
        
            
                
            
        

    The Zombie Chronicles - Book 4 - Poisonous Serum
 
	Title Page
	Chapter 1
	Chapter 2
	Chapter 3
	Chapter 4
	Chapter 5
	Chapter 6
	Chapter 7
	Chapter 8
	Chapter 9
	Chapter 10
	Chapter 11
	Chapter 12
	Chapter 13
	Chapter 14
	Chapter 15
	Chapter 16
	Chapter 17
	Chapter 18
	Chapter 19




The Zombie Chronicles
 
Book 4 – Poisonous Serum
 
Apocalypse Infection Unleashed Series
 
by
 
Chrissy Peebles
 
Copyright 2013 by Chrissy Peebles
 
 http://www.chrissypeebles.blogspot.com
 
Cover design by: Patrick Griffith
 
Edited by: Autumn J. Conley, autiej@gmail.com
 
The Zombie Chronicles Book Trailer: http://youtu.be/ociUHiL1g70
 
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/#!/pages/Chrissy-Peebles/351121651567296
 
Smashwords Edition, License Notes
 
 
 
 
This e-book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This e-book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy.
 
Thank you for respecting the hard work of these authors.
 
 
 
 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.
 
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark owners.
 
 




Chapter 1
I’d led such a sheltered life on a secluded island in Ohio, but when I left that sanctuary, my world was changed forever. My life had literally been a living nightmare. I’d been thrust into the world of zombies, and fighting for my life had become an everyday battle. Nevertheless, it was time to focus on the positive. My sister Val, Jackie, and Claire were alive and breathing, saved by the cure I’d snatched from the lab. For that, my brother Nick and I couldn’t have been happier. In spite of all the chaos in the world around us, things were finally beginning to look up. All we had to do was go find that bag of vials that Tahoe had stolen from us, back when those maniacs shot out our tires and we were surrounded by the neighborhood watch. The grim recollection suddenly made me nauseous: That was when Jackie and Claire had been murdered before my very eyes—or at least I thought so.
I cupped Jackie’s face as the cold wind whipped through my hair. “You have no idea how happy I am to see you.”
She touched my hands that were resting on her face. “I couldn’t stop thinking about you, Dean.”
I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her into a tight hug. This isn’t over yet, I vowed, thinking of Tahoe. We were idiots to work with Tahoe, even if he did break us out of jail. The fiend had agreed to help us if we gave him one vial from the bag. Sure, we hated the guy for stealing from us in the first place, and none of us trusted him any further than we could throw him, but we had no choice but to trust him if we wanted to escape from that doomed city. And then there was Lucy, Tahoe’s wife. She was so desperate for that vial, wanting to help her twin daughters and the others she’d kept hidden from the world. I couldn’t bear to see her in pain, even if she had walked down the aisle with a liar and idiot.
It was getting chilly, and I didn’t have a coat. Jackie snuggled against me, shivering, and I held her close. A lake was off to the right, and I could hear crickets and bullfrogs croaking and chirping their choruses through the darkness of the night.
“One more minute, and then we have to go,” Lucy said impatiently.
Nick and Claire were lost in their own world, making out by the side of the car, while Lucy nuzzled into Tahoe’s shoulder.
“I-I just can’t live without my girls,” Lucy stuttered, tears flowing down her cheeks as she sobbed between breaths.
Tahoe touched her cheek. “We’ll get ‘em back, baby. You know how much their daddy loves them. All the horrible things I’ve done, I only did to save them. I know I should’ve never took those vials, but sometimes in this world-gone-crazy, we’ve gotta do things to save the ones we love.”
I rolled my eyes. He could’ve taken one vial for his twins and loved ones, not the entire bag. The truth was, my sister had almost died because of him. My gaze drifted to Lucas and Val, who were deep in some kind of conversation, though I had no idea what they were talking about and wasn’t sure if I’d even want to know.
I swung my arm around Jackie, and we walked over to Tahoe. “So…what’s the plan?” I asked.
“If your brother ever comes up for air, we’ll discuss it.”
“Give him a break,” Jackie said. “He thought Claire was dead. They’re just making up for lost time.”
“Then they can get a room later,” he retorted.
“Yeah, yeah. We can take a hint,” Claire said, clinging to Nick like a second skin as they walked.
Nick glanced over at Lucas. “Hey, we’re gonna need that tracker to find the bag of missing vials.”
“I got it right here.”
“All right,” Jackie said. “C’mon, guys. Let’s track that bag and see who the heck stole it from us the night I was…well, murdered.”
“You guys finally ready?” Tahoe asked sarcastically, arching his eyebrow at Nick.
“You know, Tahoe,” Val said, “we could ditch you right here and now. Lucas would like that.”
Lucas crossed his arms. “Like? I’d love it! If ya don’t take out the garbage, it starts to stink something awful,” he said, smirking at Tahoe.
“I agree, but a deal’s a deal,” Val continued. “You broke us out of jail and got us out of the city like you said you would. We’ll hold up our end of the bargain and give you one of the vials when we find them, but no tricks.”
“Of course not,” Lucy spat.
“You especially,” Val said, staring into her eyes. “Nick told me all about you trying to impersonate Jackie the Ripper back there.”
“Huh? You mean the knife?” Lucy spat in disbelief, her eyes wide. “C’mon! I was under the influence of that poisoned water.”
“And I’m sure it’s not entirely out of your system,” Claire chimed in.
Tahoe motioned us toward the car. “Let’s go. Lucy will take the girls, and we’ll ride in my car.”
“Wait…you don’t trust us? What the…?” I asked, having expected that the happy couple would take their own car and let us ride in the other. I had no desire to occupy the same vehicle as Tahoe. As far as I was concerned, the man was a conniving, traitorous sleaze-ball. We could have used him for zombie bait, for all I cared.
“Who’s to say we can trust anybody anymore?” Tahoe said.
Nick nudged me. “Just get in, Dean. If Lucy starts anything, Val can handle her. We’ll do it their way…for now.”
“I’ll be fine,” Jackie assured me, though I wasn’t sure I could believe her. She didn’t see the possessed look in Lucy’s face when she came at me with the knife.
I kissed her on the lips. “See you soon.”
She smiled crookedly at me, then got back in the car with Lucy, Val, and Claire. We followed the signal deeper into Zombie Land. After driving for twenty minutes, we came across an abandoned building, Reeds Elementary School.
“Stop!” Lucas said. “The signal’s really strong here.”
Tahoe parked the car. “Hold up. How did the vials get all the way over here?” For a moment, he sounded skeptical, as if we were leading him on, trying to trick him. He pulled out his gun and pointed it directly at me.
A chill shot through me, but when I instinctively reached for my weapon, my brother grabbed my arm to stop me.
“Don’t do anything stupid. Let me talk the idiot down,” he mumbled in my ear.
“Look, like I said, I don’t trust any of you. If you guys are up to something,” Tahoe said, “I’ll—”
“Put the gun away,” Nick coaxed sternly. “If I wanted to kill you, you’d already be dead.”
“Every second counts, and time is ticking,” I said, trying to reason with the unreasonable. “You know we wouldn’t waste our time like this.”
Lucas eyed him directly. “You don’t trust us, and we don’t trust you and your wife. There. All the cards are on the table. But if you can’t put your faith in us for a little while, till we get the vials back, the deal is off. This is never going to work if we’re all threatening to kill each other.”
Letting out a long sigh, Tahoe slowly put the gun away. “Fine, but this better not be some wild goose chase you’re putting me on.”
“We’re not,” I said, giving him the fakest sincere look I could muster. I looked out the window, and some shifting shadows caught my eye through the darkness. My heart lurched, as it had done so many times before. Zombies? “Start the car!” I said. “Hurry!”
“What the…?” Tahoe said.
I peered out of the window again, squinting for a better look, and noticed that it wasn’t the undead at all. Instead, people surrounded our car, with their guns drawn. Not this again. I groaned in disgust and frustration. The last time such a thing had happened, two of us had ended up dead—at least temporarily.
“Wait,” Tahoe said, peering out the window. “I know them.”
“You know a horde of mercenaries? Go figure,” Lucas said, shaking his head. “Are they friendly or what?”
Tahoe rolled down the window. “Hey, guys, it’s me!”
“Tahoe!” one of the guys shouted.
The gang immediately lowered their weapons, and when Tahoe stepped out of the car, we anxiously followed.
Lucy ran over from the other vehicle. “What’s going on?” she asked.
A guy with a buzzed head stepped forward. “What are you doing here, Lucy?”
“We’ve come for the vials. Where are they?”
“Vials? What the heck are you talkin’ about?”
“Don’t play dumb, Tom,” Lucy hissed. “Where the heck are they?”
“What do you need with that bag anyway?”
Instantly, I looked at Nick and then Lucy. He’d said “bag”, and none of us had mentioned that the vials were in a bag. We knew then that good ol’ Tom was a liar. Birds of a feather, I thought, glancing from Tahoe to his buddy.
“Don’t you give me that crap,” Lucy said. “You have no idea what we’ve been through. Now, you’ll give me one of the vials, or so help me God—”
He clapped her shoulder. “Calm down, little lady. You’re gonna give yourself a heart attack.”
“Tom, get your hand off my wife and give me my bag of vials,” Tahoe demanded, glaring angrily at the man.
“Wait…your vials? I don’t think so,” I argued. “Technically, the bag’s mine,” I explained to Tom in no uncertain terms. “Your buddy, here, stole them from me. Where are they?”
Tahoe glanced at me. “Kid, you best let me handle this my way. If you want that bag, you’d better stand there and shut up and let me deal with this. Tom’s got no business with outsiders.”
“Screw that,” Nick said, glancing down at Lucas’s tracker. “Got a location on the bag?”
Lucas fussed with the buttons. “Working on it, boss.”
“Where’s the bag, Tom!?” Tahoe shouted. He grabbed the guy by the coat, and in an instant, he was surrounded by guns being pointed at him, locked, cocked, and ready to shoot him dead right there in front of his wife.
“Tahoe!” Lucy screamed. “Gettin’ yourself killed won’t help us one tiny bit.”
Tahoe, realizing he was sorely outnumbered and outgunned, slowly let the guy go. “You can lower your weapons, boys. I just got a little carried away, that’s all. I’m sorry.”
“How did you get the bag, Tom?” Lucy asked. “And don’t you dare lie to me—not after everything I’ve done for you and your family.”
He let out a long sigh. “Sal’s brother took the bag of vials from the Jeep. He thought they were drugs, and he was lookin’ for a fix. When we saw how the zombies were healed at the high school, we realized we had gold in our hands. I hope you understand, because saving my family means everything.”
“Nobody understands that more than we do,” Tahoe said, emotion nearly overwhelming him.
Tom shifted his stance. “Listen, my heart goes out to you. Having to kill your children is every parent’s nightmare. I can’t even begin to imagine the pain you suffered. But what if there was a way to save them? You know you’d do anything.”
“I would,” Tahoe said.
As much as I despised the man, I knew that to be the truth. Tahoe had risked everything to save his twin daughters. Somewhere beneath all that angst and lying and selfishness, the man actually had a heart.
Tom pointed toward the school. “The whole place is filled with zombies.”
“No way!” Lucas said. “And we’re standing here…why?”
“Because my wife and three daughters are in there,” Tom said, “along with a bunch of school children.”
“How do you expect to get them out?” Tahoe asked.
Tom ran a hand through his hair and shook his head. “That’s just it. I dunno.”
Finally, Val and the girls approached. “We looked for the bag everywhere,” Jackie said, gripping my hand.
“Find anything?”
“Nope. Sorry.”
I filled them in on what was going on, which wasn’t much.
Tom shook his head. “Our mayor…he’s nuts! That cure should be public property, belonging to everyone. I wasn’t about to let him get his hands on those vials because he would have kept them for himself and doled them out for money or God knows what else. As soon as I get my wife and daughters out of there, we’re gonna deliver this cure to somebody who can help.”
“We can do that,” I said.
“And who, exactly, are you boys?” he asked.
I ignored Tahoe’s warnings about Tom’s narrow-minded insistence on dealing with only those in his inner circle and explained, “I’m Dean Walters, the guy who owns those vials. I’m on a mission to deliver them into the right hands. Sal stole them from my Jeep after his gang shot my friend, stabbed my other friend, and tried to kill me.”
“Whoa, man. I can’t believe…look, I’m sorry, kid,” Tom stuttered. “I’ve been trying to help, too, drinking bottled water, like Tahoe, and trying to get the townspeople to do the same. We have an entire warehouse of it. I’ve been passing it out and telling everyone.”
“That’s nice and all, but can we have the bag back now?” Lucas hissed.
Tom glanced at us, his eyes pleading at first, then furrowing his brow as if he’d thought of an idea. “Help me get my wife and daughters outta there, and the bag’s yours.” He pulled out one vial and held it in the air. “Here’s proof I have your vials.”
“Can I see it?” I asked.
He slipped it back in his pocket. “Nope.”
Val walked over and grabbed my arm. “Dean, we’ve gotta help this guy. We’ve gotta get all those kids out of there. I can’t live with myself if we don’t try.”
In spite of the wheelin’-dealin’ look on Tom’s face, I agreed wholeheartedly that something needed to be done to save the kids. I wanted to help them, but risking our lives when we finally had everyone all together made me a nervous wreck. Still, we couldn’t just walk away. There was no way I could turn a blind eye to a bunch of zombified little kids when I held a cure in my hands.
“My buddies and I got the generator working, so we’ve got electricity and a little light. You help us with this hero mission, and I swear the bag is all yours.”
“Hero mission?” Lucas asked, sounding skeptical. “Sounds like a suicide mission to me.”
“Well, I’m afraid if you won’t help us, you’ll never get your hands on that bag or those vials. Not a soul knows where they’re hidden besides me, and dead men tell no tales. If I go in there to save my family without enough backup, that’s exactly what I’ll be.”
“Ah, blackmail. Nice,” Lucas said, his voice ringing with sarcasm. “Have you forgotten that we’ve got a tracking device?”
Tom laughed. “Go ahead. Use your fancy-schmancy gadget and see where it gets you.”
Tahoe grabbed Tom by the collar and threw him up against a tree. “Why’re you being like this, Tom?” he shouted. “I’m trying to save my family too.”
“It’s too late for that. They’re already dead!” Tom said. “I thought you weren’t drinking that tainted water.”
“No, Tom, my family’s alive. The whole story about killing them was nothing but a smokescreen.”
Tom gasped. “So they’re…you’ve been hiding them all this time?”
“Yes!” Tahoe said, whipping out his gun. “You know what I’m going through, Tom, because your wife and kids are in trouble too. Give me a vial and let me heal my family.”
Tom exhaled slowly. “You can’t threaten me, Tahoe. If you pull that trigger, you’ll never know where I hid them.”
“But what about our tracker? You can’t hide the bag if we can trace where it’s—”
Just then, as if on cue, Lucas walked over with the black bag and turned it upside down. “Gone, man. Just…gone.”
“It’s empty,” I said, dumbfounded, and a cold shudder shot through me.
“Yep. Tracker won’t help us now. This jerk had to have hidden those vials somewhere around here, and I intend to find them,” Lucas said, obviously ticked off.
“But we could be looking forever,” I said. We needed Tom to tell us where those precious vials were, but it didn’t seem like he was going to cooperate anytime soon.
“An empty bag, Tom? Really!” yelled Tahoe. “I’ll shoot you dead.”
“Go ahead! I dare you. Without my wife and daughters, I’m dead anyway.”
“I was one of them once,” Val said quietly. “Being a zombie is one thing, but those are real, living people in there. We can’t just desert them, Nick…Dean. We’ve gotta do something. They’re just kids, for goodness’ sake!”
Nick nodded. “Maybe we could put some drops from one of the vials into the ventilation system. Of course, I have no idea if that will work or not, but it’s worth a try.”
“I like it,” Tahoe said, “but which one of you is crazy enough to go inside that school?”
“I am,” Val said, “and you should be, too, considering you want a vial yourself. The quicker we heal these people, the quicker we can get our hands on the vials.”
“I’m in,” I said.
Nick bit his lip as he pondered. “Can’t let you two have all the fun.”
“Count me in,” Lucas said.
Tom and his friends joined our happy little zombie-killing throng as well, albeit reluctantly, and we all split up into teams. Tom pulled out the vial from his pocket, and we carefully placed a few drops of the precious cure inside an empty water bottle for each team. Tom wanted to make sure we didn’t run off if we were given an entire vial, so he hurriedly hid the remainder of the vial away. I just hoped we’d make it in and out of there in one piece, as I had no plans on dying in those school hallways. Each team chose a different location to break in, and Tom agreed to turn on the ventilation system, so all we had to do was get the formula into the ducts. Sounds easy enough, I thought, looking up at the school building. Boy, I’d tell myself anything, wouldn’t I?



Chapter 2
Nick selected me for his team, of course, and I knew it was because he wanted to keep me safe. While my big brother was totally absorbed in his plans with the other guys, my rebellious side convinced me to call Val and Jackie over to be on my team, and then I left.
Holding my gun in position, I pointed ahead. I exhaled slowly as I followed the sidewalk up the main doors of the school. It was pitch black inside the building, as the generators we’d been promised weren’t working. Droplets of sweat rolled down my face as I came face to face with the unknown. I knew anything could be running around in those halls. All we’ve gotta do is get to the ventilation ducts and place a few drops of the precious life-saving serum in there, I told myself, as if it was going to be easy. Just get in, get out, I thought. Simple.
Glass crunched under my feet, and I motioned toward Jackie and Val. I shined the flashlight through the glass in the door, but I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Slowly, I opened the door and crept in, past the school office and water fountain. I held my flashlight in my weak hand, crossed it under my gun hand, then pressed the back of my weak hand against the back of my stronger one. The Harries Technique, as Nick had called it when he’d taught me, was the best way to carry a gun and flashlight at the same time. It provided a more stable shooting platform and increased accuracy.
Distant, garbled hisses made me shudder. My flashlight flickered, but I didn’t see anything. All I could picture in my head was one of those scenes from Children of the Corn, all those demonic-looking, possessed little kids. Wandering around in the dark to explore zombie-infested buildings was not my idea of a good time, and I had the eerie feeling we were being watched. I moved silently and cringed every time glass crackled under my boots.
I took a deep breath every now and again, but other than that, we walked in complete silence. Eerie shadows danced on the walls from my flashlight beam. I motioned left, down a long, wide hallway. I couldn’t help but notice the crayon drawings on the walls, childish depictions of much happier times, before the undead ruled the earth. The glittery rainbows, sunshine, smiley faces, and blue skies seemed like ancient hieroglyphics, representations of a world long lost, a distant memory. My feet crunched over debris and crumbled paper with each step I took. At the sound of another ominous moan, I swept my light across the hallway, darting my eyes around in every direction. My stomach twisted into knots, but I couldn’t see anything in the unkempt, empty hallway, littered with papers and trash.
My heart pounded fiercely in my chest when I heard the telltale guttural moans coming from nearby zombies. I swung my flashlight again, and this time the beam landed on those horrible white, lifeless eyes, the glazed-over orbs I’d seen so many times in my nightmares and far too often in my waking hours. As one zombie lumbered toward us, I feared his moaning would attract a horde of others, and I was right; a few seconds later, I could only gasp at the sight of several more sets of eyes. They were so short, those children-turned-monster, with white eyes and green skin. I pulled out my gun, but I didn’t know if I’d really have the nerve to shoot end their young lives—again—just to save ours.
Val pulled my arm. “Don’t, Dean!”
“I-I’m not. I just…can’t.”
“Let’s try the other way!” whispered Jackie.
I spun and turned in the other direction, cringing at the ghoulish moans and heavy footsteps behind us. Val took a sharp left into a huge classroom, and we bounced our flashlight beams into every corner of it. A red banner of musical notes wrapped around all of the walls, and music stands, tubas, drums, and violins were everywhere.
“How do we get up to the vents?” I asked, frantically looking for a table or shelf to climb.
“There’s no door!” Jackie said in a panic. She’d hoped to shut it to stave off our mini-monster pursuers, but it had been ripped right off its hinges. Dried blood was smeared on the walls and floor in the corner. I bet people had hid out in this room previously when zombies broke in and devoured them. The thought made me shudder. I knew the fear of zombies breaking through the door up-close and personal. I had lived it not too long ago myself.
Before any of us could answer or offer a better solution, zombies flooded through the doorway. Garbled moaning and muffled footsteps made my heart race all the more.
“The piano!” Val said, shining her light in that direction.
We all hopped on top of the baby grand, kicking down the childlike undead who kept snapping at us and trying to climb up after us. Droplets of sweat rolled down my face as I kicked at them with my boot, hoping to keep them at bay. I didn’t want to hurt them, but I couldn’t have them getting on top of the piano with us either.
“What are we gonna do?” Jackie screamed. “We might have to shoot them, whether we like it or not!”
“What about the window?” I asked, pointing. “If we can kick the glass out, we can escape.”
Jackie kicked at the little jaws beneath her, snapping like a school of hungry piranha. “I hope one of the other teams has had better luck.”
I shined my bright beam around again. “I’ve got an idea!” I shouted over the loud snarls. “You two can create some kind of diversion. If I can make it to the fire extinguisher, we can spray them.”
“That oughtta cool them down,” Val said. “I like it!”
In an instant, Val reached for the drums next to us and started pounding on them while Jackie strummed a guitar. I’d never heard such beautiful music in all my life, considering that it could possibly be an off-key, inharmonious symphony that would save our lives. The zombies seemed distracted by the duet, so I rushed to the fire extinguisher. A gut-wrenching shriek came from one of the little monsters when he curled his fingers around my leg. I shoved the little boy away just as he was trying to sink his teeth into my legs. Another boy sank his tiny incisors into my shirt and pulled like a rabid dog, though he didn’t manage to tear through the fabric and graze my skin. A little girl in brown curls, dressed in a filthy dress that billowed around her, stared at me and growled. I grabbed the fire extinguisher, pulled the pin at the top, and squeezed the lever, covering the whole horde with a thick coating of white foam. If any got close to me, I sprayed them in the face, and their hissing stopped momentarily when they glanced around, as if disoriented.
My sister and Jackie jumped off the piano and carefully made their way over to me.
“It worked!” Jackie said, running toward the door.
Val motioned us into the hallway. “This way, guys.”
We ran down a hall and took a turn to the right, trying desperately to outrun the much shorter predators who wanted to make a meal out of us. We were in desperate search of a room with access to the ventilation unit, but we weren’t sure which one to enter.
“Let’s try this one,” I suggested. I peeked in to make sure it was clear, illuminating every dark, menacing corner with my flashlight. It was a typical classroom, with the wooden desks still in neat rows, a chalkboard in front, and a teacher’s desk. “Math,” I muttered as I noticed a smudged chalk problem on the board and saw the times tables poster on the wall. Best of all, there were shelves that would make for a perfect ladder for us.
“It looks safe,” Jackie said.
“C’mon.” I grabbed her hand and rushed in, shutting the door behind us, but I was mortified when I tried to lock it. “No lock!” I yelled, holding it shut. “Now what?”
A choir of gurgling moans echoed outside the door. I had no idea how the sickening student body had managed to track us down so fast; I was sure we’d outrun them, considering our legs were twice as long and that we were alive enough to have some common sense and a whole lot more coordination, yet there they were, clawing at the glass with their little greenish hands that reminded me of some awful leprechaun horror film I’d once seen. Even if they broke the glass in the door, I knew they couldn’t squeeze through, but they were gathering, hoping to get inside, and there was no way to lock it.
“They can’t open doors,” Jackie said, as if trying to ease our nerves.
“Lackluster doorknob skills aside, Jackie, they’ll just bust through the hinges like before,” Val said. “We’ve gotta find those ventilation ducts and haul our butts out of this hellementary nightmare.”
Val was right because I’d seen zombies burst through the door I’d personally boarded up back at that country store. I was convinced that once they heard a dinner bell ringing, nothing could stop them, and those zombified kids didn’t seem like they’d have a problem with the cafeteria special of the day—us! I pointed up to the grate on the other side of the room. “There!”
Val pulled out a revolver. “Watch out! I’m gonna shoot it.” As soon as we were out of the way, she pulled the trigger and let off a few shots that caused the grate to drop to the ground with a crashing thud.
“Good shooting,” Jackie said.
“I’ll go up there,” I said. “Empty the bottle.”
Val nodded. “Hurry!”
Floor-to-ceiling metal shelves lined the wall. I began to climb them, holding on to the rods that held them together. On the smooth surface, someone had arranged large art projects, covered in glue, markers, and glitter. I stepped on one of the rickety bottom shelves and pulled myself up to the next horizontal surface. I placed a foot on the hard surface and, after testing the shelf with my leg, I realized it was strong enough to support my weight. I carefully moved up to the next level and used the shelf as a ladder to help me reach the top. Beneath me, zombies were pounding on the oak door. I just prayed they wouldn’t figure out how to turn the knob and come bursting in there in a feeding frenzy. I wish I could sentence every single one of those zombie brats to detention just long enough for us to get out of there.
Bang! Crash!
Suddenly, a rain of bullets rang out in the room.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“Val’s shooting out the window!” Jackie shouted. “So we can get out of here.”
I glanced through the hole in the grate; it looked ominously dark and cold. I hoped the ventilation area cold hold my weight. As I wiggled through the square opening, my nostrils were suddenly assaulted with the sulfuric stench of musk and urine. The cramped space felt slippery, and there was grime plastered along every surface, as if it had been untouched for years.
A loud thud echoed through the air, and I gasped when I looked down and saw a screaming Val and Jackie desperately trying to break through the bullet-riddled glass with the small desk chairs. We were simply out of time. I gasped as zombies burst through the door.
“Quick! Get up here!” I shouted as zombies oozed into the room, filling every square inch of space. As Val and Jackie clambered up, the relentless juvenile undead shook the metal shelves back and forth, but finally, the girls were close enough for me to help them squeeze through the hole. “Let’s go!” I said.
“Wait!” Jackie said. “Knock the shelves over!”
I wasn’t sure they could even climb up them, but there was no sense in taking the chance.
Val reached down for only a moment before there was a loud crash. “Mission accomplished!” she said. “Hand me the bottle. Since I’m last in line, I’ll pour it out behind me.”
“Sounds like a plan!” My voice echoed over the moaning below us, and I passed the bottle back to Jackie, who then passed it to Val.
A few seconds later, the deed was done. “It’s all poured out,” Val said.
Jackie let out a sigh. “Thank God! Now let’s get out of here and find an empty room so we can make it out a window.”
“Sounds like a plan,” I repeated again, then led the way with Jackie and Val moving along carefully behind me.
A current of cool air blew across my face as we inched along, as if we were caught in a dust storm. I continued forward, crawling on my hands and knees through the narrow aluminum airshaft. As I moved away from my point of entry, everything grew dark.
We crawled around like rodents, trying to find our way out. It was a labyrinth of a ventilation system, and I feared we might be forever lost. We turned left, then right, then left again, and suddenly I heard the distinct hissing of a brain-sucker up ahead. I gasped, unable to believe that thing had found its way up there. Though we couldn’t see it, we could hear it, and it was far too close for comfort. I kicked it with all my might as it snapped at my leather boot. “Zombie!” I yelled back to my troops to warn them. “Go back and turn right!”
“They’re up here?” Val gasped.
“Hurry!” I yelled when something grabbed my ankle and pulled. I was so glad I was wearing pants, as the last thing I wanted was for one of those things to take a chunk out of my ankle. With every burst of adrenaline, I kicked again. I knew it was one of the school kids, and that freaked me out even more; never in my life had I been forced to kick a second-grader, even when I was one.
We scrambled and squeezed backward through the ducts as fast as we could. When a creak echoed in the air, we didn’t even have time to panic before the ventilation tubing gave way and sent us tumbling to the floor below. Pain shot through my back, and the wind was knocked out of me, but I knew I wasn’t dead because I was able to flutter my eyes open. From my place on the ugly tiled floor, rows upon rows of tables flanked with gaudy orange plastic chairs came into view. I recognized instantly that we’d landed smack dab in the cafeteria.
I jumped to my feet as elementary kids stumbled in our direction surrounding us. We all pulled out our guns, even though we had no desire to kill any of the children. Unfortunately, it was kill or be killed. My eyes teared up at the thought, and I swore then that I had to do something to change what the world had become.
As the zombies approached, I cocked my gun. I was sure I couldn’t take them all on. Just as I was about to shoot, one of the kids fell to the ground, followed by another and then another. One by one, the little ones fell into the same stunned trance I’d seen Val, Jackie, and Claire fall into when I thought I had killed them on the football field. “The cure! It’s… It’s working!” I shouted. “We did it, you guys!”
“We saved them!” Val said, her trembling with pride and relief. She picked up a little boy in her arms and touched his face. “It’s gonna be okay, sweetheart. Don’t you worry,” she said, moving a strand of hair out of his face as his eyes slowly returned to their normal color.
Jackie snatched up a little girl with straggly blonde hair and a dirty white shirt.
The girl nuzzled into Jackie’s shoulder. “I want my mommy,” she cried, sniffling.
“Honey, we’re going to try to find her for you,” Jackie said.
Another unkempt little boy with grungy feet and tangled hair wrapped his arms around my leg, and a little girl with long brown hair and big brown eyes smiled at me. It was one of the most beautiful moments of my life, particularly recently. All those young lives would have been lost forever had we left them to their fate, but we’d saved them. Nothing could have possibly felt better, and I was happy to embrace every little one who came up to me.
It was at that moment that Jackie grabbed my hand. “I’m ready.”
“For what?” I asked, confused.
“To really join the fight,” she said sternly.
“What? I mean, are you serious?” I asked.
Her eyes grew big. “Dean, we just saved these people, and there are people all around the world who can use our help right now. I finally feel some sense of purpose. I feel like this is my calling, my mission in life, as if fate or some other thing much bigger than me brought you into my life for a reason.”
I squeezed her hands. “I feel the same way. I don’t believe in accidents and coincidence.”
“Truly a Kodak moment, you two, but c’mon!” Val said. “School’s out, and it’s time to get the heck outta here.”
We gathered up the kids and proudly led them out the school doors. The moon was shining brightly in the sky when we stepped out. Tom’s team had collected other children, as well as janitors, teachers, and other adults. They were all cured, albeit quite shocked, as he attempted to explain what was going on.
“Zombies? Are you sure? I mean, it doesn’t seem possible that—” a science teacher began to argue.
“Trust me, Mrs. Dupree,” Tom said, holding up his hand to stop her. “No matter what those biology books tell ya, you have all just been saved from a walking-dead kind of fate.”
 

