Kingsville all over again,” I muttered.

“They try to play it off like they’re helping us out, but we’re still prisoners. If we refuse to fight, they’ll kill us. Did he give you that body bag speech?”

“Yeah,” I said, shaking my head. “Where are these fights taking place?” I asked. 

“I’m not sure. There are lots of different events. I’ve been trying to talk to anyone who will tell me anything. They didn’t exactly give me a written job description or employee handbook.”

“Well, have you managed to find anything out?” I asked. 

“They have regular boxing matches, knife fights, street fights, cage fights, and more. For punishment, they make opponents fight on a platform, an old stage in the center of some town a couple of hours from here. They call it Blood Fest. VIPs have prime seating on a rooftop that overlooks the stage.” 

“The rooftop? Why from up there?” I asked, wrinkling my brow in confusion. 

“Because the stage is surrounded by zombies. The goal is to knock the other fighter into the surrounding herd. It’s a fight to the death. Try not to make any waves, or you might end up there.”

“And he claims this isn’t Kingsville.”

She sighed. “I said the same thing. They justify it because they don’t force people to fight zombies. For the most part, it’s a human-on-human fight club, unless you fall off the stage at Blood Fest.”

“And what happens to the winner?”  

“There’s a rope or a ladder to climb up to the second floor, but it’s like...a Thunderdome thing. Two men enter, one man leaves.” 

“They’re insane!”

“I know. Since we’re amateurs, we’ll fight in a boxing ring, with gloves. Later, we’ll fight bare-fisted, with no referee and no protection. And no rules apply. Some of the girls have missing teeth, swollen eyes, and shattered knuckles. They try to pretend it’s all very civilized, just for entertainment, but it’s bloody, ugly, and brutal. They take bets and trade things like food and supplies. Some of the girls play dirty too. They bite, head-butt, and do whatever it takes to win.”

“This is crazy,” I breathed out. 

“The boxing matches are held in a twenty-four-foot square ring. The rounds are three minutes, with one-minute breaks in between. If you get knocked down, you have ten seconds to get up before the fight is over. The losers aren’t killed, but they are punished. I’m not sure what that entails, but I know it’s not good.” She let out a long breath. “The only thing in our favor is that they have amateur and professional divisions. At least I won’t have to go up against one of those girls who’s been here forever and knows how to deliver a sucker-punch in three seconds flat.”

“I don’t know what to do. That psycho is waiting for an answer from me.”

“There’s only one answer to give him, baby. If you don’t tell him yes, he’ll kill you.” She moved close to me and whispered in my ear. “We have to stall until we figure out an escape. Asia and I already told him we’d love to stay.”

I gripped her hands. “I met Eva. She saved my butt. I’ve gotta get her out too.”

She nodded. “Yeah, she’s one of the good ones. Just stay strong. This isn’t forever.”

“Where are they keeping you?”

“Somewhere across the complex. I’m not sure exactly.”

“I’m gonna get a guard to open my door, then find you. We’ll hop over the fence.”

“You make it sound so easy. They’re expecting that. We’re under constant supervision, heavy security. I know you know lots of moves, but you can’t fight off a dozen of them. You just can’t. We need to go slow, earn their trust until they let their guard down. Then we take the first opportunity to hop the fence, and we take Asia and Eva with us. For now, let’s play the game and pretend to like it here. They won’t kill us right off the bat, as long as we behave.”

“Right, because they need us. See what happens when no one has cable?” I joked. 

She playfully nudged me. 

“Seriously, we need to get out alive,” she said. “Just go with it for a few days. If you get all hotheaded like your big brother and Lucas and try some stupid escape plan without being smart, we’re in trouble. Just wait for Eva, like Asia and I are. She knows this place, and she’ll come up with a better plan. Going out of here in a blaze of glory isn’t the right move.”

“Yeah, all right.” I looked off. “I hope Val’s doing okay.” 

“I wish we could be there for her. Your brother has to be going nuts, Val and Claire too. I bet they’re all searching for us.”

“They’re not gonna find us here. We have to play this smart and get out on our own. Keep pretending like you’re thankful they’re giving you a safe place to live and food to eat. We need to gain their trust, all the while searching for the perfect opportunity to escape.”

She nodded. 

“I don’t want you out there in the ring,” I said. “Eva needs to get us out before the really dangerous fights start.”

“She’s working on it. Any tips if I do have to fight?”

“Establish the win in your mind before you ever even set foot in the ring. In the early rounds, try to figure out your opponent’s strengths and weakness. Fighting is a mental contest as much as a physical one. You have to be able to think as quickly as you throw punches.”

“Anything else?”

“Hmm. Well, in this super corny old boxing movie I saw once—called Gladiator, ironically—there was some great advice. The old boxing coach guy said, ‘When you’re weak, you act strong, and when you’re strong, you pretend to be weak.’ This will throw your opponent off and allow you to pull some sneak attacks.” 

“I can do this. It’s like a game of chess. I just need to be two moves ahead.”

“Swing hard for her chin, throwing all your weight into it. Just remember that a punch doesn’t just come from your arms. It comes from a force that passes through your body, starting in your toes, riding up your body, and extending all the way to your fist.”

“Right. But if I put all my power into it, won’t I break my hands? I mean, eventually, they’ll make us fight without gloves.”  

“Not if you punch her in the liver. You can hurt yourself if you’re not careful, so when you punch, twist your fist into each strike.”

“In the liver? Ew. Violence is not really my thing, ya know, but I’ll do what I have to do to survive.”

“Go for the eyes, nose, neck, throat, nuts, or knees—all those vulnerable parts.” 

“Nuts, huh? You need an anatomy lesson. I’m fighting girls.”

My expression grew grim. “You don’t know that.”

She peered at me long and hard. “You don’t think...”

“You could have to fight off male guards.”

She swallowed hard but we both knew it was a possibility.

“Any questions?” I asked. 

“I remember you telling me the neck is the most deadly target on the body. If I hit her hard enough there, it will knock her out, won’t it?” 

“Yup. Go for vital point strikes, any body part that will mess with her ability to breathe properly, or you can cripple her mobility by going for shins, knees, thighs, instep and toes. Also try one of the chokes we showed you, a sleeper hold. Remember, if you can control your opponent, you can keep them from hitting you back.”

The door opened and Kirk smiled, having overheard the end of our conversation. “Teaching her some pretty good moves there. I take it you accept my offer.”

I pasted on a thankful smile. “Yes. Thank you for your kind generosity. All we ask for is food, housing, and protection, as you promised.”

“You only have to fight twice a week. Not a bad price to pay for everything we’re going to give you, and you’ll have peace of mind knowing a zombie won’t try to chew on your leg while you’re sleeping.”

“Thank you for such a generous offer,” Jackie said. 

He looked at her. “You have a long way to go, my dear, but we’ll turn you into a warrior yet.”

“I’ll work hard,” she replied. “Thank you for giving me this chance.”

“No longer will you live on the streets, fighting for survival. You’ll have a real home here, your own dorm rooms.” 

“And freedom to move around the city?” I asked, sounding hopeful. 

“I’m afraid not. For now, until you prove yourself...honorable, you will reside in a fenced-in area. The good news is that you will have double-protection from the zombies, the outside fencing that protects the compound and the added dorm fencing.”

Prison fencing, I thought, feeling as if I’d just been sent to the federal penitentiary. 

“If you earn our trust,” he continued, “we’ll give you more freedom and even let you have a house in our community. Our very best fighter has a beautiful home, is married, and just had a son. He loves our community, and I’m confident that in time, you’ll learn to love it too.”

Jackie pasted on a fake smile. “That sounds wonderful.”

I said a quick goodbye to Jackie as they separated us. 

* * *

Kirk led me to a dorm room furnished with bunk beds and a few dressers filled with clothes they had found for me. He looked at me suspiciously. “It seems as if you are onboard, but I’ve been fooled before. It will behoove you to know that I have given orders to my men that if you try any daring prison escape, Jackie and Asia are to be executed immediately.”

I swallowed hard. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Good.” With that, he shut the door and left. 

As soon as he was gone, I began looking for anything I could use as a weapon. I found no belts or anything sharp. I figure I could pull out a dresser drawer and whack somebody in the head with it, if I could somehow con someone into opening the door. Even if I subdued them and ran, though, I had no idea where Jackie was. I couldn’t put her life on the line like that. I needed the layout of the place, and I had to know exactly where she was being held. I needed more of a solid plan, so I had to play nice for a few days.

When night came, I found myself sitting in a dark room with no lights or electricity. Moonlight streamed in through a narrow window I knew I’d never fit through. I watched a spider crawl on the ceiling for hours as I fought boredom and worry. How’s Asia? Is Jackie okay? Are they treating her well? How could they separate us like this? Neither girl really had time to fully recover from their last abduction by Charlie. I was worried about them constantly, but they were brave, good fighters, and above all else, survivors, and that gave me some comfort.  

I crawled under the covers to try and warm up. The room was freezing, but hours later, I somehow managed to fall asleep, even with my teeth chattering.  

Chapter 14

The next morning, I was loaded into a van. Much to my surprise, they didn’t shackle me with any restraints.

Kirk sat across from me and shot me a look. “If you try to escape, I’ll kill Jackie and Asia myself. If you do anything foolish and we aren’t back in two hours, my men will kill the girls. I hope you understand the rules. I’m just clearing the air so we’re all on the same page.”

He had the leverage to keep me in check, and all my thoughts of escape were quickly abated. I had thought about escaping and going to get Nick, Lucas, Val, and the others to come back and help me retrieve our friends, but I knew by the time we got back, Jackie and Asia would already be dead. I couldn’t risk their lives like that, so I wouldn’t even attempt an escape. Bearing all this in mind, I leaned forward and shot him my best tough look. “Like I told you, I’m not going anywhere.”

“Good.”

When the gates opened, I realized we were heading outside the compound, and that surprised me. It was pretty clear that he felt safe because of the threats he had made. He knew I wouldn’t endanger the girls, so he didn’t seem to be too worried about me making a move.

I swallowed down the anger and tried to play his game. “Where are you taking me?” I asked. 

“Training.”

“Outside the city?”

He refused to elaborate anymore. 

We drove for about thirty minutes before the van came to a stop in front of a collapsed building. They parked and ushered me out. They were armed with Marlin rifles, 22 Magnum pistols, 9mm Glocks, AK-47s, Savage rifles, and M-12s. They looked like some sort of Special Forces unit, armed to the hilt, 1980s action movie rejects. Clearly, they were trying to make the point that I had no chance against them. 

“You’re training us in a parking lot?” I asked, wincing as bitterly cold wind blew across my face. “What’s wrong with a gym?”

Kirk motioned around him, ignoring my sarcasm. “This is one of my favorite tests for beginners. It will deem you worthy, fighting a mindless opponent in the elements. If you cannot handle this, what good will you be in any other kind of fight?”

“Mindless? Wait. You don’t mean...” I immediately knew the impact of his statement. I was out there to prove to him I wasn’t scared of the undead. The place looked deserted, and I had no idea where he was keeping them, but he was going to make me face a zombie after all. “I’ve killed plenty of those things. I guarantee you it won’t be a problem,” I retorted. “But I thought you said we weren’t going to have to fight them?” 

“I said you would not fight them in my arenas,” he said, smirking. “This is merely part of your training. It takes a real man to do hand-to-hand combat with a walking corpses. They don’t play favorites, and they don’t get tired. They just want to eat your bowels. I’ve lost many potential fighters out here. As they say, only the strong survive. I hope you are one of them.”

A cold chill flooded through my entire body. “Another one of your famous tests?”

“Yes. Pass this one, and you’ll have your first fight in a few days.”

“Who will I fight?” I asked. 

“You’re getting a little ahead of yourself now, aren’t you?”

“I can take down anyone you throw at me, even a zombie.”

He chuckled and look back at his cronies. “Funny. Lewis said the same thing.”

The others laughed, and I had to wonder what untimely demise he’d faced or if they were just messing with me. 

I cleared my throat. “Again...who am I fighting?”

“You will start in the amateur ring, and you will fight Marcus. As you know from your time as his celly, he can be pretty tough. You will need to be careful.”

I just nodded.  

“You ready, Dean?” one of the guys asked. 

“Yep,” I answered. 

We walked to the back of the building, then followed a trail into the woods for a few minutes. Dread filled me with every step I took. I glanced around, peering into the thick vegetation, but I didn’t see anything. When I heard those horribly familiar grunts and moans, I stopped.  

Kirk shoved me forward. “Keep movin’, kid.”

The moans grew louder as we walked, and I didn’t like that one bit. The stench of death hung heavy in the air, like a wet blanket. I recognized that familiar smell of rotting death and decay. When I burst through the bushes, my stomach clenched at the sight before me: a clearing, infested with undead. It took my mind a moment to comprehend what I was seeing. They had buried zombies strategically in the ground across the meadow. Some were buried up to their heads, others to their waists. Still others hung upside down from tree branches. Who would tie up zombies to hang down from tree branches? Not far away, was a big, red barn.

“What is this?” I demanded. 

“It’s a zombie minefield,” Kirk said proudly. “It’s one of my favorite tests to weed out the weak.” 

“You’re sick,” I said under my breath, then instantly hoped he hadn’t heard me. 

I glanced around at the zombie field, horrified at what my eyes beheld. Nothing in the worst of horror films or the most graphic of videogames could have ever prepared me for that. Why is my life an endless battle, with conflict everywhere I turn? I thought. Seeing that depraved madman’s agricultural experiment, I gave up hope that we would ever enjoy a civilized society again. Wherever we went, we ran into warped human beings. I glanced over at Kirk and his salivating men and shook my head. How could we have strayed so far from human compassion and dignity?  

“So...what kind of test is this?” I asked. 

“Easy. If you live, you pass. The only rule is that you have to stay in the confines of the minefield,” he continued. “If you cross the invisible barrier, you lose.”

I could tell by the look on his face that he enjoyed putting me through the psychological wringer. He was getting a power buzz, loving the fact that he could manipulate and control me. What he didn’t know was that in my own mental chess game, in my own head, I had already declared war. 

“And what happens if I go out of bounds? Define ‘lose,’” I said, resisting the urge to pound the guy right then and there. 

“Then I shoot you in the head like Toby. The wimp tried to run, but it wasn’t the brightest of ideas. There is no such thing as Superman. No one is faster than a speeding bullet.” 

My fist clenched instinctively, and I stepped closer, ready to sucker-punch him. His only protection was the fact that he had Jackie and Asia. His men were armed, and he had threatened two people I cared about, so I had to know my limits and pick my battles carefully. I knew it was better to wait, so I decided to make it my personal mission to undermine Kirk and his group covertly rather than hitting him straight on. I had to calculate and plot every move, and my grand strategy would bring me the ultimate reward of escape. Once Jackie and I had a solid plan, we’d strike first, before they had time to think or prepare. We’d catch them off guard, knock them off balance, and get the heck out of there. 

Kirk pointed to the left. “I’m sorry about that,” he said. “He was bitten in the cheek and leg, so we had no choice but to put him down. We must weed out the weak.”

I looked in the direction he was pointing and saw Lewis, lying in the tall grass with a huge circular patch of skin torn from his face. In the vegetation, I saw another dead body. It was Toby. I could feel the anger coursing through me. They had already killed Lewis and Toby, and I knew Marcus was being trained for fights. I had no idea what had happened to Elliot or Theo. All I did know was that I’d just hopped into bed with a bunch of lunatics, and that was disturbing, even if it was just an act to get us out of there. 

“Are you ready for all those zombies we’re about to release from the barn?” a guy asked in a sarcastic tone. 

As if the minefield wasn’t bad enough, now they had to release more zombies. He wanted a zombie battle inside his zombie minefield. And I had to stay inside his boundaries or I’d lose his little game. 

Stepping on a zombie was just as dangerous as stepping on an explosive mine. How could I fight the oncoming zombies with all the moaning ankle biters buried in the grass? This was so not fair. 

“I need a weapon,” I insisted. 

“And what would be your choice?” Kirk asked. 

“I have no idea what I’m really up against here.” I pointed to a guy holding a machete. “Just give me that.”

Kirk crossed his arms. “Interesting choice. Why would you pick that?”

“Because it never runs out of ammo, and I have a feeling a whole horde will be after me.” 

“Smart boy, but I’m afraid we can’t give you the machete.”

“You’ll get no weapons or help from us,” a guy chimed in.

“Great. So I just take them all on with my bare hands?”

“Yep,” he said. “Unless you can make a gun magically appear?”

“Any other rules?” I asked. “I’d hate to be disqualified.”

Kirk straightened his shoulders. “I told you the rules. Just stay in the minefield and kill anything that comes at you. If you run or get bitten, you’ll be joining your friends Lewis and Toby as zombie fertilizer in my pretty little garden here. Be the last man standing in the area marked out for you, and you’ve got it in the bag. It’s as simple as that.”

“Okay, got it,” I said. I was absolutely pissed off that they treated my life like a game show, but at least I still had a pulse. 

A few of the guys walked over to the old barn with peeling red paint. Chuckling, they hurried over to the doors and pounded on them. A chorus of growls and moans came from inside. My breath hitched in my throat because there sounded like a lot.

“Yep, they’re ready and waiting,” one of the guys chuckled. 

I looked at Kirk. “If I win this thing, I want Toby and Lewis buried. They were good men,” I said, knowing they didn’t deserve such a cruel, callous fate.

“You’re in no position to bark out orders,” he said snidely. 

“I want them buried,” I said, standing my ground. “It’s the honorable thing to do.”

“Honorable? They were weaklings in life, not worthy of admiration and respect in life, and they do not deserve a proper burial in death.” 

“They fought fiercely to live. That’s honorable, as far as I’m concerned.” 

He stared at me hard. “Fine. Have it your way. If you win, they’ll be buried.”

“I am not digging another hole,” one of the skinny men complained. 

Kirk turned to face him and said nothing, but the man shut right up. He then turned his attention back to me. “If they are to be buried, you’ll be wielding a shovel. My men will not waste their energy or their sweat to hide the garbage.” 

“I would consider it an honor,” I said. 

He shook his head. “Of course you would.”  

I couldn’t believe how cold and heartless this man was. 

“Start walking,” he said, pointing into the zombie minefield. “I do hope you’ll fare better than those two did.” 

I swept an uneasy glance around, my senses on full alert.  

“Good luck,” a deep voice echoed behind me, followed by several sarcastic well-wishes from the others. 

I was a bit concerned about not having an actual weapon, but I knew my greatest weapon was myself. I walked forward, then zigzagged left to miss a buried zombie with long black hair, reaching for me with the blackest fingernails I’d ever seen. It looked like a female, and she howled something fierce, crying for my blood. 

Taking a deep breath, I tried to strategize. One thing came to mind as I stared at the snarling corpses: They’re all intact, not at all injured. I couldn’t believe Toby and Lewis hadn’t done any damage. There were so many buried all over the place, and I feared being bitten in the ankle. How could I fight the zombies that were being released from the barn with these things grabbing at me? Several were buried up to their waists, but they could easily reach out and tear through my pants and infect me with their long, sharp fingernails. Some only had one arm free, but they were still dangerous. My eyes scanned the cold ground and I knew I had to take out as many as I could before the others were released. It’d give me more of an even playing field. I could fight and not have to keep looking down and making sure teeth weren’t clamping down on my legs.

Who would have the time to think this psychotic scenario up? I wondered, looking at Kirk again. Seriously. We’re trying to survive out here in this world, and they’re thinking up ways to play human games.

Chapter 15

Kirk looked down at his watch. “You have two minutes to mesmerize the layout and strategize the best place to fight. Then we’ll open the doors.”

“There’s no safe place,” a guy said with a laugh. “We got them buried everywhere. He doesn’t stand a chance.”

“Let the games begin!” Kirk said, like some sort of sociopathic game show announcer.

That was my cue to start delivering as many blows as I possibly could. 

If only I had a gun...

I had to avoid teeth at all costs, and the only way to do that was to eliminate the threat. I had to smash the zombies’ heads before they ever got the chance to do any damage. It took me back to my childhood days, when I’d enjoyed games of Whac-A-Mole, except I didn’t have a mallet this time. I would have to use my heels and crack one frail human skull after another. I took a deep breath and tried to mentally prepare myself for the battle before me, focusing on what I needed to do to survive. One of the most difficult things to overcome was the stench; it smelled like I was thrown into an unrefrigerated meat locker full of rotting beef. 

Off to the left, something caught my eyes. I peered closer and saw it: a shovel, left behind by the careless gravediggers. I stared down at one of the abominations, stuck in eternal misery. It curled its lips into a menacing snarl as I walked closer. Its veiny, mottled complexion was speckled with tiny, gaping holes, and bite marks lined its forehead. Its jaws snapped, and its eyes bulged. 

It was time to put the thing out of its misery and mine, so I started my skull-cracking campaign with a brutal swing. The skull was penetrated on impact, and infected brain matter splattered everywhere, black liquid oozing out. The rotting face deteriorated into a slimy mess from the force of the blow. I stomped on the next decomposing head, and it crunched like an egg. I detached myself from the battlefield as zombies moaned and grunted. My adrenaline surged, and I kept right on swinging. My heels kept ripping through brains, bone, and gunk as black, rotting teeth flew in every direction. My shovel whipped through the zombie’s rotting flesh easier than I thought, and the decomposed zombies were really brittle, pathetic things—just another lucky break for me.

“He’s cheating!” one of Kirk’s men yelled. “He’s using a shovel, and we said no weapons.”

Kirk smiled, looking at me like a football coach with a first-round draft pick. “I admire this kid. He’s using his head, and I like that. We just told him we weren’t giving him a weapon. But we never said he couldn’t use a weapon he found inside the perimeters.”

“He’s destroyin’ all our hard work,” one of the men whined. 

“Yeah. I don’t feel like digging the dead ones out and planting a new batch for the next person,” his buddy complained. 

“Just shut up before I put you all into that minefield!” Kirk said. “Besides, which one of you idiots left the shovel lying around anyway?”

Terrified by the threat, the goons didn’t say another word.

I cleared out a good section of the planted undead, but that still wasn’t enough. Snapping zombie heads were a threat, because they could deliver a nasty bite if I accidently got too close. I knew I couldn’t destroy all of them, as that would have been an impossible feat with the little time I had, but I had gotten rid of enough of them to make it a relatively fair fight. 

I kept going, pounding even harder. My boot delivered another blow to the temple of another corpse who decided to reach for me, and its decaying brain exploded like an over-ripe pumpkin. I then took a few steps back, maneuvering around another buried zombie. My shovel connected with its head, crushing it into a bloody pulp. 

Suddenly, a hand swiped across my head. I glanced up and spotted a rotter hanging from a tree branch right above me, reaching out for me in a crazed fury of hunger. The thing looked deteriorated and was missing chunks of flesh from its grotesque face. I swung the shovel and cut its head right off, causing its guts to pour out like candy from a piñata. I wiped the clumps and blood splatter off my face, wishing it was only Tootsie Rolls and lollipops. 

I swung again, inflicting the most catastrophic and lethal damage I could on the undead beneath my feet. I pierced, smashed, slashed, and stomped. I was in warrior mode, fighting for my life, and nothing could stop me.

A zombie with sagging skin and a skull-like face reached one arm out. 

Then, in one powerful strike, I swung and decapitated the thing, sending its severed head rolling across the ground like a lopsided watermelon to splat in a nearby snow bank.  

Hunger and death peered at me. When arms reached for me, I stepped on them, snapping elbows and ramming heads into the ground, into a pile of bloody slush. There were so many of them, and I knew I had to work faster, before Kirk’s men unleashed the hungry herd on me.

Suddenly, the barn doors creaked open. I knew I needed to clear a patch of the field faster, because I couldn’t fight the moving ones if there were buried ones coming at me from below. It almost seemed as everything blurred around me. I only thought about survival, squashing skull after skull with swings from my shovel and vicious foot stomps, sending gore and bone shrapnel flying. Black goo and bits of brain matter dripped from my shovel, and Kirk and his group cheered me on like I was a contestant on some sort of sick reality show. I ignored their sick banter and continued on my skull-splitting mission like a madman.

More skulls collapsed under the heel of my boot. It took multiple blows to get the job done in some cases, but my first stomp weakened the skull so the next crunched it without any trouble. Oily, black blood dripped off my boots. 

“The doors have been opened,” Kirk said. “Hell’s been unleashed. And the demons are steadily making their way over to you.”

The first moving corpse came within striking distance. I sidestepped, then stuck it with the shovel. Zombie brains caved under the impact, and the body crumbled to the ground. I scoped out the scene before me and glanced over my shoulder to make sure Kirk wasn’t pulling some kind of fast one; for all I knew, the sick freak would unleash more from behind. I had to keep my eye out for any possible tricks, and it was important to know where all my opponents were coming from. I knew I couldn’t defend from multiple angles, so I needed to take out the first line of zombies.

Four oncoming moaners stumbled toward me. I was sorely outnumbered, but I was also smarter and faster and stronger than any of the decaying enemies coming at me. I decided to take out the front line and create a wall of dead, rotting corpses. I had no idea how many were coming, because they’d been kept in a large barn, but I had to do my best to fight them off.

Another undead attacker approached, eyeing me like it wanted to rip my face off. The one next to it just swiveled its eyes left and right. Long strands of flesh hung off its green face. Its hair was wet and matted, and the naked creature had a gaping hole in its stomach, as if it had been shot at point blank. It was mindless, ravenous, and determined to get its grips on me. I needed to be the predator and not the prey. 

Unleashing all my anger at Kirk, the zombies, and the whole destroyed world, I went primal, and pure killer instinct to survive took over. Something inside me just exploded. I attacked first, striking hard and fast with lightning speed, clobbering the zombie with a shovel. It went down, twisting into the most unnatural position. I swung the shovel over my head and smashed its skull. 

A zombie with festering flesh and a torn eye socket stared me down. I bashed its head until it stopped moving. Another one came at me in an instant. Fueled by anger, I bashed the living heck out of it, spilling zombified guts everywhere. I split another head from its shoulders. 

I kicked the next one hard in the chest, crunching its ribs into sawdust and sending it flying backward. A corpse with bushy blonde hair snapped its jaws way too close to my neck, and another one grabbed my arm. I smashed its face with the shovel and kicked out the other zombie’s legs from underneath him, then attacked one of the foul things with blunt-force trauma to the head, till its milky eyes fluttered shut. I took a step back and lost my step, tripping over one of the dead-heads I’d already killed. 

The zombie took full advantage of my stumbling and leaned over me, holding out its hands as if it wanted a hug. Its lips had been bitten off, its left shoulder chewed on, exposing the fleshy tissue underneath. My foot struck like a snake, and I kicked its chest. I didn’t even have time to scramble up before another rotter was on top of me. It was a thick, burly guy, probably a bodybuilder in his last life. I smashed his face as hard as I could, but he still wouldn’t go down. I tried a second time, to no avail. It was like fighting the Incredible Hulk, and he was almost as green.  

An inhuman growl from my left sent a chill down my spine. I turned and gasped in horror as I spotted snapping jaws from a buried zombie I’d missed. It was too close for comfort, with its white gaze fixed on me. It was just waiting for me to roll a little more to the left so it could bite into my cheek. It was buried up to its neck, but that didn’t stop it from moaning for a taste of my flesh. I hated the sound of those snapping jaws so close to my own head. 

Gripping my shovel tightly in my hands, I smacked the zombie on top of me once again, with every ounce of power I could muster. The third time was a charm, and the towering thing fell backward. Unfortunately, two more had already gathered behind it, but I scrambled to my feet just in the nick of time.

One had dead, black skin hanging from its face and bloodstained teeth. The other looked like some kind of burn victim. Its stomach was ripped open, and its intestines dragged along on the ground behind it. After one circular sweep of my shovel, the first one was down. Another growled and came at me from the left. It was a real beauty, with sunken cheeks, a crushed nose, and matted hair. I shoved it back and went after the burned zombie. I brought the shovel down hard, shattering its skull, sending blood, brains, and charred skin everywhere.  