Tom sobbed uncontrollably as he picked up a little girl in a tattered, green dress and swung her around. “I never gave up on you baby girl. Not ever!”
“Daddy,” she squealed.
He hugged her tight. “I love you so much.”
“There’s mommy,” she said, pointing.
When he laid eyes on a dark skinned woman walking toward him with two more little girls, he screamed the woman’s name as emotion overwhelmed him.
“Carla!” he said between trembling breaths.
“Tom!” she yelled frantically. She jumped into his arms and hugged him as tears rolled down her face.
“I never gave up hope on our family,” he said, voice wavering. “They said you were dead and to forget about you. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t, baby.”
She cried into his shoulder as his girls hugged his legs.
Jackie gripped my hand. “Isn’t that beautiful?”
I nodded. I’d never seen such a powerful, emotional reunion.
Several of Tom’s friends ran over and scooped up the children they knew by name. In the spite of all the death and darkness that still lingered in the world, people wept, cried, and laughed as they were reunited with their loved ones. I’d never seen something so touching, and I was flattered that I’d been able to be a part of it.



Chapter 3
“Dean!” Nick said, hugging me. “Why do you insist on pulling stunts like that? You got some kind of death wish or something? You’re gonna go and get yourself killed!”
“Nick, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m alive.” I held out an arm. “Would you like to feel for a pulse?”
“Don’t ever take off alone like that again!” he shouted, a frown creasing his forehead.
“He wasn’t alone,” Val scolded. “He had me…and Jackie.”
Nick let out a long breath. “Well, either way, you guys about gave me a heart attack.”
“Well, I had complete faith in them,” Lucas said, playfully punching me in the arm. “Dean and Val have your DNA, Nick. They’re far too stubborn to die.”
Nick rolled his eyes and stormed off, shouting over his shoulder, “I gotta go find Tom.”
I knew I’d given him quite a scare, but I’d proven my point. I wanted my big brother to know I was capable of helping people without getting myself killed in the process. I didn’t need him to protect me twenty-four/seven, even if he wouldn’t believe it.
Tahoe clapped my shoulder. “I can’t believe you guys pulled this off. A lot of the parents in town have already written the kids off as dead, mourned their deaths. It’s gonna be better than Christmas morning when we show up with their little ones.”
Tom walked over with his wife and kids, tears flowing down his face. “You-you kids saved my family,” he stuttered, sounding far less gruff than he had when we’d first met. “I-I don’t know how to thank you.”
“I’m glad we were able to help,” I said. “All we want in return are those vials.”
“A deal’s a deal,” he said. “They’re all yours.” He then motioned us over to a blue sedan and opened the back trunk. “Here ya go. I want you to know I’m keeping a few vials for myself.” “What!? Why?” Claire asked. “Those vials are ours, and you promised—”
Nick gently grabbed her arm. “It’s fine, Claire. Just let it go.”
I couldn’t believe the vials had been in the trunk of Tom’s car all along. So the best place to hide something really is in plain sight. I sighed as I collected them and carefully put them back into the black bag.
Tahoe anxiously held out his hand. “A deal’s a deal, remember?”
I reached in the bag and handed the promised vial to him. “You only need one tiny drop for each person. That vial can cure hundreds of people.”
“Thanks. I can’t change the world, kid, but rest assured that Tom and I are gonna do our darnedest to de-zombify our little corner of the world. I’ve spent my whole life in this town, and I’m not leaving. I’m gonna consider it my personal responsibility to get a handle on the water supply and help everyone get back to normal. From here on out, our town is going to be a refuge, a place of safety for anyone who stops by and needs a place to stay.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” I said.
A second later, I spotted a megaphone in Tahoe’s patrol car. I grabbed it and jumped on top of the roof, and Nick, Lucas, Claire, and Jackie followed suit. Since there was no room for him up there, Tahoe grabbed a microphone from Lucy’s car, and then climbed on top of her cruiser.
“Attention, everyone!” I said to the happy, weeping crowd. The megaphone screeched, and I cringed as the sound rang in my ears, but it did manage to get everyone’s attention. “My name is Dean Walters, and this is Claire and Jackie, Lucas and Nick. We’re going to leave you now to head to another city. Anyone who wants to come with us is free to, or you can stay here, in the capable hands of Tahoe and Tom.”
Tahoe took his megaphone and announced, “Folks, if you decide to stay, we can fix this town together. This city will be considered a safe haven for all visitors. We will triumph over this problem. We will not live in fear anymore—only in victory!” He put the megaphone down to his side as the crowd cheered, then shot us a look. “You kids keep the patrol car. I’ll ride back with Lucy.”
“Thanks, man,” Lucas said, offering him a smile—his own unspoken version of making amends.
“Hey, Lake Tahoe!” I called.
“Yeah?”
“I know we’ve had our differences, but ultimately, everything’s worked out well for both of us. Best of luck to you and your family. I hope you get your town cleaned up and that you and Lucy have a happy, safe life here.”
“I’m sorry for everything I put you guys through,” he said. “I hope you’ll see it in your heart to forgive me someday, even if we never cross paths again.”
“I’m sure I will in time,” I said.
His lips pressed into a grim line. “I get it, man. I really get it, and I wish you well.”
Lucy blew me a kiss, tears flooding down her face. “Thank you, Dean. Thank you for…everything.”
I held up a vial, and Jackie and Claire shined their flashlights on me as I announced into the megaphone, “People, this is the cure! This will save all of humanity from the horror that has threatened to take over our world!”
Everyone cheered, screamed, and laughed.
“We will deliver this to the proper authorities, and hope will spring up again for all humankind. No one needs to fear anymore. Soon, we will have our world back the way we knew it. We have hit a rough patch, a dark snag in the fabric of our history, but we are fighters, and we will fight to the end. We will have our world back! We will rebuild, repair, and live again! I cannot speak for anyone else, but I have decided to make it my life mission to save the poor, lost souls out there who are being overtaken by this foul invader, this virus that would leave them as nothing more than mindless predators. We can save them, and we will save them, because all human life is precious! We will conquer this disease, and victory will be ours. Humanity will thrive once again. I promise you that!”
Again, everyone cheered, and as they did, it hit me: This is
what I was meant to do. I was meant to be a fighter in this cause. Just a short time ago, I’d been a naïve kid, sheltered from the ugly reality that our world faced. I’d seen some horrible stuff and had barely survived my journey through Zombie Land, but there I was like some football coach in the locker room, giving a pep talk like none other, making speeches, delivering hope, and encouraging people to fight for their deserved victory. The journey had changed me; it had thickened my skin and toughened me up, but it had also made me realize just how much I valued human life and how much I wanted to save it.
Val and Nick grinned, and I knew they were proud of me. There was something very comforting about being there with my siblings, and I couldn’t wait to find my parents so we could be a family once again. Jackie shot me a smile, and I smiled back.
I slid off the police car, and grinned, jiggling the keys. “Need a ride, pretty lady?” I asked Jackie, who was still standing on the hood.
She looked so beautiful as the wind blew her hair around. Not only that, but she was also intelligent, sexy, and funny, and even in the midst of all that turmoil, I had trouble getting her off my mind. “Shotgun,” she said.
I held out my arms, and she jumped into them. I spun her around and kissed her on the lips, basking in the undeniable spark—that connection between us that we could both feel. It had never been a question whether or not she’d come with me, because I knew we were destined to be together.
“Hey!” Val called from another car. “Lucas and I are gonna hitch a ride with these guys so we won’t be so squished in the police car.”
For a moment, I wondered if riding in a patrol car would remind Val of her old life as a police officer. I knew she still mourned her old life and was still grieving the loss of her fiancé, Travis, who’d been killed a little over a year ago in a horrible zombie attack.
As Nick and Claire walked toward the cruiser, Howard pulled up next to us in a red sports car and called Claire’s name. Claire wasn’t the least bit interested in him, in spite of his blatant efforts to flirt with her back at the city gates in Kingsville. He was buff and muscular, but his ego was even bigger than his bulging biceps; he was so cocky and arrogant that I wasn’t surprised that Claire had no interest. I’d heard him bragging to some other guys about all his tattoos and battles with zombies. I was hesitant about him joining up with us, because the last thing we needed was for him and Nick to butt heads, two military Rambo types fighting over Claire’s dainty little affections.
She turned her head. “Yeah?” Claire said, arching her eyebrow at him.
“Wanna ride with me, doll?” he asked casually.
“Thanks for the offer, but I’m riding with Nick.”
He frowned. “Huh? Are you seriously going to ride with him in some jalopy when you could be riding in luxury with me? We’ve got leather seats, babe. Heck, I’ll even let you pick out some of your girly music to play on the stereo. Hop in.”
“That’s a kind offer but—”
“The lady says she’s with me,” Nick said, throwing his arm around her and pulling her close.
“Whatever,” Howard said, then raced off, screeching his tires.
“What a sore loser,” Jackie said as Nick and Claire climbed into the car.
Lucy beeped the horn as she drove past us, wearing a big smile on her face. She and Tahoe would finally be able to put their children to bed for the first time since the epidemic had begun. They would be reunited with their loved ones, a joyous feeling that I’d experienced firsthand when I’d looked into the eyes of my sister, Claire, and Jackie and seen life there again. I threw the bag over my shoulder and patted it gently. This is it, I thought. We have the power to save humanity, and nothing’s gonna stop us now!
 




Chapter 4
After driving for a few hours, we found ourselves caught in the middle of a harsh rainstorm, the police cruiser being tossed mercilessly around in the forty-five to fifty-five-MPH winds.
I swallowed hard as rain pounded on the windshield.
“Are they keeping up?” Nick asked.
I glanced back at the long line of cars trailing behind us to make sure our convoy of world-changers was keeping up. Some of the folks in our wagon train would stay with us to fight the good fight, while others were just along for the ride until we came across the next safe city. We knew there’d be safety in numbers, particularly with so many of them armed.
“So, Claire,” I said in a joking manner, “you didn’t wanna ride with Howard in that sweet hotrod?”
“The guy from the security check in Kingsville? Nah. I’ll pass.” She looked up at Nick. “Besides, I don’t need a cocky muscle-head like him. I’ve already got one right here,” she teased.
I smiled as Nick grinned and squeezed Claire’s hand.
Suddenly, Nick slammed the brakes, and my head jerked back, almost whiplashed.
“Gosh, Nick!” Claire said. “What the…?”
“Look!” he pointed.
I glanced out the windshield and noticed that the gusting wind had toppled a tree over into the roadway. “No way you’re getting around that,” I said, staring at the giant obstacle.
Nick backed up and made a left down a street called Mowry’s Lane. “There’s always an alternate route.”
The howling wind shook the trees that were still standing, and I could feel the car swaying and fishtailing on the wet pavement. I squinted to see out the window, but it was impossible to make out anything in those heavy sheets of downpour. I had no idea how Nick was able to navigate the car in such poor visibility, and I hoped the vehicles behind us weren’t getting lost or on the verge of a ten-car pileup.
“Nick, you’ve gotta pull over! It isn’t safe to be driving around in this freaking hurricane or monsoon or whatever it is,” Jackie scolded. “How can you even see?”
My brother didn’t answer, as his mind was totally focused on the road.
The car slowed and shook, jolting me. Glancing out the window, I gasped. Rivers and pools of water were gushing everywhere; clearly, we’d driven right into a flash flood. The water wasn’t all that high yet, but I knew it wouldn’t take much of a tidal wave to topple our car or catch us in the undertow of the raging waters.
“We should pull over,” Jackie repeated.
Claire let out a sigh. “Are you out of your mind? What…you have a bunch of lifejackets or something? Not to mention there are zombies out there.”
“People die in storms like this because they’re too foolish to stay off the roads!” Jackie retorted.
Claire glanced over her shoulder at us. “I realize this isn’t a pontoon boat or anything, but I’d rather take my chances floating around in it than trying to swim away from a horde of bloodthirsty, soaked-to-the-exposed-bone freaks! You thought Jaws was bad, I bet you can’t even imagine the feeding frenzy that would happen if we stepped out of this car right now.”
“I get your point, Claire,” I said, “but if we keep driving through this, the belts will get wet, and the engine might stall. At the very least, Nick might lose his power steering, and that would be bad right now, since he can’t see anything as it is,” I chimed in.
Nick gripped the steering wheel tightly. “Cars can be swept off the road in as little as one foot of moving water, not to mention that roads covered by water can collapse. Maybe we oughtta stop for a while, till the weather settles down a bit.” He tested the brakes, but they felt mushy and squealed, unwilling to stop the car immediately like they should have. “Crap! They’re wet. The water’s up to the center of the wheels.”
“Oh no!” Jackie said. “If the water gets any higher, we’re gonna lose control of the car.”
“Keep going,” Claire said.
“No!” Jackie barked back. “The water’s gotta be two feet deep out there, enough to send an SUV or pickup floating away, and we’re only in a police car! If we get taken by the current and crash into something, the zombies will peel this car open and gobble us up like a can of sardines!”
“Jackie’s right,” I said. “We need to stop somewhere…and fast.”
Nick peered out the window, somehow staying as sickeningly calm, cool, and collected as ever. “Hold on. Let me just find a safe place where we can hole up till the rain stops.”
“Guys, I really don’t want to stop,” Claire complained.
Nick glanced over at her and touched her hand. “If the water gets any higher, babe, our car and all these others will be in danger. The onboard computers will go, and when water gets into the cylinders, the motor will suffer hydro-lock and seize up on me. All the fluids will have to be drained and replaced, and we’ll all need new filters and spark plugs. I don’t know about you, but I haven’t seen an AutoZones around here. We can’t afford to be without transportation. The best option—for our sake as well as the cars—is to park and wait the storm out.”
Claire glanced out the window, then back at Nick. She bit her bottom lip, as if she was unsure, but finally squeezed his hand and conceded. “You’re right. Just find us somewhere safe, Nick.”
“I will. Trust me. I’ve always got your back.”
“I know,” she said. “The zombies just freak me out.”
“Remember that they’re not superhuman or anything,” he said, trying to reassure her. “They’re just slow, clumsy, and dumb. When we stop, we can outsmart them if we have to. I’ve been dealing with these monsters for a long time, and I know all kinds of different tricks and tactics. How do you think I’ve managed to survive this long out here?”
“I’m sorry. I’m just not cut out for this apocalyptic, military stuff like you. I’m not gonna pretend to be something I’m not. I’m scared, Nick—really, really scared. Still, that doesn’t mean I won’t try and give it 100 percent.”
“That’s all we’re asking for,” Nick said, smiling at her as he steered carefully, creeping along at a snail’s pace.
“Maybe I’m better off behind the lines, ya know? I’m willing to help, but I’m not a frontlines kind of gal. I’m no Rambo.”
Jackie chuckled. “I think he figured that out the second you wouldn’t pick up a gun.”
Claire glanced over her shoulder from the front seat. “Hey! I’ve learned how to shoot.”
“I, for one, am glad Claire doesn’t look like Rambo,” Nick said, smiling at her, “but she’s come a long way in just the short time we’ve known each other.” He patted her hand and smiled at her. “I’m proud of you, Claire, and I know you’re doing your best.”
“Thanks, Nick.” She shot him a flirty grin.
I knew not everyone was meant to go out and fight for the cause, and I was sure Claire wasn’t. Still, like she said, there were other things she could do behind the scenes. The more I pondered, the more I realized I shouldn’t label the girl; I hated when my brother did that to me. I was sure Nick would have loved to keep me behind the scenes, but whether he liked it or not, I’d be out there fighting zombies right by his side.
Claire, on the other hand, wasn’t exactly cut out for hand-to-decayed-hand combat. She was a model, with long legs that I often caught Nick staring hungrily at. Her long red hair flowed down her back in a cascade of curls, and her blue eyes were stunning. She was beautiful, perfect, and girly, and it was easy to see why my brother was attracted to her, but I was sure she wasn’t right for him. It wasn’t that I didn’t like Claire, but all her whining tended to get on my nerves, and I was surprised it didn’t bother Nick. I suppose he just wanted to protect her from all the ugliness in this world.
The major roads were totally flooded, so we had to find a safe harbor to wait out the storm until the roads were passable again. When we turned a corner, I saw a huge, three-story, red brick building. Squinting, I could make out a sign in front, indicating that we’d arrived at Sunny Hills Nursing Home. “Hey, Nick!” I pointed. “How about there? There’d be plenty of room for everyone.”
“Absolutely not,” Claire said. “Think about all the undead we’d have to fight to take control of the facility.”
Jackie nuzzled into my shoulder as I held her. “Claire’s right. I don’t want to fight zombies until we absolutely have to.”
I shook my head. “Who said anything about fighting zombies? The place is all boarded up.”
Jackie wiped the fog off the window. “He’s right! Every single window. Maybe some other survivors are here,” she said. “Maybe they can help.”
“If they’re not hostile,” Nick said.
“We won’t know unless we take the risk,” Jackie said. “So what do you think?”
Nick slowed down and pulled into the driveway, a frown of concentration perched between his brows. “Not a bad idea, but we’ll have to check it out first. Better safe than sorry.”
Jackie stared at the building. “I’m sure if there are any survivors holed up in there, they’ll let us stay for a night. Surely they’ll understand our predicament, and there’s gotta be plenty of room.”
“Fine. I guess it works for me,” Claire said. “If the place’s boarded up, I’m sure there are no zombies.”
Nick opened the car door, allowing a flurry of wind and rain to rush in. “Stay put for a minute, guys. I’m just gonna run back and tell the other drivers what we’re doing.”
“I’m coming with ya,” I said. “After we tell the others, we’ll go inside and make sure the place is safe.”
“Count me in,” Jackie said.
“No, you stay here and stay dry,” I said. “I got this.”
She pulled me close and kissed me on the lips. “What girl doesn’t love a nice shower?”
“Yeah, she’s right. We haven’t had one for days,” Claire said.
“All kidding aside, you know there’s safety in numbers,” Jackie said. “I wanna be there to get your back if you need me. We still have no idea what’s in there. It looks safe, but I’ve learned what isn’t safe is assuming things.”
I was impressed with the girls’ courage and willingness to help. I smiled at Jackie. She had a Lara Croft trait that totally turned me on. “Well, come on then,” I said, grinning.
Cold water soaked through my clothes as the wind howled. As my brother walked over to the others and discussed ways to break in, Jackie and I walked up the long sidewalk, stepping over the weeds poking out of the cracks in the cement.
“Think we should check out the perimeter of the building first?” I asked.
“Sounds like a plan.” She whipped out her gun. “Let’s go.”
As we started to walk away, Nick called me through the rain. “Dean! Hold up!”
“What?”
“Where are you going?”
“To have a look around.”
“Then take Lucas or Val with you and some armed people from our group.”
“Stop worrying. I’ll be fine,” I yelled.
He threw his hands up in frustration. “I don’t care what you think you know. Your life is in my hands. You have no idea what’s lurking back there.”
When I saw a group of people walking in my direction, I let out a huff. “Fine,” I said. “If you insist, I’ll take bodyguards!”
When Nick turned his back to talk to some of the men, Jackie chimed in, “Your brother’s right, you know. The more, the merrier, right?”
One of the guys approached. “I got your back, li’l buddy.”
“I’m neither little nor your buddy,” I said. “Now let’s go,” I ordered like some kind of drill sergeant, then marched through the puddles.
“Wait!” Jackie said, squinting. “Your brother said to take Lucas or Val.”
I kept walking at a steady pace. “I don’t care what he said.”
It was hard to see through the rain, but I noticed a few trees and picnic benches and hiking trails scattered around the untended gardens. We were halfway around the perimeter of the building when I spotted a giant white gazebo covered in ivy garland that I assumed to be artificial.
“It’s beautiful,” Jackie said, running inside the gazebo and slowly spinning around.
I walked up the stairs to seek shelter from the storm so I could survey the situation without rain pouring down my face. The grounds were in desperate need of attention. All the doors and windows were boarded up, just like in the front of the building. Nothing stirred, mouse or otherwise, and I didn’t see or hear any zombies anywhere. The others walked around the gazebo, checking carefully for any fiendish thing that might be lurking in the shadows or hiding. Heavy rain poured off the roof in sheets as the wind howled.
“I don’t see anything,” Jackie said. “Maybe the zombies are disoriented by the rain.”
“Could be,” I said, nodding. I felt at ease enough to put my gun down, then wrapped my arms around Jackie.
“If we weren’t searching for zombies, it might be kind of romantic to be out here in this gazebo, cuddling and listening to the rain,” she said, tracing my lips with her fingertips. She brushed her long, wet hair out of her face.
I had never seen her look sexier, nor had I ever been so attracted to anyone. My heart pounded in a crazy rhythm as our eyes connected, and I froze as we stared deeply into each other’s. I cupped her face, lost in that dazzling smile of hers. “You’re so beautiful. You just…you take my breath away,” I said.
Her black hair hung around her face, and her eyes were the most beautiful shade of brown. With an outstretched hand, she touched my hand, holding it gently against her damp, warm skin. I pulled her close and kissed her softly on the lips, running my hand through her wet hair. I couldn’t help myself; I’d been dying to do that for so long. Then, just as I was about to deepen the kiss, I felt arms grab the back of my shirt.
“Zombie!” Jackie shouted, fumbling for her gun.
I spun around just in time to see the undead thing lunging at my neck, its teeth just inches from my carotid artery. Suddenly, the green-skinned monstrosity fell backward and crashed to the ground on the gazebo, a knife jutting out of its brittle skull. It twitched and let out a few more hisses, followed by an eerie silence.
“I told you to bring Lucas or Val with you,” Nick said, standing in the pouring rain, tapping his foot as if he were really ticked off.
“I’ve got plenty of others with me,” I argued. I knew I’d screwed up and should have listened to him, but that pissed me off more than anything. Back at the school, I’d finally proven to my brother that I could go on a zombie mission without him, kick butt, and survive, but in one fell swoop of rebellion, I’d blown that hard-earned credibility.
He crossed his arms. “And exactly how much good did that do you? Lucas and Val care about you and will always cover your butt.”
Guilt flooded through me as I realized I should’ve been more attention to my surroundings than I was paying to Jackie’s soft lips. “Fine. I learned my lesson. It won’t happen again.”
“You’re right. It won’t. If I need to put you on a leash, that can be arranged.”
The remark angered me something fierce. “Don’t be such an idiot, Nick.”
“I have to be if I’m gonna teach you how to survive out here. That little romantic distraction could’ve gotten you killed. The second you stop paying attention, a zombie will strike.” Rain dripped down his face, making him look even more angry. “You always have to be alert. You wanna kiss Jackie, that’s fine, but wait till we’re inside, in some safe place.” He glanced around. “Where’s your backup anyway?”
“They’re securing the perimeter of this building,” Jackie said. “We were right behind them, and…well, I guess we just got separated for a minute.”
“And that could’ve gotten you both killed,” Nick fumed. “Dean, don’t be so naïve! You’re so not ready to be out here,” he yelled. “I had no choice but to bring you along since that helicopter crashed. I don’t even know if I can get you back to Mom and Dad in one piece, especially when you refuse to listen to me.” He pushed me hard in the chest, shoving me back in anger.
I decided then and there that if he wanted a fight, he was going to get one. I shoved him back and sent a right hook crashing into his jaw. He swung back and nailed me, and pain exploded across my face. I lunged at him when he shoved me again.
“Stop it, you two!” Jackie yelled, stepping between us. “Save your anger for the zombies.”
“You just don’t get it, do you?” Nick asked me.
I didn’t even dignify him with an answer.
He narrowed his gaze and crossed his muscular arms. “Is this all some kind of game to you?” he yelled, his voice echoing off the ceiling of the gazebo.
“No.”
“Really? Then why are you in here sucking face with her and letting your guard down? This is exactly why I didn’t wanting you coming back here by yourself.”
I knew Nick was right, though I was tired of being lectured about it. Still, he had a point. If our little impromptu make-out session had gotten any more intense, I might not have even heard the thing sneaking up on me in the pouring rain. My raging hormones had overshadowed my common sense. I wasn’t perfect and had never claimed to be, but I could have listened and learned from Nick, who was giving me a crash course in Zombies 101. I’d barely been out in Zombie Land, yet I was cocky, feeling like some kind of superhero from the few victories I had. The truth was, I was being an idiot—a complete and utter know-it-all. I knew I had much to learn, and I decided then and there that I’d never let that happen again. Instead, I’d become stronger, smarter, and more open to advice, and I would never make a rookie mistake like that again that would put my life, Jackie’s life, or anyone’s life at risk.
“Dean, you’re my little brother, and I love you,” Nick said, his tone softening. “I don’t mean to come off sounding like some controlling jerk, but if anything happens to you…” His voice trailed off, as if he was unable to imagine how he would deal with that kind of loss. As if on cue, a flash of lightning lit up the sky, followed by the crash of thunder. “You have every right to be insane—just not on my watch.” He slapped me on the back, and I knew I was forgiven. That was as much emotion as Nick was capable of mustering up.
“This will never happen again,” I said. “I promise.”
“C’mon,” he said, pulling his blade out of the zombie and wiping it off in the wet grass. “Let’s get this place secured.”
We circled around one more time and decided to see if we could get anyone’s attention. As we walked around the front of the building, I noticed Claire standing under a big, black umbrella with Howard. Nick didn’t look the least bit happy and shot Howard a glare.
“Hey,” Howard said. “Seein’ as though you deserted poor Claire and left her here to get soaking wet in this storm, I was just trying to keep her dry and safe.”
“Yeah, well, while you’re out here pretending to be some Good Samaritan, I’m trying to save our butts,” Nick retorted.
Claire looked up at Howard. “Nick was securing the perimeter,” she said proudly, sticking up for him. “What do you think I am, Howard? A wicked witch who might melt or something? A little rain won’t kill me.”
Nick gripped Claire’s hand and pulled her with him. It was evident that if Howard didn’t back off and quit putting the moves on her, we were going to have to ditch him or fights were going to ensue.
“So you’re gonna drag her out in the rain just to keep her from standing next to me?” Howard yelled after them. “Did you even ask her if she wants to go with you?”
“Bye, Howard,” Claire said, glancing over her shoulder, as if making her choice very clear.
We pounded on the door and boarded-up windows, not sure if we’d get any sort of response, since we didn’t know if anyone was currently residing in the dark, lonely place. Some of the others came over and joined in. We figured if anyone was in there, friendly or hostile, they’d come out and greet us since we announced that we weren’t zombies and had no deadly intentions.
I listened intently through the rain for somebody’s voice, but no answer came.
“Maybe they’re scared of outsiders,” Jackie said.
Water dripped down Claire’s face. “Or maybe the place is deserted.”
Lucas approached. “Or maybe somebody boarded up all the zombies from the city in there, like a zombie prison.”
Jackie slugged him. “That’s a scary thought.”
“You think I’m playing?” he retorted, blinking droplets out of his eyes. “You have to keep every option open.”
“He’s right,” Val said, shielding her face. “Be on guard and put no scenario out of your mind, no matter how crazy you think it is. These are weird times, and weird stuff happens.”
“Enough with the banging,” Nick said, walking over. “If anybody were in there, they’d have been out here by now. You’re just ringing the dinner bell for nearby zombies.”
I blinked, wiping the rain with my sleeve as sheets poured down.
A muscular man with gray hair brought over a few axes. “What do ya think? Should we give it a go?”
Nick nodded.
Another man handed out long, thin flashlights, and I made sure to grab one, since I knew there’d be no electricity inside. “We’ll need people to stand guard,” the man said. “I don’t want some zombie hacking away on me while I’m hacking away at these boards.”
Val came over and grabbed an axe. “You fellas don’t get to have all the fun,” she said. “I’ve always wanted to be on a wrecking crew.”
Nick and Lucas smiled and shook their head at her, then grabbed axes as well. I figured we didn’t need ten people chopping at the window, so Jackie, Claire, and I stood guard while they burst through the wood stroke by stroke.
A woman handed us some umbrellas. “Maybe these will help you see better, in case anything’s coming,” she said.
I thanked her and kept diligent post, looking for any shadow or the slightest movement. Jackie and Claire took their positions seriously as well, and we didn’t talk to each other; we knew how important it was to remain focused on our surroundings—a lesson I’d learned the hard way while kissing my girl in a gazebo.
Crack! Wood splintered, flying everywhere as they chopped through the window.
“We’re in!” Val said.
Nick’s hands were still wrapped around the axe, rain dripping down his face. “Dean, shine some light in here, would ya?”
I shined my flashlight into the dark, gaping hole, illuminating a receptionist’s desk, floral couches, and matching floral paintings on the walls. I almost expected some people to peer out holding guns and questioning why we were breaking into their makeshift fortress, but nobody showed up. Still, someone had boarded the place up pretty tight. I wondered who had done it and if any of them were still alive.
 




Chapter 5
We all looked at each other as the rain poured down.
“Who’s going first?” the man asked, holding up his axe.
Nick shot us a look. “Cover me.”
“We got your back,” Lucas said.
A woman softly touched my shoulder. “I’ll take your umbrella so you can go inside. Be careful.”
“Thanks,” I said.
Nick didn’t waste another minute. He just climbed right in, pulled out his gun, and put his gun arm over his other hand, which held the flashlight—just like he’d taught me. I clambered past the jagged wood, careful not to get a gash; there were no doctors or stitches available, and an infection from even the smallest cut could mean death.
“I’m right behind you,” Jackie said.
“Stay close,” I whispered.
Everything was eerily quiet except for the pounding of rain. The receptionist’s desk had an old calendar on it, one from the prior year—an eerie reminder of the year our world changed forever. Flashlight beams swung everywhere and bounced off the walls once several of us had crept in. I didn’t see any signs of survivors, but that didn’t mean they weren’t hiding somewhere. For all we knew, they were terrified of us, the intruders, or they were waiting to ambush us. I shared these very pessimistic but very possible ideas with Nick and Lucas. A few of the others tuned in.
“We come in peace!” a man suddenly yelled. “If there are any survivors here, we mean you no harm. We just need to stay here until the storm passes.”
Lucas grabbed the man’s arm. “Stop that! You tryin’ to announce our presence to hordes of zombies or what, mister? I don’t figure the undead will be offering us a cold beverage and welcoming us into their humble abode.”
“Kid, if that chopping didn’t wake the dead, my hollerin’ sure as heck ain’t gonna,” the man retorted in a huff, shaking Lucas’s arm off him.
“We can board up this window once we deem the place safe and everyone is in,” a woman in a wet leather jacket said.
“Should we stick together or split up into teams?” another man asked.
Nick stepped forward. “I think it’s best to split up. We can cover more ground that way and get this place secured.”
“We’d better hurry. All those other people are sitting ducks in the cars out there,” a woman wisely noted.
“Right,” Lucas said, “so why are we still standing here talking about it? Let’s go, folks, and leave no stone unturned. That means we check the elevator, the stairwells, driers, stoves, freezers, and fridges—every nook and cranny.”
The man nodded. “I think it’s best that some groups search the halls, while others watch for zombies outside. We can also post guards at the window that’s been, uh…compromised.”
“Finally, somebody’s making sense around here,” Lucas said.
Jackie glanced around. “This place reminds of a haunted house,” she said with a shudder.
“Forget the house. It’s too big for that. It’s more like a haunted castle,” Claire said. “Before all this happened, I was reading this book about some haunted castle in Scotland so this place really gives me the creeps.”
I had a sick feeling in my gut, but I couldn’t let that stop me from searching the place. I shined my flashlight to the left, then to the right. There seemed to be a west hall and an east hall. Elevators were directly in front of me, and stairs lead to the second and third floor. I felt some grim certainty that something horrible was going to happen, but I knew I needed to push those worrisome thoughts aside. We’ve found safe hideouts before, I reminded myself, like the airport tower and the gym. We didn’t have any horror movie moments in there. Still, as much as I tried to convince myself, nothing calmed the unsettling feeling of dread that was running rapid through me.
“We’ll take the east hall,” a blonde woman said, turning right.
A slightly chubby, balding man motioned to the left. “Then we’ll take this one.”
“We’ll go upstairs and start with the second floor,” Lucas said.
“Leave the third floor to us,” said a man with a raspy voice.
Nick motioned me to follow him, and we headed up the winding stairs. I opened the door and carefully stepped in while the other group pounded up the stairs, heading to the third floor. Straight ahead was a circular nurses’ station. I glanced around, taking in my surroundings. Charts lined the back wall, and a medication cart was parked off to the side. My light beam roamed over filing cabinets, a computer, a printer, a copy machine, and papers and clipboards littering the floor.
Val touched my arm and pointed down the west hall. It was so dark, so eerie. I knew anything could dart at us at any given moment; if enemies of the human or zombie variety were hiding in there, they’d have the element of surprise on their side. I couldn’t help but picture hordes of the undead bursting out from both directions. My nerves were on edge as we headed down the lonely corridor amidst the shadows that danced on the wall from our flashlight beams.
My brother pointed to Claire, Val, and himself, then gestured to the rooms on the left. He pointed Lucas, Jackie, and me to the rooms on the right.
I shot him a nod to indicate that I understood his voiceless command, and then I eased the door open as a cold shiver shot down my spine. The window was boarded up, but I could hear the screeching wind and the pelting rain and the crashing thunder. It was terrifying to be in that large, dark, lonely building with no light or electricity, and the pounding wind didn’t exactly ease my tension. The dark, musty room smelled like mold, and dust particles floated all around us. My flashlight beam swung around the room in an organized fashion as I gripped my gun tightly, my gaze darting everywhere. With my very next step, my foot landed on something that cracked under my weight, startling everyone. Of course, I remained cool, calm, and collected—or at least I tried to appear that way.
Whether we liked it or not, we had the disadvantage in combat because we didn’t know what lurked in those dark corners. I thought back to the day when the chaos had begun. I imagined the owner had evacuated the place and then boarded it up, hoping to come back one day and start over again. Surely someone had cared about the place if they’d gone to so much trouble to secure it. Then again, there could have been survivors there at one time who had since departed for one reason or another—reasons I didn’t want to think about. For all I knew, the poor survivors who’d been staying there had gone to find food and supplies and never made it back to their sanctuary.
I moved silently and cringed every time the floorboards creaked under my boots. A droplet of sweat rolled down my face, and my heart felt like it might actually beat its way out of my chest. As I continued to move carefully through the room, I suddenly saw a figure. I freaked out and jumped, startled for a split second, until I realized it was my own reflection in the dresser mirror. My nerves were so on edge that every little thing was beyond frightening; I was just thankful that Jackie and Lucas didn’t catch my blunder.
It felt as if we’d stepped into some kind of time capsule, an episode of The Twilight Zone, for everything was frozen in time, from the crossword puzzles on the bedside table and neatly made bed to the birthday cards lining the dusty dresser. The curtain divider was stretched across the middle of the room. I could feel my heart pumping as I pulled it back, just waiting for something to jump out at me. Nothing? Thank God. Just another bed and dresser. “All clear,” I whispered.
Jackie waved me over, her eyes locked on the closed bathroom door. I nodded, trying to look brave, but my stomach sank. I took a deep breath and shifted my position to deflect a possible attack, then slowly opened the creaking door. It was empty, so I let out a sigh of relief. Jackie looked under the bed, and Lucas checked the closet.
Next, Lucas motioned for us to check the next room. We nodded and followed him as he kept his gun pointed, alert for any signs of danger. When we searched the next room, my light beam suddenly landed on one eye and half of a face. My stomach lurched.
“Zombie!” Jackie shouted.
I gasped, my mind reeling. I let out a shot straight into the zombie that was lying on the bed.
Lucas laughed, but I didn’t find one bit of humor in it. By the look on Jackie’s face, I could tell that Jackie didn’t think it was a joke either. Adrenaline spiked through my veins, and I had to force myself to take slow breaths.
“You okay, baby?” she asked.
“I’m fine. You?”
“I about had a heart attack. At least it’s dead.”
Lucas doubled over in laughter.
Nick rushed in, his eyes wide. “Did I hear gunfire in here? What’s going on?”
I shook my head. “I just saved our butts, that’s what.”
Lucas dangled a dummy in the air with a bullet hole in its forehead. “Yeah, man. Your li’l bro here just saved us from the big, bad CPR practice mannequins. If he hadn’t, I might have had to give the thing the Heimlich Maneuver!”
“You’re kidding,” Nick said, shaking his head.
Val softly touched my arm. “Dean, what if that had been a survivor? I know you’re scared. Heck, we all are. But you can’t be so quick to pull the trigger.”
“Well, excuse me for trying to protect everybody!” I shouted. The truth was, I felt like an idiot. My nerves were completely rattled, and I started to worry that I might be losing it—that I wasn’t cut out for soldiering after all.
“You gotta be more careful, Dean,” my brother said, beginning the lecture I figured he’d give me, as he was never one to keep quiet about it when I screwed up. “You have to make sure it’s really a zombie before you shoot.”
I swallowed hard.
“It’s okay,” Jackie said. “I thought it was a zombie, too, especially with its face ripped off like that.”
“Right. What’d Howdy Doody do to deserve being smashed in the face with a crowbar anyway? Musta taken a real dummy to waste their time and energy doing that.” Lucas said, laughing at his own puns, which no one else seemed to get. “I bet they had to take a breather or two in between whacks!”
Claire chuckled and rolled her eyes. “You can stop now.”
“Lucas, that was awful, but your right. Personally, I’d have saved my strength for the zombies,” Val said. “C’mon. We have to finish securing this wing.”
In spite of the fact that most of the others were laughing and shaking their heads at Lucas’s sorry attempt at humor, I was still angry with myself for being such an idiot. I took a deep breath and tried to clear my head so we could move on. I feared they’d never let me live that one down, but for the time being, we had bigger and better fish to fry.
Once we determined that the entire floor was devoid of zombies and survivors, we headed back up to the entryway and met up with the rest of the men. The entire place was secure, and Nick and Lucas even double-checked just to be sure. We were very lucky to find the place, and Claire even suggested staying for a few days to rest. It sounded like a good idea, but we’d have to follow Nick’s lead; if he thought we should just stay long enough to wait out the storm, that would be what we would do. He was the leader, and as much as I hated to admit it, I’d learned the hard way that he knew a thing or two about surviving the zombie apocalypse.
Everyone piled into the nursing home, and we hurriedly boarded the window back up. We decided to stay in the west wing of the first floor, and there were enough rooms for everyone. We planned on taking shifts and posting guards everywhere to make sure we could sleep in peace.
Nick and I chose a room in the back, and the girls, Claire and Jackie, took a room next to us. Lucas and Val each had a room to themselves. We placed two of the giant flashlights on the dresser to serve as a makeshift lamp, and the girls and Lucas did the same.
“I brought a little friend to keep us company,” Nick said, holding the axe he’d used to break in. “If any of those undead freaks get through and past our sentries, we’ll be able to break out through the boards and hop out the window.”
“You wouldn’t be Nick if you didn’t think of everything,” I said. “You’re always prepared.”
“Semper paratus.”
“What’s that?”
“The Boy Scout motto. Always ready.”
“Boy Scouts? Aren’t you a little old for that, or do they give out a special patch for killing zombies? Besides, I’d rather you be a Girl Scout. You could sell me some Thin Mints, and I bet your hairy legs would look great in that little green skirt.”
Nick tried to stifle his laugh, but the vision of himself in such an outfit had him chuckling. “Well, Scouts or not, we have to be prepared if we wanna stay alive.”
A second later, Jackie rushed in, holding a pile of clothes. She was dressed in a pair of slightly baggy pleated pants and a frilly floral top that looked like something my grandmother would have loved, but she somehow still managed to flash some serious curves. Even in old-lady attire, it was hard for me to tear my gaze away from her. She was gorgeous and literally took my breath away. “Look what I found,” she said, handing me a pair of pants and a shirt. They smelled a little musty but they were much better than my current outfit, which was muddy, ripped, and caked with dried blood.
“Nice! Dry clothes.”
“The dressers are loaded with all kind of things to wear,” she said. “They’re a little old-fashioned, but beggars can’t be fashionable, right? Besides, I’m sure they’ll fit you perfectly.”
Claire playfully poked me. “I told her to grab one of those backless hospital gowns for you instead, but she wouldn’t.”
I chuckled. “Yeah, I don’t do hospital gowns.”
Jackie smiled and smacked my butt. “I should’ve. I bet you have a gorgeous butt.”
I flashed her a shy grin, not sure what else to say in the face of such flattery of my gluteus maximus.
It was nice to relax for a minute since we always seemed to be on constant guard. Nick laughed and pulled Claire close, then kissed her on the forehead. I wasn’t sure how to feel about it, as they seemed like the oddest couple of all time, but they seemed to be really hitting it off.
“I got you something too,” Jackie said, handing him a polo shirt and some black slacks.
Nick held up the outfit and frowned. “Uh…not exactly my style.”
Claire smiled, playing with a strand of red hair. “C’mon, Nick. The newest style tips in the zombie era are to always think clean and dry.”
“Am I gonna look as hip as Nick?” I asked.
Jackie winked. “Even hotter.”
“Thanks for the clothes,” I said, grinning at her.
“How could I resist helping you, with those gorgeous baby blues of yours?”
“Oh, brother,” Nick muttered as he squeezed his large arms into the sleeve of the polo shirt.
“I’ll see ya later,” Jackie said to me.
I kissed her on the lips. “Be safe, babe.
As she turned to leave, Lucas came in, holding a box.
“Hold up, Jackie,” he said. “I’ve got us chow.”
Jackie smiled. “Chow? I’m starving. Okay, I’m staying for a little bit longer.”
“What you got there?” I asked, curious.
“A veritable buffet, boys…and uh, girls! Found a bunch of canned food in the kitchen, along with a can opener. Let’s see…we’ve got corn, beans, squash—”
“I think I’m gonna like it here,” Claire said, snuggling up to Nick. “For the first time in far too long, we’ve got food, shelter, real beds, and clothes, and we’re all boarded up, safe and sound. Best of all, there aren’t any zombies loitering around.”
Nick pulled her close. “I think we oughtta rest here for a day or two.”
“We sure do deserve to take a break after all we’ve been through,” Claire affirmed.
“Definitely, and you know what? I’m gonna volunteer for first shift of guard duty,” Jackie said. “That way, I can sleep for hours when it’s over.”
“How about we grab a quick bite to eat first?” I asked.
Lucas held up a can. “Mmm…Ensure!” He held it up and stared at the label. “Says here it promotes a healthy digestive tract.”
I laughed. “I mean, it’s not like we have 9,000 other things to worry about.”
We all shared a laugh and then chowed down. Sure, it was just cold canned food and health shakes, but it was the best meal any of us had eaten in a while.
 




Chapter 6
Nick said he’d hidden the black bag of vials in the nursing home, so I felt pretty secure about that. They were our most precious commodity and had to be guarded at all costs.
We had a major problem Nick was trying to keep under wraps so people didn’t panic…we were low on guns and ammo. Nick and Lucas said we’d look once we were on the road, but if we got forced into battle with a horde of zombies, we were in trouble. I had some ammo, but not nearly enough.
“Knock, knock,” a female voice said, jarring me out of my thoughts.
She peeked her head in. “Hey, guys. I’m your next door neighbor.”
“Kate!” I said. Kate was the blonde that fought alongside of us in that arena back in Kingsville. I had no idea she was in the caravan of cars that trailed behind us.
Kate had been in Kingsville to investigate her sister’s disappearance. When she learned her sister was dead, she was mortified, especially with the gruesome way she died. She’d been thrown into the makeshift arena and was killed by zombies. What that town did to strangers was criminal and insane. I still couldn’t believe we went through all of that.
Kate motioned to the girl behind her. “This is my roommate, Asia.”
Asia was about my age, and she was African American. She had the most beautiful, dark eyes and a cute figure. Her medium length hair was tied back in a ponytail. She waved as introductions were made between all of us.
“Kate filled me in on the entire story,” Asia said. “I just wanted to thank you guys for saving my life.”
“It means the world to us that you’d stop by and thank us,” Claire said. “We want to help as many people as we can.”
Out of all those people, she was the only one to come and express her gratitude. I couldn’t help but be touched by her sincere words.
Her voice started to tremble. “I’m not good at this kind of stuff.”
“You and me both,” Nick chimed in.
“But I just wanted to show you my appreciation,” she continued. “We’ve got to get this cure into the right hands.”
“That’s the plan,” Lucas said, softly.
I met Kate’s gaze. “How are you doing?”
Her face hardened. “Hanging in there. I decided to go on living…for my sister. She’d want me to keep fighting to live. So that’s what I plan to do.”
“You’ve been through so much,” Jackie said, gripping her hand.
“We all have,” she whispered. “We live in a cold, cruel world now.”
“Never give up the fight,” Nick said. “No matter what life throws at you. Always remember to keep fighting…especially when you’re hit the hardest. That’s what I do.”
Kate nodded. “Don’t worry, my survival instincts won’t let me sit down and take it. I plan on fighting until to the very end.”
I remember how valiantly she fought in that arena. I believed every word she said and definitely knew she wouldn’t go down without a fight.
“Well, if you need anything, don’t hesitate, neighbor.” She waved goodbye and left.
“Bye,” Asia said, smiling. “Nice meeting you.”
“Nice to meet you too,” I said.
***
A group of us decided we should take shifts and go to the top of the roof and keep watch from every angle. The roof had been deemed clear by Nick and Lucas and some of the other men, so I decided to join Jackie and a few of the others for the first shift of roof duty. We climbed up the stairs and opened the door, only to see a medium-sized greenhouse with glass walls over to the left. A short lady handed us some umbrellas and we headed out into the storm.
“Hi, Dean and Jackie,” Howard said through the pouring rain. “Thanks for volunteering.” He handed each of us a rifle. “Your brother says you can handle one of these.”
“Without a doubt,” I said.
“Great. I’ve got every area covered excerpt the north side.”
I smiled. “The north side it is.”
“If you see anything funny or out of the ordinary, feel free to call one of us over,” he said. He then walked away but suddenly stopped and looked over his shoulder, as if there was something more he needed to tell us.
“What is it, Howard?” I asked.
He hesitated, then spoke. “I just…well, I really like Claire. I’d love to stand guard with her, if given the chance.”
“She’s sleeping,” Jackie said. “She’s taking the next shift.”
“So I’ll do a double. I don’t mind. She’s worth it.”
“Howard, it’s pointless. My brother and Claire are dating,” I said firmly.
“Dating? But how? They barely know each other!” Howard argued. “I hardly call that dating.”
Jackie gripped her gun tightly. “Listen, Claire’s not interested, so just back off. You got that?”
“That’s not your decision to make,” he spat back.
“Just forget it, Jackie,” I said, tugging on her sleeve. “He’s not worth the time and effort.”
“I hate guys like him,” she said as we walked away. “They just won’t take no for an answer.” Jackie wrapped her arm around me and nuzzled into my shoulder. “I’m so glad my guy’s not like that.”
“Your guy, huh?”
“Yeah, my handsome, gorgeous, sexy guy.”
I smiled as she grinned.
Lightning flashed, zigzagging across the sky, and thunder rumbled. The men had set up spotlights, but we didn’t have nearly enough. We didn’t see any zombies, but it was so dark that I wasn’t sure we’d have been able to until they were right on top of us. All we could do was watch for shifting shadows.
“You know, it’s gonna be really nice to stay here for a day or two and get our bearings back,” Jackie said. “We can all use a little R and R.”
“Yeah, I know,” I agreed. “Being out on the road like that was really starting to take its toll. I bet I’ll be able to sleep for hours when we get done here.”
“Me too,” Jackie said with a yawn.
“Five more minutes and the next shift’s coming up!” Howard called over after several hours.
“Okay,” Jackie said.
“I can’t believe the rain hasn’t let up yet.”
“I’ve always loved the rain,” Jackie said. “My mom and I used to sit on the porch and watch lightning storms late into the night.” She let out a breath. “I wonder where she is. I wonder how the rest of my family is. Are they alive? Did they even survive?”
Pain consumed me as I thought about my own family. “I’ve been wondering the same thing about mine. I wonder if my mom, dad, grandma, and friends survived the outbreak that infested the island.”
“I guess all we can do is hope for the best.”
“I vow to find them,” I stated emphatically, and it was a vow I intended to keep. I had no doubt that we would eventually make it back to the island and that I’d find my family alive somewhere.
“Shift’s over, you two,” Howard said, as others came up on the roof.
Jackie leaned against the wall, holding the umbrella, and tears welled up in her eyes.
“Don’t worry. We’ll find your family too,” I said.
“How?” she asked. “Going back to New York City would be beyond dangerous. Besides, my family could be hiding anywhere, and I’ve got no way to get in touch with them. They probably think I’m dead and gone.”
“I heard some of the big cities are putting together lists of who’s there. Maybe we can find them that way.”
“Taking attendance, huh?”
I smiled. “Something like that.”
She touched my face, and I slowly kissed her lips as we wrapped ourselves closer. We just stood there in the rain as I placed gentle, emotional kisses on her lips. We were both in pain, our hearts breaking with homesickness and missing our families. With my thumb, I wiped a tear away.
“I know I’ve gotta stay strong, Dean. I’m trying. I really am. It’s just—”
“Jackie, you’re the strongest woman I’ve ever met. Look at what we’ve survived.”
“No!” she said out of the blue. “I absolutely will not break down in front of you like this. I refuse to let you see me this way.”
“It’s okay,” I whispered, staring into her tear-filled eyes. “Just let it out. I’m here for you.”
She hugged me tightly. “Just hold me, Dean.”
Her deeply pained voice jarred me to the core. I held her, and we embraced the pain together. I hoped we’d find a way to help her reunite with her family, but in the meantime, I was there to take care of her, and I was glad she had Claire, her cousin. “Wherever our relatives are, I’m sure they’d want us to live for them,” I whispered.
“I know,” she said, meeting my gaze.
“May we have our umbrella and rifles back?” a woman asked.
I handed them to her, and she thanked me.
Howard walked up to us but kept his distance a bit. “Hey, send your sister up.”
Jackie rolled her eyes. “She’s not my sister…and I want Claire assigned to a different post than you. If I find out that’s not the case, there’s gonna be trouble, Howard.”
I gripped Jackie’s hand, and we headed down the stairs. When I reached the bottom, I ran into Nick, who was pacing the facility and keeping an eye out on everything.
“How’d it go?” he asked.
“So far, so good,” Jackie answered.
“Good,” Nick said. “I think this will be a good place to stay until the roads are clear again.”
Jackie kissed me on the cheek. “Go ahead and talk to your brother. I’m gonna go catch some Zs. I’m beat.”
I hugged her, then gave her a small kiss goodnight, and she walked down the corridor to her room. Nick and I talked for a few minutes, but I was far too exhausted to be much of a conversationalist. “It’s almost morning. I gotta hit the hay, Nick. You should get some sleep too.”
“I will. I’ve just got a plan in my head and I’m trying to work it out. I’ll talk to you about it when you wake up.”
I shook my head. “Semper paratus, huh?”
“Well, you know I’m the proverbial Boy Scout.”
“Right,” I said, then shook my head.
“I gotta go wake up Lucas, Claire, and Val, since it’s their turn to take over,” Nick said, “and then I’ll be in.”
“I’ll probably be off to Dreamland as soon as my head hits the pillow, so goodnight big brother.”
“’Night Dean. Sweet dreams.”
I tromped to my room as quick as my sore, tired legs would carry me, climbed into bed, and was out like a light.
 




Chapter 7
I woke up to the sound of laughing. Blinking my eyes open, I sat up. Nick had Claire pinned up against the wall, kissing her neck. She was dressed in black jeans and a glittery black top. I coughed to clear my throat and get their attention.
“You’re awake…finally,” Claire said. “I just came to get you and Nick for your surprise dinner, but your brother…well, he kind of distracted me.”
Nick couldn’t take his eyes off Claire. “Does she look hot or what?”
Claire did look hot, and she also smelled fantastic. For the first time in a while, her hair wasn’t greasy, and she had it pulled back in some kind of antique-looking hairclip that she’d clearly borrowed from some old lady’s jewelry box. She’d also found some cosmetics, and I couldn’t help but notice how her blue eyes popped with an expert makeup job.
“You look nice,” I said.
“Thanks. Can you believe this place has a beauty parlor in it? We also found a storage room with nothing but gallons of water, so we borrowed some.”
“Maybe survivors were storing water,” I said.
“There’s plenty left. Are you ready for dinner?”
“Wait…don’t you mean breakfast? What time is it?” I asked, rubbing my eyes.
Claire laughed. “It’s almost five o’clock. You slept all day.”
My gaze shot to Nick. “Why didn’t you wake me up?”
“You needed the sleep, and so did I. I just woke up an hour ago myself.”
“How’s everything going? Where are the others?”
“Everything and everyone are fine.”
“Great. Has anyone decided if we’re leaving or staying?”
“We couldn’t leave yet even if we wanted to. It’s still pouring buckets out there,” Claire said.
“We’ve all decided to stay at least another night,” Nick said. “The roads are completely flooded. No use going out in the pouring rain with poor visibility. Besides, we’re safe here for now. There are no hordes, and we’ve only seen a few stray zombies here and there. We have comfortable places to sleep and a good stock of supplies, at least for a little while.”
A man popped his head in our room. “Nick, I need you and Lucas on the roof.”
He kissed Claire. “I’ll catch up with you later, sweetie.”
She grabbed his hand. “Wait! What about dinner?”
He wrapped his arms around her. “Can Lucas and I and take a rain-check?”
She laughed. “A rain check? Ha-ha. Very funny.” Glancing up at him, she batted her eyelashes. “But, Nick, we worked so hard to make it special, and I know you’ll love the—”
“Nick?” the man coaxed. “You comin’ or what? We need you now.”
I heard Howard’s voice in the group of men standing outside the door, and I had to wonder if the jerk was just trying to sabotage Claire’s plans for a nice dinner. “Forget them, Nick,” I said. “I think Howard’s just trying to screw things up.”
He ignored me and looked at Claire. “It sounds lovely, but duty calls,” he said, placing a kiss on her lips. As he walked out, he glanced over his shoulder. “I’ll be there if I can. Just let me just see what’s going on, okay?”
“Sure,” Claire said, disappointment etched on her face. She let out a huff.
I knew Howard might have been up to no good, but there was a chance that he wasn’t and that something was genuinely wrong up top. If Claire had known anything about my brother, she’d have realized that, for him, duty was always a top priority; it even took precedence over love. If we made it back to the island alive, he’d rejoin the Army in a heartbeat and go back to fighting again. Back on the island, I rarely saw him because he was always out on missions and fighting the undead. Claire wasn’t about to change him, no matter how hard she tried. In fact, no one could. Fighting zombies was in his blood, maybe even bred into his DNA.
She grabbed a flashlight from the dresser. “Well, Dean, I guess it’s just you. Follow me for your surprise.”
I followed her down the long corridor as she flashed the light beam ahead of us.
“I don’t get your brother,” she said.
“Welcome to the club. I don’t think anybody does. Nick’s just…well, he’s Nick. I know you like him,” I said, “but you really shouldn’t fall so hard for him, Claire. He’ll do nothing but break your heart. He’s all about the Army and fighting zombies, and nothing takes priority over that for him—nothing and no one.”
“There’s more to it than that. I just haven’t figured it out yet.”
“He hasn’t been the same lately. He’s nothing like the Nick I knew before all of this happened, and things just got worse because of the incident with Darla.”
“Yeah, he’s talked about losing her and told me he was forced to shoot her, but he won’t go into too much detail about it.”
“She turned into a zombie and devoured two of his buddies. When Nick walked in, she came right at him, and he had no choice but to defend himself. Plus, he knew Darla would never want to be like that. It destroyed Nick. It made him cold, bitter, and heartless.”
“I’m so sorry to hear that,” she said. “I know Nick is still hurting, even if he tries to hide it.”
“Nick’s broken, and you can’t fix him. Even more than that, I don’t want to see him hurt you, and he will. Trust me on that. It’s probably best to just leave him alone before you get any more attached.”
She opened a door and smiled. “Did I mention we’re making a pit stop?”
I walked into the beauty parlor and shined my flashlight around. “Um, I don’t really do makeovers, Claire.”
She turned on the large lantern that was hanging on the wall, then placed fresh clothes on the counter. “Yes you do.”
“I think I’m just fine the way—”
“No offense, Dean, but you smell like rotten eggs and spoiled milk and zombie guts. It’s nothing personal. We all smelled like that when we got here.” She reached over and handed me a washcloth, towel, and a bar of soap. “You gotta wash up for dinner anyway. I’ll be back in a few minutes, and you best be glistening from head to toe.”
I bit my lip. Getting cleaned up didn’t seem like such a bad thing. Nothing major was happening, and the building was all secure. I stunk to high heaven, and my hair looked like road kill, dirty and caked in grease. There were a few gallon jugs of water, and shampoo by the sink. No hot water, but we weren’t too choosy about the luxuries anymore. I cleaned up, washed my hair, and put on a pair of jeans that were a tad too tight and a black and blue button-up shirt that someone’s granddad probably got for Christmas.
I dried my hair with the towel and looked into the mirror. I couldn’t even believe the reflection. Am I even the same person? I’ve changed so much since I left the island. I wasn’t the same naïve kid who’d crashed in the forest. It had only been a short time since then, but I felt I’d grown in leaps and bounds. I’d become something else altogether: a tough guy, a survivor, a fighter. I hadn’t seen half the things Nick had, but I already understood why it had all made him so cold. I worried that I might be starting to sway that way. I didn’t want to become jaded and hardened like my big brother. Scenes of our zombie battles popped into my head, from walking across the plank with zombies below to hand-to-hand combat when I was trapped in that hole. My hands shook with the memories, and I had to struggle to keep it together. Maybe I’m suffering from some kind of post-traumatic stress syndrome. Maybe that’s what happens when fate throws a normal kid directly into the pits of hell. Maybe we’re all going crazy without even realizing it.
I thought about Jackie and how drawn I was to her. Her beautiful face flashed in my head. I was falling hard for the girl. We were both just trying to survive in the cold, cruel, dilapidated world, yet we shared an amazing connection like none I’d ever felt with anyone—especially not with any of the other girls I’d dated.
A knock on the door broke me out of my thoughts.
“It’s me,” Claire said.
“Come in.”
“Wow! You clean up pretty nice, don’t ya? You look like a million bucks!”
I laughed. “It’s amazing what a bar of soap can do.”
She led me to another room not too far down the hall. I walked in and smiled at Val and Jackie. Candles were aglow everywhere, and soft jazz music played in the background. A blanket was spread out in the middle of the room, filled with a vast array of canned delicacies. Val and Jackie had dressed up for the occasion. Val was wearing jeans and a white, long-sleeved blouse. Her hair was clean and silky, glimmering in the candlelight. I’d never seen her in makeup, but it made her look radiant. Jackie was stunning, as always, and took my breath away in a blue swirled shirt with a plunging neckline and blue jeans. She had her face painted as well, and her fire engine-red lips definitely caught my attention. I couldn’t help but picture my lips locked against hers in a deep, passionate kiss.
“You all look amazing,” I said.
They smiled and thanked me.
Jackie hugged me, and she smelled wonderful. She ran a hand through my hair. “Wow. Who’da thunk you’d have a full head of gorgeous, luscious, soft hair under all that grease and grime and zombie slime?”
“So…where’d you get the music?” I asked, grinning.
Claire swung her flashlight around. “This is the activity room. We found a tape recorder, and can you believe the batteries are still working?”
“You, Nick, and Lucas were supposed to be the guests of honor,” Val announced proudly. She looked at me, cocking a brow. “So why are the other two AWOL?”
“They couldn’t make it,” Claire said. “Duty calls and all that jazz.”
“Duty? Why? Are we being attacked?” Val asked.
“No.”
Val frowned. “Then why couldn’t they spare a few minutes for dinner? We went to a lot of trouble here, and I don’t usually walk around looking like some freaking Barbie doll!”
Claire shrugged. “You know men.”
Jackie shot me a brilliant smile and wrapped her arms around me. “Welcome.” She motioned around, and I couldn’t stop smiling. She always made me feel special, this time especially so, and I thanked her with a kiss right on the lips.
“This is wonderful,” I said, sitting down on the floor. “You ladies never cease to amaze me.”
“We just wanted to personally thank you for saving our lives,” Val said. “We each have a bit of a speech prepared. We’ll start with Claire.”
Claire looked up at me, her pretty blue eyes sparkling in the candlelight. I had to admit, she was quite the hottie, even if her personality rubbed me the wrong way. She brushed her long red hair behind her shoulders and began, “Dean, you rescued me at one of the lowest points of my life. My entire group had been killed, and Jackie and I were forced to fend for ourselves in a new world we were ill-equipped to handle. When I met you, I was a little brat. I refused to use a gun and thought I could make a life for us in that beautiful glass house. Had you left us behind like I wanted, we’d have been long dead by now.” She took a deep, trembling breath. “But you refused to take no for an answer when we told you we weren’t leaving with you.”
“I wouldn’t have left without you,” I said.
“You taught me how to fight, how to survive, and you never gave up on me. Then, when the unthinkable happened, you risked your life to give mine back to me. You gave me a second chance at life. I’m only here because of you.” She wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m a bit of a crybaby sometimes.”
I touched her hand and smiled at her, silently urging her to continue.
“I’ve said I wasn’t meant for this, for fighting, but in the world we’re in now, it’s not a matter of choice. I must fight to survive whether I like it or not, and I promise you that I will, to the best of my ability. I’ll shoot a gun, and I’ll be as brave as I can. No matter what, I’ll have your back. I’m not the wimpy girl you met back in the forest. I am stronger now, and that’s all because of you, Lucas, and Nick.” She rushed over and hugged me.
I held her tight as she squeezed me.
“Thank you, Dean, for coming into my life.” Her voice wavered. “There aren’t enough words to say how much you and your brother and Lucas mean to me.”
Her words touched my heart, and I was speechless, so I just nodded as she stepped away.
“Okay, I’m up next,” Val said. “I was living a perfect life, something of a fairytale, I suppose. Then, in the blink of an eye, my world crashed down around me. I lost my home, my family, my fiancé, my job, my dogs, and my life. Just before the world turned into a zombie hell, I found out the shocking news that I’d been adopted. My biological grandma begged me to come to the island, so I did. On my way, I was bitten, but I really couldn’t have cared less. As far as I was concerned, my life was already over anyway, but I did still want to meet my family before I took my last breath.” She paused and sighed heavily, then continued. “I was scheduled for execution, but you—a brother I hadn’t even known—stepped in and selflessly risked everything to save my life. You did everything you could, from taking the antidote from the lab to breaking me out of jail. You risked life, limb, and reputation—your whole future for a sister who hadn’t even been part of your past. When we crashed, I again put your life in danger. I’m so sorry about that, but you loved me, and you quickly proved that you’d do anything to help me. The wonderful thing about it is that you did that without even really knowing me. But we had this connection, this bond. Dean, you’re my brother, and I love you for that. But even more so, I love you because you’ve stuck with me through all of this. You even put up with me when I fought with you, like that little battle we had in the grocery store. We may not always see things the same way, but I know we both have one another’s best interest in mind, and that means everything.”
I couldn’t help laughing at the memory, even as her eyes welled up with tears.
“You’ve never given up on me and even continued to fight for me when I became a zombie. Nothing could stop you. You were determined to find me and risked your life again to go into that deranged city. You almost died in their makeshift arena, and nothing hurts more than knowing it was all because of me.”
“Val,” I softly said, “you’re my sister, my blood. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you.”
“I know that. I just wanna tell you that I thank you from the bottom of my heart. Finding you has been the most wonderful thing. I couldn’t ask for a more fantastic brother, and I love you from the bottom of my heart.”
I embraced her in a long hug and tried to contain my emotions.
Jackie gripped my hands next. “My turn,” she said with a smile.
I smiled right back at her; that grin of hers was irresistible.
“You and I have such similar backgrounds, Dean.”
I stroked her face. “Yeah, we really do.”
“We were both naïve to this world because we’d both been sheltered. You lived on the island, and I lived in a house. The group I met protected me at all costs. The men fought and guarded the perimeter and kept me safe. I was too caught up in my own little world and had no idea how rough it really is out here. I know you thought the same thing. We didn’t know until we were both thrown into this mess, forced to survive—to kill or be killed.”
“But we’re still here,” I said. “We’re fighters, Jackie.”
“We’ve made plenty of mistakes, like kissing in a gazebo when we should have been on guard. And how about when Claire and I cowered in the glass house while you, Nick, and Val fought off all those zombies? I should’ve shot Earl when I had the chance. If I’d have been brave enough to do it, Val wouldn’t have been thrown into that pack of raging monsters. But we’ve all learned from our mistakes, and I’m confident we’ll never make them again.”
“After everything we’ve been through, nobody can accuse us of being newbies anymore,” I said. “We’ve both learned so much.”
“And we’ll keep learning. We’ll keep growing stronger and smarter. We’ll fight to the very end…together,” she said, nodding. “Without you and Nick, I’d be dead. I know that without a doubt. Like Claire said, you didn’t take no for an answer and never gave up on us, even when I was stabbed and died. You were my savior then, Dean. You gave me back my life, and if it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t be standing here. No words can ever express how thankful I am for that.”
I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her into another hug.
She hugged me tighter as she sobbed into my shoulder. “Don’t let the tears fool you. Yes, I’m emotional, but I’m also a kick-butt broad. I’ll never let you down, Dean—not ever again.”
Val touched my back. “This banquet is in your honor. We love you, we appreciate you, and we can’t thank you enough. It isn’t exactly caviar and champagne, but it’s the thought that counts, right?”
Claire handed me a plate of food. “Dig in and enjoy.”
“I’d like to say a word,” I said before I picked up my fork.
“Sure,” Jackie said.
“This is the most wonderful thing anyone has ever done for me. I’m touched by your words.” I then turned to Val. “I couldn’t ask for a better sister. I know we didn’t grow up together, but that doesn’t matter. I’ve only known you for a short time, but I love you so much, and I’ll fight for you until the very end. The second I met you at Mom’s house and learned about the zombie bite, I knew there wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do to save you. When I found out they were going to kill you, I had to stop the execution at all costs.” Next, I turned to Claire. “I couldn’t ask for a better friend than you. You’re so loyal! You could have left us in that deadly city, but you didn’t. You chose to stick by us, to fight with us. You’ve come a long way in such a short time. In time, I know you’ll be a force to be reckoned with.” Then, finally, my gaze drifted to my beautiful Jackie. “I couldn’t ask for a better…” I didn’t know if I should call her a friend, because she was far more than that. Then again, I didn’t want to offend her or scare her off by putting some unexpected label on our relationship.
“Girlfriend?” she questioned, smiling and flashing those beautiful eyes at me.
My heart quickened at the thought. “In that case, let me start over. Jackie. I couldn’t ask for a better girlfriend. You’re my sunshine in this darkness all around us. I’d go through this all over again in a heartbeat to meet you.”
She touched my cheek and smiled at me.
Somehow, I managed to spit out a few more words. “You’ve touched my life, Jackie, and I’ll never forget you.”
“I’m not leaving,” she said. “I know that in the very beginning, I told you I’d only stay with you till we reached a safe city, but things have changed. I’m falling for you, Dean Walters.”
I kissed her lips until Val cleared her throat.
“Um, guys, can we nibble on something other than each other now?” she said. “I’m starving.”
We all laughed and enjoyed the most wonderful dinner we’d had in such a long time. The food was delicious, but even better were the friends I had to share it with. I only wished Lucas and Nick had been there to hear those speeches of gratitude, as they’d been just as instrumental as I had in keeping the girls safe.
We were almost done with dinner when Lucas and Nick finally showed up. They told the girls how beautiful they looked and thanked them for what was left of the food. Of course they cracked on me for being so clean while they still stunk like the devil’s armpit. I gave them a hard time about being late to dinner, and they fed me a million excuses, all of which I thought were lame. I reasoned that it would have been far too emotional for Nick anyway, for it took everything in me not to let myself turn into a blubbering idiot. As much as I hated sentimental mush, the girls’ tender words had touched my heart. Most touching of all was Jackie admitting that she was my girlfriend. Never had any of my girlfriends been so beautiful, so absolutely gorgeous. It made perfect sense that she and Claire were models before the world fell apart.
Val and Lucas cleaned up, and I couldn’t help but notice how much they flirted with one another in the process. They didn’t insist on public displays of affection like Nick and Claire so shamelessly did, but it was clear that they had the hots for one another. I thought maybe Lucas was toning it down for my benefit, as I didn’t want to see my sister with her tongue down anybody’s throat. Lucas was a great guy, though, and I trusted him. For that reason, I was fine with him being with my sister. The only thing that worried me was that, much like my big brother, he loved the action way too much. Fighting for the Army was in his blood, and I knew he wouldn’t settle down any quicker than Nick would—not even for love. I was worried that in the end, Lucas would break Val’s heart just like Nick was destined to break poor Claire’s.
Lucas and Nick loved fighting zombies. That was the common bond they shared, but they were still quite different. Nick was brooding, cold, and tortured by what he’d been through, or at least he always seemed that way. He tried to pretend that nothing got to him, but I knew better. Lucas, on the other hand, was outgoing, crazy, and always cracking jokes. No matter what, he always seemed to have a smile plastered on his face.
“We’ll be back,” Lucas said, collecting more trash and placing it in a white bag.
“I’m heading back to the kitchen. You guys need anything?”
“No thanks, Val,” I said. “You’ve done more than enough.”
She smiled and walked out the door.
We all talked for a few hours before everyone said goodnight. We planned on leaving in the morning, so it would be the last good night’s sleep we were going to get for a while. Fortunately, there was no tossing and turning for me—no zombie nightmares to keep me up—and I was asleep in minutes.
 