The zombie I knocked down came back for Round Two. I aimed for the head, knowing that if I could get it to the ground, I’d have complete control. Gasping for breath, I swung. Another crushing bang sent it back to Hell. I smashed another face coming from the right, then cracked another undead skull reaching for me. More gory spray ensued, and I felt a cold touch on my shoulder. I swung around and saw skin bunched up around its nose, revealing a skeleton-like face and black teeth. I swung again, crunching more bones and cracking yet another spine. Heads exploded in a splatter fest of gore. 

It almost seemed like a blur. All I know is that I kept fighting. Flesh split. Blood sprayed. Bones shattered. And heads crunched.

I slammed another zombie, one wearing a t-shirt and shorts. It had thick, black bangs, but the rest of its face was pale. Its mouth shattered with my bone-crunching blow, but it still kept staggering toward me. The thing was huge, as muscular as a linebacker, and it looked like it wanted to rip my head off. I swung back and buried the shovel blade deep in its head. It swayed to the left and fell on top of one of the buried zombies, which started biting into its decrepit leg like a dog on a drumstick. 

A bald corpse with a mangled arm and no lips grunted. I kicked out its knees, but yet another corpse with long black hair reached out its rotting arms. I took another deep breath and swung until both were no longer a threat. 

When the next zombie came, I swung. Its body fell backward and its rotting head rolled by my feet. Clacking teeth made me jump back. With another swing, I demolished the severed head. 

So many were coming that I wondered if it would ever end. It certainly wasn’t a fair fight, and I was somewhat surprised that I was still standing after such an onslaught, particularly since I was only armed with a tool meant for yard work. I kicked the legs out from under one of them, then quickly attacked another. Like a machine, I just kept fighting and attacking, defending my ground. 

The zombies were relentless and kept charging at me. I was winded, but my adrenaline surged. I assumed a fighting stance as eight more stumbled toward me. I knew a moving target would make it harder for them, especially since they had very slow reflexes, so I kept repositioning myself. The gang on the sidelines cheered me on one minute and shouted for my demise the next, but I tuned them out. My plan worked perfectly, because the zombies kept banging into each other, tripping in their effort to rip into my flesh. I refused to be overpowered and defeated, and I wasn’t about to be eaten either. 

More of the living dead lumbered closer. I shattered a few more skulls, and more blood and brain matter splattered everywhere. I tried to take them down as fast as I could, but the second I took down one, another was there, waiting to replace it. It was hard to take down so many at once with no backup, no one to cover my back, but I had to fight. 

Dead arms wrapped around me. The thought of something biting into me was my worst fear, so like a crazed animal, I kicked, punched, cursed, and twisted myself free. Blood splattered as I attacked again. I whipped my shovel blade toward its face, shattering its rotting nose, and more black ooze spilled out. I clobbered anything that moved, hissed, or growled, all the while being careful not to trip on the buried heads all over the place. 

I was out of breath, but adrenaline kept me going. During a very short-lived break from combat, I started dragging bodies over to create a wall. It didn’t have to be high, just enough to slow them down. I took a quick second to gasp for air, and I noticed my plan was working very effectively. Some of the remaining zombies couldn’t get over the blockade, and they tripped clumsily, lacking the coordination to climb over it or the smarts to just go around. I started delivering a medley of blows with my shovel, as it was easier when they had to stay farther away from me. 

Finally, I stood victorious, the last man standing in an insane game, a test administered by a crazy man. My clothes were smeared with blood and dead flesh, and it was difficult to catch my breath, but I was alive. I slowly turned and stared at Kirk as he clapped, and then I threw my bloody shovel down. 

“Good job, Dean. I do believe you have what it takes to join us.”

Gasping for breath, I just stared at him in disbelief. He was on a whole other crazy level than Z. He was sick and twisted, too, but in a completely new way, because he was just delusional enough to think it was a privilege for me to be there, fighting for their entertainment. 

“That was the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen,” one of the guys shouted.

“Man, you rock!” another shouted.

Kirk held out his hand and smiled as if welcoming me, as if he was happy to welcome me to his club. “You’ve earned a place in my world,” he said. “I’ll keep you safe, give you lodging, food, and water. All I ask for in exchange for my generous hospitality is that you fight twice a week.”

I nodded, unable to speak. He honestly thought he was helping me. Kirk didn’t even see the fights as wrong; in his mind, it was just my way of earning my keep. I wasn’t forced into an arena like at Kingsville, but I was still forced to fight and imprisoned against my will. He just tried to package it more lightly, but it was the same sick thing.

“You might want to pick up your shovel,” he said. “I’ll give you thirty minutes to bury Toby and Lewis.”

The men watched as I grabbed the shovel and began digging near a towering tree, in a place that looked peaceful. 

Suddenly, and without saying a word, a man in a black hat walked over and began to help me with a spade of his own.  

“You don’t have to,” I said. 

“I know,” he said and kept right on digging. 

No one else offered to help. For the most part, they ignored us, except to occasionally yell at us to dig faster because they were freezing. 

“I’m Ned,” my helper said. 

“Nice to meet you,” I said, shoveling faster.

“Wow, that was some show!” he said. 

I threw more dirt over my shoulder. “No show. That was just me trying to survive.”

“Nobody has ever smashed the buried zombies before they fought.”

“Yeah? Well, I needed to fight without any distractions.”

“It was brilliant.”

“Thank you.”

“This is a nice thing you’re doing.”

“Toby and Lewis don’t deserve to be left out here like trash.”

“They were friends, huh?”

“I guess. I’d really just met them.”

“I can’t believe you’ve got any strength to dig after fighting off all those zombies.”

“It’s the right thing to do,” I said, my muscles aching. “I would hope someone would do the same for me.”

“I’m sorry about them, but we can only take the strongest.”

I rammed the shovel into the hard dirt. “I’m not here to question your ways.”

“I was starvin’ out there, ya know, literally a living skeleton. I hadn’t eaten in a week—not even a bug or a leaf or nothing. Then Kirk found me. Without him, I’d be dead.”

“He put you through this test too?”

“Yeah. I love to fight. I guess it’s in my blood. Course, for me, the test wasn’t as elaborate. He gets more creative with every new intake.” 

“A zombie minefield. That’s as creative as one can get.” 

“I guess. Without all the tests and training, though, I wouldn’t be as strong as I am today. It gives me a sense of pride that I did something many people can’t. I survived the minefield.”

“So what about the people who die in cold blood?” I asked. 

He threw a pile of dirt over his shoulder. “They just weren’t cut out for this world.”

“And why does Kirk get to decide that? Why not let fate decide? Many are not willing participants. We were kidnapped, taken against our will. These guys did not want to be here, and now they’re dead.”

“You’re pretty bold, speaking your mind like that.”

“Yeah, I guess. I’m sorry. I tend to overstep my boundaries sometimes. I guess it’s...in my blood,” I said with a coy smile.

“You’re confiding in me, and that means a lot. People stopped volunteering for the fights. That’s why Kirk has to go out and find new warriors.” 

I shook my head. “So you’re okay with him resorting to kidnapping?” I asked. 

“We only take people who we think will make excellent fighters, and we try to pick those who need us, people who are struggling out there.”

“Is that what they tell you?”

“Whether they realize it themselves at first or not, our community is the very best option. Everyone eventually accepts it. Nobody wants to leave. They grow to love the place, and they think of the people here like family. In some way, I guess that’s what we all are.”

“So why do you need new fighters?” I asked. 

“We’ve lost a few. Some went crazy, got knocked in the head one too many times. One died of a heart attack, and another had a stroke.”

“So you need new blood?”

“Look, people around here love the fights. We ain’t got Xboxes no more, can’t exactly go to the movies or bowling or watch the Superbowl. We work hard to keep the zombies out and our world intact, and it’s our only release from stress and tension.”

“What’s your story? Do you still fight? You said he tested you.” 

“I used to, but I fell in love with Kirk’s daughter, and her daddy ordered me to stop fighting when she got pregnant. Now I just help patrol the city and do odds and ends, like shoveling these graves.”

“You two about done?” Kirk yelled. “Let’s get those stiffs in the ground and get out of here.”

We went about the grim deed of burying the bodies, and I said a quick prayer before I was taken back to my dorm. 

* * *

Kirk promised me a visit from Jackie, and I waited around, but she didn’t show up. It irked me that they controlled when I could see her, and I hated the fact that I was locked up in this room. It made me mad enough to punch a hole in the wall. 

When someone tapped on the door, I hurried over. 

“It’s me, Eva. Please don’t attack me when I unlock the door.”

“I won’t,” I said. “Come on in.”

“Ten minutes,” the guard said when he opened the door to let her in. 

“They let you visit?” I said.

“Not exactly. I’m here to explain where Jackie is.”

I swallowed hard. “What’s going on?”

“She was in a fight last night.” 

“What!? She isn’t supposed to be fighting already.” 

“I know, but she was hurt pretty bad. She’s in no condition to walk over here.”

“But Kirk said I could see her.”

“I don’t think he even knows how bad she is.”

I could feel the anger flooding through me. “I’m going to kill them!” I shouted. 

“Dean...”

I knocked my dresser over and punched the wall again. My knuckles began to bleed, but I ignored the pain. 

The door opened, due to the commotion, and one of the security guards looked at my hands. “What’s going on in here?” he demanded. “You better not have hurt Eva!”  

“It’s his blood,” she said. “He’s just angry. Everything is fine. Just let me talk to Dean and calm him down.”

“You’ve got some nerve asking me that, buddy,” I spat, unable to maintain my composure. “I don’t hit women, but I just found out my girlfriend is pretty banged up, so you obviously wouldn’t care anyway!” 

The guard shrugged and almost laughed. “Ain’t my problem that your old lady can’t fight.” 

I wanted to tear him from limb to limb, but Eva pulled me back, imploring with her eyes for me to knock it off. I took a deep breath and tried to calm down. 

The security guard looked me up and down, laughed, and shook his head, then walked out. “You got six more minutes,” he said over his shoulder before he slammed the door.

Eva touched my shoulder. “She’ll be okay,” she said. “She’s supposed to fight again, but Asia is filling in for her.”

“I want to see her.”

“Somehow, I knew you’d say that. I can pull some strings and get you over there.”

My gaze narrowed. “Good, because I wanna see Asia too.”

“Don’t ask too much of me, Dean. If I pull too many strings, they’ll start to suspect...” She shook her head and said, “It’s one or the other, and Jackie’s not feeling too well. I’d suggest sticking with her for now. Asia seems to be doing just fine.” 

“Yeah, well, she usually does,” I said. “Now what do I have to do to see Jackie?”

Chapter 16

Eva had promised me a short visit with Jackie, and I couldn’t have been more grateful. “Thanks for doing this,” I said. 

“You’re welcome, but you’ve got to be...civil. I know it’s gonna tick you off when you see what condition she’s in, but I can’t have you punching somebody out. You’ll stir up a ton of trouble, for yourself as well as me.”

I bit my lip. “It’ll be hard, but I’ll try.”

She peered at me. “Try? Promise me.”

“I promise to stay on my best behavior. Just please take me to see her.”

“I can get you an hour, but that’s it.” 

“I’ll take it.”

She blew out a long breath. “All right. Come on.”

I looked at her, and something immediately came to mind. 

“What’s going on through that head of yours?” Eva said. “I see a storm brewing.”

“We’ve gotta get outta here. We can’t just sit around doing nothing while they let people beat us half to death just because they get off on it. I swear, I’m gonna bust out of this hellhole tonight.” 

“You’ll never make it,” she insisted. “I’m working on a plan. You just have to be patient till I work out the kinks.”

Her words sparked my stubbornness. “You don’t know me very well. I will get out of here. I’ll take out every guard, and Jackie, Asia, and I will run without ever looking back.” 

“Not without getting yourself or those girls killed.” 

“We can take them on.”

She sighed. “You don’t get it. If we get caught, we’re screwed. You heard what Kirk said about body bags. He wasn’t joking. I know. I’ve seen what they do to people who won’t cooperate.”

“So we won’t get caught,” I said. 

“You will if you don’t do it my way. We have to have a clear-cut plan. Going rogue isn’t gonna help. Too many hotheads have tried that, and they’re dead because of it.” She sighed. “I know you want out of here, and we can go. We just have to wait a little longer, plan a feasible escape. There are some guards who will help us, but I need a few more days to work it all out.” 

“All right,” I said halfheartedly, then nodded.

“Good. Just hang on. I’ll be right back. She then walked outside and said a few words to some security guards.

The next thing I knew, I was being led to the girls’ dorms. Inside that part of the complex, they took me straight to Jackie’s room. Eva and the guards left to give us some time alone. 

“Jackie...” I said, aghast at how horrible she looked. 

“Dean? I-is that you?”

I gripped her hand. “It’s me. What happened?”

“I got my butt kicked. That girl was so fast, with reflexes like lightning. I can still fight tonight. I’m just a little sore. I’ll be okay.” 

“Asia is taking your place,” I said. 

“No! I can’t let her do that.”

“It’s a done deal. Just get some rest.” I glanced down at the sheet and saw some dried blood. “What’s this?”

She just looked at me, and her eyes gave away the painful secrets she was trying to hide from me. 

“What are you not telling me?” I asked. 

Jackie slowly pulled down the sheet. “I got stabbed. She sneaked a knife in, used lethal force.”

A wave of anger washed over me, and I suddenly felt homicidal. I wanted to kill every last one of them. “Why would you hide that from me?” I asked. 

“I didn’t wanna worry you. You have enough to deal with. It’s just a flesh wound, no biggie. It’ll heal up in no time.” 

“No biggie? Look, we’ve gotta get out of here right now. I’ll carry you if I have to.”

“You can’t take on dozens of armed guards while carrying your wounded girlfriend. Give me some time to get better, and give Eva time to pull a plan together.” 

“No! I don’t want you fighting again. We leave now.”

“No, Dean,” she said, shaking her head and wincing in pain. “We have to be smart about this. I won’t be able to live without you. I can’t go back to your brother and sister and tell them we didn’t really think the plan through and you got killed because of it. Just give it another week. I’ll be better, and we’ll know the place better.”

“You’re asking too much.”

“I’m trying to keep us both alive!” she said. “Leaving unprepared won’t get us anywhere. There’s a whole army of those men out there, all blindly dedicated to Kirk, buying into all his bull about community. They’re ready to kill anyone who wants to escape.” She sighed. “He’s nuts, and so are his followers. I heard about that test Kirk put you through. I also know that two other guys didn’t survive it.” 

I swallowed hard. “Yeah. We buried them.” I gripped her hands. “Did Kirk put you through any of his zombie tests?”

She shook her head. “They don’t make the girls do it.”

“Thank God.” 

“We’re not the stars, just wrestling divas. Even if it is cutthroat, I think we’re more for show, to please the guys.” She sighed. “We’re just an escape from reality.” 

“This whole thing is crazy.”

“One minute we’re in a gun fight, and in the next, we’re bound and gagged, in the back of a speeding van.” I let out a long breath. “Have you seen Asia?”

“She’s fine, holding her own. Already won a fight.”

“What dorm room is she in?” I asked. 

“She’s on the other side of the building.”

“They’re separating us on purpose, you know,” I said, “just like any proper maximum security prison.”  

“We won’t have a life sentence. We’ll get out. Just take it one day at a time and cooperate with them. Don’t make threats or challenge them. We need to blend in, show them we are worthy of respect. We need to become friends and build a rapport with them, get them to let down their guard. Then we’ll make a run for it.”

“Right. Then we’ll go back to Fairport, grab Nick, Val, and the others, and leave and never come back.”

“In the glass house, you told me about the island. It sounds like the perfect hiding place.”

I pondered back to that first meeting. “I remember how bad I wanted you to come with us. I’m glad you did.”

She bit her lip. “Can you believe I wanted to stay there at that glass house? I know I’ve said it before but I was a complete idiot.”

“Nah. You were just...a newbie, and you’d been pretty sheltered up to that point. When this all started, nobody knew what they were doing.” 

“Claire and I definitely didn’t. I can’t believe you stuck it out with us.”

“You’ve grown so much. You’ve learned to fight for your life, and I couldn’t be more proud of you.”

“How did you put up with Claire? She was so whiny.”

“She’s grown, too, come a long way in a short time. She’s not the same girl anymore, and she’s like family to me. I’m so glad we met you guys.” 

“We’ve all changed a little,” she said.

“Yeah. Remember how immature I was? My brother was livid, having to drag his baby brother around.” 

“Well, you’re not a baby anymore. We’ve all grown, and we’ve been through so much.” 

I gazed into her eyes. “I’ve lost you twice already, and I won’t let you go a third time.” I thought back to watching her take her last breath in Kingsville, and I’d lost her again when Charlie had taken her away. I gripped her hand, taking note of her bloody knuckles. “Yeah, we’ve definitely been through some tough times. I know we’re not out of the woods yet, but we’ll just keep fighting hard. That’s what survivors do. We can’t give up, no matter the odds.” 

“I love your pep talks. You help me keep going, stay strong, and fight. I’ve learned so much from you.” 

“We have no other choice but to fight. If we give up, we die.” 

“I know.” 

“I guess you’re right about waiting,” I said, glancing at the well-guarded door. “Let’s study the layout, learn the routine of the guards.” 

“Eva has shown me around a little. I know we’re fenced in with barbed wire. We’d need tools to cut through it, but we could try to scale it or overtake the guards and unlock the gates. There are guard towers around the main perimeter, just like in prison. They monitor the perimeter for intruders, zombies, and escapees. They also patrol the area with Jeeps and trucks.” 

“Ah, the final line of defense.”

“Yeah, and they’re all well armed and trigger happy. They’ll shoot anything that moves.”

“We can use the cover of darkness,” I said, “and we should study the length of time between passes.”

“They come hourly. We need to find holes in their security and take advantage of them.”

“They also make rounds and check us at regular intervals. We should all start making mental notes. We also need to get our hands on some weapons.”

She blinked. “Easier said than done, but I can try. Maybe we can rig up some homemade ones. Meanwhile, how good are you at artfully dodging shanks?” 

“Hmm. Seen one too many prison movies, huh?”

“No, I’m serious. These people are crazy. You need to be just as crazy as they are.”

“You don’t think I’m crazy enough already?” I asked, winking at her. 

“Well, that’s beside the point. You need...a nickname, like those wrestlers have. It’s gotta instill terror in your opponents.”

“So I’m thinking Deanie the Weenie is out of the question, right?”

She giggled and playfully smacked me. “Something a little more...intimidating. Maybe, uh... ‘The Beast’ or ‘The Body Snatcher’ or something.” 

I sighed. “Is that really necessary? This isn’t the WWF.”

“You’re right. It’s not. Because if you lose here, you might get killed. People have to identify with you, bond with you. You have to create a memorable character, brand yourself. The more people root for you, the better Kirk will like you. I’m Raging Bull.”

“Hmm. You don’t look like Robert De Niro to me, but the raging part is right. I can tell you’re furious at these people.” 

“Are you talkin’ to me?” she asked in her gruffest possible voice, then broke into laughter.

“Wrong movie, babe,” I said.

She touched my face. “I am mad, and I refuse to be kept here as a prisoner.”

“We’ll get out of this,” I whispered. 

She nodded, then looked away. 

“I can only imagine what they call Asia.”

“Bonecrusher,” she said, stifling a grin.

“Of course.”

“Hey, it works,” she said. “What about Zombie Slayer? It’s kinda true, and since everyone hates the zombies, you’ll be a hero. All you have to do is tell stories of all the zombies you’ve killed, and it wouldn’t hurt to exaggerate a little. In fact, play it up big time. If everyone likes you as a fighter, they’ll readily accept you into their community, and then you can move about more freely. It’s all about gaining their trust.” 

The door opened, and Eva walked in. “Time’s up. Let’s go.”

I kissed Jackie goodbye.

Eva rolled her eyes. “I’d tell you to get a room, but you each already have one,” she said. “Can you just hurry up, before your make-out session earns me a broken nose?” 

“Bye,” I said to Jackie. “You be careful out there.” I then reluctantly followed the limping Eva out of the building, with about six guards in tow to make sure we didn’t try anything funny. “Thanks for arranging that,” I said.

“It was no problem,” she said.

“So...what’s your story?” I asked as we walked.

Eva turned to the guards. “I’m fine,” she said. “You guys can go. I’ll get him back to his room.”

One of the guards looked at me suspiciously. “It’s against protocol to leave a rookie unguarded, but I owe Eva,” he said. “If you so much as hurt her, that pretty little girlfriend of yours is all mine. You got that?” 

“Loud and clear.”

“He’s harmless,” said Ned. “There’s no need to treat Dean like a prisoner, and we can give him a little space. We want him to feel comfortable here.” 

The other guard backed off. “Fine.”

I shot a nod to Ned as he and the others walked away. 

“Wow. A moment alone.”

“They like you,” she said. “They want you to stay, to fall in love with this community so you never want to leave. At least Ned does. Kirk too.”

“Speaking of that, why are you here?” I asked. 

“Does it matter? Just get me out of here.” She stopped and looked at me, with snow slowly falling into her hair. “Sorry. That was rude of me.”

“It’s okay. I shouldn’t be prying. You don’t have to tell me anything.”

“No, it’s all right. I’m asking you to risk your life to rescue me. The least I can do is fill you in a little on who you’re dealing with. I was in a car accident. I was hurt, thirsty, starving, and at death’s door. A herd of zombies took full advantage and attacked, ripped up the other passengers in no time. Kirk and his group brought me here about six months ago. They stitched me up and gave me hope. They told me I’d have to fight if I wanted to stay, and it didn’t seem like a bad gig at the time. After all, they gave me shelter and food. I was safe here, and I was so tired of running. I wanted a home, a place to fit in. I agreed to stay and fight, but it didn’t take long for me to realize just how horrible it is. The fights are beyond vicious and not fair. That’s how I injured my leg, and it will never heal right.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Kirk is just using people. This sanctuary isn’t worth the risk, and while it took me a while to realize it, I know now that I’d rather survive in the outside world. Since I was their best female fighter at the time, they wouldn’t let me leave. I couldn’t believe I’d gotten myself into this mess, but once you join the club, you can never leave. It’s like the mafia. When I got hurt, I started losing fights, and Kirk punished me by beating me a few times. They decided I was no use as a warrior anymore, so they gave me other duties, new responsibilities. Kirk assigns me all the dirty work, as payback. I’d hoped he’d just let me go, but he’ll never do that. He told me the same thing he told you, that death is the only escape. He said, ‘Get used to it...or we’ll happily put you out of your misery.’”

“The dude is crazy,” I said. 

“For sure, but I have met some friends here. Some of the guards are even okay. Kirk is spiteful, though, and he holds a grudge against me because I got injured and couldn’t fight anymore. I’ve had to cooperate, to just do whatever I have to do to survive. For months, though, I’ve been watching for my opportunity, a chance to escape. I’ve made it a point to get chummy with all the guards, developing relationships with them and making them think I am trustworthy. That’s the only reason they left me alone with you now.”

“Where will you go after we get away from here?” I asked. 

“Well, Jackie said I can come with you guys, but I really just want to find my own family in the next state over. I hope they are still alive. I was scared out there, but I’m not scared anymore. I’ve been through too much here, and I just want out. I wish I could just find a car and drive away. Once we’re away from here, you guys can go your way, and I’ll go mine.” 

“Sounds like a plan. I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

“I’ll be okay. I’m a survivor, like you.”

“That you are.”

* * *

I sat in my dorm room, fuming angry that we had to be so patient and let them push us around. They kept me under constant security and threatened Asia’s and Jackie’s life if I even tried any escape or refused to obey their orders. I did my best to assure them that I wasn’t a flight risk. 

Over the next week, I trained hard every single day, like a good little gladiator. I sparred with other opponents, some I’d met on my first day there. I honed my combat skills and focused on strike delivery, reaction, and speed of recovery. 

At three p.m., they took me to the ring for a mock fight. 

Kirk motioned around the room. “This is where you will fight. It is important to get a feel for the place.” When the door opened, he looked across the room and smiled like a kid on Christmas morning. “Ah! Your competition has arrived.”

A big, burly man with a bushy beard climbed under the ropes. He was dressed in orange shorts and matching tennis shoes. He was ripped, with multiple tattoos across his arms, shoulders, and chest, and he instantly instilled fear into me. When he smiled, I noticed he had one gold tooth. 

He made firm eye contact with me and laughed. ‘Boy, I’m gonna rule this ring...and you!” 

The look of death in the intimidating man’s eyes made me feel instantly uneasy, but I refused to show any weakness by looking away. It didn’t matter how tough he was, because I knew the right pressure points to take him down. 

Kirk crossed his arms. “What do you think, Anthony?”

“I’m not sure. This was your pick from that massive talent pool we have?” 

Kirk nodded. “He can fight. I’ve seen him in action.”

The fighter walked over to me. “You don’t look like a contender for my throne.” 

I just rolled my eyes. Frankly, I didn’t want his throne. I just wanted out of that place and their apocalyptic coliseum.  

“I’m gonna put you in a body bag,” he said in a gruff, hostile tone. Then, without warning, he punched me in the stomach, dropping me like a sack of potatoes.

Kirk looked down at me. “Get up!”

I couldn’t breathe. And the pain...uh...

“Get up!” he repeated.

Breathing through the pain, I tried to do as ordered. But I fell back down again.   

“This fight is over,” Kirk said. 

“No,” I said.

He looked at my opponent. “Get out, Anthony!”

“Sure thing, boss.”

Anthony scurried away, laughing. “I told you he weren’t nothin’! Don’t go sendin’ a boy to do a man’s job.” 

Kirk stood over me, shaking his head. “Zombie Slayer my butt! That was pitiful!” 

The wind had been so brutally knocked out of me that I couldn’t even respond.  

“I had no idea you were such a weakling,” he said. ”And to think, you did so well in my test!” 

“Those were zombies,” I said, gasping for air. “This guy is just...outta my league.”

“What was all that talk about pressure points then?” Kirk demanded. “Your girlfriend would have stood a better chance in there!” 

“I’m sorry. I’ll try to do better. He’s so fast. He just...caught me off guard.”

“You’ll try?” he roared.  He kicked me, and pain exploded in my back. “I don’t need another disappointment! I suppose I can cut you a break, since this is only a practice one, but you should know that you have failed to meet my expectations. That is not wise to do.” 

“Bring him back in,” I said. “I’ll show you I’m no weakling. I just wasn’t ready for a sucker-punch.” 

“I won’t waste Anthony’s time on you again today, but I advise you not to lose your first fight. I have a lot riding on you. I am only giving you a chance because of what I saw in that zombie field. If you let me down again...well, I will let you down as well.” He called for a handful of security to escort me back to my room.  “I expect more, Dean,” he said, then walked away in a huff. 

One of the guys reached out his arm and helped me up. “You okay?” he asked sincerely.

I held my stomach. “I’m fine.”

“You’d better be. Kirk has a lot invested in you, and he won’t put up with you losing your first fight.”

I sighed. “I’m not a trained professional. That guy was way bigger than me and an experienced fighter. My moves work on the average guy, but I really only know a few things my brother and his best friend taught me and the little training I’ve gotten here.” 

“Well, Anthony’s the champ. He’s practically untouchable.” 

“We’ll see about that,” I said, breathing through the pain. “He might not be so lucky next time.”

Chapter 17

The day of my big fight came, and I was pitted against Marcus, a far fairer fight since we were both rookies. I wore shiny red shorts, tennis shoes, and no shirt. While I waited for my bout, I watched intently as the other fighters exchanged blows. When I peered closer, I noticed that they were girls, and one of them was Asia. My stomach clenched. I knew how vicious the girls could be, and I feared for her safety. Nonetheless, she was fighting like a pro, living up to her Bonecrusher name, and I couldn’t have been more proud. 

Asia dropped her back hand to give her opponent the impression that a heavy hook was coming up. The trick worked, because the girl’s eyes gravitated to the dropped hand. Asia then went at the brunette with her lead hand, using a wide, sweeping uppercut. She sucker-punched the stick-thin girl, and it was lights out in one devastating blow. 

The bell rang three times, and the crowd cheered and shouted. “Bonecrusher! Bonecrusher!” they chimed in excitement. 

“And we have a winner,” the announcer said, holding up Asia’s hand.

After the excitement died down, the unconscious girl was carried out of the ring, and Asia was led out with all the fanfare of Rocky Balboa. As she walked up the aisle, she grabbed my arm, met my gaze, and spoke between gasping breaths, “Good luck.”

“You did great,” I said.

Before she could say another word, a man with a skull tattoo across his neck grabbed her arm and led her away. 

I knew I didn’t belong in that ring, because I wasn’t an expert fighter or boxer. I was terrified, and it made me even more of a nervous wreck to fight in front of a crowd. I could only rely on what I’d learned from Nick, Lucas, Val, and the few tips and tactics I’d gleaned from the trainers Kirk had provided me. As Marcus entered the ring, I grew even more nervous. He looked far more rugged, tough, fit, and intimidating than I remembered him. 

“He survived the games at Kingsville and has left the bodies of thousands of zombies in his wake. Hailing from Fairport, at six feet and weighing in at 170 pounds, Zombie Slayer!” the announcer said. 

I wasn’t quite six feet or 170 pounds, and I wasn’t sure I’d killed thousands of zombies, but the crowd seemed to buy it and cheered me on. 

“And in this corner, at six-six and weighing in at 220 pounds, hailing from Detroit, Cut Throat!” the announcer said. “He holds a mixed martial arts record twenty wins and two losses, ten by knockout.”

Sighing deeply, I got into a good boxing stance, bending my knees to put power into my punches. I held my hands up, with my left hand in front. I kept my elbows in, preparing to throw an uppercut with my dominant hand. 

“Cut Throat is the favorite,” a man in the audience shouted. “He’s supposed to win.”

I was sure Marcus had made the whole story up, trying to tell them what they wanted to hear. The people favored Marcus because of his embellished story; he’d told me he knew only a few martial arts. I didn’t really want to fight him, but I knew I had to, and the exaggeration made me even more determined to take down my foe. 

Marcus started dancing around with a scowl on his face. I started to throw jabs to test his defenses. He wasn’t bad and had a few good moves, but I knew I’d steamroll him in the end.  

He eyed me up and down. “I’m comin’ for you, Zombie Slayer,” he shouted. “You don’t have a gun, crowbar, or baseball bat to fight me. It’s mano a mano out here!”

“I save weapons for zombies,” I said. “All I need for you are these,” I yelled, holding up my fists. 

The crowd cheered. 

Staying true to character, Marcus said, “I’m gonna give you the pounding of your life, make you feel what those dead-heads feel when you destroy them.”

“Bring it on!” I said. I glared at him and got in my fighting stance. Breathing deeply, I lowered my head slightly and stared him down. I kept my feet on the ground so I’d be ready to attack, defend, or move away. 

Marcus jumped around a lot and I knew that was a huge waste of energy. We fought in a flurry of jabs, straight and hook punches, and uppercuts.

It didn’t take long for me to grasp Marcus’s fighting style. He loved body punches and delivering left hooks to the bottom of my ribs, hitting me in the liver, as I’d advised Jackie to do. He was going for a body shock knockout, trying to paralyze my legs. I blocked them as best as I could, but I knew his m.o. Even if he couldn’t get a liver shot in, he could wear me down by hitting me round after round, because a sore gut and bruised ribs made it difficult to breathe. On top of that, I was still reeling a bit from that horrible punch from big Anthony.  

Marcus cocked his hand back and came at me in a wide semicircular, looping motion, like a hook but with more force. Idiot! I thought. The haymaker’s only good if your opponent is weak and tired, unable to counter. His technique was poor, and I was able to easily counter his move. I went at him with a left jab, followed by a straight right, then a left hook. I went into pit bull mode and got right in his face, unleashing a barrage of punches. Marcus dropped to the canvas, but he refused to give up and quickly sprang back to his feet. We then slugged it out for nine more rounds. 

When the bell signaled the start of the next round, Marcus lunged at me. I sidestepped, but he still nailed me really hard with a violent blow to the ribcage, sending a wave of sudden pain through me. He smirked and jabbed again at my midsection. The guy was relentless and came at me like an animal. I threw counterpunches while dodging his attempts to knock me down. I slipped under his right cross. Then, stepping sideways, I swung my fist around and plunged it right into his gut. I threw fast punches and managed to avoid most of his attacks. 

He was sneaky and, in a flash, threw me into the ropes. The crowd went wild as he stood in the center of the ring, gloating as if he’d already won. I came back hard, but he threw powerful punches to my face and body. He started to get the better of me, landing a punch that cut me over my left eye. 

As the blood trickled down my face, it lit a fire. I’d never been so determined to win, and my temper kicked in. I thought about what they were doing to me, to Jackie, to Asia, and even what they’d done to Eva, and something in me snapped. My pain was suddenly infused with rage, as if he’d unleashed a beast within. Former celly or not, I was ready to take his head off, and when he smiled arrogantly at me, I went ballistic, feeding him a steady diet of jabs. 

I could tell by his heavy and labored breathing that he was tired. Fatigue was overwhelming him and I’d use that to my advantage. I was tired, too, but I was determined to box my way through exhaustion. 

It was time to end it once and for all. I refused to lose my first fight, because I needed Kirk and his goons to stupidly be on my side. I lowered my left arm and cocked it back. I also stepped back with my rear leg and twisted my torso to the left. I kept my left arm firmly locked at a ninety-degree angle and aimed high at his jaw. Then I went in for the kill. I struck with an explosive, pulverizing, destructive thrust, throwing my entire body into the mix. 

My killer left hook hit him hard, connecting perfectly with the side of his sweaty jaw. The resulting head snap caused a knockout, and he fell through the ropes, seeing stars and dreaming. 

Ding! Ding! Ding!

“Lights out!” a man screamed. 

“He went down like a Redwood in the forest!” a woman shouted.

“The Zombie Slayer jabbed his way to victory! We love him!” another screamed. 

The crowd cheered like crazy, chanting my new name. If I had sold autographs that day, I would have been a post-apocalyptic millionaire. 

“Whoa!” the announcer said. “That was lethal!” 

The crowd screamed and cheered even louder.

“That was the prettiest punch I’ve seen in a while!” the announcer continued. “Folks, did you see that? So well executed, a sharp, quick snap at the perfect angle. It was precise and gorgeous, a real Mike Tyson special. Your winner is...” He walked over and held my arm in the air. “Zombie Slayer!”

Kirk climbed under the ropes, ran to me, and held my other hand up high. “Everyone,” he said, “give it up for our new rising star!” 

The crowd roared and cheered my victory. 

With sweat and trickles of blood running down my face, I pasted on a fake smile. Being forced to pound somebody like that just wasn’t right, because neither I nor Marcus had signed on for it, but we had to do what we had to do. That was the key to survival in the cold, new world.  

Chapter 18

Days passed, but they would not let me see Jackie; they said I had to focus on training and that a woman would be too distracting. They did finally let me see Asia but only for a short time. Being controlled in such a way, as if I was some sort of convict, fueled my rage. Inside, I was angry, but I worked hard to control it. It’s only temporary, I told myself time and time again. We’ll get out of here soon enough—all of us. I threw my anger into my daily morning runs, hours of weightlifting and sit-ups, sparring with other fighters, and skipping rope to improve my footwork and rhythm.

I played their game and sucked up to them in an attempt to get out of there alive. In time, everyone came to know who I was, and they stopped to talk to me when I was escorted to the cafeteria to eat. In exchange for earning their trust, I was given a bit of freedom, allowed to go outside, into the fenced-in courtyard. 

As the snow melted beneath the bright sunshine, I stared up at the blue sky and contemplated how I’d ended up there, separated from all my loved ones. “They don’t even know where we are,” I muttered. “I bet they think Z’s gang killed us and buried our bodies in some unknown location, dumped us where nobody will ever find us.” I knew better though. I knew Nick wouldn’t just let me disappear, and I was sure he wouldn’t leave Fairport until he at least had a body to bury.

A few guys were walking around, but I didn’t know any of them. I thought it best to keep to myself, because I had no idea if the strangers had volunteered to fight or if they’d been kidnapped. Like Eva, lots came voluntarily, in exchange for food, shelter, and peace of mind. What they didn’t know was, cross Kirk and they’d just be fodder for the zombies in the field.  

One man continued staring me up and down, checking me out. As he did, I recalled what Jackie had said about being shanked. I watched him closely as he weaved in and out of the others in the group who’d just walked out into the yard. As I peered more closely at him, recognition hit, and I couldn’t believe my eyes. There, just across the courtyard from me, was Z’s brother, Jim, the guy who’d roughed me up back at that camp. Asia and I had barely escaped from his clutches. 

“You!” he shouted, pointing at me. “You left me for dead back at that hospital. But my friends carried me out to safety.”

“Your brother left me for dead in a burning warehouse full of zombies. And you were going to kill me back at your camp.”

He shot me the most evil look.  

I clenched my fists. I’d take him on if he insisted. Yeah, he was bigger than me, but the bigger they are, the harder they fall. There was nowhere to run, so all I could do was stand my ground as he approached.  

“Your friend killed my brother, boy, and now you’re gonna pay! I went into that danger zone after you because I didn’t want Claire to be smashed in all that mess. I didn’t wanna be denied my chance to kill her with my own bare hands!” 

I cocked a brow. “Seriously? You dragged your team in there, risked their lives, just to settle some stupid vendetta? You got something against women? Because you roughed Asia up when she was tied up and defenseless. What kind of coward does that, especially to a girl?”

In a flash, he tackled me and took me to the ground. I dug my heels in and pushed my weight against my head, arching my back. He growled, lying on top of me, chest to chest. I wedged my hand into the space between us, just enough to give me the leverage I needed to turn. As I did that, I flipped one leg over the other, then used my legs to twist my hips. I also twisted my torso, and as soon as I corkscrewed my shoulders free, I shoved him and scrambled to my feet.

We now had an audience as everyone gathered in a frenzy of cheering and shouting. I was pounded by a flurry of blows as he pummeled me from my head to my ribs. He grabbed me, turned, and threw me over his shoulder. I landed on the ground, dazed until I felt the stomp of his boot in my chest, knocking the breath out of me.

In a blur, a dozen security guards rushed in and separated us. I couldn’t even explain my side of the story because I couldn’t talk. 

“I want to fight Dean,” Jim shouted. “Put him in the ring with me. I’ll destroy him! He’s mine!”

Eva helped me up and walked me away from the incident, back to my dorm room, where a security guard opened the door for us. I swayed to the left, and she helped me get my balance. “Lie down,” she said, leading me to the bed.  

“No bed,” I insisted. “I’m fine.” 

“Why did that guy attack you like that?” 

“It’s personal,” I said, standing.

“You know him?”

“Yeah, and he’s a little pissed at me.”

“A little? It looked like he wanted to kill you.”

“All right. Maybe a lot.”

“What happened?”

“He blames me for his brother’s death.”

She threw her arms up. “Great.”

“I didn’t kill anyone. My friend Claire killed him in self-defense. He hates Claire for it. Since Asia is her best friend and Jackie is her cousin, I’m sure they’re in danger too. He’s as crazy as Z.”

“Z? That psycho you mentioned before?”

“Yes. He’s his brother. How in the world did he end up here?”

“He was kidnapped the same day you were, but they put him in a different van. I’m guessing he was fighting against you guys at the shootout.” 

“His buddies killed Max, the leader of Fairport.”

“Bad blood. Nice. Kirk needs to know so he can take precautions to keep the guy from killing you.”

“Him killing me? He’s the one who needs protection, because if I get my hands on him, I’m gonna rip his throat out. He’ll pay for what he’s done to all of us, for what he did to Max. If he wants to fight me, it’ll be the last time he fights anybody.”

Her gaze narrowed. “Forget about revenge. You’ve gotta focus on escape. You might know a lot of moves, but you’re not invincible. If you get yourself killed, how are we going to get out of here?” 

“I have to take him out,” I said. “You’ve got some pull with the guards. Talk one of them into letting me go find the jerk.” 

She shook her head. “Not a chance. We’ve got to get our escape plan in order. Besides, Kirk is bringing back some kind of prized fighter today, and you might want to keep your mind on that. He’s beyond impressive. And he’ll keep Kirk focused on him and not you.” 

“And he came here voluntarily?” I asked. 

“From what I understand, yes.”

“Why?”

“Same reason a lot of us did. He lost everyone, and he’s searching for a home. Kirk found him with a gun in his mouth.”

“A killer on suicide watch. Great.”

“When Kirk offered him solace here, he signed right up.”

“Will they put him through any of those crazy tests?” 

“Yep. And the guy passed with flying colors. He and Kirk really clicked, hit it off.”

“Psychos of a feather, I guess. At least they didn’t kidnap him and he’s here on his own free will.” 

“I agree. That was how it always used to be, but Kirk has just gone crazy in the last few months. He just lost it and stopped letting people leave. The fights have become bloodier, more gruesome, and then the kidnappings started. Not only that, but they’ve been murdering anyone they think are simply not cut out for this little world they’ve created. Anybody who complains or defies Kirk ends up dead. Everyone fears him, including me.” 

“What happened to make him snap? You make it sound like he was normal one day and Hannibal Lecter the next.” 

“His wife and teenage sons were killed by zombies about four months ago, on a supply run. His wife’s last words to him were probably what did it. She told him, ‘If somebody can’t hack it out here, just take them out and let them go to Heaven.’ He took it literally, I guess.”

“I’m no shrink or anything, but it sounds like he initially poured his grief into something positive, giving people a safe place because he couldn’t save his wife, but now he’s all warped?”

“That’s pretty much it.”

“He thinks he’s still protecting people, even if it’s against their will, and only the toughest can make it. That’s why the fights are getting more brutal. He wants people to prove themselves, to prove they were worthy of being saved. He kills the weak. I’m scared, because around here, being on the injured reserve list is the same as death row. The guy needs medication or something.”

“What about the regular people, the citizens here?” I asked. 

“They’re immune from all this crap. They just live their lives and bet on the fights.”

I sighed. “Thanks for telling me all this. At least now I know what I’m up against.”

“Those old commercials used to say ‘knowing is half the battle,’ but in this case, I’m not sure how true that is.”

Suddenly, I heard Kirk yelling at the guards. The door unlocked and slowly opened. 

Kirk looked at Eva, then slapped her. “Get out!”

Covering her cheek with her hand, she scurried out the door.

“You didn’t have to hit her,” I said. 

He ignored me, and his eyes continue to get colder. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked, wondering what Eva and I had done to warrant such wrath. 

Kirk’s gaze narrowed. “You don’t fight without my authorization!”

“Fight? Is this about Jim?”

“Yes!”

“He came at me first!” I said, jumping out of bed.

Kirk shoved me hard. “No fighting outside the ring. Do you understand me?”

“Sorry,” I finally said, figuring it was best to try to appease him. 

“I saved you,” he said. “I gave you a chance at a better life because you’re strong and worthy. Only the worthy can survive. I saved you, and this how you repay me?”

I had to resist the urge not to puke on his boots, as I was repulsed by the bitter nonsense he was spewing. “I know you’ve given me a shot at a wonderful future. I want to make you proud.”

“You’re certainly not acting like it!” he roared, throwing me against the wall. 

While I was sure I could take him out, I knew fighting back would only make things worse. All I could do was try to play along, even though I was getting sick of it and wanted to bust his teeth in. “He came at me, and I didn’t even throw a punch. He threw me over his shoulder, and then your men came and separated us.”

“What’s your beef with him?” Kirk demanded.  

“His gang killed a friend of mine. He’ll probably say something about my friend killing someone named Z, but that guy was a lunatic. He killed all the people living right below our hill so they’d turn to zombies and come attack us.”

“And how long were you with that group?” he asked. 

“Not long,” I lied. “I’m a bit of a drifter. I just planned to stay till the weather broke.”

“So you have no ties anywhere?” 

“None. Asia and Jackie are all I have in this entire world.”

His eyes grew wild. “Tell me, Dean, did I make the wrong decision in saving your life?”

“No, not at all.”

“Then start acting like a man of honor, integrity, and morals! You only fight when I tell you to. You got that?” 

“Yes. I’m sorry. I’ll make this up to you. I know where I’m supposed to be now. After that last fight, it all became clear. I love the crowd cheering for me. It’s such an adrenaline rush.”

He clapped my shoulder. “I forgive you, son. Just keep your nose clean from here on out.” 

“I will.”

Kirk nodded at me, then turned and left.

“I’ll keep my nose clean, you psycho, but I’d like to bloody yours,” I muttered under my breath, seething mad.

Chapter 19

I tried to linger around the training area for a while so I might bump into Asia. One of the guards had told me she was scheduled to train that day. It was easy enough to befriend the guards. All I had to do was pretend I loved the place and continuously thank them for letting me in on such a sweet gig. As much as I loathed fighting, I had to let them think it was no biggie for all they were giving me in return.  

After my workout, I wiped my face with a towel. When I saw the female fighters come in, I shot Asia a look.

She rushed over and gave me a quick hug. “I’d love to just talk to you, but if I don’t pump iron, they’ll make me leave,” she whispered.

I nodded. 

She started to work out next to me on the bench press. “Dean,” she said, “I wish I could see you more often. They keep us under lock and key all the time, like animals in a freaking zoo.” 

I adjusted the weights on my machine. “I know. They don’t want us talking, want to isolate us. They don’t let me see Jackie either, and they know she’s my girlfriend.” 

“They’re afraid we’ll plot an escape,” Asia whispered. 

“I can’t even see the perimeter from my dorm. I have no idea how often they patrol and when.”

“Luckily, I do. They come at the top of every hour. Also, I know their weakness.”

“What?” I asked. 

“Lex.”

“Lex?”

She kept benching, exhaling deeply with each lift. “He’s an idiot, makes sloppy rounds and doesn’t pay attention. He’s on duty every Wednesday, while the others play poker, and he also works the front gate. We’ll easily overpower him.”

“Awesome. Nice recon. Where they’ve got me locked up, I haven’t been able to figure much of anything out. I’m sure they put me there on purpose.”

“I heard Jim’s here,” she puffed out between sets. “He roughed me up back at that camp, but like Eva said, we don’t have time for payback. Our main focus has to be to get outta here. Besides, Jim being stuck with these lunatics is enough revenge for me.” 

“We have to make him pay.” 

She blew out a long breath. “Let it go. He’ll get his payback here.”

“I can’t just forgive and forget—not something like that. Max was a good man, and they had no right to—”

“Let it go, Dean! Revenge isn’t gonna get us anywhere.”

I huffed and looked away. 

“We leave next Wednesday,” she said. “Eva can unlock our doors, and then we just have to sneak over the first fence without being spotted and get to the main gate. Easy-peasy, huh?”

I laughed. “Right.”

“Well, she’s worked out a great cover story if we get caught, and a couple guards are helping her. They’re even getting us a Jeep. It’ll be waiting for us right outside the fence.”

“So we go right after midnight checks?”

“Can you get your workout time changed to this time?” she asked.

“I’ll try.” I peered at her. “Do you trust Eva?”

“She’s going through too much work for a lie. Besides, I can see it in her eyes. She wants out of here as bad as we do.”

“I agree...and I hope we’re right.”

Chapter 20

My trainer left the room and Kirk came in before the big fight. This was my fourth fight. I’d already beat Marcus, Elliot, and Theo. Now I was fighting somebody I’d never met personally. 

Kirk patted my back. “You can’t win without a great offense.”

“His punches won’t get through,” I said. 

“Just remember what I told you. No matter how strong your defense is, you can’t win if you don't hit him.”

“I plan to hit him.”

“Okay, keep him guessing. Don’t deliver the same punches over and over again like in the last fight. Go in there with a poker face. No giving away your moves with expressions and body movement. And don’t leave yourself open for a counterstrike. Because you tend to do that a lot.”

“I won’t.”

I walked into the ring and introductions were made. The guy I was fighting was bigger and taller than me, and definitely had the advantage. I might be the underdog, but I still glared at him the entire time to show him I had no fear.  

“The Zombie Slayer will fight against Head Hunter,” the announcer said.  

The crowd screamed as the fight started. We danced around and I tried to find his weakness. I started out with a barrage of jabs, delivering them with precision and power. I unleashed powerful punches and swiftly evaded blows for three rounds. I kept on my toes, and kept moving. We kept trading punches, but my opponent was skilled and experienced. We brawled but neither one of us landed anything. When I chased, he ran. When I ran, he chased. When I jabbed, the guy jabbed longer. 

His jab landed, but his right cross missed me because I back stepped. All I needed was that one big blow to take him down. I got hit by lots of jabs, but at least I got out of the way when the big shots came fast and hard. I ducked another roundhouse punch, and even got a punch in hard enough to make his lip bleed. I delivered a good left hook that he took without even blinking. This guy was tough. I came at him with a series of right crosses, making the crowd go wild. He retaliated with lunging blows, but I instinctively moved back with fancy footwork my trainer showed me. He came at me again but I ducked the return fire.  

The referee called another round. My trainer gave me some quick advice. We were then called back to the center, and the next round began. 

I went at him with a strong hook, an uppercut, and a roundhouse combo. He crashed to the mat but beat the ten second count. Madder than ever, he came at me hard. I jabbed and absorbed a crushing blow to my head. He hit me again with the force of a crowbar. I regained my bearings quickly. It stunned me but I kept going. I was tired and we were both winded. Drops of sweat rolled down my face. And the guy wouldn’t stop coming. He was like a machine. He punched at me again, but I would quickly counter.  

Leaning to my left, I attempted a left hook to his body. He nailed me with a right hook to my face. The crowd went wild. My knees felt wobbly and unbalanced. I felt dizzy and clumsy. I zoned out. The punch didn’t hurt but I definitely saw ‘lights’ on the point of impact. The referee blew his whistle. 

My vision whited out for a second, then faded back to normal. I was stunned and dazed. It took a minute for everything to register, but I was on the ground. I was definitely seeing stars. What happened? It’s like my mind skipped a few seconds. I kinda lost perception of time and felt numb all over. 

The referee stood over me and I swear there was at least two of him. I tried to blink away my double vision. 

“Seven...Eight...Nine...Ten,” he said. 

The bell rang and the crowd cheered wildly for my opponent. I jumped right back up but it was too late. 

“And the winner is Head Hunter,” the referee said. “He drove home a monster left hook.” 

I knew I’d lost. 

My trainer glared at me, then helped me get out of the ring so the next fight could start. Back in the training room, Kirk shot me an angry look.

“Need some Tylenol?” he asked, handing me an open bottle.

My muscles ached and my rib cage hurt but I wasn’t going to tell him that. “No! I don’t need pain medicine.”

He pushed me against the wall and pills spilled all over the place as the bottle crashed to the ground. I wanted to fight back but I knew I couldn’t anger him. Besides that, his goons stood along the wall. It was as if they dared me to retaliate so they could tackle me, then throw me in jail. 

“Get with the game!” Kirk roared.  

“I’m sorry,” I said. “But I’m not a professional.”

Glaring, he crossed his arms. “You won’t be seeing Jackie for a long time.”

“You don’t let me see her now.”

Pain exploded across my jaw as he punched me.

“You’ll never see her again!” he roared. “Make me mad enough and I’ll feed her to the zombies.”

I wiped my bleeding lip with my arm. “I’ll train twice as hard, but you can’t hurt her.”

“I won’t hurt her for now.” He shook his head. “But she’s gone until you win some more fights.”

“I’ve won three in a row.”

“Not good enough.” 

“Yes, I lost but I went out fighting like a champ,” I said. “The winner took quite a beating!” 

His gaze narrowed. “You need to tighten up your defense.”

And with that, he walked out. 

Anger washed over me. I overturned the table and threw a chair against the wall. There was no way I could win every single fight Kirk threw at me.  

***

Kirk’s men rounded me up the next day and marched me over to his Jeep. He sat in the driver’s seat, and when he saw me, he hopped out and threw me a rifle. 

I caught the weapon swiftly. “What’s going on?” I asked. 

“Hop in. We’ve got problems.”

Without asking any more questions, I hoped in the back seat. I wondered if the gun was loaded. The one thing I was pretty sure of was that it was yet another test of loyalty. 

“I’m sorry I was so hard on you,” Kirk said.

“It’s okay. I messed up.”

“But you tried. And that’s what I like to see. I also know you’ve been training extra hard. Heard you haven’t left the gym except to sleep and eat.”

That’s only because I needed a way to diffuse my anger without pounding more holes in my wall.

“So you keep it up,” he continued, “and I’ll arrange for you to see Jackie in the next couple of days.”

Asking for permission to see my girlfriend? Pathetic. But I played the game efficiently. 

“Thank you so much,” I said. 

“You’re welcome.”

I glanced behind us at a line of cars, and I knew it was best to stay in line. If I would have used the gun on Kirk, Jackie and Asia would have been as good as dead. 

He pumped the gas, and we sped up. “I trust you, Dean,” he said over the roar of the engine. “I want you to be part of our family, for you to accept us.”

“I’ll do anything to help,” I said. “What’s happening?”

“We’ve got a breach we’ve gotta contain. We never let zombies get closer to Oxford than five miles.”  

I gripped the gun tightly. “I’m in. They don’t call me the Zombie Slayer for nothing.”

He shot me a side look and smiled. “You’re like the son I never had.”

“But you had a son,” I said softly, “more than one, right?”

He grimaced. “Right, but they weren’t brave like you. I bet your father is proud.”

“Yes, he is.”

“Where is he?”

Honestly, I had no idea. And that pain was killing me deep inside. “I don’t know,” I said, unwilling to divulge anything about the island back in Ohio. 

“Well, I can be like a second father to you,” he said. “I miss having a son.”

I nodded, not to sure what to say to that.

He stopped the Jeep, and we all hopped out. 

I peered straight ahead through my scope. The living dead lumbered, step by step, to where we were. “It’s a medium-sized herd. I’m gonna need more ammo.”

“Front seat,” he said. “There’s a vest, stockpiled with bullets.”

I walked back to the Jeep, found the vest, and put it on.  

“There are more than what we’re used to,” Eva said.

“I’ve seen bigger groups. There are enough of us,” I said, looking around at the other men, who were discussing their game plan. “We can take ‘em.”

Kirk assessed the situation. “We can’t let those things get a step closer. We have to take them down, keep our city safe. We always find them before they find us. All right, boys and girls, let’s do this. You know the drill.”

I looked through my scope and aimed on a stumbling zombie with bushy hair, like some sort of punk rocker with a bad case of rigor mortis. Black drool seeped from its gaping mouth, as if it was caught in a perpetual Steven Tyler scream. I pulled the trigger, and it dropped. Two more stumbled over it, and the first few lines of zombies leading the pack dropped to the ground as we continued to wipe them out. 

No matter how many I shot, more continued coming at us, getting closer and closer with each passing moment. Their unblinking gazes sent a chill down my spine. The herd was bigger than what we originally thought, and they just kept pouring out of the woods. 

Kirk suddenly yelled at one of his men, distracting me and messing up my aim. Instead of killing the rotter I was targeting, I blew off its leg. It fell flat on its face and tried to crawl, until I blew off its face and spilled its decaying brains out all over the ground. More stumbled toward me, riddled with bullet holes, and I emptied an entire box of shells into the walking dead. 

“There are too many!” someone shouted in a panic.  

“Stand your ground,” Kirk ordered. “We are the last line of defense for the city. If any of you runs like a coward, I will shoot you in the back. Fight for your city, for your lives. Fight with passion, to protect the ones you love.” 

As more zombies stumbled in, I knew we were facing a losing battle. There was no way just a dozen of us could gun down a herd that size. It just wasn’t possible. I wanted Kirk to order a retreat, because the odds were sorely stacked against us, but it was clear that he wasn’t going to let anyone flee. Part of me hoped the zombies would kill him, just so I could use the diversion to grab Asia and Jackie and make our escape.  

I kept firing and watched as four more zombies slumped to the ground. Three came pretty close to me, but I fired and exploded their heads in a spray of brains, bone, and gore. I surveyed the scene around me, only to see that they were still coming. The rotten ones just wouldn’t back down. I worried that Nick, Val, and Lucas might have already died in such an onslaught, and I was desperate to go find out, but I also understood a bit of what Kirk had said. If we ran, the zombies would pile into the compound and destroy it, kill everyone there, then move on to the next civilization they could find. We had to make a stand and take out as much of the zombie population as we could.  

Beep! Beep!

“The reinforcements are here,” Kirk said. 

“Technicals,” a woman next to me said. “It’s about time they got here.” 