Chapter 8
 

I ran into Kate in the lounge. She was a tall, thin woman with long, blonde hair tied up in a ponytail. She was dressed in a black pant suit I’m sure she pilfered from one of the closets. I had to admit the knee-high, black, leather boots were kind of sexy. I guessed Kate to be about nineteen or twenty.
She smiled at me. “I can’t believe you’re up this early.”
“I have guard duty on the roof at seven a.m.”
“You have a few minutes?” she asked. “I want to show you something I found in the office.”
“You’re snooping around?” I asked.
“Maybe.”
“What did you find?”
“A diary.”
“And that’s your big find?”
She chuckled. “Not just any diary. It’s the diary of the granddaughter who lived here. I know what happened to the family.”
My eyebrows shot up. “Okay, I’m intrigued. What happened to them?”
She walked me to the office and opened a small book. “Look at this.”
I started to read the passage but it was long and drawn out. “Can you give me the quick version?”
“Bottom line, the group left to go get survivors and plan to come back in a week.”
“We’ll be long gone by then.”
“The thing is, twenty-one year old Carla and a group of her friends decided to stay. They had enough supplies to last until the group came back. They weren’t supposed to leave the nursing home.”
“So where are they?”
“Haven’t a clue. But she said her friend was having a baby the night before we arrived. Carla was leaving to help her friend since she was a nurse. I’m sure her friends went as back up. It says they planned on coming back for dinner at the nursing home.”
“Maybe they stayed with her friend.”
“Maybe something went horribly wrong,” Asia said, entering the office.
“Hi Asia,” I said. She wore a cut-off T-shirt slightly exposing her flat, firm stomach with a pair of tight jeans. Asia was hot. It wasn’t like I was looking, but I couldn’t help but notice. She shot me her gleaming white smile. “Hey.”
Kate pointed at one of the passages. “The lady having the baby was staying at the business they owned. It was a restaurant called, Ed’s. It’s only a block from here too. It wouldn’t hurt to go check it out, I mean, because it’s so close.”
I shook my head. “You want to take an unnecessary chance into Zombie Land over an entry in a diary?”
Her blue eyes blazed. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”
“Let me talk to Nick, Lucas, and Val.”
“No time for that,” Asia said.
I cocked a brow. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
Asia grinned. “We have a dozen guys leaving in five minutes. Are you coming?”
“I’ll have to talk to Nick.”
“No time,” Kate said. “We’re leaving now. You see, Nick’s not my boss. So I don’t have to play by his rules. I play by my own.”
I met her gaze straight on. “I don’t believe a dozen guys offered to help you on a whim.”
She slipped into a long leather coat. “Smart boy.”
“So what did you tell them?”
“I told them there’s an arsenal of weapons being stored in the kitchen area.”
“You tricked them into helping you?” I asked.
“Those people could need our help. I couldn’t help my sister when she was murdered in Kingsville, but I can sure try to help people now.”
“So you’re trying to make a mends?”
“Something like that.”
“Are there really weapons?” I asked.
Asia started to load a gun in her hands. “According to the diary, there really is. Would you like to see the passage?”
I stared into her eyes and she didn’t even flinch. “That won’t be necessary. I believe you.”
Kate handed me a picture of a Spanish girl with the most beautiful smile and curly black hair. “Does that make it a little more personal?” Kate asked. “That girl needs our help.”
I handed her the picture back. “You don’t know that for sure. She didn’t make it back to the nursing home, but maybe she stayed with her friend or maybe she got spooked by all of our cars outside.”
Asia let out a long breath. “Maybe. Maybe not.”
“Do you need big brother’s permission to go around the block?” Kate asked.
“No,” I said, defiantly.
Kate blew out a long breath. “You know we desperately need these weapons. Lots of people in our group don’t even have guns to defend themselves, and I’m running out of bullets.”
Asia met my gaze. “So you see, it’s a hero mission, but it’s a gun mission too. Why not kill two birds with one stone?”
“I get it,” I said. “Let’s go.”
***
 

As I sloshed through the knee deep water, the rain poured and splattered on my face. I had to admit I felt pretty safe walking down the street with a dozen armed guards surrounding me. We shot a few stray zombies that decided they were brave enough to take us on. My rifle was slung over my shoulder and I carried my handgun in my holster so I felt pretty confident I could handle anything that came my way.
It wouldn’t hurt to go check out a place that was only a block away. And we desperately needed the weapons…that is, if there were really weapons and this wasn’t some wild goose chase.
When we rounded a corner, we saw a brown brick building with the sign, Ed’s Fast Food. I couldn’t see anything through the black, spray painted windows. The front door had obviously been smashed and that’s how the zombies were getting in. I crept closer and peered inside. Rain dripped down my face and I blinked so I could focus. Battery operated lanterns hung inside and I could see the zombies shuffling around in the restaurant. My frown deepened. And it was in that moment that I feared the worst, the group had been overrun by zombies. I sprinted back to the others as the wind howled.
“It’s definitely overrun,” I said. “There’s no way anybody could still be alive.”
“They were killed,” one of the guys said. “That’s why they didn’t come back to the nursing home.”
I nodded grimly, fearing the exact same thing.
“Well, now you have your answers,” a man said. “Let’s get back.”
“Are you kidding?” a guy said. “Let’s find those weapons Carla talked about in the diary. I mean, they’re not going to do those zombies any good. Let’s go retrieve them!”
Asia patted my back. “I’m in. What do you think?”
“We’ve got fifteen armed people against a bunch of stupid zombies roaming around in a confined space. We can easily take them down.”
“I like it,” Kate said, pushing strand of wet hair out of her eyes. “Let’s get someone to volunteer as bait, and when they come out, we’ll fire away.”
Rain soaked Asia’s hair and poured down her face. “We need those weapons. But even more, we need the ammo.”
Asia was right. I knew how low we were on bullets. If we needed to do battle for any reason, we were in trouble. We definitely needed supplies.
Squinting, I aimed my rifle at the door as one of the men walked up to the entrance and started shouting. It worked like a charm. As the zombies poured out, we all fired away. Glass shattered with a boom and zombies dropped one by one as a hail of shots rang all around me.
I sprinted across the parking lot firing at zombies as I approached the restaurant. Nothing stirred and it was eerily quiet as raindrops splattered on my face. Zombies littered the ground. I climbed over the sea of dead monsters when one of the cursed things suddenly grabbed my boot and wrapped its cold, bony fingers around my ankle. I carefully aimed at its head and fired. As the shot pierced its skull, it immediately let go.
“Some of them are still alive,” I said.
Kate shot me a look. “Not when I’m done.”
“Go on in,” Asia said. “We got this.”
I nodded, then peered in the huge, glass window. A few stragglers roamed in the back but I knew we could easily handle that. My boots crunched over glass as I walked in. Slinging my rifle over my shoulder, I switched to my handgun. Aiming, I took a deep breath, and then let it out. I fired at anything moving and neutralized five targets in a matter of seconds. I shifted my aim and fired again, more bullets slamming into three more zombies shuffling by the industrial-sized sink.
“The boy has good aim,” a tall man shouted.
“He’s Nick’s brother,” another chimed in.
I planted my feet a shoulder width apart as three more zombies came at me. Exhaling slowly, I struck hard. I fired one at a time in rapid succession, nailing each undead freak straight in the forehead. They crashed into a trembling heap of rotting flesh. I was sure they’d killed the people who were running this restaurant, and nothing angered me more.
I glanced around at Ed’s personal armory in the kitchen. Stacked everywhere, were a wide variety of rifles, shotguns, and ammunition. If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear I was in a gun shop. Ed must’ve been collecting weapons from everywhere. Pounding echoed in the air and broke my concentration. The knocking sound was coming from the freezer.
“Who wants the last stragglers?” a man asked.
Suddenly, I could hear people screaming and that’s when I realized there were air holes drilled into the top of the freezer.
I aimed, my finger resting on the trigger. “Open the door. Let’s see who it is.”
He opened the freezer door and my jaw dropped as a woman came running out, followed by a group of people with a crying baby.
My group of men aimed their weapons at the people we found in the freezer.
“Who are you?” one demanded to know.
“Don’t shoot!” the woman cried, holding her arms up. “We mean you no harm.”
I immediately put down my gun. It was the woman from the picture…Carla.”
“Carla?” I said.
“Put down your weapons,” a guy said. “It’s the owner’s granddaughter of the nursing home. We found her. She’s alive.”
Carla gazed up at me shocked. “How do you people know my name or even who I am?”
“We found your diary at the nursing home,” I said. “What happened here?”
“I came to visit, to help my friend have her baby. And the place got overrun with zombies. We ran in the freezer to hide and got locked in by accident. There was no way out. We were running out of air!”
A lady rocked a newborn baby bundled in a blue blanket. “Luckily my father drilled some air holes in the top of the freezer in case we had to hide out from zombies for days. It was like our “panic room”. But not enough air was coming in for all of us. I don’t think we would’ve made it much longer.”
“The panic room was an ingenious idea,” I said. “Why didn’t you install a lever to open the door if you got trapped inside?”
“We did, but it didn’t work. We had no idea it was broken.” Carla ran over and hugged me tightly as emotion overwhelmed her. “You saved us.”
“It was Kate and Asia who discovered you,” I said, looking around for them. When I spotted them, I motioned them over and explained the entire story. The entire group hugged us and expressed their sincere gratitude.
“By the time my family came back, I would’ve been dead,” Carla said, her voice quivering.
Asia embraced her in a tight hug. “You’re so lucky Kate and I are nosey and decided to read the diary.”
“I know,” she said. “It’s a modern day miracle.”
“We want guns and ammo as payment,” one of the men in my group barked.
“No,” I said. “We’re not going to take these weapons.”
“Why not? We saved their butts!” a man said. “We deserve compensation.”
“Yeah,” another guy chimed in. “We risked our lives and we were promised guns!”
“What if we would’ve left them in the freezer to rot?” another man said. “They would’ve died and we could’ve had all their weapons.”
I was really starting to question the morality of the men we were traveling with. I made a mental note to discuss that with Nick. Nobody in my little group would’ve ever made that remark. Another thought struck me. What if these men we were traveling with stole our cure? Just like Tahoe. I didn’t trust any of them, and I thought we should break away from them as soon as we could.
A tall man with white hair stepped forward. “I’m Ed, the owner of this restaurant. These are my weapons. You saved our lives and we can’t thank you enough.” He motioned around him. “You can have half of everything.”
Rapturous applause, shouts of joy, and fist bumps broke out among the men as they went to collect their promised treasure.
“That’s very generous of you,” I said.
He grinned. “It’s the least I can do for the men and women that saved our lives.”
Kate, Asia, and I explained that we were staying at the nursing home and Carla couldn’t have been more thrilled to have guests. When we told her our group was leaving as soon as we could, she told us she was just going to stay with Ed at his sister’s until her family returned in a week. She really didn’t want to be at the nursing home without them, but granted us permission to stay. Ed was going to clear the remainder of his weapons and take them to his sister’s. He had a big, black van outside and I helped him pack up. He knew staying at the restaurant wasn’t safe anymore.
We packed up the guns and supplies we were given, thanked them, and went back to the nursing home. Everyone was thrilled we had obtained so many new weapons, and that we’d saved Carla. But Nick wasn’t too happy I went behind his back. It was the perfect mission without any casualties, and I didn’t see what the problem was. He ensured me not every mission would turn out so smoothly, and told me I just got lucky.
 




Chapter 9
 

It was almost four p.m., but Nick said the roads were still impassable and that we’d have to stay in our makeshift hotel for one more day. I took a shift of guard duty on the roof.
“Your shift’s over,” Mike said.
Mike was a cool guy I had gotten to know over my eight hour shift. He was a big, muscular guy with long black hair tied in a ponytail and a bushy beard. He had ten grandchildren that were all alive last he heard. And he said eventually he’d make his way to them. We laughed and chatted over everything.
“If you don’t mind, I’m going to stick around,” I said. “I’m supposed to meet Jackie up here.”
He smiled. “Not a problem.”
I looked out over the city as my thoughts consumed me.
“You’re doing a fantastic job,” Mike said. “Getting us those supplies was essential to surviving.”
“Thanks, but I had a great team.”
He stared at the city landscape. “We watch the world unfold before us, and it’s not a pretty one.”
“No,” I said. “It’s not.”
“But no matter what life has dealt us, don’t you ever give up hope. Not ever. Period. Even when it seems impossible, something will always pull you through. Always believe and keep moving forward.”
“Thanks, Mike. Those are encouraging words to live by.”
“I think suffering produces perseverance and character. And each day brings us new hope. I truly think it has to get ugly before it can get beautiful.”
“Well, we’ve had lots of ugly, that’s for sure.”
“We’re going to conquer this virus and get our world back.”
“I believe that.”
“Always believe in yourself, Dean.”
“The sky’s the limit,” I said.
He met my gaze. “The sky is not the limit, not when they’re footprints on the moon.”
“True,” I said. “Never thought of that.”
“Well, life is pretty amazing. Let’s stay for as long as we can.”
“Definitely.”
“Dean!” Jackie said.
My face beamed. “Speaking of amazing, here comes Jackie. Thanks for the pep talk. And it was great to work with you.”
He grinned. “Anytime.”
I focused my attention back on Jackie. Every time I saw her, my day instantly brightened; I got such an adrenaline rush being with her. Jackie was the last person I thought about before I went to sleep and the first person I thought about when I woke up. I couldn’t stop staring at her. She’d done her makeup again and had somehow managed to find another low-cut number amongst all the elderly clothes in the dressers and closets. I wrapped my arms around her, and she kissed me.
“My shift on Two East is done,” she said. “All is well.”
“Here too.”
She cupped my face. “I hear congrats are in order! Everyone is talking about what a hero you are, saving that girl and her friends, and getting us all those weapons, and all those bullets.”
“Kate and Asia read the girl’s diary and figured it all out. I just went along on the mission.”
“You did it all alone to piss off Nick, huh?”
I nodded. “He’s all fired up, isn’t he?”
“Yeah. He’s mad you didn’t take him, Val, or Lucas. I bet it’s probably because you’re getting all the glory and not him.”
We both laughed.
Her gaze drifted to the downtown streets, alleys, houses, and other buildings in the city. “I can see much better in daylight.”
“Zombie at two o clock!” one of the guards on the north side shouted.
A zombie lumbered up the street toward the nursing home. The man standing guard peered through the scope of his rifle, then fired, knocking the clumsy thing backward. The man held up his gun and shouted in victory, and a chorus of cheers and cat-calls sounded from the rooftop.
A woman in a long black coat leaned against the wall and shook her head, not the least bit impressed. “Look at you guys. How can you be happy about that? You used to be one of them. What if that had been you or me or someone you cared about?”
The man shot her a look. “Do you wanna be safe, or do you want to play the moral game?”
“I want to give anyone who has ever been infected a chance.”
“We will, once the authorities get the serum and can reproduce it and find a safe and effective way to administer it, but for the time being, we’ve gotta look out for ourselves.”
“I realize that. It’s just that they’re so…well, I hate seeing them killed when I know they could be cured.”
“It’d be impossible to run down there and heal every single zombie,” another guy chimed in. “It’d be beyond dangerous, not to mention stupid. We have to make sure the zombie numbers don’t get too high, or they’ll overrun us. We can’t have a herd of those cannibals storming our little castle here, can we? We have to keep this place guarded for our own safety.”
“I get it,” she whispered, looking away.
It was a dilemma, but I didn’t know how to handle it. They’d both made good points. I threw my arm around Jackie and led her to the greenhouse. “C’mon. Let’s go take a little walk.”
“I’ve been dying to check out the greenhouse,” she said, “and I’ve been dying to get a little time alone with you.”
We opened the squeaky door and walked inside. Rows of plants were lined up neatly on tables that filled the medium-sized room. Most of the flowers and plants were dead, brown, and lifeless, just like the world we lived in.
Jackie pointed to a little room way in the back. “Wow! Look at that.”
The floor was covered in green turf, and there was a fake tree and all sorts of vegetation. Artificial flowers, from ivy to orchids, decorated every single corner. A statue of little boy and girl stood in the middle, surrounded by colorful flowers. I surmised that it must have been a fountain at one time, but even in that neglected state, it was beautiful and serene. The two of us made ourselves comfortable on the turf beneath the tree.
Jackie stared up through the glass ceiling. “I could lay here and listen to the rain forever.”
“Doesn’t look like it’s gonna let up anytime soon, so you just might get your wish.”
She chuckled.
For a few minutes, we said nothing. We just held hands and just watched the rain plop down on the glass above us. Even though nothing about my life was perfect at the time, there were many reasons to feel good. For one, Jackie liked me and considered me to be her boyfriend. I felt as lucky about that as I did to be alive. For another, we knew the cure worked. My brother, Lucas, Val, Claire, and Jackie were all alive and well, and some of them had been given a second chance. For the time being, we had shelter and food. Countless people had been wiped out from the zombie virus, but I had made it, as had most of my loved ones—at least to the best of my knowledge. The road back to normal would be a long and hard one, but I refused to give up. I’d overcome the odds and would live to tell about it. I would persevere, and unconditional victory would be mine. I believed that, and I was ready to fight for it.
“It’s pretty here,” she said. “You know, for hell.”
“Hell? No way! I’m in heaven, lying next to a beautiful angel.”
She smiled and snuggled against me.
“It’s so hard to steal moments like these when we’re constantly on the run,” I said.
“I know. This stupid zombie apocalypse. But I want to live, to enjoy life, and not just survive. Does that make sense? I guess what I’m trying to say is that I desperately wanna live this awesome, fantastic, amazing life, not just attempt to survive it by dodging zombies every hour, every minute, every second of the day.”
I gave her hand a squeeze. “We never know what the next moment might bring. Every day is a new challenge, but we can still appreciate the little things.”
“Like holding that special person’s hand and listening to the raindrops on the glass?”
“Exactly,” I said, cupping her face. “I plan to live life to the fullest. We have to enjoy each and every moment, because we all know tomorrow’s not promised.”
“Survival has become routine, and I know it has to be that way if we want to live, but I still want more out of life. One thing I’ve learned through all of this is that we’ve got to enjoy life more deeply.”
I nodded, for I’d learned the same hard-fought lesson. “I’ll never take life for granted again. I can tell you that much. I don’t think anyone will.”
“Any word when we’re taking off for the island?”
“Nick said we’ll leave tomorrow morning, no matter what,” I said.
“But I kind of like it here,” she said. “For the first time in a long time, I feel…safe.”
I stroked her soft hair. “Me too.”
“I know it won’t last, but it’s nice that we’ve had it for this little while. It’s the perfect getaway.”
“As long as I’m with you, it doesn’t matter where I am,” I said, and I meant every word. I’d never felt that way about anyone else, and she deserved to hear it.
Her grin widened. “Aw! It’s moments like these I cherish the most.”
We talked for a while and enjoyed the time away from the others. I gazed into her eyes. The darkness seemed to melt away when I was with her. She made me forget the pain and, for once in my life, I could breathe easy. “You’re so beautiful, Jackie,” I said, aghast at how simply amazing she was. I pulled her in close and placed gentle, passionate kisses on her lips, then left a trail of soft, tender kisses down her neck.
“Dean!” Val yelled. “Are you in here?”
I jumped up, my eyes wide. “Right here.” I sprinted through the greenhouse, back to the door, and onto the roof. I noticed instantly that the men seemed to be in a panic. “Is everything okay?”
“The guys on the roof told me you’d headed into the greenhouse.”
“We were just hanging out,” Jackie said.
Val frantically motioned us to go with her. Something was wrong, and I was desperate to find out what it was. A few scenarios crossed my mind, and every single one of them had to do with zombies.
We made it back to the first floor and ran into Nick, Lucas, and Claire.
I looked at Val. “So what’s up?” I said. “What’s with all the freaking out?”
“Howard’s missing. We’ve looked everywhere, but we can’t find any sign of him.”
“Did he leave?” I asked. “Are you telling me that idiot breached our security perimeter?”
“He wouldn’t have gone without telling me,” a woman said with long, reddish-brown hair, sobbing. “We’ve got to find him!”
Claire grabbed Jackie’s arm. “C’mon. Let’s check the wing and his room.”
“I’ll catch up with you later, Dean,” Jackie said.
I nodded. “We’ll scout out the upstairs.”
She kissed me on the cheek and turned to leave.
Suddenly, the woman looked at Nick and lashed out. “It was you!”
Nick cocked a brow. “What was me? I have no idea what you’re talking about, lady.”
“What did you do to Howard?” she yelled. “Where is he?”
“Uh…nothing,” he said, stumped. “I have no idea where he is.”
“Liar!” she yelled. “Howard told me that he was happily dating the redhead, but then you kept trying to weasel your way in. You killed him out of jealousy, didn’t you? Over her!” she screamed, pointing at Claire.
“That’s absurd! I didn’t kill anybody in this compound,” Nick said, defending himself.
“Ma’am, I don’t know who you are or what your relationship is with Howard,” I interjected. “But you’ve got your facts all mixed up. If anything, it was the other way around. Nick and Claire are dating, and Howard wanted to break them up.”
The woman glared at all of us and walked away without another word.
I glared right back at her. I couldn’t believe Nick was being accused of something as ridiculous as fatal jealousy and murder. Nick had done some horrible things in his life, most of them sanctioned by the Army, but he would never kill the competition over a girl.
She glanced at me. “Wanna come with me to hunt for Howard? I told Lucas to go ahead with another group.”
“Yeah, sure. Let’s go,” Nick said, pulling her down the hall.
Again, he’d answered for me, and that was the exact kind of bullying big brother crap that caused lots of hostility between us. I rolled my eyes and followed Val and a group of people up to the second floor. It was so dark and eerie that it sent chills down my spine.
“Half should go east and the other half west,” Nick suggested.
“Hey,” Val said to the group heading to the west side, “just so you know, there’s a mannequin in Room 214 that looks like it ran into Jason Vorhees in Friday the 13th. They used it for CPR training. It’s lying on the bed, so don’t get freaked out.”
“Thanks for the heads-up,” a lady said.
I headed to the first room on the left side of the east hall. With my gun drawn, I opened the door. I held my breath and shined the light but saw nothing. I quickly slid back the divider curtain. Deep shadows danced around, as if grasping, trying to seize me. I observed my surroundings and was on high alert for any trouble I might encounter. If anything jumped out, I’d be ready.
We decided to split up so we could search each room faster and more efficiently, and Val and I darted off to the next room. I heard rustling coming from behind the divider curtain this time, and a cold shudder ran down my spine. I wondered if it was Howard or his attacker. Val met my gaze and held up her fingers for a countdown. When she got to one, I pulled the divider curtain. I gasped when I saw a figure, and a woman screamed.
“What’s going on?” Val shouted.
It was only a member of our team who’d gotten ahead of us, so I let out a sigh of relief. It was Asia. My hands were trembling something fierce; what terrified me the most was that I might have easily shot her, just as I’d done with the CPR dummy. Fortunately, I remembered the hard-learned lesson not to shoot until I saw the whites of a zombie’s eyes.
“We could’ve killed you!” Val yelled.
“I was bitten!” she said hysterically. “That thing…it…I…oh my gosh, it knocked the gun right out of my hand!”
I shined the light on the fresh bite wound on her arm. “Nick!” I shouted. “Come quick.”
Val placed a white towel on it and applied pressure to stop the bleeding. “Did you see what bit you?”
“It was a zombie,” she said. “What else?”
Nick rushed into the room, and I pointed at Asia’s bite.
“What the heck?” he said.
“She says a zombie bit her,” Val said.
Nick’s eyes widened, and he spun around and took off.
Kate burst in. “Asia!”
“She’s been bitten,” Val said. “She needs to be quarantined in one of the empty rooms immediately. She can’t be in contact with anyone. I’ll come find her and bandage her up later.”
Kate nodded, and Val and I shot out of the room, into the dark corridor. I held my gun and flashlight tightly. The floor creaked as we walked, and my heart raced. Suddenly, my light beam landed on a figure down the hall. This one clearly had glazed-over white eyes that showed no emotion, no life whatsoever. Rotting, putrid flesh hung from its bones as it met my gaze. “Zombie!” I shouted, every nerve in my body on edge.
Without hesitation, Nick bolted down the corridor toward it. I raced behind him, holding my flashlight tightly, the circle of light bouncing in the dark corridor with each racing step.
Nick suddenly stopped.
“What is it? What’s the matter?” Val said.
“It stopped right here,” he said, pointing to one of the rooms. “Right here!”
My throat tightened as I bolted inside, my gun drawn, and frantically glanced around the room. Droplets of sweat rolled down my face as I pulled open the divider curtain. My ears strained for any sound, any rustle, any slight movement or noise, but I heard nothing.
“Check the bathroom!” a woman shouted.
Preparing myself, I opened the creaking door and shined my light around. I saw nothing but a sink and toilet. I let out a breath. “It’s not here.” I rushed into the corridor and shined my light up and down it, looking for the zombified culprit.
Nick came bursting out of one of the rooms. “I’m telling you, I lost the thing right here!”
“It’s not lost. It’s hiding,” Val said.
Nick froze, disbelief etched on his face. “But it can’t…they don’t know to hide.”
“Yeah,” I agreed. “They aren’t intellectually capable of that. They’ve got no deductive reasoning skills.”
“Well, I’m not all studied up on Zombie Psyche 101 like you two, but I’m telling you, that thing is hiding!” Val said. “If it wasn’t, it’d be out here trying to make a meal out of us.”
“Val’s right,” I said. “The second a zombie spots a human, it tries to move toward the person, not away from them.”
I shot Nick a questioning look. “Do you really believe Asia’s story? That a zombie tried to knock the gun out of her hand and then bit her?”
A frown of concentration perched between his brows. “That’s just not possible. It was probably trying to bite her hand and she lost control of the gun.”
“Well, I believe her,” Val said. “That girl was scared to death, and I personally saw the bite and the zombie. The thing hid from us, guys! I know it’s peculiar, but maybe this one’s some kind of zombie genius. If it somehow kept some of its brainpower in the transition, maybe it could have knocked a gun out of Asia’s hands, and maybe it’s smart enough to hide.”
Nick’s jaw dropped. “Great. Like we really need them to develop high IQs.”
“What do you think’s going on?” Val asked.
“Maybe the virus is mutating,” I suggested. “Maybe it’s making them smarter.”
Nick started frantically searching the other rooms. “I pray to God that’s not the case.”
“How did a zombie even get in here in the first place?” I asked. “We’ve kept this place on lockdown, constantly guarded. All the windows and doors are boarded up.”
“I don’t know how it got in, how it’s managing to hide or think, but we’ve gotta find that thing now!” Val screamed. “We need to do a room-to-room search. I won’t get any sleep knowing one of those creeps is running around here.”
A woman in the ugliest, gaudiest Christmas sweater I’d ever seen—clearly something she’d pilfered from somebody’s closet—approached. “Maybe we should leave, just cut our losses and pack up and go.”
“In this downpour?” Nick asked, pulling another privacy curtain. “It’s too dangerous to travel. The wind must be gusting at fifty MPH. Besides, if it’s only one zombie—even the valedictorian of the group—we can take down one zombie.”
“What if there’re more we don’t know about?” she asked. “And what if it ate Howard?”
“I’m sure it attacked Howard,” Nick said. “When a person’s missing and a zombie is spotted…well, you can just about put two and two together.”
“I’m gonna put out a zombie alert,” a short guy said, darting off.
I pondered, “If there are more, surely we’d know it by now, right? How were we able to stay the night without anyone getting attacked? If they’re here, surely they would have come looking for a midnight snack.”
“Obviously, there’s not a herd in here,” Val said. “If there were, we’d be dead. I think what we have is a straggler, even if I have no idea how it got in.”
I shook my head. “Simple. It’s smarter than the others. The zombie Einstein just found a way in.”
“Whatever’s going on, we know there’s at least one zombie in here and two possible victims already. We need to regroup and formulate a plan,” the woman said.
“Are you sure it was even a zombie?” asked another man, who suddenly joined our search party out of nowhere. “Don’t mean to play devil’s advocate here, but maybe you guys made a mistake. It was so dark, and—”
Nick squared his shoulders. “I know what I saw, and now we’ve got some hunting to do.”
“We’ve already searched this place with a fine-toothed comb,” the guy said. “How could a zombie have gotten in?”
“If there’s an opening, we’ll find it,” I said.
“All right,” Val said. “Let’s do another top-to-bottom search.”
“Hey, is Nick down there?” a guy called from down the hall.
“Yeah,” I shouted back. “Why?”
“Lucas sent me to find him. You’re never gonna believe what they found downstairs!”
 




Chapter 10
We hurried downstairs to a room in the east wing. Shafts of light burst through the gaps of broken wood. There was a gaping hole where something had broken in through the window, and rain and wind were gushing inside. Instantly, a bunch of questions entered my mind: Did the zombie break in? Does it really have more brainpower than the others? Maybe somebody let it in…but why? Who would be that heartless, that stupid? If somebody broke in here to steal our supplies, I guess the zombie could have followed. What is going on? No zombie, no zombie body, and… What if Asia was mistaken and only imagined a zombie going for her gun. It could’ve been trying to take a big bite of her arm and caused her to drop it. It was such a mystery, and we were all clueless as to what had really happened. None of it made much sense, and all the unanswered questions did little to calm our nerves.
“We’ve gotta patch that hole ASAP!” a man said, rushing in the room with hammer and nails.
“At least we know how it got in,” said a stick-thin woman.
I shook my head. “Uh-uh. A zombie couldn’t have done this.” It’s just not possible. They can’t even open doorknobs, let alone have the sense to break through our blockade.”
“Yeah,” a tall man with a moustache concurred. “It’s pretty obvious that someone either let it in or it came in after somebody else made the hole. When I find the jerk who did this, I’m gonna rip him in two—or her.”
I looked up to see Jackie and Claire approaching, and I quickly filled them in.
“Maybe it was someone looking for shelter,” Claire said.
Jackie cocked a brow. “Then why wouldn’t they block it up after they came in? I mean, what good is a shelter if you leave a door open. It’d be a freaking dinner invitation.”
Nick met my gaze. “Jackie’s right.”
“Maybe someone was just after our supplies,” Lucas said, confirming my earlier suspicions. “If they just came in to take our stuff, they wouldn’t have cared if they left the hole open or not. They’d just wanna get in, grab all they could, and get out. Maybe a zombie followed them in.”
“Very plausible,” said a man with dark, bushy hair. “A human broke in, was too dumb to cover the hole, and a zombie followed.”
The blonde cocked a brow. “Maybe it was a survivor, running for dear life, who didn’t have time to cover it back up. If a zombie was coming, the last thing you’d be thinking about would be a hammer and nails.”
“I’m inclined to believe that,” the bushy-haired guy said.
Nick’s finger ran over the wood. “One problem with that theory.”
“What’s that?”
“Look at the way the wood is cut.”
Lucas walked over and examined the window. “It looks like someone was trying to break out, not in. The wood is chopped from the inside.”
“Exactly.” Nick peered out the window. “Look! One of our axes is out there in the grass, and I know we brought them all inside.”
As I looked out, the flashlight beam glinted off the blade, and I swallowed hard. None of it made much sense, but the little bit that was coming together was entirely unnerving.
“Who would try to break out?” Claire asked. “We’ve already got an exit, and it seems like any member of our group would have had enough sense to re-block the window once they crawled out.”
“We searched this place from top to bottom,” the woman said. “There was nobody here.”
“But we spotted that disappearing zombie,” I said, helping Val patch the window.
“Ya think it was the zombie trying to break out?” Jackie asked. “Maybe that’s why we can’t find it.”
“What are you saying?” Lucas asked. “A zombie somehow hid from us while we did a sweep of the building, then attacked Howard, hid his body, and escaped? Maybe it took Howard with him. Maybe we’ll be getting a ransom note from a zombie.”
Nick let out a sigh. “That’s outrageous.”
“My point exactly,” Lucas said.
“Well, something happened to Howard,” Claire said. “That much is obvious.”
“Let’s gather everyone up and do an organized sweep of the building,” Lucas said. “We’ll at meet back in the lounge afterward.”
A lady ran up to us in a panic, flailing her arms. “Now Judy’s missing! We can’t find her anywhere. She’s the skinny lady with the long, blonde, curly hair.”
“I remember her,” I said. “Don’t worry. We’ll keep a lookout.” I was trying to remain calm so as not to incite a mass hysteria, but I was struggling to make sense of any of it, and I couldn’t believe yet another person had gone missing.
“Thanks, guys,” the woman said.
Jackie shook her head. “What’s going on?”
“That straggler zombie is still here,” Nick said. “I thought it left through the hole we found, but if people are coming up missing, that leaves me only one conclusion. Clearly—”
“It’s still here,” Val finished for him, the color washing out of her face.
“Maybe this will get Nick off the hook. I’m tired of people whispering behind our backs that Nick executed Howard in a jealous rage over me,” Claire said, rolling her eyes.
“Hopefully,” Jackie said. “This totally throws out the jealous boyfriend scenario.”
We searched the building three times and found nothing. Lucas and I decided to take a pit stop and visit the room where Asia had been quarantined. Two men and a woman were guarding the door.
When we walked in, Asia was under the covers in the second bed, by the boarded-up window. “I suppose you’re here to question me,” she said.
I smiled. “We’re just trying to figure out this mystery, that’s all.”
“Can I look at the wound?” Lucas asked.
“First, answer a question for me.”
“Anything.”
She tapped her chin, “Why did Nick kill Howard?”
I rolled my eyes. “Nick didn’t kill anyone, and for your information, another person’s missing.”
“So Nick’s some kind of whack-job serial killer?” she asked. “Staying in this room all by my lonesome is giving me the creeps, big time.”
“No!” I said. “How could you even say that?”
“Can I please see the bite?” Lucas asked.
“Only if you promise to give me your honest opinion—even if I hate it.”
“I won’t lie to you,” Lucas said.
She held out her arm, and he examined it. It wasn’t red or puffy, and when I did a double-take, I noticed that it wasn’t as swollen as before. The signature zombie-bite green pus was not present.
Lucas shook his head. “This is no zombie bite.”
“What?! You’d better get some glasses, Doc,” Asia said. “I’m telling you that a zombie bit me. It smelled like death, was missing half of its nose, and had those awful-looking, dead eyes.”
Lucas met my gaze. “It couldn’t have been—”
“What do I need to do, give you a detailed description of its green, droopy skin and skeleton face?” she asked.
Lucas cocked his head, pondering. “Tell us what happened, Asia—exactly what happened.”
She crossed her arms. “You don’t believe me! You know what? I’m not saying another freaking word. I don’t think there’s any point if you’re just going to accuse me of lying.”
“We’re just gathering the facts,” I said, smiling. “I do believe you. How could I not? I saw the zombie myself.”
She smiled back.
“Now, can you tell me what happened?” I asked.
“For you, I’ll do anything.” She batted her eyelashes.
I grinned, finding it funny that she was suddenly flirting with me. “What did you see, Asia?”
“I heard this weird scratching. When I went into investigate, a zombie jumped me and deliberately knocked the gun out of my hand.”
“But zombies can’t do that,” Lucas insisted.
She let out a huff. “That one did.”
Lucas sat on the bed. “It was dark, and our nerves were on edge. Are you sure it was a zombie? Could’ve it have been another person, a stranger?”
“Nice try,” she said. She then turned her gaze on me. “It must suck that your friend doesn’t believe you either.”
“I believe a zombie was spotted,” Lucas said.
“Good. In that case, we’re moving in the right direction. Now spill it. Tell me what you’re thinking…and don’t hold back.”
“I’m wondering if you really fought a zombie, because that bite came from a human being. Also, you said the intruder knocked the gun out of your hands. A human would do that in a fight, but not a zombie. Maybe you fought off a human intruder that bit you and your imagination got carried away. It wouldn’t be unthinkable with all the stress we’ve all been under. I’m not saying you’re lying—just that you might not be remembering things correctly.”
“How do you explain the zombie Nick and Dean saw?” she asked.
He cocked a brow. “I believe it somehow got in and attacked Howard, but the facts clearly state it didn’t bite you.”
“Get out!” she yelled. “Just get out!”
“Thanks for your time,” Lucas said. He patted my back. “I’ll wait for you outside.”
I nodded.
“Can I leave now if this bite isn’t infected by zombie drool?” she asked me desperately.
“Soon,” I said. “We have to discuss our findings with the others, and I’m sure you’ll be out of here in no time.”
Val walked in with bandages and other supplies. “Hi, Asia. Remember me? I’m Val.”
“Are you plannin’ to patch me up?” she asked.
“Yeah, if you don’t mind. My fiancé used to be a doctor, so I’ve had some experience with this kind of stuff.”
“With zombie bites?”
Val bit her lip. “Unfortunately, yes. I helped my fiancé out when the zombie outbreak first happened. I can’t even tell you the number of dressings I changed at the clinic.”
“So…you’re kind of like a nurse?”
Val snapped on a pair of latex gloves that she’d found at the nurses’ station. “Kind of. I found some bandages in the supply room. Is it okay if I dress the wound for you?”
Asia nodded. “Sure, as long as your bedside manner is better than that Lucas who was just in here,” she said, scowling at me.
“You’re in good hands with Val,” I assured her.
She smiled again.
I walked out, nodding at the people standing guard.
Lucas was leaning against the wall, waiting on me. “Can you believe she kicked me out like that?”
“You were kind of…blunt. Why didn’t you just save your opinions for me?”
“She told me to be honest,” he said.
“You know women never really mean that,” I said, letting out a huff. “If they did, they wouldn’t go around asking us if their clothes make them look fat.”
Lucas laughed.
“Anyway, what’s our next step?”
“We need to get the heck outta Dodge, man. This is all getting a little strange for me. I’m gonna get a group together and see if we can find an alternative route out of here so the flooded roads won’t be a problem.”
I gave him a fist bump. “Great idea. I think we’ve overstayed our welcome here.”
“You’re tellin’ me.”
 




Chapter 11
I leaned back in the leather chair, with Jackie on my lap. The room filled with people, all pouring in so we could discuss our findings. It was something like a press conference, only without the press.
“We didn’t find a thing,” I said.
“None of us did,” said a guy in a red cap. “I don’t think there was ever a zombie in the first place. It was dark, a little spooky. I’m sure somebody’s imagination got carried away. Asia’s bite was examined by multiple people and deemed not to be a zombie bite.”
“I agree,” said another man, nodding. “We’re all freaking out over a girl’s exaggeration or imagination. Heck, I wouldn’t put it past her to have bitten herself just to get attention.”
“I saw the zombie,” Nick said firmly.
“Nick and I are both in the Army,” Lucas said. “We’re trained to pay attention to detail. I don’t know what Asia’s deal is, but I’m telling you, if Nick says he saw a zombie, it wasn’t a figment of his imagination.”
The man in the red cap sat down. “Then why didn’t we find it?”
“Because it broke out of here,” Jackie said.
“No, honey,” the man said. “Those things don’t know how to grip an axe, let alone swing one.”
The woman who’d initially accused Nick of killing Howard walked up to us. “What if there’s no zombie at all? What if you guys are just making all this up to cover your tracks? What if Nick killed Howard so he could have Claire, and now he’s killing others because he’s some kind of lunatic? I bet he bit Asia and didn’t finish because he got spooked when others came. That’s why the bite is human!”
Murmurs and whispers spread across the room like a cancer, and I worried that people were starting to believe her ridiculous story.
Now that she had everyone’s attention, the woman continued her long-winded speech. “Nick attacked and bit Asia. She thought it was a zombie because it was dark and she’s stressed out. Nick, Val, and Dean are just playing off of her story, claiming that there’s a zombie on the loose to cover for Nick’s crimes. They’re all in on it! And I’m telling you there’s no zombie!”
“That’s ridiculous,” Nick said. “It’s the most absurd thing I’ve ever heard!”
“Nick was with Val and me during the search,” I said.
The woman glared at me. “How convenient. Why wouldn’t you cover for him? You’re his baby brother, aren’t you? And Val’s his sister!”
“I’m telling you the truth!” I shouted, getting a bit out of control and worrying that the whole thing was going to spin out of control.
She rolled her eyes and continued. “Nick killed Howard because he wanted Claire, but Claire wasn’t enough for him. Nick stalked Judy, and now she’s missing. Nick’s a serial killer, and his friends are covering for him. I say we toss him out of here!”
“Nick needs to be detained to a room, like a jail cell,” a man shouted.
Kate glanced over at me. “They want to take Nick prisoner?”
“This isn’t good. If they gang up, we’ll be outnumbered.”
“It might be best to split from this group,” she whispered. “I’m an outsider like you, and I don’t trust these people. We can’t travel with people who don’t have our backs.”
I nodded knowing she was right.
“If Nick’s a serial killer, he needs to be confined,” a woman shouted.
My frown deepened. “My brother is not on trial.”
“Why don’t we have a trial?” the woman said. “Right here. Right now.”
“Where do you come up with this stuff, lady?” Lucas asked. “It’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard. You been sneaking the medication from the nurses’ station? Or maybe if you haven’t, you ought to. I saw some Prozac down there.”
“Kate’s right. We need to get away from these people,” Nick said in my ear. “I can’t work with people who are accusing me of being Ted Bundy. Next thing you know, they’ll be tearing up the floorboards to see where I supposedly hid the corpses.”
“Dude,” Lucas said, “let’s cruise on out of here, pronto. These people are nuts, and I wouldn’t be surprised if that woman over there rallies up a lynch-mob to come after you. I say we brave the storm. We can always hoof it past the flooded roads and look for a deserted set of wheels outside of town.”
Larry walked to the front of the room. “Nick is the best thing that ever happened to us. Do you really want to chase him away on a false accusation?”
“We can’t have a serial killer be our leader,” a man shouted.
Val looked at the group, her arms crossed. “That’s enough!”
Ignoring Val, the woman continued her accusatory rant. “What do we really know about you guys anyway? Most of us have known each other our entire lives, but you?” She pointed at us with a crooked finger, as if she were a judge handing down a sentence. “You’re all new in town, aren’t ya? We don’t know you from Adam. For all we know, we coulda hitched up with the devil himself and his minions.”
“We’re not murderers,” I retorted. “If we were, would we have risked our lives to save all those people from the elementary school? We did it because we care.”
“He’s right,” somebody whispered.
“Look at everything they’ve done to help us,” another said.
I smiled inwardly, realizing that the people were coming back on our side.
Nick looked intensely into the crowd. “Is my interrogation over or do you have more questions you need to ask me? Because I have nothing to hide.”
“Nick,” a red-headed woman said. “You gave us the cure. Why would you kill us? If anything, you gave us hope and a future.”
Nick gripped her hand. “Thank you for believing in me.”
“We all believe in you,” another woman said.
“Something else is happening,” a man said. “And we’re going to get to the bottom of it.”
A tall guy with shoulder-length hair suddenly burst into our little meeting. “More people are missing!”
I drew in an unsteady breath. “How many?”
“At least five.”
“Is Judy one of them?” I asked.
“No. I didn’t know Judy was missing.”
I sighed. “Make that six.”
“You’ve gotta be kidding me,” the man said. “What’s going on?”
“So now there’s some kind of kidnapper in this place, some phantom coming in and stealing people?” a woman shrieked. “We should never have come here!”
“Or there’s a serial murderer among us,” somebody else said.
“This is all freaking me out. I’m thinking we might be better off out there, facing the zombies!” said someone in the crowd.
The man let out a sigh. “We found another breached window too.”
The woman’s eyes widened. “Something’s just coming in and picking us off one by one. This is like the plot of every sorry straight-to-DVD horror film I’ve ever seen—only it’s real!”
“We need to make a mass exit, rainstorm or not,” a man shouted.
I wrapped my arm around Jackie and pulled her close, not sure what to think and certainly not sure what to do.
Nick paced the floor as he pondered everything. “Whoever made that hole was human.”
A short man inched forward. “Tahoe was keeping family locked up in a shed or something. Maybe humans in this town are keeping their loved ones locked somewhere…and they’re harvesting us for food, like freaking livestock!”
“That’s a horrible thought,” a woman said. “If that’s the case, we need to leave.”
Many scenarios had crossed my mind, but not that one. The thought of somebody stabling us there to feed their zombie herd nauseated me. Ironically—or maybe not so ironically—the idea of ending up in someone else’s stomach turned mine.
“What if our missing loved ones are still alive?” a man said. “What if it was your brother or sister out there?”
“We have to find them,” another woman chimed in. “I won’t leave without my sister!”
“Lucas and I will walk the neighborhood and see if we see anything odd. I’ll make one more sweep of this building and the neighborhood to see if we can find anyone, and then we’re leaving. It’s your choice to stay or go. For anyone who wants to come with me, be prepared to take off in two hours.” Nick then motioned us over to the corner of the room. “This place isn’t safe. I have no idea what’s going on, but I’m not sticking around here to find out.”
“If the rain and wind doesn’t stop, we can hole up somewhere else until it dies down,” Lucas suggested.
“We’ll find other shelter, but staying here is not worth the risk,” Nick said.
“What if the others don’t want to drive in that typhoon outside?” I asked.
“Then we leave without them,” Nick said. “I’m not here to make everyone happy, Dean. Like all these people, I’m just trying to survive. We shouldn’t even be sticking around to hunt for people who are most likely dead, but I figure it’s the least we can do.”
“Let’s sweep the area like you said. Just one time, and then we’re outta here,” Val said. “We owe these people that. We’d do it if our loved ones were missing.”
I nodded, then glanced around. “Hey, where’s Claire?”
“She went back to the room,” Jackie said.
“I’m gonna go fill her in on the plan,” Nick said, walking off.
“Leaving is probably for the best,” Jackie said. “I thought this would be a great place to hide out for a while, but I guess I was wrong.” She shook her head in confusion. “What do you think is going on?”
I shrugged. “I wish I knew, but I’ve got no idea.”
A few minutes later, Nick rushed back into the room, his eyes wide with worry.
“What’s wrong?” I asked my brother.
“It’s Claire. She’s…I can’t find her anywhere!”
Jackie jumped up, her eyes frantic. “What? What do you mean you can’t find her?”
His voice tightened. “She’s just…gone.”
Jackie took a step back, clutching her heart. “No, Nick. Don’t say that. She can’t be. Not Claire.”
“Let’s all go look for her!” I said, rushing back to the room and frantically calling her name. I walked down the hall with my gun drawn and checked every single room. We all split up and started hunting for her, but just like Nick said, she was nowhere to be found.
As I walked toward Jackie’s room, a crash echoed in the hallway. My heart pounded. I hoped to God that Jackie was okay and that another zombie hadn’t broken in. I rushed into the room like a crazy person and saw Jackie ripping the bed apart and throwing the sheets. A vase with fake flowers was shattered on the ground. A terrible temper was something else that Jackie and I shared in common, but I couldn’t blame her. If Nick had gone missing, I would have been punching holes through the wall.
“Jackie…” I said.
She turned and met my gaze. “I’m trying to hold it together, Dean. I really am, but I’m just… gosh, where is she? I’m freaking out.”
I touched her back. “Don’t give up.”
“I can’t lose Claire,” she said softly. “I just can’t.”
“We’ll find her,” I said.
“Why?” she yelled. “Why did this happen?”
Nick peeked in. “Dean, can I talk to you for a second?”
Before I could answer, Jackie bolted out of the room.
“Jackie!” I shouted after her.
Nick caught her by the arm. “Don’t you dare.”
She spun around. “Give me some credit, Nick.”
They stared at each other before she finally spoke. “I’m not some like one of those ditzy girls in the horror movies, looking to go running off with my chest bouncing only to get myself killed. We need to hunt for my cousin, but I know it’d do no good for me to go out there and let those zombies pounce on me. You think I’m going to hold my gun up and rush them like I wanna go out in a blaze of glory as a last act of vengeance? Is that what you think I’m going to do?” she shouted. “I’m not an idiot!
“Losing a loved one can cause a person to act irrationally,” Nick said.
“Don’t worry. I’m only going to go investigate and ask questions. Maybe somebody in this flippin’ place saw where she went. After that, I’m gonna assemble a search team to canvass the grounds outside. Is that rational enough for you, Nick?”
“Absolutely. Those were the same ideas I had.”
“Good,” she said. “Then let’s get to work.”
I threw my arm around her. “C’mon. Let’s go start questioning the others.”
She shot Nick a glare, and we walked off.
I had no idea what had happened to Claire. She’d simply disappeared without a trace, just like Judy and the five others. Wherever she’d gone, though, I knew Jackie wouldn’t leave that place without her. We had to find her—for her sake as well as our own—so we could get the heck out of there.
 