I knew warlords owned technicals, something I’d seen on TV. A dozen of the improvised fighting vehicles parked in a hurry. They reminded me of military gun trucks, pickups with machineguns mounted in the bed on a large tripod. 

“Ready when you are!” one of the stern-faced men shouted, set to fire and take the herd on. 

“Fire!” Kirk shouted.

Automatic gunfire filled the air with loud blaring, instantly littering the landscape with bodies.  

When one truck stopped firing, Kirk spewed out a strand of obscenities worse than anything I’d ever heard; he sounded like Chef Ramsay critiquing a Taco Bell, with a bad case of Tourette’s. 

“Clip ran dry,” a man shouted.

“Well fill it up and keep shooting...fast!” 

“Got it!”

“Nothing crosses this barrier!” Kirk yelled. 

When a scream tore through the air, I turned in that direction and saw a zombie savagely biting into a man’s neck. I shot the zombie right in the head, and it fell on top of the man as he took his last breath. Other zombies went right in for the kill, biting chunks off of the man and slowly chewing it like beef jerky. Anger coursed through me at the gruesome sight, so I took aim and destroyed every rotting corpse in close proximity to the dead man. I noticed a knife lying next to the man, and I quickly picked it up, hoping to hide it from Kirk. Before I could, though, a woman screamed. My heart began to pound wildly when I realized who was screaming.

A zombie wrapped its dead arms around Eva. She kicked it in the chest, knocking it backward, but two more quickly approached her, letting out those unearthly growls. She shot one and stumbled as the other went for her throat. 

I rushed in, raised the knife, and plunged it deep into the back of the zombie’s skull with a sickening crunch.

“Thanks,” she said. 

The machinegun on the trucks took out the remaining lines of zombies. It was a good call by Kirk. He’d just saved the city from what would likely have been a fatal attack, and none of his men ever left his side. 

I looked over at Eva and noticed that she was holding her arm. Blood trickled from a nasty wound, dripping on the ground. 

“What happened?” I said. “Were you bitten?”

Sadly, Eva nodded, and tears began to gush down her face. “They got me,” she said. “I’m not gonna make it out of here alive after all.”  

I ripped off a piece of my shirt and wrapped the bloody bite. “I can save you.”

She wiped her eyes. “No you can’t. I’m done for. It’s...too late for me.” 

“I have a cure,” I whispered, “but it’s back in Fairport where I lived before I was abducted. If we can just get you there, we can—”

“Don’t,” she said, wiping her eyes. “I know you’re just trying to cheer me up, but I don’t want any false hope. It only hurts worse in the end.” 

“I’m not exaggerating. We have a cure. When Asia was bitten, we gave it to her, and she survived. We were ready to take it to the experts, so they can work out all the kinks and mass produce it, but then I got kidnapped by Kirk.” 

“There’s really hope?” she asked, looking at me like a ten-year-old doubting the Easter Bunny story. 

I held her hand. “There is, but we have to get out of here. With that injury on your arm, we don’t have a moment to spare.”

She let out a long breath. “I want to live. I can’t die like this, not here.”

“You won’t, Eva—not on my watch.” I smiled. “You’re going to have a long and wonderful life. I guarantee it.”

She touched my face. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted, but there’s no way we’re going to be able to break out of here. They’ll be on high alert because of the zombies.” 

“Then let’s go now,” I said. “They might not notice in all this commotion,” I whispered, pointing around at the men and the trucks. 

“You mean...just sneak away?”

“Yeah. I’m sure we can commit a little grand theft auto and get to Fairport.” 

“What about Jackie and Asia?” she asked. 

“I’ll get help and come back to get them.” 

“That’s a huge risk. If Kirk finds out we’re gone, he’ll kill them.”

I pondered. “I don’t want to risk their lives, but you’re gonna to die if we don’t do something drastic.”

She looked at me. “I can sneak away. You can’t. Just let me go by myself. I’ll tell your friends and family what’s going on. They can give me the cure and send rescue your way.”

I nodded. “That can work. And I know they’ll help you.”

“I know where Fairport is. Where’s the apartment building?”

I explained. 

She bit her bottom lip and looked around nervously, then looked down at her bleeding arm. “All right,” she finally said. “I drove here by myself. I’ll sneak off once we start moving. I’ll slip away in a few miles. I know the perfect place to turn and they’ll never know I left.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said. 

I was thankful Eva would get the cure. And I was also thankful somebody would know where me, Asia, and Jackie finally were. I wanted the others to know we weren’t dead, not by a long shot. I knew my friends would come for me, and that gave me hope. This was a step in the right direction. I couldn’t wait to let the girls know. I bet Val, Nick, and Lucas would be here in a day or two. 

“Thank you so much, Dean,” she said. “You’re giving me a second chance, and I owe you my life.”

“Just stay brave,” I said. “And here. Take this.” I handed her the extra shirt I was wearing, hoping it would disguise her zombie bite a little better.

Kirk ordered us to stay put while he packed things up. 

Eva quickly put on my shirt, covering her wound, and plopped down next to me on a big rock. “If the world hadn’t fallen apart, what would you have done with your life?” she asked.

“I’m not sure. Why do you ask?”

“Curiosity, I guess,” she said, shrugging. “I wanted to be a nurse.”

“Maybe someday you still can. As for me, I’m not sure what I would have been, would have done. I just know I wouldn’t be so...emo and messed up. I’d just be a normal kid, looking for a normal job.”

“Define normal,” she said, smiling. 

“I don’t know. Maybe a sports broadcaster or a journalist. I guess that wasn’t what fate wanted for me.”

“I believe you were born to be the Zombie Slayer.”

“In the ring, or in real life?”

She laughed. “Your destiny is to rid the world of evil.” 

“I’m no hero,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m too spent in every way, physically, emotionally, and mentally.”

“You weren’t born to be normal, to live an ordinary life. You’re extraordinary. I could tell that about you when I first met you. You need to put your emotional scars behind you and live the life you’re meant to live.”

“Hmm,” I said, pondering her words. ”You sound like a fortune cookie.”

“Hush,” she said. “You’re making me want Chinese, and I haven’t seen an eggroll anywhere for months.”

Kirk walked back over and crossed his arms. “One of my men said he overheard you telling Eva you can help her.”

I bit my lip, debating about what I should say.  

Kirk looked at Eva. “I know you were bitten,” he said, “and if Dean was a true friend, he would not tell you lies. You must face the reality that your life is, for all intents and purposes, over.”

Eva touched his arm. “Kirk...”

“I’m sorry, young lady, but there’s no help for you now.” He took the gun, aimed it at her head, and pulled the trigger. 

Just like that, she slumped over and fell off the rock.

“Eva!” I shouted. “No!” I rushed over and held her in my arms, rocking her back and forth. She had wanted out so badly, and I wanted to help her. After my heartfelt goodbye, I stood and stared Kirk in the eye. It took everything in me not to beat him to death right then and there. 

Kirk just shook his head at me, as if I was pathetic for grieving her.  

I quickly lost my cool, and my temper exploded. I shoved him hard and asked, horrified, “How could you? She’s done nothing but serve and obey you since she got here! You talk about false promises? That was all you gave her from day one!” 

He actually had the audacity to laugh. “I know you’re upset, my boy, but it’s for the best. You know as well as I do that she had no chance.”

“She wouldn’t have changed right away. Why couldn’t you have let her had a few days to say goodbye?”

“A few days of dread? She was infected, and she had to go. We cannot risk the lives of many for the doomed life of one. No one who’s been compromised can enter the compound. That’s how we keep our city safe and free of the virus.”

“She was a human being who was loyal to you,” I retorted.

“Let’s pack it up, people,” Kirk said, ignoring me. 

“She deserves a proper burial,” I insisted. 

“It would be a waste of precious time,” Kirk said.

“A waste? She was a human being, and if you don’t treat her like one, that makes you no different than those godforsaken zombies!” 

“I like you, Dean. And I’m going to let that comment go because believe it or not, I do have a heart. I know you’re upset and grieving. You’re brave, and you fight hard. I understand that you had a bit of a bond with the girl, and I’m sure it hurts to lose her. There is a shovel in Jerry’s car, the red Toyota. You may bury her if you wish, but you must do so quickly.” 

“Thank you.”

Some of the guys helped me bury her while others gathered up the dead zombies to cremate them, per Kirk’s orders. Once the hole was dug, I gently placed Eva inside it. I said a small prayer and told her goodbye. “I’m sorry I couldn’t keep  my promise, Eva,” I said, my voice trembling. “I hope you are happier where you are now.” We then buried her and rolled a big boulder over her grave, the very same boulder where she’d been sitting with me just moments before Kirk murdered her. 

I tried to think clearly, but I couldn’t. I was numb and still in shock. I felt guilty for not saving her and angry that Kirk had so easily disposed of her. The world had lost a beautiful person today, a person who was loved and adored by everyone in their community. Eva’s death was sudden, violent, final, and unnecessary, and none of the gravediggers could stop crying, no matter how big and burly they were. At the zombie roast, I watched the smoke swirl up into the sky. Grief tore through me. I hadn’t known Eva long, but she had a good heart, and I was deeply saddened by her death.  

“Let’s go, Dean,” Kirk said. 

It was my turn to do the ignoring, and I was so angry that I couldn’t move anyway. It was as if hate and rage had my legs glued to the ground.  

“You’re clearly angry at me,” Kirk said. “I suppose I can understand that, but I would recommend that you do not do anything foolish. Remember that Jackie and Asia are still here.”

I still said nothing, but I made the mistake of glancing over at the red Toyota, perhaps silently giving my plans away.

Suddenly, Kirk came at me with a shovel and smacked me right in the side of the face. 

Darkness consumed me, but in some way, it was a sweet relief.

Chapter 21

Days passed, and Kirk idiotically assumed we were back on good terms. I pretended like we were, and he apologized for hitting me with the shovel. 

We were still devastated by Eva’s loss. The city didn’t have her body, but they still held a memorial service for her. Many attended and said nice things, and it was clear to see how much they had cared for her. I was very grateful that Kirk found it in that empty cavity where his heart should have been to let Jackie, Asia, and I attend the services. He also said I could hang out with Jackie and Asia for the rest of the day. 

As a woman sang about the new post-apocalyptic world, my thoughts drifted. I knew I was supposed to stay strong and in control, but I felt so much emptiness. I had lost so much, so many people over the last year that it was sometimes difficult to concentrate. Every once in a while, I still felt as if it was all some horribly long nightmare that I had to eventually wake up from, but that alarm clock never sounded. Anxiety, rage, and fatigue were my constant companions.  

I hated being stuck in Kirk’s self-proclaimed utopia; his paradise was quickly becoming my hell. I couldn’t believe how far humanity had gone, how much compassion and logic and common sense had disintegrated from the world, what people would resort to in those desperate times. The zombies were bad enough, but I’d witnessed so many human-spawned atrocities, from the Kingsville arena to nice old lady cannibals to fight clubs to zombie minefields. My life read like a horror movie script, and I was growing quickly tired of it.  

After the funeral, Asia and Jackie made their way over, and we talked secretly amongst ourselves.

“She’s gone,” Asia said, her voice wavering. “I say we make a break for it right now, get away from these crazy freaks once and for all.”

Jackie’s gaze shot to the exit gate. “Fifty armed guards? That’s suicide.”

She glanced over. “Most of them are stupid goons, not properly trained. I’m sure we could get past them.” 

“How about later?” Jackie asked. 

I swallowed hard. “The trouble is getting together, since they keep us separated most of the time.” 

Jackie sighed. “Now would be the perfect time to leave, but we don’t have the cover of darkness.”

“It might be worth the risk,” Asia said, looking around. “The funeral is the perfect distraction.” 

Jackie pointed up at the guard tower. “We might be able to give them the slip at night but not in broad daylight. Kirk’s on edge after that zombie fight, and I heard him order them to shoot anything that moves around the perimeter. We’ll be toast.”

“She’s right,” I said to Asia, blowing out a long breath as we sat down at a picnic table in the courtyard. “We’ve gotta bide our time and be smart about this. I don’t want to bury anyone else.”  

“My heart goes out to Eva,” Jackie said. 

“Mine too,” Asia whispered. “She deserved better.”

“We could have healed her from that bite,” I said, looking away. “I promised her, guaranteed her that...” I said, unable to say anything more. 

Jackie touched my shoulder softly. “He shot her before you had a chance to do anything.”  

“We need to continue with the plan,” I said. 

“No, it won’t work. We need a Plan B,” Jackie said. “Eva was gonna unlock our doors and get us past some of the security, and she was lining up that Jeep. We have to fend for ourselves now.” 

“The security part is nothing,” I said. “I can put them in sleeper moves or knock them out. The problem is all three of us getting out of our dorm rooms. No matter what we do, we can’t guarantee that we can all get out at the same time.” 

“You’re right,” Asia said. “We need to be together to even attempt an escape.”

“What about the infirmary?” Jackie said. 

“Won’t it look suspicious if we all get sick at once?” Asia asked. 

“Not really. It could be something...universal,” Jackie explained, “like carbon monoxide or maybe food poisoning.”

“That’s brilliant!” I said, then looked around and quickly lowered my voice when I saw several teary-eyed mourners looking at me oddly. “We all eat the same things at the same time, and the infirmary is right next to the main gate. It’d be much easier to escape from there. We still need to make it happen Wednesday, like Eva said, because that is when security is at its weakest. Then we get to the gates and hotwire a car somewhere along the way.”

“It’s doable,” Asia said. “We can take one of the Jeeps they use to patrol the city. They’re always full of gas, and it would help us blend in until they figure out what’s up.”  

“I love it when a plan comes together,” I said with a grin.

* * *

When I went back to my room, I thought a lot about Eva. She had saved my life the very first day I’d arrived, given me a second chance. I was indebted to her, and the only way I could think to pay her back was to do my best to live and fulfill that destiny she believed I was meant to fulfill. She had thought me extraordinary, but I hadn’t done much to save her, and I knew that would forever eat at me but also motivate me to get the most I could out of life. I hated that she was gone, but I knew she was finally at peace. 

As I sat there thinking about all the death that had surrounded me and almost taken me, my hands began to tremble. I didn’t feel like the same person anymore. I’d survived the zombie apocalypse, only to be forced to live in a harsh, violent world. I still hoped I’d one day conquer the nightmares that plagued me, but my view of the world had changed. I wasn’t as naïve as I’d been that very first day I fought a zombie off in the forest. I now saw life in high definition, in living color, and each moment, each breath was a gift to be cherished. I had grown stronger than I ever thought I could be, but at the same time, I now had a colder, harder edge to me. My emotions were all over the place and I began to worry that I was damaged goods. Would I be as cold as Nick?

How do I survive all this without completely losing my mind? I wondered. I feared I would always see zombies in my dreams, every time I closed my eyes. Those ghost-white eyes and rotting faces would be forever etched in my mind, like a deep scar on my psyche. I could only hope that the world would heal and that I would heal along with it. I had told Eva I wanted a normal life, but I wasn’t sure that was even possible anymore. 
Chapter 22

I anxiously waited for Wednesday. After seeing Kirk so callously shoot Eva, I knew the man was a homicidal maniac who could kill without batting an eye. He’d always been cold with strangers since I’d known him, but it was quite a shock that he’d killed someone that he assumed to be a loyal follower. I knew from that that none of us were safe.  

The next morning, they refused to let me see Jackie and even fed me some bogus story about how she was deep in training and couldn’t be interrupted. That infuriated me, but I knew I could at least see Asia if I got to the gym at the right time. As I waited for her, I punched away on the bag, releasing my anger and imagining it was Kirk’s stupid face. I couldn’t stand being held prisoner. Worst of all, Jackie and Asia were prisoners too. 

A little while later, I sparred with an opponent. I fought hard, jabbing him high, then hitting him roughly in the gut.  

Clapping erupted, and I heard a familiar voice cheering me on.  

“Good job,” Asia said. 

“Hey,” I said, out of breath. “Thanks.” 

“You almost done here?” she asked. 

The other guy nodded, struggling to breathe in his own right. “Yeah, man, go on. I need a break.”

“I guess we’re done,” I said. 

We chatted as we did our workouts, and no one seemed to mind. Even Kirk didn’t seem bothered by it, probably because he was too proud that we were working so hard, sweating up a storm. He didn’t tolerate laziness of any sort, and I’d seen him punch fighters in the face or gut for being what he considered slackers. 

He watched us for a few minutes and smiled. “Hold up, Dean,” he said, his voice filled with enthusiasm. “I’ve got a new guy, and he’s really going to shake things up around here. He’s amazing.” 

“Who is he?” I anxiously asked, noticing the excitement in his eyes. 

His face lit up. “Want to meet him?” 

“Um, sure,” I said. 

Kirk smiled proudly. “He’s fast, smart, and has quick reflexes. I’ve never seen anyone fight like him. No amateur leagues for this guy. He’ll eat you for lunch.”

I swallowed hard, expecting Hulk Hogan to walk out and shake my hand, but what happened next absolutely floored me and Asia.

“Tony!” Kirk yelled. 

My jaw dropped as the new fighter walked out of the office. I wasn’t sure if Asia was more shocked than I was, but we both had to struggle to contain our joy. Right there in front of us, in a clean t-shirt and shorts, was one of the best fighters I knew. 

Lucas walked up to me and smiled. “Hey. I’m Tony.”

It took a minute for my voice to come back. Finally, I choked out, “Uh...nice to meet you.”

“I’ve heard a lot about you,” Asia said, stifling her smirk. “Kirk’s been bragging about you.”

“Hmm. I guess my reputation precedes me then. I’m not sure if that’s a good thing,” he said with all his usual snarkiness. 

“It’s a good thing,” she said. “Welcome aboard. I’m sure you’ll do well here.” 

He looked at her and grinned. “I hope so. I already love the place.”  

“Great tat,” she added.

He looked down at his tribal ink. “Thanks. Got it in Afghanistan.”

“Cool.”

He turned to Kirk. “Please tell me who this beautiful woman is and why you haven’t introduced me to her sooner.”

Asia smiled shyly and introduced herself to someone she already knew quite well. “I’m Asia.”

Kirk clapped Asia and Lucas on their shoulders. “As it turns out, lovely Asia is currently...unattached. If you two would like to spend some time together, that is fine with me,” he said, looking over at Lucas. “We’ve got to keep our prize fighter happy! I’ve got some things I have to deal with anyway.”

Lucas stared at Asia like he was infatuated. “There’s nothing I’d rather do.”

“Then she’s all yours,” Kirk said, patting Asia on the head.

Asia smiled, but I could tell she was ready to bite his head off for treating her like property. I admired her for handling it so well, because she usually had no trouble flying off the handle.  

Kirk looked at her. “You don’t mind showing Tony around, do you?”

She flashed her perfect white smile and batted her eyes at Lucas like he was some sort of post-apocalyptic Brad Pitt. “Not at all.” 

“Good. I feel more comfortable knowing he’s with you. He’s our VIP now, so make him...happy.” 

Her face lit up. “Yes, sir.”

With that, Kirk smiled, then excused himself. 

We pulled away from everyone and walked over to the bench press, which was situated in a deserted corner.  

Lucas smiled. “Surprised?” 

I cocked a brow, still completely shocked. “How’d you find us?” I said under my breath. 

“You didn’t think we’d track you down, buddy?”

Realization suddenly struck. “You’re that suicidal, Hulk Hogan fighter Kirk told us about, the one that joined up on his own.”

“Yep. I went undercover. I knew what they were looking for so I played the part up good. I just said what they wanted to hear. Even put a gun in my mouth when they found me. They told me there was a better way and that I could have a better life.”

“And Kirk fell for it line, hook, and sinker,” I said.

Lucas nodded. “Yeah, I should’ve gone into acting.”

“They kidnapped us,” Asia said. “We’re stuck here. They keep us locked up all the time, under heavy security. They also have numerous armed guards surrounding the outside of this compound. I tried fighting and even attempted escape in the beginning, but I got beaten up pretty badly. There are way too many of them to take on.”

“What clued you in on us being here?” I asked, stumped.

“One of their guys lost to Jim in a street fight. That Kirk guy was pissed and left him for dead. Before the guy blacked out, he told us Kirk’s goons were abducting people from Fairport. When we realized you guys were missing, we did everything to save him, because we knew he had vital information. We didn’t think he was gonna pull through, but he came to a couple weeks later and started singing like a canary. He was furious with Kirk for abandoning him, so when we told him who was missing, he was happy to elaborate. He had seen you, Asia, and Jackie fight before the other group took you. His group was left behind to nab Jim, because this Kirk idiot wanted him too. After his group isolated Jim from his buddies, our informant picked a fight like Kirk told him to, so they could test Z’s brother out. Jim roughed him up good, and nobody dared to stop the fight. They just left the loser behind in the alley, like a pile of garbage, and told him he was weak and pathetic.” 

“That’s their motto,” Asia said. “The weak die young, deserve to be annihilated. Even if you lose fights here, you have to at least show them some killer moves. If you don’t get a few punches in, they throw you away with the trash.”

“Wow,” Lucas said. “Kirk made it sound like Club Med.”

“More like Club Dead,” Asia said. 

“Well, the guy we found in the alley kind of warned us, and we decided somebody should come here undercover.” 

“And you’re the guy, huh?” I asked, arching an eyebrow at him.

“Well, Val’s still too torn up about Max, and her head isn’t on straight. Nick’s trying to command the other people and keep everything in line since Max is...well, you know. And besides, do you know anyone else who can act like a suicidal gladiator and pull it off with a killer smile?” 

“It’s a huge risk,” Asia said.

“We can’t take on this big compound, and the people of Fairport didn’t want to get involved. We don’t have numbers on our side, but I had to get in somehow to tell you our plan. You need to be ready to roll. Nick’s sure that if we use the element of surprise, when everyone is already at the gate, we might be able to get you out of here alive.” 

“At the gate is one thing,” Asia said, “but how do we get out the gate? They aren’t just going to open the door and give us a farewell party.”  

“We’ve got that covered. We’ve been staking the place out for days, and we know the schedule of their security detail. Just be by the main gates at two a.m. this Tuesday.”

Asia shook her head. “Tuesday is no good. They’ve got their best security on duty that day. Wednesday would be better, because this slacker named Lex just sits around playing poker. Not only that, but the guys get drunk after the fights. We can easily get to the gates on Wednesday.”

“Nick, Claire, Val, and Kate are coming tonight for more recon. We just have to leave them a note to tell them if there are any changes on our end.”

“Gee. Let me just get a Post-it, and I’ll stick it on the fence,” I said.

“Nice, Dean. Real freaking nice.”

That wasn’t me, but the stress was overwhelming. Maybe I was losing it. I just had to stay strong and focused. “Sorry. This place is just ticking me off.”

“Understood,” he said, looking around. “Look, all we’ve gotta do is just leave the message under the dirt, under the fence, by the boulders on the south side.”

“I’ll take care of that,” Asia said. “Kirk is on your butt since you’re a rookie, and Dean is watched pretty closely.”

“How did you get yourselves into this mess?” Lucas asked.

“We were fighting and they just grabbed us. We thought it was Z’s gang.”

“You’re lucky I’m crazy enough to come in.”

“We’ve been trying to figure out how to break out, but never in a million years would I have thought you’d break in. I didn’t even know if any of you were still alive after that raid.” 

“Once the dust settled in Fairport, we questioned everyone we found. Fortunately, that guy was pissed at Kirk and ready to sing. We didn’t even have to bribe or threaten him.” 

“I’m glad for that.” I sighed. “Is Val gonna be okay? I’ve been so worried about her.” 

“She’s hurting, man. Losing Max was a huge blow for her. We gave him a proper burial and everything.”

“I wish we could’ve been there for her,” I whispered sincerely. 

“It isn’t your fault. You didn’t know this psycho was gonna kidnap you.”

“How’s Val shoulder?” I asked. “Right before they took me, I saw her get stabbed in a fight.”

“It’s healing well. Luckily, it was shallow.”

“I’m glad she’s alright.”  

“I can’t believe you went out on a limb like this for us,” Asia said.

He smiled. “That’s what friends are for. The plan is to get out nice and quick.”

“Good, because I don’t wanna stick around here one minute longer than I have to,” I said. 

Chapter 23

“Time for a little field trip, Dean,” Kirk said. He then escorted me to the local jail. He led me inside, and I saw Marcus, Elliot, and Theo. A dozen of Kirk’s men were seated at tables, playing cards.  

“What’s going on?” I asked. 

Kirk looked at me. “These men were caught trying to escape last night.”

I swallowed hard; I knew Kirk’s wrath would be hard and swift, and there was nothing I could do to help those guys, because there were far too many guards. They’d overpower me in a heartbeat, and then I’d be in the same shoes as Marcus and his companions. Sure, Marcus had fought me in the ring, but outside the squared circle, we were just two guys caught in the same nasty net.

“I want out of here,” Elliot said. 

“You killed Lewis and Toby in cold blood, man!” Marcus yelled. “I grew up with Toby. He carried me five long miles in the woods when I was attacked by a bear. He risked his life to save a baby when nobody else would because zombies had broken into the house. And Lewis risked his life to save my grandmother when her house burned down and zombies surrounded her. Those were honorable guys, and now you’re holding me against my will, making me fight, you murdering pig!” 

Kirk walked over to the table where the guys were playing guards, their rifles leaning up against the wall. “What do ya think, fellas? Should we give these boys a spot on the Blood Fest roster?”

“Oh yeah!” a guy said. “Make ‘em fight each other. It’ll be a good riddance either way.” 

“I won’t fight my friends!” Marcus said.

“Can’t you just give them another chance?” I pleaded. “So they messed up. They deserve one more shot.”

“That’s not how it works,” Kirk replied. He walked back over to the cell. “Blood Fest rules are...a bit different. One of you will live, and I’d put my money on Marcus.” 

Marcus glared at him. “Live? You call this living? Man, you killed us all a long time ago by keeping us here like prisoners, making us fight against our will. Why don’t you just get it over with?”

I blinked, stunned that Marcus would try to call a crazy man’s bluff. I knew he was playing it tough because that was what Kirk liked. Maybe he was trying to show how tough he was so Kirk wouldn’t kill him, so Kirk would find him too much of an asset to be wasted.  

Apparently, Kirk didn’t feel that way at all, because in the blink of an eye, he pulled out his gun, aimed at Marcus’s head, and pulled the trigger. I ran over to stop him from doing the same to Elliot and Theo, but I was quickly jumped by four men when they toppled their table and scrambled to get me, knocking playing cards all over the place. 

Two more shots rang in my ears. 

“Consider it over with then,” Kirk said, smirking down at the bloodied heads of the men.

“No!” I said as my face was pressed down against the floor, till I was staring right into the eyes of the queen of hearts. “How could you do that?”

Kirk held the gun up to my throat. “I had to kill them, Dean. Marcus challenged me, in front my men at that. Nobody does that and lives to tell about it. Blood Fest was his chance to live, but he blew it.” 

“You were forcing him to kill his friends!” I said, fuming.  

“They should not have tried to escape. No matter though. That only proves they weren’t fit to be part of our community.” He shook his head and looked at his cronies. “Whew, it sure is a lot of work keeping people locked up, but I suppose they did add some variety in the fights for the short time they were here. I tried to convert them, to show them a good life here, but they clearly wanted nothing to do with my city.”

Ned shifted his weight. “It’s a darn shame you had to gun them down, Boss. I had a lotta bets out on that Marcus. That guy packed a punch.” 

“I know. I guess my temper gets the best of me sometimes, but we can’t afford to have hotheads around here, men who won’t cooperate and be grateful for this opportunity.” He looked at me and sighed, then looked back at Ned. “Send a team out to find some replacements as soon as possible.” 

Replacements? I thought, dumbfounded by his lack of concern for human life. None of those guys deserved that fate, and Kirk just wrote them off like yesterday’s garbage.

Kirk touched my arm. “I’m sorry you had to witness that, but I have to keep people in check. For your sake, I promise we’ll give them a proper burial. Even though they don’t deserve it!”

“You did what you had to do,” I said, playing along. 

He nodded, then looked over at his men. “Don’t just stand there. Bury these men outside the city!”

“I’ll help,” I said. 

“Not this time, Dean. It’s time for your workout,” Kirk said. 

“Mine too,” a big, tough guy said. “I’ll walk you over.”