Chapter 12
A huge group of volunteers headed out to do a sweep of the neighborhood on the quest for any odd happenings or sightings of the missing persons. We split into four teams. Lucas and Val went with the north team, and Jackie, Nick, and I went with the west team, and Kate went with the east team. The rain was finally letting up, so it was our best opportunity to leave yet, but we couldn’t take off without looking for Claire and the others. I’d refused to leave her behind before, and I wasn’t about to desert her now.
Some drizzle still came down on us, and I shivered as the cold drafts of air mussed my hair. We walked the streets in silence, not saying a word. We didn’t want to draw any attention to ourselves. Wind chimes blew eerily in the silence of the night, and the whole ordeal was giving me a whole new case of the creeps.
Jackie looked up at me, her eyes red and puffy. Claire was all the family she had left in the world. If we lost Claire, I knew it’d tear her apart even worse than the zombies could. I threw an arm around her shoulder and pulled her close as we walked.
“What’s that?” Jackie asked. “Is that…a baby crying?”
I listened closely and could hear the faint weeping of a very small infant or child. “Yeah, I hear it too,” I said.
It was spooky…eerie.
Nick motioned for everyone to stop, and we all listened intently. It was definitely a baby, and the pitiful noise was coming from the two-story house on our right. Light flickered from a lantern in the window behind the billowing, sheer curtains. I wondered if it was a survivor, but when I saw that the door wide open, I feared the worst: that the parents had died and left the baby all alone and abandoned. I was sure if we got the baby, one of the women in our group would care for it.
“Let’s check it out,” one of the men in our group said. “That kid is dead without our help.”
“Come on. We have to save that baby!” Jackie said, pulling me toward the house.
Part of me dreaded walking inside because of what we might find…dead parents. Still, I knew I had to go in, even if only as a backup for the others. If something was amiss in there, they would need me. I walked on the porch and gave Jackie’s hand a squeeze. We all walked into the living room, and I had a glance around. The place reeked, so I gagged but continued on. It was dimly lit, and brown splotches of dried blood were smeared all over the couch, floor, and walls. How long were the parents of the baby dead for? How was the baby still alive?
The stench of death hung in the air. I assumed the zombies had dragged the bodies away, if there were even bodies left after their sickening feast. My stomach was in knots. How long has that poor baby been left unattended? How did it even survive this long?
The crying was coming from the kitchen. With my gun drawn, I walked into the giant room but didn’t see anybody. I only heard the baby crying. My eyes focused on the bundle wrapped up on the table.
Jackie scooped up the baby and stared down at it. She frowned and ran her hands along its back, shutting off a black switch. “It’s just a stupid doll!”
Nick and I exchanged confused glances. It made absolutely no sense, and the whole thing was beyond freaky. Shivers shot up my spine again, for the umpteenth time that day. Babies crying in dark neighborhoods full of zombies is the stuff of nightmares, and I really just wanted to wake up.
“What is going on?” one of the men said, as if he’d read my mind.
The door slammed all of the sudden, trapping us inside, and my gaze shot in that direction. Nick and I rushed to see who it was. I could hear the distinct sound of hammering, and when I tried to jerk the door open, it wouldn’t budge. Someone had locked us in. Shuffling ensued, and I heard thumping like a stampede of elephants.
“Zombies!” somebody yelled.
“They’re coming in through the basement!” somebody shouted.
When I glanced back in the kitchen, I couldn’t believe my eyes. Mindless eating machines were flooding in, viciously attacking anyone within an arm’s reach of them. It looked like a butcher shop, with blood, guts, and gore everywhere. Gunshots rang out, and men and women screamed in pure agony. I was mortified, my heart racing. I wanted to help, but I was no match for that many undead, and we were sorely outnumbered. I knew if I intervened, I’d only get myself killed.
From out of some dark corner, a zombie lurched at me. I kicked the front of its deteriorated knee with my steel-toed boot. When my boot toe snapped, the zombie fell sideways. Another ghoul grabbed me from behind. I struck its elbow repeatedly until its rotting arm fell off.
Jackie screamed as a cannibal corpse pinned her up against the wall. It tried to sink its teeth into her face, but she somehow grabbed its throat and kicked it, sending it flying.
“Upstairs!” Nick shouted, gripping Jackie’s hand.
“We have to find a way out!” I said, rushing into the master bedroom.
Jackie locked the door behind us. “That won’t hold them off long.”
I rushed to the window and pulled the curtains aside. More zombies than I could count littered the lawn. I bit my lip hard, knowing there was no way we could take on that size of an army. “Nick! They’re everywhere.”
“Stay right here!” he said, then ran out of the room like a man on a mission.
“What’s he doing?” Jackie said.
“Looking for a better way out.”
She laid her head on my shoulder as the wails of the undead, gunshots, and the pained moans of the dying drifted up to where we were. I’d never heard anything so horrible as all that guttural, pathetic moaning and groaning.
“Where’s Nick?” Jackie asked frantically.
“Just give him a second. He knows what he’s doing,” I said, though I wasn’t so sure about it myself, because he’d been gone longer than I expected.
We both pointed our weapons at the bedroom door, just in case one of those humanoid creatures made it up the stairs. The gun shook in my trembling hands. The floor creaked under the weight of approaching footsteps, and my mind and heart raced wildly.
Suddenly, Nick rushed back in, his eyes wide. “The place is completely surrounded.”
“We can create a distraction,” I said.
“No time.” Nick locked the bedroom door and slid the wooden dresser in front of it, then he opened a window. “They can’t climb. I say we shimmy to the roof.” He patted Jackie on the shoulder. “How are you with parkour?” She cocked a brow and he continued. “That’s a military obstacle course.”
She let out a trembling breath. “Um, I’m not much of a roof-hopper,” she admitted.
“Trust me, you’ll love it,” he said.
She slid her flashlight deep into her pocket, then put her gun in her holster. “Okay. I’m game. Let’s do this.”
Without another second to waste, we hurried outside and clambered to the top of the roof. Intermittent flashes of lightning brightened the dark sky. Thunder cracked as rain fell. I was hanging on tight to the shingles when I suddenly heard scratching behind me. I suddenly felt as if I’d swallowed a bowling ball, or at least a decent-sized cantaloupe. I whipped out my gun and got in position to blow the zombie away.
“Don’t shoot!” a guy said. “It’s just us—Mike, Sam, Jack, and Larry.”
I recognized the men from our group and let out a sigh of relief. Nick motioned for them to be quiet, and they scampered over next to us.
“What was that?” one asked.
Nick motioned for him to shut up. There would be plenty of time for talking and reminiscing about that bitter nostalgia later; for the time being, our focus had to be on surviving and getting out of there.
More scratching caught my attention, and I figured a few more men had made it out. My breath caught when my gaze focused on green skin and eerily familiar white eyes. Aiming carefully, I shot the thing straight in the forehead, sending it plummeting off the roof to land in a slimy heap of rotted flesh and broken bones on the ground. I felt a temporary surge pride and victory, but that didn’t last long. The wailing dead were maneuvering through the window and climbing onto the roof, slowly approaching. Are my eyes deceiving me? I thought and almost hoped. How is this even possible?
A zombie jumped on Jack and they tumbled down the sloping roof, crashing to the wet ground where a group of zombies had gathered. Jack screamed and screamed as they fell to their knees and pounced on him like a pack of hungry wolves devouring his flesh.
Mike aimed his gun at Jack and shot him to ease his suffering. His screams immediately ceased.
“Jump to the next roof,” Nick ordered, pushing Jackie in front of him.
Before I could even say a word, she hopped across to the other house, followed by two of the other men. As I crawled over to the edge, something grabbed my foot. I flailed and kicked the zombie’s head so hard that it let go of my foot, and then I fired three consecutive shots into the zombies shuffling toward me. Other zombies grabbed Mike, who was next to me. I reached for his hand as they tried to drag him off. I’d never seen anybody so frightened.
“Help me!” Mike shouted.
One zombie sank its teeth deep into Mike’s leg and ripped off a chunk of skin. Shots rattled from the other roof and buzzed past my ear as Mike’s friends tried to help. Nick kicked at the zombie’s head with his steel-toed boot, and the thing finally lost its grip, slipped, and fell to the ground.
Nick helped Mike to the edge. “Can you jump?”
He nodded. “Yeah.”
Two more zombies yanked at my leg. Squeezing the trigger, I fired straight into one’s forehead. Nick pulled out his knife and pierced the other one’s skull. I felt the grip on my leg loosen, but before I was free and clear, yet another one pounced on me. We rolled down the roof, and it grabbed the collar of my shirt. We fought and tumbled down the roof a few more feet.
As it lunged toward me, Nick shot it. It latched onto me as it fell backward. I broke away but lost my balance and felt myself slipping off the roof. My gun flew out of my hand. Everything was wet and slippery but I managed to cling to the edge of the roof with every bit of strength I had. My legs flailed as zombies below howled for my blood. My stomach knotted. I was hanging on by my fingertips.
“Dean!” Jackie shouted hysterically. “Hang on!”
I gasped. Water dripped down my face as the rain came down a little harder now. My fingers were cramping, but I didn’t dare let go.
“Hang on,” Nick yelled. “Don’t let go.”
I tried to pull myself up when my brother reached down and helped to pull me up.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
Sucking in deep breaths, I nodded.
Nick patted me on the back. “Good. Let’s get to the other roof!”
Glancing down, I saw my gun near the edge. I swiftly picked it up and put it back in my holster, thankful it hadn’t rolled off the roof. Thunder boomed and lightning flashed. As my heart pumped fiercely, I jumped across to the other side as fast as I could. I gasped between breaths as I waited for Nick and swallowed against the dryness in my throat. I noticed Mike’s leg was bleeding badly. He’d made it…but he had been bitten. I just hoped the others hadn’t been compromised or scratched with a fatal fingernail, and I prayed to God I hadn’t been either.
Jackie gripped my hand. “Nick made it. Let’s go!”
We jumped across two more houses, but I noticed the things were following us down below.
“I’ve got an idea,” Larry said. “I’ll jump to the next house and get their attention. They’ll think you’re with me. Meanwhile, y’all sneak inside one of these houses and go out the back door. You can get back to the nursing home and tell the others what you saw here.”
“I’ll do it,” Nick said. “I’ll be the diversion.”
“No!” I said, thinking it was the stupidest idea I’d ever heard. We’d been through far too much for my brother to sacrifice himself to those things just so we could run away like cowards and leave him behind. I would not allow him to be bait.
“Go with them, Dean. I’ll be fine.” He looked at me with fire in his eyes, and I knew he was dead set on going through with it, no matter what I said by way of objection and protest. “It’s a great idea, but you know Larry won’t be able to pull it off as well as I can. I’ve been fighting these undead freaks for a long time. I know how to run and hide from them. Larry’s a brave man, but that’s no reason for us to let him die. I need to do this.”
“I can do it,” Larry said, sounding annoyed.
“Have you ever fought a zombie one on one, real up close and personal?” Nick whispered.
“Just now in the kitchen.”
“That’s my point. Please, Larry. I’m counting on you to get my brother and the others back safely.”
“No, Nick!” Jackie said. “I won’t let you sacrifice yourself like this.”
“Sacrifice? Girl, I’ve got no intention of dying today, and if you think I do, you don’t know me very well,” Nick said. “I’ve been through far worse than this.” He nudged her forward. “Now go on and get Dean back safe.”
She nodded, and gently pulled on my arm.
Nevertheless, I refused to budge. “No, Nick. If you’re gonna lead those things on a wild goose chase, I’m going with you.”
“You’ll only slow me down,” he said, then shoved me away. “Now go…and don’t you dare follow me!”
I shouted for him to stop, but my voice was drowned out by a huge clap of thunder. He jumped to the next roof, yelling like a madman to lure the zombies over so we could escape. I sucked in a deep breath, wondering if it’d be the last time I’d ever see my brother alive. He was so stubborn, but there was nothing I or anyone else could do to change that.
Jackie motioned me to the back of the house, where Larry had slid a window open and was already inside. He stuck his head out, motioning for us to come down. I clambered down and jumped in and landed, much to my relief, on a bed with a lot of bounce to it. The room was dark and cold and smelled like vomit and rotting flesh. When Jackie shined her flashlight around, I gasped in horror. I stared into the green face of a zombie with its right eye hanging from its socket. My heart was beating a million miles a minute. I scrambled back as rotting arms reached for me. I kicked its chest as Mike smashed its head in with an iron on the dresser. I shot Mike a nod of thanks and he motioned me to keep moving.
With my gun drawn and my senses on full alert, I swung my flashlight beam in front of me as I walked through the musty dimness. I could hear zombies moaning and shuffling around in the bedrooms. One lurched from the left and Mike tossed his knife into the zombie’s head. It crashed at my feet and I jumped over it.
Jackie pointed to the stairs, and I climbed slowly down them, gun drawn. They were about five feet wide and rickety, creaking and crackling with every step I took. A foul stench lingered in the air, and I had the odd feeling that we were being watched. I dismissed it as my imagination, as I was quite the nervous wreck. I knew our best bet was to find the back door—and fast.
I surveyed the flooded house before I took one step further. Jackie shined her flashlight around. “See anything?”
“Nope,” said.
“I don’t either,” Mike said, suddenly taking the lead.
“All right then,” Larry whispered. “Let’s move it.”
We tried the front door but it had been boarded it up from the inside. It was obvious someone had once tried to make a stand here against the zombies in this house. It would take too much time to tear off the boards. Our best bet was to find the back door…and I hoped it wasn’t boarded up either.
My boots sloshed through knee deep water when a noise rustled in the living room, my heart began hammering so hard that I thought it might burst out of my chest. When I heard a small moan, I knew what was waiting for us in the darkness. The greenish-gray thing jumped out from my right, and my flashlight beam caught his white, milky eyes and ripped skin. I launched a kidney-smashing side kick and the zombie dropped at my feet. I finished it off and smashed its skull with my boot.
I tensed as garbled moaning sounds echoed in the air. There was more than one. My scowl deepened. Out of the corners of the darkness, more zombies appeared from out of nowhere. A few flashlight beams swung around the room but everything was dimly lit. With snapping, biting jaws, one suddenly lurched forward. Its trademark taste for human flesh was apparent as it swung its rotting arms at me. I gripped my gun tighter and fired away as bullets tore into the zombie, slamming its undead body into the lake of water at our feet. Gun shots rang out as Larry, Mike, and Sam fought the onslaught of dead coming at us. I looked for Jackie but I didn’t see her anywhere. My heart lurched.
“Jackie!” I yelled, my voice frantic.
“Over here,” she said from the kitchen.
I shot a few more zombies, then waded through the water and headed in her direction.
“We’re trapped!” she said. “The back door’s boarded up. And so are all the windows.” She had a fire poker and was prying off the boards one by one.
“Get us out of here,” I said. “We’ll hold off the zombies.”
“Sounds like a plan.” She heaved a grunt as another board dropped to the ground.
I raised my gun and trained it on the spot where I saw more zombies flooding in from another room in the large house.
“Dean, behind you!” Larry yelled.
I spun around as a zombie stumbled toward me. I fired when I realized I didn’t have any more bullets. As I took a few steps back, something slammed into the back of my legs. I tripped over a foot stool, and crashed backward into the water. Taking full advantage of the situation, the zombie pounced on me and lowered its mouth to my neck. My stomach clenched. I thrashed and wrestled the thing. As it attempted to take a bite, I stuffed the butt of my gun deep into its mouth. Then with both feet, I kicked the zombie dead center in the chest with everything I had and sent it flying flat on its back. Scrambling up, I grabbed a huge antique chandelier that had crashed down during the gun battle. Lifting it high over my head, I smashed the zombie’s skull. It lay motionless.
Dead, raspy moans made me cringe as zombies stumbled down the stairs. Grabbing my gun, I reloaded…then fired away until I killed every single one of those undead freaks.
Mike grabbed a huge framed mirror off the wall and slammed it over three zombies staggering toward him. Then Sam and Larry delivered the fatal blows.
I could see Mike smirking in the dim light. “What?” he asked me. “I was out of ammo.”
I gripped my gun and shot him a half smile. Mike was a cool guy. Even Nick and Lucas liked him. I hoped he stayed with us on our journey and didn’t leave at the next safe city. We could totally use someone like Mike on our team.
“I think we got them all,” Larry said.
“We cleaned house!” Sam yelled.
I slowly put my gun down and glanced around at all the dead zombies floating in the water.
Jackie raced in. “I got the back door open. Let’s go!”
“Whooo hoooo!” Larry shouted.
Just as we were getting ready to leave, a zombie lurched for Mike, sinking his teeth into the man’s neck so deeply that he couldn’t even scream. I shot the zombie, and it fell backward.
“Mike!” I said.
He moaned as I shined the flashlight down on his face. A giant chunk of his neck was missing, and he was losing blood fast, crimson rivers at a time.
Sam held his head up out of the water.
Jackie ripped off a couch cover and applied pressure, but it seemed to do no good.
He looked up at her with a pained stare. “Just…kill…me. I don’t want to…I-I don’t want to be one of them.”
“No! Even if you become a zombie, we can give you the cure.”
“How would you ever get me back? If I die, I’ll turn immediately. I’d rip you to pieces first.”
“We’re not leaving anyone behind,” I said.
“Shoot me,” he begged.
I was nothing like my brother in that regard, for there was no way I could shoot the guy, especially when I knew there was a chance to save his life. Garbled moans and shuffling from upstairs made me cringe, and I knew there wasn’t much time. A chill swept through me. “More zombies,” I whispered. “Let’s get him out of here!”
Mike met my gaze. “Remember what I told you on the roof when we did that shift together?”
I swallowed hard. “You told me to never lose hope.”
“We going to get you out of here,” I said.
“I don’t want to feel the pain like Jack did,” Mike said. “I don’t want to be eaten alive! Shoot me! Nobody should have to die the way Jack did.”
Without warning, Larry cocked his gun and aimed at Mike’s head.
“No!” Jackie screamed.
“Larry, don’t do it!” I shouted.
“Do it, man...please,” Mike pleaded in a choking, breathless, blood-spitting whisper.
“I’m so sorry, buddy.” Mike pulled the trigger then jerked me toward the back door as zombies flooded down the stairs. I could hear them splashing through the water.
I glanced over my shoulder, gasping. Letting out excited moans, they pounced on Mike and tore at his skin like wild animals. His piercing screams turned into soft gurgles, and then there was nothing but the eerie sound of ravenous crunching and slurping and chewing.
I squeezed through the ragged opening Jackie had made. As we cut through the yard and hopped a silver fence, everything was a blur around me. I had just seen a man get murdered, right before my very eyes, and for all I knew, my brother could be in trouble and might need my help. The wind howled again, and droplets of rain pelted our exposed skin as the moon came out for a split second before dark clouds consumed it.
We avoided the streets and moved slowly from back yard to back yard. Whenever we saw a group of zombies heading for us, we turned and went in the other direction. The trouble was, they were coming from everywhere.
“They’re surrounding us,” Jackie whispered. “We can’t take them all on. There’re too many.”
 




Chapter 13
Zombies had spotted us and were coming from the front yard and from the back.
“They’ve got us cornered,” I said.
“I know!” Sam said. “Let’s go this way.”
Suddenly, bony fingers grabbed Jackie’s arm, and she gasped. She aimed her gun to shoot, but I was a quicker draw. With one shot, I nailed it in the forehead, sending it back to the grave, this time forever. Blood oozed from the bullet hole as it slumped into the wet grass with a splash.
Larry and Sam panicked, darting over a fence without us. I saw zombies in that direction, over by a giant oak tree, so I didn’t understand what they were doing. I tried to warn them, but before I could get a word out, they’d made a fatal error. Gunshots rang out one after another, and I knew they were fighting for their lives. We were trying to get over there to help them when more zombies stumbled from the bushes. If we didn’t hide, we would have been as dead as our friends were about to be, so we had no choice.
I pulled Jackie underneath a dark porch, behind a pile of logs. We made it in the nick of time. They passed by the porch as they shuffled around the yard, squishing their tattered shoes and whatever toes they had left in the mud. I felt pure evil emitting from them. I didn’t move a muscle and dared not even breathe. Through the wooden lattice of the porch, I could see that one was close. I cringed at its signature moan, coming from those decaying lips. It took everything I had not to gag at the sickening stench. Every minute felt like eternity, but finally I watched those filthy brown shoes clomp away as it dragged its useless foot across the grass.
I wondered if it could hear my heart beating, because it sounded like a tribal drum on a warpath. Jackie squeezed my hand tightly, and I held her shivering body close to mine. She nuzzled her head into my shoulder. I felt like her protector, and I was ready to die before I’d let anything happen to her.
I listened to the rain falling, and somehow that steady rhythm carried my thoughts to the men and women we’d lost. All of them had just been trying to survive, just like us. Grief overwhelmed me at the thought. It had taken brave hearts to leave the relative safety of the nursing home to come look for the missing, and Mike was, in my opinion, a modern-day hero. I couldn’t really say that about Larry or Sam who just deserted us, but my heart went out to Mike and Jack. I thought about Mike and shivered. The last thing the man had seen was a good friend of his pulling the trigger on him. I wished I would have done more to save him, and the guilt of that threatened to consume me. Maybe Nick’s right. Maybe I’m not cut out for this. I wasn’t coldhearted, and I could never have shot a friend in the head the way Larry shot Mike right before my eyes.
We were stuck under the porch for an hour, listening to those chilling wind chimes. We didn’t dare speak to one other, not even so much as a whisper. After a while, the moans dissipated, and I peeked out. When I didn’t see any trace of zombies, I let out a long, relieved sigh.
I could feel Jackie trembling in the darkness, and I cupped her face. “We’re gonna make it, baby,” I whispered.
“I know,” she whispered back, her voice cracking.
“Are you ready?”
She gave my hand a squeeze, signaling that she was, then shined her flashlight.
I started to crawl from our hiding area, confident that we’d make it back in no time. We’d survived the hard part, and I was sure we could sneak back through the vegetation without being spotted. When I went to stand, I could smell the stench of death. A zombie with an axe protruding from its head lurched from the shadows and reached for me. I could clearly see it through the flashlight beam Jackie was shining. Drops of fresh blood dripped from its mouth and blood-soaked shirt, and it was holding a human heart in its hands. I gasped when its soulless eyes met my gaze, its rotting, snapping jaws moving dangerously close to my face. With my heart pounding like the hooves of racehorses, I fired shot after shot. Even after the zombie collapsed in a heap of rotting flesh, I still continued to fire.
“That’s enough!” Jackie said, grabbing my arm. “You’ll attract more!”
I shot four more times as rage flooded through me. “The fresh blood…that heart…it…oh, Jackie, it had to belong to one of our men! And that axe…I-I’m sure it’s one of ours.” My voice wavered. I wanted to send that demon back to hell. I was about to fire again when Jackie tugged my arm once again.
“No point in overkill,” she said.
More groans echoed through the air, and I knew I’d foolishly attracted more with the gunfire. The shots were like a megaphone, summoning every zombie within hearing distance. Jackie gripped my hand. “Let’s get out of here!”
I quickly looked around and saw nothing but an empty yard equipped with a swing set where children had happily played once in a far more carefree world. I had no time to ponder the normalcy that was no more, though, so we cut through about ten yards, then hid in a large bush. It was so dark, and I wished we could turn on a flashlight, but I wasn’t willing to give away our position to the undead. I surveyed the area carefully. Jackie peeked out and motioned that it was safe. We stayed within the lurking shadows cast by towering oaks and weaved in and out of trees, bushes, and vegetation.
When I spotted the nursing home, we both took off in a sprint. I knocked on the boarded-up window that we’d used as an exit. “It’s us, Dean and Jackie. Let us in!”
Somebody loosened a board and peeked out. “Dean!” Val shouted.
My heart jumped for joy that she was alive and had made it. Wood planks were removed so we could squeeze through, and—ever the gentleman—I let Jackie go first.
Val immediately hugged me. “Dean, you scared the crap out of me!”
“What happened?” Nick asked, gripping my shoulder. “When you weren’t here, I went back out with Val, Lucas, and another team, and we searched for you and the others.”
“I-I—”
“It doesn’t matter. I’m just glad you’re alive, so I’m not gonna lecture you. All that matters is that you’re here, in one piece.” Nick embraced me in a tight hug, then hugged Jackie.
I hung my head and looked at the floor. “Mike was killed after you left,” I said. “It was horrible, Nick.”
“Larry and Sam just made it back not too long ago,” Val said. “They filled us in on all the horrible details.”
“They did?” I asked, shocked.
“Yep.”
Before I could answer or tell them what Larry had done, Lucas grabbed me and pulled me into a strong-armed bear hug. “You’re beyond tough, bro. You’re downright invisible. I’m proud of you for this one, even if I oughtta kick your butt for scaring me.”
“Two other guys and one woman made it back too,” Nick said. “We quarantined them to Three West because they’re covered with bites and scratches.”
“Besides us, Larry, and Sam, I didn’t think anyone else survived,” I said. “If they’ve been bitten, are you going to give them some serum?”
“They’ve already had it before,” Nick said, “back in Kingsville.”
“This is new territory,” Jackie said. “I guess we’re not really sure how to tread.”
Lucas shook his head. “Exactly. I mean, how do we know if the old dose will still work? Then again, double-dosing might kill them.”
“So what are we going to do?” I asked. “If they were bitten, they’re going to turn.”
“I don’t think it’d hurt to give them the serum again,” Jackie said. “What’s it going to matter? I’d rather die by somebody trying to help me than stand by and do nothing because they’re afraid of double-dosing me. I’m sure they’d feel the same way. Besides, no one wants to turn into a zombie and have to be shot in the head.”
“We’ll try a drop of the serum and see what happens,” Lucas said. “I have a vial right here.” He motioned us up the stairs.
I walked in and stared straight ahead. Three beds had been placed in the center of the room. “It’s me, Dean,” I said to the brave victims.
The lady moaned. “Dean?”
“I’m so glad you made it out alive,” I said.
“Was that crazy or what?” she mumbled. “Bob and Steve are sleeping.”
“We’ll be quiet,” I promised.
“Can we look at your wound?” Nick asked.
She pulled back the dressing, and we all examined it.
“It’s healing already,” Lucas said, “and I don’t see any sign of infection or pus.”
“This is just like Asia’s bite wound,” Jackie said. “It’s healing.”
“How about the scratches?” I asked.
She lifted up her shirt to reveal three long, red claw marks stretched across her flat stomach. There was no pus or infection there either, which was a relief, since zombie bites and scratches usually began to fester almost immediately.
Nick stared down in disbelief. “They’re immune to the zombie virus. The cure actually works—like a vaccination!”
The woman cupped her mouth in surprise. “Does that mean we’re not going to turn?”
“Your body is fighting off the virus,” Jackie said, “and your skin is already healing.”
Sobs of joy escaped the bitten woman’s lips, and she got up and shook the man next to her. “We’re gonna beat this thing, Steve! We’re going to live!” she shouted as happy tears slipped down her face.
“What?” Steve asked in disbelief, hugging her.
She explained everything, and they all hugged each other, shouting and laughing.
“We’re going to keep you quarantined for a few more hours, just in case,” Nick said, “but everything is looking good.”
As we walked out of the room, the guy guarding the door smiled. “Thanks,” he said. “This is the best news we’ve had in a while. Last thing I wanted to do was have to shoot my own brother, though I would have if I’d had to.” He clapped Nick’s shoulder and walked into the room.
Though I was glad to be back, I couldn’t stop thinking about Nick leaving me on that roof. I hadn’t pursued the issue yet because too much had been going on, but the horrible feelings weren’t going away, and I knew I had to confront him. Anger flooded through me as I pulled him to the side.
“What’s wrong?” he said.
An awkward silence ensued before I finally spoke. “Why did you leave me like that, back on the roof?”
“I did what I had to do to save your lives.”
My throat tightened. “But I didn’t know if I’d ever see you again.”
“Dean, I know how to handle zombies, okay?” he said. “Just think of me as an expert in the field.”
“Nick knows what he’s doing,” Val said. “He’s experienced in this area. Just trust his judgment.”
I pointed at him. “Val can stick up for you all she wants, but you’d better never do that to me again,” I said firmly.
Nick crossed his arms. “I can’t promise you that, Dean. All’s fair in love and war.”
“Darn it, Nick!”
Footsteps came up the dark hall, and Nick pointed his gun. “Who is it?”
“It’s me, Larry.”
I rolled my eyes. “Just the man I wanna see,” I said sarcastically.
Tension filled the air and an awkward silence ensued.
Finally Larry broke the silence. “You’re still mad at me. I get it.”
“Mad? Try pissed,” Jackie said.
“There’s no way we could’ve carried him out. We barely got back as it was. I knew we couldn’t get him back, and I didn’t want him to suffer. I put him out of his misery like he asked me to. I saved him from feeling it when those freaks ate him.”
“With a friend like you, he didn’t need enemies,” Jackie said sourly.
Larry shot her a cold stare.
“Hey,” Lucas said, “we can’t fight amongst ourselves. Enough of this, all of you.”
“What Nick and Larry did was inexcusable,” I said.
Nick shot me a look. “You need to man up if you’re ever going to survive out here.”
“That’s enough, Nick!” Jackie said. “We’re both a little freaked right now. We had to hide under a porch for an hour while a giant mob of zombies prowled the yard. When we eventually managed to scramble out, we were attacked by a zombie with an axe in its head, blood on his shirt, and a still-warm-and-practically-beating human heart in its hand, obviously from one of our people. The last thing either of us needs right now is drama or a lecture.”
Larry closed his eyes tightly. “That was Jared. He was fighting with an axe in the kitchen.” Larry bent over as a sob escaped his lips. “I think I’m gonna be sick.” He turned and walked away.
“I’m sorry,” Nick said. “I should’ve been there for you.” He clapped my shoulder. “I refused to let those things get you though. I had to do whatever it took to save your life, even if I knew it would piss you off.”
My brother’s voice was so emotional that I had to fight to keep it together. I was overwhelmed by everything I’d been through, and it was all becoming a bit too much for all of us.
“Right now, we need to have an emergency meeting,” Nick said. “We need to inform everyone what’s going on.”
Jackie gripped my hand. “Absolutely. Let’s go.”
Following Nick, I rushed down the corridor and into the lounge. I leaned against the wall and waited for Nick’s instructions. I had no idea how he planned to proceed.
“People, we’ve got problems!” Nick yelled. “I need everyone’s attention right now.”
Everyone gathered around, their curiosity piqued. We all took turns explaining what had happened as murmurs, shocked gasps, and whispers wafted amongst the crowd.
“I don’t know how, but the zombies in this city can think,” Nick said, shaking his head in disbelief.
“I don’t believe it,” Kate said slowly. “The virus must’ve mutated. It had too.”
“Do you really believe zombies have brains?” a man asked. “Come on, people! Let’s use our own brains.”
Lucas nodded. “I do. While a zombie was being pursued, it hid. That calls for intellect, and it’s not the behavior we’ve seen before in the undead. Ultimately, it means we can’t stay here.”
“Are you saying they broke in here and started feeding on us one by one?” a woman asked, her voice wavering.
“Pack up whatever supplies you can and let’s get out of here,” a man said.
Jackie hugged me tightly. “They killed Claire,” she sobbed between breaths.
I wrapped my arm around her. I wished I could take away her pain, but I couldn’t. I assumed Claire was dead, and my throat tightened at the thought. It would be the second time we’d have to grieve her loss, and this time, she wasn’t coming back.
Lucas grabbed Nick’s arm. “C’mon. We need to start gathering supplies.”
Nick shook his head. “I can’t leave Claire.”
“You know she’s dead,” he whispered.
“Prove it! I didn’t see her body. That means there’s hope.”
“Nick, I’ve never seen you this emotional. You know better than to let anyone get the best of you. You’re the one who taught me that.”
Nick just stared at the wall with a blank look on his face.
Lucas continued, “Look at the facts. There’s no way she’s alive. I know how much you cared about her, and I’m so sorry, but we’ve gotta—”
Heavy wrinkles formed on Nick’s forehead. “I’ve gotta find her.”
Jackie gripped his hand. “We’ll find her together.”
“That’d be a suicide mission, and you know it,” Lucas said. “If this town is overrun with smart zombies, we’ve gotta get the heck out of here now.”
“I know that. I just need a little more time,” Nick said.
Lucas tried to state his case. “We barely survived against zombies who couldn’t think. Can you imagine how hard it will be to fight the ones who can put two and two together? They were smart enough to hide out in here somehow and wait for their meals. They’ve even been doing ambushes and sneak attacks, picking us off one by one, and they’ve figured out how to break in and out of this place. This is some scary stuff.” He turned to face me. “Dean, what do you think?”
“I-I’m not sure what I think, but I need to know one way or the other. Is Claire alive or not? If she is, there’s no way we’re leaving her behind.”
Lucas spun to face Val. “How about you?”
“I can’t leave Nick and Dean here to their fate. They’ll need backup. And if Claire is alive, I couldn’t bear to leave her after everything she has done for me.”
“How do you propose we find her?” Lucas asked. “Where else can we possibly look?”
“We find their lair,” I said. “I’m sure they’re smart enough to have one.”
“We’ll have to be careful,” Val said. “They know how to lure us into a trap. I would’ve fallen for the baby trap too,” she said, looking at Jackie.
“A group of people just left,” Lucas said. “They’re not even waiting for us. They’re just getting out of town as fast as they can.”
People in the corridor shouted, and I rushed out to see what’s happening. “What’s going on?” I asked.
“Our tires were slashed!” a woman shouted. “How do we leave now?”
Nick, Val, Lucas, Jackie, and I raced to the opening in the window. Braving the rain and wind, we ran outside and bolted to the cars in the driveway. Every single tire was flat.
“Did zombies really do this?” I asked.
“Somebody did it,” Nick said.
“That’s crazy!” one of the men shouted. “How do you know some thugs didn’t do it? Maybe they’re pissed we’re in their territory.”
“Zombies want to keep us here,” Jackie said. “We’re their food source.”
The thought made me cringe, and we headed back to the lounge to discuss it further. It was a new horror for all of us, even for Nick and Lucas, who’d seen just about everything. I watched Lucas run a nervous hand through his hair while Nick paced back and forth as he tried to make sense of it all. Val sat at a table and loaded handguns and rifles with ammo.
I looked at man who wouldn’t believe us. “I know it’s hard to imagine, but zombies lured us in with a baby doll, ambushed us, and then climbed out the window to the roof. Old-fashioned zombies can’t do that. Ask your friends who survived if you won’t believe me.”
“He’s right,” Larry said. “They have intellect, and if they got their grimy hands on a knife, I’m sure they could’ve slashed our tires. They’re smart, and they’re stalking us. We on their turf, and they’re making us pay some hefty fines for trespassing—with our lives.”
A woman burst into the room, gasping for breath and as pale as a ghost. “My friends and I tried to leave on foot. We were attacked. They’re….they’re all dead now!” She burst into tears as soon as the words left her mouth.
Larry ran over to her. “Mary? Is she—”
The woman sobbed and shook her head. “Gone, Larry. They all are.”
“They planned this!” he shouted. “They knew some of us would be so scared from the slashed tires that we’d try to leave on foot. And they even let one person live from the group to tell the tale. That takes brains.”
“That’s it. Nobody else tries to leave,” Nick said, “until we figure out what’s going on. The safest place is right here in this room.”
“We should all sleep right here tonight,” the woman said. “We’ll grab blankets and post guards everywhere.”
Larry looked at Nick. “Surely we can’t stay the night here.”
“If you leave right now,” the woman said, “you’re as good as dead.”
“We can’t go out there blind,” Nick said. “We need to send a scouting party and figure out the best escape route.”
“I’m on it,” Val said.
Lucas touched her shoulder. “I’m sure we can find a weakness in their perimeter.”
She cocked a gun. “Got that right—or else we’ll create one.”
I didn’t want to stay, but I didn’t want to leave either, knowing those things were waiting for us and not knowing what had happened to Claire. Nick was right, as usual—at least from a tactical standpoint. It was best for us to stay put and not to panic. We needed to stay calm, think straight, and look for the best way out instead of just running blind, right into their trap. I hoped we could find Claire in all that mess, but deep down in my heart, I was afraid it was too late for that, and that bothered me more than anything. My heart broke for Claire and for Jackie, and there wasn’t anything I could do about it.
Jackie started to cry and I was going to go over and comfort her when I saw Kate walk over. I sat down in a chair nearby and decided to give Jackie some time with Kate.
Kate wrapped her arm around Jackie. “If anyone understands what you’re going through, it’s me. When I found out my sister was killed in such a violent fashion, I was hit by the most unbearable grief. We both have had loved ones murdered, and I know the gaping hole it leaves in your heart.”
“I feel like I was struck by lightning,” Jackie said.
Kate tucked strands of long, blonde hair behind her ear. “I screamed and cried but it didn’t take the hurt away.”
“I know the feeling,” Jackie whispered, gasping between sobs. “My world is shattered and it doesn’t make sense. I’ll never know what happened to her, even though I’m sure she died in a zombie attack. I couldn’t even give her a proper burial.”
“I never got to bury my sister either. When I went to investigate her murder, I was thrown into the arena and forced to fight zombies. Knowing my sister went through that tears my heart. I can’t imagine how she died and it haunts me to this very day.”
“I’m so sorry,” Jackie said.
“We can help each other get through the pain. And you have so many people who care about you.” She looked up at me. “Dean here is an awesome guy. You’re so lucky to have him.”
Jackie wiped her eyes. “I don’t know why he puts up with me.”
“Because you’re a beautiful person inside and out. And you can’t give up on life because that’s not what Claire would want.”
“What hurts the most is that I couldn’t help her. I should’ve been there to fight and save her life.”
“It’s not your fault,” Kate said. “Don’t blame yourself. Life’s not fair and bad things happen to good people. Her sudden death has left you shaken and unsure.”
“I never got a chance to say goodbye.”
“I never got to say goodbye to my sister either.”
“Claire’s all I have,” Jackie said, her voice quivering.
“I’m here for you and so is Dean, Nick, Lucas, Asia, and Val. We’re all here for you. So if you want to cry, just go ahead.” She handed Jackie a tissue. “Just let it all out.”
Jackie hugged her and sobbed into her shoulder.
I quietly left the two of them alone so they could talk in private. And that’s when I noticed Nick wasn’t anywhere in sight.
Where the heck did he run off to?
 




Chapter 14
I looked around at everyone who was there and didn’t find Val, Lucas, or Nick anywhere in sight.
“Dean!” Sam called.
Sam was the last person I wanted to talk to. He was Larry’s friend and had done nothing to stop him from ending Mike’s life when we could have tried to save it.
“I know you’re still mad,” he said, “but I’ve got a message from Nick.”
I cocked a brow. “Where is he?”
“He left.”
“Without me? Again?” my voice thundered. “Where’re Val and Lucas?”
“They went with him.”
I shook my head as anger flooded through me.
“Nick said he needs you to stay here to watch the others and Jackie.”
The jerk left without me. He took Lucas and Val but not me. What’s with him anyway? Does he think I can’t fight as well as him? As well as them? I’m the best sharp shooter we’ve got, and Nick knows that! After all, he’d seen me nail targets countless times in the shooting range. The only thing he had on me was more knowledge and experience in the zombie epidemic, and I was tired of him holding that over my head and leaving me out.
“I can catch up with him,” I said, pushing past Sam.
He shined his flashlight in my face. “We have orders not to let you out.”
“Orders? What are you, a lieutenant or something? We’re not in the Army, Sam.”
“Listen,” he said, “I like your brother.”
“Yeah, well, he’s got this charm,” I said, seething. People always loved Nick and mindlessly did whatever he told them, and I had no idea why.
“Going out there by yourself is a death sentence. We both know that. We could use your help with the hourly security checks around here.”
“Fine,” I said. I stared at him, still pissed from the last incident.
“That glare you’re giving me…I know it’s not about Nick.”
“Oh, it’s about Nick all right, but it’s about you too.”
“How did you think we’d get Mike out? He was tall, all muscle, close to 250 pounds. Even if I’d thrown him over my shoulder, there would have been no way I’d have made it back with him. Think about it. How would we have gotten him through the neighborhood undetected?” He looked me straight in the eyes. “I don’t know about you and your girlfriend, but we had to hop fences, climb a tree, and hide under a car. We barely got back here alive, and we wouldn’t have if we’d have had to carry big Mike in that condition. And what if he had turned when he died?”
I stared at the floor and shook my head.
“He was killed so he wouldn’t suffer. Would you want your loved ones to suffer?” He shifted his stance. “You’re nothing like your brother.”
“Why? Because if you’re saying I’m not some heartless, selfish show-off who goes around bossing everybody, I’ll take that as a compliment,” I said, not sure why the words slipped out. I was just so mad at Nick. I loved him because he was my brother, but I was so pissed at him. Sneaking out and leaving me behind was an all-time low, even for him. I wanted to be out there fighting. I had the guts and the courage, and I’d taken down loads of those brain-dead freaks already.
“He’s not heartless,” Sam retorted. “When I stood guard with him, we talked. That man has lots of emotion. He just keeps it all bottled up inside so he can function. He’s all about survival. He does what he has to do to survive, even if that means making the tough decisions that aren’t always popular.”
“Right. I know all about his tough decisions.”
“Larry and I had to make one of those back there. Mike didn’t want to live through the nightmare he was about to face, nor would he have wanted to be the reason we didn’t get out of there alive. I hope you understand.”
“I get why you did it,” I said, walking back toward the lounge. “I don’t condone it, but I get it,” I said over my shoulder. I didn’t mean to be rude, but I wasn’t accustomed to leaving friends behind, and I hoped I never would be.
Everyone made beds in the large carpeted area. Jackie was wrapped up in a green quilt, sound asleep. She looked like a sleeping angel with her porcelain skin, full lips, and long, dark hair with blonde streaks trailing around her. She’d made a spot for me next to her. I smiled and reached for my pillow, then slipped it softly under her head.
A lady with short gray hair looked at me. “She’s devastated, the poor thing. Said she most likely lost her cousin. I held her and comforted her as much as I could, but I don’t think it did much good. She cried herself to sleep.”
I swallowed hard. The grief of losing Claire would be far too much for Jackie to bear. I understood, because I couldn’t imagine losing Nick or Val, even if they did piss me off sometimes. In the end, they were my brother and sister, and I didn’t want to lose either of them. The mere thought made me shudder, I knew they were tough and that Nick knew what he was doing.
“Dean!” one of the men called from the doorway. “We need you.”
I walked over and met them. “What can I do?”
“Can you stand guard here, outside these double-doors?” asked the man. “The rest of the place is covered.”
“Sure.”
The men shut the doors and walked down the hall. My gun was in my holster, and I shined the flashlight up and down the corridor as shadows danced on the walls. It was so dark, and I couldn’t see any further than the beam of my light. I had to admit, the place gave me the creeps. The thought of knowing something was stalking us really put my nerves on edge; I was four-cups-of-coffee jittery. People were being dragged away one by one by some unseen invisible force, and I couldn’t fathom that Nick would have thought it was safer for me to stay there than to go with him. The only good thing about it was that I was able to protect Jackie as she slept. If she hadn’t been there, I wouldn’t have thought twice about bolting past Sam and going to catch up with my runaway brother and sister. Jackie was there, though, and I needed to protect her at all costs.



Chapter 15
I was standing guard when Jackie came out the door. “Paul says he’ll take over now,” she said.
I pulled her close and embraced her in a long hug. “How are you doing?”
“I’m surviving, but…well, as you might have guessed, my heart’s broken,” she said between sobs.
I wasn’t much better at handling the sentimental side of things than my brother was, and I had no idea what to say or do to make her feel better. Really, there was nothing I could say. I couldn’t promise her that Claire was alive, and deep down, I assumed she’d been devoured by zombies. We’d seen no sign of Claire or her body, though, so the questions still loomed. Even if they are feeding on people, there’d be…bones, wouldn’t there? So where are the corpses and bones? Are they taking them to some kind of nest, a lair to feed on them? “Let me get you a glass of water,” was all I could think to say.
“We’re out of water. Let’s go to the kitchen and get some more jugs for the group.”
We walked down to the corridor and into the kitchen. I aimed my gun as I walked in. Jackie set the lantern on the steel table while I scanned my surroundings, checking every corner. When I was sure it was all clear, I put my gun in my holster and set my flashlight down.
We reached down and started to grab jugs of water to take back to the others when I heard a rustling sound, followed by a crash and sudden darkness. My heart raced, and I reached for my gun, then my flashlight. My fingers felt the cold, steel table but my flashlight was gone. I was pretty sure something had knocked over the lantern.
I couldn’t see anything in the pitch dark. Shooting blind and wasting my ammo would have been a dumb idea, because I could have hurt Jackie with a stray bullet. Soft moaning echoed in the air and started to come from the direction of the exit. We had to get out of there, but I didn’t know how. We were in real, genuine trouble. Something was in there with us, and I was pretty sure it wasn’t friendly. My throat tightened as I struggled to breathe. Jackie gripped my arm, not saying a single word. Footsteps came closer, and my heart pounded. I backed up slowly, aimed my gun, and readied myself to shoot blindly into the darkness, aiming to kill.
The thing was smart, like the others we’d recently encountered. It knew somebody would eventually visit the kitchen for food or drink. It had taken out our lights and blocked our exit. It was exhibiting intellectual behavior. A zombie that could think was coming for us.
My heartbeat doubled, then tripled in rhythm, practically bruising my ribs from the inside.
The zombie hissed, and the hairs on my neck stood on end. Footsteps drew closer. I pointed and let off four consecutive shots, but the hissing didn’t stop. My breath froze in my throat.
“Hello, Dean,” a deep voice straight from the pits of hell said.
A cold chill shot through me. What the heck? It…talks? But how? And how does it know my name? I held the gun tight as my hands trembled in the darkness. I decided I’d let it get closer before I’d waste another shot. Ammo was precious, and we had too little of it.
“Jackie,” the voice hissed. “I bet you taste divine.”
“I can see it,” Jackie whispered. “It’s coming around the table to the right.”
I stared straight ahead and saw nothing but pure blackness.
“Shoot!” Jackie said. “Pull the trigger now, Dean!”
Holding my breath, I aimed and pulled the trigger.
“To the left! Over there!”
I fired again, my heart racing.
“To the right this time!” Jackie yelled.
I pointed to the right, but she pushed me back and fired four shots of her own.
It was dark, and I couldn’t see what was going on. Again, my stomach lurched. “Jackie!” I shouted.
“It’s down!” she said. “Let’s get out of here!”
I felt around for her. “How’d you see it?” When I looked up, I saw green eyes shining. Another zombie? “Get down!” I shouted, aiming my gun. Just before I released a shot, the thing wobbled toward me and knocked me to the ground. I could feel its weight on me, so I took aim.
“Hold on! It’s just me, Dean,” Jackie screamed. “Put the gun down. What’s wrong with you?”
I looked up into green, glowing eyes and swallowed hard. “It’s…you?”
“Yes.”
“But, Jackie, you’re…your eyes are glowing,” I whispered.
There was an edge of fear in her voice as she asked, “They’re what?”
“They’re glowing,” I said, dumbfounded. “I thought you were a zombie.”
The kitchen door opened, and a group of people came flooding in, flashlights beams bouncing wildly all over the place.
“I heard shots!” a man yelled. “Are you okay?”
“I shot a zombie!” Jackie yelled.
The men hurried over and examined the body.
“We found the freak who’s been killing our good people,” a man said.
“You kids get out of here,” another man said. “We got this.”
Jackie and I left the kitchen and went back to her room. She carried the lantern into the bathroom and looked into the mirror. “Dean, I don’t know what you were talking about back there. My eyes are brown, just like they’ve always been.”
I was so confused, because I could have sworn they were green and glowing, like some kind of neon ooze from a nuclear power plant. I recalled that I’d seen the phenomenon in total darkness, so the idea struck me to turn off the lantern and every light in the room. As soon as I did, she looked into the mirror and saw her glowing green eyes.
She gasped. “Wh-what’s happening to me, Dean?”
“I don’t know what’s happening to anyone, Jackie. I don’t even know what’s happening in the whole freaking world.”
 




Chapter 16
Guilt flooded through me. I’d almost mistaken my girlfriend for a zombie and shot her. I couldn’t explain what was going on with her eyes, and she had no idea either. I turned the lantern back on and focused my attention on her.
She gripped my shirt. “What’s happening to me?”
“I have no idea,” I whispered, “but we’re gonna figure it out together.”
“What could cause this? I’m some kind of freak of nature!”
“I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head, but then it occurred to me. “What if it’s a side effect from the serum?”
She let out a long, trembling breath. “Am I going to die? Can this be fixed? Has this happened to anyone else? I don’t want to ask anyone if they’ve got glowing eyes.”
“Why don’t we talk to Asia and see if she’s had the same problem? She’s in quarantine, so no one will hear us asking her. Plus, I think she likes me. She’ll tell me anything.”
“Really?” Jackie said, smirking. “Well, I suppose I can’t blame her. You are quite adorable. But anyway, that’s a great place to start,” Jackie said.
We rushed to the room where Asia was still being held in quarantine.
Jackie smiled at the men now guarding the room. “Mind if I talk to Asia for a few minutes?”
The man smiled back. “Sure, you pretty thing you.”
I gripped Jackie’s hand and walked in. “Hi, Asia,” I said.
“Hey! I was hoping you’d stop back.” Her face beamed. “I’ve got great news!”
I inched closer. “What?”
She peeled back the bandage on her arm. “Look at this.”
My eyebrows shot up in disbelief. There was no pus or redness, and the wound had almost completely healed. “It’s just like the other bite victims. It’s healing really fast.”
“That’s fantastic,” Jackie said.
“Were you one of the lucky ones who previously took the cure?” I asked.
She pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “Yes, why?”
I wondered if Asia’s eyes would glow, and instead of asking her, I thought it best to perform the same experiment I’d done with Jackie. “Do you mind if I turn off the lights for a minute?” I asked.
“Listen, I don’t know what kind of freaky stuff you’re into but—”
Jackie touched her hand. “I’m not going to sugarcoat this. You need to know. My eyes are glowing in the dark. We think it’s a side effect of the serum. We need to see if yours are doing the same thing.”
Her mouth gaped. She got up and walked to the bathroom and shut the door. Within seconds, she screamed, and I immediately knew the answer.
Suddenly, the two men burst through the door. “Is everything okay?” one asked.
“My eyes! They glow in the dark just like those toys I used to get out of cereal boxes when I was a kid,” Asia said, exiting the dark bathroom.
I turned off the lights in the room and we all stared in disbelief at four glowing eyes looking back at us.
“I don’t get this!” Asia shouted.
“I think you were bitten by a zombie earlier,” I said. “The serum is in your blood and gave you immunity to the zombie virus. That’s why the bite didn’t fester. The green eyes must just be a side effect.”
“I could see everything perfect in the dark,” Jackie said. “It was like I had night-vision goggles on.”
The deep furrows between Asia’s eyebrows smoothed, and her shoulders relaxed as she drew a deep breath. “We’re immune from zombie bites and scratches? And we’ve got, like, Superman X-ray vision or something?”
“Night vision,” Jackie corrected, “but it’s still pretty cool!”
“I believe you’re right,” I said.
“Then I don’t ever have to worry about a zombie bite or a night light again!” she said. She grabbed my arm. “Do you know what this means?”
“What?” I asked.
“We are literally the living dead.”
I thought about her statement, and it kind of creeped me out. I gripped Jackie’s hand. “C’mon. Let’s go find the others. We’ve gotta fill them in on this news.”
We raced down the corridor and passed the men who were dragging the dead zombie out.
“Wait,” I said. A tattoo of a skull caught my attention. “This guy looks familiar. Wasn’t he with that redhead with the short hair?”
One of the guys looked down. “Yeah, it’s Ed.”
“I’m so sorry. Do you know if he took the cure?”
“I’m certain of it.”
Jackie gripped my arm and pulled me away. “They both took the cure. Tom turned back into a zombie, but Asia and I didn’t. How can one person have immunity while the other doesn’t?”
I went back to her room so we could talk and try to figure things out. After I shut the door, I paced the room. My lips pressed in a grim line. “So the cure has side effects.”
Jackie nodded.
“I think I know what happened.”
“I’m beginning to put all the pieces of the puzzle together too.”
“Let’s take it from the beginning,” I said. “All these people took the serum, and we know there are some strange side effects. For one, it changes the pigment in the eye when there is no light, and the person is equipped with night vision.”
“When we arrived, every door and window was boarded up securely, and we were careful to board up the window we came through. When we swept this nursing home, it was clear. No one saw any zombies.” Jackie wrung her hands as she pondered. “Then Howard suddenly went missing, and we all hunted for him. Then we saw a zombie, and there was no way it should have been in here—not after the security sweep we did. We assumed it had killed Howard, but it showed intellect by knocking the gun out of Asia’s hands, then hiding and escaping through the open window.”
“Remember the wood?” I asked. “It was as if somebody was breaking out, not in.”
“The zombie had intellect, just like the ones in that house with the crying baby doll. It ate Howard, then wanted a quick escape route.”
“But how did it ever get in?” I asked.
“You know how smart they are,” she said. “Come on! They lured us to a house to ambush us. I’m sure a smart one could figure a way in.”
“I don’t think so. I think it was here before we came.”
“But there’ve been other zombies spotted. You think there’s a group hanging around somewhere. And if there is, why haven’t they devoured us already?”
“Okay, don’t laugh, but I’m gonna throw this out here. An idea just struck me. What if the very first zombie we saw on the second floor was Howard?”
“But he couldn’t have turned into a zombie unless one had bitten or scratched him.”
“Try and think outside the box. What if the serum somehow turned him back into a zombie? Maybe his body couldn’t handle the serum or there was something that didn’t mix. It changed him back into a zombie, but he kept his brain. He still has the need to feed on human flesh, but he also has his mind—what little the jerk had of one in the first place.”
Jackie clapped her hand over her mouth. “What if that’s going to happen to all of us who took the serum? Are we going to slowly turn into thinking zombies? Dean, that’s horrible!”
I tried to hold her in my arms, but she pushed me away, devastated by the news. I was just as stunned and shocked and appalled as she was. The thought of losing Jackie and Val all over again sent shudders through my body. I wondered if they’d turn into those intellectual but horrible creatures. Anger overwhelmed me. I’d gone through so much to get them back. They deserve better than this.
She let out a long breath. “So Howard was the first to change, and while we we’re looking for him, we saw a zombie and assumed it had killed him, but in reality, it was him.”
I nodded. “Yeah, when he saw us, he hid somewhere, then found the axe and chopped his way out. I can’t believe the zombie we thought hurt Howard was actually Howard. This is so bizarre. Like Nick told me, Stephen King couldn’t write this crap.”
Jackie paced back and forth. “Then more people from our group turned into—”
“Hybrids,” I said. “They’re hybrids, half-zombie, half-human. That’s a dangerous combination.”
“They’ve reverted back to zombies, but they held on to some intellect during the change, remembering our names, talking, and strategizing. Do you think they have any emotions at all?”
“I don’t think so. The zombie in the kitchen said you’d taste divine. I don’t think we can reason with them either.”
“They’re joining forces. As each person changes into one and breaks free from here, they somehow find each other.” She shook her head. “That town wasn’t already populated with smart zombies. We populated it! It was all us. We thought all the missing people had been killed, but they were the zombies we were seeing. It was them all along.” She gasped as realization struck. “Oh my gosh,” she said, her voice wavering. “Claire! She wasn’t attacked or eaten by a zombie. She became one. My cousin is a hybrid, and she’s out there somewhere!”
“Jackie…” I said softly.
“I can’t lose Claire like this—not like this.” She fell to her knees, weeping. “How could something so horrible happen to my cousin?”
“I’m so sorry.” I knelt down with her, and she curled her arms around my neck as she sobbed into my shoulder.
“I loved her so much,” Jackie said between gasps. “I thought zombies were the worst thing I’d ever face, but I was wrong. Losing Claire is so much worse. She wasn’t just family. She was also my best friend. And now, she’s one of those things running around out there. I can’t picture her stalking humans with the others, murdering and eating people.” She looked up at me with those beautiful eyes. “How long, Dean? How much longer do I have until I join the others?”
Her words tore at my heart, but all I could do was wipe her tears.
She looked into my eyes. “Claire wouldn’t want to be like that, and I don’t either. If I turn, I want you to shoot me.”
“No! Don’t make me promise that.” It felt like the situation with Val all over again, for she’d forced me to make the same grim promise. I was tired of being asked to kill the people I loved. All I wanted to do was rush Jackie and Val to a lab before they turned. I needed to find Nick, Lucas, and Val immediately, and I wondered when—and if—they were ever coming back.
Jackie gripped my hands, her eyes sad and empty. “If you care about me even one tiny bit, you’ll do it for me when the time comes.”
I cupped her cheek. “I just can’t, Jackie. Don’t ask me to—”
“You can, and you will. Please?” she begged. “I want to be at peace, not figuring out how to scam humans so I can devour their flesh. What kind of existence will that be?”
“We shouldn’t have used the cure on anyone until it was tested,” I said regretfully, guilt flooding through me. The whole thing was my fault. I was the one who’d hijacked it out of the lab. While my intentions had been good, I couldn’t believe what I’d unknowingly done. Have I spawned yet another epidemic, only worse, with zombies who can think and masterfully create ruses to kill their victims? Did I singlehandedly unleash hell?
Jackie pushed a few strands of hair away from her face. “I hope you don’t go pouring out all those vials, because we can’t give up on this vaccine. It heals people. I’m living proof.”
“We found the cure,” I said. “It just needs to be perfected.”
“We’ll get there,” she said. “Meanwhile, do you think I’m going to turn into a hybrid?” she asked, her voice quivering. “Are all the people who took the cure slowly turning into these…things?”
“I’m not sure, Jackie. We need to find scientists and a lab,” I said. “We need to find someone who can tell us more about the serum—what it is and how it works.”
 




Chapter 17
On our way back to the lounge, we ran into Nick, Lucas, and Val and told them all of our findings, including the possessed voice coming from the zombie. They had noticed Val’s strange eyes, too, but never in a million years would they have concluded that the zombie Nick had seen was Howard. As we compared notes and put two and two together, it all began to make sense, and we came up with a common conclusion that was at least mostly believable.
Lucas ran a hand through his hair. “This is incredible. It’s like we brought our enemy with us.”
“They’re victims,” Jackie reminded him. “I know Claire would never act like that.”
Nick and Val looked at each other in complete confusion.
“So all those smart zombies we encountered were people who turned into hybrids from the serum?” Val pondered. “The missing people weren’t being picked off one by one by zombies like we previously thought. They were the zombies all along. It’s hard to wrap my mind around it, but that would explain why the zombie knocked the gun out of Asia’s hand and hid from us. Howard must’ve turned and realized he needed to get out or else we’d kill him.”
“Why didn’t they feed the second they turned?” Nick asked.
“Maybe their hunger is suppressed,” Val said, “but they sure were hungry later.” She tapped her chin and then said, “Wait. I bet their human emotions won’t let them kill their family and friends. At least at first. It’s the reason why they leave. So one, we won’t kill them, and two, they won’t hurt loved ones.”
“That’s bizarre,” Lucas said. “I wonder if the other hybrids call out to them. There might be a telepathic link or something.”
I spun toward Nick. “While you were out, thinking I was safe and sound here, I was being attacked.”
“I’m sorry,” Nick said. “I should’ve been there for you.”
“Don’t be sorry. You had to do what you had to do without me. As for me, I’m a survivor. I always will be, so quit treating me like a kid and let me come with you next time.” I shot him a hard stare. “Any kind of real man wouldn’t sneak out like a coward to avoid his little brother, then send his star-struck minions to tell me I’m not allowed to leave. That was pathetic, Nick, and so far beneath you.”
Nick glared. “Lucas and I have been properly trained. Val’s a police officer. What’s your experience, huh? The last little while on this road trip with me?”
“Road trip!?” I moved to shove him, but Lucas and Val held me back.
“Dean, this hostility between you two needs to stop,” Val said. “Just man up. We left you because we love you. Deal with it, ‘cause we have bigger problems to face right now than your bruised ego.”
“Fine,” I said sharply. “What did you find?” I asked, yanking away from her.
“For starters,” she said, “this town is completely flooded. Zombies are everywhere. We’re gonna have to make our way out on foot. Waiting for the waters to die down isn’t an option in light of recent revelations.”
“Should we tell the others, Nick?” Lucas asked. “What if they panic?”
“They have every right to know so they can play on a level playing field against the hybrids.”
“I agree. They need to know!” Jackie said.
Lucas sighed. “In that case, we’d best head to the lounge and get this little unpleasant rendezvous over with. It’s town meetin’ time, folks!”
“Sounds like a plan,” I said.
Val touched Lucas’s hand. “Tell Dean what else we found. He can handle it.”
Lucas looked at Nick, as if asking for permission. He didn’t continue until Nick nodded, as if he was some kind of mafia godfather or something. “We found their lair,” Lucas said.
“What!? Then what are we doing here? We should go attack it,” Jackie said.
“Kill them before they kill us,” I agreed.
Val patted my back. “That’s the plan, but I want to talk to everyone first. We can’t just leave without telling these people what’s going on. At the very least, we owe them that.”
“And we need their help to knock those nasty hornets out of their even nastier nest,” Lucas said.
“So after we explain everything, we’re leaving?” I asked.
Val nodded, then wrapped an arm around Jackie. “Claire is one of those hybrids.”
She sucked in a deep breath. “I know, but she wouldn’t want to be like this.”
“I know this is hard,” Val said.
“When we’re safe, I want to hold a memorial for her.” Jackie’s voice quivered, and a tear ran down her face. “I miss her so much.”
Val wrapped her arms around her. “I miss her too. You’re so brave, Jackie. You’ve been through so much.”
“We gotta get going,” Nick said.
Once we were in the lounge, it didn’t take long for us to get everyone’s attention. Everyone stared blankly at us, wondering what the heck was going on. For the first time since we’d arrived at that nursing home, we finally had answers to give them, even if they weren’t the answers any of us had been hoping to hear.
“We’ve come across some information and have some possible theories on what’s going on,” Val began.
Nick stepped forward. “We feel you have the right to know what you’re up against, so we will share with you everything we know. Feel free to disagree with us and come to your own conclusions.”
“Please don’t panic about this, people,” Lucas said. “We need everyone to remain calm until we figure out a plan.”
“Well? What’s going on?” a woman asked. “Just tell us.”
“Everyone who has taken the serum, please move to the left side of the room. Those who have not taken it, please move to the right,” Lucas directed.
“What’s this all about?” a man asked. “You brought us in here to play hokey pokey or what?”
“Please humor us, sir,” Val said. “I promise we’ll explain everything.”
Murmurs and whispers spread through the group, but they divided as they were asked to.
“We believe the serum has some side effects,” I said. “Some of you may have noticed them. Your eye color will change, from your natural color to a fluorescent green when in complete darkness. In addition, you will have night vision. You will not be infected if you are bitten or scratched, as the serum seems to act as a vaccine, of sorts, creating immunity against the typical zombie virus. As far as we know, you’ll be protected for the rest of your life.”
“This is great news!” somebody shouted.
“I wouldn’t mind seeing in the dark,” a woman said.
“Well, I don’t wanna be no radioactive green-eyed freak,” a man next to her complained.
A woman with short blonde hair stepped forward. “How do you know about this? What makes you so sure?”
Asia walked to the front of the room. “Most of you know me, though some of you don’t. My name is Asia. I took the serum. I was attacked by a zombie upstairs and bitten. I was quarantined, and when the bite didn’t fester and fill with pus, the others were sure I’d been bitten by a human.” She shot Lucas a glance. “It was no human, folks. What bit me was a zombie, and several witnesses even saw the thing leaving the scene of the attack.” She held out her arm, and the mark was barely visible. “The bite is healed, and I wasn’t infected. Just like the other three who survived the baby doll attack by the hybrids. This proves that we all heal quickly and are immune to the zombie virus. Pretty cool, huh?”
The group erupted in a chorus of excited murmurs and whispers. For the first time in a long time, their eyes sparkled with genuine hope.
“We’re going to turn off the lights,” Jackie said, “so you can see my green eyes firsthand. Also, we’d like to get a count of how many others are experiencing this unique side effect.” She nodded, and I turned off all the lights.
We had no idea how many sets of green, glowing eyes to expect, and we were all quite shocked when everyone who had taken the serum had them. Shouts, laughs, cries, and shocked gasps echoed across the room.
“I can see everything!” a man yelled. “This isn’t bad at all! I feel like Superman!”
“What’s going on?” a woman screamed.
Val turned the lights back on. “It appears everyone who has taken the serum has the side effect.”
“It’s not so bad,” somebody shouted in the group in front of us.
“The heck it’s not,” a woman said. “I don’t wanna be a freak. I just want to be back to normal.”
Nick continued, “Unfortunately, there is a less pleasant side effect to the serum,” he said.
The room grew instantly quiet.
“We do not believe the missing people were killed by zombies.”
“Then what happened to them? And what’s this about another side effect?” somebody asked, sounding skeptical.
“They are the zombies,” Jackie said.
“For some unknown reason, the serum has changed the missing people back into zombies,” I announced sadly.
More gasps erupted.
“The body goes back to the original zombie form,” Nick said, “but the person maintains their brainpower and even a bit of their emotional makeup in the beginning. Because they don’t want to attack their friends and loved ones, they try to escape as fast as they can. I think they try to fight it at first, but in the end, they can’t escape the urge to feed.”
“These people are half-zombie, half-human,” Jackie said. “We call them hybrids.”
“Nick’s right. No matter how hard they try not to hurt people, the hybrids finally succumb. They are also very intelligent and conniving, driven by a hunger for flesh. They tricked us into going into an ambush by luring us inside a house with a crying baby doll,” I said. “They attacked and devoured most of the people in that search party.”
“Our own people did that?” somebody yelled. “That’s sick!”
A woman inched forward, her eyes wide. “I thought the city was already infested with smart zombies when we got here, but are you saying we brought this on ourselves? That the missing people are actually turning into the intelligent zombies?”
“Yes, I’m afraid that’s exactly what we’re saying.”
“So while we’re searching for them so we can bring them back safe, they’re stalking us and luring us into traps. Our missing friends and relatives slashed our tires to keep us from leaving? What kind of nightmare is this?”
A slim woman touched my hand and very calmly asked. “Are we going to turn into one of these hybrids? And how much time do I have left?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know, ma’am. I’m sorry, but I can’t say.”
She wept in her hands. “I’d rather be dead than go through that again.”
“How do we leave?” someone from the right side shouted.
“You can’t,” a woman said. “We tried, and they killed everyone but me. They’ve got this place surrounded, and unlike the zombies we’ve encountered in the past, these ones know what they’re doing. They’re not just some mindless horde. They are a thinking, strategizing army.”
“If they’re so smart, why haven’t they broken down the door and the windows with axes?” a woman in thick-rimmed glasses asked. “And why are we scared of one group of zombies anyway? I don’t classify that as an army.”
“They’re communicating with the hordes of zombies and controlling them, so yes it’s an army,” Kate said. “As for why they’re not breaking in, I’ll let Nick explain.”
“I have a theory,” Nick said.
Everyone stopped to listen to him, myself included, as I’d never thought of that question before.
“I took a toll of the missing people. A dozen have turned into zombies,” Nick said. “We know they banded together. They somehow control or communicate with the other zombies like Kate said. We noticed this on our last excursion to find a road that wasn’t flooded.”
“They know they have intellect, and they have put themselves in charge,” Lucas said. “The regular zombies are working as their minions.”
Nick nodded. “If the hybrids and the zombies storm this place, there won’t be much food for the hybrids, so they’re playing smart. They don’t want to share with the dumb zombies. They are just using them for manpower…to keep the neighborhood surrounded so we can’t leave.”
“There are only twelve hybrids to feed,” Val said, “so they’re keeping us alive as a food source. They plan to lure us out one by one or break in and snatch us one by one. There are likely no humans left in the town to feed on. They can feed off us for at least a good month before they have to leave to find a new food source.”
A pounding sound made me jump. I glanced around and realized it was coming from everywhere. “They’re pounding on the doors and windows,” I said. As if it wasn’t bad enough that we were being kept there like steaks in a freezer, waiting to be eaten, now the zombies were toying with us, hoping we’d send some fresh meat out to fight off the ones trying to break in. The whole thing was disturbing and unnerving, and all I wanted to do was run away. Somehow, we had to get out of there, but more banging jarred me out of my thoughts.
“What’s going on?” a lady shouted.
“They’re hungry,” a woman yelled.
I swallowed hard. Unfortunately, I knew she was right.
 