About six more of the men joined us, laughing and joking as we walked, going on with their mindless, robotic, meathead lives as if a triple homicide was nothing. 

* * *

As soon as we got to the gym, I found Asia. After a few sets, we were able to sneak away to the bench presses. I told Asia everything, and she couldn’t believe it.

“Kirk just shot them in cold blood,” I said. “I tried to stop him, but I couldn’t,” I said, my voice wavering. 

Asia finished her rep and let out a long breath. “They’re crazy.”

“If we get caught trying to escape, he’ll put bullets in our heads too,” I said. “We need to have weapons and fight like we’re breaking out of Hell.”

“If you ask me, we are. I’m so sorry you had to witness that.”

“I’ve seen zombies die left and right, but seeing human beings killed like that? It’s just...awful.” I sighed. “I think Kirk was playing mind games with me. He knew he was going to shoot them and that’s why he brought me along. He’s trying to scare me into submission.”

“He’s a sick man.”

“It’s Wednesday,” I said. “We leave tonight. We can’t spend another day in this insane asylum.”

“I agree. Kirk has lost his mind.” 

“As if he ever had one in the first place.” 

After Asia took off when our workout was over, Kirk came over to give me a pep talk. I tried to pretend like I cared, but truly I didn’t want to hear anything he had to say. 

“What would you say is the worst thing that has happened to you?” he asked.

“Lots.”

“But what has affected you the most?” he probed. “And don’t sugarcoat your answers, son. I majored in psychology. I’ll know if you’re lying. Just be honest and straightforward with me.”

I pondered. “Taking another life,” I whispered. “That’s one image I’ll never get out of my head.”

“So that traumatizes you? Taking lives?” he asked, as if it meant nothing at all.

“Does that make me weak in your eyes?” I asked. 

He refused to answer my question and simply said, “You’re honest, transparent. You speak your mind. I like that. You remind me so much of my oldest son. You even look identical to him. I’d love to welcome you into my city.”

I looked off, unable to think of one respectable word to say to him. It sickened me that he had the audacity to compare me to his son, because I certainly did not want to be related to him in any way.

“You’ve killed many zombies,” Kirk said. “Doesn’t that trouble you?” 

“No.”

“Why?”

I thought for a moment. “Because they’re better off when I slay them.”

“Isn’t it the same for humans in this cruel world?” 

“That’s different,” I said. 

His eyes grew cold. “This is war, and it is not murder to kill someone in the face of battle. This whole experience has a stranglehold on your mind, and you must allow yourself to be set free from guilt and regret. Death has become part of life, son.” 

I couldn’t bear to listen to the ramblings of a madman for much longer, so I just smiled and nodded in agreement, hoping he would shut up. 

“I suppose you should head back to your room,” he said, finally changing the subject. “It’s almost dinnertime.”

“Yeah, I’m starving,” I lied. For some reason, I’d lost my appetite.  

* * *

I couldn’t get word to Jackie or Lucas. I hadn’t seen them all day, but Asia assured me that they were aware of the plan. After we ate, I did my best to fake food poisoning, then later did my best gagging, something I’d learned to fake in grade school whenever I wanted to take the day off, which usually had something to do with a math test. I figured if my mom bought it, so would they, and I was right.

“Man, you’re sick,” the blond next to me said. 

I held my stomach and moaned as if I’d swallowed a dozen razor blades. “I think there was something in the food,” I said. “Can you go get help?”

He looked at me, wide-eyed, then wondered off.

The nurse who came over to the table was dressed casually, in a t-shirt, jeans, and a long, gaudy sweater that would have been too out-of-fashion for even my grandmother. “What seems to be the problem?” she asked.

“It’s my stomach,” I said. “I feel like I’m gonna be sick.”

“Let me have a look,” she said, gesturing for me to lift my shirt. After pressing around on my midsection and looking at my eyes, she said, “Hmm. A few others are reporting similar symptoms. Let’s get you to sick bay,” she said. 

Right on cue, I doubled over in pain. “I-I think I’m too sick to walk.” 

“Stay right here,” she said, then turned to motion to two big guys. “Help this boy to the infirmary,” she ordered.

I lay down on the cot in the infirmary, then shot Jackie, Lucas, and Asia a glance. Without saying a word to them, I closed my eyes and pretended to nod off.

“I’m going to have a talk with that cook,” the nurse said to one of her assistants. 

“Fred’s been washing his hands better since the last time you talked to him.”

“Obviously not. Look at all these sick people! Come on. We’ll check back on these kids later.” 

As soon as they walked out, I hopped out of bed. 

“We did it!” Asia said. 

Lucas gave me a high-five. “Worked like a charm.” He looked down at his watch. “We’ve gotta get to those main gates though. We’ve got till midnight, per the change in plans.”

We stayed in the room and waited for what seemed like an eternity, making sure to fake severe symptoms whenever the nurse or her orderlies checked in on us. 

“I think you should rest here for the night,” she said around eleven p.m. “If you need anything or start feeling sicker, just ring that big cow bell on the wall, and someone will come check on you.” 

“Thanks,” I mumbled, then rolled over and pretended to go to sleep. 

Lucas, meanwhile, was pulling off the best fake snore I’d ever heard. A short while after the nurse and her staff left, he looked down at his watch. “It’s almost go time,” he said with grin.

My stomach fluttered in excitement, and I hoped for a smooth escape. Knowing the others were coming for us made me smile. I couldn’t wait to see them, and I couldn’t wait to put some distance between us and Kirk’s crazy compound. 

“I don’t ever want to see this town again,” Asia said. 

I agreed. “Tell me about it. Talk about flying over the cuckoo’s nest.”

Jackie hurried over to the window and peered out through the curtains. “There’s a lotta security out there, guys,” she said, nervously biting her lip. 

“Nothing we can’t handle,” I said. 

Lucas motioned us out, and we left the room and walked into the hall. Four men stood outside the door. Lucas motioned for each of us to take one, and I nodded my agreement. Lucas easily pulled off his famous chokehold, and I took my guy by surprise and smashed my fist against the back of his neck, knocking him down instantly. The girls made quick work of taking down their marks too.  

We made our way past a few more guards, knocking them out along the way. As we went, we pulled weapons from the fallen guards, so we were soon armed and even more dangerous. I was alert and cautious, every single one of my senses engaged. With guns drawn, we went out the back door and slipped into the night. As we proceeded down the road, our ultimate goal was to remain undetected. We were fighting back, getting out of there once and for all, and as risky as it was, that felt great.

Asia knew a shortcut that would get us to the main gates more quickly, so we cautiously sneaked through the vegetation and a few smelly trash heaps. 

Boom!

When the loud sound echoed through the night, my heart jumped. I knew it was Val and Nick and the others launching their attack, coming for us, so I wasn’t frightened by it. In fact, I was elated and strained my neck to see what was going on. As I peered through the darkness, I spotted several vehicles approaching fast, with their brights on.  

“It’s them!” Asia said. “I can see Nick!”

Jackie smiled. “We’re finally going home.”

“It’s about time!” Asia yelled. 

The guards in the towers began shooting at the vehicles in Nick’s rescue party. While Nick’s group fought hard, the sniper fire was intense. In a hail of gunfire, Lucas pulled us behind an Army truck. Meanwhile, Nick’s team went straight to work, firing AK-47s at the two adjacent guard towers. They had used the advantage of surprise, and it was certainly working in our favor.  

BANG!

They demolished the front gates with rocket-propelled grenade launchers, and I’d never been as happy as I was when those gates came crashing down. 

I looked around for Lucas, only to find that he’d disappeared. I assumed he had gone to track down my brother. 

Clouds of black smoke swirled, and bullets flew. A few more explosions took the guards by surprise, and chaos erupted in every direction. 

“Put your weapons down!” someone suddenly said from behind us. 

“Kill them!” another shouted. “They’re trying to escape! Kirk’ll want ‘em dead. He’ll give us a medal if we blow their heads off.” 

“Please,” Jackie begged as we were quickly disarmed. 

The guards pointed their guns, ready to snuff us out. I swallowed hard, trying to think of a plan. I refused to die like that, doing nothing about it. Then, just as I was about to pounce on the men, someone suddenly jumped out from behind the crates in a blur and brought up the muzzle of a MP5. She only had seconds to act, but she quickly fired two shots into one guard’s chest, then nailed the other one.  

“Val!” I said. 

She smiled. “We’re breaking you out, little brother.” 

I ducked beneath another burst of gunfire as bullets dinged the barbed wire fence beside me. 

Val lifted her gun, took a few steps forward, and fought back with a flurry of her own shots. “Get to Nick’s truck!” she yelled. 

I looked around and saw Lucas waving and yelling, flagging me down. The girls had already made it over to him, much to my relief. 

“Get your butt over here!” Asia screamed at the top of her lungs. 

Suddenly, stars spun in my vision, and pain exploded through my head. I turned and saw Ned, holding a crowbar. My vision of him faded out before I even had time to question his motives, and I drifted into unconsciousness. 

* * *

When I awoke, I felt ropes around my wrists. I tried to move, but they were so tight that they painfully cut into my skin. When I glanced down, I noticed that my feet were lifted up off the ground. Rope bound my ankles too. I was hanging from the ceiling. 

“You’re awake,” Kirk said. 

My jaw dropped. I couldn’t believe I’d been captured. My only comforting thought, other than the fact that I wasn’t dangling upside down above snapping zombie jaws the way Z had tied me up, was that the girls had made it past the gate and to Nick’s truck. Then it dawned on me that they might have been captured as well, along with Lucas and my brother and sister and all the others in the rescue party. 

Kirk glided an axe blade softly across my neck. “I wanted to be your father, not your executioner.” He let out a long breath. “This is not the way I wanted it to end. But don’t fear. My axe is very sharp and my aim is precise. I’ll plunge it deep and hard in one clean swipe.” 

I felt something pinch the back of my neck, then burning. I was sure it was the blade slicing my skin. My heart thundered. Fear washed over me like a tidal wave. I was confronted with death and I didn’t like it one tiny bit. I had so much to live for, so much to give. This wasn’t the way I wanted to die.

“Please,” I said.  

“How do I quench my blood-thirsty appetite for revenge?”

“Not like this,” I pleaded. 

“This is the end of the road for you!” Kirk said. 

Panic consumed me and the breath froze in my throat. 

Eyes wide and bulging, Kirk swung the axe in a large arc for dramatic effect. My heart jumped into my throat. Like a madman, he went to swing. 

My stomach lurched.

He suddenly stopped and our eyes locked. Gasping, I was staring into the eyes of a killer.  

He stopped. What kind of game is he playing? I thought my heart might beat right out of my chest.

“Did I scare you?” he asked. 

My breath came in quick, shallow heaves.  

“Maybe a little?” he asked. 

“Kirk, please let me explain.”

“I’m debating cutting your head off, putting a bullet in your brain, or putting you in Blood Fest.”

How do you reason with a crazy person? “Just give me a chance.” 

“That was some rescue operation,” he said. “Didn’t see that one coming. Death and destruction,” he went on, shaking his head, as if he was guilty of neither. “It’s all this world is coming to. At least my star fighter didn’t get out.”

“Your star fighter? You mean Tony?”

He laughed. “No. I’m afraid he can’t do much fighting anymore.” 

My heart leapt in my chest, defying gravity. “What do you mean?”

He waved the axe around. “They’re dead. We killed every single one of them.”

“Jackie too?” I asked, stunned, furious, and heartbroken all at once. 

With a gesture of Kirk’s hand, some men untied me and I dropped to the ground. 

“I’m sorry, but they’re all dead.”

“Prove it,” I demanded. “Show me the bodies.” I knew all too well that he was eager to torment those who disrespected him, and I’d done the ultimate and tried to escape. I tried to tell myself it was one of his mind games.

“Not possible,” he said. “We blew up their Jeep on the outskirts of town, and I have no inclination to go scoop up the bits of them with a shovel.” 

I inhaled sharply. I still didn’t believe him, but I had to find out for myself. If he had really murdered all my friends and my brother and sister, I would have no problem coming back to his happy little community and ripping his heart out. I’d have nothing else to live for anyway.  

“Come with me,” he said.

I reluctantly followed him outside into the night. He shackled me like a prisoner, then ordered me to climb into a Jeep. We drove for a few minutes, to a burning, twisted, smoldering pile of metal and rubber just outside the perimeter of the complex. He then marched me over and made me look.

“Here’s their escape vehicle,” Ned said. 

I shot him a cold glare. 

“I thought you might want to say goodbye to the people who tried and died,” Kirk said. 

“I didn’t know them,” I tried to fib.

“You knew some of them,” he said, smirking. “Part of this rubble are the lips you used to kiss.” 

I stared at the flames, numb and confused. Is he lying? Is this really them? No! Jackie? Val? Nick? The others? My heart sank, and grief began to consume my heart.  

“Who were the others with Jackie, Asia, and Tony?” he asked.

“I-I don’t know. They just kept calling for Lu...er, Tony.”

“So they were Tony’s people?” he asked. 

“I guess so.”

“Tony was not on lockdown like you. If he wanted to go, he could have just asked. Why would they have risked their lives for you and those girls if they didn’t even know you?”

“They had to break Tony out.”

“Why? As I said, he was free to—”

“Free?” I asked, incredulous. “He knew you’d never let him go. No one is really free once they step inside those walls.”

His gaze narrowed. “Is that why you tried to leave with him? Because you want your freedom? Do you want to run away from me, Dean, even after all I’ve given you?”

Every word he spoke turned my stomach, but I couldn’t let him know that. “I never wanted to leave,” I lied. “It was Jackie. She was going with or without me. I loved her so much. I couldn’t bear to be separated from her. Tony talked all kinds of crap, put things in her head, and she fell for it. I tried to talk her out of it, but nothing I said seemed to matter.” I even surprised myself, playing the part of the lovesick boyfriend so well, especially since my heart was breaking in two at the thought of her being gone. But deep in my heart, I knew she wasn’t dead. I bet Kirk blew up this Jeep just to mess with my head.  

“You were only trying to leave for...love?” he asked. 

“Yes. Jackie was my world. Tony brainwashed her. I know now that I was wrong. I should’ve talked to you, told you about Jackie’s plans.”

“Yes, you should’ve.”

“I was scared you’d punish Jackie.”

His lips pressed into grim lines. “Your girlfriend is dead. Love will get you every time. I know it hurts now, but in time, you’ll see that it’s good she’s gone. She was just holding you back anyway.”

“I know, but I loved her so much. I wouldn’t have tried to leave, but she talked me into it.” 

He looked at me curiously, as if he was trying to weigh the truth of my words. “I’m glad I took this opportunity to hear you out. I was very tempted to put a bullet in your head for betraying me.” 

“Betraying you? I’d never do that. You know I live for this community, that I’ll do anything for you,” I said. 

He studied me for another long moment, then said, “You still have to pay for your sins. There must be consequences for trying to leave. Those people destroyed my gates and created much chaos. I can’t take that lightly.”

I swallowed hard, wondering what psychotic plans he was coming up with. I’d watched all those episodes of Locked Up Abroad, and every horrible punishment I’d ever seen came flooding back to my mind. Will he whip me till I can’t scream anymore? Do that Chinese water torture thing? 

“Blood Fest is held outside Oxford, on a stage that used to be in the public square. It’s about two hours from here. You’ll fight there. That should be punishment enough. It can be rather...brutal, but I’m confident you’ll survive.”  

“And if I do?” I asked, recalling what Jackie had told me about the horrendous event.

“If you win, all will be forgiven.” 

I looked into Kirk’s eyes. “I know what Blood Fest is,” I said. “A fight to the death, surrounded by the undead.”

“Ah. I see you’ve talked to my men. No matter, because it really isn’t a secret. It can be a very effective means of punishment.”

“It’s two hours away because you don’t want zombies anywhere near your town.”

“Precisely.”

I cocked my head. “Do I get weapons?”

“It’s more like a street fight. No boxing gloves. No weapons. No brass knuckles. No guns. No knives.”  

“Who will I fight?” I asked. 

“Lightning,” he said. “He has a personal vendetta against you, so I’m anxious to see how this plays out.”

“I barely know the guy.”

“He knows I have a soft spot for you, and he’s the jealous type. That makes you competition.”

“It’s not a fair fight,” I said. “He’s way bigger and more experienced than me.”

He blew out a long breath. “You have made your bed, Dean, and now you must lie in it. Remember, though, that size doesn’t really matter. You are a skilled fighter, the Zombie Slayer. It’s simple really. You just have to kill him before he kills you.” 

“You said I am your star fighter. Why would you put me at risk like that?” I asked.

“I have to send the best in to fight him. He’s been...consorting with my married daughter. As far as I am concerned, you both have a debt to pay. Fate will decide which one of you pays more.” 

He looked at the guards. “Take him to jail. He isn’t to return to his room until he wins Blood Fest in a few days.”

“Boy, you sure know how to show a guy a good time,” I said.

“Just be careful of the slippery floor. I am not sure my men have cleaned up those bloodstains yet,” he said, cruelly reminding me of what he’d done right before my eyes.

Chapter 24

The next day, Kirk let me out of my cell long enough to eat in a room in the back of the cafeteria. It was empty except for me and Jim. The guards stood outside and took bets as to whether or not I’d make it out of Blood Fest alive. Sick of listening to them, I took my tray and moved to the opposite end of the table. 

Jim looked at me. “You messed up big time. You escaped my camp but couldn’t escape this one.”

“Guess you’re on the naughty list, too, since you’re sitting here in isolation like me.”

He shrugged.

“Do you know if Kirk really killed Jackie and the others like he claims he did?” I asked. “Because I don’t believe it.”

“I guess that’s why you’re not more upset.”

“Kirk is lying. I just know he is.”

“I heard he took out a Jeep full of people, blew ‘em to bits, ‘bout ten of them. My buddy was involved in that shootout, and he told me all about it.” 

“I saw the wreckage,” I said, “but there was no way to tell who was in it.” 

“I don’t know,” he said, “but two chicks he described sounded just like your Asia and Jackie.”

“It wasn’t them,” I said, shaking my head. “It couldn’t have been.” I swallowed hard. The possibility of my family and friends being dead was too overwhelming. I couldn’t cope with the idea of being the only survivor. How will I ever go on without them? Worse than that, I was consumed by guilt, because they had died trying to rescue me.

“Was Claire with your friends last night?”

“Yes she was.”

He sipped his drink. “Why won’t you look me in the face? You afraid I’m gonna shank you?”

“Cut the small talk. I know you hate me, that you want revenge, but I guess we’ve both got worse problems now. Let’s just eat and get back to our cells.” 

Surprisingly, rather than threatening to rip me apart and telling me all the horrible things he was going to do to Claire if she was still alive, he confided in me. For a brief moment, he sounded almost human. “I hate it here, and I know you do too. Heck, they murdered everyone you loved.”

I just rolled my eyes at him. Because that little fact simply hadn’t been proven yet. “I’ll believe it when I see it. I think he’s just pissed at me and is trying to play head games.” 

“If that’s what keeps you strong, go on and tell yourself that. You know what the man’s capable of. Why, I’d venture to say his head’s screwed on even a little more crooked than my brother’s was.”  

I turned away, unable to find words to say to him. 

“Hey,” he said, “I kept Lucas’s alias a secret. You know why?”

“Why?” I asked chewing some sort of tasteless green goo that reminded me of liquefied green beans.

“He promised to help me escape, but that jerk never came for me.”

“Of course not. He knew the second you got out, you’d traipse right back into Fairport to stir up trouble.” 

“Nah. I’m done with all that. Everyone’s dead. There’s no one left. I got six kids and a wife. I’m gonna get outta here, grab my family, and go somewhere else.”

“Go where?”

“My kinfolk has a camp set up in West Virginia. I’m gonna go meet up with them.”

“If you can find them.”

“I know where they’re hold up, and I can get there just fine.”

“Good luck with that.”

“Thing is, I need your help.” 

I coughed and about gagged on my food. “My help? In case you’ve forgotten, you beat me up and tried to kill me, and now you want to elicit my help?”

He nodded. “I know it sounds crazy, but we need to join forces.”

“So it’s that...the-enemy-of-my-enemy-is-my-friend kinda thing?”  

He scratched his head and scrunched up his face like I’d asked him to solve for X in multiples of pi. Finally, he said, “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

I shook my head. “No way. For all I know, this is some dumb test of Kirk’s, and I’m not that stupid.”

“I ain’t gonna backstab ya, man.”

“No,” I said. “I’m not doing it. I already have one dangerous psychotic to deal with.”

“Won’t ya even hear me out?”

“I’ve been burned too many times in this new world. I’ve learned to trust nobody.”

He grabbed my arm.

I flung it away. “Don’t ever touch me!” I said in a threatening tone, holding my fork in a death grip, ready to ram it in his bloodshot eye.  

He backed off. “I understand you’re upset, seeing as though you lost your lady friend and all.” 

“If you need help, why don’t you team up with one of Kirk’s muscle-heads?” I asked. “It just doesn’t make sense that you’d wanna join up with me. Especially when I left you back at the hospital when those zombies flooded in.” 

“We threatened you, took one of your guys hostage, even shot at you. It was hectic. You were running for your life.”

“So all is forgiven?”

Compassion flickered in his eyes. “Yes.”

“Why do you want to join up with me?” I asked. 

“I’ve got my reasons.”

“Like what? Getting to Claire through me?”

“No. This ain’t even about that. And besides, she’s dead. Justice has been served.”

“She’s not dead.”

“Let’s not argue.”

“Fine. Out of curiosity, what reasons would these be?”

“You’d never beat Lightning at Blood Fest,” he said. “That’s why you’re gonna fight me instead.”

“What?”

“If there’s more than one man on Kirk’s hit list, the youngest fighter—meanin’ you—gets to pick his opponent. That’s the way it’s done here.”

“But you’re not on his list.”

“Not yet, but I will be soon.”

“You’re going to purposely piss him off to earn your ticket to Blood Fest?” 

“Now you’re getting it!”

“All right. Say you do manage to get on his hit list. Tell me again why I’d choose you. This is a fight to the death. And you’re way bigger than me. I’m not sure you’re less of  a threat than Lightning.”

He clapped my shoulder and smiled. “Because we’re gonna escape this hellhole together, that’s why. The fight will just be a front to set us up for it.”

I stared at him, dumbfounded. “They’ve got snipers on the rooftops, Jim, and there are zombie hordes on the ground. How are we supposed to get out of there alive? We’ll escape, all right, but it will be in body bags, just like Kirk said—if the zombies leave any leftovers.” 

“I can’t tell you my secrets, but you gotta trust me.”

I stood. “No.”

“We can do this, Dean.”

As much as I wanted to trust him, wanted to escape, the whole thing felt off, like another of Kirk’s mind tricks. The man loved to test people, and I was sure he’d put Jim up to it. I did find it odd, though, that he had chosen Jim for the role, since he had to know I’d never cave in to him. If, on the other hand, Jim really did plan to run, I didn’t see how he was going to get very far without a bite in his neck or a bullet in his back.

I shot him one last look. “If you’re so anxious to escape, then let’s take these guys on right now. We can run and hope for the best. I bet we can scramble those barbed wire fences like nothing if the adrenaline is pumping.”

“Nah. There are way too many of them suckers. Even if we get outta this building, they’ll stop us at the gate. They’ll radio the perimeter guards, and the two of us might be able to kick some ass, but we can’t fight a whole army.”

“You’re right. If we could, I’d be long gone by now.”

“That’s why we gotta play this smart,” he said. “Now just sit down, before you draw too much attention over here,” he whispered, nodding toward the guards, who were looking at us suspiciously.

Realizing he was right, I plopped down in my seat and stared at him hard. “What’s this plan of yours?” I asked hesitantly. “If you want me to consider it, I need to know what I’m in for.”

“You want complete honesty?”

“Yes. Full disclosure.”

“What if I told you there’s a manhole under that stage?” he said. 

“I’d say those are impossible to get open, unless they’ve been loosened.”

His eyes widened. “Done. We can slip right down in there like one of them Ninja Lizards.”

I laughed. “Turtles. They’re Ninja Turtles.”

“Oh. Well, I ain’t one for a lotta movie-watchin’.”

“Anyway, is Kirk going to be waiting for us when we get down there?” 

“Nope,” he said, shaking his head. “Instead, there’ll be weapons, food, flashlights, backpacks—all that stuff we’re gonna need.”

“You’re delusional.”

“No I ain’t. Remember the last fighter who died? He told me about it, said he had it all lined up, but he got killed ‘fore he could get to the stash.”

“And we’re supposed to take a dead guy’s word for it? For all we know, Kirk locked that manhole tight and reclaimed all the supplies.”

“Kirk never knew. Nobody did but me. I know the guy wasn’t lying. He made me swear to secrecy before he died. I’m only telling you ‘cause I need your help. He also told me two guys already got away, The Butcher and The Pit bull.”

“I heard about them. That Pit Bull guy was the one with a spiked collar, right?”

“Yeah. They say them two hated each other.” 

“Yes, and they also say they tumbled to their deaths into the zombie herd. You want a repeat?”

“I ain’t got no death wish. I don’t hate you neither. I told ya, I’m over all that. Maybe I done growed up or somethin’. I don’t know. All I do know is that we need to work together if we’re gonna get away from these crazy idiots holding us prisoner.” 

I still wasn’t ready to buy his line of bull. I thought it might be some devious plan he’d managed to come up with on his own, a way to fight me and get his revenge. “If you want to take me on,” I said, “then let’s do it right here, right now.”

“For one thing, you know Kirk don’t allow that. His guards will be on top of us like, uh...”

“Like white on rice,” I finished for him.

He laughed. “White on rice? I like that. But anyway, for another thing, this ain’t about fighting you. You think I’d do all this to just have a shot at taking you down?” 

“Yes. It wouldn’t be the most insane thing I’ve encountered.” 

“Listen, it’s really simple. We fight, and we make sure to tumble to the northeast side of the stage. There’s a blind spot there, and nobody will see us for a minute.” 

“And how do we keep the zombies from pouncing on us like—”

“Like white on rice?”

Now it was my turn to laugh, and I shook my head. “More like lions on antelopes.”

“Well, it’s all fenced in around the loose panel under the stage. They had a friend on the outside help to set this up. The fencing is just a bunch of wire mesh around some junk so it’d look natural and blend in with the other junk. It was put there to hold off the zombies long enough to get inside the stage by crawling through the loose panel.”

“Kirk could’ve had the junk cleared.”

“He hasn’t. Nobody dares to go down there with all them zombies. Now if we fall off the corner the right way, like one of them Olympic gymnast guys in the little tights, we’ll land right inside the fenced area. Meanwhile, rotters will be our cover. The crowd and Kirk will just think we fell into the mosh pit of zombies and are being devoured. We just have to let out a few screams of agony, and I’m sure they’ll buy it, just like they did with those other two guys.” 

I thought for a moment, pondering the viability of his plan. “So then we lift the lid, hit the sewers, and run like a madmen?”

“Exactly.”

“We have no idea what’s down there waiting for us, and I barely survived the last time I went underground,” I said, shivering as I recalled my unpleasant subterranean adventure. 

“It’s clear that the manhole cover hasn’t been touched since them other two used it. There ain’t nothin’ down there but rats.” 

“So you say, but if that’s true, you oughtta be right at home. But what if someone spots us and comes after us?”

“I promise you they won’t.” 

“They could just cut us off at a different manhole. Kirk isn’t going to let us waltz out of here. He doesn’t like to be humiliated, and he takes escape attempts as a personal insult.”

“We ain’t gonna get caught. They’ll think we’re just zombie bait.”

“Why do you need me?”

“It’ll be easier than going alone. I need somebody to watch my back, just in case, and I’ll watch yours.” 

“A sewer, huh?” I stood back up. “Pardon the pun, but it sounds like a bit of a pipe dream. I can only back a solid plan, a sure thing. You’re going on hearsay, and I’m not willing to risk my life for that. I’m gonna have to pass.” 

Suddenly, one of the guards  grabbed me by the arm. “You starting trouble, Zombie Slayer?”

“No,” I answered. 

“Save it for Blood Fest.”