Chapter 18
I stood in the dimly lit lounge and watched a man crying as he hugged his wife, making promises that he couldn’t keep, telling her they’d make it through everything unscathed. Another man screamed at his friends as they debated what to do. I noticed another woman knitting in the corner, as if turning everything off and escaping into her own fantasy world—one where zombies were not allowed. Others paced while others shouted at each other.
“Let’s leave!” a man shouted.
Nick came in with a gas can. “I’ve got a plan!”
Nobody was listening to him, so he jumped on top of the table and yelled for everyone to shut up.
The room suddenly got quiet, and everyone peered up at him.
“Failing to plan is planning to fail,” Nick recited, something his superiors in the Army had taught him.
“And what’s that supposed to mean?” a man asked.
“I’ve heard your questions and concerns, and every one of them is valid,” Nick said. “Some of you think we should just sneak out of here, but that’s not possible. Trust me when I say we’ve scouted out every possible escape route. There’s a herd surrounding the perimeter of this flooded neighborhood, but they’re under the control of the hybrids. The way I figure it, if you cut off the head, the body doesn’t know what the heck to do. We take out the hybrids, and the mindless zombies will scatter and form their own herds and go different directions.”
“I don’t think we should leave until every hybrid is dead,” Val said. “In a way, we created them by giving them the serum, and it wouldn’t be right to just leave them in that condition, as bloodthirsty murderers, killing any innocent survivors they happen to come upon. Their victims’ blood will be on our hands if we don’t put an end to it.”
“Do you think this is happening in Kingsville?” a woman asked.
“I’m sure of it,” I said, “and I hope Tahoe and those guys have enough sense to put the hybrids down as well. It pains me to hurt anyone, but flesh-devouring zombies with the propensity to plot and plan is a deadly combination.”
Nick held up his gas can. “This is one of my favorite tricks in the battle of the zombies. It’s come in handy numerous times.”
I chuckled. “Boy, has it ever.”
“And how do you suppose a can of gasoline is going to help us?” the man in the red cap asked doubtfully.
“I know where their lair is,” Nick replied. “Lucas, Val, and I spotted it as we were canvassing the neighborhood.”
“Where?” a lady asked.
“A house about six blocks from here, but we need to act now.”
The entire room became so quiet I could have heard a pin drop.
Nick set the can down and continued, “The world has been turned upside down, and we live in dark times. We’ve all lost loved ones, and grief has struck us to the very inner core of our being. Tragedy has personally struck me. I’ve lost my childhood girlfriend, friends, and close comrades to this zombie epidemic. I wondered how I’d ever survive, and I know I’m going to feel pain for a long, long, long, time. But I also know the fallen and those I’ve had to leave behind would want me to go on, to fight, to live. They wouldn’t want me to give up.”
He shifted his stance and paused to gain his composure. It was difficult for him to think of Darla and the others, and it choked him up inside, even if he would rarely admit it or let anyone else see that pain. Nick cleared his throat and continued. “Life sucks. It’s unfair. Heck, we can’t even sleep at night without taking shifts. We didn’t ask for any of this, yet it’s the card we’ve been dealt for whatever reason. So, our only choice is to deal with it. I don’t like it any more than you do, but I’m not gonna sit on my butt and do nothing about it either. I don’t know how this is going to end, but I do know we need to fight, win, and survive.” He motioned around the room. “You are living proof that people can survive the impossible. Now, let’s team up and get the heck out of here.” He paused for dramatic effect before finishing, “Fight with me!”
People started to cheer, chant, whistle, and clap their hands; Nick was winning them over, and in that moment, I was quite proud of my brother.
Lucas stood. “Anyone who can fight, please join us. We’ll take these undead freaks down, and they’ll stay down this time. Once the hybrids are put out of their misery and ours, we can fight through the other zombies. We need to take them out before they snatch another one of us.”
“We’re not going to sit here and take it,” a woman said. “I refuse to be a victim. I don’t know if I’ll turn, but for now, I’m 100 percent human, and I’m gonna fight like one!”
“I say we fight!” a towering man shouted. His buddies joined in, and that motivated everyone.
“Let’s fire those ghouls up!” someone shouted.
“Bring the marshmallows, folks!” a woman shouted. “We’re about to have a zombie roast!”
When I turned to look at Lucas, he looked shocked.
“What?” I asked.
“What’s with Jackie and the rope? Is she trying to get us all killed?” He nodded toward my girlfriend, who had a blank look on her face.
At first, I wasn’t sure how rope was going to get us all killed, but then it dawned on me: She doesn’t plan on killing Claire! She wants to capture her and bring her back in the hopes that she can be cured. Oh no! I rushed over to Jackie and glanced down at the rope in her hands. “What are you thinking?”
“You did it for Val, and I didn’t complain once—not even when you sneaked her into Kingsville. Trust me, I’d love to save everyone, but we could never take twelve zombies back without getting killed the second we fell asleep.”
“Jackie, you can’t—”
She held her hand up to stop my protests. “You did it for Val because you love her.” She cupped my face, her eyes welling with tears. “I love my cousin just as much, Dean, and I have to save her. If there’s even the slightest chance of getting her back, I can’t possibly kill her or leave her without trying. We can take her back to a lab and give her the vial. I’m sure a doctor or some scientists can figure it all out.”
“I’m sorry the serum didn’t work, Jackie, but you know we can’t save her.”
“Would you be saying that if it was Val?”
I looked at the floor, unable to answer her.
She softly touched my arm. “Don’t even tell me you wouldn’t do it in a heartbeat for Val…or for me.”
Gazing into her eyes, I sighed. “You’re right. I would.”
“We’ll do anything for the ones we love.”
I let out a long breath and thought about it. It had been difficult enough when Val was a regular zombie, but Claire was a whole different animal—literally. I had no idea how or if we’d ever be able to heal her, and even if we did, there was no guarantee that she wouldn’t kill some of us in the process.
“The scientist in our group is willing to help,” Jackie said. “He says he has a friend who has a lab, about three hours from here.”
I gripped her hand. “I’m onboard, but I can’t promise Nick and Lucas will be.”
“They will.”
“What makes you say that?”
“Because of Val. She could turn into a hybrid at any time. He’ll do anything to save her, so I’m sure he’ll go out of his way to find the lab. Besides, whether he’ll admit it or not, Nick cares a lot about my cousin too.”
“You’re right.”
I was determined to find that lab at all costs, and I knew Nick would support me. I knew that without a doubt.
 




Chapter 19
Thunder crashed, and lightning flashed. The rain continued to come down in sheets, though not as hard as it had been for days.
Once we were outside, the window was boarded securely. I drew my gun as we cautiously ventured out into the shadows of the night. The moon peeked through the dark, shifting clouds as the wind blew across my hair. I’d found a black jacket in one of the closets, so I’d thrown it on to be prepared for the weather. I was surprised to find a can of chewing tobacco still in the pocket, as well as a tiny pocket knife, but I’d left the tobacco in one of the nursing home trashcans. The black ooze that people spat after chewing that stuff was much too reminiscent of zombie slobber, and I wanted nothing to do with it.
Nick and I led the way, while Val, Lucas, and Jackie stood near the back. I was sure Nick had separated us on purpose so that my sole focus would be on the mission.
As we walked down the street, I noticed something very odd. Usually, we saw stray zombies roaming around, but I didn’t see any. It was as if they were hiding, lying in wait. Nick and Lucas talked with hand signals and led the others through a yard. We treaded through the tall clumps of weeds, and I easily hopped over a wooden fence like a track and field champ over a hurdle.
We made it to the next street, and I looked both ways scanning the landscape around me. Rivulets of sweat covered my back, and I felt my hands trembling on my weapon. “All clear,” I whispered.
The street was flooded up to my knees, and my boots sloshed around in the water as I walked. It was so quiet, so disturbingly dead and silent out there. Even the landscape of abandoned houses fit the picture, with overgrown grass, shrubs, and unkempt vegetation. Patches of moonlight cast shadows that danced everywhere I looked. It seemed as if the whole world had forgotten that lonely place. An ominous feeling hung in the air. Are the zombies closing in on us? I wondered. Or have we managed to evade the looming dead?
My heart thumped a mile a minute, afraid of what might spring from the lurking darkness all around us. Something rustled, and I jumped; I felt like an idiot when I realized it had only been the wind, shaking the branches above me. My own imagination was my worst enemy. I tried to still my frantic, pounding heart, telling myself there was nothing around us. For the moment, we were safe. Still, I couldn’t help recalling that slithery hiss of a voice saying my name in that dark kitchen. Its grotesque face flashed in my mind, and I had to physically shake the image away. I hated that voice and hoped to never hear it ever again.
I stared at the water and noticed something was wrong. Something brushed against my legs. Bubbles rose to the surface, and then all was still. My breath caught in my throat, and I felt that sudden terror of looking down into the deep at the unknown, probably similar to the terror one would experience at the sight of a shark fin. Before I could say a word, a zombie sprung from the water and grabbed Nick’s foot, then pulled him under. As he flailed, another one burst from the water. The zombies had been hiding in plain sight, stalking us slowly, hidden underwater like frogmen. The splashing sound of water, muffled screams, shouts, and whimpering moans echoed through the air, deafening out the sound of the rain and thunder. I swallowed my terror. The dead were lumbering in from all directions.
Everything seemed to be happening in slow motion, as if fate was taunting me, and dead fingers clamped down around my ankle, then dragged me helplessly into the water with a giant splash. I let out an agonized shriek just before I went under. Its rotting fingernails tried to dig into my skin, but luckily, I was wearing boots. With all my might, I kicked the zombie back. Groaning, I scrambled up, spitting out dirty water as a cold chill shot down my spine. Letting out a hellish moan, another one sprung forward at me, knocking me back down to the ground, sending droplets spraying everywhere like two kids splashing in a pool. Its snapping jaws and jagged teeth were mere inches from my face. I hit it on top of the head again and again with the butt of my gun. Finally, on the fifth blow, I cracked its skull, and it finally released me.
Before I could even get up to celebrate my victory and to catch a breath that wasn’t tainted with muddy water and grass, another attacker assaulted me. Unfortunately, my hands were slippery, and my gun went flying over to the left. Those chomping jaws wanted to devour my face, but I stretched out my hands and bravely held the writhing creature back, then lay on my shoulders and lifted my legs. I knew I had to secure my knees into the upper arms of the zombie and tightly hold its wrists to keep it at bay. It was one of many moves my big brother had taught me, and it worked. I knew it would save my face from the zombie’s gnashing, rotted incisors. I suddenly sprawled my legs and kicked its knee with all the force of a Babe Ruth knock out of the park. Scrambling up, I frantically searched for my gun. A zombie missing a shoulder and half of its face stumbled toward me, followed by two more of his ugly friends.
My gaze shot down into the water. Where was my flippin’ gun? A zombie grabbed me in a choke hold, and I could tell by the way it moved that it was a hybrid. I pushed back with my legs and leaned my weight back against it, then pried its arm from my neck and twisted around. I kicked it square in the chest, and it went flying. I gazed into cloudy, vacant eyes. The other two zombies lumbered closer.
I desperately felt around the dirty puddle. Water dripped down my face and suddenly, my fingers curled around cold metal. The gun! The zombie with the missing shoulder hissed as its outstretched arms reached for me. I kicked the corpse in the gut as hard as I could with my booted foot. It staggered back, and I aimed. As it came back for Round 2, I stared for a split second into its bloodless green face, then fired off a shot straight into its head. It fell straight back with a giant splash. I fired off another shot, killing the third one coming my way.
As I tried to scramble away, I was quickly surrounded by more mutilated corpses. I refused to believe that my life was going to end on a deserted, flooded neighborhood in the middle of nowhere. On the other hand, if I survived the day, it would be nothing short of a miracle. Shots, raspy snarls, screams, and splashing echoed in the air as the group fought to survive. I’d lost track of Nick, aimed, and fired, but there were so many.
As I backed up in the water, which was now up to my waist because of the dip in the road. I noticed they were becoming slower and clumsier, and I was happy to have the advantage. I sloshed through the water. When I glanced over my shoulder, I froze. Like a scene out of some awful horror movie, at least twenty of them were right behind me. I kept shooting until my gun clicked, letting me know it was empty. Crap! I moved even faster and sped to the sidewalk. When someone suddenly grabbed my shoulder, my pulse pounded, and I heaved a lungful of air.
“This way!” my brother said. He motioned me to follow him, and we jumped another fence and hid behind a shed that was camouflaged in a tangle of weeds and vegetation.
My throat tightened as we both stood there, completely silent. “Too…close,” I breathed out.
“I’m sorry we got separated from everyone in all that chaos,” Nick said, finally breaking the silence.
“I’ve learned that’s life, but we’ve gotta get Val, Jackie, and Lucas,” I whispered. “And what about all the others? We can’t leave them.”
“Lucas knows what he’s doing. He’ll keep them safe.”
“If they’re not dead already.” My mind reeled, and I prayed to God that our sister and friends were okay. I shook my head in amazement, pissed my brother wouldn’t go back for any of the others, not even the people closest to us. I could still hear their pained screams, shouts, and moans in my head. It was pure agony that I couldn’t help them, but I was fighting for my own life. I wondered if any others had managed to escape. My stomach was tied in knots.
He shot me a look. “If we go back, we’re as good as dead.”
“What now then?” I asked, reloading my gun.
He held up the gasoline can. “We stick to Plan A.” He motioned for me to follow him, and we walked down a dark alley until we got to a street called Oakwood.
A twig snapped, and footsteps approached. I pointed my gun, ready to shoot. Focusing ahead, I let out a ragged breath.
“Don’t shoot, buddy,” a man said in a shaky voice.
“It’s Sam!” Nick said. “Put your gun down, Dean.” Nick motioned for the others to come out.
Ten guys from our group walked out of the tall, overgrown weeds, and I never thought I’d be so grateful to see them.
“Did you guys see Val, Lucas, or Jackie?” I asked anxiously.
“I think Val got away, but I’m not sure about the others,” one of the men said.
I was thrilled my sister had survived, but my heart sank as I wondered about Lucas and Jackie.
“There’s their home sweet home,” Nick said, pointing the place out to the men. “I say we get snipers on the roof of every house surrounding it. Others can battle in direct combat.”
I stared at the hideout. It was nothing special, just a white, two-story house with overgrown weeds and a white picket fence. Zombies were pacing around it, and the street wasn’t as flooded as the one we’d just muddled through.
Our best shots took their sniping positions on neighboring rooftops and started firing away, taking zombies down one by one. Meanwhile, Nick and I and a few others started ground combat.
“Dean,” Nick said, “get the ones coming from the left!”
I sized up my threat and was sure I could take them. I aimed and held it steady. A zombie with long black hair, a skull face, and long nails came toward me. I stared at empty sockets that used to hold eyes. Tightening my jaw, I fired and dropped the blind thing in front of me. Two more came at me, followed by six shuffling right behind it. I fired over and over again. When Nick’s shouts resounded in my ears, I glanced in his direction and aimed, ready to take down anything that got near him, but he seemed to be doing just fine with his knife and drove it into a zombie’s eye.
Gunshots, sniper fire, and shouts echoed all around me. Bullets flew everywhere, and zombies fell one by one. We were certainly a force to be reckoned with. I breathed heavily as I reloaded, but during those few brief seconds, an opponent took full advantage and moved in. Pain exploded through my body. Something had delivered a crushing blow to my back. I crashed to the ground and tried to recover the air that had been knocked from my lungs. When I looked up, I stared into cold, dead eyes and the glint of a knife blade hovering just over me. “Die!” it hissed.
I shuddered. It was a smart zombie, a hybrid, and it had that voice I had wanted to forget. It lifted it arms high in the air for more momentum to stab me in the chest. In a sudden blur, I reached for my gun. A bullet whizzed past me, and the zombie fell sideways, but I hadn’t yet pulled the trigger. One of the snipers had saved my life.
I could hear nails hammering away. Some of the men had made it to the house and were nailing all the exits shut. Others were boarding up the bottom windows. Nick splashed gasoline on the house and poured a long trail around the perimeter. He whipped out a Zippo lighter and ignited it. We stood across the street and watched. Within minutes, the place was a blazing inferno, burning the house and every living or not-quite-living thing in it to a crisp. The men gave each other high-fives, whistled, and shouted in victory.
Suddenly, a familiar female voice echoed through the air. I recognized it immediately, and so did Nick. We looked at each other, stunned to hear Claire. I didn’t have any rope to tie her up, and I had no idea how we’d get her back, but I ran toward the porch anyway, with Nick following along behind.
Straining with all his might, my brother began pulling one of the boards off the window. I joined in, and before long, we pulled off enough of the boards to squeeze through. Inside, I could barely see in the hazy blue-gray smoke swirling around me in billows. I stepped into knee-deep water. Hungry flames leapt, and heat radiated from all around me. I could feel the intense, blinding heat on my face. “Claire!” I shouted over the crackling flames. My lungs burned, and it was hard to breathe. Pulling my shirt up over my mouth and nose as a mask, I took quick, shallow gasps.
“Dean! Nick!” Claire shouted over the roar of the fire.
Coughing violently, I spun around and gazed into Claire’s face. She was as beautiful as ever and hadn’t even been zombified. Instead, she was tied up. Nick pulled out his knife and cut her free, and she collapsed into his arms.
A shout pierced the air, and I spun around.
“Dean!” a female zombie roared. “I’m gonna kill you and all your friends!” She stood with a big group around her.
I bit my lip hard, wondering if I could take so many on at once. Nick and I fired away through the smoke. Fire shot across the ceiling. Suddenly, bullets flew back at us, and we ducked for cover behind an overturned table. “What the…? They’re shooting back!” I said.
“We’ve gotta get out of here,” Claire said, coughing as smoke engulfed the room.
“You two go on,” Nick said. “I’ll cover you.”
I didn’t argue and gripped Claire’s hand and led her to the window. After she climbed out, I turned around to help my brother.
The bullets stopped and I wondered if they were out of ammo. Nick started firing and just as I went to reload, zombies shuffled toward me. I channeled my anger and kicked the zombie swiftly but efficiently, then finished it off with a hammer kick as it fell down. Another one came and I grabbed its shoulder and kneed it. Another undead freak reached for my throat, and I delivered a roundhouse kick to its head. I felt for bullets in my pocket and quickly reloaded.
A zombie lurched at me. Air whooshed from my lungs as I fell backward, splashing in the water. Hands wrapped around my throat and began to squeeze as I was held underwater. My lungs burned and screamed for air. Dizziness flooded through me and I couldn’t breathe. I struggled to no avail. My head pounded. I tried to loosen its dead fingers but its grip was too tight. I wasn’t dealing with a normal zombie but a hybrid. I felt around the water and my fingers wrapped around what I assumed to be a candle opera. With my last bit of strength, I swung at the zombie’s head. It released me. I sucked in gulp after gulp of air. I couldn’t stop coughing.
Nick shot another zombie, then held out his hand to help me up.
Four more zombies came at us, but they met their demise when the burning ceiling creaked and came crashing down on them.
“Let’s go!” Nick said.
I tumbled through the opening, crashing in a heap. My eyes were burning from all the smoke as I sucked in gulps of fresh air. When I looked back at the house, it was engulfed in flames. I took several breaths to slow my racing heart.
“Nick!” a sniper yelled down from the roof next to us. “We’ve killed all the hybrids.”
Nick nodded. “Great job. Meet us back at the hideout.”
I watched the snipers from the different roofs leave their positions and head back to the nursing home. Claire was lying in the grass, her beautiful red hair swirled all around her. I felt for a pulse, and it was strong. I breathed out, relieved.
Nick scooped her up and held her close against his chest, and I could have sworn I saw a tear in his eye. “Follow me!” he said.
I nodded. Swallowing hard, I drew my gun and pointed ahead, even though there weren’t any zombies in sight.
Suddenly, a slithering, menacing voice called Nick’s name.
I turned around and gazed into the eyes of a familiar zombie with green skin, torn patches of skin, and the trademark white eyes. “Howard?” I whispered.
He aimed the gun at Nick’s head. “Give Claire back to me!” he hissed.
I knew at that moment that we’d been right: Not only did the hybrids retain their intellect, but also some of their emotional makeup. Howard had wanted Claire from the beginning, and even after turning, he’d wanted her bad enough to kidnap her. Nick had been accused of killing him, and in that moment, I kind of wished he would have done the deed.
Nick had put his gun away to carry Claire, figuring I could cover him.
I pointed my gun, but Howard didn’t pay me much mind, as if I was no threat at all. I was tired of people ignoring me and not taking me seriously. “Put the gun down, Howard!” I demanded.
He laughed. “Or what? You won’t shoot. You’re the baby brother with the heart of gold, remember? You’re going around trying to save everyone. I loved your little pep talk on top of the patrol car back at the school.”
“Howard, I’m not playing,” I shouted. I’d been practicing at a shooting gallery for a straight year when the zombie thing happened, and I was the best shot on the island. I knew I could put him down before he put me down, but I was stopped in my tracks by guilt. I’d made Howard that way by bringing the serum to those people, and it was, in essence, all my fault that he was now an inhuman monster. How can I just shoot him in cold blood?
“Take the shot, Dean!” Nick shouted. “Put him down!”
“Dean,” Howard said, speaking slowly through gritted teeth, “my skin might look like a zombie’s, but I’m as human as you are. I remember everything, even my love for Claire. I’m the same person, just in a different skin.”
I hesitated, my hands wavering. “You forgot to mention that your diet has changed drastically!”
“You did this to me!” he shouted. “I know you and your brother and that sexy little girlfriend of yours have always thought of me as a monster, but do you think I want to live like a cannibal?”
“I-I didn’t know this would happen,” I said. “I’m sorry.”
Howard stepped closer, aiming the gun at Nick’s head. “Give me Claire and tell your brother to throw the gun over here, or I will kill both of you right here.”
“Talk to me, Howard,” I said, “not my brother.”
“Why would I want to talk to you? You’re merely a shadow, nothing like your brother at all,” he mocked.
I took a breath and steadied my grip. “I’m everything like my brother. Maybe one day he’ll see it.”
Howard aimed the gun at me and prepared to shoot, but I was faster. In a split second, I shot Howard straight in the head, and he crashed to the ground with a thud.
“Let’s go!” Nick shouted, helping Claire stay upright.
We didn’t give each other high-fives or congratulate one another. We just hightailed it out of there without another word, cutting through an overgrown yard and hopping a fence. We crept through a patch of vegetation and suddenly stopped as Nick scanned the area. A few seconds later, he gave us the okay to proceed.
“Do you think they’re all dead?” Claire asked as we moved through the darkness.
“I hope,” I said.
Nick blew out a breath. “We got enough to break the connection. Let’s find the others and get the heck out of town.”
We hurried down the lonely streets, killing a few zombies along the way, and made it back to the nursing facility. As I frantically knocked on the wood, my heart swelled with joy when I heard Val’s voice. She took down the boards and let us in.
“We all made it!” she said in victory.
Kate embraced me. “I knew you guys would be back! So…mission accomplished?”
“Mission accomplished,” Nick said with a nod.
“Val and I just got back,” Lucas said, hugging me. “We must’ve just missed you. When we went to the lair, we were shocked to see the whole place up in flames. You did good taking out every single one of those freaks.”
Val wrapped her arms around me. “Of course my brothers would both make it back. They’re almost as tough as me,” she said, looking into my eyes. “You better never do that to me again. You scared me to death.”
Jackie screamed out in joy, and her face lit up. She embraced Claire and spun her around, laughing. “Claire, what happened?” she asked. “We thought you were…well, one of those things.”
Claire shook her head. “Howard kidnapped me. He told me he loved me and would never let me go.”
“Really? Eww,” Jackie said, her voice wavering. “What a sick freak!”
They hugged each other once again, tears flowing from both girls.
Jackie then embraced me in a long hug and kissed my lips. “Thank you, Dean! I’ll never forget this—not ever.”
Claire jumped into Nick’s arms and kissed him. “Thanks for not giving up on me.” She nuzzled into his shoulder. “Howard told me you all thought I was dead—or worse.”
He stroked her back softly. “We thought you’d turned into one of the hybrids. Jackie was sick with grief, and I was, uh…lost without you.”
“Well, you don’t have to be lost anymore. I’m all yours now,” she whispered.
“Did he touch you or hurt you?”
She shook her head. “No, but he would’ve eventually. I feared he’d kill me within the week.”
“This little reunion is nice and all, but I think we better take a rain-check on the party,” I said.
Nick chuckled. “Boy, you are like me. Why didn’t I see it before?”
“Ha-ha,” I said.
“You said everyone made it?” Nick asked.
“Yeah,” Val said, “and lucky for us, the scientist was one of them.”
“Bring him with us,” Nick said. “Let’s go find that lab and see if he can figure out what’s going on. Maybe he can turn this thing around so the others won’t go through the change.”
“That’s what we’re hoping,” Val said.
Lucas threw a set of keys to Nick. “Kate and Asia rummaged through a house and found keys for you to a blue SUV.”
“Sweet,” Nick said. “I’ll have to thank them for the wheels.”
He smiled. “Val and I are going to ride with them in the Lexus they found. That way nobody is too cramped in one vehicle. Not to mention, we’ll have back up in case we lose a set of wheels.”
“Sounds great,” I said.
“One catch though,” Lucas added.
“What?”
“They’re on the other side of town, past the flooded streets. There was no way I could bring them here to pick us up.”
“I get it,” I said. “The roads are just too bad. Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s go get our new vehicles,” I said.
“My thoughts exactly.”
Nick handed me the keys. “Once we make our way over there, you wanna drive?”
I smiled, gripping the keys tightly in my hands. For the first time in my life, my brother was giving me the respect I deserved. We packed up and grabbed supplies, then found the vehicles Asia and Kate parked on the edge of town for a quick getaway.
The sun shined as rain sprinkled lightly. As I walked through the abandoned town, down the crumbling sidewalk, something caught my eye. A tiny flower had sprouted up from the crack. How could something so beautiful grow in this post-apocalyptic world? When everything was dead and ugly? And then Mike’s words flashed across my mind: Never give up hope.
“Will you look at that?” Val said. “Is that amazing or what?”
I glanced up at the blue sky and smiled at the rainbow to the left of us. I somehow knew we were going to make it. We just had to. Gripping my keys tightly, I jumped into the SUV and buckled up. My heart raced as I started the truck. We would be leaving this town soon! I pulled into the parking lot of the court house. That was our designated spot to leave from if anybody wanted to join us. Within an hour, a trail of cars lined up behind us. I was thankful it wasn’t as big as before. Once the scientist arrived in a white sedan, we took off.
I didn’t even look back as I took an alternate route and sped out of the city.
Rainbow or not, we still had to face an ugly reality. Nick had secretly packed rope and chains in the trunk. Nobody wanted to admit it, but we had no idea if Val, Claire, or Jackie would morph into something nightmarish, and we needed to be prepared. Some of the group went their own way, scared that if they changed, one of us would shoot them. Others decided to stay in the nursing home because they thought it was safe against the average zombie. Others scoured the neighborhood looking for transportation because they were more than willing to follow us. The human-to-hybrid conversion seemed to take place at different speeds, so I hoped we could get to the lab before it happened to our girls. Time wasn’t on our side, that was for sure, but I prayed to God that nobody would have to endure that.
All I knew was that we’d rescued Claire, everyone in our group was safe, I had my sister, we’d killed the hybrids, and—perhaps best of all—I had Jackie, my girlfriend.
I punched the gas, and nothing had ever felt better than driving away with a carful of precious cargo—the people I loved most in the world.
 

End of Installment 4 – See cover below for book 5.
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