A few minutes later, I was thrown back in the jail cell where Marcus and the others had been shot. I thought long and hard about Jim’s words, but I was worried that too much of it might just be gossip. For all I knew, the manhole either didn’t exist or was welded shut, and if zombies discovered that a fresh meal was lurking under the stage, trapped like a caged animal, it wouldn’t take long for them to rip through any kind of fencing. It was really crazy, too big of a gamble. Then again, I had no desire to fight anyone to the death, and I knew I wouldn’t have the nerve to throw my opponent to the zombies in the end. As cold and callous as the world had made me, I still had a heart beating faintly in my chest. 

I blew out a long breath. My world had been turned upside down, and it was all a crazy mess. There seemed to be nothing left, and I wasn’t even sure if I’d lost all the people I cared about. Life was beginning to lose its meaning, and I wondered where I was going to find the strength to keep going, to keep living. Nothing about my existence even remotely resembled anything my life had been before, and that grim reality was hard to swallow.

I pondered all that doom and gloom for a long time, then tried to drown out those horrible thoughts by thinking of my family on the island. I had hopes of being reunited with them, and I wasn’t ready to accept that they might be dead. If there was even a remote possibility that they were alive, I had to get to them. That gave me the inner strength to survive the nightmare of captivity. I had to think like a survivor and never give up hope. I was behind enemy lines, but I had no intention of staying there for much longer.  

All the other meals after that were served to me in my cell, slid in through the door. I was kept in utter isolation, unable to speak to anyone, as if I’d been sentenced to solitary confinement. I wasn’t sure why Kirk was being so cruel with me, but I assumed he just wanted to remind me that he was running the show, that it was in my best interest to cooperate because he controlled everything I did. He thought he had taken my freedom, but I was not going to give that up so easily.  

Chapter 25

The day of Blood Fest finally arrived, and I was happy that we’d finally be getting it over with, though I still wasn’t sure what I was going to do. 

Kirk walked up to the bars of my cell and sighed. “There’s been...an incident, someone else added to the list of potential contenders.”

Feigning that I had no clue what was going on, I act surprised and asked, “What happened?”

“It seems Jim had some sort of tiff with Ned, and he beat him up badly. He’s been added to the lineup. You can fight whichever opponent you choose, so do you want to face Lightning or Quick Death?”

I tried to swallow the sudden knot in my throat. “Quick Death?” 

“Jim’s stage name.”

“Ah.” I pondered my choice for a moment. I knew I had no chance against an experienced fighter like Lightning, and volunteering to fight him would be like signing my own death warrant. I thought I might have a better chance against Jim, since I’d fought him before. “I guess I’ll take Jim then.” 

“Okay, boys,” Kirk said. “Load him up in the van. It’s almost show time.”

I didn’t have to take time to dress in any kind of elaborate costume, with tights or a cape or anything like those ridiculous pro wrestlers I’d seen on TV. Much to my relief, Zombie Slayer’s attire consisted of just jeans, boots, a t-shirt, and a black leather coat. For some reason, Kirk found it necessary to sic fifteen guys on me to hustle me into the van. I thought about head-butting them as they handcuffed me, but I knew I couldn’t possibly take on that many armed men. I was so heavily guarded that there was no chance for escape. It was uncomfortable sitting between two big goons with my hands cuffed behind me and my feet shackled, but I really had no choice but to grin and bear it.

I looked at the guard. “Is it really worth it to drive this far away just to watch a fight? You’re risking so many lives just to get here.”

“The roads are clear,” he said. “And we leave prepared with lots of guns, ammo, and manpower. We’ve never had a problem. Everyone always comes back safe and sound.”

“Except the loser of Blood Fest.” 

“Well, yeah.”

I blew out a long breath, hoping it wasn’t me. 

“But going to a town that’s overrun with zombies is taking a huge risk,” I said. 

“We know a back way in. And the zombies don’t even come to the stage until we draw them there with loud sounds and music. And then when we leave, we put the loudspeakers on full blast and they just stay there like mindless idiots. We have no problem getting out.”

“It’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard of.”

He smiled. “And that’s what makes it Blood Fest.”

When the van finally stopped, I was led up several flights of stairs, to the top of a building. As I walked through the doors, people started to clap and cheer from bleachers on the left and right side, both sets facing the platform where we’d fight below. I was led up the aisle as people waved and cheered from both sides. Some of the guests were clearly intoxicated, guzzling homemade wine and moonshine. I couldn’t believe they found it so entertaining to watch two people beat each other bloody until one of them was devoured by zombies.

“Welcome to Blood Fest, Zombie Slayer,” Kirk said, winking at me and pointing down at the hundreds of zombies that surrounded the circular stage. 

I froze in horror. No way did I want to go down on that stage. 

He shivered. “It’s a chilly fifty-nine today, but at least it’s not snowing. The stage got pretty slippery for the poor sots last time.”

I nodded and looked down at the horrifying sight below, the place where I just might take my last breath. 

He clapped my shoulder. “I truly hope you win...and that you will learn your lesson.” 

I nodded again, but I could not think of a word to say to him that wouldn’t come out as a cuss or a threat. I was outraged that they were forcing me to fight to the death, but there was nothing I could do to get out of it.  

“You know the rules,” he said. “It’s a fight to the death. You can kill him any way you see fit, but if he dies onstage, he has to be tossed into the zombies. You can’t leave the ring till his body is gone. The crowd insists on it...and it’s a great way to earn some brownie points with me.” 

A few men laughed. 

I tried to remain cool, calm, and collected, but I couldn’t stop my hands from shaking. “If I win, how do I get back up?”

“We’ll throw you a rope from the second floor. I give you my word that you will be pulled up once you defeat him and feed him to the zombies.” 

“Your word, huh?” I said, arching a brow at him. 

“Absolutely. Now please kneel and take your Blood Fest oath.”

Hesitantly, I knelt down. I then repeated some crazy oath some lunatic wrote up, then I was sworn in. I don’t care what words I repeated, I refused to sell my soul to the devil. This whole set up was completely insane. I would never want to be part of this Oxford family ever. All I knew was that the zombie apocalypse makes normal, rational people go mad. I had seen it time and time again.

“The Zombie Slayer has been sworn in,” a woman said. “Let’s make it official.”

Kirk nodded. “You’ve been blond bonded. If you win this fight, I will forget the grudge between us. You will be forgiven and brought back into our community.”

A man in a tan coat walked over with a big bucket of red stuff. “You are sworn in by blood. Welcome to Blood Fest.” He then lifted the bucket and poured the stuff all over me, till I looked like Carrie after the prom. The crowd on the rooftop cheered, howled, whistled, and shouted.

“What the...?” I asked. “Dude! What are you doing?” I shouted. 

“Calm down, Dean,” Kirk said. “It is Blood Fest after all.” 

There was something even more sickening about the blood because it was cold. It ran down my face in thick, almost coagulated rivers, spilling onto the rooftop in a crimson puddle beneath me.  

“The zombies will smell this and go crazy! Are you insane?” I yelled. 

“We must stick to our traditions,” Kirk said. “The crowd demands it.”  

I was growing a little sick of hearing about what the crowd wanted. “It’s crazy!” I shouted, wiping blood from my eyes. 

“We must put on a good show, son,” Kirk said.

Before I could protest any further, a bald man with a bushy beard helped me into a harness. The carabineer was attached to a cable strung between two towering trees.  

“You ready?” Kirk asked.

My toes hung off the platform, and I looked at the steep drop below. I couldn’t believe I was about to zip-line into a zombie-infested area. Horror and dread washed over me, and I wondered how secure that stage actually was. I tried to remind myself that it had held up for all the other fights, some with bigger fighters, but that fact did little to comfort me. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Let’s just do this.”

Kirk walked to address the spectators. “Gladiatorial combat will commence now as the first opponent makes his way on stage,” Kirk said to the small crowd who went absolutely wild. 

Gladiatorial combat? Kirk sure put a dramatic spin on it. It was nothing more than a street fight to the death with no weapons.

“Blood Fest officially begins now,” Kirk said. “Zombie Slayer will get into position! And we’ll send him off with a grand farewell. Let’s hope he has what it takes to win and come back to us, to the family who loves him.”

Clapping erupted and the crowd screamed with excitement. 

“Come back to us, Zombie Slayer,” some drunk guy yelled. 

“We love you, Zombie Slayer!” a woman chimed in. 

“You rock,” somebody else yelled. 

Somebody whistled followed by more cheers. 

Kirk came over and peered at me, emotion overwhelming him. He softly clapped my shoulder. “Do come back to us, Dean. Fight with every ounce of strength you possess. Because I can’t bear to see you get torn apart before my very eyes.”

I just nodded. There was no sense in arguing with a crazy man. If he didn’t want to see me die, then he shouldn’t risk my life like this. Kirk wasn’t thinking straight. He had an altered perception of reality, interpreting reality abnormally. I actually thought he might think I was his dead son. I knew Oxford’s great leader was sick in the head. I just didn’t know why the others hadn’t figured it out yet. 

“I know you can do this,” Kirk said. “I believe in you. We all do.”

Swoosh!

With one push, I went flying off the building. Suddenly, I was treading air, but the stage and the zombies were getting ever closer. The stench was foul, the smell unbearable. I started to pick up speed, cruising downward. 

The relentless moans of the dead echoed in my ear. And I was close enough to stare into their cold, blank eyes. Fueled by hunger and the smell of blood, the growing zombie crowd inched closer. I fought to comprehend what I was seeing. I couldn’t scream. I couldn’t even close my eyes. I couldn’t even think.

As soon as my feet landed onstage with a thud, I quickly unhooked myself. I gazed around, then cautiously walked the perimeter of the stage, surveying the scene. My breath hitched in my throat. I was terrified. I was literally surrounded by death. Fight or flight. It definitely wasn’t flight. I didn’t see any good escape routes. The only way I was getting out of here was if I fought Jim and killed him. I stared down at the sea of decaying faces and shuffling feet. Teeth-clacking zombies stumbled and moaned, anxiously waiting for the loser to be fed to them. A wave of terror shot up my spine at the sight of it. 

One nightmarish creature with frizzy, white hair bared its rotten teeth and growled right below me. Its festering skin was covered with open sores, its face dark and leathery. Half of its scalp was peeled back, a grotesque sight. As it reached up for me, I could see the hunger in its milky white eyes. It snarled, begging to be fed human flesh. I couldn’t imagine throwing any opponent off the stage to satisfy its insatiable hunger. I couldn’t put anyone through that torturous fate. How could Kirk make me do that? My hands were shaking once again. 

Stay focused, Dean.

I glanced up and saw the crazed, drunk fans standing at the edge of the rooftop. Among them were snipers, with guns carefully trained on me in case I had the slightest inclination to make a run for it. 

As I stood there in front of that cheering crowd, surrounded by undead, horrible memories flooded me. I thought about Kingsville and the shooting of Earl; all of that still traumatized me. I relived the moment in slow motion, and my body began to tremble. The thought of having to murder a man didn’t sit well with me, and neither did being devoured by a thousand gnashing teeth. 

I stood in a tiny pool of blood as droplets dripped from my clothes. I tried to tune out the blood-chilling howls and moans all around me. I had to stay calm, had to keep my head in the game. I refused to let fear overtake me. When I glanced up again, I saw my contender. As Jim, aka Quick Death, came zipping down into the ring, his haphazard plan bounced back into my head: Manhole, faking death, sewer, and escape.

“So you picked me after all, huh?” Jim said as he unfastened himself. He wiped blood from his face. “I forgot to warn ya about this blood-dumping part.”  

“They’re freakin’ nuts!” I spat. 

He winked. “Just a little.”

“So...about this plan of yours...” I said, knowing full well they couldn’t hear us above all the moaning and cheering.  

“When the whistle blows, we gotta give ‘em a fight. We can’t end it too quick. If they don’t get a good show, they’ll suspect somethin’.” 

“Yeah, yeah. We entertain the rooftop masses. Got it.” 

“After a while, the zombies will get tired, and the folks up there will get a little bored and more drunk. That’ll be the best time to tumble off.” 

“What about the snipers?” I asked. “They aren’t drinking on duty.”

“Wanna bet?” He laughed and pointed to one of the snipers who was guzzling something out of a big glass jug. “I took care of their scopes. They don’t realize it yet, but they can’t see crap.”

“Zombie Slayer and Quick Death!” someone announced through a megaphone, urging the crowd to burst into an eruption of cheers and applause.

The whistle blew, and we both nodded. 

“Well? Are you in or out?” he asked. 

“I’m still not sure I can trust you, but what choice do I have now?”

He danced around like Muhammad Ali, trying to give the crowd a good show. “Do you really think I’d go this far to set you up? I promise you that Kirk will not be waiting for us in that sewer.”

My boxing footwork was impeccable as I danced around. “We don’t even know if the man cover is loose.”

“I know it’s a gamble, but what do we have to lose?” he asked, pointing at the rotters all around the stage. “We either try it, or at least one of us dies here.”

“I just want the heck outta this place!”

“Me too.” 

“Right. So let’s do it.”

“Now that’s what I like to hear!”

“First, though...” I said, then threw a single punch. “Showtime!”

“Zombie Slayer! Zombie Slayer! Zombie Slayer!” the inebriated crowd cheered.

Jim came back with a combination of punches. 

I stepped back, but he wasn’t done with me. 

“You’ve gotta put up a fight!” he shouted. 

My gaze drifted down to the undead surrounding the stage. Our fighting had clearly agitated the zombies. The moans, snarls, and wails surrounding us now grew steadily louder. 

“Pay attention to me,” Jim said. “Not them.” 

He then came at me hard. I blocked his jab with my right hand and threw a counter jab straight back into his face. He struck again, and again I blocked it. He threw several more punches in a row, but I countered every incoming attack. When he tried to nail me with a brutal uppercut, I swung to the side. He suddenly threw all his weight into the next punch, but I managed to duck it, throwing him off balance. As he stumbled, he was vulnerable to my violent kick, and he took the impact of it with a groan. 

“You’re good,” he said, “but you still ain’t better than me.”

“Bring it on!” I shouted, enraged with the whole situation. A trickle of salty blood dripped into my mouth, and I only hoped it was my own and not the disgusting remains they’d dumped all over me.

He came at me with a kick. I dodged, then attacked with a left roundhouse to his body.

“Is that all you got, kid?” he asked, shooting me a cocky smile. 

When he threw his next punch, a left jab, I defended myself by using my right fist to brush his hand inward, parrying it from right to left. He threw another uppercut, and I jerked my body back. He came at me again, and I used my fist to slap his hands down, then countered by thrusting a hook into his gut. 

Round after round, we fought, delivering a real show to the crowd. They cheered and screamed for death, and a quick glance up at a smiling Kirk let me know that we had satisfied the onlookers and the cruel man who’d sent us down there to die.

“It’s time,” I said to Jim. “Let’s do this.” 

“A little more,” he answered. “Keep going.”

He threw another quick jab at me, but I ducked it, and the punch flew right over my head. Jim then moved forward to deliver an uppercut. I rose up and bent my arm to block, then straightened my body to launch a swing to his jawline. He took it like a man, and it hardly fazed him. Jim then threw a straight left, but I countered by thrusting another rough kick into his gut. He grunted but then threw a swing. I raised my arm to block it, then threw an uppercut against his chin with so much force that his head bounced back like his neck was made of rubber. He seemed daze for a few seconds but then came back swinging. My right hand found my way past Jim’s defenses, and I slammed into him with series of short, rapid, furious blows. 

“Harder!” Jim said. “You gotta make it look real.”

I hammered my fists into his face, till he could barely breathe under the force of my constant blows. A moment later, we were rolling on the stage, furiously wrestling our way over to the blind spot at the northeast side. When Jim’s head hung over the stage, the zombies began to act like sharks in a feeding frenzy, swarming up on him in hordes and ripping and tearing at each other to get closer to their prey. They lifted their bony, greenish hands up toward us, moaned, and shuffled closer and closer, till their teeth were just inches from Jim’s ears, but we were just high enough that they couldn’t reach us. 

“Look!” Jim said, pointing down beneath the stage. “See it?” 

“I see a rack of bicycles,” I said.

“Behind that. Look closely!”

I peered closer. “Yeah! There’s a loose panel.”

“Yep! We move that panel. Slip under the stage. Disappear into the manhole.”  

I hesitated, still worried that the plan was way too risky. “The zombies will shove their way in!”  

“We can move a whole lot faster than these dead-heads. Once we get into the sewer, we’re home free, man.” 

It was beyond ludicrous, beyond risky, and beyond dangerous.

“Look!” he said. “The wire meshing and junk are still there. That proves my story is real!”

Jim had a point. If we could fall into that tiny section, the herd couldn’t pounce on us, at least not as fast.

He peered at me, anxiously awaiting an answer. 

“I don’t know,” I frantically said. 

“The way I see it, you either take this chance with me or stay here in Freakville with Kirk.” 

Trying to appease the crowd and make it all look real, we flipped over a few times, performing classic wrestling moves. 

“Well? Are you in or out?” he asked, his face beet red and his breath coming in labored gasps.  

I pondered it for a moment but had trouble coming up with an answer. 

“I take it you’re out,” he said. “If that’s the case, throw me off the stage, and I’ll go by myself. Just promise me you’ll keep your mouth shut. You’ll be their hero, Zombie Slayer.” 

“I’m not their hero!”

“You will be for a while, till somebody better comes along. They’ll keep making you fight, upping the ante every time.” 

I thought about what he was saying, and while I hated to admit it, I knew Jim was right. “No, wait. You’re not leaving without me!” 

In a flurry of tumbling and punching and slamming, we rolled right off the stage, into the horde of zombies. I couldn’t see the faces of the spectators from where we were, but I could only imagine what they were thinking.  

I hit the ground hard. Glancing up, I was greeted by dozens of milky-white eyes. They had sunken cheeks, tattered skin, and dirty clothes. Luckily, they were on the other side of the meshing. It looked flimsy and I knew it wouldn’t hold for very long. My ears were filled with the moans and snarls and growls that haunted my nightmares every night. 

“Maybe I’m the crazy one,” I said to Jim.

“No comment,” he whispered, looking up at the horde.  

Chapter 26

It took a few seconds for the zombies to register that we were now at their level; they weren’t exactly geniuses. In a fury of moans and growls, they began stumbling closer to us. The metal meshing began to shake as they started to pound on it. As it started to come down, I gasped.  

I scrambled to my feet and took a few steps back. A zombie from the left pounced, snapping its teeth very close to my neck. I pushed the thrashing zombie away with my forearm, trying to avoid being bitten. With another burst of energy, I shoved as hard as I could. I grabbed one of the bikes off the rack and held it in front of me like a shield. I ignored the terror flooding through my body and forced myself to keep fighting. More snapping jaws came at me, wiry fingers bursting through the spokes of the wheels. Biting my lip, I rammed the bike into every zombie that got within three feet. I smacked a half-dozen of the things upside their decrepit heads.  

Dozens of dead hands reached for me. Chills raced over my body as horror washed over me. In a panic, I grabbed more bicycles and began throwing them at the horde. The bikes, the wire mesh, and the fallen zombies piled up into a barrier, and the oncoming foes stumbled a bit. I knew it wouldn’t stave them off forever, but I hoped it would give us the few precious seconds we needed to get out of there alive. 

“Stop throwing things! Do you want the others to see us?” Jim snapped. 

“They’re gonna see us dead if you don’t give me a little help here!” I yelled as yet another zombie reached for me. 

“Just hold ‘em off a little longer. I’m almost in.”

A few seconds later, Jim was gone. I didn’t hear any indication that he’d been shot or mauled to death, so that was a good sign. I also couldn’t put past him to nail me with a crowbar the second I squeezed through, so I picked up a two-by-two I spotted lying on the floor. There was a rusty nail sticking out of one end, so I figured it would be as good a weapon as any if Jim went turncoat on me. 

I held the board tight in my hands and hurried over to where Jim disappeared. Moving the panel aside, I crawled through the small opening. Taking a deep breath, I cautiously looked around. It was dark in there, but streaks of daylight shone through the cracks. There were no zombies, and rather than ambushing me like I half-expected him to do, Jim was throwing things around, looking for our escape from that nightmare. Please let there be a manhole! I silently prayed, knowing we were both as good as dead if there wasn’t.

My nerves were rattled as zombies banged on the panels. I walked over to the barrier and tested it. It seemed sturdy enough to hold, at least for a little while. Even though they’d found a way through the flimsy fencing, they were not clever enough to loosen the panel and squeeze in as we had. Even still, I threw a few mattresses, a dresser, and a chest up against it. 

“Better safe than sorry,” I said to Jim when he looked at me.

“I just wish those dang things would stop bangin’ around,” he said. “They’re gonna give us away!” 

I knew he was right, and I quickly thought up a story in my head. “If we get caught, we’ll just tell Kirk we climbed in here to run away from the zombies when we accidentally rolled off the stage. Surely he can’t fault us for that.”

“The guy will put a bullet in our heads for breaking his precious rules. He’ll give me a whole new reason to be called Quick Death.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right. We gotta get outta here now! Where’s this alleged manhole anyway?” I asked, nervously glancing through the debris. 

I’d been through so many battles, but never had I felt so tense. I wasn’t sure if I was more scared of the zombies or of Kirk, but all my muscles tensed into knots, and I could hardly breathe. Like a madman on a mission, I frantically threw boards, metal, and other rubble in every direction, looking for our portal to freedom from the crazy nuts above us and the zombies howling for our flesh. I knew the manhole had to be down there somewhere, and I was determined to find it. 

The banging grew more intense, but we didn’t seem to be any closer to finding our escape through that pile of garbage. 

“It’s not here!” I said, frustrated and terrified. “We need a Plan B...fast!”

Jim threw a few more long pieces of wood over to the left. “I know it’s here. He’da had no reason to lie to me. Keep looking!”

I desperately darted my eyes back and forth in the dark space, and a flash of red suddenly caught my eye. I walked over a heap of splintered lumber and spotted something made of fabric. “Hey! A backpack!” I yelled, picking it up. “Is this it, the one they left here?” 

Jim’s jaw dropped. “I believe so.”

I opened it and started rummaging through it. There was a gun, a sheathed knife, ammo, and lots of other survival gear. With shaking hands, I picked up the gun and examined it. I loaded the magazine with ammo, then chambered a round. Perfect. I strapped the sheath around my leg. I felt so good to have real weapons, and they would give us a fighting chance. I stuffed a few magazines in my large coat pocket, then slung the backpack over my shoulders. I pointed my gun toward the zombies banging on the panel. 

“Wait!” Jim said. He stumbled over a dirty crib mattress, then pushed it aside and rushed over me. “I think you’d best save the bullets for...us.”

His defeated words terrified me. “No!” I said. “We fight.”

“Man, can’t you see that we’re screwed? We’re gonna have to end this ourselves, unless you’d rather be eaten alive. Personally, I wanna go out on my own terms if I’m gonna die down here.” 

I clenched my fists in anger. “I’m not giving up!”

“When they break through those panels, shoot me, Dean,” he said, with his eyes wide. He grabbed hold of my shoulders and shook me. “You hear me? Shoot me and then yourself. I’d do the shootin’ first, but I admit I ain’t got the balls to off myself. I don’t want those things eating me piece by piece, at least not while I can feel it. I know ya don’t owe me no favors, but I just can’t—” 

“No! Keep looking!” I shouted. “The backpack was here, like you said it would be, so the manhole has to be here too. It’s buried somewhere in all this junk.”

“Yeah? Where?”

I shoved him hard. “You tell me! This was your plan.”

“Maybe it’s over there, where the backpack was.” 

Time was running out, but we had to keep searching. I came across a bat that would be helpful in taking out a few unlucky zombies. I was happy to find it, but I sighed; it reminded me of Asia and everyone else I’d lost.  

Guttural moans echoed behind me as three zombies made their way through the loose panel, shoving their way in. I slipped my gun in my waistband and reached for the bat, since I knew we couldn’t risk firing off any noisy shots that Kirk and his men would hear.  

As the first zombie approached, I swung my arms back and whacked its head so hard that its neck broke, lobbing its decayed noggin unnaturally to the left like a lollipop on a wet stick. The thing fell backward with a howl. 

The next one reached for me, clawing at my midsection with black, dead nails. I swung and took it out, then immediately swung again and hit the one behind it. Two more came out of nowhere, but I attacked furiously. With another whack, I shattered the first zombie’s jaw. Meanwhile, the second zombie, one with a swollen face, grabbed my coat. I pushed it away, but it refused to let go of my jacket. When it fell backward, I fell right on top of it. It tried to bite me, but I plunged the knife deep in its mouth, all the way to the back of its throat. I pulled out my weapon and shoved it roughly into the thing’s temple, and the monster went limp from the unexpected lobotomy. I scrambled up, pulled out my weapon, and wiped the black blood on the zombie’s shirt. 

“Find it?” I asked, terror edging my voice.

“Not yet! Keep holding them off.”

“Easier said than done!” I yelled as what seemed like dozens more came at me. 

Chapter 27

A snarling zombie with a deep cut running down its tattered face inched toward me, dragging its left foot. I slammed my bat into its mushy, decaying head. More zombies had already slipped in. Another one howled for my flesh but couldn’t get its foot over the mattress in its path. The junk and debris helped to slow them a bit, but some still managed to slip around it. 

When a zombie with bushy red hair came at me and bit down on my arm, like some kind of rabid Ronald McDonald, I wasn’t lovin’ it at all. I screamed, and my heart thundered as I pushed it away with a hard shove. It came back with a vengeance, but I kept pushing, trying to keep it from sinking its yellow teeth into my face. I held it off with one hand and reached for my knife with the other. I stabbed at it harder than I’d ever stabbed anything before, and its legs collapsed beneath it as it fell to its final death. 

I worried for a moment that the bite had torn through the leather of my coat and the flesh of my arm. The breath hitched in my throat, and my stomach lurched at the thought that I might have sustained a would-be fatal wound. I examined my jacket and saw the teeth marks, but there were not holes.

Before I even had a chance to sigh in relief, more snarling echoed in the air. I took a deep breath as rotting fingers wiggled through the same opening we’d come through. They were pushing their way in, and I didn’t know how we were going to get out. I’d escaped the bite, but that would do me little good if the horde continued to break in. I had no place to hide, no place to run. We were trapped in a junkyard, and I was sure I was about to be eaten alive. In that moment, it felt as if my life had come to a screeching and untimely halt.

It was almost inconceivable that I might be facing death at such a young age. I had just turned eighteen, was barely a legal adult, even though I felt I’d aged a decade in the last horrific year. A hurricane of dark emotions and painful memories flooded through my head. I was scared of the unknown, I feared pain, and my heart ached at the thought that if my family was still alive back in Ohio, they would grieve my loss. I thought about Nick, Val, my parents, Jackie, and everyone else I knew and loved, and I would carry some guilt to my grave for the deaths caused by my attempted rescue.  

I knew I was supposed to be brave, to fight, but I felt overwhelmed, bewildered, upset, and stunned. The fear was utterly immobilizing, but I couldn’t let it paralyze me. My mind was at war with the fact that I was going to die a horrible death. I refused to believe it, yet I knew there was no way out. The entire stage was surrounded by a hungry horde, and the flimsy panels wouldn’t hold for long as they relentlessly pushed, shoved, and tore, hoping to sink their teeth into our skin. Even if we did manage to get back out, we would only live long enough to catch angry bullets from Kirk and his goons.

Jim touched my shoulder. “It ain’t here,” he said sadly. “There’s no manhole after all.” 

I looked at him, speechless, as growls and moans pierced the air all around us. The pounding got louder as zombies banged from all directions. The panels shook violently and I knew one would break any minute. Staying underneath this stage was a death sentence. 

A weakened panel by Jim’s legs began to shake. A rancid hand suddenly burst in through. 

“Zombie!” Jim shouted. Terror etched his face as long fingernails, like sharp claws, swiped at us. He grabbed a board and bashed the arm, ripping it off the decaying zombie.

Panels started to buckle and shake under the strain of so many undead trying to fight their way in.  

Jim gasped for air, breathless with fear. “They’re comin’ for us, man,” he said. “You gotta end me before they do. I’m beggin’ you.”

I swallowed hard. 

“Please, Dean. I know I ain’t lived as an honorable man or nothin’, but let me die an honorable death.”

“No! I won’t die a coward’s death. I won’t die a helpless victim.”

His eyebrows arched. “You’d rather be ripped to shreds?” he whispered.  

I felt shaken and unsure. “This isn’t how my life is supposed to end.” 

He looked away. “Z once told me the way to overcome the fear of death is to embrace it.”

“I won’t admit defeat.” I sighed. “And I don’t care what Confucius says. I’m not gonna just sit back and accept death. We have to try something, anything. Maybe we can create a distraction and jump back onstage. They can’t get to us up there.” 

“That’s suicide!” he said. 

“And staying down here isn’t?” 

“Kirk’s gotta be pissed, unless he thinks we’re already dead. If they see us, they’ll fill us fulla holes.” 

“Maybe not. We can say we rolled off by accident, in the heat of the fight. Instinctively, we just took cover and hid. Besides, I’d rather take my chances with them then these zombies. If he shoots me, at least I didn’t die a coward...or a meal.” 

“If he don’t order us killed, he’ll make us continue the fight till one of us is dead. Are you prepared to do that? I don’t wanna kill ya, kid. Really. If we return to the stage, that’s what I’ll be forced to do, and then I’ll be back in bondage once again. I refuse to live that way. I’d rather die right now.” 

“You can’t possibly prefer death by zombies,” I said. 

He reached for my hand. “I don’t. That’s why I need you to use that gun.” 

“No,” I said. 

He shook his head. “Dang you, boy,” he said, furious. He then swallowed hard and looked up to the ceiling. “This can’t be the way I’m gonna die,” he said. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Please, God, take care of my family, my wife and kids...and please let them things kill me quick, since Dean won’t shoot me.”

“Another one got in!” I said.

Jim spun around and kicked the mangled corpse in the chest. It fell sideways and he finished it off with his boot. 

“I’ve got an idea!” I said. “We can smear zombie guts on our bodies. If we smell like them, they won’t attack us.”

“Trying to blend in with the brain-munchers?” 

“It’s worked before!”

“It ain’t gonna work now. There are too many of them! We’re soaked with human blood from that bath Kirk’s guy gave us.” 

“It’ll work. It’s saved lives before.”

“It ain’t gonna save ours. There are too many in this horde, and they keep ‘em good and starved so they’ll put on a good show for Blood Fest.” 

“When my sister was trapped in a museum, zombie guts saved her. We’ve gotta try.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t want to be eaten alive. All things considered, I’d rather you just shoot me.”  

Another trio of snapping zombies lumbered in our direction. Two fell over wooden boards, but the third just stared at me like it hadn’t eaten in weeks and was desperate for a meal. It had short, bleach blonde hair with deteriorated skin and a mangled nose. Swinging my bat, its blonde wig flew off, revealing a green, bald head. I put the thing out of its misery. Jim took out the other two with a few swift kicks with his boot. 

“So are we gonna end this or what?” he asked. “I’ve gotta do it while I’ve got the nerve.”  

I shoved him away from me. “No, Jim! I’m not shooting anybody.”  

“Don’t make me take that gun from you. I’ll do you and then me if I have to. It’s for your own good!” he shouted. 

In an instant, his rage took over, as if he’d morphed suddenly into Quick Death. He body-slammed me, and we wrestled over the layers of debris. Anger consumed me, and I fought with every ounce of strength I had left. In a blur, he had the gun and was holding it against my neck.  

“Don’t do it,” I said. 

His eyes welled with tears that I didn’t know he was capable of crying, and his voice began to waver. “I’m saving you from a torturous fate.”

“Liar!” I screamed. “You’re still after your revenge!” 

He cocked the gun, his fingers trembling on the trigger. “I told you that I’m over that. Think of this as a favor. I doubt I’ll be seeing ya in the afterlife, but try to remember that I did this one good thing. Please try to remember that.”

Frantic, I slid my hands around in the garbage and boards, searching for anything I could use as a weapon. As I felt around, my fingers hit the edge of something metal and flat. “Wait! I think I found it!” I said.  

He scowled. “C’mon, Dean. Just take this like a man. It’ll all be over before you know it, and then I’m gonna—” 

Before he could utter the rest of his sentence, a zombie grabbed his shoulder. 

When he turned to smack it off of him, I knocked the gun out of his hand. Ignoring me, he tackled the stick-thin zombie behind him. Grabbing a giant rock, he swung down onto the zombie’s head.

Teeth clacked. A rotter with spikey hair reached for me. Without wasting one precious second, I jammed my knife into its mushy eye socket. It fell backward into the debris.  

I pointed over to where I had felt the metal. “I wasn’t kidding! See for yourself!”

Jim shoved several pieces of debris out of the way, and his eyes widened in surprise. “You’re right!” he said, sniffling. “It’s here! The manhole cover is really here.”

My heart skipped in victory, but the joy didn’t last long. More zombies were crawling inside, and I heard the sound of plastic snapping and metal bending as they broke the panel completely loose. Endless corpses stumbled in through the opening, their mouths agape and salivating. Dread knotted in my stomach, and I hoped we hadn’t lived just long enough to die.

Chapter 28

The ghouls maneuvered, thrashed, and fought their way through the jungle of junk. Over a dozen zombies quickly made it through, and the others weren’t far behind. Jim, just as frightened as I was, grabbed a pipe and started swinging. 

The closet one snarled like an attack dog. I took aim at its wrinkled forehead and pulled the trigger. The gunshot riled the others up, and they moaned and reached for me. I knew it was risky to fire, because Kirk or the spectators or snipers might hear, but I had no choice but to fire off another round. I was hell-bent on escaping, so a hailstorm of bullets tore into the undead. 

A second later, something clawed at my pant leg. As its rotting teeth tried to bite into my ankle, I slammed the heel of my boot into its sorry head. Its skull crunched like a porcelain vase. I shot another rotter right in the face as I flung off two more, then slammed another magazine into the gun.

“We gotta get outta here!” Jim shouted. “Gimme a hand!”

Together, we lifted the manhole lid. Jim grabbed the red backpack and scurried down the ladder into the darkness. He screamed when a loud, gruff moan erupted from below. 

A chill shot up my spine. “How many?” I shouted, certain that we were about to face zombies galore, no matter which direction we went. 

“It’s Pit Bull!” he said, his voice stricken with panic.  

I shined the flashlight down. A tall zombie had grabbed Jim with one hand and was lunging for his neck. With quick reflexes, I reached for my knife and threw it into the zombie’ head. It backed up, as if it was dazed, but it quickly pounced on him again for the kill. Jim thrashed as he tried to fight the snapping thing off of him. Just as the zombie went to sink its teeth into Jim’s neck, I aimed my gun and pulled the trigger. 

“Get down here!” Jim said as the thing crumpled at his feet. “Get down here now!” 

I took one last look at the dozens of zombies behind me, then scurried down in through the manhole. As green and black hands reached for me, I grabbed the lid and secured it in the opening. Panting for breath, I hurried down the rusty ladder. 

Jim pointed at the zombie I had killed. “You got him,” he said.

I pulled my knife from the dead zombie. “I thought you said those two escaped.” 

He let out a long breath. “I thought they did, but I guess Pit Bull didn’t fare as well as we did.”

“Are you sure that’s him?” I asked.

“Yeah. He’s still got that spiked collar, his trademark.” 

I looked at the zombie and realized he was handcuffed to the wall by one hand. “Looks like The Butcher left him to die.”

“They hated one another, in the ring and outside it.”

My gaze narrowed. “Is this how we’re gonna end up?”

“We didn’t come this far for me to kill you...or vice versa.” He handed me another backpack. “I found two more, one for you and one for me. They left a nice stockpile down here. Consider this a truce.”

“I’m up for that,” I said, combining the supplies from the red backpack with the ones in the fuller backpack. 

“You didn’t kill my brother. That psycho Claire did. I can’t blame you for it.” 

I didn’t appreciate the things he was saying about Claire as he went on with his rant, especially since he had no right to refer to her as a psycho when his brother was absolutely certifiable. However, I also knew it would do no good to strike up an argument with him. For the time being, we had to be allies. I ignored his rambling and shoved as many supplies as I could into the fresh backpack, then threw it over my shoulders. “We gotta move,” I said. “I’m sure that gunfire will have people coming for us.” 

Instead of following me, Jim just stood there, looking down at the filthy, damp floor.

“Let’s go!”

A sob emerged from him.

“What’s wrong? Were you bitten?”

“No.”

“Then what is it?”

He shook my shoulders. “I just... I can’t believe I’m free, that I’m actually still alive. I thought we were dead back there.” 

“If you wanna keep it that way, we’ve gotta get a move-on.” 

He nodded. “What were the chances that we’d survive that?”

“One in a billion,” I said, grinning. 

“Hmm. Maybe we oughtta start playing the lotto.” Jim smiled and shined a flashlight ahead, and we started briskly walking. “Thing is, maybe you shouldn’t have let off all that gunfire,” he said as we trudged along.  

“Hmm. Well, maybe I shoulda just let that zombified Pit Bull bite you then. Talk about a bad case of rabies.” 

“One shot might not have been so noticeable, but you went all Rambo on those zombies at the top.”

“I had no choice. Too many were coming at me. I couldn’t fight them all off with a baseball bat. It was do or die.”

He peered around in the darkness. “How the heck do we find our way out of here?” he asked, wrinkling his nose up at the stench. 

“Just look for light shining through a manhole cover.”

“I wonder what they think of them gunshots?” he asked. 

“I don’t know. The crowd was pretty loud, and we were way down low, in a blind spot.”

“Yeah. They did see us fall into a pit of zombies.”

“I don’t really care what they think. We’re way ahead of them. I just wanna get as far away as possible from the lunatics who zip-lined me down to a stage surrounded by zombies.” 

“There are a lotta lunatics in this world,” he said. 

“Yep,” I said, because there was no denying that. 

“I know Z was one of them. I realized my brother had a screw loose the second he murdered all those innocent people at the bottom of the hill near your apartment building. He killed ‘em all in cold blood, just to prove a point. He was a cruel man, and I hated that, but I had to love him ‘cause he was blood. I was angry when he died, mad at that Claire chick, but I guess...well, from what I seen here, with this Kirk jerk, I know the world is better without tyrants like Z in it.”

“You’re mad at Claire for shooting him in self-defense, but he locked me and her in a factory and tried to feed us to zombies, then set the building on fire. As if that wasn’t bad enough, he also threw Claire into an ice-cold pool in the middle of winter, full of snapping zombies. I hate to say it, but I’d have to agree with you that your brother was a lunatic.”

“I guess I see why she shot him. I thought she was bitten, but it must’ve been just a gash, ‘cause she never turned.”

I wasn’t about to explain the truth, because I didn’t want Jim to know that we had access to a serum that made her immune to zombie bites. That had to be our little secret, and I couldn’t divulge it to just anyone. “Well, Z thought she was bitten, too, so he had no remorse for what he did to her.”

“That was cold. He tried to take a woman’s life without batting an eyelash.” He shook his head. “Ya know, I don’t know why he was like that. Mama musta dropped him on his head one too many times. I bought into his crap for a while, but I knew he was up to no good.”

“Let’s not talk about Z,” I said. “He was your brother, and I’m sure you don’t want to hear me bashing him. Maybe it’s best to just let him rest in peace.”

Suddenly, moaning and footsteps caught my attention, and I saw something hobbling toward us from the left. When it staggered into view, Jim pointed his gun. 

I yanked his arm. “No! If there are more down here, they’ll be on us like—”

“White on rice,” he repeated for the umpteenth time, grinning. “You’re right,” he said, nodding.

I reached for my knife. As the corpse stumbled closer, I plunged my knife into its head. It dropped into a dirty puddle of water without so much as one sound. I then pointed up ahead. “Look!”

Jim’s eyes widened in surprise as he caught sight of streams of daylight shining through the holes in an upcoming manhole lid. “Ya think they’re up there waiting for us?” he asked. 

“Not unless you orchestrated it or are in on one of Kirk’s ludicrous tests.” 

He shook his head as we approached the ladder. “Goodness, the things you think up. And people say I’m crazy.”

I chuckled.

“Hey, wait,” he said. “Before we go, I have something I want to give you.” He reached into his pocket and handed me my pocketknife back.

I was stunned. “Kirk’s people took this from me when they first captured me. It was a present for my eighteenth birthday.”

“It ended up with a friend of mine and he told me the story. I thought you should have it, so I got it back for you.”

“How did you get it past Kirk?” I asked. 

“One of my buddies slipped it to me on top of the roof. I told him I needed it to kill you.”

I chuckled, then slipped it deep into my pocket. “Thank you, Jim. This means a lot to me.”

“No problem.”  

I cautiously followed him up the ladder.

He lifted the lid, and we both sighed in relief that it opened so easily. He climbed up one more rung of the ladder and stuck his head out on the surface of the street.  

“See anything?” I asked. 

“Looks clear,” he said. “Today just might be our lucky day.”

Jim climbed out, and I quickly scaled the rest of the ladder and squeezed out of the manhole and onto the street. I glanced around and so no one, living or living dead.  

“We did it!” Jim said. “Now let’s get outta here. We gotta run, fast as our legs can carry us, before they figure out what’s going on and come after us. Maybe we can snag a car, find a map.” 

I couldn’t believe we were finally free from Kirk and his band of lunatics. I had no idea if Jackie and the others were still alive, but I had to get back to Fairport and find out. If they were still alive, if their death was just some ploy Kirk drummed up to manipulate me, I knew they would be busy planning another rescue attempt. The last thing I needed was for them to put themselves in danger again. I knew if Kirk got his hands on Nick or Val, they would be doomed to fight, just like I was. 

“I know heading east will take us outta town,” Jim said. 

I nodded. “Then east we go.”

Zing!

Suddenly, from out of nowhere, a bullet hit Jim right in the throat, sending a stream of blood down his chest. Within seconds, another bullet struck him in the forehead. He fell over and crashed to the concrete. 

Sniper! I thought, looking down at the dead man in a panic and, surprisingly, with great pity. 

Chapter 29

With lightning speed and no time to mourn the fallen father of six, I ran toward the closest building. The front window was shattered, so I jumped inside. Bullets flew overhead as Kirk’s men continued with their onslaught. I ducked and kept low as I crawled through the aisles of the cooking store, clanging pots and pans and utensils along the way. I groaned when I slammed my knee down on a fancy ice cream scoop. I was sure there had to be a back way out, and going that way would be a lot safer than risking sniper fire on the street.  

As if my human enemies were not enough, a zombie was suddenly towering over me. My fingers instinctively reached for a frying pan on the shelf. I jumped at the zombie and whacked it in the head. It stumbled a few steps back and fell, but more growls came from behind me. Two more undead lumbered toward me, but I was ready to take them on with a culinary arsenal. I didn’t want to use my gun and stir up more zombies.

Suddenly, a hailstorm of bullets flew into the place, tearing a few zombies to shreds. I ran to the end of the aisle and knocked over several shelves and display racks to create a barricade as more bullets flew toward me. One ricocheted off the wall and nearly nailed me in the head. 

My flashlight wavered in my hand as I hunted for the back exit. I knew anything could come out of nowhere and reach for me, so I had to be constantly on guard. I was ready to run, but I had to be smart about it. 

I glanced down a corridor and saw a door at the end, marked with a placard that said, “Employees Only.” My heart practically leapt out of my chest as I walked into the dark area, because I had no idea what could be waiting for me back here. Holding my gun with one hand and my flashlight with the other, I took soft, quick steps. The hall and the lounge appeared to be abandoned, but I had to be on constant alert. 

No way out. I had to keep going.

I opened the door to another huge room filled with shelves and boxes. I knew I was in some kind of warehouse area. Gun drawn, I scooted around some towering boxes.

Clear.

My heart was beating a million miles a minute. I ran past some more boxes and shelves. How do I get out of here? I kept moving through the room, just thankful it was empty. I never had lucky breaks like this. I didn’t think any zombies were back here. It was just me and a few rats that ran past my feet.  

When I finally saw the “Exit” sign across the room, I let out a sigh of relief. That quickly gave way to doubt, as I wondered if Kirk’s men would be expecting me to go that route. Are they waiting for me out there? I wondered. Did I really beat them to the punch?  

I peered around me, one more time, shining my flashlight. 

Nothing.

My boots echoed across the floor as I ran through the dark warehouse room. When I got to the exit, I took a deep breath. If Kirk was behind that door, I was so screwed. I pointed my gun, ready to fire if I had to. 

I slowly opened the back door. A zombie as tall as a basketball player with festering skin and white eyes reached for me. Glancing up, I fired. I didn’t want to fire the gun and alert anyone else to my location but I just wanted out of here. Its head gushed black liquid, and I kicked the corpse away with my boot. It fell back against a garbage dumpster, leaving a long, black smear on the green metal.

I stumbled through the streets lost. After rounding the corner, I ran down the narrow alley and turned left, then right. I had no idea where I was going. I only knew I had to get out of there, and I remembered that Jim had said to head east. I glanced over my shoulder and saw a figure sprinting toward me. It was definitely one of Kirk’s guys. A swift swivel back around revealed that I was blocked by a fence, at what might literally turn into a dead end. Refusing to give in so easily, I got a running start and shimmied up the metal fence and threw my body over it with all the precision of an Olympic pole-vaulter. 

I landed on my side, but the pain didn’t faze me. Scrambling to my feet, I zigzagged down a couple streets, then made a few more sharp lefts and rights and darted behind another building. I caught my breath and ran, never looking over my shoulder. I hurried down a flight of concrete steps, into a parking garage. Glancing around, I didn’t see any undead. What I did see, much to my relief, was a whole bunch of cars to choose from. 

Everything was a blur, but I quickly hopped into a blue car that had a full gas tank. I had no problem hotwiring it, and I found a map in the glove box that would guide me through the most obscure route out of town. I knew it was best to avoid the main roads, because I was sure Kirk had roadblocks and ambushes set up already.  

I drove through alleyways and side streets like a maniac and finally found a relatively unknown way out of town. When I spotted a horde blocking the road ahead of me, I threw the car in reverse and went down a different road. As soon as the coast was clear, I stopped for a minute to take a glance at the map. “Why couldn’t I have stolen one with GPS?” I scolded myself, studying the folded paper carefully. The gas was dwindling, and I had to be careful not to waste it by going too far out of the way.

When I was far from town, I stopped to study the map again. No use going the wrong way.

Suddenly, a dead hand started pounding on the window. I looked out at the horrible atrocity and saw that a crowbar was lodged deep in its skull. I debated getting out and stealing the weapon, but I already had a knife, and two guns with ammo. I lost the bat somewhere along the way, not sure exactly where. I put the map away and grabbed a can of cherry cola and some Vienna sausages from the backpack. 

The thing banged again. 

“Sorry, buddy,” I said. “It’s dinner time...and I’m not gonna be your main course.” I found it funny and a bit sad that I was so accustomed to zombies that they didn’t even faze me anymore. Still, the thing was annoying, and I was way too whipped to fight it, so I just drove away. 

I sped down the road hoping to get home before nightfall. As I wolfed down the food and soda, I thought about Jim. We had been enemies for a long time, but in the end, he had proven to be a friend. Like the rest of us, all he wanted was a fresh start, to get away and start over. Now, he would never have that chance. I had seen a spark of goodness in him, and I felt bad for the family he had left behind. Without his plan and his help, I would still have been in that city, held against my will and forced to fight.  

Clearly, Kirk had heard the gunfire and put two and two together. There were snipers already positioned when we came out of the manhole, and if I hadn’t run off the way I did, I would have had a bullet in my head too. I bet Kirk had every manhole cover in town guarded. Still, I regretted that I hadn’t stuck around long enough to give Jim a burial. He died on the cold, lonely asphalt, and I hated that, but when it came to survival, I knew I had to get out of there. All things considered, I’m sure he woulda done the same thing, I thought to myself, before they were on him like...white on rice.  

Chapter 30

Hours later, I pulled into the apartment complex. I rushed out of the car and saw Grandma, Ed, and Steven walking across the parking lot to greet me. “Hey!” I said, relieved to see familiar faces. 

“You’re alive!” Ed shouted. “He didn’t kill you! I’ve got to get Rachel!”

“Great to see you, man!” Steven shouted. “How on earth did you manage to escape?”

“Long story.”

He looked down at my bloody clothes. “I can see that.”

“Come inside my apartment,” Grandma said. “You have to be freezing.”

“I will, but not right now. I’m a nervous wreck.”

She looked at Steven. “Get him a blanket from your trunk.”

He nodded, walked over to his car, and popped opened the trunk. He grabbed a big black blanket and handed it to Grandma who wrapped me up in it. 

“There. Now you’ll stay nice and warm.” She then threw her arms around me. “Dean! Are you okay?”

I squeezed her in a big hug. “I’m fine, and I’m so glad to see you.”

Her eyes widened. “What happened? You’re covered in blood. Are you hurt? I have a first aid kit in the bathroom.”

“It’s not mine,” I whispered. “I’ll tell you all about it later. I just need the truth right now. Are they...dead?”

“Who?”

“Jackie and the others. Kirk showed me a Jeep that they blew up, said she and some others died in the explosion.” 

Sadness washed over her face. A shiver shot down my spine. And I knew that maybe Kirk was telling the truth after all. I swallowed hard as I pondered. If I found out they really did die, I was going back to find Kirk. I’d make him pay! And I didn’t care if I died trying.  

“Yes, a group was killed,” she said.  

My stomach clenched. “Oh gosh. Nick? Val?” I asked, fearing the answer. I loved my siblings so much and couldn’t bear the thought of living without them. “Is Jackie alive?” I asked. “How about Lucas, Claire, Kate, and Asia?”

She looked up at me. “They’re okay. It wasn’t your group. They were volunteers from the next town. Some of their people were kidnapped, too, so they wanted to help.” 

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “I feel so bad for their loss.”

“I’m sorry, too, but they got out a few of their people in a third truck.”

“Who were they?”

“Sally, John, and Rick.”

“I met them once, but never really talked to them. I had no idea they were kidnap victims too.”

Her face beamed. “Nick, Asia, Kate, Lucas, Jackie, and Claire are all alive.”

Steven smiled. “Yeah, they’re all here. Let’s go tell them you’re back.”

They’re alive!

Happiness flooded through me. I collapsed to my knees and began to sob. 

Grandma knelt down next to me and rubbed my back, comforting me. 

“I-I don’t even know what to say,” I mumbled. “I thought...” I sniffled and began to tremble, overwhelmed with emotion. “I thought they could all be dead because of me. I wasn’t sure. I thought Kirk was playing mind games. But then I thought, what if he wasn’t? What if they were dead? You wouldn’t believe the things that ran through my mind.” 

“It’s okay,” Steven said. “Kirk’s a liar. He was just trying to torment and manipulate you.” 

“Dean!” I heard a beautiful voice call out behind me. 

I glanced up and turned and saw Jackie screaming hysterically for me. I scrambled to my feet, raced toward her, and embraced her in a long hug. “Kirk told me—” 

She touched my face and shushed me. “Baby, he was just playing mind games with you.”

“I didn’t want to believe him.”

Val screamed as she raced toward me. She hugged me as she wept. I was so overwhelmed by the tearful reunion. 

When Nick came down, he gave me a bear hug, followed by Lucas. 

“You got outta there just in time, little brother,” Nick said.

“Personally, I’m a little pissed,” Lucas said. “We’ve been planning to crash that party again tonight, and I was kinda lookin’ forward to it.” 

“You would be,” Val said. “No rest for the brainless.”

I laughed at their banter as everyone else came over to greet me. They couldn’t believe I escaped. The girls wouldn’t stop hugging me, and Nick wanted to hear all about it, hanging on my every word. They couldn’t believe my story of escape to freedom. 

“Lucas told us all about the zombie minefield,” Kate said. “That oughtta be a Hollywood script...or at least an Xbox game.”

Tears ran down Jackie’s face. “I was so worried. I couldn’t sleep or eat. Nobody could console me.”

I hugged her. “It’s okay. We’re all back together now, and that’s all that matters.” I held her tight and she wrapped her arms around me. 

Nick and Val were still shaken up about the entire abduction. Nick wanted to leave right away and make our way back to Ohio. “If those nuts decide to come lookin’ for you, we won’t be able to fight that many,” he said. 

“I agree,” Lucas said, and Asia and Kate agreed wholeheartedly. 

Val hugged me. “Don’t ever scare me like that ever again,” she said, her voice wavering. “I didn’t know where you were or what happened. We were so crazy with worry. I already lost Max, and I’m not about to lose you.”

“Just add Kirk to our long list of lunatics,” I said. 

“If we hadn’t found that guy, the one they left for dead,” Kate said, “we would’ve had no idea where you were.”

Claire nodded. “It was a lucky break, that’s for sure.”

“Even if you didn’t find us, we would’ve escaped eventually,” Asia said assuredly. 

“We got you out of there sooner,” Nick winked. 

“How did things get so crazy?” Val said. 

I hugged her. “I’m so sorry about Max.”

“Thanks,” she whispered. ”At least he’s in a better place, and he was brave to the end.” She was silent for a moment, then said, “My life won’t be the same without him.” 

We chatted for a little bit, and I tried to comfort my sister as best I could. As much as it pained me that Max wasn’t with us anymore, and as difficult as it had been to watch Jim die, it felt good to be back with my friends and family. 

“Let’s say our goodbyes,” Nick said, “and then we’re outta here tomorrow first light. Is that okay with everybody?”

We all nodded. I’d had enough of Fairport and was ready to move on. It was time to get the cure in the right hands and to find out if the rest of our family was still okay.  

* * *

I bathed, washed my hair, and threw out my bloodstained clothes. Claire and Jackie brought me clean clothes from my dresser. Around ten p.m., we all gathered around the fire for the last time. Rachel, Steven, and Ed joined us. We talked and laughed for hours. Rachel and Steven told everyone about our sewer adventures. They also thanked me for risking my life and helping to save Rachel. 

We talked about everything and Lucas kept telling his lame jokes. Kate laughed and I knew how much she actually enjoyed them. Nick wrapped his arm around Claire and Sparkles cuddled in her lap. Lucas cracked another joke and Nick let out a long, deep laugh. When my brother loosened up and wasn’t being all drill sergeant on me, he could be a nice guy. I liked seeing this side of my brother. I wish he was like this all the time. Maybe if he had a normal life, he would be. 

Sitting on the couch in front of the warm fire, laughing, and having a good time was nice. And for just one moment, I felt normal. Spending time together and hanging out like this was something special and I enjoyed every minute of it. 

That night, I slept better than I had in weeks. The next morning, I walked all around the town and said my farewells to the good residents of Fairport. I’d met some special people there, people who had really touched my life. I would never forget Grandma and her colorful sweaters and that delicious birthday cake she’d made for me. Max was gone, but he had trained them and organized them well, and they would survive. Z and his gang had been eliminated, Charlie was dead, and the hybrids were destroyed. The town was still protected by the inexplicable barrier. It was of great comfort to know that Fairport would be just fine without us, because the people there had fought so hard to live, and they deserve to do just that.  

I went back upstairs and looked at Lucas, who had his arm around Kate. “Where’s Val?”

“She’s outside,” Kate said. “She’s still pretty upset about Max. I figured she might want some alone time before we take off.” 

I grabbed a bottle of water. 

“Hold up,” Lucas said. “We gotta go easy on those. We don’t have many left.”

“I’m sure Val can use one,” I retorted. 

He didn’t even fight me. “Sure. Of course.” 

I threw my coat on and went outside to where Val was sitting on a bench, shivering in her black jacket. I handed her the bottle, and she thanked me. I wanted to say something, but I couldn’t pull the words together. She was so sad, and I didn’t know how to comfort her. In that way, I was quite like my big brother. “I-I’m not sure what to say,” I admitted. “I’m so sorry this happened. We’re all devastated. This community won’t be the same without Max.”

“Yeah, well, fate likes to screw me over. I should be getting used to it.” 

“You can’t think that way. You—”

“You have no idea of the pain I’m going through right now. You’ve never lost anyone close to you.”

“I thought I lost Jackie, so I do know what you’re feeling. I have been there myself.”

“Maybe, but you got her back. You can still have your happily-ever-after. I’m the queen of tragedy. It just follows me wherever I go. I must be cursed.”

“It’s the world we live in. It steals the people we love.” 

“I’m in such a dark place right now. When I lost my fiancé and family, I didn’t think it could get any worse, but it did. I lost my neighbors and friends one by one. When a whole group of my friends was killed at once, I was devastated. One of them made it back to my house, died while she was there, turned, then killed my dogs. I had to put her down. I lost my job, my house, my identity. It’s like my whole life was just...erased, like none of it mattered. But it mattered to me.”

“That must’ve been hard,” I said. 

“Well, I had a small ray of hope when I met Kyle. We had this...connection, and I hadn’t felt that way about anyone since Travis died. We were so close to the island, but then I was bitten by a zombie in the water when I was trying to untie the boat. I thought I was dead. Kyle was ripped away from me, along with Sammy and Jenny. It’s so Shakespearean. They all think I’m dead.” 

“Well, now you can tell them you’re not.”

She sighed. “Kyle was the love of my life, but he was ripped away from me. I had to let go, because it hurt too much to think of him, and I was sure I’d never see him again. I still don’t think I will. We came here after many hardships, and I met Max. We dated in secret, but we really connected, ya know? He took away the pain I was feeling from missing Travis and Kyle and all the friends and family I lost along the way. I opened my heart, but then fate stepped in and tore him from me too. Why, Dean? What did I ever do to deserve that?” she asked, weeping. “Sometimes I wish I would have stayed in zombie form. At least then, I didn’t have to feel anything.”

I rubbed her back, trying to comfort her. Seeing her cry when she was usually so very strong made me uncomfortable, but she needed me, for a change. She was hurting, and I just wished I knew the right words to say to make her feel better.  

“I’m done with romantic entanglements,” she said. “No more. There’s just no room for love in this new world. I’ll just focus on surviving, fighting, and helping out whatever community we hook up with. I refuse to open my heart only to have it ripped open again. I’m not going to go looking for love ever again.”

“You don’t have to look for love. It just sorta finds you,” I said, as if I was some kind of expert. “I mean, I don’t think it’s something you can plan for. I certainly wasn’t expecting to find Jackie out here in this world gone mad. It just happened, and the same thing happened to Nick and Lucas. Love came when they least expected it.” 

“Yeah. I guess things were kind of spontaneous, especially with Kyle.”

Whoever Kyle was, he had clearly captured Val’s heart. I’d met him briefly while he waited on my mom’s porch when Val first came. She had grieved Travis’s death for a long time, but when she met Kyle, she’d fallen in love with him. She claimed she had gotten over him, but I was pretty sure that wasn’t true and that Max was just the man she met on the rebound. I knew she cared a great deal about Max, but I didn’t ever see them lasting for very long. He was older, and she felt safe with him. Unfortunately, none of us were ever really safe, and sadly, Max had succumbed to the constant danger.  

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to be alone a little while longer,” she said.  “Thanks for the water though...and for talking to me.”

I gave her a hug and walked back into the apartment.  

“Well? Is she coming with us or not?” Nick asked.  

I let out a long breath. “I don’t know.”

He cocked a brow. “You didn’t ask?” 

“She’s pretty torn up. I didn’t have the heart to bring it up.”

“What kind of vibe did you get?” he asked.

“I don’t know. She’s so upset about Max. Maybe you should go out later and try to talk to her.” 

“I don’t deal with that kind of stuff,” he said.

“Neither do I, but at least I made an effort.”

He blew out a breath. “I’ll send Claire out.”

I met his gaze. “Seriously? She needs you, Nick, her brother, not your girlfriend.” 

“But I don’t even know what to say. I’m not a therapist, some kind of grief counselor! I was trained for battle, not feelings.”

“Just say you’re sorry and give her a hug. It’s that simple. You guys have a lot more in common than DNA. Surely, you know how she feels. I mean, you lost Darla, and...well, you know.”

Still consumed by the pain, he inhaled sharply at the mention of his lost love’s name, as if I’d stuck a finger in an open wound. “I’ll never forget that day,” he said, his voice wavering.

“Then you know what she’s going through.”

“Yep, and I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy.” A sheen glossed over his eyes, but he tried to hide it with a macho act. “Val needs you. You’re way easier to talk to than me. I don’t do feelings...or commitment.”

“Then what is Claire to you?” I asked. 

“That’s not your concern,” he said. 

“I don’t get why she’s with you. You’re going to lose her if you keep jerking her around.”

“What, you think you know everything now just because you killed a few zombies and turned eighteen?” He stared at me hard. “Claire and I are...complicated. You’re too young to understand it.” 

“Do you even love her?” I asked, ignoring his insults.

He looked away, as if deep in thought. 

“Don’t lead her on. She’s awesome, and she deserves better than that. We’ve become really good friends.”

“How can I betray Darla?” he asked, his eyes filled with pain and sadness.

“She’s dead, Nick.”

“I know,” he whispered. 

“I loved Darla too, but she died a long time ago. Is that what this is all about?”

He ignored me and changed the subject. “Anyway, I can’t talk to Val right now. I don’t know how to deal with weepy girls. I just suck at it. You handle it.”  

“She doesn’t want to confide in me. Like you, she just sees me as a kid brother, with no real understanding of what it’s like to lose someone close to me. I guess she’s right about that, since I got Jackie back. You, on the other hand, have been through the same thing she has. She needs to talk to somebody who’s been there, somebody who’s lived through the nightmare of actually losing the person they chose to spend the rest of their life with. Not only did you lose Darla, but you had to shoot her. Val had to shoot Max too.” 

“I know that pain firsthand,” he said, with a quiver still in his voice. “I guess I can talk to her for a minute.”

“Good, because she’s hurting pretty bad.”

“I didn’t want her to stay in Fairport or date Max. He wasn’t right for her. We all knew it. But that doesn’t mean I wanted the guy dead. He was a good leader, an honorable man, and he went out on a limb for everyone here.”

“Max was one of the most respectable guys I’ve ever met. The whole thing is awful, but we can’t blame anyone here. It was an accident. Now that he’s gone, I kind of wish she and Lucas would have been able to work things out. At least then she wouldn’t feel so...lonely.” 

“Me too. Lucas has really grown up. He’s not the womanizer he once used to be, stumbling around drunk as a skunk, with a chick on each arm.”

I nodded. “I know he still talks crazy, but I think the zombie apocalypse has made him take life more seriously.”

“Except for the corny jokes and puns,” Nick said. 

I laughed. “I’m hoping Kate will straighten him out.”

“If anyone can, it’s her.”

“I never expected Lucas to be with Kate,” I said. 

“I know. We’ve been through a lot, and people get close during hard times. I guess one thing led to another. Besides, when I think about it, Val and he really didn’t click. They did at first, but they quickly realized they aren’t right for one another.”

“They used to argue a lot,” I said. 

“Yeah, well, I think Lucas still really cares about her, despite their differences, even if he doesn’t want to admit it.”

“He seemed pretty jealous when I told him Val was dating Max. I’m sure he still has feelings for her,” I said.

“It doesn’t matter. He’s with Kate now, so we have to accept that.”

“I do, and Kate’s a wonderful person.”

“Yes, she is.”

I let out a long sigh. “So...what’s the game plan?” 

“We need to leave ASAP—all of us.” 

“What if Val decides to stay?”

His lip twitched. “She won’t.”

“She has friends here,” I said. “She feels safe here too. I don’t think she’s ready to go back out on the road.”

“She’s stronger than you think.”

I swallowed hard. “If she chooses to stay, I won’t fight her on it. It’ll kill me, but I want her to be happy.” 

Nick nodded. “Me too. Let’s just hope she comes to her senses.” 
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We said our goodbyes to everyone and quickly packed up. The vials were safely stashed in the SUV, as that bag was the most important among all of our luggage and supplies. We all hoped the scientists could put it to good use and find the cure the world so desperately needed. 

The vehicle was a parting gift from the fine people of Fairport, a thank-you for all of our help. They wanted us to get to the island safely, so they offered a fully armored Knight XV SUV, a six-seater. It would allow us to cross practically any terrain. It was a powerful vehicle with a 6.8-liter, V10 engine, night vision cameras, and bulletproof armor. They also gave us a brand new RV. There was nothing really fancy about that, but it would provide us with a safe place to sleep while we were on the road, and we wouldn’t have to risk looking for shelter in zombie-infested towns or buildings. If we suspected trouble in the night, we could always drive off in our pajamas. 

When Claire came out with Sparkles, Nick’s jaw dropped. “Tell me you’re not bringing that yapping ankle-biter,” he said. 

“Of course I am! I can’t leave Sparkles here. She’s gotten me through some tough times, like when I thought Jackie died.”

“Val will take good care of her,” he insisted. 

“I know, but I can’t bring myself to leave her. We can put her in the RV. You won’t even know she’s there.” 

She shot Nick a pouty lip, and he couldn’t possibly say no. Sparkles wagged her tail as I patted her on the head. I was glad the dog would join us on our journey, because I’d kind of gotten attached to her, and so had everyone else.

Val refused to come with us, so tearful farewells were in order. Saying goodbye to my sister was one of the hardest things I’d ever had to do. “Till next time,” I said, hugging her, and I prayed to God there would be one, because I couldn’t bear the thought of never seeing her again.  

She hugged me back tightly, as if she didn’t want to let me go. “You know it.”

I wanted to say something more, something clever and poetic, but I was too numb. My heart was aching, and my eyes welled with tears that I struggled to hide. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t avoid the pain of goodbye. I was forced to face the drastic changes that lay ahead, forced to realize that Val had chosen Fairport over us so she could move on with her life. She wanted stability, and we couldn’t promise that to her—at least not yet. We didn’t know if she’d be allowed on the island. We didn’t even know if our loved ones there were still alive or if any of us would be welcome there. What if they’re all dead? I wondered. What if we get there and discover we’re back to square one? If we stayed in Fairport, we would be safe and surrounded by people who loved and cared for us, but we couldn’t go on without knowing if our parents were alive. We had to know. 

“Please come with us,” I pleaded one last time. 

“I can’t go back there,” she whispered. “Please understand.”

“You parents...our parents are there, waiting.”

“So is a syringe with my name on it.” 

“You took the cure.”

“I’m afraid it won’t be enough for them. I can never forget how they almost took my life. And because of them, I lost Kyle, Sammy, and Jenny. They think I’m dead. I know you said we can find them, but they could be anywhere by now. I highly doubt they stayed there. My guess is that Kyle took off to Cleveland to look for the relatives he told me about.” She took a deep breath, then let it out. “Hey, I’ll be here. If things go sour, you can always come back. We’ll leave a light on for ya,” she said with a halfhearted smile.

“Okay.”

“Tell Mom and Dad how much I love them.”

I swallowed hard. “I will.”

Nick suddenly walked over and handed her an envelope. 

She looked at him quizzically, then opened it and pulled out a note and a key. “What’s this?”

He smiled. “You’ll find out soon enough.” 

And that was our final farewell. I climbed into the passenger seat of the SUV, and Jackie and Asia sat in the back. Nick wasn’t happy to have to go in the RV, but we drew straws, and that was where he ended up. Claire got to drive the RV for the first shift, but she was fine with that. Lucas, meanwhile, was our driver. 

We pulled out and took the lead. Leaving Val behind felt just as awful as it had felt to leave without Claire before. She might have stayed behind, too, but she loved Nick, and her emotions got in the way of her dream of a stable life. 

“We’re finally going home,” Lucas said. “Can’t wait to see Mike, Ted, and Jackson.”

“They’re gonna flip,” I said. 

“Won’t it be great to tell them everything we’ve been through?”

“They’re not going to believe us.”

He looked at me and smirked. “I’m not sure I’d even believe us.”

Jackie and Asia chuckled. 

I sadly waved at Val as we pulled out of the parking lot. We drove to the outskirts of town, ready to get on the freeway. Nobody said much at first; we were all still dumbstruck, and it didn’t feel right to leave without my sister.  

“She’ll be just fine,” Lucas said, finally cutting through the tension. “She’s safe, and to be honest, I wouldn’t wanna go back if I was her. I’ll never forget that look in her eyes when she knew they were going to euthanize her like a sick dog. She was horrified, but she accepted it bravely, because she didn’t want to become a zombie. I’ve never met anyone so strong. She kept telling that teenager to keep fighting, to live, giving hope when she didn’t have any herself. It was a real tear-jerker, man. I’d never seen anyone ready to go to their death so bravely.” 

I swallowed hard. “Speaking of death, my parents are gonna kill Nick and me for not bringing her back with us.”

“No, they’ll understand. They want her to be happy. They’ll be bummed at first, but they’ll be fine with it once they know she’s safe.”

“Slow down. Looks like the RV blew a tire,” Jackie said, pointing at Claire, who was pulling over. 

Lucas stopped the SUV across from the post office. “Crap. We can’t be having problems this early.”

“It’s good we caught it before we got into Zombie Land,” I said.

He parked the truck and looked at me. “What kind of junkyard campers did they try to pawn off on us anyway?” 

“It’s just a flat tire,” Jackie said. “We’ll be back on the road in no time.”

I nodded and reached for my rifle. “Definitely. Let’s secure the perimeter while Nick gets everything squared away.”

I opened the door and hopped out. I scanned our surroundings and thought it looked clear. The street was empty and deserted. My boots clicked as I walked down the street to the RV behind us.  

“All right, everyone,” Lucas said. “Get your guns. We’re all on guard duty while this tire gets fixed.”

Nick ran a hand through his hair. “Can you believe our luck?” 

“Yeah, man. Maybe fate doesn’t want us to leave,” Lucas joked with a chuckle. 

My brother grabbed the tire iron and walked over to the tire. “I don’t care what fate has in mind. I’m going home, and nothin’s gonna stop me.”

“Need help?” I asked. 

“Nah. Just play lookout. I don’t need some dead-head sinking its teeth into the back of my neck.”  

“Sure thing.” 

We all spread out to make sure our vehicles were covered. Suddenly, a large team of armed men came pouring out from four different directions and quickly surrounded us, training their weapons on us. 

“Oh no,” I said with a gasp as a familiar one walked out of the crowd.

“Who is it?” Claire asked, squinting.

“King of the kooks,” I said, as Kirk approached. 

He glared at me, and we were so outnumbered. 

“Hello, Dean,” he said.

My breath hitched in my throat.
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“Drop your guns!” he shouted. 

Our group rushed them, but Nick was instantly hit on the head with the butt of the gun, and I earned a breathtaking punch in the gut. Claire was knocked down, and Kate had her legs knocked out from under her. I wasn’t sure what they did to Lucas, but he was reeling too. In no time at all, we were entirely overpowered. I was surprised they didn’t just shoot us, because I was sure they wanted our vehicles and supplies. We were sorely outnumbered, and there was no way we could take out that many.

Kirk looked at a few of his men. “Frisk all of them for weapons!”  

I wanted to fight back, but with so many guns drawn on us, I thought that wasn’t such a good idea. If the bullets started flying, one of us could get killed. 

“Bring Dean, Jackie, and Asia here,” he said, “and that one too.” He pointed at Lucas. “Now!”

A guy grabbed me and forced me to walk over to Kirk. They dragged Lucas over, too, and Kirk sucker-punched him, knocking him down for the count. The thugs held guns to Jackie and Asia.

Kirk took a few steps toward me. He looked so hurt and heartbroken that I had betrayed him and left Oxford. 

“You almost got away with it,” he said. 

“Kirk...”

Before I could say another word, he hugged me tightly.

When I saw you tumble into that pit of zombies, my heart about exploded,” he said. “I couldn’t lose another son. Do you have any idea what you put me through? It was heart wrenching to know that you were being torn apart and there was nothing I could do about it.” His voice wavered as his eyes welled up with tears. “I gave you up for dead, son.”

“I’m sorry you had to go through that,” I said. 

“We were about to leave Blood Fest when we suddenly heard gunshots. I thought maybe some survivors were helping you, but I didn’t see anyone.”

“I let off some shots to kill a few zombies.”

I gasped as I was suddenly staring down the barrel of a pistol. He went from hugging me to threatening me, all in less than a minute. Talk about Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.

“Tell me, boy. Where did you get a gun?”

I didn’t answer and Kirk pointed his gun at Jackie. “I’ll just shoot your little girlfriend in the leg!”

“No! I’ll tell you everything I know.”

Kirk smiled. “That’s my boy.”

“Jim planned everything. There were backpacks waiting for us.”

“He had outside help?”

“He had too.”  

“I knew the gunshots somehow came from you.”

I nodded. “So? What are you gonna do now? Charge me with disturbing the peace and throw me back in that jail of yours?” 

His gaze narrowed. “No, I’ve got bigger and better plans for you.”

Ned shoved me. “We found the manhole!”

“You braved the zombies to find it?”

“How do you think we knew how to find you when you surfaced? I grew up here. There were only three places you could’ve come up. We staked them all out.”

I decided to try to play another hand with Kirk, just to see if he’d buy it. “What’d you expect me to do? We fell into a pit of zombies. When we rolled off the stage, Jim led me underneath. I was just looking for safety, and I didn’t wanna get my face ripped off. I was running from the zombies, not you. I didn’t have any idea what Jim was planning, but I had to follow him.”

“Why didn’t you explain that to me at the manhole?” he retorted. 

“Because you shot Jim, and I thought I was next!”

“Jim was on my hit list. You, on the other hand, were like a son to me. I wanted to talk to you, to hear your side of the story, but you ran.” 

“Wouldn’t you, if bullets were flying your way?”

“I get it. I suppose I could’ve handled it differently.”

“Then you fired into that cooking store.”

“I was angry at you for running.” 

“I feared for my life.”

“Must you always cast blame, Dean? Truly, it’s rather pathetic. You blamed Tony and Jackie for your first escape, and now you’re blaming Jim for this one. I love you like a son. I can’t believe you tried to betray me...twice.”

“You forced me to fight to the death. What kind of father does that?”

“I knew you could beat him. Jim was bigger, older, but you’re a better fighter than he ever was. I had to put you on the Blood Fest roster after you attempted to escape. I can’t afford to appear soft, to show favoritism. I matched you with someone I knew you could defeat while still giving them a good show.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, “but how did you find us here?” 

“I’ve got a friend in your fine city of Fairport, believe it or not. That little birdie likes to sing, and that one particular canary told me you were hightailing it out of town today. We heard you’d take this route to leave. It was easy enough to shoot out one of your tires.” 

“Just let us go our way,” Nick said, wiping his bloody lip. “You don’t have any more business with us.”

“You’re wrong about that,” Kirk said. “Dean and I had a binding contract when he gave me his word, and I’m here to take him back home, to the community where he belongs. You can have Tony though,” he said. He smiled. “Or Lucas, if you prefer.” 

“You know that too?” I asked, shocked.

“I know everything, my boy,” Kirk said, smirking. He then turned his attention back to Nick. “You can have Asia and Jackie. I just want Dean.”

“You touch my brother, and I’ll blow your twisted head off! He is going home, to his real home, with his real family!” 

“You’re in no position to make demands,” Kirk calmly said, “and I wouldn’t advise making threats either.” 

When Nick rolled his eyes, Kirk punched him in the gut. Nick moaned and doubled over in pain.

“Nick!” Claire yelled, running over.

Kirk looked at me harshly. “Don’t think I won’t kill them all. It’s best to come with me peacefully.”

Ned grabbed his arm. “If you let them go, they’ll just keep coming back to try and break Dean out.”

“Hmm. You have a point,” Kirk said, peering at me. “Perhaps a suitable punishment for you, son, is to see all your friends and brother die. We’ll start with our prized fighter.” He shot Lucas a look.

Lucas glared right back at him. “You’ve got no business holding people prisoner in Crazy Town,” he spat.

Kirk’s attention turned back to me. “We need you, Dean.”

“Why?” Nick asked sarcastically. “Aren’t there more unsuspecting people you could kidnap? Maybe you could raid an orphanage, get ‘em when they’re little and raise up a whole army of gladiators.” 

Kirk looked at a tall, burly guy. “Shut that one up.”

“Gladly.” And with that, the guy rammed his fist into Nick’s stomach, causing him to double over in pain once again. 

I met Kirk’s gaze. “Just let them all go,” I begged. “And I’ll gladly return home to Oxford with you.”

“No,” Claire said, voice trembling. “You can’t go back with him.”

I turned to face her. “I’m so sorry, but I have to leave with Kirk. Oxford is my home. And those people are like family to me.”

I’d say anything to get Kirk and his men to leave and not harm my loved ones. If I had to go, then so be it. At least I’d know that Nick and the others were safe.

“I’m glad you’re coming home, Dean. But we have to kill off these people so they never return and come looking for you ever again.”

“No!” I shouted. 

“If you really want to show me your loyalty, then please do the honors.”

My heart thundered. “I can’t! I won’t.”

“Yes, you will!”

My jaw dropped when he handed me a gun. I instantly knew one thing. I might not be a psychology major like Kirk claimed to be, but I knew him for his famous ‘tests’. I’d bet anything it wasn’t loaded. He wanted to see if I’d shoot him or turn on his men. He knew I wouldn’t kill my brother and girlfriend. Why else would he give me a gun? Another thought occurred to me. He had tried to bait me with that line about, ‘please do the honors’. He was trying to bait me into shooting him. Because he wanted to see if I was loyal. 

“Shoot him!” Nick yelled.

Yeah, if I would’ve tried that, we’d all be dead. The gun would have no bullets and I would’ve failed Kirk’s test miserably. He would’ve found me unworthy, then shot all of us dead on the spot. 

I lowered the gun. “I can’t kill the only person that’s ever cared about me.”

“Don’t let him brainwash you!” Kate said.

I slowly handed Kirk back the gun. “I just want you to take me back to Oxford and make me the champion you promised I could be.” 

Kirk seemed to completely fall for it and shot me a huge smile. “Nothing would make me prouder, son.” 

I passed his stupid test with flying colors. Now that he trusted me, I could beg him to let the others go. 

“I believe you,” he said. “But you still have to pay for your sins.”

“You know I’m loyal to you until the very end. I’ll give you everything I have, but you’ve got to let my friends and my brother go.”

“Blood Fest paid for your first failed escape, and now you need something to pay for your betrayal to me when you left with Jim.” 

“Take me back and make me pay. Whip me! Starve me! Beat me! Throw me in jail and let me rot. I’ll take whatever you throw at me, but please let the others go.”

His gaze narrowed. “The matter has been settled then.” 

“Then we have a deal?” I asked.

“You have to learn that I call all the shots, not you.”

“Please, Kirk, I’m begging you.”

Ignoring me, Kirk peered at his men. “Lucas dies first. I don’t like people who lie and betray me. Then kill Jackie and Asia next. I hate escaped convicts. Then off the brother. Then the redhead. Then the dog.” He pointed to the window of the RV. “That little yappy. And save the blonde. She’s coming with us.” 

“No!” I shouted in an outrage. 

Two men dragged Lucas over to him, brainwashed souls who would be loyal to the madman till the end. It was all too reminiscent of Z, and I just wanted the man dead.  

Kirk put the gun to his temple. “Any last words, Tony?”

Lucas just shot him the coldest look I’d ever seen. 

“Say goodbye, traitor,” Kirk said. 

“No!” I shouted. I ran toward him, but three men held me back as I desperately fought to get free. 

Just as Kirk started to pull the trigger, his head swung back, and blood began to gush from a hole in his forehead. He fell, as cold and dead as the concrete he landed on. His men gasped, horrified. 

When another shot rang out, I took cover behind a pole. Another of Kirk’s guys fell to the ground with a bullet hole in the head. I was glad someone was helping us, but I had no idea where the shooter was. I could only assume it was someone from Fairport, and I couldn’t have been more grateful that they were giving us an opportunity to fight our way out.

“Sniper!” Ned yelled, pointing his weapon. “I’ll take him out.” 

Kirk’s men returned fire, but I managed to knock the gun away from one of them and kick him down to the pavement. In no time, half of Kirk’s men were down, but the bullets kept flying. 

“They’re not worth dying for!” a blond man shouted. “I couldn’t care less if they leave. Just let ‘em go!” 

The others seemed to agree and jumped in a Jeep they had parked down the street. They made their retreat in a heartbeat, not even bothering to collect their dead leader or buddies from the street. Nick, me, and Lucas began delivering headshots into the dead bodies, just to make sure nobody reanimated to cause havoc inside Fairport. 

I stared down at Kirk’s lifeless body. His reign of terror was now officially over. There was no denying the famous saying, live by the sword, die by the sword. He killed people violently, and now he suffered the exact same fate.

Lucas explained to Nick about Kirk’s little tests. He picked up the gun from Kirk’s pocket that I’d been given. Sure enough, there were no bullets. I’d sure won that poker hand. 

I gazed up at the building where the shots had come from. 

When the sniper came into view, she smiled. 

“Val!”

“This is the second time I’ve had to save your butts like this!” she yelled down. “Remember when I first met Nick, back at that glass house in the forest?” 

“Yep,” I said.  

I remembered clearly. We would have been dead after the helicopter crash if she hadn’t destroyed the zombies that almost killed us.  

She jumped off the roof of the four story building and landed on top of the RV like some kind of superhero. 

“Val?” I said. “What are you doing here? Please tell me you’ve changed your mind.”

She grinned widely. “I read Nick’s beautiful, heart touching letter.”

I looked at Nick, stumped. “What did you write? And what was that key for?”

“The note was pretty emotional, especially coming from him,” she said, voice wavering. “He really poured his heart into it. It made me cry like a baby. The key was to a gassed-up Porsche. Those things go 100 miles per hour, so he told me to hightail it out of town and catch up with you guys. When I saw you were in trouble, I knew I had to step in.”

“You’re coming with us?” Claire asked, excitement flooding her voice. 

Val grinned. “You bet! How can I not?” She pointed at the guys on the ground. “See? Look what happens when I’m not around. You need me. These brothers of mine can’t do anything right, not without their big sister.”

“Definitely,” Asia said, laughing. “I’m so glad you’re coming.”

She scrambled off the RV. “Listen, I know it’s not going to be a cake walk. But you gotta fight for the kind of life you want. And I want a life with all of you guys in it.” 

“Absolutely!” Kate squealed, smiling from ear to ear.  

Asia ran over and hugged Val, followed by the rest of us. I’d never been happier. Our sister was going with us, and that instantly lifted everyone’s spirits. 

“Well, I guess the gang’s all here,” Nick said, ecstatic.

Kate smiled. “We’re just one big, happy family in this mad world.”

“And I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Asia said. 

“Me neither,” Claire chimed in. 

Val was our beacon of hope, maybe a sign form the universe that we were all going to survive. We were going back home to Ohio. We had quite the journey in front of us, but we were ready. More importantly, we were together and cared about each other, and that was one thing the zombies and psychopaths could never rip apart.  

My heart still ached for the people I’d lost over the last few weeks, the guys I’d met in Kirk’s insane town and even for Jim. I didn’t know all of them well, but they had touched me in a way I would never forget. They were victims of the evil that had tainted our world, the death and decay and desperation that had twisted the minds of people like Kirk. Two had been killed in the zombie minefield, and I saw three others shot in a lonely jail cell, in cold blood. Eva’s life was snuffed out by a man she had naïvely trusted, and a sniper had nailed Jim, after we made up in a roundabout way. Even Kirk’s life had come to an end, but I couldn’t really grieve for him when he had spilled so much blood for no reason. What he did to people was something only a psychopath would do in a world with no order or government. 

Lucas pressed on the gas, and we took off. I was a little emotional about leaving Fairport behind us, but when Jackie squeezed my hand, that was all I needed. I was just happy we were all alive and breathing. I’d learned so many things during the zombie apocalypse, but the most important was the value of family and friends, people who would cover each other, no matter what. Together, we were the dream team, and it was our combined courage, strength, friendship, and endurance that would help us through a world that had lost its mind, a world that we hoped to save with the cure we’d risked our lives to find. Together, we would fight to the bitter end.

“You all right?” Jackie asked, looking over at me.

“I am now,” I said, smiling at her and knowing that nothing would stop us. “We’re going to get our world back, Jackie.”

“I know...and the best part is that we’ll all do it together.” 

To be continued...
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Note from author: I can’t thank you guys enough. Without your love and support, I could have never continued this journey. You truly are my inspiration. 

For any zombie fans who might want to help an author out: If you enjoyed this story, I’d be more than grateful if you could please leave a quick review, even a line or two. It’s also the only feedback I get to know whether or not you enjoyed the story. Thank you so much.   
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